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Convergences and Divergences: 
Unravelling the Challenges and Opportunities of the Future Combat Aircraft of Europe, a key element 

for European Interoperability

DIRECTOR'S EDITORIAL

Due to the ongoing Russian-Ukraine war, Europe's security architecture finds itself at a critical juncture of transfor-
mation. Consequently, Europe must confront its challenges and cultivate robust deterrence and defence capabilities 
through enhanced collaboration among all European nations, surpassing existing alliances. In this context, Europe has 
been striving for interoperability across various domains of security and defence, a response to the continent's years of 
inadequate defence investments by several nations.
However, the current situation in the Ukraine conflict demands not only a prompt response but also sustained and 
deeper commitments to interoperability. This underscores the crucial role of advanced weaponry, necessitating sub-
stantial investments and enduring dedication to research and development. A case in point highlighting this intricate 
scenario is the state of combat air capabilities in Ukraine and Europe.
Ukraine presently relies on outdated Soviet-era airplanes, both domestically owned and donated by other European 
countries. On the European front, challenges related to the obsolescence of platforms like the Eurofighter pose a serious 
dilemma, forcing a choice between embracing American technology or forging a European solution.
Defence budgets are under intense scrutiny for more efficient spending, prompting countries to invest in comprehen-
sive projects that serve multiple objectives. Consequently, collaborative combat aircraft projects must engage multiple 
nations, addressing various missions with judicious investments while navigating the diverse political and strategic goals 
of the involved actors.
This research aims to unravel the primary challenges associated with ongoing projects aimed at developing advanced 
combat air platforms in Europe. By scrutinising past collaborative experiences in Europe and studying the challenges 
and opportunities inherent in these projects, the research endeavours to provide a comprehensive analysis of how greater 
interoperability can be achieved in the realm of European defence.

Mario Blokken
Director PSec
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INTRODUCTION

The Russian war in Ukraine has reiterated 
the significance of air superiority in achieving 
war objectives (Bronk et al., 2022). “The war 
in Ukraine shows what fighting without air 
superiority looks like – massed armies relying 
on ground-based artillery firepower for their 
lethality, with hundreds of thousands of dead 
in the first year” (Bronk, 2023, paragraph 16). 
So, preventing long and deadly campaigns 
for Land Forces is critical for Europe, which 
strong air capabilities can accomplish. 
The Western world and Russia have been on 
the vanguard of air combat technology for de-
cades (Barrie et al., 2022). Since the end of 
the Cold War, many further countries have 
embarked on developing their aircraft capa-
bilities, with China putting together one of 
the most severe efforts to counter Western 
technologies (Barrie et al., 2022). Nowadays, 
building advanced aircrafts requires heavy in-
vestment in technological warfare. It is also 
a simultaneous sign of geopolitical strength 
(Hemler, 2023; Roukoz, 2023).
Thus, the possession of self-made aircrafts is 
proof of having not only the industrial and fi-
nancial capability to reach higher levels of de-
fence autonomy, but also the will and deter-
mination to achieve such goals. In that regard, 
it is worth to analyse whether Europe has the 
capability and determination to achieve such 
a milestone in defensive capabilities as having 
a standard combat air system  (European Ex-
ternal Action Service, 2022).
The current combat aircrafts in Europe are 
diverse. European aircraft types derive from 

either the European and American industries 
or the legacy soviet or Russian models (Stern 
& Morgunov, 2023). Such a diversity is not 
appropriate for a community aiming to act 
jointly to resolve global security dilemmas 
(Barrie et al., 2022). To fulfil the defence 
objectives meeting 21st century standards, 
Europe needs to develop a new fighter jet to 
decrease dependency on the United States. 
To pursue those expectations, there are cur-
rently two projects in motion in where Eu-
ropean countries are involved. The so-called 
SCAF/FCAS project, promoted initially by 
a French-German initiative, and the GCAP 
program originally driven by the United 
Kingdom. These projects have experienced 
different issues such as countries involved and 
delays in the design phase (Tran, 2023).
The European commitment to the projects in 
terms of budget is ambitious. According to the 
European Defence Fund indicative multian-
nual perspective 2021-2027, more than 10% 
of the total budget of the EDF is earmarked 
for the initiative without naming a particular 
project (European Commission, 2022). Thus, 
the document suggests that there will be Eu-
ropean funding for a project. However, it will 
be heavily scrutinised.
Many European air combat system projects 
have experienced mixed results in terms of fi-
nal development. Of the countries fully con-
summating the venture, the case of the Euro-
fighter is the only of any significant remark 
(Gilli & Gilli, 2017). Thus, although having 
its own fighter attack is essential for European 
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defence, its final development will face many 
challenges, as highlighted by this paper.
Therefore, the objective of the paper is to illus-
trate the main issues for the development of a 
Future Combat Aircraft in Europe, whether 
it is the German, French and Spanish Future 
Combat Air System (hereafter “FCAS”) or 
the United Kingdom’s, Italian and Japanese 
Global Combat Aircraft Program (GCAP) 
(Hemler, 2023). For that, it is vital to assess 
historical hurdles of previous projects, current 
news about the projects and future landscape 
for combat aircrafts in Europe.
The practical relevance of this paper is to en-
hance the interoperability of European armed 
forces by assessing the challenges hindering 
such a project. Meanwhile, understanding the 
project’s relevance in terms of funding and 

industrial cooperation could be a significant 
leap for the European Industrial context in 
developing a culture of trust and collabora-
tion. 
In terms of research design, the first part of 
the paper will present the literature review of 
future combat aircraft, delving into the pres-
ent inventory, the latest news about the two 
projects’ momentum and the strategic deci-
sions regarding them. The following section 
will briefly review the relevance of creating a 
European Combat Aircraft and the window 
of opportunity related to its development. 
The subsequent chapters will display the chal-
lenges and opportunities of the projects. Fi-
nally, the paper will conclude by summarising 
major findings on the topic. 

LITERATURE FRAMEWORK

An advanced combat aircraft for Europe is 
critical for its defence architecture and is con-
sidered “Europe’s most significant next-gen-
eration military development” (Barrie et al., 
2022, p. 19). To achieve this objective, two 
current projects exist by which European 
countries seek to develop a sixth-generation 
fighter - the FCAS and GCAP (Magnuson, 
2023).
The FCAS is a combined French-Ger-
man-Spanish project to deliver a combat air-
craft integrated with highly technologically 
developed systems displays (Roukoz, 2023). 
The companies involved in this project are 
Dassault from France, Airbus from Germa-
ny, and Indra from Spain (Roukoz, 2023). 

GCAP is a project of the United Kingdom 
with Japan and Italy, involving BAE Systems, 
Leonardo UK, MBDA UK, Rolls-Royce from 
the UK, IHI Corporation, Mitsubishi Electric 
and Mitsubishi Heavy Industries in Japan and 
Avio Aero, Elettronica, Leonardo and MBDA 
in Italy (BAE Systems, n.d.)
Both major projects are facing difficulties suf-
ficient to make them implode. For the FCAS, 
the divergencies between France and Germa-
ny regarding leadership and the fighter devel-
opment are causing delays that may lead to 
favouring of opposing projects (Pons, 2023). 
For the GCAP, the size of the project and the 
costs associated are major hindrances (Bronk, 
2023). Brexit has diminished the possibility 
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of accessing European funding (European 
Commission, 2021).
The setbacks of the two major projects are 
creating strategic challenges for all of Europe, 
not only for the constructors. Many countries 
are seeking to fill their gaps with options out-
side Europe. The incorporation of the F-35 
into the inventories of several NATO-mem-
ber air forces, including those of the United 
Kingdom, Italy, Finland, Denmark, Norway, 
the Netherlands, Belgium, and Poland, pro-
vides evidence of the problems that political 
and industrial indecision creates (Barrie et al., 
2022).
The importance of having a self-made Euro-
pean combat aircraft is particularly relevant 
for geopolitical reasons (European External 
Action Service, 2022) and deterrence capabil-
ities (Martini et al., 2023). The sheer number 
of combat aircraft supplier nations provides 
evidence of its geopolitical relevance. More-
over, the need to decrease the dependence on 
the United States for armaments (Roukoz, 
2023; (Bergmann et al., 2022) and credibil-
ity of deterrence capabilities motivate the de-
velopment of such weaponry (Martini et al., 
2023, p. 76).
Through relevant instruments, Europe has 
exercised their will and commitment to the 
project. The strategic compass, the EDF 
guidelines, PESCO and EDIPRA are all in-
struments introduced to create a collaborative 
environment. However, a major issue results 
from their enactment by the European Union 
institutions, as it leaves the GCAP project 
with limited options due to Brexit.
Nevertheless, Europe and NATO have si-  
milar defence needs for achieving their de-
terrence objectives  against Russia (Martini et 

al., 2023). Hence, United Kingdom’s efforts 
in the GCAP must be supported by Europe’s 
industrial complex and funding environment, 
regardless of Brexit. However, due to the im-
perative goal of interoperability between the 
two projects, a merger could become a poten-
tial solution (Barrie et al., 2022). 
Many prominent voices have suggested that 
the future may bring a joint aircraft as a result 
of the two big projects due to cost issues, the 
size of the market and the need for interop-
erability (Barrie et al., 2022; Tran, 2023; Le 
Gleut & Conway-Mouret, 2020). The UK’s 
and France’s leadership in the projects could 
help achieve collaboration. Take note of their 
current partnership in other projects, such as 
the future cruise antiship weapon programme 
(Vavasseur, 2023) that cooperation could be 
transported into the aircraft realm. Thus, with 
both countries having nuclear commitments 
to NATO, the air launch capabilities can be 
increased (North Atlantic Treaty Organiza-
tion, 2022).
Germany is a key player entering a new stage 
regarding its position in Europe in terms of 
deterring threats (Barry et al., 2023). Germa-
ny, France, and the United Kingdom all have 
nuclear commitments to NATO (Germany 
Federal Government, 2023), which may be 
bolstered by the new combat aircraft in the 
future (Pons, 2023).
A significant caveat from the German side is 
its policy on arms export (Hemler, 2023). If 
the project seeks to be profitable, the open-
ness to broad markets is essential. However, 
German denial to export Eurofighter jets to 
Saudi Arabia is a hazard to such expectations 
(Chelton & Shetler-Jones, 2023; Defence In-
sight Team, 2023). Dassault has flagged this 
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issue as highly relevant, which is critical since 
it is the French company in combined charge 
of the FCAS (Perry, 2023).
According to Dassault, the sale of a combat 
aircraft is “part of the business model” (Perry, 
2023, paragraph five). A common European 
platform will have many competitors in the 
defence market. Although the Russian war in 
Ukraine may affect the prospects of potential 
clients buying Russian aircraft (Global Data, 

2023), the US is a  strong rival for the Western 
market. Beyond those usual suppliers of air-
crafts in Europe, many countries are self-pro-
viding combat aircraft, while even Turkey has 
its own project (Burak Ege Bekdil, 2023).  
Exports are critical to finance the GCAP pro-
ject (Chelton & Shetler-Jones, 2023). Finally, 
another rival for combat aircraft markets will 
be China (Barrie et al., 2022).

FUTURE COMBAT AIRCRAFT

The reality from the past century is gone. If 
Europe wants to avoid degradation in the in-
ternational order, it should function as a great 
power in terms of exercising its hard power. 
However, increasing autonomy or seeking 
independence in the defence realm from the 
United States necessitates major efforts. If the 
goal is to be a key international player, auton-
omy in this sector is pivotal.
Defence budgets have been under consider-
able scrutiny for better spending. However, 
the present situation demands to invest in 
projects that can fulfil multiple goals, such as 
multirole aircrafts that can be used for a vari-
ety of tasks by different countries (Barrie, et 
al., 2022). Thus, the FCAS project has a win-
dow of opportunity to become essential for 
long-term cooperation and interoperability 
between the EU and its allies.
The Russian-Ukraine war has confirmed the 
essential role of air superiority in achieving 
strategic objectives. However, Ukraine cur-
rently relies on outdated Soviet airplanes 
(Ministry of Defence of Ukraine, 2020). 

Therefore, it has requested the provision of 
F-16 planes from its Western allies (Stern & 
Morgunov, 2023). The Ukrainian Minister of 
Defence, while planning for 2035, anticipates 
the need for modernizing their air assets, as 
existing Ukrainian inventory is projected to 
have a service life no longer than 2030 (Min-
istry of Defence of Ukraine, 2020). The cur-
rent level of Western aid projects a successful 
future employment of Western technologies 
(Bertamini, 2023).
Swedish Gripen jets could meet Ukraine’s 
mid-term needs due to their simpler opera-
bility (Bronk et al., 2022). However, in the 
long term, deterring Russia will demand air 
superiority, of which the United States and 
Europe will be the main competitors to facil-
itate (Bronk et al., 2022). In one way or an-
other, the European broad defence architec-
ture will incorporate Ukraine which implies 
that Ukraine will need to seek interoperabil-
ity with their closest partners (Ries & Shatz, 
2023).
The United States has announced that it will 
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shift its focus to the Indo-Pacific realm over 
the coming years (U.S. Department of De-
fense, 2022). This decision has the secondary 
effect of increasing the reliance on Europe’s 
capabilities to deter and defend its territo-
ry (U.S. Department of Defense, 2022). 
From a strategic perspective, Europe needs 
to strengthen its ability to provide advanced 
weapons systems for itself. Even though to-
day, there are many industries in numerous 
countries capable of providing resources to 
these forward posture efforts, assuming in-
creased responsibilities demands collaborative 
efforts to fulfil such strategic goals (Gilli & 
Gilli, 2017).
Autonomous weapons systems (AWS) used in 
warfare are a reality that is growing with agile 
momentum. The new generation of combat 
aircraft development embodies the use of ad-
vanced technology for merging considerable 
amounts of information in real time. This 
type of technology is already well-established 
in the United States, China, and Russia (Bar-
rie et al., 2022; Global Data, 2023).
Strategic instability and the use of autono-
mous weapons systems could be critical for 
the new scenario of geopolitics because they 
are prone to proliferation (Altmann & Sauer, 
2017). This can be seen in the engagement 
of different countries possessing such weap-
onry, most notably in the air realm (Altmann 
& Sauer, 2017, p. 122). Thus, such a pros-
pect suggests that due to costs and technology 
availability, these arms will spread. Therefore, 
Europe needs to be in the vanguard of its op-
erational and combat capabilities. 
In another realm, the commitment of Europe 
to international humanitarian law will be 
tested in the AWS realm. Thus, community 

involvement must go beyond just operational 
efficiencies because there are multiple ethical 
concerns regarding the use of autonomous 
systems in warfare. This will be addressed lat-
er in the paper.
Although the United States has the F-22 as 
the more advanced aircraft, a project is in 
motion to develop an even more enhanced 
plane (Global Data, 2023). Preparing for the 
future requires present investment to avoid 
dependence on the North American allies in 
terms of advanced aircraft technology.  There-
fore, current situations like further Europe-
an countries acquiring F-35s need to recede 
(Baronio, 2023)
According to Thierry Burkhard, former Chief 
of the Defence Staff of France between 2019 
and 2023, “Whenever possible, we must 
choose the EU” (European Defence Agency, 
2022, p. 24). Such a perspective representing 
a major defence actor of the community, as it 
is France, may be a message for NATO, EU or 
other European countries to engage in deeper 
commitment with the community in the de-
fence realm. 
The incorporation of more countries into 
NATO or the EU is in no clear scenario. 
In that regard, assuming broader defence 
commitments may be a difficult path if it 
is planned to enlarge that Alliance. Instead, 
lighter arrangements may be the way in the 
short term. As such, the endeavour to achieve 
significant interoperability is crucial for creat-
ing a broad deterrence architecture needed to 
achieve European strategic autonomy. 
The international liberal order could embrace 
multiple changes soon due to shifts in the 
foundations of security architecture. Accord-
ing to many forecasts, the US would seek a 
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deeper engagement in Asia to counter China, 
as Europe is looking for more profound au-
tonomy or independence in its security archi-
tecture (U.S. Department of Defense, 2022; 
European Defence Agency, 2022)
The FCAS is the most ambitious project ever 
proposed in the European defence realm 
(Mahieu, 2019). Although the GCAP may be 
less ambitious in terms of funding and mis-
sions or configurations that the aircraft may 
assume such as interceptor or nuclear deliv-
ery, both ventures share the goal of being an 
advanced platform that can compete with 
American alternatives  (Roukoz, 2023). 
The outset of the Russian-Ukraine war has 
particularly restated such a necessity for Eu-
rope due to the involution experienced by 
combat air capabilities in the previous years. 
Thus, the previous situation in terms of de-
fence readiness and the current necessity to 
develop credible air capabilities can be por-
trayed as follows.
“After two decades in which US and Euro-
pean combat air operations were predomi-
nantly involved in supporting ground-centric 
counterinsurgency and counter-terrorism op-
erations in generally permissive air environ-
ments, deteriorating international security is 
resulting in a renewed focus on peer or near-
peer war in a contested air domain” (Barrie et 
al., 2022, p. 3)”.
Thus, there is a real issue in Europe for agile 
work to rebuild combat air capabilities not 
only for deterrence but also to engage in cur-
rent combat air missions, such as patrolling 
the eastern flank of Europe (Bronk, 2023).
The amount of investment needed to develop 
a sixth-generation aircraft is colossal, as the 
cost-benefit equation for matching technol-

ogy according to Kirkpatric’s model (1997) 
suggests that the costs will continue to grow 
and the margins will decrease (Hemler, 2023; 
Gilli & Gilli, 2017). To understand this, it is 
vital to delve in the hurdles to acquire fund-
ing in the context of a heterogenous European 
industrial defence complex. (Baronio, 2023).
The design of a future combat aircraft project 
should integrate information collected by dif-
ferent platforms in different realms, such as 
air, sea, land, space and cyberspace, which has 
been called as a System of Systems (Roukoz, 
2023). In that regard, interoperability of dif-
ferent systems is one of the main updates of 
this variant compared to current technologies. 
Globally, the sixth-generation projects share 
milestones like “stealth technology, digital in-
tegration, and MUM-T capabilities” (Global 
Data, 2023).
In the FCAS project, the integration is based 
on seven pillars allocated in the industries of 
the different partners (Roukoz, 2023). Of 
these pillars, the main ones are the possibility 
to integrate aircrafts with remote carries (even 
expendable ones) and connectedness to the 
combat cloud (Roukoz, 2023). The United 
States already embarked on such a develop-
ment (Roukoz, 2023). On the FCAS project, 
recent announcements suggest progress on 
the development of the expendable remote 
carrier, high skilled for neutralise air-defences 
and highly autonomous (Petersen, 2023)
Regarding the GCAP, the project has estab-
lished its objectives “to harness next-gener-
ation technologies to deliver cutting-edge 
sensors, weapons and data systems” and “un-
crewed aerial systems” (UK Ministry of De-
fence, 2022, p. 82). A quick comparison may 
suggest that the combat cloud of the FCAS 
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is a more ambitious aim (Roukoz, 2023), as 
the GCAP is expected to only operate un-
der “digital networks linking forces across 
air, land and sea (UK Ministry of Defence, 
2022, p. 82). Some sources even state that 
Belgium chose to join the FCAS project due 
to the higher technological edge of the project 
compared to the GCAP (The Brussels Times, 
2023)
Spilling over to the civilian sector due to in-

novation could bolster the projects in a major 
way (Roukoz, 2023; Gilli & Gilli, 2017). The 
amount of funding needed by the projects 
suggests that, at some point, the market will 
need to engage deeply to reach the proper lev-
el of investment (Barbieux, 2023). Although 
this is a critical situation for Europe’s defence 
realm, the market will still act under the 
cost-benefit criteria (Kirkpatrick, 1997).

CHALLENGES

Bogged Projects

Europe has long seen the existence of different 
projects as something undesirable due to the 
opportunities lost by the lack of collaboration 
(Barrie et al., 2022). The potential Europe-
an countries involved in the development of 
the aircraft have different needs, which may 
hinder the possibility of developing a joint 
venture (Baronio, 2023). However, optimisti-
cally evaluating the situation, the diversity of 
operational features may enhance the chances 
of developing a multi-role aircraft. Although 
“Multirole platforms are more expensive, but 
also more flexible and thus easier to deploy in 
different operational environments” (Gilli & 
Gilli, 2017, p. 2)
Expanding on the momentum of these proj-
ects, some authors stated that, due to conflicts 
in the FCAS, the GCAP is in a better shape 
(Magnuson, 2023). Nevertheless, several po-
litical meetings between the defence leaders of 
France, Germany, and Spain throughout the 
year 2023 boosted the design phase (Magnu

son, 2023; Pons, 2023). On top of that, the 
addition of Belgium to the project enhances 
the financial challenges ahead. Not only be-
cause Belgium may be a potential purchaser 
of the aircraft (Hemler, 2023) but also be-
cause there is a big political commitment in 
Brussels to the project in terms of funding al-
located for the endeavor (The Brussels Times, 
2023). 
Funding is a significant issue for both projects 
and is one of the reasons for the engagement 
of multiple countries. While France and Ger-
many have already announced defence budget 
increases for the following years, the United 
Kingdom is expected to stay near the 2% level 
of GDP on military spending, as required by 
NATO (Chalmers, 2023). Thus, the GCAP 
project may face more future funding hur-
dles, despite having announced current in-
vestments of one billion pounds in 2022 (UK 
Ministry of Defence, 2022).
In the UK-led project, the public funding an-
nounced by the European involved countries 
“falls wells short” (Bronk, 2023, paragraph 
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one). Different perspectives exist regarding 
the commitment of Japan and Italy to the 
project because even though Japan may allo-
cate equal funds to the UK, showing at least 
a similar engagement to the project, on the 
other side, Italy has recently purchased the 
F-35, which adds obstacles to the availability 
of funds (Bronk, 2023) 
Although the finance numbers of the Eu-
rofighter were skyrocketing (Bronk, 2023; 
Kirkpatrick, 1997), the current investment 
for GCAP and FCAS is far from matching 
those figures (Bronk, 2023). The export ex-
perience of the Eurofighter until this day with 
the Tranche 3 variant should be considered as 
a model to endure financial stability (Defence 
Insight Team, 2023)
Another issue is the political realm. Europe 
has a complex political power allocation due 
to its many agencies and countries involved 
in the decision-making process. Furthermore, 
the significant number of industries involved 
in the analysed projects hinders the agility of 
decisions compared to the United States and 
China (Baronio, 2023; Barry et al., 2023). To 
overcome those issues, the political commit-
ment to defence projects is essential, as pol-
iticians hold the keys to defunding projects 
(Noll, 2023). In that regard, recent announce-
ments from the United Kingdom, in terms of 
pragmatic defence relations with Europe, may 
be positive for the progress of future projects 
and their interoperability (Chalmers, 2023)
Although Brexit has strained the United 
Kingdom’s eligibility for certain EU defence 
investment funding, it does not imply the 
complete isolation of its defence industry. 
Some authors have characterised the involve-
ment in the PESCO military mobility pro-

gram as a pragmatic move from the UK to 
assume narrow defence commitments with 
Europe (Chalmers, 2023). This pragmatism 
may bolster the perspective of success for the 
GCAP. 

Fragmented industry 

There is no joint national military-industrial 
complex in Europe due to its political frag-
mentation (Barrie et al., 2022). The current 
scenario shows that the most prominent mar-
ket actors are nationally based companies 
seeking to fulfil the national objectives based 
on political and economic motivations (Barrie 
et al., 2022). The isolation of the companies 
hinders the potential of achieving economies 
of scale and synergies. There are six countries 
in Europe with important aerospace com-
panies, which have been the main actors in 
developing combat aircraft in the past, and 
currently, they are separated into two groups 
developing rival projects (Barrie et al., 2022)
Nonetheless, the lack of cooperation has led 
to the rise of different companies delivering 
identical systems (Gilli & Gilli, 2017). This 
problem is a major issue for Europe, having 
at least 3 European suppliers of combat air-
craft  (Barbieux, 2023). The comparison with 
other prominent actors like the United States, 
Russia and China reveals less diversity of the 
leading weaponry suppliers (Barbieux, 2023) 
Even though the European industrial complex 
should remain centred on national interests, 
the industrial base “must increase maturity 
and make viable key disruptive technologies” 
(Pons, 2023, paragraph three) or assume the 
reality that in the defence realm, it will be in a 
lower tier.  Industrial fragmentation is a major 
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hindrance in the development of the FCAS, 
resulting in delays in the project’s timeline 
(Jennings, 2022; Magnuson, 2023). Thus, a 
collaborative perspective promoted by Euro-
pean agencies to share costs and work towards 
strategic autonomy is essential to address 
those challenges (Le Gleut & Conway-Mo-
uret, 2020; European External Action Ser-
vice, 2022).

Past and Present Divergences

The past European collaborative projects have 
shown the complexity of cooperation in the 
defence realm. In the Eurofighter project, 
some problems have reached such a level of 
discussion that they have had to be solved 
by politicians, in issues like work allocation 
and other commercial-industrial issues, some-
thing that should have been kept on the part-
ners level (Chelton & Shetler-Jones, 2023).
In terms of disputes between the partners, 
Germany and France had agreed on several 
defence collaborative projects, specifically a 
new aircraft and a new main battle tank, the 
most relevant ones for interoperability. Al-
though the deal states that France will be the 
leader of the project (Noll, 2023; Barrie et al., 
2022), it is worth to remember that during 
the development of the Eurofighter, France 
abandoned the project to opt for the Dassault 
Rafale (Magnuson, 2023). 

Autonomous Weapon Systems (AWS)

The evolution of warfare throughout recent 
years has added a myriad of autonomous 
weapons with various levels of autonomy 
(Arkhipov-Goyal & Chavannes, 2021). Such 

technologies allow for faster and more precise 
responses to certain threats. However, many 
ethical discussions exist regarding human 
control over the technology, the accountabil-
ity of the actions and the norms that should 
assess the limits of such technologies. (Alt-
mann & Sauer, 2017) (Arkhipov-Goyal & 
Chavannes, 2021).
Both the FCAS and GCAP projects will in-
tegrate an ensemble of vehicles with auton-
omous technology (Hemler, 2023) (Barrie, 
et al., 2022). These vehicles may be used for 
tasks of surveillance, reconnaissance, intelli-
gence, target acquisition, and suppression of 
air defences, which implies multiple regula-
tions of the autonomy, because the rules of 
engagement from target acquisition are far 
different than those involving the use of arms 
(Arkhipov-Goyal & Chavannes, 2021) (Bar-
rie, et al., 2022).
In this regard, the endeavour of the European 
Combat Aircraft should address the discus-
sion of humanitarian limits. The relationship 
between the autonomous technology and the 
human involvement in the decision chain is 
highly complex and its outcomes are yet to be 
determined. (Arkhipov-Goyal & Chavannes, 
2021). Thus, it is key for a human-centric 
development of warfare that Europe assume 
leadership in this realm because both states 
and non-state groups may employ this type 
of technology, which have different commit-
ments to the laws of war. 
The US and Israel are conducting research 
to produce autonomous systems that com-
ply with international humanitarian law, and 
Europe should leverage these projects to such 
endeavour. Hence, less scrupulous actors not 
bound by international human rights and-
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manitarian law will find AWS development 
much easier (Altmann & Sauer, 2017, p. 126) 
(Arkhipov-Goyal & Chavannes, 2021)
As for the FCAS, Airbus, one of the leading 
companies involved in the development, has 
engaged in studies about the responsible use 
of artificial intelligence in the project (Azzano 
et al., 2022). This may be evidence of the com
mitment of Europe with responsible use of 
the technology. However, it is yet to be deter-
mined if those commitments can be aligned 
with the cost-benefit scheme of the remote 
carriers.

OPPORTUNITIES 

Interoperability
 
Avoiding national priorities and interests 
in favour of European objectives has a lot 
to do with the interoperability of the armed 
forces (Barbieux, 2023). Having weaponry 
systems that can operate together depends 
not only on industrial synergy but also on 
political commitment to prioritise the ca-
pability for joint acts(European Defence 
Agency, 2022). Due to the size of the proj-
ect, this could break the paradigm of isola-
tion in European defence innovation.
The future combat aircraft can enhance 
interoperability through the integration of 
technologies, integration of different coun-
tries and industries in the project, while 
allowing for economies of scale in main-
tenance due to having standardised aircraft 
fleets (Gilli & Gilli, 2017). Moreover, some 
European companies involved in the two 
major projects have already worked togeth

er in distinct stages of the Eurofighter (Bar-
rie, et al., 2022).  
Some experts have even argued that there is 
room for merging the two projects (Bronk, 
2023). They base their claims on the re-
quirements of significant investments, the 
high technology needed to develop an ad-
vanced aircraft and the current speciali-
sation of the countries involved (Bronk, 
2023).
Delving further into the issue of develop-
ing costs of such an advanced aircraft, the 
analysis should integrate a prospective anal-
ysis of the future updates that the technol-
ogy demands to be a credible competitor 
for achieving air superiority (Kirkpatrick, 
1997). In this regard, the United States have 
an outstanding advantage due to the techno-
logical progress acquired during the devel-
opment of the F-22 and F-35 jets (Gilli & 
Gilli, 2017; Bronk, 2023)
Regarding a common European aircraft, 
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there is a need to further discuss the efforts 
to reconstruct the Ukrainian army. The 
Western arms supply for Ukraine and the 
continuation of the Russian threats suggest 
that such technology will be the future of 
Ukraine Armed Forces (Ries & Shatz, 2023; 
Bertamini, 2023). Regarding aircrafts, this 
scenario is already in motion with the 
public Ukrainian request for F-16s by the 
Ukrainian President (Bronk, Reynolds, & 
Watling, 2022) 

The nuclear commitment of UK and France 
to NATO is another issue that may help to 
bring the two projects closer. The poten-
tial for a less forward posture of the United 
States would result in Europe needing to 
increase its deterrence capabilities through 
a more decisive forward posture (Marti-
ni et al., 2023). France currently relies on 
the Rafale for the nuclear strike role (Bar-
rie et al., 2022) and the UK does not have a 
designated aircraft for such a mission (The 
Government of the UK, 2023). Thus, if the 
future safety of Europe demands more cred-
ible deterrence capabilities, the UK may be 
prompted to have an aircraft available to de-
liver a nuclear strike.

PESCO

In terms of management of defence projects, 
the Permanent Structured Cooperation (here-
after as “PESCO”) could be an important 
aid. Past divergences within the cooperation 
between different industries related to nation-
al sovereignty, project leadership, jobs alloca-
tion and intellectual property could be solved 
through the tutelar role of PESCO (Block-
mans & Crosson, 2021)

PESCO is a significant initiative within the 
European Union (EU) that aims to enhance 
defence and security cooperation among 
its member states (Blockmans & Crosson, 
2021). Established in 2017, PESCO signifies 
a commitment to furthering European de-
fence autonomy and strengthening the EU’s 
capacity to respond to security challenges. 
(Blockmans & Crosson, 2021).
The PESCO projects encompass areas such 
as joint military capabilities, research and 
development, and crisis management (Block-
mans & Crosson, 2021). Moreover, PESCO 
provides a framework for pooling resources, 
sharing knowledge and developing a joint ap-
proach to security and defence. Thus, it may 
ultimately lead to a reduced dependency on 
external defence actors, notably the United 
States, by promoting greater coordination 
and interoperability among the armed forces 
of EU member states (Blockmans & Crosson, 
2021). 

EDF

Delving into tools for tackling funding is-
sues, the European Defence Fund (hereafter 
“EDF”) is a significant initiative launched 
by the European Union (EU) to strengthen 
defence capabilities, promote research on 
defence and development and enhance se-
curity cooperation among its member states 
(European Commission, 2021). Established 
in 2017, the EDF represents a pivotal step 
towards achieving a more unified and autono-
mous European defence framework.
The EDF primarily focuses on two main pil-
lars: research and capability development (Eu-
ropean Commission, 2021). It provides fund-
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ing for collaborative research projects aimed 
at fostering innovation and technological ad-
vancements in the defence sector (European 
Commission, 2021). This research is critical 
in addressing emerging security challenges, 
improving defence systems, and encouraging 
competitiveness within the European defence 
industry (Barbieux, 2023). 
One of the issues of this initiative is the al-
location of funds for countries of the EU 
(European Commission, 2021). If the GCAP 
merges with the FCAS, the participation of 
third countries within the project further 
complicates the already problematic relation 
of the UK with Europe (Chalmers, 2023). 
Moreover, Japan may produce issues for EDF 
funding due to the potential involvement or 
participation of Saudi Arabia in the project 
(Chelton & Shetler-Jones, 2023). 
The capability development pillar of the EDF 
supports the joint development of defence 
capabilities by EU member states (European 
Commission, 2021). It aims to reduce du-
plication of efforts and resources, enhance 
interoperability and promote the pooling of 
resources in the defence sector (European 
Commission, 2021). It aims to develop more 
efficient and cost-effective defence capabilities 
for Europe, which are essential for modern 
warfare and achieving strategic autonomy 
(Gilli & Gilli, 2017). 
Finally, the connection between EDF and 
PESCO allows  European countries to re-
ceive more funding for their defence projects  
(European Commission, 2021), helping to 
enhance the coordination in the European 
defence-industrial complex.  It also bolsters 
interoperability, which is necessary to achieve 
strategic autonomy and reduce reliance on ex-

ternal defence providers (European Defence 
Agency, 2022). 

EDIRPA

In a recent measure to promote defence col-
laboration and cooperation, the European 
Council has passed a bill named European 
Defence Industry Reinforcement through 
the Common Procurement Act (hereafter 
“EDIRPA”). This act incorporates up to €300 
million euros in funding until 2025 for en-
hancing defence capabilities (European Par-
liament, 2023)
One of the act’s objectives is to finance re-
search and development but with require-
ments prone to favoured European Union 
industries and EU interests (European Par-
liament, 2023). Considering that both FCAS 
and GCAP projects are in the initial stages of 
development, the implementation of EDIR-
PA can be seen as an opportunity to leverage 
this budget for allocating additional funds for 
the future European aircraft within a coopera-
tive framework aimed at advancing European 
interests.
Although the initial funding is small, the 
momentum established by this act and the 
struggles experienced by the FCAS and 
GCAP projects may prompt Europe to ca-
talyse a necessary collaborative environment 
(Barbieux, 2023). The objective of EDIRPA, 
promoting effectiveness for European aims, is 
clear as “The instrument is meant to foster co-
operation in procurement, increasing solidar-
ity, interoperability, and efficiency of defence 
spending” (Barbieux, 2023, p. 3).
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CONCLUSION 

The Russian war in Ukraine serves as a stark 
reminder of the critical importance of air su-
periority in modern warfare, with devastating 
consequences of its absence. The Western 
world and Russia have long been at the fore-
front of air combat technology, while China is 
developing strong capabilities. Although de-
veloping advanced aircraft requires significant 
investment,  it has come to indicate geopolit-
ical strength.
Europe’s commitment to developing its own 
fighter jet is evident, with a substantial por-
tion of defence budgets allocated for this 
purpose. However, it faces many challeng-
es in achieving this goal, given the complex 
mix of aircraft types employed by European 
countries, including American, European, 
and Russian models. The development of a 
Future Combat Aircraft is thus vital for Eu-
ropean defence. However, it will undoubtedly 
encounter numerous hurdles.
The challenges from the past are still present 
in a fragmented defence industry, with rival 
countries seeking certain levels of dominance 
embodied in the intertwined relation of gov-

ernment and defence industry. Although it 
has been a problem in the past, the politics 
are essential to achieve the academic consen-
sus over a more resilient and self-reliant de-
fence in Europe. In terms of the size of the 
projects, the collaboration and coordination 
efforts from the European leadership are op-
portunities to institutionalise the defence in-
teroperability.
Even though initiatives like PESCO, EDF, 
and EDIRPA are too recent for a fair assess-
ment of their results and challenges, the com-
mitment of European agencies to coordinat-
ing policies with the industrial community is 
evident. As established in the paper, bolster-
ing certain strategic projects in the defence 
realm could prevent divergences between the 
cost-benefit reasoning of private industrial 
companies and national interests. Finally, to 
better understand this phenomenon, future 
research could focus on how the European 
Union’s funding and management policies 
can bolster and protect projects that are cru-
cial to achieving strategic autonomy.
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