
in short

Brussels’ new telephone number? – 		
		  How a European Security Council 
could strengthen EU foreign policy

Olaf Wientzek / Christian E. Rieck

In June 2018, Federal Chancellor Merkel proposed a European Security Council. What might the 
design, mandate and functioning of this instrument look like?

1. Why is a European Security Council 
necessary?

The EU suffers from a lack of action in foreign and 
security policy: there is often no joint strategy in 
conflicts including those with important actors in 
the international political arena. Decision-making 
is far too time consuming. The reasons behind this 
are the member states’ different strategic, political 
and military cultures but also the unanimity rule. A 
transition to majority voting still seems too contro-
versial. A possible solution should be the creation 
of a European Security Council (ESC), consisting of 
a small yet representative group of member states.

2. What role could a European Security 
Council play?

The ESC would function as the platform for 
security policy debates within the EU. This would 
enable it - in the run-up to important negotiations 
- to help the EU Member States find a common 
stance in international forums (OSCE, UN etc.). 
Hence, the ESC would be a place of European 
strategy building. 

In principle, it should deal with all questions per-
taining to the strategic direction of the European 
foreign and security policy. Implementing policies 
should remain within the remit of the competent 
institutions and committees.

The ESC could provide a forum for coordinating 
the EU’s position in the United Nations and in 

the UN Security Council. If there is an European-
isation of the EU countries’ temporary Security 
Council seats to become a European Security 
Council seat, these member states need to be 
committed to the position adopted in the ESC. 

The ESC could bindingly represent the European 
Commission or the respective EU Member States 
in international conflict resolution formats. On 
behalf of the High Representative, ambassadors 
of the ESC (e.g. foreign minister of the countries 
included therein), could act as delegates of the EU 
in conflict prevention formats. 

Individual EU Member States could represent the 
ESC as “lead nations” on issues with which these 
states have a great deal of experience. 

The ESC ought to formulate positions on the 
EU’s strategic international partners based on 
the European Union Global Strategy (EUGS) 
guidelines.

Notwithstanding, the member states still have the 
option of positioning themselves differently to the 
ESC. Such divergent conduct from the ESC would 
be more clearly visible to the international public 
than it is today, however. 

Issues that should not fall within the remit of the 
ESC would include the EU’s enlargement policy or 
the resolution of CSDP missions and cooperation 
with NATO missions. 
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3. How would the Security Council be 
composed? 

The Security Council would need to be both 
representative and effective at the same time.
 
Based on its function, the ESC should be com-
posed of the following members

›› The High Representative for Foreign and 
Security Policy

›› The EU Member States that form the Troika 
of the EU Council Presidency

›› Each EU Member State holding a non-perma-
nent seat in the UN Security Council

For reasons of political and geographical balance, 
seats could be reserved for the following groups 
whose holders would rotate every 18 months

›› A member state that is not a member of NATO 
at the same time 

›› A country from the eleven post-communist 
states in Central and Southeast Europe 

›› One of the three most populated EU Member 
States: Germany, France and Italy. 

The ESC should hold a meeting in two configu-
rations: the heads of state and government of 
the countries represented in the ESC could meet 
during the European Council Summits; the foreign 
ministers on the occasion of the EU Foreign Min-
isters Meeting. The High Representative would 
participate in both formats.   

4. How would the decisions be taken?

Decisions in the ESC should be reached by una-
nimity.  Nevertheless, member states should have 
the option of distancing themselves from the 
ESC’s position if they believe that such a decision 
infringes against their vital interests. This would 
make it clear that these were dissenting votes of 
EU Member States, however.

If nine EU Member States were to speak out 
against the ESC’s position within a short deadline, 
the ESC would no longer be able to represent 
such a position (a posteriori veto). Another alter-
native would be a weighted veto, subject to the 
proportion of the budget for defence and devel-
opment spending or the participation in CSDP 
missions.
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