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consider as essential to legitimize significant fiscal transfers and supranational 
oversight of reforms.

A second challenge for the EU has been the turmoil in Ukraine, which, 
after first negotiating and then rejecting an association agreement with the 
EU, faced massive popular protests and eventually the over-throw of a broadly 
Russia-friendly government in 2014. The subsequent intervention by Russia, 
leading to the annexation of the Crimea, the fermentation of an insurgency 
war in Eastern Ukraine and the downing of a civilian airliner originating from 
Amsterdam, led the EU to adopt a number of economic sanctions against 
Russia as well as a fundamental rethinking about its relationship with a coun-
try that had long been regarded as a strategic partner. EU foreign policy in 
the course of these events has been criticised as being naïve and ineffective in 
dealing with the assertiveness and confrontational attitudes of Putin’s Russia. 

A third crisis to confront the EU was the refugee crisis, when hundreds 
of thousands of refugees fleeing civil war in Syria and Afghanistan headed 
through Turkey and the Balkans for the safety of Western Europe. Even 
though Europe had been the destination of migrants arriving across the 
Mediterranean for many years, the sudden increase in numbers found the 
European states unprepared, both logistically and politically. The response 
has been the re-introduction of national border controls and the temporary 
suspension of key parts of the European asylum regime, raising serious ques-
tions about the future of open borders and free movement inside the Schengen 
area comprising the majority of EU member states.

The confluence of these crises in the mid-2010s constitutes what some 
have called a “perfect storm” for the European Union. Coinciding with other 
issues, such as a British referendum on leaving the EU and a constitutional 
crisis in Spain about the separatist aspirations of the Catalan regional govern-
ment, these developments have taken up a lot of the time, energy and political 
capital of European leaders, and consequently have negatively impacted on 
the EU’s capacity to relate strategically to other parts of the world, such as 
Asia. Crucially, much of the crisis management needed to address the above 
problems has required immediate or at least very short-term attention, and has 
focused the minds of leaders and of electorates on local, domestic and regional 
rather than global issues.
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