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Navigating Security and Economic Challenges in Light of the War 

in Ukraine 

Traditionally, the EU has perceived the Indo-Pacific mainly through the lenses of economic 

cooperation. However, recent events, such as the Russian invasion of Ukraine or the re-election 

of Donald Trump as US president, have only increased the debate on other aspects of the EU's 

approach to the region, such as traditional security or forming new partnerships and alliances to 

serve as a counterbalance to China.   

The Indo-Pacific region has become increasingly important to the European Union's (EU) 

foreign policy in recent years. This shift is driven by the region's economic importance and the 

need to strengthen ties with Asian partners. However, Russia's invasion of Ukraine has had 

profound implications for European security, forcing the EU to shift its foreign policy focus 

back to its borders. At the same time, the full-scale invasion highlighted some of the issues 

connected to global security, which have already been present but are now seen as pressing, such 

as the resilience of supply chains and societies against disinformation or cyber security. Some 

analysts argue this shift has redirected the EU's resources and security attention away from the 

Indo-Pacific [1], limiting its ability to engage militarily in the region as it concentrates on 

strengthening NATO and reinforcing European defences. Others see the Russian invasion of 

Ukraine as a confirmation that the Indo-Pacific and European security are interconnected, 

particularly considering the growing alignment between China and Russia [2]. Considering 

these complexities, the EU will have to recalibrate its Indo-Pacific strategy in several aspects.   

So far, the full extent of the changes is unclear. However, the EU may need to focus more 

strategically on selected priorities in the future [3], such as economic security, its 

competitiveness or its increased role in global security. Thus, some consequences of the full-

scale invasion of Ukraine also emphasised the EU's interests in the Indo-Pacific. The economic 

fallout of the war, including disruptions to energy supplies and global markets, has made 
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member states reconsider the architecture of European security and highlighted the importance 

of secure and resilient supply chains. For instance, vulnerabilities in energy and critical goods 

supply have emerged, underscoring the need for diversification as a strategic priority. These 

disruptions have emphasised the need to focus on the Indo-Pacific from a geopolitical 

standpoint. Any potential conflict involving China could similarly destabilise global trade routes 

and profoundly impact European economies, necessitating continued strategic engagement. 

Therefore, maintaining and furthering such engagement in the Indo-Pacific is essential for 

protecting Europe's broader economic and geopolitical interests.   

Considering these complexities, the EU has had to recalibrate its Indo-Pacific strategy in several 

aspects. Traditionally, the EU has perceived the Indo-Pacific mainly through the lenses of 

economic cooperation. However, recent events, such as the Russian invasion of Ukraine or the 

re-election of Donald Trump as US president, have only increased the debate on other aspects 

of the EU's approach to the region, such as traditional security or forming new partnerships and 

alliances to serve as a counterbalance to China. The EU's approach may become more 

strategically focused on selected priorities in the future. This paper thus explores the likely 

direction of the shift in the EU's approach to the region in these two aspects: security and 

alliances. It first briefly presents the Indo-Pacific as a concept, then dives into the two elements 

of EU-Indo-Pacific cooperation, and lastly, briefly discusses the potential effects of the recent 

US election results on the whole regional dynamics. 
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The Indo-Pacific: A Rising Concept 

The Indo-Pacific concept refers to a strategic and geopolitical framework that emphasises the 

interconnectedness of the Indian and Pacific Oceans. Although often vaguely defined or used 

differently by various actors [4], it underscores the region's critical role in global trade, security, 

and political dynamics. Key countries include India, Japan, Australia, and Southeast Asian 

nations such as Indonesia and Vietnam and extend to countries from East Africa to the Pacific 

Islands [5]. While the region encompasses China, the Indo-Pacific has evolved to signify a 

counterbalance to China's rising influence within the Euro-Atlantic sphere, even if China is not 

explicitly named in official documents [6].   

Initially driven by economic interests, the EU's approach to the Indo-Pacific has broadened to 

include additional objectives such as promoting sustainable development regional stability [7]. 

The publication of the EU Strategy for Cooperation in the Indo-Pacific in 2021 [8] marked a 

pivotal shift, emphasising not only the economic significance of the region but also the 

importance of collaboration on global challenges, including climate change, digital 

transformation, and maritime security. For example, the Coordinated Maritime Presences 

(CMP) is implemented within the Northwestern Indian Ocean. Through the CMP, the EU 

member states can coordinate their regional naval assets to act more effectively to promote rules-

based order within the area [9]. Furthermore, the strategy highlights the need for strengthened 

security and diplomatic partnerships to counterbalance geopolitical tensions, promote open sea 

lanes, and ensure adherence to international law. The EU also aims to deepen trade ties through, 

for example, new free trade agreements being negotiated with countries such as Indonesia [10] 

or the Philippines [11], efforts that precede the strategy itself but may get new momentum. This 

strategic approach to the region is expected to continue within the new EU Commission. Von 

der Leyen drove the EU strategy shift and will likely continue this term. Also, the new High 

Representative of the European Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy, Kaja Kallas, is 

known for a similar stricter stance on China [12].   
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The interplay of security between Indo-Pacific and Europe 

Initially driven by economic interests, the EU's approach to the Indo-Pacific has evolved to 

encompass broader objectives, including promoting sustainable development and enhancing 

regional stability. Over time, the EU has recognised the Indo-Pacific as a critical region for 

upholding global security [13]. This shift has been further emphasised by Russia's full-scale 

invasion of Ukraine, which not only refocused European attention on security but also 

underscored the importance of strengthening the EU's strategic role in global affairs. This was 

exemplified by the unprecedented appointment of an EU Commissioner for Defence and Space 

[14]. As security challenges grow increasingly interconnected, the Indo-Pacific has emerged as 

a focal point for the EU's security and defence cooperation, with discussions often centred on 

enhancing partnerships to address maritime security, cyber threats, and the broader geopolitical 

balance in the region [15].   

Even before the Russian invasion of Ukraine, the EU had been focusing on its security 

cooperation with the Indo-Pacific. That is a dimension included in the EU Indo-Pacific strategy 

[16] and strategies of several EU member states such as Germany [17], France [18], and the 

Netherlands [19], which are militarily present in the region. France, with its territorial presence 

in the Indo-Pacific, has long been the leading EU actor in the area [20]. The security of the Indo-

Pacific and the EU has been increasingly seen as interconnected from the European point of 

view. This has been, for example, highlighted recently by the involvement of North Korea in the 

Russian invasion of Ukraine [21] or via the partnership without limits between China and Russia 

[22], which continuously, although sometimes cautiously, signals support for the Russian 

position [23]. The Russian invasion highlighted this interconnectedness and the growing need 

to prioritise security. It sparked a debate about the EU's realistic ability to expand its already 

modest presence in the Indo-Pacific, given the pressing demands on its capacities in Europe or 

the Middle East [24].   
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The EU's engagement in the Indo-Pacific as a security actor has steadily expanded through 

multilateral and bilateral channels. Security cooperation is a part of the EU-ASEAN partnership 

[25], reinforced by regular leader-level summits and collaboration in various areas. The EU 

participates in key regional fora, including the ASEAN Regional Forum and the East Asia 

Summit, and engages in dialogue through platforms like the Shangri-La Dialogue in Singapore. 

Bilateral ties, such as those with Japan, complement these efforts, alongside freedom of 

navigation exercises conducted by EU member states. This cooperation is a two-way street. 

Japan is part of the Lithuanian-led demining coalition for Ukraine [26], and South Korea is a 

significant arms supplier for Ukraine and Poland [27]. The EU faces uncertainty about 

enhancing its presence and influence in the Indo-Pacific, particularly given the strain on its 

resources from crises in Europe and the Middle East [28]. Many European governments have 

already increased their spending on defence and will invest in the reconstitution of Ukraine in 

the future. With other priorities at the EU level, such as the Global Gateway strategy aimed at 

increased investments in global infrastructure, the capacity to engage militarily in the Indo-

Pacific remains limited [29].   

Besides material resources, maintaining a coherent and effective strategy will depend on 

reconciling member states' differing priorities and ensuring that Europe's Indo-Pacific 

engagements are sustained and strategically aligned. The diversity of perspectives among EU 

member states, particularly regarding China, challenges the cohesion and effectiveness of the 

EU's Indo-Pacific engagement. Some countries, like Germany [30], are more hesitant to oppose 

China directly. Furthermore, these divisions can be seen in the fact that although more EU 

member states have a specific strategic document on the Indo-Pacific and the EU strategy, many 

member states still perceive the role of the strategies differently [31]. These internal divisions 

may further complicate the European Union's capability to act decisively in a security crisis in 

the Indo-Pacific region, especially if the crisis requires swift coordination among member states 

of the EU.   
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Maintaining solid alliances in the Indo-Pacific 

1. Drivers of Effective Engagement 

Strong partnerships with the Indo-Pacific countries are essential for achieving several goals of 

the EU, such as increased competitiveness or strengthened security, both economic and 

traditional. New alliances are needed to secure their supply chains and to lower the dependency 

on China in areas such as the supply of raw materials. However, in the traditional security 

domain, the rule of law in the region must also be maintained.   

Nonetheless, establishing new relationships within the region presents challenges, many of 

which are primarily normative. So far, the EU has been focusing on regional partnerships with 

like-minded countries, such as Japan or South Korea, to mitigate security risks and reduce 

economic dependencies on China. However, in pursuing new partnerships, every EU member 

state has been increasing its diplomatic presence or considering new alliances with countries 

such as India or Vietnam, whose governance systems, characterised by varying degrees of 

democratic principles, differ from those of established liberal democracies [32]. Many Indo-

Pacific countries ran very low on democracy as measured by both the Freedom House and the 

Economist Intelligence Unit. Both institutions rank 23% of the countries as either not free or 

authoritarian, respectively [33]. Others considered more democratic still face several challenges. 

For example, India, which is regarded as a potential strong partner in the region by the EU [34], 

has been under the government of the Hindu nationalist Bharatiya Janata Party, and the 

government with Prime Minister Modi has been criticised for targeting political opponents and 

religious minorities through governmental institutions and for excessive corruption [35]. 

Balancing strategic interests, such as trade and security, with its commitment to democratic 

governance poses a challenge, potentially weakening the EU's global influence and authority. 

The EU often attaches conditionality to its partnerships to promote its normative principles 

through trade and cooperation. However, engaging with non-democratic countries in the region 
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risks undermining its coherence as an international actor, a critique sometimes levelled against 

its foreign policy approach [36].  The diverse regional reactions to the Russian invasion of 

Ukraine showed that gaining support on issues critical to European security within the area 

might be difficult for the EU. While countries like Japan and Australia [37] have aligned with 

the EU's stance on Russia, others, like Myanmar, Laos, Cambodia, Indonesia, Thailand and 

Vietnam have maintained a cautious stance or oppose the EU's stance based on their political 

ties to Russia and China. Only the Philippines and Singapore have taken a more explicit position, 

expressing direct support for Ukraine in its defence against Russia's invasion [38].   

As discussed, the EU focuses on increasing regional relations within its strategy. Some EU 

member states have similar strategies, such as Czechia [39], Lithuania [40], and the Netherlands 

[41]. Most of them highlight increased diplomatic presence in the region as one of their goals, 

creating new posts such as the Czech special representative for Indo-Pacific [42] or cyber attaché 

for the Indo-Pacific region [43]. Such increased presence is significant in terms of increased 

future cooperation. It should be continued, even at the EU level under the new EU Commission 

or within the framework of Global Gateway.   
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The role of the US in EU-Indo-Pacific policy 

The Indo-Pacific represents a critical arena for both EU and U.S. strategic interests, yet their 

approaches reveal key differences and areas for collaboration. Historically, the U.S. has 

developed a security presence in the region, focusing on military alliances such as AUKUS and 

strategic partnerships like the Quad to counter China's growing influence [44]. Conversely, the 

EU has pursued a more multifaceted approach and prioritised economic partnerships, 

sustainable development, and norms-based diplomacy while steadily increasing its security role. 

Donald Trump's return to the presidency is expected to have notable implications for EU-China 

and Indo-Pacific relations. For Europe, Trump's resurgence brings renewed uncertainty in U.S.-

EU diplomacy. European leaders worry about a shift in U.S. commitments to NATO, the 

weakening of transatlantic unity, and a further pivot to Asia [45]. The tough stance on China 

present within the first Trump administration is expected to return, increasing pressure on the 

EU to follow suit. Thus, as the overall rhetoric within the EU on China has become more critical 

in recent years, China's policy could potentially serve as a point of convergence between the US 

and the EU. However, for that to work in practice, the EU policy on China would have to become 

more united internally, as it is currently highly fragmented. Notwithstanding the rhetorical shift 

on China in many member states, their stances still vary significantly. Germany generally takes 

a more careful approach, while some smaller member states, such as Lithuania or Czechia, are 

highly critical. Overall, the increasingly critical rhetoric is often not followed by concrete policy 

steps, and economic cooperation with China is still more or less the same or steadily rising [46]. 

The member states' divisions thus focus on developing their approach or strategic autonomy on 

this issue rather than a close convergence with the US. 
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Conclusion 

The EU's evolving Indo-Pacific strategy reflects a balancing act between addressing immediate 

security threats at home and maintaining a solid presence in a region critical to global trade and 

geopolitics. Russia's invasion of Ukraine has forced the EU to redirect resources toward 

European security, to some extent limiting its possibilities to strengthen its engagement in the 

Indo-Pacific. However, the region's importance in terms of secure supply chains, particularly in 

light of growing tensions with China, compels the EU to sustain its strategic focus there. 

Economic diversification has become essential via more robust partnerships with India, Japan, 

and other Indo-Pacific nations as the EU seeks to reduce its dependency on China. Nevertheless, 

forging alliances in this diverse and politically complex region presents challenges, especially 

when dealing with non-democratic regimes, which could weaken the EU's commitment to 

democratic values. Finally, the new incoming Trump administration adds further uncertainty to 

the future developments within the region.   
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