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Foreword by the Federal 
Minister of Defence

Klaudia Tanner

Is there still peace in Europe? Have we really arrived at the end of a 

liberal world order, as the title of this publication suggests? There are 

many reasons to believe so. The EU finds itself in a hybrid conflict with 

Russia, fought not only at the periphery of the European continent, but 

also within Europe itself. There are plenty of examples of this, such as 

the incursion of Russian drones and fighter jets into Polish airspace in 

September 2025, or the shutdown of Munich Airport in early October 

due to drone sightings. Not to forget disinformation campaigns, manip-

ulation or damaging of undersea cables, or attempts at interfering in 

elections. Order seems to be eroding.

Rivalries between the major powers are continuously increasing. While 

the United States and China are contending to reshape the current 

order or to establish a new one, the respective relationship of these 

major powers with Europe remains multifaceted and complex. China 

remains a partner, but also a competitor and systemic rival to Europe. 

Meanwhile, the transatlantic partnership remains a cornerstone of Eu-

BMLV/Daniel Trippolt
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ropean security architecture, although the European Union plays an in-

creasingly important role in defending Europe amid the US’s increasing 

focus on the Indo-Pacific.

In view of these growing challenges, the question could be posed as to 

what courses of action remain for a comparatively small country in the 

heart of Europe. The world‘s problems cannot be solved by Austria’s 

security and defence policy alone. Should we therefore bury our heads 

in the sand? Certainly not. Austria, too, is responsible for maintaining 

the rules-based international order. We therefore support multilateral 

organisations, particularly the UN, the EU and the OSCE. We actively 

seek cooperation, and wish to promote both dialogue and trust.

This publication, aptly titled The End of Order?, is dedicated to pre-

cisely these topics – and many more. It analyses emerging and ongoing 

international developments, the upcoming challenges for Europe‘s se-

curity situation, and the significance of the current threat situation for 

Austria’s security. On the occasion of the 25th anniversary of the adop-

tion of UN Security Council Resolution 1325, this volume is specifically 

dedicated to the topic of Women, Peace and Security, which is a key 

issue for Austria, and extremely important to me personally.

Like every year, renowned experts look to the future, outline what we 

should expect, and make valuable contributions to the debate on se-

curity and defence policy. I would like to express my gratitude, as I 

do every year, to the authors as well as to our experts in the Federal 

Ministry of Defence and the Austrian Armed Forces: Because their con-

tributions and their expertise ultimately serve to protect our country.



12 verteidigungspolitik.at—Risk monitor 2026

The next chapter for 
Europe: Security Union

Tinatin Akhvlediani

The full-scale invasion of Ukraine by Russia in 2022 and geopolit-
ical fragmentation are forcing the EU to rethink its identity. The 
EU, originally established as a union for economic cooperation, 
has, over the past 30 years, developed into a political union and 
the most successful peace project in modern history. The next 
challenge is for it to develop into a security union. The EU’s en-
largement acts both as a catalyst and as a test of this transfor-
mation’s success.

The combination of Russia‘s full-scale invasion of Ukraine, which marks 

its fourth anniversary at the beginning of 2026, and the fragmentation 

of global power have forced the European Union to question and re-

define its identity. The EU itself emerged from two devastating wars, 

after which Europeans agreed that conflicts on the continent should no 

longer be resolved by military means. The idea was to prevent future 

conflicts by means of economic interdependence. However, the Union 

Franck Boston/Shutterstock.com
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subsequently continued to develop; the single market was introduced 

and the EU became a political union, and therefore the most successful 

peace project in modern history.

The EU sought to project this logic for decades, believing that economic 

dependencies would foster stability, that defence could be outsourced 

to NATO, and that multilateralism, trade liberalisation and globalisa-

tion would ensure secure supply chains. The Russian war of aggression 

against Ukraine shattered this long held conviction, as well as the foun-

dations of Europe’s post-Cold War order. Against the backdrop of Eu-

rope‘s biggest war since World War II, reignited rivalries between major 

powers and global fragmentation of power the EU now finds itself ex-

posed to coercive measures, the weaponization of interdependence and 

hybrid threats. The EU is being pressured to become an independent 

geopolitical actor. “Strategic autonomy” developed from catchphrase to 

necessity. The Union has to follow up its words with actions.

What began as an economic union and transformed into a political one 

is now also being called upon to develop into a security union. In this 

respect, EU enlargement should be regarded both as a catalyst and a 

test of how far this transformation can go.

Security as the heart of the European agenda

The raging Russian war of aggression against Ukraine, combined with 

shaken transatlantic confidence and unpredictable US foreign policy, 

is forcing the EU to take its Common Foreign and Security Policy more 

seriously. NATO‘s call on its member countries to increase spending 

on defence coincides with an increasing internal realisation that Eu-

rope has to take on more responsibility for its security. New initiatives 

have signalled an awakening, although the process is still in its infancy. 

These initiatives include, for example, joint security and defence pro-

jects, the mobilisation of funds for joint development, production and 

procurement, and the reinforcement of joint defence capabilities.

In order to be successful, the Union not only requires astute strategies 

and additional financial resources, but above all a stronger political will 

and a common objective shared by the member states. The treaties 

make it clear that the EU only has the powers conferred upon it by the 
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member states. Being able to speak with one voice has been one of its 

greatest challenges for some time. Unless all member states recognise 

what is at stake for the entire continent should this transformation fail, 

the European peace project risks erosion. Peace must be protected and 

preserved, which requires credible deterrence.

The EU’s emerging security and defence instruments depend on the 

member states’ capabilities and political will. Strategic coordination re-

mains fragile, and member states are still divided with regard to threat 

perception as well as the balance between European and transatlantic 

security components. Nevertheless, the direction is clear: The Union is 

gradually adopting both the mindset and the tools of a collective secu-

rity actor. A security actor that not only defends its own territory, but 

also its values and democratic governance against military aggression, 

authoritarian pressure and internal erosion.

This securitisation of the EU’s agenda also originates from global frag-

mentation. In view of this global rivalry between major powers, the vul-

nerabilities of Europe have been critically exposed. Russia has weap-

onised international trade, energy, and even food, China is striving to 

achieve global economic dominance, and the US’s geopolitical stance 

has shifted under the Make America Great Again agenda. This has led 

to reconsideration of what sovereignty or strategic autonomy mean in 

the 21st century. They are no longer merely territorial, but systemic and 

rooted in control. This means controlling energy flows, standards, sup-

ply chains, data, technology and artificial intelligence, and extends to 

information security and climate resilience.

Enlargement-Security Nexus

The EU enlargement policy fits into this scenario both as a security 

imperative and a transformation stress test. The prospect of incorpo-

rating the Western Balkans and the eastern neighbouring countries of 

Ukraine, Moldova and Georgia, should it continue on its European path, 

into the Union is reshaping the internal geometry of the EU. It is no 

longer only about expanding the internal market or exporting stand-

ards, but is more about defending the European security frontier. How-

ever, it also forces the EU to become aware of its own limitations, i.e. 

how to reconcile deeper integration with a broader membership base, 
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how to reform decision-making, and how to protect an enlarged Union. 

The credibility of the EU‘s enlargement policy will therefore depend on 

whether it can transform itself into a genuine security union, capable 

of accepting and defending new members while remaining functional 

and politically coherent.

These developments raise deeper questions about the nature of Euro-

pean power. The EU’s strength has always been its ability to shape its 

environment rather than dominate it – by adhering to a rules-based 

liberal order and its values. The challenge now is to preserve the EU’s 

DNA while adapting to a harsher world. Enlargement and security are 

no longer opposites, but mutually reinforcing pillars of Europe‘s survival 

and influence.

In this sense, EU enlargement policy is not just a political choice but a 

strategic necessity, i.e. the key to accelerate the EU’s transformation 

into a security union. During this new phase, security must become the 

connective tissue running through all areas of EU policy. The success 

of this transformation will depend on the Union‘s ability to act unitedly 

and purposefully, without losing sight of what it ultimately seeks to 

protect: the survival of Europe as a peace project, capable of defending 

the values upon which it was established.
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Key Messages
•	 Faced with the largest war in Europe since the end of World War II, 

political coercion, weaponized interdependence and hybrid threats, the 

EU needs to think and act as an independent geopolitical player.

•	 What began as an economic union and later became a political union 

now needs to evolve into a security union. In this context, the EU en-

largement policy becomes both a catalyst and a test of how far this 

transformation can go.

•	 In order to be successful, the Union does not only need astute strat-

egies and more financial resources, but above all political will and a 

common vision shared by the member states.

•	 EU enlargement is no longer only about expanding the single market or 

exporting standards, it is about defending the European borders.

•	 In this sense, enlargement is not just a political choice, but a strategic 

necessity: the key to accelerating the EU’s transformation into a securi-

ty union.

•	 The credibility of the EU’s enlargement policy will therefore depend on 

whether it can actually transform itself into a union that is capable of 

accepting and also defending new members, while remaining functional 

and politically coherent.



1725 years of Women, Peace and Security

25 years of Women, 
Peace and Security

Christian F. Saunders

Peace, as the Women, Peace and Security (WPS) agenda under-
stands it, encompasses not only the absence of war, but also 
a life of dignity, free from violence and with equal participation 
in public life. A quarter of a century has passed since Resolu-
tion 1325, and thereby the WPS agenda, was adopted by the UN 
Security Council. However, the progress which has already been 
made is now at risk. Sexualised violence against women and girls 
has reached a record level, while they remain excluded from po-
sitions of power in the field of peace and security. The political 
will to implement specific measures is required from the United 
Nations and its member states, in the interest of protecting wom-
en and girls and ensuring equal participation in the prevention, 
management and resolution of conflicts.

2025 marked a quarter of a century of the adoption of UN Security 

Council Resolution 1325, and therefore 25 years of the WPS agenda. 

Davide Zanin Photography/Shutterstock.com
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Despite numerous hard-fought successes, progress in this area remains 

limited and fragile. Cases of conflict-related, sexualised violence in-

creased by 25 percent last year. These include crimes such as rape, 

sexual slavery, forced prostitution, forced pregnancies, forced abor-

tions, enforced sterilisation, and forced marriages. The overwhelming 

majority of the victims are women and girls – in a total of 92 percent of 

all cases verified by the UN.

At the same time, women remain largely excluded from positions of 

power and decision-making functions in the field of peace and secu-

rity. Although women and women‘s rights organisations are actively 

involved or even play leading roles in the majority of informal peace 

processes, they represent less than ten percent of the negotiators in 

formal conflict resolution mechanisms, which is clearly shown in the 

Secretary-General‘s 2024 report on Women, Peace and Security.

A quarter century of Resolution 1325

The Women, Peace and Security agenda was officially inaugurated in 

October 2000 with the adoption of Resolution 1325. Even now, this 

resolution represents a ground-breaking commitment: Women are at 

the heart of the efforts to achieve international peace and security. 

This also showed that the transformative potential of equality or the 

equal treatment of women in the efforts to achieve peace was recog-

nised, as were the consequences of excluding women and girls from 

conflict prevention, conflict resolution and rebuilding, and the conse-

quences of wars for women and girls.

Since then, the WPS agenda has been expanded along four pillars. 

These include the participation of women in peace-making and peace-

building, protecting women and girls from conflict-related sexualised 

violence, the participation of women in conflict prevention, particularly 

local women‘s organisations and grassroots movements, and the inclu-

sion of women and girls in relief and recovery. There are now a total of 

ten WPS related resolutions.
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Threats to Women, Peace and Security

Nowadays the main threats to the implementation of the WPS agenda 

come from both internal and external forces. Firstly, we are witnessing 

a global backlash against women‘s rights. All over the world, civil so-

ciety and women‘s organisations, which are currently on the front line 

in the fight against domestic violence, femicide and sexual assault, are 

facing increasingly coordinated and persistent resistance. This includes 

defunding as well as political and legislative regression, (digital) disin-

formation or even repression and violence.

Escalating geopolitical tensions, militarisation and the proliferation of 

weapons undermine the necessary prerequisites for progress in this 

area. Global military spending reached a record high of 2.7 trillion US 

dollars in 2024, which represents an increase of more than nine per-

cent in comparison to the previous year. This threatens to come at the 

expense of the measures which are essential for advancing the WPS 

agenda: Diplomacy, disarmament, mediation, and peacekeeping.

Finally, the lack of funding represents a key challenge to the com-

mitment to women and girls. Funds are often fragmented and tied to 

small, time-limited projects. This also makes them vulnerable to the 

changing priorities of different governments and donors. The recent, 

sweeping cuts in development aid and humanitarian and peacekeeping 

programmes highlighted this fragility globally.

The future of the WPS agenda

If the goals of the WPS agenda are to be achieved and lasting peace 

secured, the UN and its member states must be committed to pre-

dictably and sustainably financing protection from sexual violence and 

other forms of violence. As the coordinator of the UN system‘s efforts 

to combat sexual abuse by its own personnel, I am aware that UN in-

stitutions must meet the highest standards of protection and account-

ability. Nevertheless, more than 1,100 cases of sexual abuse involving 

UN peacekeeping personnel have been reported since 2010, affecting 

more than 1,700 victims. Furthermore, research by the International 

Peace Institute which was published in the book Blue on Blue: Investi-
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gating Sexual Abuse of Peacekeepers revealed that one in three female 

peacekeepers suffered sexual abuse by her colleagues.

Protection as such is the foundation of trust in our institutions. In or-

der to preserve this trust, we must hold the perpetrators accountable, 

embed protective measures in all areas of defence planning and oper-

ations, and uphold the principle of ”do no harm” as a core value of mil-

itary service and peacekeeping. Furthermore, the UN and its member 

states must take concrete steps to reduce systemic inequality, and 

ensure that women and girls participate in the prevention, manage-

ment and resolution of conflicts. Both protection and participation are 

fundamental prerequisites for lasting peace: Genuine peace will remain 

unattainable for as long as violence and exclusion hold back half of our 

population.

The first step is to expand female leadership within our own institu-

tions, but there also needs to be a power shift so that women can 

participate in all areas. The most important thing is for sustained and 

genuine attention to be paid to the role of women in the field of inter-

national peace and security. Women should not only be regarded as 

victims of sexual violence who require protection, but also as decisive 

actors and leaders.

The collective commitment to lasting peace should be the foundation 

for the future of the Women, Peace and Security agenda. Lasting peace 

involves more than just the absence of war. It requires the creation of a 

world where all people can live in dignity and equality, free from sexual 

violence and with full and meaningful participation in public life. WPS 

represents the renewal of the hope of the Charter of the United Na-

tions for a world in which all people live together in peace.



2125 years of Women, Peace and Security

Key Messages
•	 A quarter of a century after its adoption, progress toward the imple-

mentation of the Women, Peace and Security agenda remains limited 

and fragile.

•	 Women and girls are affected by record levels of conflict-related sex-

ualised violence, while remaining largely excluded from positions of 

power and decision-making.

•	 The implementation of the WPS agenda is threatened by a movement 

against women’s rights, growing geopolitical tensions and militarisation 

as well as by a lack of sustainable funding.

•	 The UN and its member states must commit to reliably and sustainably 

fund protection against sexualised violence.

•	 They must also take concrete steps to ensure that women and girls can 

participate in conflict prevention, management and resolution.

•	 Continuous recognition of the role of women as key actors is essential 

– and not just as victims of sexualised violence who require protection. 

Protection and participation of women are fundamental prerequisites 

for lasting peace.
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Austria’s security and 
defence policy environment

Developments until 2035

Bernhard Richter

The international system is undergoing a far-reaching transforma-
tion. Global power shifts, geo-economic fragmentation, techno-
logical disruption and ecological stress factors are changing the 
foundations of European security policy. For Austria, this results 
in an increasingly complex environment, characterised by the ero-
sion of multilateral order, the return of major power rivalries, and 
the geopolitical weaponization of economic dependencies. These 
dynamics are leading to a fundamental realignment of the Euro-
pean and Austrian security architecture, with questions pertain-
ing to resilience, the industrial base and strategic autonomy tak-
ing centre stage.

AePatt Journey/Shutterstock.com
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The strategic foresight at the Federal Ministry of Defence is based 

on so-called „environment scenarios“ and their long-term monitoring. 

These represent long-term alternative futures, which act as guidelines 

for Austria‘s security and defence policy. The expectation range up 

to 2035 is derived both from the assessment of these scenarios by 

experts and from the monitoring of these scenarios. This expectation 

range may have changed only slightly in comparison with the previous 

year, however it has done so in crucial aspects.

While the scenarios “Cold War in the Pacific” (Scenario 1), “Battle of the 

Alliances” (Scenario 2), “The World of Thomas Hobbes” (Scenario 3) and 

“Europe Home Alone” (Scenario 4) were rated as almost equally likely 

last year, Scenarios 2 and 3 have fallen slightly behind in the rating. 

Expectation ratings for Scenarios 1 and 4 have increased. As can be 

seen in Figure 1, a core expectation range containing Scenarios 1 and 4, 

and an extended expectation range containing Scenarios 2 and 3 were 

developed.

Scenario 1 describes a bipolar order, a bloc confrontation between the 

US and China. In this scenario, Europe, which is only partially inte-

grated, serves as a junior partner of the USA. Scenario 4, however, de-

scribes a confrontational world order under the leadership of the US as 

Illustration 1: Trend 
scenario 2035
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the single, unilaterally acting superpower. Europe is again only partially 

integrated in this scenario and must more or less assert itself in this 

environment without US security guarantees. As can be seen from the 

situation in the 2035 trend scenario, this year‘s evaluation shows that 

expectations are leaning even more strongly towards Scenario 1.

Shifts in the global order

The increasing erosion of the liberal world order and the emergence of 

a confrontational multipolarity characterise the strategic background 

of the coming decade. The rivalry between the United States and Chi-

na is the main structural conflict. Whereas Washington is pursuing a 

transactional, hemispheric hegemonism during Donald Trump‘s second 

presidency, China is relying on long-term power projection by means of 

geoeconomic initiatives and normative counter-proposals. At the same 

time, the weight of international institutions is shifting. The United Na-

tions, the World Trade Organisation and even NATO are losing coher-

ence, whereas authoritarian countries are propagating their own order 

models.

This development means that Europe is faced with a twofold challenge. 

On the one hand, the decreasing reliability of the US as a security-po-

litical guarantor is weakening the existing transatlantic security ar-

chitecture, on the other hand, the increasing systemic competition is 

forcing greater autonomy. The EU is becoming more and more of a se-

curity-policy actor with its own distinct character, but it first needs to 

secure its institutional and industrial strategic capacity to act.

There is a considerable amount of uncertainty in the academic de-

bate about the future order of the international system. The majority 

assumes that there will be a development towards a confrontational 

multipolarity with several power centres challenging each other. Oth-

ers, however, think that the US-led unipolarity will continue, based on 

the continuing dominance of the US and doubts about China‘s ability 

to continue its ascent. A bipolar system in which there is a balance 

between the US and China is also regarded as a possibility. These dif-

fering assessments reflect the structural uncertainty concerning the 

future global system architecture, which is also evident in the scenario 

assessments and the scenario monitoring.
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The role of Russia

The trends which have been analysed indicate that the relationship 

between Russia and the West is highly unlikely to improve. Several 

structural factors suggest that the confrontation will continue. Russia 

is expected to remain a crucial, albeit weakened actor in Europe‘s secu-

rity environment until 2035. Its authoritarian course, the militarisation 

of the economy, and its dependence on China result in a hybrid power 

profile: aggressive in its foreign policy, but fragile in its domestic policy.

Moscow is expected to continue its revisionist policy, not from a po-

sition of strength, but because of structural vulnerability. For the EU 

and its member states, this probably means a long-term, low-intensity 

confrontation characterised by cyberattacks, disinformation and nucle-

ar deterrence rhetoric. However, military conflicts on the periphery of 

Europe are possible.

The role of NATO

Since 2025, NATO has been experiencing its most profound period of 

upheaval since the end of the Cold War. The Russian war of aggression 

against Ukraine has put the focus back onto collective defence, and 

has triggered a realignment of structures and priorities. While the US 

is shifting its strategic focus in the direction of the Indo-Pacific, Europe 

is under increasing pressure to take more responsibility for its own se-

curity.

The second Trump administration has also expressed doubts about the 

obligation of the US to assist NATO partners, which is now prompting 

European countries to increase their defence spending. 23 of the 32 

NATO members reached the two percent target in 2024, i.e. defence 

spending amounting to two percent of their GDP. At the same time, 

tensions are arising within the Alliance, particularly because of differ-

ing attitudes towards Ukraine joining NATO. Overall, there are indica-

tions of a long-term trend towards Europe taking more responsibility 

for itself within NATO.
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Geoeconomic fragmentation

Concurrent with political fragmentation, geoeconomic decoupling is 

also taking place. Supply chains are being regionalised, and globali-

sation is being replaced by “friendshoring”, i.e. relocating production 

and supply chains to politically or ideologically “friendly” countries to 

reduce dependencies. The competition for critical raw materials such 

as rare earths, lithium and cobalt is now becoming an instrument of 

power. New vulnerabilities are emerging for Europe, and particularly for 

Austria, which is heavily dependent on imports.

Energy transition is exacerbating this trend, as it is increasing the de-

mand for critical materials. Geopolitical tensions are threatening sup-

plies. The EU is responding to this with diversification, strategic re-

serves and a circular economy. Although Austria plays a part in making 

these decisions, it has little manufacturing capability and therefore 

relies on technological cooperation and diplomatic raw material part-

nerships.

Stability of the Euro-strategic environment

The European neighbourhood is likely to remain characterised by insta-

bility, authoritarianism and geopolitical competition in 2026. There is 

political fragmentation, weak statehood and an increasing amount of 

external influence in almost every region, from the Western Balkans to 

North Africa and Central Asia. Authoritarian forms of government are 

becoming entrenched, while democratic structures erode. The EU often 

reacts to this pragmatically and tolerates “stabilocracies”, but weakens 

its own normative credibility by doing so.

Russia, China, Türkiye, Iran and the Arab Gulf states are competing 

with the EU and the US for influence. This rivalry destabilises the re-

gions surrounding the EU and reinforces dependencies. The situation 

is exacerbated by migration pressure, climate change and social ine-

quality. At the same time, the EU is using its neighbouring countries as 

buffer zones rather than encouraging structural solutions.
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The strategic development of the EU

In recent years, the strategic development of the EU, which is a key 

factor in the strategic outlook of the Austrian MoD, has been char-

acterised by a high degree of uncertainty and contradictory trends. 

Neither trend analyses nor assessments by experts have allowed clear 

statements to be made about the direction of future developments. 

Only the most recent analyses have provided more clarity: For the EU, 

the next ten years will be characterised by structural weakness, in-

creased capabilities and persistent geopolitical challenges.

Although the EU can establish itself as an independent actor in a 

multipolar world, this will probably only be possible within a flexible, 

fragmented framework. Deep integration of all member states appears 

increasingly unrealistic; instead, “Multi-Speed Europe” is emerging. De-

spite economic strength and institutional stability, the Union’s „soft 

power“ is losing effectiveness. Matters of security, technological sov-

ereignty and geopolitical reach are becoming more important, whereas 

deficits with regard to foreign policy and military capability persist.

Key Messages
•	 The international system is turning into a system of confrontational 

multipolarity, and a structural conflict is developing between the US 

and China.

•	 Because of declining US involvement, Europe needs to take on greater 

responsibility for its own security policy. The EU is developing into an 

independent actor, but in a fragmented form (“Multi-Speed Europe”).

•	 Russia is expected to remain a revisionist actor with hybrid forms of 

conflict and nuclear deterrence rhetoric until 2035.

•	 NATO is in a state of upheaval; the shift of the US’s focus to the In-

do-Pacific is forcing Europe to take on more responsibility for its own 

security policy.

•	 Geoeconomic fragmentation, competition for resources and regional 

instabilities are increasing the vulnerability of Europe and Austria.
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Risks in 2026

The 2026 Risk Monitor

Ronald Vartok

The 2026 Risk Monitor describes the increasing shift away from 
a rules-based, liberal order towards confrontational multipolarity. 
The security situation is being shaped by major power rivalries, 
protectionism, hybrid threats and climate change. Europe needs 
to act more independently, reinforce its defence architecture and 
promote its resilience. Austria remains embedded in the EU se-
curity structure, and has to secure its military capability to act.

The rules-based world order, which is founded on democratic princi-

ples, is in a state of upheaval. The trend towards the return of power 

and aggression as a way of enforcing power-political interests in in-

ternational relations is becoming increasingly pronounced. Various ac-

tors, particularly Russia and China, are endeavouring to renegotiate or 

reshape this world order. The trends which were predicted in the past 

by the Strategic Foresight of the Austrian Federal Ministry of Defence 

Eajus/Shutterstock.com
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(MoD) have not only been confirmed in this respect, but have, in many 

cases, even been exacerbated. Countries are increasingly focusing on 

competition rather than cooperation, the existing major power rivalries 

appear to be intensifying, and protectionism is on the rise.

At the same time, the security situation in the European environment is 

eroding – the number of conflicts is increasing in Eastern Europe, North 

Africa and the Middle East. Russia‘s hybrid warfare against Europe is 

intensifying, while the US government under President Donald Trump is 

seeking to reshape transatlantic relations. This is all happening against 

the backdrop of increasingly frequent extreme weather events due to 

the ever-accelerating speed of climate change.

The Risk Monitor

2026 will also be characterised by numerous complex crises, different 

risks and challenges. It is therefore essential for the MoD to continue 

carrying out professional and scientifically sound strategic risk foresight. 

Through its long-term perspective, it not only forms the basis for plan-

ning of the Austrian Armed Forces, but also specifies the risks and chal-

lenges which we will most probably also have to face at national level.

Uncertainty and incertitude must always be taken into consideration 

as determining factors. Before certain scenarios occur or certain risks 

materialise, it is often unclear whether they will actually occur or not. 

This is the nature of complex systems, such as the system of interna-

tional relations. Accordingly, the MoD analyses the relevant trends and 

key factors regarded as crucial for the continued progress of security 

and defence-political developments.

The MoD‘s Risk Monitor is a product of this strategic foresight. It allows 

risks to be identified at an early stage, systematically recorded and 

analysed thoroughly. This involves assessing the probability of indi-

vidual risks occurring on one hand, and the possible impact of such an 

occurrence on the republic, on the other hand. The probability of occur-

rence depends on how the dynamics of the overall strategic situation 

develop. Individual risks may change, depending on the circumstances. 

Strategic foresight can therefore form the empirical basis for policy 

development and government action.



30 verteidigungspolitik.at—Risk monitor 2026

Risks and challenges in 2026

It is currently evident that the shift away from a liberal, rules-based 

world order towards confrontational multipolarity is continuing. The in-

ternational system shows signs of a polycrisis, exacerbated by parallel, 

differing international and regional conceptions of order. The transac-

tionalist US policies under Donald Trump could thus lead to economic 

protectionism, thereby increasing the likelihood of a genuine economic 

crisis, for example. At the same time, existing international regulato-

ry models such as the World Trade Organisation are being called into 

question, while alternative regulatory models are being strengthened. 

Various analyses also describe the dangerous effects of major power 

rivalries on the integrity of world trade. All of this affects the availa-

bility of essential raw materials (particularly rare earth minerals) and 

therefore the general security of supply.

That is not all: The security situation in Europe is continuously deterio-

rating because of the confrontation with Russia. Because of the revival 

of an “America First” policy and the changed transatlantic relations, 

Europe is called upon like rarely before to reinforce its security archi-

tecture and to develop into an effective security and defence-political 

actor, who is not only able to guarantee its own security but also ca-

pable of exerting a stabilising effect in the European environment. This 

includes both defence against hybrid actors such as Russia and its al-

lies, and defence against increasingly malignant activities in the cyber 

and information domain.

The current risks and challenges in the European environment are of 

essential importance to the continent’s security situation, not least be-

cause Russia knows how to exploit them to its advantage. The effects 

of the war in Ukraine are by no means restricted to this region, but 

have long since reached global dimensions. Examples include the secu-

rity situation in the Western Balkans, the current conflicts and wars in 

the Middle East, jihadism and terrorism in the Sahel, and civil wars on 

both sides of the Red Sea. Russia‘s activities in Africa and the Cauca-

sus are expectedly also influencing the security situation there, which 

in turn is causing transnational migration flows. Geopolitical and asym-

metrical threats also affect multilateral organisations, whose legitima-

cy and effectiveness are increasingly being questioned.
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European and Austrian security architecture 

These developments, which are often outside Austria‘s sphere of influ-

ence, nevertheless represent a significant challenge to Austria‘s secu-

rity architecture and therefore to its overall national resilience. Austria 

does not stand alone, however, but rather is an integral part of the EU‘s 

community of shared laws and values. The EU therefore continues to 

be the primary framework of action for Austrian security and defence 

policy, which must therefore no longer be considered purely nationally, 

but always in conjunction with European partners.

The EU is highly committed to closing current capability gaps. The key 

focus currently lies on military mobility. Because of its geographical 

location in the heart of Europe, Austria plays an important part in case 

military forces and resources need to be deployed rapidly. It is impor-

tant to prepare for such scenarios, as it cannot be ruled out that mili-

tary transports may have to pass through Austria.

Austria has a responsibility to take measures to increase its national 

resilience. This requires a nationwide effort involving measures within 

the framework of comprehensive security provision. And last but not 

least, this also includes strengthening the Austrian Armed Forces to 

ensure their capability to act. The Austrian Armed Forces are Austria‘s 

insurance policy: The better structured, capable and ready for deploy-

ment they are, the better prepared Austria will be as a whole in case 

of emergency.



32 verteidigungspolitik.at—Risk monitor 2026

Key Messages
•	 The world order continues to change from a rules-based structure to 

confrontational multipolarity; major power rivalries, protectionism, and 

hybrid threats are on the rise.

•	 Russia is intensifying its hybrid warfare against Europe, while the US 

under President Trump is redefining transatlantic relations amid in-

creasing protectionist tendencies.

•	 Climate change is exacerbating crises through extreme weather condi-

tions, resource scarcity, and the destabilisation of entire regions.

•	 Europe’s security is threatened by conflicts in Eastern Europe, North 

Africa, the Middle East and the Western Balkans, whereby Russia stra-

tegically exploits regional instability.

•	 Austria is deeply embedded in the European security architecture, and 

needs to strengthen its national and military capabilities and resilience.

•	 Military mobility in the EU and NATO is becoming increasingly impor-

tant; Austria plays a key role in logistical movements because of its 

geographical location.

•	 The Austrian Armed Forces are Austria’s “insurance policy”, and must be 

modern, ready and crisis-proof in order to guarantee national security.
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New order, old principles

Change and continuity in international relations

Arnold H. Kammel

The international order is in a phase of far-reaching reorienta-
tion. The weakness of international institutions, rivalries between 
great powers, regional conflicts and hybrid threats shape Europe’s 
security environment. The law of the strongest is threatening to 
undermine the power of the law. In this fragmented world, Europe 
needs to strengthen its strategic capabilities and assume respon-
sibility for its own security.

Much has been said in recent years about turning points, multipolar 

(dis)order, the end of dreams, and new constellations of actors which 

would pose enormous challenges for the West. One thing all these 

descriptions have in common is that the international order is under-

going a process of far-reaching transformation, at the heart of which 

is the question of the dominant influencing factors for future interna-

tional relations. The uncertainty about a new world order is fuelled 
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by the emergence of new alliances whose primary objectives appear 

to be breaking Western dominance, questioning traditional structures, 

and casting doubt upon the ability of multilateral institutions to solve 

problems.

While the question of supremacy in this „New World“ cannot yet be 

conclusively assessed, the number of wars and conflicts continues to 

increase. The current hotspots include Ukraine and the semi-consoli-

dated regions of the Western Balkans and Eastern Europe, the Middle 

East, Africa, particularly from West Africa (the recent coup in Guin-

ea-Bissau, for example) through the Sahel region, from Sudan to Ethi-

opia, but also developments in Asia such as the situation in Myanmar.

International system diagnosis

The end of the Cold War and the break-up of the bloc constellation 

initiated a new phase in international relations, which – also driven by 

globalisation – envisioned that the world would be brought closer to-

gether on the basis of a rules-based, free trade-oriented world order 

under the aegis of the United Nations and other international organ-

isations. However, in a way that was often unnoticed, this phase also 

led to the revitalisation of the competition between the major actors, 

and the gradual emergence of an interest-driven international order. 

The current international actors are making the situation increasingly 

unpredictable as a new multipolarity with shifting alliances is created. 

It is clear that deterrence and (military) strength are increasingly seen 

as essential foundations for peace, stability and security, and issues 

relating to human security are often pushed into the background. New 

centres are emerging or have already emerged, and cooperation with 

power blocs is no longer exclusive. On the contrary, countries continue 

to pursue so-called „hedging“ strategies, attempting to minimise risks 

by means of cooperation with multiple partners.

Nevertheless, the great powers are increasingly prepared to enforce 

their own interests by military force, if necessary, which represents a 

challenge to the international system as such. Ignorance of interna-

tional law and multilateral structures has reached new dimensions. A 

new world seems to be developing which could be described in the 

words of the ancient Greek historian and strategist Thucydides: the 
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strong do what they can; the weak suffer what they must. The law of 

the strongest threatens to undermine the strength of the law. But who 

is strong and who is weak in such a world?

Europe’s dilemma

This global realignment also poses a strategic dilemma, particularly for 

European countries. What is the best way to address this power con-

frontation, and how can the “effective multilateralism” described in the 

EU Global Strategy be salvaged? On the one hand, Europe must be 

able to defend itself and its member states against both hybrid and 

conventional adversaries. On the other hand, the EU is called upon to 

stabilise its own environment – by military means, through economic 

cooperation and by observing the principles of the rule of law and part-

nership. All too frequently, it is subject to criticism regarding the way it 

handles its post-colonial legacy. The conditionality of the cooperation 

with the West is another point that Europe must learn to deal with: 

offers of cooperation usually come with a price tag – be it demanding 

compliance with human rights or setting certain economic or legal re-

quirements.

However, this supposed weakness may also work to Europe‘s advan-

tage. European foreign, security and defence policy follows principles 

and fundamental values which make Europe a normative force. This 

may mean that its foreign policy is shaped by a tug-of-war between 

interests and values, but its fundamentally principle-led approach also 

makes Europe a reliable partner, or at least gives it the potential to 

be one. But for this to succeed, this community of values, the biggest 

peace project since the end of World War II, needs consistency and 

the willingness to be involved in shaping the international environment 

above all else. Thereby it must also accept that different models of or-

der may exist in parallel.

The transatlantic alliance and the further 
development of the CFSP/CSDP

This applies even more since the United States has returned to a poli-

cy of transactionalism following the re-election of Donald Trump as US 
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president. „Peace through strength“ seems to be the motto for ensur-

ing stability and security. “America First” and the inconsistency of US 

policy, particularly in trade-related matters, make it clear that Europe 

has probably indulged in the illusion for too long that it could maintain 

its economic strength without military backup, and that the US was a 

partner which would always be by its side.

The current US administration requires Europe to define its interests 

and positions within this transactionalism, and clearly stand up for 

them so as not to be dictated to by others. The fear of losing its Amer-

ican partner has thus led Europe to seek a deal in the tariff dispute 

and, at the NATO summit in The Hague, make a clear commitment to 

increase spending on European security and defence. Unlike previous 

commitments, on this occasion the US demanded concrete assurances 

regarding defence spending.

However, at the same time it is becoming clear to the EU that, regard-

less of the development of the transatlantic relationship and therefore 

also the future orientation of NATO, the Union‘s security and defence 

capabilities as well as its military capabilities must be increased. Un-

der the umbrella of “Defence Readiness 2030”, the defence-industrial 

base is therefore to be significantly strengthened, particularly in order 

to increase the Union’s strategic autonomy. The European Commission 

is taking on more and more of a pioneering role in this. Because deci-

sion-making in the field of the intergovernmental and therefore primar-

ily consensus-based Common Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP) and 

its Common Security and Defence Policy (CSDP) is often difficult, the 

supranational area is becoming increasingly important. 

In competition with other players

Europe generally needs to maintain its place on the world stage, and 

not be worn down and outplayed in the competition between the major 

actors. Apart from the transatlantic relationship, which is currently dif-

ficult, Russia and China are among the major challenges for Europe and 

the EU. In addition to the classic armed conflict in and around Ukraine, 

it is hybrid threats in particular that other actors are using to try to 

expose weaknesses in Europe‘s resilience and exploit them accordingly. 

The fact that these attacks are difficult to attribute plays a particular-
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ly important role. Cyberattacks, information operations, and even air-

space disruptions are now on the menu for hybrid actors.

A certain change to Europe‘s perception of China has taken place. Chi-

na is regarded as both a partner and a systemic rival of the EU, as the 

European Council noted in its conclusions of 30 June 2023. This means 

that Europe wants and is going to cooperate with China in overcoming 

global challenges. The focus is on having stable and constructive inter-

national relations, in spite of the differing positions of Brussels and Bei-

jing. It should not be overlooked that China is in a very real great power 

rivalry with the United States, and is trying to assert its own economic 

and political interests. This also involves the targeted use of alliances 

such as BRICS+ or the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation (SCO) in 

order to leave a bigger footprint. It must also not be overlooked that 

China’s major goal of being a world power on the occasion of its 100th 

anniversary in 2049 is continuously pursued in the background.

However, it is precisely the focus on the major actors and the compe-

tition between the US, Russia and China that offers the EU and Europe 

some major opportunities alongside all of the challenges. In a world 

dominated by force and power, the European approach to internation-

al relations is gaining in importance. Many regions and countries are 

yearning for closer cooperation and coordination with (EU) Europe in 

order not to become completely insignificant in this confrontation be-

tween great powers and not to have to concede supremacy to the law 

of the strongest. However, Europe needs to seize these opportunities 

in a clearer and more sustainable manner.

Austria’s contribution to strengthening 
Europe’s capability to act

Like all of the other EU member states, Austria is directly affected by 

these global developments. In addition to its traditional role as a me-

diator and host country of international organisations, the export-ori-

ented country that is Austria has a crucial role to play in advocating 

for the resurgence of a rules-based international order, to thereby also 

strengthen Europe‘s role in the world. At both the European and inter-

national levels, Austria has proven that even small countries can be 

global trendsetters by introducing new perspectives, particularly the 
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gender perspective, emphasising human security and highlighting the 

impact of climate change on security and defence policy issues. Aus-

tria‘s specific know-how in crisis regions in the European neighbour-

hood, such as the Western Balkans but also in the Middle East, allows 

it to actively participate in shaping and further developing the EU pol-

icies towards these regions.

In the area of foreign, security and defence policy, the EU is the main 

framework of action for Austria, as is also clearly expressed in the new 

Austrian Security Strategy. Austria has already made active contribu-

tions to the development of the CFSP/CSDP in the past, and is at the 

forefront of the EU with regard to per capita participation in peace-

keeping missions and operations, both within the framework of the 

EU and in other international operations. However, the new EU pro-

grammes and instruments also provide new opportunities to reinforce 

the country’s excellence in defence research, and contribute to suc-

cessfully positioning Austrian research and development.

The path of rearmament has also been successfully initiated in Austria, 

and interoperability with other armed forces has been increased by 

means of joint procurement. Modern Austrian Armed Forces play their 

part in making the EU stronger and more autonomous in matters of 

defence.

Conclusions

International developments have made it clear that the rules-based 

world order which has been created over decades is giving way to an 

order in which strength and transactionalism are taking centre stage. 

It is therefore important for the EU and its member states to define the 

future role of Europe and make appropriate commitments. However, an 

eye must be kept on multidimensionality.

Security policy goes far beyond defence readiness and military meas-

ures. Security requires integrated approaches which systematically 

take the key cross-sectional issues into consideration. In view of the 

far-reaching changes of traditional security-political challenges, it is 

clear that issues like this not only represent normative obligations, but 
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also make a significant contribution to the effectiveness and efficiency 

of security-political action.

The 25th anniversary of United Nations Security Council Resolution 

1325, “Women, Peace and Security” of 2000 highlights the fact that 

various perspectives – and also multilaterally anchored agendas, such 

as in the area of human security or climate and security, are essential 

in order to gain a comprehensive understanding of risks and their man-

agement. Their consistent integration reinforces a modern and credible 

security and defence policy, and, at the same time, makes an important 

contribution, both from a whole-of-nation and whole-of-society per-

spective, to consolidating the multilateral, rules-based order and main-

taining the dominance of the rule of law over the law of the strongest. 

This could be a crucial factor in strengthening the role of Europe.

Key Messages
•	 The global order is shifting from a rules-based structure towards in-

creasingly confrontational multipolarity.

•	 Great power rivalries between the US, China and Russia are increasing-

ly determining security-political dynamics.

•	 Europe must develop strategic autonomy and military capability in or-

der to ensure its own security.

•	 Transatlantic relations remain important, but require greater European 

involvement and commitment.

•	 Hybrid threats, cyberattacks, and information operations require new 

approaches to resilience.

•	 A modern and credible security and defence policy makes an important 

contribution, both from a whole-of-nation and whole-of-society per-

spective, to consolidating the multilateral, rules-based order and main-

taining the dominance of the rule of law over the law of the strongest.

•	 Security requires integrated approaches that systematically take the 

key cross-sectional issues into consideration. Austria‘s specific know-

how in crisis regions in the European neighbourhood, such as the 

Western Balkans but also the Middle East, allows it to actively shape 

and further develop the EU policies towards these regions.
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Global risks and challenges

Nikolaus Rottenberger

The world order of the 2020s is undergoing a comprehensive sys-
temic change. Authoritarian regimes are getting stronger, liberal 
democracies are losing influence, Russia and China are promoting 
conflicts and alliances against the West, while the US is increasing-
ly withdrawing. Global institutions are losing their effectiveness, 
armament dynamics are increasing, and economic dependencies 
and technological monopolies are exacerbating power shifts.

The examination of various specific threats and risks to Austria, Eu-

rope and the world reveals interconnections and dependencies as well 

as the long-term nature of risks. A more detailed analysis of these 

findings suggests a systemic change which, historically speaking, is 

rarely perceived as such by society, as everyday life usually appears 

unaffected. In the sciences, too, structural change only occurs against 

the vehement resistance of established assumptions, ultimately in a 

revolutionary way. Thomas S. Kuhn described this as a paradigm shift 

in the 1960s.

Markus Pfaff/Shutterstock.com
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Paradigm shift

Such a paradigm shift can also be observed in the 2020s. Political sci-

entist Jan Marwecki describes the actions of the administration of US 

President Donald Trump not so much as a cause, but rather as a symp-

tom of far-reaching changes that bring about the decline of Western 

dominance. Conversely, the causes thereof lie, inter alia, in the change 

in US domestic policy, such as the revival of the “America First” move-

ment, with roots going back to the interwar period.

Another cause lies in the global strengthening of authoritarian ide-

ologies and government systems, in which more than 70 percent of 

the world‘s population now live. This increases the pressure on the re-

maining liberal, democratic and market-based countries, and weakens 

their position and effectiveness in traditional international organisa-

tions such as the United Nations, the OSCE and the EU. The pressure 

is particularly increasing from China and Russia, who aim to divide and 

weaken Western systems or Western security agreements with friendly 

countries such as Japan or South Korea.

System conflict

With the support of China and Belarus, Russia is expected to continue 

the war in Ukraine in 2026, and also continue to wage a comprehen-

sive hybrid war against the EU, its member states and NATO. China’s 

involvement turns this dispute into a global systemic conflict. At the 

same time, despite its internal economic and political problems, Chi-

na strives to strengthen its global position. By both conventional mil-

itary and sub-conventional means and methods, Beijing is increasing 

the pressure on its neighbours in East and Southeast Asia, and does 

not shy away from taking drastic measures, as was shown by the de-

ployment of the “People’s Armed Forces Maritime Militia” in the South 

China Sea in 2024 and 2025.

In conflict with the West, China and Russia will continue to strengthen 

their alliances in 2026. The positioning of emerging India under Prime 

Minister Narendra Modi remains unclear, as it seems to prefer an am-

bivalent foreign and security policy to a clear alignment with one camp 

or the other. Against this backdrop, an international arms race is taking 
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place in 2026, which is more akin to rearmament in Europe, particular-

ly under the impression of Russian threats and the gradual departure 

of the US from its NATO partners. Global efforts for disarmament and 

arms control, which have existed since the 1960s, will continue to lose 

meaning or go nowhere, which is another sign of the above-mentioned 

systemic change.

Geostrategic races

Alongside regional crises and conflicts in Eastern Europe, the Middle 

East and East and Southeast Asia, the race for dominance in the Arctic 

or on the oceans often fades into the background. Although the Arctic 

is undoubtedly of paramount importance for the global climate and 

should therefore be protected, many of the regional and global actors 

focus on the straits, potential military bases and raw material depos-

its. This race for control and dominance harbours further potential for 

conflict.

The use of the world‘s oceans, both above and below sea level, and the 

raw material deposits under the seabed will also lead to further con-

flicts in 2026. Global warming, pollution and overfishing are bringing 

these seemingly unlimited raw material providers and transport routes 

close to collapse, which will have global repercussions.

Comprehensive system change

What is happening in geopolitics and security policy can also be ob-

served in economic terms: a comprehensive systemic change. The ex-

isting global economic system, which was shaped by the US after the 

Second World War and therefore promoting globalisation and free 

trade, is being questioned or changed not least by the currently pre-

vailing protectionism of the US administration, and also by hegemonic 

behaviour such as that of China. This results in supply chain bottle-

necks, resource scarcity, and geopolitical dependencies.

There are also disruptive technological developments which are pro-

moted by large companies. “Big Tech”, as a collective term for extreme-

ly large, influential technology companies with a significant effect on 
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the digital economy and modern life, plays a defining role. The five US 

companies Apple, Amazon, Alphabet (Google), Meta (Facebook) and 

Microsoft dominate the digital landscape via a wide range of products 

and services, and strive to evade governmental and supranational reg-

ulations, such as those imposed by the EU. Distortion of competition 

and restrictions on the sovereignty of countries are consequences that 

will also be felt in 2026.

The global systemic change of the 2020s marks a far-reaching trans-

formation of international regulatory patterns. Liberal, free-market and 

democratic principles are increasingly competing with authoritarian and 

protectionist models. This development not only calls existing power re-

lations into question, but also the foundations of international coopera-

tion, economic interdependence and technological dependencies.

For Europe, and particularly for smaller countries such as Austria, this 

results in the need to strengthen resilience, consolidate strategic part-

nerships and secure its own ability to act in a global order that is be-

coming increasingly fragmented. The coming years will show whether 

it will be possible to find a new balance between security, sovereignty 

and sustainability among these tectonic shifts, or whether the system-

ic change will lead to a permanent erosion of global stability.

Key Messages
•	 The 2020s mark a global systemic change in which the old power and 

regulatory structures are disintegrating.

•	 Authoritarian regimes are gaining more influence worldwide, whereas 

liberal democracies are losing strength and the power to shape policy.

•	 Russia and China are deepening their strategic cooperation and waging 

a systemic conflict against the West, while the US is increasingly with-

drawing.

•	 The security policy environment is being shaped by a new arms race 

and the erosion of international institutions (UN, EU, OSCE, NATO).

•	 Protectionism, dependencies, and Big Tech monopolies are shifting the 

global balance of power in the economy.

•	 For Europe and smaller countries such as Austria, this results in the 

need to strengthen resilience, strategic partnerships and the capacity 

to act in order to survive in the fragmented world order.
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The revival of America First

Rachel Tausendfreund

At the end of World War II, the America First movement, which 
had opposed the participation of the US in the war for a long time, 
seemed defeated. This was most evident in the establishment of 
a system of international order and cooperation based on the 
power of the United States. The US government under President 
Donald Trump is signalling a fundamental departure from US-led 
hegemony. The challenges to the international order are obvious.

The so-called America First movement, which had long opposed the 

participation of the US in World War II, seemed to have been defeated 

in 1945. This was most evident in Washington spending the first post-

war years creating a system of international order and cooperation 

based on the power of the US. The Bretton Woods economic system 

was based on the US dollar as its anchor currency. The newly founded 

United Nations was based in the state of New York in 1946, before its 

permanent headquarters was established in New York City in 1952. Fol-

lowing the Marshall Plan and the Truman Doctrine, NATO was founded 
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in 1949, followed by a security alliance between the US and Japan a 

few years later.

Despite progress in multilateral relations during the six decades that 

followed, the systems of global governance and security that emerged 

from this policy continue to rely heavily on the US to this day. This is 

why the resurgence of a new version of the America First policy under 

US President Donald Trump has had such a destabilising effect.

Departure from hegemony

Trump‘s policies signal a fundamental departure from US-led hegem-

ony. Washington is emphasising the principle of burden-sharing more 

clearly, and is putting greater emphasis on regional security structures. 

However, this is accompanied by a considerable amount of uncertainty, 

as US policy appears unpredictable, and traditional guarantees appear 

less reliable. Trump‘s willingness to use security dependencies as lever-

age in economic and trade negotiations has reinforced this tendency. 

For example, the EU found itself in a weak negotiating position regard-

ing US tariffs because it wanted US support for Ukraine and NATO to 

continue. Whereas all of the US presidents of the past twenty years 

have urged European partners to assume a greater share of the secu-

rity burden, Trump is the first one to signal his willingness to withdraw 

from commitments and show a lack of sympathy for alliances.

In the short term, this has led to a positive result, namely a renewed 

willingness among the European NATO partners to comply with US de-

mands for burden sharing, and to a stronger European commitment to 

expanding defence capabilities. The dismissive attitude of the Trump 

administration has also forced European countries to focus more on 

one another, whereas Washington had previously been the preferred 

partner for many countries regarding security matters.

Multipolarisation

In the medium term, the persistent doubts about whether the US is 

really committed to defending its allies will have a destabilising effect. 

While this could lead to more intensive cooperation between European 
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countries, there is also a risk of increasing tensions within Europe along 

the eastern or southern lines, for example. The reason for this is actions 

taken by countries out of uncertainty. Increasing uncertainty can also 

be expected in a global context, as well as the growing influence of 

other powers such as Russia and China.

If the United States is regarded as an unreliable partner or even a 

threat, there is little incentive to resist closer cooperation with China 

or Russia. This contributes to the creation of a more multipolar security 

order in which the UN standards are no longer considered guaranteed, 

and aggression or invasion does not necessarily entail global conse-

quences. Beyond the immediate security context, the withdrawal of 

the US has also opened up opportunities for China and Russia to ex-

pand their influence in Asia, Africa and the Middle East in terms of soft 

power and development cooperation.

Impact on vulnerable groups

Apart from the medium-term issues of global influence distribution, the 

reduction of activities by the US Agency for International Development 

(USAID) has very real and often deadly consequences for women and 

other vulnerable groups. Founded in 1961, the role of USAID has ex-

panded to encompass a wide range of health activities, including ma-

ternal health, the health of children and reproductive health. USAID 

spent nearly 40 billion US dollars a year on international aid, mainly on 

health programmes. It was one of the biggest providers of family plan-

ning services worldwide, with almost 600 million US dollars spent on 

contraceptive services in poor countries. A report by UN Women came 

to the conclusion that the US development aid cuts have led to a dra-

matic situation. UN Women surveyed 411 organisations in 44 countries 

and discovered that “90 percent of respondents said their work was 

financially impacted, almost half expected to have to close within six 

months, and the majority had already reduced the number of staff or 

shut down key services”.

The prevention of and response to gender-based violence, protection 

services and women‘s health are particularly affected. These cuts are 

expected to result in many thousands of preventable maternal deaths 

per year, and many thousands more preventable deaths within vulner-
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able groups because of the restricted availability of support and pro-

tection services. There are also wider normative consequences: When 

the United States rolls back its policies regarding diversity, equality, and 

inclusion, other countries or political movements are encouraged to do 

the same. The US precedent is being observed and sometimes imitated.

Conclusion

Trump‘s America First policies are a tragedy for the hundreds of thou-

sands worldwide who depend on US health and development aid. The 

medium and long-term consequences regarding global security architec-

ture are still unclear. The pessimistic scenario foresees a complete col-

lapse of the weakened international order into a conflict-ridden multipo-

larity and a return to unbridled power politics. However, there is also 

an optimistic scenario in which democracies and other actors who are 

interested in stability unite to create a new system of global order that 

is less dependent on US power. It is hard to imagine, but not impossible.

Key Messages
•	 The return of the America First policy marks a departure from the 

US-led world order, which was based on multilateral cooperation and 

American hegemony after 1945.

•	 Trump’s foreign policy focuses on national interests and burden-shar-

ing, which weakens traditional security guarantees and unsettles inter-

national partners.

•	 In the short term, this course has led to a stronger commitment to 

security policy in Europe, but to growing uncertainty and potential ten-

sions within the EU in the long term.

•	 The US withdrawal from development and equality policies has serious 

consequences, especially for women and vulnerable groups who relied 

on USAID programmes.

•	 Globally, there is a threat of a more unstable, multipolar order in which 

authoritarian powers such as China and Russia will expand their influ-

ence, whereas democratic cooperation needs to be redefined.
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Europe in a systemic 
conflict between Russia, 
China and the US

Daniela Schwarzer

Europe’s democracies will continue to face complex geopolitical 
challenges in 2026, and their security will continue to be threat-
ened, especially by Russia. Russia’s war of aggression against 
Ukraine, which has been ongoing since 2022, is accompanied by 
hybrid attacks within the European Union, which have intensified 
since Russia’s annexation of Crimea in 2014, as well as by a sharp 
increase in violations of sovereignty since 2025. This includes in-
cursions into the airspace of other countries and acts of sabotage 
against critical infrastructures.

It is expected that the intensified threat from Russia on NATO‘s eastern 

borders and destabilisation attempts within Europe will remain a rele-

vant issue in 2026. Moscow is pursuing two objectives: to undermine 

the resilience of the countries supporting Ukraine, and to test NATO‘s 

timeline2photo/Shutterstock.com
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capabilities. Accordingly, the expansion of deterrence (increased pres-

ence, air and missile defence) and the protection of critical infrastruc-

ture will remain a central issue in 2026.

Europe should assume that US support for Ukraine and European NATO 

countries will not be guaranteed to the same extent as in previous 

years, and will not be permanent. The position of the US government 

under Donald Trump concerning support for Ukraine has changed sev-

eral times during his second term in office. In March 2025, US military 

aid was initially “paused and reviewed”, in summer Trump signalled that 

Europe and Canada should take over the financing, while the US would 

provide political and logistical support. At the end of August 2025, he 

again declared that the US would “no longer” finance Ukraine; instead, 

Washington profited from arms sales to allies.

Perspectives for 2026

It should be assumed that President Trump will carry on trying to max-

imise burden shifting in favour of the US in 2026. That would mean mini-

mising the flow of US funds and selling weapons to support Ukraine. It is 

unclear whether the US would continue to provide Ukraine with political 

support against Russia. Essentially, there are two possible two scenarios.

First scenario: Continued pressure from the US on Russia, focussing on 

China as Russia‘s most important external supporter. Beijing primarily 

supports Russia via trade and dual-use supply chains (including microe-

lectronics, machine tools, navigation and drone components) which are 

used in Russian arms production. China‘s energy imports from Russia, 

particularly oil and gas, provide Russia with additional revenue. The 

US could respond with stricter export controls (entity list expansions), 

secondary financial sanctions, and by closing loopholes.

Second scenario: Withdrawal of the US from the confrontation with 

Moscow and its supporters. In this scenario, the US would largely leave 

support for Ukraine to Europe and, in the best case, maintain the nucle-

ar umbrella. In the worst case scenario, doubts about the credibility of 

nuclear deterrence would arise or grow, leading to increased “testing” 

of European defence readiness. Against this background, the debate 
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concerning strategic autonomy and a possible European nuclear deter-

rence has intensified noticeably in 2025.

China’s positioning

Since March 2019, the EU has classified China in official documents as a 

cooperation partner, economic competitor and systemic rival. There are 

no fundamental changes expected for 2026, although the dimension of 

“systemic rivalry” has become increasingly important.

China has become a close partner of Russia. Sino-Russian trade has in-

creased tremendously since 2022. The Russian arms industry would be 

under considerably more pressure without Chinese dual-use deliveries 

and circumvention channels. China also benefits from cheap Russian oil 

and gas, and ties up Western resources and attention. Beijing is likely 

to continue its strategic ambiguity in 2026. Politically, it cooperates 

closely with Moscow; economically, it is connected with Europe; and 

technologically and regarding critical basic services, it aims for inde-

pendence. The EU is therefore likely to continue de-risking rather than 

de-coupling, which includes export controls to prevent sanctions from 

being circumvented, technological protection measures, but also selec-

tive cooperation, such as in trade or the climate sector.

At the moment, there is little reason to assume that China will break 

away from its close partnership with Russia in 2026 or use its influence 

over Moscow to push for peace. Unlike North Korea, which confirmed 

the deployment of soldiers to Russia and supplied ballistic missiles and 

ammunition in 2025, it remains unlikely that China will openly deploy 

its troops in Ukraine.

Global ambitions for order

Only a few days before the start of the Russian full-scale invasion of 

Ukraine, Chinese President Xi Jinping and Russian President Vladimir 

Putin published a joint statement concerning “international relations in 

a new era”. It emphasised state sovereignty, underlined the principle of 

non-intervention, rejected Western alliance expansions and advocat-

ed for a “multipolar order” – and included the narrative of a “no limits” 
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partnership. The common denominator between Xi and Putin is an au-

thoritarian-sovereignist concept of order, centred on regime stability, 

non-interference, and scepticism towards liberal-democratic universal 

values and Western-led institutions. The Russian-North Korean mutual 

assistance pact that was concluded in 2024 intensifies this authoritar-

ian axis; Moscow and Pyongyang are now making their security policy 

cooperation publicly visible. Iran also provides Russia with a consider-

able amount of support as part of this axis, including drones, training, 

and technology transfer.

At the same time, China is pursuing ambitious goals in multilateral bod-

ies. Beijing has developed several initiatives since 2021, for example 

in the areas of development and security. This was followed up by a 

Global Governance Initiative (GGI) in 2025. During his speeches at the 

Shanghai Cooperation Organisation (SCO) summits in Astana 2024 and 

Tianjin 2025, Xi linked these initiatives to the aspiration of “further de-

veloping” global rules and strengthening the influence of non-Western 

countries. He emphasised sovereignty and development rather than 

the universalistic enforcement of human rights, and linked security to 

indivisibility. According to the Chinese president, multilateral forums 

should reflect these norms. Unlike the US, China makes significant in-

vestments in the UN. For example, it is the biggest troop contributor 

among the permanent members of the Security Council. The combina-

tion of contributions, personnel, and active standard-setting increases 

Beijing’s influence in UN bodies.

The US as a decisive factor

The way in which the liberal democracies assert themselves in this ge-

opolitical constellation will, to a considerable extent, depend on devel-

opments in the US. What is relevant here is not only how Washington 

positions itself towards Ukraine, Russia and China, but also the overall 

development of democracy in the US. Continued setbacks are expected 

in areas such as the separation of powers and freedom of the media in 

2026. Given the increasing restrictions on civil society‘s scope of action 

and the weakness of the opposition, stabilisation in the form of a clear 

victory for the Democrats in the midterm elections is unlikely in 2026.
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Should the US continue to slide towards an authoritarian system, this 

would have far-reaching consequences for Europe. On the one hand, 

the liberal-democratic reference model of the West would erode, and 

on the other hand, transatlantic coalitions against autocracies would 

falter. In 2025, the V-Dem Index noted that there was a continuing 

“third wave of autocratisation” – 72 percent of the world‘s population 

lives in autocracies. It also explicitly warned of a potential “democratic 

breakdown” in the US.

The effects of this are already visible in some respects: with the US 

drifting towards authoritarianism the appeal of narratives such as 

“sovereignty over rights” would increase. “Free-speech” diplomacy is 

already branding European regulations “instruments of censorship”. 

Transatlantic networking of right-wing conservative actors is also mak-

ing progress. The targeted spread of illiberal ideas and the intimidation 

of media and scientists are also increasing in Europe. Advocating for 

pluralism, equality and civil rights and liberties, targeted protection 

programmes for threatened groups and the protection of civil society 

spaces, as well as strategic communication and media literacy are thus 

becoming more relevant.

Even under these circumstances, maintaining diplomatic channels to 

Washington and continuing transatlantic cooperation in the security 

and defence sector remains relevant in 2026. At the same time, the 

challenge for Europe is to strengthen its democratic resilience, military 

capabilities and economic and technological sovereignty in order to 

develop its strategic autonomy.
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Key Messages
•	 The war in Ukraine, hybrid attacks and increasing sovereignty viola-

tions will continue to be key risks for Europe in 2026.

•	 Support from the US is becoming increasingly unpredictable; Washing-

ton is pushing for stronger burden shifting to the detriment of Europe.

•	 2026 will be shaped by two US scenarios: increased pressure on Russia 

and China, or a withdrawal from the confrontation.

•	 China remains a close partner of Russia, strengthening its military ca-

pabilities, and relying on strategic ambiguity towards Europe.

•	 The authoritarian axis of Russia–China–North Korea–Iran is gaining visi-

bility, and is acting in an increasingly coordinated manner.

•	 China’s global ambitions for order are intensifying, particularly in multi-

lateral institutions and the UN.

•	 A potential drift of the US towards authoritarianism is a threat to 

Western norms, weakens transatlantic alliances and increases the pres-

sure on Europe’s own resilience.
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Nuclear non-proliferation

Disarmament and deterrence

Ulrika Möller

Despite the political intention to abolish nuclear weapons be-
cause of their world-shattering destructive power, they have now 
reached a mature age. The lifespan of nuclear weapons is shaped 
by both disarmament and deterrence – two competing concepts 
for managing their immense destructive potential. Dismantling or 
retention, ostensibly to establish orderly relations of mutually as-
sured destruction?

More than 80 years have passed since the first nuclear explosion in 

July 1945 and the atomic bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki in Au-

gust 1945. As early as January 1946, a UN resolution established the 

UN Atomic Energy Commission, which was tasked with developing 

plans for the elimination of nuclear weapons. However, at the same 

time, deliberations had already begun on how this destructive pow-

er could be harnessed for strategic purposes. With the Soviet Union’s 
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attainment of nuclear weapons capability in 1949, the relationship be-

tween the two Cold War superpowers based on nuclear deterrence 

was established.

Arms control and non-proliferation have become achievable goals in 

the decades since the beginning of the atomic age. The inherent con-

flict between disarmament and deterrence not only persisted, but be-

came more pronounced. The majority of nuclear-weapon states have 

long been parties to the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT), there-

by legally committing themselves to the pursuit of disarmament as a 

long-term objective. For decades, however, they have continued to rely 

on nuclear deterrence politically and militarily. This incoherence has 

caused dissatisfaction among non-nuclear-weapon states, particular-

ly those that sought to reduce the nuclear threat through alternative 

means, rather than by relying on a nuclear-armed ally.

Problematic patterns

Increasing polarisation has had a negative impact on the quality of 

nuclear diplomacy. Following decades of regular engagement, the past 

decade has been marked primarily by the inability to achieve broad 

and durable agreements. This regressive trend affects all dimensions of 

nuclear diplomacy: the prevention of nuclear proliferation, the control 

of existing arsenals and their long-term dismantlement. At the same 

time, all nuclear weapon states are now focused on improving their 

respective arsenals.

This means that two problematic patterns currently prevail: the de-

cline of nuclear diplomacy on the one hand, and nuclear armament on 

the other hand. At present, it lies beyond the capacity of non-nucle-

ar-weapon states to influence the deterrence-based thinking that is 

driving the current wave of modernisation. Governments seeking to 

contribute to the de-escalation of the nuclear threat, with the long-

term objective of reducing this risk, should focus primarily on reviving 

nuclear diplomacy.
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Non-proliferation regimes and 
follow-up agreements

The UN Atomic Energy Commission, which existed from 1946 to 1949, 

was unable to reach an agreement on any of the proposed plans for 

dismantling nuclear weapons arsenals. This failure necessitated the 

pursuit of more limited, sub-objectives to address the nuclear threat. 

Today, all of the negotiations regarding nuclear weapons refer to at 

least one of three objectives: Non-proliferation, arms control and disar-

mament. Following the Cuban Missile Crisis in 1962, a phase of steady 

diplomatic activity marked by the conclusion of new agreements be-

gan, the regulation of nuclear explosions and their location with the 

Partial Test Ban Treaty is only one example. This also included treaties 

establishing nuclear-weapon-free zones, such as Antarctica (1959) or 

outer space with the Outer Space Treaty. Eventually, treaties creating 

nuclear-weapon-free regions were established, notably in Latin Ameri-

ca and the Caribbean with the Treaty of Tlatelolco in 1969.

However, the first comprehensive nuclear non-proliferation regime was 

the NPT, which was established in 1970. Since then, the NPT has con-

stituted the central framework for all other nuclear agreements. Be-

cause of its three objectives or “pillars”, the NPT has become one of the 

most widely accepted international agreements. These pillars include 

promoting the peaceful use of nuclear energy, preventing the prolifer-

ation of nuclear weapons, and nuclear disarmament. In the decades 

after the NPT came into force, there was a certain continuity in the 

agreement of new regulations.

The series of agreements between the two main nuclear powers was 

particularly decisive, since they paved the way for a substantial reduc-

tion of their respective nuclear arsenals. These included the Strategic 

Arms Limitation Talks (SALT) in 1972 (SALT I) and 1976 (SALT II), and the 

Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces Treaty (INF Treaty) in 1987. These 

negotiations also led to further agreements during the transition to a 

post-Cold War order. First and foremost, the Strategic Arms Reduction 

Treaty (START) should be mentioned here. It raised expectations that 

the time was ripe for disarmament. Two substantial opportunities arose 

for this. As part of the 5th NPT Review Conference in 1995, it was to 

be decided whether this agreement should be extended beyond the 
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existing five-year interval. At the same time, negotiations on a compre-

hensive ban on nuclear weapons testing were requested.

Highs and lows

None of these negotiations could fulfil the expectations of civil society 

and the parties to the NPT, who were dissatisfied with the slow pro-

gress in the area of disarmament. The 1995 Review Conference decid-

ed to extend the NPT indefinitely, but without specifying disarmament 

measures. Negotiations on a comprehensive ban on nuclear weapons 

testing led to the Comprehensive Nuclear Test Ban Treaty (CTBT) in 

1996. This includes an effective monitoring system for detecting nu-

clear explosions, but at the same time, there are no specifications for 

nuclear disarmament, and the treaty has not yet come into force.

A breakthrough was achieved at the NPT Review Conference in 2000, 

where an agreement was reached on the 13 steps to nuclear disarma-

ment. Following both successes and failures in the subsequent review 

conferences, the so-called “Humanitarian Initiative” mobilised support-

ers for negotiations on a general ban on nuclear weapons. These were 

completed in 2017. The Treaty on the Prohibition of Nuclear Weapons 

(TPNW) is a celebrated milestone, which was achieved through coop-

eration between civil society and countries committed to nuclear dis-

armament. Nevertheless, this agreement is insufficient to reverse the 

ongoing decline in nuclear diplomacy.

Current developments

Nuclear negotiations have always had their highs and lows. However, 

the current lull is particularly concerning, as it affects all areas of nu-

clear diplomacy. The NPT is under serious political pressure, bilateral 

arms control agreements between the US and Russia have lapsed, and 

the diplomatic efforts to prevent a North Korean nuclear weapon have 

failed so far. Efforts to curtail Iranian production of weapons-grade 

highly enriched uranium have been equally unsuccessful. One of the 

most recent indicators of diplomatic decline is the failure of the NPT 

Review Conference to agree on a final report by consensus in 2022. 

Likewise, the preparatory committee for the 2026 Review Conference 
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was unable to reach an agreement on any recommendations. Diplomat-

ic efforts to revive the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action with Iran 

were derailed following the military attack on Iranian nuclear facilities.

The only remaining arms control agreement between the US and Russia 

is New START, which is set to expire in February 2026. The eleventh 

NPT Review Conference, scheduled for spring 2026, represents a key 

opportunity to revive nuclear diplomacy. The crucial test is whether 

the review conference can adopt a final report by consensus. Further-

more, the next conference of the TPNW treaty parties will take place 

in December 2026, potentially reinforcing ongoing criticism of nuclear 

deterrence.

Key Messages
•	 Two trends are contributing to the escalation of the nuclear threat 

situation. These are the decline of nuclear diplomacy and the rise of 

nuclear armament.

•	 The decline of nuclear diplomacy affects all areas, i.e. non-proliferation, 

arms control, and long-term disarmament.

•	 The modernisation of nuclear arsenals underscores the current domi-

nance of the concept of nuclear deterrence.

•	 There are currently no indications of an end to the current lull in nucle-

ar diplomacy. Examples include the failure of the NPT Review Con-

ference to reach consensus on a final report, the military attacks on 

nuclear facilities in Iran, and the impeding expiration of New START in 

February 2026.
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The Chinese balancing act

Linda Liang and Sebastian Harnisch

In 2026, the Chinese leadership under Xi Jinping will once again 
have to balance domestic expectations for growth and stability 
with foreign policy demands for respect and influence as a great 
power. The result will probably be a contradictory foreign policy 
that, although pursuing core interests, avoids open and potential-
ly violent confrontations – particularly with the US. With this ro-
bust and resilient approach towards the US administration, China 
will present itself as a new, more reliable partner to anyone who 
has been disappointed or humiliated by US policy.

Trade war and calculated strength

The rivalry between China and the United States has increased during 

the second term of US President Donald Trump, and has repeatedly 

provoked confrontational outbreaks. The Chinese leadership respond-

ed to far-reaching tariff increases and export controls by the US with 

robust countermeasures, for example regarding rare earths, and na-
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tionalist rhetoric at home. Potential economic losses could therefore 

be attributed to the erratic behaviour of the White House.

However, the trade conflict also revealed the limits of the Trump ad-

ministration, making this particular success in 2026 a model to be em-

ulated. Shortly before the planned meeting of the two heads of states 

in October 2025, Beijing demonstrated that it was prepared to use 

calculated countermeasures to deliberately create tensions in order to 

increase its negotiating leverage.

Awareness of regional power

Taiwan remains the symbolic core of Chinese sovereignty claims. The 

tensions are as real as they are diverse: they include airspace viola-

tions, military manoeuvres and military presence in general. China has 

deliberately avoided escalation so far. The threshold for open conflict 

with Taiwan is not being crossed, while at the same time, the Taiwanese 

military is arming itself strategically, following the example of Ukraine.

China is also pursuing a strategy of controlled confrontation in the 

South China Sea. The tone towards neighbouring countries such as the 

Philippines remained harsh in 2025, and there were frequent clashes 

and violent incidents. At the same time, the use of force has so far 

remained below the threshold that would trigger a military conflict. 

Beijing is pursuing a hybrid-force strategy, which causes the countries 

bordering the South China Sea to cooperate more closely with Wash-

ington, but also with one other.

At the same time, Beijing is granting economic benefits to individual 

Southeast Asian and Pacific countries such as Vietnam or Malaysia. 

However, it remains unclear whether its lobbying has led to a definitive 

positioning in its favour. Only a few Asian countries have openly reject-

ed Beijing‘s offer, but the majority of them still maintain their distance 

to China.
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Ambivalent relations with Russia

China consolidated its partnership with Russia in 2025. Beijing openly 

admits that it wants to prevent a Russian defeat in its war of aggres-

sion against Ukraine. The joint military exercises and economic cooper-

ation have become closer, but remain asymmetrical. Whereas Moscow 

speaks of a de facto defence alliance, the Chinese leadership main-

tains a rhetorical distance. At the same time, Beijing is endeavouring 

to maintain Chinese influence over North Korea – in competition with 

Russia. It is therefore highly unlikely that China will promise to help 

Russia to achieve a military victory in Ukraine in 2026, whatever form 

that victory may take.

China does not want to lose Russia – nor does it want to lose Europe. 

The European market is too important, and the divide between Wash-

ington and Brussels is too crucial for Beijing‘s geopolitical ambitions. 

What is not helpful for this ambition is that US tariff policy is forcing 

China to develop other markets, which in turn are trying to defend 

themselves against a flood of Chinese products.

Europe in the shadow of economic rivalry

Relations between China and the European Union are therefore 

strained, and are expected to remain so in 2026. The debate about 

tariffs on Chinese electric cars is merely a symptom of the structural 

frictions inherent in China‘s state-led economic model. Strategic indus-

tries are subsidised to outperform the US, and regions and cities are 

required to follow political directives from Beijing. This results in the 

misallocation of capital and resources, plus overcapacities, which are 

unwelcome in both Europe and Asia.

However, Beijing is also competing with Europe by illegitimate means. 

Cyberattacks are still primarily used for economic espionage, and criti-

cism is met with disinformation campaigns and the digital persecution 

of opponents. The EU has not yet come up with any robust counter-

measures. As a peaceful union of democracies, it only has limited ca-

pacity to speak the language of the great powers. This is another as-

pect unlikely to change in 2026.
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The Women, Peace and Security agenda

China officially endorses the United Nations‘ Women, Peace and Secu-

rity (WPS) agenda, UN Resolution 1325. However, its implementation 

requires careful scrutiny. China hosted the fourth UN World Confer-

ence on Women in 1995, and hosted another global women‘s summit in 

2025. However, the domestic political reality is shown by setbacks in 

terms of equality. For the first time in twenty years, there is no woman 

in the Politburo, the power hub of the Communist Party.

The government is also systematically cracking down on civil society 

and independent women‘s rights movements. However, reports of sys-

tematic human rights violations against the Uyghur and other Muslim 

minorities in Xinjiang are even more serious. The forced sterilisations 

and sexualised violence in internment camps stand in stark contrast to 

China‘s official description of itself as a supporter of the WPS agenda.

Key Messages
•	 In its foreign policy, China will have to balance domestic expectations 

and foreign policy claims, and present itself to other countries as a 

new reliable partner alongside the US.

•	 The trade war has revealed the pain threshold of the second Trump 

administration. It can be assumed that China will continue to respond 

to pressure with calculated resistance.

•	 By means of controlled confrontations in the Taiwan Strait and the 

South China Sea, China will not cross the threshold into open conflict. 

At the same time, resistance is growing in the region.

•	 Relations with Russia are growing closer, but China will not jeopardise 

its relationship with North Korea or the EU.

•	 The number of friction points with the EU because of China’s state-led 

economic model are increasing. Europe must also find a solution to the 

economically motivated cyberattacks, disinformation campaigns and 

digital persecution of opponents.

•	 China’s support for the WPS agenda should be questioned in view of 

the setbacks in Chinese civil society and the allegations of human 

rights violations in Xinjiang.
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The South China 
Sea conflict

Thomas Eder

As a result of the second Trump administration’s trade policy, Chi-
na sees a favourable opportunity in the South China Sea. Beijing 
is trying to integrate the South-East Asian states into its new 
order, and to persuade them of its interpretation of the rules gov-
erning the South China Sea. As tensions are likely to persist, Eu-
rope may face higher transport costs while the fisheries sector of 
the coastal countries and the environment in the South China Sea 
that suffer the most.

In light of the high tariffs and the draft national defence strategy of 

the second Trump administration, a proverbial “window of opportunity” 

is opening for China with regard to the South China Sea during the pe-

riod from 2025 to 2029. Following the US‘s “pivot” away from Europe 

and the Middle East towards the Indo-Pacific under President Barack 

Obama, a new “pivot” is now emerging under Donald Trump, towards 

the American continent, and even inward, towards the US itself. In-
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ternal conflicts threaten to paralyse the US, while Washington‘s trade 

conflicts with countries in Southeast Asia are shifting their regional 

sentiment towards China. At the same time, the United States con-

tinues to compete with China for global influence, while remaining a 

highly unpredictable actor.

China’s options and new approaches

In 2026, China will be focussing on new incentives to integrate the 

member states of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) 

into its new order. At the same time, it is trying to convince them of its 

view regarding the South China Sea and the associated desired code 

of conduct. In April 2025, Xi Jinping therefore went on a state trip to 

Vietnam, Malaysia and Cambodia in order to reassure himself of the re-

spective relationships under the pressure from US-imposed tariffs. The 

first trilateral summit took place between China, the ASEAN member 

states and the states of the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) in May. In 

June, Beijing announced that it had prepared itself comprehensively for 

joining the CPTPP trans-Pacific trade agreement. Meanwhile, Indonesia 

joined the BRICS+ group of nations.

ASEAN is already China‘s most important trading partner, and with the 

new incentives, Beijing is sending the message that Southeast Asia can 

benefit even more economically and diplomatically from cooperation 

with a Chinese-led “Global South”. In view of the changed US policy in 

this region, this appears to be a convincing argument: The trade volume 

between China and the ASEAN region increased by 8.6 percent in the 

first eight months of 2025 compared to the previous year. This helped 

the Southeast Asian countries to offset the decline in trade with the US.

Sustained pressure

China has three “fleets” in the South China Sea the People‘s Liberation 

Army Navy (PLAN), the Chinese Coast Guard (CCG), and the People‘s 

Armed Forces Maritime Militia. These are the world‘s biggest forces in 

their respective categories, allowing China to operate flexibly within a 

grey zone and below the threshold of military intervention. The CCG 

is given comprehensive support from the Navy in terms of training, C2 
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and equipment, and possesses the biggest coastguard vessels in the 

world. Although the People‘s Armed Forces Maritime Militia consists 

of civilian fishermen, they receive state training and subsidies, and are 

also integrated into militia structures. Their fishing boats are often of 

considerable size, with reinforced hulls, modern communication and 

navigation equipment, water cannon, and, allegedly, even handguns. 

This allows them to fulfil anti-access and area-denial missions.

According to satellite images, China deployed a record number of its 

People‘s Armed Forces Maritime Militia in 2024. However, no major dip-

lomatic incidents occurred, such as the one in 2021 when more than 

200 Chinese fishing boats anchored at Whitsun Reef, which the Phil-

ippines also claim. Even after repeated clashes between Chinese and 

Philippine coastguard vessel, which have fundamentally different in-

terpretations of legal bases and responsibilities, this was not the case 

– unlike the incident at Sabina Shoal Atoll in 2024, for example. The 

collision of two Chinese ships while pursuing the Philippine coast guard 

in August 2025 also shows that tensions persist, but major regional 

consequences have been avoided so far.

Artificial islands, overfishing and food security

In order to assert its interests vis-à-vis these Chinese fleets, Vietnam 

is steadily catching up with China regarding the amount of land re-

claimed through artificial island construction. Just like China, Vietnam 

is causing extensive damage to coral reefs, which serve as food and 

habitat for thousands of species. The harvesting of endangered spe-

cies, such as giant clams, further destroys these reefs. At the same 

time, the neighbouring countries are overfishing this area, which ac-

counts for twelve percent of the global catch.

The reason for this is a lack of agreement on which countries are al-

lowed to fish in which areas. This overfishing jeopardises both the 

unique marine biodiversity and regional food security. According to cli-

mate studies, global warming will also lead to less productive fishing in 

the South China Sea, which is likely to fuel fishing conflicts even more. 

However, whereas the value of Philippine fish catches in the South Chi-

na Sea has already declined sharply, pressure is increasing in China 
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because of a rapid increase in fish and meat consumption, a limited 

amount of arable land and an increasing dependency on imports.

Conclusion and consequences for Europe

The situation in the South China Sea is unlikely to cool down in 2026. 

Reasons for this are the disagreement over whether a code of conduct 

should be legally binding, how it should, inter alia, define “restraint”, 

and which areas are disputed. At the same time, China has no incentive 

to allow military escalations to take place because of its own economic 

problems and the new opportunities for deeper relationships with the 

ASEAN states. It is more probable that pressure on the Philippines will 

continue below the threshold of military force.

Despite numerous clashes and military exercises, neither side has been 

interested in restricting commercial shipping by means of military es-

calation. Nevertheless, marine insurers might assess the risk as higher, 

and raise premiums, though likely less than in regions such as the Red 

Sea. Shipping companies then pass these increases on to their custom-

ers. As the major European economies carry out approximately eight to 

twelve percent of their trade in goods via the South China Sea, cost in-

creases such as this may be relevant for inflation. Despite the possibil-

ity of limited armed conflicts between neighbouring countries, critical 

raw materials and industrial goods would remain accessible.
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Key Messages
•	 The second Trump administration is opening up a new opportunity for 

China by means of high tariffs on Southeast Asian countries and the fo-

cus on conflicts within its own country regarding the South China Sea.

•	 China is attempting to win over Southeast Asia for integration into the 

Chinese-led “Global South” by offering the possibility of economic and 

diplomatic benefits.

•	 At the same time, China maintains pressure in the South China Sea via its 

three “fleets” – the Navy, the Coastguard and the People’s Armed Forces 

Maritime Militia – without crossing the threshold to military conflict.

•	 The construction of artificial islands and overfishing, which has been 

intensified by China and also Vietnam, is destroying coral reefs and 

jeopardising food security in the region.

•	 Europe will not be cut off from critical raw materials and industri-

al goods by conflicts in the South China Sea in 2026, but the higher 

transport costs could increase inflation.
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Russia’s flexible 
partnerships

Networks beyond Western isolation

Sarah Pagung

Russia has a flexible network of partnerships. These partnerships 
include close allies such as Belarus, North Korea and Iran as well 
as strategic partners such as China. These relationships safe-
guard trade, military cooperation and the circumvention of sanc-
tions – and support an authoritarian counter-agenda that empha-
sises traditional values and challenges the Western-dominated 
international system.

With the full-scale invasion of Ukraine in 2022, Russia lost many of its 

international partners. Moscow, however, is not isolated, but maintains 

a network of heterogeneous relationships characterised by transac-

tional logic. Rather than having a closed alliance system, Russia has 

flexible, interest-based partnerships, which can be interconnected 

Dmitriy Drozd/Shutterstock.com
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or run parallel. The objective is to erode the US-dominated world or-

der, secure military cooperation, increase trade relations, circumvent 

sanctions, and pursue de-dollarization. Partnerships with authoritar-

ian countries serve the purpose of the mutual stabilisation of pow-

er. Alongside these goals, safeguarding resources for the war against 

Ukraine will remain Russia‘s primary objective in 2026.

The intensity of these partnerships varies. Belarus, North Korea and 

Iran are among Russia‘s closest allies, with varying degrees of depend-

ence. China is the most important strategic partner, but has consid-

erably more power resources to shape the relationships more inde-

pendently. This also applies to India, which, although it does not share 

the authoritarian system, cooperates with Moscow in a similarly inter-

est-based manner.

Authoritarian counter-agenda

The majority of these Russian partners are not only united by an an-

ti-Western narrative, but also by the associated resistance to equality 

policies, rights for LGBTQIA+ or feminist movements. Countries such 

as Iran, Belarus, China and Russia see these as a threat to supposedly 

traditional values and a risk to maintaining power.

The connection between the domestic and foreign policy debate is 

also evident in the positioning with regard to United Nations Resolu-

tion 1325 and the Women, Peace and Security agenda. Although Rus-

sia rejects sexualised violence, it refuses to address the social causes 

thereof, as it views this as a threat to its own system of rule. Russia, 

Iran and other authoritarian countries represent a reactionary global 

counter-agenda, which they view as a legitimate expression of cultural 

values and as an instrument against the Western-dominated interna-

tional system at the same time.

Russia’s strategic partnerships

In 2022, Russia and China deepened their “no limits partnership” with an 

agreement that establishes political, ideological and economic frame-

work conditions. The cooperation includes joint manoeuvres, technolo-
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gy transfer, intensive trade, and coordinated positions in international 

organisations. Chinese microchip and machine component deliveries 

are crucial for Moscow‘s war effort, as is assistance in circumventing 

sanctions. However, Beijing is acting cautiously so as not to jeopardise 

economic relations with Europe and the US. The economic imbalance in 

favour of China has been exacerbated by the Russian trade slump with 

Europe as a result of the sanctions. China is also catching up militarily, 

but still benefits from arms cooperation with Russia. Chinese copies of 

Russian arms technology, as well as increasing economic dependence 

and competition for influence in Central Asia, represent potential areas 

of conflict between Moscow and Beijing.

India and Russia have a long-standing cooperation that dates back to 

the Soviet period. It remains a major purchaser of Russian arms and 

Russian oil, and is therefore a significant source of revenue. Whether 

this will also be the case in 2026 mainly depends on the US‘s tariff 

and sanctions policy. However, India‘s close ties with Europe and the 

US reveal that relations between Moscow and New Delhi are primarily 

economically motivated, and less ideologically driven.

Dependent allies

Among Russia‘s close allies, Belarus has a special role because of its 

integration into the common union state. Minsk is politically, economi-

cally and militarily dependent on Moscow, which regards Belarus as an 

extended workbench and a forward line of defence. With the deploy-

ment of Russian nuclear weapons and the use of Belarussian territory 

as a staging area for the war against Ukraine, Minsk‘s room for manoeu-

vre shrank even further. This had already decreased as a result of the 

mass protests against President Aleksandr Lukashenko in 2020. Both 

countries consider themselves a part of the Russian World (Russkij Mir), 

and share a decidedly anti-Western policy.

In 2024, North Korea and Russia signed a defence agreement with a 

mutual assistance guarantee. North Korea is also sending several thou-

sand soldiers to the war against Ukraine, and supplying ballistic mis-

siles and artillery ammunition. Whereas the partnership primarily rep-

resents a way out of isolation and a means of technology transfer for 
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Pyongyang, it relieves the strain for Russia and provides resources for 

the war.

Iran also plays an important part in Russia‘s war against Ukraine by 

supplying drones and weapons systems. Tehran is subject to even more 

sanctions than Russia, making them both natural allies in evading sanc-

tions and decoupling from the US dollar. The worldview of both coun-

tries is shaped by the rejection of the Western-dominated internation-

al system and the view of the US as the bogeyman. In spite of this, 

Russia is showing restraint in some areas of the partnership, including 

support for the Iranian nuclear programme and supplying arms, so as 

not to jeopardise relations with other countries in the region.

Key Messages
•	 Despite Western sanctions following the Russian invasion of Ukraine, 

Russia is not internationally isolated, but has a flexible network of 

alliances.

•	 Whereas Belarus, North Korea and Iran are dependent on Russia to var-

ying degrees, China and India largely determine the rules of the game 

themselves.

•	 Russia and its partners are united by an authoritarian counter-agenda 

and an anti-Western narrative that emphasises “traditional values” and 

actively opposes equality policies.

•	 The cooperations follow a transactional logic, and act as a pragmatic 

safeguard for trade, military resources, evading sanctions, and pursuing 

de-dollarisation.

•	 Russia uses its relations to maintain its own military capability and 

break up the Western-dominated international order.
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India as a global player

Heinz Nissel

By 2030, India will rise to third position in the global economic 
and military ranking, though still far behind China and the US. Its 
political ambitions are likely to be less successful, despite its in-
creasing geopolitical presence. Will the emerging world order be 
multipolar or bipolar? Can India maintain its “strategic autonomy” 
as a new world power, or will it have to submit to one of its two 
opposing powers?

India celebrated 75 years of independence in 2022. Its pride in the 

uniqueness of its approximately 4,000-year-old civilisation, culture, 

and tradition is deeply rooted in the collective memory of its popu-

lation. This exceptionalism of an Indo-centric worldview, which sees 

itself as superior to other nations, is both an expression of overconfi-

dence and a driving force of India‘s claim to a leading role in the world. 

India does not officially seek regional or global hegemony, but empha-

sises its “rightful place” in the international community. Specifically, it 

is about recognition, status, and respect for its own path.

Butenkov Aleksei/Shutterstock.com
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India’s rise as a global player

India‘s ascend is primarily based on its economic dynamism. India only 

opened up to world trade in 1991, and for a long time lagged far be-

hind the development of China. However, India‘s growth rates have 

exceeded those of China since 2015, apart from the pandemic period, 

albeit from a significantly lower starting point. With a GDP growth of 

8.2 percent in fiscal year 2023/24 and expected annual increases of 6 

to 7 percent, India is regarded as the world‘s new growth engine. No 

other G20 country achieves growth rates like this. In nominal terms, 

India is in fifth place worldwide with economic output of 4.19 trillion 

US dollars, and third place according to purchasing power parity with 

14.6 billion US dollars. India invests 130 billion US dollars per annum 

in infrastructure. India is expected to overtake Germany no later than 

2030, followed by Japan, and generate a full 15 percent of global eco-

nomic output by 2050.

India‘s demographics and its military have also contributed to this 

increase. India overtook China as the world’s most populous country 

in April 2023. India currently has a population of approximately 1.46 

billion people, whereas China has approximately 1.42 billion people 

– three times the population of all 27 EU member states, and more 

than the entire African continent. The population is also comparatively 

young. The average age is 28, and 41 percent of the population is un-

der 18 years old. Because of this age structure, the Indian population 

will remain young until 2050, which represents a “window of opportu-

nity” for the economy. Nevertheless, major problems such as “jobless 

growth” and “missing girls” persist. Forecasts indicate that India will 

have a population of 1.7 billion by 2050, whereas China will have only 

1.35 billion. The census, which has been postponed since 2021, is now 

scheduled to take place in March 2027.

With a strength of approximately 1.5 million soldiers, India is in second 

place behind China, and fourth in the Global Firepower Index. With 

defence spending of 86.1 billion US dollars in 2024, India ranks fifth 

behind the USA, China, Russia and Germany. India is a nuclear power 

and has second-strike capability with approximately 180 warheads and 

appropriate delivery systems. India is also one of the top five troop 

contributors to the United Nations, alongside Nepal, Rwanda, Bangla-

desh and Indonesia.
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Geopolitical objectives

For decades, and in the spirit of Gandhi and Nehru, Indian politicians 

relied on the principles of non-violence, non-alignment, and independ-

ent decision-making, which is where India‘s reputation as a “would-be 

great power” originated. In the meantime, representatives of realpolitik 

have asserted themselves in New Delhi, and are proactively endeav-

ouring to reshape India‘s role in the world. Unlike other geopolitical 

actors such as the US, China or Russia, India still lacks a geopolitical 

“Grand Design”. In accordance with the “Neighbourhood First” policy, 

increased efforts towards its neighbours in South Asia are particularly 

evident. However, these countries distrust and fear the power of the 

hegemon more than they appreciate it.

The main unresolved problem, and one that has remained since parti-

tion in 1947, is the relationship between India and Pakistan. Three wars 

and countless conflicts have been waged with Pakistan, most recently 

the near-war in May 2025. The main issue has been control over the 

territory of Kashmir. However, the “eternal friendship” between China 

and Pakistan is a threat to India’s security because of the possibility of 

a war on two fronts.

India‘s traditional Western orientation was extended in 1992 to include 

a “Look East Policy”. This was replaced by an “Act East Policy” in 2015, 

which provides for cooperation primarily with Japan and the countries 

in Southeast Asia. However, India is undergoing a complete geopoliti-

cal realignment shifting from traditional non-alignment policy based on 

self-reliance to a multi-alignment strategy as a big player in a multipo-

lar world. In this way, it is establishing itself as a leading democratic 

power of the Global South vis-á-vis China, e.g. at the Global South 

Summit, through the expansion of BRICS+ and at the 18th G20 summit. 

In doing so, it adopts a skilful mediating position between the “West” 

and the “Global South”, in accordance with the principle of shared but 

differentiated responsibilities for global challenges.

Partnerships and conflicts

India maintains a variety of partnerships of varying intensity, but con-

tinues to reject legally binding alliances. For decades there has been 
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a friendship with Russia (or rather the Soviet Union), which was also 

reflected by abstaining in the resolutions concerning Ukraine, for ex-

ample. Since the end of World War Two, the country has oscillated be-

tween admiration and rejection of the US. The US attempts to set up 

India as an Asian counterweight to China – without its consent, howev-

er. The 50 percent tariffs that were recently imposed by the Trump ad-

ministration could mark a turning point in the relations between India 

and the US. This makes cooperation with the EU all the more relevant, 

whereby the cooperation has recently been intensified by both parties.

The relationship with China, its systemic rival, is particularly difficult. It 

is multifaceted, complicated, and, regarding problems, polygonal. Con-

frontations, conflicts, as well as cooperation can be observed at global, 

regional and local level. In view of the fighting over territories and land 

borders in the Himalayas and the rivalry in the Indian Ocean and the In-

do-Pacific, we can speak of a “Cold Peace”. India is a declared opponent of 

the “Silk Road” project; it considers the Indian Ocean to be India‘s ocean, 

and is endeavouring to establish a “Pax Indica” between the Straits of 

Hormuz and Malacca. The quadrilateral security dialogue between the 

US, Japan, Australia and India (Quad for short) has been revived in the 

Indo-Pacific, the goal of which is to contain Chinese ambitions.

Domestic politics

Since 2014, the Hindu nationalist Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) under 

its charismatic leader, Prime Minister Narendra Modi, has dominated 

India’s domestic politics. He is both an economic moderniser of the 

country and a devout advocate of the Hindutva ideology, according to 

which only a Hindu can be a “true” Indian. To his followers, Modi is al-

ready the “Vishwaguru” or “world leader”.

However, the “world’s biggest democracy” is under increasing pressure 

due to autocratic tendencies and the eroded rights of religious, ethnic 

and social minorities. Contrary to all forecasts, the BJP lost its absolute 

majority in the 2024 parliamentary elections despite its extensive me-

dia campaign, which is a strong sign of the vitality of Indian democracy.
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Outlook

India‘s Prime Minister Modi entered Chinese territory again for the first 

time in seven years on 31 August 2025. The occasion for this was the 

Shanghai Cooperation Organisation summit. During his welcoming re-

marks, Chinese President Xi Jinping said that it was only right for the 

“dragon and the elephant to dance together”. Signs of a political thaw? 

The proverbial Indian elephant has a remarkable long-term memory, 

and Narendra Modi‘s motto is: “Let the world know our time has come”.

Key Messages
•	 India is already the world’s most populous country. Its population will 

remain relatively young until 2050.

•	 India is expected to become the world’s third largest economy no later 

than 2030.

•	 Geopolitically, India has shifted from “non-alignment” to “multi-align-

ment”, and is seeking international responsibility.

•	 The “world’s biggest democracy” sees itself as the democratic leader 

of the Global South, and at the same time as a mediator and bridge 

builder to the “West”.
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The threat landscape 
for Austria’s maritime 
supply chains

Jan Stockbrügger

Maritime supply chains form the foundation of the global econo-
my. Landlocked countries like Austria are therefore also highly de-
pendent on maritime trade. The erosion of the liberal world order 
has recently led to an increasingly complex the maritime threat 
landscape. Some of the most significant security risks are Russian 
attacks on commercial vessels in the Black Sea, the activities of 
its shadow fleet in European waters, the Iranian threat to oil ship-
ments through the Strait of Hormuz, and the blockage of key trade 
routes in the Red Sea by the Yemeni Houthis. Tensions between 
China and the USA in the South China Sea are a threat to global 
trade flows. Austria should step up cooperation with its European 
partners to strengthen the resilience of its supply chains.

Mister Din/Shutterstock.com
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Maritime supply chains form the foundation of the global economy. As 

much as 80 percent of international trade in goods and raw materi-

als takes place across the world‘s oceans. Even a landlocked country 

like Austria is therefore deeply integrated into maritime supply chains. 

Austria is therefore not only dependent on maritime trade with the US, 

United Kingdom and China, but on maritime commodity and financial 

markets, such as global trade in crude oil.

In principle, maritime supply chains are highly efficient, and can re-

spond quickly to shipping disruptions. However, their adaptability is 

not unlimited, and comes at a high cost. Disruptions may, for example, 

lead to supply shortages and higher transport costs. Experts estimate 

the total cost of the six-day Suez Canal‘s closure due to a shipping ac-

cident in 2021 amounted to several billion euros. Prolonged disruptions 

in the maritime trading network can also fuel inflation and destabilise a 

country‘s economy – as shown by the effects of the supply chain chaos 

during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Deterioration of the security situation

In fact, the security situation on the world‘s oceans – and therefore 

for Austria – has deteriorated rapidly in recent years. The reason is the 

increasing erosion of the liberal world order. Until recently, the general 

view was that all countries benefit from open markets and trade routes. 

For example, China, Russia and Iran supported European and US efforts 

to combat piracy off the coast of Somalia and to protect global mari-

time trade from attacks.

However, little seems to remain of this consensus nowadays. Instead, 

states are increasingly using the maritime supply chains to pursue their 

geopolitical goals and interests. The US and the EU are relying more 

and more on shipping sanctions to make it more difficult for their ad-

versaries to access global markets. Hundreds of Iranian and Russian oil 

tankers have been sanctioned in recent years. In turn, Iran and Russia 

have repeatedly attacked important maritime trade routes, and China 

is increasingly seeking to control its trade routes.
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Russia’s maritime threat

A major threat to maritime supply chains today comes from Russia‘s 

war of aggression against Ukraine. Although Ukraine has managed to 

break the Russian blockade of its Black Sea ports, Russia continues to 

bomb Ukrainian port facilities and commercial vessels. These attacks 

are not only damaging to Ukraine. Ukraine is one of the world‘s largest 

grain suppliers, and the Russian attacks have therefore already led to 

increased food prices, particularly in poorer countries.

Another threat to maritime supply chains comes from Russia‘s shadow 

fleet – old, poorly maintained and inadequately insured oil tankers with 

which the Kremlin attempts to circumvent international sanctions. Ships 

from the shadow fleet are suspected of having deliberately damaged Eu-

rope‘s undersea energy infrastructure. There are fears that Russia could 

also use the tankers to cause shipping accidents and oil spills in Euro-

pean waters. Russian warships are also increasingly patrolling the Baltic 

Sea to protect tankers of the shadow fleet from European security and 

environmental controls. The risk of an escalation of the conflict between 

Russia and NATO should therefore not be underestimated.

Crisis hotpots in the Red Sea 
and the South China Sea

However, perhaps the greatest threat to maritime trade at present is in 

the Red Sea, where the Iranian-backed Houthi militia is attacking com-

mercial vessels in protest against Israel‘s war in the Gaza Strip. Since 

December 2023, four ships have been sunk and several seafarers killed 

in missile and drone strikes. Many commercial vessels therefore bypass 

this region and take the longer route around the African continent in-

stead, which increases the trade costs between Europe and Asia.

The wars in the Middle East also repeatedly threaten the Strait of Hor-

muz, a narrow 55-kilometer waterway off the coast of Iran, through 

which almost one fifth of the oil that is traded on the global markets 

flows. The Israeli-US air strikes against Iran in June 2025 led to severe 

turbulence in the oil markets and a rapid increase in energy prices – 

particularly after Iran threatened to block the Strait of Hormuz.
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The risk of war is also increasing in the South China Sea. Accounting for 

almost a fifth of global maritime trade, this region is one of the most 

important hubs of international supply chains. China is heavily depend-

ent on these supply chains, and obtains most of its crude oil imports 

via the adjacent Strait of Malacca. Beijing is therefore trying to force 

the US out of the region using military means, and expand its claim to 

sovereignty over Taiwan and the islands in the South China Sea at the 

expense of the US and its allies. An escalation of the resulting territo-

rial conflicts and military tensions would have enormous repercussions 

for maritime trade, and would destroy the global economic system.

Possible courses of action for Austria

As a landlocked country without a navy, Austria only has limited means 

at its disposal to protect its trade routes from attacks. Austria should 

therefore primarily collaborate with its European allies to strengthen 

the resilience of its supply chains and diversify its markets and sources 

of raw material. It should also seek to support the United Nations and 

other organisations in reinforcing international and rules-based coop-

eration to protect the maritime supply chains.

Key Messages
•	 Austria is a landlocked country that is heavily dependent on maritime 

trade with the US, the United Kingdom and China, and on maritime 

commodity and financial markets.

•	 The collapse of the liberal world order has led to an increasingly com-

plex maritime threat situation.

•	 Some of the biggest maritime security risks at present are Russia’s 

“shadow fleet” and its attacks on commercial vessels in the Black Sea, 

Iran’s threat to the oil trade routes in the Strait of Hormuz, and the 

blockage of important trade routes in the Red Sea by the Houthi militia.

•	 The biggest threat to maritime supply chains in the future could come 

from a military conflict between China and the US and its allies in the 

South China Sea.

•	 Austria should collaborate with its European partners to reinforce the 

resilience of its supply chains and encourage international, rules-based 

cooperation to protect maritime trade routes.
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On the danger of a new 
world economic crisis

Gabriel Felbermayr

A new world economic crisis is definitely possible. It could be 
triggered by exploding global debt, structural trade imbalances, 
particularly between the US and China, and misguided economic 
policies – especially tariffs. The whole situation is exacerbated 
by the lack of political will to implement the necessary structural 
reforms. Only international cooperation and, in some cases, pain-
ful economic adjustments could stabilise the situation. However, 
that seems unlikely at present.

The price of gold is a reliable indicator of changing expectations of 

the future. If it goes up, it suggests growing fears about the future. In 

the last 12 months the price of gold has risen by 54 percent, and by an 

incredible 150 percent in the last three years. Gold does not generate 

any actual return as such, and it is cumbersome to store. It does, how-

ever, provide the ultimate safe haven for the savings of worried people.

Ground Picture/Shutterstock.com
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There are certainly good reasons to regard the global economic sit-

uation with concern. The most important factor is undoubtedly the 

amount of global debt: the world is struggling under a burden of debt 

from states, companies and households, which amounted to approxi-

mately 235 percent of global GDP in 2024 according to the Interna-

tional Monetary Fund. That equals an astonishing 251 trillion US dol-

lars, approximately 31,000 US dollars per person, with a global average 

income of about 14,000 US dollars. These mountains of debt have to 

be serviced and regularly refinanced.

Global debt drivers

Particularly China and the US stand out because of their enormous 

debt, with China’s debt being largely domestic. The US, however, has 

accumulated 210 percent of its GDP in foreign debt. Many developing 

and emerging countries are also heavily indebted. Despite rising na-

tional debt, the situation in Europe is comparatively sustainable, as the 

amount of private and corporate debt is not as high here. However, Eu-

rope would still be swept up in the event of a global debt crisis.

The US is a particular cause for concern. In the first quarter of 2025, 

its current account deficit was almost 440 billion US dollars, or almost 

6 percent of GDP. Although the deficit was smaller in the second quar-

ter, the US has been generating ever-increasing foreign debt for 200 

consecutive quarters. What is new is that for about two years, the US 

has no longer been able to generate sufficient returns from its foreign 

assets to offset the cost of its foreign liabilities. The days when the US 

was the world‘s “venture capitalist”, borrowing abroad on favourable 

terms, making high-yield foreign investments thereby generating posi-

tive current account returns, seem to be over. This is because of higher 

interest rates on the ever-increasing stock of gross foreign debt.

The US therefore urgently needs to get its current account balance 

under control, and particularly the excessive trade deficit. In this light, 

the tariffs imposed by US President Donald Trump could be regarded 

as a desperate attempt to bring about an improvement. However, it is 

doubtful whether this will succeed. Logically, every deficit must be off-

set by a surplus from another country. In the case of the US, China is 

the primary example, having generated large current account surpluses 
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in recent years due to extremely strong growth in industrial production 

coupled with weak domestic demand. If the world‘s two biggest econ-

omies cooperated to reduce the imbalances, the stability of the global 

economy would benefit significantly.

Debt spiral?

The focus of the US administration on tariffs is misguided. The US cur-

rent account deficit primarily results from the fact that domestic pro-

duction is insufficient to meet consumption. In other words, the USA 

is living beyond its means. This cannot be directly combated with new 

tariffs, and if so, not without significant disruption. In order to improve 

the situation, the USA would need to consume less and save more – 

not just private households but also the government, which continues 

to accumulate extremely high budget deficits. However, there seems 

to be neither a political nor societal majority in favour of taking such 

a step. If there were a correction such as this, it would be accompa-

nied by a severe recession, which would send shockwaves through the 

global economy.

What would happen if the US cannot curb its debts? The interest pay-

ments of public and private households as well as of companies would 

continue to increase. In the event of adverse shocks, questions about 

the capability of refinancing the mountains of debt would become in-

creasingly urgent, which in turn would cause interest rates to rise. The 

US is almost exclusively indebted in its own currency, meaning that 

debt servicing with the aid of the central bank would always be possi-

ble if it was politically desirable. Even if there were no risk of default, a 

sharp increase in inflation would be expected. This in turn could only be 

combated with higher interest rates. A statement by Stephen Miran, 

board member of the US Federal Reserve, also raises the possibility of 

a forced exchange of US debt securities at more favourable conditions.

In any case, the US debt spiral is a risk to the global economy, par-

ticularly for countries that are highly indebted themselves and are no 

longer able to meet their governmental responsibilities. This would re-

sult in significant political instability in these countries, which could 

lead to conflicts and uncontrolled migration movements.
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Tariffs and Counter-tariffs

US tariff policy, which is intended to reduce the foreign trade deficit 

and budget deficit, also poses major risks for the global economy. Ac-

cording to the latest economic models, the tariffs are partially borne 

by consumers in the USA and partially by manufacturers in partner 

countries, who have adjusted their pricing strategies in response to 

the tariffs. Trading partners could retaliate with their own tariffs and 

therefore generate tax revenue at the expense of US manufacturers. 

An escalation such as this would improve the situation of the affected 

countries, but it would also intensify global economic turmoil.

It is therefore not a given that the majority of countries will refrain 

from taking countermeasures. This strategy should make it easier for 

the US to abandon its fundamentally flawed tariff policy once the dis-

advantages become evident. A global agreement would be required to 

effectively address the global debt problem and the macroeconomic 

imbalances. This would likely need to include the convertibility of the 

Chinese renminbi – a step that would be difficult for both Beijing and 

Washington to accept. However, if the major global imbalances remain 

unchanged, lasting economic disruptions will the result, which always 

carry security and geopolitical risks.
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Key Messages
•	 The massive increase in the price of gold is an indication of growing 

distrust in the stability of the global economy. Despite the lack of re-

turns, gold acts as a safe haven in times of crisis.

•	 Global debt is reaching dangerous levels. With 235 percent of global 

GDP worldwide and debt of more than 250 trillion US dollars there is 

threat of refinancing problems, particularly for countries with a weak 

economic basis.

•	 Large current account deficits, growing foreign liabilities and a lack of 

political willingness to consolidate are exacerbating the US debt spiral, 

with potential global consequences.

•	 Tariffs are not a sustainable solution to the US trade deficit. US tariff 

policy does not address the structural causes of the deficit, and jeop-

ardises the stability of world trade instead. This increases the likeli-

hood of economic escalations.

•	 Systemic risks can only be mitigated through international cooperation 

and global agreements – such as on the convertibility of the renminbi. 

If the structural problems persist, there is a threat of economic and 

geopolitical crises in the long term.
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Militarised seas

Europe‘s maritime vulnerability

Michael Zinkanell

Approximately 70 percent of the earth’s surface is covered by 
oceans, and more than 80 percent of international trade takes 
place via sea routes. The oceans are far more than geographical 
spaces; they form the backbone of the global economy and are 
fundamentally important for global supply chains, data transfers, 
energy supplies and trade flows. Their security is therefore in-
extricably linked to global prosperity and political stability. The 
geopolitical and geo-economic significance of the world’s oceans 
should therefore not be underestimated, even by a landlocked 
country such as Austria.

The use and management of the seas under international law and the 

freedom and security of navigation are primarily grounded in the Unit-

ed Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), which con-

stitutes the core framework of the global maritime order. However, the 
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limited ability of the UN to make and enforce decisions as well as in-

creasing geopolitical tensions are putting the existing norms and legal 

principles of the rules-based order to a test. The erosion of this rules-

based order is particularly evident in the area of maritime law, and 

is manifested in the shifting of maritime boundaries, the disruption 

of navigation systems, the sabotage of critical infrastructure, and the 

growing militarisation of civilian shipping. As a result, the maritime life-

lines of global supply chains and connectivity are becoming not only 

spaces of economic competition, but increasingly arenas of strategic 

confrontation involving both conventional and unconventional means.

Maritime vulnerabilities

Since the start of Russia‘s war of aggression against Ukraine in Febru-

ary 2022, the maritime vulnerabilities of EU member states have deep-

ened, particularly in the Baltic Sea. There, hybrid attacks on critical 

infrastructure, particularly undersea power and data cables and gas 

pipelines, are on the rise. In most documented cases, these were phys-

ical acts of sabotage, deliberately aimed at disrupting or destroying 

European energy and communication networks. In addition to undersea 

supply lines, coastal critical infrastructure is particularly exposed, such 

as the transmission networks of wind farms and port facilities. The dis-

ruptions to these systems thereof could have significant security and 

economic consequences for the entire EU.

Acts of sabotage

Maritime sabotage acts are often deliberately disguised as accidents 

to make attribution and forensic investigation more difficult, and to 

complicate the development of protective measures. Some of the most 

frequently used physical tactics are the dragging of anchors or chains 

across the seabed to deliberately damage cables or conduits. In ad-

dition, there have been explosive attacks involving charges placed on 

pipelines or cables, the use of unmanned maritime systems both on the 

surface and underwater, and the deployment of naval mines.

One of the most serious and well-known cases of physical damage to 

maritime infrastructure is the attack on the Nord Stream pipelines in 
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2022, which is regarded as a turning point in the perception of Europe‘s 

maritime vulnerabilities. In 2023, the so-called “Balticconnector” inci-

dent occurred in the Baltic Sea, which damaged a gas pipeline and at 

least one telecommunications cable. The container ship “Newnew Polar 

Bear” which was sailing under the Hong Kong flag, was at the centre of 

this incident, which was classified as deliberate sabotage because of 

grossly negligent anchor and drag mark damage.

In November 2024, two more undersea cables in the Baltic Sea were 

damaged almost simultaneously: the “BCS East-West Interlink” be-

tween Lithuania and Sweden and the “C-Lion1” connection between 

Finland and Germany. Both cases triggered investigations because es-

pionage was suspected after the evidence of external physical inter-

ference mounted. The focus of the investigation was the Chinese cargo 

ship “Yi Peng 3”. Also at the end of 2024, the high-voltage undersea 

cable “Estlink 2”, which connects Finland and Estonia, suffered severe 

damage. The cause is suspected to be the anchor of the Russian tank-

er “Eagle S”, which was dragged across the seabed for a distance of 

about 100 kilometres. This incident led to a temporary interruption of 

the power supply between the two countries.

Types of hybrid threats

These successive events highlight a systematic vulnerability of the 

European maritime infrastructure, and suggest a pattern of targeted 

physical interventions, which increasingly develop into hybrid threats. 

As well as physical attacks, this damaging influence is increasingly 

manifested in the systematic reconnaissance and monitoring of mar-

itime infrastructures, which could act as a basis for potential acts of 

sabotage in the future. Research vessels are often used for this pur-

pose, carrying out detailed mapping, taking visual and acoustic record-

ings, and collecting position data under the guise of scientific surveys.

At the same time, the use of unmanned underwater vehicles and div-

ing robots increases the effectiveness and efficiency of reconnaissance. 

These can verify geolocations, inspect cables and equipment, and po-

sition manipulative tools. The positioning of sensors also makes long-

term monitoring of submarine and ship movements possible, which is 
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beneficial for the planning of attacks and the exploitation of vulnera-

bilities.

Playing an increasingly prominent role in those physical attacks and 

targeted espionage operations is the so-called Shadow Fleet. This is a 

disguised network of mostly older, poorly maintained, unregistered or 

reflagged ships, mainly tankers. These ships make it possible to circum-

vent international control systems. Whereas around 200 ships world-

wide fell into this category in 2022, the number has increased to more 

than 1,000 by 2025, which is estimated to represent almost 20 percent 

of all oil tankers. Approximately half of all ships in the shadow fleet are 

operated by Russia, followed by Iran, Venezuela and North Korea. It is 

evident that these ships not only violate international regulations, but 

also represent an increasing risk to European security and prosperity.

Outlook

The security of the maritime space in European waters can no longer 

be taken for granted. Attacks and influence operations within the spec-

trum of hybrid threats are becoming increasingly directed against mar-

itime targets or include elements which contribute to the gradual mili-

tarisation of shipping. The drone sightings over Danish airports are also 

an indication of a potential maritime component, since the drones may 

have been launched from ships.

Developments such as these highlight the increasing blurring of oper-

ational boundaries and the growing vulnerability of critical infrastruc-

tures to hard-to-detect hybrid attacks. The EU and its member states 

are therefore called upon to expand their maritime surveillance, de-

fence capabilities as well as early warning systems, and to develop 

comprehensive resilience strategies that integrate military, civilian and 

technological measures.
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Key Messages
•	 The increasing militarisation of the seas is a threat to global trade 

routes, data flows and energy supplies, and undermines the rules-

based international maritime order.

•	 There has been a sharp increase in the number of hybrid attacks on 

maritime infrastructure since 2022, particularly in the Baltic Sea, with 

the intention of sabotaging energy and communication networks.

•	 Acts of sabotage such as those involving “Nord Stream”, “Balticconnec-

tor” or “Estlink 2” show a pattern of systematic physical interventions 

and deliberate obfuscation tactics.

•	 The use of unmanned systems, research vessels, and the expansion of 

the “Shadow Fleet” have increased the amount of surveillance, espio-

nage, and manipulation of maritime installations.

•	 Europe’s maritime security is under serious threat, which is why it is 

essential for the EU to expand its monitoring, defence and resilience 

capabilities.
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Geopolitics in the Arctic

From cooperation to conflict

Kristina Spohr

The Arctic has become a geopolitical flashpoint where climate 
change, resource interests and power politics intersect. The spir-
it of multilateral cooperation has been lost since Russia’s war of 
aggression and China’s growing ambitions for a “Polar Silk Road”. 
Russia is remilitarising, China is advancing northwards with invest-
ments and research, and NATO is responding with an increased 
presence, surveillance, and defence strategies. The region is now 
regarded as a strategic arena of global rivalry and security policy 
realignment.

“If we lose the Arctic, we lose the entire world,” remarked the for-

mer Finnish President Sauli Niinistö in 2017. What he meant was obvi-

ous: climate change, which is four to seven times more severe in the 

northern part of the globe than anywhere else, is going to affect all 

of humanity. However, humanity remains divided into countries which 
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increasingly pursue competing interests in the new multipolar world 

order. This in turn results in intense rivalry for the natural resources of 

this region.

The relations between the eight Arctic coastal states are currently less 

harmonious than at any other time since the end of the Cold War. Be-

sides Russia, the US, Canada, Denmark, Iceland, Norway, Sweden and 

Finland, external actors are also pushing northwards. Particularly note-

worthy in this context is China under its President Xi Jinping. Against 

the backdrop of its close economic and military partnership with the 

Kremlin, Beijing is increasingly challenging the US-led world order and 

intensifying existing uncertainties in the region.

There has been a sharp increase in military investment and strategic 

competition throughout the region in recent years. As a result, the gen-

uinely collaborative spirit that led to the founding of the Arctic Council 

in 1996 is now being undermined.

A look into the past

The first mapping of the Arctic was carried out by political leaders in 

distant capitals, and then claimed, controlled, and militarised. The orig-

inal race to find northern sea routes connecting the Atlantic and Pacific 

Oceans turned into a veritable gold rush for the region’s resources: 

Furs, whale oil, fish, fossil fuels, precious metals and minerals. Traders 

were followed by a wave of settlers who established fixed borders. 

During this process, the semi-nomadic indigenous people became the 

unfortunate victims of the violent plundering carried out by the foreign 

invaders.

Whereas the great powers used to regard the Arctic as peripheral, the 

region took on an essential position in the great game of nuclear deter-

rence during the Cold War. The growing concerns about environmental 

protection, sustainable development and scientific collaboration have 

made the Arctic even more relevant. It has become a special zone for 

both international political cooperation and the increasingly effective 

enforcement of indigenous rights.
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The collapse of “Arctic exceptionalism”

Despite massive power imbalances, political and ideological divergenc-

es and competing interests among the eight Arctic coastal states, mul-

tilateral consensus existed at all levels (local, regional and national) 

from the beginning of the 1990s until the beginning of the current 

decade. This cooperation, which explicitly excluded defence and secu-

rity issues, was mediated through both intergovernmental and trans-

national non-governmental cooperation. The shared commitment to 

peace and continued dialogue was paramount in the Arctic. The Arctic 

Council succeeded in keeping this fruitful regional cooperation sepa-

rate from negative global dynamics.

Since the beginning of the Russian war of aggression against Ukraine, 

this hallmark of “Arctic exceptionalism” has been hanging by a pro-

verbial thread – if not completely suspended. We also should not for-

get that US President Trump‘s obsession with Greenland‘s rare earths 

has further undermined mutual trust and the impression of reliability 

among the seven “western” Arctic coastal states. The era of “Arctic 

exceptionalism” is a thing of the past. The most obvious reason is the 

behaviour of US President Trump and Russian President Vladimir Putin, 

but deeper developments lie behind their actions.

Russian remilitarisation

Russia, which is by far the biggest Arctic state, started to militarise 

its northernmost regions in the late 2000s. This was part of President 

Putin‘s attempt to re-establish Russia as a great power. He systemat-

ically used the paradigm of “Arctic exceptionalism” as a smokescreen 

to outmanoeuvre the West. While he was attempting to achieve a rel-

ative military advantage in the region, he also hoped to limit the mil-

itary build-up of the West. Since 2008, the Kremlin has reactivated 

more than 50 former Soviet Arctic bases and simultaneously rebuilt its 

Northern Fleet, constructing airfields and deploying advanced missiles 

and defence systems at strategic points near the polar region.
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Regional cooperation and energy policy

The small Nordic neighbours initially chose quiet diplomacy rather than 

confrontation. They attempted to minimise tensions and remain as neu-

tral as possible, while maintaining trade and a collaborative environ-

ment for their mutual benefit. They also helped Russia to gain access to 

international research projects and Western funding to improve both 

infrastructure and living conditions in the Arctic.

This regional cooperation acted as a real catalyst for the energy sector 

by creating the impression of a stable investment environment. Foreign 

capital flowed into state mega-projects in the Arctic, such as Novatek‘s 

port of Sabetta or Gazprom‘s gas extraction on the Yamal Peninsula. 

This allowed Russia to maintain its position as an energy superpower. 

This must also be seen within the context of its use of energy supplies 

as a weapon against the West, e.g., against Germany. The last hope of 

using interdependence as a factor for political stability was dashed in 

2022 at the latest, when Putin collectively referred to the West as a 

“strategic enemy”.

The China Factor

However, the People‘s Republic of China revealed its own northern am-

bitions and proclaimed itself an “Near-Arctic State” before presenting 

its “Polar Silk Road” project. China has been an observer state of the 

Arctic Council since 2013. Beijing has also attempted to manipulate 

the governmental structures in the Arctic in its own interest by advo-

cating for the “internationalisation” of the region. At the end of Au-

gust 2022, NATO Secretary General Jens Stoltenberg warned about 

the threat to regional security that was posed by Beijing‘s plans in the 

Arctic. He emphasised that China was investing billions in dual-use 

energy infrastructure and scientific research projects, while simultane-

ously planning to build the world‘s biggest fleet of icebreakers. From 

NATO‘s point of view, this is made even worse by the fact that Beijing 

and Moscow had agreed to intensify their practical cooperation in the 

Arctic – just before Putin began his war against Ukraine.

Beijing‘s increasing influence is evident in Chinese commercial shipping 

along the Northern Sea Route, in addition to its 2.5 billion US dollar 
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investment to improve the port infrastructure of Arkhangelsk. Its influ-

ence is also manifested in increasingly large, joint Sino-Russian military 

exercises and the cooperation between their two coastguards in the 

Bering Strait and the Chukchi Sea. Economic governance and security 

policy are clearly becoming increasingly conjoined in the Arctic region.

NATO’s response

The Alliance has recalibrated its Arctic strategy since Finland and 

Sweden joined NATO after the start of Russia‘s full-scale invasion of 

Ukraine. The goal is to increase military capabilities by means of ad-

ditional exercises and surveillance activities, strengthen partnerships, 

and secure critical infrastructure such as undersea cables and trade 

routes. This is taking place against the backdrop of an increasingly 

hostile strategic landscape and the ever-increasing impacts of climate 

change, including ever-longer periods of ice-free water in the Arctic. 

The NATO member states realise that in this case, presence is synon-

ymous with sovereignty.

Similarly, in 2024 the US Department of Defense announced a 4.1 billion 

US dollar plan to increase US security by having a greater presence in 

the Arctic. In 2025, Denmark announced an investment programme for 

its navy amounting to 614 million US dollars. At the same time, NATO 

is developing advanced drone and satellite technology to monitor the 

“grey zones” in the Arctic. In order to “maintain stability and guarantee 

freedom of shipping” and ensure that the circumpolar region, i.e. its 

land, waters and natural resources, remains “governed by international 

law”, the defence of the Arctic has now become a declared strategic 

imperative of NATO.
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Key Messages
•	 Climate change has an impact that is four to seven times stronger in 

the Arctic than the global average, and is exacerbating the geopolitical 

rivalries over resources.

•	 The former cooperative climate of the Arctic Council has broken down 

since the start of Russia’s war of aggression and in view of increasing 

great power rivalry.

•	 Russia has been pursuing a massive remilitarisation of its Arctic territo-

ries since the 2000s, and uses energy policy as a geopolitical tool.

•	 China has declared itself a “Near-Arctic State”, pursues economic and 

strategic interests with the “Polar Silk Road” and is intensifying its co-

operation with Russia.

•	 The increasing interlinking of business, research and security policy 

increases the strategic importance of the region.

•	 NATO has realigned its Arctic strategy following the accession of Fin-

land and Sweden with a focus on deterrence, surveillance and protec-

tion of critical infrastructure.

•	 The defence of the Arctic is now regarded as a NATO strategic imper-

ative to ensure stability, freedom of navigation and the international 

legal order.
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The Power of Big Tech

Risks for state and security

Johannes Späth

The increasing use of artificial intelligence (AI) in government 
structures, especially in the US, is driving a growing shift of pow-
er from governments to private technology companies. This is 
gradually creating a structural dependency that has a significant 
impact on political decision-making processes and data control. 
The transatlantic pressure to deregulate renders Europe doubly 
vulnerable. One the one hand, dependence on US providers; on 
the other hand, imported algorithmic biases, which can exacer-
bate societal divisions and human rights concerns.

In 2025, governments across the globe moved from isolated AI pilot 

projects to large-scale experiments using artificial intelligence in gov-

ernment operations. This reflected the growing role played by algo-

rithmic systems in key government activities. The US in particular has 

changed its approach to Big Tech during Donald Trump‘s second term 
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as president. While US President Joe Biden‘s administration focused on 

antitrust law and regulatory safeguards, the Trump administration has 

pushed for industry deregulation and for the rapid introduction of AI 

across all federal agencies. For example, the General Services Adminis-

tration signed contracts with the AI companies Anthropic and OpenAI 

to provide all government agencies with leading AI models at the sym-

bolic price of one dollar per year. This is an unmistakable sign of the 

desire within the industry to gain a foothold in the governance field.

Use of AI is most clearly visible in the recently rechristened Department 

of War and the Department of Homeland Security, which have awarded 

contracts worth billions of dollars for the development of “agentic AI” 

prototypes. These systems are already used for intelligence analysis, 

automated surveillance, profiling in the field of migration, battlefield 

analysis, and, increasingly, for the evaluation and weighing of options 

for diplomatic and military action. Therefore, Big Tech should no longer 

be viewed solely as a contractor, but rather as a structural component 

of US decision-making. This trend is expected to intensify in 2026.

The power of data

This interconnection creates potential dependencies and suggests a 

creeping shift in power from national to private actors. Once govern-

ment processes are reliant on proprietary systems, change becomes 

problematic: Retraining employees, reformatting data, and redesigning 

processes are enormous obstacles. The sensitive information in this 

system binds institutions even more closely to these providers.

AI models remain the property of private companies, which allows 

them to exert influence on policy-making through control over soft-

ware updates and fundamental design decisions. If algorithms become 

the primary interface for the analysis of possible courses of action and 

the setting of priorities, the limits of political decision-making will be 

determined by those who control these algorithms. This not only rep-

resents a new tool for governance, but also the creation of a new foun-

dational tier of power: the power of data. An (infra-)structural force 

that predetermines what states consider rational, possible or relevant, 

on the way to competing with traditional forms of political authority.
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The current political climate seems to be increasing this risk. In order 

to compete with China in the technological sphere, there is a focus on 

speed, which, combined with a generally optimistic attitude towards 

technology, results in decisions favouring the acquisition of immediate 

abilities over strategic autonomy.

Implications for Europe

Developments in the US are creating immediate challenges for Europe. 

Washington‘s Big Tech-friendly policies mean that EU regulations such 

as the AI Act and the Digital Markets Act (DMA) are increasingly seen 

as hostile measures against American “national champions”. Trump‘s 

threats of retaliation underscore the extent to which corporate inter-

ests have mutated into both the tools and content of geopolitical pres-

sure. Exporting American AI systems globally has also been declared a 

strategic priority. The US is urging partner countries to adopt American 

models, and to minimise regulatory differences.

Due to its striking digital dependence on the United States, the EU finds 

itself in a poor negotiating position vis-à-vis these power projections. 

Approximately 85 per cent of European governments‘ productivity soft-

ware is provided by the US company Microsoft, while critical infrastruc-

ture – including military communications – is reliant on US cloud services. 

Austria and other smaller EU member states are particularly vulnerable 

to unilateral technology shutdowns or coercive measures.

Furthermore, by importing American AI and US-based social media plat-

forms, Europe is also importing their algorithmic biases. AI models inev-

itably reflect both the biases embedded in their training data and the 

design decisions made by their developers. If these AI models were to 

be used more intensively, these biases would also influence European 

governance. There are undoubtedly differences in interests between US 

technology companies and European governments. These companies of-

ten favour maximum freedom of expression at the expense of regulating 

hate speech or discriminatory content, while European standards place 

greater emphasis on the protection of vulnerable groups.

The critical issue here is that systematic discrimination and polarised 

opinions caused by algorithmic distortions are not just a human rights 
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concern. There is a risk that these could be used as a strategic instru-

ment of hybrid warfare by deliberately deepening social divisions and 

undermining trust in state institutions. Europe is therefore doubly vul-

nerable due to its technological dependence on US providers and the 

import of algorithmic biases.

Ways out of the sovereignty trap

Targeted investment in Europe‘s digital sovereignty is required to ad-

dress these vulnerabilities and dependencies. To reduce its depend-

ence on US providers, the EU must expand its own AI and cloud indus-

try, strengthen independent data centres, and develop open-source 

alternatives. The decisions made for example by Denmark or the Aus-

trian Armed Forces to switch from Microsoft digital systems to open-

source infrastructures show possible approaches for the future. For 

smaller EU countries in particular, including Austria, these initiatives 

are not optional – they are essential to guarantee democratic autono-

my and security in the age of algorithms.

Key Messages
•	 Big Tech is an increasingly significant structural power factor in govern-

ment decision-making processes. This creates potential dependencies 

and indicates a creeping shift in power from national to private actors.

•	 The growing influence of Big Tech on Washington is causing a structur-

al fusion of corporate interests and US foreign policy.

•	 US technology companies are evolving into tools of geopolitical strate-

gy, putting pressure on European regulations in particular and transat-

lantic relations as a whole.

•	 Europe is doubly vulnerable due to its technological dependence on US 

providers and the import of algorithmic biases that pose risks to socie-

ty and human rights.

•	 Investments in proprietary AI, cloud and open-source infrastructure 

offer a way out of the digital sovereignty trap.
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Current challenges for 
international law

Alexandra Duca

International law is currently under considerable pressure. From a 
European perspective, there are four main developments charac-
terising the current threat situation and posing new challenges. 
These include geopolitical power shifts, hybrid forms of conflict 
and use of new technologies, the exploitation of law for political 
purposes, and the fragmentation of multilateral structures. The 
key question is whether existing international law can cope with 
the new forms of government and intergovernmental action.

Authoritarian states such as Russia and China are increasingly chal-

lenging the existing rules-based international order through the se-

lective application of international law. Since the start of Russia‘s war 

of aggression against Ukraine, which constitutes a flagrant violation 

of the prohibition of the use of force enshrined in Article 2(4) of the 

Charter of the United Nations, there has been a clear trend towards 

rearmament among European states. This is evident, for example, in in-
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creased defence spending, as well as in several countries withdrawing 

from important international disarmament treaties such as the Ottawa 

Convention banning anti-personnel mines.

A test for international law

Although EU and NATO member states are not legally involved in any 

armed conflict, they are certainly confronted with hybrid forms of con-

flict that increasingly blur the line between war and peace. Cyberat-

tacks, disinformation campaigns and influence operations, as well as 

airspace violations by drone overflights, challenge states to respond to 

threats which do not meet the criteria for an armed attack. Therefore, 

they are not authorised to exercise the right of self-defence according 

to Article 51 of the UN Charter.

Furthermore, existing international law is being tested by ongoing 

technological developments. There is broad consensus within the inter-

national community that international law applies to new technologies 

such as AI and cyber activities, but the specific implementation and 

the possible need for additional rules and standards remain unclear.

In addition, international tensions and geopolitical bloc formation are 

weakening the capacity of multilateral institutions to act. International 

organisations such as the UN are increasingly being used as a stage for 

political rivalries. This also means that decisions are often made solely 

on the basis of strategic interests and reduced to minimal compromis-

es. The UN Security Council is deadlocked on many issues and unable 

to act. This not only impairs the international community‘s ability to 

respond effectively to global crises and security threats, but also risks 

that the institution loses its central role in peacekeeping.

Role of the US

Since the end of the Second World War, the US has been regarded as 

a pillar of the international order. Its economic, military and political 

power has not only had a significant impact on institutions such as the 

UN, NATO and the World Trade Organisation, but has also turned the 

US into the cornerstone of international law. In light of recent events 
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such as the inconsistent stance taken by the USA in armed conflicts, 

the resurgence of the “America First” movement and the declining will-

ingness to engage in multilateral cooperation, this role is being ques-

tioned.

Without US funding and involvement, many international organisations 

no longer have the capacity to act. At the same time, it can be expect-

ed that other great powers such as China and Russia will exploit the 

resulting gap to further expand their influence, which would accelerate 

the fragmentation of the global order. This fragmentation risks causing 

international organisations to lose their unified basis for action and 

that conflicts will increasingly be handled bilaterally.

A decline in US participation in multilateral forums could also trigger 

a domino effect and risk structurally weakening the international le-

gal order. If Washington, as the “guardian of the Western world or-

der”, delegitimises international institutions or ignores their decisions, 

it provides other states with a political excuse to do the same. This 

could lead to an erosion of trust in both the US and multilateralism as 

a whole.

Strengthening international law 
through regional cooperation

However, current developments also show that, beyond hegemonic 

structures, new avenues are opening up to consolidate the normative 

and practical effectiveness of international law and the international 

order itself. International law has a normative authority of its own that 

transcends power politics. Even states that violate international law 

often attempt to legitimise their behaviour with legal arguments. This 

demonstrates that international law remains a common point of refer-

ence in international politics. However, in order to ensure its effective-

ness even in times of crisis, regional organisations must be strength-

ened as a matter of priority.

The EU plays a particularly important role in this regard. It can support 

the defence of the rules-based international order and actively contrib-

ute to its continuing development. The EU is characterised by binding 

legal norms and enforceable obligations and demonstrates in particular 
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that lasting stability cannot be based on coercion or power, but rath-

er must be based on common rules, institutional control and trust. In 

times of growing geopolitical tensions, the EU also functions as a medi-

ating force and remains an anchor of stability, insisting on compliance 

with international law and focusing on diplomatic conflict resolution.

Europe can strengthen the confidence in international law by adopting 

credible values-based policies. This means that human rights, the rule 

of law, and transparency should not only be defended rhetorically, but 

also consistently implemented in trade, development and security pol-

icy. Europe can only act as a driving force for a rules-based, multilat-

eral world order beyond its geographical borders if it is perceived as a 

credible and reliable actor.
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Key Messages
•	 Power politics, technological upheavals and institutional paralysis pose 

new challenges for international law.

•	 The withdrawal of the US from international institutions weakens their 

authority and capacity to act.

•	 International law remains a common point of reference for the interna-

tional community and, despite recurring crises, continues to serve as a 

constant.

•	 Regional alliances can help to stabilise the situation.

•	 Europe can be a driving force behind a new rules-based order and 

strengthen the effectiveness of international law by setting an example.
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Crises and conflicts 
around Europe
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Europe’s Security 
environment in 2026

Günther Barnet

In 2026, the “arc of crisis” around Europe continues to be affected 
by war, displacement, hunger and poverty. The West’s substantial 
withdrawal is worsening both the living conditions of people on 
the ground and the stability of Europe’s security environment. The 
global uprising of “Generation Z” is drawing nearer, intensifying 
external risks as well as risks within Europe. Terrorism in and mi-
gration to Europe will increase noticeably in the medium term. 
Due to the more effective power projection of non-European stra-
tegic competitors and rising economic weakness, it is becoming 
increasingly difficult for the EU to contain risks.

The Middle East: chaos or conflict resolution?

Two years of war between Israel and its enemies and the upheaval in 

Syria have drastically changed the lines of conflict without achieving 
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lasting peace. The Palestinian question, Lebanon and Syria all highlight 

the weakness of the international community and the inconsistency of 

the EU. The withdrawal of the United Nations Interim Force in Lebanon 

(UNIFIL) by the end of 2027 at the latest, enforced by the US, could, in 

the worst-case scenario, lead to a return of civil war. The Israel Defence 

Forces’ (IDF) invasion of the Golan Heights, which violates internation-

al law, renders the mandate of the United Nations Disengagement Ob-

server Force (UNDOF) meaningless, and despite the involvement of key 

Arab states, the “Trump Plan” for Gaza is not a viable plan for coexist-

ence for the time being.

Large sections of the Israeli political establishment are committed to 

preventing the creation of a sovereign Palestinian state and to annex-

ing all territories. Illegal settlement activity in the West Bank is ad-

vancing relentlessly, preventing both a return to the Oslo status quo 

and reconciliation with and between Palestinian groups. Israel is bank-

ing on “clanisation” and armed conflict among the Palestinian popula-

tion and with possible stabilisation forces. Internal Palestinian-Arab 

disunity is being used to legitimise Israel’s actions, also vis-à-vis crit-

icism from Western allies – but above all to buy time before the next 

armed conflict.

In Syria, forces are irreconcilably and resolutely opposed to each oth-

er. Support of the various groups by the regional powers and the US is 

the determining factor whether the situation will stabilise or escalate. 

If US support for the Syrian Kurds were to decline significantly, with-

out a trade-off with Damascus and Ankara and to their detriment, this 

could open up the possibility of new alliances, including with Iran, and 

a broader resurgence of terrorist forces. The land corridor used to sup-

port the former “axis of resistance” has been largely cut off for Iran, and 

its air defence capabilities have been permanently eliminated. Iran‘s 

withdrawal from the nuclear negotiations makes attacks by Israel once 

again likely. Anything is possible, from de-escalation to renewed con-

flagration. Türkiye is benefiting from this development and is pursuing 

targeted repatriation to Syria and the expansion of its influence in the 

eastern Mediterranean.
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Civil wars and power struggles on 
both sides of the Red Sea

The signs point to uncertainty both for the stability of the anchor 

states Jordan and Egypt, as well as for the fragile Iraq. In the long term, 

this also applies to the Gulf States, whose economic expansion is influ-

enced by developments in the region and, in particular, by the Straits, 

which are equally important for Europe. Their consolidation with Iran 

and the balanced relationship between China and the US in particular 

are therefore the determining factors in their actions. Israel‘s attack 

on Hamas in Qatar has led to a largely unified stance among the Gulf 

States on reducing conflict in the Middle East. There is great fear of 

mass exodus due to war, water shortages and impoverishment.

The pursuit of regional military power projection has contributed to 

escalation on both sides of the Red Sea. In the Yemeni civil war, in 

Sudan – currently the world‘s biggest humanitarian crisis – and in the 

wars from Ethiopia to Somalia, influence is being exerted in an incon-

sistent manner, with no end in sight. On the contrary, countless mer-

cenary groups and gangs, whose ties to “terrorist organisations” are 

often blurred, are fighting in various conflict zones with the help and on 

behalf of various regional powers. Russia exploits this situation to its 

advantage and, despite the setback in Syria, maintains good relations 

with many Arab and African states based on mutual interests. There is 

a major economic benefit for all sides, which is why pressure from the 

West is mostly ignored. In most cases, this is counterproductive and 

drives regimes that gained power in a coup into the arms of Russia, but 

also China, Türkiye and other powers.

Chaos in the Sahel and 
authoritarianism in (North) Africa

This also applies to large parts of the rest of Africa. The chaos in the 

Sahel, catalysed by the military withdrawal of the EU and UN, poses 

a challenge not only to fragile countries such as Ghana and Senegal, 

but also to North African countries. The deteriorating rule of law and 

human rights situation are rightly criticised. Meanwhile, Europe is fo-

cusing on managing migration along the southern Mediterranean coast 

and tackling the conglomerate of organised crime and terrorist net-
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works. In doing so, it cooperates with “friendly” regimes. The accusa-

tion of “duplicity”, used by Russia and others, reinforces the alienation 

from Europe and reduces its influence.

In the short term, the EU‘s proposals are less effective than those of 

Russia or Türkiye. Regimes focused on maintaining power are engaged 

in a “struggle for survival” against increasingly successful rebel groups, 

which is why they seek negotiated solutions with them. Unemploy-

ment, climate change, large-scale agricultural practices, illegal re-

source extraction and severe environmental pollution are driving young 

people onto the streets in all regions – most recently in Morocco, Mad-

agascar and Kenya. Violent clashes between the police, the opposition 

and protestors is expected to increase. A cross-regional “Generation 

Z uprising” amplified by social media is a possible new risk; it could 

topple further regimes and also materialise in Europe through diaspora 

and ideological solidarity groups.

The eastern arc of crisis

Armed conflicts remain on the agenda in Eastern regions. There is 

considerable tension between Afghanistan and Pakistan, which could 

flare up again. The spread of jihadist groups such as the Islamic State 

in Khorasan Province (ISKP) to other parts of Central Asia has so far 

been prevented, mainly through China‘s influence. The threat of war 

between Azerbaijan and Armenia was largely contained as a result of 

mediation by the United States and Türkiye and was curbed at Iran‘s 

expense through economic efforts. Georgian and Armenian politics are 

becoming increasingly authoritarian, which also contributes to these 

two states’ alienation vis-à-vis NATO and the EU. Russia‘s unreliability 

and its dwindling influence could open up opportunities for Europe. 

However, the focus on energy supplies from Kazakhstan and Azerbaijan 

determines the behaviour of many EU countries, even if strengthens 

Türkiye and fosters new dependencies.

A violent expansion of the Ukraine war into the Republic of Moldo-

va has not materialised. The country remains deeply divided after its 

elections, leaving it vulnerable to continued hybrid destabilisation at-

tempts by Russia. Similar methods are increasingly likely to be directed 

at European states, and provocative confrontations, similar to those 



114 verteidigungspolitik.at—Risk monitor 2026

seen during the Cold War, are likely – partly in order to test the West‘s 

response capability and solidarity. Whether a direct attack on the West 

will be realistically considered in, the medium term remains disputed. 

The risk increases as Russia fears internal collapse due to exhaustion. 

The signs of this are difficult to assess, although verbal and actual re-

armament on both sides continues and extends even into the Arctic. 

Russian threats can only be contained from a position of strength. Si-

multaneously enhancing military capabilities while influencing realistic, 

negotiated solutions, therefore reduces the likelihood of any form of 

armed conflict between the West and Russia.

A ceasefire or even peace between Ukraine and Russia will also depend 

on the level of US commitment. US dominance in conflict resolution de-

cision-making remains unchanged across all regions, for better and for 

worse. By contrast, Europe’s economic weakness and reluctance to de-

ploy its own robust forces in all conflict regions pose the greatest risk.
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Key Messages
•	 Despite the ceasefire, renewed conflict in the Middle East is possible 

at any time. Chaotic conditions are taking ever deeper hold.

•	 Israel’s strategy includes deterrence, forward defence, the fragmenta-

tion of Palestinian-Arab unity, and influencing public opinion. The aim 

is to prevent Palestinian statehood and to buy time for future military 

engagements.

•	 Türkiye is cautiously capitalising on its growing opportunities, while 

Iran and its allies are attempting to consolidate their position. New 

alliances are possible.

•	 Europe is unlikely to develop a coherent policy towards the Middle East 

and is undermining its own credibility by tolerating violations of interna-

tional law and applying double standards towards authoritarian Islamist 

regimes. However, the expected prospect of migrants returns is slim.

•	 Armed conflicts on both sides of the Red Sea continue to spread, 

partly due to the influence of regional powers. The disruption of global 

trade routes persists and destabilises fragile states. Chaos is also 

spreading in the Sahel, fuelling further upheavals and promoting au-

thoritarian structures in the surrounding regions.

•	 Europe’s loss of influence continues in almost all crisis regions and is 

exacerbated by economic weakness, strategic dependencies, a low 

willingness to take risks in deploying robust armed forces, and incon-

sistency. One measure of the EU’s capability to act within the frame-

work of the Common Security and Defence Policy will be, inter alia, 

the effective support provided to Lebanon following the withdrawal of 

UNIFIL. Provocations between Europe and Russia will increase in 2026, 

but not to the point of conventional war.

•	 The dominance of the US in decisions on conflict resolution or stabili-

sation remains unchanged. This influence is decisive for the outcome of 

Russia’s war of aggression against Ukraine.
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The War in Ukraine

Europe in the age of discord

Loïc Simonet

The Russian war of aggression against Ukraine is its fourth anni-
versary. Since the conclusion of the unsuccessful summit between 
Donald Trump and Vladimir Putin in Alaska on 15 August 2025, the 
Kremlin has considered it advantageous to prolong the war. At 
the same time, Russia appears to be gaining momentum.

Putin‘s regime did not initially expect its war of aggression against 

Ukraine to be so protracted. However, Russia now has an interest in 

seeing it continue. The political elites are now more dependent on the 

Kremlin than ever before. For many Russians, the war has also become 

an opportunity for social advancement, as it partially compensates for 

the wealth gap between cities and rural areas. By promoting the mil-

itary-industrial complex, regional industrial centres are revitalised, at 

least indirectly. At the same time, hundreds of thousands of men on the 
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front lines and their families in the poorest regions of Russia receive 

generous remuneration.

Russia’s long war

Since 2022, Moscow has been integrating the knowledge generated by 

the defence industry, universities and soldiers throughout the entire 

chain of command. The military institutionalises its expertise, and de-

fence equipment manufacturers and research institutions are focused 

on supporting the war effort. This “stability” would be jeopardised by 

the fighting coming to an end – and stability is the guiding principle 

of Russian President Putin, who has been in power for over a quarter 

of a century. Nevertheless, the war of attrition is intensifying on all 

fronts. Russia is constantly attacking Ukrainian civilian infrastructure. 

Drone and missile strikes reached record levels in September 2025. By 

causing continuous damage over a longer period of time and wearing 

Ukraine down, Russia aims to achieve its strategic goals gradually.

However, Russian troops have not succeeded in gaining control of 

Ukraine. The slow advance on certain sections of the front proved even 

more difficult than expected, and the losses against the numerically infe-

rior Ukraine are heavier than anticipated. Russia has neither succeeded 

in capturing the strategically important city of Pokrovsk nor achieved 

any significant breakthrough. On the contrary: Large parts of Ukrainian 

territory could not be captured, and at the current pace, it would take 

approximately 38 months to occupy the territories claimed by Russia. 

Given the resources deployed and the losses suffered, Russia‘s inability 

to advance further is already indicative of a form of defeat.

Although the Russian economy has not been brought to its knees by 

the 19 rounds of international sanctions, the war effort is a heavy bur-

den. The country is experiencing an economic downturn and has had 

to slightly reduce its defence budget for 2026. However, it remains at 

a substantial eight per cent of its GDP. The budget deficit is increasing 

dangerously. Russia‘s oil revenues are also shrinking. Despite circum-

venting international sanctions, they fell by 19 per cent in the first few 

months of 2025, partly due to Ukrainian drone strikes on Russian refin-

eries. In August 2025, the annual inflation rate stood at 8.1 per cent. 
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Overall, the Russian economy is on the brink of recession, as Minister 

for Economic Development Maxim Reshetnikov has also acknowledged.

Ukrainian surprises are possible

Ukrainian forces are holding their ground in Donbas. At the end of Sep-

tember 2025, Ukrainian forces managed to achieve modest successes 

in the Sumy region, thereby refuting the Russian narrative that its ad-

vances were “unstoppable”. The Ukrainian drone strikes, such as those 

on Russian oil refineries, show that Kyiv is prepared to cause a degree 

of “strategic suffering” that renders the continuation of the war prohib-

itively costly for its adversary. Without having a large fleet of its own, 

Ukraine managed to repel the Russian navy in the Black Sea – again 

thanks to its drone capabilities. Operation Spiderweb, a covert drone 

strike deep inside Russia on 1 June 2025, became a textbook example 

for special forces worldwide.

Nevertheless, Ukrainian troops are exhausted and the armed forces 

would need three times as many soldiers to be able to rotate them 

from the front line. At the current rate of mobilisation, it will not be 

possible to compensate for losses. Furthermore, Ukrainian cohesion is 

unravelling. In July 2025, the streets of Kyiv filled with people pro-

testing against Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky‘s attempt to 

weaken the country‘s independent anti-corruption agencies. Ukrainian 

democracy has therefore entered a fragile state, making it easier for 

Russia to sow chaos – as a shortcut to victory.

The US position

The policies of the US government during Donald Trump‘s second term 

as president are unpredictable. First, the White House stated that 

Ukraine had “no cards to play”, then went on to say that Ukraine could 

well be in a position to take back all its territory from Russia and per-

haps even more. The deadline set by US President Trump for a meeting 

between Putin and Zelensky passed without success on 1 September 

2025. Then came Trump‘s U-turn. Suddenly, he no longer ruled out the 

possibility that the US could supply Kyiv with state-of-the-art weap-
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ons. Tomahawk cruise missiles would enable Ukraine to strike most mil-

itary targets in western Russia.

Will Trump‘s success in Gaza spur him on to bring about a ceasefire 

in Ukraine? The Gaza ceasefire is reviving hopes for peace in Ukraine, 

according to Zelensky. Meanwhile, German Chancellor Friedrich Merz 

has urged Donald Trump to end the war in Ukraine. Without tangible 

progress, however, it will become increasingly difficult to keep Trump‘s 

attention focused on Ukraine. Especially since this issue could cost 

him a lot of political capital and he would lose credibility if he failed. In 

this context, Trump‘s statement from 23 September 2025 in which he 

wished “both states” all the best and announced that he would supply 

weapons to NATO, which could do whatever it wanted with them, is 

worrying. Will Trump ignore the issue in future?

Europe in the grey zone

Tensions on the European continent rose sharply as a result of numer-

ous airspace violations by Russia. In mid-September 2025, at least 19 

Russian drones were identified entering Polish airspace. An even more 

serious incident occurred on 13 September 2025, when three Russian 

fighter jets entered Estonian airspace for over ten minutes before be-

ing escorted out of the airspace by a NATO formation. Similar incidents 

occurred in Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Latvia, Norway and 

Romania. In early October 2025, drone sightings paralysed Munich Air-

port for several hours. At the same time, Russia conducted an unprec-

edented disinformation campaign in Poland, claiming that Ukraine or 

NATO itself was behind these incidents.

Although Moscow denies any involvement, these incidents appear to 

be Russia testing the readiness of NATO‘s collective defences. Given 

the US‘s ambivalent foreign policy stance, Putin will ask how far Europe 

is prepared to go in defending Ukraine. Russia knowingly and willing-

ly operates in the “grey zone” of hybrid warfare: the space between 

peace and war. Germany‘s Chancellor Merz also emphasised: “We are 

not at war, but we are no longer at peace either”.
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Key Messages
•	 Russia is deliberately prolonging its war of aggression against Ukraine 

in order to secure political control and stabilise economic and social 

structures through the military-industrial complex.

•	 Despite heavy losses, Russia has not achieved any decisive military 

breakthroughs and is facing an economic recession.

•	 Ukraine is achieving limited tactical successes and making effective 

use of drone strikes, but is suffering from exhaustion, personnel short-

ages and internal political tensions.

•	 The Trump administration remains unpredictable, wavering between 

pressure on negotiations and possible arms deliveries.

•	 Russia is testing Europe’s and NATO’s response capability through hy-

brid attacks and airspace violations; Europe finds itself in a “grey zone” 

between war and peace.
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The Western Balkans 
between Integration and 
De-Europeanisation

Marie-Janine Calic

The enlargement of the EU to the southeast has been stagnating 
for years. The transformative power of the “European perspec-
tive” is waning. This has allowed a dangerous security vacuum to 
develop in the Western Balkans. Although the countries in the 
region still wish to join the EU, they are also looking at alterna-
tives. Geopolitical competitors – primarily China, Russia, Türkiye 
and the Gulf States – have gained influence. Reforms, such as the 
implementation of the Women, Peace and Security agenda, often 
exist only on paper.

For a quarter of a century, the European Union has repeatedly prom-

ised to allow all Western Balkan countries to join the EU under certain 

conditions. However, south-eastern enlargement has stagnated since 

Croatia joined in 2013. Serbia and Montenegro have been negotiating 
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for years, North Macedonia and Albania only began membership ne-

gotiations in 2022, and Bosnia and Herzegovina has been in line for 

negotiations since 2024. Only Kosovo has not yet been granted candi-

date status due to not being recognised by five member states. Conse-

quently, the “European perspective” has lost credibility and transform-

ative power. According to surveys, only slightly more than half of the 

population in the Western Balkans still feels connected to the EU – in 

2024, the figure was 54 per cent.

Geopolitical competitors

Meanwhile, the EU‘s geopolitical competitors, especially China, Rus-

sia, Türkiye and the Gulf States, have gained political, economic and 

ideological influence through cheap loans, media disinformation and 

religious missions. Russia stresses Slavic-Orthodox solidarity, but pri-

marily uses the Balkans as a stage to demonstrate its role as a shaper 

of world politics and to thwart Western stabilisation efforts, especial-

ly in Bosnia-Herzegovina and Kosovo. Türkiye and the Gulf States are 

promoting Islamisation, while China is implementing infrastructure pro-

jects worth billions as part of its Belt and Road Initiative. As these are 

financed by loans, dangerous dependencies have developed. The EU 

may still be the most important trading partner for the Western Balkan 

countries, but in the medium term, China could succeed in reorienting 

them towards its market and possibly also its policies.

Within the EU, there are considerable reservations about accepting 

new members until institutional reforms have been implemented. One 

example of this would be majority decisions in foreign policy. For politi-

cal reasons, Brussels declared Ukraine, Moldova and Georgia candidate 

countries in 2022, bypassing conditionality and thereby raising critical 

questions about the functionality and finality of the Union.

Slow pace of reform

However, the pace of reform in the Western Balkan countries has also 

slowed. Russia‘s war of aggression against Ukraine is having a signif-

icant political, economic and psychological impact on the region. The 

political class and public opinion are divided into pro-European and 
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pro-Russian camps, which prevents governments from complying with 

often painful EU conditions. Energy and food prices have risen sharply. 

Populist and nationalist forces are taking advantage of people‘s exis-

tential fears by trying to capitalise politically on conflicts with neigh-

bouring countries, for example in Serbia and Kosovo or in North Mac-

edonia.

For all these reasons, a dangerous security vacuum has emerged in the 

Western Balkans at the crossroads between the EU, NATO, Russia and 

Türkiye. Interested powers have also opened a gateway for propagan-

da, disinformation and cyberattacks. Organised crime, illegal migration 

and extremist networks remain unchallenged. Last but not least, there 

is a shortage of economic prospects, which is driving many young, 

well-educated people to emigrate. This brain drain, however, weakens 

the innovative strength, value orientation and reform capacity of their 

countries of origin – and thus, in turn, the EU integration process.

Countermeasures?

The EU has identified the problem, but lacks effective countermeas-

ures. More precisely: It lacks political unity. In order to reduce its de-

pendence on Russia and the United States, the EU would have to press 

ahead with consolidating its structures, for example in Common For-

eign and Defence Policy or energy market policy. It would also need 

to strengthen Common Foreign and Security Policy, which includes a 

credible neighbourhood and enlargement policy.

Another conceivable option would be to promote the integration of 

certain sectors, such as energy, transport, the digital market, cyber de-

fence, border protection and educational exchanges, before EU mem-

bership is granted. However, if European rule of law and governance 

criteria are neglected as a result of selective integration, the function-

ality and credibility of the EU would be called into question even more. 

But how can pro-European attitudes in the Western Balkan countries 

be stabilised without sacrificing values and standards to geopolitical 

constraints?
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Current developments

While new citizens‘ movements such as “Protestiram” in North Mace-

donia and the “#1od5miliona” protests in Serbia have emerged, the in-

fluence of civil society remains limited. These movements have diverse 

demands. There are also non-governmental organisations in all Western 

Balkan countries that fight for the rule of law and against corruption, 

or that promote European integration, democracy, education, region-

al cooperation, inter-ethnic dialogue and conflict prevention. However, 

many are dependent on foreign donors, including those who promote 

anti-European or nationalist agendas within civil societies.

All of the Western Balkan states have adopted at least one National 

Action Plan (NAP) for the implementation of UN Resolution 1325. This 

happened in Serbia and Bosnia and Herzegovina in 2010, in North Mac-

edonia in 2013, in Kosovo in 2014, in Montenegro in 2017 and in Albania 

in 2018. They have committed themselves to increasing the proportion 

of women in their security forces, involving them in peace missions, 

protecting them from gender-based violence in conflicts and strength-

ening their participation in society. The focus on gender is also be-

ing incorporated into police training and military operational planning. 

However, there are still gaps in implementation. Responsibilities are un-

clear, and there is a lack of funding commitments and clear indicators 

to monitor the implementation of the NAPs. The gender perspective is 

often regarded as something imposed by the West, and indeed, many 

NAP projects are led and funded by foreign donors.

In summary, it can be said that: the EU currently appears ill-equipped 

to deal with the complex risk situation in the Western Balkans. While 

the prospect of joining the EU is losing credibility, its geopolitical com-

petitors are growing stronger.
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Key Messages
•	 The EU must restore the credibility of its southeastern enlargement in 

order to remain geopolitically effective.

•	 EU reforms and its enlargement policy must go hand in hand.

•	 Civil society can only bring about necessary reforms with the support 

of governments and EU member states.

•	 When it comes to implementing the Women, Peace and Security agen-

da, the region lacks political will, financial sustainability and social 

acceptance.
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Destabilisation Trends in 
South-Eastern Europe

Florian Bieber

Profound political crises in Bosnia-Herzegovina and Serbia are cre-
ating considerable uncertainty in the region, which could lead to 
an escalation of the situation. At the same time, they offer an op-
portunity for structural improvements. While some countries, in-
cluding Montenegro and Albania, are making progress towards EU 
membership, the other Western Balkan countries have no realistic 
prospects of joining the EU. However, there are no signs that the 
fundamental challenges the region is facing – authoritarian rule, 
weak rule of law and unresolved conflicts – are being addressed.

The political situation in the Western Balkans is characterised by insta-

bility and an institutional crisis. While Montenegro and Albania are mak-

ing great strides towards EU accession, the EU expansion process is 

stagnating in the other countries. However, even if it is feasible for Mon-

tenegro and Albania to join the EU before the end of the decade, ob-

taining the approval of all member states represents a significant and, in 
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some cases, unpredictable hurdle. Neither does this mean that the rule 

of law and democracy are progressing equally in both countries.

Reforms between irregularity and stagnation

In Albania, the accession process is being driven by Prime Minister Edi 

Rama, which explains why the process is being accelerated, but also 

why Rama‘s rule is increasingly taking an authoritarian turn. Control of 

institutions is firmly in his hands, and there is little room for critical dis-

cussion. This trend has intensified in recent years, which means that the 

EU accession process has tended to reinforce authoritarian behaviour.

In Montenegro, too, the reform process is uneven, although no single 

person dominates the political system as strongly as in Albania. The 

accession process is therefore currently being driven more by the Com-

mission‘s conviction that successful accession processes will maintain 

the EU‘s credibility in the Western Balkans. Furthermore, geopolitical 

considerations play a role in the process, which is detrimental to de-

mocracy and the rule of law.

In the other countries in the region, the EU enlargement process has 

come to a standstill. Most citizens no longer believe in the process, 

even though there is a clear majority in favour of EU membership every-

where except Serbia. North Macedonia is being blocked by Bulgaria 

because the required constitutional amendment has no support in the 

country and is a product of nationalist demands from Bulgaria. These 

events accelerated the takeover of power by the conservative nation-

alist Democratic Party for Macedonian National Unity (VMRO-DPMNE). 

This means that, after settling its disputes with Greece, North Mace-

donia is once again being prevented from joining the EU by the nation-

alist position of a neighbouring country.

Developments in Serbia

Developments in Serbia have a strong impact on the region. The protest 

movement that began in November 2024 following the collapse of the 

station canopy in Novi Sad has gained impressive momentum. Not only 

because of its duration, but also because it has mobilised hundreds of 
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thousands of citizens, even in small communities. The protest movement 

demonstrates the profound dissatisfaction with the regime. According to 

polls, a clear majority of the population supports the protests, which are 

calling for new elections in addition to an investigation of the accident.

The regime is increasingly resorting to violence and repression in its 

efforts to combat the protests, which, in addition to demonstrations, 

take the form of strikes, blockades and many other daily actions. Serbia 

has been in a state of emergency since November 2024. Regardless of 

the outcome of the protests, Aleksandar Vučić‘s regime is in trouble. If 

the regime succeeds in ending the protests, a more repressive climate 

can be expected in Serbia. Belgrade is already trying to bring the re-

maining critical media and NGOs under its control and destroy even 

the appearance of political pluralism. This is motivated by the protests 

and facilitated by the global political climate. The regime is backed by 

Russia and China.

The EU‘s position has been ambivalent so far, and the US under Trump 

is rather distracted, but could serve as a potential prop for the re-

gime, as Trump‘s son-in-law Jared Kushner has business interests in 

Belgrade linked to the Vučić regime. The success of the protests is un-

certain, and it is unclear what this means for Serbia‘s political future, 

as the protest movement is ideologically heterogeneous and there are 

no clear leaders. At the same time, the majority supports liberal demo-

cratic values and seeks closer ties with the EU.

Relations with Kosovo and 
Bosnia and Herzegovina

Relations with Kosovo pose the greatest challenge for Serbia. The ne-

gotiation process between the two countries has come to a complete 

standstill. Political instability in Serbia, but also in Kosovo following the 

2025 elections, means that there is currently no interest or political 

will for dialogue on either side. Albin Kurti‘s government has lost much 

of its credibility due to its confrontational stance vis-à-vis the EU and 

the US, as well as the domestic polarisation in Kosovo since the elec-

tions. A breakthrough between the two countries is still a long way off. 

Kosovo lacks a government with a clear mandate, and in Serbia, Vučić 

is too weak politically to be able to compromise.
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The political crisis in Bosnia and Herzegovina has intensified after Mi-

lorad Dodik, the President of Republika Srpska, was convicted and 

banned from holding public office for six years. An escalation ensued 

when Dodik attempted to disregard the ruling and further weaken the 

state. The outcome of the power struggle between Dodik and Bosnia 

and Herzegovina‘s national institutions is still unclear, but Dodik has 

less support than he did a few years ago, and an end to his 20-year 

dominance in the Republika Srpska is in sight. Even though the other 

political actors in Republika Srpska are hardly different from Dodik in 

terms of their nationalist positions, an end to the Dodik era would open 

up new opportunities for cooperation. For a long time, the dominant 

Croatian party in Bosnia and Herzegovina has relied on close cooper-

ation with Dodik, which would also be compromised as a result. This 

could lead to a decline in Russia‘s influence in Bosnia and Herzegovina 

and an end to the total blockade of pragmatic cooperation at the na-

tional level.

Geopolitical consequences

Given the current developments, Russia stands to lose the most in the 

region. The end of Dodik and Vučić‘s rule would mean Russia losing im-

portant partners. Even if the relationship were maintained through the 

church and other cultural ties, Russia‘s influence and reputation would 

be damaged. China‘s influence would suffer most from Vučić losing pow-

er. Serbia was the most important target country for Chinese engage-

ment in the region. Without good relations with Serbia, China would 

remain economically present, but its political influence would wane.

The greatest geopolitical uncertainty is the US under Trump. At pres-

ent, the Trump presidency has hardly made a mark, but economic inter-

ests in Albania and Serbia are encouraging more authoritarian devel-

opments in the region. The clash with the EU means that under Trump, 

the US is not only a negative role model for the region, but could also 

become a disruptive factor in reform processes.
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Key Messages
•	 Deep political crises in Serbia and Bosnia-Herzegovina are increasing un-

certainty in the Western Balkans, but also offer opportunities for reform.

•	 While Albania and Montenegro are making progress, the other countries 

lack realistic prospects of EU accession; the rule of law remains weak.

•	 In Albania and Serbia, the concentration of power and repressions are 

leading to an exacerbation of democratic deficits.

•	 Mass protests against Serbian President Vučić are unsettling the re-

gime in Belgrade, which is responding with force and receiving support 

from Russia and China.

•	 There is no progress in either Serbia-Kosovo relations nor in Bosnia-Her-

zegovina; Dodik’s loss of power could open up new opportunities.

•	 If the authoritarian regimes were to come to an end, Russia’s and Chi-

na’s influence would weaken, while the US under Trump would be an 

unpredictable factor.



131Reorganisation efforts in the Middle East

Reorganisation efforts 
in the Middle East

Gudrun Harrer

On 7 October 2025, the second anniversary of Hamas’s attack 
on Israel that triggered the war in the Gaza Strip, the old or-
der and certainties in the Middle East had already collapsed. In 
2025, Israel began not merely containing Iran and its proxies in 
the Arab world, but actively striking them. The Iranian uranium 
enrichment programme was severely damaged by the so-called 
Twelve-Day War started by Israel, in which the US also became 
involved. Since then, the US government under President Donald 
Trump has greatly increased its political involvement in the Mid-
dle East. In October 2025, Washington forced Hamas and Israel 
into a Gaza plan that also actively involves other countries within 
and outside the region.

In 2026, it will become clear whether the US draft for ending the Gaza 

war and rebuilding the Gaza Strip, which was still very sketchy when it 

was presented at the beginning of October, can be further developed. 

Ran Zisovitch/Shutterstock.com
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In this context, contradictory scenarios appear to coexist. One possi-

bility is the restoration of peace to the region by balancing the inter-

ests of the United States‘ partners and opponents with strong econom-

ic incentives, including for the internationally active private business 

community. At the same time, it is also possible that the plan could fail, 

causing he region to slide into even greater destabilisation.

Israel‘s serious tactical error occurred unexpectedly on September 

2025, when it attacked a building in Qatar‘s capital, Doha, that housed 

Hamas officials. Israel, which had risen to become the undisputed dom-

inant military power in the region by 2025, failed to achieve its goal of 

eliminating the Hamas representatives. This approach also allowed US 

President Trump to exert pressure on Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin 

Netanyahu in the interests of his Arab partners. Qatar‘s role as a safe 

haven for radical Islamic groups such as Hamas has long been viewed 

criticised by other Arab states, along with other aspects of Qatari poli-

cy. However, Israel‘s attack on a “major non-NATO ally” of the US, home 

to the largest US air base in the region at al-Udeid, caused outrage 

among other Arab US allies, ultimately strengthening Trump‘s leverage 

over Netanyahu.

Obstacles to the Gaza plan

As expected, Trump entrusted the work on the Gaza plan not only to US 

Special Envoy Steve Witkoff, but also to his son-in-law Jared Kushner, 

who has massive business interests in and good relationships with Arab 

Gulf States. Several elements of the plan will remain vulnerable to crisis 

in 2026. For example, the administration of the Gaza Strip, intended to 

re-establish the Palestinians as stakeholders, the deployment “Interna-

tional Stabilization Force”, and the disarmament of the terrorist organi-

sation Hamas along with the dismantling of its infrastructure.

Although the US President had sufficient authority in autumn 2025 to 

prevent the open collapse of the ceasefire, this did not equate to an end 

to the violence. Paradoxically, Trump’s plan relies on cooperation of UN 

institutions for its implementation, both in the humanitarian and political 

spheres, for example through the UN Security Council. The EU, has often 

appeared paralysed with regard to the Middle East, will also be involved 
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in 2026 through its missions EUBAM Rafah and EUPOL COPPS in the Pal-

estinian territories. More can be expected as the plan develops.

Should Trump‘s Gaza plan stall, the Gaza Strip could face a scenario 

comparable to that in southern Lebanon after the ceasefire agreement 

in November 2024: deadlock. This would mean that neither the disar-

mament and elimination of the respective terrorist militias – Hezbollah 

in Lebanon and Hamas in the Gaza Strip – nor the promised Israeli 

withdrawal would take place. This bears the potential of regular Israeli 

“punitive actions”, parallel to growing militia activity, and therefore a 

constant threat of escalation.

This has strongly increased in Lebanon in autumn 2025. Although the 

government in Beirut made a clear political commitment to restoring 

the state‘s monopoly on the use of force and to reducing Hezbollah 

to a political party, it was barely able to implement this plan. One rea-

son was growing polarisation, which could be regarded as bearing the 

threat of ethnic-religious civil war. Since the Islamist-led power take-

over in Syria in December 2024, Sunni Islamists in Lebanon have also 

felt emboldened, which in turn makes Shiites from outside Hezbollah 

susceptible to radicalisation.

Current developments in Syria

Syrian interim president Ahmed al-Sharaa, a former al-Qaeda fighter 

in Iraq, was received by Trump at the White House in November 2025. 

One year after taking Damascus, the Syrian regime‘s situation and fu-

ture prospects are mixed: On the one hand, Sharaa was well consol-

idated internationally at the beginning of 2026. The US contributed 

greatly to this. On the other hand, he has lost trust domestically, par-

ticularly due to ongoing problems with rebuilding and stabilising the 

Syrian economy. These problems are exacerbated by climate change, 

especially water scarcity. Minorities are apprehensive, following Isla-

mist violence against Alawites, Druze and even Christians. The Kurdish 

Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF), established by the US to fight the Is-

lamic State (ISIS), can no longer be as certain of Washington‘s support 

in their struggle for autonomy. This is partly because Trump is very re-

ceptive to Turkish and Arab arguments.
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Trump‘s ambition to reorganise the region involves balancing the in-

terests of external actors and Damascus in Syria, but also balancing 

their interests among themselves. Following the upheaval in Syria, Isra-

el terminated the 1974 Disengagement Agreement and occupied parts 

of the south, using the protection of the Syrian Druze as a pretext 

to enforce its own security interests. Trump is attempting to broker a 

compromise not only between Israel and Syria, but also between Israel 

and Türkiye, which is Sharaa‘s protector, as well as between Türkiye and 

the Arab States. But Sharaa is also struggling to keep his own jihadist 

forces in check, who are irritated by his outwardly moderate and Syr-

ian nationalist stance. There is therefore a risk that the exodus from 

Sharaa‘s former organisation HTS to ISIS will accelerate. ISIS activities 

are expected to increase in 2026 in both Syria and Iraq.

(De-)Stabilising factors in the region

The Iraqi parliamentary elections of November 2025 could potentially 

act as a destabilising factor. Forming a government after elections is 

usually a difficult and protracted process in Iraq. The Shiite militias in 

Iraq that are close to Ali Khamenei, Iran‘s supreme leader, have been 

weakened by the decline of the Iranian “axis of resistance” and have 

largely stayed out of the Israeli-Iranian conflict. This could change in 

the event of a new regional escalation, but also if their internal power 

claims are called into question after the elections.

In 2026, US President Trump is likely to intensify his efforts to bring 

more countries into the Abraham Accords, with Saudi Arabia remaining 

the main target. Even a comprehensive US-Saudi security agreement, 

possibly including F-35 fighter jets and certainly a civilian nuclear pro-

gramme, will not satisfy Riyadh if the matter of Palestinian statehood 

vaguely mentioned in Trump‘s 20-point plan is not credibly pursued.

As long as Trump sticks to his plans, he will continue to categorical-

ly oppose Israeli annexations in the West Bank, which would at least 

jeopardise the existing normalisation agreement between Israel and 

the United Arab Emirates (UAE). Such a step by Israel would threaten 

the Jordanian royal family, while Egypt‘s regime has been somewhat 

strengthened by the role Trump envisaged for it in the Gaza plan. How-

ever, Egypt shares a concern with Saudi Arabia, the UAE and Israel: 



135Reorganisation efforts in the Middle East

irritation at Türkiye‘s growing influence in the Middle East. Specifically 

in Syria with Sharaa and through the leading role that Trump has as-

signed Ankara in the implementation of his Gaza plan.

Key Messages
•	 US President Donald Trump not only wants to enforce a solution to the 

Gaza war, but also to reorganise the entire region. This includes the of-

ficial integration of Saudi Arabia into a security architecture with Israel.

•	 Israel’s direct attacks on Iran and its proxies did not damage or destroy 

its uranium enrichment programme.

•	 If the points on the administration and security of the Gaza Strip, which 

have only been vaguely outlined, are not developed and implemented, 

the Gaza ceasefire could turn into a stalemate with the potential for es-

calation, comparable to the situation in southern Lebanon in 2025.

•	 ISIS benefits from Syria’s internal fragility and could gain further 

support in 2026 from frustrated jihadists who consider the interim 

president Sharaa too moderate. This could also have an impact on the 

region and beyond.
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Israel’s security

Domestic, regional and international trends

Stephan Stetter

Two years after Hamas’s attack on Israel and the war that Israel 
has been waging in Gaza ever since, the situation in the Mid-
dle East remains unstable and highly dynamic. Israel continues to 
be dominated by a power struggle between the government and 
parts of the Israeli population, while no lasting solution to the 
Israeli-Palestinian conflict is in sight. The Gaza war remains a key 
issue, as does the global polarisation caused by the terrorist at-
tacks of 7 October 2023 and the Gaza war. Europe’s role remains 
diplomatically important, but limited.

Two years after Hamas‘s attack on Israel and the start of the war in 

Gaza, which Israel has been waging ever since, the situation in the 

Middle East remains unstable and highly dynamic. At the end of Sep-

tember 2025, US President Donald Trump unveiled a plan to end the 

war, although at the time of writing, it is uncertain how some aspects 

Lucky-photogragpher/Shutterstock.com
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of the plan will be implemented. This proposed plan may also fail, as 

many peace efforts have before. With regard to Israel, four key security 

policy trends are emerging.

Domestic power struggle

First, a domestic power struggle has been ongoing for years between 

the nationalist-religious fundamentalist government and parts of the Is-

raeli population. The initial popular protests were against judicial reforms 

which questioned the separation of powers, and subsequently for an end 

to the Gaza war, an end to the deployment of Israeli soldiers, and, above 

all, for the return of the hostages captured by Hamas. Israel‘s domestic 

politics have been deeply affected by the attacks of 7 October 2023 and 

their aftermath. This is because, as a result of the expansion of fighting 

to the north with Hezbollah in 2023 and 2024, tens of thousands of Is-

raelis had to leave their homes and seek temporary shelter in the interior 

of the country, some of whom remain there to this day.

Surveys show that dissatisfaction with and distrust of the Netanya-

hu government is high among large sections of the population. At the 

same time, however, the political opposition lacks a clear message and 

has failed to outline any alternative (security) policy options. This do-

mestic power struggle is expected to escalate in 2026, when elections 

to the Knesset are due to take place – not least because the govern-

ment and the Prime Minister personally have reason to fear a loss of 

power. There is the threat of corruption trials, an investigation into the 

failures surrounding 7 October that could be detrimental to the gov-

ernment, and the loss of political power to enforce the territorial ambi-

tions of the government and its supporters in Gaza and the West Bank.

Dynamic regional trends

This tense domestic situation is unfolding against a backdrop of highly 

dynamic regional and global trends. Secondly, the ongoing hardening 

of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict can be observed. Both the terrorist 

attacks of 7 October 2023 and the Gaza war left marks on both soci-

eties, affecting more than just the immediate conflict.t. Both Hamas‘ 

brutal attack on Israel and the dramatic humanitarian situation in Gaza 
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caused by the way Israel wages war have traumatised large sections 

of both populations.

This has further deepened mistrust between the two sides. Neither in 

Israel nor in the Palestinian territories is there any domestic debate 

about the parameters of a potential peace process and reconciliation 

with the other side. Hamas undoubtedly continues to pose a strategic 

threat to Israel, even if it has been weakened. With regard to the Is-

raeli-Palestinian conflict, therefore, there is little prospect of change 

on the ground in 2026 – even under the ideal scenario of an externally 

imposed end to the war and the return of the hostages.

Israeli settlement of the Gaza Strip, which is supported by many mem-

bers of the current Israeli government, appears to be off the table for 

now. However, this does not apply to the further escalation of the con-

flict with regard to territorial claims in the West Bank. Without a com-

prehensive peace process, which is not expected in the near future, 

the security situation is likely to remain tense even in the best-case 

scenario – the end of the Gaza war. In this situation, Israelis often feel 

threatened by the Palestinian side, and Palestinians often feel threat-

ened by Israel, and rightly so.

Regional developments

Thirdly, in terms of the regional situation, Israel has achieved some mil-

itary successes. Iran was weakened by the war in 2025, and Hezbollah 

in Lebanon was weakened even further by Israeli attacks. Despite Arab 

criticism of the Gaza war, no country has severed diplomatic ties with 

Israel. On the contrary, Arab States have worked together with the 

West in a “fluid alliance” to repel two Iranian missile attacks on Israel 

and have shown interest in the Saudi-French initiative for a two-state 

solution. One reason for this is that Israel‘s regional strategic position 

has improved significantly due to the weakening of Hezbollah and the 

fall of Syrian President Bashar al-Assad at the end of 2024.

The question will be whether Israel will be able to convert this primarily 

military-based consolidation into political and diplomatic capital. With-

out the end of the Gaza war, however, this would only be possible to a 

limited extent; in this case, it is more likely that coordination between 
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Israel and the majority of the countries in the region will continue, albe-

it below the threshold of close cooperation. All these countries share 

a geopolitical interest in ensuring that the Israeli-Palestinian conflict 

does not turn into an international regional conflict.

Israel’s international position

Fourthly, this will also determine the future development of Israel‘s in-

ternational position. The Gaza war is also a key element here. Israel 

is at the centre of often polarising protests around the world. These 

are driven by human rights concerns – which are justified – about the 

people in Gaza, but are also sometimes underpinned by a fundamental 

rejection of Israel and even anti-Semitism. Israel‘s government, in turn, 

is attempting to brand any criticism of its actions anti-Semitic, which is 

ultimately part of this strong global trend towards polarisation.

Without an end to the Gaza war, this polarisation is likely to increase. 

However, in terms of international politics, the situation is somewhat 

different: Criticism of Israel‘s actions in Gaza is also evident, for ex-

ample within the region, but so is the desire for stability. There are 

strong geopolitical and geoeconomic interests in continuing to cooper-

ate closely with Israel, including expanding relations within the frame-

work of the Abraham Accords. The role of the US will be particularly 

important in this respect, as will the question of whether, as suggested 

in the security agreement between the US and Qatar signed in Sep-

tember 2025, it will align its strategic interests more closely with oth-

er countries in the region, such as Türkiye, Saudi Arabia, Qatar or the 

United Arab Emirates. Although this does not represent a fundamental 

shift away from Israel, it does indicate certain tensions between the 

US and Israel, which can even be observed within the Republican Party.

The EU occupies only a limited yet potentially significant role in the dip-

lomatic landscape. France, in alliance with Saudi Arabia, has succeeded 

in making its voice heard. This underlines the importance of close stra-

tegic cooperation between Europe and the Gulf States. In the event of 

an end to the Gaza war, the EU and its member states can play a role 

primarily in financial and security policy niches, for example in the inter-

national coordination of the planned and extremely important disarma-
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ment of Hamas and the destruction of the tunnel systems in Gaza. The 

question of recognising a Palestinian state will remain on the agenda.

Key Messages
•	 Two years after Hamas’s attack on Israel and the war that Israel has 

been waging in Gaza ever since, the situation in the Middle East re-

mains unstable and highly dynamic.

•	 The domestic power struggle in Israel is expected to intensify in 2026, 

when elections to the Knesset are due to take place.

•	 Both the terrorist attacks of 7 October 2023 and the Gaza war have 

left deep scars both on Israeli and Palestinian society.

•	 Without a comprehensive peace process, which is not expected to mate-

rialise in the short term, the security situation is likely to remain tense.

•	 Israel has had numerous military successes, for example against Iran 

and Hezbollah.

•	 The US will have a central role in the future. Whether the US will align 

its strategic interests more closely with other countries in the region is 

equally important.

•	 The EU occupies only a limited yet potentially significant role in the 

diplomatic landscape.



141Regional Power Struggles in the Middle East

Regional Power Struggles 
in the Middle East

Walter Posch

Following the fall of the Assad regime, the balance of power 
in the Middle East is shifting. Iran is losing influence, Türkiye is 
strengthening its position in Syria, while Israel is taking an am-
bivalent stance and maintaining pressure on various actors in the 
region. The regional conflict remains unresolved and complex.

The fall of the Assad regime in Syria changed the strategic equation in 

the Middle East. Iran‘s influence has declined, while Türkiye‘s influence 

now extends to Damascus and thus to Israel‘s sphere of influence. The 

new Syrian government under Ahmad al-Sharaa was recognised with-

out hesitation – despite its jihadist roots and its inclusion on all inter-

national and national terror lists of Western countries, Türkiye, Russia 

and the Arab states. Even the Islamic Republic of Iran is attempting to 

maintain normal diplomatic relations with Damascus.

Mohammad Bash/Shutterstock.com
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The new Syrian government is unable to address the country’s major 

challenges on its own. Support comes primarily from Qatar and Türkiye. 

Türkiye is acting as a protective power and is seeking to consolidate 

its economic and political influence in Syria. At the same time, Ankara 

is trying to contain the Kurdish entity “Rojava”, with the aim of peace-

fully disbanding it and integrating it into the Syrian state. The peace 

process with the Kurdistan Workers‘ Party (PKK) in Türkiye should also 

be understood in this context. Above all, however, Türkiye is committed 

to building up the new Syrian army. However, Israel, which eliminated 

Syria‘s strategic weapons systems immediately after Assad‘s fall, is op-

posed to this.

Caught in a Dilemma

Israel‘s stance towards the new leaders in Syria is ambivalent. On the 

one hand, there is the not entirely unfounded hope that jihadists from 

Sharaa‘s circle will assert their influence in Lebanon and open up a new 

front there against Hezbollah, Iran‘s most important ally. On the other 

hand, Israel has annexed the strategically important Golan Heights and 

is claiming southern Syria as a permanent buffer zone. Conscious of its 

weakness, the Syrian government avoided confrontation with Israel, for 

which it was criticised by its supporters. It was only after the outbreak 

of violence against the Druze and the subsequent Israeli intervention 

in the summer of 2025 that Sharaa criticised Israel and called for unity 

in the country.

Sharaa‘s attempt to portray himself as the president of all Syrians and 

as the protector of minorities failed. The government that emerged 

from jihadism is struggling to protect the rights of the Christian, Druze 

and Alawite minorities, as clearly demonstrated by the massacres in 

Latakia in the spring of 2025 and in Suwaida in the summer of 2025. 

Sharaa is therefore facing a dilemma: For economic reasons, he must 

present himself as minority-friendly to the West, a stance rejected by 

his base, which equates Alawites with the Assad regime. It can be as-

sumed that the necessary reconciliation and reform processes will be 

delayed or obstructed by underlying and eruptive identity conflicts.
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Between calculation and control

For Israel, Syria does not pose an immediate threat at present. That 

may change if Israel decides to intervene with ground troops. Despite 

the ceasefire, Israel will maintain military pressure on Hezbollah and, 

with international assistance, attempt to disempower and perhaps 

even disarm the organisation in Lebanon. At the same time, Gaza and 

the West Bank remain at the centre of Israeli politics. Despite at times 

sharp international criticism, Israel is continuing its harsh policy against 

Palestinians in Gaza, hoping that they will leave the country “voluntari-

ly”. So far, potential host countries have been unwilling to take them in, 

despite images of famine and mass misery.

Militarily, Hamas and its allies are still capable of attacking Israeli forc-

es in the Gaza Strip, although they are unable to achieve a decisive 

victory on the battlefield. In addition to Gaza, the situation is esca-

lating in the West Bank, where radical Israeli settlers, in alliance with 

right-wing extremist groups, regularly attack Palestinian villages and 

do not shy away from confrontation with Israeli security forces when 

these intervene. The constant pressure of the settlement movement 

will manifest itself politically in the annexation of further territories in 

the West Bank. This means that the Palestinian Authority (PA) is be-

coming increasingly irrelevant for both the Palestinian and Israeli pop-

ulations. This explains why Israel is considering replacing the PA with 

smaller, regional authorities led by influential clans and tribal leaders.

Main enemy: Iran

At the strategic level, Iran remains Israel‘s main enemy. The military ex-

change between Israel and Iran in June 2025 did not lead to a decisive 

outcome. Israel accepted the deaths of over a thousand innocent Irani-

an casualties in order to destroy important nuclear facilities and kill the 

entire leadership of the Iranian armed forces as well as leading nuclear 

scientists. Iran, in turn, targeted key elements of Israel‘s critical infra-

structure, such as refineries, military installations and research facilities. 

However, thanks to Israel’s efficient civil defence system, less than 30 

people were injured. The exchange concluded after the United States in-

tervened, destroying three nuclear facilities, and Iran retaliated by strik-

ing the US air base al-Udeid in Qatar, with no fatalities reported.
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Preceding the Israeli attack, the US and Iran had been engaged in talks 

about Iran‘s nuclear programme. The possibility of reviving the Joint 

Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA), which was adopted in 2015 at 

the EU‘s initiative and unilaterally terminated by the US in 2018, was 

being considered. This plan regulated the implementation of easing 

sanctions; in return, Iran allowed inspections by the Vienna-based In-

ternational Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA).

The background to this is Iran‘s civilian nuclear programme, which is 

being operated with Russian support under the Nuclear Non-Prolifer-

ation Treaty. The main point of contention is the uranium enrichment 

programme, which, according to international experts, is not required 

to this extent for a purely civilian programme. There are fears that this 

programme could be the technological gateway to the development 

of nuclear weapons. The Israeli – and later American – attack on Iran‘s 

nuclear facilities was intended to nip the development of a potential 

nuclear weapons programme in the bud.

From Israel‘s perspective, Iran must remain internationally isolated. 

Above all, important economic partners such as the EU should limit their 

relations with Iran. Thereby bringing the country one step closer to col-

lapse. The nuclear issue is only one element here. Equally relevant is the 

fact that Iran is the last remaining country that supports the Palestinians 

fighting against Israel. The other regimes in Iraq, Libya and Syria have 

been neutralised over the last 20 years, following a strategy dating back 

to the 1990s – often at the cost of the collapse of the state.

Outlook

The Iranian-Israeli conflict will remain the dominant factor for the fore-

seeable future. However, it remains unclear how jihadism will evolve, 

i.e., whether it will remain confined to Syria or whether IS will return 

with global ambitions. This also means that the chapter of “irregular” 

or ideological actors is far from closed. This also applies to the Yemeni 

Houthis, who remain capable of exerting strategic influence and threat-

ening both international shipping and Israel for ideological reasons.

Political and ideological actors in the Middle East are noticing the de-

cline in the West‘s (including Israel‘s) ability to project power. Oper-
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ations such as Israel‘s invasion of Beirut in 1982 or the liberation of 

Kuwait in 1991 would no longer be possible in in the same way today. 

This is not to mention the strategic disaster of Iran-friendly groups now 

in power in Iraq after 20 years of war and the Taliban once again con-

trolling Afghanistan. Finally, strategic planners will also need to take 

into account demographic changes and the close ties between their 

own populations and the Middle East.

Key Messages
•	 Following the fall of Bashar al-Assad, the balance of power in the 

Middle East is shifting. Iran is losing ground, while Türkiye is gaining 

influence as far as Damascus.

•	 The new Syrian government under Ahmad al-Sharaa is international-

ly recognised despite its jihadist roots. While he presents himself as 

minority-friendly to the West, the necessary reconciliation and reform 

processes are likely to be delayed or prevented by identity conflicts.

•	 Israel’s goal is to weaken Hezbollah and Hamas on the one hand, and 

to establish and secure buffer zones on the other.

•	 Iran remains Israel’s main adversary, and the regional conflict remains 

complex and unresolved.
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