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FOREWORD

Exactly one year after the inauguration of Donald
Trump, it has become clear that the United States
can no longer be regarded as a trusted friend or
ally, but has instead turned into a hard geopolit-
ical competitor. The façade of partnership still
stands, yet its foundations have shifted. America
First means exactly that: short-term self-interest
takes precedence; deals replace alliances, trans-
actions replace trust. “The European Union was
formed to ‘screw’ the United States”[1] and “You
don’t pay your bills, you get no protection. It’s
very simple.”[2]

This conclusion is uncomfortable. Since the Sec-
ond World War, Europe and the United States
jointly constructed a world order based on stabil-
ity, predictability, and shared values.[3][4] That
order rested on a strategic exchange: Europe re-
ceived security and economic space in return for
political support of American leadership. That era
has ended. As a result, Europe—and the Nether-
lands within it—must relearn how to operate in a
world in which even friends speak the language
of power.

DenkWerk’s focus has always been on the Nether-
lands. But when it comes to geopolitics, the ana-
lytical lens must shift to Europe. The Netherlands
alone is simply too small to act as a decisive player.
American power politics will, in the longer run,
undermine prosperity not only in theUnited States
but globally as well. Europe should therefore not
seek to imitate this approach, but must ensure that
it does not become its geopolitical victim. Coun-
tervailing power is required to maintain balance
in the international system.

So far, Europe has struggled to play this geopolit-
ical game effectively. Too often, it arrives at the
table with hat in hand, facing actors that oper-
ate faster, harder, and more ruthlessly. The reflex
of “talking until consensus is reached” no longer
works in an environment where others think in
terms of power and hegemony. While Europe
continues to reason from the virtues of free mar-

kets and consensus-based governance, the world
around it is changing at record speed.

The outlook is therefore deeply concerning. For
critical components of its production chains, Eu-
rope is almost entirely dependent on China or
the United States. These two great powers, now
openly competing for global hegemony, increas-
ingly disregard European interests. Europe is no
longer seen as a player, but as a playing field.
Those who are a playing field are used; those who
are players set the rules. The choice Europe faces
is therefore simple, but uncomfortable: either it
accepts a role as spectator, or it rebuilds strategic
capacity.

Whenever one country depends on another with-
out reciprocity, asymmetry emerges. In an era
defined by hegemonic competition, such asymme-
try is deeply problematic. Where asymmetry ex-
ists, the law of the strongest prevails. Treaties and
multilateral agreements become little more than
paper shields. The United States’ intervention in
Venezuela—apparently driven by the country’s
vast oil reserves[5]—Trump’s open suggestion to
‘buy’ Greenland,[6] and repeated threats to with-
draw from NATO[7] illustrate how quickly exist-
ing agreements can lose their practical meaning.

Cooperation within this new geopolitical environ-
ment, while preserving Europe’s commitment to
the rule of law, is not impossible—but it can only
be sustained on the basis of equality. This requires
urgent reconfiguration of international coopera-
tion, while simultaneously strengthening Europe’s
economic capacity and remaining within plane-
tary boundaries. The challenge is formidable, and
is therefore addressed across multiple DenkWerk
studies.[8][9][10]

In this report, DenkWerk assesses Europe’s cur-
rent position through a lens of sober realism. How
much geopolitical and geo-economic power do we
truly possess? How did this vulnerable position
come about? And, most importantly, what is re-
quired to reclaim strategic room for manoeuvre?
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1 FROM INTERNATIONAL COOPERATION TO STRATEGIC AU-
TONOMY

Over the past four decades, policy and business
were shaped by an optimistic belief in the power
of international cooperation. The fall of the Berlin
Wall not only marked the end of the Cold War;
it also became the symbolic starting point of an
era in which borders seemed to fade, [11] trade
expanded rapidly, and global integration became
the dominant economic point of departure.

Globalisation was underpinned by the idea that
economic interdependence generates prosper-
ity—and stability. Countries that trade with each
other, the argument went, are less likely to fight
one another. [12] This logic drove an unprece-
dented expansion of global value chains. Pro-
duction was split up, relocated, and concentrated
where it could be organised most efficiently. De-
sign took place in Europe and the United States,
assembly inAsia, and rawmaterialswere extracted
in Africa, Latin America, and parts of Asia. The

world turned into a finely meshed production net-
work.

For many countries, this was a win-win. [13] In
emerging economies, globalisation enabled hun-
dreds of millions of people to be lifted out of
poverty, as shown in Figure 1. [14] In advanced
economies, these developments delivered lower
consumer prices and steady economic growth.
Costs fell not only because of scale, but also
through specialisation and the optimisation of lo-
gistics processes, including just-in-time produc-
tion. [15]

IN EMERGING ECONOMIES, GLOB-
ALISATION MADE IT POSSIBLE
FOR HUNDREDS OF MILLIONS OF
PEOPLE TO BE LIFTED OUT OF
POVERTY.

Figure 1: Decline in Extreme Poverty by World Region between 1990 and 2040
Source: Our World in Data
Note: Extreme poverty is defined as living below the international poverty line of 3 US dollars per day. The figures are
adjusted for inflation and for differences in the cost of living between countries.
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These efficiency gains went hand in hand with
the reduction of inventories and strategic buffers.
Many firms assumed that international trade
would remain reliable and uninterrupted. Globali-
sation came to be seen as a stable and self-evident
feature of the economic order. As a result, risks
embedded in value chains received limited atten-
tion for a long time.

The logic of specialisation and asymmetry

The long period of international cooperation coin-
cided with strong patterns of specialisation. Coun-
tries built on existing comparative advantages,
which were further reinforced as firms, knowledge
institutions, and suppliers clustered in the same
locations. This clustering increased efficiency and
strengthened economies of scale: larger volumes,
shorter supply lines, and specialised labour trans-
lated into higher productivity and lower costs.

The Netherlands, for example, hosts several key
clusters around Wageningen, ASML, and the Port
of Rotterdam. Another well-known case is the
electronics cluster around Shenzhen in China,
where designers, component suppliers, and large-
scale assembly firms reinforce each other, forming
a global production hub for consumer electron-
ics. [16]

These dynamics gave rise to so-called hubs [17]
that came to play a pivotal role in global value
chains. Such central nodes granted certain regions
more influence than others. An asymmetric struc-
ture emerged in which a limited number of hubs
became decisive for the flow of goods, services,
and knowledge. In the domain of digital data
management, we currently observe a similar devel-
opment, with a small number of very large firms
assuming a hub-like function. [18]

In a free market, oligopolistic or monopolistic out-
comes are always a latent risk, which calls for ro-
bust competition policy. In a global market, how-
ever, this is difficult to organise. Amonopoly at the
global level can easily be framed as a national inter-

est. Both the United States and China increasingly
prioritise national interests in their competition
policies. Over the past decade, the United States
has largely dismantled international trade regula-
tion through the WTO. [19] China, too, has repeat-
edly departed from the spirit of WTO rules. [20]

Shocks that revealed vulnerability

From 2008 onwards, the landscape of economic
globalisation began to shift. Shocks such as the
global financial crisis, the COVID-19 pandemic,
and Russia’s invasion of Ukraine exposed how
vulnerable existing dependency structures had
become. A single event in one location could
cascade through entire chains: a banking crisis
in the United States froze global credit markets;
halted production in Asia led to shortages of med-
ical equipment and microchips; and Europe con-
fronted the consequences of its dependence on
Russian gas.

These crises pointed to a deeper pattern. The
global economy had been pushed far towards effi-
ciency, while robustness and redundancy were in-
sufficiently developed. The belief that freemarkets
would always deliver sufficient suppliers proved
overly optimistic in domains where a single firm
or country exercises dominant control—such as
energy, semiconductors, or cloud infrastructure.

Many of these dependencies had, in fact, been
known for years. Research prior to 2014 had
already highlighted Europe’s strong reliance on
Russian gas, [21,22] the high concentration of ad-
vanced chip production, and the limited number
of countries supplying critical raw materials. [23]
Yet as long as systems continued to function, the
prevailing assumption was that they would keep
doing so. This amounted to a form of habituation:
risks were recognised, but not incorporated into
policy.

RISKS WERE IDENTIFIED, BUT NOT
INCORPORATED INTO POLICY
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From cooperation to competition for strategic
dominance

China—though similar dynamics apply to coun-
tries in Africa and Latin America—has long ex-
perienced firsthand that dependencies can be de-
ployed as instruments of power. The United States,
for example, has historically been highly reluc-
tant to supply China with advanced technolo-
gies. [24,25] This experience has informed a long-
term Chinese strategy aimed at reducing critical
dependencies on foreign actors.

China’s rise was not driven solely by the relocation
of production to low-cost regions—the globalisa-
tionwave itself—but also by a gradualmove up the
value chain towards segments with higher value
added. [26] From its position as the “workshop
of the world,” China evolved into a country that
explicitly aspires to global leadership in advanced
technology and innovation. [27]

As a result, the economic—and geopoliti-
cal—centre of gravity has shifted towards Asia.
This shift is illustrated in Figure 2. Asia’s share of
the global economy has been increasing for years
and is expected to exceed half of global GDP after
2030. [28]

This transformation has altered the logic of global
relations. Large Asian economies perceive new
opportunities, but also recognise that the United
States is unlikely to relinquish its hegemonic po-
sition in the world economy without resistance.
Where globalisation was previously rooted in mu-
tual dependence and cooperation, states now ac-
tively deploy economic dependencies as tools of
power.

Export controls, investment screening, managed
access to technology, and pressure on raw mate-
rial and logistics chains are prominent examples
of this shift. Farrell and Newman describe this
mechanism as weaponized interdependence: in asym-
metrically structured networks, states that control
central nodes can leverage economic interconnect-
edness for geopolitical influence. [29]

The earlier belief that trade would automatically
stabilise the international order has given way to
a different insight: asymmetric dependencies can
be directly translated into power. Optimising for
efficiency alone is therefore no longer sufficient
in a world defined by strategic competition, inten-
sifying technological rivalry, and shifting global
power balances.

Figure 2: Global GDP Distribution: The World Economy Is Shifting towards Asia
Source: The Economist Intelligence Unit
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Europe must undergo a mental shift

In this new reality, Europe faces the need for a
fundamental mental shift. The European Union
emerged as a peace project, built on cooperation,
stability, and the removal of economic barriers.
The fact that European economies developed deep
dependencies on other countries was not consid-
ered problematic. For decades, this premise func-
tioned well and, from a prosperity perspective,
it remains defensible. Yet it increasingly fails to
align with a world in which geopolitical competi-
tion over strategic sectors has become decisive.

European countries will have to learn to operate in
an environment where power politics, rather than
free-market logic, sets the tone.

THE EUROPEAN UNION IS A PEACE
PROJECT, NOT A POWER PROJECT.
BUT THE WORLD REQUIRES US TO
LEARN THE LANGUAGE OF POWER

For a long time, Europe relied on free-market rea-
soning: if shortages emerged, price signals would
attract alternative suppliers. This logic worked
in a period when globalisation was relatively sta-
ble and geopolitical tensions remained low. In do-
mains where a single actor controls critical produc-
tion, technology, or infrastructure, however, the
price mechanism functions only to a limited extent.
Thosewho control gas, rawmaterials, semiconduc-

tors, or cloud platforms determine the room for
manoeuvre of others—regardless of the price they
are willing to pay.

Moreover, Europe tends to respond slowly and
in a fragmented manner in sectors where rapid
decision-making, targeted investment, and concen-
trated capacity are essential. Traditional market
logic offers insufficient guidance under these con-
ditions. In today’s world, power-based thinking is
no longer a choice, but a prerequisite.

Conclusion: a troubling starting position

The era of free-market globalisation—in which ef-
ficiency took precedence over robustness—is com-
ing to an end. Dependencies that once appeared
rational can, in a world shaped by power politics,
be converted into instruments of pressure. Europe
will have to adapt to this reality, but doing so takes
time, while other geopolitical blocs are already
further along.

The coming years are therefore critical for Europe’s
position in the world. Europe’s vulnerability is
widely visible. The Netherlands will have to posi-
tion itself accordingly—both in terms of domestic
economic steering and in defining its role within
and vis-à-vis Europe.

EUROPE IS VULNERABLE — AND
THE WORLD CAN SEE IT
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2 CRUCIAL INTERESTS

Dependency as a point of departure

Chapter 1 set out how globalisation and speciali-
sation have led to tightly interwoven production
chains, and how interdependence is increasingly
framed as a potential vulnerability. This has trig-
gered a renewed focus on questions of resilience
and robustness, both at the national and the Euro-
pean level.

This reassessment requires precision. Not every
dependency constitutes a problem, and not ev-
ery disruption is strategically relevant. Many de-
pendencies are temporary, inconvenient, but rel-
atively easy to diversify or absorb locally. Other
dependencies, however, affect functions that are
so fundamental that disruption does not remain
confined to a single sector or market, but cascades
across multiple societal domains. Distinguishing
between these types of dependencies is essential to
prevent policy from being driven by a generalised
aversion to openness.

The importance of functions and sectors

The foregoing makes clear that dependency is a
logical outcome of an open and specialised econ-
omy. The policy challenge therefore does not lie
in reducing dependencies as such, but in identi-
fying those dependencies that have a dispropor-
tionate impact when disrupted. The significance
of a function or sector becomes visible precisely at
the moment it ceases to operate. Four interrelated
criteria are guiding in this assessment.

First, there is the degree of interconnectionwith other
functions. Interconnection refers to a function’s
position within the system. Functions that are up-
stream and whose failure simultaneously affects
multiple downstream functions exhibit a high de-
gree of interconnection. Some functions form a
foundational layer underpinning large parts of
the economy and the public sector. Disruption
is then not confined to a single chain, but propa-
gates across sectors and societal domains. Energy
supply, digital infrastructure, and communication

networks are clear examples. The availability of
critical raw materials—including rare earth ele-
ments and other strategic materials—plays a sim-
ilar role, as these constitute a necessary basis for
defence, the energy transition, digital technolo-
gies, and advancedmanufacturing. Defence fulfils
this role indirectly, as security and deterrence are
preconditions for nearly all economic and societal
activity.

Second, the character of disruption matters. For
many goods and services, disruption leads to
a gradual deterioration of societal functioning:
higher costs, reduced availability, or quality loss.
For other functions, system behaviour is binary:
it either functions fully, or not at all. The loss of
electricity or of central digital authentication sys-
tems does not result in “less” functioning, but in
the immediate halt of production, service delivery,
and administrative processes—leading to societal
disruption.

Third, the time horizon to disruption is critical. The
shorter the period during which society can func-
tion without a given function, the greater its strate-
gic weight. In sectors such as energy supply,
telecommunications, and acute healthcare, failure
leads to societal dislocation within hours or days.
For critical raw materials, including rare earth ele-
ments, the time horizon is often longer—weeks to
months—but disruption can nonetheless be strate-
gically destabilising because alternatives are scarce
and scaling up replacement supply structurally
takes time. In other sectors, such as parts of manu-
facturing, adaptation remains possible over longer
periods.

Fourth, a limited number of functions directly af-
fect the functioning of government. Disruption un-
dermines not only economic activity, but also se-
curity, enforcement, public health, and administra-
tive continuity. Defence is the most pronounced
example: failure directly impairs the ability to pro-
tect territory, meet international obligations, and
uphold public order.

When these four characteristics coincide, a struc-
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tural vulnerability emerges—a so-called chokepoint.
In such cases, dependency is not a temporary in-
convenience, but a risk that requires targeted pol-
icy and deliberate steering.

Dependencies in functions such as defence, energy
supply, digital infrastructure (cloud), telecommu-

nications infrastructure, and financial infrastruc-
ture therefore differ fundamentally from ordinary
market or trade dependencies (Table 1).

INTERDEPENDENCE IS INCREAS-
INGLY VIEWED AS A POTENTIAL
VULNERABILITY

Table 1: Importance of sectors in dependencies
Source: DenkWerk (2025)
Note: The classifications used in the table (low, medium, high, very high) reflect a relative assessment of the systemic
importance of sectors. 1. As an example of the largest group of goods and services that are not strategic.

MARKET AND MIGHT 11



14 DENKWERK MARKET AND MIGHT 12



3 EUROPE’S POSITION IN THE CONTEST OF INTERESTS

Importance is not enough: position as the de-
cisive factor

Chapter 2 established which system functions
carry structural weight for the functioning of so-
ciety. That assessment explicitly concerned im-
portance: it identified where disruption can have
broad societal repercussions. Whether, and to
what extent, intervention is required, however, is
not determined by importance alone. What ulti-
mately matters is Europe’s position within these
functions and sectors.

When dependency becomes asymmetric

Dependency becomes problematicwhen it is asym-
metric—when Europe’s room for manoeuvre is
structurally smaller than that of other actors. To
assess this position systematically, three interre-
lated criteria are applied. Together, they determine
whether reciprocity can be transformed into power
and pressure.

The first criterion is control over infrastructure and
“rails”. This concerns governance over the phys-
ical and digital nodes through which processes
run: energy and data networks, cloud platforms,
payment infrastructures, pipelines, certification
regimes, and digital ecosystems. Those who con-
trol these nodes can condition, delay, or terminate
access. In network terms, these are central links
where relatively small interventions can have far-
reaching effects. In functions with high societal
importance—such as energy, telecommunications,
or cloud services—this control translates directly
into broad leverage.

The second criterion is technical autonomy. The core
question is whether Europe can switch providers,
manage systems independently, and retain control

over essential elements such as cryptographic keys,
software updates, and oversight mechanisms. De-
pendency becomes asymmetric when effective con-
trol is lacking, even if infrastructure is physically
located on European territory. This is particularly
salient in digital services and software-intensive
functions, where lock-in can emerge without visi-
ble physical dependence.

The third criterion concerns redundancy and recov-
ery capacity. Europe’s position becomes vulnerable
when alternatives are absent or when replacement
and scaling structurally take a long time. Long
lead times, capital intensity, and highly specialised
knowledge mean that disruptions cannot be ab-
sorbed within a short timeframe. This is evident
in defence industries, critical raw materials, and
pharmaceutical supply chains, where temporary
shocks can have prolonged effects.

When an actor holds a strong position across these
three criteria, effective power emerges. A weak
position, by contrast, results in impotence. In prac-
tice, power is often exercised through legal and
political channels: sanctions, export controls, li-
censing regimes, compliance requirements, or su-
pervisory measures. These instruments are rel-
atively straightforward ways of activating exist-
ing power positions. In sectors with low societal
importance—such as cocoa or parts of consumer
goods value chains—such legal influence may at
most result in price or availability effects. In high-
importance functions, however, the same instru-
ments can trigger immediate societal and admin-
istrative disruption.

These three criteria compel a value-chain perspec-
tive. A strong position in a single link is insufficient
if another link elsewhere can bring the functioning
of the entire chain to a halt. [30,31]
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Figure 3: The Inverted U-Curve
Source: DenkWerk (2025)
Note: The figure presents a conceptual model. The inverted U-shaped relationship aligns with a broad body of literature on
trade, interdependence and cooperation. Classical and contemporary studies show that reciprocity fosters cooperation,
while dominant power positions and one-sided dependencies tend to undermine it (including Montesquieu; Keohane Nye,
1977; Oneal Russett, 1999; Martin et al., 2008; Wang et al., 2013; Wang et al., 2021).

The logic of the inverted U

The three criteria determine when dependency be-
comes asymmetric; the inverted U describes what
this implies for the nature of cooperation. On the
left-hand side of the curve, dependencies are lim-
ited and reciprocity is weak. Cooperation is thin
and provides little stabilising effect.

In the middle of the curve, dependencies are recip-
rocal and the asymmetry criteria remain limited:
neither party holds decisive control. In this zone,
dependency supports cooperation—the core logic
underpinning international trade and cooperation.

The right-hand side of the curve is reached when
multiple asymmetry criteria coincide and reinforce
one another. Dependency then shifts from a recip-
rocal relationship to an asymmetric dependency
and a potential instrument of pressure. Cooper-
ation remains possible, but becomes conditional
and unstable. The inverted U thus functions as
an organising consequence model: it shows how
the accumulation of asymmetry criteria shifts a
position from stability towards vulnerability.

Europe’s current position by function and sec-
tor

Ultimately, the objective is to intersect importance
and position. To do so, we first map Europe’s po-

sition in the key functions and sectors identified
in Chapter 2.

Defence and weapons systems—Europe faces a struc-
tural capacity challenge in the field of defence.
Despite having its own defence industrial base,
the continent remains highly dependent on the
United States for its military capabilities. Figure 4
shows that the United States has been the domi-
nant supplier of European weapon systems for
decades. [32] In the years following 2014, after
the annexation of Crimea and the increase in per-
ceived threat from Russia, this dependency inten-
sified further.

When time, interoperability, and scale matter, Eu-
rope defaults to American systems. In 2024, the
United States spent approximately $997 billion
on defence, while combined European expendi-
ture amounted to around $693 billion, following
years of underinvestment below the NATO bench-
mark. [33] This gap translates directly into differ-
ences in scale, standardisation, and production
capacity. Whereas the United States operates with
a limited number of system variants, Europe pro-
duces dozens of systems in parallel. [34]

The war in Ukraine exposed the practical conse-
quences of this fragmentation: limited stockpiles,
dispersed production, and a near absence of rapid
scaling capacity.
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Figure 4: European Defence Procurement by Country of Origin, 1950–Present
Source: SIPRI
Note: SIPRI’s Trend-Indicator Value (TIV) is a standardised measure of the volume of international transfers of major
conventional weapons systems and captures the military capability transferred, not the financial value of arms transfers. TIV
series are therefore not comparable to defence expenditure figures and are used in this report solely to analyse dependencies
and concentration in arms supplies.

Digital services and cloud infrastructure — Europe
is highly dependent on American providers (Fig-
ure 5). [35] More than 65% of the global cloud
market, virtually all dominant operating systems,
and a large share of critical enterprise software
are under U.S. control. Maintenance, security, and
continuity therefore rely on an external ecosystem
over which Europe has limited influence.

An underlying architecture of tightly intercon-
nected microservices renders this dependency op-
erationally acute: a single decision or outage can
trigger cascading effects [36] across both public
and private processes. This dependency is not the-
oretical. In the past, U.S. sanctions have effectively
cut off access for institutions and firms through
Microsoft services. [37]

Telecommunications infrastructure (5G and 6G) —
Mobile networks constitute a critical backbone
for the economy, government, and security. Fifth-
generation networks are now indispensable for in-
dustrial automation, logistics, healthcare, and de-
fence applications. Sixth-generation networks will
deepen this dependence further through tighter
integration with cloud services, sensor networks,
and artificial intelligence.

Unlike cloud services and operating systems, Eu-

rope does possess global champions in this do-
main. Nokia and Ericsson rank among the global
technological leaders and, together with Huawei,
form the core of the worldwidemarket for network
equipment. The United States lacks comparable
end-to-end suppliers in this field. This gives Eu-
rope a relatively strong starting position at the
radio access and network equipment layers.

At the same time, this position is not autonomous.
The telecommunications value chain is deeply in-
ternationally interwoven, with dependencies in
semiconductors, specialised components, software
layers, and standards-setting processes. Moreover,
the balance of power is shifting towards software-
defined networks, virtualisation, and cloud inte-
gration—domains in which European control is
far less assured.

The strategic question for 5G, and especially for
6G, is therefore not whether Europe has suppliers,
but whether it can anchor its current industrial
position across the full value chain, including core
networks, software stacks, and future standards.
In a function of such high societal importance, the
loss of this anchoring can rapidly translate into
asymmetric dependency, even without any physi-
cal disruption of the network itself.
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Figure 5: Global Market Shares of the Largest Cloud Providers (2021–2025)
Source: Canalys

Financial infrastructure—Europe operates within a
financial system that lies deeply within the Ameri-
can sphere of influence. [38] The dominance of the
dollar in reserves, trade, and commodities means
that European banks and firms almost invariably
rely on U.S.-controlled payment rails. Because
dollar transactions pass through U.S. correspon-
dent banks and clearing houses, they automati-
cally fall under American jurisdiction—evenwhen
they take place entirely outside the United States.
Sanctions imposed by the U.S. Office of Foreign
Assets Control (OFAC) demonstrate the power of
this instrument: access to dollars can be cut off by
a single decision.

Digital payment layers reinforce this asymme-
try. Stablecoins are almost entirely dollar-
denominated, and the major commercial payment
networks operating in Europe—Visa, Mastercard,
and PayPal—are American. In the absence of its
own public digital payment infrastructure, Eu-
rope’s digital economy risks being drawn even
further into the dollar-based system.

Even financial reserves do not provide an au-
tonomous anchor. Large shares of Europe’s
gold reserves [39] are physically stored in U.S.
vaults. [40,41] Legally European, but de facto un-
der American control, this constitutes a strategic
risk that is rarely articulated, particularly in a pe-

riod of political volatility in Washington. Taken
together, the result is a financial system that Eu-
rope relies on intensively, but does not control.

At the same time, Europe’s control over SWIFT
provides leverage over the international messag-
ing system, giving it an effective nodal position in
global payments infrastructure, including dollar
transactions.

Critical technologies — The global technological
frontier no longer lies in Europe. In almost all
strategic technologies—such as quantum comput-
ing, generative artificial intelligence, biotechnol-
ogy, and semiconductors—leadership is held by
either China or the United States. China now dom-
inates 57 of the 64 frontier technologies measured
by theAustralian Strategic Policy Institute (ASPI)b,
driven by an integrated approach linking science,
production, and scaling. [42] Where Europe often
innovates at the laboratory level, China translates
innovation directly into industrial application, al-
lowing scale and learning effects to materialise
more rapidly. [43]

Goods and critical raw materials— Europe, and the
Netherlands in particular, are almost entirely de-
pendent on external suppliers for essential materi-
als, often concentrated in a single country. [44] A
recent study by the ECB showed that more than
80% of the
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European industrial base is three steps removed
from a Chinese producer of rare earth elements.
[45] China dominates the extraction and process-
ing of rare earths, magnesium, and manganese, as
shown in Table 2. The United States plays a com-
parable role in specific other critical raw materials.
Crucially, concentration is most pronounced not in
extraction, but in refining and processing. Access
to raw materials does not automatically translate
into access to functional end products. Even with
access to rare earth elements, Europe is still unable
to produce permanent magnets without external
processing capacity.

Energy — Despite shifts in sourcing, Europe re-
mains structurally a net importer of energy. [46]
The energy transition changes the nature of this

dependency, but does not yet reduce it. New de-
pendencies are emerging around technologies, net-
works, and critical materials. The same pattern
applies to the Netherlands: domestic generation
is increasing, but full autonomy remains a distant
prospect.

At the same time, energy carriers are traded on a
liquid and global market, with potential produc-
tion surpluses on the horizon. Energy vulnerabil-
ity is therefore fundamentally limited, although
it can translate into high costs and price volatility.
From a strategic perspective, energy dependency
poses less acute risks of immediate societal disrup-
tion than other critical functions, but it remains
economically consequential.

Table 2: Import Shares and Concentration (2024)
Source: WITS
Note: The table shows the share of the largest country of origin in Dutch imports by product category, including an
indication of concentration (HHI) and the share of imports originating from outside the EU27. 1. Herfindahl-Hirschman
Index (HHI): a measure of market concentration, calculated as the sum of the squared market shares of all suppliers in a
market. A higher HHI indicates a more concentrated market and therefore greater potential market power and vulnerability
to dependencies.
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AI as a strategic dependency: from regulation to sovereign data and cloud

The rise of artificial intelligence marks a structural shift in power within the global economy.
AI is not an abstract digital phenomenon, but a physical industry built on computing power,
energy, specialised chips, and hyperscale data centres. It is precisely at these tangible layers
that Europe is today deeply asymmetrically dependent.
Figure 6 shows that, over the past decade, Europe has generated a relatively low number of
radical innovations in artificial intelligence. Despite strong regulatory frameworks—most
notably the GDPR and the AI Act—Europe has very limited proprietary AI infrastructure.
This has produced a paradox: Europe sets the rules for the use of AI, but not the conditions
under which AI is developed and deployed.
This dependency has two distinct axes. On the one hand, Europe is structurally reliant on the
United States for high-end AI capacity. American hyperscalers dominate the cloud landscape,
while Nvidia controls nearly the entire ecosystem of AI chips and development software.
Even Europe’s own AI champions train and scale their models on U.S. infrastructure. This
creates a form of functional dependency: access to AI exists, but only within technical, legal,
and commercial frameworks defined by others.
On the other hand, a quieter dependency on China is emerging. In private clouds and indus-
trial applications, Chinese suppliers—most notably Huawei—are gaining ground through
aggressive pricing and vertical integration. At the same time, China is building a dominant
position in AI patents and alternative chip architectures. Should access to U.S. technology
become more restricted, parts of European industry risk being pushed towards Chinese
infrastructure as the only scalable alternative.
The strategic question is therefore not whether Europe can become fully autonomous, but
where dependency is acceptable, where it must remain manageable, and where it is unaccept-
able. Full decoupling is neither economically nor technologically realistic. What is required
instead is targeted intervention at critical chokepoints: generic cloud services for vital sectors,
AI infrastructure for defence and security, and the underlying data centre capacity and energy
supply chains.

Figure 6: Development of Radical AI Innovations (2019–2023)
Source: Bruegel
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Figure 7: Classification of Strategic Sectors Based on Importance and Dependency
Source: DenkWerk (2025)
Note: The figure organises system functions along two dimensions: societal importance (vertical axis) and the degree of
Europe’s dependency (horizontal axis). The positioning is indicative and based on the analysis in Chapters 2 and 3. It is
intended as an analytical tool to distinguish priorities.

Where do strategic risks concentrate?

Strategic tension arises where high societal im-
portance coincides with an asymmetric position.
Where Europe faces structurally limited room for
manoeuvre within a critical system function, the
risk extends beyond efficiency losses alone.

This intersection enables focus. Figure 7 visu-
alises this logic by crossing the importance of
a function with Europe’s relative position. Sys-
tem functions where importance is high but Eu-
rope’s position remains reciprocal or robust pri-

marily require vigilance (Group II), as well as an
assessment of whether these sectors can be fur-
ther developed into sources of leverage. Functions
where high importance and asymmetry coincide,
by contrast, constitute the core problem (Group I).
These are the areas where further analysis and
concrete courses of action must concentrate. Fi-
nally, Group III comprises functions that are not
risk-free, but lack the urgency of Groups I and II. c

WHERE IMPORTANCE IS HIGH BUT
POSITION IS WEAK, ACTION BE-
COMES UNAVOIDABLE
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4 EUROPEAN FRAMEWORK AND CAPACITY FOR ACTION

Europe is rich in values, but limited in means. It
is powerful in rules, yet restrained in power. It is
precisely in this tension that the central question
of this chapter arises: can a system designed to
preserve peace also organise countervailing power
in a world that is becoming increasingly less peace-
ful?

Europe is not a federal state, but a community
of countries whose cooperation was built on eco-
nomic interests rather than on the accumulation of
power. The European Coal and Steel Community
was designed to transform rivalry into mutual de-
pendence, and thereby into peace. [47] This project
produced an impressive institutional architecture:
free movement, a single market, common regu-
lation, and even a shared currency. Yet despite
this depth, Europe remains a collection of national
political economies that struggle to converge on
shared strategic choices. This tension runs through
the chapter as a central theme: a wealthy continent
that has created internal stability through rules
and redistribution, but finds it difficult to develop
power, speed, and strategic capacity externally.

Europe’s distributive logic: internal strength,
external constraint

Europe’s economic architecture is built on pub-
lic redistribution and market regulation—a model
that delivers stability, but also inertia. The welfare
state provides citizens with security, while rein-
forcing the notion that risks should be collectively
absorbed. This makes Europe predictable, but con-
strains its ability to make strategic leaps. Market
ordering and social protection together account
for the largest share of public expenditure: on av-
erage around 27% of GDP, rising above 30% in
Germany, France, and the Nordic countries. [48]
Europe thus operates the largest public welfare
state in the world.

Public spending in the United States follows a dif-
ferent logic. Not because Washington has greater
fiscal space—on the contrary, the U.S. levies sig-
nificantly less tax and has structurally fewer pub-

lic resources than Europe—but because it is will-
ing to finance strategic capacity on credit. Where
Europe guards its budget, the United States uses
the budget as a geopolitical instrument. Fiscal
space is created through sustained deficits of
around 6% of GDP, [49] a federal debt exceeding
120% of GDP, [50] and large-scale investment pro-
grammes that do not wait for fiscal balance. [51]
Scale and speed take precedence over cost contain-
ment. China follows a third path: not through
debt, but through state banks and central plan-
ning. [52]

The outcome is stark and uncomfortable. Europe
is internally stable but externally constrained; the
United States is externally powerful but internally
fiscally strained and potentially vulnerable; [53]
China is externally assertive and internally author-
itarian. [54]

This distributive logic can be understood through
the lens of the geo-economic trilemma. The po-
sition Europe has chosen within this trilemma
shapes both its capacity for action and the way
it deploys policy instruments.

The geo-economic trilemma: three objec-
tives, two choices

The geo-economic trilemma rests on the propo-
sition that three objectives cannot be fully max-
imised simultaneously: strategic autonomy, maxi-
mum economic openness and integration, and in-
dependent democratic institutions (Figure 8). Ten-
sion arises from the friction between these goals.
Maximising openness and integration enhances
efficiency and prosperity, but simultaneously cre-
ates dependencies on external suppliers.

Strategic autonomy, by contrast, requires limit-
ing such dependencies through diversification of
value chains, the creation of buffers, and the devel-
opment of domestic capacity. Independent demo-
cratic institutions, in turn, shape how strategic
autonomy can be organised: they impose legal
constraints, demand legitimacy, and prioritise pro-
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portionality and accountability. This makes Eu-
rope’s approach fundamentally different from that
of more centralised or authoritarian systems.

Europe has historically prioritised openness and
democratic governance, accepting dependency as
the price of efficiency and stability. In a world of
intensifying geopolitical competition, that balance

is increasingly under strain. The trilemma does
not imply that Europe must abandon its core val-
ues, but it does clarify that trade-offs are unavoid-
able. Expanding strategic autonomy will require
conscious choices about where openness can be
sustained, where it must be constrained, and how
democratic control can be preserved while acting
with greater speed and strategic intent.
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Figure 8: The Geoeconomic Trilemma
Source: DenkWerk (2025)

They constrain the concentration of power, impose
requirements of legitimacy and the rule of law,
and anchor decision-making in public accountabil-
ity. The European Union, the United States, and
China each make different trade-offs within the
trilemma. These choices explain their divergent
power positions.

The European Union combines strong, indepen-
dent democratic institutions with a high degree
of economic openness and integration. The sin-
gle market, competition policy, legal protection,
and transparency form the core of the European
model. [55,56] This combination has delivered
prosperity and internal stability, but it has also
produced structural dependencies. Strategic au-
tonomy has long remained implicitly subordinate
to efficiency and market integration. [57]

The United States positions itself primarily along
the axis of strategic autonomy and is willing to
subordinate economic openness to that objective.
Open markets remain important, but are con-
strained whenever national security, technolog-
ical dominance, or geopolitical influence are at
stake. This is reflected in large-scale subsidies, ex-
port restrictions, sanctions, and targeted industrial
programmes. Democratic institutions formally re-
main intact, but come under pressure from the
scale, speed, and centralisation of strategic eco-
nomic decision-making. [58]

China positions itself within the geo-economic
trilemma along strategic autonomy and selective
economic openness, with democratic institutions
subordinated to state objectives. [59] Economic
openness is deployed instrumentally: it is permit-
ted insofar as it contributes to industrial upgrad-
ing, technological development, and value-chain
dominance, and restricted once it threatens those
goals. [60] Strategic sectors are protected through
state planning, state-owned banks, targeted subsi-
dies, and direct steering. [61] Institutional checks
and balances do not operate as autonomous con-
straints on state power, but function within a sys-
tem in which the judiciary, media, and political
processes are subject to direct party control. [62]
This enables speed, scale, and coordination, but
at the expense of institutional independence and
rule-of-law safeguards.

Taken together, this comparison makes clear that
Europe occupies a structurally distinct position
within the geo-economic trilemma compared to
the United States and China. Europe has chosen to
maximise openness and democratic governance,
accepting limits on strategic autonomy as the price
of stability and legitimacy. In an environment of
intensifying geopolitical competition, this position
no longer represents a neutral equilibrium, but an
increasingly exposed one.
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For Europe, one element is non-negotiable: inde-
pendent democratic institutions. [63] Movement
towards greater strategic autonomy can therefore
only take place through choices about the degree
and form of economic openness, in order to build
strategic capacity within democratic constraints.

Demand-side versus supply-side steering: a
system built on regulation

A position within the geo-economic trilemma
also determines the choice of policy instruments.
Europe primarily shapes economic dynamics
through demand-side steering and relies above all
on rules. Carbon pricing, product standards, con-
sumer protection, privacy frameworks, and com-
petition policy are designed to change behaviour
from the bottom up. This approach works, but
slowly. It is policy that disciplines rather than pol-
icy that builds.

By contrast, the United States operates largely
through supply-side steering: fiscal incentives,
subsidies, guarantees, and strategic public pro-
curement. [64] This is policy that directly creates
capacity. China follows a third route: central plan-
ning combined with local execution, control over
value chains, and the deliberate acceptance of tem-
porarily inefficient overcapacity in order to build
strategic advantage. [65]

Europe does possess supply-side instru-
ments—most notably in agricultural pol-
icy [66]—but their deployment across the
wider economy remains exceptional and frag-
mented. [67] The result is a sharp asymmetry:
Europe writes rules, others create capacity. Rules
organise behaviour; capacity shapes history. It is
precisely this tension that renders Europe geopo-
litically vulnerable.

This asymmetry becomes even more pronounced
when considering the time dynamics of policy.
Demand-side instruments operate over years:
firms must invest, consumers must adapt be-
haviour, and suppliers must implement new stan-
dards. Both the United States and China place
far greater emphasis on innovation as a means
of strengthening their geopolitical position. [68]
Their supply-side steering operates withinmonths.

Once subsidies, tax credits, and guaranteed off-
take contracts are announced, investment patterns
shift almost immediately. [69–71] This helps ex-
plain why the United States experienced an un-
precedented wave of reindustrialisation in batter-
ies, semiconductors, and clean technologieswithin
two years—while Europe was still engaged in
consultation, state-aid assessments, and standard-
setting. [72]

Moreover, demand-side instruments place the bur-
den of transition on individual actors, whereas
supply-side instruments place responsibility with
the state. This is a fundamental difference. Europe
expects change from millions of firms and house-
holds; the United States and China mobilise the
state first, and the market second. As a result, they
create pathways that firms find attractive to follow,
whereas Europe primarily marks pathways that
firms are expected to comply with.

Finally, scale is decisive. In a world where critical
sectors—from semiconductors to AI models—are
capital-intensive and characterised by strong net-
work effects, the actor that can rapidly mobilise
mass gains the advantage. Supply-side steering is
a tool for construction; demand-side steering is a
tool for ordering. Those who only order, but do
not build, remain dependent on those who do.

If Europe is to avoid becoming a hinterland of the
United States and China, it will have to adjust both
its position within the trilemma and the associ-
ated policy toolkit. Strategic autonomy cannot be
built within the existing straitjacket of procedu-
ral logic and budgetary orthodoxy. It requires an
institutional shift—one that explicitly preserves
democratic space, but necessarily entails move-
ment along the axis of economic openness.

This may involve, for example, more explicit in-
dustrial policy in core domains, a European fund
to support geopolitical objectives, and joint debt
instruments such as Eurobonds for defence. These
options are developed further in the following sec-
tions. As long as such a shift fails to materialise,
Europe will remain dependent in domains where
dependency directly translates into vulnerabilities
in security, prosperity, and political room for ma-
noeuvre.
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European decision-making: the political cap-
stone that confirms earlier patterns

European decision-making fits logically into the
pattern outlined at the beginning of this chap-
ter. Europe is not a federal state, but an asso-
ciation of states that organise stability through
rules rather than through centralised power. This
model functioned as long as Europe was primarily
inward-looking; it begins to strain once geopolitics
demands speed and concentration of resources.
While many market-related decisions in the EU
can be taken by qualified majority, strategic do-
mains—foreign policy, security, sanctions, and
taxation—still often require unanimity. [73] This
means that any member state, large or small, can
veto decisions that affect collective security.

Unanimity was originally intended as a safeguard
for equality within a peace project. In a geopoliti-
cal environment, however, it has become a brake
on speed, [74] precisely the type of constraint al-
ready observed in the trilemma and in Europe’s
reliance on demand-side steering. Positionswithin
the trilemma also diverge across member states,
with the desire for autonomy often framedmore in
national than in European terms. Northern coun-
tries emphasise fiscal discipline and the rule of law;
southern countries call for solidarity and invest-
ment; easternmember states experience Russia not
as an abstract risk but as an immediate threat; and
a small number of countries—most notably Hun-
gary—actively use veto power to pursue national
or even personal political objectives.

The result is that Europe is least effective precisely
in those areas where speed and unity are most
needed. Every compromise must be economically
and legally sound, but also politically acceptable
to 27 different electorates. Decision-making thus
becomes not only an institutional challenge, but a
power problem. A Union that cannot act quickly

struggles to project power. And a Union in which
one or two countries can block strategic policy can-
not adopt a coherent position in a world where
opposing blocs are centrally directed.

Conclusion: the tipping point

Europe has reached a moment at which the
trilemma is no longer optional. The three patterns
developed in this chapter—the free-market logic
that prioritises economic openness over strategic
capacity, the preference for demand-side steer-
ing that places rules above construction, and the
decision-making architecture that favours unanim-
ity over speed—reinforce one another. Together,
they explain why Europe is normatively strong
but geopolitically vulnerable.

At the same time, this chapter does not only reveal
Europe’s constraints; it also showswhy the tipping
point represents an opportunity. Precisely because
these limitations are interconnected, potential so-
lutions can be as well. If Europe is willing to treat
strategic investment not as a discretionary Euro-
pean cost but as a necessary public function; if it
is prepared to deploy supply-side steering selec-
tively in domains where capacity is decisive; and
if it organises decision-making through coalitions
that can move when unanimity blocks progress,
space emerges to break the existing pattern. That
space is larger than is often assumed.

This provides the natural bridge to the next chap-
ter, Europe’s strengths: an exploration of the assets
Europe does possess—its resources, values, mar-
ket size, institutions, and societal capacity—and
how these, if deployed strategically, can form the
basis for renewed autonomy and influence.

THOSE WHO ONLY ORDER, BUT DO
NOT BUILD, REMAIN DEPENDENT
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Structural fragmentation within the European Union

The European Union is structurally fragmented. Member states differ in economic structure,
security priorities, and political preferences. Northern European countries tend to prioritise
fiscal discipline; southern European countries emphasise social support and stability; and
eastern member states focus primarily on security vis-à-vis Russia. This diversity makes the
formulation of a coherent common strategy inherently difficult.
Reports such as the Franco-German Sailing on High Seas (2023) and analyses by the European
Council on Foreign Relations (2025) point to a proliferation of mini-coalitions within the EU,
often formed around specific issues but lacking a shared long-term strategic vision.
An analysis of voting behaviour across multiple policy domains among the 27 EU member
states over the period 1996–2019 illustrates this pattern. The analysis measures the extent
to which countries vote in alignment, with lighter colours indicating higher levels of agree-
ment. Policy areas are weighted according to the importance assigned by the member states
themselves. What stands out is that the Eastern European bloc is positioned at a considerable
distance from the final collective decisions. The question this raises is straightforward: how
sustainable is such a configuration in a context of growing geopolitical pressure?

Source: DenkWerk Kickstart AI (2025)
Note: adapted from Arregui, J., and Perarnaud, C. (2021) — A New Dataset on Legislative Decision-Making in
the European Union: The DEU III Dataset
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5 EUROPE’S STRENGTHS

Europe is easily dismissed by other geopolitical
blocs as a declining West that can be written off.
That assessment is misguided. Europe no longer
holds the dominance it enjoyed before the World
Wars, but it is far from a marginal actor on the
global stage. Economically, Europe—taken as the
EU, the EEA, and the United Kingdom—remains
a heavyweight. The internal market, with around
450 million consumers, is one of the largest inte-
grated economic zones in the world and provides
a stable foundation for economic power. [75]

Europe’s workforce is among the best educated
globally, [76] underpinning a strong knowledge-
intensive economy. The European welfare state
also translates into significant consumer purchas-
ing power. European regulation is explicitly
oriented towards this consumer power and has
proven capable of shaping behaviour beyond Eu-
rope’s borders. [77] This is evident, for example,
in digital regulation, where Europe has taken a
leading position in privacy and consumer protec-
tion. [78]

On the production side, Europe has weakened its
power position by allowing excessive dependency

to emerge within global value chains. Yet it contin-
ues to occupy positions within those chains that
secure high value-creation potential. This can be il-
lustrated by the so-called smile curve shown in Fig-
ure 9. [79,80] Europe remains strong at both ends
of the curve, where value capture is greatest. Glob-
alisation over recent decades enabled the global
dispersion of production chains, with lower value-
added activities logically outsourced to countries
with lower labour costs.

This “smile-curve logic,” however, underestimated
a critical risk. Even activities with relatively low
value added can generate substantial dependen-
cies. When these segments of the chain become ge-
ographically concentrated or politically exposed,
they can evolve into strategic chokepoints. Eu-
rope’s challenge, therefore, is not only to preserve
its strengths at the high-value ends of the chain,
but also to recognise and address vulnerabilities
that arise in parts of the production process tradi-
tionally seen as peripheral.

EVEN LOW VALUE-ADDED ACTIV-
ITIES CAN BECOME SOURCES OF
MAJOR DEPENDENCY

Figure 9: The “Smile Curve”: Distribution of Value Creation and Dependencies Along Global Value Chains
Source: DenkWerk (2025)
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The strength on the left-hand side of the smile
curve lies in the high educational level of Eu-
rope’s population, the quality of its scientific re-
search, [81] and a culture in which creativity is
actively encouraged and rewarded. [82] Europe
does not suffer from a shortage of ideas or inven-
tions, but it does struggle to translate those inven-
tions into scale in the market. [83] This is strik-
ing, because Europe has accumulated ample capi-
tal [84] that could, in principle, finance precisely
that scaling-up phase. The capital exists, but it
is not deployed in ways that systematically sup-
port innovation. Capital therefore remains a latent
strength in Europe—one whose importance is un-
derscored by historical experience.

The strength on the right-hand side of the smile
curve is determined by deep insight into consumer
preferences and consumption patterns. Europe’s
service-based economy aligns well with this end
of the curve, and rising global prosperity makes
it a genuine growth market. [85] The European
policy toolkit, with its emphasis on demand-side
steering, has the weaknesses described in the pre-
vious chapter, but it also has clear strengths in this
segment of the curve. Marketing, branding, and
service-oriented activities are typically not capital-
intensive, but they are highly sensitive to regula-
tion—an area where Europe exerts influence.

In addition, Europe hosts several globally decisive
knowledge clusters. ASML and its ecosystemdom-
inate the global lithography value chain; [86] Euro-
pean medical technology companies rank among
the world leaders; [87] and in climate technologies
Europe leads in offshore wind, electrolysers, and
green hydrogen standards. [88]

Finally, Europe possesses something no other actor
commands to the same extent: regulatory author-
ity. Through the so-called Brussels Effect, the EU
exports standards globally in areas such as data
protection, competition, product safety, and cli-
mate policy. [89] More than 140 countries have
now adopted privacy legislation inspired by the
GDPR. [90]

Enhancing earning capacity and resilience
through deepening the single market

One of the most important ways for Europe to
strengthen its position in the global order is to bet-
ter mobilise its internal strengths. Reports by Letta
and Draghi, [91,92] as well as an IMF study, [93]
show that the EU constrains itself through a dense
web of internal regulations that often differ by
member state, along with other cross-border barri-
ers. According to the IMF, these internal frictions
are equivalent to tariff barriers of around 40% for
goods and more than 100% for cross-border ser-
vices. Creating more room for European firms
to operate seamlessly across the entire EU mar-
ket would unlock scaling opportunities that are
currently too often absent. [94]

The lack of such opportunities helps explain why
many start-ups relocate to theUnited States, where
scale is easier to achieve. [95] Scale is frequently
decisive for competitiveness. By failing to fully ex-
ploit its own scale potential—and by not enabling
abundant capital to be invested at attractive re-
turnswithin its own region—the EUweakens itself
as a global competitor.

From strengths to pressure points

Europe has been shown to face asymmetric de-
pendencies that can be weaponised against it in
a geopolitical power struggle. The question is
whether Europe can also deploy its own strengths
as pressure points to generate countervailing
power.

Hard pressure points

Semiconductors: ASML and the EUV ecosystem

Europe possesses the only machines in the world
capable of producing advanced, state-of-the-art
chips: ASML’s EUV systems, [96] combined with
the unique optics supplied by Zeiss and comple-
mentary deposition and packaging systems from
firms such as ASM and BESI. This value chain is
not merely scarce; it is irreplaceable. [97] The tech-
nical barriers are so high that even China’s state-
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directed investment efforts have failed to produce
viable alternatives.

The strength of this pressure point also lies in con-
tinuity. Semiconductor fabs require a constant sup-
ply of servicing, spare parts, calibration, and soft-
ware updates. If Europe were to halt that supply,
output would decline within weeks.

Aviation: Airbus and European subsystems

China’s civil aviation sector—and large parts of
Asia’s—remains structurally dependent on Euro-
pean aircraft and components. [98] Key subsys-
tems, including engine components (Safran, MTU,
Rolls-Royce), avionics (Thales), and air manage-
ment systems (Liebherr Aerospace), form a cer-
tified ecosystem that cannot be replicated with-
out European involvement. Because maintenance
cycles are legally and technically tightly regu-
lated, [99] aircraft are grounded within weeks if
spare parts, software updates, or certification ap-
provals are withheld. This creates a rare form of
direct dependency: the withdrawal of European
servicing capacity translates almost immediately
into grounded fleets.

Medium-hard pressure points

Market access and regulatory authority

The internal market provides Europe with a struc-
tural pressure point, as access to it is inseparable
from compliance with European rules. This allows
Europe to steer design choices and production
standards towards European technologies, includ-

ing advanced recycling processes where Europe
holds a competitive lead.

The structure of the internal market also creates a
more direct option for leverage. Europe imports
large volumes of low-value goods from China that
are not critical for Europe’s own functioning, but
are essential to China’s export-driven earning ca-
pacity. [100] Temporarily restricting or suspending
these non-critical flows would impose relatively
limited costs on Europe, while generating imme-
diate and substantial economic effects for China.

Other strengths without strategic leverage

Beyond the pressure points identified above, Eu-
rope remains competitive across a wide range of
sectors, as also reflected in Group III in Chap-
ter 3. Europe’s prosperity does not arise by chance.
These strengths, however, largely fail to meet the
criteria of high interconnectedness, binary disrup-
tion, short time-to-damage, and direct impact on
government functioning. In these domains, mar-
ket mechanisms dominate: efficient suppliers cap-
ture significant demand without acquiring struc-
tural power.

Taken together, Europe does possess several pres-
sure points, but it makes only limited use of them.
The consultative culture and internal fragmenta-
tion previously identified help explain why these
instruments remain largely dormant.

EUROPE MAKES ONLY LIMITED USE
OF THE PRESSURE POINTS IT POS-
SESSES
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6 REDUCING ASYMMETRIC DEPENDENCIES

In Chapters 2 and 3, we identified several critical
asymmetric dependencies that have positioned Eu-
rope too far to the right on the inverted U-curve.
As a result, Europe has become overly exposed to
the power politics of other geopolitical blocs. Eu-
ropean countries must therefore jointly develop a
strategy to reduce these dependencies. This will
not be a simple undertaking, particularly in light of
the specific characteristics of Europe’s institutional
framework and decision-making model described
in Chapter 4.

When reducing asymmetric dependencies, two
strategic approaches can be distinguished. [101]

Strategic autonomy

The first direction is strategic autonomy. This
implies that Europe seeks to organise as large
a share as possible of critical dependencies and
value chains within its own borders—or those of
genuinely trusted partner nations. The objective
is to reduce reliance on external suppliers and to
limit vulnerability to geopolitical shocks.

This path is both economically and technologically
demanding, [102] and can therefore only be pur-
sued selectively, reserved for the most critical de-
pendencies—such as defence and digital infras-
tructure.

In the field of defence, European NATO countries
have committed to structurally increasing defence
efforts towards approximately 3.5% of GDP. [103]
This involves not merely higher expenditure, but
the restoration of European military credibility:
rebuilding ammunition stocks, scaling up the de-
fence industrial base, improving deployability, and
reducing reliance on the United States. If the ad-

ditional 1.5% of GDP in committed spending on
“adjacent and supporting sectors” is included, it
becomes clear that this represents a serious bud-
getary challenge.

Building an independent European digital infras-
tructure is an undertaking of comparable mag-
nitude. For decades, Europe benefited from
developments largely financed and built else-
where—primarily in the United States. Earlier
DenkWerk reports, The Online World and The Data-
Driven Future, explicitly highlighted the structural
power embedded in ownership of physical and
digital infrastructure:

"U.S. and Chinese data conglomerates are rapidly
building an unbridgeable lead. Just as they cur-
rently act as gatekeepers of internet markets, they
may soon become gatekeepers in the data-driven
world—for sectors such as automotive, healthcare,
and energy."[104]

Reducing dependency in this domain, as in de-
fence, requires a substantial and coordinated Eu-
ropean effort aimed at building autonomous ca-
pacity.

Strategic indispensability

The alternative direction of strategic indispens-
ability starts from a different logic. Rather than
attempting to internalise entire value chains, Eu-
rope focuses on critical niches and so-called choke-
points or pressure points in which it can become
globally leading or irreplaceable. In Chapter 5 we
examined Europe’s strengths and potential pres-
sure points, and it is logical to seek chokepoints
within and around these strengths (see Table 3).
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Table 3: European Leverage Points vis-à-vis China and the United States
Source: DenkWerk (2025)
Note: The strategic significance of 6G infrastructure and Europe’s positioning within it are further elaborated in Chapter 10.

To deploy pressure points credibly, Europe—or
a “coalition of the willing,” to be discussed
later—will need to protect existing leverage and
expand it where possible. The other power blocs
are already playing along the axis of power and
are actively reducing their own asymmetric de-
pendencies. China’s “Made in China 2025” strat-
egy is explicit about its ultimate ambition of
self-sufficiency. [105] Although the United States
frames its policies in terms of security and lead-
ership rather than sovereignty, the movement to-
wards autonomy and the reduction of dependen-
cies is equally pronounced. [106]

In both cases, the objectives are clear: to reduce
reliance on others in critical sectors and to secure
control over strategic chokepoints.

Strategies of China and the United States

Protecting and expanding pressure points—depen-
dencies for others—will therefore be a dynamic
process. Just as Europe seeks to reduce its own vul-
nerabilities and strengthen its leverage, others are
doing the same. This is not always economically
efficient, but it is necessary if Europe wishes to
retain control over the direction of its own society.

What remains of the European autonomy
agenda?

In recent years, the European Commission has
initiated a clear shift in course. Where strategic de-
pendencies were once treated as secondary, they
now occupy a central place in European policy
thinking. Concepts such as strategic autonomy,
economic security, and weaponised interdepen-
dence have become commonplace. Dependencies
in semiconductors, energy, critical raw materials,
cloud infrastructure, and defence are no longer
framed purely in economic terms, but explicitly
as geopolitical matters. This mental and political
shift is in itself significant: it has enabled policies
that would have been unthinkable only a few years
ago.

This reorientation has resulted in a series of con-
crete frameworks and legislative instruments. The
Chips Act, the Critical Raw Materials Act, the Net-
Zero Industry Act, and strengthened rules on for-
eign subsidies, investment screening, and export
controls have all been enacted. The EU has demon-
strated that, as a policy coordinator, it is capable of
acting. There are also tangible results: scaling up
parts of the semiconductor ecosystem, [107] invest-
ments in batteries, [108] acceleration in defence
production, [109] and large-scale energy infras-
tructure projects. [110] Autonomy is not yet sys-
temic, but it is emerging in fragments—sector by
sector, file by file. The agenda appears sufficiently
consequential that the most recent U.S. national se-
curity strategy even contains language advocating
the dismantling of the EU. [111]
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At the same time, the gap between ambition and
execution remains substantial. [112] The European
Union has little autonomous implementation ca-
pacity. It can set norms and coordinate, but it can-
not build, own, or invest at scale over the long
term—that responsibility rests with the member
states, where sustained attention to the full strate-
gic agenda remains limited. [113] This is also the
case in the Netherlands.

There is no permanent European investment vehi-
cle for strategic capacity, no structural fiscal frame-
work, and no executive counterpart comparable
to an American Department of Energy or Depart-
ment of Defense (now referred to as the Depart-
ment of War). [114]

Moreover, the EU continues to rely heavily on
frameworks and incentives, assuming that mar-

kets will subsequently deliver outcomes—while in
strategic sectors market risks are too high and first-
mover disadvantages are often paralysing. [115]

The core of the problem is therefore structural. Eu-
rope has articulated the diagnosis with clarity, but
lacks the corresponding instruments. It seeks to
realise geopolitical autonomy without engaging in
geopolitical behaviour. As long as power, capital,
and decision-making are not structurally concen-
trated where necessary, strategic autonomy will
remain a policy ambition rather than a geopolitical
reality.

In the next three chapters, we will analyse what is
feasible in the short term (risk management) and
in the medium term (capacity building), and sub-
sequently how—and with whom—steps towards
greater autonomy can be taken.

GEOPOLITICAL AUTONOMY REQUIRES GEOPOLITICAL BEHAVIOUR
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7 WHAT IS THE PERSPECTIVE FOR ACTION?

For the Netherlands and Europe to act with the
aim of reducing asymmetric dependencies, it be-
gins with a different orientation. The primary
consideration in these dependencies is no longer
price-quality optimisation, but the reduction of
vulnerability. In some cases, this may mean pay-
ing more or accepting slightly lower performance.
It also implies that so-called “dirty” or undesirable
processes such as mining or refining may need to
return to Europe and the Netherlands.

"Strategic autonomy requires a different optimi-
sation: not the lowest price or the highest perfor-
mance, but reliability under stress."

This reorientation applies both in the short term
and in the medium term. Choices must be made
on the basis of a broader assessment framework
than price and quality alone.

Short term: managing risks

We first examine two short-term actions that can
help make dependencies more manageable:

• reorienting trade flows

• stockpiling and retaining secondary streams

Reorienting trade flows (friendshoring)

The question whether the EU can, in the short
term, reduce critical dependencies without build-
ing new production capacity requires an analysis
of the extent to which import flows from risk coun-
tries (China, the United States, and Russia) can
be redirected towards alternative exporters. To
gain an initial sense of this, a model-based sim-
ulation was conducted to assess to what degree

a goods list of critical materials, equipment, and
components in healthcare, ICT, energy, and critical
minerals could be “shifted” by accepting higher
prices.1 The exercise is explicitly indicative: spe-
cific product characteristics were not considered,
and services were excluded. Themodel reallocates
trade based on existing capacity, without assum-
ing additional production.

The main conclusions of the simulation are cau-
tiously encouraging:

• Exposure to trade flows from China and the
United States declines visibly. EU depen-
dence on China decreases from 11.32% to
8.23%, and on the United States from 8.14%
to 1.85%. This is substantial, given the short
time horizon within which trade can realis-
tically adjust. A subsector analysis shows
that exports in the technical sector are more
difficult to redirect (see Figure 10).

• The redistribution consistently points in
the same direction: Canada, Japan, South
Korea and Australia gain, but also Mex-
ico, Malaysia, Vietnam and other Southeast
Asian economies emerge as potential part-
ners. These countries already export at scale
in the relevant product groups and could
generate additional supply in the short term
(see Table A.1).2

An important caveat is that although exposure
to risk countries declines, trade concentration
(measured using the Herfindahl-Hirschman In-
dex) hardly decreases. In some sectors it even in-
creases. This is becausemany product groups have
only one realistic alternative supplier. Substitution
therefore automatically leads to new concentration
elsewhere.
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Figure 10: Import Shares from China, the United States, and Russia by Subsector Before and After Optimisation
Source: DenkWerk & Kickstart AI (2025)
Note: Blue shows the current situation, Purple shows the optimized situation

• The share of high-risk imports declines for in-
puts, capital goods and semi-finished prod-
ucts: these are the segments where other
exporters, such as Canada, Australia, Japan,
South Korea and Malaysia, can rapidly free
up additional capacity. For finished prod-
ucts, by contrast, risk exposure remains high,
even after optimisation. Final goods are con-
centrated in Chinese production ecosystems
that are not easily replicated. As long as
Europe does not regain midstream capac-
ity and final assembly, asymmetrical depen-
dency will persist (see Figure 11).

• Finally, the model reallocates approximately
€150 billion in imports. For all critical goods,
short-term trade flows are shifted by paying
a higher price (as was the case with LNG
when Russia shut off the gas supply [116]).
The model does not quantify the associated
costs, but these will certainly amount to
tens of billions of euros. At the same time,
both the United States and China are actively
competing for access to critical raw materi-
als [117]. On several occasions, the EU has
already been outcompeted — for example
in attempts to secure rare-earth contracts in
Brazil.
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Figure 11: Import Shares from China, the United States, and Russia by Production Stage Before and After
Optimisation
Source: DenkWerk & Kickstart AI (2025)
Note: Blue shows the current situation, Purple shows the optimized situation

Stockpiling and retaining secondary flows
(pre-recycling infrastructure)

Stockpiling critical materials

Stockpiling critical materials primarily enhances
the EU’s resilience, as strategic reserves function
as shock absorbers. A physical buffer makes it pos-
sible to absorb temporary supply disruptions —
whether caused bywar, export restrictions or logis-
tical incidents — without production immediately
coming to a halt or the full shock cascading into
prices and availability.

Stockpiles also function as a geopolitical signal.
When the EU builds up reserves, it implicitly sends
the message that it can bridge a period of disrup-
tion and is less vulnerable to economic coercion.
This increases the credibility of other instruments,
including sanctions, export restrictions and con-
ditional trade, because internal vulnerability is re-
duced.

Only materials that are stable and efficient to store
are suitable for rapid stockpiling [118]. Metals,
precious metals and many oxides remain intact for
years and require limited storage space, whereas
reactive compounds such as lithium hydroxide
degrade quickly and low-grade ores are too volu-
minous for cost-efficient storage.

A decisive condition is usability. A stockpile only
has strategic value if Europe can process the mate-
rial itself into functional semi-finished or finished
products. Without domestic refining capacity, a
reserve remains a passive asset. Stockpiling mate-
rials that do notmeet this conditionmust therefore
go hand in hand with building European produc-
tion and refining capacity.

Retaining secondary raw materials

Each year, the EU allows substantial volumes of
strategic secondary raw materials to flow out of
its economy. Battery black mass, copper and alu-
minium scrap, rare-earth-containing magnets,
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and other critical residues are collected, shred-
ded and subsequently exported to distant pre-
processing hubs. There, they are upgraded and
ultimately processed within Asian refining chains,
often dominated by Chinese firms [119].

In the short term, Europe does not yet need to
recycle these materials domestically. However,
retaining these flows is essential: sorting, buffer-
ing, dismantling and pre-processing. This forms
the raw-material base — the infrastructure — for
future European recycling capacity and prevents
value and strategic control from leaking out of the
EU [120].

This is precisely why the ReSourceEU framework
explicitly calls for reducing scrap exports of critical
materials and for retaining strategic waste streams
within the internal market [121]. ReSourceEU ar-
gues that secondary raw materials in Europe are
scarce enough to be treated as strategic assets, and
that their leakage undermines the development of

a European circular value chain.

By keeping secondary flowswithin the EU, Europe
breaks a structural dependency that would other-
wise continue to deepen. Conversely, when these
flows are retained or conditioned through export
requirements, input costs for foreign refiners rise
immediately. For countries that have organised
their midstream capacity around such inputs, Eu-
ropean scrap is not a substitutable resource. Short-
term success therefore means regaining control
over the raw materials we already possess.

Finally, stockpiling and export restrictions on scrap
are interpreted by trading partners as limitations
on their access to rawmaterials. China has, in com-
parable situations, threatened export restrictions
when other countries strengthened their own re-
serves [122]. Short-term stockpiling policy must
therefore anticipate potential retaliation and esca-
lation in raw-material markets.

AUTONOMY IS NOT WITHOUT COST
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8 MID-TERM MEASURES: BUILDING CAPACITY

As set out in Chapter 6, the route of “strategic au-
tonomy” is economically and technologically de-
manding. This route should therefore be reserved
for functions and sectors with the highest systemic
relevance, in particular defence and cloud infras-
tructure — or more precisely: data autonomy. For
other high-importance sectors, reducing depen-
dencies is sufficient as long as credible alternatives
remain available. Preserving and strengthening
Europe’s own strategic pressure points remains
essential in order to operate on the basis of reci-
procity.

Defence

Europe’s defence challenge requires rapid and
large-scale scaling. The deteriorating threat en-
vironment makes clear that existing capabilities
are insufficient, both quantitatively and qualita-
tively. At the same time, the most acute gaps are
visible: layered air and missile defence (in par-
ticular interceptor missiles), long-range weapons
and deep-strike capabilities, command and con-

trol and a robust digital data layer, ammunition
production, counter-drone systems, military mo-
bility, maritime air defence, and satellite capac-
ity for communication, observation and position-
ing [123].

This challenge requires not only higher defence
budgets, but above all a substantial expansion of
European production capacity. The industrial base
is fragmented, characterised by too many variants
and insufficient scale [124]. Standardisation and
interoperability are prerequisites for speed and
mass production. While it is largely clear what
is required, implementation remains difficult due
to national decision-making processes, diverging
interests and widely differing fiscal positions.

For a significant share of EU–NATO countries, fis-
cal space to carry these investments nationally is
limited (see Figure 12). Joint financing [125] —
most plausibly through project-based Eurobonds
— therefore becomes a practical precondition
rather than a political luxury.

Figure 12: Government Debt vs Budget Deficit vs GDP
Source: OECD Economic Outlook (2025)
Note: x-axis: government debt as a percentage of GDP. y-axis: budget deficit as a percentage of GDP. The size of the bubbles
reflects the size of the economy (GDP). Colours distinguish EU regions: blue shows north west, purple south, and green east.
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Cloud

Europe does not possess hyperscaler-scale cloud
infrastructure and is therefore structurally depen-
dent onAmerican providers of IaaS andPaaS [126].
Initiatives such as GAIA-X have not fundamentally
altered this reality: they strengthened governance
and standards, but did not build industrial capac-
ity, scale or investment logic [127]. Strategic tech-
nology does not emerge from coordination alone,
but from execution, capital and active market for-
mation.

An alternative route lies in a joint venture
among major European telecom operators such
as Deutsche Telekom, Telefónica, Vodafone, Or-
ange and KPN. These companies already control
critical assets within European jurisdiction: fixed
and mobile networks, data centres, operational se-
curity, identity management, and long-standing
relationships with governments and vital sectors.
By bundling and standardising this infrastructure,
a European cloud layer can emerge that is legally,
operationally and technically European.

At the same time, it must be recognised that this
alone is insufficient. Hyperscaler scale also re-
quires a mature software and services layer, a de-
veloper ecosystem, high-performance computing
(HPC) and artificial intelligence (AI) capacity3,
and the ability to sustain multiple development
and scaling cycles.

This approach fits within the broader European
concept of the so-called EuroStack [128]: the sys-
tematic construction of a European digital value
chain, from connectivity and data centres to cloud,
software and data governance.

An autonomous cloud is therefore not an end in
itself, but a functional building block to anchor
critical public and economic processes within a
European technological ecosystem and thereby re-
duce asymmetrical dependencies.

A second pillar is therefore essential: govern-
ments must act as pre-committed launching cus-
tomers. Multi-year procurement commitments for

sovereign workloads create guaranteed demand
and break the chicken-and-egg dynamic of the
cloud market. Governance plays a supporting role
through certification, data portability and exit con-
ditions, but cannot substitute for capacity.

Strategically, Europe does not need to replicate
American hyperscalers. The objective is not global
dominance, but sufficient scale within the Euro-
pean market to regain control over data, standards
and operational continuity. In that light, a Euro-
pean cloud joint venture is neither an IT project
nor a market intervention driven by efficiency con-
siderations, but a deliberate choice for strategic
autonomy in a domain where dependency can
be directly translated into political and economic
pressure.

Recycling

Europe can reduce dependencies by processing
secondary flows of critical materials within its own
market. Recycling thereby becomes a strategic
source. The potential is significant. Permanent
magnets constitute the most important secondary
source of rare earth elements, and sector analy-
ses estimate that recycling could, over time, cover
approximately 20% [129] of current European de-
mand. This potential can only be realised if Eu-
rope simultaneously builds dismantling, process-
ing and refining capacity [130].

Over time, the recycling of rare earth elements
can, under specific technical and scale conditions,
move towards the operational cost level of primary
extraction (see Figure 13) [131,132]. The business
case varies substantially bymaterial, scale and pro-
cessing step, but improves as volumes increase and
technology matures.

Scaling therefore requires active support, includ-
ing permitting, long-term offtake security and in-
vestment in processing capacity. Even when finan-
cial returns are modest, the strategic value of a
fully-fledged European recycling value chain —
an “urban mine” [133] — may in itself provide
sufficient justification.
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Figure 13: Operating Costs of Light REE Oxides
(USD/kg)
Source: Hidayat (2026) & Rare Earth Exchanges (2025).
Note: The ranges shown reflect indicative operating costs
(USD/kg REO). Values vary by feedstock, scale, and
location; the “optimal scenario” (long-term projection)
assumes high utilisation rates and concentrated secondary
streams (such as permanent magnets).

How can the Netherlands and Europe deploy
— and build — strategic pressure points?

In a world in which economic interdependence is
increasingly used as an instrument of power, the
central question is no longer only how the Nether-
lands and Europe can reduce their vulnerabilities,
but also how they can deliberately deploy their
existing and potential pressure points. The per-
spective thus shifts from defensive protection to
active positioning.

Europe already possesses a limited number of
strategic pressure points that can be deployed
without launching entirely new industrial policy
trajectories. Earlier chapters highlighted ASML
and Airbus. In addition, Europe controls a pow-

erful — though politically difficult to coordinate
— instrument: access to the internal market. Re-
stricting market access through tariffs, standards
or prohibitions can impose direct economic costs
on third countries. Deploying this instrument re-
quires an explicit political assessment of howmuch
economic pain Europe is willing to absorb in order
to create geopolitical room for manoeuvre.

Leveraging existing pressure points alone is insuf-
ficient to place Europe in a structurally stronger
position. Europe must also build capacities that
are relevant and indispensable to others. Future
pressure points emerge where high strategic rel-
evance coincides with a strong — or strengthen-
able — European position. They become durable
when they generate lock-in through services, main-
tenance, updates or ecosystems that are costly to
replace.

6G provides an illustrative example of a future
pressure point combining high importance with a
still-shapeable position. The United States aims to
establish a foothold in this domain. Europe, how-
ever, retains a relatively strong starting position
in core networks, radio technology and standard-
setting. Consolidating this position through joint
roadmaps, public launching customers andpooled
R&D can prevent 6G from becoming another struc-
tural dependency.

Strategic pressure points presuppose the availabil-
ity of human capital. Shortages of engineers and
technical specialists already constrain the scaling
of strategic capacity. Investment in technical edu-
cation and targeted talent inflows is therefore not
a supporting measure, but a core component of
building European pressure points. Without peo-
ple, any strategic position evaporates, regardless
of how strong it appears on paper.

Credibility forms the final condition. Capacity
only becomes a pressure point when it falls un-
der European jurisdiction and when European
decision-making is sufficiently predictable to be
recognised by others as a real instrument of power.

WITHOUT PEOPLE, ANY STRATEGIC POSITION EVAPORATES, REGARD-
LESS OF HOW STRONG IT APPEARS ON PAPER.
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9 HOW DOES EUROPE DEVELOP DECISIVENESS?

Coalitions of the willing within and beyond
Europe

The internal scale of the EU is sufficient to sus-
tain industrial value chains, but decision-making
among 27 Member States is too slow for strategic
dossiers. Here, the diversity of interests — and
above all the absence of European-level executive
capacity — becomes visible.

Data on voting behaviour within the Councils of
the European Union4 show that cooperation out-
side the most politically sensitive domains is feasi-
ble. At the same time, for more contested areas —
such as agriculture, climate and finance — signifi-
cant distance remains between national positions.
There are, however, identifiable “clusters” of coun-
tries that align more closely with one another (see
Figure 14).

In the domain of circular value chains, the picture
is strongly polarised. A distinct eastern cluster

— including, among others, Greece and Italy —
forms a pronounced counter-bloc. In Economic
and Financial Affairs, the frugal-country cluster
stands out clearly. For Energy, Infrastructure and
Digital policy, the pattern differs: here, polarisa-
tion is limited, with Hungary as a notable excep-
tion in the energy domain. This suggests a broader
consensus and therefore potential for cooperation
at European level.

A second execution layer is therefore conceiv-
able: plurilateral coalitions within the EU frame-
work that can invest and coordinate more rapidly
without undermining the internal market. These
so-called “coalitions of the willing” can initiate
projects without unanimity, while allowing — but
not requiring — other Member States to join at a
later stage.

The example of the MRTT (Multi Role Tanker
Transport) programme (see box) illustrates how
such cooperation can function in practice.
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Figure 14: Distance Between European Countries by Policy Issue
Source: DenkWerk & Kickstart AI (2025)
Note: A lighter colour indicates a smaller distance between countries. The ordering of countries in the figures follows
hierarchical clustering by category (average linkage method), placing countries with similar profiles next to one another. See
the technical note in the online appendix.

The Multinational Multi Role Tanker Transport (MRTT) Fleet

Europe had long known that it was falling short in strategic airlift and air-to-air refuelling
capacity. This weakness became painfully visible during military operations in Afghanistan
and especially over Libya in 2011, where European air forces proved structurally dependent
on U.S. aircraft to sustain their own missions. The dependency was not a surprise, yet for
years it remained without a joint solution. Each country continued to plan within its own
budgetary, military and industrial framework.
The breakthrough came in 2012, when European defence ministers explicitly mandated the
EuropeanDefence Agency to address the shortfall collectively. That political decision, however,
did not immediately translate into action. Only in 2016 did the Netherlands and Luxembourg
take a concrete step by jointly procuring two tanker-transport aircraft. Crucially, the innovation
was not only what they purchased, but how they organised it.
Procurement and management were deliberately placed outside national structures: acquisi-
tion was centralised, and maintenance, management and operational support were assigned
to a joint NATO organisation. Instead of national ownership, access to capacity became the
organising principle. Countries did not buy aircraft bearing their own flag, but secured a
guaranteed number of flight hours per year. The aircraft were registered as civilian assets and
operated jointly from fixed bases in the Netherlands and Germany, with multinational crews.
Once the programme was operational, other countries joined. Germany and Norway followed
in 2017, with Belgium and the Czech Republic joining in subsequent years. The fleet expanded
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from two to eight aircraft, becoming operational from 2020 onward for air-to-air refuelling,
strategic transport and medical evacuation. In 2025, Sweden and Denmark decided to accede,
bringing the fleet toward twelve aircraft.
This case demonstrates that European cooperation can materialise when a small group of
countries takes the initiative and assumes the initial risk. By separating ownership from use,
limiting political decision-making to accession, and entrusting execution to a professional
joint organisation, scale was achieved that individual countries could not realise alone. The
joint tanker and transport fleet thus provides a working example of how Europe can build
strategic capacity without waiting for full unanimity.
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Not only voting behaviour within Europe lacks
uniformity; the financial capacities of Member
States also differ significantly (see Figure 12). This
makes the distinction between joint European ac-
tion and frontrunner initiatives legitimate. In cases
where collective action is deemed essential — for
example in defence and security — the necessary
financing should also be organised jointly. Project-
based Eurobonds may provide a viable, and likely
the only realistic, option. For topics where a sub-
group of frontrunners chooses to pursue a new
course together, they must likewise be able to op-
erate through shared fund-based financing.

Coalitions are also possible beyond the EU. Eu-
rope’s position between the United States and
China is shared not only with other European
countries, but also with partners such as Japan,
Canada, Australia, Turkey and South Korea (Fig-
ure 15). Japan is a particularly interesting partner
— and perhaps even a model — as it has secured
a leading position in several innovative technolo-
gies, including optical systems and artificial intelli-
gence [134]. South Korea is likewise a compelling

partner, with strong capabilities in semiconductor
technology and cybersecurity.

It is therefore essential that, in the pursuit of
greater autonomy, Europe carefully considerswith
whom such autonomy can be strengthened beyond
its own borders. An analysis based on UN vot-
ing behaviour shows that the Global South has
recently voted structurally closer to China than to
theWest, but also that the EU positions itself closer
to Africa than the United States does. The greatest
divergence emerges on issues related to human
rights and economic development, where the Eu-
ropean tone is often perceived in the Global South
as technocratic andmoralising. When the EUmod-
erates its position in these domains, the distance
to potential partners in Asia, South America and
Africa narrows.

At the same time, Figure 16 demonstrates that
Japan and South Korea vote structurally close to
the EU in the UN, including on relatively sensitive
dossiers. This further confirms that these countries
are particularly well-suited partners for coopera-
tion beyond Europe.

Figure 15: UN General Assembly Voting Patterns since 2000 vis-à-vis Global Blocs of Power
Source: DenkWerk & Kickstart AI (2025)
Note: The colour indicates the power bloc with which voting alignment is strongest; the intensity of the colour reflects the
degree of that alignment.
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Figure 16: Voting Distance to the EU by Policy Issue
Source: DenkWerk & Kickstart AI (2025)
Note: A darker colour indicates a greater distance from the EU on the respective issue

In all of these potential partnerships, decisiveness
is of critical importance. The United States and
China are actively securing long-term and strategic
off-take agreements with producers across multi-
ple countries for critical minerals — in some cases
with forward delivery rights extending deep into

the decade [135]. This constrains what remains
available to the rest of the world, including Europe.

COOPERATION IS A CONDITION
FOR STRATEGIC AUTONOMY
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10 FROM THINKING TO ACTING: ORGANISING MOMENTUM

Europe — and this certainly applies to the Nether-
lands — already faces a substantial long-term
policy agenda. Planetary depletion requires sus-
tainability, and demographic ageing demands re-
newed attention to earning capacity. This report
shows that an additional, urgent and structural
task must now be added.

The United States and China have entered into a
contest for economic hegemony. Both are lever-
aging Europe’s dependent position to strengthen
their own. Under Trump, the United States has
even articulated a desire to dismantle the EU. Eu-
rope, as a democratic rule-of-law community with
broad-based societal prosperity, represents a sta-
bilising force in the world. Preserving that iden-
tity requires the capacity to build countervailing
power and to reduce—or eliminate— asymmetric
dependencies.

Time is limited. The hegemonic contest is already
underway, and the primary battleground is new
technology. This does not mean abandoning the
principles of open markets in global trade. It does
mean building autonomous positions in strategi-
cally critical goods and services. In this report,
defence and security, cloud infrastructure, critical
raw materials and AI have been identified as such
domains. The private sector will not lead this tran-
sition toward greater autonomy. Direction must
come from government.

This will entail short-term costs — financial and
potentially in terms of welfare. These are the costs
of avoiding a subordinate position in the longer
term. In Brussels, strategic thinking is already fur-
ther advanced than in many Member States. The
European Commission should therefore be given
greater room for concrete action and the budgets
that accompany it. The Draghi and Letta reports
equally merit implementation to strengthen the
internal market [136], [137].

Given the urgency, some European countries will

need tomove ahead and forma leading group. The
Netherlands should be among them, as emerging
technologies will also shape long-term earning
capacity. Beyond Europe, alliances with Japan,
Canada, Australia and South Korea — and with
partners in Africa and South America — should
be actively pursued.

Chapters 7 and 8 have outlined the short- and
medium-term directions through which Europe
canmanage and reduce asymmetric dependencies.
These include redirecting trade flows in critical
materials, building strategic reserves (including
of secondary streams), and expanding domestic
production capacity in defence and cloud infras-
tructure. These measures follow logically from the
analysis of the geopolitical landscape and imply
administrative and political consequences. Chap-
ter 9 makes those consequences explicit, clarifying
what action in this context truly requires. The
emphasis lies on governance and coordination —
partly national, but primarily international, both
within and beyond the EU.

This chapter marks the transition from analysis to
action. Action requires clearly defined objectives,
a defined time horizon, agreement on participat-
ing actors, and sufficient resources. A long-term
strategic method — such as that applied in China
— may serve as a reference model when applied
specifically to asymmetric dependencies. For Eu-
ropean Member States operating within short po-
litical cycles, this is challenging. A less politically
exposed institution such as the European Com-
mission therefore deserves a strong coordinating
role.

Strategic thinking about geopolitical counter-
power is already more developed at the European
Commission level than in many Member States.
Moreover, European industry itself recognises the
necessity of greater (digital) autonomy anddeeper
cooperation — as illustrated, for example, by the
EuroStack initiative [138].
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Starting under uncertainty

Strategic action cannot wait for full certainty, una-
nimity, or perfectly closed business cases — espe-
cially not in highly innovative technologies. In
a context of geopolitical competition, direction
emerges through action. Delay undermines credi-
bility and reduces the space to scale up later. Start-
ing under uncertainty is therefore an inherent fea-
ture of strategic policy.

At the same time, acting quickly creates the first
symbolic gain and is essential to make the shift
from thinking to doing credible. This requires
initial measures that are administratively straight-
forward and deliver visible effects within a short
timeframe. These first steps signal that the change
of course is serious. Tangible results make strate-
gic autonomy concrete and understandable, and
create political and societal space for follow-up
measures that aremore costly and generate greater
friction.

While government sets the direction, implementa-
tion will in many cases need to be private. Strate-
gic autonomy will only materialise when compa-
nies can invest rationally — even if this is more
expensive than global optimisation. This requires
supply-side steering: certainty of demand, scale,
and continuity, and a distribution of risks that en-
ables investment. Policy certainty arises from uni-
form and long-term frameworks that clarify what
capacity is required and where investments can
generate returns. In this way, companies become
co-carriers of strategic autonomy.

Organising public control over knowledge
and/or production

Economic autonomy requires that takeovers, cap-
ital injections, and access to data by non-EU ac-
tors are no longer assessed solely as commercial
transactions, but as strategic positionswithin value
chains. One instrument available to governments
is to acquire a partial or full equity stake in compa-
nies operating in domains characterised by asym-
metric dependencies. In the past, governments
frequently held a “golden share” in strategically
important firms.

State participations are an instrument to safeguard
public interests where markets do not do so auto-
matically, or where no market exists. Until now,
they have primarily been used in cases of classical
market failure — such as network monopolies —
or in emergency situations (for example during
banking crises), with a strong practical empha-
sis on financial performance [139]. In a context
of strategic autonomy, participations could also
be used to reduce asymmetric dependencies or
to build strategic pressure points. The objective
then shifts from return on investment to ensuring
that a company or infrastructure remains under
European control.

Such state participationsmust not become political
playthings. It is essential that day-to-day manage-
ment and governance are shielded from ad hoc
political intervention. The Solvinity case on the
following page illustrates this.

STRATEGIC ACTION CANNOT WAIT FOR FULL CERTAINTY

MARKET AND MIGHT 50



Solvinity: a strategic dependency made visible

The proposed acquisition of Solvinity by a U.S. party exposed how vulnerable the Dutch
digital backbone has become. Solvinity operates secure cloud and platform services for
ministries, municipalities and public agencies. It functions as a critical node that facilitates
state access, identification and data exchange. In 2025, Zivver — the Dutch provider of secure
communication services for healthcare, government and the legal sector — was also sold to
an American group. In both cases, the services concerned had originally been developed
precisely to reduce European dependencies.
The vulnerability became even clearer in the same year when the United States, invoking the
CLOUD Act (2018), submitted a data request to the International Criminal Court. The ICC
relied on an American cloud provider. That alone was sufficient to establish extraterritorial
legal access, even though the data was physically stored in Europe.
This situation reflects what the Dutch Council for the Environment and Infrastructure (RLI)
describes as an overly narrow interpretation of market failure. Government intervention
occurs in cases of monopoly, but not in cases of strategic autonomy. The transfer of a company
facilitating parts of the DigiD, MijnOverheid and justice chains to an American investor is
therefore treated as a regular market transaction. In reality, it represents geopolitical market
failure: an asymmetric dependency that makes public institutions vulnerable and that markets
cannot correct on their own.
The instrument suited to address this already exists: public shareholdings. In Participating
without dogma’s, the RLI argues that state participations are too rarely deployed in strategic sec-
tors and that market failure related to economic security is insufficiently recognised. Current
practice treats participation as a measure of last resort.
The model of NLFI illustrates how a participation can be structured without political interfer-
ence in day-to-day operations. NLFI is a foundation that manages the state’s shareholdings in
ABN AMRO and ASN Bank. By placing ownership in an independent foundation, a buffer is
created between the state and the company: the state remains the owner, while professional
management is tasked with safeguarding long-term public interests. Political instructions
must be formalised, substantiated and public. This architecture provides what was lacking in
the Solvinity and Zivver cases: stable ownership, predictable governance and the capacity to
block unwanted takeovers.
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A European example

In light of the above, we have examined a number
of possible actions. Several are included in this
document as illustrative examples. Here we de-
velop one case in greater detail. This “use case”
does not offer a comprehensive solution to all de-
pendencies, but it meets clear criteria: it can be
started quickly, produces visible effects, and is exe-
cutable within existing institutional structures. Its
function is to generate momentum. If initial steps
succeed, space emerges for more far-reaching and
costly decisions.

Building a European player with system
power – Nokia and Ericsson versus Huawei

What should be done?

The market for mobile infrastructure is not Eu-
ropean but global. 5G and 6G standards are de-
veloped in international standardisation bodies
such as 3GPP and the ITU, where companies —
not governments — shape the technical architec-
ture of global networks [140]. In this market,
two medium-sized European players compete:
Nokia (approximately €19 billion in revenue) and
Ericsson (approximately €22 billion), alongside
Huawei (€86 billion). China invests heavily, in-
cluding through Huawei, in next-generation 6G
platforms and thereby exerts substantial influence
over the design of future standards.

Although Europe can exclude Huawei from its
physical networks, it cannot avoid the future global
standard to which its infrastructure must ulti-
mately connect.5

Figure 17 shows that Europe’s representation in
the core bodies of 3GPP is structurally declining,
while Asian players are increasing their influence
over standard-setting.

As long as Nokia and Ericsson operate as two sepa-
rate entities, they divide their development capac-
ity across parallel systems and competing designs.
In a global technological race, where speed and

scale determine influence over the next network ar-
chitecture, such fragmentation weakens Europe’s
position. Europe effectively invests twice in largely
similar building blocks, while countries such as
China concentrate investment along a single coor-
dinated line.

If Europe does not strengthen its technological au-
tonomy in this domain, it risks becoming depen-
dent on standards designed elsewhere. To assess
Europe’s position, we examine patent data from
the EPO and USPTO. Two metrics are central: the
uniqueness and diversity of technological speciali-
sations. A strong position is characterised by high
uniqueness and high diversity. Figure 18 shows
that China and the United States build strength by
combining a wide range of technological compe-
tencies (high diversity) that few other countries
control (high uniqueness). Europe collectively
possesses comparable knowledge, but loses influ-
ence because these competencies are fragmented
across separate countries and firms.

Consolidation is therefore necessary [141]: one
European player with sufficient scale to sustain
6G innovation and build system power. In 2025, a
group of major European telecom operators jointly
addressed the President of the Commission, urg-
ing a revision of themerger and competition frame-
work to allow European infrastructure suppliers to
compete internationally [142]. However, the cur-
rent EU competition framework leaves structurally
limited room for such strategic mergers [143].

Attempts at consolidation between major players
are rarely approved, or only under strict conditions
such as divestments. In many cases, this results in
lengthy procedures, delays, and ultimately scale
reduction rather than scale reinforcement.

Our position is clear: in strategic sectors, Europe
should no longer automatically maximise compe-
tition, but safeguard autonomy. This requires cre-
ating room for controlled consolidation between
Nokia and Ericsson, ensuring that Europe retains
a seat at the design table of critical mobile infras-
tructure.
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Figure 17: 3GPP Representation by Region Over Time
Source: Swennenhuis (2025)

Figure 18: Uniqueness versus Diversity in 5G Patents by Country and Region
Source: Parcu et al. (2022)
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A further step could be that Europe — or a coali-
tion ofwillingMember States— takes a substantial
stake in Nokia and Ericsson, or even considers full
acquisition. The primary objective would not be to
manage amonopoly, but to create scale and system
power in order to maintain geopolitical influence
vis-à-vis players such as Huawei. Telecommuni-
cations infrastructure constitutes a strategic layer.
Public involvement is therefore a logical instru-
ment to safeguard technological autonomy.

With whom should this be done?

Within Europe. The logical core consists of Fin-
land and Sweden, where Nokia and Ericsson are
anchored, complemented by Germany, France and
the Netherlands — countries with the largest tele-
com operators (such as Deutsche Telekom, Orange
and KPN) and with an established policy tradi-
tion in strategic technology programmes (includ-
ing the Chips Act, the Battery Alliance and Euro-
pean defence initiatives). These countries possess
the industrial base, political willingness and mar-
ket scale required to sustain a European network
player and to influence 6G standardisation.

Outside Europe. For 6G development, coopera-
tion with Japan and South Korea is strategically
logical. Both countries have advanced telecom sec-
tors, strong R&D capabilities and a shared inter-
est in an open, non-Chinese 6G ecosystem. Com-
panies such as NEC (Japan) and Samsung (Ko-
rea) are already active in international 6G con-
sortia and represent natural partners in interop-
erability, testing and standardisation. They are
also politically reliable technology partners, oper-
ating within comparable security frameworks and
sharing concerns regarding Chinese technological
dominance.

Europe needs scale; Asia offers complementary
technology and aligned strategic interests. Coop-
eration increases the likelihood of retaining influ-
ence over the global standard— something neither

region can achieve alone at present.

The path forward is clear. The challenge lies in act-
ing swiftly, while the necessary measures do not
fit within the traditional model applied thus far.
Yet action is required if Europe wishes to retain
control over its technological future.

Conclusion

• Asymmetric dependencies are among the
most urgent challenges confronting Europe.

• Dependencies must become more symmet-
rical — returning towards the centre of the
inverted U-curve.

• Europe must build geopolitical resilience.
The Netherlands can play a catalytic role by
forming coalitions and using its informal po-
litical influence to generate momentum for
European scale and strategic autonomy.

• Strategic autonomy is necessary, but it is not
cost-free. Europe will need to accept a reduc-
tion in certain aspects of market efficiency.

• Capacity-building does not fit within the pre-
viously dominant model of maximum eco-
nomic openness.

• Europe must strengthen itself by fully deep-
ening the internal market in order to realise
scale.

• This requires European governments to act
not only through regulation, but also on the
supply side.

• Europe must seek partners beyond its bor-
ders that pursue comparable geopolitical re-
silience.

• This agenda is necessary in order to preserve
as much of the ‘market’ and ‘democracy’ as
possible.
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APPENDIX

Table A.1: Optimised Trade Flows Outside the EU: Top 25 Non-EU Beneficiaries of Trade Diversification
Source: DenkWerk & Kickstart AI (2025)
Note: Table A.1 presents the 25 non-EU countries to which EU imports of critical goods are reallocated under the optimised
friendshoring scenario. The results are based on an optimisation of trade flows at the HS6 level (CEPII BACI, 2023),
allowing for a maximum additional export capacity of 5 percentage points per product from alternative supplier countries.
Increase (USD million) indicates the additional export value directed towards the EU; old share and new share refer to the
country’s share in total EU imports of critical goods before and after optimisation.
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Denkend aan Holland zie ik breede rivieren 
traag door oneindig laagland gaan, rijen 
ondenkbaar ijle populieren als hooge 
pluimen aan den einder staan; en in de 
geweldige ruimte verzonken de boerderijen 
verspreid door het land, boomgroepen, 
dorpen, geknotte torens, kerken en olmen 
in een grootsch verband. de lucht hangt 
er laag en de zon wordt er langzaam in 
grijze veelkleurige dampen gesmoord, en 
in alle gewesten wordt de stem van het 
water met zijn eeuwige rampen gevreesd 
en gehoord. HENDRIK MARSMAN, 1936
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