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EDITORIAL The Progressive Post #30

Nicolas Schmit, 
FEPS President

It is a special honour and an exceptional 
challenge for me to have been entrusted 
with the presidency of FEPS. I am happy to 
be building on the solid work accomplished 
by Maria João Rodriguez and the FEPS team 
over the past years.

We are facing a fractured world that is char-
acterised by the loss of certainties of the 
post-World War II and post-1989 international 
order. Social Democracy decisively shaped 
what we used to call the Western world with its 
core values: democracy, the rule of law, human 
rights, social justice and solidarity. Inspired by 
these values, Social Democrats have coura-
geously opposed fascism and Stalinism.

Today, what we used to call 'the West' may 
not exist any longer, as its fundamental val-
ues are being brutally called into question 
by the Trump administration. According to 
the 2025 US National Security Strategy, the 
European Union is in a 'civilisational crisis'. It 
is no longer viewed as America's natural ally, 
but rather as an antagonistic entity created 
to harm US interests. And what is more wor-
rying, the strategy does not contain a single 
hint of criticism of Russia and its criminal 
war of aggression against Ukraine. Europe's 
security is at stake. Support for Ukraine and 
the development of a truly European defence 
policy with a strong industrial dimension are 
therefore urgent.

For Europeans, these should be shocking 
wake-up calls, particularly because America's 
words are being followed by deeds. The US 
operations in Venezuela and Iran, which 
have made oil a primary objective rather 
than democracy, and the US threat to annex 
Greenland, show that international law is no 
longer respected. 

America’s pressure to induce the EU to aban-
don its legislation on digital platforms and 
artificial intelligence further illustrates the 

widening gap between the US and the EU. The 
EU should not give in on this issue, which is so 
fundamental for our democracy. 

In a world dominated by power relations, the 
European Union should strategically wield its 
strength in the service of its interests, and to 
protect its political and social model. We should 
not be afraid of Power Europe!

But on this side of the Atlantic, European 
far-right parties aim to destroy the European 
Union, a rules-based bloc founded on pre-
cisely the values, principles and rights that 
are now being thrown overboard.

Social Democrats constantly warn about the 
danger from far-right populists who rely on 
the Trump administration and its globally 
organised followers, whose interference in 
Europe's political life through the so-called 
'patriotic parties' has now been ascertained. 
We need a comprehensive strategy that starts 
with a clear understanding of why far-right 
populism is electorally so successful in many 
member states and why the Social Democratic 
narrative has lost its attractiveness. 

The EU is now confronted with a totally new 
geopolitical and geoeconomic context, with a 
technological race at its core. Europe's inter-
nal political and social cohesion is under threat. 
Inequality at all levels remains Europe's most 
persistent challenge in a rapidly changing 
socio-economic context. And migration has 
become the most polarising issue in our soci-
eties. In addition, climate policy, although 
a defining challenge of our time, is often 
used by conservatives in alliance with the 
climate-sceptic far right to draw social fault 
lines and argue that the EU's Green Deal 
is too bureaucratic. Progressives need to 
better link climate policy, economic progress 
and social justice, and must develop credible 
answers that account for social realities without 
compromising fundamental human rights.

For FEPS and for the Progressive Post – which 
celebrates its 10th anniversary this year – 
all these tectonic changes and huge challenges 
require significant effort to provide solid ana-
lytical work and informed recommendations for 
progressive decision-makers. This is a task that 
the FEPS team will continue to perform with its 
usual passion and commitment. 

Social Democracy can become the movement 
of change for the better in a fractured world. We 
must work further to turn our vision into action 
for a strong Europe that remains committed to 
its values and becomes more capable of pre-
venting Europe's vassalisation. That's what the 
majority of European citizens want.

by Nicolas Schmit
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This has not been the only action that has 
separated Spain's Socialist government 

from the right-wing majority in Europe. A little 
earlier, in February, the Spanish government 
had also announced social media restrictions 
for children under 16, six months after a simi-
lar measure was introduced by the Australian 
Labour government. The smart regulation is 
expected to diminish the risk of mental health 
problems among adolescents, and it can be 
implemented without throwing out the baby (all 
the positive services contemporary info-com-
munication tools offer) with the bathwater. 

Fifteen years ago, Spain suffered most from 
the EMU (economic and monetary union) crisis, 
along with Greece. The government of Mariano 

Rajoy followed the flawed recipes of internal 
devaluation and was even proud of it. Since 
Sánchez became prime minister, the mini-
mum wage has increased by 66 per cent, 
demonstrating that real change is possible 
when Socialists govern for the public good, 
rather than for privileged interests. Moreover, 
the Spanish government published a blueprint 
earlier this year to transform corporate govern-
ance and boost economic democracy, including 
employee participation. 

In economics, Spain has been a star performer 
in the last five years. Capitalising on the EU's 
recovery funds after the Covid-19 recession, 
Spain has orchestrated a new path of sus-
tainable and inclusive growth, with particular 
attention to gender equality. The country is 
now among the leaders in renewable energy 
and digitalisation. Sánchez bravely went ahead 
with the regularisation of about half a million 
immigrants, a measure that triggered the ire of 
right-wing ministers, MEPs and commentators 
across Europe.

And the gentleman is not for turning. Thanks to 
the robust delivery at home and the principled 

approach to foreign policy, his support remains 
strong. This is in sharp contrast, regretta-
bly, with countries where Social Democrats 
continue to experience erosion of electoral 
support, or even greater setbacks. One could 
have the impression that the political pendulum 
is broken in some countries: a swing to the right 
was not followed by a swing back to the left, but 
by the replacement of the Social Democratic 
forces with new populist tendencies. 

In the spring of 2025, it was a welcome devel-
opment that in both Germany and Austria, the 
Social Democratic parties decided to join grand 
coalitions. This has delivered badly needed 
stability, which is the positive side. However, 
these positions in government have not yet 
resulted in improved popularity in either case. 
Not only more time, but also much more inno-
vation will be needed to regain support and 
fend off the risk of relegation to second-or-
der political forces. Meanwhile, in the United 
Kingdom, a more acute crisis has developed 
in the aftermath of the Mandelson-McSweeney 
imbroglio. The Labour Party had been on a roll-
ercoaster even without these revelations, and 
the full consequences still need to play out. 

Among European heads of state and government, Spain's Prime Minister Pedro 
Sánchez alone went out with a categorical critique and rejection of the US-Israeli 
aggression against Iran, launched on the last day of February. No sympathy for 
the theocratic regime of Iran was behind this, but a sound understanding of the 
consequences of the systematic violation of international law by the US and Israel, 
and the risks of such a war for Europe, which needs neither another energy crisis nor 
another humanitarian emergency with hundreds of thousands of refugees involved. 

Spain alone?
by László Andor

	� Since Sánchez became prime 
minister, the minimum 
wage has increased by 66 
per cent, demonstrating 
that real change is possible 
when Socialists govern for 
the public good, rather than 
for privileged interests.
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And more recently, the presidential election in 
Portugal has also come as a pleasant surprise, 
with the victory of the former PS leader António 
José Seguro. In a way, his triumph can be com-
pared to the French parliamentary election 
in June 2024, when the pop-up Popular Front 
managed to defeat the ferocious far-right bloc, to 
which Macron's irresponsibility opened the door, 
following the European Parliament election deba-
cle of the liberal centrists. From these two cases, 
it appears that Social Democracy can offer a 
unifying platform, when needed, against the 
far right, although rallying cries against fas-
cists and other extremists alone will not deliver 
Socialists success and save democracy.

Altogether, Pedro Sánchez is not alone, even 
not in the European Council. Denmark, 
Lithuania and Malta are also represented 
by Social Democrats, and they need the 
support of the entire political family, even 
if in some of their policies they may not rep-
resent the median opinion of the centre-left, 
and sometimes they find themselves in unu-
sual domestic conflicts. And, very importantly, 
Antonio Costa, the President of the European 
Council, has indeed played the role of the 'adult 
in the room', for example, when he distanced 
himself from Ursula von der Leyen, who spoke 
so carelessly about abandoning international 
law and the rules-based international order. 

It is too early to look for a historical comparison. 
But we shall not forget what Sánchez said to 
those who thought he was isolated. "You may 
have heard that Spain is alone. They're the 
same people who said that when we recog-
nised the State of Palestine, and then others 
followed". And the conclusion: "We are not 
alone. We are the first. Those who will end up 
alone are the ones defending the indefensible".

Even if one looks back to the 1976 IMF crisis 
or the split of the Social Democrats in 1981, 
it is hard to find a deeper and more troubling 
crisis in the Labour party's history than the 
one unfolding before our eyes, given the 
oversized influence of Peter Mandelson over 
the development of the Labour Party ever 
since the late 1980s. 

'Third Way' thinking was once an export 
product. It was loved in East Central Europe 
following the rise of Tony Blair and Gerhard 
Schröder some 25 years ago, and its mod-
ernist messages had a strong appeal in new 
EU member states after 2004. However, 
the consequence was that Socialists in this 
region began to lose focus on economic and 
social development, and they lost support in 
peripheral areas and then in every other area. 
They have experienced a decline following 
EU accession, primarily because EU member-
ship did not lead to upward convergence in 
social conditions. First in Poland, and then in 
Czechia, there have been parliaments with-
out a progressive representation. In Hungary, 
2026 marks the culmination of a long period 
of exhaustion, division and agony. 

The silver lining is that in Northern Europe, 
Social Democrats not only remain top 
players, but the centre-left parties entered 
2026 with hope and confidence ahead of 
the parliamentary elections of the coming 
period. Northern Europe has always been 
a great attraction for progressives, with the 
caveat that, in reality, the region represents a 
relatively small population. And it was always 
wishful thinking that political developments in 
Sweden (or, more broadly, in Scandinavia) could 
be copy-pasted onto the rest of the world. 
Nevertheless, even without the illusion of trans-
plants, inspiration certainly comes oftentimes 
from the North.

© Pool Moncloa / Borja Puig de la Bellacasa

László Andor, 
FEPS Secretary General

	� It appears that Social 
Democracy can offer a 
unifying platform, when 
needed, against the far 
right, although rallying cries 
against fascists and other 
extremists alone will not 
deliver Socialists success 
and save democracy.
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For several years, there has been a strong 
temptation to portray social justice as an 

obstacle and social standards as barriers to 
competitiveness. By constantly talking about 
'simplification', we end up forgetting what, 
too often, the cost of simplification is: reduced 
workers' rights, protections and dignity. Yet 
there can be no sustainable competitiveness 
without social justice.

SIMPLIFYING MUST NOT 
MEAN DEREGULATING

Yes, Europe must simplify. It must simplify its 
procedures and make its policies clearer and 
more effective. But simplification must never 
become a pretext for lowering our social 
and environmental standards. A Europe that 
abandons its protections in the name of speed 

or immediate gain is not a competitive Europe. 
It is a Europe that weakens itself. Social justice 
cannot be reduced to administrative rules. It 
is the foundation of a stable, innovative and 
confident society. Removing or weakening 
workers' rights does not create lasting pros-
perity. Rather, it creates precarity, downward 
mobility and mistrust.

It is precisely in this spirit that a 'quality jobs 
act' should be framed: an ambitious initiative 
to ensure that every job created, especially in 
the context of the green and digital transitions, 
is a quality job. This means decent wages, safe 
working conditions, access to lifelong learn-
ing and respect for collective bargaining. 
European public funds cannot finance precar-
ious employment. They must be conditional on 
high social standards.

FOR SMART, EUROPEAN 
COMPETITIVENESS

Europe needs smart competitiveness based on 
quality, innovation, training and upskilling, not 

on social dumping. Being competitive does 
not mean paying less. It means producing 
better, cleaner and more sustainably. This 
requires embracing a distinct European model 
that maintains and improves Europe's social 
standards, rather than aligning with models that 
treat labour as merely an adjustment variable. 
A strong social Europe is not a handicap in glo-
balisation. It is a strategic advantage.

While representing a real opportunity to create 
sustainable jobs, the green and digital transi-
tion can only succeed if it is fair. It cannot rely 
on the sacrifice of certain regions, sectors, 
or workers. Reforming without support, and 
transforming without protection, is a recipe for 
failure. Social justice means investing massively 
in training, reskilling and securing career paths.

REINDUSTRIALISING EUROPE FOR REAL

Reindustrialising Europe is a strategic, social 
and environmental necessity. But this is not 
just about relocating final production chains. 
It means rebuilding complete value chains – 

The World Day of Social Justice on 20 February marked the occasion for 
Europe to face up to its responsibilities. Behind the rhetoric of competitiveness, 
simplification and economic performance lies a fundamental question: what 
kind of Europe do we want to build for those who live and work here?

Social justice in Europe: 
competitiveness must not come 
at the expense of people
by Estelle Ceulemans

	� Simplification must never 
become a pretext for 
lowering our social and 
environmental standards.
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Let us state clearly that there will be no 
European prosperity without social justice, no 
successful transition without solidarity, and no 
sustainable competitiveness without respect for 
social rights. Europe must choose: a simplifica-
tion that weakens, or an ambition that unites.

including raw materials, processing, manufac-
turing and recycling – on European soil. Raw 
material plants, processing sites, quality 
industrial jobs: these are the core of genuine 
European sovereignty. This reindustrialisation 
must be synonymous with quality employment, 
respect for social rights and workers' health.

To be credible, this ambition must be backed by 
massive and sustained investment. The Euro-
pean Union must equip itself with a multian-
nual financial framework commensurate with 
these objectives, focused on industrialisation, 
innovation, the green transition and the cre-
ation of quality jobs. Without a strengthened 
European budget capable of supporting 

strategic sectors, assisting regions and secur-
ing career paths, reindustrialisation will remain 
just a slogan. Through a shared, targeted budg-
etary effort, conditional on compliance with 
social and environmental standards, Europe 
can build a solid and sovereign industrial base.

At a time of automation and artificial intel-
ligence, a reminder is needed: a worker is 
not a machine. People cannot be replaced, 
endlessly optimised or worn down, 
without consequences. Preserving and 
improving workers' rights is not a luxury. 
It is a moral imperative and a condition for 
collective performance. The strongest com-
panies are those that invest in people and in 
collective bargaining.

A FAIR AND AMBITIOUS SOCIAL EUROPE

Social justice is not an ideological option. It is at 
the heart of the European project. A fair Europe 
is one that protects, empowers and offers pros-
pects – a Europe that puts citizens back at the 
centre of its economic and industrial choices. 

© Saud Visuals / Shutterstock.com

Estelle Ceulemans, 
MEP, Group of the Progressive 

Alliance of Socialists 
and Democrats in the 
European Parliament

	� Being competitive does 
not mean paying less, 
it means producing 
better, more cleanly and 
more sustainably.

	� People cannot be replaced, 
endlessly optimised 
or worn down, without 
consequences. Preserving 
and improving workers' 
rights is not a luxury. It 
is a moral imperative.
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Bill Clinton's campaign team once coined 
the phrase "It's the economy, stupid!" to 

discipline political debate: stop chasing dis-
tractions and focus on what actually shapes 
people's lives. The European Union today 
needs a similar refocusing, but on its own eco-
nomic strengths. The European economy is 
built around labour protection and regulation, 
prioritising stability and collective well-being. It 
has produced durably high living standards and 
cohesion, yet this reality is increasingly recast 
as weakness.

This myth is loudly promoted by the Trump 
administration, but it no longer only comes from 
Washington. The same narrative increasingly 
resonates across Europe itself, where debates 
on competitiveness mischaracterise the EU 
social and economic institutions as liabilities. 

If the EU accepts this framing, it risks hollow-
ing out the foundations that have sustained its 
living standards and social cohesion. Europe 
does not need to resemble the US to be 
strong. European strength lies in its own 
political economy and in the outcomes this 
model produces.

The transatlantic comparison is usually reduced 
to gross domestic product (GDP) per capita, 
where the US outperforms the EU. But GDP is 
a blunt instrument. It captures aggregate out-
put and average income, while telling us little 
about how prosperity is distributed or how 
secure people feel in it. When attention shifts 
to economic security – protection against 
unemployment, illness and poverty – the 
EU performs far better than the competi-
tiveness narrative suggests. These outcomes 
are produced by an institutional settlement that 
governs markets rather than deferring to them.

Take redistribution and labour markets. 
European societies reduce inequality more 
effectively than the US through taxes and trans-
fers, backed by collective institutions. This is 
not only a moral choice; it is associated with 
lower economic volatility and greater resil-
ience during downturns. In the United States, 

labour is poorly organised, industrial relations 
are fragmented, and the welfare state remains 
politically fragile. The result is not dynamism but 
volatility. Households fall hard when shocks hit, 
and politics radicalise under pressure.

Europe's stronger social protections work dif-
ferently. Collective bargaining and labour 
standards, supported by social security, limit 
extreme wage dispersion and insecurity. This 
stabilises incomes and consumption and sup-
ports long-term investment in skills and health. 
Welfare, in this sense, is not redistribution after 
growth; it is part of the infrastructure that sus-
tains shared prosperity and social stability.

Gender equality in the labour market exposes 
this institutional difference even more clearly. 
Female employment rates are on average 
significantly higher in the EU than in the US, 

Increasingly, Europe's economy is portrayed as incompatible with competitiveness. 
This framing confuses institutional constraint with economic weakness, and 
risks eroding the foundations of Europe's prosperity and social cohesion.

It's the European economy, 
stupid!
by Esther-Mirjam Sent

	� Europe does not need to 
resemble the US to be strong. 
European strength lies in 
its own political economy 
and in the outcomes 
this model produces.

	� The absence of a federal right 
to paid maternity leave in the 
US is not a cultural quirk; it 
is an economic constraint. 
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The European Union cannot outspend or out-
gun the United States. But it can out-govern 
it if regulation is treated as a source of power 
rather than as a liability.

There is an irony in borrowing a phrase popu-
larised by a former US president to argue that 
Europe should not mimic America. But the irony 
is instructive. Europe's future strength will not 
come from copying Washington's gestures or 
internalising its pressures. It will come from 
consolidating the EU's own political economy: 
welfare as infrastructure, labour rights as sta-
bilisers and regulation as geopolitical power.

It's the European economy, stupid!

in part because Europe has institutionalised 
social reproduction through paid parental leave 
and public support for care. The absence of a 
federal right to paid maternity leave in the 
US is not a cultural quirk; it is an economic 
constraint. Gender pay gaps and labour mar-
ket segmentation remain, but their persistence 
points to the need for stronger coordination 
and enforcement rather than deregulation.

These institutional strengths matter not only 
domestically but also shape how Europe 
exercises power externally. Tariff threats from 
Washington expose the dangers of confusing 
performance with power. Economically, tariffs 
are crude tools that raise prices for consum-
ers. Politically, they function as instruments of 
coercion rather than trade correction. Tariffs 
aimed at individual EU member states are par-
ticularly ineffective: the single market makes 

them porous, while enforcement would strain 
already overstretched customs authorities. 
The threat matters as a signal, but it is not a 
model Europe should imitate. Retaliatory tar-
iffs may look assertive, yet they risk inflating 
prices at home and reinforcing a politics of 
insecurity. The EU should not damage its own 
economic foundations to prove it can play the 
same game. Throwing boulders into one's own 
harbour is not strength; it is a sign of panic.

The union's real leverage lies elsewhere: in 
regulation. The EU shapes global markets 
because access to its market matters. From 
competition policy and digital market rules 
to labour rights and environmental stand-
ards, European regulation sets benchmarks 
that others follow. This is not bureaucratic 
overreach. It is geopolitical capacity, as firms 
and states adapt to EU rules in order to access 
the EU market. That is precisely why sweep-
ing deregulatory agendas, sold in the name of 
competitiveness, are strategically misguided. 
They weaken the very source of the EU's influ-
ence: credible rules and the capacity to enforce 
them. The alternative is clear. Europe should 
resist deregulatory reflexes and strengthen 
enforcement, while exporting its stand-
ards through trade and market access. 

© wjarek / Shutterstock.com

Esther-Mirjam Sent, 
Chair of the Labour Party (PvdA) 

in the Netherlands, and 
Professor of Economic 

Theory and Policy at 
Radboud University, 

Nijmegen, Netherlands

	� Retaliatory tariffs may 
look assertive, yet they 
risk inflating prices at 
home and reinforcing a 
politics of insecurity. 
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In the 1930s, Europe and the wider world faced 
an economic and political breakdown that 

shattered old certainties. The Great Depression 
was more than a recession. Factories ground 
to a halt, unemployment soared, and invest-
ment evaporated. Classical economists insisted 
that markets would correct themselves – that 
wages and prices would adjust, and recovery 
would come automatically. But it did not. The 
underlying issue was a collapse of confidence, 
and the subsequent economic despair paved 
the way for authoritarianism, nationalism and 
catastrophic war. Europe learned, at immense 
cost, that economic stagnation and hopeless-
ness can threaten democracy and civilisation.

John Maynard Keynes understood this under-
lying dynamic. The problem was not only 
economic. It was psychological and social. A 
key insight was that capitalism does not run 
on calculation alone. It runs on confidence, 
in a world of fundamental uncertainty about 
the future. Keynes introduced one of the 

most enduring concepts in modern political 
economy: animal spirits – the spontaneous 
optimism that, in particular, drives entrepre-
neurs to invest, but also more generally allows 
workers and all citizens to spend and plan in 
the present, believing in the future even when 
the future cannot be known.

When animal spirits collapse, the economy 
freezes. People delay purchases, businesses 

sit on cash and shed labour, and stagnation 
becomes self-reinforcing. Recovery requires 
more than technical adjustment. It requires 
the rebuilding of collective confidence. 
Keynes's conclusion was clear: in moments 
of profound uncertainty, the state has a 
responsibility to act – to invest, to cre-
ate demand, to provide direction, and to 
restore the belief that tomorrow can be 
better than today.

Almost a century later, Europe faces a dif-
ferent crisis – but with a similar underlying 
condition: once again, we live in an era of 
radical uncertainty. Energy and raw materials 
have become geopolitical tools. Supply chains 
and strategic resources are under threat of 
dislocation. Climate neutrality demands indus-
trial transformation at unprecedented speed. 
Technology is reshaping work and power rela-
tions. Fears of job losses are on the rise. Once 
again, Europe faces an investment shortfall 
and a growing lack of confidence.

Europe's competitiveness debate is accelerating under a growing sense of 
urgency. Slowing growth, geopolitical rivalry and constant comparisons with the 
United States and China are driving calls for rapid action. The conservative right 
and employers' organisations present deregulation as the solution, as if Europe's 
future could be secured by cutting back protections rather than by building 
long-term capacity. For progressives, this moment demands not only resistance 
to bad ideas, but the responsibility to put forward a credible alternative.

Europe needs animal spirits 
again – deregulation will 
not stimulate them
by Claes-Mikael Ståhl

	� In moments of profound 
uncertainty, the state 
has a responsibility to 
act – to invest, to create 
demand, to provide 
direction, and to restore 
the belief that tomorrow 
can be better than today.
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companies alike that Europe has a plan – that 
the green and digital transitions will be man-
aged, that demand for the products now being 
developed will exist, and that innovation and 
work will be rewarded. Deregulation, by con-
trast, breeds uncertainty. It signals retreat 
rather than ambition. It risks reducing 
competitiveness to short-term cost-cutting 
instead of long-term capacity-building. The 
EU's competitiveness agenda now faces a 
choice. One path is about building: an agenda 
based on investment, innovation, quality jobs, 
collective bargaining and social cohesion. The 
other path is about demolition: deregulation 
disguised as simplification, the union's frag-
mentation through subsidy races, and a race 
to the bottom on standards.

What the EU needs is a shared project that 
people can believe in – not a misguided 
business-led adjustment strategy and 
another abstract debate on competitive-
ness. We should build on what already works: 
social dialogue, the SURE programme, and the 
Recovery and Resilience Facility have shown 
that protecting workers, stabilising demand 
and investing together strengthens both resil-
ience and growth. The same logic applies to 
industrial policy initiatives, support for collec-
tive bargaining and trade policy that defends 
labour standards. These are not barriers to 
competitiveness – they are its foundations. 
Europe's animal spirits will not be awakened 
by deregulation, but by coordinated invest-
ment and a shared social project people can 
trust. For us as progressives, the task is now to 
turn this insight into a concrete competitiveness 
agenda – one that rebuilds confidence through 
investment, security and shared purpose.

In this context, the authoritarian far right is 
ready to harvest discontent in societies where 
people feel the future is closing in on them. 
History should remind us that hopelessness 
is dangerous. Against this backdrop, Mario 
Draghi's competitiveness report was widely 
received as a wake-up call. It recognised that 
the European Union risks long-term decline if 
it does not mobilise investment, innovation and 
industrial capacity. Draghi pointed towards a 
truth that Keynes would have supported: com-
petitiveness is not produced automatically 
by markets. It requires investment, coordi-
nation and strategy.

Yet precisely at the moment the EU needs to 
rekindle its animal spirits – the confidence to 
invest in the future – an old reflex is return-
ing: deregulation. The problem is not only that 
deregulation is being advanced as the answer. 
It is also that we, as progressives, have failed to 
offer a clear alternative. Opposition to deregu-
lation is justified, but too often defensive. What 
is needed is a competing vision of compet-
itiveness grounded in building capacity. We 
must define a different strategy – one that 
mobilises investment, secures employment and 
gives both companies and workers confidence 
now and in the future. Where such an agenda is 
absent, deregulation fills the vacuum.

Through the use of 'omnibuses', we are told 
competitiveness will come from weakening 
obligations, cutting burdens, and tearing down 
protections in the hope that market forces, 
unleashed, will deliver renewal. This is pro-
foundly misguided. As Keynes recognised, 
prosperity is not restored by removing rules in 
the hope of market readjustment. Prosperity 
returns when society regains confidence in 
the future. And that requires government action 
to boost investment and spending, and to stabi-
lise employment and expectations.

Animal spirits are not released by heightened 
insecurity. They are released when people 
can see something being built. Investment 
builds confidence. It builds infrastructure, 
industries and skills. It tells workers and 

© European Union, 2025
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Four years of war have shown that there 
are no quick fixes, no grand solutions and 

no easy ways out. Putin was not able to cap-
ture Kyiv in a couple of days, Zelenskyy was 
not able to liberate Ukraine's territories in a 
few months, and Trump was not able to bring 
peace in 24 hours. The conflict that essen-
tially arose with Ukraine's independence, and 
that then turned into a war in 2014 and esca-
lated in 2022, is here to stay. It might change 
its form and become less deadly – but its 
essence, the Russian challenge to Ukraine's 
right to exercise its sovereignty, will remain. 
European strategic thinking needs to start 
from this baseline.

While too many of the strategic debates over 
the last four years have circled around find-
ing a quick fix, identifying game-changing 
weapon transfers and pursuing maximalist 
aims, bureaucracies have efficiently adminis-
tered the status quo. The latter, though, seems 
increasingly unsustainable, first and foremost 
for Ukraine. More and more, it is becom-
ing clear that all possible paths out of the 
war are imperfect, with some being less 
bad than others – but none of them ideal. 

The challenge is to transform the status quo in 
line with Europe's strategic interests: to pre-
serve and expand Ukraine's sovereignty and to 
reduce and eventually end the fighting. 

The European strategy has roughly consisted 
of three main elements so far: firstly, sanction-
ing and isolating Russia, with limited success 
in an increasingly multipolar world. Secondly, 
supporting and arming Ukraine. And thirdly, 
investing in Europe's own defence capabilities. 
Increasingly, policymakers now acknowledge 
that a fourth component needs to be added: 
diplomatic engagement with the adversary – 
Moscow – not to replace one of the previous 
three elements, but to supplement them. 

Diplomacy is a cultural technique invented 
to speak to enemies, not to friends. If Europe 
were to re-engage diplomatically with Rus-
sia, one should not fear that this would 
amount to caving in to Russian demands, nor 
should one hope for quick breakthroughs. 
Diplomatic engagement might, however, 
help to reduce escalation risks, avoid missing 
opportunities to find a way out of the war, and 
bring European nations closer to 'the seat at 

the table' that they have so far unsuccessfully 
demanded from the Trump administration. 

European support for Ukraine must continue, 
regardless of the outcome of diplomatic talks. 
So far, arms deliveries and macro-financial 
support have been immensely successful: 
Ukraine stands its ground and defends its 
sovereignty, and the state continues to func-
tion. Ukrainian society has shown outstanding 
resilience, not least in the harsh winter, amid 
blackouts and heating disruptions caused 
by a systematic Russian bombing campaign.  

	� Neoliberal pipe dreams of 
unleashing market forces 
from bureaucratic burdens 
in Ukraine risk undermining 
this impressive cohesion. 
If the social fabric frays, 
Ukraine's long-term 
capacity to resist external 
pressure will weaken.

Well into the fifth year of Russia's full-scale war against Ukraine, the prospects 
for peace remain dim. Even if a ceasefire were to be announced tomorrow, 
anything remotely resembling a just peace for Ukrainians seems far off. 
With millions displaced, thousands killed, many more scarred physically and 
psychologically, and around 20 per cent of Ukraine's territory remaining 
under Russian occupation, it is very clear that an end to the fighting 
might bring relief, but will only be a first step in rebuilding peace. 

Ukraine must win the peace
by Felix Hett
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Here it is of utmost importance not to prioritise 
the short-term profit, but the long-term interest 
of Europe, including Ukraine. 

Since gaining independence in 1991, Ukraine 
has experienced more than 30 years of 
industrial decline. The structure of its economy 
has become more primitive – from (Soviet) short 
time frame to exporting unprocessed goods. 
This trend needs to be reversed: an industrial 
economy with a skilled workforce and a strong 
fiscal base is a partner that Europe needs. A 
depopulated exporter of raw materials would 
form a much weaker neighbour and would 
likely also be much more unstable politically. 
In the past, the EU has resisted Kyiv's modest 
attempts at industrial policy, such as the coun-
try's export ban on wood to revive the timber 
industry. Although this ban was introduced in 
2015, at a time when war was already raging in 
the east of Ukraine and the country's economy 
was contracting, the EU deemed it a violation of 
Ukraine's association agreement and European 
free trade rules. The EU should not go back to 
this kind of short-sighted policy. 

By contrast, the EU should consider creating 
incentives for displaced Ukrainians to return 
home. Small grants programmes for resettle-
ment might be helpful. Of course, most important 
are the domestic conditions. These are not only 
shaped by the rule of law and a business-friendly 
environment, but also by the availability of kin-
dergartens, quality healthcare, good schools and 
well-paid, decent jobs. In the face of a severe 
demographic crisis and an acute labour short-
age, Ukraine needs its citizens to return. It is in 
the EU's strategic interest for Ukraine to remain 
a country worth going back to. 

The challenge for the future is to preserve 
this social cohesion, which is especially 
strong on a horizontal, people-to-people 
level. Neoliberal pipe dreams of unleashing 
market forces from bureaucratic burdens in 
Ukraine risk undermining this impressive 
cohesion. If the social fabric frays, Ukraine's 
long-term capacity to resist external pres-
sure will weaken.

For progressives, this point is crucial. Sustainable 
peace cannot be built on a hollowed-out state 
and an exhausted society. Support for housing, 
energy affordability, healthcare, education and 
veterans' reintegration is not secondary to secu-
rity – it is part of security. The European Union 
should embed social cohesion into a coherent 
resilience strategy.

Europe's interest should be clear: whatever 
imperfect peace can be achieved, Ukraine 

must win it. Countries can win wars but lose 
the peace – a feeling prevalent in the UK after 
the first world war, which led the Labour Party 
to avow in its 1945 election campaign that "this 
time, the peace must be won". If the war ends, 
Ukraine is in many senses too big to fail, or 
too important to lose the peace. Whether it 
remains a candidate country at the doorstep of 
the European Union, or a member state in the 
high-tech many Ukrainians hope for, the country 
should become an economic and social suc-
cess story. It is only from a position of military, 
economic and societal strength that Ukraine 
can withstand the pressure of neighbouring 
Russia, which in all likelihood will remain adver-
sarial for the foreseeable future. 

In pursuing this aim, Brussels must review its 
previous policies: can standard, one-size-fits-all 
enlargement conditionalities really apply? All 
policies should be reviewed with one guiding 
question in mind: will this strengthen or weaken 
Ukraine? Answers here are not easy. Ukraine, 
after all, also poses competitive challenges 
to business interests inside the EU. These 
European business interests will also push for 
preferential access to post-war recovery tenders. 
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Yet during Trump's second presidency, rhet-
oric has very often been matched by policy. 

By reshaping the normative landscape, Trump 
has made the previously unthinkable available 
for serious consideration, lowering the thresh-
old of what institutions and citizens alike are 
willing to tolerate. 

This convergence is particularly evident on the 
domestic front, where Trump's project can be 
interpreted, at best, as an effort to significantly 
rebalance institutional power in favour of the 
executive branch and, at worst (and more cor-
rectly), as an explicitly authoritarian endeavour 
aimed at bringing the US democratic experi-
ment to an end. During the first year of the 
second Trump presidency, this project has had 
five distinctive traits.

The first of these is the intensive use of pres-
idential power. In the span of a single year, 

Trump issued 229 executive orders, a figure 
approaching the total number promulgated by 
Barack Obama over two full terms (276 execu-
tive orders) and significantly exceeding those 
issued by Joe Biden during four years (162). 
Despite Republican control of both the House 
and the Senate, Congress has been effectively 
sidelined. Apart from mandatory budget legis-
lation, no major laws have been enacted, and 
the 119th Congress (2025-2027) is on track to 
become one of the least productive in the mod-
ern era. To date, the judiciary has emerged 
as the primary institutional counterweight 
to this expansive use of executive authority. 
Federal district and appellate courts, as well 
as specialised judicial bodies such as the New 
York-based Court of International Trade, have 
repeatedly intervened to block or suspend exec-
utive orders and presidential actions. In doing 
so, they have triggered a far-reaching consti-
tutional confrontation that will almost certainly 

require resolution by the Supreme Court. In 
2026, the Court was called upon to issue deci-
sions of exceptional consequence, as in the 
case of the constitutionality of Trump's tariff, on 
which, in February, it ruled that the International 
Emergency Economic Powers Act (IEEAP) does 
not give the president authority to impose tariffs.

The second defining feature of Trump's author-
itarian turn lies in his full embrace of the unitary 
executive doctrine, which holds that the pres-
ident possesses sole and exclusive authority 
over the executive branch. In practical terms, 
this interpretation dramatically expands pres-
idential latitude in dismissing officials without 
congressional consent, exempting the exec-
utive from oversight and supervision, and 
reducing – if not eliminating – the autonomy 
and independence of executive institutions 
and federal agencies. One of Trump's earliest 
actions was the mass dismissal of inspectors 

Pundits and experts have often urged EU policymakers to focus on US President 
Donald Trump's actions rather than his rhetoric – on what he does, not on what 
he says. This injunction is, however, deeply problematic. The US presidential 
pulpit possesses a unique pedagogical power, whether constructive or 
corrosive. The words of the US president – the most powerful political actor 
in the world – help define the boundaries of the thinkable and the sayable: 
what can be publicly imagined, articulated and ultimately legitimised. This 
includes scenarios once considered unthinkable, such as armed conflict with 
US allies over Greenland, the transformation of Venezuela into an American 
protectorate, or the imprisonment of domestic political opponents.

Ending the US 
democratic experiment?
by Mario Del Pero
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the federal budget – the bizarrely named 'Big 
Beautiful Bill' – approved in July 2025, and over 
the course of a single year, the agency more 
than doubled its number of agents; current 
plans project a further expansion that would 
bring its personnel to roughly 50,000 by the 
end of Trump's second term. Empowered with 
what amounts to a near-free hand in the coer-
cive pursuit of alleged 'illegal' migrants, and 
increasingly recruited on the basis of explicit 
political and ideological alignment with the 
administration – "America has been invaded by 
criminals and predators; we need YOU to get 
them out", proclaims the recruitment advertise-
ment on ICE's website – the agency has been 
profoundly transformed, becoming both the 
symbol and the instrument of the Trump admin-
istration's highly discretionary and punitive 
immigration policy: a heavily politicised security 
apparatus, operating with limited oversight and 
increasingly positioned as a direct extension of 
presidential authority rather than as a neutral 
arm of the federal state.

general across multiple departments, a move 
that signalled the systematic dismantling of 
internal mechanisms of accountability. To date, 
this approach has resulted in the effective ero-
sion of the autonomy – and the overt political 
weaponisation – of the Department of Justice, 
as well as in direct and unprecedented attacks 
on the independence of the Federal Reserve. 
Together, these actions reflect not merely 
an aggressive interpretation of executive 
power, but a structural effort to subordinate 
key institutions to presidential authority.

The third defining feature of Trump's author-
itarian turn is the deployment of both 
verbal and material violence against a broad 
category of 'political enemies', including uni-
versities, law firms, individual public officials and 
international students. This violence has served 
a dual function: intimidation and retribution. It 
has been used to repress and stifle dissent – 
most visibly in the targeting of students involved 
in protests over Gaza – and to punish past or 

present adversaries of Trump and his political 
project. This logic of retaliation is evident in 
the investigations and public attacks directed 
at figures such as former FBI Director James 
Comey, New York Attorney General Letitia 
James, Federal Reserve Chair Jerome Powell, 
as well as less prominent but symbolically sig-
nificant officials such as Christopher Krebs, the 
cybersecurity expert who publicly affirmed the 
integrity of the 2020 vote. 

Fourth, Trump's authoritarian turn is reflected 
in the aggressive escalation of anti-immigra-
tion policies, aimed at arresting and deporting 
large numbers of people residing in the United 
States without legal authorisation. This effort 
has often been pursued through practices that 
amount, in effect, to a suspension of habeas 
corpus protections, alongside the expansion 
of discretionary powers granted to the prin-
cipal federal enforcement agency, the US 
Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE). 
ICE's budget was dramatically increased in 
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Finally, federal security apparatuses – 
including federalised National Guard units 
– have been systematically mobilised in 
cities and states governed by Democrats. 
These deployments have been justified as 
efforts to restore law and order, but their polit-
ical logic is more revealing: they are intended 
to reassert federal – and specifically presi-
dential – authority over state and municipal 
governments that have openly opposed or 
resisted Trump's policies.

These authoritarian methods and policies 
have served multiple, interrelated political 
objectives. They have been used to radically 
dismantle the federal government by shut-
ting down agencies and programmes and by 
dismissing hundreds of thousands of federal 
employees; to remove or weaken regula-
tory frameworks, particularly in the realms of 
finance and environmental protection; and 
to reverse many of the measures introduced 
by the Obama and Biden administrations, 
including their effort to expand and consol-
idate the social safety net. One overarching 
goal, however, deserves particular empha-
sis. Many of these policies and practices 
stem from MAGA's deeply racialised and 
essentialist conception of what the United 
States is – and ought to be – as a nation. 

This vision amounts to a form of racial nation-
alism that stands in sharp contrast to the civic 
and constitutional nationalism often invoked 
in more progressive and normative interpre-
tations of the United States as an intrinsically 
'unfinished', and continuously evolving, national 
project. Trump's central objective has been, 
and remains, the symbolic and material 
'purging' of the national body from the 
alleged 'impurities' that, in his own words, 
'poison' it – a vicious metaphor he employed 
during the electoral campaign.

Trump's immigration policies cannot be fully 
understood without recognising the nativist 
and white supremacist logic that underpins 
them. This logic is evident in other domains as 
well – the proportion of minorities appointed 
to high-level federal positions is the lowest 
since the Nixon administration – but it finds 
its most explicit and consequential expression 
in the administration's draconian anti-immi-
gration initiatives. It is visible in the rhetoric 
used to justify these policies, in their legal and 
institutional architecture, and above all in the 
role, organisation and modus operandi of ICE, 
which has emerged as a central instrument 
in the enforcement of this racialised vision of 
national belonging.

Mario Del Pero, 
Professor of International 
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In geopolitics, 2026 has started on a rollercoaster – from 
the abduction of the Venezuelan president to the open 
US threats to 'take' Greenland, be it by force, be it by 
trashing NATO, to the US-Israeli war on Iran. And yet, 
in an eerie sense, none of this is entirely unexpected.

Rather, it seems a logical continuation of a shift that 
has been in the making, at least since Russia invaded 
Ukraine four years ago: from a rules-based international 
order (imperfect as it has always been) to one of a few 
superpowers and their zones of influence.

As well as a prevailing new sense of insecurity, this 
shift also brings a host of consequences: trade, once 
governed by a set of shared rules, has become an 

instrument of domination through tariff-threats that are 
constantly tossed about; the UN is increasingly reduced 
to a forum that registers the wishes of competing 
superpowers; and the climate catastrophe has all but 
disappeared from the international policy agenda.

This edition's Special Coverage seeks to gauge what 
comes next. What new world order is in the making? Or is 
the endgame of what we are currently living through the 
simple law of the strongest – in other words: disorder?

MIGHT OVER RIGHTS: 
POWER POLITICS IN THE 21ST CENTURY
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'No to war': more than a 
Spanish slogan – a universal 
cry as Europe fails to act
by Hana Jalloul

The bombings took place just hours after 
Iran had accepted, in negotiations with the 

United States mediated by Oman, concessions 
such as not storing enriched uranium. The immi-
nent threat invoked by Israel and the US before 
launching the attack contradicted the Interna-
tional Atomic Energy Agency, whose inspectors 
had stated that they had found no evidence of 
a systematic programme to build nuclear weap-
ons. It is true that Iran had enriched uranium 
to 60 per cent purity, far above civilian require-
ments, and that the growth of its stockpiles and 
the restrictions placed on inspectors' access 
remained a matter of concern. But mere concern 
does not justify a preventive war. International 
law exists precisely to draw that line. Sanctions 
and diplomatic means should be put in place.

After the attacks came the disappointing 
statements from the President of the Euro-
pean Commission, Ursula von der Leyen; the 
High Representative for Foreign Affairs, Kaja 
Kallas; and the President of the European 
Parliament, Roberta Metsola. None of them 

did what academics, jurists and Europeanists 
expected: condemn an illegal unilateral mil-
itary attack. Instead, European institutions 
chose to take refuge behind the violence 
of the Iranian regime. A violence we have 
condemned and still confront politically 
within the European Union.

It is worth recalling that last January, the 
European Parliament adopted, with a large 
majority, a resolution in support of the Ira-
nian people. The resolution condemned the 
violence of the regime, promoted a process 
of dialogue among Iranians to determine 
their own future and called for sanctions 
as well as for the designation of the Revolu-
tionary Guard as a terrorist organisation. It 
is indeed possible to denounce the Ayatollahs' 
regime, to condemn its violence and at the 
same time to condemn the US-Israeli attacks 
on Iran: one does not exclude the other.

Yet the selective application – or outright 
abandonment – of international law by the 

European Union has weakened the European 
project. Today, the positions of member state 
leaders carry more weight than the voice of 
the Union itself.

In this context, Pedro Sánchez and his strong 
stance against the war with his clear statement 
'no to war' have once again become a bea-
con of hope for citizens who reject war and 
injustice, and who refuse to abandon the long 
period of peace that Europe has experienced 
for decades. The Spanish prime minister's 
refusal to allow Spanish military bases in 
Morón and Rota to be used for unlawful 
attacks, under the 1988 defence cooperation 
agreement between the United States and 
Spain, has marked a clear stance. His calls for 
diplomacy, his condemnation of the attacks on 
Iran while urging de-escalation and his com-
mitment to consider support measures for 
citizens who might suffer the consequences 
of war, have mobilised millions of people 
around the world through public statements 
and social media.

On 27 February, the United States and Israel 
attacked Iran without the approval of the UN 
Security Council and in violation of Article 2 of 
the United Nations Charter. Both governments 
justified the operation as a 'preventive strike', a 
concept that does not exist in international law.
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In response, Donald Trump's threats of pos-
sible trade reprisals against Spain remained 
little more than rhetoric. The European Union 
invoked its trade competencies and reacted 
firmly for the first time since the attacks.

But the lesson is another. A strategy of per-
manent caution and fear of calling things by 
their proper name has not made the United 
States take the European Union more seri-
ously. The most striking example came with 
the US-decision to lift sanctions on Russian oil, 
directly harming Ukraine and undermining the 
policies the European Union has pursued since 
Putin's invasion.

The question is therefore unavoidable: what 
future does a European Union have if it appears 
willing to abandon the international order that 
it has helped to build since 1945?

While Europe deliberates, the Middle East 
bleeds. In Iran, more than 1,300 people have 
been killed. Among them are 165 girls who 
were at school when the attacks began.

Israel's Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu 
continues his regional offensive to strengthen 

his political position ahead of the coming 
elections, at the expense of Israeli citizens' 
security. In Gaza, Israeli authorities have 
closed all border crossings, suffocating a 
population that is still processing the grief of 
more than 72,000 people killed. In the West 
Bank, the Israeli government has approved 
legal and administrative measures that include 
changes to land registration and sales, greater 
control over resources and authority in areas 
A and B – according to Oslo accords –, and 
the transfer of municipal powers in Hebron to 
the Israeli civil administration. These meas-
ures amount to a de facto annexation of the 
territory, reinforce illegal settlements and 
settler violence and directly contradict the 
two-state solution that the European Union 
itself claims to defend.

In Lebanon, Israel has devastated the south 
of the country and bombed the capital. The 
attacks have caused more than 680 deaths, 
including almost 100 children, and dis-
placed more than 800,000 people as part 
of its operation against the pro-Iranian group 
Hezbollah, a terrorist militia responsible for 
instability and Israeli threats to Lebanon's 
territorial integrity. 

This brutal escalation comes at a particularly 
delicate moment, as the Lebanese government 
had, for the first time, begun the initial stages 
of Hezbollah's disarmament.

The violence is also spreading to Iraq. And Gulf 
countries are intercepting Iranian missiles that 
have already caused around a dozen deaths 
and threaten the stability of the Arabian Pen-
insula and European security. As the region 
trembles and Donald Trump continues to con-
tradict himself about how long the operation 
will last in order to ease the energy crisis it has 
triggered, we democrats will continue to look 
to Spain in the absence of strong European 
voices. Meanwhile, innocents continue to pay 
the price – minute by minute.
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A tripolar entente and the 
collapse of legal constraint
by Eyal Benvenisti

In the footsteps of this endorsement came, on 
17 November 2025, another Council resolution. 

Endorsing a US-brokered 'comprehensive plan' 
to end the war in Gaza, the resolution created an 
international 'board of peace' with its own inter-
national legal personality, headed personally by 
Donald Trump, with a discretionary mandate to 
oversee transition arrangements – and, in the 
interim, the lives of millions of Gazans. Whatever 
one thinks of the plan's merits, the institutional 
message is stark: self-determination becomes 
conditional, to be supervised, managed and 
possibly postponed indefinitely, and admin-
istered by outsiders, not even UN organs, 
accountable to no one. Two months later, 
President Trump revealed a broader ambi-
tion: to expand the mandate of the board to 
address conflicts around the world, that is, to 
erect "a more nimble and effective interna-
tional peace-building body" than the Security 
Council. The UN was repurposed to endorse the 
hollowing-out of the rules-based order and, 
with it, its own authority.

What convinced the members of the Security 
Council to give up both its foundational prin-
ciples and its institutional responsibility? The 
answer: a tacit agreement between the three 
nuclear-ready powers, enabled by intimidated 
middle powers and smaller states.

This reflects the world we live in: a tripolar era 
dominated by the United States, China and 
Russia. Under the shadow of their rivalry, the 
three share a converging interest: exploit-
ing the vulnerabilities of other states while 
trading tolerance for one another's territo-
rial preferences. China presses its claims in 

the South China Sea and expects international 
silence on Taiwan; Russia invokes territorial 
integrity even as it redraws borders in its own 
neighbourhood and beyond; the United States 
acts as if it owns, or is entitled to own, the 
entire Western Hemisphere, and speaks openly 
of protecting access to 'key geographies'. 
In this endeavour, the Security Council serves 
as a forum for managing rival spheres of 
influence, disguised as law.

The powers of this tripolar world mostly tol-
erate one another's spheres of influence; but 
they also test opportunities to enlarge them at 
one another's expense, often by striking below 
the threshold that would trigger direct retali-
ation. Russia's seizure of Crimea in 2014 was 
such a move: a territorial revision executed 
swiftly enough, and ambiguously enough, to 
avoid an immediate military response from 
the West. The US attack on Iran (an ally of 
both China and Russia) in June 2025, and 
the intervention in Venezuela in early 2026, 

The UN Charter promised that sovereignty would no longer be decided by 
conquest, coercion, or great-power bargains. Eighty years later, that promise 
is being quietly undone by the UN Security Council itself. On 31 October 
2025, in a vote that attracted little public attention, the Council endorsed 
Morocco's 'autonomy plan' for Western Sahara. Buried in technical language, 
the Council blessed a territorial arrangement that denies a people – the 
Sahrawis – their widely recognised right to self-determination. This resolution 
was the harbinger of an unsettling order that is now taking shape.

	� The Security Council is being 
repurposed as a forum for 
managing rival spheres of 
influence, disguised as law.
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reflected a similar gamble that the other 
members of the entente would protest but 
ultimately stand aside. Venezuela is espe-
cially revealing because the intervention was 
quickly followed by efforts to reorder access 
to the country's strategic assets, showing 
how sphere-building may also involve depriv-
ing rival powers of economic footholds and 
political influence. Such episodes can look, 
at first, like evidence that a world beyond 
law is manageable – that calibrated coer-
cion, opportunistic revisionism and selective 
restraint can be combined into a stable infor-
mal bargain among great powers.

This appearance is profoundly misleading. 
Initial success breeds strategic overconfi-
dence. Crimea helped encourage the larger 
Russian assault on Ukraine in 2022, and the 
same dynamic now appears in relation to 
Iran: what seemed, in June 2025, to be a 
limited strike below the threshold of systemic 
escalation became, by March 2026, a trigger 

for regional war with potentially global con-
sequences. The lesson is that an order not 
grounded in law is not merely unjust: it 
is brittle. By replacing rules with improv-
isation and mutual intimidation, it invites 
precisely the misjudgements that turn local 
opportunism into wider conflagration.

But what of the lesser powers? The striking 
fact is that many remain silent, defer in the 
Security Council and other multilateral bod-
ies, and thus acquiesce in the normalisation 
of aggression even as it makes their own 
borders less secure. One explanation for the 
remarkably subdued reactions to the attacks 
in Venezuela and Iran, and for such deference 
in the Security Council, lies in the madman 
theory practised by the three entente leaders. 
By cultivating reputations for volatility and 
disproportionate retaliation, they raise the 
expected costs of collective resistance and 
thereby undermine the willingness of lesser 
powers to act in concert. 

This is because the tripolar entente is not only 
about creating protectorates and disrespecting 
the sovereignty of others. It also thrives on vol-
atility, unpredictability and lack of accountability. 
The US president advertises unpredictability as a 
bargaining tool. He cultivates uncertainty about 
his red lines, threatens and then reverses, 
while constantly making outlandish challenges 
to established principles and historic alliances. 
Russia resorts to ambiguous, liminal coercion 
through deniable use of drone swarms, cyber 
operations and undersea disruptions that test 
thresholds while blurring attribution. China incre-
mentally transforms South China Sea islands into 
fortified fortresses, while making simulated or 
symbolic armed attacks against its neighbours. 
This collective espousal of the 'madman the-
ory' carries a deeper cost for all, but first and 
foremost for lesser powers that depend on 
cooperation to be able to withstand pressure. 
The atmosphere of purposeful unpredictabil-
ity erodes the very conditions under which 
inter-state cooperation is possible.

© Alba_alioth / Shutterstock.com

	� The atmosphere of 
purposeful unpredictability 
erodes the very conditions 
under which inter-state 
cooperation is possible.
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International politics is not a one-shot encoun-
ter. It is played out in an indefinitely repeated 
game among repeat players. Sustaining 
cooperation requires an infrastructure of 
order that creates a 'shadow of the future' 
in which restraint is rewarded, and violations 
are punished. Robert Axelrod's classic insight 
about the evolution of cooperation hinges on 
predictability: credible commitments and cred-
ible consequences must be communicated 
clearly and consistently enough that actors 
can coordinate expectations around them. 
Volatility breaks this mechanism. Conditional 
cooperation collapses, and everyone shifts 
toward short-term defensive strategies, as if 
relationships and rules might end abruptly. The 
twelve other members of the Security Council 
cannot help but join the big three to vote the 
Security Council out of business.

International law is one of the system's crucial 
'clarity devices'. It provides focal points that 
stabilise expectations. In a volatile system, 
commitments to cooperate wobble, and the 
temptation to treat law as flexible and institu-
tions as expendable becomes overwhelming.

The sovereignty system is not being top-
pled in a single dramatic rupture. It is being 
worn down through repetition: a handful of 
UN resolutions few bother to read, a series of 
unilateral acts that defy collective imagination, 
and a steady normalisation of 'exceptions', until 
suddenly the world is deprived not only of legal 
constraint but of the predictability that makes 
cooperation and restraint possible.

We are living in a state of exception – one in 
which law is still cited, institutions still con-
vene, but legal substance has been quietly 
suspended. This can cause enormous harm. 
What it cannot do, ultimately, is to remake the 
law in its own image. There can be no stable 
international order not grounded in sover-
eign equality and the right of peoples to 
determine their own political future. Those 
principles are not naive idealism; they are the 
hard-won conclusions of more than a century of 
catastrophe. The current arrangement – coer-
cive, unpredictable and contemptuous of the 
rules it invokes – is too brittle to endure. The 
least we can do, in the meantime, is to refuse 
to mistake it for law.?

Eyal Benvenisti, 
Whewell Professor of 

International Law Emeritus at 
the University of Cambridge
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Lessons from Iran: 
Europe must be ready to 
shape the new world order
by Tim Haesebrouck

What does the war against Iran say about Europe's role in the 
emerging world order? Small, marginal and preferably invisible! 
Or so it seems from the reactions of European leaders. Yet for Europe, 
too much is at stake to be satisfied with a role on the sidelines.

European capitals are struggling to articulate 
a clear position on the war of the United 

States and Israel against Iran. Positions gen-
erally range from a reluctant approval of the 
weakening of the ayatollah regime to cautious 
calls for restraint and respect for international 
law. No European country has joined the mili-
tary attack on Iran. However, with the notable 
exception of Spain’s Prime Minister Pedro 
Sánchez, neither have European leaders clearly 
opposed the attack. Overall, Europe plays only 
a limited role in shaping events.

The consequences for Europe, however, 
are clear and tangible. The war against 
Iran has immediate implications for Euro-
pean security and stability. Cyprus, an EU 
member state, has already been targeted. 

The escalation in the Strait of Hormuz has 
pushed energy markets into turmoil, while 
instability in the Middle East increases the 
risk of terrorism and renewed migration 
pressure on Europe. These developments 
could quickly reverberate through European 
politics, where debates about security and 
migration already shape domestic agendas 
in many member states.

The indirect consequences may prove even 
more significant. Rising oil prices and Wash-
ington's recent decision to ease restrictions 
on Russian oil provide Moscow with addi-
tional resources to sustain its war against 
Ukraine. At the same time, the widening 
conflict in the Middle East risks diverting 
American political attention and military 
resources away from Ukraine. The situation 
contains a striking irony: Russia shares intel-
ligence with Iran, while Ukraine helps the 
United States by providing technologies to 
intercept Iranian drones. Yet the geopolitical 
consequences of the conflict may ultimately 
strengthen Moscow's position while weaken-
ing that of Kyiv.

The United States is pursuing a military 
operation that directly threatens European 
interests and risks undermining Europe's 
most important security priority: support-
ing Ukraine against Russian aggression. 
But despite these stakes, Europe remains 
largely on the sidelines.

A DIFFERENT EUROPE FROM 2003

The contrast with just under a quarter of a 
century ago could hardly be more stunning. 
In 2003, the Iraq War split Europe into two 
camps. One offered strong military and politi-
cal backing to Washington. The other strongly 
opposed the invasion. The transatlantic rift was 
deep and public. Today, European positions 
are far less polarised. Most governments nei-
ther strongly support Washington nor openly 
oppose it. Unlike in 2003, no European country 
is willing to participate in the US war against 
Iran. Europe appears to have internalised 
the lessons of regime change operations in 
Afghanistan, Iraq and Libya. The appetite for 
military adventurism has faded.

	� The war against Iran has 
immediate implications 
for European security 
and stability. Cyprus, an 
EU member state, has 
already been targeted.
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At the same time, with the notable exception 
of Spain, European leaders have also avoided 
clearly condemning the operation. In 2003, 
Belgium, France and Germany openly defied 
Washington. They were derided as part of the 
'axis of weasels'. French fries became 'freedom 
fries', and there were even threats to relocate 
NATO headquarters after Belgium expanded 
its universal jurisdiction law, which could have 
exposed members of the Bush administration 
to prosecution. Yet despite the acrimony, few 
doubted that NATO would endure. Transatlan-
tic divisions were ultimately contained.

A DIFFERENT WORLD ORDER

Today, the geopolitical context is very different. 
With war on its own continent, a tangible 
Russian threat and a far less reliable United 
States, European leaders are much less 
willing to risk antagonising Washington. 
These constraints reflect a broader shift in the 
international system. The US war against Iran 
illustrates that the emerging world order is not 
Europe's world order.

A global order increasingly shaped by mili-
tary force rather than by rules, multilateralism 

and reliable alliances creates particular vul-
nerabilities for Europe. As a union of mostly 
small and medium-sized states, Europe 
cannot compete with great powers solely 
on military strength. It depends – more than 
the other, more traditional, great powers – 
on diplomacy, international institutions and 
the strength of norms that constrain the use 
of force.

Europe therefore faces a clear strategic reality. 
To resist a world order increasingly shaped by 
military force, it will need more military power 
of its own. In an international system marked 
by growing security dilemmas, an actor 
without hard power risks being the actor 
that ultimately loses. Strengthening Europe's 
defence capabilities and reducing strategic 
dependence on the United States will therefore 
be unavoidable. Yet this military power should 
not be used just to participate in a world where 
might makes right. Precisely because Europe 
cannot dominate the geopolitical chessboard 
through raw power alone, it must use its power 
to defend and strengthen the rules that con-
strain the use of force. The goal should not be 
to adapt to the emerging order, but to shape 
it actively in a direction more consistent with 
European norms and interests.

SHAPING THE NEW ORDER

For now, Europe must choose its battles 
carefully. It cannot afford to jeopardise the 
transatlantic alliance, on which its security still 
depends. At the same time, it is in Europe's 
interest to be consistent in defending the 
principle that war is not a legitimate instru-
ment of policy. That means openly stating 
when norms are violated, supporting broad 
coalitions in the UN General Assembly to 
reaffirm the prohibition on aggression, and 
resisting the gradual normalisation of preven-
tive or punitive wars of choice.

Only by strengthening its military capabilities 
and reducing its dependence on the United 
States can Europe become the normative 
power needed to shape the world order in 
line with its interests and values.

Tim Haesebrouck, 
Assistant Professor at 
the Ghent Institute of 

International and European 
Studies of Ghent University

© European Union , 2026
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Fictional Davos: 
When 2+2 equals Trump
by Renata Zilli

At this year's World Economic Forum in Davos, two visions of the global order 
collided. US President Donald Trump declared the world stronger; the Canadian 
Prime Minister Mark Carney warned it was more fragile. Their clash reveals how 
trade, once governed by shared rules, is increasingly shaped by contradiction 
– and why an egalitarian liberalism must be reclaimed as a politics of agency.

	� In Trump's world, institutions 
matter instrumentally, 
only to the degree they 
serve the powerful.

It has become a cliché, almost a reflex, to 
begin an analysis of global disorder with 

Dickens's opening line in his novel A Tale of 
Two Cities: "it was the best of times, it was 
the worst of times". With minimal effort, this 
quotation signals that a contradiction is about 
to be explored. Almost a decade ago, in 2017, 
the line also crowned Xi Jinping's well-received 
Davos address, in which he celebrated the 
global economic order while acknowledging 
its incongruities. This year at Davos, I was 
struck by the fact that the contradiction was 
embodied by two individuals. Two opposing 
ways of understanding the current state of the 
global order: Donald Trump and Mark Carney.

Yet the Canadian Prime Minister's worldview is 
nothing new. For decades, both the left and 

the right have been calling out flaws in the sys-
tem. From the left, the critique was sustained 
primarily by the fact that globalisation cre-
ated enormous wealth, but it was captured 
by only a few at the expense of the many, 
the environment and, in the eyes of some, 
national identities. While these were genuine 
concerns, some versions of the liberal left aban-
doned their egalitarian focus, instead directing 
their criticism and rebellion towards grievances 
based on biological and individual traits, such 
as gender, race, or both. The result provoked 
a major shift in world politics: the subject of 
history was no longer the hero but the victim, 
as the philosopher Susan Neiman argued in her 
book Left Is Not Woke.

From the right, the critique of globalisation fol-
lowed a different path. Its concerns were less 
focused on redistribution and more on a sense 
of loss of control over their sovereignty and bor-
ders, and on displacement from their traditions 
and communities. Borrowed from the illiberal 
left, the right repackaged victimhood as a polit-
ical mechanism of defence against the broken 
promises of prosperity that liberal globalisation 
was meant to deliver. The right's ambition con-
sequently shifted from a purely conservative 

stance to becoming reformists of the social 
order, aiming to replace it with what the politi-
cal theorist Patrick Deneen has described as a 
post-liberal 'common-good conservatism'. As a 
result, the traditional distinctions between left 
and right began to blur, as each became illib-
eral in its own form. 

What separates Carney from Trump's view of 
the world is not a geographical but an axiomatic 
border. In other words, a border between the 
principles they uphold – particularly those on 
which institutions are grounded. In Trump's 
world, institutions matter instrumentally, 
only to the degree they serve the powerful. 
In his view, repeated ad nauseam, the interna-
tional trade system is not under structural strain 
but merely distorted by bad deals and weak 
leadership – a condition he claims to have cor-
rected alone in less than a year. 

	� Globalisation created 
enormous wealth, but it was 
captured by only a few at 
the expense of the many, 
the environment and, for 
many, the perceived erosion 
of national identities.
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Another 20th-century British writer, George 
Orwell, coined the term 'doublespeak' to 
describe a political language in which words 
are used not to reveal reality but to obscure 
it. In Trump's narrative, fragmentation is 
portrayed as strength, coercion as leader-
ship, and trade protectionism as a source 
of rising living standards. Yet today, far from 
being stronger, the international institutions 
are more fragile and vulnerable. Without clear 
rules, the global economy is becoming more 
unstable, and the costs are borne by those 
least able to absorb them. Mark Carney's 
remarks were met with an ovation at Davos, 
not because they were novel, but because he 
named the fiction. 

In the realm of international trade, the mul-
tilateral trade system that emerged in the 
post-war period developed its own trade-
speak. Free trade often concealed protection 
for powerful sectors; fair trade evaded the 
question of who actually benefitted; and 
openness became a moral claim, even as its 
costs were unevenly distributed. Over time, 
these incongruities were cemented in policies 
that consistently underdelivered. International 

trade is not solely to blame; rather, the focus 
was lost: the objective became expanding 
trade volumes year after year, rather than 
ensuring that trade gains were broadly shared 
across society. 

There's a strain of the left that has always shied 
away from calling itself liberal, particularly in 
contexts where liberalism is associated with the 
right. Yet one indisputable feature of a liberal 
project – across the ideological spectrum – is 
that individuals, like nations, are not destined 
for subordination. They retain the agency and 
capacity to shape their economic and political 
futures. A system that replaces equal treat-
ment with permanent exceptions may appear 
pragmatic, but it does not reform; it regresses. 
Carney is right that we should not mourn the 
world order that is gone. The task, instead, is to 
uphold these principles as the bedrock of a more 
ambitious and equitable global order. 

At the time of writing the author was Researcher at ECIPE. The 
view expressed in this article are those of the author and do 
not reflect the official position of the government of Mexico.

	� One indisputable feature of 
a liberal project – across the 
ideological spectrum – 
is that individuals, like 
nations, are not destined 
for subordination.

© 2026 World Economic Forum / Ciaran McCrickard.
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Europe is witnessing a tectonic rift in the 
international order, triggered by the 

Russian invasion of Ukraine, trade tensions 
with China, and US policies under Trump 2.0. 
The Greenland crisis demonstrates a sharp 
shift from an already deficient international 
order to a ruthless global arena where 
might makes right. While debating the sorry 
state of world affairs, one should not overlook 
the interplay between the changing global 
order and climate action.

Man-made climate change continues to have 
severe impacts on our economy and society. 
The world is not on track to limit global warm-
ing to 1.5°C, the level needed to avoid severe 
future consequences of climate change. Over 

the past decade, weather-related disasters 
have displaced 250 million people, and 3.6 
billion people continue to reside in areas of 
high climate vulnerability. Climate change can 
also act as a security threat multiplier. The 
strategic importance of Greenland, for exam-
ple, increases as Arctic sea ice melts due to 
climate change. Consequently, the surrounding 
waters become more navigable for commerce 
and the navy while valuable minerals become 
more accessible, prompting Russia, the US and 
China to wrestle for influence over this 'new 
frontier'. The US-EU dispute over Greenland 
was clearly driven by Trump's territorial 
aspirations and cannot be justified by the 
Arctic's geopolitical sensitivity. However, 
climate change helps pave the way for such a 
dispute and the dangerous narratives coming 
from the White House.

While climate change can exacerbate geopo-
litical tensions, geopolitics itself affects climate 
action. The result of last year's COP30 is far 
from what is needed to both halt and adapt to 
climate change, and geopolitics is arguably one 
of the reasons for such an outcome. 

CLIMATE NEGOTIATIONS 
AFFECTED BY GEOPOLITICS

COP30 underdelivered on required commit-
ments and made commitments that are unclear 
and difficult to interpret. The parties paid only 
lip service to the phase-out of fossil fuels – the 
main source of greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions 
– and could not agree on how to end deforest-
ation. Furthermore, new commitments to triple 
climate adaptation finance by 2035 fall well 
short of estimated adaptation needs and do not 
specify a clear reference year for the calculation. 

As COP negotiations moved from target setting 
to implementation, their deficiencies became 
apparent. Consensus-based and opaque 
decision-making prevents bold progress on 
global climate action. More broadly, the lack 
of capacity to reach a consensus, and the 
inability to influence 'the unwilling' to follow 
the trajectory set out in the Paris agreement 
reflect not just opposing national interests, 
but also the polycentric nature of the con-
temporary global order marked by stark 
geopolitical rivalries. 

The EU must pursue climate 
action in an increasingly 
geopolitical world
by Stefan Sipka

We are witnessing a surge of geopolitical rivalries, increasingly 
fuelled by climate change and undermining global climate efforts 
at the same time. The EU must stay true to its climate ambitions 
and find ways to navigate through the new global (dis)order.

	� The Greenland crisis 
demonstrates a sharp shift 
from an already deficient 
international order to 
a ruthless global arena 
where might makes right.



In a world marked by wars, the revival of pro-
tectionism and the rise of illiberalism, it is no 
surprise that the security dilemma and the 
pursuit of immediate relative gains severely 
undermine multilateralism and concern for 
global commons. Many oil-producing coun-
tries continue to oppose the phase-out of fossil 
fuels, while the North-South divide over how 
to align climate action with developmentalist 
objectives continues to delay progress. The US 
withdrawal from climate debates and com-
mitments under Trump 2.0 dealt a critical 
blow to COP. While China remains ambitious 
on climate, this is primarily linked to its exports 
of cleantech solutions backed by subsidies and 
other supportive measures to its industry. Driven 
by fear over the future of its own industry in an 
uncertain international setting, the EU showed 
a striking lack of ambition at COP30 compared 
to previous years, barely managing to submit its 
climate targets ahead of this latest conference. 

WHAT SHOULD THE EU DO? 

Despite the geopolitical turbulence, climate 
action remains critical given the costs of 
inaction – from the aggravation of existing 
and future geopolitical crises to the very 
survival of humankind. At the same time, 
expecting international fora such as climate 
COPs to close both the mitigation and adap-
tation gaps appears unrealistic in the new 
world we find ourselves in. Although they will 
remain crucial for ensuring accountability, 
there is a growing risk that they will evolve 
into largely performative, high-level gather-
ings delivering minimal tangible outcomes. 
Encouragingly, however, parallel talks at 
COP30 hinted at a potential shift towards 
stronger plurilateral cooperation among 
'coalitions of the willing', including on fossil 
fuel phase-out and carbon pricing.

In order to pursue the climate agenda effec-
tively, the first and most difficult step is to 
recognise the current situation, and factor 
it into future action. For the EU, this starts at 
home. The union must show its citizens, indus-
try and the rest of the world that it remains on 
track regarding its own climate commitments. 
It must remain committed to its 2030 and 2040 
targets, create an enabling regulatory and 
financial framework for its clean tech industry 

to flourish, and advance fair transitional path-
ways for hard-to-abate industries, farmers and 
lower-income households. 

On the international stage, the EU should 
actively participate in regional and bilat-
eral climate partnerships, including through 
coalitions of the willing facilitated by 
COP30, as well as the G7 and G20. In doing 
so, the EU should rely on a combination of 
investments while safeguarding the legitimate 
interests of its own industry through instru-
ments such as the Carbon Border Adjustment 
Mechanism. The EU should aim to reconcile 
its own climate objectives with the needs of 
other nations, namely by addressing climate 
impacts fairly, and advancing clean energy 
and industrial transitions in developing coun-
tries. In the case of China, the EU needs to 
play a delicate game of safeguarding its own 
economic interests while exploring possibili-
ties to enhance climate-related collaboration. 
Finally, given the current political context in 
the US, priority must be given to partnerships 
with cities and states committed to ambitious 
climate action. 

Given the US's reluctance to pursue climate 
policies, the EU should take the lead on 
climate action rather than abandon such 
commitments – especially since competi-
tiveness and decarbonisation can go hand in 
hand. By upholding its climate commitments, 
strengthening social measures to cushion the 
decarbonisation cost for its most vulnerable 
citizens, and pursuing fair and effective bilat-
eral and regional arrangements abroad, the 
EU can help reinforce the rationale for global 
climate collaboration, which could help give 
new impetus to future COP negotiations. 

	� Despite the geopolitical 
turbulence, climate action 
remains critical, given the 
costs of inaction — from 
the aggravation of existing 
and future geopolitical 
crises to the very survival 
of humankind.
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FOCUS

At the beginning of May, the European Commission 
will present its first Anti-Poverty Strategy. It follows 
the European Union's commitment to eradicate poverty 
by 2050. 

In Europe, poverty is a reality for millions of people. 
While the European Union was not passive before this 
emergency, with important measures having been 
taken in recent decades – from the Lisbon Strategy to 
the Porto Summit, the European Pillar of Social Rights 
and the Child Guarantee – its approach to poverty has 

always been confined to silos, treating poverty more as 
a mere economic issue than as a violation of people's 
social rights.

But as poverty does not exist in isolation, policies 
to address it should not work separately from anti-
discrimination and equality policies because the 
fragmentation always leads to someone being left 
behind. In this dossier, we examine the challenges 
ahead, hoping that the upcoming strategy will be up 
to the task.

THE FIGHT AGAINST POVERTY IS 
A FIGHT FOR HUMAN RIGHTS
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Important measures have been adopted since 
the Porto Social Summit in 2021: the mini-
mum wage directive that seeks to guarantee 
adequate wages for a decent life; the recom-
mendation on minimum income that aims to 
combat poverty and social exclusion by pro-
moting adequate income, access to essential 
services and labour market integration; and 
the Child Guarantee, adopted in 2021, which 
pursues the objective of breaking the intergen-
erational cycle of poverty and social exclusion.

Despite some improvements, progress 
appears fairly modest. European societies are 
facing different but major challenges that 
exacerbate the risk of poverty and social 
exclusion. Low growth rates affect public 
budgets and tend to reduce social spending. 
Technological change excludes less-skilled 

Poverty is not a fatality

These figures are appalling and run counter 
to two major objectives of the European 

Union, namely to "combat social exclusion" 
and to "promote social justice and protection". 
The causes and levels of poverty may differ 
from one member state to another – but no 
member state, even the wealthiest, is without 
a poverty challenge.

The European Union has not been inactive. 
The 2000-2010 Lisbon Strategy aimed to 
combat poverty through the open method of 
coordination, which consists of setting com-
mon goals, benchmarking and sharing best 
practice. The Europe 2020 Strategy then set 
a quantified target for reducing the number of 
poor people (by 20 million). More recently, the 
Porto Action Plan, which was endorsed at the 
May 2021 Social Summit in Porto, committed 
the EU to reducing the number of people at 
risk of poverty or social exclusion by at least 15 
million by 2030, with a key target of helping 5 
million children out of poverty. Since the last 
round of EU enlargement, the risk of pov-
erty in the European Union has increased 
dramatically – from 16 per cent in 2007 to 
21 per cent in 2024. It is unlikely that the 
objective of the Social Pillar Action Plan to 
reduce the number of poor people by 15 
million by 2030 will be achieved.

In 2024, more than 93 million Europeans, representing 21 per cent of the EU 
population were exposed to the risk of poverty, among them 19.5 million children. 
7 per cent of Europeans suffer from severe material and social deprivation that 
does not allow them an adequate life, while 8 per cent of workers in the EU are 
considered 'working poor' – people who cannot afford a decent life from their work.

groups from the labour market. Precarious 
work particularly affects young people and 
migrants, as well as women, especially sin-
gle mothers, who are often stuck in part-time 
work. Deindustrialisation affects numerous 
regions and increases structural unemploy-
ment, with general impoverishment as a 
lasting consequence.

These multiple causes of poverty weaken Euro-
pean societies, and exclude millions of people 
not only from general prosperity but also from 
contributing to general wealth. Indeed, the 
causes of poverty provoke new divides with 
dangerous political consequences. There 
is thus a need for a comprehensive political 
approach that takes into account all the differ-
ent aspects and causes of poverty.

This approach implies better coordination 
between policies. It also requires a strong 
European cohesion policy with adequate 
resources and priority targets. Access to social 
services, strong skills and upskilling policies 
need to be available to the most vulnerable. 
Housing has become one of the most urgent 
social issues as it increases poverty and is 
becoming a major factor of exclusion. The EU 
should therefore contribute more to develop 
affordable housing.

by Nicolas Schmit

	� European societies are 
facing different but major 
challenges that exacerbate 
the risk of poverty and 
social exclusion.
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All this shows that the European Union needs 
an Anti-Poverty Strategy that is comprehen-
sive and multidimensional. Europe will not 
become more competitive with less soli-
darity and a growing number of excluded 
people. It is also time to give up the 'trickle 
down' approach that simply legitimises grow-
ing inequalities and wealth concentration. In his 
book The Great Divide, Joseph Stiglitz writes 
about the major culprit being trickle-down 
economics: "if the rich get richer and use their 
talents and resources to create jobs, everyone 
will benefit. It just doesn't work; the historical 
data now prove that".

An Anti-Poverty Strategy cannot just rely on soft 
law and coordination as it did in the past. We 
need to build an adequate governance frame-
work and address the root causes of poverty, 
as the S&D Group in the European Parliament 
proposes in its strategic paper. A European 

anti-poverty law, including concrete objectives 
and resources with a precise timetable, should 
be the basis of such a strategy. The European 
Child Guarantee, initially proposed by the S&D 
Group, has multiple fields of action and is a 
valuable approach – but there is one essential 
condition: sufficient resources. The proposal to 
allocate €20 billion to implement the Child Guar-
antee is an important step. It represents a social 
investment, making our societies stronger and 
fairer by creating equal opportunities.

Announcing the eradication of poverty by 2050 
may be an ambitious goal – but it is a valua-
ble one. It means that at least 4 million people 
should no longer be exposed to poverty each 
year. To achieve this objective, declarations 
are not enough: action is needed, as well as 
innovative approaches. This includes a more 
ambitious and better organised EU multiannual 
financial framework.

© wjarek / Shutterstock.com

	� The European Union needs 
an Anti-Poverty Strategy 
that is comprehensive 
and multidimensional. 
Europe will not become 
more competitive with less 
solidarity and a growing 
number of excluded people.

Nicolas Schmit, 
FEPS President
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discussions on Oliveira's report. We explicitly 
included people who are experiencing poverty, 
as well as representatives from their organisa-
tions, because it is important for us to listen to 
them and ensure they are part of the strategy's 
development and implementation. 

The insights of people experiencing poverty 
are not just valuable; they are imperative 
for a policy if it is to have a chance of being 
successful and supportive. During an event 
organised at the European Parliament by this 
intergroup and the European Anti-Poverty 
Network (EAPN) at which we welcomed more 
than 150 guests from across Europe, one par-
ticipant told us about a municipal institution 
that provided her with financial support to 
finish her degree, which in turn greatly facili-
tated her entry into the labour market. She also 
needed childcare to be able to study, but this 
was provided by a different municipal depart-
ment under different policies and regulations. 
A one-stop shop, or at least better commu-
nication between these departments, would 
have been much quicker and more efficient in 
helping her. People who experience poverty 
must be involved from the start in shaping 
every measure. No policy should be made 
without them.

Poverty is the result of 
political choices

Vice-President of the European Commission 
Roxana Minzatu will present the Commis-

sion's Anti-Poverty Strategy before the summer 
of 2026. The S&D Group's input provides the 
Commission with a number of good, imple-
mentable suggestions and proposals.

Nowadays, the European Commission and the 
European Council focus mostly on security and 
competitiveness. Both topics make sense in the 
volatile world in which we live. However, secu-
rity does not just mean physical security and 
a strong competitive economy. It also means 
security in daily life: strengthening our society's 
social fabric and ensuring people can partici-
pate and feel included. 

MEPs forming the parliamentary intergroup 
on fighting against poverty held several 

On 12 February, MEPs voted on a report led by rapporteur João Oliveira 
from the European Parliament's committee on employment and social 
affairs (EMPL). The report proposes an ambitious new EU Anti-Poverty 
Strategy that calls for the eradication of poverty in the EU by 2035.

An important focus of the Oliveira report is 
fighting child poverty. Children growing up in 
poverty have a disadvantage at the start of 
their lives, which then becomes very difficult 
to overcome in later years. The S&D shadow 
rapporteur Aodhán Ó Ríordáin, who has expe-
rience in education, uses the example of the 
number of words a child knows when enter-
ing school at the age of four: children from 
socially disadvantaged backgrounds know 
two to three times fewer words than children 
from more advantaged social backgrounds. For 
these disadvantaged children, the start in early 
education is very different, and the gap rapidly 
becomes almost impossible to bridge.

It is therefore a success that S&D MEPs in the 
EMPL committee were again able to confirm the 
need for the Child Guarantee. The objective of 
this Child Guarantee is to prevent and combat 
social exclusion by guaranteeing the effective 
access of children in need to free early child-
hood education and care, free education, free 
healthcare, healthy nutrition and adequate 
housing. But the Child Guarantee should not 
just be words, it also needs funds. The Oliveira 
report therefore calls for a minimum budget of 
€20 billion for the Child Guarantee in the next 
multiannual financial framework (MFF).

by Marit Maij

	� People who experience 
poverty must be involved 
from the start in shaping 
every measure. No 
policy should be made 
without them.
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I have to say that I am very proud about the 
adoption in plenary of my amendment on 
menstrual poverty. It was adopted by only a 
three-vote margin but it means the report now 
calls for the inclusion of a specific strategy to 
make menstrual hygiene products available in 
places such as reception centres and shelters 
for homeless people. Women in these places are 
already in vulnerable situations, and their need 
for hygiene products should not worsen their sit-
uation. In addition, my amendment means the 
report also calls for menstrual hygiene products 
in public venues such as schools, workplaces, 
and government buildings. No girl or woman 
should miss school or work because she can-
not afford basic hygiene products. We provide 
toilet paper as standard – menstrual products 
should be just as normal. 

The Anti-Poverty Strategy will have to be holis-
tic and inclusive, and linked to several other 
European Commission strategies. An impor-
tant element of it is the Quality Jobs Act. We 
need to appreciate that the main strength of 
the EU and its single market is its people, its 
workforce. We need well-paid jobs and a good 
social security system. Exploitative systems 
that create jobs which keep working people 
poor should be abolished.

If we do not tackle poverty, no defence plan, 
no market reform and no competitiveness 
strategy will make people feel secure. Secu-
rity also means being able to pay your rent 
and your grocery bill. A strong Europe starts 
with people who are able to live, not with 
people who only survive from pay cheque 
to pay cheque. Poverty is not inevitable; it is 
the result of political choices, and we need to 
choose differently – now.

© Gagarin Iurii / Shutterstock.com

	� No girl or woman should 
miss school or work 
because she cannot afford 
basic menstrual hygiene 
products. We provide 
toilet paper as standard 
– menstrual products 
should be just as normal.

	� A strong Europe starts 
with people who are able 
to live, not with people 
who only survive from pay 
cheque to pay cheque.

Marit Maij, 
MEP and Vice-Chair of the 

Intergroup on Fighting 
against Poverty
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inevitable and adopt a strategy that serves 
its people. Eradicating poverty is a political 
choice: one that depends on collective deci-
sions about wealth distribution, resource 
allocation and the democratic participation 
of the most marginalised. 

SEEING POVERTY IN ALL 
ITS COMPLEXITY 

The EU has historically treated poverty reduc-
tion as an economic issue: a means to growth 
and competitiveness rather than to ending a 
violation of rights. Poverty is rooted in systemic 
and structural injustices, shaped by unequal 
distributions of wealth and power, intersecting 
with gender, race, disability, age, migration sta-
tus and other grounds of exclusion. Poverty is 
often intergenerational: in 2023, 20 per cent of 
adults who had a poor financial situation as 
children were at risk of poverty themselves, 
compared with 12.4 per cent of those who 
grew up in financially secure households. 

Across the European Union, poverty remains 
a stark reality for millions of people. The 

latest numbers show that 21 per cent of the 
population live at risk of poverty or social 
exclusion, representing over 1 in 5 people. The 
president of the European Commission, Ursula 
Von der Leyen, committed to the eradication 
of poverty by 2050 in her 2025 State of the 
Union address. Considering the slow progress 
and the imminent failure to meet the EU target 
of reducing poverty by 15 million people by 
2030, the forthcoming EU Anti-Poverty Strategy 
(EU-APS), announced for 6 May 2026, comes 
at a decisive moment. After decades of failed 
attempts to eradicate poverty, the question is 
inevitable: how can we ensure this is not an 
empty promise? 

For the European Anti-Poverty Network (EAPN), 
the EU-APS is a critical opportunity to move 
beyond fragmented approaches and to cen-
tre those most exposed to poverty and social 
exclusion. The EU has a rare opportunity to 
reject the harmful narrative that poverty is 

With over 20 per cent of Europeans at risk of 
poverty, the EU faces a stark choice: to continue 
fragmented approaches or to deliver real change. 
The forthcoming Anti-Poverty Strategy must connect 
policies, involve people experiencing poverty, 
and secure funding to make eradicating poverty 
a political reality rather than an empty promise.

This pattern is reinforced by structural barri-
ers – such as access to education, precarious 
employment and inadequate social protection 
– which disproportionately affect marginalised 
groups. For instance, only 51 per cent of people 
with disabilities are employed, compared to 75 
per cent without disabilities, with women and 
young people being the worst affected.

by Juliana Wahlgren and Marie-Amah Kouadio

	� Eradicating poverty is a 
political choice: one that 
depends on collective 
decisions about wealth 
distribution, resource 
allocation and the 
democratic participation 
of the most marginalised.

Eradicating poverty by 2050 
Shaping an EU anti-poverty strategy 
that leaves no one behind



37 -

The Progressive Post #30

CONNECTING THE DOTS 
ACROSS EU POLICIES 

Poverty does not exist in isolation, yet EU 
frameworks continue to operate separately. 
While the Union of Equality strategies address 
discrimination on grounds such as gender, race, 
disability and sexual orientation, they generally 
fail to integrate a social rights or anti-poverty 
perspective, with the notable exception of the 
Roma Strategic Framework, which explicitly 
links equality and poverty reduction.

Conversely, anti-poverty policies often overlook 
discrimination and inequality. This fragmenta-
tion contributes directly to the persistence of 
the 'missing poor': people whose lived reali-
ties are inadequately captured by EU data and 
indicators on poverty, including undocumented 
migrants, homeless people, institutionalised 
populations and those facing multiple forms of 
discrimination.

Key EU policy areas, such as the Just Tran-
sition, climate and energy, and housing 
and urban development, fail to sufficiently 
integrate an anti-poverty lens. As a result, 

these policies risk exacerbating inequalities if 
social impacts are not systematically assessed 
and mitigated. The EU-APS must mainstream 
a poverty-lens across these areas, guarantee 
the meaningful participation of people experi-
encing poverty and back its commitments with 
adequate funding. 

ADEQUATE FUNDING FOR A 
TRANSFORMATIVE STRATEGY 

Despite strong rhetoric on social inclusion, 
the current EU economic governance contin-
ues to undermine efforts to eradicate poverty. 

The Stability and Growth Pact (SGP), under 
the revised EU fiscal framework, requires 
countries to keep their budget deficits below 
3 per cent of GDP and public debt under 60 
per cent of GDP, or risk sanctions under the 
excessive deficit procedure (EDP). The Euro-
pean Semester, which operationalises these 
rules, remains primarily oriented towards 
fiscal discipline, competitiveness and, increas-
ingly, defence spending. With the recent 
European Council decision to introduce 
flexibility under the SGP to allow member 
states to increase defence expenditure, 
the message is clear: military spending is a 
strategic necessity while social and climate 
justice are secondary.

Without a funding framework and economic 
governance architecture that explicitly 
aligns social investment with the objectives 
of the EU-APS, the latter risks becoming a 
statement of intent rather than a vehicle for 
transformation. The EU-APS must therefore 
be backed by the European Semester and 
the MFF, including a strengthened European 
Social Fund Plus (ESF+) that prioritises social 
inclusion and poverty eradication.

© Sandra Matic / Shutterstock.com
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TOWARDS 2050: FROM PROMISE 
TO POLITICAL CHOICE 

Eradicating poverty in all its dimensions by 
2050 is undeniably a monumental task, but it 
is feasible. The EU must make poverty eradica-
tion a deliberate political choice and a guiding 
principle across all policy areas.

The forthcoming EU Anti-Poverty Strategy is the 
opportunity for turning the 2050 commitment 
into a credible roadmap: one that must be ade-
quately funded, anchored at the national and 
local levels, and built with the participation of 
the most marginalised.

A STRATEGY THAT IMPACTS 
PEOPLE'S LIVES 

We must build and implement the EU-APS 
not merely for people experiencing pov-
erty, but with them. This means valuing their 
participation as experts and rights holders. 
Their knowledge is essential to understanding 
the complexity of poverty: what works, what 
fails and why. Similarly, as national and local 
authorities lead on social services, protec-
tion and housing, an effective EU-APS must 
be translated into robust national and local 
Anti-Poverty Strategies that are developed in 
partnership with civil society and people expe-
riencing poverty.

This is why EAPN calls for the creation of two 
permanent structures within the EU-APS: a 
committee for people experiencing poverty 
and a committee for civil society organisations. 
These spaces must be designed to enable 
meaningful, respectful and well-supported 
participation, with clear methods, adequate 
resources, and safeguards against extractiv-
ist consultation practices. These committees 
should be central to the implementation, 
monitoring and evaluation of the EU-APS. The 
establishment of a dedicated EU anti-poverty 
coordinator, equipped with a clear mandate, 
adequate resources and staff, could play a 
pivotal role in coordinating the work of these 
committees and ensuring policy coherence 
across EU policy areas.

Marie-Amah Kouadio, 
Senior Policy and Advocacy 

Officer at the European 
Anti-Poverty Network (EAPN)

Juliana Wahlgren, 
Director of the European 

Anti-Poverty Network (EAPN)
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Tackling poverty at its roots

If Europe is serious about breaking the cycle of poverty, it must start where it matters 
most: the earliest years of life. Early childhood education and care is not simply a 
social service – it is a powerful policy lever to tackle poverty across generations.

by Christian Morabito

Children do not begin life on an equal foot-
ing. Those born into poverty are more likely 

to grow up with limited stimulation, reduced 
access to quality services and fewer opportuni-
ties to develop essential skills. These early gaps 
widen over time. The evidence is clear that the 
disadvantages in the first years accumulate. 
Skills that are not developed early in life are 
harder and more costly to acquire later, lead-
ing to lower educational attainment, weaker 
labour market prospects, and greater reliance 
on social protection. Poverty reproduces itself, 
unless early intervention disrupts the cycle. 
High-quality Early childhood education and 
care (ECEC) is one of the most effective tools to 
do this. Participation significantly increases chil-
dren's chances of escaping poverty, with better 
school performance, lower dropout rates and 
higher educational attainment.

Analysis by FEPS, based on PISA data, shows 
that by age 15, students from low-income back-
grounds have below-average performance, 
except when they attended early childhood 
education. The earlier and longer the participa-
tion, the stronger the effect. Early access can 
substantially reduce lifelong disadvantages. 
Investing in early childhood is, therefore, not 
only socially just but also economically sound.

The benefits are also immediate. Expanding 
access to affordable childcare supports 
labour market participation, particularly 
for women, increases household income, 
and reduces poverty risks – especially for 
single-parent families. Countries with stronger 
childcare systems show higher female employ-
ment, lower child poverty and better overall 
family well-being. The policy case is clear: no 
serious effort to reduce poverty in Europe can 
afford to overlook early childhood. Encour-
agingly, the European Union has already 
recognised this in recent initiatives.

The European Child Guarantee, adopted in 
2021, commits member states to ensuring 
that all children at risk of poverty or social 
exclusion have access to essential services, 

including early childhood education and care. 
The revised Barcelona targets, agreed in 2022, 
reinforce this ambition by setting a benchmark 
of at least 45 per cent participation for chil-
dren under three. These frameworks provide 
an important foundation. Yet implementation 
remains uneven and largely dependent on 
member states. As ECEC primarily falls under 
national competence, the EU's role is necessar-
ily indirect. This does not mean, however, that 
it is limited. On the contrary, there is significant 
scope for targeted, high-impact action at the 
EU level, particularly in shaping incentives, sup-
porting reforms and strengthening investment.

THREE PRIORITIES STAND OUT

First, improving data and monitoring is essen-
tial. Expanding Eurostat's capacity to track 
ECEC participation at the subnational level and 
developing new indicators on quality and equity 
would provide the evidence base needed for 
effective policymaking. Many member states 
still lack reliable, disaggregated data, which 
limits their ability to set measurable targets and 
assess progress. Strengthening this dimension 
would significantly enhance the effectiveness 
of Child Guarantee Action Plans.

Early childhood care and education must be 
at the heart of Europe's anti-poverty agenda

	� Countries with stronger 
childcare systems 
show higher female 
employment, lower child 
poverty and better overall 
family well-being.
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are often the primary providers of early 
childhood services, yet their capacity varies 
significantly. A dedicated EU-supported pro-
gramme for local capacity-building could 
improve planning, delivery and quality 
assurance. In parallel, fostering peer learning 
among cities, many of which have developed 
innovative and effective models, can acceler-
ate progress and support the diffusion of best 
practices across Europe.

Looking ahead, greater coherence across EU 
child-related initiatives will also be needed. 
The idea of establishing a European Child 
Agency, tasked with coordinating policies, 
monitoring progress and supporting mem-
ber states, deserves serious consideration. 
Bringing together currently fragmented 
efforts would enhance both effectiveness 
and accountability.

ECEC is not a marginal policy area. It is a 
cornerstone of a fair and resilient society. 
It delivers results across multiple dimensions: 
reducing inequality, supporting families, 
strengthening labour markets and promoting 
long-term economic sustainability. The direc-
tion is clear. The evidence is strong. The tools 
already exist. What Europe needs now is the 
political determination to place early child-
hood where it belongs – at the very heart of 
its anti-poverty agenda.

Second, sustained support for structural 
reforms is needed. The Technical Support 
Instrument has already demonstrated its value 
in helping countries redesign ECEC systems, 
particularly in improving access and govern-
ance. This support should continue, with a 
stronger focus on the full 0-6 continuum, quality 
standards and data systems. At the same time, 
investment must remain a priority. While the 
Recovery and Resilience Facility has catalysed 
important expansions in childcare provision, 
long-term financing remains uncertain. In this 
context, the European Investment Bank could 
play a more prominent role in bridging funding 
gaps and supporting scalable infrastructure and 
service delivery.

Third, local governments must be placed at 
the centre of implementation. Municipalities 

Christian Morabito, 
International researcher 
and expert in the field of 

inequalities in early childhood 
education and care (ECEC)
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While global mitigation efforts must remain a key 
priority, in 2026, we are already living in an age of 
extreme weather and climate-driven catastrophes. 
This reality calls for policies that will make our cities, 
infrastructure, workplaces and homes climate-proof, 
and our societies increasingly resilient. Climate 
adaptation cannot be treated as a secondary pillar of 
environmental policy, because delaying adaptation will 
make the costs unsustainable, in economic, security 
and, above all, human terms.

At COP30 in Belém, an agreement was reached to triple 
climate adaptation financing by 2035. Despite this 
political achievement, financing for climate adaptation 
remains inadequate, and people's awareness is 
insufficient.

In this dossier, we analyse the need for proactive 
adaptation, and we explore the legislation, resources 
and mechanisms that can be introduced at the 
European, national and local levels to address the 
greatest challenge of our times. 

CLIMATE-PROOFING THE FUTURE
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Climate adaptation must become a stra-
tegic priority for Europe. No preambles 

or euphemisms are needed to highlight the 
ongoing urgency. The data speaks for itself. 
Climate change cost €54 billion in property 
and infrastructure damage in 2022 and €40 
billion in 2024, according to the European 
Environment Agency. And there is an incal-
culable cost to public health: in the summer 
of 2024 alone, heatwaves were estimated to 
have caused approximately 62,800 deaths. In 
the tragic floods in Valencia, Spain, in the same 
year, 234 people lost their lives. 

Phenomena previously considered once-
in-a-lifetime catastrophes will become 
increasingly frequent by the middle of 
the century until they become the norm.
Climate adaptation is, therefore, not a mere 

Billions in damage, thousands of deaths, increasingly vulnerable territories: climate 
adaptation is no longer optional for Europe. €70 billion per year is necessary 
until 2050, but current funds are insufficient. A new levy on the extra profits 
of fossil fuel companies could finance safety, health and economic stability.

environmentalist's pipe dream, but a matter 
of national and EU-wide security, economic 
stability, health and human well-being. Consid-
ering the significant setback in decarbonisation 
efforts due to the sudden decisions of US Pres-
ident Donald Trump and certain governments 
aligned with Washington on environmental and 
climate issues, the importance of making cities 
and infrastructure climate-proof has become 
a priority, especially in countries considered 
'climate hotspots' – the highly vulnerable 
ones – such as the Mediterranean area of 
Spain, Italy, Greece and the rest of the south-
ern Balkans. These are all places subject to 
increasingly long and intense heatwaves, long 
multi-year droughts and forest fires.

The concept of 'climate adaptation' emerged 
in the 1970s, following the American economist 
William Nordhaus's economic analysis of climate 
change, which defined adaptation as a rational 
response based on cost-benefit choices regard-
ing climate impacts. The term gained political 
recognition in 1992 with the United Nations 
Framework Convention on Climate Change. 
Article 4 of this convention explicitly mentions 
adaptation, requiring parties to prepare for and 
facilitate it. It then became part of the official 
international political vocabulary.

Thirty-four years have passed, and technolo-
gies and adaptation know-how have expanded 
exponentially. Yet resources remain insufficient: 
current levels of funding actually committed 
to adaptation-related projects are estimated 
at €15-16 billion per year. This suggests that 
EU and member state resources are signif-
icantly below the estimated annual need 
for adaptation action. The goal is to attract at 
least €70 billion per year in Europe until 2050 
to climate-proof the most vulnerable areas of 
the Union, following the EU Adaptation Strategy 
and implementing national climate adaptation 
plans, in addition to strengthening develop-
ment cooperation in less developed countries, 
where climate disasters are a source of geo-
political, geo-economic and social instability.

So, how can additional resources for adapta-
tion be found? Member states already have 
resources allocated in their budgets for adap-
tation and hydrogeological risk; municipalities 

by Emanuele Bompan
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need for adaptation action.

The adaptation deal
Who pays for European resilience?
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are increasingly investing in projects to make 
cities climate-proof, and businesses, together 
with the insurance industry, are gaining aware-
ness of climate risks and the impacts they can 
have on their operations, supply chains and 
proprietary assets through double materiality 
analysis. There is, however, one mechanism 
that can still be explored to amplify adaptation 
efforts: a contribution from those who have 
profited most from the commercialisation of 
climate-changing energy sources. A new tax 
instrument is needed to support a European 
Adaptation Fund (strengthening instru-
ments such as the Cohesion Fund or LIFE), 
investments in resilient infrastructure (water 
networks, coastal protection and adaptive 
agriculture) and assistance for climate-vul-
nerable regions (Mediterranean and Alpine 
areas, coastal deltas).

There is already a precedent: in 2022, amid 
the energy crisis following Russia's invasion of 
Ukraine, the EU adopted a regulation introduc-
ing a 'temporary solidarity contribution' on the 
extra profits of fossil fuel companies. Formally, 
it was not an EU tax but a coordinated commit-
ment of all member states. A few liberals might 
say, 'but we already have the emissions trading 
system (ETS)'. However, that remains a levy for 

mitigation, as necessary for citizens as it is for 
the companies that pay it, as they help invest in 
EU-wide energy independence and economic 
resilience. Moreover, it is under attack from the 
European sovereignist bloc.

A new 'solidarity contribution for adaptation 
to climate change' (or adaptation deal), spon-
sored by the EU Commission, parliament and 
civic society, could be attributed to the respon-
sibilities of those fossil fuel companies that are 
at risk of being held liable for non-contractual 
climate damage in legal proceedings (see the 
case of Lliuya v. RWE AG). A principle can thus 
be defined under which supporting the adap-
tation deal absolves companies of medium- to 
long-term legal liability. A solidarity contribu-
tion until 2050 to support adaptation in Europe 
would constitute a voluntary remedy for com-
panies that otherwise risk ending up bogged 
down in complex lawsuits over the next 15 
years, from which they could emerge destroyed 
(and with serious economic consequences).

The adaptation deal is a complex proposal 
that requires careful technical validation and 
discussion with all parties. It nevertheless 
highlights the urgency and difficulty of mobi-
lising sufficient resources to achieve minimum 

adaptation targets. On the other hand, at 
COP30 in Belém, one of the most signifi-
cant outcomes of the negotiations was the 
agreement among countries to triple global 
climate adaptation funding by 2035. And at 
COP31 in Antalya, the focus will once again 
be on adaptation plans and a clear, strong 
political indication of the importance of mobi-
lising more resources for the most vulnerable 
communities. However, new mechanisms and 
tools will be needed to generate the expected 
resources. Otherwise, adaptation plans will 
stay on paper, and people in Europe will con-
tinue to die from climate change.

	� A solidarity contribution until 
2050 to support adaptation 
in Europe would constitute 
a voluntary remedy for 
companies that otherwise 
risk ending up bogged 
down in complex lawsuits 
over the next 15 years.
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Workers are inadequately 
protected against 
deadly heat at work

Heat at work is a serious issue. Heat expo-
sure poses significant risks to workers' 

safety and health, particularly those engaged 
in outdoor or physically demanding work. 
Heat stress can immediately affect workers 
on the job, leading to illnesses such as heat 
exhaustion, heatstroke and even death. In the 
longer term, workers can develop serious and 
debilitating chronic diseases, impacting their 
cardiovascular and respiratory systems, as 
well as kidneys. While fatal occupational inju-
ries related to heat are currently estimated 
to be twice as high in Southern Europe, Cen-
tral and Northern Europe have experienced 
an increase exceeding 50 per cent over the 
past two decades. The impact extends beyond 
individual health: heat stress slows productiv-
ity, increases the need for breaks and raises 
the risk of errors and accidents, endangering 
lives and people's livelihoods, and causing 
income loss in low-paid sectors due to work 
interruptions produced by unbearable work-
ing temperatures, for which they receive no 
compensation. 

Across the EU, 33 per cent of workers report being exposed to at least one climate 
change risk factor at work. Unfortunately, the EU occupational safety and health 
(OSH) framework directive does not specifically address all emerging risks, 
including occupational heat. Guidance alone cannot ensure effective protection. 
That is why we need a dedicated directive to prevent occupational heat risks. 

CURRENT REGULATORY 
FRAMEWORKS IN WORKPLACES

The OSH framework directive establishes that 
employers are legally obliged to ensure the 
health and safety of their workers. While this 
general duty is clear, it does not specifically 
address all emerging risks – including occu-
pational heat – and thus leaves important 
gaps in protection. Crucially, the framework 
directive itself provides the legal basis for 
creating new binding instruments when 
existing rules no longer adequately address 
emerging risks or reflect changes in society 
and the working environment.

Current EU OSH legislation recognises heat 
at work as a risk. For example, the workplace 
directive stipulates that "the temperature in rest 
areas, rooms for duty staff, sanitary facilities, can-
teens and first aid rooms must be appropriate 
to the particular purpose of such areas". Heat 
exposure is therefore recognised in principle, 
but current EU OSH law does not specify the 
measurable triggers and physiological safe-
guards needed to control this hazard. The 
scope of the workplace directive is also limited 
and does not cover work settings such as forests, 
agricultural fields and means of transportation, 
all important work settings in terms of exposure 
to heat and climate change-related risks. 

GAPS BETWEEN BASIC 
PROTECTION PROVISIONS AND 
CURRENT EU OSH LAW

The International Labour Organization (ILO) 
identifies ten basic protection requirements 
to address workplace heat stress (WHS). 

by Marike Schooneveldt

	� Heat exposure is recognised 
in principle, but current EU 
OSH law does not specify 
the measurable triggers and 
physiological safeguards 
needed to control this hazard. 
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Comparing these ten requirements with the 
EU OSH directives, the Advisory Committee 
of Safety and Health at work (ACSH) recog-
nises that few EU OSH directives contain 
heat-related provisions, and that these are 
predominantly general OSH provisions. 

Two heat at work topics are not addressed at 
all in EU law: the use of scientifically validated 
heat exposure indicators and the acclimati-
sation to heat. And two more heat at work 
topics are only partially addressed in EU law: 
hydration strategies, and rest, breaks or modi-
fied work schedules. The latter appear without 
any link to heat or a heat-related indicator. 
Legislative gaps therefore clearly remain. The 
current EU OSH laws are insufficient. 

EU DIRECTIVE ON HEAT AT 
WORK AS REMEDY

At present, divergent national and sectoral 
approaches mean that the level of protec-
tion varies widely, leaving some workers far 
more exposed than others. An EU directive 
would remedy these deficiencies by establish-
ing legal obligations that are binding on all 
employers; by ensuring consistent protection 
across every sector and member state; and by 
providing consistent, preventive and enforce-
able protection for all workers. Echoing this 
stance, the European Trade Union Confeder-
ation (ETUC) has adopted a resolution on The 
content of a Directive on the prevention of 
occupational heat risks, stressing that workers 

are dying from heat at work and that current 
protections are failing.

Technical guidance, by contrast, remains 
optional and advisory. And guidance alone can-
not ensure enforceable, effective protection. 

© Quality Stock Arts / Shutterstock.com

	� Guidance can inform best 
practice, but it cannot create 
legal obligations or compel 
employers to implement 
protective measures. 
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If guidance were enough, the existing EU-OSHA 
Heat at Work-Guidance for Workplaces would 
suffice, but it clearly does not, as rising num-
bers of heat-related occupational accidents 
and deaths demonstrate. The European 
Survey of Enterprises on New and Emerging 
Risks illustrates why this distinction matters: 
87 per cent of EU-27 companies report that 
their primary motivation for managing OSH 
is to meet legal obligations. Guidance can 
inform best practice, but it cannot create 
legal obligations or compel employers to 
implement protective measures. 

CLIMATE CHANGE IS MORE 
THAN HEAT AT WORK

The OSH Pulse 2025 makes clear that heat is 
not the only problem due to climate change. 
Across the EU, one-third of workers (33 per 
cent) report being exposed to at least one cli-
mate change-related risk factor at work. More 
specifically, 20 per cent of workers report 
exposure to extreme heat (either indoors or 
outdoors), and 19 per cent report exposure to 
air quality issues such as pollen, dust, or smoke 
(either indoors or outdoors). Lower shares of 
workers report being affected by intense sun 
exposure (12 per cent) or extreme weather-re-
lated events like floods, wildfires, droughts or 
hurricanes (9 per cent). 

That is why it is also necessary to develop 
guidance and tools for climate change-related 
risks concerning issues other than heat – air 
quality for example, or UV radiation, extreme 
weather events, biological agents and hazard-
ous substances. Employers should be prepared 
for extreme weather events. They should be in 
contact with national, regional and local author-
ities to establish plans of action. 

Last but not least, the effects of climate 
change may increase psychosocial risks, 
potentially harming workers' health. The 
impact of climate change on mental health is 
still not sufficiently well known, due to the nov-
elty of the subject. However, it is possible to 
advance that, in some specific sectors where 
effects of climate change are more extreme 
(such as emergency response, healthcare pro-
fessionals and firefighters), the impact will be 
higher. Actions to prevent its consequences 
must therefore be adopted at the workplace 
level, as well as carrying out more research 
on the effects and their correlation to workers' 
health at the EU and member state level. 

Marike Schooneveldt, 
Policy advisor Safety and 

Health at the FNV
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Green urban policies require 
the people's support

Matteo Lepore, a member of Italy's Democratic 
Party (PD), has served as mayor of Bologna since 
October 2021. Under his helm, the city – along 
with over 100 other European cities, including 
Madrid, Munich, Paris, Rome and Stockholm 
– signed a Climate City Contract in 2024. It 
aims to achieve net-zero emissions by 2030 
– 20 years ahead of the general EU target. 

Hedwig Giusto: What role does adaptation 
play in the Climate City Contract, compared 
to mitigation? 

Matteo Lepore: Adaptation is an indispensa-
ble complement to our climate action: without 
resilience, carbon neutrality would remain 
incomplete. The Climate City Contract looks 
ahead to 2030, but in the meantime, we must 
protect the city from the effects already under-
way. That is why we have chosen to embed 
adaptation within regulations, rather than 
leaving it to ad hoc measures.

We talk about 'regulatory innovation' because 
we have incorporated binding climate stand-
ards into the General Urban Plan and building 
regulations. In this way, every urban transfor-
mation contributes to collective safety. The 
aim is to transform Bologna into a 'sponge 
city', where green roofs and walls, unsealed 
ground and hybrid car parks with solar pan-
els and trees become essential infrastructure. 
Adaptation requires vision, investment and 

continuity. Acting on the rules is the most 
effective way to ensure that every intervention 
makes the city safer, more liveable and better 
prepared for climate challenges.

HG: You have defined cities as 'living labo-
ratories' where innovations can be tested to 
address the digital, social and ecological tran-
sition. How have you translated this idea into 
concrete, innovative experiments? And how 
could these initiatives be transferred to other 
cities in Europe?

ML: Bologna is an open-air laboratory where 
policies, projects and communities come 
together to generate concrete solutions. Here 
we experiment with initiatives that are not 
isolated, but are designed from the outset 
to be replicable, adaptable and useful to 
other cities facing similar challenges. An 
interesting example is the TALEA project, 
currently under development, which aims to 
provide an innovative response to the phe-
nomenon of urban heat islands. The approach 

is integrated: technology, nature and civic par-
ticipation work together to transform public 
spaces into genuine climate refuges that are 
accessible and inclusive. 

It is not just a matter of planting trees, but of 
rethinking how we live and how we design 
the city. Through TALEA, so-called 'green 
cells' will be created in certain areas of 
the city, including the historic centre, with 
the aim of regenerating urban ecosystems 
and creating greater continuity between 
green infrastructure, thereby improving 
the microclimate and the quality of these 
spaces. What makes this project particularly 
interesting is the method: the green cells are 
not simply designed from above, but are built 
through a collaborative process involving the 
administration, local communities and var-
ious local stakeholders. This strengthens a 
sense of belonging and makes citizens active 
participants in the change, rather than mere 
recipients. On these issues, we must not for-
get that the one fundamental factor is people.

Hedwig Giusto interviews Matteo Lepore
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watercourses. Removing paving restores 
the ground's ability to absorb and slow 
water. The aim is to transform water from 
a threat into a resource. It is a shift in per-
spective: not defending against water, but 
coexisting with it intelligently.

HG: Within the Committee of the Regions and 
elsewhere, you have promoted nature-based 
solutions in the city's adaptation strategies. 
Are some of these solutions already visible in 
Bologna? 

ML: Yes, and increasingly so. Nature-based 
solutions are becoming an integral part of 
our urban landscape. They are not isolated 
interventions but a growing network. In new 
buildings, green roofs and vertical gardens 
are now mandatory features, designed to 
improve the microclimate, retain water and 
reduce temperatures. In public spaces, we are 
gradually replacing impermeable surfaces with 
permeable materials and introducing trees that 
provide shade and comfort.

From this perspective, the citizens' cli-
mate assembly represents a new model of 
governance. Through a random selection 
process, citizens of varying ages, incomes 
and backgrounds are involved, trained and 
empowered to deliberate on highly complex 
issues such as climate change. It is a process 

that fosters awareness and trust. Decisions 
are not perceived as being imposed, but as 
being built together. 

HG: The many tragic floods of recent years 
have exposed the vulnerability of Italy's river 
basins, including that of the River Reno. Beyond 
the emergency response, what kind of struc-
tural changes is your administration making to 
improve water absorption?

ML: The floods have prompted us to move 
beyond the logic of emergency response. 
Today, we work in an integrated manner 
with our region, Emilia-Romagna, national 
institutions and the Reno Land Reclamation 
Consortium, sharing resources and strat-
egies. This collaboration enables more 
effective interventions across the entire 
water management system. At the same 
time, we have incorporated this vision 
into urban planning. The General Urban 
Plan promotes reducing impervious sur-
faces, including in areas near canals or 

	� Nature-based solutions are 
becoming an integral part of 
the urban landscape. They 
are not isolated interventions 
but a growing network. In 
new buildings, green roofs 
and vertical gardens are 
now mandatory features, 
designed to improve the 
microclimate, retain water 
and reduce temperatures. 

© Comune di Bologna
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This approach has been adopted, for example, 
in the transformation of school playgrounds; 
in the regeneration of urban thoroughfares 
crossed by the new tram lines that are currently 
under construction – where, in one instance, 
work also involved the reopening of a historic 
canal – and in the creation or regeneration of 
green spaces and play areas, as well as the 
construction of a large ground-level fountain 
in a highly frequented public square. Taken 
together, these interventions demonstrate 
how nature-based solutions can be integrated 
across different contexts, making a tangible 
contribution to climate adaptation and improv-
ing urban quality.

A particularly delicate challenge concerns 
the historic centre. Here, we work carefully to 
integrate greenery without compromising the 
heritage value. We use microclimate maps to 
identify the most critical areas. The aim is to 
implement targeted solutions: new plantings, 
reflective materials and small-scale, widespread 
interventions. Taken together, these actions will 
produce a tangible effect. The city will change 
gradually, becoming increasingly cooler, more 
permeable and more liveable. It is an ongoing 
process that requires care and perseverance.

HG: Bologna aims to avoid taking any new 
land, the so-called 'zero land take'. This is an 
ambitious goal, as infrastructure requires land, 
and development requires infrastructure. How 
is it possible to reconcile the need for devel-
opment with the preservation of land and the 
prevention of further flooding?

ML: Bologna has chosen to halt urban sprawl, 
preserving agricultural areas and reduc-
ing hydraulic and climate risks. This choice 

requires a paradigm shift. Development no 
longer depends on expansion, but on regen-
eration. Brownfield sites thus become strategic 
opportunities. A prime example is the former 
Scalo Ravone, now at the heart of a major 
regeneration project that will create the Parco 
della Memoria, a new public space dedicated 
to culture, social interaction, sport and innova-
tion. The project involves significant de-sealing: 
around 96,000 square metres are being rede-
signed to significantly increase permeable 
surfaces and reduce impermeable ones. This 
improves water absorption capacity and helps 
mitigate heat islands.

The new district will be car-free, accessible to 
pedestrians and soft mobility, with new cycle 
and pedestrian links integrating it into the urban 
fabric. The park will include woodland with over 
a thousand trees, clearings, paths evoking the 
railway heritage, spaces for sport, play and 
relaxation, as well as meeting places such as 
squares and event areas. Great attention is 
also paid to environmental aspects: rainwater 
management, energy efficiency and micro-
climate quality. The project forms part of the 
'knowledge city' vision, which aims to regen-
erate the entire north-western quadrant. This 
demonstrates that zero land take does not limit 
development but rather makes it more sustain-
able and quality-oriented.

HG: Adaptation is very costly for both the 
administration and citizens. It also requires 
a high level of public awareness of the risks 
posed by climate change and of the means 
to make cities resilient. What are you doing to 
inform citizens and ensure that lower-income 
residents – who are often the most exposed to 
climate risks – are not left behind?

ML: The transition is only effective if it is fair. 
That is why we focus on participation and 
inclusion. The Climate Assembly has engaged 
citizens who are often excluded, providing 
them with the tools to understand and make 
decisions. Alongside this, we promote initia-
tives such as the establishment of renewable 
energy communities, particularly in the most 
vulnerable neighbourhoods, helping to tackle 

energy poverty. On the information front, we 
are updating the Civil Protection Plan to ensure 
clear and accessible warning systems. The 
aim is simple: to leave no one behind, either 
in access to resources or in risk management.

HG: While you lead a city aiming for climate 
neutrality by 2030, you operate in a difficult 
broader political context, both in Italy and 
Europe, where the Green Deal is being under-
mined, and social policies are disregarded. 
How can progressive leaders like you defend 
the cost of transition to citizens who are legit-
imately worried about housing and inflation?

ML: We prefer to talk about the 'freedom 
deal' because the ecological transition 
is first and foremost about freedom from 
unstable energy sources, unpredictable 
costs and geopolitical dependencies, as we 
are seeing in recent weeks with the war in 
Iran. Investing in renewable energy and resil-
ience means building autonomy. In an uncertain 
international context, this is a strategic choice, 
not an ideological one. Defending the Green 
Deal also means protecting citizens. Energy 
efficiency in buildings reduces consumption, 
renewables stabilise costs, and adaptation 
limits the damage caused by extreme events. 
All of this translates into economic security. The 
ecological transition is not a luxury, but a neces-
sity. It is a concrete response that addresses 
the present, not just the future, and that puts 
people's quality of life at the centre.

Hedwig Giusto, 
Editor-in-chief, 

The Progressive Post

Matteo Lepore, 
Mayor of Bologna

	� The city will change 
gradually, becoming 
increasingly cooler, more 
permeable and more 
liveable. It is an ongoing 
process that requires 
care and perseverance.
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ABSTRACT
European Union trade policy finds itself at a crossroads. 
After three decades of neoliberal dominance in the 
design of economic policy at large, and trade policy 
in particular, recent changes in the international 
system have led to a dramatic rupture of the liberal 
international order. Nostalgia for the good old days 
of hyper-globalisation and the liberal international 
order is, however, neither warranted nor helpful. 
Progressive policymakers are well-advised to adapt to 
a new reality, in which political-economic competition 
between the great powers is likely to increase and trade 
policy is used for promoting national security objectives, 
including by extracting concessions from other countries. 

Given such an environment and the EU’s pronounced external 
dependencies, EU trade policy will have to be realigned and made to serve 
an economic policy strategy that is no longer focused on supporting 
export-led growth but is based on the concept of defensive regionalism. 
Such an economic model wants to leverage domestic sources of growth, in 
particular by stepping up investment in the green and digital transformation, 
and combine this with extending the European social model, while using 
trade policy to promote the security of the supply of critical goods, increase 
the EU’s economic resilience and promote international cooperation. Six 
guiding principles, as proposed in this policy brief, aim to support such a 
new trade policy agenda.

With respect to international economic governance issues, the EU should 
spearhead a discussion about a new and more balanced global trade 
order. By deepening the sustainable trade agenda in cooperation with 
trade partners and helping trade partners to implement their own green 
transformation processes, the EU could regain international recognition and 
help to promote a more cooperative post-neoliberal international system.
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DOSSIER
BUILDING FAIR VALUE CHAINS

Against the backdrop of current geopolitical instability 
and unpredictability, it has become a strategic 
imperative for the European Union to reduce dangerous 
dependencies and build stable, resilient supply chains. 
The race for critical raw materials and the search for 
international tax justice are just two crucial areas where 
the Union must do more to ensure the resilience of 
global value chains.

Instead of supplanting partners from the Global South 
in the race for critical raw materials, the EU must 
move away from the extractive model based on unfair 
bilateral agreements and focus on local economic 
development, industrial upgrading, innovation and 

job opportunities; in short: on local content creation. 
This can only be done by cultivating just partnerships 
with Africa, Asia and Latin America.

When it comes to international tax justice, the union 
needs to ensure that value chains contribute to public 
policies in the countries where they actually create 
value. This follows a moral imperative of justice, as well 
as the necessity of ensuring that value chains are robust 
and do not create further instability and weakness in the 
countries involved. In the past, attempts for global tax 
justice have been undertaken to little avail. The current 
negotiations for a new UN framework to address this 
topic are a new chance the EU must not lose.
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Ensuring tax justice in a fragile 
and unequal world economy
by Tommaso Faccio and Jayati Ghosh

When a handful of economists met in Geneva over a century ago to deliver a report 
to the League of Nations, their aim was to establish the foundation of the modern 
international tax system, and to decide which country has the right to tax the 
income of multinationals. In their report on double taxation, they recommended a 
balance between residence-based and source-based taxation in order to prevent 
double taxation (the imposition of taxes twice on the same source of income).

on applying the 'arm's length principle' – a 
benchmark requiring transactions between 
related parties to be priced as if they were 
conducted between independent, unrelated 
parties. In fact, comparable independent 
transactions are rare, forcing tax authori-
ties and companies to exercise significant 
judgment. Multinationals have exploited 
the subjectivity embedded in the rules to 
cherry-pick where to allocate their profits. As 
a result, in 2022, around 40 per cent of their 
profits (over €840 billion) were allocated 
to tax havens like Ireland and Switzerland. 
Due to this tax avoidance, over €200 billion 
of revenues worldwide is lost every year. 
Developing countries, which have a more 
limited tax base and rely more on corporate 
tax revenues than rich countries to fund their 
spending, bear the brunt of this arrangement.

How exactly to strike that balance was left 
unanswered, as the authors recognised 

that the ultimate profit is dependent on a 
series of operations across different coun-
tries. As a result, in the report, the allocation 
of profit to the different stages was said "to 
baffle analysis" and comments were made that 
"it is difficult to establish that such an analysis 
can have great practical value".

With no clear rules, taxing rights over multi-
nationals' profits were allocated to reflect the 
balance of power between countries. Over 
the years, developing countries – many 
former colonies finding their footing in the 
decades after independence – accepted 
tax treaties that lowered withholding taxes, 
thus limiting their ability to tax foreign 
direct investment.

Transfer pricing rules were developed in the 
1990s by the OECD – the club of rich countries 
– to determine the amount of a multinational's 
profit that each country was entitled to tax. 
These rules are inherently subjective and 
therefore problematic because they rely 

Since 2021, a global minimum tax of 15 per cent, 
agreed at the OECD/G20 Inclusive Framework, 
is meant to limit this tax avoidance, by ensuring 
that multinationals pay a minimum level of tax-
ation in every country in which they operate, 
thus reducing the incentives to shift profits into 
tax havens. This rate – 15 per cent – is too low 
(in our view, it should be 25 per cent, in line 
with the OECD average of 26.59 per cent). It 
carries the risk that this minimum will, over time, 
become the maximum. The Inclusive Framework 
also included a number of exemptions, reduc-
ing the effective minimum tax to below 15 per 
cent and, in certain circumstances, even close 
to zero. Nevertheless, its introduction in the 
European Union in 2024 through a directive was 
a step forward and a signal that unfettered tax 
competition was perhaps no longer politically 
acceptable. European finance ministers stated 
that "like any other company, multinationals 
should pay their fair share to fund the public 
good, at a level commensurate with their suc-
cess" and that profit shifting is "not something 
the public will continue to accept. Fiscal dump-
ing cannot be an option for Europe, nor can it 
be for the rest of the world".

	� ��Fiscal dumping cannot be an 
option for Europe, nor can it 
be for the rest of the world.
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It took less than six months for US President 
Donald Trump's administration to flip this 
newfound social conscience among European 
leaders, by demanding that US multinationals 
be exempt from the global minimum tax. The 
evident desire to avoid a further escalation 
in the trade war between the EU and the US 
led France, Germany and Italy to agree at 
the July 2025 G7 meeting to exempt US mul-
tinationals and to follow Trump's wish. This 
was formalised early in 2026 at the OECD/
G20 Inclusive Framework. In this new world, 
governed only by strength and power, the 
US administration got what it wanted with-
out much resistance.

As the exemption makes US multinationals 
subject to lower taxation than European com-
panies, which are still subject to the global 
minimum tax, many countries saw this free 
pass to US companies as an opportunity to 
weaken the global minimum tax further by 
pushing for more generous exemptions. New 
research shows that among the countries 
that stand to benefit the most from this 
relaxation of rules are the tax havens in 
Europe: Belgium, Cyprus, Luxembourg, 
Ireland, Malta and the Netherlands. 

Overall, while the minimum is no longer zero, 
the agreed minimum of 15 per cent is now a 
minimum in name only. If European countries 
have been happy to grant additional gifts to 
their own multinationals, they seem hell-bent 
on blocking any further changes to the status 
quo. In the current negotiations for a United 
Nations framework convention on interna-
tional tax, EU member states are doing 
their best to ensure that the current rules, 
which prioritise residence-based taxation – 
notably by allocating more taxing rights to 
the countries where EU multinationals are 
headquartered – remain unchanged. 

Developing countries, and the African countries 
in particular, are calling for greater rights to tax 
multinationals' profits at source, particularly in 
market jurisdictions and without requiring multi-
nationals to have a physical presence. This is an 
outdated concept that has ruled international 
taxation for the last century, but it is clearly unfit 

in today's digital economy. Several EU coun-
tries oppose this change, as they fear it will lead 
their multinationals to pay more tax abroad.

A change of course is still possible. The current 
rules enable multinationals to shift profits 
from EU countries where customers are 
located into tax havens like Ireland, and to 
limit the amount of profits multinationals record 
in most EU countries by locating activities such 
as global procurement/marketing in tax havens, 
from Switzerland to Singapore. Until rules are 
changed, all countries – apart from the tax 
havens – are losing out from today's rules. 
Since the US has withdrawn from these nego-
tiations altogether, there may be an opportunity 
for EU member states to build a coalition with 
partners who "share enough common ground 
to act together", as the Canadian Prime Minister 
Mark Carney said in his Davos speech.

Countries in the Global South are leading this 
process, with a clear perception that current 
rules are unfair to them. At the same time, trust 
in EU member states is much lower, as traditional 
alliances are being questioned due to perceived 
political interference, economic exploita-
tion and unresolved historical grievances. 

For the EU, the UN negotiations are a win-
win situation: an opportunity to shape new 
international tax rules that are fair and that 
ensure multinationals pay their fair share in 
all countries. They are also an opportunity 
to rebuild trust with countries in the Global 
South. In a world of great-power rivalry, 
where the most powerful pursue their own 
interests only, it would be foolish for the EU 
not to grasp this opportunity. 

© UN Photo / Manuel Elías
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extra-EU imports, especially from China. China 
is the biggest producer of refined materials 
extracted elsewhere, for the most part in the 
Global South.

The benchmarks for the EU's independence 
goals, however, do not seem to be realistic. 
The major ambition of increasing European 
extraction and production of CRMs – set by 
the CRMA at 10 per cent and 40 per cent of EU 
internal consumption, respectively – clashes 
with significant barriers to its achievement. 
First, the EU has very limited mineral reserves 
(see figure 1), although their assessment is made 
uncertain by the lack of a complete, harmo-
nised and updated database at the union level. 
The latter should be the starting point for any 
evidence-based policy strategy. 

The elephant in the 
European room
Critical raw materials and open 
strategic autonomy

The rapidly growing demand for CRMs 
exposes high-tech industries and techno-

logical advances to intensified supply chain 
risks, due to factors such as material scarcity, 
geographical concentration of reserves, trade 
disruptions and wars, geopolitical instability 
and resource nationalism. Supply chain resil-
ience through diversification and increasing 
domestic supply is thus high on the EU agenda, 
with European Commission President Ursula 
von der Leyen periodically announcing new 
plans to counteract the Union's vulnerability.

The CRMA sets benchmarks aiming to diver-
sify the EU supply of critical and strategic 
raw materials by 2030. It introduces specific 
standards to build European internal capacity 
and move away from the heavy reliance on 

Frontier technologies and emerging industries are increasingly dependent on 
critical raw materials (CRMs), such as rare earth elements for wind turbines, 
and lithium and cobalt for batteries. The green and digital transitions of the 
economy are thus conditioned by access to and control over many CRMs. 
Recent EU initiatives, such as open strategic autonomy (OSA) and the Critical 
Raw Materials Act (CRMA), represent the EU's strategy to secure a stable supply. 
However, such a strategy is likely to be over-reliant on domestic potential, 
applying a top-down approach that risks falling short when it comes to key 
constraints, and thus further weakening the EU's international standing.

by Simona Iammarino

	� The major ambitions of 
an increasing European 
extraction and production of 
CRMs – set by the CRMA at 
10 per cent and 40 per cent of 
the EU internal consumption 
respectively – clash with 
significant barriers to 
their achievement.
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Second, the geological endowment of CRM 
reserves does not necessarily translate into 
domestic CRM supply, especially in the short- 
and medium-term. Mining and industrial 
production capabilities, especially technolog-
ical innovation and scale economies in mining, 
processing and downstream sectors (such as 
refining and metallurgical transformation), are 
paramount and require massive long-term 
investment in high-fixed-cost activities. Mining 
in Europe has been in retreat for decades, with 
mining clusters dissolved and a loss of special-
isation and expertise at low- and high-skilled 
levels. The EU's far more stringent environ-
mental regulations compared to elsewhere 
require a mining industry capable of oper-
ating at the technological frontier. But even 
here, Europe does not have strong comparative 
advantages (see figure 2).

Besides these limitations in terms of resource 
endowments and human capabilities, the 
CRMA also ignores the serious environmen-
tal and social risks associated with pushing 
up domestic supply. The act aligns with the 
broader framework of the OSA and its over-
arching goals of security, competitiveness and 
national sovereignty. Yet natural resources 
have a distinct geographical footprint, and 
their extraction entails very high costs in terms 
of localised emissions, groundwater and soil 
pollution as well as biodiversity loss. Many 

 FIGURE 1 : SHARE OF GLOBAL RESOURCES FOR SELECTED STRATEGIC RAW MATERIALS (SRM)

of the EU's regions concerned by mining and 
prospecting activities have already denied their 
social licence to operate. This outcome was 
expected, as the European macro-strategies 
that have global objectives often overlook their 
place-specific impact and implications.

These contradictions are internal to the EU. In 
addition, the excessive emphasis on short-term 
increases in domestic CRM production goes 
together with insufficient efforts to ensure resil-
ient and equitable extra-EU supply networks. 

	� The EU's far more stringent 
environmental regulations, 
compared to elsewhere, 
require a mining industry 
capable of operating at the 
technological frontier.

 FIGURE 2 : MINING PATENTS GRANTED 2000-2023
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DOSSIER BUILDING FAIR VALUE CHAINS

Concerns and efforts related to the sustain-
able development goals (SDG) and the green 
transition may be felt differently across dif-
ferent geographical areas, but they could 
provide a unifying platform for collaboration 
between EU regions and their counterparts 
in the Global South.

Europe's open strategic autonomy should not 
be conceived as a defensive and selective tool, 
but as an inclusive policy, open to dialogue with 
the South and the East of the world. If the EU 
is truly committed to advancing rapidly in 
low-carbon technologies, it should do so by 
investing in materials science and research 
on recycling and substitution, and by culti-
vating just partnerships with Africa, Asia and 
Latin America. Moving beyond access to raw 
materials and effectively addressing the trade-
offs between technological and environmental 
objectives, once and for all, is the only way 
to prevent the elephant crushing the fragile 
European room. 

neighbouring African countries and regions 
that, unlike the EU, are rich in CRM endow-
ments. The African Union has also adopted its 
own CRM strategy and priorities. The concept 
of criticality is considered less in terms of tech-
nological sovereignty and more through the 
lens of local economic development, industrial 
upgrading, innovation and job opportunities, 
which can be offered by the growth of down-
stream material refining and transformation 
sectors and related technological advances. 

Yet the repeated attempts by the EU and 
its member states to secure access to raw 
resources through unbalanced and unfair 
bilateral agreements follow an extractivist logic 
that eludes any notion of local content creation. 
Such a logic fails to confront the typical effects 
of the resource curse, fuelling corruption, con-
flict and appropriation of rents by restricted 
local elites and foreign-controlled mining and 
financial corporations. 

At the same time, in Africa – as well as in Europe 
– subnational regions are concerned with the 
environmental impact of foreign-owned multi-
nationals, while local actors and communities 
demand equity and transparency in sustaina-
ble development relationships and strategies. 

The CRMA benchmark of importing no more 
than 65 per cent of the EU's annual consump-
tion of any specific CRM from a single country 
has been framed by statements indicating the 
Union's willingness to associate only with like-
minded countries and to de-risk from China. 
New forms of dialogue and international 
collaborations with the Global South and the 
Other North have been mentioned formally but 
remain mostly on paper. Europe seems stuck 
in a global geopolitical vision that resem-
bles the cold-war order. This, added to its 
never-ending Marshall-plan-syndrome, has 
prevented any serious commitment to deep 
reform of the multipolar global governance. 

This misalignment has stalled any real pro-
gress in cooperation, particularly with the 

	� Europe seems stuck in a 
global geopolitical vision 
that resembles the cold-war 
order. This, added to its 
never-ending Marshall-plan-
syndrome, has prevented 
any serious commitment to 
deep reform of the multipolar 
global governance.
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Lina Gálvez: So many things are changing at 
the global level. Multilateralism, as well as the 
international rules that we thought were here 
to stay, no longer work. What is not changing 
is that women are not in those decision-making 
places where we need to be. And the distribu-
tion of power and the way we think of security 
– which is now understood in militaristic 
terms – is still male-dominated. In this geo-
political context, why is feminist foreign policy 
(FFP) an important tool? 

Toni Haastrup: When I speak about  FFP, 
especially when I'm describing it to my stu-
dents, I present it as one approach to foreign 
policy. Despite the ambitions of feminists, it's 
always important to be cautious, as FFP itself 
does not necessarily lead to transformation – 
but it can create pathways that might. So, it is 
one approach to foreign policy. 

This is important because, since 2014, when 
Sweden declared the first FFP, we've focused 
a lot on the feminist part, because we're fem-
inists, and less on the foreign policy part. 
What does that actually mean? Foreign pol-
icy is an instrument of the state, and states 
operate within a system of power, a system 
of hierarchy, a system of borders and often 
one of militarisation. So how can we make 
this system that is endemically hierarchical 
actually feminist? The argument I make in 
my own work is that we can't actually have 
feminist foreign policy, but we can have 
feminist-informed policies. So, I don't think 
that foreign policy itself can be feminist, 
given that my understanding of feminism 
seeks liberation. And in that context of 
liberation, a lot of these issues that I've 
highlighted – borders, power, militarisation – 
do not exist. 

Back in the realm of 
muscular masculinity 

As debates around multilateralism intensify and 
the global order shifts, rules we thought were 
here to stay are suddenly under threat. Feminist 
foreign policy can open a pathway to embed 
gender-responsive, justice-oriented thinking and an 
accountability framework into international relations 
and to rethink what security, cooperation and power 
should look like. Foreign affairs are still designed 
with masculine power at its core, and women, 
especially feminists and the LGBTIQ+ community, 
continue to be underrepresented in this area. 

Lina Gálvez in conversation with Toni Haastrup

	� ��We can't actually have 
feminist foreign policy, 
but we can have feminist-
informed policies. So, I 
don't think that foreign 
policy itself can be 
feminist, given that my 
understanding of feminism 
seeks liberation. And in 
that context of liberation, a 
lot of these issues that I've 
highlighted – borders, power, 
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So, what is feminist foreign policy? It has helped 
normalise a more systematic feminist analysis 
of foreign policy. Not just something we do 
within universities, but something that civil soci-
ety takes up, something that states take up. It 
has helped us ask questions about who can 
be in which spaces. As you mentioned earlier, 
women are still absent from decision-making 
spaces. And it's not just about the representa-
tion of women but the ability to actually be able 
to decide on things. Feminist foreign policy has 
opened up space to think more about gen-
der-responsive, justice-oriented policy, even 
across issues like climate change, helping us 
rethink what security could mean. FFP is a nor-
mative lens and potentially an accountability 
framework, particularly in those states that 
are already sort of defining feminist foreign 
policy. It's fair to say that while FFP might not 
dismantle global hierarchies in and of itself, 
it does create a pathway through which 
we can hold states accountable when they 
declare their feminism. It provides us with an 
entry point to rethink alternatives to dominant 
paradigms in international relations. 

LG: The goal is to transform power itself. 
Power is designed by males in a male way, 
with male experience and male history. 
Feminist foreign policy is obviously not about 
having more women ambassadors, but if we 
manage to have many more women in those 
spaces, there will definitely be a few who 
want to transform, and they will be able to 
do things differently. If there are just a few, 
they will be considered an exception and 
the capacity to transform will be limited. We 
need to think about diplomacy and FFP from 
perspectives beyond our Western vision. In 
the European Union, at least in the European 
Parliament, we are struggling to move on this 
idea of feminist foreign policy. Sometimes 
it's just a question of language, because 
not all words, like 'gender' for instance, can 
be easily translated in certain languages or 
certain cultural contexts, and they generate 
big reactions and in the end, this could rein-
force the gender backlash we are seeing. 
One third of the European Parliament is 
occupied by members who deny the exist-
ence of gender-based violence. They have 

a clear anti-gender agenda. As these things 
are happening at the same time, we don't 
have a majority to include FFP terminology 
in any European Parliament documents. How 
do you see this gender backlash in general 
and in international relations? 

TH: I have been working with UN Women, 
looking at women in diplomacy and especially 
in the context of the multilateral system. And 
you're absolutely right: we need women in 
those spaces where the big decisions are 
made. In these patterns of who becomes 
an ambassador, where they become an 
ambassador, and what portfolios they have 
before they're able to become an ambassa-
dor, we still see an active, male-socialised 
way of preventing women from taking 
these positions of power. I would still say 
that representation is not everything. We 
can also not deny that there is no reason to 
exclude women from all spaces. One of the 
things that I find concerning, and I think it's 
the concern of a lot of feminists, is the current 
anti-gender backlash. 

© UN Photo/Eskinder Debebe
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This is not the first time we've had a backlash, 
for sure. But it is certainly extremely disheart-
ening that still now, in 2026, we're struggling to 
implement those feminist principles that we felt 
we had already won. I think there is a vulnera-
bility of the entire feminist inclusion, and we've 
already seen that vulnerability, of course, in the 
retrenchment of feminist foreign policy itself. 
But I also say that, whatever disappointment 
we feel about retrenchment in some states, 
like Sweden, we cannot look away from the 
progress we've seen in feminist foreign pol-
icy in countries like Spain and Colombia. We 
cannot despair too much because there are 
spaces of hope. At the same time, when we 
look at these instances of retrenchment, we 
realise that feminist work is not easy and that 
we cannot afford to give up. 

If you want to gauge the quality of democ-
racy, look at how gender concerns are being 
treated. As feminists, we say all the time 
gender is not just an issue for women. But 
look at what is actually happening in the 
world, the ways in which a sort of 'muscular 
masculinity' is reinforcing itself in the realm 
of security, the current context of our world 
right now. So, you know, we're expected to 
accept what our leaders tell us about the 
sacrifices we have to make for the current 
geopolitical moment, even though we know 
there is no consistency in achieving a more 
peaceful international system. 

What we see is an increase in arms experts, 
which again is really tied to masculinities and 
increased militarisation, security partnerships 
with abusive regimes in the name of security, 
where 'peace' feels like a swear word. This 
limits the space in which feminist ideals can 
thrive. When I consider the work that I have 
done on the relationship between the Global 
North and the Global South, I realise that 
the situation we find ourselves in, where we 
have this sort of 'anti-gender mobilisation on 
steroids' will simply serve to fracture even 
more the relationships between countries 
in the Global North and the Global South for 
one main reason: for years and years, coun-
tries in the Global South have been told that 
the rules-based order is the gold standard of 
governance everywhere. And yet, over the last 
four years, the most powerful countries have 
effectively thrown away everything we've been 
taught to believe about the rules-based order. 
And almost no country in the so-called Global 
North, or even the more powerful countries in 
the Global South, including my own Nigeria, is 
exempt here. How do you make the case for 
the less mature democracies that these are the 
sets of rules that they should follow? 

LG: You were mentioning – without saying the 
word – the hypocrisy of the Western world, 
saying to the Global South and to the rest of the 
world that the rules-based order was the gold 
standard, something they needed to achieve. 
And now it is the West, and particularly the 
leader of the so-called 'free world', that is not 
following any of those values and rules. One 
can mention the US, but it is not just the US. 
The anti-woke extreme right is spreading the 
idea all over the world that the rules-based 
order and gender equality are foreign to their 
culture. This is something you hear in Russia, 
China and many other countries – and now 
in the US. And today, you hear these kinds of 
statements in the European Parliament, too. 
If feminism and equality are foreign principles 
in Europe as well, where did they come from? 
But they are not foreign principles; they are 
very basic principles. I think the new economic 

and political elites no longer need democracy. 
Capitalism has needed democracy for many 
decades, but it no longer does. Peter Thiel and 
all these techno tycoons, they just don't need 
democracy anymore. They want to get rid of 
democracy. And for that, they also need to get 
rid of feminism. To this end, they are changing 
people's mindsets in many countries. 

TH: One of the things that we've seen, par-
ticularly with respect to these anti-gender 
mobilisations, is that they are having such a 
negative impact in Africa as well. Countries like 
Senegal enacted laws that have nothing to do 
with the everyday bread-and-butter issues that 
people actually have to struggle with, such 
as anti-LGBTIQ+ laws that provide for even 
harsher punishments than the laws already 
in place. What is the motivation for this? Most 
people going about their everyday work in 
offices and the marketplace are not asking, 
'What are we going to do about these people?' 
In fact, frankly, because of other social stigma, 
the percentage of people who are out is actu-
ally quite small in a lot of these countries. It 
makes absolutely no sense. What we do know 
is that a lot of the funding for these mobili-
sations is coming from the West, and these 
anti-gender movements are partnering with 
conservatives in Africa to push their agenda. 
A great part of it, of course, is fearmongering. 

In Niger, the military junta, which is already 
antithetical to democracy, is able to pass such 
legislation by claiming that LGBTIQ+ people 
are 'against who we are'. People who are not 
LGBTIQ+ react by thinking, 'I'm not LGBTIQ+, 
it will not affect me'. And this is what I find 
more frustrating: these people don't see that 
what is being taken away is the space for 
democratic deliberation. As horrible as the 
situation is, it also creates a space for trans-
national feminist solidarity. And here is an 
opportunity to really listen. I've attended a few 
webinars recently to really listen to the femi-
nist demands of Global South feminists, from 
Mexico, Uganda and the Democratic Republic 
of Congo. And in a lot of ways, they've been 
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saying the same things over and over again. 
Here in the West, we tend to believe that we 
are better off. Well, we no longer have all those 
things, and we are not better off. Now is the 
moment for global solidarity. We need to be in 
this fight together. As terrible as the situation 
is, it is bringing us together and could turn into 
an opportunity. 

LG: This anti gender movement moves and 
works as an international movement, a fas-
cist international movement, or whatever you 
want to call it. They are putting anti-feminism 
and anti-gender as a core issue, because 
they are really against democracy. So, what 
we must do is to do exactly the same, but 
in the opposite direction. We cannot really 
keep looking at feminism and at gender 
equality as the cherry on the cake. We really 
need to make it a core issue, unless we do 
that, we will be losing ground. Because for 
the far right – and I can see that very eas-
ily in the European Parliament – feminism 
is a core issue to instrumentalise for other 
goals. At the Commission on the Status of 
Women (CSW) which took place at the United 
Nations in New York last March, we advo-
cated cooperation over domination, human 
security and social and relative health rights 
over militarisation. We could not include the 
words 'feminist' or 'gender transformative' 
because there is no longer a consensus on 
them within the European Parliament. But we 
still back the ideas and the principle. There is 
a strong appetite for the role the European 
Union can play within the CSW. Particularly 
at a time when development aid has been 
cut in the US and beyond. Around half of 
women's NGOs worldwide will not survive. 
That means that a lot of women and girls, 
the most vulnerable ones, will not survive 
either because they will not have any more 
aid. That's the priority. The European Union is 
becoming more transactional in the interna-
tional arena, unfortunately, but we have to do 
our utmost to make feminism, and policies in 
accordance with it, a priority for the European 
Union. We cannot become like the US. We 

really need to stay strong in our values, in our 
core principles and to translate them into real 
commitments in the international arena and 
in our external action.

TH: You said that sometimes we can't use the 
word 'feminist'. This is something that I'm try-
ing to make sense of myself. I define myself 
very much as a feminist. But I also know that I 
work with a lot of other folks who share a lot 
of the same ambitions and who don't have 
the word 'feminist' in their title. Yet they're 
engaged in feminist practices. Even if we don't 
always have faith in the international organisa-
tions as they currently exist to ensure human 
security, reduce militarisation, and engender 
the values of multilateralism again, the idea 
of cooperation as a means of resolving 
conflict and addressing areas of difference 
in international politics is a key value for 
many feminists – and, actually, for many 
other colleagues, regardless of whether 
they call themselves feminists or not. One 
of the things that has always been quite 
generous about feminism is that it doesn't 
say everybody should be a feminist. But as 
I always say to my students, feminism is the 
one 'ism' whose whole ambition is to get rid of 
itself. And this is where its power lies. It's why 
the far right comes after feminism and those 
ideals. At the end of the day, it's the ultimate 
pathway to liberation. 
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World of the Right. 
Radical Conservatism and Global Order
Rita Abrahamsen, Jean-François Drolet, 
Michael C. Williams, Srdjan Vucetic, 
Karin Narita and Alexandra Gheciu

Cambridge University Press, 2024

by Christian Salm

'Project 2025' was a topic of the highest 
interest to political observers before, and 

even more so after, Donald Trump's re-election 
as US president in November 2024. Led by the 
Heritage Foundation and backed by a coali-
tion of over 100 conservative organisations, 
Project 2025 is a playbook for transforming 
the US government. Furthermore, it aims to 
reshape the American public. Applying the 
terminology of the Italian Marxist philosopher 
Antonio Gramsci, Project 2025 is part of a 
counter-hegemonic strategy to progressive and 
liberal understandings and worldviews in public 
spheres. Crucially, gaining cultural hegemony 
for conservative ideas is not only an American 
project of the Heritage Foundation. It is a phe-
nomenon linking radical right forces globally.

But what exactly is the radical right's cultural 
counter-hegemonic strategy? What is driving 
the radical right to build transitional alliances? 
And what exactly do they want to achieve? 
World of the Right. Radical Conservatism and 
Global Order, co-authored by six international 
affairs academics from the University of Ottawa, 
Queen Mary University of London and the Uni-
versity of Sheffield, provides profound answers 
to these questions. It maps the global right's 

transnational initiatives, traces key elements 
of their intellectual strategies and ideological 
content, and assesses possible implications for 
the current global order. Moreover, it explains 
how, despite differing national contexts and 
policies, the radical right can form a global 
movement at all.

There is a certain irony that concepts 
developed by the left-wing thinker Gramsci 
provide the radical right with intellectual and 
political inspiration for how their movement 
might successfully challenge the existing 
liberal order and power. In a nutshell, a 

counter-hegemonic strategy requires various 
cultural actors and intellectuals to undertake 
a systematic critique of the existing order and 
replace it with a dominant power structure, 
along with dominant ideologies and cultural 
norms. Assuming that culture underpins and 
supports social orders, these cultural actors 
and intellectuals engage in a long-term war 
of position, aiming to transform societal 
common sense to favour political change 
toward a new order. In fact, this is exactly 
what the global radical right has been doing 
for some time now.

As the book demonstrates, attempts to develop 
a Gramscianism of the right go back to the late 
1960s, when militant right-wing intellectuals of 
the French Nouvelle Droite tried to make use 
of Gramsci's core ideas for a counter-hegem-
onic project. Most prominent among these 
intellectuals was probably Alain de Benoist, 
a highly influential thinker of the radical right, 
well beyond France, and a strong critic of the 
liberal international order. Today, extreme-
right thinkers from all parts of the world are 
engaged in this war of position. To name just 
a few, they include the Russian radical-right 
ideologue Alexander Dugin; the Pan-African 

Gramscianism of the right
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writer and activist Kemi Seba, who advocates 
a radical racial 'ethno-differentialism', parallel 
to the European radical right's identitarian, 
anti-immigration discourse; and the American 
neo reactionary and openly racist internet phi-
losopher Curtis Yarvin.

In practical terms, the radical right's coun-
ter-hegemonic strategy comprises various 
elements. Of course, there is their often-dis-
cussed offensive use of digital communication 
and social media that has helped them rise 
and gain visibility. However, the authors of the 
book point out that there are other important 
fronts in the war of position where the radi-
cal right has invested heavily. First, there is 
the publishing industry, with a sharp rise in 
the number of publishing houses, journals, 
podcasts and online magazines making rad-
ical-right content available. A prime example 
is the publishing house Arktos, which has a 
strong anti-globalism agenda. Second, there 
are right-wing educational institutions dedi-
cated to educating a new elite that is equipped 
with the skills to fight the war of position. In the 
US, one of the most established and influen-
tial educational institutions with a radical-right 
agenda is Hillsdale College in Michigan, which 
has a reputation as a feeder school for the 
Trump administration. In Europe, the Hungar-
ian Ludovika University of Public Services is 
noteworthy for having 5,000 students enrolled 
annually across four faculties and for main-
taining close relations with Viktor Orbán's 
government and the Fidesz party. Moreover, 

new research shows that numerous radi-
cal-right think tanks have been established 
in various parts of the world in recent 
years, and that they work closely together 
via transnational networks to share ideas, 
concepts and strategies (see, for example, 
Thomas Greven, The Global Radical Right. 
Transatlantic Networks, published by Frie-
drich-Ebert-Stiftung, 2025).

World of the Right's most interesting and 
strongest parts are those on the global radical 
right's common driving forces. First and fore-
most, despite differing national agendas and 
positions, radical-right forces worldwide con-
stitute a global right due to their opposition 
to globalism and similar visions of the global 
order. Central to their conception of the world is 
the so-called managerial class. This is a global 
elite of corporate executives, academics, jour-
nalists, government bureaucrats and staff in 
supranational institutions like the European 
Union and United Nations, benefiting from the 
international liberal order and targeting tradi-
tional social orders that oppose its expansion. 
The framing of a new class provides a shared 
line of discourse and a powerful rhetoric of a 
common enemy. Clearly, this concept of class 
is no longer defined by the left's anti-capitalism 
but by its opposition to the new class of a global 
liberal managerial elite. Furthermore, it explains 
why the radical right can bring together actors 
from multiple locations around the world.

Attacking the managerial class and the inter-
national liberal order, which operates on 
multilateralism as its primary principle, the 
radical right's vision for a new global order is 
embedded in multipolarity and civilisationalism. 
In short, only a strong civilisation with compat-
ible national states will prosper in a multipolar 
world. Driven by a feeling of not being recog-
nised by the Western powers that dominate 
the multilateral system, illiberal states such as 
China and Russia, as well as states and people 
in the Global South, are equally lured by this 
multipolar global vision, resonating anti-West-
ernism and anti-colonialism. Furthermore, 

the radical right's civilisational understanding of 
multipolarity has implications for the EU. There 
are basically two narratives. While the first 
aims to install an ethno-pluralist order and to 
reject the EU completely, the second favours 
a patriotic Europe that defends the sover-
eignty of the member states and challenges 
the union's liberal norms. A development in 
either of these directions would jeopardise 
the EU's system, which provides freedom 
and prosperity to European citizens.

By covering all of the above topics, the World 
of the Right comprehensively delivers on 
its own objective of helping understand the 
global radical right and of finding ways to 
counter it. Progressives worldwide therefore 
need to mobilise and strengthen their coop-
eration, sharpen and reclaim their narratives, 
expand their funding for activities and build a 
diverse leadership.

	� New research has shown 
that numerous radical-right 
think tanks have been 
established in various parts 
of the world in recent years, 
and that they work closely 
together via transnational 
networks to share ideas, 
concepts and strategies. 

Christian Salm,
Head of Democracy 

and Participation 
Programmes, FEPS
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Algorithmic Rule by Law. 
How Algorithmic Regulation in the Public 
Sector Erodes the Rule of Law 
Nathalie A. Smuha

 Cambridge University Press, 2024

by Monty Aal

Imagine the following situation: you are 
watching the evening news, and the minister 

in charge of social affairs proudly announces 
a massive investment in digitalising the vari-
ous public bodies responsible for providing 
government aid to citizens – for example, 
unemployment benefits or support for families 
with young children. The minister promises an 
end to mountains of paperwork, weeks- and 
months-long waits for mandatory in-person 
appointments, and long processing times. 
Instead, modern digital systems using AI and 
algorithms, deployed alongside civil servants, 
will enable citizens to access public and user-
friendly services online efficiently. A win-win 
for all, it seems, and your thoughts drift to 
the last time you had to wait weeks to get a 
response from your local government office. 
In the meantime, the news anchor has already 
moved to the next item. 

What the minister's announcement glosses 
over, however, is a more troubling dimension 

of this shift. When public authorities delegate 
the implementation of legal rules – such as 
those that stipulate who is or is not entitled 
to certain benefits – to algorithmic sys-
tems, they inevitably outsource a range of 
consequential choices, about how the law 
is interpreted, how edge cases are handled 
and whose interests are prioritised, to the 
often private developers and vendors who 
build and maintain those systems. Decisions 
that were once made, however imperfectly, by 
accountable public officials operating within 
a legal framework are quietly transferred to 
actors who bear no equivalent democratic 
mandate or legal obligation. The efficiency 
gains are real and visible (at least initially), 
while the accountability losses are structural 
and largely invisible, buried in procurement 
contracts and technical specifications that 
few will ever scrutinise. It is precisely this 
silent redistribution of public responsibility 
that lies at the heart of the rule-of-law problem 
that Nathalie Smuha sets out to diagnose in her 

timely and ambitious work, Algorithmic Rule by 
Law – How Algorithmic Regulation in the Public 
Sector Erodes the Rule of Law.

From law to code

	� When public authorities 
delegate the implementation 
of legal rules – such as those 
that stipulate who is or is not 
entitled to certain benefits 
– to algorithmic systems, 
they inevitably outsource 
a range of consequential 
choices, about how the law 
is interpreted, how edge 
cases are handled and whose 
interests are prioritised, to 
the often private developers 
and vendors who build and 
maintain those systems.

The silent erosion of democracy 
and accountability
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Smuha advances a compelling and sobering 
thesis: that the growing reliance of public 
authorities on algorithmic systems to implement 
and enforce the law is actively eroding the very 
rule of law that those authorities are meant to 
uphold. She conceptualises this threat as 'algo-
rithmic rule by law', a phenomenon whereby 
algorithms are deployed under a veneer of 
legality and efficiency, yet function in ways 
that hollow out the rule of law's protective role. 
The threat, she argues, is characterised by five 
interconnected issues: the reduction of apply-
ing laws to an IT exercise; the centralisation 
of normative choices arising when translating 
law to code in the hands of an opaque class 
of software developers; the near-elimination 
of discretion at the level of street-level public 
officials; the erosion of accountability mech-
anisms and the introduction of a systemic 
vulnerability into the legal infrastructure itself. 
Crucially, Smuha insists that this threat need 
not stem from authoritarian intent. Rather, 
negligence and institutional carelessness 
are equally capable of producing the same 
corrosive effects.

The book – for the understanding of which 
no prior knowledge of digitalisation and algo-
rithms is needed – spans six chapters, moving 
from a framing of the central hypothesis within 
the EU's rule of law crisis, through a technical 
and normative analysis of algorithmic sys-
tems, to a comprehensive assessment of how 
such systems can undermine core rule of law 
principles. It then evaluates the adequacy of 
existing EU legal safeguards before closing 
with policy recommendations and a reflection 
on the normative tensions inherent to law and 
democracy. By virtue of its focus on the pub-
lic sector, Smuha's book is highly relevant for 
Socialists and Social Democrats, those who 
believe in and fight for expansive, competent 
and well-resourced public institutions with 

strong executive capacity in the service of 
ensuring the well-being of citizens – a goal for 
the achievement of which digitalisation and the 
use of algorithms are increasingly presented as 
not just a solution but a necessity. 

More broadly, the book's message should be 
particularly worrying for all who care about 
the integrity of our democracies. Whilst overt 
attacks on the rule of law like those we have 
witnessed in Hungary over the past decade 
are well documented and have at least to a 
degree drawn a response from the European 
Commission and other competent authorities, 
less extreme but still noticeable forms of the 
decay of rule of law, such as corruption or 
restrictions on the independence of the judi-
ciary seen across several European states, 
have garnered attention and resulted in the 
mobilisation of civil society and other pro-de-
mocracy forces. However, the type of erosion 
described by Smuha – systemic, incremental, 
hidden in code and mediated through the dig-
ital backbone of society – not only flies under 
the radar but can even occur in countries that 
score highest on democratic benchmarks, such 
as the Netherlands or the Nordic countries. 

Ultimately, the book challenges us to expand 
how we view the rule of law and the ways it 
can be chipped away, and to apply this to 
the digital world. Using a host of examples, 
Smuha demonstrates how seemingly harm-
less technical decisions delegated to IT staff 
can have serious consequences for the rule of 
law and, consequently, for the everyday lives 
of citizens and the legitimacy of the state. She 
urges us to demand transparency and dem-
ocratic accountability in the deployment of 
public-sector algorithmic systems, and to treat 
the rule of law not as a technical checklist but 
as a living normative commitment requiring 
constant, collective tending. 

	� Smuha insists that this 
threat need not stem from 
authoritarian intent. Rather, 
negligence and institutional 
carelessness are equally 
capable of producing the 
same corrosive effects.

Monty Aal, 
Policy analyst on Digital, FEPS
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DEFENDING THE RULE OF LAW

For most of this Kafkaesque nightmare set in the USSR in the 1930s, 
one wonders about the second prosecutor of the title, since it is 

mostly around the first, Kornyev, a young, recently graduated, ide-
alistic lawyer that the fifth fictional film by Sergei Loznitsa revolves. 
Loznitsa – a Ukrainian director of Belarusian origins, mostly known 
for found-footage documentaries, such as State funeral and Maidan 
– has based this film on a novel by Georgy Demidov. A physicist who 
was imprisoned in a Siberian gulag for 14 years, Demidov produced 
a literary work that was translated and published only in 2008, and 
that remains relatively unknown to this day. 
In the Soviet Union of the Stalinist purges, Kornyev is forced to real-
ise that the ideals of the October Revolution have been swallowed 
up by an unscrupulous, power-hungry political class composed of 
incompetent Stalin loyalists. A genuine belief in socialist equality and 
working-class solidarity no longer offers any protection against the 
risk of being accused of dissent, which authorities perceive as an 
infectious disease. And putting one's trust in the rule of law inexorably 
leads to the hell of Soviet prisons and torture.
Loznitsa employs a locked-off camera with a claustrophobic, narrow 
frame. He favours low-saturated colours and thick shadows. Noisy 
metal gates and barred windows intensify the feeling of entrapment, 
while dark, narrow stairs descending into the abyss, and wide, opu-
lent staircases climbing malign power hierarchies – and leading to 
the second prosecutor of the title – create a sense of inevitability. 
The director's use of side-lit, at times 'Caravaggesque', compositions 
emphasise physical deformities and environmental decay, creating 
an atmosphere that is at once theatrical and stark. 
The viewer is drawn to accompany the stubborn prosecutor in his 
Kafkaesque judicial struggle, in both bare and sumptuous wait-
ing rooms, through the absurdities of Soviet bureaucracy, bizarre 
encounters and surreal attempts to deter him. It is a crescendo of 
tension where little happens and yet so much is implied. From the 
beginning – and this is no spoiler – the audience is aware that 
Kornyev's journey has no return, that nobody can be trusted, that 
there can be no salvation. 
Loznitsa's film is a masterful account of Soviet authoritarianism and 
the machinery to silence dissent, built on countless mediocre accom-
plices. But it is also a powerful and tragic portrait of human faith in 
justice and the power of law.

In 1985, Argentina is still reeling from the last military regime 
that had ended barely two years earlier. Public prosecutor Julio 

Strassera (Ricardo Darín), an inconspicuous, fearful and unassuming 
public servant, is chosen to make the government's case against the 
military junta for alleged crimes against humanity after the military 
courts refuse to press charges.
Argentina, 1985 recounts the prosecution in an almost documen-
tary manner, following the events step by step as they unfolded: 
Strassera struggles to find lawyers to form his prosecution team, as 
senior lawyers refuse to risk their reputations or safety. He teams 
up with Luis Moreno Ocampo (Peter Lanzani), who later became the 
first prosecutor of the International Criminal Court in The Hague, 
and together they build a team of young law graduates who do not 
yet have careers or any standing to lose. Given less time – in his 
own words – "than for prosecuting a chicken thief" to constitute 
water-tight proof that the junta's acts amount to a systematic and 
planned case of crimes against humanity, his super-enthusiastic 
team scrambles across the country, digging up victims of the military 
dictatorship in the remotest places and gathering scarcely bearable 
testimonies of the abuse, brutality and humiliation that the victims 
had to endure. 
And it is precisely the enthusiasm of those young graduates that 
permeates the film with a 'we-can-do-this' energy and an almost 
revolutionary drive, which, in the end, allows the modest Strassera 
to rise to the challenge and emerge as an implacable accuser of the 
military junta. Initially scared – in his own word again: "shitless" – of 
the still-pervasive power of the members of the former junta, his 
voice turns solemn, commanding gravitas and respect, when he 
reads out his carefully crafted indictment, while the film turns into 
a jubilant celebration of the power of the law, and particularly the 
power of the word. When he thunders his last sentence, the historic 
"your honours: never again!", the courtroom falls eerily silent, before 
resounding applause leaves us in no doubt that this was a cathartic 
moment in the country's history.
Against all odds, Strassera manages to have most of the members 
of the junta put behind bars – the first time ever a civil court had 
pronounced such a verdict. And the film manages to make its mark 
as a monument to integrity and the patient groundwork required 
to heal a traumatised nation.

Two prosecutors 

by Sergei Loznitsa 
France, Germany, Latvia, Lithuania, 
Netherlands and Romania, 2025

Argentina, 1985 

by Santiago Mitre  
Argentina, UK and US, 2022 

Hedwig Giusto Olaf Bruns
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EUROPEAN SOVEREIGNTY 
AND THE SOCIAL DIMENSION

REASSERTING EUROPE’S SOCIAL-DEMOCRATIC MODEL 
IN TURBULENT TIMES

Edited by László Andor and Robin Huguenot-Noël

Five years after the adoption of the Action Plan for the implementation of the European Pillar of 
Social Rights in Porto, this policy brief proposes a new EU socioeconomic steering agenda.

This policy brief argues that European sovereignty cannot be reduced to military or geopolitical 
autonomy. It demands a social foundation, not a US blueprint. A strong Europe abroad depends on a 
resilient Europe at home. Sovereignty must therefore include a renewed social dimension, which means 
protecting citizens, strengthening solidarity and ensuring democratic control over economic power.

AUTHORS

ABSTRACT
Decades of neoliberal policies have produced 
economic imbalances, social polarisation 
and political instability. The transatlantic 
rupture, since the return of Donald Trump, adds 
considerable pressure on European integration. 
Building European sovereignty and reasserting 
our social model based on a sustainable 
development regime are three sides of the same 
complex agenda.

Today, the US-inspired blueprint of the conservative-far 
right policy agenda focuses on deregulation and a dilution 
of European regulatory autonomy. This contradicts the European 
policy decisions that produced the European Pillar of Social Rights, 
and its Action Plan adopted in Porto, and the La Hulpe declaration.

European sovereignty demands a social foundation, not a US blueprint. 
A strong Europe abroad depends on resilience at home. Sovereignty 
must therefore include a renewed and reinforced social dimension, 
with enhanced investment capacity and safety nets. This also means 
protecting citizens, strengthening solidarity, and ensuring democratic 
control over economic power.

This policy brief offers to revive the progressive thrust of EU 
governance amidst this new geopolitical reality. It proposes a new EU 
socioeconomic steering agenda around the following points: promote 
the social model as a key dimension of the European sovereignty 
agenda; build EU borrowing capacity; tighten economic steering and 
social rights; revive public services; and restore social targets at the 
heart of the European integration agenda and its governance.

This Road to Porto 2.0 would deliver the pillars needed for European 
sovereignty to gain political legitimacy and strengthen the social 
democratic features of European integration.
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