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Europe is prioritising defence capabilities on the political agenda through several initiatives aiming at 
increasing investment and coordination such as the ReArm Europe that aims to mobilise an unprecedented 
€800 billion in additional spending for defence over the next years. Meanwhile, in the new proposal for 

the next Multiannual Financial Framework 2028-2034, defence funding is planned to increase five times 
compared to the previous EU budget. The Commission also presented the Defence Omnibus which 
includes several proposals to exempt defence from labour and environmental law, as well as to accelerate 

permitting and facilitate funding for defence. Finally, the Commission presented the Defence Readiness 
Roadmap 2030 which puts forward objectives, milestones and indicators to measure how Member States, 

as well as the European Defence and Technological Industrial Base (EDTIB), are progressing to become 
‘defence ready’ in the next five years.  
 

According to a recent publication of SIPRI, the volume of major arms transferred between states increased 
by 9.2% between 2016–20 and 2021–25. The same study highlights that “states in Europe more than 
trebled their arms imports, making it the biggest recipient region.” 

 
While the objective of improving preparedness and ensuring collective security is legitimate, it must take 

place in full respect of fundamental rights, social standards and democratic governance. Moreover, higher 
defence spending alone does not automatically enhance peace or stability, and an over-reliance on military 
measures may divert attention from other essential components of security. A surge in military budgets 

risks draining resources away from the investments that truly sustain a peaceful and resilient Europe.  

With values firmly rooted in peace, international law and multilateralism, industriAll Europe continues to 
call for de-escalation of conflicts, the pursuit of ceasefires, and renewed diplomatic efforts. Peace, respect 
for international law, and social justice remain fundamental conditions for Europe’s long term prosperity 

and security. Defence initiatives must also respect national competences.  

The current position builds on the Warsaw Declaration adopted on December 2024 as well as the 

fundamental trade union principles recalled in our Congress motion “Industry unions builders for peace” 
adopted on 3 June 2025 and the declaration adopted by the Executive Committee in May 2026. 
 

Europe needs a strategy for the entire industry not only for the defence sector  
 

The EDTIB relies heavily on a strong European industry. The steel, basic metals and raw material sectors 
provide critical raw materials and unfinished products for defence. Similarly, the chemical and electronics 
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sectors are key for European defence. All these sectors are undergoing a massive restructuring crisis, which 
must be urgently countered with similar support measures from the Commission. With the growing 

political uncertainty, they are also facing supply chain disruption. IndustriAll Europe has been calling for a 
strong industrial strategy at European level for many years in several position papers (Link: 
https://news.industriall-europe.eu/p/position-papers). A coherent industrial strategy is primary and 

comes first, as Europe’s defence industry relies on it. The EU needs to invest in the entire holistic value 
chain and maintain industrial production with quality jobs on the continent.1 

 
This is why, IndustriAll Europe calls for a holistic analysis of the sector and its supply chain, followed by 
realistic proposals that can be supported by workers.  

 
The current proposals of the Commission focus mainly on boosting investments only in defence. This runs 
the risk that the funds will be mainly spent on purchasing readily available equipment from third 

countries, instead of goods made in Europe, in particular from the US. However, reducing reliance on US 
systems is  particularly challenging given that European manufacturers are often lagging behind notably 

because of complex phases of cooperative developments, geo-return issues, as well as fragmentation and 
competition on the internal market. Meanwhile, US equipment is readily available and is often the NATO 
standard. In addition to the increased use of American equipment, there is now also a breakthrough by 

third-party competitors, notably from South Korea and Turkey (about 78% of purchases have been made 
from non-European suppliers).  

 
The EU’s new defence funding initiatives are foreseen for the immediate short-term with very tight 
deadlines. This poses a big disadvantage to the EDTIB which faced decades of underinvestment and 

fragmentation. Expanding production capacity in Europe’s defence sector requires the building of new 
facilities, investment in modern equipment, as well as the recruiting and training of workers. All take time 
and stable long-term commitments. In ReArm Europe, the Commission is offering Member States the 

possibility to activate the National Escape Clause to exempt defence investments of up to 1.5% of GDP 
from the strict fiscal rules (3% deficit, 60% debt) for the upcoming four years. However, the defence sector 

operates in timeframes of 10, 15, and 20 years or longer. This applies also to the European Commission’s 
plan to reskill 200,000 workers by 2026, and 600,000 by 2030 for defence-related industries. 

Dual-use technologies—ranging from artificial intelligence and advanced materials to satellite systems, 
quantum technologies, aerospace innovations and drones—are now essential to Europe’s strategic 
autonomy and industrial strength. Because these technologies serve both civilian and defence purposes, 

they require predictable, long-term planning signals rather than short-term, conflict-driven procurement 
cycles. Public policy therefore needs to ensure long-term industrial development by supporting stable 

investment in facilities, skills and technological capabilities. This also means strengthening Europe’s wider 
industrial base, including metals, chemicals and electronics. At the same time, Europe must develop 
harmonised standards and regulatory frameworks that reduce fragmentation, strengthen SMEs, and 

prevent competition based on weakened social or environmental practices. Common technical, training 
and safety standards will make it easier for companies and workers to operate across civil and defence 
markets, while supporting mobility and innovation within the dual-use ecosystem. To ensure that current 

increases in defence spending translate into lasting industrial resilience rather than temporary surges, 
Europe needs coordinated action on skills, financing tools and industrial policy—anchored in strong social 

and local-content conditionalities.  
In the vast majority of European countries, the EDTIB is struggling with difficulties in attracting skilled 
workers and especially young workers. The sector’s attractiveness is affected by the sustainability of its 

 
1 This is consistent with our demands on the CID as presented in the position papers adopted at the November 2025 
EXCOM 
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employment perspective, which has suffered after decades of underinvestment. The recent 
announcements of massive investments will not change this overnight, especially if they result in a 

increase of arm imports from third countries.    
 
At the same time, increased production must not come at the expense of workers’ rights. Trade unions 

in several European countries report that the ramp-up is already leading to more intense working 
patterns—more teams, more shifts, and particularly more night work—which significantly increase the 

risk of accidents. In parallel, there is a growing reliance on temporary agency workers, who often receive 
limited training and are less familiar with health and safety rules, further heightening risks for 
themselves and their colleagues. 

 
Rather than introducing exemptions to working time rules, the solution is to recruit more workers by 
offering attractive, quality jobs. This is especially urgent given the sector’s high skills requirements: new 

recruits need substantial on-the-job training before becoming fully operational. In the short term, this 
also increases the workload and pressure on experienced workers, who must train newcomers alongside 

their regular duties. 

Meeting the EU’s defence targets requires quality jobs and attractive working conditions, not 

deregulation and precarious employment. Simplification is no silver bullet to help the EU reach its new 
defence objectives. While industriAll Europe is not against the simplification of ‘overregulation’ or of 
duplications, we strongly oppose the deregulation of labour and sustainability obligations. We are very 

disappointed by the agreement reached on the European Defence Industry Programme (EDIP) which 
opens the door to derogations on workers’ rights, in particular on working time.  IndustriAll Europe, 

together with the European Trade Union Confederation (ETUC), the European Public Service Union (EPSU) 
and the European Transport Workers’ Federation (ETF), issued an urgent call against the compromise text. 
Unfortunately, the call fell on deaf ears.  

 
We are deeply concerned about the provisions in EDIP allowing derogations from workers’ rights in the 
production of so-called ‘crisis-relevant defence products’ across the entire value chain. The conditions 

for declaring such a crisis situation remain vague - referring broadly to internal market disruptions - and 
fall far short of justifying the suspension of fundamental labour protections. While recognising the current 

and difficult geopolitical situation, we are far from an emergency that would justify the limitation of 
workers’ rights across the entire value chain in a European regulation that allocates €1.5 billion for 
defence. We fear that this dangerous precedent risks being replicated in the upcoming big defence files, 

like the Defence Omnibus that targets, among others, the Working Time Directive and REACH. Instead of 
promoting easy-fix simplification approaches, the EU should prioritise social dialogue, as the social 

partners are the best placed to map and anticipate changes in the defence sector to ensure that sites 
and workers are prepared. We call on European policymakers to be more responsible and consult trade 
unions about the upcoming files. Good working conditions are part of ensuring security.  

 
In a context of declining manufacturing capacity, some companies are shifting parts of their industrial base 
towards defence production. In certain cases, the move from civilian to military production has led to the 

relocation of civilian activities outside the EU. This is particularly problematic, as these activities are 
unlikely to return, resulting in a long-term loss of industrial capabilities. Relying on defence expansion to 

fill gaps created by shrinking civilian manufacturing would be politically short-sighted and economically 
risky. Instead, defence initiatives should reinforce Europe’s entire industrial ecosystem—supporting 
high-quality jobs, innovation capacity and diversified production—so that security policies strengthen, 

rather than undermine, Europe’s social model and industrial future. 

https://news.industriall-europe.eu/Article/1393
https://news.industriall-europe.eu/Article/1385
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Promoting the diversification of industrial production is increasingly seen as a necessary way to address 
capability gaps and strengthen Europe’s overall resilience. This approach is essential, as relying on a 

continuous escalation in defence spending is neither sustainable nor desirable in the long term. 
 

Defence spending should lead to good quality jobs in Europe  

 
The European Commission has recently placed huge emphasis on defence spending, which raises concerns 

about maintaining balanced support for other important policy areas. It remains essential that Europe’s 
social objectives and the green and digital transitions continue to receive adequate resources. Lasting 
peace and stability depend on strong economic foundations and social cohesion. 

 
In ReArm Europe, the Commission is proposing that the new instrument will be partly funded with €93 

billion of unclaimed loans made under the EU’s Recovery and Resilience Facility, meant for green and 
digital investments. In addition, in the Defence Readiness Roadmap 2030, the Commission is proposing 
the diversion of cohesion funding towards defence, going explicitly against trade union warnings . Our 

members in Romania confirmed that parts of their remaining Recovery and Resilience Funds and parts of 
the Cohesion Funds will be relocated. These proposals come at the unacceptable expense of social 
progress in those regions of Europe that are lagging behind. We need to finance upward convergence in 

Europe, not widen the gap and put our social stability at risk. The growing inequality in Europe is evident 
in the ballot boxes. 

 
Industrial workers across the continent are facing a grim situation of daily restructuring, site closures, 
investment postponements and stalled demand, because of the cost-of-living crisis and austerity policies. 

90,000 jobs have been lost in the automotive sector alone since June 2024, and 25% of companies are 
planning restructuring in the upcoming months. Our recent study shows that out of 18 industrial sectors 
analysed, only defence and aerospace are doing well. Europe’s leaders need to ‘wake up’ to the reality in 

Europe’s industry, as these two sectors cannot be the only ones benefitting from public support. We need 
political will to support all sectors. As explained, our defence and security require a holistic approach based 

on a united, proactive European industrial policy that goes beyond the EDTIB and that addresses all sectors 
that are struggling.  
 

Instead, the European Commission has started to send the worrying message that, if needed, Member 
States will have to make a trade-off between defence spending and other priorities to be in line with 

the fiscal rules (3% deficit, 60% debt). EU Member States must draw up national 4-year or 7-year plans in 
which they explain how they will achieve these limits. It is up to them how they will decide on the trade-
offs. However, in an economic context of low growth (1.1% of GDP in 2025 and 1.6% in 2026 in the EU) 

and increased budget deficits since the COVID pandemic, Member States do not have much room for 
manoeuvre. With the National Escape Clause (NEC) activated only for defence, we are very concerned that 
it will come at the expense of what the trade union movement is defending. The NEC must be activated 

beyond defence to allow for all necessary investments with social conditionality  to meet the gaps shown 
by Draghi, as well as to stimulate demand, upgrade infrastructure, deliver affordable and clean energy, 

and promote social progress. This is particularly essential since the fiscal multiplier of defence is very low.  
For example, for every euro spent on infrastructure, the return is approximately €2, while for education it 
is about €3. Meanwhile, the return for defence is at around €0.50.2   

 
Social and local content conditionalities on all public funds are fundamental to ensure that the 
enormous pot of money made available for defence supports the EDTIB and goes to companies that 

respect workers’ rights. European content should be carefully defined keeping in mind the transnational 

 
2 European Money and Finance Forum (July 2025) 
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nature of industrial supply chains and their role in fostering a peaceful economic integration across the 
continent. In addition to the countries that are part of the Internal Market (EU and EFTA Member States),  

candidate countries should be seen as part of the “Buy European” area, provided that strict rules prevent 
social and environmental dumping. In the same way, products in line with the EU-UK TCA rules of origin 
provisions should be considered as European. Nevertheless, the expansion of the scope of eligibility for 

'buy European' must be accompanied by conditions of social and environmental reciprocity.  
 

European groups are currently enjoying an unprecedented growth cycle which is set to continue in the 
medium term.  
 

 

 

IndustriAll Europe’s demands: 
 

 

• The EU must adopt a broader concept of collective defence and security that goes beyond 

military preparedness, but that includes economic security and social stability. Moreover, 
industrial readiness must be based on stable employment, quality jobs, high health and safety 
standards, and employment growth. In this sense, any increase in production should be 

supported by the necessary financing, training  and improved working conditions.Peace and 
democracy and international law must remain the guiding principles of policymaking.  

 

• Increased defence budgets at national and European level should not result in increased arms 
imports from third countries but should benefit the EDTIB.  

• Activation of the National Escape Clause must go beyond defence, to allow for the necessary 
investments in all industrial sectors, as well as for achieving Europe’s social, clean and digital 
objectives. 

 

• Public resources for initiatives on defence or security must not be at the expense of resources 

for social objectives, nor jeopardise countries’ abilities to invest in the twin transition.  
Public funding and public procurement must be attached to social and local content 
conditionalities, including quality jobs and training obligations. Public investment, regulation, 

and industrial strategy should reward preparedness and deterrence 
 

• Simplification should not imply the deregulation of labour or environmental law.  In particular,  
trade unions strongly oppose any attempts to derogate on working time and to weaken health 
and safety standards. Emergency situations should be clearly defined and strictly limited. No 

derogation to labour standards should be granted without prior negotiations with social 
partners. 
 

• Prioritise social dialogue, as social partners are best placed to map and anticipate changes in 
the defence sector and to ensure that sites and workers are properly prepared. Ensure that 

investments in the defence sector are supported by sustainable and fair public financing 
mechanisms, which preserve social cohesion and public support, and avoid reliance on 
austerity measures or excessive dependence on financial markets and external actors. Further 

promote standardisation to reduce fragmentation in future investments in the EDTIB. 
 

• Ensure fair and inclusive investment in the defence sector across Europe, so that all regions 

benefit, with existing jobs safeguarded and new quality jobs created throughout the EU. This 
requires equal access to EU funding and procurement, enabling cooperation and major 
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programmes to support local production, technological development, and integration of all 
regions as partners in the industrial value chain. Investments in capacity, certification, and skills 

are essential. 
 

 
 

 


