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Abstract: Over the last few years there have been important initiatives to favour greater 
harmonization among EU member states‘ defence-industrial policies. However, EU countries 
sometimes decide to cooperate in the development of defence-industrial projects, to maintain 
defence procurement on a national basis or to import extra-EU armaments. To investigate 
the simultaneous presence of cooperation and competition, focusing on how the process of 
differentiated integration shapes European defence-industrial governance, this paper assesses 
Italian participation in two major European armaments organizations (OCCAR and the 
European Defence Agency), as well in two new EU initiatives in this sector (PeSCo and the 
European Defence Fund). Specifically, this analysis focuses on national state-arms industry 
relations as a crucial explanatory variable in the formation of Italy‘s preferences towards 
defence-industrial cooperation.
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Introduction

In the European context, governments have agreed on joint defence procurement 
programmes and have promoted several collaborative initiatives to reinforce 
defence-industrial capabilities. Overall, the European defence-industrial panorama 
can be defined as a system of differentiated integration (Leuffen, Rittberger and 
Schimmelfennig 2013), in which a complex network of overlapping bilateral and 
multilateral initiatives co-exist, ranging from a simple pooling of orders of equipment 
to defence treaties (DeVore 2013; Schilde 2017). Nevertheless, the European 
defence-industrial market remains predominantly characterised by protectionism, 
oligopolistic market forces and a tendency to source inputs from domestic suppliers 
(Masson et al 2015). In other words, defence-industrial relations in Europe are 
characterized by a simultaneous presence of European cooperation and inter-state 
competition. The article therefore aims to answer a very important question in the 
field: why do we observe variance in defence-industrial cooperation patterns in 
Europe?
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In contrast with the existing International Relations (IR) literature focus on 
geopolitical and economic drivers of defence-industrial cooperation, I propose to 
study whether the public or private governance of defence firms could account for 
when, why and how EU countries sometimes prefer to cooperate and sometimes they 
do not in collaborative defence-industrial initiatives. Specifically, in order to assess 
how the process of differentiated integration shapes European defence-industrial 
governance, I investigate Italian activities within the two major European armaments 
organizations (Organisation Conjointe de Coopération en Matière d’Armement – 
OCCAR and the European Defence Agency – EDA), as well as its participation in 
new EU defence initiatives (Permanent Structured Cooperation – PeSCo and the 
European Defence Fund – EDF). The analysis is based on primary and secondary 
sources, as well as on five semi-structured interviews with Italian defence officials 
and industry representatives. To supplement these sources, the article includes 
references to informal documents, statements and minutes, as well as to the public 
statements of politicians and industry managers.

This article provides three main contributions to the scholarly works on the 
topic. First, it contributes to the literature on differentiated integration in the EU. 
The academic discussion of differentiated integration has long been a-theoretical and 
focused on describing specific cases, categorizing modes of differentiated integration 
and pondering its policy implications (Schimmelfennig and Winzen 2019). 
Moreover, research on differentiated integration has often underestimated the role of 
political economies of Europe and the structural relationship between governments 
and interest groups (Hoeffler 2019). In order to contribute, to fill this gap in the 
scholarly literature, this article conceptualizes and operationalizes the variation 
of private or public governance in the defence-industrial sector (the independent 
variable) to explain the pattern of differentiated integration in the European defence 
field (the dependent variable). In this regard, the article also contributes to advancing 
the debate on Italy’s position in the process of European integration. Indeed, as I 
will show in this analysis, Rome is keener than other European capitals to invest in a 
multilateral framework, in order to protect its political and industrial interests.

Second, this work points to the need for European security and defence studies 
to pay attention to the heterogeneous politico-economic base of member states. 
Identifying different configurations of state-defence firms relations helps to unpack 
the relationship between the political and the industrial sector at the domestic 
level and its impact on European defence-industrial cooperation. Indeed, I argue 
that it is crucial to investigate the distinct relationships between the governmental 
bureaucratic machinery and the defence-industrial complex in the formation of EU 
countries’ preferences towards defence-industrial cooperation.

Third, the study sheds light on some unexplored aspects of European defence 
procurement. While the focus of previous studies has been largely on the inefficiencies 
of defence-industrial cooperation (DeVore 2013; Mawdsley 2013), little research has 
been done to investigate the political decision-making process of these initiatives (but 
see Faure 2019). More broadly, on European defence there is a wide debate about 
systemic incentives that are pushing for greater cooperation in this field. However, 
systemic incentives clearly do not represent sufficient conditions for more defence-
industrial cooperation. This research therefore analyses intra-European state-defence 
industry differences as the main driver of cooperation and competition in this field.
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