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Lessons from EU Interventions in Afghanistan, Iraq, and Mali: 
Explaining EU Crisis Response (In-)Effectiveness 

The sobering experiences with Western engagement in Afghanistan, Iraq, and 

Mali in general and respective EU Common Security and Defence Policy (CSDP) 

missions in particular, suggest that EU efforts toward conflict resolution and state-

building are systematically undermined by a lack of political settlement on the 

strategic level. This renders political stabilization via promoting good governance 

on the ground mostly futile. Moreover, the lack of local ownership in partner 

countries and coherent policies between the EU institutions and the EU Members 

States limit CSDP missions’ effectiveness and impact. The added value of this 

synoptic analysis rests with its combination of three analytical perspectives: 1) a 

systematic evaluation of missions’ impact effectiveness; 2) the inference of 

general and case-specific factors constraining and enabling EU crisis response 

effectiveness, and 3) the suggestion of avenues for theorizing on EU crisis 

response missions’ effectiveness. Moreover, this analysis draws on primary EU 

sources, expert literature and incorporates additional data springing from 

interviews in Brussels as well as in Afghanistan, Iraq, and Mali.  

Keywords: CSDP Missions; Crisis Management; Policy Effectiveness; Conflict 

Sensitivity; Ownership; Lessons learned 

 
„This decision about Afghanistan is not just about Afghanistan. It’s 
about ending an era of major military operations to remake other 
countries.“ US President Joe Biden (Aug. 31, 2021) 

1. Introduction1 

The take-over of the Taliban in Afghanistan was a disaster for the US and NATO, but also the 

European Union’s crisis response policy in the Hindukush. This has been aggravated by the 

recent coups in Mali combined with the emergence of Russian mercenaries and the debate of 

a troop withdrawal in France and Germany, as well as the re-emergence of political instability 

 
1 Information on the author’s institutional affiliation, bibliographical notes, acknowledgement, and a data 
availability statement can be found at the end of the file! 
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in Iraq. Instead of establishing a Rapid Reaction Force for evacuating EU personnel and 

supportive locals or NGOs from such theatres (Council of the European Union 2022), would 

the EU be better advised to follow US President Biden’s stance to end missions trying “to 

remake other countries”? In short-term Russia’s war on Ukraine may lead to re-emphasizing 

NATO’s and the EU member states' policies of traditional deterrence and defence. Hence, we 

are contributing this analysis to the topical debate on the future of the EU’s CSDP missions 

by asking: How effective has the impact of these missions been in detail (section 2)? Which 

lessons ought to be learned from the EU’s crisis interventions in Afghanistan, Iraq, and Mali? 

Which factors enable or constrain the impact effectiveness of the EU’s civilian and military 

interventions in the extended neighbourhood (section 3)? And which policy recommendations 

and avenues for theorizing EU crisis response policy, are emerging (section 4)?  

In response to the breakdown of governance in parts of its neighbourhood, the EU has 

(as of Aug. 2021) dispatched 38 civilian, military, or mixed CSDP missions since its first 

ESDP operation to the Balkans in 2003 (European External Action Service 2019). The three 

selected cases – the EU Police Mission in Afghanistan (EUPOL AFG, 2007-2016), the EU 

Integrated Rule of Law Mission in Iraq (EULEX Iraq, 2005-13), and the EU Training Mission 

in Mali (EUTM Mali 2012-continued) –represent both the military and civilian side of EU 

crisis management. In all three cases, the EU crisis-response policy has been facing similar 

structural challenges as root causes of societal and international conflicts. These encompass 

a) governance deficits, b) ethnic, religious, social, and economic fragmentation, and c) 

embeddedness in regional instability and power struggle, combined with poorly managed 

borders and cross-border interventions. Moreover, these CSDP missions occurred in parallel 

to multiple international interventions, hence rendering operational policy coordination an 

indispensable challenge.  
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Britain in Afghanistan and Iraq, and France in Mali took on special roles as de facto 

‘lead nations’ inside the EU's policy-making machinery, whereas the United States has been 

the agenda setter and the international gatekeeper in Afghanistan and Iraq. Regional 

Organizations play a much bigger role in Mali (ECOWAS and the G5 Sahel) than regional 

counterparts do in Iraq and Afghanistan. The United Nations (UN) has been a key factor, not 

least for mandates providing legitimacy for external military and civilian engagements also of 

the EU. However, despite similar domestic and international contexts, pronounced 

differences across cases exist regarding (colonial) histories, local political and religious 

cultures and cleavages, and the various legacies of conflicts involving external powers.  

Method issues and decisions: In this study, the assessment of EU policy effectiveness 

(section 2) assumes that effectiveness is an ambiguous concept since ‘multiple actors provide 

for multiple realities, and multiple yardsticks’ (Jörgensen 1998, 96f). Here a specific concept 

of effectiveness is inferred from a standard (foreign-)policy-cycle model, differentiating 

output, outcome, and impact effectiveness (Peters 2016, 27)2. While the output (defined as a 

coherent policy definition) and outcome (defined as a coherent policy implementation) 

dimensions of the EU’s policy-making are evaluated elsewhere (Peters et al. 2021), we focus 

in section 2 on impact effectiveness defined as changing a course of events according to the 

policy objectives designated in pertinent EU documents like mission mandates.  

The output and outcome dimensions are considered necessary but insufficient 

preconditions for the EU’s impact effectiveness and are hence, among others, considered 

potential explanatory factors for the EU’s impact effectiveness in section 3. These 

‘explanatory variables’ are not strictly causally inferred from, but ‘grounded in’ our three 

cases (Corbin and Strauss 1990). Moreover, neither positive nor negative changes on the 

 
2 Various conceptualizations of effectiveness are available, for example, across the gamut of EU foreign policy 
(Ginsberg and Penksa 2012, 50-5), or regarding the EU as a military conflict manager (Rodt 2014), civilian crisis 
management (Pirozzi 2015), or the EU as a mediator in international conflicts (Bergmann and Niemann 2013). 
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ground ought to be mono-causally attributed to EU policies since other international actors’ 

policies – neighbouring countries, the UN, or the US – are as well impacting the political 

situation on the ground (“attribution problem”, Kahl 2013, 39).  

Information and database: The policy evaluation in section 2, as well as the analysis 

of explanatory factors in section 3, are based on extensive document analyses, some 30 

interviews within EU institutions in Brussels and with mission staff, perception surveys 

conducted in the field, publicly accessible reports by the EU, and experts’ assessments. The 

perception surveys which followed a close-to-identical design but were adapted to local 

contexts and languages were all carried out in 2017 (300 questionnaires in Afghanistan, 295 

in Iraq, and 105 in Mali), and covered EU missions´ beneficiaries in the case countries (Cissé 

et al. 2017; Echavez and Suroush 2017; Mohammed et al. 2017). 

Summing up, our guiding questions have been part of the European Studies and 

International Relations discourse on the issues of the European Union’s ‘actorness and power’ 

and foreign policy effectiveness. This analysis contributes to this debate by providing a 

synoptic view of three EU operations and thus allows distinguishing systematically case-

specific from general policy features of the EU crisis response policy and will in conclusion 

offer policy recommendations as well as perspectives for theorizing on its effectiveness. 

Hence, this analysis speaks to policy makers’ interest in systematic policy evaluation as much 

as to the theoretically-informed scholarly debate on the EU’s foreign policy agency. 

2. Impact Effectiveness of EU Operations in Afghanistan, Iraq, and Mali 

Possible benchmarks for the EU’s crisis-response impact effectiveness are, first, the EU’s 

strategic objectives, which are according to the Treaty of Lisbon to “preserve peace, prevent 

conflicts, and strengthen international security” (TEU/Art.21, 2). These declaratory ultimate 

ambitions, most significant for internal or domestic legitimation but hardly ever achieved by 
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international interventions, are inappropriate as the ultimate standards for policy evaluation. 

Second, intermediate objectives, defined in pertinent EU documents like CSDP mission 

mandates, resemble policy features deemed indispensable preconditions for a sustainable 

impact of EU crisis-response policy. They are ‘intermediate’ since they – like transmission 

belts – link strategic to the third category, operational objectives. The latter is defined in the 

EU’s pertinent CSDP-mission mandates and serves as gauges for assessing the EU’s policy 

effectiveness, for example, the achievement of institutional reforms, the number of trained 

police or military officers, or judicial personnel.  

In this section, our analysis focuses first on the evolving good-governance status 

according to pertinent indices in section 2.1, second on the achievements of EU policy 

strategies for capacity building and socialisation for promoting the target countries’ good 

governance institutions and practices (democracy, rule of law, human and gender rights, etc.) 

in section 2.2, and third on the link between institutionalizing good governance and local 

ownership in section 2.3. 

2.1 Impact effectiveness measured by good governance indices 
Our case countries have been beset by challenges of areas of limited statehood, exemplified 

by an inability to exercise effective security governance and scarce institutional capacity 

(Krasner and Risse 2014, 446). The EU’s (and other international actors’) intermediate 

objectives, of promoting good governance that is democratization, human and gender rights, 

and the rule of law, have been mainstreamed throughout crisis response and SSR activities 

across cases (Council of the European Union 2006). In a first cut, these policy objectives are 

operationalized by utilizing pertinent indices covering the respective years of a) the mission 

deployment, b) one major change of mandate, and c) the end of missions or most recent 

scores.3 

 
3 For a reflection on viability of indices see, for example, Erkkilä (2016). 



 
7 

 

Table 1: Good Governance indices across cases 

 Afghanistan  

2006-2012-2017-2020 

Iraq  

2005-2010-2014-2020 

Mali  

2013-2016-2021 

Democracy Index4 
 

2006: 3.06 

2012:  2.48 

2017:  2.55 

2021:  0.32 

2006: 4.01 

2010:  4.00 

2014:  4.23 

2021:  3.51 

2013:  5.90 

2016:  5.70 

2021:  3.48 

Worldwide Governance 
Indicators5  

1. Voice and Accountability  
 
 
 

2. Political Stability and 
Absence of Violence/Terrorism 

 
 
 
 

3. Rule of Law 
 
 

2006: -1.11 

2012:  -1.27 

2017:  -0.99 

2020:  -1.08 
 
2006: -2.22 

2012:  -2.42 

2017:  -2.8 

2020:  -2.73 
 
2006: -1.86 

2012:  -1,64 

2017:  -1.56 

2020:  -1.81 
 

2006: -1.3 

2010:  -0.99 

2014:  -1.14 

2020:  -1.01 
 
2006: -2.69 

2010:  -2.24 

2014:  -2.48 

2020:  -2.53 
 
2005: -1.71 

2010:  -1.56 

2014:  -1.33 

2020:  -1.75 
 

2013: -0.28 

2016: ~  -0.23 

2020:  -0,73 

  
 
2013: -1,72 

2016:  -1.62 

2020:  -2.15 

 

 

2013: -0,75 

2016: ~  -0.78 

2020:  -0.92 
 

Corruption Perception Index6 
 

2007: 1.8 

Scale change! 

2012:  (rank) 8  

2017:  15 

2021: ~  16  

2005: 2.2 

2010:  1.5  

Scale change! 

2014:  (rank) 16  

2021:  23  

2013: 28 

2016:  32  

2021:  29 

Political Rights/Civil Liberties7 2006: 5/6 

2012:  6/6 

2017: ~  6/6 

2021:  7/6 

2005: 7/5 

2010: ~  5/6  

2014: ~  5/6 

2021: ~  5/6 

2013: 7/5 

2016:  5/4  

2021:  6/5 

© Compilation Peters, Ferhatovic, Heinemann, Sturm 2021 

 
4 The Economist Intelligence Unit (2019, 20f; Scale 0-10) 
5 The World Bank Group (2019, Scale -2.5 to +2.5) 
6 Transparency International (2019), scale changed from 1-10 to 1-100 in 2011/12. 
7 Freedom House Country and Territory Ratings and Statuses, 1973 - 2022 
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As table 1 reveals, the respective scores have remained low across cases. From the 

low-level baselines, intermediate improvements become visible, while ultimately the situation 

deteriorated in all cases. Hence, the balance sheet regarding these declared facilitators of the 

ultimate strategic objectives of the EU (and other international actors) remained sobering. 

2.1 Promoting good governance through capacity building and socialization 

Zooming in on the achievements and shortcomings of EU impact in our case countries, we 

first provide our assessment regarding the core operational objective of capacity-building 

which is the training of police (Afghanistan and Iraq) and the armed forces (Mali), including 

the promotion of human rights standards and practices, as well as institutional reforms. 

In Afghanistan, approximately 31.000 Afghan police officers (out of a total of 

146.000 ANF) had attended higher education courses facilitated by EUPOL AFG by the end 

of the mission in 2016 (European Court of Auditors 2015, Observation 24). Another nominal 

achievement was the build-up of the Female Police within the Afghan National Police, 

starting at 180 in 2007 to reaching 3,200 female officers by 2016. The establishment of the 

Kabul Staff College was the main achievement of the mission and marked a progressive 

mission shift for EUPOL AFG from delivering direct training or train-the-trainer activities to 

the creation and reinforcement of the capacities of the Afghan training institutions promising 

a lasting institutional innovation for enhancing the sustainability of new training standards 

(Ferhatovic and Suroush 2018, 16). 

Human rights concerns were key to EUPOL Afghanistan and mirrored in the 

curricular and extensive training of the Afghan police for fostering respect for international 

standards. Hence, EUPOL organized staff training for the Human Rights, Gender, and 

Children Directorate at the MoI, and provided hundreds of monitoring, mentoring, advising, 

and training sessions for the Attorney General’s Office and Ministry of Justice. Yet, even in 

2016/17 allegations persisted that “the national police has been responsible for 
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incommunicado detention, enforced disappearances, mass arbitrary detention, and 

extrajudicial killings during counter-insurgency operations” (UN Committee against Torture 

2017, 4). Moreover, high attrition rates of up to 75% in 2011 affected capacity-building 

efforts (House of Lords 2011, 19).  

In the training for Iraq, which due to prevailing security concerns where conducted 

out-of-country until 2012, EU MS offered different courses for police, judiciary, and 

penitentiary personnel. After seven years, 5,000 Iraqi Criminal Justice System (CJS) 

personnel and more than 7,000 Iraqi police officers (out of an overall 400,000) were 

reportedly trained (Christova 2013, 433f). Policy and judicial personnel in Iraq faced violent 

attacks and suffered significant losses between 2003 and 2011, with figures reported varying 

from 9,000 to 12,000 (Korski 2010, 238; Christova 2013, 430). The EU’s post-training 

monitoring data remained limited (Korski 2010, 239) until the end of the mission in 2013 and 

undermined any more substantial evaluation. 

Regarding good governance standards, according to the EU, EUJUST LEX Iraq 

accomplished significant improvements regarding prison management, prison security, and 

prisoners' human rights as well as local capacities for fighting domestic violence and human 

trafficking (European External Action Service 2014, 7). However, the EU Commission 

admitted after the end of the mission in 2013 that Iraq still lacked a stable rule of law system, 

as demonstrated by human rights violations by Iraqi Security Forces and affiliated armed 

groups in their fight against ISIL (European Commission 2014, 7; UN Human Rights 

Committee 2015).  

As of July 2018, EUTM Mali had trained 12,000 MAF staff (European External 

Action Service 2018). However, the education and training levels within the courses varied 

considerably (Fuhrmann 2016). EUTM Mali has provided training to all ranks in the Malian 

military forces, including courses on human rights, the protection of women, and the return of 
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refugees (Carrasco et al. 2016, 137). Nevertheless, serious human rights violations, as well as 

sexual and gender-based violence by Malian military counter-terrorist operations were 

reported (Human Rights Watch 2017; UN Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination 

Against Women 2016).  

In sum, the impact effectiveness of EU efforts on the level of operational and 

intermediate objectives across cases is overshadowed by poor results when looking at general 

governance indices and reports on police and military training and human rights practice. 

Neither the EU’s efforts on improving human rights standards – nor those of other 

international actors – sufficiently diffuse for sustainably altering the overall good-governance 

performance of the national police in Afghanistan or Iraq, and the armed forces in Mali. With 

the takeover of domestic security institutions and the military by the Taliban in Afghanistan in 

August 2021 (Khan et al. 2021), the continuous political instability in Iraq (U.S. Council on 

Foreign Relations 2021), and the military coups in Mali in 2020, and 2021 (Haidara 2021), 

the impact and sustainability of EU capacity building efforts was significantly undermined.  

2.2 Good governance and local ownership 

According to major policy documents, promoting local ownership by partner countries’ elites 

and societies has been a continuously mainstreamed objective of EU policies (European 

Commission 2015, esp. 93-5; Peters et al. 2018b, 27-30). Since ownership is another 

ambiguous concept (Donais 2015, 40-3), we analyse ownership along its inherently relational 

dimension, taking into account that EU priorities are often diverging from local 

understandings and practices, possibly encompassing resistance of local actors to EU 

ambitions (Ejdus and Juncos 2018, 13-7; Cold-Ravnkilde and Jacobsen 2020, 874). Hence, 

from an EU perspective, ‘ownership’ relates to recipient countries' political and societal actors 

embracing EU policy premises including basic norms of ‘good governance’. Ownership 



 
11 

 

ultimately encompasses a shared understanding of inclusive conduct throughout the policy 

reform processes.  

Afghan ownership was key within EUPOL’s declared strategies and objectives meant 

to contribute to sustainable and effective civilian-policing arrangements(Council of the 

European Union 2007). However, the EU’s promotion of ownership and a conflict-sensitive 

approach, as interviews with Afghans from the cases revealed (Cissé et al. 2017; Echavez and 

Suroush 2017; Mohammed et al. 2017), have not always been tangible. For example, topics 

such as Islamic law and local customs were not covered by training curricula, hence 

diminishing the impact on police training in Afghanistan (European Court of Auditors 2015, 

Observation 25). In contrast, EUJUST LEX Iraq reportedly had excellent relations with its 

domestic counterparts and Iraqi experts participated in the design of curricula for training 

courses (Korski 2010, 238). Still, it remained uncertain whether EU training practices were 

incorporated into the Iraqi police training curriculum since the EU got no access to Iraqi 

training establishments. Only after the review of the mandate in 2010 evaluation workshops 

with trainees in several locations in Iraq were organised (Christova 2013, 435). 

EUTM Mali’s regionalization efforts through its extension of training to the G5 Sahel 

Joint Force in 2016 – another level of the ‘local’ – could be an avenue towards a „long-

desired Africanisation of international efforts“ (Lebovich 2017; Sambe 2018; Dandashly 

2021, 31f). So far, however, fostering regional ownership through the G5 Sahel has faced a 

range of challenges. Primarily, it has been criticized as following an EU-led agenda, while 

simultaneously undermining the coherence of African institutions´ efforts, such as the AU´s 

security structure (APSA) and ECOWAS´ political agency (Venturi 2019, 10). Secondly, the 

ad-hoc nature of the creation of the G5-Sahel has been criticized by some for affecting the 

quality of its operational effectiveness, given the absence of logistical support, adequate 

training, equipment, and accountability mechanisms (Cold-Ravnkilde 2018; Cold-Ravnkilde 
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and Nissen 2020, 947f). Nevertheless, some evidence, such as the high-level consultations 

between AU, ECOWAS, and G5 in 2016 and 2017 (UN, S/2017/869) and the 2018 

Memorandum of Understanding between ECOWAS and G5 Sahel on exploiting synergies 

(ibid.) could hint at improved political dialogue amongst West African states. Regarding Mali, 

EUTM’s impact effectiveness has been low at best and it needs to be seen whether favouring 

one regional actor (G5) at the expense of others could steer up regional conflicts (Lebovich 

2017), particularly given the 2021 coup and the following French troop withdrawal.  

Regarding Afghanistan, the focus of the EUPOL mission on civilian policing 

combined with a lack of local ownership was criticized by the Afghan Ministry of Interior as 

well as the US and NATO Training Mission (NTM-A) between 2009 and 2011 (Bayer 

Tygesen 2013). NTM-A’s dominance8 of the international training effort with its focus on 

fighting the insurgency, and EUPOL’s shortage of civilian police trainers, led to poorly-

trained police, which in consequence was seen as "corrupt, brutal and 

predatory…[and]…feared and mistrusted” by Afghan citizens (House of Lords 2011, 3; 

Eckhard 2016, 171f). Given this sobering balance sheet, survey respondents surprisingly 

depicted a neutral attitude regarding EU policies. Respondents deemed that EU policies 

disproportionately benefitted EU officials, state officials, and the military while marginalizing 

vulnerable communities (Echavez and Suroush 2017, 8f), hence indicating a critical stance on 

the EU’s engagement and its attempt to achieve substantial ownership.  

In Iraq, successive governments evaluated EUJUST LEX as a politically symbolical 

engagement. EUNPACK perception surveys (Mohammed et al. 2017, 3) indicated a 

comparatively low awareness regarding specific CSDP activities, while the awareness of 

other EU-funded agencies and projects (UNDP, NGOs) and international actors (UN, US) 

 
8 NTMA encompassed about 558 mentor teams with up to 4.000 trainers and an annual budget of 3,5 billion US$ 
in 2011 (House of Lords 2011, 15). 
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was remarkably higher. The overall attitude of respondents towards EU crisis response 

engagement in Iraq received a positive score (39 % partially satisfied, 30 % satisfied) 

(Mohammed et al. 2017). EUTM training in Mali has been perceived as too short, or too 

abstract for the local reality (Djiré et al. 2017, 42). Moreover, the lack of knowledge about the 

EU engagement among the Malians indicates an improper communication strategy. And yet, 

respondents held a rather positive view of the EU as being conflict-sensitive (58 %) and 

helping to mitigate the crisis (72 %) (Cissé et al. 2017). 

In sum, the EU’s programmatic ambitions (Peters et al. 2018a, Annex 6) concerning 

strategic, intermediate, and operational objectives in Afghanistan, Iraq, and Mali have not 

been matched by more than a marginal or at best modest impact effectiveness. Which factors 

have influenced these sobering results? 

3. Lessons to be Learned: Factors influencing EU Crisis Response Effectiveness 

Which lessons to be learned9 are generated from our evaluative case studies concerning 

factors influencing (if not causing) CSDP missions’ effectiveness located at different levels of 

analysis? Moreover, focusing on the added value of our research, which best practices or bad 

practices are identified? These explanatory factors are meant as a springboard for future 

structured and focused case studies focusing on the causal dimension of EU CSDP missions’ 

effectiveness. 

Factor 1: Member States’ political prerogative for CSDP missions 

At which level of violence or which phase of a conflict does an external intervention seem 

most promising (Zartman, 2001) springs from the respective rationales of the intervening 

international actors, here the European Union? The political prerogative of MS determines the 

 
9 In its self-evaluation the EU speaks of ‚lessons learned‘ (Peters et al. 2018b, 6f). We instead use this term for 
indicating the difference between ambition and practice. For an EU-commissioned external evaluation see the 
European Commission (2020a) summary report. 
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very establishment, features, and timing of CSDP missions partly predefining the prospects of 

success which is, however, often undermined by the ‘conflict-prevention paradox’ (Newman 

and Aloyo 2018, 52): Interventions do not occur when these may be functionally most 

promising within the continuum of the respective ‘conflict cycle’, but when they are 

considered politically appropriate.  

For example, the EUPOL AFG mission (established in 2006) remained largely 

ineffective until the EU MS followed up on their pledges in terms of staffing, funding, and 

political support in 2012. By that time, however, the insurgency was peaking and hence the 

planning, timing and scope of the mission were problematic. Likewise, regarding EULEX 

Iraq (established in 2005), the EU did not take advantage of abating violence and a new 

democratically elected government in 2007 to move its activities on-site but transferred its 

Headquarters and activities only in 2011 when the level of violence and insecurity had long 

been intensifying  (Peters et al. 2018a, 34 & Annex 5). Moreover, in Iraq and Afghanistan, the 

missions ended due to vanishing MS support in 2013 and 2016, respectively, before the 

mandates were fulfilled or at least a political settlement between the conflicting parties in the 

countries could be reached – an EU policy bad practice (Peters et al. 2018b, 17). 

Factor 2: Member States’ preferences and coherent policy implementation 

A successful EU crisis response policy depends on the MS’ commitment to the 

implementation of EU decisions through the timely provision of a) funding, b) sufficient and 

adequately trained personnel, and c) the required equipment. Across cases, these facilitating 

factors were problematic most importantly due to financial restrictions and respective 

implications for other resources (European External Action Service 2015; European 

Parliament 2016, 24f).  

In Afghanistan, for example, the mission missed opportunities and lost credibility due 

to limited budgets, especially in contrast to the vastly funded US-led NATO training mission 



 
15 

 

in Afghanistan (NTM-A) (Peters et al. 2018b, 16f, 23f, 53; Upadhyay and Pawelec 2016, 

175f; Eckhard 2016, 179f). Likewise in Iraq, the mission funding was dwarfed in comparison 

to the US engagement, particularly regarding the fight against the so-called Islamic State. This 

contributed to a major EU expectation – capability gap (Peters 2017, 7f; Ohlers 2017). 

In the cases of Mali and Iraq, country-specific expertise was in short supply in 

Brussels and the missions lacked analytical capacity (Peters et al. 2018b, 28, 41). The EUTM 

Mali training activities were hampered by largely ignoring the significance of ‘language’. 

Linguistic barriers between instructors and trainees were a key spoiler for ownership as 

illustrated by the lack of knowledge of human rights terminology of mission translators 

(Peters et al. 2018a, 37-9; Carrasco et al. 2016). Additionally, the mission’s ignorance 

regarding the meaning of ethnic cleavages for sustainable reform of the Malian national army 

revealed a lack of knowledge and analysis of the reality on the ground (Heinemann 2017, 40). 

Similarly, in the case of Iraq, the understanding of the political and judicial system of the 

country’s traditions and realities (Peters et al. 2018b, 39f) remained low. In Mali, at times a 

lack of communication equipment prevented the MAF from protecting the population in the 

north. Equipment often arrived with a delay or was “too technical for people to use and ended 

up just being stashed away” (Bøås et al. 2018).  

Thus, shortcomings regarding EU output and outcome effectiveness contribute to mediocre 

impact. 

Factor 3: Actor unity in policy implementation 

The quality of common policy implementation and impact effectiveness is significantly 

influenced by the consent or the quality of compromises among EU-MS. Diverging 

preferences among MS represent manifest cooperation problems, often resulting in a lack of 

policy coherence regarding policy implementation (‘unity of action’) (Peters et al. 2018b, 7f, 

14f). This was manifest in several EU MS’s (Denmark, France, Germany, and Italy) bilateral 
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police reform efforts in AFG (Ferhatovic and Suroush 2018, 18) or some MS’s decisions – 

most importantly Britain, Germany, Poland, and The Netherlands – to provide more 

manpower to the US-led NATO training mission Afghanistan (NTM-A) than to EUPOL-AFG 

(Peters et al. 2018b, 23f; Upadhyay and Pawelec 2016, 176f). Also, the gap between civilian 

police development concepts of EUPOL AFG and the US/ NATO Counter Insurgency 

approach reflected a lack of policy integration of western efforts at least until 2011 (Peters et 

al. 2018b, 15, 23; Upadhyay and Pawelec 2016, 175f).  

Factor 4: The ambiguity of political leadership 

Aside from institutional reforms of the EU’s policy-making machinery (see factor 6), political 

leadership is one mechanism for enhancing intergovernmental foreign policy-making on 

CSDP missions (Simón 2017). Mali is a case in point where France’s resolve underpinned the 

significance of the “lead-nation” concept for co-opting MS and ultimately embedding its 

national engagement in the EU crisis response policy (Heinemann 2017, 7f; Peters et al. 

2018b, 31). Colonial ties of EU MS to regions and countries in crisis may provide a 

comparative advantage concerning the country and language expertise. Concurrently it may 

infringe on the EU’s legitimacy due to reservations or even resistance of local actors to “neo-

colonial” engagements, a factor also visible in the domestic discourse on the Malian coup in 

2021 (Haidara 2021). With the withdrawal of French troops on the junta’s demand in 

February 2022, the viability of the EUTM mission and the lead-nation concept has become 

questionable (The Economist 2022). In short, an inherent tension exists between political 

leadership by individual EU MS and the representation of the EU as a whole (Okemuo 2013).  

Factor 5: Securitization and politicization 

Another salient factor influencing MS’s commitment to EU missions is the ‘securitisation’ 

(Taureck 2006) of CSDP missions spilling over from domestic discourses and policy agendas 

to CSDP missions. Already in the wake of 9/11, the European Council had addressed irregular 
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migration as a security risk in the wake of the war-on-terrorism dynamics (Ceyhan and 

Tsoukala 2002, 30f; on similarities to the 1990s see Huysmans 1995). Likewise, domestic 

concerns regarding migration and border management in the wake of the ‘Arab Spring’ 

(2011) and the ‘migration crisis’ emerging in 2015 have drastically shifted MS concerns and 

policy preferences regarding crisis response policy from fostering reforms and good 

governance in partner countries to prioritizing political stability (Heinemann 2017, 14-9; 

Peters et al. 2018b, 11, 22; Dandashly 2016). Moreover, this has entailed a spill-over to 

securitizing development policy as a long-term complement to EU crisis response missions 

and SSR efforts (Duffield 2014; Bergmann 2017).  

This trend of securitization spill-overs across policy fields is identified as a “meta-

feature” of EU crisis response policy which is politicizing EU missions beyond their original 

mandates (Peters et al. 2018b, 35-8; see likewise Raineri and Rossi 2018; Cold-Ravnkilde and 

Nissen 2020, 939). In contrast, the EU’s lessons learned often entail a “de-politicization” 

tendency, exemplified by the EU’s basically ‘functional’ understanding of its comprehensive 

approach, insinuating that peace-building on the ground is foremost about ‘social engineering’ 

(Peters et al. 2018b, 33f; parallels in Dari et al. 2012, 52; Oksamytna 2011, 10; Gross and 

Jacob 2013, 23f). Hence, if CSDP missions get into the shadow of MS’s domestic agendas 

and are at times politicized and at other times depoliticized, this may enhance legitimacy at 

home but undermine the legitimacy of EU engagements in third countries with negative 

implications for the impact of CSDP missions on the ground (background talk with EEAS 

official, Brussels, March 2017).  

Factor 6: Policy complexity, coordination challenges, and institutional reforms 

EU crisis-response policy is based on an overwhelming set of complex policy-making 

premises considered necessary for doing justice to the complex challenges at hand. The chief 

examples are the comprehensive (2013) and the integrated approach (2018) (Tardy 2017) 
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entailing a demand for enhanced policy coordination – another factor infringing on missions’ 

impact effectiveness (Peters et al. 2018b, 11-3, 39-42). Beyond the necessary policy 

coordination between MS, the EU’s complex policy approaches entail multi-institutional 

foreign policy-making rendering inter and intra-institutional coordination indispensable for a 

coherent policy implementation via CSDP missions and their ultimate impact effectiveness. 

Given the multiple geographical or country desks in the EU Commission and corresponding 

units of the EEAS are involved in shaping and implementing policy, this poses significant 

challenges to policy coordination involving a multitude of bureaucratic players at times 

undermining actor unity in Brussels and affecting the impact effectiveness (Peters et al. 

2018b, 15; Bátora et al. 2016, 7ff). Moreover, those ‘turf wars’ within CSDP policy-making 

leading to delays and inefficiency are more than mere coordination problems but are about 

competencies, resources, relative influence, and hierarchy inside the EU – that is about lower-

level politics (Peters et al. 2018b, 43; Cold-Ravnkilde and Nissen 2020, 939). 

Institutional reforms in the EU’s policy-making are applied as a remedy to those 

challenges. For example, following the introduction of the integrated approach in 2018, a 

reform of the internal EEAS machinery has occurred for improving managerial and 

operational policy-making. In 2017, the Peacebuilding, Conflict Prevention, and Mediation 

(PRISM) unit was upgraded to a division, and in 2018 it was integrated into the Directorate 

Integrated Approach for Security and Peace (ISP). However, this new directorate merely 

merges the operational level but does not “necessarily do so at the political level (…) (since) 

member states are largely absent from the new directorate’s activities (…) (and) did not 

further integrate the work of the EEAS’ Secretary-General for Political Affairs and the 

geographical divisions.” (Blockmans and Debuysere 2021, 129). 

Furthermore, these intra- and inter-institutional overlaps of EU competencies and 

capacities, instruments, and actions frequently lead to misinterpretations in the field, for 
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instance on the roles of EU Delegations and CSDP missions concerning representation, 

reporting, and donor coordination (Peters et al. 2018b, 15, 39-42; European Court of Auditors 

2015, Observation 18). Likewise, until 2010, policy coordination between EUPOL AFG, the 

EU Special Representative, and the EU delegation's local policy-making concerning SSR 

reportedly was deficient. In contrast, the coordinating role of the EU Special Representative in 

Mali after 2013 served as a model for other EU crisis interventions in the sense of a best 

practice (European Commission 2016, 10). 

Factor 7: Policy complexity and political pragmatism on the ground 

The previously addressed challenges of the complex premises of EU crisis response policy as 

represented in its ‘comprehensive’ (2013) or ‘integrated approach’ (2018) (Faleg 2018) 

moreover often come with a significant gulf between promises made and promises kept 

questioning the respective policies legitimacy at home and locally and, in consequence, 

impact effectiveness (Rieker and Blockmans 2019). While ideal-typical premises may provide 

policy guidelines, in practice creative and pragmatic adjustments are required (‘the art of the 

possible’).  

In Afghanistan, for example, SSR efforts achieved more tangible success once reforms 

were prioritized in key areas of EU expertise. EUPOL Afghanistan support to the Ministry of 

Interior, the Afghan National Police, and judicial authorities was post-2012 focused on key 

systemic elements required for a sustainable security sector, most importantly, for example, 

the resulting Professional Training Board for the development and accreditation of police-

training curricula in Afghanistan coordinated international training activities efficiently 

(European Court of Auditors 2015, Observation 19; Peters et al. 2018b, 15-36). Prioritizing 

key institution-building reforms applied by EUPOL AFG and refocusing EU engagement on 

its strengths thus constituted a best practice, mindful of limited resources and timelines for the 

mission (Ferhatovic and Suroush 2018, 18). 
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Likewise, the operational strategies for Iraq were marked by policy adjustments away 

from a complex comprehensive approach given the deteriorating security situation in the 

country. Thus, de facto the ambitious comprehensive approach was abandoned on the 

operational level in favour of pragmatic adjustments which in practice flagged the end of the 

EUJUST-LEX Iraq mission in December 2013, succeeded by the EU Advisory Mission Iraq 

in October 2017 (Peters et al. 2018b, 21f; European Commission 2014, 6-12; European Union 

Advisory Mission in Iraq 2022).  

Factor 8: Insufficient lessons-learned practice 

Another indispensable factor for a mission’s impact effectiveness is a well-organized self-

assessment and lessons-learned process, facilitating a flexible learning institution within and 

across CSDP missions (Faleg 2017). The EU has established its approach for gathering 

lessons, encompassing analyses at different levels (strategic, operational, and tactical) as well 

as both the planning and implementation phases of missions and operations (Council of the 

European Union 2008; Peters et al. 2018b, 5-7, 42). However, the EU’s missions’ lessons-

learned procedures involve many actors pursuing their separate evaluations based on diverse 

categories, criteria, and indicators rendering these quality assurance procedures questionable  

(European Court of Auditors 2015; Dijkstra et al. 2019, 536f).  

Additionally, when it comes to monitoring and evaluating missions in the field these 

ambitions are often undermined by security concerns and a lack of resources. For example, 

the EULEX Iraq engagement did not allow for continuous evaluations of mandate 

implementation and quality assurance according to the EU mandate’s ambitions. Hence, the 

lessons-learned process inside the EU institutions, specifically in the Political and Security 

Committee (PSC) and Committee for Civilian Aspects of Crisis Management (CivCom) was 

significantly constrained in practice (Information from background talks, Brussels, March 

2017; Peters et al. 2018b, 19f). This is further constrained by the lack of monitoring and 
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evaluation of capacity-building efforts like the military training in Mali or the police training 

in Afghanistan or Iraq (for parallels in the Libyan case see Loschi et al. 2018, 7).  

However, the need for improved monitoring and mission evaluation has generally 

been acknowledged by the EU. Transforming fragmented processes into an integrated 

organizational-learning system by applying standardized methods and procedures is a 

declared EU MS policy. Hence, the first semi-external evaluation of the European Court of 

Auditors of EUPOL AFG in 2015 was a best practice which was followed by an EU-

commissioned external evaluation of EU Conflict Prevention and Peacebuilding conducted 

between 2018 and 2020 (European Commission 2020b). 

Factor 9: Local actors’ preferences and lacking policy convergence 

As elaborated in section 2.2, the EU’s crisis response policy considers local ownership and 

conflict-sensitive policy conduct based on the “Do-no-harm” principle indispensable for a 

sustainable impact on fragile states and societies (Peters 2017, 18f; European Commission 

2021, specifically Annex 5). However, this premise hinges upon converging preferences 

between the EU and local cooperation partners which are often not given or even met by local 

resistance preventing a local ‘buy-in’ to EU policies and good governance norms (Stedman 

1997; Schroeder et al. 2014; Tull 2019). 

When engaging ‘locals', careful identification of possible partners of the political elite 

as well as their (long-term) role in the conflict and society at large is of utmost importance for 

facilitating internal and external legitimacy. However, in all three conflict settings, the EU’s 

policy showed a pattern of supporting weak or illicit governments on the national level, and 

pre-existing dominant regional or local actors which undermined impact effectiveness (Peters 

et al. 2018b, 40; Cold-Ravnkilde and Jacobsen 2020, 866, 74). The Malian government, for 

example, has neither dealt effectively with reported human rights abuses by the MAF nor with 

the domestic conflicts splitting the country and society. Instead, the regime in Bamako 
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transferred issues of internal instability and insecurity to external partners such as MINUSMA 

or the French Opération Barkhane (Bøås and Ba 2017, 31). Moreover, the need for a multi-

ethnic composition of the Malian Armed and Police Forces, indispensable for overcoming 

pre-existing societal cleavages, has continuously been ignored (Barea 2013).  

In Afghanistan, the convergence of policy preference and strategies between ‘local’ 

governments and EU policy was missing, for example, concerning the traditional role of 

women in society. EU’s ambition to mainstream human rights and gender and to include 

women in the police overstretched the demand for changes in the partners’ standards and 

configurations of power in society (Hancock 2013, 2; Peters et al. 2018b, 26f). Another 

mismatch of preferences was detected in Mali where the EU stressed the non-combat 

character of the EUTM Mali while Malian counterparts were expecting weapon supplies 

(Skeppström et al. 2015, 357; European External Action Service 2015). This expectation-

delivery gap was ultimately overtaken, however, by the Junta’s contract with the Russian 

mercenary Group Wagner (Afrique 17.09.2021). To narrow this gap, early and long-term 

engagements with domestic actors could have achieved mutual socialisation and sustained 

effectiveness. SSR reforms typically take a long time while the EU prefers short- or mid-term 

engagements, resulting in a “limited potential to build legitimate, operational and sustainable 

police and army forces,“ however (European Commission 2021, specifically Annex 5; Bøås et 

al. 2018).  

On the operational level of training police forces in Afghanistan and Iraq, the EU’s 

responsiveness to local demands and inclusion portrayed ambiguous practices. In Iraq 

amendments to course curricula and the incorporation of Work Experience Secondments in 

EU police training reportedly were initiated in response to demands from the Iraqi CJS (Dari 

et al. 2012, 56; Peters et al. 2018b, 21) – a best practice. In the Afghan case, however, a lack 

of inclusion of local actors was identified as bad practice since local stakeholders were not 
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involved in the implementation of the Mission’s Operational Plans and subsequent mandate 

reviews (Ferhatovic and Suroush 2018, 19). 

Overall, the EU’s inability to enhance local ownership resulted repeatedly in 

problematic political deals, in particular since the necessity to build up the security capacity of 

the central government was considered essential across cases. Choosing local elites as 

partners consolidated existing power structures across levels of government. A more inclusive 

approach, however, may have fostered resistance from domestic elites due to infringements 

on their “traditional” political influence and power. In consequence, striking this balance 

defines whether the EU will be an effective actor in peacebuilding and SSR. 

In sum, the plethora of explanatory factors generated in this section shows that those 

factors are located across different levels of analysis and were visible across the cases though 

to varying degrees. Notwithstanding, this list of causal factors is by no means exhaustive but 

remains confined to those emerging most prominently from our evaluative case studies. 

4. Conclusions: EU foreign policy effectiveness in theory & practice 

This analysis combines an evaluative with an explanatory approach toward EU foreign policy 

regarding CSDP missions. Finally, the academic significance of two aspects of our findings 

shall be discussed: First, which of the findings are case-specific, and which findings can be 

generalized? Second, how can the explanatory variables generated for missions’ impact 

effectiveness be theorized by embedding them in pertinent IR and European Studies theories? 

4.1 Case-specific vs. general findings 

Case studies are examples of a “class of events” but are the lessons to be learned from our 

analysis merely case-specific s or are they suitable for generalization? Regarding the 

evaluative dimension, the overall assessment found a sobering lack of impact of the EU crisis 

response efforts across cases. On the operational level, the impact was measurable but still 
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modest and ambiguous, while it was meagre on the level of intermediate objectives. 

Transferring good governance norms and practices has not been sustainable not least due to a 

lack of diffusion across levels of partner countries’ institutionalized practices indicating a lack 

of ownership.  

Concerning the causal dimension of our investigation, we found several factors – 

ranging from overly complex EU policy premises, deficient knowledge, inappropriate 

analysis and lessons-learned processes at the policy output level to policy-coordination 

challenges as well as a lack of coherent policy implementation across all levels of policy-

making. The EU tends to focus on narrow security concerns in terms of mission safety rather 

than addressing structural issues of the conflicts (Bøås and Rieker 2019, 15f). Additionally, 

major factors regarding the respective conflict context and local partners’ preferences and 

ownership influence the prospects for EU policy effectiveness. 

We complemented our analysis by indicating other case studies on EU candidate states 

or the EU’s immediate neighbourhood (Bøås and Rieker 2019, 15), for example regarding the 

observed tendency to securitize or (de)politicize its crisis response (Raineri and Rossi 2018) 

or the lack of monitoring EU missions operational activities (Loschi et al. 2018). Our analysis 

also resonates with and supports some EU lessons learned (see the documents cited in the sub-

section on factor 7 above) as much as key findings in the overwhelming body of expert 

literature on, for example, coordination challenges inside the EU policy machinery (Dari et al. 

2012, 52f; Gross and Jacob 2013, 23f; Arnaud et al. 2017).  

In consequence, first, we conclude that the findings become more case-specific the 

lower the level of analysis and policy-making get. Second, despite all differences in detail – 

regarding the relative significance or the mix of evaluative or causal findings – our analysis 

supports the claim that our empirical results are not case (or case-set) specific but of general 

validity.  
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4.2 Theorizing explanatory variables for CSDP missions’ impact effectiveness 

We conclude that most of our evaluative as much as causal findings are general features of 

EU crisis response missions render a cautious exercise in theorizing appropriately. Based on a 

configurative premise (Rihoux and Ragin 2009), all factors are necessary but most likely not 

sufficient conditions for impact effectiveness. However, that does not mean that “everything 

matters” but indicates that further comparative case studies possibly focussing on specific 

combinations of factors (configurations) are required to specify the scope conditions under 

which a given factor might acquire significant and possibly dominant explanatory power.  

As a start, first, we hypothesize that most explanatory factors addressed above may be 

relevant in every case (like analytical shortcomings underlying EU policy-making; factors 1, 7 

& 8), but their peculiar manifestation (like missing knowledge regarding language, ethnic 

issues, or traditional political practices) will likely differ. Secondly, factors located in the MS 

preferences or the EU’s policy-making machinery like the conflict-prevention paradox or 

securitization mechanism (factors 1 & 2) are of general importance. We hypothesize that 

factors relating to the partner countries and local features (factor 9) tend to be case-specific 

like the respective resonance of local with EU good governance norms that is. Thirdly, the 

numerous factors listed in section 3 imply that the explanation of the achievements and 

shortcomings of EU CSDP missions are “overdetermined” in the sense that more causes are 

present than are necessary to cause the effect. While at first sight merely an academic issue, 

this overall conclusion has significance also for the opportunities and limits of policy-making 

and recipes for improving conflict response effectiveness. Rather than hoping for one big 

twist for improving such a complex policy, continuous efforts for adjusting the policies and 

policy-making processes are required across the whole gamut of factors influencing policy 

effectiveness. 
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The following examples may suffice to point to options for embedding the explanatory 

factors springing from our (and others’) empirical research theoretically:  

• The significance of member states’ preferences and actor unity inside the EU (factors 1-

4), can be theorized by drawing on Moravcsik’s liberal intergovernmentalism combining 

domestic preference formation, institutional coordination, and international bargaining 

under conditions of policy interdependence (Moravcsik 1998, 18-35).  

• The analysis of these policy-cycle components (see factors 1 & 5) could further be 

augmented by relating to the conflict prevention paradigm (Newman and Aloyo 2018) and 

securitization theories (Buzan et al. 1998; Balzacq 2009). 

• The identified shortcomings of the EU's lessons-learned processes (factor 7) inside EU 

institutions mostly turning a blind eye towards the politics of crisis response policy (“de-

politicization”; factor 3) and instead focusing on coordination problems and institutional 

challenges might be embedded in the principal-agent theory resonating with the 

relationship between MS and EU institutions (e.g. Hawkins et al. 2006, 3-38) 

• The coordination challenges based on disagreements on policy goals and strategies 

(factors 4 & 6) – can be viewed through the lenses of institutionalist research. Historical, 

sociological, or neoliberal institutionalism offers promising explanatory variables (Hall 

and Taylor 1996; Martin 1993). Additionally, hypotheses for explaining coordination 

problems and intra- and inter-institutional politicking could be drawn from the 

“bureaucratic politics” model of foreign policy decision-making (e. g.Rosati 1981). 

• Regarding the preconditions for effective crisis response efforts laying with “partner 

countries” and local actors (factor 9), theoretical aspects of the governance-in-areas-of-

limited-statehood research offer explanatory factors and hypotheses at the domestic level 

of the partner country (Börzel 2021, chapter 3).  
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• Further, the challenges of lacking ownership in partner countries and societies as well as 

strategies for enhancing local ownership (factor 9) draw our attention to social 

constructivist theories regarding the construction of identities and their influences on the 

preference formation of “local” actors as well as regarding processes of localizing 

international norms (Weldes 1996; Acharya 2004). 

The analytical results of this project can hardly be ascribed to the sui-generis character of the 

EU polity – at least not in principle (Øhrgaard 2004) – since conflict response policies by 

other international actors we hypothesize, may well show similar features (see for example 

the UN's lack of achievements in Timor-Leste, Belo and Koenig 2011). This informed guess 

puts comparative research onto the priority research agenda (Dijkstra et al. 2019; Cold-

Ravnkilde and Jacobsen 2020), and indicates that a systematic effort on a meta-review 

applying a structure, focused comparison approach (George 1979) of missions and operations 

of single international actors as much as across actors is more than overdue! Understanding 

the effectiveness of the EU crisis response policy will thus depend on a complex research 

programme combining approaches from IR, European Studies, or other fields of study. With 

the plethora of factors from different levels of analysis defining the impact, effectiveness will 

depend on investigating different but interconnected causal mechanisms the findings of which 

will have to be pooled and synoptically analysed in order to improve our academic 

understanding for better political advice! 

Ultimately, the insight into the overdetermined impact effectiveness of EU CSDP 

missions may suggest pouring some water into the wine of geopolitical aspirations entertained 

by the EU Commission and Council as much as EU member states reinvigorated in the wake 

of the Russian war on Ukraine (Council of the European Union 2022). An argument for a 

sober perspective on the potential and limits of EU CSDP missions has to be made. Hence, we 

conclude with President Biden that also the EU might be well-advised not to engage in 
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“remaking other countries” and to adjust the scope of CSDP missions’ mandates accordingly. 

Without political settlements among conflicting parties in any given state or society, 

“functional” conflict response policies will – besides humanitarian aid – mostly be in vain as 

the cases of Afghanistan, Iraq, and Mali show (MacGinty 2010).   
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