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The adoption of the Security Action for Europe (SAFE) in 2025 marks a pivotal 
transformation in the EU’s approach to defense resources. This paper analyzes SAFE 
as a paradigm shift from grant-based cooperation to loan-based strategic investment, 
introducing a novel fiscal architecture to close the EU's persistent "coordination–
capability gap." Drawing on qualitative analysis of the SAFE Regulation, National 
Defense Investment Plans (NDIPs), and early implementation data from 2025–2026, 
the analysis finds that SAFE's loan-based, jointly-conditioned mechanism has the 
potential to shift member state procurement from nationally fragmented acquisitions 
toward structured, EU-aligned capability programs. The instrument's long-term 
effectiveness is however constrained by three inherent structural tensions: differential 
industrial absorption capacity across member states, the moral hazard of subsidized 
sovereign lending, and industrial protectionism embedded in the instrument's non-
EU component cap. A comparative analysis of the NDIPs of Poland and Romania, 
the two largest SAFE beneficiaries, demonstrates how these tensions manifest in 
practice, shaping national procurement strategies and capability outcomes. The 
paper concludes that while SAFE's fiscal architecture provides a sound framework 
for capability delivery, its success will ultimately depend on member state political 
will and institutional capacity.
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1. INTRODUCTION

On 6 March 2025, the President 
of the European Commission 
announced the ReArm Europe plan 
- a package of measures designed 
to mobilize up to €800 billion in 
additional defense investment 
across the European Union over the 
following years (EU Commission 

2025). Less than three months later, 
on 27 May 2025, the Council of the 
European Union formally adopted 
Regulation 2025/1106, establishing 
the Security Action for Europe 
(SAFE): a €150 billion loan facility 
enabling Member States to fi nance 
joint procurement of priority defense 
capabilities at competitive rates, 
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backed by the EU's collective credit 
rating (EU Council, 2025). 

The speed and scale of 
this legislative response were 
unprecedented in the history of 
European defense cooperation, 
connected to the geopolitical context 
changes arising after February 
2022. Russia's invasion of Ukraine 
exposed the structural inadequacy 
of Europe's defense posture and the 
limits of the voluntary coordination 
mechanisms that had governed EU 
defense cooperation for two decades. 
The return of Donald Trump to the 
U.S. presidency in January 2025, 
accompanied by explicit signals of 
conditional commitment to NATO's 
collective defense guarantee, 
removed any remaining ambiguity: 
Europe could no longer treat its own 
defense as a residual responsibility. 
The Readiness 2030 agenda, of which 
SAFE is the central fi scal pillar, 
represents the EU's institutional 
response to this twin rupture in the 
post-Cold War security order (EU 
Commission 2025).

Yet despite the attention SAFE 
has generated since its adoption, the 
instrument remains systematically 
under-analyzed from the perspective 
of defense resource management. 
Existing scholarship on European 
strategic autonomy has concentrated 
predominantly on two dimensions: 
the political dimension, the decision-
making independence from the 
United States (Fiott,2025) (Zandee at 

al, 2020) and the industrial dimension, 
the development of the European 
Defense Technological and Industrial 
Base (Mueller, 2025), (Hartley, 
2011). The fi scal dimension, namely 
the specifi c architecture of fi nancial 
instruments, conditionalities, and 
governance rules that determines 
whether increased political will and 
industrial ambition translate into 
actual capabilities, has received 
comparatively little systematic 
attention. 

2. METHODOLOGY
This paper employs a qualitative 

research design combining 
documentary policy analysis with 
structured comparative institutional 
analysis. The primary data source 
consists of offi  cial EU legal and 
policy documents, supplemented 
by the publicly available National 
Defence Investment Plans submitted 
by member states, offi  cial government 
statements, and early implementation 
announcements and the established 
literature on EU defense fi nancing 
instruments. NDIPs were selected as 
the primary empirical source because 
they represent the fi rst instance in 
which member states have been 
required to disclose detailed defense 
procurement intentions as a condition 
of accessing EU fi nancing.

Secondary sources include peer-
reviewed academic articles, policy 
reports from recognized research 
institutions (EDA, IISS, SIPRI, 
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Bruegel, EPRS, ECB and NATO), 
and offi  cial data from the European 
Defence Agency's Defence Data 
series. 

The analysis refers to the period 
from SAFE's adoption in May 2025 
to the fi rst disbursement phase in 
early 2026, refl ecting the available 
literature at the time of writing. 

The Poland–Romania comparison 
was selected because both states 
are on NATO’s eastern fl ank with 
elevated threat perceptions, both 
rank among the top three SAFE 
benefi ciaries by allocation, both 
disclosed enough information to 
permit structured comparison, and 
they diff er substantially across key 
dimensions relevant to SAFE’s 
eff ectiveness (industrial absorption 
capacity, fi scal capacity, and NDIP 
structure).

The NDIP data is analyzed 
along four comparative dimensions: 
allocation size and structure 
(percentage dedicated to acquisitions 
versus infrastructure), the ratio 
of joint to national procurement 
programs, sectoral distribution of 
procurement priorities, and domestic 
industrial content requirements. 
Where available, systematic 
indicators are reported, including 
the percentage of joint procurement 
projects within each NDIP, SAFE-
to-annual-defense-budget ratios as 
a proxy for absorption risk, and the 
share of SAFE allocations directed to 
each capability category.

Important limitations must be 
acknowledged: NDIPs are political 
documents as much as planning 
instruments and they refl ect stated 
intentions rather than executed 
contracts. Execution rates, delivery 
timelines, and actual disbursement 
data are not yet available for 
systematic comparison and will 
require longitudinal analysis as 
the program matures beyond the 
fi rst disbursement phase. Also, the 
Commission has not yet published 
systematic cross-national execution 
dashboards, so NDIPs and fi rst-
wave announcements are treated as 
planning and initial implementation 
proxies rather than defi nitive 
evidence of delivery.

Three research questions 
structure the paper.

RQ1: How does SAFE's loan-
based fi scal architecture alter the 
traditional resource management 
model of EU defense, compared to 
prior grant-based instruments such 
as EDIRPA, ASAP, and the European 
Defense Fund?

RQ2: To what extent does 
SAFE’s conditionality structure - 
joint procurement requirements, 
National Defense Investment Plans, 
and the 35% non-EU component 
cap -accelerate capability delivery 
while managing the risk of industrial 
fragmentation?

RQ3: What are the strategic 
management implications for national 
defense ministries navigating the 
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debt-versus-capability trade-off  that 
SAFE introduces? 

The analysis is structured around 
two research hypotheses.

H1 - the Fiscal Architecture 
Hypothesis: SAFE’s loan-based 
fi scal architecture produces a 
qualitatively diff erent pattern of 
defense resource allocation than 
prior EU grant-based instruments, 
specifi cally by shifting member 
state procurement behavior from 
nationally fragmented acquisitions 
toward jointly structured, EU-
conditioned capability programs.

H2 the Structural Tension 
Hypothesis: The eff ectiveness of 
SAFE in closing the coordination–
capability gap is systematically 
constrained by three structural 
tensions: diff erent absorption 
capacity across member states, the 
moral hazard inherent in subsidized 
sovereign lending, and the industrial 
protectionism embedded in the 35% 
non-EU component cap, such that 
fi scal scale alone is insuffi  cient to 
guarantee capability delivery.

3.THEORETICAL 
FRAMEWORK: FISCAL 

ARCHITECTURE, STRATEGIC 
AUTONOMY, AND THE 

ECONOMICS OF EUROPEAN 
DEFENSE

The theoretical framework 
of the SAFE mechanism derives 
from three bodies of literature: 
the political science literature on 

European strategic autonomy, the 
public economics literature on 
fi scal federalism and supranational 
public goods, and the defense 
economics literature on procurement 
fragmentation costs.

Strategic autonomy has become 
one of the most frequently invoked 
yet analytically contested concepts 
in European security studies. Its 
interpretations range from full 
independence from external powers 
to a more modest capacity for 
autonomous action within alliance 
frameworks. For the purposes of this 
paper, strategic autonomy operates 
across three analytically distinct 
dimensions:

- the political dimension, 
concerning decision-making 
independence from external 
actors, notably the United 
States;

- the industrial dimension, 
concerning the European 
capacity to develop, produce, 
and maintain the defense 
equipment European armed 
forces require;

- the fi scal dimension, 
concerning the ability to 
mobilize, allocate, and sustain 
the resources necessary to 
translate political will and 
industrial ambition into actual 
military capabilities.

SAFE is the fi rst EU instrument 
to directly address the fi scal 
dimension of strategic autonomy, 
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particularly the set of fi nancial 
instruments, incentive structures, 
conditionalities, and governance 
rules which constitute the framework 
of defense investments. Every 
previous instrument touched the 
political or industrial dimensions and 
assumed the fi scal would follow. It 
did not.

Fiscal federalism theory provides 
the foundational logic for why 
supranational fi nancing instruments 
for defense are both economically 
rational and institutionally resisted. 
The core insight, drawing upon the 
classic body of literature (Musgrave, 
1959) (Oates, 1972) is that the 
optimal level of government for 
providing a public good corresponds 
to the geographic scope of that good's 
benefi ts. Collective defense against 
shared threats is a quintessential 
transnational public good that cannot 
be effi  ciently provided by fragmented 
national actors acting independently 
(Olson and Zeckhauser, 1966), 
(Sandler and Hartley 1999).

Applied to the EU context, this 
means European defense should 
be fi nanced, at least partially, at the 
supranational level. Until SAFE, EU 
fi scal instruments for defense were 
limited to modest grant programs 
operating well below the required 
scale. The structural obstacle was 
the EU’s own architecture: no 
autonomous tax base, and fi scal rules 
that treat defense spending as any 
other public expenditure subject to 
defi cit limits.

The change in the security 
environment prompted the need for 
the EU to start considering defense 
expenditures as a political priority and 
the solution to circumvent the fi scal 
restrictions was EU-level borrowing 
on capital markets, leveraging the 
bloc's collective AAA credit rating, 
followed by on-lending to member 
states at rates unavailable to many 
of them individually (Bénassy-
Quéré et al. 2021). The precedent set 
by NextGenerationEU (NGEU) is 
analytically signifi cant: the COVID 
recovery fund demonstrated that EU-
level debt issuance could mobilize 
resources at a scale and speed that 
intergovernmental coordination 
alone could not achieve, while 
simultaneously generating a 
political debate about whether 
such instruments should become 
permanent features of the EU’s fi scal 
architecture (Cepparulo and Reitano 
2025). The European Central Bank’s 
analysis of defense spending’s 
macroeconomic implications 
confi rms that SAFE-type instruments, 
when channeled through joint 
procurement, can generate positive 
GDP eff ects of approximately 0.1 
percentage points per year while 
containing infl ationary pressures, 
provided the stimulus favors 
European-made military goods and 
defense R&D with civilian spillovers 
(ECB 2025), (Moretti, Steinwender 
and Van Reenen 2025). Recent 
scholarship on EU defense industrial 
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policy has further documented the 
structural transformation underway: 
Genini (2025) demonstrates that 
the EU’s defense industrial base 
has undergone an unprecedented 
wave of integration since 2022, 
with aggregate defense expenditure 
increasing by 36% and new 
instruments such as the EIB’s tripled 
defense lending and the proposed 
Savings and Investments Union 
seeking to channel private capital 
into defense. These developments 
position SAFE within a broader 
institutional evolution from ad hoc 
crisis response toward a structured 
EU fi scal capacity for security.

SAFE’s defi ning innovation 
derives from its supranational 
fi scal capacity for defense without 
requiring an EU tax base or a 
full transfer of fi scal sovereignty. 
Just as the European Stability 
Mechanism created a supranational 
lending facility for macroeconomic 
stabilization, SAFE creates one 
for defense capability investment. 
Yet SAFE is not a European 
treasury in miniature. In the post-
NextGenerationEU debate, it is 
better understood as a partial, 
sector-specifi c, and temporary 
fi scal-capacity instrument that uses 
common borrowing to fi nance a 
strategic public good while leaving 
repayment obligations at national 
level (Arnal et al. 2026), (ECB 2025).

Recent scholarship on EU fi scal 
capacity and defense industrial 

policy strengthens this interpretation. 
Post-NGEU analyses ask whether 
common borrowing will remain an 
exceptional crisis device or evolve 
into a more durable Union instrument 
for strategic investment, while recent 
work on EU defense industrial 
policy emphasizes that fi nancing 
alone does not solve fragmentation, 
information-sharing problems, third-
country controversies, or weak 
integration with NATO planning 
(Besch 2025). SAFE therefore sits at 
the intersection of two debates: the 
future of EU fi scal capacity and the 
institutional governance of European 
rearmament.

The economic rationale is 
strengthened by the evidence on what 
fragmentation costs. The European 
Parliamentary Research Service 
estimates the annual cost of non-
Europe in defense (the effi  ciency 
losses from duplicating capabilities, 
procurement systems, and research 
programs across 27 national defense 
establishments) at between €18 and 
€57 billion per year (Centrone and 
Fernandes 2024). 

EU member states collectively 
maintain over 170 diff erent weapons 
systems, compared to fewer than 
30 in the United States, generating 
signifi cant diseconomies of scale 
in procurement, maintenance, 
and training (EDA 2025). By 
incentivizing joint procurement 
through conditioned lending, 
SAFE aims to close these gaps by 
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capitalizing on economies of scale 
that fragmented national procurement 
structurally cannot generate.

This paper introduces the concept 
of the coordination–capability gap
to denote the persistent disparity 
between the stated political ambitions 
of European defense cooperation 
and the military capabilities those 
cooperative frameworks have 
actually produced.

To make this concept analytically 
robust and reusable in future 
research, the gap is operationalized 
along four measurable dimensions.  
First, the procurement fragmentation 
ratio: the share of total EU defense 
procurement conducted jointly 
(multi-state) versus purely national 
channels. Second, the degree of 
alignment between NDIPs and EU 
or NATO capability priorities. Third, 
the administrative capacity to convert 
endorsed plans into contracts, 
disbursements, and deliveries, 
a metric that prior instruments 
(PESCO, EDF) have struggled to 
optimize. Fourth, the interoperability 
defi cit: the degree to which nationally 
procured systems can operate 
seamlessly within multinational 
force structures, measurable through 
NATO Standardization Agreement 
(STANAG) compliance rates and 
performance in joint exercises. These 
four dimensions provide a structured 
framework for assessing whether 
SAFE, or any successor instrument, 
is narrowing the gap between 

cooperative intent and operational 
capability.

On the coordination side of 
the identifi ed gap, the EU already 
possesses important but incomplete 
mechanisms: CARD aligns planning 
assumptions, the EDF funds 
collaborative R&D, and PESCO 
organizes structured cooperation. 
These arrangements generate 
policy convergence and some 
industrial collaboration, but they 
do not directly fi nance capability 
acquisition at the scale required to 
close Europe's identifi ed defense 
gaps, nor do they by themselves 
guarantee procurement aggregation, 
implementation discipline, or 
standardized force outcomes. The 
incentives are too voluntary and the 
national free-rider logic too durable 
for coordination alone to close 
Europe's capability shortfalls.

The capability side is what 
coordination was supposed to 
produce but did so in a very limited 
manner: interoperable hardware, 
deployable force structures, and 
the logistical and industrial base 
to sustain them at scale. Collective 
defense is a transnational public 
good in the technical sense, which 
means every member state has a 
structural incentive to let someone 
else pay for it. Voluntary, grant-
based mechanisms don't dissolve 
that incentive. They work around 
it, temporarily, until the political 
moment passes.
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The coordination–capability gap 
serves as the analytical lens through 
which this paper evaluates the 
evolution of EU defense fi nancing 
instruments, distinguishing between 
those that primarily foster political 
and industrial coordination ( PESCO 
and the EDF) and those, like SAFE, 
that are designed with a fi scal 
architecture to directly fi nance and 
incentivize the delivery of capability. 

From this perspective, SAFE 
represents the fi rst truly systematic 
attempt to close this gap through 
a fi scal architecture that makes 
capability delivery the primary 
objective of EU defense governance. 

4. FROM PESCO TO SAFE
SAFE is the product of a decade-

long institutional learning process in 
which the EU progressively escalated 
its defense fi nancing ambition, 
each instrument responding to the 
demonstrated inadequacies of its 
predecessor. 

Permanent Structured 
Cooperation (PESCO), established 
in 2017, created the EU's fi rst 
legally binding defense cooperation 
framework, encompassing 26 
member states and 68 collaborative 
projects by 2023 (Council of the 
EU, 2017) (EDA, 2023). Yet PESCO 
provided no EU-level fi nancing, as 
it was a coordination mechanism 
without a fi scal instrument, the 
equivalent of agreeing to build a 
house without providing either the 

materials or the money. The European 
Defence Fund (EDF), operational 
from 2021 with a budget of €8.8 
billion broke the longstanding taboo 
against EU defense expenditure by 
co-fi nancing collaborative research 
and development (European 
Commission, 2021). By 2025, fi ve 
work programs had committed €5.4 
billion to collaborative projects 
(European Commission, 2025). The 
drawback is that the EDF fi nances 
R&D, not procurement and the most 
critical period - the gap between 
development and acquisition that 
economists call the “valley of death” 
for suppliers - remained unaddressed.

Russia's invasion of Ukraine in 
2022 forced the EU into procurement 
fi nancing for the fi rst time. EDIRPA 
(€310 million, 2023) incentivized 
joint procurement of urgently needed 
defense products and ASAP (€500 
million, 2023) targeted artillery 
ammunition and missile production 
capacity (European Commission 
2023). Although these programs 
were a step forward, their combined 
€810 million budget was insuffi  cient 
to fi ll Europe's actual capability 
gaps. EDIP (€1.5 billion, adopted at 
le end of 2025) consolidated both 
instruments and introduced security-
of-supply measures, but remained 
a grant-based bridge to the 2028 
Multi Annual Financial Framework 
cycle rather than a structural solution 
(Council of the EU 2025).

SAFE represents a qualitative 
break across all four dimensions in 
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Table 1: its scale exceeds all prior 
instruments combined by a factor 
of fi fteen; its EU-bond fi nancing 
mechanism creates supranational 
fi scal capacity for defense with no 
historical precedent; its conditionality 
(joint procurement by at least two 
member states, NDIP compliance, 
and a 35% non-EU component 
cap) is the most demanding of any 
EU defense instrument; and its 
governance architecture, anchored 
by a dedicated SAFE Special Group 
and quarterly reporting, constitutes 
a new institutional infrastructure for 
EU.

Table 1: Comparative Overview of EU Defense Financing Instruments

Instru-
ment Year Budget Financing 

Mechanism
Procurement 

Conditionality
Governance 

Strength

PESCO 2017 None
None 

(coordination 
only)

Voluntary commitments Weak — no sanctions

EDF 2021 €8.8 bn 
(2021–27)

EU budget 
grants

R&D collaboration 
(≥3 entities)

Moderate — work 
programs

ASAP 2023 €500 m EU budget 
grants

Production capacity 
investment Light — project-based

EDIRPA 2023 €310 m EU budget 
grants

Joint procurement 
(≥3 MS) Light — project-based

EDIP 2025 €1.5 bn 
(2025–27)

EU budget 
grants

Joint procurement + 
supply security

Moderate — NDIP 
alignment

SAFE 2025 €150 bn EU bonds 
(loans to MS)

Joint procurement 
(≥2 MS) + NDIP + 
35% non-EU cap

Strong — Special 
Group + quarterly 

reporting

(Source: Compiled by author from European Commission (2021; 2023; 2025), 
Council of the EU (2017; 2025), EDA (2023; 2025).

5. THE FISCAL 
ARCHITECTURE OF SAFE: 

DESIGN, MECHANISMS, AND 
CONDITIONALITIES

SAFE is fi nanced through 
EU bonds issued on international 
capital markets, replicating the 
NextGenerationEU fund structure 
used during the COVID pandemic. 
Member states access fi nancing 
at rates refl ecting the EU's AAA/
Aa1 credit rating rather than their 
own sovereign ratings. Early 
implementation data indicates a 
benchmark rate of approximately 1% 
per year for smaller member states, 
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compared to sovereign borrowing 
costs of 3–5% for several eastern 
and southern members (European 
Commission, 2025). 

The loans are long term, on a 45-
year repayment horizon with a ten-
year grace period on principal, and 
pre-fi nancing of up to 15% of the total 
loan value is available upon NDIP 
submission. Unlike the previous 
fi nancing mechanisms, SAFE's 
borrowing is off -budget, backed by 
the EU's general creditworthiness 
rather than a specifi c Multiannual 
Financial Framework line - a design 
choice that raises long-term fi scal 
governance questions.

Access to SAFE loans is 
conditional on three cumulative 
requirements. First, member states 
must submit a National Defense 
Investment Plan (NDIP) endorsed 
by the Commission, demonstrating 
alignment with EU capability 
priorities identifi ed in the Capability 
Development Plan, the EDA's 
CARD, and the White Paper for 
European Defense Readiness 2030 - 
by January 2026, 24 NDIPs had been 
endorsed (European Commission, 
2026). Second, procurement must 
involve at least two participating 
states - EU member states, Ukraine, 
EEA-EFTA countries, or acceding 
states (Article 8), creating a structural 
incentive for collaboration instead 
of fragmented acquisition. Third, 
components originating outside the 
EU, EEA-EFTA, and Ukraine must 

not exceed 35% of the estimated 
cost of the end product's components 
(Defense Finance Monitor 2026), a 
mandatory eligibility condition that 
functions as an industrial policy 
instrument to reinforce European 
supply chains.

SAFE supports procurement 
across two categories. Category 
1 covers the most urgent systems, 
such as ground-based air and missile 
defense, artillery and ammunition, 
armored vehicles, military mobility 
assets, naval vessels, and cyber and 
electronic warfare capabilities. 

Category 2 covers strategic 
enablers, such as military aircraft, 
unmanned systems, space-based 
assets, and C3I infrastructure. For 
Category 2, design authority must 
reside in or transfer to an EU-based 
entity, which constitutes the strongest 
industrial sovereignty requirement of 
any EU defense instrument to date 
(Santopino, 2025). The allocation 
of the €150 billion envelope, with 
Category 1 receiving the larger 
share based on September 2025 
expressions of interest, confi rms that 
member states have prioritized near-
term capability delivery over long-
term industrial transformation.

The SAFE Special Group,
composed of all member state 
representatives and chaired by 
the Commission, reviews NDIPs, 
monitors implementation, and 
coordinates loan allocation, with a 
quarterly reporting requirement that 
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creates an unprecedented rhythm of 
EU-level scrutiny of national defense 
resource allocation. There are also 
VAT exemptions for SAFE-fi nanced 
procurement operations which 
reduce the eff ective cost of joint 
procurement relative to nationally 
fi nanced alternatives and strengthens 
the fi nancial incentive for the MS 
to participate (European Council, 
2025).

6. FROM COORDINATION 
TO CAPABILITY: SAFE'S 

TRANSFORMATIVE 
IMPLICATIONS

A critical test of H1 is whether 
SAFE is generating genuinely joint 
procurement programs or merely 
providing EU-subsidized fi nancing 
for parallel national acquisitions that 
nominally satisfy the two-member-
state threshold. The early evidence is 
mixed but broadly encouraging. 

As the Commission has not 
yet released a standardized cross-
national implementation dashboard, 
the available evidence must be read 
cautiously. The analysis therefore 
relies on three observable proxies 
derived from endorsed NDIPs 
and offi  cial announcements: the 
composition of NDIP envelopes, 
the share of publicly identifi able 
projects that are genuinely joint, and 
early implementation signals such 
as endorsement timing and signed 
contracts.

Romania's Ministry of National 
Defense will implement 21 projects 
under SAFE, of which 10 are joint 
acquisitions with other countries 
and 11 are exclusively national. 
Most joint projects are being carried 
out with France and Germany, 
including a signed contract with 
France for Mistral missiles (worth 
€652 million, with six other states), 
12 H225 helicopters from France, 
12 radars in a joint purchase with 
France, and three air defense systems 
to complement the Patriot system in 
a program with Germany. (Romania 
Insider, 2026)

Poland's NDIP identifi es joint 
procurement partnerships with Baltic 
States for artillery systems and air 
defense, with the Safe Baltic project - 
a dedicated €3.4 billion sub-program 
for Baltic Sea security - representing 
the most geographically coherent 
joint procurement initiative in the 
fi rst two waves, linking Poland's 
SAFE engagement to a broader Baltic 
Sea security architecture. (Glowacki, 
2026).

The NDIP data also reveals that 
15 member states have declared joint 
procurement projects with Ukraine, 
underscoring SAFE's dual function 
as both a European rearmament 
instrument and a mechanism for 
integrating Ukraine into the EU 
defense industrial ecosystem 
(European Commission, 2026). 

These are meaningful instances of 
cooperation. They are not, however, 
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evidence that the coordination–
capability gap has been closed. 
The tension between national and 
European common interests persists, 
as the European Union is not a 
military alliance, and many countries 
are still using SAFE to support their 
national defense interests.

The political contestation 
surrounding SAFE’s joint 
procurement conditionality is most 
visible in the proposal put forward 
by Polish President Nawrocki in 
March 2026, presented as “concrete, 
Polish, safe and sovereign,” and as 
an alternative to what he described as 
“the fi nancial and political constraints 
of the EU program” (President of the 
Republic of Poland 2026). Rather 
than borrowing from the EU at 
interest, Poland would fi nance its 
defense spending at zero cost through 
two potential mechanisms: a sell-
buy-back operation on the National 
Bank of Poland’s gold reserves to 
generate capital gains directed to the 
Armed Forces Support Fund, and/or 
a reallocation of the National Bank 
of Poland’s annual profi t earmarked 
specifi cally for defense (ING Think 
2026).

The political appeal is real, but 
also are the constraints. The gold 
mechanism could generate the 
required funds one year later than 
the fi rst potential disbursement from 
SAFE. Large-scale gold operations 
to fi nance public spending could be 
perceived by bond markets as quasi-

monetary fi nancing, potentially 
raising Poland’s sovereign 
borrowing costs at a time when it is 
actively rebuilding its standing with 
international investors (ING Think 
2026).

What makes the SAFE 0% 
proposal analytically signifi cant 
is not whether it works or not, 
but what it reveals. It is the most 
concrete manifestation to date of 
the sovereignty dimension of H2: 
the moral hazard of loan-fi nanced 
rearmament has already generated a 
credible domestic counter-proposal 
capable of decoupling Poland’s 
defense fi nancing from EU joint 
procurement conditionality. It brings 
to light a structural tension within 
the SAFE architecture, between the 
instrument's fi scal incentive logic 
- which assumes the interest rate 
diff erential is suffi  cient to overcome 
sovereignty concerns - and the 
political economy of member states 
where sovereigntist actors may use it 
to promote their own agendas. 

6.1 Case Comparison: Poland and 
Romania as Contrasting SAFE 

Archetypes on the Eastern Flank
Poland and Romania off er an 

illustrative bilateral comparison 
within the SAFE framework. They 
are both NATO eastern fl ank states 
with elevated threat perceptions, 
both rank among the largest SAFE 
benefi ciaries by allocation, and both 
have submitted NDIPs that refl ect 



193193193193193193193193193

JournaJournaJournal of Defense Resources Management l of Defense Resources Management l of Defense Resources Management Vol. 17, Issue 1 (32)/2026Vol. 17, Issue 1 (32)/2026Vol. 17, Issue 1 (32)/2026

genuine strategic ambition. They also 
diff er substantially across dimensions 
relevant to SAFE’s eff ectiveness: 
defense spending trajectory and 
fi scal capacity, industrial absorption 
capacity, the balance between 
acquisitions and infrastructure 
investment, and the degree of joint 
procurement integration.

The comparison is nonetheless 
limited by the asymmetric public 
disclosure across NDIPs, and the lack 
of data on execution rates, contracting 
pace, or full disbursement, so the 
analysis captures planned allocations 
and early implementation rather than 
completed delivery.

The two countries moved 
through the SAFE approval pipeline 
at diff erent speeds. Romania 
was included in the fi rst wave 
of endorsements on 11 February 
2026, alongside Belgium, Bulgaria, 
Cyprus, Denmark, Spain, Croatia, 
and Portugal. Poland was approved in 
the second wave — a sequencing that 
refl ects both Romania’s earlier NDIP 
submission and a smoother domestic 
ratifi cation process (Council of the 
EU 2026; Romania Insider 2026).

Poland is the largest single 
SAFE benefi ciary, with an allocation 
of €43.7 billion — more than a 
quarter of the entire €150 billion 
envelope (Glowacki 2026). This 
refl ects Poland’s exceptional defense 
spending trajectory (4.7% of GDP 
in 2025, the highest in NATO) and 
its demonstrated capacity to absorb 

large-scale procurement programs. 
The Polish Government estimates 
that 89% of SAFE funds will fl ow to 
polish industry, with approximately 
12,000 Polish companies 
participating in the supply chain 
(Chancellery of the Prime Minister 
2026). This absorption capacity is 
the product of a decade of sustained 
investment progressively building 
Poland’s defense technological and 
industrial base, including licensed 
production arrangements with South 
Korean and US prime contractors.

Poland’s NDIP is unambiguously 
fi repower-centric, refl ecting a 
threat calculus shaped by the land 
warfare lessons of Ukraine. Artillery 
systems account for the largest single 
share (28%, approximately €12.2 
billion), followed by air and missile 
defense and anti-drone systems 
(26%), ground combat and support 
systems (19%), and ammunition 
and missiles (14%). The remaining 
13% covers strategic air transport, 
space resources, cybersecurity and 
AI, and the Safe Baltic maritime 
component. Some funding also fl ows 
to Poland’s Police, Border Guard, 
and State Protection Service, as well 
as military mobility including roads 
and bridges (Glowacki 2026).

Romania is the second-largest 
SAFE benefi ciary, with an allocation 
of €16.7 billion - a fi gure that 
signifi cantly exceeds its annual 
defense budget of approximately 
€8.5 billion in 2025 (European 
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Commission 2026; Jipa 2025). 
The ratio between SAFE funds 
and the annual defense budget in 
the two countries is relevant: 1.9 
for Romania compared to 0.99 for 
Poland. Romania does not have 
a mature defense industrial base 
capable of absorbing large-scale 
procurement within a compressed 
timeline. Despite political ambitions 
to become a defense provider in the 
Black Sea area and the advances 
made in the past 5 years, its defense 
industry remains characterized by 
limited production capacity, a history 
of procurement delays and litigation, 
and a relatively small pool of 
qualifi ed defense contractors (Visan 
2019; Wolf Theiss 2025).

Romania’s NDIP refl ects a 
fundamentally diff erent threat 
calculus and a distinctive three-part 
allocation: €9.53 billion for defense 
modernization managed by the 
Ministry of Defence; €2.8 billion 
for equipment for the Ministry of 
Internal Aff airs and civil protection; 
and €4.2 billion for strategic sections 
of the A7 and A8 motorways in 
the country’s northeast, improving 
links toward Ukraine and Moldova 
(Romanian Ministry of National 
Defense 2025).

The infrastructure component 
is the most distinctive feature 
of Romania’s NDIP and has no 
equivalent in Poland’s plan. The 
specifi c corridors Pașcani–Suceava–
Siret and Pașcani–Iași–Ungheni are 

simultaneously civilian economic 
assets and critical military mobility 
routes enabling rapid force projection 
along NATO’s southeastern 
fl ank. By allocating 25% of its 
SAFE envelope to this dual-use 
infrastructure, Romania is leveraging 
the instrument’s military mobility 
eligibility to address a structural 
defi cit that prior national budgets 
could not close. It also means that 
Romania’s actual defense acquisition 
budget under SAFE is €9.53 billion, 
not €16.7 billion - a distinction 
that matters when assessing the 
instrument’s direct contribution to 
closing the coordination–capability 
gap.

Within the €9.53 billion military 
envelope, Romania’s procurement 
priorities diff er signifi cantly from 
Poland’s. While Poland’s acquisitions 
focus on mass fi res (28% on artillery 
alone), Romania’s dominant priority 
is armored maneuver mass. The 
IFV replacement program alone 
accounts for €2.98 billion, making 
it the single largest line item in 
Romania’s entire SAFE portfolio, 
due to the fact that Romania still 
operates approximately 142 Soviet-
era MLI-84 infantry fi ghting vehicles 
- a defi ciency Poland addressed in an 
earlier procurement cycle.

Ground forces modernization
dominates at approximately 39% of 
the military envelope, covering 198 
tracked IFVs (€2.98B), 139 Piranha 
5 APCs (€761M), and over 1,370 
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logistics vehicles (€471M). Air and 
missile defense comes second at 
approximately 26%, with Mistral 
missiles, Skynex V-SHORAD 
batteries, IRIS-T SLM systems, and 
GM200 radars. Aviation (H225M 
Caracal helicopters), naval capability
(off shore patrol vessels and Naval 
Strike Missiles, approximately 
9%), and C4ISR and digital systems
(approximately 5%) complete 
the portfolio (Romanian National 
Defense Ministry 2026).

What Romania is not buying 
through SAFE is equally relevant. 
There is no signifi cant artillery 
allocation, despite the fact that the 
war in Ukraine has demonstrated 
that deep fi res are the dominant 
currency of high-intensity land 
warfare. The explanation is that the 
K9 howitzer program is already 
under a separate 2024 contract 
with Hanwha Aerospace, being 
assembled in Romania, and Romania 
has separately acquired HIMARS 
and CAESAR howitzers through 
bilateral channels. There is no main 
battle tank, although Romania 
continues to depend on upgraded 
Soviet-era legacy platforms, but 216 
modern MBTs are already approved 
under a separate program, including 
458 million euros for a battalion 
of M1A2 SEPv3 Abrams tanks 
(Watkins 2025).

The OPV acquisition is the most 
debatable line item, as it can be 
argued that it has limited war-fi ghting 

value compared to what frigates or 
corvettes with anti-submarine and 
anti-ship capabilities would off er 
against Romania’s actual Black Sea 
threat environment. Romania is 
separately procuring a light corvette 
(Vulcan 2025), but the overall naval 
surface picture remains insuffi  cient 
for a country with signifi cant 
Black Sea responsibilities. The 
C4ISR software platform appears 
signifi cantly underfunded relative 
to the complexity of digitally 
networking a force of this scale, a 
lesson the Ukraine war has made 
impossible to ignore.

The overall assessment is 
that in Romania’s case, SAFE is 
fi lling the capability gaps that prior 
national budgets could not close, in 
accordance with the instrument’s 
design logic. 

Romania’s most signifi cant 
programs also carry a condition of at 
least 50% domestic production, with 
some requiring 100% for sovereignty 
and security reasons (Romania 
Insider 2026). This combination 
of joint acquisition and domestic 
production requirements refl ects 
Romania’s ambition to embed itself 
in European defense supply chains 
while simultaneously building 
national industrial capacity - a more 
complex and potentially more fragile 
procurement strategy than Poland’s 
predominantly domestic model.

The Poland–Romania compari-
son illustrates four structural 
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dynamics likely to determine 
SAFE’s diff erent eff ectiveness across 
member state typologies.

First, the relationship between 
industrial absorption capacity and 
SAFE eff ectiveness is non-linear. 
Poland’s high absorption capacity 
means its €43.7 billion allocation 
is likely to generate genuine 
capability delivery within the 2025–
2030 window, as the industrial 
infrastructure exists to convert 
fi nancial commitments into deployed 
systems. Romania’s constrained 
absorption capacity creates a risk 
that its €9.53 billion acquisition 
envelope will exceed the contracting 
and delivery capacity of its defense 
procurement system, potentially 
resulting in underspent allocations, 
delayed deliveries, or a concentration 
of contracts with a small number of 
foreign prime contractors.

Second, Romania’s infrastructure 
investment reveals an important 
design feature of SAFE that 
Poland has not exploited at scale: 
the instrument’s military mobility 
eligibility allows member states to 
use defense fi nancing to address 
dual-use infrastructure gaps that 
would otherwise require separate 
civilian investment programs. The 
A7/A8 investment is simultaneously 
a military mobility asset, a NATO 
force projection enabler, and a civilian 
economic development project — 
a convergence that maximizes the 
strategic value of Romania’s SAFE 

allocation but complicates the direct 
measurement of its contribution to 
the coordination–capability gap.

Third, the two NDIPs refl ect 
contrasting strategic orientations. 

Poland’s plan is almost entirely 
fi repower-centric, optimized for 
high-intensity land warfare on the 
northeastern fl ank. Romania’s plan 
is more diversifi ed, combining 
armored modernization, air defense, 
naval capability, infrastructure, 
and internal security and refl ecting 
the multi-domain demands of the 
Black Sea strategic environment and 
Romania’s ambition to become a 
regional defense provider rather than 
a purely defensive consumer.

Fourth, and most consequentially, 
the political economies of the 
two states are moving in opposite 
directions. Romania’s SAFE 
engagement rests on broad domestic 
consensus. Poland’s is contested 
— a president publicly proposing 
sovereign alternatives to EU 
fi nancing, a government defending 
the instrument’s value, and a domestic 
political debate that has moved 
SAFE from a technical instrument 
to a constitutional question about the 
boundaries of European integration. 
The fi scal architecture holds. The 
political architecture around it is 
under stress.
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Table 2: Poland–Romania Comparative Profi le under SAFE
Dimension Poland Romania

SAFE allocation €43.7 bn (29% of total) €16.7 bn (11% of total)
Defense spending 

(2025) ~4.7% GDP (~€48 bn) ~2.3% GDP (~€9.8 bn)

SAFE/annual 
defense budget ratio ~0.9x ~1.7x

Industrial 
absorption capacity

High (mature DTIB, 
12,000 companies)

Constrained (limited base, 
history of delays)

NDIP structure Predominantly 
acquisitions

58% acquisitions, 25% 
infrastructure, 17% internal 

security

Key procurement 
priorities

Artillery, air defense, 
ground systems, 

ammunition

IFVs, helicopters (joint FR), 

air defense, naval
Infrastructure 
component

Military mobility (roads, 
Safe Baltic)

A7/A8 motorways (northeast 
corridor to Ukraine/Moldova)

Joint procurement 
fl agship

Safe Baltic; artillery with 
eastern fl ank partners

Caracal helicopters (France); 
Mistral/IRIS-T (multilateral)

Political economy Contested (government 
vs. president) Broad consensus

H1 evidence Strong Moderate

H2 risk profi le Moral hazard (debt 
burden, sovereignty) Absorption capacity (e

Dimension Poland Romania
SAFE Allocation €43.7 billion €16.7 billion
Approval Batch 2nd (Feb 17, 2026) 1st (Feb 11, 2026)
Military Share ~98% ~75%

Infrastructure Share ~2% (Baltic/roads) ~25% (A7/A8 motorways)
Top Capability 

Priority
Artillery & air/missile 

defence
Air defence & ground 

modernisation

Joint Procurement Limited Extensive (10 of 21 
programmes)

Key Partners Primarily domestic France, Germany

Political Context Contested (presidential 
opposition) Broadly supportive

Domestic Industry 
Target 89% 50–100% per programme

(Source:  Compiled by author from European Commission data)
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7. CRITICAL ASSESSMENT: 
LIMITATIONS, RISKS

The preceding section supports 
H1 only in a qualifi ed sense: SAFE 
is producing a measurable shift 
in procurement planning toward 
jointly structured, EU-conditioned 
programs, but the evidence still 
concerns endorsed plans and 
early contracts rather than audited 
execution rates. That is nonetheless 
analytically signifi cant, because 
previous EU instruments rarely 
structured national acquisition plans 
at this scale. The evidence on H2 
is more complex, as the structural 
tensions previously identifi ed are 
now visible in the fi rst year of 
implementation.

The two-speed Europe risk
is the most immediate, as high 
absorption capacity states (Belgium, 
Denmark, Poland) are converting 
their SAFE allocations into deployed 
capabilities. Lower absorption 
capacity states (Romania, Bulgaria, 
Croatia) are accumulating fi nancial 
commitments that their procurement 
systems may not execute within the 
2025–2030 window.

The risk is not merely delayed 
capability delivery, considering 
that if lower-absorption member 
states consistently underspend their 
allocations, the political legitimacy 
of SAFE as an instrument of 
collective capability development 
will be undermined and its successor 
will face a more skeptical political 
environment.

The Commission’s NDIP 
endorsement process provides partial 
mitigation: by requiring member 
states to demonstrate alignment 
with EU capability priorities before 
accessing pre-fi nancing, it creates a 
planning discipline that may improve 
execution rates relative to purely 
national procurement cycles. This 
conditionality does not address the 
underlying structural constraints, 
such as limited contracting capacity, 
shallow defense industrial bases, 
procurement agency staffi  ng defi cits,  
that produce absorption failures in the 
fi rst place. A more robust mitigation 
would require the Commission to 
provide technical assistance to lower-
absorption member states, analogous 
to the REFORM support instrument 
deployed under NextGenerationEU, 
but no such mechanism is currently 
embedded in the SAFE Regulation 
(Council Regulation (EU) 
2025/1106).

The moral hazard operates at 
two levels: at the fi rst level, SAFE 
loans are sovereign obligations that 
will appear on national balance 
sheets and must be repaid over a 
45-year horizon. For member states 
already carrying elevated debt-to-
GDP ratios, the addition of SAFE 
obligations, even at concessional 
interest rates, creates a long-term 
fi scal commitment that constrains 
future defense budget fl exibility and 
will generate political resistance as 
the repayment phase begins after 
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2030. The Polish SAFE 0% episode, 
previously analyzed and the political 
logic it embodies, that sovereign 
debt-free defense fi nancing is 
preferable to concessional EU loans 
with procurement strings attached, 
is the clearest early manifestation of 
this tension.

At the second level, SAFE’s 
concessional interest rates reduce the 
eff ective cost of defense investment 
below market rate, creating an 
incentive for member states to over-
allocate to defense relative to their 
genuine strategic requirements. 
The NDIP conditionality provides a 
partial check, but it does not prevent 
member states from submitting 
ambitious NDIPs that exceed their 
realistic absorption capacity in order 
to maximize their SAFE allocation. 

The 35% non-EU component 
cap is the most politically contested 
structural tension. The cap was 
designed to reinforce European 
defense supply chains and reduce 
third-country dependencies, a 
legitimate industrial policy objective 
in the current geopolitical context. 
It also creates three categories of 
practical diffi  culty that the fi rst year 
of implementation has already made 
visible.

First, the cap creates a direct 
confl ict with existing procurement 
commitments. Poland’s largest 
defense procurement programs — 
the K2 Black Panther main battle 
tank and the FA-50 light combat 

aircraft (both from South Korea) 
and the HIMARS multiple launch 
rocket system (from the United 
States),  involve component shares 
that may exceed the 35% non-EU 
threshold, potentially rendering 
them ineligible for SAFE fi nancing 
without renegotiation of supply 
chain arrangements (Reuters 2025). 
Member states that have invested in 
transatlantic and Indo-Pacifi c defense 
industrial partnerships are penalized 
relative to those that have not.

NATO’s Updated Defence 
Production Action Plan explicitly 
links industrial expansion, 
multinational demand aggregation, 
and materiel standardization to 
Alliance capability targets, while 
recent EU–NATO literature 
stresses that stronger EU initiatives 
should reinforce interoperability 
and avoid duplication rather than 
create parallel standards (NATO 
2025; European Parliament 2025). 
Several of the most capable and 
NATO-standardized systems in the 
European defence market, such 
as US-origin air defence systems, 
precision munitions, and C4ISR 
infrastructure, contain component 
shares that approach or exceed 
the 35% threshold. Substituting 
European components may be a long-
term solution, but in the short term it 
risks degrading interoperability with 
US and Canadian NATO allies.

Third, the cap’s enforcement 
mechanism creates a compliance 
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burden asymmetrically distributed: 
larger member states with 
sophisticated procurement agencies 
navigate the review process 
effi  ciently; smaller member states 
with limited administrative capacity 
face a disproportionate compliance 
cost. The Regulation provides no 
waiver mechanism for cases where 
no European alternative to a non-
EU component exists at the required 
capability level, scale, or timeline 
— leaving member states in a legal 
grey zone that deters participation in 
otherwise eligible programs.

8. POLICY 
RECOMMENDATIONS

The previous analysis generates 
a set of actionable recommendations 
directed at the four principal actors 
whose decisions will determine 
SAFE’s long-term eff ectiveness.

Defense ministries in member 
states with constrained absorption 
capacity should take the opportunity 
to consider SAFE implementation 
as a defense resource management 
reform program, not merely a 
procurement exercise. The primary 
bottleneck is not fi nancial but 
institutional: contracting capacity, 
project management expertise, 
and qualifi ed defense acquisition 
workforce. Ministries should use the 
pre-fi nancing window — up to 15% 
of the SAFE allocation available on 
NDIP endorsement — to invest in 
procurement agency capacity before 

committing to large-scale acquisition 
contracts. Engaging national audit 
institutions and parliamentary 
defense committees in NDIP 
oversight from the outset will reduce 
the risk of political backlash during 
the repayment phase.

Defense ministries in member 
states with high absorption capacity
should ensure that the ambitious 
stimulus to the domestic industrial 
base does not become a barrier to 
genuine joint procurement. The 
SAFE conditionality requires at 
least two participating states; the 
spirit of the instrument demands 
durable industrial cooperation, not 
merely contractual co-signatures. 
Joint procurement agreements 
should include technology transfer, 
co-production, and maintenance 
arrangements that create lasting 
supply chain interdependencies.

The European Commission
should introduce a technical 
assistance mechanism, similar to the 
REFORM support instrument under 
NextGenerationEU, specifi cally 
designed to strengthen defense 
procurement capacity in lower-
absorption member states. The 35% 
non-EU component cap requires a 
formal waiver procedure for cases 
where no European alternative exists 
at the required capability level, scale, 
or timeline. The absence of such a 
procedure creates legal uncertainty 
that deters participation and penalizes 
legitimate transatlantic procurement 
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commitments. A waiver procedure, 
subject to Commission approval and 
SAFE Special Group endorsement, 
would preserve the instrument’s 
industrial policy objectives while 
eliminating the perverse incentive. 
Quarterly SAFE implementation 
dashboards, covering NDIP execution 
rates, joint procurement participation 
ratios, and 35% cap compliance data 
for each participating member state, 
would create accountability pressure 
and provide the evidence base that 
research and policy communities 
need to evaluate SAFE’s eff ectiveness 
in real time.

European defense prime 
contractors and system integrators
should treat SAFE not merely 
as a demand stimulus but as a 
structural opportunity to consolidate 
fragmented European supply chains. 
The NDIP data reveals a convergence 
of national procurement priorities 
(particularly in ground-based air 
defense, artillery, and armored 
vehicles) that creates the conditions 
for multi-country framework 
contracts at a scale justifying new 
production capacity investment. 
Primes that position themselves 
as SAFE-compliant supply chain 
integrators, demonstrating 35% cap 
compliance across their product 
lines and off ering co-production 
arrangements to member state 
partners, will have a structural 
advantage in the competition for 
NDIP-linked contracts. For small and 

medium-sized defense enterprises, 
the SAFE framework creates both 
opportunity and risk. Industry 
associations should engage with the 
SAFE Special Group to advocate for 
SME-friendly contract structures in 
the NDIP implementation guidelines.

NATO should formalize a 
consultation channel linking SAFE 
NDIPs to the NATO Defense 
Planning Process and NATO 
standardization processes. Treating 
endorsed NDIPs as complementary 
planning inputs would help align 
SAFE-fi nanced investments with 
Alliance capability targets, identify 
interoperability problems early, 
and manage confl icts between the 
35% non-EU cap and operational 
requirements before they translate 
into procurement bottlenecks. 
Such a mechanism would also help 
ensure that EU support for Ukraine’s 
defence industry complements long-
term NATO force-generation and 
standardization goals rather than 
evolving on a parallel track.

9. CONCLUSIONS
This paper set out to analyze 

the Security Action for Europe 
as a paradigm shift which shifts 
the operative logic of European 
defense cooperation from voluntary 
coordination to fi scally incentivized 
capability delivery.

H1, the Fiscal Architecture 
Hypothesis, is broadly supported. 
SAFE’s loan-based mechanism, 
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combined with the NDIP 
conditionality and the joint 
procurement requirement, is 
producing a visible change in 
member state procurement behavior. 
The institutional genealogy traced in 
Section 4 demonstrates that this shift 
is the culmination of a decade-long 
escalation in EU defense fi nancing 
ambition, with each instrument 
responding to the demonstrated 
inadequacies of its predecessor. 
The NDIP data from the fi rst two 
endorsement waves confi rms that 
member states are channeling 
signifi cant shares of their SAFE 
allocations into jointly structured 
programs. The instrument’s fi scal 
architecture has successfully 
lowered the fi nancial barrier to joint 
procurement participation.

H2, the Structural Tension 
Hypothesis, is also supported. The 
structural tensions identifi ed in Section 
7 are not design fl aws correctable 
by regulatory amendment. They are 
inherent features of an instrument 
that attempts simultaneously to 
achieve fi scal scale, industrial 
policy objectives, and sovereignty-
respecting conditionality. The 
two-speed Europe risk refl ects the 
structural diversity of EU member 
states’ defense industrial bases — 
a diversity that SAFE’s uniform 
conditionality framework cannot 
eliminate. The moral hazard of loan-
fi nanced rearmament refl ects the 
fundamental tension between the 

EU’s collective credit advantage 
and the national sovereignty of the 
member states that must ultimately 
service the debt. The industrial 
protectionism embedded in the 35% 
non-EU cap refl ects the unresolved 
confl ict between the EU’s strategic 
autonomy objectives and its alliance 
commitments — a confl ict that 
SAFE has made more visible but has 
not resolved.

The paper’s central analytical 
contribution is the concept of the 
coordination–capability gap and its 
operationalization through the lens of 
fi scal architecture. By framing SAFE 
as a fi scal architecture rather than 
merely a procurement instrument, the 
analysis reveals that the instrument’s 
eff ectiveness depends not only on 
the scale of fi nancing it mobilizes 
but on the institutional infrastructure 
that converts fi nancial commitments 
into deployed capabilities. 
Fiscal architecture can close the 
coordination–capability gap by 
aligning incentives and aggregating 
demand. It cannot substitute for the 
industrial capacity, procurement 
expertise, and political consensus 
that capability delivery ultimately 
requires.

The Poland–Romania case 
comparison illustrates these 
dynamics. Poland demonstrates 
that high absorption capacity and 
strong domestic industrial routing 
can convert a large SAFE allocation 
into genuine capability delivery 
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within the implementation window 
— at the cost of a domestic political 
contestation that has already 
produced a credible sovereignty-
based counter-proposal. Romania 
demonstrates that strategic ambition 
and a diversifi ed NDIP combining 
acquisitions, joint procurement, and 
dual-use infrastructure can maximize 
the strategic value of a SAFE 
allocation, on the condition the 
underlying procurement system can 
execute the plan within the timeline 
the instrument imposes.

Three open questions defi ne the 
directions for future research: fi rst, 
whether SAFE’s joint procurement 
conditionality will generate durable 
industrial cooperation or merely 
transient contractual arrangements; 
second, whether the instrument’s 
off -budget fi nancing structure will 
survive the EU’s reformed economic 
governance framework; third, 
whether SAFE will be renewed, 
expanded, or succeeded by a 
permanent EU defense fi nancing 
instrument after 2030.

SAFE represents the most 
ambitious and structurally coherent 
attempt yet to close the coordination–
capability gap in European defense. 
Whether it succeeds will depend 
less on the quality of its fi scal 
architecture, which is sound, than on 
the political will of member states 
to honor their NDIP commitments, 
the capacity of their procurement 
systems to execute them, and the 

resilience of the EU’s collective 
defense fi nancing consensus in the 
face of the sovereignty pressures that 
loan-fi nanced rearmament inevitably 
generates. The architecture is built. 
The question is whether the people 
inside it will hold it up.

AI DISCLOSURE
The author acknowledge the 

use of the following generative AI 
tools to assist in the preparation of 
this manuscript: OpenAI. This tool 
was used solely for language editing 
and structural suggestions, under the 
complete control and responsibility 
of the authors. All AI-assisted 
content was critically reviewed and 
revised by the authors, who accept 
full responsibility for the accuracy 
and integrity of the fi nal version.

REFERENCES

[1] European Parliamentary Research 
Service. ReArm Europe Plan/
Readiness 2030. Brussels: 
European Parliament, 2025. https://
www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/
etudes/BRIE/2025/769566/EPRS_
BRI(2025)769566_EN.pdf.

[2] Council of the European Union. 
"SAFE: Council Adopts €150 
Billion Boost for Joint Procurement 
on European Security and Defence." 
Press release, May 27, 2025. https://
www.consil ium.europa.eu/en/
press/press-releases/2025/05/27/
safe-council-adopts-150-billion-
boost-for-joint-procurement-on-
european-security-and-defence/.



204204204204204204204204204

SAFE AND THE EUROPEAN STRAT EGIC AUTONOMY: SAFE AND THE EUROPEAN STRAT EGIC AUTONOMY: SAFE AND THE EUROPEAN STRAT EGIC AUTONOMY: 
FROM COORDINATION TO CAPABILITY DELIVERYFROM COORDINATION TO CAPABILITY DELIVERYFROM COORDINATION TO CAPABILITY DELIVERY

[3] Fiott, D. (2025) "The Three 
Images of EU Strategic Autonomy: 
Perspectives on Wedging, Binding 
and Hedging." Journal of European 
Integration 47: 825–42. https://doi.org/1
0.1080/07036337.2025.2537369.

[4] Zandee, D. et al. (2020), 
"European Strategic Autonomy in 
Security and Defence", Clingendael 
Report, https://www.clingendael.org/
sites/default/files/2020-12/Report_
European_Stra teg ic_Autonomy_
December_2020.pdf 

[5] Mueller, T. (2025): "Strategic 
Options for the European Defence 
Industry in the 2020s." Defense & 
Security Analysis 41, no. 1, 49–80. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/14751798.2024.
2418163.

[6] Hartley, K. (2011) "Defining 
the 'European Defence Technological 
and Industrial Base': Debates & 
Dilemmas."  https://www.files.ethz.ch/
isn/168010/201323.pdf. 

[7]Musgrave, R., (1959), The 
Theory of Public Finance, McGraw-Hill

[8] Oates, W. (1972), Fiscal 
Federalism, Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 
New York.

[9] Olson, M., Zeckhauser, R., 
(1966) “An Economic Theory of 
Alliances", Review of Economics 
and Statistics 48(3), 66-279. https://
www.rand.org/content/dam/rand/pubs/
research_memoranda/2007/RM4297.
pdf

[10] Sandler, T., Hartley, K. (1999) 
The Political Economy of NATO. 
Cambridge University Press.

[11] Bénassy-Quéré, A, et al. (2021) 
"NextGenerationEU: A Brief Anatomy 
of Europe's New Fiscal Instrument." 
Intereconomics 56, no. 6.

[12] Centrone, M. and Meenakshi,  
F. (2024) “Improving the Quality of 
European Defence Spending: Cost of 
Non-Europe”, EPRS Report. https://
www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/
document/EPRS_STU(2024)762855 

[13] European Defence Agency. 
Defence Data 2024–2025. Brussels: 
European Defence Agency, 2025.

[14] Council of the European Union. 
"Permanent Structured Cooperation 
(PESCO)." Accessed March 17, 2026. 
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/
policies/pesco/.

[15] Council of the European Union. 
"EU Defence Funding." Accessed 
March 17, 2026. https://www.consilium.
europa.eu/en/policies/defence-funding/.

[16] European Commission. 
"European Defence Fund: Over €1 
Billion to Drive Next-Generation 
Defence Technologies and Innovation." 
January 30, 2025. https://defence-
industry-space.ec.europa.eu/european-
defence-fund-over-eu1-billion-drive-
next-generation-defence-technologies-
and-innovation-2025-01-30_en.

[17] European Commission. 
"Security Action for Europe (SAFE)." 
Accessed March 17, 2026. https://
commission.europa.eu/strategy-and-
policy/eu-budget/eu-borrower-investor-
relations/safe_en.

[18] "EDIP Third-Country 
Control Derogations: Procedural 
and Legal Framework." Defense 
Financial Monitor, 2026. https://www.
defencefinancemonitor.com/p/edip-
third-country-control-derogations.

[19] Santopino, F. (2025) “The 
Involvement of Third-Country Entities in 
EU Defence Industrial Policies and the 
"European Design Authority" Concept”.



205205205205205205205205205

JournaJournaJournal of Defense Resources Management l of Defense Resources Management l of Defense Resources Management Vol. 17, Issue 1 (32)/2026Vol. 17, Issue 1 (32)/2026Vol. 17, Issue 1 (32)/2026

ARES 114 Policy Paper. Institute for 
International and Strategic Aff airs (IRIS). 
https://www.iris-france.org/wp-content/
uploads/2025/06/ARES_2025_06_114_
Design_Authority_PolicyPaper.pdf

[20] Council of the European 
Union. "SAFE: Council Adopts €150 
Billion Boost for Joint Procurement 
on European Security and Defence." 
Press release, May 27, 2025. https://
www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/
press-releases/2025/05/27/safe-council-
adopts-150-billion-boost-for-joint-
procurement-on-european-security-and-
defence/.

[21] "Romania Publishes 
Procurement List for EUR 16 Bln 
Borrowed Under SAFE Instrument." 
Romania Insider, January 2026. https://
www.romania-insider.com/romania-
procurement-list-safe-jan-2026.

[22] Glowacki, B. (2025) "Poland 
Unveils Detailed Defense Spending 
for $51B in EU SAFE Loans". https://
breakingdefense.com/author/bartosz-
glowacki/ 

[23] President of the Republic of 
Poland. "President Puts Forward the 
Proposal of a 'Polish SAFE Zero'." 
2026. https://www.president.pl/news/
president-puts-forward-the-proposal-of-
a-polish-safe-zero,116268.

[24] ING Think. "Does Poland 
Need a Domestic Alternative to the 
SAFE Programme?" 2026. https://
think.ing.com/articles/does-poland-
need-a-domestic-alternative-to-the-safe-
programme/.

[25] Chancellery of the Prime 
Minister of the Republic of Poland. 
"SAFE: Poland's Blueprint for European 
Security and Domestic Defence 
Growth." 2026. https://www.gov.pl/web/

primeminister/safe-polands-blueprint-
for-european-security-and-domestic-
defence-growth.

[26] Jipa, F. (2025) "MApN primeşte 
în 2025 un buget de 42,8 miliarde lei 
(8,5 miliarde euro), la care se adaugă 
credite de angajament, putând ajunge 
la 5,6% din PIB." Monitorul Apararii 
si Securitatii. https://monitorulapararii.
ro/mapn-primeste-in-2025-un-buget-
de-42-8-miliarde-lei-8-5-miliarde-
euro-la-care-se-adauga-credite-de-
angajament-putand-ajunge-la-5-6-
din-pib-1-57560#:~:text=MApN%20
p r i m e % C 5 % 9 F t e % 2 0
% C 3 % A E n % 2 0 2 0 2 5 % 2 0 u n % 2 0
b u g e t % 2 0 d e % 2 0 4 2 % 2 C 8 % 2 0
mil ia rde%20le i%20(8%2C5%20
miliarde%20%5B&text=%5D%20
M o n i t o r u l % 2 0 A p % C 4 % 8 3 r -
% C 4 % 8 3 r i i % 2 0 % C 8 % 9 9 i % 2 0
Securit%C4%83%C8%9Bii.

[27] Visan, G. (2019) "Romania’s 
Military Procurement Hits Multiple 
Roadblocks." Eurasia Daily Monitor
Jamestown Report 16, no. 119 (2019). 
https://jamestown.org/edm-volume/
title-365/.

[28] “Military procurement and 
the strategy for Romania’s defence 
industry”,Wolf Theiss Report, 2025, 
https://www.wolftheiss.com/insights/
military-procurement-and-the-strategy-
for-romanias-defence-industry/

[29] Ministry of National Defence 
of Romania. "Strategic Investments in 
Defence: Romania Accesses European 
Funds Through SAFE Mechanism." 
2025. https://english.mapn.ro/
cpresa/6574_Strategic-investments-in-
defence:-Romania-accesses-European-
Funds-through-SAFE-Mechanism.

[30] Ministry of National Defence 



206206206206206206206206206

OPERATIONS MANAGEMENT ANALYSIS FOR OPTIMIZATION OF SMITH OPERATIONS MANAGEMENT ANALYSIS FOR OPTIMIZATION OF SMITH OPERATIONS MANAGEMENT ANALYSIS FOR OPTIMIZATION OF SMITH OPERATIONS MANAGEMENT ANALYSIS FOR OPTIMIZATION OF SMITH OPERATIONS MANAGEMENT ANALYSIS FOR OPTIMIZATION OF SMITH OPERATIONS MANAGEMENT ANALYSIS FOR OPTIMIZATION OF SMITH SAFE AND THE EUROPEAN STRAT EGIC AUTONOMY: OPERATIONS MANAGEMENT ANALYSIS FOR OPTIMIZATION OF SMITH OPERATIONS MANAGEMENT ANALYSIS FOR OPTIMIZATION OF SMITH OPERATIONS MANAGEMENT ANALYSIS FOR OPTIMIZATION OF SMITH SAFE AND THE EUROPEAN STRAT EGIC AUTONOMY: OPERATIONS MANAGEMENT ANALYSIS FOR OPTIMIZATION OF SMITH OPERATIONS MANAGEMENT ANALYSIS FOR OPTIMIZATION OF SMITH OPERATIONS MANAGEMENT ANALYSIS FOR OPTIMIZATION OF SMITH SAFE AND THE EUROPEAN STRAT EGIC AUTONOMY: OPERATIONS MANAGEMENT ANALYSIS FOR OPTIMIZATION OF SMITH OPERATIONS MANAGEMENT ANALYSIS FOR OPTIMIZATION OF SMITH OPERATIONS MANAGEMENT ANALYSIS FOR OPTIMIZATION OF SMITH 
FROM COORDINATION TO CAPABILITY DELIVERYFROM COORDINATION TO CAPABILITY DELIVERYFROM COORDINATION TO CAPABILITY DELIVERY& WESSON 17 PISTOL PRODUCTION& WESSON 17 PISTOL PRODUCTION& WESSON 17 PISTOL PRODUCTIONFROM COORDINATION TO CAPABILITY DELIVERY& WESSON 17 PISTOL PRODUCTION& WESSON 17 PISTOL PRODUCTION& WESSON 17 PISTOL PRODUCTIONFROM COORDINATION TO CAPABILITY DELIVERY& WESSON 17 PISTOL PRODUCTION& WESSON 17 PISTOL PRODUCTION& WESSON 17 PISTOL PRODUCTIONFROM COORDINATION TO CAPABILITY DELIVERY& WESSON 17 PISTOL PRODUCTION& WESSON 17 PISTOL PRODUCTION& WESSON 17 PISTOL PRODUCTION

of Romania. "Programul SAFE." 2026. 
https://www.mapn.ro/programul_safe/
index.php.

[31] Watkins, R. (2025), ”Roma-
nia Advances Plan to Acquire 216 Main 
Battle Tanks”, The Defense Post, https://
thedefensepost.com/2025/10/03/roma-
nia-abrams-tank-acquisition/

[32] Vulcan, D. (2025), “Aviz în 
comisiile Parlamentului pentru achiziția 
unei corvete de 223 de milioane de euro. 
Ministrul Moșteanu: Armata Română 
are mare nevoie”, Europe Libera Roma-
nia, https://romania.europalibera.org/a/
aviz-in-comisiile-parlamentului-pentru-
achizitia-unei-corvete-de-223-de-milio-
ane-de-euro-/33525000.html

[33] Reuters. "Explainer: Can Non-
EU Companies Be Part of EU's Big 
Defence Fund?" Reuters, March 21, 
2025. https://www.reuters.com/world/
europe/can-non-eu-companies-be-part-
eus-big-defence-fund-2025-03-21/.

[34] European Commission. 
"SAFE Security Action for Europe." 
Accessed March 17, 2026. https://
defence-industry-space.ec.europa.eu/
eu-defence-industry/safe-security-
action-europe_en.

[35] Cepparulo, A. and Reitano, V. 
E. (2025) “An Assessment of the Euro 
Area Fiscal Stance in 2025 and 2026, 
Considering the Flexibility for Higher 
Defence Spending”, European Economy 
Economic Brief 85, July.

[36]  European Central Bank 
(2025) “Fiscal Aspects of European 
Defence Spending: Implications for 
Euro Area Macroeconomic Projections 
and Associated Risks”, ECB Economic 
Bulletin, Issue 5/2025.

[37] Moretti, E., Steinwender, 
C. and Van Reenen, J. (2025) “The 

Intellectual Spoils of War? Defence 
R&D, Productivity, and International 
Spillovers”, Review of Economics and 
Statistics 107(1): 14–27.

[38] Genini, D. (2025) “Restructuring 
the EU’s Defence Industrial Base 
amid Geopolitical Shifts”, Common 
Market Law Review 62. https://doi.
org/10.1177/1023263X251394132.

[39] Arnal, J., Riesgo, J. P., Niño, I., 
and Escobar, C. (2026) The Day After 
NextGenerationEU: What Could the 
EU Do? Journal of Common Market 
Studies 64(3): 1256–1271. https://doi.
org/10.1111/jcms.70034.

[40] European Central Bank. “Time 
to Be Strategic: How Public Money 
Could Power Europe’s Green, Digital 
and Defence Transitions.” ECB Blog, 
25 July 2025. https://www.ecb.europa.
eu/press/blog/date/2025/html/ecb.
blog20250725~f26b4ef0f3.en.html.

[41] Besch, S. (2025) EU Defence 
Industrial Policy in a New Era: Taking 
Stock and Looking Ahead. Heinrich-
Böll-Stiftung European Union. https://
eu.boell.org/sites/default/fi les/2025-03/
hbs-eu-defence-industrial-policy-
sophia-besch-fi nal.pdf.

[42] NATO. Updated Defence 
Production Action Plan. Brussels: 
NATO, 13 February 2025. https://www.
nato.int/en/about-us/offi  cial-texts-and-
resources/official-texts/2025/02/13/
updated-defence-production-action-
plan.

[43] European Parliamentary 
Research Service. EU–NATO 
Cooperation. Brussels: European 
Parliament, 2025. https://www.
e u r o p a r l . e u r o p a . e u / R e g D a t a /
etudes/BRIE/2025/772922/EPRS_
BRI(2025)772922_EN.pdf.


