Civil-military
collaboration:
strategic imperative

Christophe Vievier, EDA, explains the importance of
airspace cooperation in today’s geopolitical landscape

urope’s airspace is not just a medium for

mobility and economic exchange but a

strategic domain. Heightened geopolitical
tensions, renewed high-intensity conflict at the
European Union’s borders, hybrid interference
and digitalisation have reshaped the operational
environment. Civil and military aviation can no
longer evolve along parallel tracks - infrastructures,
technologies, and operational frameworks form an
integrated and mutually dependent ecosystem.

A contested air domain

The European air domain is increasingly exposed to
deliberate disruption. Civil and military aviation rely
on a shared backbone of communication, navigation
and surveillance (CNS) systems and infrastructures,
making them jointly vulnerable. GNSS jamming and
spoofing, cyber intrusions into air traffic management
systems, and hostile or irresponsible drone operations
can all undermine the integrity of our airspace. Hybrid
actors do not need to destroy the infrastructure:
Repeated, deniable disruption is often enough to
erode institutional credibility, resilience and public
confidence.

Divergent logics and objectives in shared
airspace

European armed forces must be ready to conduct
rapid, cross-border air operations. These movements
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depend on civil-managed airspace structures

and dual-use airports governed by civil aviation
frameworks. This creates tension. Civil aviation
values predictability and network efficiency, while
military operations demand flexibility, priority, and
rapid access. This friction is a structural vulnerability,
emerging precisely when speed and agility are
strategically decisive. It must be addressed through
anticipatory, institutionalised cooperation rather than
reactive, ad-hoc arrangements.

Civil aviation relies on harmonised regulation, stable
traffic flows and uncompromising safety oversight.
Even small disruptions may impact the European
network, affecting airlines, air navigation service
providers (ANSPs), passengers and economic activity.
Predictability is fundamental.

Military aviation follows a different logic. Exercises,
crisis response, air defence readiness and rapid
deployments require immediate airspace activation,
priority handling and streamlined administrative
processes. However, military flights still face
fragmented national procedures and different
clearance mechanisms, which slow reaction times.

These divergent logics coexist within a single
airspace. Without structured alignment, from tactical
coordination to strategic governance, friction is
inevitable. With it, the system can become more agile,
more resilient, and better prepared for emerging
threats.

A German Heron TP RPAS prepares for take-off during

a test flight supported by the EDA to advance the safe
integration of drones into shared civil and military airspace.
© BUNDESWEHR /LARS POTZSCH



FEATURE // AIRSPACE COOPERATION

ABOVE LEFT: An Austrian Air Force Saab 105 flies low over the runway at Hinterstoisser Air Base. © UMGEHER GERHARD
ABOVE RIGHT: Air traffic control monitors the RPAS flight as part of an EDA-supported project testing procedures for
integrating remotely piloted aircraft systems into general air traffic. EUROCONTROL

Overcoming structural integration
challenges

European airspace has historically been optimised
around civil traffic growth. Military needs have
often been accommodated through ad-hoc or
nationally-specific arrangements. In today’s security
context, this model is no longer adequate. EU civil
aviation legislation does not apply to State aircraft,
a legitimate protection of national sovereignty but
one that leads to fragmented military regulatory
frameworks and limited mutual recognition.

Rapid expansion of unmanned aviation is another
challenge. Remotely piloted aircraft systems (RPAS)
and autonomous systems are essential for logistics,
Intelligence, Surveillance and Reconnaissance (ISR)
and force protection. Yet civil regulatory frameworks,
do not always include military requirements. The lack
of harmonised procedures and interoperable digital
systems limits seamless access to shared airspace
and constrains cross-border missions.

Digital fragmentation further increases vulnerability.
In an environment where digital infrastructure
underpins both safety, security and operational
control, resilience must be jointly addressed by civil
and military actors.

Building bridges with the EDA

The European Defence Agency (EDA) plays a central
role aligning capability development, research

and innovation, and ensuring that the military
perspective is reflected in EU policies. EDA helps
Member States to embed military requirements by
design into European aviation initiatives, such as

the Single European Sky and aviation modernisation
programmes.

EDA's work on military air mobility is a core
component of EU defence readiness. Through
harmonised diplomatic clearance processes,
streamlined cross-border permissions and
coordination at dual-use airports, the Agency
supports military mobility, making it easier to move
troops and equipment across Europe.

In parallel, EDA advances cooperation in
military airworthiness, RPAS integration and
aviation cyber-resilience with common standards,
interoperability and coordinated technical solutions;
all enablers for joint operations and the protection
of shared infrastructure. EDA serves as a trusted
interface between civil actors, defence ministries
and EU institutions. This role ensures that emerging
technologies - such as virtual towers, advanced CNS
systems and next-generation airspace management
- integrate military needs early, rather than as costly
afterthoughts.

Strategic readiness for a resilient
European sky

Civil-military collaboration is a pillar of Europe’s
security architecture. The air domain is simultaneously
a source of economic prosperity and a theatre of
strategic competition. Its governance must reflect
both dimensions. In Europe and beyond.

A future-proof European sky requires an integrated,
technology-agnostic and interoperable model
supported by harmonised procedures, resilient
digital systems and institutionalised civil-military
cooperation - from the tactical to the political level.
The objective is not to blur civil and military roles but
to ensure their efficient coexistence within a shared
sky.

In an era defined by uncertainty and contested
domains, Europe’s defence posture depends not only
on platforms and personnel but also on the strength,
adaptability and unity of its airspace governance.
Civil-military cooperation is more than coordination; it
is strategic readiness.
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