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A Danish Presidency with an 
unprecedented embrace of 
the EUFlemming Splidsboel HANSEN

In late June 2025 after a conference on European 

security in Warsaw, and on arrival at the airport 

in Warsaw, a large sign was to be seen bearing 

the slogan of the Polish Presidency of the 

Council of the European Union which was then 

just ending: it declared “Security, Europe!”. It 

felt like an almost seamless transition from one 

Presidency to another, as back in Copenhagen 

Denmark was just finalizing its preparations 

for the Presidency of the Council in the second 

semester with the catchphrase “Strong Europe 

in a changing World”. The feeling of urgency 

and gravity has become a shared leitmotif 

across the Presidencies.

DANES AND THE EU

Denmark last held the Presidency in 2012. The 

change since then in the public perception and 

understanding of Denmark’s place and role in 

both Europe and the wider world, of the EU and 

of the interplay between Denmark and the EU 

is staggering. A clear sign of this, Danish voters 

in June 2022 decided to abolish the opt-out on 

defence co-operation, otherwise in place since 

1993, and they did so with the largest gap 

between “yes” and “no” votes in the history of 

Danish EU referenda. Traditionally hard-fought 

political battles, this time there was little 

discussion and even less uncertainty about the 

outcome. The full-scale, unprovoked, illegal 

invasion of Ukraine in February 2022 swiftly 

moved the Danish public to support the notion 

of unrestricted Danish involvement in EU 

defence co-operation[1].

Opinion polls confirm this development. A 

Eurobarometer (Winter 2025) survey shows 

that 66 per cent of Danes believe that “over 

the next few years” the role of the EU will 

become “more important” (EU average is 44 

per cent). Moreover, a full 82 per cent of Danes 

expect that in the future the role of the EU “to 

protect European citizens against global crises 

and security risks” should be “more important” 

(EU average is 66 per cent). When asked in 

greater detail about the most important policy 

areas for the EU, Danes identify “Defence and 

security” (52 per cent), “Energy independence, 

resources and infrastructures” (36 per cent), 

and “Competitiveness, economy and industry” 

(30 per cent) as a top three. 

Speaking just before Parliamentary recess, 

Danish Prime Minister Mette Frederiksen 

declared that “for many Danes, European co-

operation has never really been a darling”; 

however, she added, “the old world is no 

longer. We are in new times”. Widely used 

– from political debates regarding public 

culture to family conversations around the 

dinner table – the notion “Down in Brussels” 

was for decades for Danes an easy and easily 

understood reference to political matters 

that were distant, bureaucratic, elitist and 

essentially very un-Danish. This has changed. 

“Down in Brussels” is now where Denmark 

finds its closest partners and allies, and “Down 

in Brussels” is now where the continued 

prosperity and wider security of Denmark is 

secured. The Danish Presidency rests on an 

unprecedented embrace by the Danish public 

of all things EU.
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[1] Three op-outs remain: They concern 

The Monetary Union (EMU), Justice and 

Home Affairs (JHA) and the citizenship 

of the EU.

https://danish-presidency.consilium.europa.eu/en/
https://www.euractiv.com/section/defence/news/denmark-to-join-eu-defence-policy-after-historic-vote/
https://www.dst.dk/Site/Dst/SingleFiles/GetArchiveFile.aspx?fi=92212110517&fo=0&ext=befolkning
https://www.robert-schuman.eu/en/european-issues/789-europe-appears-to-be-the-solution-not-the-problem
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/press-room/20250317IPR27385/survey-confirms-europe-s-citizens-want-the-eu-to-protect-them-and-act-in-unity
https://stm.dk/statsministeren/taler/statsminister-mette-frederiksens-tale-til-folketingets-afslutningsdebat-den-21-maj-2025/
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DANISH PRIORITIES

The Danish Presidency has identified two  priorities 

which, when combined, reflect those pointed to 

by the Danish respondents in the Eurobarometer 

survey: ”A secure Europe and a competitive and 

green Europe”. The approach is characterized by 

urgency: “The EU is facing a new international 

order marked by uncertainty, global strategic and 

economic competition, and rising levels of conflict”. 

Four areas stand out.

ENLARGEMENT

The first is enlargement. The Danish Presidency 

is adamant that the enlargement process be 

carried forward and accelerated. This is primarily 

about Ukraine, and secondarily Moldova and 

about unspecified applicant states from the 

Western Balkans. This insistence is founded on 

a perceived geopolitical imperative: “Current 

geopolitical developments highlight the need for EU 

enlargement”, so states the Presidency programme. 

This priority reflects a dramatic political coming-

together in Denmark, where parliament stands in 

near-universal agreement that Ukraine must be 

supported militarily, economically and politically, 

including through a fast, albeit still merit-based, 

entry into the EU. Denmark is among Ukraine’s 

leading supporters , and this support will be brought 

into the Presidency. In a poll this March, 46 per cent 

of Danish respondents declared their willingness – 

fully or mainly – to accept Ukraine as an EU member 

state even if Ukraine should fail to meet the formal 

requirements.

Of course much work lies ahead before Ukraine will 

join the EU, and the six months of the Presidency 

must be used to remove as many obstacles as 

possible. This includes assisting Ukraine in its reform 

efforts, adding more substance to the debate about 

the way ahead and essentially normalizing the view 

that Ukraine belongs naturally in the EU. The time 

between Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine 

and the start of the Danish Presidency saw Prime 

Minister Mette Frederiksen travel to the Ukrainian 

capital Kyiv on a total of six occasions, including 

to mark the first 1,000 days of the invasion in 

November 2024.

CONTAINING RUSSIA

Secondly, a central protagonist behind the “current 

geopolitical developments”, Russia will need to be 

contained. The ambition to bring Ukraine into the 

EU through an accelerated process will need to be 

completed in a complex zero-sum environment. 

While Russian officials have declared that Ukraine 

will be free to join the EU – thereby revealing the 

Moscow mindset that the former Soviet territories 

still need permission to perform identity-defining 

steps – this should not be believed. As the most 

optimistic supporters of Ukrainian membership of 

the EU point to 2030 as a target, clearly there is 

time for Russia to attempt to obstruct this. There 

is no need to engage in this now – better focus on 

the more immediate demand that Ukraine should 

not be allowed to join NATO. The question of EU 

membership may be handled after this.

In this zero-sum environment, the Danish 

Presidency will insist that Russia must be weakened 

or, as a minimum, not be allowed to increase its 

influence. A failure to do so may jeopardize the 

ambition to bring Ukraine – and Moldova – into the 

EU. However, it is not just about the enlargement 

of the European Union. It is about its security as a 

whole and that of the individual member states. The 

Presidency programme notes how it will “pursue 

an ambitious approach in the continued work on 

countering hybrid threats emanating from Russia”. 

Denmark is a leading advocate for a robust policy 

against Russia, that is, a policy which raises the 

costs for Russia of its current aggressive actions 

and deters it from pursuing similar actions in 

the future: “The Presidency will continue to work 

to maintain and adopt the toughest possible 

sanctions against Russia. The Presidency will also 

work to ensure the effective implementation and 

enforcement of sanctions throughout the European 

Union and a common effort against circumvention 

of sanctions”. As the Danish Presidency starts 

https://danish-presidency.consilium.europa.eu/en/programme-for-the-danish-eu-presidency/priorities/
https://www.ifw-kiel.de/topics/war-against-ukraine/ukraine-support-tracker/
https://thinkeuropa.dk/brief/2025-06-ny-maaling-oeget-opbakning-blandt-danskerne-til-optagelse-af-ukraine-i-eu
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on 1st July, the EU has a total of 17 sanctions 

packages against Russia (at the time of writing, 

the 18th package has been blocked by Hungary and 

Slovakia). It is to be expected that the Presidency 

will work determinedly to add more measures and 

to raise the standards of their implementation. This 

strategy is  likely to include the  challenging issue 

of the Russian shadow fleet, which transports the 

country’s oil to the international markets. As Russia 

is threatening to raise the stakes to prevent a more 

forceful implementation of oil-related sanctions 

- including by deploying naval vessels and fighter 

jets for protection – the issue is likely to become 

more contentious within the EU and therefore more 

challenging for the Danish Presidency to handle.

ACCELERATE DEFENCE CO-OPERATION

Thirdly, a recent convert to European defence co-

operation, it is remarkable how prominent this policy 

field now is for Denmark. It is a clear indication of 

the gravity with which the geopolitical challenges are 

viewed. In the words of the Presidency programme, 

“It is (..) essential that Europe strengthen its 

ability to defend itself by 2030 at the latest, also 

as a credible contribution to Euro-Atlantic security. 

This requires the development of critical defence 

capabilities, a more robust and resilient European 

defence industry, including enhanced production 

and supply chains, and deeper European Union-

NATO cooperation”. Denmark seems committed to 

securing progress within this area and to think and 

to table new ideas and approaches to succeed. The 

Danish Presidency has strong domestic backing for 

this – in a March 2025 poll 82 per cent of Danish 

respondents expressed their agreement with the 

statement “the EU should become stronger in the 

military field” (in polls conducted in the years 2022-

2024, the positive response was 45 per cent, 61 per 

cent and 70 per cent respectively).

Upon closer inspection of the political debate in 

Denmark, it seems that there is a “Plan A” and a “Plan 

B” behind this. “Plan A” is to increase defence spending 

and to strengthen co-operation in the hope of securing 

a continued US commitment to Europe. Witness 

for instance the Presidency Programme statements 

about “complementarity with NATO” and “work[ing] 

alongside NATO where possible”. This is obviously not 

done by Denmark in isolation. Ideally, from a Danish 

perspective, all European NATO member states should 

meet the defined defence spending target (defence 

expenditure as a share of Gross Domestic Product). 

This is now set at 5%. For those European Union 

member states who also belong to NATO, this will add 

to their EU contributions. The explicitly direct calls for 

defence spending to be increased to meet this new 

target, which will also be made by Danish government 

representatives during the six-monthly Presidency of 

the Council of the European Union, are designed to 

secure domestic support and to shame those NATO 

members, which fail to do so according to the agreed 

speed and timeframe, thereby jeopardizing the 

relationship with the USA as they remain below the 

target. 

In the likely case that even five per cent defence 

spending in most or all European NATO member 

states is insufficient to secure continued US 

commitment – or the European Allies arrive at the 

painful conclusion that the USA can no longer be 

trusted– “Plan B” would be activated. This plan is 

for the EU member states – possibly in close co-

operation with other states such as Norway, the 

United Kingdom and Canada – to act alone and 

without the USA. 5% defence spending would 

strengthen the ability of these states to act in 

this manner. The “new”-found Danish support for 

EU defence co-operation in this way serves a dual 

purpose: To secure continued US commitment and 

to increase EU capabilities. The latter is, as an 

immediate goal, a means to the former. However, it 

may eventually become a final goal. In fact, behind-

the-scenes talk in Denmark suggests that “Plan B” 

is now the new “Plan A”, even though this has not 

been stated openly. The deterioration of relations 

between the European allies and the USA, and 

between the Kingdom of Denmark and the USA, 

since January 2025 has been so rapid and dramatic 

that the break-up may even become a reality during 

the Danish Presidency.

https://via.ritzau.dk/pressemeddelelse/14460933/joint-actions-to-further-counter-the-shadow-fleet?publisherId=2012662&lang=da
https://thinkeuropa.dk/meningsmaaling/2025-03-ny-maaling-massiv-opbakning-til-et-staerkere-eu-paa-forsvarsomraadet
https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/news_236509.htm
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It should be added that the target of 5% is broken 

down to two separate components: military spending 

at 3.5 per cent and wider security spending at 1.5 

per cent. The latter will boost societal resilience 

across domains – physical, cyber and cognitive. 

There is a well-established understanding in 

Denmark that this societal resilience in general is 

best secured through the EU. It is done in both wide 

and deep co-operation with EU member states on 

common standards for instance; an example is the 

Network and Information Security Directive (NIS 2) 

directive, which defines new and higher standards 

for cyber security for critical sectors. “The EU must 

(..) better address critical capability gaps in Europe. 

The Danish Presidency will work to ensure that 

the European Union is able to protect its interests 

by strengthening its resilience, robustness, and 

deterrence against complex and hybrid threats”, 

states the Presidency Programme.

GREEN TRANSITION

Judging from the Presidency Programmes alone, 

Denmark is greener than Poland. This may be one 

of the areas, where the transition from the Polish 

Presidency to that of Denmark will be more visible. 

The Polish Presidency Programme mentioned the 

word “green” 11 times, the Danish Programme does 

so 36. The agreement behind the current Danish 

coalition government states that “Denmark should 

be a pioneer, identifying and meeting ambitious 

climate targets and climate actions, thereby 

inspiring others to follow”. The green transition will 

therefore be about green transition as an objective 

in itself. However, the green transition is to a large 

extent about security also, and in this way the 

slogan “Security, Europe!” is carried forward here 

too. “The green transition is essential for building 

a more secure and competitive Europe”, states 

the Danish Presidency Programme. It continues by 

noting that “the green transition must be continued 

in a way that maintains the level of ambition while 

also supporting EU competitiveness, security of 

supply, and ensuring Europe’s independence from 

Russian energy”.

Given the overall tone of the Danish Presidency 

Programme, it is to be expected that the green 

transition will be mostly tied to discussions of a 

wider security agenda. The reason for this is not 

merely instrumental – making it easier to convince 

otherwise more hesitant member states of the good 

of the green transition – it also reflects an urgency 

felt in Denmark. As the EU maintains and possibly 

even increases its focus on how to contain Russia, a 

loosening of the energy grip of Russia over several 

member states will be viewed as a high priority, 

legitimizing higher costs and drastic policies.

GREENLAND AND THE ARCTIC

The Kingdom of Denmark consists of Denmark, 

the Faroe Islands and Greenland. The two latter 

territories are not part of the EU however. Denmark 

is currently facing  unprecedented external pressure 

as the US administration under Donald Trump is 

upholding its threat to take over Greenland. This 

pressure neither is, nor will it be, on the Danish 

Presidency agenda. However, it is very likely that 

the conflict over Greenland will remain — and 

possibly even be exacerbated — during the Danish 

Presidency. It will then form part of the background 

against which the Presidency will be executed.

The position of Denmark has until recently been 

that the Arctic region is for its bordering states only. 

However, following the announcement by Donald 

Trump that he intends to take over Greenland, 

this position has been relaxed. The visit by French 

President Emmanuel Macron to Greenland on 

15th June, together with Greenlandic head of 

government Jens-Frederik Nielsen and Danish Prime 

Minister Mette Frederiksen, is the most spectacular 

illustration of this change to date. “It is important 

to show that Denmark and Europe are committed 

to this territory”, said Emmanuel Macron. The 

Presidency Programme emphasizes the critical role 

of the EU to “continue to safeguard the international 

rules-based order”. This is primarily a reference 

to Russia’s full-scale unprovoked, illegal invasion 

of Ukraine, but that the international rules-based 

order is also under acute pressure from the USA. 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32022L2555
https://stm.dk/media/3zxdddhv/regeringsgrundlag2022-a.pdf
https://edition.cnn.com/2025/05/04/world/greenland-annexation-threat-trump-nbc-interview-intl-hnk
https://www.france24.com/en/europe/20250615-macron-arrives-greenland-show-solidarity-island-coveted-by-trump
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The enhanced status and visibility afforded by the 

Presidency will give Denmark more weight and 

more opportunities as the country works to defuse 

the tension over Greenland or, if this fails, to win 

support from its allies. All support within the EU 

– institutions as well as individual member states – 

will be seen as critical. It is therefore to be expected 

that Denmark will seek to engage some of these 

partners in the second semester. This would not 

be as the holder of the Presidency, but it would 

happen during the Presidency. The distinction is 

important, but it is also difficult to uphold in the 

eyes of the public. This latter fact will be welcomed 

by the Danish authorities hoping to win as much 

support and sympathy as possible in the conflict 

over Greenland.

Flemming Splidsboel Hansen

Senior Researcher, Ph.d., Danish Institute for 

International Studies


