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ABSTRACT
Sanctions have become the “go to” mechanism for addressing
foreign and security challenges in the international arena. The
European Union’s willingness to impose autonomous (or
unilateral) restrictive measures on third countries, and in
particular on Russia, has come to the fore at a time when the
uptake of new sanctions through the United Nations (UN)
framework has stalled. This trend appears to reflect a growing
ability to forge consensus among the EU’s Member States and
use its economic power to support its foreign policy goals. This
article considers the extent to which the EU has succeeded in
forging a leadership role in sanctions for itself among non-EU
states. It examines the alignment or adoption by non-Member
States with its sanctions regimes and finds that the EU has a
demonstrable claim to regional, if not yet global, leadership.
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Introduction

The invasion of Ukraine by Russia in February 2022 brought into sharp focus the reaction
of the European Union (EU) and its Member States to an armed conflict on its doorstep.
Immediate attention pointed to sanctions as the most practical, rapid and meaningful
response possible by the EU. EU sanctions on Russia and its ally Belarus were imposed
with remarkable speed via the EU’s system of governance, adding to existing sanctions
regimes in place on both countries since 2014.

The speed with which the EU was able to turn words into actions may have been a sur-
prise to those accustomed to the common view that the EU’s foreign policy lacks asser-
tiveness. But the use of sanctions (or “restrictive measures” as they are officially termed in
the EU) does not come as a surprise to those following the recent trajectory of EU foreign
policy, particularly since the Russian annexation of Crimea in 2014. This is partly due to the
institutional capacity tied with political will to use sanctions, but also because sanctions
have over the past few decades become a “go to” tool in international relations.

In the 1990s, sanctions on third countries were primarily imposed through a multilat-
eral framework via a resolution of the United Nations Security Council (UNSC). The uptake
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of UN sanctions has largely stalled in the past decade, since UNSC permanent members
have been unable to reach decisions on a series of pressing global security challenges
(on, for example, Syria, Venezuela, chemical weapons, cyber security and human rights)
(Moret 2021). They have also subjected one another to their own autonomous sanctions
and countersanctions since 2014 (Moret et al. 2017, Parry 2021) which largely prevents
the UNSC from playing a central decision-making role on sanctions in the near future at
least. More generally, there has been a marked increase in the use of autonomous (or “uni-
lateral”) sanctions by the EU, the US and others. An estimated quarter of the world’s popu-
lation live in countries subject to some form of sanctions by other states (United Nations
2018) though sanctions can be highly varied in their content, scope and effects on the
population at large.

The extent to which unilateral sanctions imposed by the US have been followed by other
states has been documented by studies (e.g. Taylor 2010, Moret and Pothier 2018) which find
evidence that the US stands out as the originator of unilateral sanctions that aremore likely to
influence others to adopt. However, the instances where the EU has imposed its own unilat-
eral sanctions, and whether other non-EU states follow its lead, is much less documented (see
Cardwell 2015, 2016, Szép and Van Elsuwege 2020). The purpose of this article is to assess the
extent to which the EU has succeeded in establishing itself as a leader in sanctions beyond its
borders by examining when and how non-EU states have adopted the same sanctions. The
article looks at the practice and process of inviting selected third countries in the EU neigh-
bourhood to align with EU sanctions and the extent to which other states appear to follow EU
practice in an explicit or implied manner.

We argue that the evidence demonstrates the EU has been largely successful in provid-
ing leadership in imposing sanctions that other, non-EU states have followed. Although the
instances of alignment vary across the wide range of non-EU states invited to align, the EU
has a legitimate claim to be a regional “leader”. Beyond Europe, there is some initial evi-
dence that the EU might be able to claim that it is showing signs of global leadership too.

These concepts and terms are defined further in the following sections alongside a
description of shifting international and EU sanctions practice and the legal-political pro-
cesses surrounding their use (Parts 1 and 2). Part 3 then proceeds to examine the impact
of the EU in influencing states within the EU’s neighbourhood.

Part 1: The EU and “leadership”

Studies that analyse the dramatic rise of sanctions use outside the UN framework high-
light the leadership role played by the United States1 in setting the global agenda
across a range of country- and thematic-based sanctions regimes (e.g. Harrell 2018,
Moret 2021). One study estimates the US employed some five times more sanctions
than the UN and double that of the EU in the period between 1990 and 2015 (Attia
and Grauvogel 2019). In this vein, the EU, along with others including Canada, Australia,
New Zealand, Japan, South Korea and now post-Brexit UK,2 is generally understood to
follow the US’s lead to varying degrees (Moret and Pothier 2018). Nevertheless, notable
divergence has occurred in relation to the sanctions policies employed under different
US administrations and in relation to different targets, including those in Latin America
(Keatinge et al. 2017) and in relation to former President Trump’s highly critiqued
“Maximum Pressure” campaign (Foreign Affairs 2019).
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The EU has also seen its own willingness and ability to expand its use of restrictive
measures increase via a decision-making process that has become institutionalised
within the EU’s legal order (Cardwell 2015). Though the focus of this article is not on
the effectiveness of sanctions as a foreign policy tool, it is axiomatic that additional
states adopting similar sanctions would increase their overall impact.

Recent literature has examined some of the ways in which the EU’s Treaty-based
mission to engage in a leadership role in international relations and promote its values
have been successful (Aggestam and Johansson 2017, Aggestam and Hedling 2020).
However, the notion of leadership, and, as a counterpart, the notion of followership
(Cooper et al. 1991, Fairhurst and Uhl-Bien 2012, Uhl-Bien et al. 2014) remains largely
absent from the sanctions literature. We analyse the extent to which the EU3 has both
developed and obtained support for such policies from non-EU countries through the
practice of sanctions alignment and adoption.

In this article, we define leadership as the process through which third countries align
with, or adopt, sanctions measures originating in the EU. We distinguish alignment from
adoption: alignment refers to the process by which selected third countries are invited to
publicly state that they are following restrictive measures. Adoption does not entail a
specific public statement that the third country is following the EU’s lead (though this
is possible), but, instead, where there is sufficient similarity and consequential timing.
While the former is quantified over the period under examination in this article via the
EU Declarations listing those countries having aligned, the latter poses a methodological
challenge to establish the precise extent of the EU’s leadership. As a means of surmount-
ing this challenge, we look at a selection of European countries and patterns in sanctions
adoption, as well as evidence of where other countries or groups appear to have followed
the EU’s lead.

Since our research question centres on leadership, our conceptual framework requires
consideration of existing scholarly approaches to leadership. We identify four principal
approaches in the literature (including in Young 1991, Grint 2005, Parker and Karlsson
2014, Helwig 2015, Aggestam and Johansson 2017). First, leadership as based on the per-
sonalities of individual leaders, linked to knowledge, skill, power and resources (Aggestam
and Johansson 2017; see also Helwig 2015). Second, leadership as based on a given pos-
ition (which releases the resources necessary to lead), which can be divided into formal
and informal leadership (Nye 2008). Third, leadership as a process, marked by the study
of behaviours and practices utilised by an actor “to influence others to adhere to collective
goals, decisions and desired outcomes” (Avery 2004, quoted in Aggestam and Johansson
2017, p.1026). Fourth and finally, leadership as based on results and outcomes (Grint
2005).

Although all four approaches could reveal the ways in which the EU engages with third
states and groups in ensuring the maximum impact of its sanctions, we recognise the
interconnectivity and context-specific nature of the enquiry (see also Byman and
Pollack 2001, Aggestam and Hedling 2020). However, the fourth approach, leadership-
based results and outcomes, is the one adopted in this article. The premise of this
approach is that leadership can be found via evidence where the adoption of a set of
norms or practices by one actor is visible in the actions of another actor.

As such, we look for evidence that EU sanctions measures and regimes are followed by
third countries via both alignment and adoption. Like Aggestam and Johansson (2017)

EUROPEAN SECURITY 3



and Parker and Karlsson (2014), our understanding of leadership as a process is made up
of four parts: (1) a leader (in this case, the EU as a polity); (2) followers (non-EU European
countries); (3) the activity of leadership (influencing and guiding third countries to adopt a
similar sanctions approach to the EU); and (4) the leader’s objectives in the outcome of
sanctions emanating from the non-Member State.

We recognise that different types of leadership are in play in EU sanctions alignment,
and that other models would be able to better take into account the motivations of both
the EU (and its Member States) and the partner in adopting particular positions, and how
these differ depending on the target in question, and what the effect of taking the course
of action might be (on the partner, and the target). Our choice of a leadership framework
based primarily on outcomes is that we are looking for evidence of where such results are,
in least in part, quantifiable.

The reasons why third states may adopt or align with the EU’s sanctions over a longer
period of time are also likely to be complex, varied and beyond the scope of this study. We
equally recognise the limitations of an approach focusing on leadership, when follower-
ship (e.g. third state motivations in EU sanctions alignments) is as important as under-
standing the phenomenon (e.g. actions taken by the EU to encourage alignment) (see,
for example, Uhl-Bien 2014 for such a focus).

Here, we draw on Grint’s (2005) assertion that “leadership involves the social construc-
tion of the context that both legitimates a particular form of action and constitutes the
world in the process”. In our, this relates to the regular adoption or alignment of sanctions
by third countries and what this tells us about the extent to which the EU can create a
context where sanctions are viewed by third parties as appropriate measures. Further-
more, since sanctions are a tried and tested means for the EU to express, in concrete
terms, the development of its own foreign and security policy, the social construction
of a global order where the EU is an actor beyond its borders takes shape. The following
section outlines the way in which EU sanctions are employed, and the process of align-
ment and adoption by third countries.

Part 2: The policy and practice of EU restrictive measures

In many ways, sanctions provide the answer to the conundrum that has plagued the EU
since express EU competence in foreign and security policy was granted in the Treaty on
European Union (Treaty of Maastricht) in 1992. Namely, how can the EU gain a political
voice that matches its growing economic weight? Sanctions have provided an opportu-
nity to go beyond rhetoric and attempt to showcase the EU’s foreign policy in action
(Portela 2010). The EU’s Global Strategy (2016) was an attempt to forge a renewed, stra-
tegic voice for EU foreign policy in the twenty-first century. It noted that:

Restrictive measures, coupled with diplomacy, are key tools to bring about peaceful change.
They can play a pivotal role in deterrence, conflict prevention and resolution. Smart sanctions,
in compliance with international and EU law, will be carefully calibrated and monitored to
support the legitimate economy and avoid harming local societies. (Council of the EU
2016, p.32)

Indeed, sanctions have become a hallmark of EU foreign policy, with their growth more
than threefold in the past 30 years (Eriksson 2016, Giumelli et al. 2020). The total
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number of all EU sanctions regimes in place against third countries or thematic issues in
2018 was 35, rising to 44 in 2021.4 The EU can impose sanctions in three main ways. The
first, multilateral sanctions that are transposed into EU law, are those agreed by the UNSC
and given effect via the EU’s legal order. Although the EU is not itself a full UN member, its
Member States are, and its internal competences cover the substantive areas needed to
give effect to UNSC sanctions on behalf of the Member States. In 2021, these nine regimes
included sanctions on targets in Afghanistan (the Taliban), the Central African Republic
(CAR), Iraq, Mali, Somalia and Yemen.

The second category is autonomous (or unilateral) sanctions, which supplement (or
build on) existing UNSC sanctions. There are ten such regimes in force (as of 2021), includ-
ing targets in the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), Guinea-Bissau, Libya, North
Korea (the Democratic Peoples’ Republic of Korea (DPRK)), South Sudan, Sudan and ter-
rorism (in connection with groups that include ISIL/Daesh and Al-Qaida).

The final group is fully autonomous sanctions imposed by the EU outside the UN fra-
mework. Representing the largest category for the EU, this group of 25 includes country-
based restrictive measures on targets in Russia, China, Syria and Venezuela, as well as
those imposed against thematic (or horizontal) targets linked to terrorism,5 and more
recently those addressing the illicit use of chemical weapons, cyber-attacks and human
rights abuses.6

Sanctions have become the response through which the EU seeks to influence or
pressure targets in a third state, including through coercing a change of behaviour, con-
straining access to vital resources, signalling disapproval of particular activities or stigma-
tising a particular target (Giumelli 2010). The target in a third state may be the current or
previous government (whether officially recognised or de facto) and those connected to
it, such as in industry. They can also be used to exert influence between major powers
(Taylor 2010) or put off would-be detractors from committing future misdemeanours.
Restrictive measures might cover economic activity, travel bans or asset freezing on indi-
viduals or corporate actors. The imposition of sanctions on Russia since its annexation of
Crimea in 2014 has, in particular, highlighted both the willingness and consensus of the
EU to use the tools at its disposal, while also putting diverging interests of different
Member States under a spotlight (Moret et al.2016, Sjursen and Rosén 2017, Portela
et al. 2020).

The EU’s autonomous sanctions tend to differ in focus from those imposed through
UNSC resolutions. The UN has typically focused its sanctions on the promotion of inter-
national peace and security (especially combatting violent conflict), whereas the EU has
also focused on matters such as the promotion of democracy and human rights
(Charron and Portela 2016) as a means of reflecting its treaty-based values (Cardwell
2016). Over time, the EU has started to use broad sectoral autonomous sanctions targeted
against finance and energy sectors with more frequency (marking a move away from
more strictly targeted measures), as was the cases with Iran, Libya and Syria (Charron
and Portela 2016, Boogaerts 2018, Jones and Portela 2020). These types of sanctions
have been associated with negative unintended humanitarian concerns, as they tend
to affect a broader swathe of the population (Moret 2015). The EU’s sanctions also con-
tinue to attract critical comments as to their effectiveness, especially as long-term restric-
tive measures can start to lose their effects on the intended targets (see, for example,
Fabre 2018, Eckes 2020, Druláková and Zemanová 2020).

EUROPEAN SECURITY 5



The EU’s institutional configuration and legal complexity in foreign policy, where
Member States retain a key role via the Council (Szép 2020), can result in the haphazard
imposition of sanctions. The initial failure to agree additional sanctions on Belarus in 2020
due to the opposition of one Member State, Cyprus, illustrates this point (though
additional rounds of measures were later agreed in 2021). On the other side of the
coin, the EU has demonstrated an ability to arrive at decisions on sanctions at an unpre-
cedented speed, such as those imposed against Iran and Syria since 2012 (Moret 2015).
The same applies to the EU’s ability to maintain unity on even the most divisive of sanc-
tions, such as those on Russia since 2014. Since it is to be expected that retaliatory sanc-
tions will be put in place by some targeted states (see Kalinichenko 2017 on Russia, or
Parry 2021 on China), doing so to a large, economically-significant state risks significant
costs, including to export markets.

Imposing autonomous sanctions outside the UNSC framework remains controversial for
international lawyers (Marossi and Bassett 2015, Beaucillon 2021) though as Ridi and Fikfak
(2022) have noted, they are more embedded in international law than often assumed. In a
similar vein, the UN Human Rights Council, Resolution 27/21 of 3 October 2014: stated that
“unilateral coercive measures and legislation are contrary to international law”. All nine EU
members sitting in the Council (plus EU membership candidates Montenegro and North
Macedonia) voted against the resolution, along with the US and Japan. Nevertheless,
the resolution called on all states “to stop adopting, maintaining or implementing unilat-
eral coercive measures not in accordance with international law” (Resolution 27/21, article
1). The EU’s letter to the Committee prior to the resolution stated:

“[t]he introduction and implementation of European Union restrictive measures must always
be in accordance with international law. They must respect human rights and fundamental
freedoms, in particular due process and the right to an effective remedy. The measures
imposed must always be proportionate to their objective. This is in line with the EU’s Guide-
lines on implementation and evaluation of restrictive measures (sanctions) in the framework
of the EU Common Foreign and Security Policy.” (European Union Permanent Delegation to
the UN in Geneva 2014)

In this respect, the way in which the EU has sought to develop and deploy sanctions
underlines its view, as expressed in the Global Strategy, that sanctions are a “key tool”
in foreign policy and one where it is forging a distinctive path as a non-state actor.
This distinctiveness can also be located in the ways in which the EU has sought to
exhibit leadership, to which discussion now turns.

Part 3: Locating and assessing EU leadership in sanctions

Given that the process of imposing autonomous sanctions already requires the consensus
of 27 Member States, the extent to which the EU has employed the policy instrument is a
mark of success in coordinated decision-making. The focus of this part of the article is how
to identify where non-EU states have imposed substantially similar sanctions. This part
first examines alignment, i.e. the group of states in the EU neighbourhood that are specifi-
cally invited to adopt the same sanctions on a particular target as the EU. The discussion
then turns to the adoption of sanctions by other, non-EU states that do not fall into the
above categories (including Switzerland and the UK) and, finally, where evidence might
be found geographically further afield for EU sanctions leadership.
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Exploring alignment with EU sanctions in the neighbourhood

Since 2007, the EU has established a consistent practice of inviting selected European
neighbouring states to align with foreign policy Declarations. Declarations which relate
to sanctions regimes account for between one-quarter and one-third of the total
number of Declarations issued by the EU since 2007 (for analysis, see Cardwell 2016).
This group of countries comprises non-EU European Economic Area (EEA) states
(Iceland, Liechtenstein and Norway); those in the enlargement/pre-enlargement
process (Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia [before its EU accession in 2013],
North Macedonia, Montenegro, Serbia and Turkey) as well as others covered by the
EU’s Eastern Partnership (Armenia, Azerbaijan, Georgia, Moldova and Ukraine).7

The terms “align” and “alignment” are not defined in international or EU law but are
used by the Council to denote the countries that have accepted the invitation on a
case-by-case basis. It is therefore the “official” benchmark used here to signify public will-
ingness of a third country to adopt similar measures to the EU’s sanctions against a target.
The countries that decide to align are publicised by the Council, either by listing a CFSP
Declaration or via a press release. Declarations do not in themselves have a legal effect on
either the EU Member States or the third countries.

Declarations on sanctions confirm that the third state has adapted its national law and
foreign policy to incorporate the EU’s measures, though the EU is neither in a position to
check or enforce whether actual legislative or policy changes have taken place. They are
also not in a position to verify the extent to which the third state has effectively enforced
the sanctions in question.

The origins of this practice of alignment lie in the EU enlargement process. The thirteen
states (all in Central and Eastern Europe, with Cyprus and Malta) that joined in 2004, 2007
and 2013 were invited to align in preparation for their eventual participation in EU foreign
policy. The practice was then extended to other potential future members, and those with
a desire for closer integration with the EU were invited to align, alongside those with
whom the EU already has strong relations, namely Iceland, Liechtenstein and Norway.
The practice became more consistent and regularised in the mid-2000s and invitations
to align with CFSP Declarations and sanctions were offered to Armenia, Azerbaijan and
Georgia in mid-2007. Extending the invitation to other neighbourhood partners in the
Mediterranean, including Morocco and Jordan, was raised in the Council in 2007, but
has not materialised (Council of the EU 2007). The positions of Switzerland and post-
Brexit UK are considered separately below as they are not part of the alignment process.

Fourteen states are currently offered the opportunity to align via this procedure. They
have no formal role in the EU’s decision-making process and whether a state opts to
align is a domestic political decision. There is no legal obligation for them to do so,
though since EU restrictive measures form part of EU law (the “acquis”), the countries in
the enlargement process should align as part of their general obligation to bring their
legal systems into line with that of the EU (Hellquist 2016, 2019; Szép and Van Elsuwege
2020). In the past, this was an unproblematic and uncontroversial aspect of the enlarge-
ment process (Baun and Marek 2010) since the number of sanctions regimes was lower
and politically less contentious as most sanctions applied to smaller, far away states with
a low impact on bilateral economic relations. However, the imposition of sanctions on
Russia since 2014 has proved more divisive among candidate states (see further below).
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The alignment process enables quantitative evaluation. Figure 1 shows the respective
rates of alignment by invited states on all sanctions imposed by the EU between January
2007 and December 2020, excluding those concerning Russia (to enable a comparison
that is not skewed by the more anomalous results of Russian sanctions alignment).
Only aligned states mentioned in the EU’s announcement are included.

In total, 302 Declarations were issued during the period under examination relating to
one of the 32 sanctions regimes in force. Figure 1 shows that most states aligned with
between 60% and 90% of Declarations during the period. The rates of alignment with
sanctions vary considerably across the third states. Croatia, Montenegro, North Macedo-
nia, Albania and Liechtenstein aligned themselves with 90–99%; Iceland and Norway with
over 80%; Serbia and Moldova with over 70% and Turkey, Armenia, Georgia and Bosnia
and Herzegovina aligned at a rate of between 40% and 50%. Azerbaijan aligned itself
with approximately 5% of sanctions, which occurred only during a short period of
several months in 2007 and on sporadic occasions until 2012.

The countries having aligned most frequently with all sanctions are Croatia (from 2007
until its accession in 2013), Albania and Montenegro. Occasions, where these three were
not listed as aligning states, are rare. Croatia missed only one of 119 opportunities to
align. Albania failed to align on only three occasions out of a total of 300, the last time
being in 2011; and Montenegro five times, the last time in 2014. In all of these instances,
the partner state had aligned with all the other sanctions Declarations relating to the
target country, and little can be learned from these sporadic instances. The 2020

Figure 1. Alignment with EU Sanctions Declarations 2007–2020 (%).
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Commission enlargement reports for Albania and Montenegro commended their contin-
ued 100% alignment during more recent years (European Commission 2020a, 2020b). At
the same time, new domestic legislation in Albania provided an updated legal basis for EU
and UN sanctions, thus facilitating the process (European Commission 2020a) and boost-
ing Albania’s bid for a non-permanent UNSC seat in 2022–2023.8

The picture for other states in the enlargement process is mixed. North Macedonia
from 2007 to 2014 had an almost 100% alignment record but did not align between
2014 and 2020 with the restrictive measures on Russia or Transnistria. However, it did
align with sanctions on Turkey. The ongoing nature of measures on Russia and the lack
of alignment with adjustments to the sanctions regime has led to a drop in North Mace-
donia’s overall alignment rate. The Commission’s 2020 report notes that the country was
“moderately prepared” in its adoption of the EU acquis in foreign, security and defence
but that improved alignment with sanctions should be a specific goal of the government
(European Commission 2020d).

It is more challenging to identify patterns in Serbia’s alignment. Overall, it has aligned
with approximately 50% of the total number of CFSP decisions on sanctions, and like
North Macedonia, had a very high rate until 2014. However, unlike North Macedonia,
the drop in its alignment cannot only be explained by reticence to align with sanctions
on Russia. Serbia has not aligned with sanctions on Belarus, Libya, Nicaragua or Venezuela,
and its alignment with other sanctions regimes, such as the DRC, is patchy. In the context
of enlargement, the 2020 report on Serbia suggests that the 60% alignment rate of the
previous year represented unsatisfactory progress in integration with the CFSP and
thus “Serbia needs, as a matter of priority, to make additional efforts regarding its align-
ment with the EU CFSP” (European Commission 2020c).

Turkey has aligned with 40% of sanctions in total since 2007, with the majority taking
place before 2013. Turkish accession negotiations began in 2005 but have not progressed
substantially. Its rate of alignment varied over this period but was never as high as other
accession countries; as also noted in the annual enlargement reports (e.g. European Com-
mission 2012). But, given the long timespan of Turkey’s accession bid, it remains formally
at a very early stage of the process. With this in mind, Turkey should not necessarily be
seen in the same context as the other enlargement states which have a more realistic pro-
spect of membership in the short- to medium-terms.

Bosnia and Herzegovina is officially a “potential candidate” for EU membership and
invited to align with Declarations.9 Its overall rate of alignment of around 50% masks
three very distinct phases. From 2007 to 2011, it aligned with almost all sanctions,
except those on Libya. From mid-2011 until 2014 there were stretches of several
months where there was either no alignment at all or almost full alignment. Since
2014, the rate of alignment bears close resemblance to that of Serbia. Bosnia and Herze-
govina has not aligned with sanctions on Russia or Belarus, though it did align with those
on Iran, Libya and countries in Africa. While the motivations for this mixed record are
outside the scope of this study, Bosnia and Herzegovina appear to offer an example of
some of the limits of EU leadership in sanctions practice over some of its close neighbours.

The Commission’s enlargement report on Bosnia and Herzegovina points to the weak
governance structures in place despite a broad commitment to EU foreign policy goals (as
contained in the Global Strategy 2016). As well as the divergent positions of the three
members of the Presidency of Bosnia and Herzegovina, the report points to the lack of
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Foreign Ministry personnel ‘in charge of performing the functions of “political director”
and of “European correspondent” and the negative impact of the “Regulations and prac-
tices based on ethnic quotas, applied in the process of appointment of diplomatic and
consular network… on the implementation of the overall country’s foreign policy objec-
tives” (European Commission 2020e).

Iceland’s rate of alignment was approximately 50% between 2007 and 2009, with two
consecutive stretches of alignment followed by non-alignment. Iceland submitted an EU
membership application in July 2009 and started accession negotiations in 2010. The
foreign, security and defence chapter of the acquis was closed in 2012, signalling that Ice-
land’s compatibility with CFSP was complete and, by consequence, that 100% alignment
was thus no longer a formal requirement. However, Iceland notified the Commission that
it no longer wished to be considered a candidate country in March 2015, though it did not
formally withdraw its application. Nevertheless, it has aligned with all EU sanctions except
for those on Russia since 2014. This, as Thorhallsson and Gunnarsson (2017) explained,
was a deliberate policy choice: Iceland adopted measures similar to those of the EU on
Russia (despite opposition from the domestic fishing industry) but without formally align-
ing itself with the EU or the US. As such, it can be seen to have demonstrated “token
autonomy” as a result of balancing “domestic material interests represented by the
powerful fisheries lobby, and the foreign policy preferences of its powerful protectors
and allies” (Thorhallsson and Gunnarsson 2017, p.318).

Norway’s alignment rate has traditionally been high, and its alignment includes the
sanctions regimes on Russia, but not Venezuela, Turkey or targets on the terrorism list.
Like Iceland, Norway’s close cooperation with the EU has come under domestic scrutiny
as the number of instances of EU sanctions has increased, thus posing questions of “con-
straints and influence” of the EU on Norwegian foreign policy (Hillion 2019, p.32).

Between 2007 and 2014, Liechtenstein aligned with every sanctions Declaration. Since
then, its alignment closely mirrors that of fellow EEA-EFTA member Iceland: it did not
align with EU sanctions on Russia 2014–2020, nor the chemical weapons list. It has
aligned with only some sanctions Declarations relating to Libya and Turkey. However, it
has imposed its own unilateral sanctions in these cases (including on Russia) and
updated them soon after the EU adjusted its own. Therefore, this is an example of
where there is express alignment but also de facto adoption of EU sanctions too on
certain issues or targets.

Amongst the remaining countries of the Eastern Partnership, Moldova and Ukraine
show similar levels of alignment. They differ on sanctions on Russia, where (unsurpris-
ingly) Ukraine aligns but Moldova does not. Armenia and Georgia have similar rates of
alignment to each other but rarely on the same measures. Armenia does not align with
sanctions on Russia, Belarus or Syria but has consistently aligned on Libya and
Myanmar. Its rate of alignment has dropped since 2019, however, it has aligned with
sanctions on Turkey. Georgia’s rate is perhaps surprising, given the importance it has
attached to its Association Agreement with the EU. However, it has aligned with approxi-
mately the same frequency throughout the period, and most consistently on Syria, the
terrorism list and former sanctions on Côte d’Ivoire and Zimbabwe.

Azerbaijan aligned with some Declarations during a short period of several months in
2007, following the invitation by the EU to do so. Azerbaijan aligned most consistently on
Myanmar/Burma but has only aligned sporadically since 2007 for the restrictive measures
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on individuals suspected of terrorism. The last occasion of alignment was in 2012. Azer-
baijan can thus be understood to be outside the scope of the “aligning” neighbourhood
countries and the only partner state with which the EU has not established a leadership
role.

Figure 2 shows the variation in alignment according to the sanctions themselves, all of
which have been in force for all or part of the period between 2007 and 2020. Although
states that align on a particular target country tend to do so consistently, the patterns can
be sporadic over the time under examination. Figure 2 shows the more general patterns
of alignment, which accounts for general trends. This includes where alignment has been
partial, or where there may be some alignment but the state has not publicly committed
itself to doing so when invited by the Council via the Declaration. The failure to publicly
align via a Declaration issued soon after the invitation does not necessarily indicate that a
state is not imposing sanctions. Rather, this may be due to domestic factors, including a
change of government. Therefore, overall trends are more indicative of the potential for
the EU’s leadership rather than individual instances.

Figure 2 shows that in no instance has the EU failed to attract the alignment by at least
four additional states, with an average of some seven additional states aligning. In reality,
this means that EU-led sanctions would be applied by the EU Member States (27 or 28,
pre-accession of Croatia (i.e. until 2013), or pre-Brexit (i.e. until 2020)) plus others, totalling
around 35 countries on average (or, around 20% of the 193 members of the UN).

These results suggest that the EU has been particularly effective in gaining the align-
ment of the invited countries with measures taken against countries in Africa (including
Côte d’Ivoire and Guinea-Bissau), Syria andMyanmar, and, more recently, Venezuela. It has
been less successful in gaining alignment with the measures taken against Russia follow-
ing its annexation of Crimea in 2014, where the states did not include Serbia, Moldova and
the three states in the Southern Caucasus (among others), even if some supported UN
General Assembly resolutions “recalling Ukraine’s territorial integrity”. With fewer aligning
themselves with restrictive measures against Russia, the overall level of alignment has
dropped since 2014. The same rationale applies for some states nervous about contradict-
ing Russian policies, which have differed sharply from those of the EU, such as those
toward Libya. As Hellquist (2016, p.1001) explains “alignment instrumentalizes neigh-
bours for the EU’s purpose of increasing international posture. By aligning, third countries
agree to enter a state of antagonism with a large share of the world’s countries”.

The adoption of EU sanctions by third countries rests on a political evaluation of both
adopting the sanctions as a (national) foreign policy measure, and the consequences of
aligning itself publicly with the EU. For states in various stages of the enlargement
process, a decision not to align might figure in future evaluations of the state’s readiness
to join the EU, particularly if it was at a late stage. This signals that the EU may only be
capable of exerting sanctions leadership at certain times over neighbouring states.
However, this is largely untested, since the only state to successfully join the EU since
this practice began, Croatia, had close to 100% alignment with EU sanctions in the
years proceeding its accession. As the discussion above demonstrates, a candidate
state that has failed to align consistently with sanctions on a particular issue might
expect this to be a matter of contention in the enlargement process. Whilst it is tempting
to suggest that the alignment is exclusively motivated by a shared desire to advance the
enlargement process, analysis by Marošková and Spurná (2021) paints a more complex
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picture in contrasting Montenegro and Albania’s foreign policy synergy with the EU. They
suggest that Montenegro’s high alignment was explicitly linked to the fulfilment of its
social role as a candidate country. A significant pro-Russia section of society and the pol-
itical system suggests a lack of normative resonance with the EU’s sanctions. Their analysis

Figure 2. Number of invited states aligning with EU sanctions 2007–2020 (those in brackets no longer
in force).
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does not show there is any specific incentive relating to sanctions as the main motivating
factor. Conversely, their analysis finds that Albania’s political identity clearly suited sanc-
tions alignment with the EU, as the sanctions resonate with its foreign policy and an ani-
mosity towards Russia. Hence, full alignment with the EU on sanctions and foreign policy
might be the product of more complex reasoning than merely accepting a particular role.

Overall, if sanctions related to Russia are removed from the equation, then the general
level of alignment with EU autonomous sanctions is higher. In this respect, the practice of
alignment can be understood as a success and as evidence of EU leadership among most
members of the selected group. The exceptions are Azerbaijan, with a very low level of
alignment, and Turkey, where the overall rate has dropped significantly over time. It
also suggests that leadership success rates may decline when more politically – or econ-
omically – contentious countries, such as Russia, are the target of the sanctions.

Looking across the data from each of the aligning states, the position within the enlar-
gement process is only partly helpful as an explanatory factor. Recalling that leadership, in
the theoretical frame adopted here, rests on results and outcomes, the EU can be concep-
tualised as a successful leader of sanctions in the immediate neighbourhood.

Beyond alignment: leadership and other European states

Firm evidence is more difficult to obtain in terms of other non-EU, European states who
fall outside the group of “invitees” covered in the previous section. Nevertheless, these
states do impose their own unilateral sanctions, and therefore a comparison of the
synergy with the EU’s sanctions regimes is possible in terms of understanding whether
the EU demonstrates leadership here too, although it is not possible to use the same
methods as above. This section provides an analysis of the two largest states in
Western Europe that do not fall within the alignment practices above. Switzerland has
been the key historical example, which has been joined more recently by the UK, follow-
ing its departure from the EU on 31 January 2020.

Switzerland tends to adopt a similar set of targeted sanctions to the EU in many cases.
As set out by the Federal Law on the Implementation of International Sanctions of 22
March 2002 (or the Swiss Embargo Act [EmbA]), Switzerland is only permitted to
impose autonomous measures employed by the UN, the Organization for Security and
Co-operation in Europe (OSCE) or other major trading partners, such as the EU. The act
grants autonomy to the Federal Council to make decisions on the extent to which Switzer-
land might adhere to any third-party regime, be it in full, partially, or not at all (Embassy of
Switzerland in the United Kingdom, 2017). Like other non-EU countries in Europe, Switzer-
land is not involved in the decision-making process linked to new or existing EU restrictive
measures, but nevertheless makes use of diplomatic channels regarding implementation
and enforcement. Historically, it has tended to adopt approximately half of the EU’s
autonomous sanctions, including those against Syria, Myanmar, Belarus, Libya and Vene-
zuela (Embassy of Switzerland in the United Kingdom, written evidence, Select Committee
on the European Union, External Affairs Sub-Committee, ‘Brexit: Sanctions Policy’ 2017). It
opted to only adopt a small number of supplementary autonomous EU sanctions against
Iran (avoiding measures against the Iranian Central Bank and oil sector) that sup-
plemented UN sanctions in light of Switzerland’s role a “protecting power” of US consular
and diplomatic interests in Iran. The same also occurred with regard to the EU’s sanctions
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on Russia from 2014 onwards, reportedly due to sensitivities linked to Switzerland’s role as
Chair of the OSCE, which afforded the country a mediator function in the early stages of
the Russia-Ukraine conflict in 2014 (Embassy of Switzerland 2017).10

As stated by a Swiss government source

the Federal Council takes into consideration all relevant legal, foreign policy and foreign
economic policy considerations. As a European nation, Switzerland shares the basic values
of the European Union and mostly concurs with its political and legal analysis as well as
with its objectives in particular contexts. (Embassy of Switzerland 2017, p.1)

As Switzerland is part of the Schengen Area (allowing border-free travel under one
common visa system among 25 European countries), travel and visa bans imposed by
the EU are also applicable in Switzerland. Furthermore, [d]ue to the geographical proxi-
mity, transport routes through the EU, business interests in the EU and the fact that EU
sanctions are also legally binding for EU citizens living in Switzerland, many Swiss compa-
nies decide to consider EU sanctions in their business policy. In order to mitigate risks,
multinational companies in particular often choose to respect further sanctions
regimes, such as US sanctions, signifying that a degree of “overcompliance” is common-
place in Switzerland, even if the alignment rates may suggest otherwise (Embassy of Swit-
zerland 2017, p.1). Therefore, the Swiss example can be considered one of informal or de
facto alignment, since the limited domestic capacity to publicly align on “political” issues
of foreign policy with the EU is at odds with the material reality of Swiss sanctions.

EU sanctions were applied by the UK during its EUmembership and until the end of the
Brexit transition period (31 December 2020). The UK passed the Sanctions and Anti-
Money Laundering Act 2018, which is the post-Brexit domestic legal basis for sanctions.
The Political Declaration agreed between the EU and the UK pre-Brexit notes that,
“[w]hile pursuing independent sanctions policies driven by their respective foreign pol-
icies, the Parties recognise sanctions as a multilateral foreign policy tool and the
benefits of close consultation and cooperation” (UK Government 2019).

Formal alignment of the UK with EU sanctions is thus not a possibility on the current
terms. The extent to which the substance of the UK’s future sanctions regime will mirror
that of the EU has been questioned, (Cardwell 2017, Szép and Van Elsuwege 2020). The
UK’s ability to exert a leadership role in European sanctions policy after its departure
from the bloc is similarly questioned (Moret and Pothier 2018), suggesting that the most
likely scenario will be a form of informal cooperation along the Swiss model (as a “follower”,
or “tracker”, adopting similar measures on a voluntary basis without a formalised say over
their design). The key difference with Switzerland is that the UK will also be able to enact its
own autonomousmeasures without needing to work in conjunction with major trade part-
ners (as is alsomore recently the case in Canada). The Foreign Secretary has said that theUK-
only sanctions regime will work with allies, including the US, Canada, Australia and the EU
(Foreign and Commonwealth Office (FCO) (UK) 2020).

To date, the UK’s sanctions have been imposed in close coordination with these part-
ners, including in relation to Belarus,11 where it imposed (in close succession to one
another) similar sectoral measures to those adopted by the EU, US and Canada, as well
as Switzerland. It has gone further than the EU in enacting a new thematic corruption
sanctions regime (UK 2021 Global Anti-Corruption Sanctions Regulation), similar to
those adopted in Canada and the US. The Brexit “trade-off” is that the UK may be able
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to act quickly and without the risk of institutional blockage in the EU in case it wishes to
impose sanctions – but with the risk of a lower level of effectiveness. Given that there is
little evidence to suggest that the UK has opposed EU efforts to sanction a country or
experienced a divergence in foreign policy values, it seems the most likely scenario is
that UK and EU sanctions will be similar in form and content. The UK is unlikely to
admit that it has “followed” EU sanctions, due to the need to reinforce the image of
post-Brexit “Global Britain” but it now lacks the opportunity for institutional cooperation
to claim that it is a leader if it imposes sanctions before the EU.

The extent to which EU leadership in sanctions beyond the European neighbourhood
is visible presents numerous methodological challenges. First, the priority for the EU in
imposing or amending sanctions is to seek agreement between the Member States.
Therefore, until this stage is reached, there cannot be meaningful dialogue with other
states or organisations that might be inclined to follow the EU’s lead and adopt similar
measures (see Hillion 2019). Further research is also required to better understand the
(already close) interaction between the sanctions practices of the EU and other regional
organisations such as the Africa Union and League of Arab States. Furthermore, there is a
case for suggesting that the alignment opportunities afforded to European, non-EU
members could be extended to other states: for example, neighbouring states in the
Middle East and North Africa, or further afield. Whether any other states would opt to
do so to the extent visible for the current alignment invitees is an open question and
many lack appropriate legislation or capacity to adopt similar measures.

However, there is some evidence that autonomous EU sanctions may be coordinated
with other governments and regional organisations through a range of formal and informal
channels.12 In the case of the EU’s sanctions on Syria, they were first employed at the request
of the Arab League, for example (Moret 2015), in a nod to the significant weight of Syria-EU
shared trade prior to the onset of fighting, as well as the EU’s already established and active
role as a sanctioning power operating in the European neighbourhood (Portela 2017).

The secondmajor challenge is the secrecy involved in the negotiations, especially when
coordination relies on informal challenges. Requiring greater transparency would poten-
tially undermine, for instance, the need to ensure that sanctions targeting individuals do
not come after such individuals have made arrangements to protect their assets. Neverthe-
less, the ability of the EU to agree and impose awide range of sanctions has laid the ground-
work for the social construction of an international space where it is itself a major actor.

Conclusion: evaluating EU sanctions leadership

There is little doubt that the ability and willingness of the EU to impose sanctions on third
countries has become central to its desire to translate the aspirations of the Treaty for an
EU foreign policy into reality. Although the potential contours of a military angle in the
EU’s response to Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in February 2022 were brought to the
fore in an unprecedented manner, sanctions nevertheless remained the main foreign
policy tool at the EU’s disposal.

In the EU context, sanctions provide the opportunity to forge a link between the EU’s
economic strength and its foreign policy. The evidence from the European neighbour-
hood shows that, despite varying levels of formal alignment across most invited countries,
EU sanctions can be accurately described as European sanctions given their widespread
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application by non-EU member states on the regimes in force. In this respect, the EU
begun to effectively fulfil its Treaty-based mission to export its foreign policy norms to
third countries. As a result, all EU sanctions regimes count not only the 27 Member
States of the EU, but on average 6–10 further states who have explicitly aligned
themselves.

To recall the conceptual framework set out earlier, we argue that a focus on leadership
in terms of outcomes and results demonstrates that the EU has largely succeeded in this
goal. We find that those relationships marked by more formalised structures (e.g. acces-
sion countries) tend to show higher levels of alignment (thus clearer examples of leader-
ship and followership) as part of an institutionalised process (Hellquist 2016, p.998).

Alignment is embedded in the enlargement process, which is itself based on strong
conditionality: accession states that do not engage with EU policies can expect a negative
assessment in their annual reports, especially if it reveals problems relating to specific
Treaty-based values. There is, however, little evidence of this occurring, given the gener-
ally high levels of alignment. The exception is Turkey, whose accession process has never
progressed beyond the early stages and has now stalled. Its lack of alignment strongly
suggests both a divergence in foreign policy interests between the EU and Turkey and
a lack of contemporary influence enjoyed by the EU.

Beyond the enlargement process, leadership in sanctions does not necessarily imply
that others are following the “example” or “model” of the EU as a values-led actor.
Rather, the high-level alignment by states with no enlargement aspirations, including
Iceland, Norway and (though not part of the alignment process) Switzerland, is demon-
strative of a sharing of values and willingness to put such values into practice. Thus, “lea-
dership” here equates to the ability of others to be associated with the EU as an actor
rather than seeking to be “led”. In spite of the rising popularity of sanctions (Moret
2021), questions of alignment do not follow any clear justifiable process linked mainly
to economic interests. Indeed, adoption of sanctions can sometimes run counter to econ-
omic interests of states, including members of the EU. For the UK, there is a lack of evi-
dence of divergence from EU sanctions already in place due to the short period under
examination since Brexit.

The difficulty in establishing more precisely the extent of leadership is beyond the
quantifiable level of alignment by the states mentioned in a sanctions Declaration. For
Switzerland and the UK, even if they apply sanctions regimes that mirror those of the
EU within a similar timeframe, it is unlikely that either will publicly admit to “following”
the EU; rather the nature of close cooperation will be instead highlighted. Whilst
cooperation may take place behind closed doors between the EU and others (including
non-Member States), the institutional difficulties and necessary secrecy make it difficult
to establish with certainty the level of influence of the EU – or indeed the reverse.

Nevertheless, the evidence points to the existence of EU leadership in the sanctions
regimes in force – at least at the European level. The example of cooperation with the
Arab League, which is not endowed with the ability to coordinate its members and
impose sanctions in the same way as the EU, shows the possibility for leadership
beyond the immediate regional context. Further research on individual sanctions
regimes could reveal the extent to which the EU is able to cooperate with – and even
exert influence over – other states around the world that might be willing to impose sanc-
tions. The related challenge would be to ascertain, in cases where the US and EU (or others
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such as the UK and Canada) adopt similar sanctions, who is the “leader”. We find, there-
fore, that the evidence points to regional leadership in sanctions, but the extent to which
the EU has established itself as a global leader in sanctions is likely to depend on its
capacity to leverage influence beyond its geographical sphere. Its leadership abilities
may also be dampened in cases where the target shares particularly close economic or
political ties with EU allies. The demonstrable success that the EU has experienced in
putting together sanctions regimes and providing leadership suggest that sanctions
will remain a hallmark of EU foreign policy in the future.

Notes

1. This is not only in terms of coverage of new targets, but also through imposing them, in
general, earlier than other allies. Some exceptions exist, however, such as some of the EU’s
sanctions against Russian targets, which preceded those of the US (Moret et al. 2016) and
recent sanctions against Belarus, whereby the US applied measures later than the EU and
other allies (European Sanctions 2021).

2. The UK has now started to develop its own sanctions regime since leaving the EU in 2020.
However, for the purposes of this article, which includes data until the end of 2020 (when
the UK was still in the transition period) all mentions of ‘the EU’ include the UK, other other-
wise specified.

3. See also Breslin (2017) on the importance of leadership and followership in a post unipolar
world.

4. A complete list, including legal acts and guidance documents, is provided at: https://www.
sanctionsmap.eu/#/main

5. Decision 2021/142/CFSP of 5 February 2021.
6. Decision 2020/1544/CFSP of 15 October 2020; Decision 2020/796/CFSP of 24 November 2020

and Decision 2020/1999/CFSP of 22 March 2021 respectively.
7. The EU also maintains autonomous sanctions regimes on some of these countries for a variety

of objectives, including Bosnia and Herzegovina, Serbia, Turkey and Ukraine. For example, on
6 November 2020, the Council adopted Decision 2020/1657/CFSP concerning restrictive
measures in view of Turkey’s unauthorised drilling activities in the Eastern Mediterranean.
North Macedonia, Montenegro, Serbia, Albania, Iceland, and Armenia aligned themselves
with the decision, and the extension of the measures until December 2021. We note that
Georgia, Moldova and Ukraine submitted EU membership applications in March 2022 – the
data used in this article is until 2020.

8. The authors are grateful to Andi Hoxhaj for insights on this point.
9. Kosovo is also listed as a “potential candidate” but its statehood is not recognised by five EU

Member States (Slovakia, Romania, Greece, Cyprus and Spain) and not therefore invited to
align.

10. Although outside the scope of analysis in this article, it should be noted that Switzerland has
imposed sanctions on Russia following its invasion of Ukraine in February 2022.

11. The Republic of Belarus (Sanctions) (EU Exit) (Amendment) Regulations 2021 SI 2021/922.
12. Including the African Union, the Organization of American States (OAS) and the Organization

for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE).
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