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1.​ Introduction 

In the midst of a shifting global order moving toward multipolarity, Ukraine occupies a 

uniquely complex position. It is simultaneously a candidate for full EU membership, a 

recipient of active EU military assistance, and a producer of advanced drone technology, 

some of which is already being co-produced with EU member states under conditions of 

ongoing war. 

The EU itself navigates three converging pressures at once. First, the unpredictable and 

rapidly shifting foreign policy of the Trump administration, which has actively undermined 

trust in NATO's collective defence commitments (Everts et al., 2025) and made multiple 

territorial threats toward Greenland (Wilson, 2026). Second, the growing military threat from 

Russia, a country that has demonstrated it is not only a hybrid warfare actor but one willing to 

send drones incursions over European territory, namely over Lithuania, Latvia, Denmark, 

Norway, Romania, Poland, Estonia, Germany and France, bringing the war physically into 

EU borders (Desmarais, 2025). Third, the EU's broader strategic drive toward supply chain 

resilience and reducing critical dependencies on China (European Commission, 2026).  

Together, these three forces are accelerating the EU's push to strengthen its strategic 

autonomy, which includes Common Security and Defence Policy (CDSP) and defence sector. 

One of the most effective ways to do so is through partnerships with capable and battle-tested 

allies. Ukraine, after entering its fifth year of defending against the second largest army in the 

world, now accounts to be the second largest army in Europe (Aris, 2025), with a depth of 

operational experience and defence technology expertise that no EU member state currently 

possesses. Since Russia's full-scale invasion in February 2022, Ukraine has transformed its 

drone sector from a nascent capability into a global centre of battlefield innovation. A 

prominent illustration is Operation Spider Web, in which Ukraine deployed 117 first-person 

view (FPV) drones against Russian air bases, reportedly destroying 41 aircraft (Gibson et al., 

2025). More broadly, the pressure of active combat has forged the drone sector into one of the 

most dynamic and strategically significant components of Ukraine's armed forces, 

characterised by agility, compressed development cycles, and direct battlefield feedback 

rather than classical procurement processes (Ogryzko and Racz, 2026). Once battlefield 

novelties, drones are now at the center of Ukraine’s asymmetric warfare doctrine (Strategic 

Studies Department, 2025).  
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As a result, Ukraine's drone sector has attracted investment, procurement contracts, 

technology-transfer agreements, and joint-production initiatives from across Europe and 

beyond (Crebo-Rediker, 2026). This reflects a political commitment at the highest 

institutional levels. As European Commission President Ursula von der Leyen stated: “We are 

integrating our defence industries as if Ukraine was in the EU. This is good for Ukraine. And 

just as good for Europe, as Ukraine is now home to extraordinary innovation. In the end, 

strength is the ultimate security guarantee” (von der Leyen, 2025). The mutual logic of this 

cooperation is reflected in EU policy documents: the White Paper for European Defence 

Readiness 2030 positions Ukraine as a strategic partner whose expertise is to be leveraged 

through training programmes, joint procurement, and the integration of Ukraine's defence 

industry into the European Defence Technological and Industrial Base (European 

Commission, 2025). 

Despite this political commitment, it remains unclear how collaboration between Ukraine and 

more specifically Ukrainian drone industry and the EU actually operates at the level of the 

Common Security and Defence Policy, and whether such collaboration is leading toward 

integration into existing EU bodies and policy frameworks. Since CDSP was designed for 

and by member states, and Ukraine, despite its candidate status, remains outside its formal 

decision-making structures. The academic literature has yet to produce a comprehensive 

account of how Ukraine's drone industry is being integrated formally or informally into the 

institutional architecture of EU security and defence policy. This thesis addresses that gap by 

examining recent empirical developments through the lens of CDSP evolution and 

third-country defence integration. This thesis applies differentiated integration theory to a 

unit, an industry rather than a state that lies at the edge of the framework's conventional 

scope. Section 5 develops this theoretical move in full, drawing on more recent extensions of 

DI. 

 

It is important to acknowledge a fundamental challenge and limitation in studying this 

subject. The integration of Ukraine's drone industry into European defence structures is, by 

its very nature, a sensitive and partly classified domain. Governments and defence companies 

do not disclose the full details of procurement contracts, technology transfers, or strategic 

agreements, and for understandable reasons. The transparency in this area could compromise 

operational security and provide valuable intelligence to adversaries. This means that the full 

picture of how Ukraine's drone capabilities are being integrated into EU defence policy is 
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only partially visible to outside observers. Due to incomplete information, the thesis is 

relying on official statements, existent academic research, think-tank reports, and what 

governments choose to make public. Nevertheless, the subject remains important for analysis. 

Investigating publicly available dimensions of this integration is crucial for evaluating 

whether the EU is responding strategically to one of the most significant shifts in European 

security in decades, and whether Ukraine's unique expertise is being put to use in a coherent 

and institutionalised way.  

 

The thesis is structured as follows. Section 1 serves as introduction, explaining the 

geopolitical context and establishes the relevance of the research. Section 2 presents the 

research question and its three sub-questions. Section 3 sets out the methodology, including a 

critical discussion of the sampling constraints encountered during data collection. Section 4 

reviews the existing literature across three relevant streams. Section 5 develops the 

theoretical framework, with a sustained justification for applying differentiated integration 

theory to a sub-state industrial actor. Section 6 maps the current structure of the EU Common 

Security and Defence Policy, establishing the organisational context for the integration 

analysis. Section 7 examines the Ukrainian drone industry within the broader Ukrainian 

Defence Technological and Industrial Base. Section 8 analyses the regulatory dimension of 

integration, tracing the legal architecture from the 2014 Association Agreement through to 

the most recent EU defence industrial frameworks. Section 9 analyses the organisational 

dimension, covering both the bilateral network of cooperation between Ukrainian drone 

companies and EU member states, and the formal EU institutional channels of the EDA, 

EDF, and PESCO. Section 10 discusses the findings against the theoretical framework. 

Section 11 presents conclusions.  

2.​ Research question  

The central research question of this thesis is “How is the Ukrainian drone industry 

collaborating with the EU's Common Security and Defence Policy and can it be 

considered integration, using differentiated integration theory?” 

The thesis is structured around three sub-questions, each corresponding to a distinct 

analytical section. The first section provides the institutional foundation by mapping the 

current defence structure of the EU's Common Security and Defence Policy, establishing the 

framework into which Ukraine's integration is being assessed. 
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The second section addresses the first sub-question by examining the Ukrainian drone 

industry within the broader context of Ukraine's Defence Technological and Industrial Base. 

It describes the industry's scale, structure, key actors, and the wartime conditions that have 

shaped it. 

The third section addresses the second sub-question by mapping the existing network of 

cooperation between Ukrainian drone companies and EU member states, examining the terms 

and conditions under which these cooperative arrangements have been established. 

The fourth section addresses the third sub-question across two dimensions. The first concerns 

EU regulatory frameworks governing the integration of the Ukrainian Defence Technological 

and Industrial Base, examining the legal and policy instruments through which Ukraine's 

participation in European defence has been formalised, traced through its EU candidacy 

status and its evolving association with European defence frameworks. The second dimension 

turns to institutional integration, analysing the formal channels through which Ukraine 

engages with EU defence structures, including instruments such as PESCO, the European 

Defence Agency and European Defence Fund. 

3.​ Methodology 

The primary theoretical framework is differentiated integration theory, which provides the 

analytical lens through which the empirical findings are interpreted. This theory was selected 

as it captures the nuanced, non-linear nature of Ukraine's relationship with EU defence 

structures.  

This thesis employs qualitative single case study. The case is researched in depth, due to the 

qualitative case study advantage to explore a phenomenon in context with the help of a large 

amount of data from different sources about the chosen case (Baxter and  Jack, 2015). Many 

qualitative case studies have proven that it is an effective research design for answering 

“How” research questions. Same as this thesis looks at how the Ukrainian drone industry 

cooperates with and if it is integrated into EU CDSP. 

Case study research gives an opportunity to receive a more complex, fuller and deeper 

explanation of collaboration and cooperation modes with EU institutions and agencies. 

According to Miles and Huberman the case is “a phenomenon of some sort occurring in a 

bounded context” (Baxter and  Jack, 2015).  
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The case. The Ukrainian drone industry and its relationship with EU defence and security 

policy is a selected case, which represents a novel, rapidly evolving, and understudied 

phenomenon. The case lies in  the intersection of active warfare, defence policy, and 

European security integration, making in-depth single case study analysis the most 

appropriate methodological design choice.  

Context. The case is bound by time and place (Baxter and  Jack, 2015). The time scope for 

evaluations is a time after the full-scale Russian invasion of Ukraine, exactly after February 

24, 2022 to April 2026. The place of our case is the geographical borders of the EU and 

Ukraine. 

The first method is document and content analysis. This includes systematic analysis of EU 

institutional documents, policy frameworks, and regulatory texts, among which are the CDSP 

frameworks, the EU White Paper for European Defence Readiness 2030, and the European 

Defence Industry Programme (EDIP). It also encompasses bilateral and multilateral 

cooperation agreements between Ukraine and EU member states, as well as public statements 

and speeches, press releases from EU institutional actors. Content analysis was chosen 

because the integration process under examination is largely mediated through formal 

documents, legal instruments, and policy declarations, making textual analysis the most 

appropriate method for tracing its development.  

Document selection. The primary documents selected for analysis are those that directly 

address Ukraine's relationship with the EU's Common Security and Defence Policy, and more 

specifically those relevant to the drone industry and broader defence industrial cooperation. 

The selection was guided by three criteria: institutional relevance, topical relevance to the 

drone sector and defence industrial integration, and temporal coverage. 

In terms of documents, the analysis covers a range of foundational and recent EU policy 

frameworks, including the Association Agreement between Ukraine and the EU, joint 

security commitments, the ReArm Europe Plan and Readiness 2030 initiative, the Defence 

Readiness Roadmap 2030, and the European Defence Industrial Strategy (EDIS). These 

documents were selected because they represent the core institutional architecture through 

which the EU is currently broadening and deepening its defence policy and within which 

Ukraine's integration is being negotiated and formalised.  
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Alongside EU institutional frameworks, the analysis also covers relevant Ukrainian 

legislation governing the drone industry and its international dimensions. This includes the 

Air Code of Ukraine (1993, as amended under martial law in 2022), which regulates airspace 

use and drone operations, legislation pertaining to dual-use products, specifically the Law on 

State Control over International Transfers of Military and Dual-Use Goods (Law No. 549-IV, 

2003) and Cabinet Resolution No. 256 (2023) on simplified procurement procedures for 

unmanned systems, and legislation governing the export of drone technologies, including the 

decree reinstating the Interagency Commission on Military-Technical Cooperation and 

Export Control (Decree No. 109/2026) and Law No. 4831-IX (2026) on the harmonisation of 

Ukraine's conformity assessment framework with EU standards. These legislative 

instruments were selected because they define the regulatory conditions under which 

Ukrainian drone companies operate domestically and engage with foreign partners, and 

because their degree of alignment with EU standards is directly relevant to the regulatory 

dimension of differentiated integration analysed in Section 7 of this thesis.  

The timeframe of the analysis begins in 2014, with the signing of the EU-Ukraine 

Association Agreement, which marked the formal starting point of Ukraine's political and 

economic approximation with the EU. However, the majority of documents analysed were 

published after Russia's full-scale invasion of Ukraine in February 2022, which is consistent 

with the period in which Ukraine's drone industry emerged and rapidly scaled. This temporal 

weighting reflects the empirical reality that most relevant policy developments, cooperation 

frameworks, and institutional innovations have occurred within this compressed but highly 

consequential period.  

Beyond institutional frameworks, the analysis also covers the scope and terms of cooperation 

agreements between Ukrainian drone companies and EU member state counterparts, drawing 

on publicly available contract announcements, memoranda of understanding, and joint 

venture disclosures. Public statements from both Ukrainian officials and EU member state 

representatives are included, selected on the basis of their direct relevance to the drone sector 

and defence industrial cooperation. These sources were collected in both English and 

Ukrainian, with Ukrainian-language materials subsequently translated for analysis. EU 

parliamentary debates were similarly included where directly relevant to the drone sector or 

to Ukraine's defence industrial integration. 
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Finally, the analysis incorporates academic literature and think tank reports addressing both 

the Ukrainian drone industry and the EU's CDSP, providing the broader scholarly and policy 

context within which the empirical findings are situated. 

Interview Methodology. To gather primary empirical data, interview requests were sent to 

18 EU-based companies and 14 Ukrainian based drone companies. These companies were 

selected on the basis that they had publicly indicated cooperation with Ukrainian 

counterparts, or that Ukraine had established formal agreements with their respective EU 

member states. The selection process was therefore with the purpose to  target actors with 

direct, operational knowledge of EU-Ukraine defence industrial cooperation. 

Semi-structured interviews with drone company CEOs were selected as a method because 

interviews are useful for obtaining new knowledge or understanding of specific issues 

(Rowley, 2012, p. 262). The flexible semi-structure of the interview, along with a 

pre-prepared interview guide, ensured that the same thematic approach was applied 

consistently across interviews while preserving the flexibility to follow emerging themes (Qu 

and Dumay, 2011, p. 246). This is particularly important given the novelty and fluidity of the 

subject matter. 

Collecting data from experts has a crucial and growing role in establishing causation (von 

Soest, 2022). Since the political and international relations domain is not openly public or 

easily accessible, interviewing individuals with a high level of expertise in a specific matter 

provides a valuable interpretation of the correlation or causation between chosen variables. 

The interview guide was organised around the thesis's core analytical dimensions: the nature 

and terms of cooperation with Ukrainian drone companies or institutions, the role of EU 

institutional frameworks in enabling or constraining that cooperation, and the interviewees' 

assessments of the degree to which Ukrainian drone industry actors are being treated as 

genuine partners within European defence structures. 

Of the 32 companies approached, three agreed to participate - Hecto Drone, Skywatch, and 

Robotto AI. However, due to scheduling and availability constraints, only two interviews 

were conducted, with the Vice President, Defense Programs and  Business Development of 

Skywatch - Hans-Christian Mathiesen (Annex 2) and Robotto AI CEO Kenneth Richard 

Geipel (Annex 3), both Danish companies operating in the drone sector with direct 
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experience of cooperation with Ukrainian counterparts. The third confirmed participant, the 

Hecto Drone, was unable to complete the interview. 

After the interviews were completed, the transcripts were read through and key themes and 

patterns were identified. Some of these themes were defined in advance, based on the 

theoretical framework of the thesis and the research questions, for example, whether the 

interviewee saw the role of Ukraine and Ukrainian drone industry, and whether cooperation 

happened through formal EU channels or through bilateral arrangements. The analysis 

remained open to new themes that emerged directly from what the interviewees said. The 

purpose of the interviews is not statistical generalisation, but theoretical illustration. This 

thesis employs an illustrative case study logic: the interviews are used to ground and 

contextualise the findings of the document analysis, providing operationally embedded, 

first-hand perspectives on how EU-Ukraine drone cooperation actually functions in practice, 

which documentary sources alone cannot provide. However, since the interviews were from 

only Danish companies, it poses a limitation of the research. No Ukrainian company 

perspectives were managed to be obtained, which limits the analytical depth available on the 

Ukrainian side of the integration dynamic. 

Use of AI. In the research, different generative AI tools were used, such as Chat 

GPT-4-turbo, Grammarly, and Primo Research Assistant from Aalborg University Library. 

Chat GPT-4-turbo was used in the initial stage of the project, specifically for brainstorming, 

idea generation, and information searching within the topic “Ukrainian drone industry”.  

It was also utilized for academic phrasing and linguistic structures to enhance the project's 

academic tone and support accurate translations from our native languages into English. 

Primo Research Assistant helped us explore academic content to identify relevant research 

and articles that can assist in answering our research question. We have used its findings as 

the foundation for our project's literature review. Grammarly, an AI-powered writing 

assistant, has been used for grammar checks and clarity improvements in project texts. We 

find all these AI tools helpful in using our time and resources efficiently. The AI tools, such 

as Microsoft Teams and Gemini were used for Interview Recordings and Transcribing audio 

materials.  
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4.​ Literature review  

The existing literature relevant to this thesis can be organised into three broad streams, each 

of which contributes to the analytical framework but none of which, individually or in 

combination, has addressed the specific question this thesis poses. 

The first and most developed stream concerns external differentiated integration (DI), where 

a substantial body of scholarship exists, as outlined in the theoretical framework below. This 

literature has produced understanding how non-member states relate to EU structures. 

However, the DI literature largely focuses on institutional and political dimensions of 

integration, and has not been applied to defence-industrial cooperation or to the specific 

dynamics of a wartime partner state whose integration is being driven as much by operational 

urgency as by formal accession logic. Among those that analysed external differentiated 

integration were Benjamin Leruth and  Christopher Lord “Differentiated integration in the 

European Union: a concept, a process, a system or a theory?”. Leuffen et al. (2013), Lavenex 

and Križić,  Pedreschi and Scott (2020), External differentiated integration: between stability 

and change Stefan Telle,Paolo Chiocchetti and Brigid Laffan. 

The second stream addresses the Ukrainian drone industry directly, though this literature 

remains relatively limited and is primarily practitioner-oriented rather than academically 

focused. Key contributions include Halstian's examination of Ukraine's drone industry from 

an operational perspective, Bilousova, Omelchenko, Makarchuk, and Mylovanov's analysis 

of investments and product innovations within the sector, Matlack's work on Ukraine's drone 

ecosystem and its implications for European defence, Renic and Christensen's broader study 

of drones, the Russo-Ukrainian war, and the future of armed conflict, and Braunerhjelm and 

Brychko's investigation of the role of volunteerism and policy in building Ukraine's emerging 

UAV industry. Taken together, these works establish a clear picture of the drone industry's 

scale, dynamism, and wartime significance. What they do not do, however, is situate this 

industry within the EU's institutional architecture or examine it through the lens of integration 

theory. The drone literature, in other words, describes the object of integration without 

analysing the integration process itself. 

The third stream concerns the integration of Ukraine into the EU CDSP. Here the literature is 

sparse but growing. The most directly relevant contribution is Maryna Rabinovych's research 

on the Eastern Neighbours and EU security policy from a differentiated integration 
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perspective. Rabinovych's framework is particularly valuable for this thesis because she 

develops a structured analytical approach to how Eastern Partnership states, Ukraine among 

them, relate to EU security and defence frameworks through differentiated rather than 

uniform pathways. Her work demonstrates that Ukraine's association with EU defence 

structures does not follow a linear accession trajectory but rather a constellation of selective 

engagements across different policy domains. This thesis builds directly on Rabinovych's 

framework, extending it to a domain she does not examine: the defence-industrial level, and 

specifically the drone sector. Alongside Rabinovych, the defence-industrial integration 

literature, including contributions by Fiott, Mawdsley, and Béraud-Sudreau on the European 

Defence Technological and Industrial Base, provides essential grounding for understanding 

the institutional environment into which Ukraine's drone industry is being integrated, and the 

structural constraints and opportunities that environment presents. 

After literature review, it has been concluded that no existing study has brought these three 

streams together. The DI literature provides the theoretical tools but does not apply them to 

industries or to wartime sub-state dynamics. The drone industry literature describes the 

empirical object but does not engage with EU integration frameworks. The EU defence 

integration literature addresses Ukraine's institutional relationship with European security 

structures but has not examined the specifically industrial and sub-state dimension of that 

relationship. This thesis sits at the intersection of all three streams, and it is precisely that 

triangulation that defines the gap it seeks to fill: a theoretically grounded, empirically situated 

analysis of the integration of Ukraine's drone industry into the EU's Common Security and 

Defence Policy. 

5. Theoretical Framework: Differentiated Integration 

5.1 From State-Centric to Sub-State Differentiated Integration 

One can understand the necessity and nature of differentiated integration by looking at the 

EU's historical development, expansion, and current work regarding widening and deepening 

the Union. Starting as a six-country Franco-German led community securing economic 

cooperation to avoid future wars through the Treaty of Paris in 1951, the EU now stands as 

27 member states united, with 9 candidate countries and a number of third countries that 

collaborate and participate in different policies through partnership and association 

agreements. Differentiated integration is a concept that explains the different degrees and 
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depths of this integration, acknowledging that not all states engage with the Union's 

frameworks at the same level or pace (Tamim, 2022). 

Researchers tried to identify whether differentiated integration is a concept, a process, a 

system or a theory, concluding that starting from a complex set of ideas introduced in the 

1970s, DI has grown into an institutional reality, today accounting for more than half of EU 

policies and reaching beyond European borders (Leruth and Lord, 2015). Despite DI 

becoming a field of study in its own right, there is still little consensus on how it should be 

approached and studied with the authors noting that this plurality of approaches is itself a 

reflection of the complex nature of DI (Leruth and Lord, 2015). Importantly, they also 

conclude that DI can no longer be seen as a temporary or exceptional feature of the Union, 

but rather as a permanent and normal principle of European integration (Leruth and Lord, 

2015).  

Differentiated integration provides a useful lens for understanding the EU's relations with not 

only with its members, but also third states as part of the broader European integration 

process. The theory was developed specifically to explain how non- and member states 

participate differently across EU policies. It is worth noting that what constitutes 

differentiated integration differs between its external and internal forms. For the purposes of 

examining whether Ukraine, as a candidate state and non EU member, the focus is placed on 

external differentiated integration 

Schimmelfennig et al. (2015) offer the conceptualisation of external DI as one of the forms of 

expansion of EU tasks, competences, and membership. Okyay et al. (2020) further developed 

this, defining external differentiated integration as the export of EU rules and the 

participation of non-member states in shared institutional settings. Pedreschi and Scott (2020) 

similarly define it as the process of achieving a specified degree of alignment between third 

country and EU law.  Drawing on these preceding definitions, Telle et al. (2025, p. 6) provide 

one of the most recent and comprehensive frameworks, defining external differentiated 

integration as occurring "when a formal agreement with the EU (a) requires a third state to 

align with or adopt EU rules, and (b) governs the participation of third states in EU and joint 

institutions".  In other words, states that are not full EU members may nonetheless integrate 

into specific areas of EU policy by adopting relevant norms and rules and maintaining a 

certain level of institutional engagement. Similarly, Sandra Lavenex and  Ivo Križić (2022) 

propose to analyse differentiated integration in its regulatory and organisational dimensions. 
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The first of which encompasses the third-country commitment to EU law. The second 

organisational dimension refers to participation in different governance sites, which includes 

EU institutions and agencies (Lavenex and  Križić, 2022).  

More recent scholars have taken a further step, extending the DI framework beyond states to 

encompass sub-state and non-state actors. Siddi, Karjalainen, and Jokela articulate a broad 

definition of DI as "any modality of integration or cooperation that allows states, members 

and non-members, and sub-state entities to work together in non-homogeneous, flexible 

ways" (2022, p. 107). It shows that integration increasingly occurs through actors and 

arrangements that do not fit neatly into the state-centric mould. 

This theoretical development is further reinforced by Pernille Rieker's work on differentiated 

integration in the specific context of the Common Security and Defence Policy. Rieker (2021, 

p. 8) argues that due to tightened geopolitical tensions, it is vital to look beyond formal, 

treaty-based differentiated integration and to also account for informal, non-treaty-based 

forms. She identifies four such forms: opt-outs in the form of non-compliance with EU rules; 

differing views of the long-term objectives of the EU as a foreign policy actor; informal 

opt-ins, where non-members decide unilaterally to align with EU foreign policy declarations 

or follow EU policies; and cases where clusters of member states push for integration 

initiatives outside the formal EU structure, all with an implicit or explicit intention of 

strengthening European capacity to act (Rieker, 2021, p. 8-9). This last category is of 

particular relevance to this thesis, as clusters of member states have been central drivers of 

Ukraine's drone industry integration, often operating outside formal CDSP channels. 

This thesis takes its theoretical point of departure from DI in this broader and more recent 

stream that explicitly accommodates sub-state actors and informal modalities. This is a 

deliberate theoretical choice that the empirical material is a transnational network of firms, 

joint ventures, cooperation agreements between Ukraine, EU member states and EU in the 

area of defence and security. 

5.2 Operationalisation 

Unit of Analysis: Justifying the Drone Industry as a Sub-State Actor. The application of 

differentiated integration theory to an industry rather than a state requires justification and 

theory stretching, since the canonical formulations of DI take states as their primary unit of 

analysis. Three considerations support this choice. 
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First, as established above, Siddi et al. explicitly extend the DI framework to sub-state 

entities, defining differentiated integration as any modality that allows: 

"states, members and non-members, and sub-state entities to work together in 

non-homogeneous, flexible ways" (2022, p. 107).  

Additionally, Rieker's identification of informal, non-treaty-based DI, including integration 

initiatives driven by clusters of member states outside formal EU structures, further confirms 

that the boundaries of the DI framework have already been extended by the literature itself.  

Second, the Ukrainian drone industry can be considered a sub-state actor capable of 

integration. As examined in detail in section “Drone industry”, the industry is composed 

predominantly of private firms, SMEs, and startups, operating within a candidate state and 

organised through a network of bilateral co-production arrangements, technology transfer 

agreements, and joint ventures with EU member state partners. Crucially, EU institutions 

themselves treat the Ukrainian defence technological and industrial base as a unit of 

integration. The European Defence Industrial Strategy explicitly uses the language of 

"integration of the Ukrainian DTIB into the EDTIB," (2024, 10) and the Drone Readiness 

Roadmap recognises Ukrainian drone producers as partners in EU defence industrial 

development. If EU institutions are institutionally treating the industry as the unit of 

integration, studying it as such is not a theoretical stretch, it is an empirically grounded 

analytical choice. 

The third justification involves the scope condition. This thesis is not claiming that Ukraine 

as a state is integrating into CDSP through the drone industry, nor that the drone industry is 

integrating as a state would. It claims, precisely, that the Ukrainian drone industry constitutes 

one observable site of external differentiated integration in the broad sense established by 

Siddi et al. (2022) and Rieker, and that the analysis is bounded to that site. State-level 

integration, Ukraine's EU candidacy, the Joint Security Commitments, the EDA 

Administrative Arrangement, constitutes the enabling layer that makes industry-level 

integration possible, but it is not the object of this study. This distinction is maintained 

throughout the analysis. 
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5.3. Analytical Framework  

This thesis bases the analysis on findings and definitions of Telle, Sandra Lavenex and  Ivo 

Križić and Siddi. It takes into account the particularly sensitive and rapidly evolving nature of 

EU defence and security policy, as well as the drone industry. It operationalises differentiated 

integration in two forms - regulatory and organisational. 

Firstly, the regulatory dimension covers the legal frameworks, agreements, and policy 

instruments through which the EU formally accommodates the Ukrainian drone industry, 

including convergence obligations, access conditions, funding eligibility, and standards 

alignment.  

Secondly, the organisational dimension covers the concrete bodies, initiatives, and projects 

through which third-state actors are institutionally embedded in EU defence cooperation, 

analysed through Rabinovych's (2025) institutional constellations, focusing on the EDA, 

EDF, and PESCO as the most relevant to the drone sector. 

 The work of Rabinovych's (2025) becomes extremely useful for this, since she analysed the 

six institutional constellations. Additionally, she states that external differentiated integration 

is the appropriate analytical lens for understanding Ukraine's incorporation into EU security 

and defence policy precisely because full membership remains temporally uncertain and 

politically contested. Rather than treating defence cooperation as a straightforward stage of 

the accession process, Rabinovych contends that external DI captures the consolidation of 

integration arrangements that may persist independently of enlargement progress, as the 

Turkish and Western Balkan cases demonstrate. To operationalise her framework, she 

identifies six concrete constellations through which external DI in the security and defence 

domain is occurring: participation in the European Defence Agency, the European Defence 

Fund, and PESCO; structured partnerships; cooperation in space; and engagement in CDSP 

missions, operations, and EU Battlegroups. Her constellations refer to organisational 

integration, described by Nicoletta Pirozzi and Matteo Bonomi. 

However, as Rabinovych's constellations were not developed with the drone industry 

specifically in mind, the framework requires adaptation to capture the particular dynamics of 

Ukraine's drone sector. Three domain-specific indicators are therefore introduced to 

complement Rabinovych's framework. 
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The first is battlefield feedback loops, the incorporation of combat-tested operational 

knowledge from Ukraine's drone warfare experience into EU-funded research, development, 

and procurement cycles. As evidenced by the EDF-EDIP-USI call for proposals, which 

explicitly requires funded projects to incorporate lessons identified from the battlefield, this 

feedback mechanism constitutes a distinct and empirically observable form of integration that 

has no equivalent in Rabinovych's original constellations, which predate the large-scale 

institutionalisation of Ukraine's wartime expertise within EU defence instruments. 

The second indicator is co-production, the establishment of joint manufacturing arrangements 

between Ukrainian drone companies and EU member state partners. 

The third indicator is interoperability, the degree to which Ukrainian drone systems, 

standards, and operational doctrines are being aligned with those of EU member states and 

NATO, including joint operator training and certification, the standardisation of drone 

components and communication systems, and the alignment of Ukrainian production with 

NATO and EU technical standards. 

The integration of the Ukrainian drone industry will therefore be examined by tracing how 

these three core elements: combat-tested operational knowledge, co-production arrangements, 

and interoperability, are reflected, first, in alignment with EU legal documents and 

frameworks, and second, in inclusion in the EU CDSP institutions as identified by 

Rabinovych (2025), with the most relevant constellations for the drone industry being the 

European Defence Agency, the European Defence Fund, PESCO. 

6. Analysis 

6.1.The current structure of the EU Common Security and Defence Policy (CDSP) 

Since the beginning of the 21st century, the European Union has progressed in its capacity to 

address complex security challenges, both within and beyond its borders. Central to this 

effort is the Common Security and Defence Policy (CDSP), which evolved gradually 

between 1999 and 2003 and was significantly strengthened with the entry into force of the 

Lisbon Treaty in 2009 (Zavada and  Sino, 2022, p. 71). The Lisbon Treaty expanded the legal 

and institutional foundations of the CDSP, enabling the EU to act more coherently as a 

security actor on the international stage. Today, the CDSP serves as the EU's primary 

framework for responding to a broad spectrum of threats, ranging from conventional military 
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challenges to hybrid warfare, cyber threats, and international terrorism (Zavada and  Sino, 

2022, p. 71).  

According to EU definition CDSP is “a key element of the European Union’s Common 

Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP), enabling the EU to play a leading role in conflict 

prevention, crisis management and international peacekeeping. It provides the EU with a 

flexible operational tool, drawing on both civilian and military assets, to respond to complex 

international challenges” (EEAS, 2025). 

Structurally, the CDSP represents policy documents, frameworks. The policy developed 

multiple bodies and agencies, most relevant to Ukrainian drone industry integration are 

European Defence Agency, European Defence Fund and PESCO (European External Action 

Service, 2025).  

The shift towards defence industrial integration and development. Beyond crisis 

management and presented above structures the CDSP has increasingly shifted towards the 

effort to build a coherent European Defence Technological and Industrial Base (EDTIB) 

capable of meeting the EU's collective security needs (Nissen, 2025). Think tank researchers 

connect this development with the EU's emerging defence role (Nissen, 2025). This 

dimension has grown substantially in recent years and is the most relevant to incorporation of 

Ukraine`s drone industry. Additionally, in the changing geopolitical landscape the 

Commission deployed  a broad range of fiscal, industrial and regulatory tools to shape 

Europe’s defence effort (Nissen, 2025). The European Defence Agency (EDA), established in 

2004, facilitates capability development, research, and procurement cooperation among 

member states (European Union, 2026). The European Defence Fund (EDF), launched in 

2021 with a budget of €7.9 billion for the 2021–2027 period, provides EU-level funding for 

collaborative defence research and development (European Commission, 2026). Permanent 

Structured Cooperation (PESCO), activated in 2017, provides a framework through which 

member states with greater defence ambitions can deepen their cooperation through binding 

commitments and joint projects (Council of the European Union, 2026). 

6.2. Ukrainian drone industry in the broader context of Ukrainian Defence 

Technological Industrial Base 

The definition of Ukrainian Drone industry is derived from a more broader concept of 

Ukrainian Defence Technological Industrial Base (DTIB). The latter has no codified official 
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definition. According to academic definitions - “DTIB is a broad amalgamation of industries 

and institutions” (Gras and  Laarman, 2014). Another definition is to understand it as 

“players (companies, research centres and infrastructure in the broad sense) involved in the 

design, development, production, maintenance and modernisation of defence equipment” 

(Allizard and Conway-Mouret, 2025). Hélène Masson (2013, p.2) deciphered the acronym by 

letters: 

-​ “Defence” links to the potent concepts like sovereignty, autonomy and security. 

-​ “Technological” and the I for “Industrial” refer to production structures, 

technological and industrial competences and know-how, innovative corporate 

behaviour, and links between the scientific and the industrial worlds.  

-​ “Base” is a rather vague notion covering all players, companies (large groups, small 

and medium-sized companies), laboratories and public or private research centres.  

In Ukrainian legislation the closest term to it is  “The defence-industrial complex of Ukraine 

is the aggregate of public administration bodies, enterprises, institutions, and organizations 

of industry and science that develop, produce, modernize, and dispose of military-purpose 

products; provide services in the interests of defence for the equipping and material support 

of the security and defence forces; and also carry out the supply of military and dual-use 

goods, as well as the provision of military-related services in the course of Ukraine’s 

military-technical cooperation with other states” (Verkhovna Rada of Ukraine, 2018).  

Consequently, the suggested term to use for defining the Ukrainian DTIB is the full set of 

public and private actors, encompassing state enterprises, private companies, research 

institutions, startups, and SMEs that are involved in the development, production, 

modernisation, and sustainment of defence capabilities in Ukraine. This definition combines 

the academic definitions and the Ukrainian legislative framework. It is also consistent with 

how EU institutions describe the Ukrainian defence industrial ecosystem as comprising “both 

established industrial actors and a growing cohort of startups and SMEs” (European 

Commission, 2025). 

Within this broader Ukrainian DTIB, the drone industry occupies a distinct and increasingly 

central sub-sector. Firstly, it is the product itself. The term drones is used in media and 

general public, however, more precise and technical definition, according to United Nations 

is “Uncrewed systems - often colloquially referred to as “drones” - can be deployed in a 
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variety of domains, including in the aerial, ground and maritime domains” (United Nations 

Office for Disarmament Affairs, 2026). The term uncrewed system describes “both the 

vehicle – the uncrewed aerial vehicle (UAV), uncrewed ground vehicle (UGV) or the 

uncrewed maritime vehicle (UMV) – and the control system that enables its remote 

operation” (Grand-Clément, 2023, p. 5). It is important to note that organizations such as 

NATO and the EU use the term ‘unmanned,’ which is increasingly being used 

interchangeably with ‘uncrewed’; both refer to systems operating without a human onboard, 

though ‘uncrewed’ is often preferred today to reflect more gender-neutral language 

(CORDIS, 2022).  

For the purposes of this thesis, the Ukrainian drone industry is defined as the segment of the 

Ukrainian DTIB specialising in the design, development, production, testing, and operational 

deployment of uncrewed aerial, ground, and maritime systems, together with the associated 

software, electronic warfare components, AI-enabled targeting and navigation systems, and 

counter-drone technologies.  

What distinguishes drone sub-sector from the broader DTIB is not only its product 

specialisation, but its structural features: a highly decentralised network of predominantly 

private and startup actors (Bilousova et al., 2024), exceptionally compressed development 

and production cycles driven by direct battlefield feedback (Halstian, 2025), a battle-tested 

technology and expertise (Odarchenko, 2026), and a growing international dimension through 

co-production agreements, technology transfers, and export arrangements with European 

partner states (Renic and Christensen, 2024).  
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CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 

Ukrainian Defence Technological and Industrial Base (DTIB) 

State enterprises  ·  Private companies  ·  Research institutions  ·  SMEs  ·  Dual-use industry 

SUB-SECTOR AS DEFINED IN THIS THESIS 

Ukrainian Drone Industry 

UAV 

Uncrewed aerial vehicle 

UGV 

Uncrewed ground vehicle 

UMV 

Uncrewed maritime vehicle 

  

DISTINGUISHING FEATURES OF THE DRONE SUB-SECTOR 

Product specialisation 

Uncrewed platforms and associated systems 

across aerial, ground and maritime domains 

 Decentralised industrial structure 

Predominantly private actors, startups and 

SMEs, distinct from legacy state defence 

enterprises 

 

Compressed development cycles 

Direct battlefield feedback accelerates iteration 

and deployment of new systems 

 Battle-tested expertise 

Operational knowledge and technologies 

validated under active combat conditions 

 

International dimension 

Growing network of co-production agreements, 

technology transfers and export arrangements 

with European partner states 

Figure 1 Structure and defining features of the Ukrainian drone industry as used in this 

thesis. 
 

 

UAVs have been used in military operations in Ukraine since 2014. Initially, they were 

employed for reconnaissance, observation, and artillery fire correction (Nieczypor and  

Matuszak, 2025). In early 2022, Ukraine had developed a decentralised but effective drone 

ecosystem. By 2023, Ukraine introduced First-Person View (FPV) drones, marking a critical 

evolution in its battlefield adaptation. Equipped with live video transmission, FPV drones 
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enabled precision strikes, functioning as ‘boots on the ground’ (Bommakanti and  Ayez, 

2026). Despite their relatively low cost, ranging between US$500-700, FPV drones proved 

effective against both infantry and armoured platforms (Bommakanti and Ayez, 2026). At the 

beginning of 2023, the AFU brigades formed the world’s first unmanned-systems assault 

companies, along with independent drone units; more than 60 formations in total, including 

regiments and stand-alone subunits. This was followed by an organisational and doctrinal 

overhaul of the army to adapt it to new battlefield conditions. As a result, in June 2024, 

Ukraine established a pioneering, independent branch of drone forces – the Unmanned 

Systems Forces (USF) (Nieczypor and  Matuszak, 2025).  

Ukrainian government and Ukrainian drone industry. The state has become deeply 

integrated into the sector's development since the start of the war. From the outset, the 

Ukrainian government moved to ease the regulatory burden on drone producers, since the 

start of full-scale invasion. This included the elimination of taxes and import duties on UAV 

components, the simplification of drone certification and operation procedures, and the 

removal of unnecessary oversight bodies, Security Service of Ukraine (SBU) approvals 

(Bilousova et al., 2024). These measures collectively enabled the rapid scaling of domestic 

drone production.  

Pontus Braunerhjelm and Maryna Brychko mentions the Ukrainian government plays a role 

“both as a strategic procurer and a venture catalyst for domestic UAV development” Firstly, 

the Ministry of Defense has scaled investments, allocating over $2.5 billion to Ukrainian 

drone manufacturers between 2024 and 2025, while actively supporting innovation through 

institutional platforms, such as Brave1 and United24 (Braunerhjelm and Brychko, 2025). 

When it comes to exporting technologies, products or establishing joint production abroad, 

the process remains state-controlled. Any drone company that wishes to transfer technology 

to a foreign partner, or has already found one, must first have Ukraine to have cooperation 

agreement or security arrangements with the country in question,  after this, obtain a license 

and approval from the State Service for Export Control of Ukraine (DSECU) before 

proceeding (State Service for Export Control of Ukraine, 2026). 

The practical mechanics of Ukraine's drone sector cooperation with European partners is  

illustrated by the case of Frontline Robotics and Quantum Systems, documented in an recent 
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interview with Frontline's Head of Business Development, Mykyta Rozhkov (Rozhkov, 

2026).  

This technology export arrangement reveals how governments are involved in drone 

industries collaborations. The arrangement was a joint venture in which Ukrainian 

drone technology would be exported and manufactured in Germany. The realisation 

of this arrangement required a multi-layered institutional process before any 

commercial activity.  

At the highest level, the Ministries of Defence of both Ukraine and Germany were 

required to formally negotiate and sign a memorandum of cooperation. This 

ministerial agreement functioned as a constitutive institutional framework, 

establishing the conditions within which further engagement at lower levels could 

occur. As Rozhkov described, the ministries "sort of created a framework for further 

cooperation between companies" (Rozhkov, 2026). Subsequent interdepartmental 

discussions between specific ministry units then established the concrete project 

terms within this framework. 

Only after approvals of both intergovernmental and interministerial project 

evaluations the B2B agreement between Quantum Systems and Frontline Robotics 

itself was finalised. Even then, the process was not complete. The final step was a 

formal conclusion issued by the State Service for Export Control of Ukraine 

(DSECU), a legally binding step, required under Ukrainian law governing 

international transfers of military and dual-use goods (Verkhovna Rada of Ukraine, 

2018), that either permits or denies the export of the relevant defence technology. 

Without this conclusion, no cross-border transfer of Ukrainian drone technology can 

legally proceed regardless of what has been agreed at the ministerial or commercial 

level. 

The full sequence ministerial memorandum, interdepartmental framework agreement, B2B 

contract, and DSECU export control clearance show that cross-border defence industrial 

cooperation is a layered institutional process. The Frontline Robotics–Quantum Systems case 

demonstrates that such arrangements are possible. There was no existing bilateral template, 
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no standing framework, no streamlined regulatory pathway between the two countries' 

defence export systems, nor was there one created by the EU. Each new partnership of this 

kind will require a similar institutional construction process unless and until Ukraine's export 

control regime converges with EU dual-use regulation standards (EU Regulation 2021/821), a 

process that remains ongoing as part of Ukraine's broader EU accession alignment agenda. 

This structural misalignment is consistent with the finding of Nissen (2025) that EU-Ukraine 

defence integration is advancing rapidly at the political and financial levels but lagging 

significantly at the regulatory and industrial levels, a gap that the Frontline Robotics case 

both confirms.  

On February 10, 2026, President Zelensky signed a decree opening Ukraine's arms export 

system, including drones and other defense technologies (2026). The decree reinstated the 

Interagency Commission on Military-Technical Cooperation and Export Control, which is the 

key body that reviews and approves export applications alongside the State Export Control 

Service. During 2026, ten export centers are planned to open across Europe,  covering the 

Baltic states, Northern Europe, and key NATO partners, to promote and produce Ukrainian 

defense technologies abroad. Private companies should maintain the principle that arms 

production must first meet the needs of Ukraine's defense forces, only the surplus is exported 

(Hourani, 2026).  

7. Regulatory integration 

According to this thesis theoretical operationalisation, the first unit of analysis is the 

regulatory dimension of differentiated integration. This section will firstly describe the 

existing legal frameworks of the EU Common Defence and Security policy, finding where 

and how the pathways of Ukrainian drone industry participation are established. Secondly, 

this section analyses the alignment of Ukrainian legislation that regulated drone industry to 

the standards of the EU legislation.  

The progressive incorporation of Ukrainian drone industry into the EU defence governance 

framework was built upon a layered legal architecture. The foundational legal instrument is 

the EU-Ukraine Association Agreement (Agreement), signed on 21 March 2014. At the 

time of signing the Agreement, Ukrainian drone industry was not a significant actor, 

however, its provisions established the regulatory architecture within which drone industry 

integration would later be built on. Article 7 commits the parties to "intensifying their 

26 



 

dialogue and cooperation and promoting gradual convergence in the area of foreign and 

security policy, including the Common Security and Defence Policy (CDSP)... aiming at 

increasing policy convergence and effectiveness, and promoting joint policy planning" 

(EU–Ukraine Association Agreement, 2014, Art. 7). The Agreement does not create direct 

participation in EU defence instruments, but it establishes the convergence obligation. More 

directly relevant to the drone industry provision urges parties to “explore the potential of 

military-technological cooperation. Ukraine and the European Defence Agency (EDA) shall 

establish close contacts to discuss military capability improvement, including technological 

issues” (EU–Ukraine Association Agreement, 2014, Art. 10).  

The second milestone is the Administrative Arrangement between the European Defence 

Agency (EDA) and Ukraine's Ministry of Defence, signed on 2 October 2015. The 

Arrangement commits the EDA to providing Ukraine with "the fullest possible transparency 

regarding the Agency's projects, programmes and activities with a view to the participation of 

the MoD of Ukraine therein as appropriate" (EDA Administrative Arrangement, 2015, Art. 

2), while Ukraine correspondingly commits to transparency regarding "defence plans, current 

and future capability requirements, and industrial capacities, to facilitate the identification of 

potential areas for cooperation" (EDA Administrative Arrangement, 2015, Art.2). This 

double transparency commitment creates a formal channel through which Ukraine's defence 

industrial capacity, including its drone industry, becomes visible to EU defence institutions. 

Granting of EU candidate status to Ukraine in June 2022 represented a legal 

reclassification with direct consequences for access to EU defence instruments. The European 

Commission's subsequent Enlargement Progress Reports confirm that "Ukraine has 

continued to seek its involvement in EU defence initiatives and civil and military crisis 

management, including Permanent Structured Cooperation (PESCO) and the European 

Defence Fund (EDF)" (European Commission, 2023) and that "military and security 

cooperation between Ukraine and the EU and its Member States was significantly enhanced 

in particular within the framework of the European Peace Facility (EPF) and through the EU 

Military Assistance Mission in support of Ukraine (EUMAM Ukraine)" (European 

Commission, 2023). Particularly, for the Ukrainian drone industry, this represented a shift 

from complete institutional exclusion to access of the participation in EDF and PESCO.  

The European Defence Industrial Strategy (EDIS) published on 5 March 2024 reveals that 

for the first time the EU has decided to address the issue of defence “not only as a political 
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and security matter but also as an industrial and economic one” (Ivančík and Majchút, 2026, 

p. 41). The strategy represents the first EU strategic document to embed Ukrainian defence 

industrial participation as a structural objective of EU defence planning, as the EU commits 

to "deepening the partnership with Ukraine, aiming for long-term assistance and support for 

the Ukrainian defence industry" and opens participation in the Structure for European 

Armament Programme (SEAP) to Ukraine (European Commission and  High Representative, 

2024, p.1).  

The strategy further commits to "the potential for joint procurement; assistance for Ukraine's 

industrial ramp-up; and improved collaboration between the EDTIB and the Ukrainian 

defence sector" (European Commission and  High Representative, 2024, p.10). 

Practically, EDIS mandated the establishment of the EU Defence Innovation Office in Kyiv 

described on its official website as serving "a bridge between Ukrainian needs and 

capabilities and the EU institutions and the European defence industry" (EUDIO, 2024)  and 

"aiming to foster cross-border cooperation between the Ukrainian Defence Technological 

and Industrial Base (DTIB) and its European counterpart, further solidifying EU–Ukraine 

defence ties" (EUDIO, 2024). The first EU–Ukraine Defence Industries Forum, convened in 

Brussels in May 2024, operationalised these commitments by bringing together 

approximately “one hundred European and thirty Ukrainian arms manufacturers in a 

structured industrial dialogue” (European Commission and  High Representative, 2024, 

p.10).  

The Joint Security Commitments signed between the EU and Ukraine in June 2024 

deepened the legal basis further. Both parties committed to foster "greater cooperation 

between their defence industries in the spirit of the European Defence Industrial Strategy", 

with Ukraine specifically undertaking "reforms and the reinforcement of its defence industry, 

building on the European Defence Industrial Strategy, strengthening transparency and 

accountability measures" (EU–Ukraine Joint Security Commitments, 2024, p.4). Analytically 

significant is the formulation that Ukraine commits to "contributing positively to the security 

of the European Union and its Member States, including by sharing information and lessons 

learned as appropriate" (EU–Ukraine Joint Security Commitments, 2024, p.3). It positions 

Ukraine not as a passive aid recipient, but as an active contributor to EU security, consistent 

with the integration dynamic. 
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This White Paper provides a framework for the ReArm Europe plan, presented in March 

2025, introducing the Security Action for Europe (SAFE) regulation. It was recognised as a 

priority to “associate Ukraine to EU initiatives to develop defence capabilities and integrate 

the respective defence industries” (European Commission, 2025, p.11). According to the 

European Parliamentary Research Service the plan wishes "Ukraine to be able to participate 

in joint procurement, fostering deeper integration” (Clapp et al., 2025, p.3). The priorities 

include “pooled procurement, prioritisation of European-made weapons, and integration of 

Ukraine's military innovation" (Clapp et al., 2025, p. 5). Along with strengthening the 

European defence capacity, utilization of Ukrainian military innovation is on the same level 

of importance. It places Ukrainian innovations as a structural component of European 

defence capacity building. The White Paper further specifies the following three concrete 

pathways of Ukrainian defence industry incorporation into EU defence industrial 

frameworks: 

- “collaborative procurement on the same footing as EU industry". 

- receiving "support the development of Ukraine's own production capacity”. 

- “joint ventures between European and Ukrainian industries" (European Commission, 2025, 

p.11). 

The Defence Readiness Roadmap 2030, adopted in October 2025, designates Ukraine as 

"Europe's first line of defence and an integral part of Europe's defence and security 

architecture" (European Commission and  High Representative, 2025, p.1) and proposes a 

dedicated EU–Ukraine Drone Alliance, described as an opportunity to "build on the lessons 

learned from Ukraine about the key value of creating innovative drone and counter-drone 

ecosystems, linking Rand D with production, and relying on scalable production capacity and 

continuous technological development" (European Commission and  High Representative, 

2025, p.6). The Drone Alliance is to be financially supported through €2 billion frontloaded 

from ERA loans and will "support the creation of joint ventures between Ukrainian and 

European companies outside Ukraine, exploiting European technology together with 

Ukraine's knowledge and experience" (European Commission and  High Representative, 

2025, p.11). The Roadmap further provides that "Ukraine will also be a full part of the 

implementation of EU financial instruments, such as SAFE and EDIP/Ukraine Support 

Instrument (USI), so that equipment is procured for Ukraine, with Ukraine and from 
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Ukraine's industry as much as possible" (European Commission and  High Representative, 

2025, p.12).  

Therefore, on the EU level, the analysis of the frameworks for the coming years, Ukrainian 

defence industrial base is recognised to be valuable for development of EU defence 

capabilities, especially highlighted the expertise and technology know-how, together with 

innovations of Ukrainian defence industry as domains of utilisation. The main objectives of 

the analysed documentation include joint procurement, technology exchange and dependent 

cooperation aimed at strengthening both EU defence industry and improving Ukrainian one. 

It moves Ukraine from the position of aid recipient to value adding partner with experience to 

help develop EU industrial ability, amounting to creating of Drone Alliance. Ukraine acquires 

more rights than other non Member states in the defence field. From the other side, more 

opportunities for Ukrainian industrial integration requires more regulations, certifications and 

standardisations with those of the EU. The next chapter is evaluation of this alignment.  

Legal alignment of Ukrainian drone industry regulations and the EU regulations. Each 

country has their own regulations regarding the production and export regimes for military 

products. The EU does not directly regulate military drone use in the same way as it regulates 

civilian drones (Clapp, 2025). There are certain EU regulations and standardisation laws 

regarding dual-use drones that must be respected in each EU member country. This section 

proposes analysis of alignment dual-use drones regulation legislation in Ukraine and the EU 

in the categories of production and testing.  

Production. The Ukrainian government has eased the procedures and requirements for the 

production of UVAs to accelerate their production under wartime conditions. After 2023 the 

products required a mandatory research and development certification process 

(naukovo-doslidna rozrobka, NDDKR) that usually took between several months and up to 

one year has been cancelled (Cabinet of Ministers of Ukraine, 2023). As a result, now there is 

a simplified approval process. A drone model can now be approved for military use in one of 

two ways: either through a joint testing procedure, in which a commission made up of 

Ministry of Defence and Armed Forces representatives evaluates the product together with 

the manufacturer, or through verified evidence that the model has already performed 

successfully in active combat (Cabinet of Ministers of Ukraine, 2023). According to EU 

regulations manufacturers must complete conformity assessment procedures, obtain CE 

marking, maintain ten years of technical documentation, and satisfy class-specific technical 
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requirements covering noise emissions, geo-awareness systems, and remote identification 

capabilities before placing any product on the market (European Commission, 2019). The 

process is designed for legal certainty and market predictability, not for speed, as it is in 

Ukraine. However, Ukraine is making steps in the direction of regulatory harmonisation. Law 

No. 4831-IX, adopted on 7 April 2026, converges accreditation and conformity assessment 

system with EU requirements, it aligns Ukraine's national certification framework with EU 

standards and enables mutual recognition of accreditation results between Ukrainian and EU 

bodies (Verkhovna Rada of Ukraine, 2026). For the drone industry, it simplifies the path for 

Ukrainian civilian and dual-use drone manufacturers seeking CE marking required to access 

the EU market under Commission Delegated Regulation (EU) 2019/945. However, the law 

does not address military drone certification, which remains outside the scope of civilian 

conformity assessment frameworks entirely.  

Additional important elements that the EU regulates is the sourcing of materials for drones. 

According to the Critical Raw Materials Act (Regulation (EU) 2024/1252) large companies 

using strategic raw materials in the production of drones are required to conduct supply chain 

risk assessments every three years, and drone products are subject to new labelling and 

recycling content requirements for critical materials including permanent magnets (European 

Parliament and  Council of the European Union, 2024). The Act sets binding benchmarks for 

2030, requiring that no more than 65% of any strategic raw material at any processing stage 

be sourced from a single third country, a direct response to Europe's acute dependency on 

China (European Parliament and  Council of the European Union, 2024). For European drone 

companies engaged in co-production arrangements with Ukrainian partners, compliance with 

these obligations adds a further layer of regulatory complexity, as Ukrainian drone production 

remains heavily reliant on Chinese-sourced components, a dependency that the Skywatch 

CEO explicitly identified as a structural vulnerability. This creates an additional misfit 

between Ukrainian and EU industrial standards. By 2025, however, the share of Chinese parts 

had fallen to about 38%, according to data cited by the newspaper from the Ukrainian 

Council of Defense Industry and the Kyiv-based Snake Island Institute (Orlova, 2026).  

As per second category of testing UVAs, according to EU legislation, a UVA operator before 

conducting any operations with UVAs have to acquire an operational authorisation from the 

competent authority that checks the compatibility with any applicable Union and national 

rules relating to it, in particular, with regard to privacy, data protection, liability, insurance, 
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security and environmental protection (European Commission, 2019, Art. 12). According to 

Ukrainian Air Code “Any legal entity or natural person engaged in developing, 

manufacturing, repairing, and using civil aviation machinery shall receive a certificate from 

the state certification and registration body that confirms that the level of such entity’s 

technical skills conforms to requirements of relevant aviation rules of Ukraine” (Verkhovna 

Rada of Ukraine, 1993). Since the declaration of martial law on 24 February 2022, Ukrainian 

airspace has been closed to civilian flights, including drones, by decision of the State 

Aviation Service and the Ministry of Defence. All drone operations, including lightweight 

systems previously exempt from authorisation requirements, require approval from the 

General Staff of the Armed Forces or regional military administrations, with authorisation 

procedures coordinated across territorial defence headquarters, police, and the Security 

Service of Ukraine (Verkhovna Rada of Ukraine, 2022). However, testing of privately 

developed drones for the needs of the Armed Forces of Ukraine is regularly conducted at 

dedicated testing grounds in cooperation with the Ministry of Defence and the Brave1 cluster. 

The primary purpose of these tests is to evaluate UAVs,  predominantly FPV drones, under 

conditions as close to combat as possible, with particular emphasis on resilience against 

enemy electronic warfare countermeasures (Uliianenko, 2026).  

The Ukrainian battlefield has become an irreplaceable testing environment that attracts EU 

drone companies to operate in Ukraine. The Skywatch CEO identified two structural reasons 

why this is the case. First, the electronic warfare conditions present on the Ukrainian front 

line - GPS denial, communication jamming, and signal disruption on a scale that would be 

legally impermissible in Western Europe - create a unique development environment for 

autonomy technologies that simply cannot be reproduced domestically: "these are things that 

are very difficult to test in the West, because here in Denmark you cannot turn up jammers the 

way you see on both sides in Ukraine - it would knock out smartphones, home banking, and 

everything else" (Mathiasen, 2026). Second, EU regulatory constraints on drone operations, 

including “line-of-sight requirements, 120-metre altitude ceilings, restricted airspace” 

(Mathiasen, 2026). Unlike Ukraine that operates under martial law with military-controlled 

airspace, it is currently free of these constraints. However, this dynamic is not without ethical 

complexity.  

The Ukrainian side itself saw the opportunity window and launched the “Test in Ukraine 

initiative” (Brave1, 2025), which is aimed at integrating foreign defence manufacturers 
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directly into its active battlefield ecosystem. The programme offers participating companies 

access to end users with real combat experience, enabling them to refine their products based 

on direct feedback from military units operating on the frontline (Brave1, 2025). 

Manufacturers are also given access to fully equipped testing grounds where solutions can be 

evaluated under conditions that closely replicate active combat, an environment that is 

virtually impossible to replicate within EU territory due to regulatory and legal constraints 

(Brave1, 2025). Beyond testing, the initiative provides structured feedback protocols and data 

collected from frontline use, allowing companies to improve and validate their technologies 

against real operational demands. It also facilitates matchmaking between foreign 

manufacturers and trusted Ukrainian partners for co-production arrangements and faster 

deployment pathways (Brave1, 2025). The initiative frames Ukraine not merely as a recipient 

of defence support but as an active co-creator, inviting manufacturers to accelerate 

development, production, and delivery cycles while gaining access to new markets through 

partnership with Ukraine's defence industrial base. 

The case of Frontline Robotics partnership with the German company Quantum Systems that 

was described in previous section required a full sequence of institutional steps, including a 

ministerial memorandum, interdepartmental framework agreement, B2B contract, and 

DSECU export control clearance. The Test in Ukraine initiative demonstrates that Ukraine 

has since independently constructed a structured mechanism for cooperation with foreign 

defence manufacturers, without waiting for EU or any other international institutional 

frameworks or settings. Ukraine understood what it had to offer and built the infrastructure 

around it, including combat-realistic testing, structured feedback, and industrial 

matchmaking, which made it significantly easier for EU companies to engage than it was in 

the early stages of cooperation. This reduces the transaction costs for EU member state 

manufacturers considerably, as the enabling framework is already in place rather than 

needing to be negotiated from scratch each time.  

From a differentiated integration perspective, it shows that integration is not only being 

driven from the EU side through regulatory frameworks and funding instruments, but is 

actively being shaped from the Ukrainian side as well. This bottom-up facilitation of 

cooperation reinforces the broader finding of this thesis that the most substantive integration 

of Ukraine's drone industry into European defence structures is occurring outside formal 
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CSDP channels, driven bilaterally and by operational urgency and Ukrainian institutional 

initiative rather than EU enlargement logic alone. 

The Robotto AI CEO raised a concern that deserves acknowledgement: the framing of 

Ukraine as a "living laboratory" risks dehumanising Ukrainian soldiers whose lives depend 

on the systems being tested, and that EU companies which treat the Ukrainian battlefield as a 

cost-free testing ground without genuine partnership,  citing the case of Helsing's loitering 

munition programme, which Ukraine suspended due to product inadequacy - are misreading 

both the ethical and the operational logic of the relationship (Geipel, 2026). 

Conclusion. An analysis of the regulatory alignment examined above reveals a consistent 

and accelerating trajectory of integration. However, most of the analysed documents are 

frameworks that only will begin to adopt regulations that could be binding for Ukraine. 

Beginning with the Association Agreement's normative convergence commitment in 2014, 

passing through the EDA Administrative Arrangement's institutional access provisions in 

2015, and culminating in the EDIP Ukraine Support Instrument, the SAFE instrument, and 

the EU Drone Alliance in 2025–2026, the EU has progressively constructed a governance 

architecture that treats Ukrainian defence industry not as an external partner receiving support 

but as a structurally embedded participant in EU defence industrial governance. As Juhani 

Grossmann states that “Ukraine’s defence industry is now even more critical to the EU than 

the UK, historically the continent’s dominant player” (Grossmann, 2025).  

The relationship evolved from unidirectional EU support to mutual contribution: the 

Roadmap's formulation that the Drone Alliance represents "Europe's opportunity to learn the 

Ukrainian way to conduct military tech innovation" (European Commission and  High 

Representative, 2025) reflects an acknowledgement that Ukraine's combat-driven industrial 

expertise constitutes a strategic asset that the EU cannot replicate domestically. In the terms 

of the differentiated integration theory, this regulatory trajectory constitutes evidence of 

progressive external differentiated integration driven by war, threat and innovations. The 

frameworks include the necessity of integration of the experience and battle-field experience, 

as well as the need for cooperation of both industries.  

As per Ukrainian regulatory harmonisation. Analysed regimes of drone production and 

testing show that Ukrainian legislation is not as strict as EU one, and driven by necessity to 

accommodate the need of the Ukrainian army fast. Nevertheless, Ukrainian legislation moves 
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towards harmonisation of product standards and requirements.  

8. Operational integration: 

8.1 Network of Ukrainian drone companies and their cooperation with EU Member 

States 

Since the Russian invasion of Ukraine, bilateral and multilateral cooperative arrangements 

between Ukrainian drone firms and European states or companies have become a defining 

structural feature of the sector. Ukraine has actively pursued bilateral defence cooperation 

agreements with individual EU member states. As of April 2026, Ukraine has concluded 

twenty-eight bilateral defence cooperation agreements providing for long-term support, 

twenty of which are with EU member states (Ministry of Defence of Ukraine, 2025). 

Moreover, alongside government-to-government frameworks, Ukrainian drone companies are 

engaged in direct industrial cooperation with European counterparts. This section provides an 

analysis of the increasing number of such cooperative arrangements and examines the terms 

and modalities under which these partnerships are established and analysis of EU structural 

involvement in it.  

Analysis of publicly available partnership agreements, government statements, and company 

announcements identifies more than forty documented bilateral collaborations between 

Ukrainian drone industry representatives and EU member state actors for the period 

2024-2026. It reveals a network of cooperation that spans 20 of the 27 EU member states, 

with five countries - Hungary, Malta, Portugal, Slovenia, and Moldova, Italy, Austria - 

showing no publicly documented drone-specific partnerships with Ukraine.   

Geographic concentration and temporal patterns. According to Annex 1, the 41 

arrangements are distributed highly unevenly across the 22 participating member states. 

Germany leads with 8 arrangements, followed by Denmark, Poland, Finland, and Estonia 

with 3-4 each, Lithuania, the Netherlands, and France with 2 each. All remaining states 

account for a single arrangement each. The Nordic and Baltic cluster, Denmark, Estonia, 

Finland, Latvia, Lithuania, and Sweden, accounts for 13 of the 41 arrangements (31.7%), 

making it by far the most active grouping. When Germany and Poland are added, this 

northern and eastern European bloc accounts for 19 of the 41 arrangements (46.3%), 

representing nearly half of all documented cooperation despite comprising only 8 of the 27 

member states.  
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The most intensive cooperation is concentrated among Nordic and Baltic states - Denmark, 

Finland, Sweden, Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania - as well as Germany and Poland. This 

geographic pattern reflects that states closest to Russia's western border exhibit the highest 

density of industrial partnerships. Denmark stands out as the most institutionally advanced 

partner, being the first country to which Ukraine has exported its own defence technologies 

for production and scaling (Ministry of Industry, Business and Financial Affairs, 2025) under 

the so-called Danish model, and the first to establish a joint drone production line with 

Ukraine (Howe, 2025). Germany has rapidly become a major industrial hub, with multiple 

joint ventures established in 2025-2026 under the Build with Ukraine framework, including 

the Auterion-Airlogix joint venture, the Quantum Frontline Industries-Frontline Robotics 

partnership, and the Wingcopter-TAF Industries memorandum of understanding (OSW Team, 

2026). 

In terms of temporal trajectory, the data shows a clear acceleration from 2024 onwards, with 

the majority of agreements signed in late 2025 and the first quarter of 2026. Which is 

consistent with the broader institutionalisation of EU-Ukraine defence industrial cooperation 

through EDIP, SAFE, and the Build with Ukraine initiative, which together created new 

financial incentives and legal frameworks for member states and companies to formalise 

partnerships. Several agreements, including those involving Romania, Bulgaria, and the 

Netherlands, explicitly cite the EU SAFE instrument as a funding mechanism.  

After analysing the Annex 1, figure 2 was created to showcase the modes of cooperation 

between Ukrainian and European sides.  

Figure 2. Modalities of EU Member State–Ukraine Drone Industry Cooperation 

(2024–2026), based on Annex 1  

1 
MODALITY 

Joint Production 

 DESCRIPTION 

Establishment of 

production lines for 

Ukrainian-designed 

drone systems on EU 

territory, combining 

SUB-TYPES 

▸ Full manufacturing in EU  

 Ukrainian technology produced 

entirely in EU country using EU 

country capacity 

EXAMPLES 

• Germany - Auterion / Airlogix Joint 

Venture GmbH 
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Ukrainian battlefield 

expertise with 

European 

manufacturing 

infrastructure and 

compliance. 

▸ Partial localisation  

Components produced in EU while 

final assembly remains in Ukraine 

▸ '1+1' model  

Two systems produced - one for 

Ukraine, one for the host state - at 

shared cost 

• Germany - Quantum Frontline 

Industries / Frontline Robotics 

('German Model') 

• Germany - Wingcopter / TAF 

Industries (MoU) 

• Denmark - Sherch 

(Danish-Ukrainian company) 

• Lithuania - '1+1' scheme 

(Government-to-Government) 

• Croatia - ORQA / General Cherry 

• Netherlands - Drone Deal (EUR 248 

million) 

 

2 

MODALITY 

Research, 

Development and 

Information 

Exchange 

 DESCRIPTION 

Cooperation on joint 

testing, planning of 

shared projects, and 

systematic exchange 

of operational and 

technical insights 

between European 

and Ukrainian 

actors.  

SUB-TYPES 

▸ Formal Rand D centres  

Jointly established research facilities 

combining European engineering and 

Ukrainian combat expertise 

▸ Delegation-based testing  

Company visits to frontline units for 

direct product validation and 

iterative development 

EXAMPLES 

• Finland - Patria eALLIANCE / 

IRON Cluster / DTI framework 

• Poland - PZL Defence Rand D centre 

for interceptor drones 

• Czech Republic - Pavetra Aerospace 

/ Ukrainska Bavovna  

• Sweden - Defence technology hub 

(Letter of Intent) 

• Denmark - Skywatch, Robotto.AI  

 

3 

MODALITY 

Technology Transfer 

and Licensing 
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 DESCRIPTION 

Transfer of 

Ukrainian 

intellectual property 

or operational 

expertise to 

European partners, 

who then 

manufacture under 

licence or integrate 

Ukrainian know-how 

into their own 

product lines. 

SUB-TYPES 

▸ Design licensing  

EU company produces 

Ukrainian-designed system under a 

formal licence agreement 

▸ Co-development  

Joint development of a new system 

combining the design and 

operational expertise of both sides 

▸ Know-how transfer  

Operational training, process 

expertise, and combat insights 

transferred to EU partners 

EXAMPLES 

• Poland - ALS Systems / 

Ukrspecsystems (licences for SHARK, 

MINI SHARK, PD-2) 

• Slovakia - Wings and  Quadro 

(Swan-X 20 co-development) 

• Germany - Wingcopter / TAF 

Industries (licensed reconnaissance 

UAV designs) 

• Estonia - Threod Systems / FRDM 

GROUP 

• Latvia - SIA Baltic Forces / Terminal 

Autonomy Ukraine 

 

4 

MODALITY 

Battlefield Feedback 

Loops 

 DESCRIPTION 

Systematic 

incorporation of 

combat-validated 

operational 

knowledge from 

Ukrainian frontline 

units into European 

companies' product 

development cycles. 

Evidenced primarily 

through 

semi-structured 

interviews conducted 

for this thesis. 

SUB-TYPES 

▸ Ticketing systems  

 Structured digital reporting by 

Ukrainian end users directly to 

European developers, enabling 

continuous iteration 

▸ Direct unit visits  

European company personnel 

embedded with frontline units to 

gather first-hand operational 

feedback 

▸ Local offices in Ukraine  

Subsidiaries or service centres 

providing on-the-ground support and 

real-time feedback collection 

EXAMPLES 

• Denmark - Skywatch Ukraine LLC 

(Kyiv subsidiary; daily ticket system; 

2,000+ end users on RQ-35) 

• Denmark - Robotto AI 

(Signal/WhatsApp feedback groups; 

Kyiv office; direct front-line visits) 

• Denmark - Nordic Wing ASTERO 

ISR (continuous development based 

on combat operator feedback since 

2023) 
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5 

MODALITY 

Government-to-Gov

ernment 

Procurement and 

Financing 

Frameworks 

 DESCRIPTION 

State-level 

agreements 

establishing joint 

procurement, 

co-financing of 

drone production, or 

formal participation 

in established 

financial instruments 

(SAFE, Danish 

model, Drone 

Coalition, Build with 

Ukraine). 

SUB-TYPES 

▸ Danish model  

Direct funding of Ukrainian 

manufacturers by a partner 

government; first institutionalised 

country-to-country export of 

Ukrainian defence technology 

▸ EU SAFE instrument  

Member state participation in pooled 

EU procurement explicitly including 

Ukraine as an eligible partner 

▸ Bilateral co-financing  

 Direct state investment in shared 

production capacity outside formal 

EU frameworks 

EXAMPLES 

• Denmark - Danish model; first joint 

drone production line with Ukraine 

• Romania - EUR 200 million via EU 

SAFE instrument; localisation of 

Ukrainian drone production 

• Bulgaria - SAFE co-production 

agreement for drones and air defence 

• Netherlands - EUR 248 million 

Drone Deal (Build with Ukraine 

initiative) 

• Luxembourg - proposal to join 

Danish model of financing 

• Lithuania - 

government-to-government '1+1' 

co-financing scheme 

 

 

The two company interviews conducted for this research provide detailed empirical evidence 

of how battlefield feedback loops function as a concrete integration mechanism. Both 

Skywatch and Roboto AI describe structured, real-time systems through which Ukrainian 

frontline units provide direct input into product development cycles, compressing what would 

conventionally be a years-long innovation process into a matter of weeks. 

The CEO of Skywatch described the feedback architecture in the following terms: “The 

combination of a product ready for market at Technology Readiness Level 8 to 9, our 

willingness to take it to the front lines including our own employees, and a system of constant 
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feedback, are what made it work. We are daily in contact with Ukrainian end users through a 

ticket system where super users and instructors can report to us in three categories: request 

for support, a problem with the system, a warranty claim, and suggestions for improvement. 

Nobody is better placed to see what needs to be improved than the people who are actually at 

war” (Mathiesen, 19 March 2026). The same interviewee emphasised the commercial and 

competitive significance of this battlefield reference, noting that “the biggest argument for 

working with us is our experience in Ukraine. There is no more important reference in the 

drone market right now. If you are in drones and you do not have experience in Ukraine and I 

do not mean you visited Lviv and drove around the city, but you are actually at the front lines 

working together with the units. That is the reference” (Mathiesen, 19 March 2026). 

The CEO of Roboto AI described a comparable dynamic: “It has influenced it heavily. From 

the start, I think it was two or three weeks of development, the product was pushed to the 

front line, and we have worked very closely with those units and gotten brutal feedback ever 

since. It has heavily shaped our systems”. (Geipel, 2026). Roboto AI uses Signal and 

WhatsApp groups for continuous remote communication with units, supplemented by direct 

visits, and has established a Kyiv office to provide local support and service. The interviewee 

also noted the company's consideration of licensing Ukrainian drone designs particularly 

fixed-wing systems,  precisely because European-made drones consistently underperform in 

the electronic warfare conditions present on the Ukrainian front line: “Whenever we send a 

European drone to Ukraine, something goes wrong. We are thinking about whether we should 

take that Ukrainian design and then work on getting it EU-approved” (Geipel, 2026). 

Both companies have moved beyond remote cooperation to establish a physical presence in 

Ukraine, with Skywatch staff based in Kyiv and personnel deployed closer to the front lines 

in Dnipro. Roboto AI has similarly established a Kyiv office, with plans to grow to around 

six employees, focused on local support and service. As was explained, the rationale is 

straightforward: “one of the key things for the front line is that if something goes wrong with 

our products, they need to be able to call somewhere” (Geipel, 2026). 

Both interviews findings, as well as the terms of cooperation with Ukraine on the same 

fundamental observation. The Ukrainian battlefield is an irreplaceable testing and 

development environment that cannot be replicated within EU territory, both for practical 

reasons,  the scale of electronic warfare and GPS denial present on the front line cannot be 

legally reproduced in Western Europe without disrupting civilian infrastructure, and for 
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experiential reasons, in that the operational knowledge accumulated by Ukrainian units over 

more than four years of continuous combat constitutes a form of expertise that no exercise or 

simulation can substitute. 

The absent EU institutional layer between these bilateral cooperative arrangements. 

With the exception of agreements explicitly citing the SAFE instrument in the cases of 

Romania, Bulgaria, and implicitly the Netherlands  the majority of the documented 

partnerships are concluded directly between companies or between governments, without 

formal EU institutional or regulatory involvement. Both interviewees confirm this pattern. 

Hans-Christian Mathiesen described the EU as “a slow-moving beast” (2026) whose funding 

logic and reporting requirements are fundamentally misaligned with the speed of innovation 

in the drone sector, and confirmed that EU institutions play no role in the company's Ukraine 

cooperation. K. R. Geipel similarly stated that EU institutions play “a very small role”  

(2026) in the company's work, and that its success in Ukraine was achieved entirely on 

commercial terms. 

8.2. Operational integration integration the European Defence Agency, the European 

Defence Fund, PESCO. 

The European Parliament plenary debate on drones and counter-drone systems (AT World 

News, 2026) offers a revealing window into how EU policymakers perceive Ukraine's drone 

industry and its relevance to European security. Across political groups and national 

delegations, a strong and remarkably consistent normative consensus emerges: Ukraine is a 

hub of knowledge, whose battlefield experience Europe must actively learn from and 

institutionalise. Statements such as “we Europeans have a lot to learn about the drone 

industry in Ukraine”, “we need to build up European drone production in close cooperation 

with the Ukrainians because they are the leaders here”, and “Ukrainian engineers, 

manufacturers and operators have gained unmatched experience in developing, deploying 

and scaling drone systems under real combat conditions” (AT World News, 2026) are used in 

every speech and reflect a discursive reframing of Ukraine's position in European defence, 

from aid recipient to strategic advantage. The political discourse preconditions for deeper 

integration of Ukraine's drone industry into EU defence structures. 

At the same time, the debate reveals a tension between political aspiration and institutional 

reality. MEPs across multiple groups acknowledged that the EU currently produces less than 
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10% of Ukraine's annual drone output, that 60% of drone components remain dependent on 

the United States or China, and that existing EU procurement and certification procedures are 

too slow to keep pace with the speed of technological change demonstrated on the Ukrainian 

battlefield (AT World News, 2026). Several speakers explicitly called for the 

institutionalisation of knowledge transfer through concrete mechanisms, like joint operator 

training and certification with standards equivalent to those applied to artillery or unmanned 

vehicle operators, staff exchanges between Ukraine, NATO and EU structures, and expanded 

joint training programmes (AT World News, 2026). These calls signal that MEPs are aware of 

the gap between the rhetorical recognition of Ukraine's expertise and the absence of binding, 

structured frameworks to operationalise it within CDSP. 

The debate also surfaces a number of concrete initiatives that are beginning to bridge this 

gap. The Commissioner referenced the Brave 1 initiative as a mechanism for sharing 

knowledge and linking EU companies to Ukrainian counterparts, the establishment of a drone 

alliance with Ukraine, and the European Drone Defence Initiative as a flagship project under 

the Defence Readiness Roadmap (AT World News, 2026). A Latvian MEP described a drone 

testing centre created “on the basis of the experience in Ukraine”,where new technologies 

are tested together with scientists (AT World News, 2026). 

Applying Rabinovych first constellation to the European Defence Agency. The EDA 

Annual Report (2025) presents the work of the agency. In the drone domain specifically, the 

EDA commissioned a study on Uncrewed Ground Systems to assess operational lessons from 

the war in Ukraine, on the basis of which a concept paper was developed outlining current 

capability gaps and proposing collaborative EU opportunities for drone development (EDA, 

2025, p. 14). In 2025, the Ukrainian Ministry of Defence participated in the Hub for 

European Defence Innovation's Operational Experimentation Campaign in Italy, the 

European Defence Innovation Days in Poland, technical workshops with member states, and 

EDA conferences on drones and airworthiness (EDA, 2025). This pattern of engagement 

satisfies Rabinovych's (2025) institutional constellations of EDA participation and structured 

partnerships, and provides evidence of elements: combat-tested knowledge being codified 

through the drone study, co-production opportunities identified through the resulting concept 

paper, and interoperability addressed through the airworthiness conferences and technical 

workshops.  
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The European Defence Fund is one of the channels through which the Ukrainian drone 

industry is being incorporated into the EU defence sector. The EU took steps to advance 

Ukraine’s integration into the European Defence Fund (EDF). Recent 2025 regulation enables 

Ukrainian legal entities “to participate on equal terms in collaborative research and 

development projects for defence technologies” (European Parliament and  Council of the 

European Union, 2025, p.8). Accordingly, Ukrainian legal entities are SMEs, startups of 

Ukrainian drone industries. There are currently two calls for proposals under the EDF that 

allow the participation of Ukrainian drone private companies. The first, entitled "Missiles, 

Ammunition and Bombs" (European Commission, Directorate-General for Defence Industry 

and Space, 2026) and second one “"Unmanned Systems and Counter-Unmanned Systems” 

(European Commission, Directorate-General for Defence Industry and Space, 2026). The aim 

of calls is to “the rapid industrial reinforcement” through “joint production and scaling up” 

(European Commission, Directorate-General for Defence Industry and Space, 2026).  

Brave EU Tech platform has emerged from cooperation of the European Defence Fund 

(EDF), the EU Defence Innovation Scheme (EUDIS), and Ukraine’s BRAVE1 defence tech 

platform, Together they managed to create a unified framework for joint development, 

testing, and deployment of cutting-edge defence solutions (European Commission, 2026). By 

offering instruments to access the EDF, EUDIS supports innovators (small and medium-sized 

enterprises (SMEs), including start-up) throughout the development cycle to mature, 

scale-up, demonstrate their use-case, grow and successfully enter the market (European 

Commission, 2026). This framework lowers entry barriers into the defence domain for 

smaller players and innovators, focusing on technological readiness. Ukrainian entities are 

eligible to apply. 

The regulation as part of  the EDIP sets up the Ukraine Support Instrument, in simple words, 

it is a budget allocation of 300 million, which is ⅕ or 20 % of the total €1.5 billion to EDIP 

(European Parliament and  Council of the European Union, 2025). This instrument will be 

financing “the integration of the Ukrainian DTIB into the EDTIB, and to the adaptation of 

the Ukrainian DTIB to meeting the standards of the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation 

(NATO) and other relevant standards” (European Parliament and  Council of the European 

Union, 2025). 

PESCO provides a framework for willing and able member states to jointly develop defence 

capabilities, coordinate investments, enhance the operational readiness, interoperability and 
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resilience of their armed forces, and collaborate in projects (Council of the European Union, 

2017). In its internal dimension, PESCO constitutes a form of internal differentiated 

integration, where member states opt in deeper cooperation within preferred capability 

domains. From the perspective of external differentiated integration, which is the analytical 

scope of this thesis, the Council Decision of November 2020 allows third states to participate 

in individual PESCO projects, subject to the condition that they hold an Administrative 

Arrangement with the EDA,  a requirement Ukraine has satisfied since October 2015 

(Council of the EU, 2020). Ukraine therefore meets the formal prerequisite for participation. 

However, as of April 2026, no PESCO project involving Ukraine has been completed or 

formally agreed. The Council reviewed the PESCO Strategic Review conclusions and 

acknowledged this gap directly, stating that:  

"Ukraine's participation in PESCO projects should be facilitated, within the current legal 

framework", with the explicit aim of "supporting the strengthening of cooperation, leading to 

the progressive integration of the Ukrainian defence technological and industrial base into 

the EDTIB" (Council of the European Union, 2024, p. 10).  

It confirms that PESCO participation is institutionally anticipated at the EU level, but has not 

yet been operationalised. It makes PESCO evidence of the potential integration trajectory, 

however without any concrete incorporation of Ukrainian drone industry as of now. 

Conclusions. The beginning of this section described the EU Parliamentary debate that 

remains open to integration of the Ukrainian drone industry, as they understand the value of 

Ukrainian battlefield experience. Nevertheless, there remains a gap between political rhetoric 

and operational integration. Despite the progressive EU regulatory frameworks and openness 

of EDA, EDF and PESCO and funding mechanisms for Ukrainian drone industry entities, 

their participation remains limited, attributing to participatory level of differentiated 

integration. Meanwhile, the majority of actual cooperation, the dense network of joint 

ventures, technology transfers, and co-production arrangements documented in section 8.1, 

occurs bilaterally between companies and governments, largely outside formal CDSP 

structures and without EU institutional involvement.  

 

The Robotto AI CEO stated that: "there is not a willingness to buy Ukrainian drones at the 

moment, even though they are battle proven" (Geipel, 2026), attributing this to structural 

misalignment between EU safety standards, supply chain requirements, and interoperability 
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demands on one side, and the speed and cost model of Ukrainian production on the other. The 

same interviewee also qualified the integration significance of the Build with Ukraine 

initiative:  

 

"The companies building facilities under the Built with Ukraine programme are only building 

for Ukraine - they are taking production out of Ukraine and into a European country, but the 

output is still going back to Ukraine. Europe is more willing to buy from European companies 

that have improved their products using Ukrainian experience - not from Ukrainian 

companies directly" (Geipel, 2026). 

 

Hans-Christian Mathiesen adds that Europe has not yet grasped the economic logic of drone 

warfare Ukraine has mastered, and that meaningful change is unlikely without a direct attack 

on EU territory (2026). In the terms of differentiated integration theory, these perspectives, as 

well as reality of Ukrainian drone industry entities participation in EU agencies and 

instruments prove that organisational integration of the Ukrainian drone industry remains, at 

present, anticipated rather than established.  

9. Conclusions 

Answering the research question of "How is the Ukrainian drone industry collaborating 

with the EU's Common Security and Defence Policy and can it be considered 

integration using differentiated integration theory?", this thesis draws several following 

conclusions. 

Firstly, the regulatory integration is progressive, showing a consistent and accelerating 

pattern of external differentiated integration. The legal architecture evolved through distinct 

layers: 

●​ The 2014 Association Agreement established the normative convergence obligation 

●​ The 2015 EDA Administrative Arrangement created the first formal institutional 

access channel 

●​ EDIS (2024), the Joint Security Commitments (2024), the White Paper (2025), the 

Defence Readiness Roadmap (2025), and EDIP together repositioned Ukraine from 

aid recipient to structurally embedded participant 
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Using Telle et al.'s (2025) definition that external DI requires alignment with EU rules, the 

Law No. 4831-IX (2026) demonstrates that Ukrainian legislation is actively harmonising with 

EU conformity assessment standards, which directly enables dual-use drone manufacturers to 

pursue CE marking. However, the testing requirements remain more, as Ukraine´s advantage 

for drone technology improvement.  

Secondly, the organisational integration is bilateral in practice and remains only 

anticipatory in EU structures. In the EU bodies, applying Rabinovych's (2025) constellations: 

●​ EDA: the EDA commissioned a drone study drawing on Ukrainian battlefield 

experience,  which satisfies the EDA constellation at a participatory level 

●​ EDF: Ukrainian legal entities are now formally eligible for two relevant calls - 

"Unmanned Systems and Counter-Unmanned Systems" and "Missiles, Ammunition 

and Bombs". Additionally, the Brave EU Tech platform allows the entry for Ukrainian 

SMEs and startups. This represents institutional access, but active participation 

remains unreached. 

●​ PESCO: Ukraine meets the formal prerequisite through the 2015 EDA 

Administrative Arrangement, but as of April 2026 no project involving Ukraine has 

been completed or agreed, which makesPESCO evidence of anticipated rather than 

established integration. 

However, bilateral cooperation with EU Member States is continuously expanding , the 

network of 41 documented arrangements across 22 member states includes five identified 

modalities. Among them are  joint production, Rand D and information exchange, technology 

transfer, battlefield feedback loops, and government-to-government procurement 

frameworks. The density of this network is concentrated in the Nordic-Baltic cluster and 

Germany and Poland. It demonstrates that integration is occurring, but largely outside formal 

CDSP structures. 

As per the three drone-specific indicator, battlefield feedback loops are integrated 

bilaterally, with private defence companies, such as Skywatch, with their ticket system with 

2,000+ end users and Robotto AI's Signal feedback groups with direct frontline visits 

demonstrate that combat-tested operational knowledge is being systematically incorporated 

into EU company development cycles. It was mentioned in other companies' websites that 

have Ukraine as an end-user.  
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Co-production is advancing rapidly as well at the bilateral level. Analysis of 41 bilateral 

agreements between representatives of the Ukrainian drone industry and EU Member states 

proves it. However, the Frontline Robotics case also demonstrates that each arrangement 

requires an institutional construction process involving governments of partnering companies. 

The EU-level frameworks have not yet been established in this domain. 

Interoperability remains the least developed indicator. The EDIP and its instruments 

explicitly fund adaptation of the Ukrainian DTIB to NATO standards and other relevant 

standard rules, and airworthiness conferences have taken place through the EDA. The 

production of drones in Ukraine follows a simplified procedure to satisfy the urgent needs of 

the army. Nevertheless, the technical standardisation of Ukrainian drone products remains 

outside EU standards, even though there are attempts by the Ukrainian government to 

harmonise the legislation and bring it closer to EU regulations.  

Therefore, the Ukrainian drone industry is collaborating with EU CDSP through two tracks. 

The first is a dense, rapidly expanding bilateral partnership with Member States, driven by 

geographic proximity to Russia, operational urgency, and commercial incentives. It operates 

outside formal CDSP structures and without EU institutional frameworks or involvement. 

The second is an emerging EU organisational track, particularly through EDA participation, 

EDF and PESCO eligibility, and EDIP funding. Consequently, applying a differentiated 

integration framework, the answer to whether this constitutes integration is yes, but at the 

participatory rather than institutionalised level. Using Lavenex and Križić's (2022) two 

dimensions: the regulatory dimension is advancing, with Ukrainian legislation converging 

toward EU standards. The organisational dimension shows formal access to EU institutions 

without substantive operational integration. Rieker's (2021) informal, non-treaty-based forms 

of DI are where the empirical weight actually lies, particularly clusters of member states, 

Denmark, Germany, Poland, and the Nordic-Baltic group, driving integration initiatives 

outside formal CDSP channels. This is the dominant modality of Ukrainian drone industry 

integration as of April 2026. 

The overall participation, as analysis shows, is driven by war, threat, and innovation, moving 

Ukraine from the position of aid recipient toward that of a structurally anticipated partner. 

The gap between political rhetoric and operational reality, confirmed by both interviews, 

suggests that full organisational integration remains a near-future trajectory rather than a 

present reality. 
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