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Abstract and Authors

This policy brief builds on research from the NAVIGATOR project to analyse
how the European Union's engagement with regional organizations across
Africa, the Americas, and Asia could evolve in response to growing gridlock
within global governance institutions. As multilateral organizations face
declining legitimacy, reduced financing, and weakened crisis-management
capacity, regional organizations are increasingly relevant as intermediate
governance structures. While they cannot replace universal institutions, they
can potentially complement them by enhancing legitimacy, responsiveness,
and regional ownership in a fragmented international order.
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Global Governance Under Strain

The US, under the second Trump administration, has increased efforts to
undermine established multilateral institutions. While it was expected that
President Trump would withdraw from the Paris Agreement and cut funding
to UN organizations, particularly organizations such as the UN Population
Fund (UNFPA) and the UN Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization
(UNESCO), the US administration has also withdrawn from the WHO and
ordered a full review of funding and any type of support to all international
intergovernmental organizations.!

This is happening at the same time as Russia's war against Ukraine is now
entering its fifth year, Israel's occupying Gaza and the West Bank, and the US
has conducted a special military incursion into Venezuela to capture President
Maduro. These are all in violation of international law, raising questions about
the future of international law and the role of multilateral institutions in
preventing war and resolving violent conflicts. This is all taking place in the
context of a long-running debate about the lack of inclusion of major powers
in Asia, Africa and Latin America in the UN Security Council, and their (limited)
voting powers at the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund. Finally,
the inability of multilateral institutions to prevent and act on conflicts in
Ukraine, Gaza, Sudan, and elsewhere raises serious questions about the role
and effectiveness of multilateral governance capacity.

These developments contribute to a widespread perception that the
importance of multilateral institutions in upholding a “rules-based”
international order is seriously questioned. Indeed, major powers are
withdrawing political and financial support from multilateral institutions,
accelerating a shift toward informal, club-based, and ad hoc arrangements.
While formats, like the G7, BRICS and G20, can be flexible and effective, they
often lack inclusiveness and representational legitimacy, raising broader
guestions about the future role of multilaterals in advancing a rules-based
order and working to address collective problems.

In this policy brief we unpack these dynamics and discuss in some detail the
role of regional organizations in serving both as an arena for inter-state
negotiations and as actors with capacity to act on problems and advance
international rules. Against this backdrop, we provide advice on how the EU
can navigate between and cooperate with major powers in Africa, the
Americas and Asia and invest in regional organizations as a supplement to
multilaterals.

The Rise of Global Governance

The idea of global governance as a “variable geometry” has gained
prominence, first in academic circles and more recently among political
leaders of major powers?. It points to a world of a menu of different governance
options, where some problems are tackled in multilateral institutions, others

1 The White House (2025) Withdrawing the United States from and Ending Funding to Certain United Nations
Organizations and Reviewing United States Support to all International Organizations.
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bilaterally, and others still via either clubs or other informal or “mini-latera
governance arrangements.

The idea of global governance as a “variable geometry” has gained
prominence, first in academic circles and more recently among political
leaders of major powers.? It points to a world of a menu of different governance
options, where some problems are tackled in multilateral institutions, others
bilaterally, and others still via either clubs or other informal or “mini-lateral”
governance arrangements. Perhaps most prominently, the so-called “club”
governance makes up a new layer in which major powers form informal
groupings to coordinate action that impacts the broader system of
governance. The G7 and the BRICS+ represent two competing clubs, while the
G20 is the only such club where most key members of both the G7 and BRICS
meet to negotiate and coordinate on global issues. These clubs, and the G20 in
particular, have emerged as key hubs for so-called orchestration, through
which these states send signals to and coordinate tasks to formal international
organizations such as different UN agencies, IMF, World Bank or the OECD.?
While this development suggests that power differentials become more
important in shaping governance arrangements, and may also increase
governance capacity and effectiveness, the role of geographically specific
organizations should not be discounted, not least because they offer important
legitimacy to governance arrangements.

Regional organizations as governance infrastructure

Regional organizations have evolved gradually over time and become more
central in global governance. Historically, the EU has been a promoter of
regional integration as a key building block for the advancement of its
interests and as a platform for governance. Initiatives such as the Cotonou
Agreement, the European Neighbourhood Policy, and inter-regional
partnerships (e.g., EU-Mercosur, EU-ASEAN) reflect this ambition. This “export
model” of regionalism has been met with criticism as a “normative projection”
rather than a genuine partnership. It has also been met with competition from
China, that has been willing to provide support and engage on less normative
terms with partners, not least through the Belt and Road Initiative. To meet
China’s challenge, the EU is increasingly framing its engagement in global and
regional politics as a geopolitical actor. The EU has set up the Global Gateway
to gather and direct private and public investment in non-EU countries,
countering China's role as a global infrastructure lender in developing
countries around the world.* The evolving use of the European Peace Facility
and the mobilization of a vast array of EU policies to boost the European
Strategic Autonomy show a similar intent by the EU institutions and Member
States to transform the EU in a more geopolitical actor.”

2 Alexander Stubb (2022) “The case for a confederal Europe” European Council on Foreign Relations.
https:/fecfr.eu/article/the-case-for-a-confederal-europe/; Mark Carney (2025) “The world is in a new age of variable
geometry, says Mark Carney”, The Economist, 12 November 2025. Available at: https:/www.economist.com/the-
world-ahead/2025/11/12/the-world-is-in-a-new-age-of-variable-geometry-says-mark-carney

3 Christian Downie (2022) How do informal international organizations govern? The G20 and orchestration,
International Affairs, 98(3), 953-972, https:/doi.org/10.1093/ia/iiac060

“ Heldt, Eugenia C. (2023) Europe’s Global Gateway: A New Instrument of Geopolitics. Politics and Governance,
1(4): 223-234.

° Brosig, Malte, Karlsrud, John and Reykers, Yf (forthcoming) The European Peace Facility and the EU's Evolving
Role in International Peace and Security. [under review]
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The role of regional organizations matters because they serve as important
arenas for diplomacy, coordination, norm diffusion, and crisis response. In this
way, they not only relieve pressure on overstretched global institutions but also
serve as the first stop for inter-state negotiations. The prospect of the EU
succeeding in building partnership and cooperation with other regional
organizations depend on how the engagement is tailored to the specifics of
each regional organizations, which vary depending on historical trajectories,
power asymmetries within regions, and external influences from major
powers.

The EU's commitment to multilateralism must adapt to an international
system where power and legitimacy are increasingly dispersed. Engaging
regional organizations as strategic partners can help address representation
gaps, improve crisis response, and potentially strengthen rule-based
cooperation. This requires moving beyond a one-size-fits-all approach and
tailoring engagement to the specific capacities and political dynamics of each
region. Against this backdrop, we discuss briefly some key characteristics of
the most prominent regional organizations.

The Americas: fragmented and overlapping regionalism

Regional cooperation in the Americas is characterized by institutional density
combined with fragmentation. Organizations such as the Organization of
American States (OAS), the Southern Common Market (Mercosur), the
Caribbean Community (CARICOM), the Central American Integration System
(SICA), and the Community of Latin American and Caribbean States (CELAC)
coexist with overlapping memberships and mandates. This reflects both the
historical influence of the United States and periodic efforts by Latin American
states to assert autonomy. While some bodies focus on security and
democratic norms, others emphasize trade and economic integration. The
result is a segmented regional landscape with limited coordination capacity at
the continental level.

EU engagement with regional organizations in the Americas has deepened in
the last decade. This has taken the form of both regional summitry, such as the
EU-CELAC summits, and the development of trade frameworks, such as the
EU-Mercosur trade deal. These initiatives add to the EU's efforts to invest in
democracy and human rights promotion in the region through the OAS.®
Nonetheless, the cooperation is constrained by institutional fragmentation and
also domestic politics on both sides, especially on trade.”

Africa: uneven institutionalization and security-centered cooperation
Africa's regional architecture combines ambitious continental frameworks

with strong sub-regional organizations. The African Union serves as a political
hub and has developed key initiatives such as the African Continental Free

6 Filip Balcerzak et al. (2015) “Report on the EU’'s engagement with regional multilateral organisations. Case study:
Inter-American perspective.”

7 Financial Times, “EU will lose face if it rejects Mercosur deal, warns trade commissioner”, 15 December 2025,
https://www.ft.com/content/fcaflab6-69c8-4aa9-al04-c4f918f7747d
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Trade Area and the African Peace and Security Architecture. However,
implementation capacity remains constrained, and both continental and sub-
regional bodies depend heavily on external financing, particularly from the EU.
There is uneven institutionalization across issue areas and subregions. Sub-
regional organizations like the Economic Community of West African States
(ECOWAS) have demonstrated responsiveness in crisis situations, yet recent
coups and the rise of ad hoc military coalitions highlight growing informality
and declining institutional cohesion.

The EU's cooperation with African regional organizations is comparatively
deeper and has a more operational focus than in other regions, especially
measured in financial support on issues such as peace and security. This has
offered the EU some leverage over African regional organizations, but it has
also fueled tensions over conditionality and a history of colonial rule.®

Asia: dialogue-oriented and power-balancing regionalism

Asian regionalism is marked by relatively low levels of institutionalization and
limited political integration. The Association of Southeast Asian Nations
(ASEAN) plays a central role as a diplomatic platform, prioritizing consensus-
building and dialogue over binding commitments. This approach has proven
effective in managing tensions despite minimal pooling of resources. At the
same time, China has emerged as an organizational entrepreneur through
initiatives such as the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AlIB) and the Belt
and Road Initiative, reshaping regional dynamics.

EU investment in Asian regional organizations has expanded from diplomatic
dialogue to more structured sectoral cooperation, such as through the ASEAN
strategic partnership.® EU trade diplomacy in Southeast Asia is moreover
increasingly framed as geopolitical positioning.’® New regional initiatives, such
as the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AlIB), highlight how the EU
member States that are also members of the AlIB can potentially seek to
shape rules and finance from the inside.!

Europe: advanced but differentiated integration

Europe represents the most institutionalized form of regional governance, with
the EU combining supranational authority and differentiated integration. The
EU’s development has produced dense inter-institutional relations with NATO,
the Council of Europe and the OSCE. Recent geopolitical shocks, particularly
Russia’'s invasion of Ukraine, have accelerated cooperation in foreign, security,
and defence policy, both on the institutional level, and within smaller coalitions
like the E5.12 With this move, the war in Ukraine has

8 Julian Bergmann (2025) “Assessing 25 Years of Partnership between the AU and EU: Closer Cooperation in Peace and
Security.” Berlin: Stiftung Wissenschaft und Politik (SWP).

2 European External Action Service (2022) “Plan of Action to Implement the ASEAN-EU Strategic Partnership (2023-
2027)"

10 Malamud, Andrés, and Luis Leandro Schenoni (2025) "Geopolitical aspects of the EU-Mercosur agreement. Study
Requested by the AFET committee (European Parliament's Committee on Foreign Affairs)." (2025).

11 Fleur Huijskens, et al. (2022) “EU in the AlIB: Taming China's Influence from Within.” Egmont Institute.

12 |n its most recent configuration, the E5 consists of UK, Germany, France, Italy, and Poland. See e.g.
https:/www.difesa.it/eng/primo-piano/meeting-of-the-defence-ministers-in-the-e5-format/83612.html.
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functioned as an engine of European integration and multilateral innovation,
e.g. in the areas of defense and digitalization, and the EU has acknowledged its
role as a geopolitical actor® While internal divisions persist, the EU
demonstrates how regional organizations can evolve into influential global
actors and serve as laboratories for multilateral governance. A case in point is
how the EU increasingly links formal cooperation to flexible and “minilateral”
formats such as the “E5” to coordinate Ukraine support, and the “E6" in efforts
to side-step lack of consensus in competition with China and the US.** The EU
also builds on its cooperation with other regional actors, as demonstrated, for
instance, by the role and support granted to the Council of Europe in setting
up and running the Special Tribunal for the Crime of Aggression against
Ukraine.

Conclusions and policy recommendations

Regional organizations are not substitutes for global institutions, but they are
indispensable components in a renewed governance architecture. They can
offload global institutions, produce tailor-made problem-solving, and secure a
type of geographically grounded legitimacy that global institutions do not.
Moreover, ‘regionalism’ is not a single model—political investment, pooling of
authority and mandates diverge sharply across regions. The EU should
consider investing in sustained political partnerships with regional bodies,
support capacity-building where appropriate, and integrate regional
perspectives more systematically into global decision-making forums. Doing
so would reinforce both the effectiveness and legitimacy of multilateral
governance in an increasingly fragmented world.

Some policy options for the EU

e Use club formats but strengthen legitimacy through widening of
representation and perspectives. The EU can potentially use G7/G20
settings to ‘anchor’ solutions and ensuring that regional perspectives are
incorporated through relevant regional organizations and coalitions in
statements from G7/G20.

¢ Legitimacy is a constraint. In light of critique from different regions about
lack of inclusion in global “clubs” and influence in formal organizations like
the UN Security Council and the World Bank / IMF, the EU can use its
financial and political leverage to strengthen the capacity of regional
organizations as part of geopolitical strategy, where trade and
technological cooperation is linked to regional organizations role in global
governance.

e Adopt an institutional effects test for EU financing. For major
governance funding decisions, explicitly assess whether EU support
strengthens regional governance mechanisms over time or risks bypassing
them, particularly where ad hoc and minilateral coalitions proliferate.

¥ Hakansson, Calle (2024) The Ukraine war and the emergence of the European commission as a geopolitical actor.
Journal of European Integration, 46(1), 25-45. https:/doi.org/10.1080/07036337.2023.2239998
14 https://www.euractiv.com/news/franco-german-led-e6-format-will-be-temporary-says-eurogroup-president/
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