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If the year 2025 was in all its complexity and challenges without a precedent in the 21st cen-
tury, one must reasonably expect that the year 2026 will surpass it. Geopolitical tensions
are continuing to rise, encompassed by myriads of uncertainties, ranging from unregulated
field of technological progressions to illegal migrations and climate change related perils. As
in 2025, the unpredictability, fragmented attention and low long-term visibility hurt invest-
ments and impede economic growth. The NFF remains oriented to help business to achieve
more clarity within the given geopolitical and business context, so they can capitalize on
emerging trends and improve their competitive edge.

Next annual cycle, besides geopolitical security challenges, will be largely defined by the United States -
European Union relations in the field of trade and energy, and the EU’s new budgetary deal. The further
pace of the war in Ukraine will continue to shape Transatlantic policies, with a deep impact on the Euro-
pean security and beyond. The worrying yet straightforward fact is that in an unstable geopolitical era it
remains impossible to provide these issues with more long-term strategic clarity.

The EU has commenced its new five-year institutional cycle and now stands at abeginning of a highly chal-
lenging negotiations on the Multiannual Financial Framework (MFF) for the 2028 - 2034 period. The MFF,
projected to amount to approximately 2 trillion euro, will define in more ways that one the future course of
the EU and its plans to strengthen its competitiveness and global relevance, and successfully continue the
enlargement process. Against this background, Mario Dragi’'s Report, published in 2024 under the title “The
Future of European competitiveness” remains a pivotal point of reference.



Strengthening and developing further EU’s economic security strategy will be an important part of the Eu-
ropean Commission’s agenda in 2026. The foreign investment screening review and harmonizing rules is
supposed to contain appropriate measures to ensure safe foreign investing that will not jeopardize Europe-
an strategic sectors and will protect critical infrastructure, sensitive technologies and essential resources.

Building partnerships for a stronger Europe in the world is outlined as one of the key strategic goals of the
EU. This can hardly be achieved without the strong and enduring partnership with the U.S,, based on two
cornerstones: security and trade. In the domain of trade factsheets speak for themselves - every day over
4,2 billion euros of goods and services are crossing the Atlantic and the total value of U.S. - EU trade in 2024
amounted to 1,6 trillion euros.

Transatlantic security radiates around NATO while serious challenges are multiplying, especially on its
Eastern Flank. Rapidly changing military doctrines, transformed by new technologies powered by the Arti-
ficial Intelligence and lessons-learned on the Ukrainian battlefield, have deep impact not only on political
environment but on the business one as well. The effect of significant increases in defense budgets of EU
Member States is spreading beyond military-industrial complexes.

This year Croatia will host the Three Seas Initiative (3SI) Summit and the Business Forum. Untapping fur-
ther the 3ST potential as one of the venues of transatlantic cooperation should remain a priority. The NFF
will continue to keep its focus on the 3SI and foster a debate on its possible contributions to the stability,
mobility and energy-independence of Eastern and South-eastern Europe.

The NFF Annual Forum in Zagreb, through a series of panels, presentations and keynote addresses, will
seek different viewpoints and perspectives on a number of pertinent topics. Following issues shall be spe-
cifically addressed this year:

“US. - EU trade, innovation and investment in shaping secure and competitive economies.

Energy security: Three Seas Initiative LNG Partnership and American LNG Exports to
Central and Eastern Europe.

Hydrocarbon Production as a reliable, efficient, stable and
economically attractive supply of energy - how to boost domestic production.

Cybersecurity and Alworld: Strengthening Transatlantic and
CEE technological cooperation.
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U.S-EUTrade

The U.S. - EU trade deal was labeled as a pivotal move toward restoring stability and predictability in mu-
tual relations at a crucial moment for the transatlantic partnership. In announcing in August 2025 a joint
Framework on an Agreement on Reciprocal, Fair,and Balanced Trade, the U.S.and EU stated that it “will put
ourtrade and investment relationship - one of the largest in the world - on a solid footing and will reinvigo-
rate our economies’ reindustrialization”

Putting tariffs on the goods exported to the U.S. from EU Member States at 15% (and eliminating European
tariffs on American industrial goods) is just one part of the deal - the EU has committed to purchase more
energy from the U.S. and to increase its investments there. Also, in addition to existing investments of EU
companies amounting 100 billion dollars annually, EU 1s now committed to invest 600 billion dollarsin the
U.S.by2028.

The panel will address questions pertinent for future U.S. - EU relationship.

Do we have on both sides of the Atlantic a common interpretation of
mutually beneficial priorities for the U.S.and EU?

How much are the issues of trade and security intertwined and dependable
on each otherwithin the US. - EU algorithm?

Canwe still talk about the “West” as a coherent geopolitical entity,
galvanized around shared political, economic and security interest?

How to boost economic cooperation, trade and investments; how to successfully combine
and mutual reinforce “America First’and “Europe First” concepts?

Three Seas Initiative LNG Partnership

Areliable supply of energy s strategically vital not only for a vibrant economy, but equally for national secu-
rity and self-sustainability. The most expensive energyis the one thatis not available. Energyisa significant
part of the U.S. - EU new trade deal - in includes the provision that the EU will purchase 750 billion dollars
inU.S. energy by 2028.

Launched in very different European and global circumstances in 2015, the 3ST has proved its value for
building regional and inter-regional interconnectivity in the fields of transport, energy, and digitalization.
The 3SI's Warsaw Summit Joint Declaration, from April 2025, emphasized “the importance of building crit-
ical North-South infrastructure interconnections, strengthening the cohesion of the European Union and
enriching the transatlantic ties”.



Robust and diversified energy infrastructure, developed through technologically sound and policy-driven
Initiatives, is the bedrock for European energy security. Against this background Croatia’s Krk LNG termi-
nal, with maximum capacity of 6.1bcm, playsa pivotal role as key regional hub, supported by Croatian trans-

mission system operator Plinacro.

Under EU-US trade deal, Europe promised to by 250 billion euros worth of American
energy annually - is Europe ready for this, howwill buy this and how do you see these
developments reflecting your business?

3STinitiative allows for four LNG import terminals i.e Poland, Lithuania, Greece

and Croatia towork closer together and become four strategic hubs for importing
American LNG - how can Central Europe increase its buying capacity and strengthen
energy security at the same time.

Are3STLNG countries ableto create CEE LNG buyers clubwith the support of NEDC and the WH?

Weneed to bring in Ukraine as new LNG market - Poland has shipped to Ukraine -
what new infrastructure is needed to enhance LNG offtake deals coming from the US?

LNG tariffs - is there a price war among LNG operators and we reduce tariffs to
enhance energy securityin CE?

Cybersecurity and Al World

The goal of this panel is to foster a dynamic conversation that moves from defining the current landscape
in cybersecurity to exploring actionable solutions and future strategies in strengthening Transatlantic and
Central and Eastern Europe technological cooperation. The discussion will be framed around the central
paradox of Al: it is simultaneously our greatest tool for innovation and our most complex new security chal-
lenge. For Central and Eastern Europe (CEE), a region known for its dynamic tech talent and strategic geo-
political importance, navigating this paradox is not just a commercial goal but a security imperative. The
panel’s objective is to explore how to strengthen transatlantic and CEE cooperation to harness Al's benefits
while building a resilient and secure digital future.

Navigating the Transatlantic regulatory maze will be another part of the panel, with the focus on the impact
of landmark regulations like the EU AT Act. Panelists will address challenges of aligning different transat-
lantic approachesto governance, aswell as the complex legal and policy environment shaping the develop-
ment and deployment of AL



Forging public-private alliances for collective defense is the third issue the panel will tackle. Considering
the need to secure the digital supply chain, the panelists will address the collaborative approaches to en-
hance the resilience of hardware and software supply chains against state-sponsored and criminal cyber
threats. Thereis a necessity of securing reliable investing in a future-ready CEE, by outlining the key invest-
ments in skills, infrastructure, and policy frameworks required to position the CEE region as a global leader
in the development and deployment of secure, trustworthy, and ethical AT

Whatis the single most transformative opportunity Al offers the CEE region,
and whatisthemost underestimated cybersecurity threat that accompanies it?

- Howis the proliferation of Al-driven services changing the nature of threats to
critical telecommunications infrastructure?

Is Al currently creating more risk than it helps mitigate, and howis the
cyber-insurance market in CEE evolving to price these novel threats?

- Howdoyoubalance compliance with this comprehensive framework in
the CEE region while maintaining the agility needed to compete with U.S. and
otherinternational players?

How can we ensure that regulation fosters security without hindering transatlantic innovation?

Finally, the Three Seas Initiative (3SI) remains a central priority for the NFFand will be prominently featured
in this year’s Forum agenda. The significance of this topic is heightened by Croatia’s upcoming role as host
of the 3ST Business Forum next year.
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