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for Enlargement

Seven consecutive enlargements, spanning over half a century, have provided 
geopolitical stability in Europe and facilitated trade and economic growth. 
Currently, the EU is considering further expansion towards the Western Balkans 
and Turkey. In this process, the EU is weighing fundamental values against 
security concerns, public scepticism in some member states and past experience 
of letting in countries that were not prepared. In addition the economic, security 
and refugee crises are making the EU more cautious about enlarging further.

The present paper considers options for further EU enlargement, including ending 
enlargement altogether, offering a reduced membership status (‘membership 
minus’) and keeping enlargement alive under strict conditions. It argues for the 
third option, under which the EU institutions must make sure that candidate 
countries not only align their legislation with that of the community but also 
respect fundamental EU values in the economic, political and legal spheres. 
Giving a viable prospect for membership is vital to enabling the candidates to 
maintain reform momentum and their attachment to the West. It is also in the 
interests of the EU and its member states.
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promoting Christian Democrat, conservative and like-minded political values. It serves as a framework for 
national political foundations linked to member parties of the EPP. It currently has 30 member foundations 
and three permanent guest foundations in 24 EU and non-EU countries. The Martens Centre takes part in 
the preparation of EPP programmes and policy documents. It organises seminars and training on EU poli-
cies and on the process of European integration.

The Martens Centre also contributes to formulating EU and national public policies. It produces research 
studies and books, electronic newsletters, policy briefs and the twice-yearly European View journal. Its re-
search activities are divided into six clusters: party structures and EU institutions, economic and social poli-
cies, EU foreign policy, environment and energy, values and religion, and new societal challenges. Through 
its papers, conferences, authors’ dinners and website, the Martens Centre offers a platform for discussion 
among experts, politicians, policymakers and the European public.



About the 
Author



7

About Konrad Niklewicz

Konrad Niklewicz is a Ph.D. graduate in the field of the social sciences (Uni-
versity of Warsaw, Faculty of Political Sciences and Journalism). He is currently the 
managing director of the Civic Institute, a Civic Platform think tank; senior fellow of 
the demosEUROPA foundation; and a guest lecturer at the University of Warsaw. He 
previously served as Spokesperson for the Polish Presidency of the Council of the 
European Union and Undersecretary of State at the Ministry of Regional Develop-
ment. Before joining the government, he was both a journalist and an editor for the 
foreign/economic section of Gazeta Wyborcza, the leading Polish daily newspaper. 
Between 2005 and 2007 he was the journal’s Brussels correspondent.



Acknowledgments



9

Of all the people who helped me in my research and writing of this paper, Vít Novotný and Roland 
Freudenstein merit special mention. I would also like to express my gratitude to Corina Stratulat, who 
reviewed the paper. Her acute comments and suggestions helped me to substantially improve the paper.



Executive 
summary



11

This paper discusses the future of EU enlargement policy in the context of past and current accessions. 
After seven consecutive enlargements, spanning over half a century and each different in size, the EU is 
proceeding with its eighth wave of expansion towards the Western Balkans and Turkey. This time, though, 
the EU is moving at a much slower pace. The new enlargement philosophy has been influenced by the 
experience of the 2004–7 enlargements and is now based on a stricter approach towards assessment of 
the progress made by the candidate, potential candidate and aspiring countries. Especially in the context of 
the refugee crisis, Turkey—the candidate country of longest standing—constitutes the biggest dilemma. In 
this particular case, the EU must weigh fundamental values against fundamental security issues. To some 
extent this issue concerns the Western Balkan countries too.

In parallel, the EU is pondering the possible next steps for countries such as Ukraine and Moldova. Al-
though no Eastern European countries have requested membership so far, the EU cannot pretend that this 
will never happen. A clear strategy for the EU’s Eastern neighbours is needed. 

Against this background, this paper considers three alternative scenarios for the future of EU enlarge-
ment policy: a definitive stop to enlargement; a third way, tentatively called ‘membership minus’; and last but 
not least, the continuation of enlargement.

This paper recommends the third option, with one string attached: the already developed verification 
mechanism must be further strengthened. Deeply weakened by the financial, security and refugee crises, 
the EU cannot afford to repeat the mistakes of the past: letting in countries that are objectively unprepared. 
Thorough verification is a must, even if it translates into decades-long enlargement processes.

The paper covers the period up to March 2016.
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The history of European integration is, to some extent, the history of its consecutive enlargements. 
But this may eventually change. There are currently seven countries in the enlargement process: Albania, 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, the former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia, Kosovo, Montenegro, Serbia and 
Turkey.1 The EU is approaching the point where the question of its final geographical shape will become 
unavoidable. This question is not new—it has been asked in the past—but right now it is gaining political 
weight. Russian aggression against Ukraine, the refugee crisis and renewed terrorist threats that originate 
not far from Europe’s southern borders only add to the need to discuss the future of enlargement. The deci-
sion on whether to continue (or not) with this policy in the coming years will be crucial to addressing some 
of the challenges Europe is facing at present.

The goal of this paper is to take stock of the current enlargement process, define possible scenarios for 
the future and offer recommendations. This paper discusses the situation of both the countries that have 
an official candidate status and those whose EU membership aspirations have not yet received formal 
recognition or approval.2

When it was born in 1957, the European Economic Community (EEC) consisted of six countries. In 
1973 three more states joined: Denmark, Ireland and the United Kingdom. Greece joined in 1981, followed 
by Spain and Portugal in 1986. The third wave of enlargement happened only three years after the EEC 
changed its name (and political construction) to the European Union: in 1995 Sweden, Austria and Finland 
joined the family. But the biggest challenge and (at the same time) opportunity was still ahead. When the 
three above-mentioned former European Free Trade Association countries were joining the EU, prepara-
tions for historically the biggest and probably most important wave of enlargement—now called the ‘Big 
Bang enlargement’—were already under way.3

1  Iceland had been part of the enlargement process before Iceland’s government requested, in March 2015, not to be considered a can-
didate country.

2  The research conducted for this paper consisted of a critical analysis of written sources (documents and existing literature) and face-to-
face, phone and email interviews with local experts and European-level decision-makers.

3  On 1 May 2004, 10 new member states (Cyprus, the Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Malta, Poland, the Slovak 
Republic and Slovenia) joined the EU. Although two other countries from Central Europe—Bulgaria and Romania—joined later, in 2007, 
some authors consider them to be part of the Big Bang enlargement, as the negotiations for all 12 overlapped, as did the challenges. See 
F. Laursen (ed.), EU Enlargement Current Challenges and Strategic Choices (Brussels: P.I.E. Peter Lang, 2013), 37; and S. Blockmans, 
‘How the EU’s “Big Bang” Enlargement Changed Foreign Policy’, EUobserver.com, 1 May 2014.
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Almost all enlargements stirred controversy at the time when they were pursued. That was the case for 
the United Kingdom, twice blocked by France,4 but also for Greece, which was welcomed to the community 
against the Commission’s advice (which was overridden by the Council).5 Having said that, no other en-
largement can be compared to that of the Big Bang. Its geopolitical effects were second to only one event: 
the creation of the community itself.

The Big Bang enlargement was the first and probably the last time the community opened its doors to so 
many countries (12 in total in the period 2004–7), counting more than 100 million inhabitants and bringing 
the total EU population to half a billion. The process started in the early 1990s, with the signing of European 
Agreements. Between 1991 and 1996, 10 Central European countries plus 2 Mediterranean island nations6 
submitted their formal applications to join the community. In July 1997, the European Commission offered 
its positive assessment (in 1999 in the case of Bulgaria and Romania), giving the green light for the Euro-
pean Councils (of March 1998 in Luxembourg and December 1999 in Helsinki) to start formal accession 
negotiations with the candidate countries. It is worth noting that at the same Helsinki European Council of 
10–11 December 1999, another country—Turkey—was granted official candidate status, more than 12 years 
after it had applied for EU membership.

The 10 leading candidate countries of the Big Bang enlargement concluded the negotiating process 
on 12–13 December 2002 at the Copenhagen European Council. On 16 April 2003, the heads of state 
and government of the then EU15, together with the representatives of the candidate countries, gathered 
in Athens and signed the Accession Treaty with the 10 front-runners. After a seamless ratification phase, 
the Treaty entered into force on 1 May 2004. The EU of 25 member states became a reality. Bulgaria and 
Romania joined the family three years later (on 1 January 2007). The last country to be admitted to the EU 
was Croatia (which has been a member since 1 July 2013). 

Throughout all waves of enlargement, but especially during the Big Bang enlargement, the European 
People’s Party (EPP) member and like-minded parties have played a positive role in the process, as they 
consider expansion to be the way for the EU to fulfil its political destiny. As early as 1992 the EPP Congress 

4  At the insistence of France’s President Charles de Gaulle in 1963 and 1967.
5  F. Laursen (ed.), EU Enlargement, 20–1.
6  Bulgaria, Cyprus, the Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Malta, Poland, Romania, Slovakia and Slovenia. 
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had agreed to list EU enlargement to the East as one of the party’s priorities.7 The personal commitment of 
the EPP’s long-time president, Wilfried Martens, a devoted friend of the Central European countries, was 
of particular significance.

Now, more than 10 years later, memories seem to have faded. The old boundaries, the notions of ‘old’ 
and ‘new’ Europe, have dissolved as new divisions across the continent have appeared. Back in 2004, 
however, when the Big Bang enlargement became reality, there was a widespread sense of truly ground-
breaking change, opening a new chapter in Europe’s history. ‘This is a great step, despite all the concerns 
and reservations. Europe is emerging from the long shadows cast by Hitler and Stalin,’ wrote the daily 
Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung.8 Cautious notes were rare. The Italian Corriere della Sera observed that 
‘Nobody is hiding the fact that the EU’s east expansion is a bit of a gamble in this historic phase’.9 

There was a consensus that the Big Bang enlargement was the crowning glory of a successful trans-
formation process. Its sheer depth and speed continue to be praised.10 Proper political momentum contrib-
uted to this success. In the early 1990s, Central European countries were given a real prospect of EU (and 
NATO) membership. Once this strategic goal was clearly presented, an unseen determination arose and 
was sustained on both sides. The negotiation process was high on the agenda, pushed and pulled from 
both sides. As witnesses recount, there were many high-level visits, ambitious goals were set and public 
opinion was mobilised.11 Western Europe’s immense gravity was evident.

Doubts about the wisdom of this strategy appeared in countries such as France and the Netherlands 
but were not voiced loudly in international fora. A tricky question remains: was the 2004–7 enlargement 
pushed through because of political enthusiasm rather than the candidates’ readiness? European Commis-
sion members and political leaders admit now that the accession of Romania and Bulgaria was premature 
and harmed the credibility of the enlargement process.12 With regard to this, in an interview with the author, 

7  T. Jansen and S. Van Hecke, At Europe’s Service. The Origins and Evolution of the European People’s Party (Berlin: Springer, 2011), 121.
8  A. Beatty, ‘Europe Celebrates a Historic Day’, EUobserver.com, 1 May 2014.
9  Ibid.
10  S. Cornell, The New Eastern Europe: Challenges and Opportunities for the EU (Brussels: Wilfried Martens Centre for European Studies, 

2009), 10.
11  J. Saryusz-Wolski MEP, interview with the author, 29 October 2015.
12  EurActiv.com, ‘Füle: Bulgaria and Romania’s Accession Questioned the Credibility of EU Enlargement’, 26 June 2014.



16

Joseph Daul, EPP President, noted, ‘With the two countries in question—Romania and Bulgaria—we pro-
ceeded a bit too fast. The consequence of this is that we were a lot stricter on Croatia, and I am sure we will 
keep to this strict line in the future.’13 Bulgaria and Romania joined not on the basis of proper assessment 
but because they were able to attach themselves to the bandwagon of political momentum.

The two countries’ lack of preparedness was most visible in two areas: cohesion policy and home affairs. 
As early as 2006, the situation in the field of judicial reform and the fight against corruption and organised 
crime was deemed so worrying that a special Cooperation and Verification Mechanism was established.14 
This mechanism is a monitoring tool, based on objectively established benchmarks, which enables verifica-
tion of whether a member state has improved the situation in a given sector. It was the first time in history 
that such a verification tool had been applied to an existing member state.

Both Bulgaria and Romania have faced temporary freezes on some European funds due to serious 
mismanagement and alleged corruption. In mid-2012, the absorption rate of the structural and cohesion 
funds was as low as 7.4% in the case of Romania15 and just 19% in Bulgaria, compared to over 30% in the 
other Central and Eastern European countries. In July 2012, the French Senate published a report with 
damning conclusions: Bulgaria’s inability to properly use the cohesion policy funds was due to insufficient 
experience, an ineffective administration, weak judicial capacity and—worst of all—criminal activity, includ-
ing corruption and the abuse of funds. The authors said that in the case of Romania, the transition (that 
theoretically should have happened before the country joined the EU) was incomplete. In Bulgaria, it was 
‘progressing’, but ‘too slow’.16

Nine years later, the two countries in question have caught up in most areas. But some problems persist: 
corruption seems to be the biggest challenge. According to the latest Transparency International report 
measuring the corruption perception level, Bulgaria is the lowest scoring country in the EU (ranked 69th), 

13  J. Daul, interview with the author, 18 November 2015. 
14   Commission Decision 2006/929/EC establishing a mechanism and verification in Bulgaria for judicial reform, OJ L354 (13 December 

2006), 58 ; and Commission Decision 2006/928/EC establishing a mechanism for cooperation and verification of progress in Romania 
to address specific benchmarks in the areas of judicial reform, OJ L 354 (13 December 2006), 56.

15  The Economist, ‘EU Funds Absorption in Romania. A Funding Obsession’, 5 June 2012.
16  Sutour, S. et al., ‘La Bulgarie et la Roumanie: la transition inachevée, Rapport d’information de MM., fait au nom de la commission des 

affaires européennes n° 717 (2011–2012)’, Report to the French Senate, 26 July 2012.
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while Romania is third from the bottom (ranked 46th), ex aequo with Greece, but ahead of Italy (ranked 
61st).17 Another issue is that Romania and Bulgaria remain outside the Schengen zone. Although in May 
2015 the European Commission deemed both countries ready to join the Schengen area, some of the 
member states remained unconvinced, resulting in the Council not making a positive decision.18

17  Transparency International, Corruption Perception Index 2015 (Berlin: Transparency International, 2015).
18  European Commission, Seventh Bi-Annual Report on the Functioning of the Schengen Area 1 November 2014 – 30 April 2015, COM 

(2015) 236 final (29 May 2015), 10.
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The case for enlargement is still strong and the underlying reason for it has not changed. First, it makes 
Europe a safer place. It consolidates democracies, fundamental freedoms and the rule of law. Second, 
it enriches Europe both economically and socially. A bigger Europe is a stronger Europe. EU expansion 
translates into opportunities for companies, investors, consumers, tourists, students and property owners. 
Since 2004, foreign direct investment located in the EU has more than doubled.19 Third, enlargement im-
proves the quality of life in both ‘old’ and ‘new’ member states by expanding environmental, food safety and 
consumer protection standards. All previous enlargements have had a tremendous transformative power. 
Countries that are willing to access the biggest, strongest and richest community of member states in the 
world have changed themselves in ways that are sometimes hard to grasp. No other force could achieve 
the same result. Consecutive enlargements have shaped the image of Europe as it is now, literally turning 
the wheels of history and creating the biggest zone of peace and prosperity ever seen (although the recent 
multiple crises may have dented European self-esteem).

19  European Commission, Enlargement Strategy and Main Challenges 2014–15, COM (2014) 700 final (8 October 2014), 3.
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The legal framework for the enlargement procedure is defined by just two articles of the Treaty on Euro-
pean Union (TEU): Article 49, setting out the procedure, and Article 2, stating the principles applying to any 
potential member state. Article 49 defines—at least geographically (‘Any European State’)—the scope of 
any EU enlargement, while Article 2 recalls the fundamental principles: ‘The Union is founded on the values 
of respect for human dignity, freedom, democracy, equality, the rule of law and respect for human rights, 
including the rights of persons belonging to minorities’.

The first step in the enlargement procedure is the signing of an Association Agreement.20 Once imple-
mented, the aspiring country formally asks for candidate status, which has to be granted by a unanimous 
Council decision. The procedure consists of three steps: 1) the issuing of an Opinion of the European Com-
mission on the progress of the applicant (candidate) country towards the harmonisation of its law with the 
acquis communautaire;21 2) approval of the European Council and the assent22 of the European Parliament 
with regard to the Commission’s Opinion; and 3) agreement between the member states and the candidate 
country, finalised in a Treaty of Accession. 23

The legal basis is accompanied by the political, economic and institutional criteria that need to be met 
by any country wishing to become a member. These criteria were determined in 1993 at the Copenhagen 
European Council, hence the name ‘Copenhagen criteria’. Accession negotiations can be opened with a 
country that 1) enjoys the stability of institutions that guarantee democracy, the rule of law, human rights 
and the protection of minorities; 2) is considered to be a functioning market economy capable of coping 
with market forces, including competition from the entities of the whole EU; and 3) is able to take on the 
obligations of membership, including the full implementation of the existing body of EU law and adherence 

20  Association Agreements are treaties signed by the EU and a third country, aimed at the creation of a broad framework for bilateral rela-
tions, based on art. 217 of the Treaty on the Functioning of the EU. The formal names of Association Agreements often differ. In the case of 
the Balkan states, they are called ‘Stabilisation and Association Agreements’. No accession to the EU is possible without an Association 
Agreement in place, but not all Association Agreements include the promise of future membership of the EU.

21  The ‘acquis communautaire’, often used in the abbreviated form ‘acquis’ is the commonly used name for the accumulated, entire body 
of EU law, legal acts and court decisions.

22  Although linguistically ‘assent’ is a synonym for ‘approval’, in this particular case ‘assent’ is the name of a formal procedure: it requires 
an absolute majority of votes.

23  L. Massai, The Kyoto Protocol in the EU (The Hague: Asser Press, 2001), 19.
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to the aims of political and monetary union.24 Meeting the first criterion is the prerequisite for starting the 
negotiations; the second two are the conditions necessary for accession. 

As all elements of the Copenhagen criteria are equally important, the historical perspective shows that 
achieving compliance with the acquis is usually the most time-consuming and hardest won aspect of ac-
cession. This compliance is demonstrated throughout the process of negotiations, which are divided into 35 
chapters reflecting all parts of the acquis.25 The negotiation phase is divided in two parts: screening (verifi-
cation of the legal status quo) and the Intergovernmental Conference(s). Although this often lengthy phase 
of enlargement attracts the majority of the media’s focus, the actual negotiations between the candidate 
country and the European Commission/member states’ governments are in fact limited to the time frame al-
located for the adoption of the acquis and any possible transitional periods for those parts of the acquis that 
cannot be adopted by the day of accession.26 In other words, candidate countries do not negotiate the best 
terms of entry in the same way as, for example, companies would negotiate the best terms for their deals, 
that is, they cannot negotiate what changes should be considered to the EU’s construction. Rather, they 
can merely discuss their readiness to apply the acquis and some (but not many) temporary exemptions.

24  Ibid., 15.
25  Currently the 35 chapters are: free movement of goods; freedom of movement for workers; right of establishment and freedom to provide 

services; free movement of capital; public procurement; company law; intellectual property law; competition policy; financial services; 
information society and media; agriculture and rural development; food safety, veterinary and phytosanitary policy; fisheries; transport 
policy; energy; taxation; economic and monetary policy; statistics; social policy and employment; enterprise and industrial policy; trans-
European networks; regional policy and coordination of structural instruments; judiciary and fundamental rights; justice, freedom and 
security; science and research; education and culture; environment; consumer and health protection; customs union; external relations; 
foreign, security and defence policy; financial control; financial and budgetary provisions; institutions; and other issues (see: European 
Commission, European Neighbourhood Policy and Enlargement Negotiations, ‘Chapters of the Acquis’, last updated 27 June 2013).

26  As a general rule, all the elements of the acquis should be implemented and enforced by the time of accession. As past experience 
shows, the exceptions agreed during the negotiations are very limited.
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If the lessons drawn from past enlargements are correct, the current wave of EU expansion will stabilise 
the Western Balkans, allowing the final resolution of the ethnic conflicts that tore this region of Europe apart 
in the 1990s. The historical analogies are clear: the creation of the European Community of Steel and Car-
bon was the keystone for Franco-German reconciliation, and the 2004 Big Bang enlargement was the seal 
on the end of the Cold War and Polish–German reconciliation. 

There are currently seven countries at different stages on the path to EU membership:

• Albania applied for EU membership in 2009. Since June 2014 the country has been an official candi-
date for accession to the EU, having successfully implemented its Stabilisation and Association Agree-
ment (SAA).

• Bosnia and Herzegovina applied for membership in February 2016. Its SAA with the EU entered into 
force in June 2015.

• The former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia filed its application for EU membership in March 2004 
(after concluding an SAA in April 2001). In December 2005 it was granted formal candidate country sta-
tus. From the very beginning the name issue weighed negatively on the negotiations.

• Kosovo was the last Western Balkans country27 to open its case for EU membership. It signed an SAA 
in October 2015. 

• Montenegro concluded an SAA in October 2007. In December 2008 the government in Podgorica ap-
plied for full membership, a request accepted by the Council two years later. In June 2012 Montenegro 
formally started accession talks—the second Western Balkans country to do so.28 So far it has opened 
13 chapters, with one (science and research) provisionally closed.29

27  Five out of the 28 EU member states do not recognise its independence: Cyprus, Greece, Romania, Slovakia and Spain. 
28   Croatia being the first.
29  The term ‘provisional closure’ is part of the enlargement terminology. It refers to the following: once the EU (Intergovernmental Confer-

ence) agrees a common position on a given chapter, having negotiated it thoroughly, and once the candidate accepts the Intergovern-
mental Conference’s position, the chapter is provisionally closed. The closure is only ‘provisional’ because of the general rule of the en-
largement process, which is that ‘nothing is agreed until everything is agreed’. Definitive closure of the chapters occurs only at the end of 
the entire negotiating process, see: European Commission, Understanding Enlargement, The European Union’s Enlargement Policy, 11.
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• Serbia was one of the Western Balkans countries30 that was identified as a ‘potential candidate’ during 
the Thessaloniki European Council in 2003. However it was not until five years later (due to the country’s 
lack of cooperation with the International Criminal Tribunal) that Serbia signed an SAA. In December 
2009 the country formally applied for membership. It attained candidate country status in 2012 and in 
January 2014 was able to officially begin negotiations.

• Turkey is the case-apart in the current enlargement process. It applied for membership as early as 
1987, when the community was still the EEC. It was not until 10 years later, in 1997, that the EU mem-
ber states agreed on the ‘eligibility’ of Turkey to become a candidate—although a Customs Union with 
Turkey had been set up prior to this. In 2005 Turkey and the EU formally started negotiations. So far, 14 
chapters have been opened; only 1 (science and research) has been provisionally closed. Because of 
the enduring disagreement with Cyprus, the process was frozen for several years. However, the refugee 
crisis of 2015 has pushed the EU to re-energise the negotiations.

Since Iceland’s withdrawal from the process in March 2015, the current enlargement process has been 
focused on the Western Balkans—with the important exception of Turkey. Table 1 shows the membership 
statuses of the different countries concerned.

Table 1 Candidates for EU membership and their status

Source: Author’s own compilation.

a. As of 12 February 2016. 
b. Ankara Agreement between Turkey and the EEC. 
c. At the request of Iceland’s government, the country is no longer considered a candidate for EU membership. 
d. Free Trade Agreement between Iceland and the EEC. 
e.  Prior to indicating to the European Commission in 2015 that Iceland no longer wished to be considered a 

candidate country, 27 of the negotiating chapters had been opened, of which 11 had been provisionally closed.

30  The others were: Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia, the former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia and Montenegro.



27

Country 

Identified 
as a potential 
candidate for 
EU membership

Association 
Agreement 
signed

Candidate 
status 

Start of the 
negotiation 
process

Number of 
chapters 
opened (and 
provisionally 
closed)a

Albania 2003 (Thessaloniki 
European Council)

2006 2014 Not started 
yet

None

Bosnia and 
Herzegovina 

2003 (Thessaloniki 
European Council)

2008 Not granted 
yet

Not started 
yet

None

The former 
Yugoslav Republic 
of Macedonia 

2003 (Thessaloniki 
European Council)

2001 2005 Not started 
yet

None

Kosovo 2003 (Thessaloniki 
European Council)

2015 Not granted 
yet

Not started 
yet

None

Montenegro 2003 (Thessaloniki 
European Council)

2007 2010 2012 12 (2)

Serbia 2003 (Thessaloniki 
European Council)

2008 2012 2014 2 (0)

Turkey 1997 (Luxembourg 
European Council)

1963b 1999 2005 14 (1)

Icelandc 1973d 2010 2010 18 (11)e
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The political basis for the Western Balkan countries’ accession process is a European Council decision 
explicitly giving them the prospect of EU membership. On 20 June 2003 the Council stated that the Western 
Balkan countries would become an integral part of the EU once they have met the established criteria. This 
is absolutely crucial, as it clarifies the difference between, for example, Kosovo (a country not yet given 
formal ‘candidate’ status) and Ukraine (also aspiring to join the EU, but not covered by the above-mentioned 
Council decision).

The basic rules of the current enlargement process are the same as the ones that were applied to the 
Big Bang enlargement. However new elements have been added. The enlargement policy is now officially 
based on the ‘fundamentals first’ approach. This translates into a focus on three pillars—rule of law, eco-
nomic governance and public administration reform—from the very beginning of the negotiations, with a 
clear objective: to enforce reforms in crucial areas at the earliest possible stage.31 The new approach also 
includes a focus on pre-accession monitoring, regional cooperation and reconciliation, and the solving of 
bilateral issues.

This approach is understandable. In order to guarantee democratic governance, any given country 
needs to have an efficient, impartial public administration (first pillar). Sound economic governance (second 
pillar) is the only way to secure a good economic environment. This is particularly important for the Western 
Balkan countries: at the time of writing, none of the region’s candidate countries is considered to be a func-
tioning market economy; all of them face a considerable number of economic challenges (fiscal consolida-
tion, privatisation, reform of the pension system, high unemployment, inefficient state-owned enterprises 
etc.). In 2014, the European Commission noted: ‘none of the countries have produced a comprehensive 
and convincing domestic reform agenda’.32 The year 2015 brought only modest improvement. As for the 
third pillar—the rule of law and fundamental freedoms—it is the backbone of the European community and 
is enshrined in the TEU: its importance is beyond question.

The evidence at hand shows that all candidate (and potential candidate) countries in the Balkans suffer 
from deficiencies in the above-mentioned areas. The European Commission reported in 2014 that these 
states needed to build up credible track records of investigations and convictions in cases of organised 

31  European Commission, Enlargement Strategy and Main Challenges, 1–2.
32  Ibid., 6.
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crime and corruption. Efficiency in justice was often lacking.33 There were doubts about the application of 
fundamental rights and the freedom of expression too. According to the European Commission’s assess-
ment, the situation in some of the prospective enlargement countries deteriorated in 2014 and 2015. Cases 
of threats and violence against journalists were reported and media owners suffered from economic pres-
sure.34

Overcoming bilateral disputes is not formally a prerequisite to the successful closure of enlargement 
negotiations. Having said that, the European Commission clearly signals that in the case of some of the 
countries, accession cannot happen without a proper answer to bilateral issues. The requirement of the 
normalisation of relations between Serbia and Kosovo has been integrated into the negotiating framework 
with both countries. The former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia needs to prove that it has good neigh-
bourly relations too, including a mutually accepted solution to the name issue.35

33  Ibid., 11.
34  Ibid., 14.
35  Ibid., 17.
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Countries aspiring to EU membership must fulfil all the relevant criteria and prove their readiness to func-
tion within the structures of the community and the common market. In the current wave of enlargement, the 
progress achieved is being measured through the massive use of verifiable, individual benchmarks. The 
intention is to make the whole process more objective and less prone to political pressure. 

How advanced are the candidate and potential candidate countries? 

The former Yugoslav Republic
of Macedonia

The country that used to be a front-runner (with its formal application for membership dating back to 
March 2004) is now considered to be at an impasse.36 According to the European Commission’s assess-
ment, the situation in many fields has regressed. The country’s state institutions have become increasingly 
politicised, with many cases of interference with the judiciary and the media. Engagement with civil society 
organisations is limited, ethnic tensions remain high and the issue of the country’s name has complicated 
relations with neighbouring Greece. There has been no real progress in the fight against corruption and the 
framework for the protection of minorities exists only in theory.37

The internal political situation remains the biggest obstacle on the country’s path to EU membership. 
At the beginning of 2016 the intense internal political crisis seems to be far from over. This crisis started in 
April 2014 with opposition parties refusing to accept the results of the parliamentary elections, which were 
won by the Internal Macedonian Revolutionary Organisation—Democratic Party for Macedonian National 
Unity (Внатрешна македонска револуционерна организација – Демократска партија за македонско 
национално единство, VMRO-DPMNE). Opposition parties claimed that the elections had been unfair 

36  European Commission, EU Enlargement Strategy, COM (2015) 611 final (10 November 2015), 18.
37  Ibid., 22.
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and stained with fraud. In 2015 the crisis deepened when the opposition parties accused the VMRO-
DPMNE government of corruption and the mass-wiretapping of politicians and journalists.

After heated street protests and clashes, the EU stepped in and started mediation. In July 2015 opposi-
tion parties accepted the deal brokered by Commissioner Johannes Hahn. Under the terms of the deal, 
new elections were scheduled for April 2016. In January 2016 Prime Minister Nikola Gruevski stepped 
down and the country’s parliament voted to dissolve itself, formally paving the way for the full implemen-
tation of the negotiated deal. Yet the main opposition party, the Social Democratic Union of Macedonia 
(Социјалдемократски сојуз на Македонија) warned that it might still boycott the new elections. It ex-
plained that it could not participate in elections without access to a free media and without a ‘cleaned-
up electoral roll’.38 Critics also accused the ruling VMRO-DPMNE of authoritarian-style rule and stoking 
nationalist emotions, especially in the context of the migrant crisis. At the time of writing, prospects for a 
positive resolution of the political crisis are dim. Yet the EU institutions have not thrown in the towel: on 
11–12 January 2016 the European Parliament’s mediators (the EPP’s Eduard Kukan MEP, the Socialists 
and Democrats’ Richard Howitt MEP and Ivo Vajgl of the Alliance of Democrats and Liberals for Europe) 
held talks with all interested parties in order to find a political solution.39 

The country’s macroeconomic development is stable and its monetary policy sound, and market entry/
exit conditions have improved in the last two years. Unfortunately, youth unemployment is still high and 
public finances are deteriorating. Instead of cutting unnecessary expenditure, the government has been 
engaged in controversial building projects in the country’s capital, Skopje (several statues and government 
buildings have been constructed, at the cost of many millions of euros).40

Against all odds, the European Commission has reaffirmed that the country continues to sufficiently 
meet the political criteria.41 In light of some positive political developments in 2015, the Commission condi-
tionally recommended the opening of accession negotiations, subject to the continued implementation of 
the July 2015 political agreement between the government and the opposition.42

38  Euractiv.com, ‘Macedonian Opposition to Boycott EU-Mediated Elections’, 19 January 2016.
39  EduardKukan.eu, ‘MEPs Howitt, Kukan and Vajgl Urge Full Implementation of Przino Agreement’, 12 January 2016.
40  D. Stojanovic, ‘Skopje is Macedonia’s Capital of Kitsch’, Huffington Post, 31 October 2012.
41  European Commission, Enlargement Strategy and Main Challenges, 35.
42  European Commission, EU Enlargement Strategy, 14.
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The European Council’s position remained negative in 2015. Thus 10 years after obtaining the status of 
candidate country, the former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia is far from achieving its goal of EU mem-
bership. According to Sonja Risteska, research and management coordinator at the Analytica think tank, 
‘Joining the EU seems a distant dream from today’s perspective. The focus now should be on returning to 
the rule of law in the country, ensuring the normal functioning of institutions, ending the political blockade 
and holding new elections.’43

Montenegro 

At the end of 2015, with 12 chapters opened and 2 provisionally closed, Montenegro was the front-
runner in the current enlargement process. The small Balkan republic seems to sufficiently meet the politi-
cal criteria, although the worrying events of September 2015—the aggressive suppression of opposition 
protests—have had a negative impact on how the country is perceived.

Montenegro’s road to the EU has been delayed by a number of problems. A lack of tangible results in 
the fight against corruption and organised crime tops the list.44 The insufficient protection of human rights, 
lack of an adequate law on the financing of political parties, and persisting politicisation of the civil service 
complete the picture. Efforts are required to strengthen the rule of law, as well as to guarantee freedom of 
expression. Worryingly, there have been cases of physical attacks against journalists and media property.45

In 2015 Montenegro was on the right track to develop a functioning market economy. Challenges remain 
though: the country has a limited production base with low added value, shallow internal demand (due to 
the country’s size and the population’s disposable income), persistently high unemployment and high levels 
of public debt.46

43  S. Risteska, interview with the author, 28 November 2015.
44  European Commission, EU Enlargement Strategy, 18.
45  European Commission, Enlargement Strategy and Main Challenges, 21 and 31.
46  European Commission, EU Enlargement Strategy, 19.
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Albania

Albania, a candidate country since June 2014, has made some progress but not all political criteria have 
been fulfilled. The European Commission highlighted the country’s shortcomings in the fields of the rule of 
law, fighting organised crime and corruption, reform of public institutions, protection of minorities (especially 
Roma) and human rights.47 The public administration has not been depoliticised and an independent judici-
ary is only in the early stages of organisation. Recent studies show that the links between organised crime 
and political actors and institutions still exist.48

There have been positive developments too: the centre–right opposition’s boycott of the Parliament 
ended in December 2014.49 The European Commission gave a positive assessment of the local elections 
in June 2015 but according to the Election Observation Mission of the Office for Democratic Institutions and 
Human Rights of the Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE/ODIHR), the ballot—won 
by the ruling Socialist Party (Partia Socialiste e Shqipërisë) and Socialist Movement for Integration (Lëvizja 
Socialiste për Intigrim)—did not entirely meet European standards. Concerns were reported about the vot-
ers’ ability to cast their votes free from fear of retribution.50 On a more positive note, the December 2015 
adoption of the ‘decriminalisation law’, effectively barring criminal offenders from public office, won the EU 
institutions’ praise.51

Albania is not yet a functioning market economy. Unemployment is persistently high, competitiveness is 
weak and the budget deficit is bloated, which is partly due to the low budgetary income caused by the size 
of the ‘informal economy’ (the high tax avoidance rate). There remains a lack of investment in basic physical 
infrastructure. The European Commission considers that the SAA has been implemented rather smoothly. 

47  Ibid., 23–4.
48  S. Sberna et al., Anti-Corruption Policies Revisited – Integrated Report, European University Institute (9 April 2015).
49   EPP President Joseph Daul and Eduard Kukan MEP played an important role in convincing the EPP-affiliated Democratic Party of Albania 

(Partia Demokratike e Shqipërisë) to end the boycott.
50  G. Erebara, ‘OSCE Chides Albania over June Local Elections’, Balkan Insight, 9 September 2015.
51  European Commission, ‘Statement by Commissioner Johannes Hahn on the Adoption of the “Decriminalisation” Law in Albania’, 18 
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However, the pace of Albania’s alignment with the acquis has been slow. One particular example of non-
compliance is in the area of intellectual property rights, with other serious shortcomings in areas such as 
environmental protection and food safety.52 On a more positive note, public support for the prospective 
membership—however distant—is very high, with 80%–90% of the population in favour. According to Megi 
Llubani, a researcher at the Albanian Institute for International Studies, no political party is even trying to 
offer an alternative long-term scenario.53

Serbia

Once considered the ‘villain’ of the region, Serbia continues to move forward on the European path. In 
2015, it was judged by the Commission to meet the political criteria, thus allowing it to progress. The gov-
ernment of Prime Minister Aleksandar Vučić has kept the goal of accession high on the political agenda. 
Also on a positive note, there has been an increase in the involvement of civil society in the accession pro-
cess. A new institution has been established to facilitate the membership preparations: the National Con-
vention on the European Union, a platform for cooperation with non-governmental organisations (NGOs). 
The advisory role of the NGOs is worth highlighting, as they have proved to be important in maintaining 
public support for European integration.

The European Commission has taken note of Serbia’s efforts and has given the green light for the open-
ing of the first chapters. Progress in reforming the public administration, by taking important steps towards 
strengthening the judiciary, and in the fight against corruption, with some high-level investigations ongoing, 
has been acknowledged.54 However, at the same time, the Commission’s assessment remains that corrup-
tion continues to be widespread.55

52  European Commission, Enlargement Strategy and Main Challenges, 39.
53  M. Llubani, interview with the author, 3 November 2015.
54  European Commission, EU Enlargement Strategy, 14.
55  European Commission, Enlargement Strategy and Main Challenges, 33.
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The economic situation in Serbia has slightly improved in recent years. Unemployment has been falling 
and so has the budget deficit. Public debt remains high, as do the unemployment rate, trade imbalance and 
the size of the black market. Not enough has been done to improve the business environment, and hardly 
any reforms have been implemented to help small and medium-sized enterprises.

The alignment of national law to the acquis was not, in itself, perceived to be a problem. By contrast, 
its implementation and enforcement is. Local experts have noted that progress in some fields will require 
substantial investment, such as the estimated 11 billion euros needed for alignment with the environmental 
part of the acquis—a sum Serbia does not have. Furthermore, the financial help provided by the Instrument 
for Pre-accession Assistance II is considered insufficient.56 

Serbia’s close political ties to Russia (based on historical and cultural links) also play a role and weigh 
in on the overall picture. Serbia’s sometimes all-too-close cooperation with Russia (in the form of common 
military exercises, for example) at a time when Moscow was subject to EU-imposed sanctions (in which 
Serbia refused to participate), raised eyebrows in Brussels.57

There is one issue that has given Serbia a boost in the context of the enlargement process: the start of 
the normalisation of relations with Kosovo with the EU’s facilitation. With the first agreement dating back to 
2013, it seems that Serbia’s political class and (judging by the results of the 2014 elections) its society are 
gradually coming to terms with reality, although this does not necessarily mean a willingness to formally 
recognise Kosovo’s sovereignty. In August 2015, key agreements with Kosovo on energy, telecoms and 
municipality issues were finalised (at the time of the writing they have not been fully implemented). This led 
to the European Council decision to move forward with membership negotiations with Serbia.

The first Intergovernmental Conference took place in January 2014. The screening process was final-
ised in March 2015, but at the time of writing, no chapters have been provisionally closed. There is a mutual 
understanding with Belgrade that further developments on the path towards the normalisation of relations 

56  M. Bobic, interview with the author, 21 October 2015.
57  I. Jovanovic, ‘Serbian Military Drill with Russia Annoys EU’, Balkan Insight, 19 August 2015.
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with Kosovo will be necessary. Not all in Serbia welcome this precondition. The prospect of the formal rec-
ognition of the independence of Kosovo continues to stir heated emotions.58

The risk of a revival of diehard nationalism is relatively small. The social frustration caused by the eco-
nomic situation has not fuelled extreme-right movements. The refugee crisis, which started in the summer 
of 2015 and hugely affected Serbia,59 gave cause for both hope and worry. Serbia’s reaction to the crisis, 
its willingness to help refugees by giving them safe passage to the gates of the EU, won the Commission’s 
praise.60 Its actions contrasted with those of the former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia, whose govern-
ment allowed, at one point, riot police to use brutal force against the crowds of refugees. At the same time, 
the crisis showed that Serbia (not to mention the other Balkan countries) is logistically weak.

All in all, the outlook is rather positive, although many problems (structural reforms and media freedom 
to name just two) remain. According to the EPP’s Vice-President Jacek Saryusz-Wolski, MEP, the case of 
Serbia is heartening, as it shows that strong political support for enlargement can be maintained even in an 
unfavourable environment.61

Bosnia and Herzegovina

The European Commission’s 2014 report pointed out the lack of collective will on the part of political 
leaders in Bosnia and Herzegovina to address the reforms necessary for advancing on the EU membership 
path.62 However, the situation improved in June 2015 when the SAA came into force, putting Bosnia and 
Herzegovina back on the reform path. Nevertheless, the list of problems remains long: lack of progress in 
reforming the judicial system and the public administration, widespread corruption, media intimidation and 

58  M. Bobic, interview with the author, 21 October 2015.
59  According to the Commissariat for Refugees and Migration, in 2015 approximately 600,000 refugees passed through Serbia. See S. 

Dragojlo, S. Jakov Marusic and S. Milekic, ‘Serbia Fears Becoming Refugee “Buffer Zone”’, Balkan Insight, 22 January 2016.
60  European Commission, EU Enlargement Strategy, 21.
61  J. Saryusz-Wolski MEP, interview with the author, 29 October 2015.
62  European Commission, Enlargement Strategy and Main Challenges, 24.
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weak cooperation with civil society at every level (state, entity and cantonal). The protection of minorities is 
not guaranteed and conditions for the exercise of freedom of expression have deteriorated. What is worse, 
the Constitution of Bosnia and Herzegovina is in breach of the European Convention on Human Rights, as 
stated in the Sejdic-Finici ruling of the European Court of Human Rights.63 Some commentators have high-
lighted that the political construction of the federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina itself—as provided for in 
the Dayton peace agreement—is holding back the accession process.64 Creating a new, federal institution 
to coordinate the enlargement preparations would be a welcome step. Yet the Serb entity, Republika Srpska 
(RS), might not allow this, as it sees European integration as a possible weakening of its power. The RS 
parliament’s decision to hold a referendum on the issue of the Bosnia and Herzegovina National Court’s 
authority in RS legal affairs is a good illustration of the problem.65 

Local analysts argue that it might take as long as 15 years for political change to come about.66 Yet 
there are reasons for hope. In April 2014 the leaders of five political parties signed a political declaration, 
initiated by the EPP.67 The text of the declaration (co-signed by EPP President Joseph Daul) commits the 
signatories to shared European values and European membership prospects for Bosnia and Herzegovina. 
As most of the above-mentioned parties are now in power, the EPP holds them accountable for the proper 
implementation of the declared goals.

In 2015 the socio-economic situation remained very fragile. The country’s economy was not balanced, 
domestic demand was weak, the industrial base was narrow and production capacity was wafer-thin. Pub-
lic companies were inefficient and unemployment was very high (especially among young people). Market 
entry for new companies was complicated and full of red tape.68 The severe floods that ravaged the country 

63  European Commission, EU Enlargement Strategy, 25.
64  M. Gniazdowski, deputy director of the the Centre for Eastern Studies (OSW), interview with the author, 11 October 2015.
65  One should note that no date has been set for the referendum. See D. Kovacevic, ‘Bosnian Serb Leader Postpones Controversial Ref-
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67  Sarajevo Times, ‘BiH Politicians Signed a Joint Declaration on European Values’, 4 April 2014. These politicians were as follows: Dragan 
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in May 2014 had further aggravated the situation. Taking all the above into consideration, the European 
Commission did not press to grant Bosnia and Herzegovina candidate country status in 2015.

Kosovo

Although it is far from reaching candidate-country status, Kosovo offers a relatively positive picture. Its 
willingness to actively pursue the European goal has been clearly demonstrated and, in October 2015, the 
country signed an SAA (approved by the European Parliament in January 2016). According to the Euro-
pean Commission, the June 2014 general elections were transparent and organised in a proper manner, 
although too much time was taken to form a new legislature.69 In a highly symbolic gesture, in August 2015 
Kosovo’s parliament voted to establish a special war crimes tribunal to prosecute the war crimes committed 
by the members of the Kosovo Liberation Army during the 1998–9 uprising.70

However, many challenges remain. Human rights are not yet properly guaranteed. The new govern-
ment needs to tackle issues such as insufficient judicial independence, insufficient progress in the fight 
against organised crime, endemic corruption and—above all—the weakness of Kosovo’s economy, which 
is plagued by the black market.71 According to Eurostat, the unemployment rate in Kosovo in 2015 ex-
ceeded 35%. This is twice as high as in Montenegro, the front-runner country in the enlargement process.72 
Needless to say, Kosovo is far from being considered a functioning market economy. Its alignment with 
the acquis is also limited.73 Locally the EU is perceived as not doing enough to keep Kosovo firmly on the 
European path. In an interview with the author, Leon Malazogu, co-founder and executive director of the 
Democracy for Development Institute, observed that, ‘The EU has never managed to persuade Kosovars 

69  Ibid., 42
70  P. Pani, ‘Bringing the Truth to Light – Kosovo Parliament Votes to Set Up Special Court’, Deutsche Welle, 4 August 2015.
71  European Commission, EU Enlargement Strategy, 27.
72  Eurostat, Enlargement Countries Labour Market Statistics, 2014 Edition (Brussels: Publication Office of the European Union, 2014).
73  European Commission, EU Enlargement Strategy, 28.
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that the country has a credible path, so it has not yet started to have any transformative effects’.74 That said, 
public support for EU membership is high in Kosovo.

The EU-sponsored talks with Serbia have helped Kosovo to advance on the road to Europe. At the 
same time though, the discussions with the country’s former arch-enemy have stirred heated controversy. 
In autumn 2015 opposition parties staged rallies to protest against the agreements with the government in 
Belgrade. On several occasions, opposition MPs threw tear gas in the parliament’s main chamber.75

Turkey

The biggest of all candidate countries, Turkey is the special case of the current enlargement process. 
As the European Commission has noted, ‘Turkey is a candidate country and a strategic partner for the 
European Union’.76 

Turkey is a robust, functioning market economy. In the coming years it may become a more populous 
country than any EU member state, overtaking Germany.77 Recent developments prove that Turkey is 
crucial to any attempts to establish a viable energy security policy for the EU, tame the immigration crisis, 
resolve the conflict in Syria and stabilise Iraq. One should also not forget that Turkey is the only candidate 
country that is an active member of NATO.

Of all the countries in the current enlargement process, Turkey has been waiting the longest. It filed its 
membership application in 1987. It is fair to say that the process of Turkey’s accession to the EU is probably 
the most torturous of them all. Both sides, Turkey and the EU, have contributed to the difficulty, although not 
always in symmetrical proportions. Turkey’s long conflict with Cyprus is one of the main deal-breakers and 
the cause of the long freeze in negotiations.

74  L. Malazogu, interview with the author, 17 October 2015.
75  E. Qafmolla, ‘Kosovo Opposition Force MPs to Flee Parliament’, Balkan Insight, 17 November 2015. 
76  European Commission, Enlargement Strategy and Main Challenges, 26.
77  P. Verluise, Géopolitique des frontières européennes. Elargir, jusqu’ou? (Paris: Argos, 2013), 41.
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However, the conflict with Cyprus is not the only issue. The most recent Commission Communication 
highlighted Turkey’s attempts to muzzle the media and ban the use of online social media, the government’s 
interventions in the judiciary (in the context of corruption investigations targeting high-ranking members 
of the political class) and the unresolved conflict with the Kurdish minority.78 Other minorities, such as the 
Alevis, are also being discriminated against and NGOs are being persecuted. The European Commission 
noted that lack of progress in this area is having a detrimental effect on the provisional closure of eight 
negotiating chapters.

The European Commission claims that there is no alternative to the accession process. Not everybody 
agrees. Andrew Duff, a liberal British politician and former MEP, long known for his openly pro-Turkish 
sympathies, epitomises a growing European pessimism: ‘The membership “negotiations” are at best use-
less and at worst fraudulent: they should now be suspended . . . Turkey no longer fulfils the Copenhagen 
membership criteria within the margin of error’.79 Instead of pretending that Turkey can join the EU, Duff has 
called for a discussion on a different, mutually beneficial status for Turkey. 

However fundamental values must be weighed against fundamental interests. Turkey’s role in resolving 
the immigration crisis is so crucial that the EU has decided to give the enlargement process another try, re-
gardless of whether or not the Copenhagen criteria have been fulfilled. The October 2015 European Council 
conclusions promised to re-energise the accession process,80 a decision later confirmed at the special 
EU–Turkey summit in November. In a symbolic gesture, German Chancellor Angela Merkel visited Turkey 
and reaffirmed the new dynamism of the EU membership negotiations. She has also offered the prospect 
of the rapid introduction of visa liberalisation.81 A three billion euro aid plan called the ‘Refugee Facility for 
Turkey’ has been developed to partly cover the costs of the refugees’ stay in Turkey. Finally, the member 
states have agreed to open a new chapter in negotiations (chapter 17, economic and monetary policy), thus 
ending the protracted freeze in the accession process.82 At the time of writing, the European Commission 

78  European Commission, EU Enlargement Strategy, 16.
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has been given a green light to finish preparatory work for opening more chapters, within a time frame of 
the first quarter of 2016.83

Currently it is too early to say whether the deal with Turkey will work. On the one hand, the European 
Commission, in its first assessment of the implementation of the EU–Turkey Joint Action Plan, has ex-
pressed some optimism and welcomed some of the new measures taken by the Turkish authorities. On 
the other hand, however, the Commission has criticised the slow progress in preventing the departure of 
migrants and refugees from Turkey to the EU.84

The government in Ankara has not taken the Commission’s mixed opinion (partly welcoming, partly criti-
cal) well. Nor does it seem satisfied with the limited scope of EU assistance. At the beginning of February 
2016, President Erdoǧan voiced Turkey’s impatience with the EU’s attitude. He openly threatened the EU 
with the alternative scenario: letting all of the migrants travel on to the EU.85 Ankara’s harsh comments have 
had no apparent negative effect but the European Council of 18–19 February 2016 called for more resolute 
action from the Turkish side.86

The European media, although they remain critical of Turkey’s democratic standards and human rights’ 
abuses, admit that the current context offers new grounds for a fresh start. The bargain is tempting: revival 
of European membership prospects for Turkey plus substantial financial aid in exchange for full Turkish 
commitment to the resolution of the refugee crisis and engagement in reforms.87

 Yet caution is needed. Some commentators consider the Turkish government’s tactics to be ‘extracting 
concessions from Europe’, rather than adopting the European norms and values in their own right.88 Presi-
dent Erdoǧan’s comments on the alternative solution to the migrant problem could be interpreted as a form 
of political blackmail.
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There should be no question of forgetting Turkey’s failures. Leaders of the EPP, including its president, 
Joseph Daul, have on many occasions noted that the Copenhagen criteria are not negotiable: ‘And Turkey 
is far from fulfilling them all, which is regrettable since the country was on the right path only a few years 
ago’.89

The EU should understand Turkey, but it should not turn a blind eye to its failure to comply with a can-
didate country’s obligations.90 ‘As fudgy as it sounds, this situation is the only available option’ noted Jacek 
Saryusz-Wolski in an interview with the author. ‘There are moments in politics, where such intentional am-
biguity serves all sides’.91

89  Joseph Daul, interview with the author, 18 November 2015.
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Enlargement policy has a younger sister: the European Neighbourhood Policy (ENP), born in 2003. It 
has been implemented within two frameworks: the Union for the Mediterranean, created in July 2008; and 
the Eastern Partnership, launched in the same year. Since 2014, both neighbourhood and enlargement 
policies have been managed within the same portfolio, called the ‘European Neighbourhood Policy & En-
largement Negotiations’, under the supervision of Commissioner Johannes Hahn. Countries covered by 
the ENP do not necessarily move on to become part of enlargement policy. The ENP is not officially the 
enlargement ante-chamber. However this distinction is not acknowledged by everyone, especially in the 
countries in question. In the author’s opinion, the heroes of Kyiv’s Maidan did not stand up to the bullets 
because they saw their country’s future in the ENP. They want to be part of Europe in the same way that the 
Poles and Hungarians did in the 1990s.

The ENP shares some of the goals of enlargement policy: inciting deep democratic and market-oriented 
transformation in the countries surrounding the EU. However it lacks both the financial and political incen-
tives to achieve this.92 For countries such as Georgia or Moldova, engaging in any agreement with the EU 
amounts to a leap of faith: they cannot be sure of the final consequences of the sometimes costly reforms. 
This was not the case for Poland, the Czech Republic or Hungary, which could all be pretty sure of their 
finalité politique. The Association Agreements signed by the Eastern European countries are not equiva-
lent to the SAAs signed with the Balkan countries precisely because they do not offer the prospect of EU 
membership.

Belarus, Ukraine, Moldova, Armenia, Azerbaijan and Georgia—the ‘New Eastern Europe’ countries (as 
Cornell calls them)—differ from one another, but at the same time share a European identity. Geographi-
cally they are in Europe: Belarus, Moldova and Ukraine border the EU member states and their culture is 
rooted in European tradition. All six are members of the Eastern Partnership.93 Full and formal accession 
to the EU is the official foreign policy goal of Georgia’s government,94 backed by a resolution of the Geor-
gian parliament.95 The political parties and civil society organisations in Moldova openly demand a clear 

92  S. Cornell, The New Eastern Europe, 53.
93  Ibid., 12.
94  N. Kirtzkhalia, ‘Georgia Can Be Full EU Member in 5–10 Years’, Trend.az, 28 June 2014.
95  V. Chkhkvadze, ‘A Focus on Georgia’, in G. Gromadzki (ed.), Eastern Partnership Revisited (Warsaw: Stefan Batory Foundation/Friedrich 

Ebert Stiftung, 2015), 27.
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prospect of European integration, like that given to the Central European countries in the 1990s.96 Future 
membership of the EU was the pillar of the campaign of Ukraine’s President Petro Poroshenko and is the 
goal of most Ukrainian political parties.97

However, these countries’ European aspirations are not always met in practice. Moldova, long consid-
ered the best pupil of the Eastern Partnership, has been rapidly regressing. By the end of 2014 reforms 
had ground to a halt, and in the following months the whole country was profoundly shaken by a huge 
embezzlement and corruption scandal.98 At the time of writing, Moldova’s former Prime Minister Vlad Filat 
is under investigation. Chisinau, the country’s capital, has been rocked by forty-thousand-strong protests, 
with demonstrations occurring on an almost weekly basis. The allegation that as much as one billion dollars 
of public money (mostly from EU financial support) has been stolen and illegally transferred abroad speaks 
volumes about the real shape of Moldova’s state institutions. Even pro-European parties in Moldova have 
tried to restrict media freedom.99 The very same political groups that were supposed to lead Moldova on 
its European journey are now considered to be its main obstacle. The presumed massive fraud has deeply 
discredited the pro-European cause.100 In turn, this has led to the decline of public support for EU integra-
tion in Moldova. Support was at 40% in April 2015 (down from 44% in April 2014), while support for the 
customs union with Russia, Belarus and Kazakhstan rose to 58% (from 45% in April 2014).101 The collapse 
of the ruling elite in Moldova means that there is only one major, pro-European force left: the civil society 
represented by NGOs.

The situation in Ukraine is no rosier, albeit for different reasons. By the end of 2015, the war with Rus-
sian-backed separatists had been frozen thanks to the Minsk II agreement. However, the very existence 
of a sovereign Ukraine is still endangered. Its economy faces great difficulties and is being kept afloat by 
external assistance from the International Monetary Fund and the EU. The reforms linked to the Associa-
tion Agreement are being implemented very slowly. The pro-European rhetoric of the ruling political par-
ties contrasts with actual progress in the implementation of the European agenda. According to Ukrainian 

96  V. Chirla, ‘A Focus on Moldova’, in G. Gromadzki (ed.), Eastern Partnership Revisited, 61.
97  H. Masak, ‘A Focus on Ukraine’, in G. Gromadzki (ed.), Eastern Partnership Revisited, 89.
98  S. Secrieru, ‘Why Was Moldova’s Former PM Detained?’, The Polish Institute of International Affairs, 16 October 2015.
99  V. Chirla, ‘A Focus on Moldova’, 50.
100  The Economist, ‘Small Enough to Fail’, 21 November 2015.
101  Institute for Public Policy, ‘Barometer of Public Opinion, April 2014 and 2015’.
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NGOs, in the first quarter of 2015 only 14% of the reforms linked to the Association Agreement had actually 
been executed.102 What is more, the pro-European part of civil society in Ukraine, Moldova and Georgia is 
being countered by powerful lobbies advocating stronger ties with Russia103 and/or defending the traditional 
values of the Orthodox Church, which is supposedly endangered by the European way of life.104

As in Moldova’s case, Ukrainian and Georgian civil society and NGOs are the major force in the pro-
European camp. Yet this is not fully reflected in the EU assistance provided to both countries, which is 
government-oriented. As noted by Freudenstein and Speck, ‘The current focus on governments is . . . 
based on the illusion that the governing elites in the partnership countries actually want the comprehensive 
transformation envisaged by the EU. This is very often simply not the case’.105

All the ‘new Eastern Europe’ countries are part of Russia’s so-called sphere of influence. This particular 
concept is centuries old. It existed under the tsars, under Lenin’s and Stalin’s reigns (albeit camouflaged in 
Communist rhetoric), and it exists today under President Vladimir Putin. Moscow, because of the very pe-
culiar nature of its governance system (semi-authoritarian rule disguised in empty democratic institutions), 
has perceived the emergence of truly democratic governments in its vicinity as a serious threat. Herein lies 
the dilemma: while defining the nature of relations with Eastern neighbours, the EU must also consider the 
clear geopolitical context—dealing with an aggressive Russia.106

So far, the EU’s response to Russia has had limited success. Western assistance for the new Eastern 
Europe, including the Eastern Partnership, has been flawed as it has largely ignored the state-building 
process and the economic foundations of sovereignty. State institutions in Ukraine, Moldova and Georgia 
are weak, and so are their economies. Recent events have made this all too visible. The Eastern European 
countries are not even remotely close to fulfilling their obligations under the signed Association Agree-

102  H. Masak, ‘A Focus on Ukraine’, 77.
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ments. But the possibility that Ukraine, Moldova and Georgia might wish to submit (at some point in the 
future) formal applications to join the EU is indeed the big white elephant in the room. The EU can pretend 
it cannot see it, but it is still there. As Freudenstein and Speck argue,107 the EU should make a promise of a 
massive, long-term commitment to these countries, both political and economic.

107  Ibid., 17–19.
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On 15 July 2014, Jean-Claude Juncker, then candidate for the post of European Commission president,108 
offered a clear picture of the situation in the EU. He recalled that over the last eight years Europe had suf-
fered the worst financial and economic crisis since the Second World War. Unprecedented measures had 
been taken (like ‘repairing a burning plane whilst flying’109) to save the Union. The crisis unearthed the truth: 
the introduction of the common currency had been, in the case of some countries, based on political wish-
ful thinking and not on solid economic facts.110 Greece took most of the flak. As the eurozone scrambled to 
extinguish the fire, sour comments were made that the country had been allowed into it by mistake.111

The response to the crisis started in December 2009 with the decision to create some new agencies: the 
European Banking Authority, the European Insurance and Occupational Pensions Authority, and the Euro-
pean Securities and Markets Authority.112 In the following years, new institutions and more safeguards were 
added (the European Financial Stabilisation Mechanism and European Financial Stability Facility in 2010, 
later transformed into the European Stability Mechanism; the ‘Six Pack’ in 2011; and the Euro Plus Pact fol-
lowed by the ‘Fiscal Compact’ in 2012).113 Four years on, the work has not yet been finished. Restoring the 
Union’s good health requires much more effort. The natural consequence is the de-prioritisation—actual, if 
not formal—of the enlargement process. That is why, in his address to the European Parliament, President 
Juncker made a convincing case for an inward-looking EU that continues to heal itself and takes time to 
regain its strength. Juncker suggested that the EU should invest all its political willpower, time and resourc-
es into the following fields: creating jobs, ensuring sustainable growth, renewing the basic infrastructure, 
creating a connected digital single market, creating a new European Energy Union, reflecting the weight 
of industry in the EU’s GDP and, above all, deepening the Economic and Monetary Union. Juncker made 
his views crystal clear: ‘The EU needs to take a break from enlargement so that we can consolidate what 
has been achieved among the 28. . . . No further enlargement will take place over the next five years’.114 It 

108  Following the presentation of the work programme and a debate, the European Parliament elected Jean-Claude Juncker as the Com-
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is clear that Juncker did not mean that this was the end of enlargement. The five-year break he mentioned 
was a crude assessment of the facts. Juncker mirrored the EPP’s position: no further enlargement will take 
place in the upcoming five years, not because the EPP does not want to proceed but because neither the 
candidates nor the EU will be ready that soon. President Juncker reaffirmed that all European countries, 
especially in the Western Balkans, need a credible prospect of EU membership and that enlargement ne-
gotiations would continue.115

A focus on fixing the Union (instead of enlarging it) is a must, as it has been ravaged simultaneously 
by an unholy trio: a global financial crisis (2008), a security crisis (Russia’s annexation of Crimea and the 
war in Ukraine in 2014) and an unprecedented humanitarian crisis (the massive influx of refugees in 2015). 
Each of the above-mentioned crises would be capable of shaking the foundations of the entire community, 
let alone all three. Take the most recent immigration crisis: it has torn apart the notion of solidarity, pitched 
many European countries against one another, and added fuel to nationalist sentiment and rhetoric.

All across Europe, Euro-optimism is giving way to Euroscepticism. As a European Council on Foreign 
Relations (ECFR) methodological note (attached to one of the ECFR’s research papers) points out, between 
2007 and 2012 trust in the EU has fallen from 51% to 34% in France, from 56% to 30% in Germany, and 
from 65% to 20% in Spain.116 In some EU countries Eurosceptics are in government.117 Open enemies of a 
united Europe, such the French National Front (Front National), may soon gain office too. This is why some 
scholars are taking Juncker’s line: Górlaczyk, for example, says that it is time for the EU to concentrate on 
enhancing cooperation in economic, social and political fields in order to stabilise the economy, especially 
in the euro area, with the goal being nothing short of federalisation.118 The EU needs to answer fundamental 
political and institutional questions: how much more of a political union; what is the value of integration; and 
how should excessive debt, structural imbalances and weakening competitiveness be eradicated—to name 
a few.119 In this context, moving enlargement to the backburner is more than understandable.

115  J.-C. Juncker, ‘Time for Action, Statement in the European Parliament Plenary Session Ahead of the Vote on the College’, 22 October 2014.
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The fundamental question is what happens after 2019? In one of its recent reports, the ECFR suggested 
that the EU cannot indefinitely avoid decisions in the field of relations with its neighbours. Clear long-term 
choices are needed, because—as the ECFR puts it—‘the gravity of the crises that surround us and the 
depth of the fundamental changes underway in the world mean that the EU cannot persist with policies that 
are rooted in an outdated picture of Europe’s influence’.120 

This applies to enlargement policy as well. There are basically three policy choices at the EU’s disposal. 
These choices are to some extent overlapping and to some extent mutually exclusive:

1)  the end of enlargement policy and the closing of the gates of ‘fortress Europe’ (with two alternative 
options: to end it now or to end it later, once the eighth round of enlargement is complete); 

2) the introduction of a ‘membership minus’ option for EU-hopeful countries; and 

3) keeping enlargement policy alive.

Ending enlargement

A complete end to enlargement would have very negative consequences. These would become cata-
strophic if the freeze was to affect the currently aspiring countries. In an interview with the author, Haris 
Mesinović, a freelance consultant formerly with the World Bank and researcher specialised in Balkan poli-
tics, warned that, ‘If the door is slammed shut, however declarative, it would push Bosnia and Herzegovina 
into a tailspin’.121 The domino effect would have an impact on the whole region. Even Serbia, by size the 
most important country, would not be spared. ‘Quitting EU integration would destabilise the region’, noted 
Maja Bobic, Secretary General of The European Movement in Serbia, in an interview for this study.122 In 

120  S. Dennison et al., ‘The Road Back to European Power’, European Council on Foreign Relations, 9 July 2015.
121  H. Mesinović, interview with the author, 16 October 2015.
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the case of Serbia, the freezing of enlargement would induce all sorts of potentially dangerous scenarios: 
internal reforms would be abandoned and foreign policy choices would be revised. Nationalist movements 
would also regain strength which, in turn (given the historical context), could reawaken the region’s conflict-
ual past. This scenario is the least probable as there is enough political will to continue the current enlarge-
ment. According to Joseph Daul, ‘The EU should not let Western Balkan countries fear that the enlargement 
process could be effectively frozen.’123

In the alternative version of the ‘end of enlargement’ scenario, the end of the Union’s expansion would 
be announced after the eighth wave of expansion. The effects would be as negative as in the first version, 
although postponed. Ukraine would be the most affected: the pro-European, reformist political forces would 
lose all credibility. Market reforms would be abandoned and internal conflict would intensify, sending the 
whole country into the orbit of Russia’s sphere of influence. Fundamental incentives to transform would be 
lost and the deeply rooted pro-European aspirations of millions of Ukrainians would be betrayed.

‘Membership minus’

Another hypothetical option is to offer aspiring countries a hybrid status: more than a simple association 
but less than full membership. To some extent, such blurriness already exists. Kosovo and Montenegro 
use the euro, Norway is part of the Schengen area and Switzerland is a full member of the single market. 

One can theoretically imagine ‘membership minus’ being defined in the treaties as a sort of functional 
membership, with a formal act of partial accession, giving the right to access the single market, but without 
the opportunity to participate in the decision-making process or institutions, and without full access to cohe-
sion and agricultural policies.

One could argue that the ‘membership minus’ option would seem well-tailored for two countries: Ukraine 
and Turkey. And, as a matter of fact, this idea is somehow present in discussions. Maksak, for example, 

123  J. Daul, interview with the author, 18 November 2015.
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mentions the concept of giving Ukraine, Georgia and Moldova the option to functionally integrate with the 
EU, in the spirit of ‘everything except institutions’.124 His understanding of functional integration includes a 
presence in the Energy Union.125 On the same note, Karakas considers the concept of a new form of mem-
bership to be possible for Turkey, allowing for partial participation in certain policy areas.126

At first glance, the ‘membership minus’ option might look like a tempting scenario. However, looks can 
be deceiving. First, it would require treaty changes, as no well-defined model of ‘membership minus’ is 
currently present in the TEU. In the current context, an across-the-board treaty change is highly unlikely.

Second, the ‘membership minus’ formula would spell the end of the enlargement process as we know 
it. Its very existence would serve as an excuse for any member state (or any major political force within a 
member state) not at ease with a given aspiring country, to block the path to standard enlargement. 

The ‘membership minus’ option would always be presented as a generous offer, one that an aspiring 
country should accept (and be grateful for). However tempting such a formula may be, it should be resisted 
forcefully. ‘Membership minus’ would be a trap—gold plated perhaps, but a trap just the same. As the EPP 
president noted in an interview with the author: ‘There can’t be second-class members’.127 All current candi-
dates, potential candidates and aspiring countries, Turkey included, should be allowed to fulfil the relevant 
criteria and prove their readiness to join the EU.

Switzerland and Norway, both functionally tied to the EU, should not be used as an example of alternative 
scenarios. There is one simple reason for this: their statuses are the consequence of strategic decisions not 
to apply for EU membership—which sets them apart from any aspiring, Eastern European country. It would 
be absurd to offer the same solution to both a country willing to stay out and a country wishing to get in.

124  H. Maksak, ‘A Focus on Ukraine’, 93.
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Keeping enlargement alive

This is the most viable option. The full accession process should continue, as in Croatia’s case. This 
would require moving forwards with negotiations whenever it is possible.

But there has to be one iron-clad condition attached: rigorous to the extreme (more rigorous than now) 
verification of the progress achieved, both in terms of alignment with the acquis and real-life (not theoretical) 
readiness to function within the community and the single market, and with respect to the EU’s fundamental 
values.

This view is not shared by all. There are politicians calling for a more politicised approach, instead of a 
technocratic one. Jacek Saryusz-Wolski argues that the underlying reason for the EU hitting the brake on 
enlargement is political: fear of EU citizens’ ‘enlargement fatigue’. He adds that ‘fatigue’ is a perception not 
based on facts, a socio-psychological ephemerae.128 

However, even if enlargement fatigue is ‘ephemeral’, it should not be ignored. In the author’s opinion, 
one of the major causes of the EU’s crisis of trust (the falling level of trust in the EU and its institutions, 
noted above) is the long tradition of ignoring the citizens’ feelings. These sentiments might be cursory, not 
based on facts, lacking true comprehension and so on—but they are there. Citizens, not all of them but 
many, have spent years living under the impression that their governments and ‘Brussels’ are pursuing 
European policies of their own, which are not publicly consulted on or approved. Many Western European 
citizens seem to have tolerated this situation, accepting governments’ explanations that such policies serve 
the common good. However, the shock of 2008 changed everything. The tacit agreement from the citizens 
has been revoked. Many citizens are now saying that ‘Brussels’ can no longer continue as it did in the past. 
The public anger and sudden lack of trust in the ‘Brussels elite’ is manifested in many ways—one of them 
being the massive electoral support for parties like the French National Front and the UK Independence 

128  J. Saryusz-Wolski, interview with the author, 29 October 2015.
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Party. Many citizens vote for openly anti-European parties because of their promise to bend ‘Brussels’ to 
the will of the people. 

This applies to enlargement policy too. Public support for further enlargement(s) of the EU is eroding. 
Shortly after May 2004, when 10 new member states joined the family, 49% of the population of the EU15 
declared their support for the future geographical expansion of the EU. Only 35% of the EU’s population 
was against.129 Ten years later, such optimism is no longer there. Almost half of the Europeans (49%) polled 
in May 2015 voiced their opposition to any further enlargement and the trend was upwards (+1 percentage 
point in comparison to autumn 2014).130 In 14 countries more than 50% of the population opposed further 
opening up of the Union. In 6 countries (out of the above-mentioned 14), opposition to enlargement ex-
ceeded 60%, with the strongest hostility documented in Austria (71%). According to the Eurobarometer, in 
May 2015 only 22% of Austrians and 26% of Germans were in favour of enlargement.131 It is no longer pos-
sible to ignore ‘enlargement fatigue’. Even the usually pro-European media are showing symptoms of the 
very simplistic, enlargement-hostile approach. Financial Times columnist Wolfgang Münchau called the Big 
Bang enlargement one of the two biggest mistakes the EU has committed. In his view, enlargement ruined 
Europe’s ability to respond to incoming shocks. Instead of building institutions that would make the euro 
work, the EU focused too much on ‘absorbing’ 13 new members in a single decade.132 

Interestingly enough, commentators in the Western Balkans tend to agree with the rigorous approach 
strategy. None of the six researchers interviewed for the purpose of this paper expect enlargement to be 
completed by 2020. And some of them openly admitted that it was not the EU that should be blamed if the 
readiness to integrate the Balkans in the Union erodes.133 In the case of Albania, by no means the laggard 
of the Western Balkans, the remaining accession process is expected to take as long as another 10–15 
years. The same applies to Serbia, where the perspective of 2020–30 is considered realistic.134 What is 

129  European Commission, Standard Eurobarometer 62: ‘L’Opinion publique dans l’Union Européenne, May 2005. (This particular Euroba-
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even more intriguing is that some of the commentators accept the fact that conditions for enlargement have 
become harsher, the stringency of criteria has increased and enlargement countries have to do more than 
those who joined the EU in the accession wave of 2004.135 It seems that the Western Balkan countries 
accept the new reality: the accession process has changed, it is no longer what it was back in the 1990s. 
Now accession is significantly more about providing proof of delivery at the very early stage, especially 
in sensitive or complex issues (such as those covered by chapters 23 and 24—judiciary and fundamental 
rights; justice, freedom and security). Paradoxically, in some states the prospect of a ‘long march’ towards 
the EU is a relief to local elites, as it means a slower and more manageable pace of reform (which in itself 
is not necessarily a good thing).136 The implications of keeping enlargement alive go beyond the Western 
Balkans and Turkey. Although any prospect of giving the EU’s Eastern neighbours candidate status is out 
of the question now, in the more distant future the situation might be different. Keeping enlargement policy 
alive means that the new Eastern European countries should not be denied the right to invoke Article 49 of 
the TEU, which contains the legal basis for membership applications.

135  M. Lubani, interview with the author, 03 November 2015.
136  S. Risteska, interview with the author, 28 October 2015.
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Of the three scenarios outlined, only one—keeping the full enlargement policy alive—should be chosen. 
The alternative concept of ‘membership minus’ is a trap and should not be given consideration, while aban-
doning enlargement altogether is plainly dangerous, as it would send countries into political instability and 
out of the Western sphere of shared values and influence.

Keeping the enlargement idea afloat does not mean pressing on with it against justified objections. Both 
the current and any further enlargements must be based on lessons learned from the past. These are nu-
merous, but one stands out: in the past, it seems that alignment to the rules was only theoretical.

The EU cannot afford to commit this error of judgement again. Greece’s recent woes in the eurozone 
and the problems encountered by Romania and Bulgaria after they joined the EU share the same source. 
They are the result of an unfinished, unprepared and politically fudged process, pushed through against 
hard evidence. 

If any further enlargement is to succeed, all relevant criteria must be objectively met and all rules re-
spected. As simplistic as it may sound, the rule of thumb taken from driving should always apply: if in doubt, 
abandon the overtaking manoeuvre immediately. When translated into enlargement language this means: 
if in doubt, do not insist on moving the accession process on further. The rigorous approach strategy has 
already been implemented, but it needs to be substantially strengthened in the future. At the same time both 
the EU institutions and the member states should make it clear that the intention to make the verification 
process much tougher is not an excuse to artificially delay enlargement but a guarantee that no one joins 
until they are ready.

In order to be able to keep the door open, the EU should postpone any decision on the finalité politique. 
Deliberate ambiguity should be maintained.
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Candidate countries 

By the end of 2015 none of the current candidate countries was fulfilling the binding criteria. Progress in 
some areas had been made, particularly in the field of legislative work. However, effective implementation 
was still lacking. In other words: local law was aligned with EU rules, but everyday reality was often quite 
different.

The European Commission’s latest annual progress reports137 show that the situation in the field of media 
freedom has visibly deteriorated among all the candidate countries. Journalists and publishers have been 
intimidated—some have even been arrested. Public broadcasters have been interfered with. All of this has 
happened despite the context of (theoretically) binding legislation guaranteeing full freedom of expression.

As long as political declarations and adopted legislation contrast (or even conflict) with real-life practice 
no country should be allowed to move further on along the path to accession. No part of the acquis com-
munautaire should be considered ‘unimportant enough’ to be disregarded and sacrificed for the greater 
good of enlargement itself. 

The European Commission was right to embrace the strategy of more rigorous verification (the fine-
tuning of the enlargement process started in 2011), but it has to be further reinforced.

Both the European Commission and the EU governments should further expand the methods used for 
on-the-ground verification of progress achieved. The fundamental goal is to ensure that the aspiring coun-
tries enjoy the benefits of the rule of law and a functioning market economy before they join the community, 
not after.

An even more rigorous approach will have consequences: it will slow down the process of enlargement. 
The risks that go with this must be properly addressed. The EU should persuade candidate countries 

137   Officially called ‘country reports’.
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against turning away and abandoning reforms by clearly, unequivocally reassuring them of the prospect of 
membership.

One way to reassure candidate countries of their membership prospects is to engage civil society or-
ganisations in an awareness campaign. NGOs should inform citizens about the positive implications of a 
well-prepared enlargement and explain the need for patiently implementing reforms. Well-designed and 
honestly implemented reforms bring positive results in everyday life, at least in the medium term (and some-
times even in the short term). The direct link between the outcome (better quality of life) and the EU-induced 
reform action needs to be communicated.

European Neighbourhood Policy
and Eastern Europe

It is in the EU’s best interests to anchor Eastern Europe in the Western camp of democracy, free markets 
and the rule of law. The EU should carefully prepare its strategy towards the region for the medium and 
long term.

• As already noted, the EU should promise a massive long-term commitment. 

• The first part of this commitment is at the same time simple and fundamental: a political declaration 
that the EU’s doors will not be closed.

• The EU should also substantially modify the way it assists Eastern European countries. To do this, 
the EU must change the perspective. The miracles in the 1990s in Poland, the Czech Republic and 
Hungary were only possible in a different geopolitical context. The Central European countries started 
by anchoring their societies in democracy and the rule of law and only later moved on to strengthening 
their economies. These changes took place in exactly this order. There was no external force trying to 
exploit Central Europe’s relative economic weakness in the early 1990s in order to destroy the young 
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democracies. This is not the case for the Eastern European countries. Their weakness is being brutally 
exploited by one force, namely Russia. This must be taken into account. 

• The EU approach to the Eastern Partnership countries should be based on three pillars: 

The first pillar. The EU must focus more on inclusive economic growth instead of elections and 
human rights issues. This is not because the latter are less important. They are fundamental. 
But it is the economy, not human rights issues, that will decide whether Ukraine remains a sov-
ereign state. Special attention must be given to energy security and access to markets. Both are 
security-related and both are bolstering the economic independence of the EU’s Eastern neigh-
bours.138 Financial assistance from the EU should help the Eastern European countries bear the 
costs of reforms. Only after the very existence of a state is guaranteed economically should the 
focus move to other fundamental issues. This bears repeating: functioning democratic institutions 
and norms are crucial. However, they are irrelevant in a country that is bankrupt and cannot pay 
for gas, medicines, doctors, public security, public transportation and so on. 

The second pillar. The EU policy towards its Eastern neighbours should be more focused on civil 
society, NGOs and independent media. As the examples of Moldova and Ukraine show, civil so-
ciety might be the driving force behind reform. 

The third pillar. The existing rule of ‘more for more, less for less’ should be strictly enforced. 
The EU should not be afraid to differentiate its approach. Deeds should count, not declarations. 
In the case of Ukraine and Georgia, the prospect of a visa-free travel regime should be linked 
not only to the Visa Liberalisation Action Programme but also to their overall progress in the 
implementation of the Association Agreements. Nor should the EU be afraid to bypass national 
governments and talk directly to the members of civil society, in case the political elite make a 
U-turn on the European agenda. Moldova’s example is particularly illustrative: the democratic 
legitimacy of civil society there now seems stronger than that of some of Moldova’s politicians, 
some of whom have been placed under investigation for fraud. 

138  S. Dennison et al., The Road Back to European Power (London: European Council on Foreign Relations, 2015), 2.
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A rigorous approach will allow the EU to keep the prospect of EU membership afloat for all European 
countries, regardless of their current level of preparedness. It is also an honest answer to Western socie-
ties’ preoccupations, as it gives both security (the feeling that the process, stretched over many years, is 
under control) and the time needed to explain its necessity. It sets the terms at the right level: the length of 
the accession process is the result of the countries’ efforts alone and not politically based fudging. Which, 
honestly speaking, in some cases—as they stand now—would translate into a period of at least a dozen 
years. It is up to the aspiring countries to make the final choice.
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The Long March 
Towards the EU

Candidates, Neighbours and the Prospects 
for Enlargement

Seven consecutive enlargements, spanning over half a century, have provided 
geopolitical stability in Europe and facilitated trade and economic growth. 
Currently, the EU is considering further expansion towards the Western Balkans 
and Turkey. In this process, the EU is weighing fundamental values against 
security concerns, public scepticism in some member states and past experience 
of letting in countries that were not prepared. In addition the economic, security 
and refugee crises are making the EU more cautious about enlarging further.

The present paper considers options for further EU enlargement, including ending 
enlargement altogether, offering a reduced membership status (‘membership 
minus’) and keeping enlargement alive under strict conditions. It argues for the 
third option, under which the EU institutions must make sure that candidate 
countries not only align their legislation with that of the community but also 
respect fundamental EU values in the economic, political and legal spheres. 
Giving a viable prospect for membership is vital to enabling the candidates to 
maintain reform momentum and their attachment to the West. It is also in the 
interests of the EU and its member states.
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