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Editorial

                          A Nobel Peace Prize 

          to revive the EU enlargement process

The Norwegian Nobel Committee awarded the Nobel Peace Prize 
for 2012 to the European Union for its contribution over the last six 
decades “to the advancement of peace and reconciliation, democracy 
and human rights in Europe”. This is a marvellous honour and a much-
needed boost for an integration project that is currently suffering grave 
economic difficulties and considerable political and social unrest. The 
decision of the Nobel Committee could be interpreted as a signal to 
breathe new life into the EU enlargement agenda, indisputably the 
Union’s peace project par excellence.

What started out as a post-World War II project to pacify old-time rivals 
France and Germany, has over the last 60 years pushed the boundaries 
of the zone of peace outwards so as to embrace almost the entire 
continent. It has seen the incorporation of post-dictatorial Greece, Spain 
and Portugal, and the re-unification with post-communist Central and 
Eastern Europe. 

But the accession of Bulgaria and Romania has taken the Schwung 
out of the EU enlargement process and cast doubt on the strength of 
its transformative power. Accession talks with Turkey have gradually 
ground to a halt, in spite of the Commission’s efforts to launch a positive 
agenda. For Bosnia-Herzegovina, pre-accession conditionality also fails 
to inspire; successive ‘progress reports’ by the European Commission 
read as ‘stagnation reports’. And for the fourth year running, the Council 
has been held back by Greece in taking a decision on opening accession 
negotiations with (the Former Yugoslav Republic of) Macedonia until 
the name dispute is resolved.

The latter is emblematic of a ‘creeping nationalisation’ of the enlargement 
process, i.e. the imposition of bilateral conditions by individual member 
states upon candidate countries. Other cases in point are the conditions 
set by Slovenia upon Croatia over, among others, the demarcation of 
maritime borders, and the demands of the UK and the Netherlands on 
Iceland to reimburse savings lost during its banking crisis.

The sovereign debt crisis and the threat of financial collapse of some 
EU member states have triggered a fierce debate about the economic, 
social and political finalité of the Union and have reduced the appetite 
for further enlargement. These problems have also fuelled debate in 
the UK about its future position in the EU and have strengthened the 
resolve of countries like Switzerland and – ironically – Norway to stay 
outside of the Union.

Aside from the brief burst of enthusiasm that will likely accompany 
Croatia’s imminent accession, ‘enlargement fatigue’ within the EU is 
here to stay for a good while longer, especially in light of widely held 
perceptions that most of the (potential) candidate countries suffer 
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the EU side and for reforms on the ground in the enlargement 
countries”. 

However, a major flaw of accession conditionality has been 
the vagueness with which the EU has fleshed out some of the 
key pre-accession criteria. This is particularly evident for the 
criterion of political stability: what exactly are the criteria on 
stability of institutions, democratic governance and rule of 
law? As far as the ‘rule of law’ is concerned, there is hardly 
any firm acquis to establish whether the criterion has been 
met. The EU mainly relies on Council of Europe conventions, 
Strasbourg jurisprudence and reports from the Venice 
Commission. The Commission’s renewed focus on the rule 
of law as one of the central narratives in the enlargement 
strategy posits that good governance is not about rubber-
stamping laws but about establishing a performance track 
record. Arguably, this concerns only one aspect of political 
stability. 

The interpretation of what the economic pre-accession 
criterion entails fares much better. Yet, whereas the 
definition of what constitutes a market economy is clear, the 
Commission’s push for structural reforms in this area appears 
too soft. Moreover, here too, many negotiating benchmarks 
are set by individual member states in order to protect their 
own industries and markets. From the EU’s perspective, 
one may wonder to what extent these bilaterally imposed 
conditions undermine the negotiating mandate of the 
European Commission. For (potential) candidate countries, 
however, the list of conditions is long and seemingly non-
exhaustive. 

Finally and most tellingly, it is unclear what is meant by the 
‘absorption capacity’ of the EU. Does the final Copenhagen 
criterion concern institutional aspects of the EU, budgetary 
aspects, the maintenance of a high level of competitiveness 
all over the Union, geopolitical interest of the EU and/or 
public acceptance in the member states?

If its enlargement policy is not to degenerate into a farce, then 
the EU should refrain from offering diluted forms of candidate 
status, such as the conditional promise extended to Albania 
in the strategy adopted on October 10th. Similarly, the EU 
should resist calls to lower the bar in accession negotiations 
so as not to lose candidate countries in the process (e.g. 
by compromising on Chapter 3 on financial services). The 
Commission needs to find new ways to consolidate the 
enlargement agenda, gain full support of the member states 
for its implementation and assure a consistent application of 
the pre-accession requirements. Arguably, more time, money 
and expertise are needed to pursue the vocation recognised 
by the Nobel Committee.
 

     Steven Blockmans 
CEPS Associate Research Fellow

See related CEPS Commentary, ”EU Global Peace Diplomacy”, 
by the same author published on October 15th. Link.

from the small size of their economies, weak administrations 
and corrupt law-enforcement authorities. Indeed, it is not 
surprising that large swathes of the EU’s general public are 
puzzled by the Commission’s suggestion to open negotiations 
on a Stabilisation and Association Agreement with Kosovo, 
on whose status EU member states maintain different views, 
the granting of candidate country status to Serbia, a country 
whose political leaders’ antics are reminiscent of a dark past, 
and the opening of accession negotiations with Montenegro, 
a country with a long tradition of corruption and organised 
crime.

Adding to this gloomy picture is the ‘pre-accession fatigue’ 
of the candidate countries themselves. With the image 
of the EU as a latter-day Eldorado fading, the political 
leaders of these countries are asking themselves what they 
are getting themselves into. Some have even declared the 
Union’s current woes “the end of the EU dream”. Whereas 
EU membership is still their strategic objective, it is to be 
primarily understood in the sense that the adoption of EU 
values and standards is good for the modernisation of their 
countries. Yet, the EU’s demands for continuous reform have 
begun to ring hollow, especially in the ears of political leaders 
who are asking themselves whether playing the card of 
(distant) EU accession will yield sufficient returns in the next 
general elections. Fake compliance with EU conditionality is 
often the result. Keeping up appearances may be politically 
and economically more advantageous in the short term, but 
certainly detrimental to countries’ progress in the longer run. 
Bulgaria and Romania are cases in point. Five years since 
it replaced pre-accession conditionality, the post-accession 
‘Cooperation and Verification Mechanism’ has not produced 
the desired results with regard to the reform of the judiciary 
and the fight against corruption and organised crime.

In spite of the rhetoric by the European Commission (pushed 
by some EU member states) to pursue an ‘AAA’ enlargement 
policy (‘strict but fair’, ‘first the red lines then the red carpets’, 
‘first the performance then the applause’), lessons drawn from 
previous enlargement waves have yet to be implemented in 
practice. The country that is next in line for accession seems 
to be suffering from the same illness as those that entered the 
Union in 2007, albeit to a lesser degree: Croatia’s reform of 
the judiciary continues to be subject to ongoing monitoring 
in the period between conclusion and full ratification of the 
Accession Treaty. It is common knowledge that Chapters 
23 (rule of law and human rights) and 24 (justice, freedom 
and security) were (again) opened too late in the accession 
negotiation process. Seen from this perspective, the decision 
to start the accession talks with Montenegro with these most 
difficult chapters should be welcomed. The introduction of 
benchmarks in accession negotiation procedures and a greater 
focus on the performance track record (implementation and 
enforcement of approximated laws) should overcome some of 
the current woes from which EU enlargement conditionality 
is suffering.

Presenting the 2012 enlargement package, Commissioner 
Stefan Füle said: “Our recommendations place the rule of 
law firmly at the centre of the accession process. To create a 
more stable and prosperous Europe, momentum needs to be 
maintained both for the merit-based enlargement process on 
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Armenia

EU package to support institution building in 
Armenia totals €43 million
Brussels, 01 October 2012. Link

Azerbaijan

Training the trainers on ethics in public 
service
Baku, 25 October 2012. Link

Belarus

Council conclusions on Belarus
Luxembourg, 15 October 2012. Link

Commissioner Füle’s speech in the European 
Parliament in the debate on Belarus
Brussels, 26 October 2012. Link

Georgia

Joint Statement by EU High Representative 
Catherine Ashton and Commissioner Štefan 
Füle on the results of Georgia’s parliamentary 
elections
Brussels, 02 October 2012. Link

Council conclusions on Georgia
Luxembourg, 15 October 2012. Link

Statement by Commissioner Štefan Füle to the 
media in Tbilisi
Tbilisi, 18 October 2012. Link

Improving sense of security at the South 
Ossetian ABL
Tbilisi, 23 October 2012. Link

Commissioner Füle wants to keep up the pace 
of EU political association with Georgia
Strasbourg, 26 October 2012. Link

Moldova

A professional foster family’s service will be 
developed in the Transnistrian region
in cooperation with the “Support to Confidence 
Building Measures” programme
Chisinau, 15 October 2012. Link

Moldova deserves EU membership prospect, 
says Commissioner Stefan Füle
Berlin, 22 October 2012. Link

Nagorno-Karabakh

The European Union continues to support civil 
society peace building efforts over Nagorno-
Karabakh
Tbilisi, 22, October 2012. Link

Ukraine

Joint statement by High Representative/ Vice-
President Catherine Ashton and Commissioner 
Štefan Füle, on the upcoming parliamentary 
elections in Ukraine
Brussels, 12 October 2012. Link

Ukraine: much at stake in elections say MEPs 
and Ashton
24 October 2012. Link

Joint statement by High Representative 
Catherine Ashton and Commissioner Štefan 
Füle on the parliamentary elections in 
Ukraine
Brussels, 29 October 2012. Link
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http://eeas.europa.eu/delegations/moldova/press_corner/all_news/news/2012/20121016.pdf
http://eeas.europa.eu/delegations/moldova/press_corner/all_news/news/2012/20121016.pdf
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http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_SPEECH-12-753_en.htm
http://eeas.europa.eu/delegations/georgia/documents/news/20121022nk_en.pdf
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Schulz on Ukraine: need to overcome stalemate 
in EU ties despite vote shortcomings
Brussels, 29 October 2012. Link

Russia

EU and Russia discuss visas, migration, 
transnational crime and judicial cooperation
Brussels, 03 October 2012. Link

Right to disagree ultimate test for democracy, 
EU Human Rights envoy tells EU-Russia Civil 
Society Forum
10 October 2012. Link

EU-Russia: Taking the Partnership for 
Modernisation forward
12 October 2012. Link

Statement by the Spokesperson of High 
Representative on the new law on treason in 
Russia
Brussels, 25 October 2012. Link

Southern Neighbourhood 

High Representative/Vice President Catherine 
Ashton travels to the Middle East
Brussels, 22 October 2012. Link

Algeria

Major boost for Algerian scientists: 
Eumedconnect 3 project upgrades research 
and education network capacity
17 October 2012. Link

Egypt

€40 million EU grant to fund part of Greater 
Cairo new metro line
Cairo, 1 October 2012. Link

UfM and Egypt: towards a more efficient 
network of Euro-Mediterranean logistics 
platforms
Cairo, 8 October 2012. Link

Israel

Statement by the spokesperson of the High 
Representative on the expansion of the Israeli 
settlement of Gilo
Brussels, 19 October 2012. Link

Remarks by High Representative Catherine 
Ashton ahead of her meeting with the President 
of Israel, Shimon Peres
Jerusalem, 24 October 2012. Link

Jordan

Barroso hails Jordan as key partner in the 
region
Brussels, 07 October 2012. Link

EU contributes €10 million to UNICEF 
education programmes for children of Syrian 
refugees and host communities in Jordan
Brussels, 07 October 2012. Link

Statement by High Representative Catherine 
Ashton following her visit to the Zaatary 
refugee camp in Jordan
Brussels, 22 October 2012. Link

Lebanon

EU-Lebanon Association Council: cementing 
ties through a renewed partnership
Brussels, 17 October 2012. Link

Statement by High Representative Catherine 
Ashton on the bomb attack in Beirut
Brussels, 19 October 2012. Link
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Remarks by HRVP Ashton at the end of her 
visit to Lebanon
Brussels, 23 October 2012. Link

Libya

Statement by the EU High Representative, 
Catherine Ashton, on the first anniversary of 
the Declaration of Liberation in Libya
Brussels, 23 October 2012. Link

Morocco

EIB allocates €130 million loan to upgrade 
Moroccan phosphate industry
10 October 2012. Link

European Commission and UN Women launch 
new partnership on women’s empowerment
Brussels, 17 October 2012. Link

Occupied Palestinian Territories

The EU and the Palestinian Authority conclude 
negotiations on a new ENP Joint Action Plan
Ramallah, 24 October 2012. Link

Syria

Council conclusions on Syria
Luxembourg, 15 October 2012. Link

Erasmus Mundus opens applications for 
scholarships for Syrian students
Brussels, 24 October 2012. Link

Statement by the Spokesperson of High 
Representative Catherine Ashton on the 
ceasefire initiative in Syria
Brussels, 29 October 2012. Link

Tunisia

Statement by the High Representative 
Catherine Ashton following her meeting with 
Hamadi Jebali, Tunisian Prime Minister
Brussels, 02 October 2012. Link

€37 million in new EU support for Tunisia’s 
judiciary and health care
Brussels, 02 October 2012. Link

Enlargement

Commission outlines next steps for EU 
enlargement
Brussels, 10 October 2012. Link

Statement by High Representative Catherine 
Ashton on the continuation of the EU-
facilitated dialogue on Kosovo
Brussels, 19 October 2012. Link

EU High Representative Catherine Ashton 
travels to Western Balkans
Brussels, 25 October 2012. Link

Albania

Key findings of the 2012 Progress Report on 
Albania
Brussels, 10 October 2012. Link

Bosnia and Herzegovina

Key findings of the 2012 Progress Report on 
Bosnia and Herzegovina
Brussels, 10 October 2012. Link
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http://ec.europa.eu/commission_2010-2014/fule/headlines/news/2012/10/20121002_en.htm
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http://ec.europa.eu/commission_2010-2014/fule/headlines/news/2012/10/20121002_en.htm
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http://www.consilium.europa.eu/uedocs/cms_Data/docs/pressdata/EN/foraff/133036.pdf
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/uedocs/cms_Data/docs/pressdata/EN/foraff/133036.pdf
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http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_MEMO-12-763_en.htm?locale=en
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Council conclusions on Bosnia and 
Herzegovina
Luxembourg, 15 October 2012. Link

Croatia

Key findings of the 2012 comprehensive 
monitoring report on Croatia
Brussels, 10 October 2012. Link

Iceland

Key findings of the 2012 comprehensive 
monitoring report on Iceland
Brussels, 10 October 2012. Link

Kosovo

Key findings of the Feasibility Study for a 
Stabilisation and Association Agreement 
between the European Union and Kosovo
Brussels, 10 October 2012. Link

Explaining Feasibility study in Kosovo
Brussels, 12 October 2012. Link

Macedonia

Key findings of the 2012 Progress Report on 
the former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia
Brussels, 10 October 2012. Link

The EU and the former Yugoslav Republic of 
Macedonia sign agreement to enhance crisis 
management cooperation
Brussels, 29 October 2012. Link

Montenegro

Key findings of the 2012 Progress Report on 
Montenegro
Brussels, 10 October 2012. Link

Serbia

Key findings of the Progress Report on Serbia
Brussels, 10 October 2012. Link

Turkey

Statement by EU High Representative 
Catherine Ashton following the shelling of the 
Turkish town of Akçakale
Brussels, 4 October 2012. Link

Key findings of the 2012 progress report on 
Turkey
Brussels, 10 October 2012. Link
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