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Perfect Together? 

Eastern Partnership in the Context 

 of Other EU Initiatives in the East 

 

 

he Eastern Partnership (EaP) was initiated at the EU Summit in Prague on 

May 7.  The project is the fruit of efforts on the part of Poland and Sweden, 

supported by the Czech presidency.  Thanks to the determination of the pro-

ject sponsors it has been possible to inaugurate it within a very short – by EU stan-

dards – period of time.  For Poland however, the EaP kickoff is a result of a long-

standing campaign to influence the EU’s eastern policy, dating back to the time before 

Poland became a member of the EU. 

 T

 

I. Eastern Partnership beginnings 

As regards EU policy, the term “eastern dimension” was first coined in 1998, when it 

entered the public debate in a speech given at the ceremony inaugurating Poland’s EU 

membership talks by Professor Bronisław Geremek, then the Polish Minister of For-

eign Affairs.  In reference to this initial declaration, three years later (in 2001) the 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs published a document presenting this concept in greater 

detail1.  Offering on the one hand its own experience gained in the course of political 

and economic transformation as well as in the context of integration with EU struc-

tures, and on the other the close ties with its eastern neighbors, Poland advocated 
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tighter cooperation between the EU and the countries east of its borders so as to fore-

stall the rise of new dividing lines.  Geographically, the proposal covered not only the 

direct eastern neighbors of the enlarged EU but rather the entire post-Soviet territory, 

although with a particular emphasis on Russia and the Kaliningrad Oblast as well as 

Ukraine.  Interestingly, the document handled the question of European aspirations – 

which, at that time, were being openly voiced by the countries in the region, such as 

Ukraine – in a very cautious manner. 

The concept of the Eastern Dimension as presented in 2001 was subsequently further 

developed by the Polish Ministry of Foreign Affairs in late 2002 and early 20032, by 

which time the discussion within the EU about the Community’s new neighbors had 

begun in earnest, even if it was not at the forefront of the EU agenda.  The revised 

document now defined specific areas of cooperation as well as its goals, while limiting 

its scope to Ukraine, Moldova, Belarus and Russia.  It also stipulated that each of the-

se countries should be approached differently taking into account their individual ca-

pabilities and aspirations, which was in line with the thinking outlined in documents 

then already circulating in the EU.  Specifically, there was the idea of differentiation 

as well as, to a lesser extent, joint ownership by the recipient countries of the policies 

relevant to them, which in effect was equivalent to having them participate in formu-

lating those policies.  Incorporating these approaches within a multilateral framework 

such as the Eastern Dimension would ensure their enhanced coherence and coordina-

tion.  Unlike the original document dating from 2001, the version developed in 2003 

clearly recognized the European aspirations of Ukraine and Moldova, initially extend-

ing to them an offer to enter into EU association agreements. 

This proposal, as presented by Poland in 2003, was akin to the concepts then under 

consideration on the EU forum.  It shared a common character and policy tools – if 

not the ultimate goals and geographical scope – of the other notions, starting with the 

New Neighborhood Initiative advocated by the United Kingdom, which triggered the 

debate about future new EU neighbors3, and ending with the definition of the neigh-

borhood policy presented by the Commission in a Communication in 20034.  The 

one crucial difference was that the Polish proposal set more ambitious aims for the 

EU in its relations with its eastern neighbors.  Ultimately, the neighborhood policy 

drawn up as a result of the discussions within the EU went in an entirely different di-

rection than what was proposed by Poland.  First and foremost, the policy failed to 
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create a singular eastern dimension, instead combining all of 

the countries on the EU’s eastern flank with EU Mediterra-

nean neighbors.  This was done at the urging of mainly Spain 

and France, both of which were concerned about the political 

and financial marginalization of a region squarely within their 

sphere of interest.  But aligning together the Mediterranean 

countries – which by definition do not qualify for EU member-

ship and often simply lack such aspirations – with the EU’s 

eastern neighbors not merely called into question but down-

right threatened the European aspirations of the latter.  Poland 

was also critical of the idea of basing the new policy exclusively 

on bilateral cooperation between the EU and the respective 

countries as this approach removed the support necessary to 

establish regional ties, which in turn initially precluded the im-

plementation of the Eastern Dimension if only as part of the 

new policy framework.  In addition, Poland refused to view the 

neighborhood policy as an end in itself, deeming it instead to 

be an instrument whereby the European aspirations of the 

EU’s eastern neighbors would be recognized5. 

Presenting 

the EaP in the context 

of the EU’s other eastern 

regional initiatives al-

lows for a clearer defini-

tion of opportunities and 

barriers which can be 

encountered throughout 

project implementation, 

especially since the EaP 

intends to partially ex-

ploit the mechanisms 

used by the other initia-

tives. 

Subsequent efforts on the part of Poland – especially in the wake of the Orange Revo-

lution in Ukraine – were focused on strengthening the links between its eastern 

neighbors and the EU.  In practical terms, this meant seeking to increase the flow of 

funds to the eastern beneficiary countries of the European Neighborhood Policy 

(ENP) as well as attempting to make the ENP rely to a greater extent on differentia-

tion – not only in relations with individual countries but rather on the regional level.  

The argument in favor of such an approach was provided by a commonly accepted 

notion that it is necessary to enhance the EU offer addressed to its eastern neighbors, 

which are increasingly determined to deepen their integration into EU structures.  

The stars ultimately aligned when France, traditionally opposed to the eastern dimen-

sion, undertook the realization of the Mediterranean Union – i.e. the key project of its 

last presidency – and thereby was prepared to accept the new initiative in the east6.  

The other EU member states with vital interests in the south followed suit.  Certainly 
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another impulse was provided by the war in Georgia, which clearly demonstrated the 

need for increased EU involvement in the east. 

The Eastern Partnership cannot altogether be accurately juxtaposed with the Medi-

terranean Union, an equally fresh EU initiative.  Admittedly, both of these projects 

are addressed to EU neighbor states and are strongly – or, in the case of the EaP, en-

tirely – correlated with the European Neighborhood Policy.  However, firstly each of 

the two initiatives pertains to a disparate group of countries with incongruent politi-

cal, social and cultural identities.  Secondly, as already mentioned, while the Mediter-

ranean Union is the sole project being implemented on the EU’s southern border, the 

EaP is one of three initiatives together forming the eastern dimension of the ENP.  

The first of the other two initiatives is the Northern Dimension, a project that has 

been up and running since the late 1990s and which formally is not part of the ENP, 

although it does play a very important role in relations with Russia (Kaliningrad) and 

will in the future expand its scope to include Belarus as well.  The other initiative is 

the Black Sea Synergy, newly launched in 2007 and firmly rooted not only in the 

ENP but also in the enlargement process – specifically as it relates to Turkey – and in 

the EU strategic partnership with Russia.  All three of these initiatives – the Northern 

Dimension, the EaP and the Black Sea Synergy – have unique character, goals and 

modus operandi.  At the same time, they are all addressed to a group of countries re-

sembling one another and vie for similar sources of funds as well as the attention of 

the same institutions and international actors, while reflecting competing interests of 

the different EU member states.  The EaP is therefore not the first EU regional ini-

tiative on its eastern flank, although it certainly is the most ambitious one.  For in 

contrast to the other projects, it aims to authentically bring the countries it is relevant 

to closer to the EU, up to and including opening to them the perspective for EU 

membership. 

Presenting the EaP in the context of the EU’s other eastern regional initiatives allows 

for a clearer definition of opportunities and barriers which can be encountered 

throughout project implementation, especially since the EaP intends to partially ex-

ploit the mechanisms used by the other initiatives.  It is useful then to take a closer 

look at how these mechanisms really function so as to see which solutions are worth 

emulating. 
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II. What is the Eastern Partnership7? 

The Eastern Partnership envisions cementing cooperation with three eastern 

neighbors of the EU: Ukraine, Belarus8 and Moldova, as well as the three South Cau-

casus nations of Georgia, Armenia and Azerbaijan, both on the bilateral and multilat-

eral levels.  This initiative intends to fortify the European Neighborhood Policy to-

ward these countries by enabling them to tighten their links with the EU, especially as 

regards economic cooperation as well as movement of persons and security. 

A decidedly new feature of the Eastern Partnership is its structure around two planes, 

the primary one being bilateral cooperation and the other one being multilateral coop-

eration.  The main role of the latter will be to promote cooperation between countries 

on the issues at the heart of their collaboration with the EU. 

On the bilateral level, which is to remain the basis of the relations between the above-

mentioned countries and the EU, the EaP proposes tightening the relations according 

to the individual countries’ aspirations and capabilities.  The substance and form of 

the planned goals, as well as the speed with which they will be implemented will the-

refore depend on the individual character of each beneficiary country in conformity 

with the idea of differentiation.  The other basic principle – originally borrowed from 

the enlargement policy – is the idea of conditionality, meaning that the progressive 

broadening of cooperation is conditional upon internal reform implementation by in-

dividual countries.  The most ambitious partners are offered new association agree-

ments, which would not only formalize stronger political ties but also encourage gre-

ater convergence with EU legislation and standards as well as promote closer foreign 

and security policy cooperation.  To assist partners in developing the capabilities nec-

essary for the implementation of the reforms stipulated by the new agreements, the 

EU foresees elaborating comprehensive institutional development programs with each 

partner. 

As regards progressive economic integration it is proposed that agreements to create a 

deep and comprehensive free trade area be signed with each of the partner states (pro-

viding they join the World Trade Organization first).  The agreements would in short 

order provide for increased access to the Common Market as well as sector-specific 

support to the economies of the partner states which would first have to adopt rele-
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vant EU legislation, regulations and standards.  In the long term it is envisioned that a 

Neighborhood Economic Community9 be created by linking the partners with a net-

work of bilateral agreements. 

With regard to movement of persons, the EU is offering its partners a “mobility and 

security” agreement.  Such an agreement would envision progressive visa regime liber-

alization by easing visa restrictions (while at the same time implementing readmission 

agreements), abolishing visa fees, and coordinating and enhancing the services of the 

EU member states’ consular sections located in the countries involved, including 

opening shared visa application centers10.  In the long term, which was given special 

emphasis in the Prague Declaration, cooperation in this area would eventually lead to 

the establishment of visa-free travel.  These steps would be accompanied by initiatives 

to enhance security and border management as well as combat trans-border crime11. 

The new association agreements or separate bilateral agreements signed with the EU 

would also include clauses pertaining to energy interdependence which aim would be 

to ensure mutual energy security, especially as regards energy demand, transmission 

and delivery.  Measures taken with respect to individual partners will – in the case of 

Ukraine, for example – involve its accession (along with Moldova) to the Energy 

Community12 as well as lending greater support for full integration of the Ukrainian 

energy market with its EU counterpart, achieved by the means of natural gas delivery 

infrastructure repair and development.  It is worth noting that as regards the latter is-

sue the Commission has already signed a letter of intent with the Ukrainian authoriti-

es13. 

Addressing structural challenges faced by the partner nations – resulting from differ-

ences in their respective level of economic and social development – is also antici-

pated.  This would be accomplished by sharing with them the experience and mecha-

nisms behind the EU social and economic policy. 

The goal of the multilateral cooperation is to aid the individual efforts undertaken by 

the EU partners by creating a forum whereby they would be able to share their reform 

experience and tips on reform implementation and which would become a conduit of 

EU assistance to these countries (by enabling, for example, the organization of com-

mon information or training sessions, etc.).  Decisions on this multilateral level of 

partnership will be made together by the EU and the partner nations. 
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Cooperation on the multilateral level will be organized around four thematic plat-

forms: 

• Democracy, good governance and stability14; 

• Economic integration and convergence with the EU policies (i.e. access to EU 

agencies and programs15); 

• Energy security; 

• People-to-people contacts. 

In an effort to bring both the EaP and its multilateral cooperation dimension into 

sharp focus it is proposed that several flagship projects be implemented.  These signa-

ture projects, as enumerated by the Commission, include: an integrated border man-

agement system; an SME facility; the promotion of regional electricity markets, en-

ergy efficiency and renewable energy sources; development of the southern energy 

corridor; as well as measures concerning prevention of, preparation for and response 

to natural disasters and man-made catastrophes. 

The multilateral cooperation has also been given a clearly defined structure featuring 

biennial summits to be attended by country leaders and prime ministers (hosted by the 

EU and the partner nations), annual foreign affairs ministers’ meetings each spring, as 

well as meetings of senior officials revolving around the four thematic platforms to be 

held at least twice yearly.  The latter will also be supported by special panels, whose 

composition and form are yet to be constituted.  The first working meeting encom-

passing all four platforms is expected to convene as early as July 2009.  Such formula 

guarantees first and foremost the continuity of this process while providing – in prin-

ciple, at least – clear political support lent by the gatherings of country leaders and 

prime ministers. 

The projects and the thematic platform work products will be available for review to 

third countries whose participation will be considered on a case-by-case basis.  Al-

though neither the Declaration nor the Communication specifically point to any third 

countries in particular, some EU member states deemed it important to keep the pro-

ject open to Russia and Turkey. 

The Commission Communication as well as the Prague Declaration also mention a 

European Parliament proposal initiated by the EPP-ED Group to create the EU-
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Neighborhood-East Parliamentary Assembly (EURO-NEST).  Aside from MEPs, 

the EURO-NEST would also include deputies from Ukraine, Moldova, Georgia, 

Armenia, Azerbaijan, and the democratic factions in Belarus, thus allowing them the 

opportunity to engage in mutual debate16.  Meanwhile, the Commission was invited 

to submit a proposal regarding the creation of a special civil society forum within the 

EaP framework. 

As concerns the necessary financial support, the Commission in its Partnership Com-

munication explicitly pointed to additional resources which should be devoted to this 

initiative.  The sum allocated was €600 million for the years 2010-2013, and this 

commitment was subsequently confirmed by the European Council in a special decla-

ration issued in March 2009.  During the Prague Summit, institutions such as the 

European Investment Bank, the EBRD and other financial organizations operating in 

the region were invited to participate in this project.  The former has already given 

favorable consideration to this request, expressing the desire to co-finance projects 

which are within the scope of its priority areas (i.e. transportation, energy, telecom-

munications and environmental protection).  Another existing instrument is the 

Neighborhood Investment Facility, with €700 million at its disposal.  These funds are 

earmarked for the years 2009-2013 and are available to all ENP beneficiary countries.  

Poland has also submitted a proposal for the creation of a group of “friends of the 

EaP” consisting of countries outside the EU which are interested in financially sup-

porting the project.  The Commission has been requested to recommend the legal and 

technical means to implement this proposal.  The individual contributions of the 

member states are the last source of financing.  However, the new financial perspec-

tive and negotiating an appropriate sum for the Eastern Partnership are the most cru-

cial issues. 
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Eastern Partnership in the Context of the Development of the European Neighborhood Policy 

(ENP) 

  

2002/2003 British New Neighborhood Initiative; Polish non-paper on the new eastern EU 

neighbors after enlargement. 

2003 European Commission Communication entitled: Wider Europe-Neighborhood: 

A New Framework for Relations with Eastern and Southern Europe. 

2004 EU Eastern Bloc enlargement.  The establishment of the ENP, gradual intro-

duction of the so-called Action Plans regulating the cooperation of the ENP 

beneficiary countries with the EU. 

2007 European Commission Communication on the Black Sea Synergy, initiating 

regional cooperation with the Black Sea nations17. 

2006/2007 ENP reform to introduce the terms of “differentiation” and “thematic dimen-

sion”18. 

May 2008 Polish-Swedish proposal to strengthen cooperation with the six eastern EU ne-

ighbors. 

XII Communication of the European Commission announcing the Eastern 

Partnership. 

European Commission working document accompanying the Communication 

SEC(2008)2923/3. 

May 2009 Summit inaugurating the Eastern Partnership in Prague; proclamation of a com-

mon declaration. 

 

III. The Northern Dimension 

Policy elaboration background 

The Northern Dimension (ND) EU policy was originally a Finnish initiative which 

aim was to coordinate the actions undertaken by the EU, its member states and Nor-

way and Iceland in their relations with Russia as well as the then EU candidate na-

tions of Lithuania, Latvia, Estonia and Poland.  Inaugurated in 1999, geographically 

the ND initially included the Baltic Sea basin as well as northwestern Russia with Ka-
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liningrad Oblast19.  Behind the initiative was Finland’s desire to create an EU context 

for the activities concerning this far-flung northeastern peripheral region.  Finland 

was also seeking to protect its interests in the region ahead of the EU Eastern Bloc 

enlargement, which was to include countries whose ambitions as regards eastern pol-

icy could cause the center of gravity of EU activity to move south20. 

The first stage of the ND, which included two action plans 

for the years 2000-2003 and 2004-2006 and which was based 

on the classic modus operandi of the European Commission, 

did not bring about the expected results, primarily because of 

limited involvement by Russia.  Russia was not particularly 

interested in cooperation with the EU, accusing it of taking a 

one-dimensional approach in the development of both action 

plans21.  After the 2004 enlargement when the entire weight 

of the ND was resting squarely on Russia’s shoulders, 

Finland – which at the time held the EU presidency – made 

giving the ND a more open character toward Russia one of 

its priorities.  The ND was recast as a partnership between 

the sides participating in the initiative – i.e. the EU, Russia, 

Norway and Iceland – which was the only form of coopera-

tion that Finland believed would lead to constructive coop-

eration with Russia22.  And, in fact, Russia’s attitude toward 

the initiative became more positive from that point on, espe-

cially in relation to other EU regional initiatives.  At that 

time, the geographic scope of the ND was also modified, ex-

tending it to include the Arctic and the Barents Sea, two regions gaining rapidly in 

importance.  Because of the latter region, Canada and the United States were granted 

observer status in the ND as well23. 

As the longest-

running and gener-

ally well-received ini-

tiative in the region, the 

ND often serves as a 

point of reference – espe-

cially as regards its me-

chanics, but also the 

principles behind it – for 

the newly created Black 

Sea Synergy, the East-

ern Partnership, and 

even for the basic prem-

ises of the ENP itself. 

Policy mechanics 

The ND, in contrast to the other EU regional initiatives in the east, is not part of the 

ENP but rather an autonomous EU foreign policy tool.  It is also distinguished by a 

unique philosophy that is equitable in character and treats all sides working together 

under its auspices as partners, which implies full participation in formulating and im-
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plementing projects undertaken within the scope of this initiative.  Accordingly, it 

also operates under the principle of co-financing.  It is worth noting that the increased 

participation of Russia in the revamped ND is in no small part a consequence of Rus-

sia’s greater affluence, boosting its ability to amplify its financial contribution to the 

projects realized within the ND24. 

Furthermore, the ND to a great extent relies on local and regional actors and institu-

tions, including the Barents Euro-Arctic Council, the Council of the Baltic Sea 

States, the Nordic Council of Ministers and the Arctic Council, as well as the follow-

ing financial institutions: the European Bank for Reconstruction and Development 

(EBRD), the European Investment Bank (EIB), the Nordic Investment Bank (NIB) 

and the World Bank.  The great number of and the very active role played by these 

and other institutions present in the region are an important characteristic of the ND. 

Finally, as evidenced by examples given below, the ND focuses on politically marginal 

issues, tackling matters of practical significance revolving around the subject of the 

EU-Russian border.  This is precisely the reason why the ND is deemed a successful 

initiative, as it skillfully steers around controversial issues in EU-Russia relations as 

well as among the EU member states themselves. 

By design, the ND is a regional expression of the four EU-Russia Common Spaces 

instituted in 2003.  It is intended to serve as an instrument facilitating the introduc-

tion of roadmaps for implementation of the Common Spaces where they relate to the 

ND geographic scope25.  The foundation of the identified priority sectors for coopera-

tion within the ND is comprised of the four Common Spaces, including: 

• Common Economic Space; 

• Common Space of Freedom, Security and Justice; 

• Common Space on External Security (civil protection); 

• Common Space on Research, Education and Culture. 

It also includes issues beyond the four EU-Russia Common Spaces: Environment, 

Nuclear Security and Natural Resources; Healthcare and Social Well-Being26. 

And – as a result of the fact that they are the least controversial – it is within the scope 

of the latter two areas that the greatest number of projects is being realized. 

 

C E N T R U M  E U R O P E J S K I E  N A T O L I N  

ul. Nowoursynowska 84, 02-797 Warszawa 

tel: 48 22 54 59 800· fax: 48 22 646 12 99 

www.natolin.edu.pl  



 12

The ND also possesses an institutional structure which guarantees the continuity of 

the project as well as the political support of the partner countries.  This structure is 

made up of biennial ND foreign affairs ministers’ meetings which define the political 

direction going forward and monitor prior accomplishments; senior officials’ meetings 

at the ministerial level that take place at least annually, at a time not concurrent with 

the foreign affairs ministers’ meetings; and the specially established Steering Group, a 

group of experts consisting of representatives from all four sides, which meets three 

times yearly and manages the activities undertaken within the scope of the ND on an 

ongoing basis. 

The mechanism driving the ND relies on a model of partnership which must enjoy 

the support of all ND partners, have at its disposal financial resources assigned in ad-

vance and, importantly, be autonomously managed.  In addition, it must also show 

measurable results in the ND priority spaces identified above.  Currently, there exist 

two partnerships; one dealing with environmental protection (www.ndep.org) and an-

other one handling healthcare (www.ndphs.org).  So, for example, the former operates 

in two areas, the first one explicitly unrelated to nuclear waste (and thus primarily 

concerned with municipal wastewater treatment facilities for large Russian urban cen-

ters) while the second one specifically deals with radioactive waste management (such 

as disposal of spent nuclear submarine fuel).  Other than the European Commission 

and several EU member states, its sponsors include Russia and Canada, while the im-

plementation is handled by the EBRD, NIB, EIB, the World Bank and the Nordic 

Environment Finance Cooperation27. 

There is also an information system in place within the ND framework.  It can be ac-

cessed through the European Commission website and it contains information on re-

gional projects pursued under the ND initiative and grouped by ND priority spaces.  

Its purpose is to avoid duplication of effort and boost efficiency. 

Official ND documents also list a number of other measures not directly implemented 

as part of the initiative (nor the two partnerships mentioned previously, being the 

NDEP and NDPHS) but which are comprised within the ND priority spaces28.  

These measures include Tempus, a program for cooperation with Russia in the area of 

education, an arrangement for cooperation between Frontex, an EU agency, and the 

Russian border guard as well as cross-border cooperation under the auspices of the 
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Baltic Sea Region Program 2007-201329.  Also enumerated in the ND documents are 

the activities of regional organizations.  From this perspective, the ND serves as a 

point for information exchange and a potential center for coordinating actions taken 

by the four partners and other actors active in the region.  The latter ones are not only 

invited to Ministerial Sessions but also to Steering Group meetings, which allows 

them the opportunity to genuinely influence the decisions made on the ND forum. 

Currently, starting cooperation in the area of energy is also being considered.  Mean-

while, actual work is being accomplished on inaugurating a partnership in the area of 

transport and logistics. 

The exceptional nature of the Northern Dimension 

As the longest-running and generally well-received initiative in the region, the ND 

often serves as a point of reference – especially as regards its mechanics, but also the 

principles behind it – for the newly created Black Sea Synergy, the Eastern Partner-

ship, and even for the basic premises of the ENP itself.  Although during the initial 

years that the ND was up and running it failed to yield the expected results, the need 

to coordinate actions impacting the region taken by various external actors, EU insti-

tutions as well as EU member states – which is the cornerstone of the philosophy be-

hind the ND – is also the overarching aim of the ENP and is at the core of the re-

gional initiatives submitted to the ND forum.  A defining feature of the ND, espe-

cially since its reform during Finland’s EU presidency, is the principle of partnership 

whereby all sides have equal status, as well as the principle of joint ownership between 

the EU and the beneficiary countries, also applied albeit with mixed results to the 

ENP30.  Joint ownership implies active participation of all stakeholders involved, be-

ginning with the stage when the policies are being formulated (as action plans and 

association agreements).  In the case of the ND, joint ownership extends to the co-

financing of specific projects. 

The ND is nonetheless distinguished from the EaP and the Black Sea Synergy by its 

unique aims and the region it includes in its scope.  Not counting Russia, it encom-

passes fully democratic countries featuring highly developed economies which can af-

ford to bear the costs of implementing the projects pursued under the auspices of this 

initiative. 
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The ND is also not at risk of falling prey to the controversial issue of further EU en-

largement.  The dissenting positions taken by various EU member states on this issue 

cast a long shadow on the remaining EU regional initiatives in the east.  Meanwhile, 

Russia – as opposed to for example Ukraine and Georgia – does not seek to attain EU 

membership, instead choosing to play the role of an EU strategic partner.  Employing 

the principle of joint ownership as the basis for the ENP is thus an attempt to substi-

tute the principle of conditionality, a core concept of the enlargement policy.  For the 

ultimate goal of the enlargement policy – i.e. EU membership – is not offered to the 

ENP beneficiary countries, although that is precisely what they often aspire to 

achieve.  In turn the newly affluent Russia can afford to participate to a greater extent 

in the ND project expenses.  This increased financial clout contributed to the renais-

sance of the initiative and makes the partnership assertion more credible. 

This is not to say that the ND has no inherent limitations.  It lacks the ambition to 

solve the principal problems plaguing EU-Russia relations, instead restricting its sco-

pe to merely addressing rather practical issues concerning limited territory, resolving 

which does not require making decisions on the highest political level.  Cooperation 

in the area of so-called “hard” security has been consciously omitted from the ND 

agenda, as have been matters relating to foreign and security policy.  Cooperation in 

the domains of transport, logistics and energy is being potentially considered but as 

regards the latter area the most controversial issues – i.e. concerning new oil and gas 

deposits – are shunned.  The focus is on adjacent subjects, such as environmental pro-

tection, renewable energy sources and perhaps joint initiatives aimed at exploiting the 

above-mentioned resources31. 

 

IV. The Black Sea Synergy 

Policy elaboration background 

The third – chronologically, the second – regional initiative which, unlike the other 

two, operates on the southeastern flank of the EU is the Black Sea Synergy.  The 

Black Sea basin region is a whole mosaic of problems and potential threats emanating 

therefrom, including “hard” security issues as dramatically evidenced by the war in 

Georgia in August 2008.  It is also an area boasting great economic potential, espe-

cially for growth in the energy sector which incidentally is of strategic importance to 
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the EU member states.  In fact, up until the time when the discussions surrounding 

the Black Sea Synergy began and the subsequent inauguration of this initiative, the 

energy questions and the gas and oil pipelines crisscrossing the region dominated the 

interest of the member states32.  The discussion on the need to better coordinate EU 

activities in the Black Sea basin intensified in view of the impending Eastern Bloc en-

largement and especially the accession of Romania and Bulgaria, which was to shift 

EU borders to the shores of the Black Sea33.  The need for enhanced coordination of 

the EU policies already being implemented and for increased commitment to the sta-

bilization, democratization and economic development of the region became the di-

rect motive for the launching of the Black Sea Synergy initiative.  Germany led the 

way, with the new regional initiative in the Black Sea basin becoming one of the pri-

orities of its 2007 EU presidency.  The European Commission swiftly seized the ba-

ton pointing to the ENP reform announced the prior year, which among other items 

stipulated the expansion of the regional approach34.  Ultimately, the Commission was 

able to formulate the Synergy and issued a relevant Communication in the same 

year35. 

Areas of cooperation 

Compared to the ND, the Black Sea Synergy is a much more ambitious endeavor.  

Geographically, it includes the Black Sea countries (i.e. Turkey, Bulgaria, Romania, 

Georgia, Ukraine and Russia) as well as Armenia, Azerbaijan, Moldova and Greece.  

Its goal is to coordinate initiatives on the regional level which revolve around the pro-

blems concerning the Black Sea, especially in such sectors as energy, transport and the 

environment, as well as movement of persons and security. 

In its Communication on the Black Sea Synergy, the European Commission for the 

first time treats the Black Sea region very clearly as a whole, thereby bestowing upon 

it a distinct political profile.  It is worth noting that as recently as 2003 the EU mem-

ber states refused to see this region as a sovereign political entity, preferring instead to 

target their policies individually to the various Black Sea basin countries36. 

Three processes, all mainly relying on bilateral cooperation between the EU and the 

countries of the Black Sea region, form the basis for relations between both sides.  

The first one is the ENP, which comprises Ukraine, Georgia, Moldova, Armenia and 

Azerbaijan; the second is the enlargement process which includes Turkey; and the 
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third is the strategic partnership with Russia.  The Black Sea Synergy is intended to 

infuse the existing forms of cooperation with multilateral character in all the areas 

where it would increase the efficiency of the initiatives being implemented.  In addi-

tion, the policy aims to enhance coordination between the three processes mentioned 

above as well as other projects deployed in the region (such as the Baku Initiative in 

the energy arena37).  Its overarching goal, however, is to develop and strengthen re-

gional cooperation, as well as to encourage and support the cooperation of the Black 

Sea region as a whole with the EU.  That is the reason for exerting pressure on the 

EU to engage with bodies such as the Organization of the Black Sea Economic Co-

operation (BSEC)38.  The Commission also emphasizes the collaborative character of 

the initiative which requires active participation of the beneficiary countries (also with 

regard to co-financing) and is intended to move the initiative’s center of gravity away 

from Brussels and closer to the Black Sea region.  Nonetheless, there are no plans to 

create new institutional structures, unlike in the case of the ND or the EaP.  The co-

operation within the Black Sea Synergy framework is plainly organized to rely on a 

thematic approach, defined by the European Commission on the occasion of the an-

nouncement of the revamped European Neighborhood Policy in 200639.  The as-

sumption behind the thematic approach is that developing multilateral cooperation 

with the ENP beneficiary countries will revolve around specific thematic areas, such 

as transport, the environment or energy. 

In the case of the Black Sea Synergy the Commission defines many such areas, in-

cluding40: 

• Democracy, respect for human rights and good governance; 

• Managing movement and improving security; 

• “Frozen” conflicts; 

• Energy; 

• Transport; 

• The environment; 

• Maritime policy; 

• Trade; 
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• Research and education networks; 

• Science and technology; 

• Employment and social affairs; 

• Cross-border cooperation. 

By defining so many thematic areas the Commission certainly raises the bar – and ra-

ises it high – for the Black Sea Synergy, especially since it chose not to omit the most 

sensitive issues such as resolving regional conflicts which today can hardly anymore be 

referred to as “frozen”.  Although the Black Sea Synergy definitely fulfills a socializing 

role, it is nonetheless difficult to imagine that this initiative – moderated for the most 

part by the European Commission – will become the forum where these conflicts are 

settled. 

In the remaining areas much depends on the role of the BSEC, which is meant to 

sustain cooperation in the region.  However, this organization is not especially active 

in all of the above-mentioned areas, and, worse yet, has to cope with numerous other 

problems41.  Fundamentally, even the very cooperation between the BSEC and the 

EU is not exactly harmonious as differences have emerged in the interests of individ-

ual BSEC members and the EU, which makes these countries reluctant to elevate cer-

tain issues from their current bilateral status to the rank of multilateral cooperation42. 

At the implementation level – taking the ND as a model – use of a cooperation me-

chanism, driven by formulating specific goals and executing specific projects intended 

to help achieve those goals, has been proposed.  Experience shows that the biggest 

potential for such modus operandi lies in the above-mentioned areas of transport, en-

ergy and environmental protection.  Because of the fact that these areas happen to be 

the ones where BSEC is most effective one can conclude that the projects emanating 

therefrom will constitute the essence of the Black Sea Synergy initiative. 

Long term outlook 

The report summing up the first year of the Black Sea Synergy implementation names 

activities undertaken in nearly all of the areas mentioned above43.  For the most part, 

however, these activities involve initiatives pre-dating the inauguration of the Synergy, 

while other activities have not yet moved beyond the study, research or consultation 

stages.  So far, specific new projects exist only in the area of cross-border cooperation 
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where a common operational program (i.e. the Black Sea CBC Program) involving 

ten countries in the region has begun.  Another example is the transnational program 

for cooperation in the coastal areas between Romania, Bulgaria and Moldova.  More-

over, at the initiative of Romania, the Black Sea Forum was 

established; its focus is to foster civil society in the region. 

The report likewise indicates the future development direc-

tions of the Black Sea Synergy, pointing to transport, the en-

vironment and energy as well as Black Sea security as areas 

with the greatest potential for cooperation.  Referencing the 

ND, the report also postulates that similar policy mechanics 

be used, meaning that the activities pursued by the Black Sea 

Synergy ought to be based on the model of sector-specific 

partnerships, especially in the context of financing and the 

participation of international financial institutions.  Bearing 

in mind that the countries involved in the Black Sea Synergy 

are considerably less affluent compared with those compris-

ing the ND, the co-financing principle could present prob-

lems in the future.  However, there lies significant potential 

in the various manners that the different EU financial in-

struments can be linked together, thus mitigating the risks44. 

In a discussion 

of the future of the Black 

Sea Synergy, one cannot 

overlook the issue of fur-

ther EU enlargement, 

nor the proposals to sub-

stitute the enlargement 

policy with one that 

brings the EU neighbors 

nearer by establishing a 

framework for coopera-

tion that is alternative 

to outright membership. 

In a discussion of the future of the Black Sea Synergy, one cannot overlook the issue 

of further EU enlargement, nor the proposals to substitute the enlargement policy wi-

th one that brings the EU neighbors nearer by establishing a framework for coopera-

tion that is alternative to outright membership.  In the case of the Black Sea Synergy, 

this issue relates above all to Turkey.  In light of the idea of surrounding the EU with 

a ring of countries more or less closely associated with it – a concept that is especially 

popular in Germany – one can infer that the call for the creation of the Union of the 

Black Sea in place of the Black Sea Synergy is nothing more than an attempt to devise 

a way for Turkey to draw closer to the EU that would be an alternative to member-

ship.  Incidentally, the Mediterranean Union supported by Nicolas Sarkozy is in-

tended to play a very similar role45.  In the same vein, even before the Black Sea Syn-

ergy was inaugurated it was billed as a substitute for the need to ultimately define fu-

ture EU borders46.  Meanwhile in Turkey, there are voices deeming full membership 
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too costly and instead advocating an association on preferential terms, although the 

explicit foreign policy goal of the main political parties remains nothing less than full 

integration with the EU.  If Turkey takes such a tainted a view of the Black Sea Syn-

ergy, it may simply become entirely discouraged toward the initiative. 

Russia’s attitude toward the Black Sea Synergy is also problematic.  At the time when 

this initiative was inaugurated, Russia did not see a need to create new structures for 

cooperation among countries of the Black Sea region, arguing that even though EU 

presence in the region increased after the enlargement, both Romania and Bulgaria 

are members of the BSEC which should remain the primary regional cooperation fo-

rum47.  Accordingly, Russia did not take part in preparing a common position during 

the Black Sea Synergy inaugural meeting in Kiev in February 2008 attended by for-

eign affairs ministers, instead preferring a joint EU-BSEC declaration48.  However, 

given the launch of the EaP, a new vehicle for cooperation in the region – which al-

though open to Russia’s participation does not explicitly include it – Russia’s attitude 

toward the Black Sea Synergy may yet change. 

In conclusion, it is apparent that – starting with the highest political level – the Black 

Sea Synergy is faced with considerable challenges.  On the one hand, it is confronted 

with suspicion on the part of the largest EU partners in the region – i.e. Turkey and 

Russia – both of which play a major role in the Organization of the Black Sea Eco-

nomic Cooperation (BSEC), the purported primary EU partner in the whole en-

deavor.  On the other hand, merely a year after the Black Sea Synergy was inaugu-

rated, a new EU project – the Eastern Partnership – throws down the gauntlet to this 

initiative.  The lack of unambiguous political support could in turn directly affect the 

specific activities undertaken within the Black Sea Synergy framework.  As demon-

strated by the report summing up the first year of the Black Sea Synergy implementa-

tion, the accomplishments are so far rather modest, although in fairness it is difficult 

to expect meaningful results in such a short period of time. 

 

V. Eastern Partnership in the context of other EU initiatives in the East 

In light of the fact that there are three projects dealing with the eastern aspect of the 

ENP, a question arises as to the long term position of the EaP as an element of the 

ENP and as to its relations with the other regional initiatives.  The latter point is es-
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pecially relevant given the multilateral character of the EaP, which according to its 

authors constitutes its greatest asset. 

From the perspective of the EaP, certainly the most important of all the initiatives is 

its direct neighbor, i.e. the Black Sea Synergy.  Meanwhile, the relations between the 

two projects have been controversial from the beginning.  In her first reaction to the 

joint Polish-Swedish initiative, the European Commissioner for External Relations 

herself warned against duplication of effort49.  The work document accompanying the 

Communication on the EaP issued by the Commission brings up this issue, devoting 

most of its attention to the Black Sea Synergy50.  The concern about competition 

from the EaP has recently been quite forcefully expressed in the European Parliament, 

where a demand was submitted to create a Union of the Black Sea, which would be 

modeled after the Mediterranean Union and which would in the long run absorb the 

EaP51.  Such a measure would definitely strengthen the Black Sea Synergy politically 

which is what its supporters advocate, but whether it would also serve to tighten the 

ties binding the EU and its eastern neighbors is rather less certain. 

In the work document the Commission emphasizes that whereas the primary goal of 

the EaP is to develop the potential for its beneficiary countries to integrate more clo-

sely with the EU, the Black Sea Synergy focuses instead on the problems facing a spe-

cific region (i.e. the Black Sea basin) requiring a multilateral, regional approach.  Ac-

cordingly, the main objective of the Synergy is to support regional cooperation.  Me-

anwhile, the direct involvement of the Black Sea Synergy unit director – who overseas 

its implementation on a daily basis – in the preparations for the EaP within the 

Commission could indicate that the Commission is interested in maintaining coher-

ence within the ENP framework52. 

Nonetheless, a closer look at the initiatives proposed within the multilateral frame-

work of the EaP reveals that in the Commission documents the same tasks are being 

discussed for the Black Sea Synergy, in the area of energy for instance.  The question 

that presents itself then is whether the EaP genuinely represents added value, even 

with respect to energy only, and thus whether the two projects will bolster one an-

other or merely result in duplication of effort.  This question is ever more relevant 

when one takes into account the fact that the inclusion of Belarus in the framework of 

the Black Sea Synergy is being openly considered.  If that came to pass, the Black Sea 
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Synergy would wind up containing the entire geographical scope of the EaP53.  At the 

end of the day and on the most mundane level the main objective will be to obtain 

financing, and the resources in the ENP budget are limited as it is. 

It is also worth noting that in the not-so-distant past some member states – mostly 

France and Italy – were advocating for the EaP to include Turkey and Russia54, which 

would be utterly disastrous for this initiative and serves to show just how difficult ma-

intaining the necessary political support for the success of the EaP could be.  Inciden-

tally, the EaP remains open to both Turkey and Russia on the multilateral level.  The-

se kinds of demands, however demonstrate the diverging priorities of the member sta-

tes as regards regulating relations between the EU and its nearest neighbors, especially 

those who openly declare their aspirations for membership.  This state of affairs di-

rectly translates to the challenges faced by the ENP and undoubtedly presents a chal-

lenge to the EaP itself.  The controversy around the appropriate term to name the 

EaP countries in the Prague Declaration was symptomatic of such problems.  Ulti-

mately, describing them by the term of Eastern European States seems to have 

pleased both sides, i.e. both the supporters of further eastern EU enlargement because 

the adjective “European” was used, and the opponents because the prefix “Eastern” 

sharply distinguishes them from the unqualified European states. 

As previously indicated, similar controversies do not plague the ND, although it is 

worth keeping this initiative in mind for it may serve the EaP and the Black Sea Syn-

ergy – both of which are firmly rooted in the ENP – as an example, particularly from 

the practical point of view (if not the conceptual).  The most frequently cited attribute 

of the ND is its modus operandi, i.e. the model of partnership.  A similar model is 

evoked in the documents pertaining to the Black Sea Synergy and the Polish-Swedish 

EaP proposal55.  In this model is where the opportunity to successfully implement the 

objectives declared for both initiatives can be seen, as the execution of projects based 

on this framework involves combining various sources of finance and engages multiple 

actors.  That said, it is worth noting that within the geographical scope of the ND 

there exists a well-developed and very active network of regional and local actors who-

se involvement extends to all project phases, and especially to the implementation 

phase.  Unfortunately, such an extensive network is not present in central and eastern 

Europe56, and that is precisely the region which the EaP will need to rely on, at least 

partially, to achieve its objectives.  In this context it behooves us to take a closer look 
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at the initiatives undertaken by the Polish authorities to foster the development of 

civil society in the regions across Poland’s eastern borders, as well as the support lent 

to the Polish NGOs operating therein. 

Also of interest from the perspective of the EaP are the at-

tempts to engage Belarus within the ND framework.  Cur-

rently, funds slated for use by Belarus are available only 

within the NDPHS initiative57, however since December 

31, 2008 – when an agreement to finance cross-border co-

operation was signed – Belarus can also take advantage of 

funds at the disposal of the European Neighborhood and 

Partnership Instrument (ENPI) as part of the Baltic Sea 

Region Program 2007-2013, which lies within the scope of 

the ND Common Spaces.  If the cooperation in this new 

area can be successfully conducted, it will be a useful lesson 

in working together with the Belorussian local authorities. 

From the point of view of the other regional initiatives, 

what is also important is the growing interest in the Arctic 

region shown by the ND countries, which could forebode 

the drift of the ND center of gravity toward that region.  

The shifting interests primarily have to do with the natural 

resource deposits abundant in the Arctic region as well as 

with the strategically important transit corridors which will 

gradually open up as the Arctic ice cap melts.  The European Commission, in its 

Communication entitled “The European Union and the Arctic Region”, suggests that 

the Arctic should become a regularly discussed subject on the ND agenda58.  It also 

proposes conducting a feasibility study to explore the potential for including the 

European Arctic region in the scope of the Northern Dimension Environmental 

Partnership (NDEP).  Moreover, it points to the potential behind the new partner-

ship in the area of energy for supporting initiatives aimed at boosting energy efficiency 

in the Arctic region.  The Commission also exhorts increasing energy efficiency in a 

separate Communication devoted to the activities of the EU revolving around the 

Arctic.  Meanwhile, the ND partners, in a Communication from the last meeting of 

foreign affairs ministers held in October 2008, recommended to the Steering Group 

Given the politi-

cal controversy sur-

rounding the EaP and 

the inconsistent support 

on the part of the EU 

member states, the only 

hope for the project in 

the longer perspective 

may well prove to be the 

European Commission. 

For this to happen, 

however, the Commis-

sion needs a partner on 

the other side of the ta-

ble.
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that it investigate what form the actions pursued in the Arctic region within the ND 

framework might take.  Nonetheless, given the multiple sources of controversy among 

the ND partners surrounding the Arctic, such as the dispute over the continental 

shelf, it is difficult to imagine that any actions pursued would be far-reaching in 

scope. 

 

Conclusion 

At the present stage the priority is to ensure that the EaP is off to a good start.  This 

not only involves maintaining the relevant political support (also on the side of the 

beneficiary countries) but also ensuring the appropriate conditions, financial and oth-

erwise, are created.  The Polish-Swedish proposal for EaP financing relied on the re-

sources already available to the ENP, emphasizing that in this manner the EaP will 

remain neutral to the EU budget.  This certainly boosted the idea within the EU fo-

rum where many countries are reluctant to increase the amount of resources devoted 

to the ENP, given the current economic crisis and the fact that any such increase 

would diverge funds from the initiatives on the EU southern flank favored by some 

member states.  The European Commission, in its Communication on the EaP, po-

inted however to additional financing without which the implementation of the pro-

jects stipulated in the Communication would not be possible.  The amount of the ad-

ditional resources was pegged at €600 million for the years 2010-2013, a relatively 

modest sum but one that nonetheless increases funding for the eastern dimension of 

the ENP.  The ENPI budget will be tapped for some of these resources, while the rest 

will come from the financial margins in the EU budget for the years 2007-2013.  The 

financial margins are engineered into the EU budget and are intended to provide a 

cushion for handling unforeseen world events.  Whereas the commitment to provide 

financing from these sources was confirmed in a separate declaration at the European 

Council Summit in March 2009, some member states admittedly expressed concern 

about using the financial margins for such purposes, with the United Kingdom, for 

instance, pointing to the uncertain situation in Kosovo and in Palestine59. 

Aside from confirming the financing, the European Council declaration also ex-

pressed support for the flagship initiatives meant to represent the EaP.  Similar assur-

ances were repeated in the Prague Declaration.  Indeed, it is extremely important to 
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begin implementing these initiatives if the offer of assistance directed at EU eastern 

neighbors is to be seen as credible by the intended recipients.  Furthermore, achieving 

meaningful results quickly would be useful in lending the EaP a sharp clarity of pur-

pose.  The EaP adopts very ambitious objectives, not least of which is the resolution 

of the southern energy corridor issue where two competing projects vie for comple-

tion: the Gazprom-sponsored Southstream and Nabucco, favored by Poland.  At this 

juncture EaP competencies cross with those of the Black Sea Synergy which has simi-

lar goals in this regard. 

The focus of the EaP, however, revolves around new association agreements with the 

EU, deeper free trade agreements and the liberalization of the movement of persons 

regime, all of which are tasks characterized by a long time-horizon.  Moreover, the 

latter issue is particularly politically charged although even the presently existing visa 

concessions are not exploited to the fullest extent, for which Poland is also to blame60. 

Presently, the EU is negotiating a new generation agreement only with Ukraine.  The 

fact that both partners are already two years into the negotiations just serves to show 

how difficult the whole process is.  Taking that as a reference point, it is clear that 

judging the EaP will not be possible until a longer period of time has elapsed.  Com-

mentators analyzing the odds for the success of the initiative arrive at the same con-

clusion, especially given the current economic crisis which poses challenges both for 

the EU member states (including those which are most interested in pursuing the 

EaP) and the EU’s eastern neighbors such as Ukraine which is teetering on the verge 

of bankruptcy61.  The threat of waning support for the initiative on the part of EU 

member states themselves faced with internal difficulties is very real, while the danger 

that the Ukrainian authorities may implement measures that fly in the face of the EaP 

objectives, such as raising import tariffs, is more real still.  At the same time, there are 

voices asserting that the economic crisis is in fact an opportunity for the project to de-

liver because the dramatic economic predicament of the recipient countries makes the 

EU assistance that much more precious. 

Given the political controversy surrounding the EaP and the inconsistent support on 

the part of the EU member states, the only hope for the project in the longer perspec-

tive may well prove to be the European Commission.  If it succeeds in setting its bu-

reaucratic wheels in motion – implementing specific initiatives and negotiating new 
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agreements binding the recipient countries with the EU, despite the reluctance of so-

me member states for closer cooperation with the countries on the EU eastern flank – 

it could well be that the process becomes unstoppable, much like the Balkan enlarge-

ment process.  For this to happen, however, the Commission needs a partner on the 

other side of the table.  And although the internal situation of the individual EaP 

beneficiary countries and their very different European aspirations are outside of the 

scope of this analysis, the ultimate success of this project depends to a large extent on 

their attitudes. 

 

(May 2009) 

 

JOANNA POPIELAWSKA is a research fellow in Natolin European Centre, Warsaw 

(translation from Polish by Michal Nawrot) 
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