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The EU’s Eastern Partnership between
a rock and a hard place
Introduction

The Eastern Partnership (EaP) is the framework policy for the engagement between
the European Union (EU) and six EastEuropean states – Armenia, Azerbaijan,
Belarus, Georgia, Moldova and Ukraine.
The recent revisions1 of the EaP bring to
the fore a growing discrepancy between
expectations of pro-European actors in
the neighbourhood states and the actual
policy pursued by the EU Commission. As
a result, the neighbourhood countries find
themselves in a ‘strategic dilemma’: On the
one hand, reform efforts and ‘European aspirations’ may not be adequately awarded
with integration steps, let alone a membership perspective. On the other hand,
EU integration further nurtures rivalling
regionalisms between the EU and Russia2,
which make it hard for the neighbourhood states to balance between the two.
However, this rivalry is clearly of political
nature. From an economic perspective,
enhanced free trade between the Eurasian
Economic Union (EAEU)3 and the EU would
bring benefits for the members of both
organizations.4
This AIES Fokus analyses the EaP from
the perspective of interregional cooperation between the EU and the EAEU. It
argues that the strategic dilemma is the
result of two shortcomings of the EU’s
engagement in Eastern Europe: the lack
of interregionalism and the reluctance to
engage with questions of ‘hard security’.
The paper suggests that enhanced blocto-bloc cooperation between the EU and
the Eurasian Economic Union (EAEU) is a
way out of the strategic dilemma. Clearly,
economic cooperation is the low hanging
fruit to address the tense geopolitical
environment in Eastern Europe.

A multi-faced support scheme with high
symbolic value

Strictly spaking, the EaP is not much more
than a set of joint objectives and areas
of cooperation agreed between the EU
Commission and the governments of the
partner states. Currently, 20 deliverables
define the cooperation agenda. These 20
deliverables are grouped in four bundles
labelled ‘stronger economy’ (concerned
with trade and economic agent’s access to
financing), ‘stronger governance’ (aimed
at strengthening institutions, public administration, as well as the justice sector),
‘stronger connectivity’ (concerned with
improving transport links, infrastructure,
and energy efficiency), ‘stronger society’
(focusing on mobility, visa liberalization,
youth participation, as well as education
and training).5
How the EU’s support unfolds in each of
the partner countries varies significantly.
The state of cooperation with each of the
partners is described by the so-called ‘bilateral track’ of the EaP. Georgia, Moldova
and Ukraine respectively signed an Association Agreement (AA) in 2014, establishing
Deep and Comprehensive Free Trade Areas
(DCFTA) between the EU and the three
partners. The implementation of the jointly
agreed association agenda is supported
by funding schemes and monitored by
the EU Commission. The support for states
with less ‘European aspirations’, such as
Belarus and Azerbaijan, is provided on the
basis of Action Plans. Armenia occupies a
middle ground, having recently signed a
Comprehensive and Advanced Partnership
Agreement (CEPA).
The bulk of the support is made available through so-called budget support
programs, which involve the conditional
transfer of funds to national treasuries.
A smaller amount of funds circumvents
governmental structures and is allocated

for specific projects, targeting a variety of
actors such as local administrations, SMEs,
Civil Society Organizations, business and
agricultural associations, etc. Besides that,
EaP countries have access to a variety
of internal EU funding schemes such as
EURASMUS+, rural development programs
(i.e. LEADER), and of course they benefit
from macro-financial assistance (MFA)6.
From a political viewpoint, the EaP is of extremely high symbolic value. For many, the
EaP is seen as a stepping stone away from
corruption, underdevelopment, and Russian influence. The recent reforms of the EaP
brought to the fore a growing discrepancy
of the expectations of some pro-European
actors in the neighbourhood countries
and the actual policy pursued by the Commission. The logic implied in the wording
used in recent strategic documents and
in statements of EU officials is to better
connect the neighbourhood states, which
will remain outside the EU, rather than
to integrate them into EU structures.
The 2015 ENP review7 had focused on
an incentives-based ‘more-for-more-approach’ in combination with local ownership and further differentiation between
the countries with apparently different
‘European aspirations’. The more recent
strategic documents8 build the EaP around
the concepts of ‘resilience’, ‘connectivity’,
as well as ‘concrete outcomes for people’.
This comes along with the downgrading of
expectations, the focus on economic development, and the involvement of a variety
of domestic actors which can arguably
much better control local elites than the
EU’s conditionality.
Central to this shift was the observation
that a lack of progress in terms of reforms
is rooted in domestic politics and poor
economic performance, rather than in
weak institutions. Even if many countries
demonstrated willingness to reform – specifically the ‘front runners’ Moldova, Geor-
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gia and Ukraine – oligarchs and informal
networks kept pulling the strings behind
the political scene.9 Informal politics and
clientelistic networks undermine the very
same institutions that an EU-inspired reform process was supposed to transform.10
Responses of the civil society sector in the
Structured Consultation Process11 confirm
this: Strengthening the role of civil society
and other domestic stakeholders, dedicating funding to specific projects, and individual sanctions were assessed as much
more useful than a ‘one-size-fits-all’ sticks
and carrots scheme.12 The Consultation
also showed that among the top needs are
tailor-made economic support schemes
and financing, and industrial strategies,
specifically in sectors that are competitive
for EU markets (i.e. digital industry).13
The EaP under the shadow of geopolitics

While the EaP is well adjusted to the neighbourhood states’ needs, it does not reflect
some pro-European actors’ aspirations.
Already since the 1990s geopolitical fault
lines reflect the major political cleavages
in some neighbourhood states’ domestic
politics. Pro-EU reformers stand against a
camp of EU sceptics who draw upon political support from Moscow. The unintended
consequence is growing societal polarization14 and political instability that proved
to be an obstacle for domestic reforms.15
It is not least the ‘symbolic power’ of EU
integration as well as the EU’s and Russia’s
intersecting conditionalities which created
loopholes for local Oligarchs to act in their
own interest.16
Each of the neighbourhood states has
adopted individual foreign policy strategies, based on their domestic discourses
to handle the two rivalling influences from
the EU and Russia. The domestic discourse
in Georgia has been strongly in favour of
Euro-Atlantic integration. Unsurprisingly,
after Russia’s aggression in eastern Ukraine
in 2014, Ukraine’s geopolitical pendulum
shifted firmly towards the EU and NATO.
Both countries favour a ‘principled approach’17 towards Russia and see engagement with Russia and the EU as an eitheror-question. As such, they keep lobbying

for further integration and a membership
perspective18. On the other hand, the
domestic discourses in Belarus, Azerbaijan and Armenia, to some degree also
those in Moldova, are open for a balanced
approach, aiming at maximizing benefits
from engagement with both sides.
Against this background, the neighbourhood countries find themselves in a ‘strategic dilemma’: On the one hand, reform
efforts and ‘European aspirations’ may not
be adequately awarded with integration
steps, let alone a membership perspective. On the other hand, the EU and Russia
pursue two rivalling and seemingly exclusive regionalisms, which make it hard for
neighbourhood states to balance.
The lack of interregionalism in Eastern
Europe

The export of (inter)regionalism is a fundamental principle of EU external action,
but it is inexistent in Eastern Europe and
Eurasia. In this regard, there have been a
few remarkable developments:
First, already at the time when the
European Neighbourhood Policy (ENP)
was launched in 2003, there were widely
shared concerns within the EU Commission that Russia could increase its influence in Eastern Europe through existing
regional (economic) organizations, such
as the Commonwealth of Independent
States (CIS).19 Hence, the CIS and later the
EAEU were viewed as rivalling projects and
the EU has been reluctant to strengthen
interregional cooperation. Second, the
ENP and later the EaP have pronounced
multilateral dimensions, but in fact, the
EU favoured bilateral cooperation and
differentiation over multilateralism.20 To
be sure, the EaP includes a ‘multilateral
track’21 and the Commission developed a
variety of sub-regionalisms, including the
so-called ‘Northern Dimension’, the Black
Sea and Baltic Sea Cooperation, and plenty
of cross-border cooperation projects.
However, all those multilateral initiatives
were subordinated to the concept of
differentiation, and bilateral engagement
with the partner states – or what can be
called the ‘regatta-principle’ – which left
the multilateral dimension extremely
unattractive for the neighbourhood states.

In other words, the EU preferred to engage
with each of the partner states separately,
for example, by signed three separate freetrade agreements (the DCFTAs), instead
of engaging with the free-trade area that
had already been established between the
neighbourhood states through the CIS.
Third, the most recent EaP revision remains
without much momentum towards regional cooperation. While the “right balance
between inclusiveness and differentiation”22 has been a key issue in the Structured Consultation, the official revision
seems to be satisfied with the fact that “[b]
ilateral cooperation remains the main way
to ensure a tailor-made approach”23, implying that again bilateralism will ensure that
tailor-made approach. Finally, the often
proclaimed incompatibility between EU
integration (i.e. the Association Agreement
and the DCFTA) and Eurasian integration
(i.e. the CIS FTA or the EAEU) is of political
and not of legalistic nature. The incompatibility would be manageable through
specific customs procedures orchestrated
in a multilateral dialog.24
As a result, the current framework of
interregional cooperation is not sufficient
for those countries who seek to balance
between the EU and Russia, specifically
in terms of trade and economic cooperation. Given the absence of a membership
perspective, enhanced interregionalism
may be a way out of the strategic dilemma,
potentially including cooperation with the
EAEU. Instead of reinforcing antagonism in
Eastern Europe it would help EaP countries
to better balance their ‘in-betweenness’.
The EU as a reluctant security actor

The security architecture is part of this
puzzle. Since its launch in 2003 the European Neighbourhood Policy (ENP) – and
since 2009 the EaP – adheres to a notion of
‘holistic security’: This means that rule of
law, the fight against organized crime and
corruption, and resilient institutions are
seen as the main components of security
and stability. Other important dimensions
of security that figure prominently in the
EaP are hybrid threats and cyber resilience.25 However, the political reality on
the ground is dominated by geopolitics,
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geo-economics and protracted conflicts
in the neighbourhood states. Accordingly,
the Structured Consultation showed an
increasing demand on parts of the EaP
countries for more security engagement
of the EU, specifically with regards to the
protracted conflicts in which five out of six
EaP states are involved.26
It is more than obvious that Russia, the
sponsor of the protracted conflicts in Ukraine, Georgia and Moldova, is the elephant
in the room in terms of security. After the
drop-out of Russia from the ENP in 2003,
the regional security architecture deteriorated, reaching its temporary low during
the war in Eastern Ukraine. Furthermore,
the crisis of multilateralism has reached
the global level through the cancellation
of decade old disarmament treaties (i.e.
the INF Treaty) and a temporary high of
global military expenditure.27
Several attempts to launch a security
dialog in Europe failed for various reasons:
The Corfu Process on European Security in
2008 under the umbrella of the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe
(OSCE) already brought to the fore the
major fault lines: Moscow’s disregard of a
post-Cold War security architecture on the
basis of NATO (enlargement), as well the
EU members states’ and the US’ insistence
on a holistic approach to security, including the human dimension.28 Other initiatives, such as the ‘Steinmeier Initiative’, in
which the former German Foreign Minister
called for launching negotiation on a European Security Treaty, lacked support from
the EU and its member states. Also, the
diplomatic efforts which were supposed to
unlock the Minsk process were driven by
France and Germany and lacked coordination among the EU members.
Both the EU and Russia have done little
to engage in security multilateralism. The
Commission’s silence on the efforts of
the OSCE towards arms control and trust
building29, NATO’s eastern enlargement, or
the Steinmeier Initiative stand in stark contrast to the proclaimed aim of improving
actorness on the global stage.30 With view
on Moscow, the reluctance to withdraw
troops from Transnistria despite the OSCE

agreements31 and the interventions in
Georgia and Ukraine are the most prominent examples in an array of actions that
show disrespect towards security multilateralism. This indicates that a security dialog could at best complement – but surely
not replace – power politics and deterrence. At the heart of Moscow’s disregard
of multilateralism arguably lies the fear of
‘colour revolutions’, which also leave the
EaP being interpreted in a security-logic by
Moscow. Yet, without insisting on a holistic
approach, security multilateralism may
become a serious option for Moscow, as it
does not pose a threat to the regime.

 Favouring bilateralism over multilateralism in Eastern Europe has
proven counterproductive for political
stability: It nurtures geopolitical
discourses in the neighbourhood sates
and strengthens the rivalry between
European and Eurasian integration.
 While undoubtedly dominated by Russia, the EAEU has developed supranational structures which are capable of
handling an interregional cooperation.
A dialog between the EU and the EAEU
not only recognizes Eurasian regionalism, but also provides incentives to
strengthen it.

Conclusion and Recommendations

The analysis has shown that the lack of
multilateralism in the areas economy and
security is one of the key problems in
Eastern Europe. In its current form, the EaP
is caught between a rock and a hard place
due to the lack of institutional cooperation
between the EU and the wider Eurasian
space. The EU should therefore step up
bloc-to-bloc cooperation with the EAEU
on a supranational level. An interregional
working group is already in place to discuss standards and regulations, customs
procedures, and other technical barriers
to trade. This cooperation should be
enhanced and brought on a more political
level, by which the EU could function as
a model to make the EAEU more efficient
and democratic. The analysis has highlighted a few arguments in favour of enhanced
cooperation with the EAEU:

 An interregional dialog would allow
the EU to adhere to the ‘principled
approach’ towards Russia, and also
keep up bilateral sanctions. Russia may
remain a ‘strategic rival’ but the EAEU
may become a strategic partner.32
 Finally, the dialog should address at
least two issues: First, it should be
concerned with mutually beneficial
economic cooperation, such as harmonization of standards and procedures,
and the reduction of technical barriers
to trade. This would reduce incompatibility and make the engagement of the
states ‘in-between’ with both regionalisms easier. Second, the EU should
try to export its successful model of
democratic regional cooperation, and
work together with the EAEU to make
Eurasian regionalism more effective
and more democratic.

 There is a growing discrepancy between some neighbourhood states’
expectation and the EU’s level of
engagement. If EU membership is not
at stake, interregionalism would at
least help the neighbourhood states
to better balance between the EU and
Russia.
 As economic development remains a
key objective of the EaP, neighbourhood states should be encouraged
to better exploit the full potential
of (economic) integration with both
regionalisms.
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