
Center for European Policy Analysis

October 3, 2011

Issue Brief No. 121 

Between East and South: Balancing Central 
Europe’s New Approach to the EU Neighborhood

By David Král

In May 2011, EU High Representative 
Catherine Ashton and Commissioner Štefan 
Füle published a long-awaited review of the 

ENP, proposing a way for the Union to engage 
in its rapidly changing neighborhood. Recent 
developments both to the East and the South of 
the EU have clearly warranted the re-evaluation 
of European engagement. In Eastern Europe we 
have seen (perhaps apart from Moldova) a clear 
backlash in reform and democracy building, 
which would suggest limited achievements, if not 
failure, of the ENP in the region. The European 
response to the Arab Spring, which raised hopes 
for democratic and economic reform in the 
Middle East and North Africa, was significantly 
weakened by the lack of unity in the EU (German 
abstention in the United Nations Security Council 
(UNSC) authorizing intervention in Libya); by the 
embarrassing initial reactions of some member 
states (France’s backing of former President Zine 
El Abidine Ben Ali in Tunisia); or by the limited 
European credibility caused by long-standing 
support of some autocratic leaders, such as 
fromer President Hosni Mubarak in Egypt. Given 
these developments, the European Union would 

do well to take a fresh measure of what it wants 
to achieve in its neighborhood and especially 
how it wants to do so successfully. 

Bleak Prospects for Eastern European 
Engagement?

So far, the Central and Eastern European 
members of the European Union have been 
pushing the EU to develop links with its 
Eastern neighbors. This is understandable 
given the geographic proximity, common 
history, people-to-people contacts and 
economic ties. A common understanding across 
Central Europe is that there is a difference 
between “European neighbors” (which should 
eventually be given at least the prospect of 
EU membership) and “neighbors of Europe,” 
which will never enjoy this privilege. Poland, 
together with Sweden, proposed developing 
a new framework of relations at the EU level 
— the Eastern Partnership Initiative (EaP). The 
Czech EU Presidency in 2009 took this further 
by brokering an agreement among the EU-27 to 
launch the framework as EU policy and hosted 
the inaugural 2009 EaP Summit in Prague. 
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Executive Summary

The recent European Neighborhood Policy (ENP) review represents a unique opportunity for Central 
and Eastern European (CEE) countries to re-evaluate their approach toward the European Union’s 
(EU) neighborhoods. While not abandoning their primary interest in Eastern Europe, they should 
acknowledge that developments in Europe’s Southern neighborhood offer a chance for enhanced 
engagement. 
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Visegrád to Weimar



However, developments across the region in 
past years have prompted concerns about where 
Eastern European countries, and particularly 
Ukraine as the key neighbor, are heading. The 
Czech Republic has granted political asylum 
to former Ukrainian Minister of the Economy 
Bohdan Danylyshyn, sending a clear signal as 
to how the current political course of Ukraine 
is viewed in Prague. Former Czech President 
Václav Havel and Foreign Affairs Minister 
Karel Schwarzenberg have co-signed an open 
statement from world leaders and intellectuals 
openly criticizing Kyiv for the democratic 
backlash and calling on the EU and its member 
states to demand greater respect for the rule 
of law in Ukraine, especially in relation to Yulia 
Tymoshenko’s arrest and trial. Similar criticism 
was recently voiced by Polish President Bronisław 
Komorowski. 

At the same time, the Eastern Partnership has 
caused disillusionment on the part of EU’s 
Eastern neighbors. Even the most pro-European 
countries, such as Georgia and Moldova, have 
not hidden their disappointment over the fact 
that the EaP does not explicitly recognize the 
prospective opportunity of EU membership nor 
does it promise an early lifting of visas for citizens 
of Eastern European countries, a position not well 
received across the region. 
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Mediterranean Neighbors — An Opportunity for 
Central Europe?

Central European member states have faced 
additional challenges as a natural consequence 
of the relative stagnation in the Eastern 
neighborhood as opposed to the dramatic 
developments in the Southern and Eastern 
Mediterranean. However, the developments in 
the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region 
also represent new opportunities for Central 
and Eastern Europe. Many Central European 
leaders believe that their countries’ experience 
in transition to democracy can serve as an 
example to Southern Mediterranean nations, 
and they are starting to engage in the region. 
Slovakia has assumed patronage over Tunisia’s 
democratization within the framework of the 
Community of Democracies. Czech Foreign Affairs 
Minister Schwarzenberg has pledged support for 

free media in Tunisia and has also 
started to fund democracy building 
and the first transition projects in 
Egypt, Tunisia and Libya. Moreover, 
the Southern Mediterranean 
countries might be more receptive 
to Central and Eastern European 
engagement than that of Western 
European powers, due to the 
absence of the former’s colonial 
legacy and past exploitation of the 

region as a playground for projecting their own 
interests and ambitions. 

Nevertheless, many governments in Central 
Europe are concerned about the possible shift 
in the focus of the neighborhood policy to the 
South. Their worries were fueled by a letter 
from six member states, initiated by France, 
sent to EU High Representative Ashton, which 
pleaded for more funds to Southern rather 
than to Eastern neighbors of the EU. This was 

Central European capitals should 
not be a priori opposed to a 
comprehensive re-assessment of EU 
policy toward both the East and 
South. 



not welcome in many of the Central European 
countries, which view it as another attempt of 
Quai d’Orsay (the French Foreign Affairs Ministry) 
to promote the Union for the Mediterranean 
as a privileged dimension of the neighborhood 
policy. However, Central European capitals should 
not be a priori opposed to a comprehensive re-
assessment of EU policy toward both the East 
and South. The enduring de-coupling of the 
Southern and Eastern dimension of ENP is neither 
desirable nor sustainable. This does not mean 
that Europe needs to treat all neighbors as one 
package. The neighborhood policy review keeps 
the regional distinctions between the Eastern 
Partnership and Southern Mediterranean (now 
referred to as the Partnership for Democracy and 
Shared Prosperity). Central Europe also has to 
recognize that the ENP, as an EU-level initiative, 
is primarily designed to ensure democracy, 
stability and prosperity in the whole of the EU 
neighborhood, and it has to meet expectations 
of both the Eastern and Southern neighbors, 
as well as preferences of the various member 
states. Moreover, there are significant differences 
even within the two geographical dimensions: 
There can neither be the same EU approach to 
Belarus and Moldova nor to Syria and Tunisia, so 
such distinctions are misleading, despite some 
commonalities within both neighborhoods. This 
calls for a differentiated approach by the EU, 
while retaining some overarching concepts, such 
as support for democracy and human rights 
or the need to promote sustainable economic 
development and the conclusion of free trade 
agreements with neighbors. 

Time for Substantive Inputs

Central and Eastern European countries should 
welcome the fact that the ENP review brings 
some fresh thinking to the approach toward the 
EU’s neighbors which closely correlates with 
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their interests. At the same time, there are major 
challenges to ensuring that these innovative 
proposals are substantive. This is what Central 
European countries, and especially the Polish EU 
Presidency, need to address. 

First, the return to a “more for more” principle 
renews the conditionality which Central 
Europeans know very well from their own 
transition and democratization process driven by 
the vision of EU accession: The better performing 
countries should be rewarded with more EU funds 
or upgraded status vis-à-vis the EU; for instance, 
freedom of movement or a free trade agreement, 
regardless of whether the country falls among 
Eastern or Southern neighbors. But this approach 
will require a clear set of benchmarks that would 
make it possible to apply the principle in practice, 
as well as some kind of operating standard as to 
what happens if the benchmarks are not met, or 
— on the contrary — if the country overperforms. 
The neighborhood policy review provides some 
guidance as to which areas the benchmarks will 
measure: free elections, freedom of association, 
inroads against corruption, maintaining the 
rule of law and judicial independence, and law 
enforcement sector reform. But it is much less 
clear whether the benchmarks will be country-
specific, taking into account the different stages 
of development, or whether they will be general. 
Both can be extremely tricky. If they are general, 
there is a risk that a one-size-fits-all approach 
will not work, given the heterogeneity among 
EU’s neighbors. If they are country specific, 
the EU can be yet again accused of imposing 
double standards. Thus, getting the methodology 
right will be crucial. The practicalities are to be 
proposed by the European Commission, and 
the timing is perfect for CEE member states 
to develop their own ideas as to how the new 
benchmarking principle should evolve.  
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Second, the “deep democracy” concept suggests 
that the EU might wish to emphasize democracy 
over stability, which has not been the case so far, 
especially in the South. For most of the Central 
and Eastern European countries, democracy 
promotion is one of the core imperatives of their 
national foreign policy, and thus they should 
welcome the fact that democracy is strongly 
accentuated in the ENP framework. But the CEE 
member states should try to ensure that the EU’s 
drive for “deep democracy” in the neighborhood 
is well coordinated with the activities of the 
capitals as well as other actors, particularly the 
United States, and that it is underpinned with 
supplementary measures, such as support for 
sustainable economic and social development. 
Particularly in the Southern neighborhood, where 
the recent turmoil has grown out of economic 
and social despair, one cannot expect that 
democracy will flourish without accompanying 
supportive measures. 

Recognizing the Key Role of Civil Society

The review also underlines the need for greater 
engagement with civil society. This is a welcome 
fact. Civil society can, if re-invigorated, exert 
internal pressure on governments to pursue the 
reform agenda (at least in those countries where 
civil society exists, or is relatively free to act). For 
this purpose, the EU might allocate money to civil 

society organizations rather than to 
governments. One way of achieving 
this might be through the European 
Endowment for Democracy, which 
was strongly advocated by Poland 
and found its way to the ENP review, 
and was even endorsed by member 
states. The new instrument, modeled 
along the U.S. National Endowment 
for Democracy (NED), should 
provide more flexibility in funding 

and supporting various pro-democracy actors, 
including political parties, unregistered NGOs 
and trade unions. However, so far no one seems 
to have a clear idea of what the Endowment will 
look like. It is not included in the Commission’s 
proposal for the next Multiannual Financial 
Framework (MFF), so there is a risk that it might 
remain just another initiative on paper. Also, it is 
not clear what the link is between the European 
Endowment for Democracy and the Civil Society 
Facility, proposed as a separate program under 
the European Neighborhood Instrument (part 
of the EU budget). Despite being specifically 
mentioned in the ENP review and if indeed 
modeled on the NED template, the European 
Endowment should presumably be a global 
instrument. But in this case it could be in direct 
competition with the already existing European 
financial programs such as the European 
Instrument for Democracy and Human Rights. 
Moreover, one can expect strong opposition 
from certain stakeholders who have their own 
agenda in democracy promotion, such as the 
German political foundations. This represents 
a perfect opportunity for the Polish Presidency 
and other like-minded Central European member 
states to put the issue on the table and provide 
various modalities and inputs for the European 
Commission before it tables any proposal on how 
the European Endowment for Democracy will 

The ENP review represents a 
unique opportunity for Central 
European countries to re-evaluate 
their approach toward EU’s 
neighborhoods. 
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operate. As the new instrument is unlikely to be a 
purely Union-funded program, Central European 
member states might lead by example and 
commit funds and try to win the support of other 
like-minded countries.  

More Money —  More Flexibility? 

On a global scale, it finally seems that the 
European Union is also ready to put money where 
its mouth is when it comes to its neighborhood. 
The Commission has proposed an allocation of 
$22.3 billion for the European Neighborhood 
Instrument, which will make it the second most 
important program in EU external relations. The 
money earmarked for EU’s neighbors is thus 
higher than for the countries about to join the EU, 
including Turkey. Apart from this, the neighboring 
countries will be able to benefit from other EU 
instruments, as well as from bilateral assistance 
provided by the individual member states. But 
overall funding might prove rather toothless 
if not accompanied by more flexibility in EU 
funding. This will be especially important if the 
money is to be channeled more to civil society 
organizations rather than to governments. 

Conclusion

The ENP review represents a unique opportunity 
for Central and Eastern European countries 
to re-evaluate their approach toward the 
European neighborhoods. While not abandoning 
their primary interest in Eastern Europe 
explicable by historical, geopolitical, economic 
and other factors, they should acknowledge 
that developments in Europe’s Southern 
neighborhood represent an opportunity for 
enhanced engagement. Many of the horizontal 
proposals for the new approach to the EU 
neighborhood tabled by Ashton and Füle, such as 
the “deep democracy” concept, increased support 
for civil society and the application of the “more 
for more” principle, should be embraced by 
Central Europeans, as they greatly correlate with 
their national policy interests. Such proposals, 
however, call for an in-depth reflection on how 
the policies can be addressed at the European 
level. The Polish EU Presidency is particularly well 
positioned, in tandem with the European External 
Action Service, to drive the debate forward and to 
gather the necessary critical mass of like-minded 
countries from the CEE region and across the EU. 
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