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Anatoliy Romanyuk, Vitaliy Lytvyn

FEATURES AND POLITICAL CONSEQUENCES OF THE INTEGRATION 
OF CENTRAL AND EASTERN EUROPEAN COUNTRIES INTO THE 
EUROPEAN UNION AND NATO1

This article analyzes the process of European and Euro-Atlantic integration of the countries 
of Central and Eastern Europe, focusing on the institutional, political, and economic factors that 
shaped their accession to the European Union and NATO. The study examines the normative 
foundations of EU enlargement, particularly the Copenhagen criteria and the requirement to adopt 
the Acquis Communautaire, as well as the institutional mechanisms that guided the accession 
process. Special attention is devoted to regional cooperation initiatives – including the Central 
European Initiative, the Visegrad Group, and CEFTA – which served as instruments for pre-
paring the countries of the region for integration into European structures. The article also 
explores the role of EU financial assistance programs, such as PHARE, ISPA, and SAPARD, 
in supporting institutional reforms, infrastructure development, and economic modernization 
in candidate states. Another dimension of the analysis concerns the relationship between NATO 
enlargement and EU integration, highlighting how participation in Euro-Atlantic security struc-
tures contributed to the stabilization of the region and facilitated the broader integration process. 
At the same time, the study identifies a number of political and institutional challenges that 
complicated accession negotiations, including democratic backsliding, minority rights issues, 
corruption, historical disputes, and bilateral conflicts with EU member states. Particular cases 
– such as Slovakia, Latvia, Bulgaria, Romania, Croatia, and North Macedonia – illustrate how 
both domestic political developments and external factors influenced the pace and outcome 
of integration. The article concludes that the successful accession of Central and Eastern Eu-
ropean countries to the European Union was the result of a combination of internal reforms, 
regional cooperation, and sustained political, financial, and institutional support from the 
EU. In the contemporary geopolitical context, the experience of these countries offers impor-
tant lessons for current candidate states, particularly Ukraine and Moldova, as well as for the 
Western Balkan countries pursuing EU membership.

Keywords: European Union enlargement, Central and Eastern Europe, European integration, 
Euro-Atlantic integration, NATO, Copenhagen criteria, Acquis Communautaire, EU accession 
negotiations, regional cooperation, PHARE program, Western Balkans, Ukraine.
1	 The article is prepared as part of the “Erasmus+ Program” under the direction “Jean Monnet actions in the field of higher education” 

( Jean Monnet Module “Political Institutions and Systems in Europe: Comparison and Experience for Ukraine” at Ivan Franko National 
University of Lviv, No. 101126702) [Funded by the European Union. Views and opinions expressed are however those of the author(s) 
only and do not necessarily reflect those of the European Union or the European Education and Culture Executive Agency. Neither the 
European Union nor the granting authority can be held responsible for them].



Anatoliy Romanyuk, Vitaliy Lytvyn

180

CECHY I POLITYCZNE KONSEKWENCJE INTEGRACJI PAŃSTW 
EUROPY ŚRODKOWO-WSCHODNIEJ Z UNIĄ EUROPEJSKĄ I NATO

Niniejszy artykuł analizuje proces integracji europejskiej i euroatlantyckiej państw Euro-
py Środkowo-Wschodniej, koncentrując się na czynnikach instytucjonalnych, politycznych 
i gospodarczych, które ukształtowały ich akcesję do Unii Europejskiej i NATO. W badaniu 
omówiono normatywne podstawy rozszerzenia UE, w szczególności kryteria kopenhaskie 
oraz wymóg przyjęcia Acquis Communautaire, a także mechanizmy instytucjonalne kierujące 
procesem akcesyjnym.

Szczególną uwagę poświęcono inicjatywom współpracy regionalnej – w tym Inicjatywie 
Środkowoeuropejskiej, Grupie Wyszehradzkiej oraz CEFTA – które stanowiły instrument 
przygotowania państw regionu do integracji ze strukturami europejskimi. W artykule prze-
analizowano również rolę programów wsparcia finansowego UE, takich jak PHARE, ISPA 
i SAPARD, w procesie wspierania reform instytucjonalnych, rozwoju infrastruktury oraz mo-
dernizacji gospodarczej państw kandydujących.

Kolejny wymiar analizy dotyczy relacji między rozszerzeniem NATO a integracją z Unią 
Europejską, podkreślając, w jaki sposób uczestnictwo w euroatlantyckich strukturach bezpie-
czeństwa przyczyniło się do stabilizacji regionu i ułatwiło szerszy proces integracyjny. Jednocze-
śnie badanie identyfikuje szereg wyzwań politycznych i instytucjonalnych, które komplikowały 
negocjacje akcesyjne, w tym regres demokratyczny, problemy praw mniejszości, korupcję, spory 
historyczne oraz konflikty bilateralne z państwami członkowskimi UE.

Szczególne przypadki – takie jak Słowacja, Łotwa, Bułgaria, Rumunia, Chorwacja oraz 
Macedonia Północna – ilustrują, w jaki sposób zarówno wewnętrzne procesy polityczne, jak 
i czynniki zewnętrzne wpływały na tempo oraz rezultaty integracji.

Artykuł konkluduje, że udana akcesja państw Europy Środkowo-Wschodniej do Unii Euro-
pejskiej była wynikiem połączenia reform wewnętrznych, współpracy regionalnej oraz trwałego 
wsparcia politycznego, finansowego i instytucjonalnego ze strony UE. W obecnym kontekście 
geopolitycznym doświadczenie tych państw dostarcza ważnych wniosków dla współczesnych 
krajów kandydujących, w szczególności Ukrainy i Mołdawii, a także dla państw Bałkanów 
Zachodnich dążących do członkostwa w UE.

Słowa kluczowe: rozszerzenie Unii Europejskiej, Europa Środkowo-Wschodnia, integracja europejska, 
integracja euroatlantycka, NATO, kryteria kopenhaskie, Acquis Communautaire, negocjacje akcesyjne 
do UE, współpraca regionalna, program PHARE, Bałkany Zachodnie, Ukraina.
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ОСОБЛИВОСТІ ТА ПОЛІТИЧНІ НАСЛІДКИ ІНТЕГРАЦІЇ КРАЇН 
ЦЕНТРАЛЬНОЇ ТА СХІДНОЇ ЄВРОПИ ДО ЄВРОПЕЙСЬКОГО 
СОЮЗУ ТА НАТО

Ця стаття аналізує процес європейської та євроатлантичної інтеграції країн 
Центральної та Східної Європи, зосереджуючись на інституційних, політичних та 
економічних чинниках, що визначали їхнє приєднання до Європейського Союзу та 
НАТО. У дослідженні розглядаються нормативні засади розширення ЄС, зокрема 
Копенгагенські критерії та вимога імплементації Acquis Communautaire, а також 
інституційні механізми, які спрямовували процес вступу. Особливу увагу приділено 
ініціативам регіонального співробітництва – зокрема Центральноєвропейській 
ініціативі, Вишеградській групі та CEFTA, – що виступали інструментами підготовки 
країн регіону до інтеграції в європейські структури.

У статті також досліджується роль програм фінансової допомоги ЄС, таких як 
PHARE, ISPA та SAPARD, у підтримці інституційних реформ, розвитку інфраструктури 
та економічної модернізації держав-кандидатів. Інший вимір аналізу стосується 
взаємозв’язку між розширенням НАТО та інтеграцією до Європейського Союзу, 
підкреслюючи, як участь у євроатлантичних структурах безпеки сприяла стабілізації 
регіону та полегшувала ширший процес інтеграції.

Водночас у дослідженні визначено низку політичних та інституційних викликів, що 
ускладнювали переговори про вступ, зокрема демократичний регрес, проблеми прав 
меншин, корупцію, історичні суперечки та двосторонні конфлікти з державами-членами 
ЄС. Окремі приклади – такі як Словаччина, Латвія, Болгарія, Румунія, Хорватія та 
Північна Македонія – ілюструють, як внутрішньополітичний розвиток, так і зовнішні 
чинники впливали на темпи та результати інтеграції.

У статті робиться висновок, що успішне приєднання країн Центральної та Східної 
Європи до Європейського Союзу стало результатом поєднання внутрішніх реформ, 
регіонального співробітництва та тривалої політичної, фінансової й інституційної 
підтримки з боку ЄС. У сучасному геополітичному контексті досвід цих держав 
пропонує важливі уроки для нинішніх країн-кандидатів, передусім України та Молдови, 
а також для країн Західних Балкан, що прагнуть членства в ЄС.

Ключові слова: розширення Європейського Союзу, Центральна та Східна Європа, європейська 
інтеграція, євроатлантична інтеграція, НАТО, Копенгагенські критерії, Acquis Communautaire, 
переговори про вступ до ЄС, регіональне співробітництво, програма PHARE, Західні Балкани, 
Україна.
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Introduction: European and Euro-Atlantic Integration and Central and Eastern Europe
The European Union originated in 1951 as the European Coal and Steel Communi-

ty, established by six founding states. In 1957, this framework evolved into the European 
Economic Community (EEC). Only from 1992–1993 onward did the integration project 
formally adopt the name European Union. By the late 1980s, the EEC consisted of twelve 
member states characterized by high levels of economic development, substantial standards 
of living, and consolidated democratic institutions. Following the collapse of the period 
commonly referred to as “people’s democracy” (state socialism), the countries of Central and 
Eastern Europe declared integration into the EEC as a central objective of their political 
and socio-economic transformation. Consequently, they initiated negotiations with the 
institutions of the Community, which articulated a clear set of requirements for prospec-
tive candidates. In May 1992, the European Council stated that “respect for democratic 
principles and human rights…, as well as the principles of a market economy, constitute 
essential elements of cooperation and association agreements between the Community 
and its partners”2.

The Treaty on European Union, adopted in Maastricht in 1992, further specified these 
normative foundations. In particular, Articles 49 and 2 stipulate that any European state 
that respects human dignity, freedom, democratic values, and human rights – including 
the rights of persons belonging to minorities – and commits to upholding these principles 
in practice may apply for membership in the Union. These values are shared by the member 
states within a political space defined by pluralism, non-discrimination, tolerance, justice, 
solidarity, and equality between women and men. A comprehensive set of requirements 
for candidate countries was formally adopted in June 1993 at the meeting of the European 
Council in Copenhagen, becoming known as the Copenhagen criteria. These principles 
were later reaffirmed and incorporated into several key legal instruments: the Amsterdam 
Treaty (Article 6(1)), signed on October 2, 1997; the text of the Treaty establishing a Con-
stitution for Europe, approved in Rome on October 29, 2004 (which ultimately did not 
enter into force); and the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union, incorpo-
rated into the Lisbon Treaty of December 13, 2007. The Copenhagen criteria are generally 
grouped into two principal categories. The political criteria require the stability of institu-
tions guaranteeing democracy, human rights, minority protection, and the rule of law. The 
economic criteria involve the existence of a functioning market economy and the capacity 
to withstand competitive pressures and market forces within the European Union. In ad-
dition, candidate countries must adopt the body of EU rules, standards, and policies that 
form the core of the Union’s legal system and demonstrate commitment to the objectives 
of political, economic, and monetary union.

2	 Schimmelfennig, F., & Sedelmeier, U. (Eds.). (2010). Yevropeizatsiia Tsentralnoi ta Skhidnoi Yevropy [The Europeanization of Central and 
Eastern Europe] (O. Sydorchuk, M. Smutok, & Yu. Romanyshyn, Trans.). Univers, p. 38.
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At the same time, the accession of a candidate country involves a series of formal proce-
dural steps coordinated under the leadership of the European Commission, particularly the 
Commissioner for Enlargement and the Directorate-General for Enlargement3. Before sub-
mitting a formal application for membership, each country signs an association agreement, 
intended to prepare the state for candidacy and potential accession. Since many aspiring 
countries initially fail to meet the required membership criteria, the association phase can 
be lengthy. A special arrangement applied to the Western Balkan countries, which were ad-
ditionally subject to the Stabilization and Association Process designed to promote political 
stabilization and institutional reform. Once a country formally submits its application for 
membership, the European Council requests that the European Commission prepare an 
official opinion assessing the country’s readiness to begin accession negotiations. Based on 
this report, the Council may either endorse or reject the Commission’s recommendation. 
A positive decision authorizes the opening of accession negotiations. During this stage, the 
Commission and the candidate country review national legislation and compare it with the 
legal framework of the European Union in order to identify areas of divergence. If the dis-
crepancies are relatively limited, the Council may recommend proceeding with negotiations. 
In this phase, the candidate state must demonstrate that its legal framework and adminis-
trative capacity are sufficient to implement and enforce the Acquis Communautaire – the 
body of EU law, including directives, regulations, and policy standards. To monitor the can-
didate country’s progress, the European Commission prepares annual progress reports for 
the European Council. These reports form the basis for the Council’s subsequent decisions 
throughout the negotiation process. Once negotiations are completed, an Accession Treaty 
must be signed. This treaty must then be ratified by all EU member states, the relevant EU 
institutions, and the candidate country itself. Following the completion of the ratification 
process, the state formally joins the European Union on the date specified in the treaty.

In light of this context, this article analyzes the process of integration of the countries 
of Central and Eastern Europe into European and Euro-Atlantic structures. In the context 
of Russia’s full-scale war against Ukraine, our state has definitively reaffirmed the European 
trajectory of its development. On June 23, 2022, the European Council granted Ukraine 
the status of a candidate country for membership in the European Union4. Given these 
circumstances, the analysis deliberately adopts a somewhat broader geographical scope of 
countries pursuing European integration. In particular, it also includes the Western Balkan 
states, whose experience may offer relevant lessons for Ukraine – regardless of whether those 
lessons ref lect successful or problematic trajectories of integration.

3	 European Union. (n.d.). EU enlargement. https://european-union.europa.eu/principles-countries-history/eu-enlargement_en
4	 Yevropeiska pravda. (2022, June 23). Ukraina ofitsiino otrymala status kandydata na vstup do YeS [Ukraine officially received EU can-

didate status]. https://www.eurointegration.com.ua/news/2022/06/23/7141922/ 
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Regional Cooperation Institutions as Instruments of the Preparation of Central and Eastern 
European Integration into the European Union

The reforms associated with perestroika in the Soviet Union signaled the beginning of 
political liberalization in the countries of so-called “people’s democracies”. These changes received 
strong approval and support from political leaders and public figures in democratic states. With-
in this broader context, discussions emerged about the potential integration of the two previously 
divided parts of Europe. An early initiative directed toward the countries of the region that 
envisioned their future within a united Europe came from French President François Mitter-
rand. On October 25, 1989, speaking before the European Parliament, he proposed the creation 
of the European Bank for Reconstruction and Development (EBRD), intended to support polit-
ical and economic transformation in post-communist countries. The agreement establishing 
the Bank was signed in Paris on May 29, 1990, and the institution began its operations on 
March 28, 1991.

Another important step was the economic assistance program launched by the Council 
of the European Economic Community on December 18, 1989 (Regulation No. 3906/89). The 
program initially aimed to support Poland and Hungary in reforming their economic systems. It 
became known as PHARE (Poland and Hungary: Aid for the Restructuring of the Economies). 
Over time, the program’s objectives were expanded and more clearly defined as providing fi-
nancial assistance to candidate countries from Central and Eastern Europe in preparing for 
membership in the European Union. In addition to Poland and Hungary, the program was 
extended to Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Slovakia, Slovenia, and the Czech Republic, and later to 
Bulgaria and Romania, as well as several other Balkan countries.

The collapse of the institutional structures of the former socialist bloc – most notably the 
Council for Mutual Economic Assistance (COMECON) – had a negative impact on estab-
lished economic ties across the region. At the same time, the shared aspiration of Central 
and Eastern European countries to join the European community encouraged the creation of 
several regional institutional frameworks. The first of these initiatives was the Central European 
Initiative (CEI), proclaimed in Budapest on November 11–12, 1989 by Austria, Italy, Hungary, 
and Yugoslavia. Initially, the framework was known as the Quadragonale. In 1990, Czechoslo-
vakia joined the group, followed by Poland in 1991. The organization adopted its current 
name – the Central European Initiative – in 1992, after the accession of Bosnia and Herzegovina, 
Slovenia, and Croatia. Today, the organization brings together 18 member states, including 
Austria, Albania, Belarus, Bulgaria, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Italy, North Macedonia, Moldova, 
Poland, Romania, Serbia, Slovakia, Slovenia, Hungary, Ukraine, Croatia, the Czech Republic, and 
Montenegro. The organization’s objectives were formally articulated at a meeting held in Venice 
on September 1, 1990. Its primary goal was to assist states that had previously been members 
of the Warsaw Pact in adopting the institutional and economic experience of Western European 
countries and facilitating their integration into European institutions.
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On February 15, 1991, the Visegrad Group (V4, the Visegrad Four) was established as an 
alliance initially bringing together three countries – Poland, Hungary, and Czechoslovakia. The 
initiative emerged during a meeting in the Hungarian city of Visegrad5, attended by Presi-
dent Lech Wałęsa of Poland, President Václav Havel of the Czech and Slovak Federal Republic, 
and Hungarian Prime Minister József Antall. Following the dissolution of Czechoslovakia 
on January 1, 1993, the group’s membership expanded to include the Czech Republic and 
Slovakia as separate states. At the first meeting, the participants adopted a Joint Declaration 
on Cooperation for European Integration6. The declaration emphasized that the similarity 
of the political and economic situations in the countries of the region determined the com-
monality of their fundamental goals: (1) the full restoration of state independence, democra-
cy, and freedom; (2) the elimination of all social, economic, and ideological remnants of the 
totalitarian system; (3) the establishment of parliamentary democracy and the rule of law, 
along with respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms; (4) the creation of a modern 
market economy; and (5) full integration into the European political, economic, security, and 
legal systems. To achieve these objectives, the participating states planned to develop com-
prehensive economic cooperation, conduct consultations on matters of national security, and 
promote barrier-free contacts among citizens, institutions, and various structures of civil society. 
The declaration explicitly stated that all forms of cooperation should be oriented toward the 
integration of these countries into the European Union. Already at the third meeting on May 6, 
1992, in Prague, representatives of the European Union participated alongside the presidents of 
the member states. However, following the so-called “Velvet Divorce” between the Czech Republic 
and Slovakia, the group’s activities experienced a temporary pause. Cooperation was reactivated 
in May 1999, when the participants agreed on the need to hold regular meetings of the heads of 
government of the member states (at least twice a year). In 2000, the International Visegrad 
Fund was established, with its permanent headquarters in Bratislava. In a declaration adopted 
by the prime ministers of the Visegrad countries after their accession to the European Union, 
it was noted that the activities of the Visegrad Group had significantly contributed to the inte-
gration of its member states into both the European Union and NATO7.

In March 1992, the Council of the Baltic Sea States was established in Copenhagen, bring-
ing together Denmark, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Germany, Norway, Poland, Russia, Finland, 
and Sweden, with the participation of a representative of the European Commission. The 
organization’s principal areas of activity include economic cooperation, support for democratic 

5	 By the way, in 1335 and 1338, the kings of Poland, Bohemia, and Hungary met in this city/castle.
6	 Visegrad Group. (1991, February 15). Visegrad declaration: Declaration on cooperation between the Czech and Slovak Federal Repu-

blic, the Republic of Poland and the Republic of Hungary in striving for European integration. https://www.visegradgroup.eu/home/
documents/visegrad-declarations/visegrad-declaration-110412-2 

7	 Visegrad Group. (2004, May 12). Declaration of prime ministers of the Czech Republic, the Republic of Hungary, the Republic of Poland and 
the Slovak Republic on cooperation of the Visegrad Group countries after their accession to the European Union (The Kroměříž Declaration). 
https://www.visegradgroup.eu/2004/declaration-of-prime 
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institutions, and coordination in matters related to environmental protection and the fight 
against crime.

In December 1992, the member states of the Visegrad Group signed the Central European 
Free Trade Agreement (CEFTA), which entered into force on March 1, 1993. The estab-
lishment of this framework was driven by two key factors: the sharp decline in trade turnover 
among the countries of the region following the dissolution of the Council for Mutual Economic 
Assistance (COMECON), and pressure from the European Union to encourage closer regional 
cooperation among states seeking eventual EU membership as a means of supporting economic 
development. The agreement provided for the gradual elimination of customs duties in trade 
among the participating countries8. The effectiveness of this framework later justified the ex-
pansion of the agreement to include additional states, provided that they met several conditions: 
the existence of an association agreement with the European Union, membership in the World 
Trade Organization, and the conclusion of free trade agreements with each of the existing 
CEFTA member states.

European Integration as the Primary Development Priority of the Countries of Central and Eastern 
Europe

Issues related to the European perspective occupied a prominent place in the public discourse 
of many countries in the region. Among them, Romania was the first to establish official rela-
tions with the European Community, doing so as early as 1974. Poland established diplomatic 
relations with the European Economic Community (EEC) in 1988, and in 1989 the Republic 
of Poland opened its official representation to the EEC. In 1989, the Prime Minister of the 
United Kingdom, Margaret Thatcher, advanced the idea that the countries of Central Europe 
and the EEC should sign association agreements as an institutional framework for cooperation 
on the path toward integration. On January 17, 1990, the President of the European Commission, 
Jacques Delors, formally proposed concluding such agreements. Poland, Hungary, and Czechoslo-
vakia were the first states to begin negotiations, and the first association agreements were signed in 
1991 with Poland and Hungary. A historical precedent for these arrangements was the agreement 
signed in 1954 between the European Coal and Steel Community and the United Kingdom. 
Similar association agreements were later concluded with Greece (1961), Turkey (1963), and 
Cyprus (1972), among others. In substance, these agreements were largely similar and followed 
a comparable ratification procedure. An agreement with Czechoslovakia was ultimately not 
signed due to the country’s complex internal political situation, and on January 1, 1993, two in-
dependent states – the Czech Republic and Slovakia – were established. Association agreements 
were concluded by the European Union within the framework of two major policy instruments: the 

8	 Central European Free Trade Agreement (CEFTA). (1992, December 21). Central European Free Trade Agreement. https://www.
worldtradelaw.net/fta/agreements/cefta.pdf
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Stabilization and Association Process (SAP) and the European Neighbourhood Policy (ENP). 
The dates of signature of the relevant agreements are presented in Table 1.

Table 1.  Key Stages in the Integration of Central and Eastern European and Western Balkan Countries into the European 
Union9

Country Signing of Association 
Agreements (Year)

Application for EU 
Membership (Date)

Start of Accession 
Negotiations (Date) EU Accession (Date)

Member States, as of June 30, 2025

Bulgaria 1992 16.12.1995 15.02.2000 01.01.2007

Croatia 200110 21.02.2003 03.10.2005 01.07.2013

Czechia 1993 23.01.1996 31.03.1998 01.05.2004

Estonia 1995 28.11.1995 31.03.1998 01.05.2004

Hungary 1991 01.04.1994 31.03.1998 01.05.2004

Latvia 1995 13.10.1995 15.02.2000 01.05.2004

Lithuania 1995 11.12.1995 15.02.2000 01.05.2004

Poland 1991 08.04.1994 31.03.1998 01.05.2004

Romania 1992 22.06.1995 15.02.2000 01.01.2007

Slovakia 1993 27.06.1995 15.02.2000 01.05.2004

Slovenia 1996 10.06.1996 31.03.1998 01.05.2004

Candidate States, as of June 30, 2025

Albania 2006 28.04.2009 19.07.2022 –

BiH 2007 15.02.2016 21.03.2024 –

Moldova 2016 03.03.2022 25.06.2024 –

Montenegro 2007 15.12.2008 29.06.2012 –

North Macedonia 2001 22.03.2004 19.07.2022 –

Serbia 2007 22.12.2009 21.01.2014 –

Ukraine 2017 28.02.2022 25.06.2024 –

The agreement consisted of a preamble, a main body, and several annexes11. The pre-
amble emphasized the commitment of both the European Economic Community (EEC) 
and the signatory country to the principles of political and economic freedom. It also high-
lighted the shared intention of the parties to ensure a rapid transition to new political and eco-
nomic models based on respect for human rights, the regulatory norms of a market economy, 

9	 European Union. (n.d.). EU enlargement. https://european-union.europa.eu/principles-countries-history/eu-enlargement_en
10	 The Western Balkan countries (Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia, Montenegro, North Macedonia, and Serbia) signed Stabi-

lization and Association Agreements.
11	 The analysis of the text of the association document is based on the agreement signed between the European Economic Community 

(EEC) and the Republic of Poland. See: Rzeczpospolita Polska & Wspólnoty Europejskie. (1991, December 16). Układ Europejski 
ustanawiający stowarzyszenie między Rzecząpospolitą Polską z jednej strony, a Wspólnotami Europejskimi i ich państwami członkowskimi, 
z drugiej strony. http://polskawue.gov.pl/files/Dokumenty/uklad_europejski/ue.pdf 
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the principles of a multiparty system, and democratic elections. The text stressed that the full 
implementation of the association agreement should be closely linked to the practical efforts of the 
signatory states to carry out political and economic reforms, as well as reforms of their national 
legal frameworks, which were considered a necessary foundation for the countries’ future ac-
cession to the EEC. At the same time, European institutions expressed their readiness to provide 
concrete assistance in implementing these reforms and addressing the negative consequences 
that often accompany large-scale transformation processes. The agreement was also expected 
to create a new climate for economic relations – particularly in trade and investment – which 
were viewed as key instruments for economic restructuring and technological modernization.

The main body of the agreement clearly defined the objectives of the Association Agree-
ment. These included establishing an institutional framework for political dialogue that would 
facilitate closer political relations between the parties; supporting the expansion of trade and 
the harmonization of economic relations in order to promote dynamic economic development 
and improved living standards; creating the basis for financial and technical assistance from 
the EEC; establishing a framework for the gradual integration of the partner country into the 
Community; and encouraging cooperation in the cultural sphere. The agreement also set out 
provisions regulating political dialogue, the free movement of goods and workers, the establish-
ment of enterprises, the provision of services, payment systems, competition policy, and the 
approximation of legal norms. In addition, it outlined mechanisms for economic cooperation 
and collaboration in the cultural and financial sectors. The adoption of these agreements stim-
ulated the provision of economic assistance and intensified cooperation with international experts 
involved in the implementation of reforms. It also facilitated the entry of European economic 
actors into the markets of the countries of the region. However, the signed association agreements 
had to undergo a lengthy ratification process involving the European Parliament, the national 
parliaments of the signatory states, and the parliaments of the EEC member states. As a result, 
for example, the agreement with Poland entered into force only on February 1, 1994. During 
the association phase, bilateral consultations between the leaders of the signatory states and the 
leadership of European institutions became a regular feature of political dialogue.

In 1999, the European Union launched the Stabilization and Association Process (SAP) 
to strengthen its role in the Western Balkans and to provide long-term support for the recon-
struction and development of the countries of the region affected by the wars in the former Yugo-
slavia. The initiative was supported by the European Union, NATO, the Organization for Security 
and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE), the International Monetary Fund (IMF), the World 
Bank, and several other international organizations. The process envisaged the conclusion 
of international agreements between the EU and individual Western Balkan countries. These 
agreements were intended to facilitate the accession of states in the region, which were considered 
either potential candidates or officially recognized candidates for membership in the European 
Union. Within the framework of this process, an annual EU–Balkan’s summit was held. The first 
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summit took place in Zagreb in November 2000. In 2003, at the European Council meeting 
in Thessaloniki, it was declared that all countries of the region were to be regarded as poten-
tial candidates for membership in the European Union. At the end of 2017, the European 
Commission adopted a Strategy for the Western Balkans, which outlined six key objectives12:

	• The rule of law, including the development of individualized and concrete action plans 
to ensure compliance with EU standards, as well as the implementation of enhanced moni-
toring mechanisms in candidate countries, including the deployment of new advisory 
missions;

	• Security and migration control, with strengthened cooperation in combating organized 
crime and terrorism, as well as improved border management and closer coordination 
with the Frontex agency;

	• Socio-economic development, encompassing a range of mechanisms aimed at facilitating 
financing, research, and innovation. The EU also supported economic reform pro-
grams with a focus on employment, social reforms, education, and healthcare;

	• Transport and energy, with an emphasis on ensuring reliable supply routes to and from 
the Balkan region, alongside the extension of the Energy Union framework to the 
entire Western Balkans;

	• A digital strategy, covering specific areas such as reducing roaming costs, sup-
porting the expansion of broadband infrastructure, and developing public digital 
services;

	• Regional reconciliation and good-neighbourly relations, aimed at strengthening co-
operation in justice, education, culture, youth, and sports in order to overcome the 
legacy of past military conflicts in the region.

The Creation and Operation of Funds for Candidate Countries Integrating into the European 
Union in Central and Eastern Europe

At the beginning of the integration process, the countries of Central and Eastern Europe signif-
icantly lagged behind the European Economic Community (EEC) in terms of economic de-
velopment. This situation resulted from several factors: even before the collapse of the Soviet 
model, their levels of economic development were already lower than those of the EEC coun-
tries; after the fall of the Berlin Wall, the Council for Mutual Economic Assistance (COMECON) 
ceased to exist, leading to the disruption of many traditional economic ties; and the implemen-
tation of economic reforms often caused a further temporary deterioration in socio-economic 
conditions. For this reason, the association agreements provided for various forms of assistance to 
the signatory countries. To support this objective, the already mentioned PHARE program was 

12	 European Commission. (2018). EU–Western Balkans: Six flagship initiatives to support the transformation of the Western Balkans. 
Publications Office of the European Union. https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/e9b4e4ab-9c46-11e8-a408-01a-
a75ed71a1
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developed. From 1994 onward, the goals of the PHARE program were adapted to the specific 
priorities and needs of each country in the region. The overall aim of the program was to assist 
the countries of Central and Eastern Europe, particularly by helping to establish reliable, efficient, 
and effective public institutions that would enable candidate states to meet the Copenhagen 
criteria. This was to be achieved by strengthening the overall governance systems of public ad-
ministration and by enhancing the capacity of governments to design and implement programs of 
institutional development.

To accomplish these objectives, the PHARE program focused on the following priori-
ties: strengthening the overall governance system of public institutions as an effective approach to 
capacity-building, particularly in preparation for accession; supporting the stable work of expert 
networks and advisory mechanisms; encouraging networking and the exchange of experience 
among practitioners; ensuring timely, flexible, and targeted responses within the framework 
of established long-term objectives; operating in parallel with, or within, national PHARE 
programs, while maintaining close coordination with the Commission’s external and technical 
services; facilitating information flows, multi-country exchanges, and the joint development 
of additional tools and expertise13.

The tasks of the first group were related to the adoption of the Acquis Communautaire14. At 
this stage, particular emphasis was placed on financing investment projects, which accounted for 
approximately 70 percent of the program’s budget, and on supporting the development and 
strengthening of public institutions – commonly referred to as institutional capacity-building 
– which received up to 30 percent of the allocated funds. In order to ensure that the public 
administration systems of candidate countries met the standards characteristic of EU member 
states, the program relied primarily on two key instruments: technical assistance and twinning. These 
mechanisms involved the provision of advisory support from EU experts and consultants, as 
well as the organization of training activities conducted by representatives of EU institutions. 
Assistance under the PHARE program was provided in the form of grants rather than loans. 
Support could be delivered either directly by the European Union or through co-financing ar-
rangements involving candidate countries, third countries, and European institutions. In 1997, 
the program was restructured and formally transformed into a dedicated assistance instrument 
for countries that had submitted applications for EU membership.

From 2000 onward, the PHARE program was gradually transformed into a structural 
instrument aimed at promoting economic development. Initially, 2003 was designated as the final 
year for financing candidate countries whose accession to the European Union was planned for 
2004. However, it was later decided to extend certain assistance programs until 2006. Between 
2000 and 2005, the PHARE program’s budget amounted to approximately €10 billion (around 

13	 European Parliament. (1998, December 4). PHARE programme and the enlargement of the European Union (Briefing No. 33). https://
www.europarl.europa.eu/enlargement/briefings/33a2_en.htm

14	 That is, the “Acquis Communautaire” – the body of legal norms jointly developed within the European Union.
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€1.5 billion annually). Two main priorities were defined: institutional capacity-building and 
investment financing. In 2005, the allocation of PHARE funds was distributed as follows: the 
total program budget amounted to €1,178.96 million, including €921 million for national 
programs, €80 million for cross-border cooperation programs, €84.75 million for regional 
programs, and €6.31 million for nuclear safety initiatives. In addition, €50 million was allocated 
for the decommissioning of the Kozloduy Nuclear Power Plant in Bulgaria, while €36.9 million in 
additional funds were provided as assistance related to flooding in Bulgaria and Romania15.

Table 2.  Financial Commitments, Contracts, and Payments under the PHARE Program in Central and Eastern European 
Countries, 1990–1998 (million euros)16

Country Commitments Contracts Payments
Bulgaria 746,94 518,13 479,44
Czechia 389,73 246,12 95,41
Estonia 162,33 116,76 93,57

Hungary 864,04 586,59 566,92
Latvia 206,57 149,56 115.07

Lithuania 272,03 197,33 146,46
Poland 1.731,51 1.386,04 1.251,30

Romania 971,85 675,75 598,13
Slovakia 253,23 149,45 132,95
Slovenia 131,29 95,65 77,67

Former Czechoslovakia 232,71 228,85 229,17
Total 5.962,23 4.350,23 3.786,09

On June 21, 1999, the European Union launched the Instrument for Structural Policies for 
Pre-Accession (ISPA), designed to provide financial support for investment projects in the 
fields of environmental protection and transport infrastructure. In the transport sector, the 
program focused on several key objectives: the development of transport infrastructure, the integration 
of national communication and transport systems with those of EU member states, and the 
expansion of the Trans-European Transport Network (TEN-T). In the field of environmental 
protection, the program supported measures aimed at reducing water and air pollution, assisting 
in waste management, and facilitating the implementation of EU environmental legislation and 
standards. The implementation of ISPA projects was based on national development plans 
for transport and environmental protection. Accordingly, countries seeking financial assistance 
were required to guarantee co-financing of at least 25 percent of the planned project costs 
from their own resources. Technical assistance, however, was financed exclusively from the ISPA 
15	 European Union. (n.d.). PHARE programme. EUR-Lex. https://eur-lex.europa.eu/EN/legal-content/summary/phare-programme.

html
16	 CVCE.eu. (n.d.). Community aid under the Phare programme (1990–1998). https://www.cvce.eu/en/collections/unit-content/-/

unit/02bb76df-d066-4c08-a58a-d4686a3e68ff/8e77fc44-4f9a-48ee-9f71-696b2dad042b/Resources#f3e52aeb-b34f-417a-92d8-06d-
dff880a5d_en
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budget. In allocating funds, the program’s management took into account several criteria, 
including population size, GDP per capita in purchasing power parity, and the territorial size 
of each country. Between 2000 and 2006, the program supported 366 large-scale projects, 
including 201 in environmental protection, 78 in transport, and 87 related to technical 
assistance. Overall, projects financed under the program amounted to approximately €7.28 
billion, while the annual budget of the program was €1.04 billion (in 1999 prices)17.

In June 1999, the European Union adopted a decision to establish the Special Accession Pro-
gramme for Agriculture and Rural Development (SAPARD), which became operational in Jan-
uary 2000. The program was conceived by the EU as a continuation and specialized extension 
of the ISPA program. Its primary objective was to assist candidate countries in adapting their 
agricultural sectors and rural areas to the standards and requirements applied within the Eu-
ropean Union. The program defined several key priorities: investments in agricultural holdings; 
improvement of the processing and marketing of agricultural and fishery products; enhancement 
of phytosanitary and veterinary controls to ensure food quality and protect consumer rights; 
the introduction of agricultural production methods aimed at environmental protection and 
the sustainable development of rural areas; the establishment of producer organizations; modern-
ization and development of rural settlements along with the protection and preservation of 
rural cultural heritage; the development of irrigation and land reclamation systems; the creation 
and modernization of land cadaster systems; the improvement of professional training for agri-
cultural workers; the development of rural infrastructure; and improved management of water 
resources and forestry. Later, the program’s scope was expanded to include the development 
and implementation of local and regional rural development strategies, particularly for rural 
communities in Bulgaria and Romania. Countries seeking financial support for the implementation 
of national programs were required to provide co-financing ranging from 25 to 50 percent, 
depending on the type of expenditure. To achieve these objectives, the SAPARD program 
operated with an annual budget of €520 million (in 1999 prices). In total, the program sup-
ported 24,431 national projects. Thus, the PHARE, ISPA, and SAPARD programs served 
as the three principal instruments of financial assistance for candidate countries during their 
preparation for accession to the European Union.

After 2000, a special assistance mechanism was established for the Balkan countries 
– the Community Assistance for Reconstruction, Development and Stabilization (CARDS) pro-
gramme. The right to benefit from the program’s funds was granted to Albania, Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, Croatia, the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia, and the former Yugoslav Republic 
of Macedonia, as well as to organizations operating under the jurisdiction and administration of 
the United Nations. Special attention was given to the status of Croatia, which had already been 
recognized as a candidate country for EU membership in 2004. As a result, Croatia could only 

17	 European Court of Auditors. (2008). The Instrument for Structural Policies for Pre-Accession (ISPA), 2000–2006 (Special Report No. 42). 
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/EN/legal-content/summary/instrument-for-structural-policy-for-pre-accession.html 
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apply for projects within the CARDS framework that had a regional dimension. The program’s 
overarching objective was to enable the countries of Southeastern Europe to participate in the 
processes of stabilization and integration. Accordingly, the program included several key areas of 
activity: reconstruction; regional stabilization; assistance in the return of refugees and displaced 
persons; support for democracy, the rule of law, human rights and minority rights, civil society, 
independent media, and the fight against organized crime; the development of sustainable market 
economies; poverty reduction, gender equality, education and training, and environmental recovery; 
as well as regional, transnational, international, and interregional cooperation among the 
countries of the region, the European Union, and other neighboring states. At the same time, 
it was emphasized that the provision of assistance would depend on adherence to the principles of 
democracy, the rule of law, fundamental freedoms, human rights, and minority rights, as well as on 
the implementation of the required democratic, institutional, and economic reforms. The total 
budget of the program for the period 2000–2006 amounted to approximately €4.65 billion18.

In 2007, the PHARE, ISPA, SAPARD, and CARDS programs were replaced by a new frame-
work – the Instrument for Pre-Accession Assistance (IPA). This instrument was designed to provide 
support both to EU candidate countries (Albania, Montenegro, North Macedonia, Serbia, and 
Turkey) and to potential candidates (Bosnia and Herzegovina and Kosovo). The initial program 
covered the period 2007–2013 and became known as IPA I. In March 2014, it was replaced by 
IPA II, which operated during 2014–2020 with a total budget of approximately €11.7 billion. The 
subsequent program, IPA III, was adopted for the period 2021–202719, with a total budget of 
€14,748.7 million. Its mission was defined as supporting the adoption and implementation of 
political, institutional, legal, administrative, social, and economic reforms necessary for alignment 
with EU values and for the gradual approximation to the rules, standards, policies, and practices 
of the European Union, with the ultimate goal of future EU membership. In doing so, the 
program also aims to contribute to stability, security, peace, and prosperity both within the 
region and in the broader European context.

Accordingly, seven core objectives of the program were identified: (1) strengthening the 
rule of law, democracy, and respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms, including by 
promoting judicial independence, enhancing security, combating corruption and organized crime, 
ensuring compliance with international law, safeguarding media freedom and academic freedom, 
and fostering a supportive environment for civil society; (2) promoting non-discrimination and 
tolerance, ensuring the protection of the rights of persons belonging to minorities, advancing 
gender equality, and improving migration governance, including through strengthened bor-
der management and measures addressing irregular migration and forced displacement; (3) 

18	 European Union. (n.d.). The CARDS programme (2000–2006). EUR-Lex. https://eur-lex.europa.eu/EN/legal-content/summary/
the-cards-programme-2000-2006.html

19	 European Commission. (n.d.). Instrument for Pre-Accession Assistance (IPA III ) – Performance. https://commission.europa.eu/strategy-
-and-policy/eu-budget/performance-and-reporting/programme-performance-statements/instrument-pre-accession-assistance-ipa-iii-
-performance_en
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improving the effectiveness of public administration and supporting transparent structural 
reforms and effective governance at all levels, including in areas such as public procurement and 
state aid; (4) aligning the rules, standards, policies, and practices of IPA III beneficiaries with 
EU norms, while strengthening regional cooperation, reconciliation, good-neighborly relations, 
people-to-people contacts, and strategic communication; (5) enhancing economic and social 
development and cohesion, with particular attention to youth, including through high-quality 
education and employment policies, support for investment and private sector development – 
especially small and medium-sized enterprises – as well as agriculture and rural development; (6) 
strengthening environmental protection, improving resilience to climate change, accelerating the 
transition to a low-carbon economy, advancing the digital economy and society, and enhancing 
sustainable connectivity in all its dimensions; (7) supporting cross-border cooperation across 
land and maritime borders, including transnational and interregional cooperation20.

The Accession of Central and Eastern European and Western Balkan Countries to NATO: A Precon-
dition for European Integration?

The restoration or proclamation of independence by the countries of Central and Eastern 
Europe during 1989–1990 raised an urgent question of how to ensure their security. A signifi-
cant paradox lay in the fact that all of these states had been members of the Warsaw Pact, the 
military–political alliance dominated by the Soviet Union, while at the same time – based 
on their historical experience – they regarded the Soviet Union as largely responsible for the 
forced socialist trajectory of their development after the Second World War. As a result, the 
newly emerging democracies quickly began to search for a new model of regional security and 
to define its relationship with the broader European security architecture. Movement toward 
integration with the European Community implicitly involved recognizing the strategic importance 
of future participation in NATO structures. Accordingly, the countries of the region generally 
perceived their path toward the Alliance as unfolding in two main stages.

During the first stage, which in our view lasted until 1993, these countries still remained mem-
bers of the Warsaw Pact, and Soviet/Russian military units were still stationed on their territory. 
Under such conditions, discussing membership in NATO was unrealistic. The Polish Minister 
of Foreign Affairs, Krzysztof Skubiszewski, noted: “As long as the Soviet Union existed and was led 
by Mikhail Gorbachev, the accession of former Soviet satellites to the Alliance was not discussed, 
since this was the position of the Union itself and its members”21. Nevertheless, in 1990, the Presi-
dent of Czechoslovakia, Václav Havel, and the Prime Minister of Hungary, Gyula Horn, publicly 
declared their countries’ interest in obtaining NATO membership. Initially, these statements 

20	 European Commission. (n.d.). Instrument for Pre-Accession Assistance (IPA III ) – Performance. https://commission.europa.eu/strategy-
-and-policy/eu-budget/performance-and-reporting/programme-performance-statements/instrument-pre-accession-assistance-ipa-iii-
-performance_en

21	 Skubiszewski, K. (2005). Stosunki między Polską i NATO w latach 1989–1993: Przyczynek do historii dyplomacji w III Rzeczypospolitej. 
http://www.skubi.net/nato.html 
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did not receive much attention from the Alliance. During a visit to Warsaw, NATO Secretary 
General Manfred Wörner responded to questions about the possibility of enlargement by stating 
that the issue of expansion was not on the agenda. At the turn of the 1980s–1990s, an active 
dialogue was underway between the leadership of NATO and the Warsaw Pact regarding the 
reduction of various types of armaments in Europe and the creation of mechanisms for cooper-
ation and mutual confidence-building. In this dialogue, the Soviet Union and its leader Mikhail 
Gorbachev played the leading role as the Alliance’s principal counterpart. Consequently, during 
this first stage, the most important task for the countries of Central and Eastern Europe was 
to establish direct dialogue between each individual state of the region and NATO. The 
political transformations in the region posed a significant challenge for the Alliance, which for 
decades had been an active participant in a bipolar confrontation that had shaped the structure 
of European security. Developments in Central and Eastern Europe therefore triggered profound 
changes in the overall architecture of the European security system.

On February 25, 1991, the Warsaw Pact dissolved its military structures, and on July 1, 1991, 
a protocol formally terminating the treaty was signed in Prague. Earlier, in 1988, during a speech 
at the United Nations, Mikhail Gorbachev had announced that the Soviet Union intended to 
withdraw its military forces from the German Democratic Republic (GDR), Czechoslovakia, 
Poland, and Hungary by the early 1990s. Following the political transformations that swept across 
the region, the new leadership of Poland, Hungary, and Czechoslovakia demanded the immediate 
withdrawal of Soviet/Russian troops from their territories. Hungary became the first country 
from which Soviet forces began withdrawing in May 1989, a process that was completed in 
September 1992. Czechoslovakia signed an agreement on February 20, 1990, providing for the 
withdrawal of Soviet troops beginning February 26, 1990, with the process completed on June 
19, 1991. In Poland, Soviet military units were withdrawn between May 5, 1992, and Septem-
ber 17, 1993. At the same time, Russia, as the legal successor to the Soviet Union, sought during 
negotiations to obtain guarantees from Poland, Hungary, and Czechoslovakia that they would not 
join other military–political alliances in the future and that their territories would not be made 
available for the armed forces of other countries. None of these states agreed to such conditions.

The withdrawal of Soviet troops from the territories of Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania 
proved significantly more complicated. Between 100,000 and 150,000 soldiers were stationed 
there, and the Soviet Baltic Fleet was based in the region. Consequently, immediately after 
declaring independence, the political leadership of these states raised the issue with the Soviet 
authorities regarding the legal status of the military forces stationed on their territory. They 
also proposed concluding interstate agreements to regulate this matter. In response, in May 
1992, the Russian leadership proposed a plan for the gradual withdrawal of troops beginning 
in 1995, with completion envisioned by 1999. At the same time, Russia sought to retain control 
over several military facilities in the region. The negotiations proved to be difficult and protracted. 
The governments of the Baltic states demanded compensation for the damages caused by the 
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stationing of Soviet forces on their territories since 1940. Ultimately, Soviet/Russian troops 
were withdrawn from Lithuania in 1993, and from Estonia and Latvia on August 31, 1994. Regard-
ing the prospects of Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania joining NATO, the Russian leadership at the 
time adopted an openly negative position, effectively denying these sovereign states the right 
to determine their own security orientation. In May 1997, the Minister of Foreign Affairs of 
the Russian Federation, Yevgeny Primakov, stated that the possible accession of these countries to 
NATO represented a “red line”, the crossing of which would lead Russia to fundamentally recon-
sider its relations with the Alliance.

The collapse of the August coup in the Soviet Union and the subsequent “parade of independ-
ences” among the former Soviet republics became an important factor prompting a shift in 
NATO’s approach toward the countries of the region. At the Alliance summit held in Rome on 
November 7–8, 1991, NATO adopted the “New Strategic Concept of the Alliance”. Relations 
with the Soviet Union and the countries of Central and Eastern Europe were addressed in a sep-
arate section of the document. In particular, paragraphs 9–12 outlined several key positions. 
The Alliance expressed its readiness to assist the countries of the region in strengthening their 
sense of security and mutual confidence. It also declared its intention to develop more institu-
tionalized relations, including through regular meetings at various levels. The document further 
announced the establishment of the North Atlantic Cooperation Council (NACC), envisioned 
as an annual meeting of the North Atlantic Council with representatives of non-member states. It 
was also emphasized that consultations and cooperation would primarily focus on security-related 
issues and related areas in which the Alliance could share its experience. The final dissolution 
of the Soviet Union further accelerated the development of cooperation with the countries of 
the region, although the scope and intensity of cooperation differed among individual states.

During the second stage (from 1993 onward), a key framework for cooperation between 
NATO and the countries of Central and Eastern Europe became the Partnership for Peace (PfP) 
program. The concept of the program was first proposed by the U.S. Secretary of Defense, Les 
Aspin, in October 1993, as an initiative to establish defense cooperation agreements between 
NATO and the countries of the region. The program was officially adopted in Brussels on 
January 10, 1994. Within the framework of the Partnership for Peace, individual states con-
cluded their own Individual Partnership Programs with NATO (see Table 3 for details). The 
Partnership for Peace program pursued several central objectives: ensuring transparency in 
military planning and the formulation of defense budgets; introducing democratic oversight over 
the activities of the armed forces; facilitating participation in international operations; achiev-
ing the level of preparedness of forces and capabilities required to support operations conducted 
under the auspices of the United Nations or on the basis of OSCE mandates; and enhancing 
the knowledge and skills necessary for partner states to participate in peacekeeping, humanitar-
ian, and rescue operations. To achieve these goals, the program included several key areas of 
cooperation: the development of military cooperation with NATO, including joint planning, 
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personnel training, and the conduct of military exercises; the expansion and intensification of 
political and military cooperation within Europe; and efforts aimed at strengthening stability, 
reducing threats to peace, and reinforcing relations through the promotion of practical coop-
eration and commitment to the democratic principles of the North Atlantic Alliance.

Table 3.  Stages of Relations between Central and Eastern European and Western Balkan Countries and NATO22

Country Signing of the Partnership for Peace 
Program Invitation to Join NATO NATO Accession

EU Member States, as of June 30, 2025
Bulgaria 14.02.1994 21.11.2002 29.03.2004
Croatia 25.05.2000 03.04.2008 01.04.2009
Czechia 10.03.1994 08.07.1997 12.03.1999
Estonia 03.02.1994 21.11.2002 29.03.2004

Hungary 08.02.1994 08.07.1997 12.03.1999
Latvia 14.02.1994 21.11.2002 29.03.2004

Lithuania 27.01.1994 21.11.2002 29.03.2004
Poland 02.02.1994 08.07.1997 12.03.1999

Romania 26.01.1994 21.11.2002 29.03.2004
Slovakia 09.02.1994 21.11.2002 29.03.2004

Slovenia 30.03.1994 21.11.2002 29.03.2004

Non-EU Member States, as of June 30, 2025

Albania 23.02.1994 03.04.2008 01.04.2009

BiH 14.12.2006 – –

Moldova 16.03.1994 – –

Montenegro 14.12.2006 02.12.2015 05.06.2017

North Macedonia 15.11.1995 12.07.2018 27.03.2020

Serbia 14.12.2006 – –

Ukraine 08.02.1994 – –

The implementation of the Partnership for Peace program was based on a Framework Docu-
ment. Under this document, each participating country assumed several commitments: to main-
tain and further develop a democratic society; to adhere to the principles of international law; to 
fulfill obligations arising from the United Nations Charter, the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights, the Helsinki Final Act, and international agreements on disarmament and arms control; 
to refrain from the threat or use of force against other states; to respect the existing borders 
of other states; and to resolve disputes through peaceful means.

22	 North Atlantic Treaty Organization. (n.d.). Élargissement et article 10. https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/topics_49212.htm
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At the NATO summit in Madrid on July 8–9, 1997, the heads of state and government of 
the Alliance decided to expand NATO by inviting Poland, Hungary, and the Czech Republic to 
join. At the same time, consideration of membership for Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Romania, 
and Slovakia was postponed. Later, at the NATO summit in Prague on November 21, 2002, 
Bulgaria, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Romania, Slovakia, and Slovenia received invitations to 
begin accession negotiations with the Alliance. In the process of integration into the European 
Union, all countries of Central and Eastern Europe first became members of NATO. The joint 
activities of the countries of the region and the Alliance undoubtedly contributed to strength-
ening mutual trust among states. At the same time, this cooperation enabled the countries of 
Central and Eastern Europe to integrate into the new European security architecture and, to 
some extent, to influence its further development.

The process of Croatia’s accession to NATO proved more complex. The country’s first 
attempt to join NATO programs – particularly the Partnership for Peace initiative in 1994 – 
was unsuccessful, and Croatia joined the program only in 2000. Croatia’s permanent mission 
to NATO was opened in 2001. An interesting feature of the process was the creation in 2003, 
under the auspices of the United States, of the Adriatic Charter Group, which initially brought 
together Albania, Croatia, and North Macedonia. In September 2008, Montenegro and Bosnia 
and Herzegovina joined the group, while Serbia received observer status in the same year. Croatia’s 
efforts were acknowledged in 2006 in the declaration of the NATO Riga Summit, and in 2007, 
at the Bucharest Summit, the country received a formal invitation to join the Alliance. At the 
same summit, Albania also received an invitation, as its government had identified accession 
to the European security system as a strategic priority since the early 1990s23. In March 2009, 
the Croatian Parliament ratified the North Atlantic Treaty, and on April 1, 2009, Croatia offi-
cially became a member of NATO. On the same date, Albania also joined the organization 
as a full member.

Montenegro was the last country in the region to gain independence, doing so in 2006 
after withdrawing from the state union with Serbia. In the same year, it joined the Partnership 
for Peace program. In 2009, Montenegro became a member of the Adriatic Charter and in the 
same year received a Membership Action Plan (MAP) from NATO. In 2015, the Alliance formal-
ly invited the country to join, and on June 5, 2017, Montenegro became a member of NATO. 
A number of controversial issues in relations with neighboring states (discussed in more detail 
below) complicated North Macedonia’s path toward NATO membership, even though the country 
– then under its previous name, “Macedonia” – had joined the Partnership for Peace program as 
early as 1995. The official change of the country’s name in 2018 opened the way for the start 
of accession negotiations in July 2018, and North Macedonia ultimately became a member of 
the Alliance on March 27, 2020.

23	 Albania had been implementing a Membership Action Plan since 1999. The government’s policy of joining NATO enjoyed overwhelming 
public support: on the eve of accession in 2008, 95% of the population supported Albania’s membership in NATO.
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Against the background of these examples of successful integration, Serbia represents a dis-
tinct case. The complex process of the dissolution of the Socialist Federal Republic of 
Yugoslavia, the violent war in Bosnia and Herzegovina, and armed conflicts involving Serb 
minorities in Croatia and Kosovo, in which the Serbian army and paramilitary formations ac-
tively participated, as well as intense internal political struggles within Serbia, significantly shaped 
the country’s trajectory. As a result, Serbia received an invitation to join the Partnership for Peace 
program only at the NATO Riga Summit in 2006. Within the framework of this program, the 
country signed an Information Security Agreement with NATO, although cooperation re-
mained limited. Moreover, official representatives of Serbia publicly stated in 2017 and again in 
March 2022 that the country had no plans to join NATO24. In our view, this position is largely 
influenced by the attitudes of a significant portion of the population, as well as by Serbia’s tra-
ditionally close relations with the Russian Federation, which has consistently expressed a neg-
ative stance toward NATO. At the same time, this position should not necessarily be regarded 
as final. Serbia continues to declare its intention to join the European Union, while the country 
is undergoing complex political processes involving the reassessment of its past, including the 
role of nationalist and chauvinist policies and the positions of various political actors. Another 
important factor is the current level of economic development and public welfare, as well as 
the growing awareness of potential improvements in comparison with neighboring countries 
that have undergone significant transformations. These dynamics may create the conditions for 
a future shift in public opinion and political positions regarding the country’s relationship 
with NATO.

Accession Negotiations of Central and Eastern European Countries with the European Union
At the European Council meeting in Essen in December 1994, a “Strategy for Accession” for 

candidate countries from Central and Eastern Europe was approved. One year later, in December 
1995, the European Council in Madrid instructed the European Commission to prepare propos-
als concerning the membership applications submitted by countries of the region, as well as to 
conduct an assessment of the financial implications of enlargement and its potential impact 
on EU policies across different sectors.

On July 16, 1997, the European Commission published its proposals under the title “Agenda 
2000”, a document prepared by expert groups that had been working on it since 1995. The 
document included an assessment of the level of political and economic transformation achieved 
by the countries that had applied for membership in the European Union. Based on this evalua-
tion, the European Commission distinguished two categories of candidate countries. The first group 
included states that were considered ready to begin negotiations on full membership. Accord-
ingly, the document recommended that the European Council open accession negotiations with 

24	 Anadolu Agency. (2022, March 16). Serbia will not join NATO: President. https://www.aa.com.tr/en/europe/serbia-will-not-join-na-
to-president/2535096
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Estonia, Cyprus, Poland, Slovenia, Hungary, and the Czech Republic. The second group consisted 
of countries that were not yet prepared to begin negotiations. The purpose of the document was to 
provide candidate countries with practical and financial assistance in implementing the so-called 
horizontal reforms required for membership, particularly those necessary for effective participa-
tion in the EU single market. The document emphasized the need to strengthen administrative 
institutions and judicial systems, while ensuring their effective functioning. It also highlighted 
the importance of training specialists in fields such as law, taxation, finance, budgetary control, 
environmental protection, veterinary and phytosanitary inspection, telecommunications, statistics, 
and energy. In addition, the document stressed the need to develop institutional capacities to 
combat illegal migration, drug trafficking, and international organized crime. It also emphasized 
the importance of adopting common standards in areas such as transport, energy, livestock 
production, production control, and labor conditions.

At the European Council meeting in Luxembourg (December 12–13, 1997), an official 
decision was taken to expand the European Union by initiating accession negotiations with 
Estonia, Cyprus, Poland, Slovenia, Hungary, and the Czech Republic. At the same summit, 
Slovakia was excluded from the list of Central and Eastern European countries included in the 
first wave of enlargement. For the remaining countries of Central and Eastern Europe, a simi-
lar turning point occurred at the European Council meeting in Helsinki on December 10–11, 
1999. At this meeting, a decision was made to begin accession negotiations in March 2000 with 
Bulgaria, Latvia, Lithuania, Malta, Romania, and Slovakia. From that moment onward, two groups 
of candidate countries participated simultaneously in negotiations with the European Union: the 
“Luxembourg group” (Estonia, Cyprus, Poland, Slovenia, Hungary, and the Czech Republic) and 
the “Helsinki group” (Bulgaria, Latvia, Lithuania, Malta, Romania, and Slovakia). The Helsinki group 
soon effectively split into two subgroups: countries that implemented reforms rapidly and advanced 
quickly in negotiations (Latvia, Lithuania, Malta, and Slovakia), and two countries – Bulgaria 
and Romania – that lagged behind in the pace of their transformation processes.

Official negotiations on EU membership with the countries of the “Luxembourg group” 
began in Brussels on March 31, 1998, while negotiations with the “Helsinki group” started on 
February 15, 2000, also in Brussels. These negotiations should be viewed as a distinct component 
of the integration process, since any state seeking accession to the European Union was required 
to fully adopt the EU legal framework, which encompassed a wide range of norms – from the 
founding treaties to the so-called common positions of the Council of the European Union on 
numerous policy issues. As Schimmelfennig and Sedelmeier observed, the EU accession process 
is essentially a one-sided process, in which new member states must fully accept the Acquis 
Communautaire25. Within the accession treaty, however, candidate countries were allowed to 
negotiate specific exceptions to certain legal provisions in the form of transitional periods. 

25	 Schimmelfennig, F., & Sedelmeier, U. (Eds.). (2010). Yevropeizatsiia Tsentralnoi ta Skhidnoi Yevropy [The Europeanization of Central and 
Eastern Europe] (O. Sydorchuk, M. Smutok, & Yu. Romanyshyn, Trans.). Univers, p. 25.
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To obtain approval for such arrangements, a candidate country had to commit to a clearly 
defined timeframe within which it would fully implement the relevant EU rules after joining 
the European Union. Thus, deviations from common standards were considered temporary 
and treated as exceptional measures. Following the format developed during previous rounds 
of EU enlargement, the Acquis Communautaire was divided into 30 thematic chapters, in-
cluding: the free movement of goods; the free movement of persons/workers; the freedom to 
provide services; the free movement of capital; company law; competition policy; agriculture; 
fisheries; transport policy; taxation; economic and monetary union; statistics; social policy and 
employment; energy; industrial policy; small and medium-sized enterprises; science and research; 
education, training and youth; telecommunications and information technologies; culture 
and audiovisual policy; regional policy and coordination of structural instruments; environ-
mental protection; consumer and health protection; justice and home affairs; the customs 
union; external relations; common foreign and security policy; financial control; financial and 
budgetary provisions; and institutions. The final chapter concerned the principles governing the 
representation of candidate countries within the institutions of the European Union, and for 
this reason it was typically addressed only at the final stage of accession negotiations.

The review of legal norms was conducted by compiling a list of discrepancies between 
EU law and the national legislation of the candidate country. These discrepancies were classified 
into three main categories: (1) those that did not pose significant problems; (2) those that created 
technical difficulties; and (3) those that required formal negotiations. During the negotiation pro-
cess, the technique of “provisional closure” was applied to particularly complex and controversial 
issues. Initially, negotiators focused on resolving less complicated matters, thereby building 
trust and mutual understanding, which later facilitated returning to the most difficult issues.

Of the thirty chapters, five were considered relatively straightforward, meaning that they did 
not present significant difficulties due to the limited number of EU legal acts involved. These 
included the chapters on science and research; education and training; small and medium-sized 
enterprises; industrial policy; and statistics. A second group of chapters generated only a limited 
number of technical issues, including economic and monetary union; telecommunications and 
information technologies; culture and audiovisual policy; common foreign and security policy; 
consumer and health protection; financial control; external relations; and fisheries. Poland was 
the only country that classified the fisheries chapter among those presenting more substantial 
difficulties. More substantial disagreements and technical complications arose during negoti-
ations on chapters such as the free movement of goods; the freedom to provide services; com-
pany law; taxation; competition policy; social policy and employment; and energy. The most 
complex chapters – those postponed until the final phase of negotiations – included agriculture; 
environment; justice and home affairs; the free movement of persons/workers; the free move-
ment of capital; and financial and budgetary provisions. The experience of Poland’s accession 
negotiations illustrates the nature of these challenges. The most difficult issues arose in areas 
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such as agriculture, environmental protection, the free movement of capital, competition policy, 
taxation, and financial and budgetary matters. It was precisely in these fields that Poland requested 
the largest number of transitional arrangements. For example, in the areas of agriculture and the 
free movement of capital, one of the most contentious issues concerned the conditions under 
which EU citizens could purchase land in Poland. Ultimately, Poland negotiated a twelve-year 
transitional period, during which citizens of the European Union, as well as those of Iceland, 
Norway, and Liechtenstein – members of the European Economic Area – were prohibited 
from purchasing agricultural land and forests in Poland. By the end of 2000, the countries of 
the “Luxembourg group” had submitted reports on the results of negotiations covering all 29 
chapters under discussion. In contrast, the countries of the “Helsinki group” had at that time 
completed assessments of negotiations for only about half of the chapters. In this context, 
it should also be noted that Croatia’s relations with European institutions encountered a number 
of difficulties. In practice, meaningful cooperation began only in 2000, following the electoral 
defeat of Franjo Tuđman’s party, the Croatian Democratic Union. Croatia was subsequently 
granted candidate country status in 2004.

Problematic Issues in the Process of Central and Eastern European Integration into the European 
Union

The integration process of each country in the region was far from straightforward. Along this 
path, numerous problematic issues emerged, the resolution of which involved different courses 
of action and produced varied consequences. Since the process of integration coincided with large-
scale transformations across all spheres of society, it significantly affected the nature of political 
support for major political forces and contributed to their alternation in power. Despite the 
overall stability of the foreign policy orientation, changes in governing actors typically led to 
adjustments in the instruments, priorities, and pace of integration policies.

The most visible change in the political landscape during the integration process occurred 
in Slovakia’s path toward membership in the European Union. In September 1994, parliamentary 
elections in Slovakia were won by Vladimír Mečiar’s Movement for a Democratic Slovakia. On 
the basis of this party, a governing majority was formed whose policies increasingly displayed 
authoritarian tendencies, including pressure on the opposition, attempts to establish control 
over the media, efforts to limit the powers of and remove President Michal Kováč from of-
fice, restrictions on the rights of the Hungarian minority, broader human rights concerns, and 
instability within Slovak state institutions. Between 1995 and 1996, the Slovak government 
repeatedly received critical signals from European institutions and political leaders regarding 
the political situation in the country. The culmination of this criticism came in December 1997, 
when at the EU summit in Luxembourg Slovakia was excluded from the list of countries expected 
to participate in the first wave of EU enlargement. At the same time, it was emphasized that the 
European Union’s door remained open to the country. The key condition for progress toward 
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EU membership was a change in Slovakia’s political course and the replacement of Mečiar’s 
government. This decision generated a strong response within Slovak society and contributed 
to the consolidation of opposition forces around a shared platform rejecting the policies asso-
ciated with “Mečiarism”. In autumn 1998, opposition parties won the parliamentary elections, 
and Mikuláš Dzurinda became Prime Minister of Slovakia and at the same time acting president. 
From the moment of its formation, the new government began actively addressing the country’s 
key political and institutional problems, including those related to EU integration. On February 24, 
1999, the government adopted a “Plan for the Intensification of the Slovak Republic’s Integration 
into the European Union”. Delayed presidential elections were held, and the rights of the op-
position were restored. In July 1999, the Slovak parliament adopted a law on the language rights 
of national minorities, taking into account recommendations from the OSCE. The Slovak 
government attempted to compensate for earlier political missteps by accelerating the pace of 
negotiations with the European Union. As a result, in October 1999 the European Commission 
reported significant progress by Slovakia in meeting the political criteria for accession, along 
with notable improvements in the economic sphere. Consequently, at the EU summit in Hel-
sinki on December 11, 1999, the European Union resumed accession negotiations with Slova-
kia. In its progress toward EU membership, Slovakia actively drew on the experience of the 
Czech Republic. Notably, in the EU progress report on candidate countries in 2002, Slovakia 
had surpassed the Czech Republic in terms of overall preparedness for membership26, which 
ultimately made possible the signing of the EU Accession Treaty in Athens on April 16, 2003.

A second distinctive case in the integration process of the countries of the region concerns 
the situation surrounding Latvia’s accession to the European Union. The main difficulty in Latvia’s 
integration process was its policy toward the non-Latvian population. European institutions 
concluded that both the citizenship law and the language law did not comply with European 
standards regarding minority rights. In December 1993, the European Council stated that 
Latvia would not be able to become a member of the European Union unless amendments 
were made to its citizenship legislation. In addition, in July 1997, the European Commission, 
in its assessment of candidate countries, noted that “Latvia needs to take measures to accelerate 
naturalization procedures in order to better integrate Russian-speaking stateless persons into Lat-
vian society”27. However, many political actors in Latvia were reluctant to agree to the changes 
demanded by European institutions. This led to another warning in April 1999 from the OSCE 
High Commissioner on National Minorities, Max van der Stoel, regarding the need to bring 
the language law into compliance with European norms. Only on December 9, 1999, just a few 
days before the European Council summit in Helsinki, was a revised version of the law adopted 

26	 Fedorchak, T. (2012). Politychna transformatsiia Cheskoi Respubliky: Vnutrishni ta zovnishni vymiry [Political transformation of the 
Czech Republic: Internal and external dimensions]. Vydavnytstvo Ivano-Frankivskoho natsionalnoho tekhnichnoho universytetu nafty 
i hazu, 417.

27	 Schimmelfennig, F., & Sedelmeier, U. (Eds.). (2010). Yevropeizatsiia Tsentralnoi ta Skhidnoi Yevropy [The Europeanization of Central and 
Eastern Europe] (O. Sydorchuk, M. Smutok, & Yu. Romanyshyn, Trans.). Univers, p. 56.
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that aligned with EU requirements. As a result, in 2000 Latvia received an invitation to begin 
accession negotiations with the European Union. Both of these examples demonstrate that the 
formal rules and criteria governing EU accession can become problematic when the political 
leadership of a candidate country attempts to delay their implementation or interpret them 
selectively, assuming that such deviations will go unnoticed. In practice, however, these formal 
requirements play an important role in encouraging candidate countries to recognize the signifi-
cance of adhering to the system of European values.

A different format of problematic issues emerged during the integration process of Bulgaria 
and Romania. After the formal accession of a large group of countries to the European Union, an 
Association Committee meeting held on June 22, 2004, while acknowledging the progress made 
by Bulgaria and Romania, emphasized the need for further reforms of the judicial systems 
in both countries, as well as continued efforts to combat political corruption and organized 
crime, including human trafficking. During the accession negotiations, several EU member states 
also raised concerns regarding the access of Bulgarian and Romanian citizens to their national 
labor markets. These concerns were reflected in the Accession Treaty of 2005, which introduced 
transitional arrangements allowing EU member states to impose temporary restrictions on the 
employment of workers from these countries. Under this mechanism, member states could 
initially apply restrictions for two years, extend them for an additional three years, and – if suf-
ficient evidence existed that workers from these countries had a negative impact on the national 
labor market – extend the restrictions for a further two years28. Another distinctive feature of the 
cases of Bulgaria and Romania was that their formal accession to the European Union did not 
fully alleviate EU concerns regarding corruption and organized crime. As a result, the moni-
toring of developments in both countries continued even after accession – initially for three years, 
and subsequently for an indefinite period. This monitoring mechanism not only documented 
instances of corruption but also served as an instrument of pressure encouraging the continuation 
of institutional and legal reforms.

While still a constituent republic of the Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia, Croatia de-
clared its intention to join the European Community following the 1990 parliamentary elections. 
However, the Yugoslav crisis associated with the dissolution of the federal state – particularly 
Croatia’s support for Croatian forces in Bosnia and Herzegovina – led to tensions in Croatia’s re-
lations with the European Union and resulted in considerable diplomatic pressure. The negative 
assessment by European actors of Operation Storm (1995) effectively led to the suspension of 
cooperation with Croatia within the PHARE program and the termination of work on a free 
trade agreement. Relations remained strained even after the end of the war in 1996. A major ob-
stacle was the authoritarian style of governance of Croatian President Franjo Tuđman, including 
numerous accusations that Croatia was failing to respect human rights standards. In addition, 
Croatia faced a significant challenge related to the activities of the International Criminal 
28	 Wikipedia. (n.d.). Treaty of Accession 2005. In Wikipedia. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Treaty_of_Accession_2005
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Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia (ICTY), which investigated war crimes committed during 
the conflicts in the region. The Tribunal demanded that Croatia extradite two high-ranking 
military commanders – Ante Gotovina29 and Mladen Markač30 – to stand trial for alleged crimes 
committed during Operation Storm. This demand triggered intense political disputes within 
Croatia and sparked divisions within Croatian society. Ultimately, Croatia was compelled to 
comply with these demands and to cooperate in the arrest and transfer of the accused individuals 
to the international tribunal. Another serious obstacle concerned the unresolved border dispute 
with Slovenia. Shortly after the declarations of independence by Slovenia and Croatia in 1992, 
the Slovenian side asserted a claim to full control over the waters of the Piran Bay. Divergent 
interpretations regarding the ownership of the maritime area – and consequently the border 
between the two states – led Slovenia to block Croatia’s European integration efforts. This 
dispute was resolved only in 2008, on the basis of an international arbitration decision, which 
subsequently opened the way for Croatia’s accession to the European Union.

The path of each country toward membership in the European Union is distinctive, often 
even unique. At the same time, the range of issues that arise during the integration process tends 
to combine both common elements – such as the rule of law, corruption, and institutional 
reform – and country-specific challenges. In this context, the case of North Macedonia is par-
ticularly unique and therefore requires closer examination. As early as 2004, the country – then 
known as the Republic of Macedonia – submitted its application for EU membership. Alongside 
the typical challenges faced by candidate states, an unexpected issue emerged, related to the coun-
try’s name. Since the declaration of independence by the Macedonian republic of the Socialist 
Federal Republic of Yugoslavia in 1991, Greece had objected to the use of the term “Macedonia” 
in the country’s name. Greece argued that such usage could imply territorial claims, since 
a northern province of Greece also bears the name Macedonia. As a result, Greece insisted 
that the new state abandon the name. This dispute effectively blocked Macedonia’s accession 
negotiations with both NATO and the European Union between 2008 and 2019. The prolonged 
dispute was eventually resolved through a compromise – the Prespa Agreement, concluded 
between Greece and the then Republic of Macedonia under the auspices of the United Nations, 
which entered into force after ratification on February 12, 2019. According to the agreement, 
the country’s official name was changed to the Republic of North Macedonia. Following this de-
velopment, Greece gave its consent in March 2020 to the start of negotiations on North Mac-
edonia’s accession to the European Union. However, difficulties did not end there. In November 

29	 Ante Gotovina – one of the commanders of Operation Storm (1995). In 2001, the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yu-
goslavia (ICTY) indicted him on charges of war crimes and crimes against humanity. He was arrested in 2005, and in 2011 the Tribunal 
found him guilty and sentenced him to 24 years of imprisonment. In 2012, however, the Appeals Chamber of the ICTY overturned the 
verdict and he was released. In Croatia, Gotovina is widely regarded as a national hero.

30	 Mladen Markač – the commander of the Croatian police special units during Operation Storm (1995). He was likewise indicted by the 
International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia (ICTY) on charges of war crimes. In 2011, the Tribunal found him guilty 
and sentenced him to 18 years of imprisonment. However, in 2012 the Appeals Chamber overturned the verdict and acquitted him on 
all counts, leading to his release. In Croatia, Markač is also widely regarded as a national hero.
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2020, the negotiation process was effectively blocked by Bulgaria, whose objections can broadly be 
described as historical and identity-related. In August 2017, the Republic of Macedonia and 
Bulgaria had signed a Treaty of Friendship, which established a joint commission tasked with 
addressing disputed historical issues and related educational matters between the two countries. 
Bulgaria’s concerns included several key demands. First, it recommended that the European 
Union refrain from using the term “Macedonian language” in accession negotiations, as it did 
not recognize the language as distinct from Bulgarian. Second, Bulgaria called for formal 
acknowledgment of a shared historical heritage between the two nations and the territories they 
inhabit. Third, Bulgaria demanded that the Republic of North Macedonia officially recognize 
the existence of a Bulgarian minority within its borders and prevent hostile rhetoric directed 
toward that community. These disputes sparked intense political debates and protests in both 
countries and even contributed to a political crisis in Bulgaria in June 2022. In July 2022, the 
two countries signed a compromise bilateral protocol supplementing the Treaty of Friendship, 
which established specific measures and timelines for addressing the contested historical issues. 
The Bulgarian parliament subsequently approved the lifting of the veto on the start of accession 
negotiations. Nevertheless, at the time of writing, Bulgarian officials continue to note insufficient 
progress in resolving certain issues and have publicly raised the possibility of reintroducing a veto 
on North Macedonia’s EU integration process.

Thus, the process of European integration, even within established procedural frame-
works, requires not only that candidate countries comply with the Copenhagen criteria, but also 
that they resolve outstanding disputes with EU member states across a broad range of political, 
social, territorial, and other issues.

The Accession of Central and Eastern European Countries to the European Union
At the European Council meeting in Laeken (Brussels) on December 14–15, 2001, the final dec-

laration stated that the European Union could admit only ten candidate countries in 2004. This 
decision effectively established the formula “10+2”. The two countries whose accession was 
postponed were Bulgaria and Romania, primarily due to their lower levels of economic devel-
opment. At the same time, it was acknowledged that Bulgaria could theoretically join the group 
of ten if its economic indicators improved and surpassed those of one of the countries already 
included in the “ten”. The draft Treaty of Accession for the ten candidate countries was agreed 
upon on December 13, 2002, and submitted to the Council of the European Union, which 
forwarded the document for consideration by the European Commission and the European 
Parliament. At the same meeting, held in Copenhagen, official invitations to join the European 
Union were extended to Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, the Czech Republic, Slovakia, 
Slovenia, Hungary, Cyprus, and Malta. The European Commission approved the draft treaty 
on February 19, 2003, followed by approval from the European Parliament on April 9, 2003. 
Subsequently, on April 14, 2003, the Council of the European Union, meeting in Luxembourg, 
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endorsed the treaty. The Treaty of Accession was formally signed on April 16, 2003, in Athens 
by representatives of the EU member states and the candidate countries. After its signing, the 
treaty was submitted for ratification in the 15 EU member states and the ten acceding coun-
tries, in accordance with their respective national legal procedures. The countries of the first 
enlargement group also held referendums to confirm public support for joining the European 
Union (see Table 4 for detailed results).

Table 4.  Results of Referendums on the Accession of Central and Eastern European Countries to the European Union (as of 
2003, first stage)

Country Date Turnout “For” “Against”
Czechia 13–14.06.2003 55,2 77,3 22,7
Estonia 14.09.2003 64,1 66,8 33,2

Hungary 12.04.2003 45,6 83,8 16,2
Latvia 20.09.2003 71,5 67,5 32,5

Lithuania 10–11.05.2003 63,4 91,1 8,9
Poland 07–08.06.2003 58,9 77,6 22,6

Slovakia 16–17.05.2003 52,1 93,7 6,3

Slovenia 23.03.2003 60,2 89,6 10,4

By the end of 2003, the European Commission, in its report on the preparedness of the 
“ten” candidate countries for accession, concluded that all required measures had been completed 
in 70 percent of the policy areas in which the applicant states were expected to meet EU stan-
dards. Work was still ongoing in approximately 25 percent of the areas, with completion ex-
pected by May 2004. Only about 5 percent of the areas remained unresolved, amounting to 39 
outstanding issues in total31. Following the completion of the ratification procedures by these 
countries, the Treaty of Accession entered into force on May 1, 2004, formally admitting the 
new member states to the European Union.

The Athens Treaty of Accession, together with its annexes, comprised approximately 5,000 
pages. The treaty consisted of a preamble and three articles. It stipulated those ten candidate 
countries would become members of the European Union as of May 1, 2004, thereby becoming 
parties to the foundational treaties of the EU. An integral component of the treaty was the Act 
of Accession, which set out the specific conditions governing accession. This document included 
62 articles, 18 annexes, and 9 protocols, as well as the texts of the Rome and Maastricht Treaties 
translated into the official languages of the newly acceding states. Among the most significant 
provisions were the following decisions: (1) the new member states accepted the entire body of EU 
law (the Acquis Communautaire), including the decisions of the European Central Bank and the 
provisions of the Schengen framework (although this did not imply the immediate abolition 

31	 Kish, Y. (2005). Yevropa u poshukakh novoi identychnosti: Protsesy intehratsii krain Tsentralno-Skhidnoi Yevropy [Europe in search of a new 
identity: Integration processes of Central and Eastern European countries]. Nova polityka, (8), 24.
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of border controls upon accession); (2) from the date of accession, the new member states ob-
tained representation in the EU’s common institutions in proportion to their population. 
For example, the new members received the following quotas in the European Parliament: Es-
tonia – 6; Latvia – 9; Lithuania – 13; Poland – 54; Slovakia – 14; Slovenia – 7; Hungary – 24; the 
Czech Republic – 24, along with corresponding representation in other EU institutions; (3) 
In 2004, the new member states were required to pay three-quarters of their annual contribution 
to the EU budget; (4) in the period 2004–2006, the new member states were to receive financial 
support from the EU budget aimed at stabilizing their national budgets. Additionally, Cyprus, 
Malta, Slovenia, and the Czech Republic were to receive temporary compensation payments to 
their national budgets during this period; (5) from accession until 2006, the new member states 
were to receive financial assistance for the implementation of EU law, while additional funds 
were allocated to strengthen control along the new external borders of the European Union 
(this provision did not apply to Cyprus, Malta, or the Czech Republic); (6) in the event of serious 
difficulties in any sector of a new member state’s national economy, the country had the right 
to request authorization to introduce protective measures in the relevant sector; this safeguard 
clause was foreseen for a three-year period. In addition, several declarations were adopted in 
Athens, including the declaration “One Europe”. This document outlined the planned further 
enlargement of the European Union, specifically the accession of Bulgaria and Romania in 2007.

At the Laeken Summit in December 2001, the formula “10+2” was formally endorsed. The 
final declaration specifically identified the key challenges that Bulgaria and Romania needed 
to address before accession. Among the primary priorities were reducing unemployment, lower-
ing the state budget deficit to 3 percent of GDP, and cutting public expenditures. In Romania, 
the main concerns included the slow consolidation of democratic institutions and the protection 
of human rights, the need to improve the efficiency of the administrative apparatus, the limited 
implementation of European legal standards, and the necessity of strengthening the protection 
of national minorities. On April 13, 2005, the European Parliament approved the accession of 
both countries to the European Union. The accession of Bulgaria was supported by 522 members 
of the European Parliament (with 70 voting against), while Romania’s accession received 497 
votes in favor (and 93 against). In April 2005, both countries were reminded of the outstanding 
issues that needed to be addressed before January 1, 2007. Bulgaria was advised to strengthen 
legislation aimed at combating corruption and organized crime, improve relations with national 
minorities, and ensure further economic progress. Romania, in turn, was expected to continue 
reforms in the educational and judicial systems, enhance social policies concerning nation-
al minorities, and strengthen environmental protection policies. It was also noted that if 
sufficient progress was not achieved, the accession of both countries could be postponed by 
one additional year. The Treaty of Accession of Bulgaria and Romania to the European Union 
was signed on January 1, 2007, in Neumünster, Luxembourg. In substance, the treaty closely re-
sembled the accession treaties signed in Athens for the previous enlargement. In both countries, 
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the decision to join the European Union was adopted by their national parliaments, without 
holding referendums.

Croatia completed its EU accession negotiations on June 30, 2011, and on December 9, 
2011, in Brussels, it signed the Treaty of Accession. The treaty text comprised approximate-
ly 250 pages and included provisions concerning the allocation of Croatian representatives 
within EU institutions as well as regulations regarding Croatia’s financial contributions to the 
EU budget. Unlike the accession treaties concluded with Bulgaria and Romania, this document 
did not include EU monitoring mechanisms for the continuation of reforms in specific policy 
areas. In January 2012, Croatia held a referendum on EU membership, which recorded the 
lowest voter turnout among candidate countries, although 66 percent of participants supported 
accession. The ratification process was completed in June 2013, and on July 1, 2013, Croatia 
officially became a full member of the European Union.

Thus, the countries of Central and Eastern Europe underwent a lengthy process of inte-
gration with the European Union. The success of the transformation across all spheres of public 
life, as well as the integration process itself, resulted from the purposeful and coordinated efforts of 
national institutions, political actors, and society as a whole. At the same time, this process was made 
possible in large measure by the substantial financial and institutional support provided by the 
European Union to the countries of the region. As of April 1, 2023, the European Union was 
conducting accession negotiations with Albania (since 2020), Montenegro (since 2012), North 
Macedonia (since 2020), Serbia (since 2014), and Turkey (since 2005). In June 2022, Ukraine 
and Moldova were granted the status of official EU candidate countries, and in December 2022, 
Bosnia and Herzegovina also received official candidate status.

Conclusions
The experience of the countries of Central and Eastern Europe demonstrates that accession to 

the European Union represents a complex and multi-dimensional process that extends far beyond 
the formal fulfillment of institutional procedures. Integration required deep political, economic, and 
legal transformations aimed at aligning national systems with the principles embodied in the 
Copenhagen criteria and the Acquis Communautaire. Regional cooperation frameworks, 
financial assistance instruments, and institutional reforms played a crucial role in preparing 
candidate countries for membership. At the same time, the process revealed that successful 
integration depended not only on economic modernization but also on the consolidation 
of democratic institutions, the rule of law, and the protection of minority rights. In this con-
text, accession negotiations functioned both as a technical process of legal harmonization and as 
a powerful mechanism for stimulating internal political reforms and strengthening democratic 
governance in candidate states.

The integration trajectories of individual countries also demonstrate that the enlarge-
ment of the European Union has never been purely technocratic. Alongside economic and 
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institutional criteria, political dynamics, historical disputes, and questions of regional security 
significantly influenced the pace and outcomes of accession. Issues such as democratic back-
sliding, minority rights, corruption, unresolved territorial disputes, and historical controversies 
repeatedly shaped negotiations and occasionally delayed accession. Nevertheless, the enlargement 
process ultimately contributed to the stabilization of the region and the consolidation of a broad-
er European political and economic space. The experience of Central and Eastern Europe 
therefore illustrates both the transformative potential of the European integration project and 
the importance of sustained political commitment by national governments and societies. In 
the contemporary context, this experience provides valuable lessons for current and prospective 
candidate states, including Ukraine, as they pursue integration into the European Union and the 
broader Euro-Atlantic institutional framework.
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