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Executive Summary





Eastern enlargement is going to change the face of the European Union in fundamental ways. For the first time since the beginnings of Western European integration the vision of a United Europe may become true. But instead of making every effort to seize this historical chance, Politicians hesitate and prevaricate.


It is becoming increasingly obvious that many Western European governments - though paying lip service to the contrary - do not really want to have an enlarged European Union or, if they do, it should be established in accordance with their rules. The Amsterdam Summit, which once again postponed necessary institutional reforms to beyond the year 2000, has proved to be another impressive case in point. European politics - thus the conclusion to be drawn - cannot at present accomplish more than the tiniest steps towards reform. The struggle for millimetres dominates the political scene. Deep-rooted conflicting and contrasting interests also characterise the enlargement concept of the European Commission, the Agenda 2000. It makes do with half-hearted changes to the existing system, which guarantee that the vested rights of current members remain largely intact.


Taken together, the Treaty of Amsterdam and Agenda 2000 reinforce the status quo. They impede a quick, comprehensive and smooth Eastern enlargement of the European Union. Given this inauspicious situation, the enlarged Europe will face great difficulties in manifesting itself. The EU members will approach enlargement and its consequences rather hesitantly. They will interrupt the process repetitively in order to renegotiate vested rights and burdens amongst each other. 


All those who deem themselves losers of Eastern enlargement try to secure their vested rights with the cost argument. It could be summed up as follows: Eastern enlargement is desirable and useful in political terms. However, for the EU members, their industries and citizens this step will be fraught with an enormous financial burden. If benefits for the present EU members are mentioned at all, they are described in rather vague terms and mainly seen in the area of security policy. This fixation on costs of Eastern enlargement dominates political discussions as well as public opinion in Western Europe. Not only is this view one-sided, though, it is also wrong.


There can be no doubt that the prospective EU members from Central and Eastern Europe will be among the net recipients of the Union for the time being. As their economic prosperity will stay below the standard of most European countries for the foreseeable future, even if the most auspicious estimates for economic growth materialise, they will depend on long-term transfer payments from the EU budget. On the other hand Eastern enlargement also holds considerable economic benefits for the European Union: 


Even today the EU is profiting from the substantially increased trade with the Central and Eastern European countries. Thus imports from the region into the EU have more than tripled since 1989, while exports into the region have even quadrupled. It is true that the share of Central and Eastern Europe in the total foreign trade of the EU is still relatively small, but the trade potential has by far not been exhausted yet. In view of the need for further liberalisation in the countries of Central and Eastern Europe, EU trading profits will continue to grow also in the future. 


Enlargement supports this dynamism as it increases the economic integration between the present EU and the Centrals and Eastern European countries. The approximation of legal norms and administrative regulations, of tax system and the infrastructure as well as the increased security of foreign investors will accelerate the economic growth of the newly admitted countries of Central and Eastern Europe. This will also improve the export chances of Western European countries. 


It is true that the transfer payments Central and Eastern European accession candidates will receive as a consequence of their membership will constitute a burden on the Community budget, to start with. On the other hand, they also give a boost to the EU economy, as part of the money will be used to finance imports from the more prosperous EU member countries.


The expanded market will not only increase the sales potential, but also the purchasing resources for EU companies. It also generates comparative advantages, growing economies of scale, as well as transfer of technologies and know-how. At the same time the enlarged market also forces the domestic economy to monitor its costs and prices continuously, which leads to sustained improvement in consumer satisfaction (through lower prices and a greater range of products on offer). 


With its effects on growth, the welfare state and economic structures, Eastern enlargement helps the EU to increase its global competitiveness. Numerous indicators suggest that the EU is about to lose ground in the dynamic and future-oriented sectors of the world economy. Under the influence of a Euro-centric view of the world, the industrial divison of labour practised within the EU is concentrated on countries with high wage costs. Lower wage costs in Central and Eastern Europe provide incentives to outsource labour-intensive production into the direct geographical neighbourhood instead of the traditional low wage countries. However, in many branches the countries of Central and Eastern Europe not only provide cheap and unskilled labour, but also a highly skilled workforce. Thus an intra-industrial division of labour can emerge which provides a comparative advantage for the EU in global competition. Integrating cost-efficient locations into the Union not only increases job security for Western European workplaces, it also forces to move on to higher quality and technology-intensive production and thus increases competitiveness.


Through their EU membership the Central and Eastern European countries increase the pressure on Western Europe to go ahead with reforms to replace an outdated and increasingly costly status-quo mentality with innovative and flexible behaviour. The EU needs the new and dynamic Central and Eastern European markets, as it is not able at present to develop an economic dynamism of its own. 


Needless to say that the benefits of Eastern enlargement will vary from country to country, region to region and sector to sector. Those EU members like Germany that maintain more intensive contacts with the Central and Eastern European accession candidates or that are favoured by their geographical position will profit more than others. The situation is more difficult for less competitive EU countries like Spain, Portugal and Ireland. But even in their case there is little reason to think that they could be squeezed out of the markets by new competition. It is more likely that they will be competitive enough to hold their own in a competition with the countries of Central and Eastern Europe, or rather that they will also derive direct advantages from trade with the neighbours to the east.


A credible calculation of the costs for EU enlargement towards the East has to take these positive economic effects into account. It will come to the conclusion that the actual costs of enlargement (transfer payments minus economic benefits) are extremely low in view of this historic challenge.


Concrete benefits also arise in the area of security. As compared with NATO membership, accepting the states of Central and Eastern Europe into the European Union provides an adequate answer to new security risks. 


On the intergovernmental level, the EU offers a framework to improve the relationships of its new members. It has firm and well-attuned structures in place to allow questions from all policy fields being discussed while at the same time furthering the respect for human and minority rights. With its need to obtain majority decisions the EU teaches its members to solve conflicts by mutual agreement and compromise. 


The freedom of travel within the EU increases social contacts, thus taking the strain out of historically difficult relationships (as in the case of Germany and France). Open borders can defuse the tension of ethnic disputes. Transnational co-operation, which is an underdeveloped area in all Central and Eastern European states and which the EU furthers und supports, also has the effect of building up confidence and minimising conflict.


Access to the common market, to the structural and cohesion funds of the Union as well as to the Common Agricultural Policy will ease the explosive potential of social tension in the accession countries. EU membership thus provides an effective protection against the risks of poverty migration. The same applies to the fight against organised crime, which has reached hitherto unknown dimensions in the Central and Eastern European states. Co-operation in the areas of national security and justice, Europol and since Amsterdam also the Schengen Agreement provide suitable tools to deal with this threat.


Not least, Eastern enlargement helps to decrease serious ecological problems which the Central and Eastern European countries have inherited from their socialist past and which continue to exist. By taking over EU environmental standards and technology transfer the corresponding risks, which could endanger all of Europe in view of their transnational nature, have been defused. 


Even without enlargement a reform of the institutions and the procedures of the EU is necessary since the current system dates back to the time when the initial ‘Europe of Six’ was founded. Earlier enlargements only led to marginal reforms, which by and large continued the existing system. This has resulted in a Union based on outdated institutional structures which are not up to meeting current requirements of efficiency. Without the pressure of the forthcoming enlargement the current EU members will not be able to implement a fundamental reform of the institutions because the interests among them are too different and the institutional questions ultimately determine the balance of power and thus the distribution of resources within the EU.


Enlargement may provide the required pressure for the necessary reforms because the institutional system would be overstrained without reform - under conditions which do no longer pose the question of “whether” but rather of “how” to enlarge. Eastern enlargement does not entail a direct institutional benefit since the institutional fabric of the Union would become even more complicated and fragile if more and more member states participated. If the EU implements its internal reforms in the course of enlargement appropriately, however, this will have considerable optimisation potentials for the existing institutions and procedures and thus substantial benefits for the Union and its member states.


Benefits which may be traced back directly to the envisaged enlargement can already be discerned in some passages of the Amsterdam Treaty. This supports the assumption that the pressure of enlargement reinforces the need for a reform of the EU which persists further and has not been adressed adequately in the Amsterdam Treaty.


Not least, EU enlargement will have positive effects in social and cultural areas:


Europe can be hardly explained any more. The wild growth of competencies and procedures on Union level, the lack of democratic legitimatisation for EU institutions as well as the lack of trust in the Brussels bureaucracy have led to a substantial loss of confidence among European citizens. More than ever, Europe needs convincing leitmotifs, easy to understand and explain, in order to maintain social acceptance for a further deepening of European integration. Eastern enlargement is such a central idea. It is not only supported by a majority of the citizens within the Union, but also linked closely to the basic values of the European Union and the idea of unification. It can serve as the symbol and motor for a new phase of European integration.


Although the EU has always declared its support for European unification, it did not take the appropriate institutional steps after the end of the East-West conflict. It only signed Association Agreements with the Central and East European states, promising membership, but only making provisions for trade liberalisation in terms of concrete steps. By doing so, the EU excluded the states of Central and Eastern Europe from its decision making processes. In this respect the formal structure of the Union contributes to the division of Europe. Only if the Central and Eastern European states are accepted into the Union and put on an equal footing with the current EU members can these traces of a divided Europe be overcome.


Empirical studies show that the young democracies of Central and Eastern Europe are by no means thoroughly consolidated yet. This increases the danger of nationalist and populist elites gaining ground beneath the cloak of formal democracy and establishing authoritarian practices. In addition, a further “nationalisation” of political culture and politics in Central and Eastern Europe would endanger the European integration process in a more fundamental way than the problems of governing an enlarged Union. Eastern enlargement minimises this risk, as the new EU members will be bound into a democratic system with strong civil societies, which would also accelerate the transformation towards a democratic political culture. 


Eight years after the fall of the Iron Curtain there are still too few opportunities for citizens of Eastern and Western Europe to meet. Therefore Western Europeans still associate mostly negative features with Eastern Europe. The EU membership of Central and Eastern European countries will improve the conditions and incentives for private meetings. It will network the societies of Eastern and Western Europe on different levels, which may lead to better mutual understanding and fewer stereotypes. In addition, it offers both sides the opportunity to learn, as there is a widespread attitude, especially in Western Europe, to ignore the experiences of Eastern Europe. This also ignores the fact that the societies in Central and Eastern Europe possess plenty of social capital that translates into characteristics like flexibility, the ability to improvise, self-help and solidarity.


With its single-minded fixation on costs the discussion about EU enlargement towards the East has become somewhat loopsided. For a balanced view it would be necessary to take the benefits of Eastern enlargement as well as the costs of non-enlargement into account, too. It goes without saying that costs and benefits of enlargement will vary according to area and time, and also in degree. Not all elements of the cost-benefit account are quantifiable. Qualitative elements in areas like politics, security or society may not be measurable in exact terms, they can, however, be just as or even more important than quantifiable indicators. The complexity of the cost-benefit account is illustrated by the fact that there will not only be winners and losers of enlargement in each EU member state, one and the same person will even be affected in different ways in different spheres (e.g. as employee or consumer). The persuasive power of the argument that Eastern enlargement will also generate considerable benefits for the EU is impaired by two aspects:


Firstly, the potential losers can most often describe their position more precisely and attract more public attention than the beneficiaríes. While the latter take the benefits to be the results of a natural development, the interest groups that feel threatened by enlargement want to hold on to the status quo. Thus looming job losses are more obvious than possible new jobs created through structural change. The losses are concentrated in certain regions and industries and are therefore easily translated into political pressure. 


Secondly, it is always difficult to be convincing when the arguments used are ”negative arguments”, i.e. to point out the additional costs and the gains not realised because of non-enlargement. European history shows that European politics and the European public only tend to become aware of them with hindsight. 
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