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PREFACE

This volume presents the materials of the Scientific and Analytical 
Seminar “Eastern Partnership Policy Beyond 2020: New Challenges and 
Opportunities for the Republic of Moldova and the European Union”, 
organized within the framework of the  Jean Monnet Centre of Excel-
lence project, co-funded by the Erasmus+ Programme of the European 
Union.

The seminar was conceived as an academic platform for interdisci-
plinary dialogue among university scholars, researchers, public author-
ities, civil society representatives, and students. Its main objective was 
to promote evidence-based discussion on the evolving European Union 
policies, with particular attention to the changing geopolitical environ-
ment, the future of the Eastern Partnership, European integration pro-
cesses, regional security, democratic governance, sustainable develop-
ment, and Moldova’s path towards EU membership.

The publication brings together the analytical contributions pre-
pared by the seminar participants. Rather than serving as traditional 
conference proceedings, this volume reflects the key ideas, expert as-
sessments, research findings, and policy-oriented recommendations 
presented and discussed during the seminar. The materials illustrate 
different academic perspectives while maintaining a common focus on 
contemporary European challenges and opportunities.

The editors hope that this publication will contribute to a deeper 
understanding of current developments within the European Union 
and the Eastern Partnership region, encourage further academic re-
search, and support informed public dialogue on European integration 
and related policy issues.

The publication also demonstrates the Jean Monnet Centre of Ex-
cellence’s commitment to strengthening excellence in teaching and re-
search on European Union studies, promoting academic cooperation, 
and disseminating knowledge among the wider academic community 
and society.

The editors express their sincere gratitude to all authors, speakers, 
reviewers, and participants whose valuable contributions made both 
the seminar and this publication possible. Special appreciation is ex-
tended to the Erasmus+ Programme of the European Union for sup-
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porting initiatives that foster academic excellence, critical thinking, and 
dialogue on the future of Europe.

We trust that the materials presented in this volume will serve as 
a useful resource for researchers, university teachers, students, policy-
makers, and everyone interested in European studies and the European 
integration of the Republic of Moldova.

Ludmila Golovataia, PhD
Project Coordinator
Jean Monnet Centre of Excellence
Editor of the Volume
(Project No. 101126909)
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ABOUT THE JEAN MONNET CENTRE OF EXCELLENCE

The  Jean Monnet Centre of Excellence “Strengthening and Shar-
ing Knowledge about the European Union” was established within the 
Erasmus+ Programme of the European Union to promote excellence in 
teaching, research, academic dialogue and public outreach in the field 
of European Union studies.

The Centre serves as an interdisciplinary academic platform that 
brings together university teachers, researchers, students, representa-
tives of public institutions, civil society organisations and international 
partners interested in European integration processes and contempo-
rary European policies. By combining education, scientific research and 
policy dialogue, the Centre contributes to strengthening knowledge and 
understanding of the European Union at both academic and societal 
levels. The activities of the Centre are designed to foster evidence-based 
discussion on key European issues, encourage critical thinking, support 
the dissemination of European values, and promote informed public 
debate. Particular attention is devoted to analysing the challenges and 
opportunities arising from the evolving political, economic, and securi-
ty environment in Europe and its neighbouring regions.

The Centre implements a wide range of academic and dissemi-
nation activities, including the development of innovative university 
courses, scientific and analytical seminars, international conferences, 
round tables, workshops, public lectures, training events, and the pub-
lication of scientific and educational materials. These activities contrib-
ute to strengthening institutional capacity in European studies and to 
promoting cooperation between academia, public authorities, and civil 
society. Special emphasis is placed on supporting interdisciplinary re-
search and encouraging the active participation of young researchers 
and students in academic discussions on the future of the European 
Union. The Centre also promotes international academic cooperation 
and facilitates the exchange of knowledge, experience and good prac-
tices with partner institutions in Moldova and abroad.

This volume has been prepared as one of the dissemination outputs 
of the Jean Monnet Centre of Excellence. It presents the scientific and 
analytical contributions developed within the framework of the Semi-
nar “Eastern Partnership Policy Beyond 2020: New Challenges and Op-
portunities for the Republic of Moldova and the European Union.” The 
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publication reflects the Centre’s commitment to promoting high-quality 
academic research, policy-oriented analysis and constructive dialogue 
on issues of European integration, regional cooperation and sustain-
able democratic development.

The Jean Monnet Centre of Excellence reaffirms its commitment to 
supporting academic excellence, fostering cooperation between uni-
versities and society, and strengthening knowledge about the European 
Union as an essential foundation for democratic development, resil-
ience and European integration.

Funded by the European Union through the Erasmus+ Programme 
(Jean Monnet Actions). The views and opinions expressed in this pub-
lication are those of the authors and do not necessarily reflect those of 
the European Union or the European Education and Culture Executive 
Agency (EACEA). Neither the European Union nor EACEA can be held 
responsible for them.

ABOUT THE SCIENTIFIC AND ANALYTICAL SEMINAR

The Scientific and Analytical Seminar was conceived as a struc-
tured academic discussion on the evolution, achievements and future 
strategic positioning of the European Union’s Eastern Partnership. Its 
programme reflected the profound changes that have taken place in the 
Eastern European region since the launch of the initiative in 2009, as 
well as the need to reconsider the relevance, instruments and priorities 
of the Eastern Partnership in the context of the European Union’s re-
newed enlargement agenda.

The Seminar brought together university professors, researchers, 
experts and students with the aim of critically examining the effective-
ness of the Eastern Partnership and identifying possible directions for 
its development in the period 2025–2030. The discussions combined an 
assessment of past policy results with an analysis of current geopoliti-
cal, institutional, economic and security challenges. Particular attention 
was paid to the differences between the associated countries—Ukraine, 
Georgia and the Republic of Moldova—and the non-associated Eastern 
Partnership countries—Armenia, Azerbaijan and Belarus.

The programme was organised into three interconnected thematic 
blocks.
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The Introductory Block provided a conceptual and historical foun-
dation for the discussion. It examined the principal achievements and 
limitations of the Eastern Partnership since 2009, including its key stra-
tegic documents and the implementation of the “20 Deliverables for 
2020”. Special attention was devoted to the European Union’s “More for 
More” approach, according to which greater progress in democratic and 
economic reforms should lead to increased financial assistance, market 
access and political cooperation. The comparative analysis of associat-
ed and non-associated partner countries raised important questions 
concerning the effectiveness of conditionality, the resistance of oligar-
chic interests, the persistence of corruption and the emergence of so-
called “reform fatigue”.

The introductory discussions also addressed the changing scope 
of the Eastern Partnership after 2020. Participants considered whether 
the policy should incorporate a more explicit security and defence di-
mension, particularly for countries seeking EU membership. They also 
examined how the European Green Deal and the Digital Agenda could 
be implemented without creating disproportionate economic and so-
cial costs for partner countries facing limited financial resources and 
considerable infrastructure modernisation needs.

The Main Block: Strategic Challenges and New Priorities focused 
on democratic resilience, institutional reform and the integration 
of emerging European Union priorities into the Eastern Partnership 
framework. The presentations and subsequent discussions analysed the 
continuing challenges related to corruption, the rule of law, justice re-
form and the vulnerability of democratic institutions to political change 
and vested interests.

A central issue was the need to identify stricter and more sustain-
able mechanisms capable of ensuring the irreversibility of reforms. The 
participants discussed whether traditional incentives based mainly on 
financial support and access to the EU market remained sufficient, or 
whether they should be complemented by stronger monitoring, insti-
tutional safeguards, public accountability and broader participation by 
civil society and local authorities.

The Main Block also examined the role of the European Green 
Deal, the Digital Agenda, energy resilience, transport connectivity and 
regional cooperation as potential drivers of modernisation. Particular 
emphasis was placed on the need to adapt European requirements to 
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the economic capacities of partner countries so that green and digital 
transformation would become instruments of development rather than 
additional burdens. Energy independence and the development of com-
mon markets, interconnections and transport corridors were discussed 
as essential elements of national sovereignty and regional resilience.

The Positioning Block: The Future of the Eastern Partnership and Its 
Strategic Positioning addressed the changing relationship between the 
Eastern Partnership and the EU enlargement process. The discussion 
focused on the “Associated Trio” initiative and on the consequences of 
the European integration progress achieved by Ukraine, the Republic of 
Moldova and Georgia.

Particular attention was paid to the candidate status of Ukraine 
and the Republic of Moldova and to the question of whether the Eastern 
Partnership remains an adequate framework for countries that have al-
ready entered the enlargement process. Participants considered wheth-
er the European Union should offer associated countries a clearer ac-
cession perspective as the principal incentive for reforms or continue 
to apply a policy of strategic ambiguity and differentiated integration.

The debate also covered the need to strengthen mechanisms in the 
areas of anti-money laundering, justice reform and protection of the EU 
internal market from misuse by oligarchic networks. Regional cooper-
ation in transport, energy and infrastructure was analysed not only as 
an instrument of economic integration but also as a means of reducing 
external vulnerability and countering geopolitical threats.

The concluding part of the Seminar was designed to transform aca-
demic discussion into policy-oriented results. Participants summarised 
the principal conclusions of each thematic block and worked in groups 
to formulate priority recommendations for the future of the Eastern 
Partnership in the period 2025–2030. The proposed measures were sub-
sequently presented, discussed and assessed according to their strate-
gic importance.

The Seminar culminated in a central policy question: what single 
transformative measure should become the European Union’s strategic 
priority in the Eastern Partnership in order to ensure not only the resil-
ience of associated countries, but also the irreversibility of their demo-
cratic and institutional reforms?

The present volume reflects the main intellectual outcomes of the 
Seminar. It brings together analytical contributions addressing the evo-
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lution of the Eastern Partnership, the effectiveness of EU conditionality, 
democratic resilience, green and digital transformation, regional securi-
ty, energy independence and the relationship between neighbourhood 
and enlargement policies. Taken together, these contributions demon-
strate that the Eastern Partnership is no longer merely an instrument 
of cooperation with the European Union’s neighbours. It has become 
an increasingly differentiated framework whose future depends on its 
capacity to respond to the enlargement aspirations, reform needs and 
security challenges of its partner countries.
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P R O G R A M   
OF  THE  SCIENTIFIC -  ANALYTICAL  SEMINAR

“EASTERN  PARTNERSHIP  POLICY  AFTER 2020“

INTRODUCTORY BLOCK

Cornea Valentina, Ph.D., Associate Professor
Overview of the achievements and failures of the Eastern Partner-

ship (EP) policy since 2009: key documents, “The 20 objectives for 2020.”
Golovataia Ludmila, Ph.D., Associate Professor
Analysis of the “More for More” model and its application to the 

three associated countries (Ukraine, Georgia, Republic of Moldova) in 
comparison with the three non-associated countries (Azerbaijan, Ar-
menia, Belarus).

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION
1.	 How effective has the “More for More” approach proved to be for 

structural reforms (rule of law, fight against corruption) in the asso-
ciated countries? Was the financial support and market access pro-
vided by the EU a sufficient incentive to overcome the resistance of 
oligarchic interests?

2.	 Why, despite the “More for More” model, has “reform fatigue” emerged 
in some EP countries? What should be added to the “More for More” 
principle (beyond money and market access) to ensure the irrevers-
ibility of democratic change?

3.	 Should the EP policy after 2020 explicitly include a security and de-
fence component for the associated countries (especially for the can-
didate countries) or does this go beyond the mandate of the EU’s ci-
vilian policy? What is the main risk of ignoring the security factor?

4.	 How can the EU ensure that new priorities, such as the European 
Green Deal and the Digital Agenda, do not become an excessive eco-
nomic burden for EP countries already struggling with poverty and 
infrastructure modernization?
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MAIN BLOCK: STRATEGIC CHALLENGES AND NEW PRIORITIES 

Cazacu Vitalie, PhD, Associate Professor
Analysis of democratic resilience issues (corruption, rule of law) 

and “reform fatigue” in associated countries.
Bădărău Elena, PhD, Associate Professor
Exploration of the new EU priorities (European Green Deal, Digital 

Agenda) and how they can be integrated into the Eastern Partnership 
(EP) to stimulate modernization.

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION
1.	 Should the EP policy after 2020 include a clear security and defence 

component for associated countries or does this go beyond the 
mandate of civilian policy?

2.	 How can the EU ensure that the reforms associated with the 
“European Green Deal” do not become an excessive economic burden 
for EP countries?

3.	 Despite many years of support, there is still oligarchic influence and 
much corruption in partner countries. What new, stricter mechanisms 
from the EU should be introduced to ensure that reforms in the rule 
of law and justice cannot be undone, even if political power changes?

4.	 How can the Eastern Partnership policy be changed to overcome 
“reform fatigue”? What new incentives (besides money) can be used 
to increase the involvement of civil society and local authorities, so 
that reforms are felt and supported “from the bottom up”, not only at 
the level of central governments?

5.	 The new EU priorities (Green Deal, Digital Agenda) require large 
investments. With limited economic resources, how can the EU adapt 
these “green” and “digital” requirements so that they become a driver 
of modernization, not an additional burden for the EP countries?

6.	 Energy independence/resilience is essential for sovereignty. What 
forms of regional cooperation (e.g. common energy markets or 
transport corridors) between partner countries can be strengthened 
with EU support to reduce dependence on external monopolists?
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POSITIONING BLOCK: THE FUTURE OF THE EASTERN 
PARTNERSHIP AND ITS STRATEGIC POSITIONING

Mandaji Elena, Msg. lector univ.
Analysis of the “Associated Trio” initiative (Georgia, Republic of 

Moldova, Ukraine) and their current status as EU candidate states.
Golovataia Ludmila, Ph.D., associate professor
Should the EU offer a clear perspective of accession to the associated 

countries, as the main incentive for reforms, or maintain “strategic 
uncertainty”?

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION
1.	 To what extent has the candidate status of Ukraine and the Republic 

of Moldova made the Eastern Partnership (EaP) policy less relevant 
for these countries? Should the focus shift to the accession negotiation 
process?

2.	 What control mechanisms should be strengthened (e.g. anti-money 
laundering, justice reform) to prevent access to the EU internal 
market from being used to benefit oligarchic interests?

3.	 How can regional cooperation (among EaP partners, e.g. in the areas 
of transport and energy) be strengthened as a tool to counter external 
threats?

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
1.	 Summary of key conclusions for each block.
2.	 Development of recommendations: divide participants into 3 groups 

(10 minutes each) to formulate two priority policy recommendations 
for the EU on the Eastern Partnership (EP) in the period 2025–2030.

Brief  presentation  of  recommendations  and  vote  on  the  most  
strategically  important measure.
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PART I.  UNDERSTANDING THE EVOLUTION

The opening session of the Seminar focused on assessing the evolu-
tion of the Eastern Partnership since its launch in 2009. The discussion 
examined the principal policy documents, the implementation of the 
“20 Deliverables for 2020” initiative, and the overall achievements and 
shortcomings of the Eastern Partnership in the context of changing geo-
political realities. The analytical material presented below summarizes 
the key issues discussed during the session and provides an integrated 
assessment based on the presentations and expert debate.

INTRODUCTORY BLOCK

OVERVIEW OF THE ACHIEVEMENTS AND FAILURES OF THE 
EASTERN PARTNERSHIP POLICY SINCE 2009: KEY DOCU-

MENTS AND THE “20 DELIVERABLES FOR 2020”
Valentina Cornea,  PhD, Associate Professor

Abstract
Since its launch in 2009, the Eastern Partnership (EaP) has become 

the principal framework governing relations between the European 
Union and six Eastern European partner countries. Originally con-
ceived as the eastern dimension of the European Neighbourhood Poli-
cy, the initiative aimed to promote political association, economic inte-
gration and democratic reforms through differentiated cooperation and 
positive conditionality. Over the past fifteen years, however, profound 
geopolitical transformations, institutional reforms within the European 
Union and the changing aspirations of partner countries have signifi-
cantly altered both the objectives and practical implementation of the 
Eastern Partnership.

This analytical paper examines the evolution of the Eastern Part-
nership from its establishment in 2009 to its current transformation 
under the renewed EU enlargement agenda. Particular attention is de-
voted to the principal policy documents that shaped the initiative, the 
implementation of the 20 Deliverables for 2020, and the extent to which 
these objectives contributed to political, institutional and socio-eco-
nomic modernisation within partner countries. 
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The paper analyses the major achievements of the Eastern Partner-
ship alongside its structural limitations, including differentiated politi-
cal ambitions, uneven reform implementation and growing geopolitical 
challenges. It argues that the granting of EU candidate status to the Re-
public of Moldova and Ukraine has fundamentally transformed the po-
litical logic of the Eastern Partnership, shifting it from a neighbourhood 
policy instrument towards an increasingly differentiated framework 
supporting pre-accession reforms. 

The paper concludes that while the Eastern Partnership remains an 
important mechanism of regional cooperation, its future effectiveness 
will depend on its ability to accommodate both candidate countries 
pursuing EU membership and partners maintaining alternative forms 
of cooperation with the European Union.

Keywords: Eastern Partnership; European Neighbourhood Policy; 
European integration; 20 Deliverables for 2020; EU enlargement

1. Introduction
The Eastern Partnership (EaP) represents one of the most signifi-

cant regional initiatives developed by the European Union in the field 
of external relations during the twenty-first century. Established in 2009 
as the eastern dimension of the European Neighbourhood Policy (ENP), 
the initiative sought to strengthen political association, economic inte-
gration and sectoral cooperation between the European Union and six 
partner countries: Armenia, Azerbaijan, Belarus, Georgia, the Republic 
of Moldova and Ukraine.

Unlike previous neighbourhood initiatives, the Eastern Partnership 
introduced a more ambitious and differentiated model of cooperation. 
Rather than offering a uniform framework for all neighbouring states, 
it recognised that partner countries possessed different political ambi-
tions, institutional capacities and levels of readiness for European inte-
gration. Consequently, cooperation evolved according to the principles 
of differentiation, conditionality and shared ownership, allowing each 
country to determine the depth of its engagement with the European 
Union.

Over the past fifteen years, the Eastern Partnership has evolved far 
beyond its original objectives. Initially centred on democratic gover-
nance, economic cooperation and people-to-people contacts, it grad-
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ually expanded to include energy security, digital transformation, en-
vironmental sustainability, transport connectivity, resilience against 
hybrid threats and institutional modernisation. This transformation 
reflected both internal developments within the European Union and 
profound geopolitical changes affecting the Eastern European region.

The initiative has also been shaped by several major external 
events. The signing of the Association Agreements with Georgia, the Re-
public of Moldova and Ukraine in 2014 fundamentally deepened bilat-
eral relations. Subsequently, the implementation of the 20 Deliverables 
for 2020 shifted the policy towards measurable and results-oriented co-
operation. More recently, Russia’s full-scale aggression against Ukraine 
and the granting of EU candidate status to the Republic of Moldova and 
Ukraine have redefined the strategic context of the Eastern Partnership, 
bringing it closer to the EU enlargement agenda than at any previous 
stage of its development.

Against this background, assessing the Eastern Partnership requires 
more than a simple review of policy documents or institutional achieve-
ments. It requires an understanding of how the initiative has adapted to 
changing political realities and whether its original objectives remain 
appropriate in the context of a transformed European security archi-
tecture.

This chapter analyses the evolution of the Eastern Partnership from 
its establishment in 2009 to its current transformation. It examines the 
principal strategic documents that shaped the initiative, evaluates the 
implementation of the 20 Deliverables for 2020, identifies its principal 
achievements and structural limitations, and discusses the implications 
of recent geopolitical developments for the future of EU policy towards 
its Eastern neighbours.

2. Evolution of the Eastern Partnership Policy (2009–2025)
The development of the Eastern Partnership can be divided into 

several distinct phases, each reflecting changing priorities within both 
the European Union and the partner countries.



19

Figure 1. 
Evolution of the Eastern 

Partnership Policy

The first phase (2009–2013) 
focused primarily on establishing 
institutional structures for cooper-
ation. The Prague Summit formally 
launched the initiative by intro-
ducing four multilateral thematic 
platforms, bilateral cooperation 
mechanisms and a differentiated 
approach towards political asso-
ciation and economic integration. 
During this period, emphasis was 
placed on democratic governance, 
public administration reform, mo-
bility, trade facilitation and region-
al dialogue.

The second phase (2014–2017) 
marked a qualitative transforma-
tion of the initiative. The signing 
of the Association Agreements and 

Deep and Comprehensive Free Trade Areas (DCFTAs) with Georgia, the 
Republic of Moldova and Ukraine established legally binding frame-
works for political association and economic integration. For the first 
time, three partner countries committed themselves to comprehensive 
legislative approximation with substantial parts of the EU acquis. Con-
sequently, the Eastern Partnership increasingly became a mechanism 
supporting structural reforms rather than simply facilitating political 
dialogue.

The third phase (2017–2020) introduced a stronger results-oriented 
approach through the adoption of the 20 Deliverables for 2020. Instead 
of defining broad political aspirations, the European Union identified 
concrete and measurable objectives covering economic development, 
governance, connectivity and societal cooperation. This represent-
ed a significant shift from process-oriented cooperation towards evi-
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dence-based policy implementation.
The fourth phase began after 2020 and accelerated dramatically 

following Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine in 2022. The granting 
of EU candidate status to the Republic of Moldova and Ukraine funda-
mentally altered the strategic environment in which the Eastern Part-
nership operates. The initiative increasingly functions not only as an 
instrument of neighbourhood policy but also as a platform supporting 
reforms required by the accession process. As a result, the distinction 
between neighbourhood policy and enlargement policy has become 
progressively less pronounced for the associated partner countries.

3. Strategic documents shaping the Eastern Partnership рolicy
The evolution of the Eastern Partnership has been accompanied by 

a series of strategic documents that progressively redefined both the ob-
jectives of the initiative and the instruments through which cooperation 
with partner countries has been implemented. Rather than represent-
ing isolated political declarations, these documents reflect the gradual 
transformation of the European Union’s approach towards its Eastern 
neighbourhood—from a policy primarily concerned with stability and 
cooperation to one increasingly linked with resilience, differentiation 
and, more recently, the enlargement process.

During the initial phase of the Eastern Partnership, policy docu-
ments concentrated on establishing institutional mechanisms for po-
litical dialogue and regional cooperation. As relations between the Eu-
ropean Union and partner countries deepened, subsequent documents 
placed greater emphasis on measurable reforms, legislative approx-
imation, sectoral integration and democratic governance. Following 
the dramatic geopolitical changes after 2020, strategic priorities shifted 
once again towards resilience, security, energy independence and sup-
port for candidate countries.

The evolution of these documents illustrates that the Eastern Part-
nership has never been a static policy framework. Instead, it has con-
tinuously adapted to changing political realities, reflecting both the in-
ternal evolution of the European Union and the aspirations of partner 
countries.
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Table 1. 
Major Strategic Documents Shaping the Eastern Partnership

Year Strategic document Main contribution to the Eastern Part-
nership

2004 European Neighbourhood 
Policy (ENP)

Established the general framework for co-
operation with neighbouring countries.

2009 Prague Declaration Official launch of the Eastern Partnership 
and establishment of bilateral and multi-
lateral cooperation mechanisms.

2011 Warsaw Declaration Reinforced the principles of differentia-
tion and shared ownership.

2013 Vilnius Summit Declara-
tion

Confirmed the strategic importance of 
Association Agreements and DCFTAs.

2015 Riga Declaration Introduced resilience and differentiated 
integration as emerging priorities.

2017 20 Deliverables for 2020 Shifted the initiative towards measurable, 
results-oriented cooperation.

2020 Joint Communication "Re-
inforcing Resilience – an 
Eastern Partnership that 
Delivers for All"

Reoriented the policy towards resilience, 
sustainable development and digital 
transformation.

2022 European Council Deci-
sions granting candidate 
status to Moldova and 
Ukraine

Opened a new stage linking the Eastern 
Partnership with the EU enlargement 
process.

The progression illustrated above demonstrates that the Eastern 
Partnership has gradually evolved through three interconnected policy 
paradigms.

The first paradigm (2009–2013) was characterised by institu-
tion-building and confidence-building measures. Cooperation focused 
primarily on establishing common platforms for dialogue, promoting 
democratic values and encouraging voluntary political approximation.

The second paradigm (2014–2020) concentrated on implementa-
tion. Association Agreements transformed political commitments into 
legally binding obligations, while the introduction of the 20 Delivera-
bles for 2020 enabled progress to be measured through concrete out-
puts rather than political declarations.

The third paradigm, emerging after 2020 and particularly after 2022, 
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reflects a fundamental strategic transition. Democratic resilience, secu-
rity, energy independence, digital transformation and accession-related 
reforms have become increasingly interconnected. For the associated 
countries, the Eastern Partnership now functions not merely as a neigh-
bourhood policy but as an important preparatory framework for even-
tual EU membership.

4. The “20 Deliverables for 2020”: From Political Commitments to 
Measurable Results

A significant milestone in the evolution of the Eastern Partnership 
was the adoption of the 20 Deliverables for 2020, endorsed at the Brus-
sels Eastern Partnership Summit in 2017. Unlike previous policy docu-
ments, which primarily established strategic objectives, this framework 
translated broad political ambitions into measurable actions and con-
crete deliverables.

The initiative reflected an important methodological shift within 
European Union external policy. Success was no longer assessed ex-
clusively through legislative commitments or institutional reforms; in-
stead, increasing attention was devoted to tangible improvements af-
fecting citizens, businesses and public administrations.

The framework was organised around four mutually reinforcing 
priorities that collectively sought to strengthen the resilience and com-
petitiveness of partner countries.

Table 2. 
The four priority areas of the “20 Deliverables for 2020”

Priority аrea Main оbjectives Selected results
Stronger 
Economy

SME development, access to 
finance, trade facilitation

Support for thousands of 
SMEs, increased investment, 
expanded export opportunities

Stronger 
Governance

Rule of law, anti-corruption, 
judicial reform, public 
administration

Institutional reforms, 
improved public services, 
strengthened transparency

Stronger 
Connectivity

Energy efficiency, transport, 
digital transformation, 
environmental protection

Better transport links, digital 
infrastructure, renewable 
energy initiatives
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Stronger 
Society

Education, mobility, civil 
society, youth cooperation

Erasmus+ participation, 
visa liberalisation, increased 
academic and civic exchanges

One of the principal strengths of the 20 Deliverables for 2020 was 
its emphasis on practical outcomes rather than procedural compliance. 
The framework introduced measurable indicators that enabled both the 
European Commission and partner governments to monitor implemen-
tation more systematically. This represented a significant improvement 
compared with earlier stages of the Eastern Partnership, where progress 
was often assessed through broad political commitments without clear-
ly defined performance criteria.

From an economic perspective, the initiative contributed to the ex-
pansion of support for small and medium-sized enterprises, increased 
access to European financial instruments and improved conditions for 
cross-border trade. Numerous enterprises benefited from financing 
provided through the European Investment Bank and the European 
Bank for Reconstruction and Development, while regulatory conver-
gence facilitated greater participation in the EU internal market.

Equally important were achievements in governance. Public ad-
ministration reforms, digitalisation of government services and im-
provements in transparency strengthened institutional capacity in sev-
eral partner countries. Although progress remained uneven, the frame-
work encouraged governments to adopt more systematic approaches to 
public sector modernisation.

The social dimension also became increasingly significant. Eras-
mus+, Horizon Europe and other European programmes expanded op-
portunities for academic cooperation, research partnerships and youth 
mobility. Visa liberalisation for Georgia, the Republic of Moldova and 
Ukraine represented one of the most visible achievements from the per-
spective of ordinary citizens, strengthening interpersonal contacts and 
reinforcing public support for closer relations with the European Union.

Nevertheless, implementation also revealed important differences 
among partner countries. Progress depended not only on the availabil-
ity of European financial assistance but also on domestic political com-
mitment, administrative capacity and the willingness of governments to 
implement sometimes politically difficult reforms.
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Figure 2. 
The logic of the “20 

Deliverables for 2020”

The figure illustrates 
the operational philoso-
phy of the initiative. Rath-
er than treating economic 
development, governance 
and social cooperation as 
separate policy domains, 
the framework integrated 
them into a comprehensive 
model of sustainable devel-
opment centred on institu-
tional modernisation and 
resilience.

5. Achievements of the Eastern Partnership: a multidimensional 
assessment

After more than fifteen years of implementation, the Eastern Part-
nership has produced significant achievements that extend beyond tra-
ditional political cooperation. Although the pace and depth of reforms 
have varied considerably across participating countries, the initiative 
has contributed to the transformation of political institutions, econom-
ic relations and societal cooperation throughout the region.

The most visible achievements can be grouped into four intercon-
nected dimensions: political and institutional transformation, econom-
ic integration, sectoral modernisation and societal cooperation.
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Table 3. 
Major achievements of the Eastern Partnership

Dimension Key аchievements Long-term significance
Political Association Agreements; 

strengthened political 
dialogue; democratic reforms

Deeper political association 
with the European Union

Institutional Public administration 
reform; judicial reforms; anti-
corruption institutions

Improved governance and 
institutional capacity

Economical DCFTAs; regulatory 
approximation; SME support

Greater integration into the EU 
internal market

Societal Visa liberalisation; Erasmus+; 
civil society cooperation

Stronger people-to-people 
contacts and European identity

The political dimension represents perhaps the most significant 
long-term achievement of the initiative. Association Agreements fun-
damentally transformed relations between the European Union and 
the associated countries by establishing legally binding commitments 
covering virtually every area of public policy. These agreements creat-
ed unprecedented opportunities for political dialogue while providing 
comprehensive roadmaps for democratic and institutional reforms.

Institutional achievements have been equally important. Through-
out the implementation of the Eastern Partnership, partner countries 
introduced extensive reforms in public administration, judicial gov-
ernance, customs administration, public procurement and financial 
management. Although implementation remains uneven, these re-
forms have substantially improved the institutional foundations neces-
sary for closer European integration.

Economic integration has also advanced considerably. The Deep 
and Comprehensive Free Trade Areas have expanded trade with the 
European Union, encouraged regulatory convergence and stimulated 
improvements in product quality, food safety standards and customs 
procedures. For many enterprises, access to the European market has 
become a powerful incentive for technological modernisation and in-
creased competitiveness.

Finally, the societal dimension has emerged as one of the most en-
during successes of the initiative. Academic mobility, youth exchanges, 
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cooperation between universities, civil society partnerships and visa 
liberalisation have strengthened interpersonal relations between the 
European Union and the Eastern Partnership countries. These develop-
ments have contributed to the gradual emergence of stronger European 
social and cultural links that extend well beyond formal political coop-
eration.

6. Persistent Challenges and Structural Limitations
Despite its considerable achievements, the Eastern Partnership has 

encountered a number of structural limitations that have constrained 
both the pace and sustainability of reforms. The experience accumu-
lated over more than fifteen years demonstrates that successful policy 
implementation depends not only on the quality of European initiatives 
but also on domestic political commitment, institutional capacity and 
the broader geopolitical environment.

Unlike enlargement policy, the Eastern Partnership was originally 
designed as a flexible framework for cooperation rather than a pre-ac-
cession instrument. While this flexibility enabled partner countries to 
pursue different levels of integration according to their ambitions, it 
also produced considerable asymmetry in reform outcomes. Countries 
committed to closer political association with the European Union ad-
vanced significantly further than those pursuing more limited forms of 
cooperation.

Another important limitation concerns the implementation gap 
between legislative approximation and institutional practice. Many 
partner countries adopted comprehensive legal reforms aligned with 
European standards; however, practical implementation frequently 
proved slower than anticipated. Judicial independence, anti-corruption 
measures, administrative professionalism and regulatory enforcement 
often remained constrained by limited institutional capacity, political 
instability and resistance from entrenched political and economic in-
terests.

The geopolitical environment has also fundamentally affected the 
implementation of the Eastern Partnership. The illegal annexation of 
Crimea in 2014, Russia’s military aggression against Ukraine, hybrid 
threats, cyberattacks, disinformation campaigns and energy coercion 
demonstrated that democratic reforms cannot be considered inde-
pendently from security considerations. The original architecture of the 
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Eastern Partnership was developed in a substantially different geopolit-
ical context and therefore required adaptation to address these emerg-
ing challenges.

In addition, economic disparities among partner countries have 
influenced the effectiveness of policy implementation. Differences in 
economic development, administrative resources and investment ca-
pacity have affected the ability of governments to implement increas-
ingly complex European regulatory requirements, particularly in areas 
related to environmental standards, digital transformation and indus-
trial competitiveness.

These limitations do not diminish the strategic importance of the 
Eastern Partnership. Rather, they demonstrate that future policy must 
combine political conditionality with stronger institutional support, 
greater flexibility and more differentiated instruments adapted to the 
specific circumstances of each partner country.

Table 4. 
Main structural challenges of the Eastern Partnership

Internal Challenges External Challenges
Political instability Russian military aggression
Corruption and institutional capture Hybrid threats
Weak administrative capacity Cybersecurity risks
Reform fatigue Energy insecurity
Limited financial resources Geopolitical competition
Uneven implementation of reforms Economic shocks and supply chain 

disruptions

The interaction between these internal and external challenges il-
lustrates that democratic transformation cannot be understood solely 
as a domestic reform process. Institutional resilience increasingly de-
pends upon the ability of states to respond simultaneously to political, 
economic and security pressures.
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Policy Box 1
The Transformation of the Eastern Partnership after 2022

The decision of the European Council in June 2022 to grant EU 
candidate status to the Republic of Moldova and Ukraine marked a 
fundamental turning point in the evolution of the Eastern Partnership. 
For the first time, the initiative became directly connected with the 
European Union’s enlargement policy. As a consequence, democrat-
ic reforms, legislative approximation and institutional capacity are no 
longer evaluated exclusively within the framework of neighbourhood 
policy but also as essential components of the accession process. The 
Eastern Partnership has therefore entered a new stage in which dif-
ferentiation increasingly reflects different pathways towards European 
integration rather than different levels of neighbourhood cooperation.

7. From Neighbourhood Policy to a Pre-Enlargement Instrument
Perhaps the most significant development in the evolution of the 

Eastern Partnership has been the gradual transformation of its strategic 
purpose. Although the initiative formally remains part of the European 
Neighbourhood Policy, recent developments indicate that its practical 
role has changed substantially for the associated countries.

Initially, the Eastern Partnership was conceived as a mechanism for 
promoting stability, democratic governance and economic cooperation 
without offering an explicit membership perspective. Political associa-
tion and regulatory convergence were regarded as objectives in them-
selves rather than as stages of the accession process.

However, successive developments progressively altered this log-
ic. The conclusion of Association Agreements and DCFTAs introduced 
legally binding obligations that closely resemble elements of the EU 
pre-accession framework. The implementation of the  20 Deliverables 
for 2020  strengthened policy monitoring through measurable bench-
marks. Finally, the granting of candidate status to the Republic of Mol-
dova and Ukraine fundamentally redefined the relationship between 
the Eastern Partnership and the enlargement policy.

Today, many reforms undertaken within the Eastern Partnership si-
multaneously fulfil the requirements of both neighbourhood policy and 
accession negotiations. Judicial reform, anti-corruption measures, pub-
lic administration modernisation, public financial management, com-
petition policy, environmental legislation and digital transformation are 
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no longer viewed exclusively as instruments of closer cooperation but 
increasingly as prerequisites for future membership.

This transformation does not imply the disappearance of the East-
ern Partnership. On the contrary, the initiative continues to provide an 
important regional framework that facilitates policy dialogue, regional 
cooperation and knowledge exchange among partner countries. Never-
theless, its strategic function has evolved. For candidate countries, the 
Eastern Partnership increasingly serves as a bridge between neighbour-
hood cooperation and accession.

Figure 3. 
Transformation of the Eastern 

Partnership

The figure demonstrates that 
the Eastern Partnership has evolved 
from a policy of cooperation into an 
increasingly structured framework 
supporting European integration 
and accession-related reforms.

8. Policy Implications for the 
Republic of Moldova

The experience of the Eastern 
Partnership provides several im-
portant lessons for the Republic of 
Moldova as it advances along the 
European integration path.

First, the implementation of 
European legislation should increasingly focus on institutional effec-
tiveness rather than legislative approximation alone. Sustainable inte-
gration depends upon the ability of public institutions to apply reforms 
consistently, transparently and independently of political change.

Second, strengthening democratic resilience should become a stra-
tegic objective of national governance. Judicial independence, effective 
anti-corruption institutions, professional public administration and ac-
tive civil society represent essential conditions for maintaining reform 
momentum during the accession process.
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Third, greater attention should be devoted to strengthening local 
governance and regional development. European integration should 
generate visible benefits not only at the national level but also within 
local communities through improved public services, infrastructure, 
education and economic opportunities.

Finally, the Republic of Moldova should continue to utilise the 
Eastern Partnership as an important platform for regional cooperation 
while simultaneously preparing for the more demanding requirements 
of the enlargement process. Participation in regional initiatives, aca-
demic networks and cross-border cooperation remains an important 
complement to bilateral accession negotiations.

9. Concluding Remarks
More than fifteen years after its establishment, the Eastern Part-

nership remains one of the European Union’s most influential regional 
policy initiatives. During this period, it has significantly strengthened 
political dialogue, promoted democratic reforms, expanded econom-
ic integration and fostered closer societal links between the European 
Union and its Eastern neighbours.

The initiative has evolved considerably beyond its original objec-
tives. What began as an instrument of the European Neighbourhood 
Policy has progressively incorporated elements of differentiation, con-
ditionality, measurable performance and democratic resilience. Recent 
geopolitical developments have accelerated this transformation, bring-
ing the Eastern Partnership into much closer alignment with the Euro-
pean Union’s enlargement agenda.

At the same time, the implementation of the Eastern Partnership 
has revealed important structural limitations. Sustainable democratic 
transformation depends not only on financial assistance and legislative 
approximation but also on institutional capacity, political commitment, 
public trust and the resilience of democratic systems in the face of inter-
nal and external challenges.

The granting of candidate status to the Republic of Moldova and 
Ukraine represents a decisive milestone in the evolution of the initia-
tive. While the Eastern Partnership continues to provide an essential 
framework for regional cooperation, it increasingly performs the func-
tion of supporting reforms required for eventual EU membership. Its fu-
ture relevance will therefore depend on its capacity to reconcile neigh-
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bourhood cooperation with the differentiated needs of candidate and 
non-candidate partner countries.

Ultimately, the Eastern Partnership should be understood not as a 
completed policy project but as a continuously evolving framework that 
adapts to changing geopolitical realities and the European aspirations 
of its partner countries. Its future success will be determined by its abil-
ity to promote resilient institutions, sustainable reforms and a credible 
European perspective capable of delivering long-term stability, pros-
perity and democratic development across the Eastern neighbourhood.

Key Takeaways
•	 The Eastern Partnership has evolved from a regional cooper-

ation initiative into an increasingly differentiated framework 
closely connected with the EU enlargement process.

•	 The 20 Deliverables for 2020 introduced a results-oriented ap-
proach that strengthened policy implementation through mea-
surable objectives and performance indicators.

•	 Association Agreements and DCFTAs fundamentally trans-
formed relations between the European Union and the asso-
ciated partner countries by establishing comprehensive legal 
and institutional frameworks for integration.

•	 Democratic resilience, institutional capacity and effective im-
plementation have become as important as legislative approxi-
mation in assessing reform progress.

•	 For the Republic of Moldova, the Eastern Partnership remains 
both a platform for regional cooperation and an important pre-
paratory framework supporting the country’s accession to the 
European Union.
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ANALYSIS OF THE “MORE FOR MORE” MODEL AND ITS 
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EASTERN PARTNERSHIP COUNTRIES
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Abstract
The principle of “More for More” has become one of the defining 

features of the European Union’s approach towards the Eastern Part-
nership. Introduced within the revised European Neighbourhood Poli-
cy and subsequently incorporated into the Eastern Partnership frame-
work, this principle established a differentiated model of cooperation 
whereby countries demonstrating greater commitment to democratic 
reforms, the rule of law and market-oriented transformation receive 
increased political support, financial assistance and opportunities for 
deeper integration with the European Union.

This chapter examines the conceptual foundations of the “More for 
More” principle and analyses its practical application in both associated 
and non-associated Eastern Partnership countries. Particular attention 
is devoted to the differentiated trajectories of the Republic of Moldova, 
Ukraine and Georgia compared with Armenia, Azerbaijan and Belarus. 
The paper evaluates the effectiveness of positive conditionality as an 
instrument for stimulating structural reforms and assesses its contri-
bution to political association, economic integration and institutional 
modernisation. It further argues that, while the “More for More” ap-
proach has significantly strengthened differentiation within the East-
ern Partnership, recent geopolitical developments and the granting of 
EU candidate status to the Republic of Moldova and Ukraine require a 
reconsideration of the principle within the broader context of the EU 
enlargement process. The chapter concludes by identifying the future 
role of differentiated integration as one of the principal mechanisms 
guiding relations between the European Union and its Eastern partners.

Keywords: Eastern Partnership; More for More; positive condition-
ality; differentiated integration; Association Agreements
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1. Introduction
One of the principal innovations introduced by the European Union 

within the framework of the Eastern Partnership has been the applica-
tion of differentiated integration. Unlike traditional regional initiatives 
based upon identical commitments for all participating countries, the 
Eastern Partnership recognised from its inception that partner states 
differed considerably in their political aspirations, institutional capaci-
ties and willingness to undertake democratic reforms.

This differentiated philosophy was formalised through the princi-
ple commonly known as “More for More”, which established a direct re-
lationship between reform performance and the level of political, eco-
nomic and financial support provided by the European Union. Coun-
tries demonstrating greater commitment to democratic governance, 
respect for fundamental rights, judicial reform and market liberalisa-
tion were expected to receive greater access to European programmes, 
financial assistance, trade opportunities and institutional cooperation.

The introduction of this principle represented a significant depar-
ture from earlier neighbourhood policies. Rather than treating all neigh-
bouring countries identically, the European Union increasingly adopted 
a performance-based approach in which incentives were linked to mea-
surable reform achievements. Positive conditionality became one of the 
principal mechanisms through which the European Union attempted 
to encourage sustainable political transformation without imposing 
formal accession obligations.

During the fifteen years following the establishment of the Eastern 
Partnership, the “More for More” principle profoundly influenced the 
development trajectories of participating countries. The Republic of 
Moldova, Georgia and Ukraine progressively deepened their relations 
with the European Union through Association Agreements and Deep 
and Comprehensive Free Trade Areas (DCFTAs), whereas Armenia, 
Azerbaijan and Belarus pursued more selective forms of engagement 
reflecting their own domestic priorities and geopolitical orientations.

Recent geopolitical developments have fundamentally altered the 
context in which differentiated integration operates. The granting of 
EU candidate status to the Republic of Moldova and Ukraine, together 
with the evolving enlargement agenda, has raised important questions 
regarding the future relevance of the “More for More” principle. Increas-
ingly, differentiation is no longer confined to neighbourhood policy but 
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forms part of a broader continuum linking neighbourhood cooperation 
with accession preparation.

Against this background, this chapter analyses the conceptual evo-
lution of the “More for More” model, evaluates its practical implemen-
tation across the Eastern Partnership countries and considers its future 
role within the changing architecture of European integration.

2. Conceptual Framework
2.1. The Emergence of Positive Conditionality
Conditionality has long represented one of the principal instruments 

of European Union external policy. Traditionally associated with the en-
largement process, conditionality links political and economic incen-

tives to the fulfilment of clearly defined 
reform objectives. Candidate countries 
seeking EU membership are expected 
to comply with the Copenhagen criteria 
and progressively align their legislation 
and institutions with the EU acquis.

The European Neighbourhood Pol-
icy adapted this logic to countries for 
which membership was not initially en-
visaged. Rather than relying upon acces-
sion negotiations, the European Union 
introduced positive conditionality, offer-
ing enhanced cooperation in exchange 
for demonstrated reform progress.

The revised European Neighbour-
hood Policy, adopted in 2011, formally 
articulated the principle of  “More for 
More”, establishing that those partners 
making greater progress towards demo-
cratic reforms would receive greater po-
litical support and financial assistance.

This represented an important 
conceptual innovation. Instead of im-
posing uniform obligations upon all 
partner countries, the European Union 
recognised that neighbouring states 

Figure 1. 
Evolution of the principle of 

differentiated integration
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possess different political ambitions and varying capacities for reform. 
Consequently, cooperation became increasingly differentiated rather 
than standardised.

The figure demonstrates the gradual evolution of European Union 
policy from a general neighbourhood framework towards an increas-
ingly differentiated model that rewards reform performance and, more 
recently, supports accession-related reforms.

2.2. The logic of the “More for More” principle
The “More for More” principle is based on a relatively simple but 

strategically significant assumption: countries undertaking more ambi-
tious reforms should receive greater benefits from cooperation with the 
European Union.

These benefits extend beyond financial assistance. They include 
broader political dialogue, participation in European programmes, ac-
cess to the internal market, visa liberalisation, technical assistance, in-
stitutional cooperation and increased opportunities for investment.

Table 1. 
The logic of the “More for More” principle

Reform рrogress EU incentives Expected оutcomes
Democratic reforms Financial assistance Institutional modernisation
Rule of law Political association Better governance
Market reforms DCFTA implementation Economic integration
Regulatory 
approximation

Access to EU 
programmes Legislative convergence

Effective 
implementation Stronger partnerships Sustainable European 

integration

The principle therefore combines incentives with responsibility. It 
does not guarantee identical benefits for all participants but encour-
ages voluntary convergence by linking rewards to measurable reform 
achievements.

Unlike negative conditionality, based primarily on sanctions or 
restrictions, the “More for More” approach relies predominantly upon 
positive incentives. This reflects the European Union’s broader philoso-
phy of transformative engagement, whereby cooperation is expected to 
generate long-term democratic and institutional change through part-
nership rather than coercion.
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2.3. Differentiation as the оrganising рrinciple of the Eastern 
Partnership

The practical application of the “More for More” principle gradually 
transformed differentiation into the defining characteristic of the East-
ern Partnership.

Although all six partner countries participate within the same re-
gional framework, their relationships with the European Union increas-
ingly follow distinct trajectories. The Republic of Moldova, Ukraine and 
Georgia have pursued comprehensive political association and eco-
nomic integration through Association Agreements and DCFTAs. Ar-
menia has developed cooperation through the Comprehensive and En-
hanced Partnership Agreement (CEPA), while Azerbaijan has preferred 
a more sectoral and pragmatic partnership. Belarus, particularly after 
recent political developments, has experienced a substantial reduction 
in institutional cooperation with the European Union.

Consequently, differentiation should not be interpreted as unequal 
treatment. Rather, it represents a flexible mechanism allowing cooper-
ation to reflect the political ambitions, reform capacities and strategic 
choices of individual partner countries.

This evolution has made the Eastern Partnership significantly more 
adaptable but has also introduced new challenges concerning poli-
cy coherence, regional solidarity and the future relationship between 
neighbourhood policy and EU enlargement.

3. Application of the “More for More” Principle in the Eastern 
Partnership

The practical implementation of the “More for More” principle has 
been neither uniform nor linear. Although all six Eastern Partnership 
countries formally participated within the same regional initiative, 
their cooperation with the European Union gradually followed different 
trajectories reflecting domestic political developments, reform perfor-
mance and foreign policy orientations.

From the outset, the European Union deliberately avoided apply-
ing a uniform integration model. Instead, it developed a differentiated 
approach allowing each partner country to determine the depth of its 
relationship according to its own political ambitions and reform capac-
ity. Consequently, differentiation became not an exception but one of 
the fundamental principles governing the Eastern Partnership.
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The Republic of Moldova, Georgia and Ukraine progressively 
demonstrated stronger political commitment towards European 
integration. Their governments accepted extensive obligations 
concerning legislative approximation, judicial reform, public 
administration modernisation, competition policy, environmental 
protection and trade liberalisation. These commitments culminated 
in the signing of the Association Agreements and the establishment of 
Deep and Comprehensive Free Trade Areas (DCFTAs), which created 
comprehensive legal frameworks for long-term integration with the 
European Union.

By contrast, Armenia, Azerbaijan and Belarus pursued different 
strategies. Armenia opted for selective regulatory approximation through 
the Comprehensive and Enhanced Partnership Agreement (CEPA), pre-
serving important elements of cooperation while maintaining alter-
native geopolitical commitments. Azerbaijan concentrated primarily 
on economic and energy cooperation without seeking comprehensive 
political integration, 
whereas Belarus 
progressively re-
duced institutional 
cooperation follow-
ing political devel-
opments after 2020.

These divergent 
pathways illustrate 
that the “More for 
More” principle did 
not produce a single 
model of integra-
tion. Instead, it cre-
ated several parallel 
models reflecting 
different levels of 
political ambition, 
reform commit-
ment and institu-
tional readiness. Figure 2. 

Differentiated integration within 
the Eastern Partnership



39

The figure illustrates that differentiation should not be understood 
as fragmentation. Rather, it represents a flexible governance model en-
abling partner countries to engage with the European Union according 
to their own strategic choices while remaining within a common insti-
tutional framework.

4. Comparative Assessment of the Associated and Non-Associat-
ed Countries

The practical implementation of the “More for More” principle 
demonstrates that reform incentives alone cannot fully explain differ-
ences in national performance. Domestic political leadership, institu-
tional capacity, public support for European integration and geopoliti-
cal context have all significantly influenced reform trajectories.

Table 2. 
Comparative аssessment of the implementation of the 

“More for More” рrinciple
Dimension Moldova Ukraine Georgia Armenia Azerbaijan Belarus

Association 
Agreement  (CEPA)

DCFTA
Visa 

Liberalisation
Candidate 

Status *

Legislative 
Approximation High High High Moderate Selective Limited

Political 
Integration 
with the EU

High High High Moderate Limited Minimal

*At the time reflected in the seminar discussions.

The comparison reveals several important patterns.
First, associated countries consistently demonstrate a substantial-

ly higher degree of institutional integration with the European Union. 
Their reform agendas extend across virtually all sectors of public policy 
and involve continuous approximation to the EU acquis.

Second, non-associated countries have generally preferred more 
selective cooperation. Their participation has focused on areas of mutu-
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al economic interest while avoiding broader political commitments that 
might affect domestic governance structures or geopolitical alignments.

Third, differentiation has produced asymmetrical outcomes. While 
this flexibility has enabled partner countries to pursue nationally appro-
priate strategies, it has also generated increasing disparities in institu-
tional convergence, regulatory harmonisation and political association.

These findings suggest that differentiation has simultaneously 
strengthened the effectiveness of EU policy and reduced the coherence 
of the Eastern Partnership as a homogeneous regional initiative.

5. Assessing the effectiveness of the “More for More” model
More than a decade of implementation provides sufficient evi-

dence to evaluate the effectiveness of the “More for More” principle as 
an instrument of European Union external policy.

Overall, the principle has demonstrated considerable success in 
encouraging voluntary reforms through positive incentives. Countries 
that consistently implemented democratic reforms gained access to 
progressively deeper forms of cooperation, including financial assis-
tance, trade preferences, visa liberalisation, participation in European 
programmes and, eventually, candidate status.

Unlike traditional models based primarily on political pressure, 
positive conditionality strengthened domestic reform coalitions by 
demonstrating tangible benefits arising from European integration. Re-
form became associated not merely with compliance but with concrete 
opportunities for economic development, institutional modernisation 
and international cooperation.

Nevertheless, the experience of implementation also revealed sev-
eral important limitations.

Financial assistance and preferential market access alone proved 
insufficient to guarantee the sustainability of reforms. In several cases, 
legislative progress outpaced institutional implementation. Judicial in-
dependence, anti-corruption measures and public administration re-
form frequently encountered resistance from entrenched political and 
economic interests.

Another limitation concerns the asymmetry of incentives. While 
associated countries benefited from increasingly comprehensive inte-
gration instruments, the attractiveness of European incentives proved 
weaker for countries whose political priorities differed from those of the 
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European Union. Consequently, the capacity of positive conditionality 
to stimulate reforms depended not only upon the generosity of Europe-
an support but also upon domestic political willingness to pursue long-
term transformation.

The changing geopolitical environment has further complicated 
the application of the “More for More” principle. Russia’s aggression 
against Ukraine demonstrated that democratic reforms cannot be sepa-
rated from broader questions of national security, energy resilience and 
strategic autonomy. As a result, contemporary European policy increas-
ingly combines traditional conditionality with broader resilience-build-
ing measures.

Table 3. 
Strengths and limitations of the “More for More” principle

Strengths Limitations
Encourages voluntary reforms Uneven implementation across countries
Respects national differentiation Dependent on domestic political will
Provides measurable incentives Financial incentives alone are insufficient
Strengthens EU-partner 
relations Vulnerable to geopolitical pressures

Supports gradual integration Growing asymmetry within the Eastern 
Partnership

The overall assessment indicates that the “More for More” princi-
ple remains one of the European Union’s most innovative instruments 
of external governance. However, its future effectiveness depends upon 
adapting differentiated integration to the realities of the evolving en-
largement process, strengthening institutional resilience and ensuring 
that reform incentives remain credible, transparent and closely linked 
to measurable implementation outcomes.

6. From “More for More” to pre-accession differentiation
The political developments that followed 2022 have significantly al-

tered the context in which the “More for More” principle operates. The 
decision of the European Council to grant candidate status to the Re-
public of Moldova and Ukraine marked not only a major milestone in 
the EU enlargement policy but also a turning point in the evolution of 
the Eastern Partnership.
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Originally, the “More for More” principle functioned as an instru-
ment of neighbourhood policy. Its primary objective was to encourage 
democratic reforms by offering progressively greater political and eco-
nomic incentives while avoiding explicit commitments regarding future 
membership. Within this framework, differentiation reflected different 
levels of cooperation rather than different stages of accession.

The granting of candidate status fundamentally changed this logic. 
For the associated countries, differentiation increasingly reflects differ-
ent stages of the European integration process. Legislative approxima-
tion, judicial reform, anti-corruption policies and public administration 
modernisation are no longer pursued solely to strengthen neighbour-
hood cooperation but also to satisfy the requirements of the accession 
process.

Consequently, the “More for More” principle is gradually evolving 
into what may be described as pre-accession differentiation. The depth 
of integration increasingly depends not only on reform performance 
but also on progress towards fulfilling the political, legal and institution-
al conditions required for EU membership.

This transformation has important implications for the future ar-
chitecture of the Eastern Partnership. While the initiative continues to 
provide a common regional framework, its internal differentiation is be-
coming more pronounced. Candidate countries require policy instru-
ments increasingly aligned with the enlargement methodology, where-
as other partners continue to benefit primarily from neighbourhood 
cooperation mechanisms.

The future challenge for the European Union will therefore be to 
preserve the inclusiveness of the Eastern Partnership while accommo-
dating different levels of integration without undermining regional co-
operation.

Figure 3. 
Evolution of the “More for More” principle
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The figure illustrates that the “More for More” principle has not 
been replaced by the enlargement process. Rather, it has evolved into 
a broader mechanism that increasingly connects differentiated neigh-
bourhood cooperation with accession-related reforms.

Policy Box 1
Key Policy Message
The experience of the Eastern Partnership demonstrates that pos-

itive conditionality is most effective when three conditions are simul-
taneously fulfilled:

•	 clear political objectives;
•	 measurable reform benchmarks;
•	 credible long-term incentives.
The evolution of the Eastern Partnership suggests that future dif-

ferentiation should combine the flexibility of neighbourhood policy 
with the predictability and institutional discipline of the EU enlarge-
ment framework.

7. Policy implications for the Republic of Moldova
The experience of implementing the “More for More” principle of-

fers several important lessons for the Republic of Moldova as it advanc-
es towards European Union membership.

First, the effectiveness of European integration depends increas-
ingly upon the quality rather than the quantity of reforms. Future pol-
icy should therefore prioritise implementation capacity, institutional 
effectiveness and administrative professionalism alongside legislative 
approximation.

Second, Moldova should continue to use differentiated integration 
strategically. Participation in EU programmes, sectoral integration ini-
tiatives, research cooperation and cross-border projects should com-
plement the formal accession negotiations, thereby strengthening in-
stitutional preparedness before membership.

Third, democratic reforms must be accompanied by continuous 
public communication. Sustaining public support for European inte-
gration requires that citizens perceive tangible improvements in gov-
ernance, public services, infrastructure and economic opportunities 
resulting from the implementation of European standards.
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Fourth, the Republic of Moldova should strengthen regional coop-
eration with other associated countries. The experience accumulated by 
Ukraine and Georgia in implementing Association Agreements, judicial 
reforms and sectoral approximation provides valuable opportunities for 
policy learning and institutional cooperation.

Finally, the transformation of the Eastern Partnership creates new 
responsibilities for Moldova. Candidate status should be regarded not as 
the conclusion of the European integration process but as the beginning 
of a more demanding stage requiring greater administrative capacity, 
stronger democratic institutions and sustained political commitment.

Table 4. 
Future directions for the “More for More” principle

Policy Area Traditional Approach Future Direction
Conditionality Reform incentives Accession preparedness
Political Dialogue Bilateral cooperation Enlargement dialogue
Financial Support Neighbourhood assistance Pre-accession support
Governance Legislative approximation Institutional effectiveness

Integration Association Progressive participation in 
EU policies

The future development of differentiated integration will therefore 
depend upon its capacity to balance flexibility with credibility while 
preserving the fundamental principles of democratic governance, the 
rule of law and sustainable reform.

8. Concluding Remarks
The “More for More” principle represents one of the most innova-

tive elements of the European Union’s relations with its Eastern neigh-
bours. By linking political and economic incentives to measurable re-
form achievements, it introduced a differentiated model of cooperation 
that recognised the diversity of political ambitions and institutional ca-
pacities among partner countries.

Over the past decade, the principle has significantly influenced the 
evolution of the Eastern Partnership. It facilitated the conclusion of As-
sociation Agreements, encouraged comprehensive legislative approx-
imation and promoted institutional modernisation in the associated 
countries. At the same time, it allowed other partners to pursue alter-
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native forms of cooperation reflecting their own political priorities and 
strategic choices.

The experience of implementation demonstrates that positive con-
ditionality has generated important achievements but also revealed 
several limitations. Financial assistance, market access and political di-
alogue can encourage reforms, yet they cannot substitute for domestic 
political commitment, institutional integrity and public support. Sus-
tainable transformation ultimately depends upon the capacity of na-
tional institutions to implement reforms consistently and independent-
ly of changing political circumstances.

Recent geopolitical developments have introduced a new stage in 
the evolution of the “More for More” principle. The granting of EU can-
didate status to the Republic of Moldova and Ukraine has expanded the 
significance of differentiated integration beyond neighbourhood policy. 
Increasingly, differentiation reflects not only different levels of coopera-
tion but also different stages of the accession process.

The future relevance of the Eastern Partnership will therefore de-
pend upon its ability to combine the flexibility of differentiated cooper-
ation with the strategic objectives of the European Union’s enlargement 
policy. Rather than representing alternative policy frameworks, neigh-
bourhood policy and enlargement are becoming increasingly comple-
mentary instruments supporting democratic transformation, institu-
tional resilience and sustainable European integration.

Key Takeaways
•	 The  “More for More”  principle transformed the Eastern Part-

nership from a uniform regional initiative into a differentiated 
framework based on reform performance.

•	 Positive conditionality proved most effective where domestic 
political commitment, institutional capacity and public sup-
port reinforced European incentives.

•	 The associated countries achieved substantially deeper politi-
cal and economic integration through Association Agreements, 
DCFTAs and comprehensive legislative approximation.

•	 The granting of candidate status to the Republic of Moldova 
and Ukraine has fundamentally altered the logic of differentiat-
ed integration, connecting neighbourhood policy with the EU 
enlargement process.



46

•	 The future of the Eastern Partnership depends on preserving 
differentiation while ensuring that it supports both regional co-
operation and accession-related reforms.
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PART II. UNDERSTANDING THE NEW CHALLENGES

The second thematic block of the Scientific and Analytical Semi-
nar shifted the discussion from the historical evolution of the Eastern 
Partnership towards the strategic challenges that increasingly shape 
its future development. While the introductory session examined the 
achievements and institutional foundations of the initiative, this part 
focused on the capacity of the Eastern Partnership to respond to new 
political, economic and security realities.

The discussion recognised that the geopolitical environment sur-
rounding the European Union has changed fundamentally over the past 
decade. Russia’s full-scale aggression against Ukraine, growing hybrid 
threats, democratic backsliding, energy insecurity and the accelerating 
green and digital transitions have created new conditions that could not 
have been fully anticipated when the Eastern Partnership was originally 
designed.

Against this background, participants analysed whether the exist-
ing policy instruments remain sufficient to promote sustainable demo-
cratic reforms and regional resilience. Particular attention was devoted 
to democratic governance, the rule of law, corruption, institutional re-
silience, the European Green Deal, the Digital Agenda and the role of 
regional cooperation in strengthening the long-term stability and com-
petitiveness of the Eastern Partnership countries.

The analytical materials presented in this section examine these is-
sues from complementary perspectives. The first contribution explores 
democratic resilience and the persistence of reform fatigue, while the 
second analyses how the European Union’s new strategic priorities may 
influence the future evolution of the Eastern Partnership and the mod-
ernization of partner countries.
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MAIN BLOCK
STRATEGIC CHALLENGES AND NEW PRIORITIES

DEMOCRATIC RESILIENCE, RULE OF LAW AND REFORM 
FATIGUE IN THE ASSOCIATED COUNTRIES
Vitalie Cazacu, PhD, Associate Professor

Abstract
The transformation of the European Union’s Eastern Partnership 

after 2020 has placed democratic resilience at the centre of relations be-
tween the European Union and its associated partner countries. While 
previous stages of the Eastern Partnership primarily focused on legis-
lative approximation, economic integration and institutional reforms, 
the current geopolitical environment requires a broader understand-
ing of democratic sustainability. Russia’s full-scale aggression against 
Ukraine, increasing hybrid threats, disinformation campaigns, energy 
insecurity and political polarisation have demonstrated that democrat-
ic reforms cannot be assessed solely through the adoption of legislation. 
Their long-term success depends on the resilience of institutions, the 
effectiveness of the rule of law and the capacity of societies to withstand 
internal and external pressures.

This analytical paper examines democratic resilience as one of the 
principal determinants of successful European integration in the Re-
public of Moldova, Ukraine and Georgia. It analyses the relationship 
between institutional capacity, judicial independence, anti-corruption 
policies and the growing phenomenon of reform fatigue. Particular at-
tention is devoted to the changing approach of the European Union, 
which increasingly links democratic governance with resilience, secu-
rity and enlargement policy. The paper argues that democratic resil-
ience should be understood not only as the protection of democratic 
institutions but also as the ability of states to preserve the continuity 
of reforms despite political instability, economic crises and geopoliti-
cal challenges. Finally, the paper outlines several policy implications for 
strengthening democratic resilience within the future evolution of the 
Eastern Partnership.

Keywords: democratic resilience; rule of law; Eastern Partnership; 
reform fatigue; associated countries
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1. Introduction
Since the establishment of the Eastern Partnership in 2009, dem-

ocratic governance and the rule of law have constituted the normative 
foundations of cooperation between the European Union and its East-
ern neighbours. Through Association Agreements, Deep and Compre-
hensive Free Trade Areas (DCFTAs), financial assistance and technical 
cooperation, the European Union has encouraged partner countries to 
modernise public administration, strengthen democratic institutions 
and align their legislation with the EU acquis.

For many years, progress was measured primarily through legis-
lative approximation and the implementation of institutional reforms. 
Considerable attention was devoted to judicial reform, anti-corruption 
strategies, public administration reform and regulatory convergence 
with European standards. Although these reforms generated signifi-
cant achievements, experience gradually demonstrated that legislative 
change alone was insufficient to ensure the sustainability of democratic 
transformation.

Political instability, frequent changes of government, institution-
al capture, corruption, declining public trust and external geopolitical 
pressures repeatedly interrupted reform processes in several partner 
countries. Periods of substantial progress were often followed by stag-
nation or partial reversal. Consequently, the European Union increas-
ingly recognised that democratic governance should be assessed not 
only through formal institutional indicators but also through the capac-
ity of democratic systems to preserve their essential functions under 
conditions of crisis.

This shift became particularly evident after the publication of 
the EU Global Strategy (2016), the Joint Communication Reinforcing Re-
silience – an Eastern Partnership that Delivers for All (2020), and subse-
quent policy documents adopted in response to the changing European 
security environment. Democratic resilience gradually emerged as one 
of the principal concepts guiding the European Union’s external action.

The concept gained even greater importance following Russia’s 
full-scale invasion of Ukraine in February 2022. The war fundamentally 
transformed the strategic environment of the Eastern Partnership and 
demonstrated that democratic institutions, economic governance, en-
ergy security and societal resilience are inseparable components of na-
tional security. States possessing stronger institutions proved more ca-
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pable of maintaining public services, preserving democratic legitimacy 
and continuing the implementation of reforms despite unprecedented 
external pressure.

Against this background, the associated countries of the Eastern 
Partnership—the Republic of Moldova, Ukraine and Georgia—face a 
dual challenge. On the one hand, they must continue implementing 
the comprehensive reforms required by their Association Agreements 
and, for candidate countries, the EU enlargement process. On the other 
hand, they must simultaneously strengthen the resilience of democratic 
institutions against political instability, hybrid threats, disinformation, 
cyberattacks and external interference.

This chapter analyses democratic resilience as one of the key de-
terminants of successful European integration. Particular attention is 
devoted to the relationship between democratic resilience, the rule of 
law and reform fatigue, as well as to the implications of these concepts 
for the future evolution of the Eastern Partnership.

2. Conceptual framework
2.1. Democratic resilience: from democratic transition to demo-

cratic sustainability
During the first two decades following the end of the Cold War, Eu-

ropean neighbourhood policies concentrated primarily on democrat-
ic transition. The prevailing assumption was that adopting democratic 
constitutions, strengthening public institutions and approximating na-
tional legislation to European standards would gradually consolidate 
democracy and market economies.

However, developments during the last decade demonstrated that 
democratic transition does not necessarily guarantee democratic sus-
tainability. Democratic institutions may remain formally intact while 
becoming vulnerable to political capture, corruption, disinformation, 
external influence and declining public confidence. Consequently, the 
focus of European policy shifted from the creation of democratic insti-
tutions towards their long-term resilience.

Within contemporary European policy discourse, democratic resil-
ience refers to the capacity of democratic institutions, public admin-
istrations and societies to anticipate, withstand, adapt to and recover 
from political, economic and security shocks while preserving demo-
cratic governance, the rule of law and fundamental rights.
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Unlike earlier approaches that evaluated democratic progress 
mainly through legal approximation, resilience places equal emphasis 
on implementation capacity, institutional independence, administra-
tive professionalism, civic participation and societal trust.

In this context, democratic resilience is not a static condition but 
a dynamic process requiring continuous adaptation to changing inter-
nal and external environments. Countries demonstrating high levels of 
resilience are better able to maintain policy continuity, protect consti-
tutional order and sustain reform momentum despite political crises or 
geopolitical instability.

Figure 1.
Conceptual Dimensions of Democratic Resilience

2.2. Rule of law as the cornerstone of democratic resilience
Among the various components of democratic resilience, the rule 

of law occupies a central position. It represents both a fundamental val-
ue of the European Union and a practical mechanism through which 
democratic governance is maintained.
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The European Commission consistently emphasises that the rule 
of law extends beyond judicial independence. It encompasses legal 
certainty, equality before the law, effective judicial protection, account-
ability of public authorities, transparency of decision-making and the 
protection of fundamental rights.

For the associated countries, strengthening the rule of law is not 
only a political obligation arising from the Association Agreements but 
also a prerequisite for successful economic development. Investors re-
quire predictable legal systems; citizens require confidence in public 
institutions; democratic governments require independent courts ca-
pable of limiting abuses of power.

Experience within the Eastern Partnership demonstrates that coun-
tries achieving stronger progress in judicial reform and anti-corruption 
policies have generally been more successful in implementing broader 
institutional reforms and maintaining public confidence during peri-
ods of political uncertainty.

Table 1.
From democratic transition to democratic resilience

Traditional approach Contemporary resilience approach
Adoption of legislation Effective implementation of legislation
Institutional creation Institutional performance
Democratic transition Democratic sustainability
Political reforms Whole-of-society resilience
Governance Governance + security
Conditionality Conditionality + institutional resilience

The comparison illustrates the evolution of the European Union’s 
policy thinking. Whereas earlier neighbourhood policies concentrated 
primarily on legislative convergence, contemporary policy increasingly 
evaluates the capacity of democratic institutions to function effectively 
under conditions of prolonged political and geopolitical pressure.

2.3. Democratic resilience within the future of the Eastern Part-
nership

The transformation of the Eastern Partnership after 2020 has con-
siderably expanded the meaning of resilience. Initially associated main-
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ly with democratic governance and public administration reform, resil-
ience is now understood as an integrated concept encompassing dem-
ocratic institutions, economic stability, energy security, cybersecurity, 
information integrity and societal cohesion.

This broader understanding reflects the reality that modern threats 
rarely occur in isolation. Energy crises may generate political instabili-
ty; cyberattacks may undermine public administration; disinformation 
campaigns may weaken electoral legitimacy; corruption may reduce 
the effectiveness of crisis management. Consequently, strengthening 
democratic resilience requires coordinated action across multiple pol-
icy sectors.

For the associated countries, this transformation also coincides 
with the European Union’s renewed enlargement policy. Democratic 
resilience increasingly functions as an indicator of preparedness for 
deeper integration. Candidate countries are expected not only to adopt 
European legislation but also to demonstrate that democratic institu-
tions possess sufficient capacity to preserve reforms over the long term, 
regardless of electoral cycles or external pressures.

The evolution of the concept therefore illustrates a broader shift in 
European integration policy—from measuring compliance with legal 
standards towards assessing the overall capacity of democratic systems 
to remain stable, accountable and effective under rapidly changing geo-
political conditions.

3. Democratic resilience in the associated countries: a compara-
tive assessment

The concept of democratic resilience acquires its practical signif-
icance only when translated into institutional performance. While the 
European Union has established democratic resilience as a strategic 
objective of its external policy, the associated countries of the Eastern 
Partnership have demonstrated different capacities to transform Euro-
pean standards into sustainable governance practices.

The Republic of Moldova, Ukraine and Georgia share a common 
legal framework through their Association Agreements and Deep and 
Comprehensive Free Trade Areas (DCFTAs). All three countries have 
undertaken extensive commitments concerning judicial reform, an-
ti-corruption policies, public administration, decentralisation and 
regulatory approximation. Nevertheless, the implementation of these 
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commitments has followed different trajectories, reflecting variations in 
political leadership, institutional maturity, administrative capacity and 
external security conditions.

The comparative analysis presented below illustrates that dem-
ocratic resilience should not be measured exclusively by the adoption 
of legislation. Rather, it depends upon the interaction of institutional 
effectiveness, political accountability, public trust and the capacity of 
democratic systems to withstand internal and external shocks.

Table 2. 
Comparative assessment of democratic resilience in the associated 

countries

Dimension Republic of Moldova Ukraine Georgia

Judicial Reform
Significant 
progress, ongoing 
implementation

Comprehensive 
reform under 
wartime 
conditions

Important 
reforms with 
recent political 
challenges

Anti-Corruption 
Institutions

Strengthened 
institutional 
framework

Highly 
developed 
specialised 
institutions

Institutional 
progress with 
implementation 
concerns

Public 
Administration 
Reform

Continuous 
approximation to EU 
standards

Accelerated 
reforms 
supporting 
accession

Administrative 
modernisation 
underway

Civil Society 
Participation

Active and 
increasingly 
influential

Strong 
mobilisation 
during wartime

Well-developed 
but politically 
polarised

Media 
Environment Generally pluralistic

Resilient 
despite wartime 
restrictions

Increasing 
concerns 
regarding media 
independence

Overall 
Democratic 
Resilience

High and improving
High despite 
security 
challenges

Moderate, 
requiring 
renewed reform 
momentum

The comparison demonstrates that democratic resilience is not 
determined by a single institutional indicator. Countries may achieve 
considerable progress in one policy area while remaining vulnerable in 
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others. Consequently, resilience should be regarded as a multidimen-
sional characteristic encompassing legal, political, institutional and so-
cietal components.

The Republic of Moldova has made significant progress in aligning 
its governance framework with European standards. Judicial reform, 
anti-corruption measures and public administration modernisation 
have advanced considerably, particularly following the granting of EU 
candidate status. Continued reform implementation, however, remains 
essential to consolidate institutional credibility and public confidence.

Ukraine presents a distinctive case. Despite the unprecedented 
challenges created by Russia’s full-scale invasion, Ukrainian democratic 
institutions have demonstrated remarkable resilience. Public adminis-
tration, local governance, digital public services and anti-corruption in-
stitutions have continued functioning under wartime conditions while 
simultaneously implementing reforms required by the accession pro-
cess. This experience illustrates that democratic resilience cannot be 
assessed solely through political stability but must also consider insti-
tutional adaptability during crises.

Georgia has historically been regarded as one of the leading re-
formers within the Eastern Partnership. Nevertheless, recent political 
developments have demonstrated that democratic achievements re-
quire continuous protection. Political polarisation, concerns regarding 
judicial independence and tensions surrounding electoral reforms il-
lustrate that resilience is a dynamic rather than permanent condition.

Collectively, these experiences demonstrate that democratic resil-
ience is best understood as the capacity of institutions to preserve dem-
ocratic governance despite changing political environments rather than 
simply the existence of formal democratic structures.

Figure 2. 
Components of democratic resilience
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The figure illustrates that democratic resilience develops through a 
cumulative process. Weakness in any component may reduce the over-
all capacity of democratic institutions to withstand political or external 
pressures.

4. Rule of law and reform fatigue
Although democratic reforms have generated substantial progress 

across the associated countries, their implementation has also revealed 
a persistent phenomenon commonly described as reform fatigue. The 
term refers to the gradual decline in political momentum, institutional 
commitment and public enthusiasm following prolonged periods of in-
tensive reform.

Reform fatigue should not be interpreted simply as resistance to 
European integration. Rather, it reflects the growing complexity of suc-
cessive reform waves. Initial reforms often produce visible institutional 
changes and enjoy broad political support. Subsequent reforms, howev-
er, typically require deeper structural transformation affecting judicial 
systems, political accountability, public administration and established 
economic interests. Such reforms are inherently more difficult to imple-
ment and frequently encounter stronger domestic resistance.

The associated countries illustrate different manifestations of re-
form fatigue.

In the Republic of Moldova, successive governments have pursued 
ambitious judicial and anti-corruption reforms while simultaneous-
ly responding to economic pressures, energy insecurity and the chal-
lenges associated with candidate status. Maintaining public confidence 
throughout this prolonged reform process requires continuous demon-
stration of tangible improvements in governance and public services.

Ukraine faces the unique challenge of conducting comprehensive 
reforms during an ongoing military conflict. Although wartime condi-
tions have accelerated institutional innovation and strengthened pub-
lic solidarity, they also impose exceptional administrative and financial 
burdens upon public institutions.

Georgia demonstrates how political polarisation may weaken re-
form momentum even where institutional frameworks remain relative-
ly advanced. Democratic resilience therefore depends not only on for-
mal legislation but also on constructive political dialogue, independent 
institutions and broad societal consensus concerning the direction of 
reforms.
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Table 3. 
Factors contributing to reform fatigue

Political factors Economic factors Institutional 
factors

Societal 
factors

Government 
instability Inflation

Limited 
administrative 

capacity

Declining 
public 

expectations

Political polarisation Energy crises Slow judicial 
reform

Reform 
fatigue

Electoral cycles Budgetary 
constraints Corruption Emigration

Changing political 
priorities

External economic 
shocks

Weak 
implementation 

capacity

Reduced trust 
in institutions

The analysis demonstrates that reform fatigue results from the in-
teraction of multiple factors rather than from deficiencies in any sin-
gle policy area. Addressing this challenge therefore requires integrated 
approaches combining institutional strengthening with economic re-
silience, effective public communication and sustained political com-
mitment.

5. Strengthening democratic resilience: strategic priorities for the 
Eastern Partnership

The experience of the Eastern Partnership demonstrates that dem-
ocratic resilience cannot be strengthened through isolated reforms. In-
stead, it requires a comprehensive approach integrating institutional 
development, effective governance, public participation and long-term 
political commitment. Democratic resilience should therefore be un-
derstood as a systemic characteristic of the state rather than the out-
come of individual policy measures.

For the associated countries, strengthening democratic resilience 
has become increasingly important as European integration advances 
towards the accession stage. The implementation of the Association 
Agreements and the requirements associated with candidate status de-
mand not only legislative approximation but also institutions capable 
of maintaining reform continuity under changing political and geopo-
litical conditions.
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A resilient democratic system is characterised by several interrelat-
ed features. Independent courts ensure equal application of the law and 
protect constitutional order. Professional public administration guaran-
tees policy continuity despite changes in political leadership. Transpar-
ent governance strengthens public confidence, while active civil society 
contributes to democratic accountability and social oversight. Together, 
these components create institutional stability that enables reforms to 
become sustainable rather than temporary political initiatives.

Recent experience has also demonstrated that democratic resil-
ience extends beyond traditional governance reforms. Energy security, 
digital governance, cybersecurity, strategic communication and protec-
tion against disinformation have become integral elements of demo-
cratic stability. Public institutions that cannot withstand hybrid threats 
or maintain public trust during crises remain vulnerable regardless of 
the quality of their legal framework.

Accordingly, strengthening democratic resilience should be regard-
ed as a long-term investment in institutional quality rather than a short-
term political objective.

Figure 3. 
Building democratic resilience

The figure illustrates that democratic resilience develops pro-
gressively through the interaction of institutional reform and public 
confidence. Sustainable European integration becomes possible only 
when democratic institutions are capable of maintaining reforms inde-
pendently of political cycles.
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Table 4. 
Strategic components of democratic resilience

Strategic component Main objective Expected long-term 
outcome

Independent Judiciary Ensure equal application 
of the law Strong rule of law

Public Administration Improve institutional 
effectiveness Policy continuity

Anti-Corruption System Increase accountability 
and transparency Public confidence

Civil Society Strengthen democratic 
participation Social resilience

Digital Governance Improve efficiency and 
transparency

Better public 
services

Strategic Communication Counter disinformation Democratic stability
Energy and Cyber 
Resilience

Reduce external 
vulnerabilities National resilience

The table illustrates that democratic resilience should be ap-
proached as a multidimensional policy framework rather than as a sin-
gle institutional reform. Weakness in one component inevitably affects 
the effectiveness of the entire governance system.

Policy Box 1
Democratic resilience as a new benchmark of European integra-

tion
The evolution of the European Union’s external policy demon-

strates a significant conceptual shift. Whereas earlier assessments fo-
cused primarily on legislative approximation, contemporary evalua-
tion increasingly emphasises the resilience of democratic institutions.

Today, successful European integration requires partner countries 
not only to adopt European legislation but also to demonstrate that 
democratic institutions are capable of implementing reforms consis-
tently, resisting political interference and maintaining public confi-
dence under conditions of crisis.

Democratic resilience has therefore become an essential indica-
tor of preparedness for deeper political integration and, for candidate 
countries, an increasingly important element of the accession process.
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6. Policy Implications for the Associated Countries
The comparative analysis presented in this chapter suggests several 

strategic priorities for the future development of the Eastern Partner-
ship.

First, reform assessment should increasingly focus on implemen-
tation rather than legislative adoption. While legal approximation re-
mains essential, institutional effectiveness provides a more accurate 
indicator of democratic sustainability.

Second, greater emphasis should be placed on strengthening inde-
pendent institutions. Judicial systems, anti-corruption agencies, consti-
tutional bodies and public administrations require stable legal frame-
works, adequate resources and protection from political interference.

Third, resilience-building should extend beyond government in-
stitutions. Universities, research centres, independent media, local 
authorities and civil society organisations contribute significantly to 
democratic stability by promoting informed public debate, policy eval-
uation and civic participation.

Fourth, the European Union should continue adapting differentiat-
ed integration to reflect the changing relationship between neighbour-
hood policy and enlargement. Candidate countries require increasingly 
sophisticated forms of institutional cooperation that support the imple-
mentation of accession-related reforms.

Finally, resilience indicators should become more prominent with-
in future monitoring mechanisms. Evaluating public trust, institutional 
performance, governance quality and societal resilience would comple-
ment traditional assessments based primarily on legislative approxima-
tion.

7. Policy Implications for the Republic of Moldova
For the Republic of Moldova, democratic resilience represents not 

only a governance objective but also a strategic requirement for suc-
cessful European integration.

Continued judicial reform should remain a national priority, en-
suring that judicial independence is reinforced through transparent 
appointment procedures, professional evaluation mechanisms and ef-
fective institutional safeguards.

Public administration reform should increasingly focus on admin-
istrative professionalism, strategic planning and evidence-based poli-
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cymaking. The sustainability of reforms depends upon institutions ca-
pable of implementing European legislation consistently regardless of 
changes in political leadership.

Further efforts should also strengthen cooperation between central 
government, local authorities, universities and civil society organisa-
tions. Broad societal participation contributes to greater public owner-
ship of reforms and increases confidence in democratic institutions.

The Republic of Moldova should likewise continue investing in dig-
ital governance, cybersecurity and strategic communication. These ar-
eas have become indispensable components of democratic resilience, 
particularly within the current regional security environment.

Ultimately, democratic resilience should be integrated into nation-
al development planning as a cross-cutting objective supporting gov-
ernance reform, economic development and the accession process si-
multaneously.

8. Concluding Remarks
The transformation of the Eastern Partnership after 2020 has sig-

nificantly expanded the understanding of democratic governance with-
in European Union external policy. Democratic resilience has emerged 
as a central concept linking institutional reform, the rule of law, public 
trust and societal stability.

The comparative experience of the Republic of Moldova, Ukraine 
and Georgia demonstrates that sustainable democratic transformation 
depends not only on legislative approximation but also on the capaci-
ty of institutions to preserve reforms under conditions of political un-
certainty and geopolitical pressure. While each associated country has 
followed a distinct reform trajectory, all illustrate that institutional ef-
fectiveness, democratic accountability and societal participation are in-
dispensable prerequisites for successful European integration.

The phenomenon of reform fatigue further highlights the impor-
tance of resilience. Democratic reforms cannot rely indefinitely upon 
political momentum alone. Their sustainability requires institutions ca-
pable of maintaining reform continuity, communicating tangible ben-
efits to citizens and adapting to evolving domestic and international 
challenges.

Recent geopolitical developments have further reinforced the stra-
tegic significance of democratic resilience. Hybrid threats, cyberattacks, 
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disinformation campaigns and energy insecurity demonstrate that de-
mocracy today must be capable not only of governing effectively but 
also of protecting itself against increasingly complex external pressures.

For the European Union, democratic resilience is becoming a de-
fining criterion of future enlargement policy. For the associated coun-
tries, it represents the institutional foundation upon which successful 
accession, sustainable development and long-term political stability 
will depend.

The future of the Eastern Partnership will therefore be determined 
not only by the adoption of European standards but by the capacity of 
democratic institutions to transform those standards into durable polit-
ical, legal and societal realities.

Key Takeaways
•	 Democratic resilience has become a central objective of the Eu-

ropean Union’s policy towards the Eastern Partnership.
•	 Sustainable reforms depend upon institutional effectiveness 

rather than legislative approximation alone.
•	 Independent courts, professional public administration and 

public trust constitute the principal foundations of democratic 
resilience.

•	 Reform fatigue represents a structural challenge that requires 
long-term institutional and societal responses.

•	 Democratic resilience increasingly functions as an indicator of 
preparedness for deeper European integration and the acces-
sion process.
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INTEGRATING THE EUROPEAN GREEN DEAL AND THE 
DIGITAL AGENDA INTO THE EASTERN PARTNERSHIP: 

NEW DRIVERS OF MODERNISATION AND SUSTAINABLE 
DEVELOPMENT

Elena Bădărău, PhD, Associate Professor

Abstract
The transformation of the European Union’s policy priorities over 

the past decade has significantly influenced the future development 
of the Eastern Partnership. While the initiative was initially centred on 
democratic governance, economic integration and institutional reform, 
contemporary cooperation increasingly reflects broader strategic ob-
jectives associated with sustainable development, climate neutrality, 
digital transformation and economic resilience. The European Green 
Deal and the Digital Agenda have therefore become essential compo-
nents of the European Union’s external action, extending their influence 
beyond Member States to neighbouring countries participating in the 
Eastern Partnership.

This chapter examines how these two strategic priorities are re-
shaping cooperation between the European Union and the associat-
ed countries of the Eastern Partnership. It analyses the opportunities 
created by green and digital transformation while assessing the institu-
tional, financial and socio-economic challenges associated with their 
implementation. Particular attention is devoted to the Republic of Mol-
dova, Ukraine and Georgia, where European integration increasingly 
requires the simultaneous implementation of environmental, digital 
and governance reforms. The chapter argues that the Green Deal and 
the Digital Agenda should not be viewed solely as regulatory obligations 
but as strategic instruments capable of accelerating economic mod-
ernisation, increasing competitiveness and strengthening democratic 
and economic resilience. Their successful implementation will play an 
increasingly important role in supporting sustainable development and 
preparing associated countries for deeper integration into the Europe-
an Union.

Keywords: European Green Deal; Digital Agenda; sustainable de-
velopment; digital transformation; Eastern Partnership
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1. Introduction
The strategic priorities of the European Union have undergone pro-

found transformation during the last decade. While economic integra-
tion, democratic governance and institutional reforms remain central 
objectives of European policy, increasing attention has been devoted to 
climate neutrality, environmental sustainability, digital innovation and 
technological competitiveness.

These changes are largely reflected in two flagship initiatives: 
the European Green Deal and the Digital Agenda for Europe. Although 
initially designed to support the internal development of the Europe-
an Union, both strategies have progressively acquired an external di-
mension, influencing relations with neighbouring countries, candidate 
states and strategic partners.

For the Eastern Partnership, this evolution represents a new stage 
of cooperation. Whereas earlier reforms concentrated primarily on leg-
islative approximation, judicial reform and public administration, as-
sociated countries are now expected to align themselves with increas-
ingly complex European policies concerning environmental protection, 
renewable energy, circular economy, digital governance, cybersecurity 
and technological innovation.

This transformation presents both opportunities and challenges. 
On the one hand, alignment with European environmental and digital 
standards can stimulate investment, improve competitiveness, mod-
ernise infrastructure and strengthen institutional capacity. On the other 
hand, implementation requires substantial financial resources, admin-
istrative capability and long-term political commitment—resources 
that remain unevenly distributed among partner countries.

Consequently, the successful integration of the European Green 
Deal and the Digital Agenda into the Eastern Partnership depends not 
only on regulatory approximation but also on the capacity of associated 
countries to transform these strategic priorities into practical instru-
ments of economic and institutional modernisation.

2. Conceptual Framework
2.1. The European Green Deal: From Environmental Policy to a 

New Development Model
The adoption of the European Green Deal in 2019 marked one of 

the most ambitious transformations in the history of European inte-
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gration. Rather than functioning solely as an environmental strategy, 
the Green Deal established a comprehensive framework for economic 
modernisation based upon climate neutrality, sustainable growth and 
resource efficiency.

Its strategic objective is to transform the European Union into the 
world’s first climate-neutral economy by 2050 while simultaneously 
strengthening industrial competitiveness, technological innovation 
and social cohesion.

Unlike earlier environmental initiatives, the Green Deal integrates 
multiple policy domains, including energy, agriculture, transport, in-
dustrial policy, finance, research and innovation. Sustainability is there-
fore no longer treated as a separate policy sector but as a cross-cutting 
principle influencing virtually every aspect of economic development.

For the associated countries of the Eastern Partnership, this trans-
formation has profound implications. Legislative approximation in-
creasingly extends beyond traditional governance reforms to encompass 
environmental regulation, renewable energy, circular economy princi-
ples, carbon emissions reduction and sustainable production systems.

Figure 1. 
The European Green Deal as an Integrated 

Development Strategy
   

The European Green Deal therefore represents not merely an en-
vironmental agenda but a comprehensive strategy linking ecological 
sustainability with long-term economic growth and technological mod-
ernisation.

2.2. The Digital Agenda: Building a Competitive and Innovative 
Economy

Digital transformation has become one of the principal drivers of 
economic growth, institutional modernisation and international com-
petitiveness within the European Union. Initially formulated through 
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the  Digital Agenda for Europeand subsequently strengthened by 
the Digital Decade Policy Programme 2030, the European Union has 
progressively developed a comprehensive strategy aimed at creating a 
secure, innovative and human-centred digital society.

Unlike earlier approaches that viewed digitalisation primarily as the 
introduction of new technologies, the current European strategy con-
siders digital transformation as a structural process affecting economic 
development, public administration, education, healthcare, research, 
industrial production and democratic governance. Digital technologies 
are increasingly recognised not merely as technical tools but as strategic 
assets capable of improving productivity, strengthening institutional ef-
ficiency and increasing resilience against future crises.

For the associated countries of the Eastern Partnership, alignment 
with the Digital Agenda represents both a challenge and a strategic 
opportunity. The digital transformation of public administration can 
improve transparency, reduce administrative burdens and strengthen 
public trust through more efficient delivery of public services. Digital-
isation also supports business development by facilitating access to Eu-
ropean markets, encouraging innovation and improving the competi-
tiveness of small and medium-sized enterprises.

At the same time, digital transformation requires significant invest-
ments in broadband infrastructure, cybersecurity, digital skills, innova-
tion ecosystems and institutional capacity. Countries that fail to mod-
ernise their digital infrastructure risk widening the technological gap 
separating them from the European Union, thereby limiting the bene-
fits of deeper economic integration.

Digital transformation should therefore be regarded as a long-term 
investment in national competitiveness rather than solely as compli-
ance with European regulatory requirements.

Figure 2. 
The Digital Transformation Framework
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The Digital Agenda demonstrates that technological development 
and institutional modernisation are mutually reinforcing processes. In-
vestments in digital infrastructure generate broader economic and so-
cial benefits only when accompanied by improvements in governance, 
education and innovation capacity.

Table 1. 
Strategic Priorities of the European Green Deal and the Digital 

Agenda

European Green Deal Digital Agenda
Climate neutrality Digital transformation
Circular economy Digital public services
Renewable energy Artificial intelligence
Sustainable transport Cybersecurity
Energy efficiency Digital skills
Green finance Innovation and research
Biodiversity protection High-speed digital connectivity

Although often presented separately, both strategies pursue a com-
mon objective: strengthening the long-term competitiveness, sustain-
ability and resilience of the European economy.

3. Integrating New EU Priorities into the Eastern Partnership
The adoption of the European Green Deal and the Digital Agenda 

has fundamentally expanded the policy agenda of the Eastern Partner-
ship. While earlier cooperation focused primarily on democratic gov-
ernance, institutional reform and economic integration, current coop-
eration increasingly incorporates environmental sustainability, climate 
adaptation, energy transition and digital innovation.

This transformation reflects the broader evolution of European 
Union external policy. The Eastern Partnership is no longer limited to 
supporting regulatory approximation. Instead, it increasingly serves as 
a platform through which partner countries prepare for participation in 
emerging European economic, technological and environmental poli-
cies.

The integration of these new priorities offers several strategic ad-
vantages.
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First, green transition provides opportunities for reducing energy 
dependence, increasing energy efficiency and expanding renewable en-
ergy production. These objectives have acquired particular importance 
following the recent energy crisis in Europe and the growing emphasis 
on energy security.

Second, digital transformation strengthens institutional effective-
ness by simplifying administrative procedures, increasing transparency 
and improving access to public services. Digital governance contributes 
simultaneously to better public administration and stronger democrat-
ic accountability.

Third, innovation has become a common denominator linking en-
vironmental sustainability with digital transformation. Green technolo-
gies, smart energy systems, digital manufacturing and circular produc-
tion models increasingly determine the international competitiveness 
of modern economies.

The Eastern Partnership therefore provides an important frame-
work through which associated countries may gradually integrate these 
strategic priorities into national development policies while simultane-
ously advancing European integration.

Table 2. 
Opportunities Created by Green and Digital Transformation

Policy Area Expected Benefits
Renewable energy Greater energy independence
Circular economy More efficient use of resources
Green technologies Increased competitiveness
Digital governance More transparent public administration
Artificial intelligence Higher productivity and innovation
Digital public services Better access to government services
Research and innovation Stronger knowledge economy

The table demonstrates that environmental and digital policies 
generate benefits extending far beyond their immediate policy objec-
tives. Together they contribute to broader economic modernisation and 
institutional development.
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4. Opportunities and Challenges for the Associated Countries
For the Republic of Moldova, Ukraine and Georgia, implementation 

of the European Green Deal and the Digital Agenda presents a unique 
opportunity to accelerate structural transformation. Nevertheless, this 
process is accompanied by significant financial, institutional and social 
challenges.

One of the principal opportunities concerns investment. Alignment 
with European environmental and digital standards improves access to 
European financial instruments, international development assistance 
and private investment. Sustainable infrastructure, renewable energy 
projects and digital innovation increasingly attract substantial Europe-
an support.

Another important opportunity relates to competitiveness. Enter-
prises capable of complying with European environmental and digital 
standards gain improved access to the EU internal market while simul-
taneously increasing productivity through technological innovation.

However, implementation also requires considerable institutional 
capacity. Environmental regulation, digital governance and innovation 
policy involve complex administrative responsibilities that frequently 
exceed the capabilities of under-resourced public institutions. Building 
professional administrative capacity therefore becomes a prerequisite 
for successful policy implementation.

Financial constraints represent an additional challenge. Green 
transition requires substantial investments in energy infrastructure, 
transport systems, industrial modernisation and environmental protec-
tion. Similarly, digital transformation depends upon continuous invest-
ments in telecommunications infrastructure, cybersecurity, education 
and technological innovation.

Social adaptation should not be underestimated. Successful imple-
mentation requires widespread public acceptance of new technologies, 
environmental standards and administrative reforms. Without effective 
communication and inclusive policymaking, even well-designed re-
forms may encounter resistance.
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Figure 3. 
Green and Digital Transformation as Drivers of Modernisation

The figure illustrates the complementary relationship between en-
vironmental sustainability and digital transformation. Rather than rep-
resenting separate policy agendas, both strategies contribute simulta-
neously to stronger institutions, greater competitiveness and long-term 
sustainable development.

5. Comparative Assessment of Green and Digital Transformation 
in the Associated Countries

Although the Republic of Moldova, Ukraine and Georgia share 
common strategic commitments arising from their Association Agree-
ments with the European Union, the implementation of green and dig-
ital policies has progressed at different speeds. These differences reflect 
variations in institutional capacity, economic development, investment 
potential and, increasingly, the impact of geopolitical challenges.

The Republic of Moldova has accelerated the alignment of its envi-
ronmental and digital policies following the granting of EU candidate 
status. Particular progress has been achieved in digital public services, 
e-governance and energy diversification. Nevertheless, the country 
continues to face significant challenges related to limited financial re-
sources, ageing infrastructure and the need for large-scale investments 
in renewable energy and environmental protection.
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Ukraine represents a unique case. Despite the devastating conse-
quences of Russia’s full-scale aggression, the country has continued 
implementing ambitious digital reforms. Ukraine has become interna-
tionally recognised for the rapid development of digital public services 
and e-governance solutions, demonstrating that digital transformation 
can strengthen institutional resilience even under wartime conditions. 
At the same time, reconstruction creates unprecedented opportunities 
to integrate Green Deal principles into the rebuilding of infrastructure, 
transport and energy systems.

Georgia has historically been among the most advanced reform-
ers within the Eastern Partnership in areas such as business regulation, 
digital governance and public administration. However, recent political 
developments have affected the overall dynamics of European integra-
tion, illustrating that technological progress alone cannot compensate 
for broader governance challenges.

Despite these differences, all three associated countries increasing-
ly recognise that green and digital transformation should not be treated 
as separate policy sectors. Their successful implementation depends 
upon integrated strategies combining environmental sustainability, 
technological innovation and institutional reform.

Table 3. 
Comparative Assessment of Green and Digital Transformation

Dimension Republic of Moldova Ukraine Georgia

Renewable energy 
transition Developing rapidly

Major 
reconstruction 
opportunity

Moderate 
progress

Energy 
diversification High priority Strategic necessity Ongoing

Circular economy Initial 
implementation

Emerging during 
reconstruction

Gradual 
development

Digital public 
services Significant progress Advanced digital 

ecosystem
Well-
developed

Digital skills Expanding through 
education reforms

Strong innovation 
sector

Moderate 
progress

Innovation 
ecosystem Developing

Dynamic 
despite wartime 
conditions

Developing

Overall readiness Moderate–High High potential Moderate
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The comparison demonstrates that implementation capacity de-
pends upon considerably more than economic resources. Political com-
mitment, institutional continuity and strategic planning remain deci-
sive factors influencing the pace of green and digital transformation.

Policy Box 1
Green and Digital Transformation: Complementary, Not Com-

peting Priorities
A recurring misconception is that environmental sustainability 

and digitalisation represent separate policy agendas competing for 
limited public resources.

The experience of the European Union demonstrates the oppo-
site.

Digital technologies improve energy efficiency, optimise trans-
port systems, support precision agriculture, facilitate environmental 
monitoring and strengthen public administration.

Similarly, the transition towards a greener economy creates de-
mand for digital innovation, artificial intelligence, smart infrastruc-
ture and advanced technological solutions.

Consequently, green and digital transformation should be de-
signed as mutually reinforcing processes supporting a common ob-
jective: sustainable economic modernisation.

6. Policy Implications for the Republic of Moldova
The European Green Deal and the Digital Agenda provide the Re-

public of Moldova with an opportunity not only to comply with Europe-
an standards but also to accelerate structural economic transformation.

First, environmental policy should increasingly focus on invest-
ment rather than regulation alone. Renewable energy, energy efficiency 
and sustainable transport should be promoted as drivers of economic 
competitiveness capable of reducing dependence on imported energy 
while stimulating domestic innovation.

Second, digital transformation should continue extending beyond 
public administration into education, healthcare, business develop-
ment and research. Expanding digital public services has already im-
proved institutional efficiency; the next stage should strengthen digital 
entrepreneurship, artificial intelligence applications and innovation 
ecosystems.
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Third, greater policy coordination is required. Green transition, 
industrial policy, digitalisation, education and regional development 
should be planned within a single strategic framework rather than as 
separate sectoral policies.

Fourth, universities should play a more prominent role in support-
ing the implementation of both European priorities. Higher education 
institutions contribute not only through teaching and research but also 
by developing innovation partnerships, promoting digital skills and 
supporting evidence-based policymaking.

Finally, successful implementation requires broad societal partici-
pation. Businesses, local authorities, civil society organisations and cit-
izens should become active partners in the green and digital transition 
rather than passive recipients of government policies.

Table 4. 
Strategic Priorities for the Republic of Moldova

Priority area Strategic objective
Renewable energy Greater energy independence
Energy efficiency Lower energy consumption
Circular economy Sustainable production and consumption
Digital public administration Better governance and transparency
innovation Higher productivity and competitiveness
Digital education Improved digital skills

Research cooperation Stronger integration into the European 
Research Area

The implementation of these priorities would contribute simul-
taneously to economic modernisation, institutional development and 
successful preparation for deeper European integration.

7. Concluding Remarks
The European Green Deal and the Digital Agenda have fundamen-

tally expanded the strategic scope of the Eastern Partnership. What 
initially emerged as internal policy initiatives of the European Union 
have progressively become important dimensions of cooperation with 
neighbouring countries and, increasingly, with candidate states.

The analysis presented in this chapter demonstrates that environ-
mental sustainability and digital transformation should not be regarded 
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merely as regulatory obligations associated with European integration. 
Rather, they constitute comprehensive development strategies capable 
of stimulating innovation, strengthening institutional capacity and in-
creasing long-term economic competitiveness.

For the associated countries, successful implementation requires 
much more than legislative approximation. It demands coordinated 
public policies, sustained investment, institutional effectiveness, tech-
nological innovation and active societal participation. Countries capa-
ble of integrating green and digital priorities into broader development 
strategies will be better positioned to strengthen economic resilience 
and advance their European integration objectives.

The Republic of Moldova, Ukraine and Georgia have already made 
important progress in this direction. Nevertheless, significant challeng-
es remain, particularly regarding financing, administrative capacity and 
infrastructure modernisation. Continued European support, combined 
with sustained domestic commitment, will therefore remain essential.

Ultimately, the European Green Deal and the Digital Agenda illus-
trate the broader transformation of the Eastern Partnership itself. Co-
operation is no longer limited to democratic reforms and market inte-
gration but increasingly encompasses innovation, sustainability, tech-
nological development and resilience. These priorities will shape not 
only the future of the Eastern Partnership but also the preparedness of 
associated countries for deeper participation in the European Union.

Key Takeaways
•	 The European Green Deal and the Digital Agenda have become 

central pillars of the European Union’s cooperation with the 
Eastern Partnership.

•	 Green and digital transformation should be understood as 
complementary strategies driving sustainable economic mod-
ernisation.

•	 Successful implementation depends upon institutional capaci-
ty, investment, innovation and policy coordination rather than 
legislative approximation alone.

•	 The Republic of Moldova, Ukraine and Georgia have made sig-
nificant progress but continue to face challenges related to fi-
nancing, infrastructure and administrative capacity.

•	 Integrating environmental sustainability with digital innova-
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tion will strengthen competitiveness, resilience and prepared-
ness for deeper European integration.

	 References
1.	 European Commission. (2019). The European Green Deal. COM(2019) 640 

final.
2.	 European Commission. (2020). Shaping Europe’s Digital Future. COM(2020) 

67 final.
3.	 European Commission. (2021). 2030 Digital Compass: The European Way 

for the Digital Decade. COM(2021) 118 final.
4.	 European Parliament and Council. (2022). Decision Establishing the Digi-

tal Decade Policy Programme 2030.
5.	 European Commission & High Representative of the Union for Foreign Af-

fairs and Security Policy. (2020). Reinforcing Resilience – an Eastern Part-
nership that Delivers for All. JOIN(2020) 7 final.

6.	 European Commission. (2023). 2023 Communication on EU Enlargement 
Policy.

7.	 European Commission. (2024). 2024 Communication on EU Enlargement 
Policy.

8.	 International Energy Agency. (2023).  Energy Policy Review: European 
Union.

9.	 OECD. (2023). Digital Government Index.
10.	 World Bank. (2023). Digital Development Overview.
11.	 United Nations. (2024). E-Government Survey.
12.	 European Environment Agency. (2023). The European Environment: State 

and Outlook Report.
13.	 OECD. (2022). The Circular Economy in Cities and Regions.
14.	 Porter, M. E., & van der Linde, C. (1995). Toward a New Conception of the 

Environment–Competitiveness Relationship. Journal of Economic Per-
spectives, 9(4), 97–118.

15.	 Sachs, J. D., et al. (2024). Sustainable Development Report 2024.



77

PART III. UNDERSTANDING THE FUTURE

POSITIONING BLOCK

The third part of this publication examines the strategic future of the 
Eastern Partnership in the context of profound geopolitical transforma-
tion taking place across Europe. Following the granting of EU candidate 
status to the Republic of Moldova and Ukraine, the Eastern Partnership 
has entered a fundamentally new stage of development. The analytical 
papers included in this section explore whether the initiative should 
continue functioning primarily as a neighbourhood policy or gradually 
evolve into a differentiated framework supporting future EU enlarge-
ment. Particular attention is devoted to the role of the Associated Trio, 
the implications of candidate status and the debate surrounding the Eu-
ropean Union’s strategic approach towards future enlargement.

THE ASSOCIATED TRIO AND THE FUTURE OF THE EASTERN 
PARTNERSHIP AFTER 2022

Elena Mandaji, MSc, University Lecturer

Abstract
The geopolitical changes that have occurred since 2022 have fun-

damentally transformed the strategic environment of the European 
Union’s Eastern Partnership. The granting of EU candidate status to the 
Republic of Moldova and Ukraine, together with Georgia’s European 
aspirations, has significantly altered the political logic upon which the 
initiative was originally established. Whereas the Eastern Partnership 
initially functioned as a differentiated framework of neighbourhood 
cooperation, it increasingly serves as an instrument supporting acces-
sion-related reforms for associated countries.

This paper examines the emergence of the Associated Trio as a dis-
tinct political and institutional format within the Eastern Partnership. 
Particular attention is devoted to the changing relationship between 
neighbourhood policy and enlargement policy, the strategic signifi-
cance of candidate status and the implications for future regional co-
operation. The analysis argues that the Associated Trio has become one 
of the principal drivers of differentiation within the Eastern Partnership 
while simultaneously strengthening the European Union’s capacity to 
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promote democratic governance, institutional resilience and sustain-
able reforms. The paper concludes that the future effectiveness of the 
Eastern Partnership will depend upon its ability to reconcile regional in-
clusiveness with differentiated pathways towards European integration.

Keywords: Associated Trio; EU enlargement; Eastern Partnership; 
candidate status; differentiated integration

1. Introduction
The granting of candidate status to the Republic of Moldova and 

Ukraine in June 2022 represents one of the most significant political de-
velopments in the history of the Eastern Partnership. For the first time 
since the initiative was launched in 2009, two participating countries 
received an official European perspective based upon Article 49 of the 
Treaty on European Union. This decision fundamentally changed the 
strategic context within which the Eastern Partnership operates.

Originally, the Eastern Partnership was designed as a component 
of the European Neighbourhood Policy, aiming to strengthen political 
association, economic integration and regional cooperation without 
providing explicit commitments regarding future membership. The 
initiative was deliberately structured to accommodate countries with 
different political ambitions and varying levels of engagement with the 
European Union.

However, the progressive differentiation among partner countries, 
the conclusion of Association Agreements and the establishment of 
the Associated Trio have gradually transformed the initiative into a far 
more dynamic framework. Increasingly, associated countries cooperate 
not only within the general structures of the Eastern Partnership but 
also through dedicated political coordination aimed at accelerating 
their European integration.

The emergence of the Associated Trio therefore represents more 
than an additional regional initiative. It reflects the institutionalisation 
of differentiated integration within the Eastern Partnership and illus-
trates the growing convergence between neighbourhood policy and 
enlargement policy. Against this background, this paper analyses the 
evolution of the Associated Trio, its strategic significance for the future 
of the Eastern Partnership and its implications for the European Union’s 
evolving enlargement agenda.
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2. The emergence of the Associated Trio
The concept of the  Associated Trio  formally emerged in 2021 

through the establishment of enhanced political cooperation between 
the Republic of Moldova, Ukraine and Georgia. Unlike the broader East-
ern Partnership, which includes six countries with different political ori-
entations, the Associated Trio brings together those partners that have 
concluded Association Agreements and Deep and Comprehensive Free 
Trade Areas with the European Union. The establishment of this format 
reflected several common characteristics shared by the three countries. 
First, all had undertaken extensive legislative approximation with the 
EU acquis through their Association Agreements. Second, each had 
identified European integration as a strategic national objective and im-
plemented comprehensive institutional reforms aimed at strengthen-
ing democratic governance, the rule of law and market economy prin-
ciples. Third, all three countries sought closer political coordination in 
order to exchange reform experience, strengthen regional cooperation 
and present common positions within their dialogue with European in-
stitutions.

Consequently, the Associated Trio should not be viewed as an al-
ternative to the Eastern Partnership. Rather, it represents a specialised 
mechanism of enhanced cooperation operating within the broader re-
gional framework.

Figure 1. 
The Evolution of regional cooperation 

The evolution illustrated above demonstrates the progressive insti-
tutional differentiation that has characterised the Eastern Partnership 
over the past decade.
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Table 1. 
Common characteristics of the Associated Trio

Strategic dimension Moldova Ukraine Georgia
Association Agreement
DCFTA
Comprehensive legislative approximation
Strategic objective of EU membership
Regional coordination within the Associated 
Trio

The comparative overview illustrates that the Associated Trio is 
based upon shared legal commitments, common strategic objectives 
and a similar trajectory of European integration. These common char-
acteristics distinguish the three associated countries from the broader 
and more heterogeneous framework of the Eastern Partnership.

3. Candidate status and the transformation of the Eastern Part-
nership

The decision of the European Council in June 2022 to grant candi-
date status to the Republic of Moldova and Ukraine represented a wa-
tershed moment in the evolution of the Eastern Partnership. Although 
the initiative formally remains part of the European Neighbourhood 
Policy, the political and institutional implications of candidate status 
have substantially altered its strategic orientation.

For more than a decade, the Eastern Partnership functioned pri-
marily as a framework promoting political association, economic inte-
gration and sectoral cooperation without establishing a direct link to 
EU membership. Progress was measured through legislative approxi-
mation, implementation of Association Agreements and participation 
in European programmes. The granting of candidate status introduced 
a fundamentally different dimension. Reform efforts are now increas-
ingly assessed within the context of accession preparedness, requiring 
partner countries to demonstrate not only regulatory convergence but 
also institutional capacity to fulfil the obligations of membership.

This development has created a dual dynamic within the Eastern 
Partnership. On the one hand, the initiative continues to provide an in-
clusive regional platform for dialogue, cooperation and knowledge ex-
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change among all participating countries. On the other hand, candidate 
countries increasingly follow a distinct trajectory aligned with the en-
largement methodology of the European Union. Consequently, differ-
entiation has evolved from a principle of neighbourhood cooperation 
into a mechanism reflecting different stages of European integration.

The transformation also affects the strategic role of the Associated 
Trio. Rather than functioning solely as a political coordination mecha-
nism, it increasingly serves as a platform for exchanging experience re-
lated to accession negotiations, implementation of the European Com-
mission’s recommendations and alignment with the EU acquis. This 
creates opportunities for policy learning, institutional cooperation and 
coordinated responses to common challenges.

The evolution of candidate status therefore illustrates a broader 
shift in European policy. The Eastern Partnership is no longer confined 
to promoting closer relations with neighbouring countries; for some 
partners, it has become an integral component of the enlargement ar-
chitecture.

Figure 2. 
Transformation of the Eastern Partnership after 2022

The figure illustrates the gradual convergence between neighbour-
hood policy and enlargement policy. While the Eastern Partnership re-
mains the overarching regional framework, candidate status introduces 
a new institutional pathway leading towards accession.

4. Opportunities and challenges for the Associated Trio
The emergence of the Associated Trio has created new opportu-

nities for regional cooperation while simultaneously exposing several 
strategic challenges that will shape the future of the Eastern Partnership.

One of the most significant opportunities lies in enhanced policy 
coordination. The three associated countries face similar requirements 
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concerning judicial reform, public administration, anti-corruption 
measures, environmental legislation, digital transformation and eco-
nomic governance. Regular exchange of experience enables govern-
ments to identify successful practices, avoid implementation failures 
and accelerate alignment with European standards.

Regional cooperation also strengthens the collective visibility of the 
Associated Trio within the European Union. Coordinated political dia-
logue allows the three countries to present common priorities regarding 
enlargement, regional security, transport connectivity, energy integra-
tion and participation in European programmes. Although accession 
negotiations remain strictly merit-based, closer cooperation increases 
opportunities for coordinated initiatives in areas of shared strategic in-
terest.

Economic cooperation represents another important opportuni-
ty. Improved transport corridors, energy interconnections, digital in-
frastructure and cross-border trade can contribute simultaneously to 
economic development and regional resilience. Such projects are in-
creasingly consistent with the European Union’s priorities concerning 
connectivity, sustainability and strategic autonomy.

However, the Associated Trio also faces important challenges.
First, each country progresses through the accession process at its 

own pace. Differences in institutional capacity, domestic political de-
velopments and reform implementation may gradually increase asym-
metry among the three partners. Maintaining political cohesion while 
respecting the principle of individual merit will therefore require careful 
coordination.

Second, geopolitical instability continues to influence regional co-
operation. Russia’s military aggression against Ukraine, hybrid threats, 
disinformation campaigns and energy security concerns impose ad-
ditional pressures on democratic institutions and economic devel-
opment. These challenges reinforce the importance of resilience as a 
shared strategic objective.

Third, the enlargement process itself has become increasingly de-
manding. Candidate countries must demonstrate sustained implemen-
tation of reforms over extended periods rather than relying solely on 
legislative approximation. Administrative capacity, institutional effec-
tiveness and public trust are therefore becoming decisive factors influ-
encing future progress.
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Table 2. 
Opportunities and challenges for the Associated Trio

Opportunities Challenges
Coordinated European integration Different speeds of accession
Exchange of reform experience Uneven institutional capacity
Regional infrastructure projects Geopolitical instability
Stronger political dialogue with the EU Reform sustainability
Joint participation in EU programmes Administrative burdens

Enhanced regional resilience Maintaining public support for 
reforms

The comparative overview demonstrates that opportunities and 
challenges are closely interconnected. The success of the Associated 
Trio will depend on its ability to transform shared challenges into coor-
dinated policy responses.

5. Future scenarios for the Eastern Partnership
The evolution of the Associated Trio raises broader questions con-

cerning the future architecture of the Eastern Partnership. Several po-
tential scenarios may be envisaged, each reflecting different assump-
tions regarding EU enlargement, regional cooperation and differentiat-
ed integration.

The first scenario envisages the continuation of the current model. 
The Eastern Partnership remains an inclusive regional initiative while 
differentiation gradually increases according to each country’s progress 
towards European integration. Under this scenario, the Associated Trio 
continues functioning as a specialised coordination mechanism with-
out fundamentally altering the structure of the initiative.

A second scenario anticipates a closer integration of the Eastern 
Partnership into the enlargement process. Candidate countries progres-
sively transition from neighbourhood instruments towards pre-acces-
sion mechanisms, while non-candidate countries continue participat-
ing through more flexible partnership arrangements. This would create 
a more explicit institutional distinction between different categories of 
partner countries.

A third scenario envisages a more comprehensive transformation 
of the Eastern Partnership into a multi-speed framework combining 
neighbourhood cooperation, accession preparation and regional policy 



84

coordination. Such a model would preserve inclusiveness while recog-
nising the increasing diversity of political ambitions among participat-
ing countries.

Among these alternatives, the second and third scenarios appear 
most consistent with current developments. The granting of candidate 
status has already introduced a qualitative distinction that is likely to 
become more pronounced as accession negotiations progress.

Table 3. 
Possible future scenarios for the Eastern Partnership

Scenario Main characteristics S t r a t e g i c 
implications

Continuity Existing EaP framework maintained Gradual 
differentiation

Enlargement-
Oriented EaP

Candidate countries move closer to 
accession instruments

Stronger link with 
enlargement policy

Multi-speed 
Partnership

Different levels of integration within 
one framework

Greater flexibility 
and institutional 
adaptation

The analysis suggests that the future of the Eastern Partnership will 
depend upon its capacity to accommodate increasing differentiation 
without undermining regional cooperation and political cohesion.
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Policy Box 1
The Associated Trio as a strategic innovation
The creation of the Associated Trio represents one of the most sig-

nificant institutional innovations within the Eastern Partnership since 
its establishment in 2009.

Rather than replacing the Eastern Partnership, the Associated Trio 
complements it by providing an additional level of political coordina-
tion among countries pursuing the most advanced forms of European 
integration.

Its long-term significance lies not only in facilitating cooperation 
among the three associated countries but also in demonstrating how 
differentiated integration can strengthen, rather than weaken, the 
overall effectiveness of the European Union’s neighbourhood policy.

6. Policy implications for the Republic of Moldova
The transformation of the Eastern Partnership and the emergence 

of the Associated Trio create new strategic opportunities for the Re-
public of Moldova. Candidate status has substantially strengthened the 
country’s relationship with the European Union, while simultaneously 
increasing the responsibilities associated with the accession process. In 
this new context, participation in the Associated Trio should be regard-
ed not merely as an additional diplomatic format but as an important 
mechanism for accelerating institutional learning, policy coordination 
and regional cooperation.

First, the Republic of Moldova should continue to strengthen co-
operation with Ukraine and Georgia in areas where common reform 
priorities already exist. Judicial reform, public administration, anti-cor-
ruption policies, digital governance, environmental legislation and ap-
proximation to the EU acquis provide numerous opportunities for the 
exchange of experience and coordinated policy development. Such co-
operation reduces duplication of effort and facilitates the adoption of 
effective institutional practices.

Second, greater attention should be devoted to regional connectiv-
ity. Transport corridors, electricity interconnections, renewable energy 
infrastructure and digital networks represent strategic investments ca-
pable of simultaneously strengthening economic development, energy 
security and regional resilience. Closer cooperation among the Associ-
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ated Trio in these sectors would also contribute to the implementation 
of broader European strategies related to sustainable development and 
strategic autonomy.

Third, universities and research institutions should become more 
actively involved in supporting the accession process. Academic coop-
eration within the Associated Trio may contribute to comparative pol-
icy research, evidence-based decision-making and the development 
of professional expertise required for the implementation of European 
legislation. Higher education institutions can therefore play an import-
ant role in strengthening institutional capacity through research, train-
ing and international academic partnerships.

Fourth, public communication should remain a strategic priority. 
The complexity of the accession process requires continuous dialogue 
with citizens regarding both the opportunities and responsibilities 
associated with European integration. Transparent communication 
strengthens public trust and contributes to the long-term sustainability 
of reforms.

Finally, the Republic of Moldova should continue viewing the East-
ern Partnership as a complementary framework rather than an alterna-
tive to accession. Regional cooperation within the Eastern Partnership 
remains valuable even as candidate countries progressively integrate 
into the enlargement process.

Table 4. 
Strategic priorities for the Republic of Moldova 

within the Associated trio

Strategic аrea Priority оbjective

Judicial reform Exchange of best practices and implementation 
experience

Public administration Institutional modernisation and 
professionalisation

Energy cooperation Regional energy security and diversification
Digital transformation Interoperability and digital public services
Transport connectivity Development of regional transport corridors
Academic cooperation Joint research and capacity building
Strategic communication Public support for European integration
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The strategic priorities presented above illustrate that cooperation 
within the Associated Trio extends beyond political dialogue. It increas-
ingly encompasses practical dimensions of institutional development, 
infrastructure modernisation and knowledge exchange that directly 
support the accession process.

7. Concluding remarks
The evolution of the Eastern Partnership since 2022 demonstrates 

that the initiative has entered a fundamentally new stage of develop-
ment. While its original objectives remain relevant, the granting of EU 
candidate status to the Republic of Moldova and Ukraine has signifi-
cantly altered the strategic environment within which regional cooper-
ation takes place.

The emergence of the Associated Trio represents one of the clearest 
manifestations of this transformation. By bringing together the three 
countries most advanced in their European integration, it has intro-
duced an additional layer of political coordination and institutional 
cooperation within the broader framework of the Eastern Partnership. 
This development reflects the increasing differentiation of relations be-
tween the European Union and its Eastern partners while preserving 
the overall inclusiveness of the initiative.

The analysis presented in this chapter demonstrates that the Asso-
ciated Trio should not be interpreted as a substitute for the Eastern Part-
nership. Instead, it complements the existing framework by addressing 
the specific needs of countries pursuing the most advanced forms of 
political association and accession-related reforms. Through coordinat-
ed implementation of reforms, exchange of institutional experience and 
joint participation in European initiatives, the Associated Trio strength-
ens the capacity of its members to advance towards deeper European 
integration.

At the same time, important challenges remain. Maintaining pol-
icy coordination despite different speeds of accession, strengthening 
administrative capacity and ensuring the sustainability of democratic 
reforms will require continued political commitment at both national 
and European levels. The success of the Associated Trio will therefore 
depend not only on European support but also on the ability of partic-
ipating countries to preserve reform momentum, reinforce democratic 
institutions and respond effectively to evolving geopolitical challenges.
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The future of the Eastern Partnership is likely to be characterised by 
increasing differentiation rather than institutional fragmentation. The 
initiative can continue serving as a valuable regional framework while 
simultaneously accommodating different levels of integration among 
partner countries. In this respect, the Associated Trio may be regarded 
as an important model illustrating how neighbourhood policy and en-
largement policy can operate in a complementary and mutually rein-
forcing manner.

Key takeaways
•	 The granting of candidate status to the Republic of Moldova 

and Ukraine has fundamentally transformed the strategic con-
text of the Eastern Partnership.

•	 The Associated Trio represents an institutional mechanism that 
complements, rather than replaces, the Eastern Partnership.

•	 Regional cooperation among the Republic of Moldova, Ukraine 
and Georgia strengthens policy coordination, institutional 
learning and implementation of accession-related reforms.

•	 The future effectiveness of the Eastern Partnership will depend 
on its capacity to combine regional inclusiveness with differen-
tiated pathways towards European integration.

•	 For the Republic of Moldova, active participation in the As-
sociated Trio should become an important instrument for 
strengthening institutional capacity, regional cooperation and 
preparedness for EU membership.
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SHOULD THE EUROPEAN UNION OFFER A CLEAR MEMBER-
SHIP PERSPECTIVE? STRATEGIC CERTAINTY VERSUS STRA-

TEGIC AMBIGUITY
Ludmila Golovataia, PhD, Associate Professor

Abstract
One of the most debated issues in the evolution of the European 

Union’s Eastern Partnership concerns the future political perspective 
offered to its associated partner countries. Since the establishment of 
the Eastern Partnership in 2009, the European Union has pursued a 
policy characterised by strategic ambiguity, promoting political associ-
ation, economic integration and democratic reforms without providing 
an explicit commitment regarding future membership. This approach 
enabled the European Union to preserve political flexibility while en-
couraging gradual convergence with European standards.

The geopolitical transformation of Europe following Russia’s full-
scale invasion of Ukraine has fundamentally altered this policy environ-
ment. The granting of EU candidate status to the Republic of Moldova 
and Ukraine, together with the recognition of Georgia’s European per-
spective, has reopened the debate concerning the relationship between 
neighbourhood policy and enlargement policy. Consequently, the con-
cept of strategic ambiguity requires critical reassessment.

This paper analyses the advantages and limitations of both strate-
gic ambiguity and strategic certainty within the future development of 
the Eastern Partnership. It evaluates their implications for democratic 
reforms, institutional resilience, political credibility and regional sta-
bility. The analysis argues that although strategic ambiguity played an 
important role during the early stages of the Eastern Partnership, the 
current geopolitical context increasingly favours a policy based upon 
credible, differentiated and merit-based membership perspectives. The 
future effectiveness of the European Union’s Eastern policy will there-
fore depend upon its ability to reconcile political credibility with rigor-
ous conditionality and sustained institutional transformation.

Keywords: Eastern Partnership; EU enlargement; strategic ambigu-
ity; strategic certainty; differentiated integration
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1. Introduction
The future of the Eastern Partnership has become inseparable from 

one of the most important strategic questions confronting the Europe-
an Union: should associated partner countries receive a clear and cred-
ible perspective of future membership, or should the European Union 
continue relying upon the policy traditionally described as  strategic 
ambiguity?

For more than a decade, the European Union deliberately avoid-
ed providing an explicit answer. The Eastern Partnership was designed 
as an ambitious framework of political association and economic in-
tegration without creating expectations of automatic accession. This 
approach enabled the European Union to promote democratic reforms 
while preserving flexibility in responding to changing geopolitical cir-
cumstances and differing levels of ambition among partner countries.

Strategic ambiguity therefore became one of the defining charac-
teristics of the Eastern Partnership. It allowed the European Union si-
multaneously to encourage transformation, avoid premature enlarge-
ment commitments and maintain differentiated relations with six high-
ly diverse partner countries.

However, the geopolitical environment that shaped this approach 
has fundamentally changed. Russia’s aggression against Ukraine, the 
growing importance of European security, the granting of candidate sta-
tus to the Republic of Moldova and Ukraine, and the renewed strategic 
importance of enlargement have significantly altered the assumptions 
underlying the original Eastern Partnership model.

These developments have generated an important policy dilemma. 
Continuing strategic ambiguity may preserve political flexibility but 
risks reducing the credibility of European conditionality and weakening 
reform incentives. Conversely, offering a clearer membership perspec-
tive may strengthen reform commitment while simultaneously increas-
ing political expectations and institutional responsibilities for both the 
European Union and partner countries.

Against this background, this paper examines the evolution of stra-
tegic ambiguity within the Eastern Partnership, analyses its advantages 
and limitations, and assesses whether the current geopolitical context 
requires a transition towards greater strategic certainty in the European 
Union’s relations with associated partner countries.
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2. Strategic аmbiguity as an instrument of European Union for-
eign policy

Strategic ambiguity has long been recognised as an important in-
strument of international diplomacy. Rather than providing definitive 
political commitments, it enables governments and international or-
ganisations to preserve flexibility while adapting their policies to chang-
ing circumstances. Within the context of European Union external rela-
tions, strategic ambiguity has frequently been employed where political 
objectives remain long-term, complex or dependent upon conditions 
that cannot be fully anticipated.

The Eastern Partnership provides one of the clearest examples of 
this approach. When the initiative was launched in 2009, the Europe-
an Union deliberately refrained from defining it as a preparatory stage 
for future enlargement. Instead, cooperation was built around political 
association, economic integration and shared values without explicitly 
addressing the question of eventual membership.

This deliberate ambiguity reflected several strategic considerations.
First, the European Union sought to avoid creating unrealistic ex-

pectations among partner countries regarding the pace and likelihood 
of accession. At that time, enlargement fatigue remained a significant 
political concern within several Member States, making explicit mem-
bership commitments politically difficult.

Second, strategic ambiguity preserved the flexibility necessary to 
accommodate considerable diversity among the six participating coun-
tries. Armenia, Azerbaijan, Belarus, Georgia, the Republic of Moldova 
and Ukraine differed substantially in their political systems, foreign 
policy orientations and ambitions concerning European integration. 
A uniform membership perspective would therefore have been neither 
politically feasible nor strategically appropriate.

Third, ambiguity strengthened the effectiveness of positive condi-
tionality. By leaving the ultimate outcome open, the European Union 
encouraged partner countries to pursue reforms on the basis of per-
formance rather than predetermined political guarantees. Progress de-
pended upon demonstrated commitment to democratic governance, 
the rule of law and institutional modernisation.

For more than a decade, this approach contributed to the gradual 
evolution of differentiated integration. Countries demonstrating stron-
ger reform performance gained access to progressively deeper forms of 



93

cooperation, including Association Agreements, Deep and Comprehen-
sive Free Trade Areas and visa liberalisation, without requiring the Eu-
ropean Union to make immediate decisions regarding future accession.

Figure 1. 
Strategic ambiguity within the Eastern Partnership

The figure illustrates the underlying logic of strategic ambiguity. 
Rather than replacing conditionality, ambiguity reinforced it by linking 
deeper cooperation to demonstrated reform performance while post-
poning decisions regarding final political outcomes.

Table 1. 
Strategic objectives of ambiguity in the Eastern Partnership

Strategic objective Expected policy effect

Preserve political flexibility Avoid premature enlargement 
commitments

Accommodate diversity among partner 
countries Support differentiated integration

Encourage reforms Strengthen positive conditionality

Maintain EU unity Reduce political disagreements 
among Member States

Respond to changing geopolitical 
circumstances

Allow gradual adaptation of 
policy

The application of strategic ambiguity therefore reflected a delib-
erate political choice rather than institutional uncertainty. It enabled 
the European Union to balance ambitious reform objectives with the 
political realities of enlargement policy during a period characterised 
by considerable uncertainty regarding the future development of the 
European neighbourhood.
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3. Strategic certainty versus Strategic ambiguity: competing pol-
icy approaches

The evolution of the Eastern Partnership has gradually transformed 
the debate concerning the European Union’s strategic approach to-
wards its associated partners. What initially appeared to be a theoret-
ical discussion regarding future enlargement has increasingly become 
a practical policy question with direct implications for democratic re-
forms, institutional resilience and regional security.

The concepts of strategic ambiguity and  strategic certainty  rep-
resent two fundamentally different approaches to managing relations 
between the European Union and countries aspiring to closer political 
integration.

Strategic ambiguity deliberately avoids definitive political commit-
ments. It preserves flexibility, allowing the European Union to adjust its 
policy according to geopolitical developments, institutional prepared-
ness and the performance of partner countries. Under this approach, 
the prospect of deeper integration remains open but undefined, en-
abling reforms to be encouraged without creating legally or politically 
binding expectations regarding membership.

Strategic certainty, by contrast, is based on transparency and pre-
dictability. It provides partner countries with a clear political objective 
while maintaining rigorous conditions concerning the pace and qual-
ity of reforms. Strategic certainty does not imply automatic accession; 
rather, it establishes a credible political horizon that reinforces the legit-
imacy and sustainability of domestic reforms.

The transformation of the European security environment after 
2022 has considerably strengthened arguments in favour of greater stra-
tegic certainty. The granting of candidate status to the Republic of Mol-
dova and Ukraine has already reduced the degree of ambiguity char-
acterising EU policy towards the associated countries. Nevertheless, 
important questions remain regarding the future role of the Eastern 
Partnership and the extent to which strategic certainty should replace 
the flexibility that previously characterised neighbourhood policy.

Consequently, the debate should no longer be framed as a simple 
choice between two mutually exclusive approaches. Instead, it con-
cerns the optimal balance between political credibility and institutional 
conditionality within a rapidly changing geopolitical environment.
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Table 2. 
Strategic ambiguity versus Strategic certainty

Strategic Ambiguity Strategic Certainty

Preserves political flexibility Provides long-term political 
predictability

Facilitates differentiated cooperation Strengthens reform incentives
Reduces immediate enlargement 
pressures

Enhances credibility of EU 
commitments

Allows adaptation to changing 
geopolitical conditions

Encourages sustained institutional 
transformation

Suitable for heterogeneous partner 
countries

Appropriate for candidate countries 
pursuing accession

The comparison demonstrates that both approaches possess sig-
nificant strategic advantages. Their effectiveness therefore depends 
largely upon the political circumstances in which they are applied.

4. Advantages and limitations of Strategic Ambiguity
During the first decade of the Eastern Partnership, strategic am-

biguity provided several important advantages for both the European 
Union and its partner countries.

From the European Union’s perspective, ambiguity reduced politi-
cal tensions among Member States holding different views regarding fu-
ture enlargement. It enabled the Union to promote democratic reforms 
without reopening politically sensitive debates concerning accession. 
At the same time, it preserved flexibility, allowing policy to evolve grad-
ually in response to changing regional circumstances.

For partner countries, ambiguity provided opportunities for pro-
gressively deepening cooperation through Association Agreements, visa 
liberalisation, participation in European programmes and sectoral inte-
gration. Although no explicit membership perspective was offered, the 
continuous expansion of cooperation created incentives for democratic 
reforms and institutional modernisation.

However, the long-term application of strategic ambiguity also gen-
erated important limitations.

Perhaps the most significant limitation concerns political credibil-
ity. As partner countries implemented increasingly demanding reforms 
without receiving a clearer political perspective, questions emerged re-
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garding the ultimate objectives of European integration. The absence of 
a visible strategic horizon risked weakening public support for reforms 
and reducing the effectiveness of positive conditionality.

Another challenge relates to geopolitical competition. Competing 
external actors frequently exploited the uncertainty surrounding the 
European perspective of associated countries by promoting alternative 
models of regional cooperation and questioning the credibility of Euro-
pean commitments.

Furthermore, ambiguity became increasingly difficult to reconcile 
with the growing level of legal and institutional integration achieved 
through Association Agreements and Deep and Comprehensive Free 
Trade Areas. As cooperation expanded, the distinction between neigh-
bourhood policy and accession-related reforms gradually became less 
convincing.

Consequently, the advantages that initially justified strategic ambi-
guity have become progressively less evident in the contemporary geo-
political environment.

Figure 2. 
Evolution of the European Union’s strategic approach

The figure illustrates the gradual evolution of the European Union’s 
strategic approach. Rather than representing an abrupt policy change, 
strategic certainty emerges as the cumulative outcome of successive 
stages of political and institutional integration.

5. Is strategic certainty becoming the new european paradigm?
The granting of candidate status to the Republic of Moldova and 

Ukraine has fundamentally altered the assumptions upon which the 
Eastern Partnership was originally established. For the first time, the 
European Union formally recognised that the future of at least some as-
sociated partner countries lies within the enlargement process.
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This development suggests that strategic certainty is gradually re-
placing strategic ambiguity as the dominant principle governing rela-
tions with candidate countries. However, this transformation should 
not be interpreted as the abandonment of conditionality. On the con-
trary, strategic certainty appears to reinforce conditionality by linking 
a credible membership perspective with increasingly rigorous require-
ments concerning democratic governance, judicial independence, in-
stitutional effectiveness and implementation capacity.

The relationship between certainty and conditionality is therefore 
complementary rather than contradictory. A credible political per-
spective strengthens the willingness of governments and societies to 
undertake difficult reforms, while conditionality ensures that progress 
remains merit-based and objectively assessed.

Nevertheless, strategic certainty also introduces new responsibili-
ties for the European Union. A clearer membership perspective increas-
es expectations among partner countries and requires the Union to 
maintain consistency in applying accession criteria. Any perception of 
unequal treatment or politically motivated decisions could undermine 
the credibility of the enlargement process itself.

Consequently, the transition towards strategic certainty requires 
not only political commitment but also transparent evaluation mech-
anisms, consistent application of accession principles and sustained 
institutional dialogue.

Table 3. 
Emerging characteristics of the new enlargement paradigm

Traditional neighbourhood policy Emerging enlargement-oriented 
approach

Political association Accession preparation
Strategic ambiguity Credible membership perspective
Cooperation without accession 
commitments Merit-based enlargement process

Legislative approximation Institutional transformation

Positive conditionality Conditionality combined with 
accession benchmarks

The comparison illustrates that the European Union is not replac-
ing one policy with another. Rather, it is integrating neighbourhood pol-
icy and enlargement into a more coherent framework adapted to the 
realities of contemporary European geopolitics.
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6. Which strategy better serves the future of the Eastern Partner-
ship?

The preceding analysis demonstrates that the debate between stra-
tegic ambiguity and strategic certainty should not be interpreted as a 
choice between two opposing or mutually exclusive policy models. Both 
approaches have served important purposes at different stages of the 
European Union’s relations with its Eastern partners.

Strategic ambiguity proved appropriate during the formative years 
of the Eastern Partnership. It enabled the European Union to establish 
an ambitious framework of political association without creating com-
mitments that exceeded either the institutional readiness of partner 
countries or the political consensus among Member States. Within this 
context, ambiguity contributed to policy flexibility, encouraged grad-
ual differentiation and supported the development of positive condi-
tionality. The geopolitical and institutional environment has, however, 
changed profoundly.

The Eastern Partnership today differs fundamentally from the ini-
tiative launched in Prague in 2009. Three countries have concluded As-
sociation Agreements and Deep and Comprehensive Free Trade Areas. 
The Republic of Moldova and Ukraine have obtained candidate status, 
while Georgia has moved substantially closer to the accession process. 
Democratic resilience, energy security, digital transformation and stra-
tegic autonomy have become central priorities of European policy.

These developments suggest that the original rationale for strategic 
ambiguity has become progressively less convincing in relation to the asso-
ciated countries. Continued ambiguity may generate uncertainty regard-
ing the long-term objectives of reform, weaken public confidence in the 
European integration process and reduce the credibility of conditionality.

Nevertheless, replacing ambiguity with unconditional political 
commitments would create equally significant risks. Enlargement re-
mains a merit-based process founded upon compliance with the Co-
penhagen criteria and the effective implementation of the acquis com-
munautaire. A credible membership perspective must therefore remain 
inseparable from rigorous assessment of reform performance.

The future of the Eastern Partnership should therefore be based 
neither upon complete ambiguity nor upon unconditional certainty. 
Instead, the European Union should pursue what may be described 
as credible strategic certainty.
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Under this approach, the political objective—European Union 
membership for eligible European states that fulfil the accession crite-
ria—is communicated clearly. At the same time, the pace and outcome 
of the accession process remain fully dependent upon measurable 
progress in democratic governance, the rule of law, institutional capac-
ity and implementation of the acquis.

Such an approach combines political credibility with institutional 
discipline. It strengthens reform incentives while preserving the funda-
mental principle that enlargement remains conditional upon demon-
strated preparedness rather than political declarations alone.

Figure 3. 
Credible strategic certainty

The proposed model illustrates that strategic certainty should not 
eliminate conditionality. Rather, it should reinforce the credibility of the 
accession process by linking a transparent political objective with rigor-
ous and measurable institutional reforms.

Policy Box 1
From Strategic ambiguity to Credible strategic certainty
The future effectiveness of the European Union’s Eastern policy 

depends not on choosing between flexibility and enlargement, but on 
combining both within a coherent strategic framework.

A credible membership perspective should provide political cer-
tainty regarding the final objective while maintaining strict condition-
ality concerning the pace and quality of reforms. In this sense, strate-
gic certainty becomes not a political concession but a governance in-
strument that strengthens democratic transformation and enhances 
the credibility of European integration.
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7. Policy implications
For the European Union
The analysis suggests several priorities for the future development 

of the Eastern Partnership.
First, the European Union should continue preserving differenti-

ation as a fundamental principle of cooperation. However, differenti-
ation should increasingly reflect objective progress towards accession 
rather than indefinite political uncertainty.

Second, enlargement policy and neighbourhood policy should be 
coordinated more closely. Candidate countries require policy instru-
ments that support accession preparations while preserving the region-
al cooperation mechanisms established within the Eastern Partnership.

Third, the European Union should strengthen the transparency of 
its assessment mechanisms. Clear communication regarding reform 
benchmarks, evaluation procedures and accession requirements would 
increase the credibility of conditionality and reduce political uncertainty.

Fourth, greater investment should be directed towards institution-
al capacity building, particularly in judicial reform, public administra-
tion, digital governance and regulatory implementation. Sustainable 
enlargement depends upon the effectiveness of institutions rather than 
legislative approximation alone.

For the Republic of Moldova
For the Republic of Moldova, the transition towards greater strate-

gic certainty creates both opportunities and responsibilities.
Candidate status should be understood as a new stage of European 

integration rather than as an achievement in itself. Continued progress 
depends upon the consistent implementation of reforms, strengthen-
ing democratic institutions and maintaining public confidence in the 
accession process.

Particular attention should be devoted to implementation capacity. 
Future assessments by the European Union are likely to focus increas-
ingly on the effectiveness of institutions, administrative professional-
ism and the sustainability of reforms rather than on the formal adoption 
of legislation alone.

The Republic of Moldova should also continue strengthening co-
operation within the Associated Trio. Coordinated exchange of experi-
ence, joint participation in European programmes and regional policy 
dialogue can contribute significantly to accelerating accession-related 
reforms.
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Finally, communication with society should remain an integral 
component of the European integration strategy. Public understanding 
of both the opportunities and obligations associated with EU member-
ship is essential for sustaining long-term political support.

8. Concluding remarks
The Eastern Partnership has undergone a profound transformation 

since its establishment in 2009. What began as a framework for neigh-
bourhood cooperation has progressively evolved into a differentiated 
system accommodating countries at different stages of European in-
tegration. The granting of candidate status to the Republic of Moldova 
and Ukraine represents the clearest manifestation of this transforma-
tion and has fundamentally altered the strategic logic of the initiative.

This paper has argued that strategic ambiguity played an import-
ant and constructive role during the early development of the Eastern 
Partnership. It enabled the European Union to encourage democratic 
reforms while preserving political flexibility and accommodating the 
diversity of partner countries. However, the geopolitical realities that 
justified this approach have changed substantially.

Today, associated countries require greater strategic predictability. 
A credible membership perspective strengthens reform incentives, re-
inforces institutional resilience and enhances the legitimacy of the ac-
cession process. At the same time, strategic certainty should not weaken 
the principle of conditionality. On the contrary, political credibility and 
rigorous assessment should function as complementary rather than 
competing elements of European integration.

The future of the Eastern Partnership is therefore unlikely to be 
determined by a simple choice between neighbourhood policy and 
enlargement. Instead, it will increasingly depend upon the European 
Union’s capacity to integrate these two policy frameworks into a coher-
ent strategy capable of supporting democratic transformation, regional 
stability and sustainable development.

Ultimately, the long-term success of the Eastern Partnership will be 
measured not only by the number of reforms adopted but by the ability 
of those reforms to create resilient institutions, strengthen democratic 
governance and prepare associated countries for full participation in 
the European Union.
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Key takeaways
•	 Strategic ambiguity was an effective instrument during the ini-

tial phase of the Eastern Partnership but has become less ap-
propriate following the granting of candidate status to associ-
ated countries.

•	 The future development of the Eastern Partnership requires 
greater strategic predictability while preserving rigorous mer-
it-based conditionality.

•	 A model of  credible strategic certainty  offers a balanced ap-
proach by combining a clear political objective with measur-
able reform requirements.

•	 Candidate status increases the importance of institutional ef-
fectiveness, implementation capacity and democratic resil-
ience as key determinants of accession preparedness.

•	 The Eastern Partnership is evolving from a neighbourhood 
policy framework towards an increasingly differentiated in-
strument supporting European integration and future enlarge-
ment.
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DISCUSSION OUTCOMES

Main issues raised during the discussion
The discussion following the Positioning Block focused on the stra-

tegic evolution of the Eastern Partnership in the context of the Euro-
pean Union’s changing geopolitical priorities and the ongoing enlarge-
ment process. Building upon the analytical contributions presented by 
Elena Mandaji and Ludmila Golovataia, participants examined whether 
the Eastern Partnership should continue functioning primarily as an 
instrument of the European Neighbourhood Policy or gradually evolve 
into a differentiated framework supporting accession-related reforms 
for associated partner countries.

Particular attention was devoted to the growing significance of 
the  Associated Trio  as a mechanism for regional cooperation among 
the Republic of Moldova, Ukraine and Georgia. Participants discussed 
whether this format should remain a complementary political platform 
within the Eastern Partnership or gradually assume a more prominent 
role in coordinating reforms associated with the accession process.

Another important issue concerned the implications of granting 
EU candidate status to the Republic of Moldova and Ukraine. Partic-
ipants analysed whether this development represented a qualitative 
transformation of the Eastern Partnership or merely the continuation 
of its original objectives through more advanced forms of differentiated 
integration. The discussion highlighted that candidate status has intro-
duced a new institutional dimension into the initiative, creating stron-
ger links between neighbourhood policy and enlargement policy.

Considerable attention was also given to the relationship be-
tween  strategic ambiguity  and  strategic certainty  in the Europe-
an Union’s policy towards its Eastern partners. Participants debated 
whether maintaining a deliberately undefined membership perspective 
continues to provide sufficient incentives for democratic reforms or 
whether the current geopolitical environment requires a more explicit 
and credible European perspective for associated countries.

The discussion further addressed the future role of  differentiated 
integration as the organising principle of the Eastern Partnership. Par-
ticipants considered whether increasing differentiation strengthens the 
effectiveness of European policy by recognising the different ambitions 
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and capacities of partner countries or whether it risks weakening the 
regional coherence of the initiative.

A further topic concerned the balance between merit-based con-
ditionality  and political credibility. While participants broadly agreed 
that accession should remain conditional upon compliance with the 
Copenhagen criteria and effective implementation of reforms, they also 
emphasised that conditionality is most effective when accompanied by 
a transparent and credible political perspective capable of sustaining 
long-term reform efforts.

The strategic importance of democratic resilience, institutional ca-
pacity and effective governance was repeatedly highlighted throughout 
the discussion. Participants stressed that the future success of European 
integration will increasingly depend not only on legislative approxima-
tion but also on the ability of public institutions to implement reforms 
consistently, maintain public trust and withstand external political, 
economic and security challenges.

Finally, participants reflected on the broader strategic future of 
the Eastern Partnership. Rather than viewing neighbourhood policy 
and enlargement as separate or competing frameworks, the discussion 
suggested that both policies are becoming increasingly complementa-
ry. The Eastern Partnership was widely regarded as a flexible regional 
platform capable of supporting differentiated pathways towards Euro-
pean integration while preserving cooperation among all participating 
countries.

Areas of Broad Consensus
The discussion demonstrated broad agreement among partici-

pants regarding several strategic developments that are reshaping the 
future of the Eastern Partnership.

First, participants agreed that the Eastern Partnership has not lost 
its strategic relevance following the granting of candidate status to the 
Republic of Moldova and Ukraine. On the contrary, candidate status 
has introduced a new dimension into the initiative, requiring closer 
interaction between neighbourhood policy and the European Union’s 
enlargement framework. Rather than becoming obsolete, the Eastern 
Partnership is increasingly perceived as a complementary mechanism 
supporting the implementation of accession-related reforms.
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Second, participants broadly recognised that  differentiated inte-
gration has become the defining organisational principle of the Eastern 
Partnership. The diversity of political ambitions, institutional capacities 
and reform achievements among partner countries requires flexible 
policy instruments capable of accommodating different levels of inte-
gration while preserving a common framework for regional coopera-
tion.

Third, there was broad agreement that democratic resilience 
should become one of the principal benchmarks for assessing progress 
towards European integration. Participants emphasised that sustain-
able reforms depend not only on legislative approximation but also on 
the effectiveness, independence and long-term stability of democratic 
institutions. Judicial independence, public administration reform, an-
ti-corruption policies and institutional accountability were identified as 
essential elements of accession preparedness.

Fourth, participants agreed that the European Green Deal and the 
Digital Agenda should be understood as integral components of future 
European integration rather than as separate sectoral policies. Environ-
mental sustainability, digital transformation and innovation were rec-
ognised as strategic drivers of competitiveness, institutional moderni-
sation and economic resilience for the associated countries.

Finally, participants shared the view that regional cooperation 
among the Republic of Moldova, Ukraine and Georgia should continue 
to expand. The Associated Trio was regarded as an important platform 
for exchanging reform experience, strengthening institutional cooper-
ation and coordinating positions on issues of common strategic inter-
est while remaining fully compatible with the broader framework of the 
Eastern Partnership.

Issues That Generated Different Perspectives
Although broad agreement emerged on many strategic questions, 

the discussion also revealed several issues on which participants ex-
pressed different analytical perspectives.

One of the most debated questions concerned the future political 
orientation of the European Union towards the associated countries. 
While many participants supported the idea of providing a clearer and 
more credible membership perspective, others argued that the Euro-
pean Union should continue exercising a degree of political flexibility 
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in order to preserve the merit-based nature of the enlargement process 
and to respond effectively to future geopolitical developments.

Different opinions were also expressed regarding the future institu-
tional architecture of the Eastern Partnership. Some participants con-
sidered that the growing importance of the Associated Trio would natu-
rally lead to a more differentiated structure within the initiative. Others 
emphasised that excessive institutional differentiation could weaken 
the inclusiveness of the Eastern Partnership and reduce opportunities 
for broader regional dialogue involving all participating countries.

Another issue concerned the relationship between neighbourhood 
policy and enlargement policy. While participants generally agreed that 
both frameworks are becoming increasingly interconnected, different 
views were expressed regarding the extent to which the Eastern Part-
nership should gradually evolve into a pre-accession instrument for 
candidate countries. Some argued that such an evolution reflects the 
natural progression of European integration, whereas others stressed 
the importance of preserving the distinct objectives and added value of 
neighbourhood policy.

Participants also discussed the balance between political ambi-
tion and implementation capacity. There was broad recognition that 
ambitious strategic objectives should be accompanied by realistic as-
sessments of institutional preparedness, administrative resources and 
financial capacity. Several participants emphasised that maintaining 
public confidence in European integration depends not only on politi-
cal declarations but also on the visible and effective implementation of 
reforms.

These different perspectives enriched the discussion and reflected 
the complexity of the strategic choices currently facing both the Euro-
pean Union and its Eastern partners.

Strategic Messages Emerging from the Discussion
The discussion generated several overarching messages that extend 

beyond the individual analytical papers and collectively define the stra-
tegic outlook emerging from the seminar.

First, the Eastern Partnership should be regarded as an evolving 
policy framework capable of adapting to profound geopolitical changes 
rather than as a static neighbourhood initiative. Its future relevance will 
depend upon its capacity to respond flexibly to new political realities 
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while preserving its original objectives of promoting stability, demo-
cratic governance and regional cooperation.

Second, differentiation has evolved from a policy instrument into a 
structural characteristic of the Eastern Partnership. Future cooperation 
should therefore continue to recognise the diversity of partner coun-
tries while ensuring that differentiation strengthens rather than frag-
ments regional cooperation.

Third, democratic resilience has emerged as a central condition for 
successful European integration. Sustainable accession requires insti-
tutions capable not only of adopting reforms but also of implementing 
and preserving them under changing political, economic and security 
conditions.

Fourth, sustainable development, environmental transition and 
digital transformation should be integrated into the broader European 
integration agenda. Participants agreed that these priorities increasing-
ly determine economic competitiveness, institutional effectiveness and 
long-term societal resilience.

Finally, the discussion highlighted the growing importance of stra-
tegic credibility in European Union external policy. While reform con-
ditionality remains indispensable, its effectiveness depends upon the 
existence of a transparent, predictable and credible long-term political 
perspective capable of sustaining reform momentum and reinforcing 
public confidence in the European integration process.

The participants concluded that the future development of the 
Eastern Partnership requires an integrated strategic approach combin-
ing differentiated integration, democratic resilience, sustainable mod-
ernisation and credible political commitment. These conclusions pro-
vide the conceptual foundation for the synthesis of the seminar findings 
and the policy recommendations presented in the following sections of 
this publication.
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SYNTHESIS OF THE SEMINAR FINDINGS: 
STRATEGIC OUTLOOK FOR THE EASTERN PARTNERSHIP

The Scientific and Analytical Seminar demonstrated that the East-
ern Partnership has entered a fundamentally new stage of develop-
ment. The discussions confirmed that the initiative should no longer be 
interpreted solely through the perspective of the European Neighbour-
hood Policy established in 2009. Instead, the Eastern Partnership has 
progressively evolved into a dynamic and differentiated framework that 
increasingly intersects with the European Union’s enlargement policy 
while preserving its broader function as a platform for regional cooper-
ation, democratic transformation and sustainable development.

The analytical papers and discussions revealed that this transfor-
mation has been driven by a combination of geopolitical, institutional 
and socio-economic factors. The signing of the Association Agreements, 
the implementation of Deep and Comprehensive Free Trade Areas, the 
emergence of the Associated Trio, the granting of candidate status to the 
Republic of Moldova and Ukraine, and the growing importance of dem-
ocratic resilience, environmental sustainability and digital transforma-
tion have collectively reshaped both the objectives and the instruments 
of the Eastern Partnership.

Rather than identifying isolated policy developments, the seminar 
highlighted the emergence of a coherent strategic trajectory. The future 
of the Eastern Partnership is increasingly characterised by differenti-
ation, resilience, institutional quality and closer alignment between 
neighbourhood cooperation and accession-related reforms. These con-
clusions were consistently reflected across all thematic sessions despite 
the diversity of analytical perspectives presented by the speakers.

1. The Eastern Partnership Has Entered a New Strategic Phase
One of the principal conclusions emerging from the seminar is that 

the Eastern Partnership has entered a qualitatively different stage of de-
velopment. The initiative has moved beyond its original function of pro-
moting political dialogue and approximation with European standards. 
It now increasingly supports the institutional preparation of associated 
countries for participation in the European Union’s enlargement pro-
cess.
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This transformation does not imply that the Eastern Partnership 
has lost its original relevance. On the contrary, the discussions demon-
strated that its role has expanded. Alongside promoting democratic gov-
ernance and economic cooperation, the initiative now facilitates insti-
tutional learning, policy coordination and regional cooperation among 
countries following different pathways towards European integration.

Participants agreed that the future of the Eastern Partnership should 
therefore be understood in terms of transformation rather than replace-
ment. Enlargement policy does not substitute the Eastern Partnership; 
instead, both frameworks are becoming increasingly complementary.

2. Differentiation Has Become the Organising Principle of the 
Eastern Partnership

Another major conclusion concerns the evolution of differentiation 
from a policy instrument into the defining organisational principle of 
the Eastern Partnership.

Initially, differentiation was introduced to accommodate the diver-
sity of political ambitions among partner countries. Over time, however, 
it has become the principal mechanism through which the European 
Union manages increasingly diverse forms of political association, eco-
nomic integration and accession preparation.

The seminar demonstrated that differentiation should no longer be 
interpreted as unequal treatment. Rather, it reflects objective differenc-
es in reform performance, institutional capacity and strategic orienta-
tion while preserving equal access to cooperation based on merit and 
voluntary commitment.

The establishment of the Associated Trio, together with the granting 
of candidate status to the Republic of Moldova and Ukraine, illustrates 
that differentiation has become institutionalised. The future development 
of the Eastern Partnership is therefore likely to depend upon increasingly 
flexible forms of cooperation capable of accommodating different stages 
of European integration without undermining regional cohesion.

3. Democratic Resilience Has Become the Principal Benchmark 
of European Integration

Across all thematic sessions, democratic resilience emerged as one 
of the most significant concepts defining the future relationship be-
tween the European Union and its Eastern partners.
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Participants consistently emphasised that successful European 
integration can no longer be measured exclusively through legislative 
approximation or formal policy commitments. Sustainable progress in-
creasingly depends upon the quality, independence and effectiveness of 
democratic institutions.

Judicial reform, the rule of law, transparent governance, account-
able public administration and active civil society were identified as 
mutually reinforcing components of democratic resilience. Together 
they determine the capacity of partner countries to implement reforms 
consistently, maintain public confidence and respond effectively to po-
litical, economic and security challenges.

The seminar therefore concluded that democratic resilience should 
occupy a central position within future assessment frameworks applied 
by both the European Union and partner countries. Institutional per-
formance, rather than legislative adoption alone, is likely to become the 
principal indicator of long-term accession preparedness.

4. Green and Digital Transformation Have Become the New Driv-
ers of Modernisation

Another important conclusion emerging from the seminar con-
cerns the growing role of environmental sustainability and digital trans-
formation within the European integration process. The discussions 
demonstrated that the European Green Deal and the Digital Agenda 
should no longer be viewed as sectoral policy initiatives but as compre-
hensive development strategies influencing virtually every dimension 
of economic, institutional and social transformation.

Participants agreed that environmental sustainability, digitalisa-
tion and innovation have become integral components of the European 
Union’s political and economic model. Consequently, successful ap-
proximation to the European Union increasingly requires partner coun-
tries to integrate green transition and digital transformation into their 
national development strategies rather than treating them as separate 
policy areas.

The seminar further highlighted that these priorities extend beyond 
environmental protection and technological innovation. Investments 
in renewable energy, circular economy, digital public administration, 
cybersecurity and digital skills contribute simultaneously to econom-
ic competitiveness, institutional effectiveness and societal resilience. 
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Green and digital transformation therefore reinforce democratic re-
forms by strengthening the capacity of institutions to deliver sustain-
able public policies and high-quality public services.

Participants also recognised that implementation remains un-
even across the associated countries. Differences in financial resourc-
es, administrative capacity and technological infrastructure continue 
to influence the pace of transformation. Nevertheless, there was broad 
agreement that convergence with European environmental and digital 
standards represents not merely a regulatory obligation but a strategic 
investment in long-term competitiveness and sustainable develop-
ment.

5. Strategic Credibility Has Become the Foundation of Future Co-
operation

Perhaps the most important conclusion emerging from the semi-
nar concerns the growing importance of strategic credibility within the 
European Union’s policy towards its Eastern partners.

Throughout the discussions, participants repeatedly emphasised 
that democratic reforms require more than financial assistance, tech-
nical cooperation or legislative approximation. Sustainable transforma-
tion also depends upon the credibility of long-term political objectives. 
Reform processes extending over many years require governments, in-
stitutions and societies to maintain confidence that sustained efforts 
will ultimately produce meaningful political outcomes.

Within this context, the seminar highlighted an important evolu-
tion in the relationship between strategic ambiguity and strategic cer-
tainty. While strategic ambiguity played a constructive role during the 
initial stages of the Eastern Partnership, current geopolitical realities in-
creasingly favour greater political clarity for countries that have demon-
strated consistent commitment to European values and reforms.

At the same time, participants stressed that strategic certain-
ty should not be interpreted as unconditional political commitment. 
Rather, a credible European perspective should remain inseparable 
from merit-based conditionality, objective evaluation and effective 
implementation of reforms. Political credibility and institutional con-
ditionality should therefore function as mutually reinforcing principles 
supporting a transparent and predictable accession process.



113

The seminar concluded that credible strategic certainty provides 
the most appropriate conceptual framework for the future relationship 
between the European Union and the associated countries. Such an ap-
proach combines a clearly communicated political objective with rigor-
ous evaluation of reform performance, thereby strengthening both the 
legitimacy and effectiveness of the enlargement process.

6. Strategic Outlook for the Eastern Partnership
Building upon the analyses presented throughout the seminar, par-

ticipants identified several long-term trends likely to shape the future 
evolution of the Eastern Partnership.

First, differentiation is expected to deepen further as partner coun-
tries continue progressing at different speeds within the European inte-
gration process. Rather than weakening regional cooperation, differen-
tiated integration is likely to become the principal mechanism through 
which the European Union accommodates diverse levels of political 
association and institutional preparedness.

Second, neighbourhood policy and enlargement policy are expect-
ed to become increasingly interconnected. Candidate countries will 
continue participating in the Eastern Partnership while simultaneous-
ly moving towards accession-related cooperation. This convergence is 
likely to transform the Eastern Partnership into a more flexible frame-
work capable of supporting both regional cooperation and differentiat-
ed accession pathways.

Third, democratic resilience will increasingly function as the prin-
cipal benchmark for assessing reform progress. Future evaluations are 
expected to focus less on legislative approximation alone and more on 
institutional effectiveness, governance quality, public trust and imple-
mentation capacity.

Fourth, environmental sustainability, digital transformation and 
innovation are likely to become indispensable components of future ac-
cession preparedness. The competitiveness of associated countries will 
increasingly depend upon their ability to integrate green and digital pri-
orities into broader economic and institutional development strategies.

Finally, universities, research institutions and civil society organi-
sations are expected to play a more prominent role in supporting Eu-
ropean integration. Academic expertise, policy-oriented research and 
evidence-based dialogue will remain essential for strengthening institu-
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tional capacity, informing public debate and facilitating the implemen-
tation of complex European reforms.

Figure. 

Strategic Outlook for the Future Development of the Eastern 
Partnership

Eastern Partnership

Differentiated Integration

Democratic Resilience

Green and Digital Transformation

Institutional Modernisation

Credible Strategic Certainty

European Integration

The figure summarises the conceptual framework emerging from 
the seminar. It illustrates the interdependence of the principal themes 
discussed throughout the publication and demonstrates that future Eu-
ropean integration depends upon the interaction of political credibility, 
institutional quality, democratic resilience and sustainable modernisa-
tion.

Closing Synthesis
The Scientific and Analytical Seminar demonstrated that the East-

ern Partnership is undergoing a profound strategic transformation. 
Rather than replacing its original objectives, recent geopolitical devel-
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opments have expanded both its scope and significance. Democratic 
governance, institutional resilience, environmental sustainability, digi-
tal transformation and differentiated integration are no longer separate 
policy priorities but mutually reinforcing components of a comprehen-
sive European integration agenda.

The seminar further confirmed that the future effectiveness of the 
Eastern Partnership will depend upon its ability to reconcile flexibility 
with predictability, differentiation with cohesion, and ambitious politi-
cal objectives with rigorous institutional conditionality. The discussions 
consistently highlighted that sustainable reforms require not only tech-
nical assistance and legislative approximation but also credible long-
term political commitments capable of maintaining public confidence 
and reform momentum.

Taken together, the analytical papers and discussions provide a 
coherent vision of the future development of the Eastern Partnership. 
They demonstrate that the initiative remains strategically relevant with-
in the evolving European architecture and continues to offer an effec-
tive framework for supporting democratic transformation, regional co-
operation and accession-related reforms.

The conclusions presented in this synthesis constitute the analyti-
cal foundation for the policy recommendations that follow. They trans-
late the principal findings of the seminar into strategic directions aimed 
at strengthening the future development of the Eastern Partnership, 
supporting the European aspirations of the associated countries and 
reinforcing the effectiveness of the European Union’s external action.

7. The Future Architecture of the Eastern Partnership
The discussions demonstrated that the future of the Eastern Part-

nership should not be assessed through the binary question of whether 
the initiative will continue or disappear. A more relevant question con-
cerns the institutional architecture through which cooperation between 
the European Union and its eastern partners will be organised during 
the coming decade.

The original design of the Eastern Partnership assumed a relative-
ly homogeneous framework of cooperation for six neighbouring coun-
tries. Contemporary realities no longer correspond to this model. The 
participating states differ substantially in their legal relationship with 
the European Union, political ambitions, reform performance and se-
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curity environment. Maintaining a uniform institutional approach 
would therefore neither reflect political reality nor maximise the effec-
tiveness of European policy.

Rather than replacing the existing framework, future development 
is likely to result in a layered architecture of cooperation. The Eastern 
Partnership may continue functioning as the common regional plat-
form, while additional layers of cooperation address the specific needs 
of associated countries, candidate states and other partners. Such an 
approach would preserve regional dialogue without limiting the capac-
ity of the European Union to deepen cooperation with countries pro-
gressing towards accession.

This evolution should not be interpreted as institutional fragmen-
tation. On the contrary, a differentiated architecture may increase the 
flexibility, responsiveness and long-term sustainability of the European 
Union’s engagement in the region.

Table 5. 
Possible Architecture of the Eastern Partnership after 2030

Level of Cooperation Strategic Function

Eastern Partnership Regional political dialogue and multilateral 
cooperation

Bilateral Association Frameworks Implementation of Association 
Agreements and DCFTAs

Associated Trio Coordination of reforms and exchange of 
best practices

Candidate Country Framework Preparation for accession negotiations

EU Membership Participation in the institutions and 
policies of the European Union

The proposed architecture illustrates a gradual progression rather 
than separate institutional models. Each level complements the others 
and reflects increasing degrees of political and institutional integration.

8. From Policy Convergence to Governance Convergence
Another important trend identified during the seminar concerns 

the changing nature of European integration itself.
For many years, approximation to the European Union was primar-

ily understood as the harmonisation of legislation. Future integration, 
however, is likely to depend increasingly on governance convergence.
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Governance convergence extends beyond the formal transposition 
of European directives. It refers to the capacity of institutions to imple-
ment public policies effectively, coordinate complex reforms, deliver 
high-quality public services and maintain democratic accountability. In 
this context, institutional performance becomes as important as legal 
approximation.

This evolution has important implications for associated countries. 
Success will increasingly depend upon the quality of public adminis-
tration, strategic planning, regulatory enforcement and evidence-based 
policymaking. Administrative competence, interinstitutional coordina-
tion and policy continuity will become decisive factors influencing both 
accession preparedness and long-term competitiveness.

Consequently, the future relationship between the European Union 
and its Eastern partners is likely to focus less on whatreforms are ad-
opted and more on how those reforms are implemented and sustained 
over time.

9. The Strategic Role of the Republic of Moldova
The seminar also highlighted the changing strategic position of the 

Republic of Moldova within the Eastern Partnership.
For much of the initiative’s history, Moldova was primarily viewed 

as one of several participating countries pursuing closer political asso-
ciation with the European Union. Today, its position has evolved con-
siderably. Candidate status, sustained implementation of Association 
Agreement commitments and active participation within the Associat-
ed Trio have increased both its visibility and its responsibilities.

The Republic of Moldova is now positioned at the intersection of 
three complementary policy frameworks: the Eastern Partnership, the 
enlargement process and regional cooperation among the Associated 
Trio. This combination creates opportunities that extend beyond do-
mestic reform.

The country can increasingly contribute to regional policy dialogue 
by sharing practical experience in institutional approximation, digital 
public administration, energy diversification and alignment with the 
acquis communautaire. Universities, research institutions and civil so-
ciety organisations are also well placed to support this process by gen-
erating policy expertise, strengthening administrative capacity and pro-
moting informed public debate.
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The seminar therefore concluded that the Republic of Moldova 
should not be regarded solely as a beneficiary of European policy. In-
creasingly, it has the potential to become an active contributor to the 
further development of the Eastern Partnership itself.

10. Looking Towards 2030
Looking ahead, the Eastern Partnership is likely to become less de-

fined by its institutional boundaries and more by the strategic functions 
it performs.

Its future success will depend upon its capacity to facilitate cooper-
ation among countries following different European trajectories while 
preserving a common framework for dialogue, knowledge exchange 
and regional stability. Flexibility will therefore become a defining char-
acteristic of the initiative.

The enlargement process is also expected to evolve. Future acces-
sion is likely to be increasingly gradual, allowing candidate countries 
to participate progressively in selected European policies before full 
membership. Such an approach would reduce institutional discontinu-
ity and strengthen administrative preparedness.

Technological transformation, climate adaptation and geopolit-
ical resilience will likewise shape the future agenda. These priorities 
require cross-sectoral cooperation extending beyond traditional neigh-
bourhood policy and call for stronger coordination between European 
institutions, national governments, regional authorities and academic 
communities.

Finally, the seminar highlighted that the long-term credibility of the 
European project in the Eastern neighbourhood will depend not only 
on the pace of enlargement but also on the consistency of European 
engagement. Stable partnerships, transparent evaluation procedures 
and predictable policy instruments will remain essential for sustaining 
reform momentum and strengthening confidence in the European in-
tegration process.

Final Reflection
The discussions held during the Scientific and Analytical Seminar 

demonstrated that the Eastern Partnership has reached a point where 
incremental adjustments are no longer sufficient. The initiative is en-
tering a period of strategic adaptation in which institutional flexibility, 
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differentiated cooperation and long-term policy coherence will become 
increasingly important.

Rather than asking whether the Eastern Partnership has fulfilled 
its mission, the seminar proposed a different perspective. The initiative 
should be viewed as an evolving framework capable of adapting to suc-
cessive stages of European integration and changing geopolitical reali-
ties.

Its future relevance will therefore be determined not by preserving 
its original institutional design, but by its capacity to generate practical 
solutions for an increasingly diverse neighbourhood, strengthen coop-
eration among European partners and support sustainable democratic 
transformation across the region.

11. Geopolitical Uncertainty and the Limits of Long-Term Fore-
casting

Any assessment of the future development of the Eastern Partner-
ship must acknowledge the exceptionally high level of geopolitical un-
certainty affecting the European continent. The course and eventual 
outcome of Russia’s war against Ukraine will have major implications 
for the European security architecture, the political cohesion of the Eu-
ropean Union and the European integration prospects of the associated 
countries.

For this reason, the strategic outlook presented in this publication 
should not be interpreted as a definitive forecast. It identifies possible 
directions of policy development on the basis of the trends discussed 
during the Seminar, while recognising that these directions may be sig-
nificantly affected by future security, political and economic develop-
ments.

Several broad scenarios remain possible. A sustainable settlement 
accompanied by credible security arrangements could create more fa-
vourable conditions for reconstruction, regional cooperation and the 
advancement of accession-related reforms. A prolonged or unresolved 
conflict could require the European Union and the associated countries 
to devote greater attention and resources to security, defence, energy 
resilience and crisis management. A further deterioration of the region-
al security environment could slow economic modernisation, increase 
political uncertainty and complicate the enlargement process.
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The future of the Eastern Partnership will therefore depend not 
only on the quality of reforms implemented by partner countries, but 
also on the capacity of the European Union to respond collectively to 
security challenges and to maintain a consistent long-term policy to-
wards its eastern neighbourhood.

In this context, the most realistic strategic objective is not to pre-
dict a single institutional outcome, but to strengthen the capacity of the 
Eastern Partnership and its participating countries to adapt to differ-
ent geopolitical scenarios. Institutional resilience, flexible cooperation 
mechanisms, economic diversification and sustained political dialogue 
will remain important under any possible development of the regional 
situation.
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POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS FOR THE FUTURE 
DEVELOPMENT OF THE EASTERN PARTNERSHIP

Introductory Note
The policy recommendations presented in this section are derived 

from the analytical papers, expert discussions and strategic conclusions 
developed during the Scientific and Analytical Seminar Eastern Partner-
ship Policy Beyond 2020: New Challenges and Opportunities for the Re-
public of Moldova and the European Union. They reflect the collective 
findings of the seminar rather than the views of individual contributors.

The recommendations are intended to support the future develop-
ment of the Eastern Partnership by strengthening its capacity to promote 
democratic governance, sustainable development, institutional resilience 
and regional cooperation in an evolving European and international en-
vironment. They are addressed to the principal stakeholders involved in 
shaping and implementing policies related to the Eastern Partnership.

Recognising the considerable geopolitical uncertainty currently af-
fecting Europe, the recommendations are not presented as fixed policy 
prescriptions. Instead, they identify priority areas in which coordinated 
action could enhance the effectiveness, flexibility and long-term sus-
tainability of the Eastern Partnership while supporting the European 
aspirations of its associated partner countries.

1. RECOMMENDATIONS FOR THE EUROPEAN UNION
The seminar identified several priority areas in which further ac-

tion by the European Union could contribute to strengthening the ef-
fectiveness and strategic relevance of the Eastern Partnership.

Recommendation 1. Preserve the Eastern Partnership as a Long-
Term Strategic Framework

The Eastern Partnership should continue to function as a flexible 
regional framework that complements, rather than competes with, the 
enlargement process. Its institutional value extends beyond accession 
preparation by facilitating political dialogue, regional cooperation and 
the exchange of experience among partner countries with different lev-
els of integration.

A differentiated regional framework allows the European Union to 
maintain constructive engagement with all partner countries while si-
multaneously supporting those progressing towards accession.
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Recommendation 2. Maintain Differentiation as a Merit-Based 
Principle

Future cooperation should continue to reflect the different levels 
of political commitment, institutional preparedness and reform per-
formance demonstrated by partner countries. Differentiation should 
remain transparent, objective and based upon clearly defined criteria.

A merit-based approach strengthens policy credibility, encourages 
reforms and recognises the diversity of development paths within the 
Eastern Partnership.

Recommendation 3. Strengthen Support for Democratic Resil-
ience

Greater emphasis should be placed on strengthening judicial inde-
pendence, public administration, anti-corruption institutions, electoral 
integrity and good governance through long-term institutional cooper-
ation and capacity-building programmes.

Strong democratic institutions increase the sustainability of re-
forms and enhance resilience to political, economic and security chal-
lenges.

Recommendation 4. Enhance Support for Green and Digital 
Transformation

The European Union should continue assisting partner countries 
in implementing the objectives of the European Green Deal and the 
Digital Agenda through technical cooperation, investment instruments 
and knowledge-sharing initiatives.

Green and digital transformation contribute simultaneously to 
economic competitiveness, energy resilience, administrative moderni-
sation and sustainable development.

Recommendation 5. Promote Regional Cooperation within the 
Associated Trio

The European Union should continue encouraging practical coop-
eration among the Republic of Moldova, Ukraine and Georgia in areas 
such as public administration reform, transport connectivity, energy se-
curity, digital governance and academic cooperation.

Regional cooperation enables partner countries to exchange expe-
rience, coordinate reform efforts and strengthen institutional capacity 
while respecting the individual pace of each country’s European inte-
gration process.
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Recommendation 6. Ensure Predictability and Transparency of 
the Accession Process

The European Union should continue communicating accession 
requirements, reform priorities and evaluation criteria in a clear and 
consistent manner. Transparent monitoring and regular policy dialogue 
contribute to maintaining public confidence in the enlargement pro-
cess.

Predictability strengthens the credibility of conditionality and sup-
ports sustained reform efforts by partner countries.

Recommendation 7. Expand Support for Knowledge-Based Poli-
cy Development

The European Union should continue supporting research net-
works, Jean Monnet activities, universities, think tanks and evi-
dence-based policy initiatives addressing the future development of the 
Eastern Partnership.

Academic expertise and policy-oriented research contribute to bet-
ter-informed decision-making and strengthen cooperation between 
public institutions and the research community.

Recommendation 8. Preserve Flexibility in Responding to Geopo-
litical Developments

Given the continuing uncertainty affecting the European security 
environment, the Eastern Partnership should retain sufficient institu-
tional flexibility to adapt to changing political and security conditions 
while preserving its long-term strategic objectives.

Adaptive policy frameworks are better equipped to respond to 
evolving regional circumstances without undermining the continuity of 
European engagement.

2. RECOMMENDATIONS FOR THE GOVERNMENTS OF THE AS-
SOCIATED COUNTRIES

The discussions highlighted several priorities that could contribute 
to strengthening the effectiveness of reforms and supporting the long-
term European integration of the associated countries.

Recommendation 1. Ensure Continuity of Reform Processes
Governments should seek to maintain the continuity of key reforms 

irrespective of changes in political leadership. Long-term institutional 
development requires stable implementation mechanisms and broad 
political commitment.
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Sustainable reforms depend on institutional continuity rather than 
short-term political cycles.

Recommendation 2. Strengthen Institutional Capacity
Priority should be given to improving the effectiveness of public 

administration, strategic planning, policy coordination and implemen-
tation mechanisms at both national and local levels.

Strong institutions are essential for implementing European stan-
dards and ensuring the sustainability of reforms.

Recommendation 3. Promote Evidence-Based Policymaking
Greater use should be made of analytical research, policy evalua-

tion and impact assessment when designing and implementing public 
policies related to European integration.

Evidence-based decision-making improves policy quality, trans-
parency and public confidence.

Recommendation 4. Strengthen Regional Cooperation
The associated countries should continue expanding practical co-

operation in areas of common interest, including transport, energy, dig-
italisation, environmental protection, education and research.

Regional cooperation facilitates the exchange of experience, 
strengthens institutional learning and increases the effectiveness of re-
forms.

Recommendation 5. Enhance Public Communication on Europe-
an Integration

Governments should maintain transparent dialogue with citizens 
concerning both the opportunities and responsibilities associated with 
the European integration process.

Public understanding and trust are essential for maintaining long-
term support for reforms.

Recommendation 6. Invest in Human Capital
Continued investment in education, professional training, research 

and innovation should remain a strategic priority.
Highly qualified human resources are indispensable for institution-

al modernisation and long-term competitiveness.

3. SPECIFIC PRIORITIES FOR THE REPUBLIC OF MOLDOVA
Taking into account the country’s current stage of European inte-

gration, the seminar identified several priorities of particular relevance 
for the Republic of Moldova.
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Recommendation 1. Consolidate Administrative Capacity
Continue strengthening the professionalism, efficiency and coor-

dination of public administration responsible for implementing acces-
sion-related reforms.

Effective institutions determine the quality and sustainability of 
European integration.

Recommendation 2. Maintain Reform Momentum
Preserve consistent progress in judicial reform, anti-corruption 

measures, public administration reform and the rule of law.
The credibility of the accession process depends upon the consis-

tent implementation of reforms over time.
Recommendation 3. Strengthen Cooperation with the Associated 

Trio
Continue developing practical cooperation with Ukraine and Geor-

gia through joint projects, exchange of experience and coordinated par-
ticipation in European programmes.

Shared experience contributes to more efficient implementation of 
reforms and strengthens regional partnerships.

Recommendation 4. Expand Participation in European Research 
and Education Programmes

Encourage universities, research centres and public institutions to 
increase participation in Erasmus+, Horizon Europe, Jean Monnet and 
other European initiatives.

Academic cooperation supports institutional development, policy 
innovation and international networking.

Recommendation 5. Promote Strategic Communication
Develop effective communication strategies that explain the objec-

tives, progress and practical implications of the European integration 
process for citizens.

Well-informed public debate strengthens democratic participation 
and societal support for reforms.

Recommendation 6. Support Local and Regional Authorities
Strengthen the involvement of local public authorities in imple-

menting European standards and managing EU-funded projects.
Successful European integration requires effective governance at 

all administrative levels.
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4. RECOMMENDATIONS FOR UNIVERSITIES AND RESEARCH 
INSTITUTIONS

The seminar confirmed the important contribution of higher edu-
cation institutions and research organisations to the European integra-
tion process.

Recommendation 1. Strengthen European Studies
Expand interdisciplinary teaching and research on the European 

Union, European integration and public policy.
Recommendation 2. Promote Applied Research
Encourage research addressing practical challenges related to gov-

ernance, sustainable development, digital transformation and Europe-
an integration.

Recommendation 3. Strengthen International Academic Cooper-
ation

Develop joint research projects, academic networks and exchange 
programmes with European universities and research institutions.

Recommendation 4. Support Evidence-Based Public Dialogue
Universities should continue serving as platforms for informed 

public debate involving policymakers, civil society and the academic 
community.

Recommendation 5. Encourage Student Participation
Increase opportunities for students to engage in research projects, 

policy simulations, academic mobility and European cooperation ini-
tiatives.

5. RECOMMENDATIONS FOR CIVIL SOCIETY ORGANISATIONS
Civil society remains an important partner in supporting demo-

cratic governance and European integration.
Recommendation 1. Promote Civic Participation
Support initiatives encouraging citizens to participate actively in 

public consultations, community development and democratic deci-
sion-making.

Recommendation 2. Strengthen Public Awareness
Continue promoting public understanding of European values, 

democratic governance and sustainable development through educa-
tional and awareness-raising activities.
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Recommendation 3. Foster Dialogue Between Society and Public 
Institutions

Encourage regular cooperation between civil society organisations, 
public authorities, universities and the private sector.

Recommendation 4. Support Independent Policy Monitoring
Continue monitoring the implementation of reforms and contrib-

ute to public accountability through evidence-based analysis and con-
structive policy dialogue.

Final Observation
The recommendations presented above are intended to support 

the continued evolution of the Eastern Partnership in a changing Eu-
ropean environment. Their successful implementation will depend 
upon sustained cooperation among European institutions, national 
governments, universities, civil society organisations and other stake-
holders. While future developments remain influenced by geopolitical 
uncertainty, the seminar confirmed that long-term commitment to 
democratic governance, institutional quality and regional cooperation 
provides the strongest foundation for advancing the objectives of the 
Eastern Partnership and supporting the European aspirations of its as-
sociated countries.
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CONCLUSIONS

The Scientific and Analytical Seminar  Eastern Partnership Policy 
Beyond 2020: New Challenges and Opportunities for the Republic of 
Moldova and the European Union provided an opportunity to examine 
the evolution of the Eastern Partnership from multiple academic per-
spectives and to assess its future role within a rapidly changing Europe-
an environment. The analytical papers, expert discussions and policy 
reflections presented throughout this publication demonstrate that the 
Eastern Partnership continues to represent an important framework for 
cooperation between the European Union and its eastern partners, al-
though its objectives, instruments and strategic context have evolved 
considerably since its establishment in 2009.

A central conclusion emerging from the seminar is that the East-
ern Partnership should not be interpreted as a static policy initiative. 
Throughout its development, the framework has demonstrated a sig-
nificant capacity for adaptation in response to changing political, eco-
nomic and geopolitical circumstances. The establishment of Associa-
tion Agreements, the emergence of differentiated integration, the cre-
ation of the Associated Trio and the granting of candidate status to the 
Republic of Moldova and Ukraine illustrate a gradual transformation of 
the initiative rather than a departure from its original principles.

The seminar further confirmed that democratic governance, the 
rule of law and institutional resilience remain fundamental prerequi-
sites for sustainable European integration. At the same time, the discus-
sions highlighted that contemporary European integration extends be-
yond traditional political and economic reforms. Green transition, dig-
ital transformation, innovation, energy resilience and effective public 
administration have become integral components of a broader process 
of institutional modernisation and societal development.

Another important conclusion concerns the growing importance of 
flexibility within European Union external policy. The diversity of po-
litical aspirations and institutional capacities among partner countries 
requires differentiated approaches capable of responding to varying na-
tional circumstances while preserving common principles and shared 
strategic objectives. In this respect, differentiation should be regarded 
as a mechanism for enhancing the effectiveness of cooperation rather 
than as a source of fragmentation.
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The seminar also demonstrated that the future development of the 
Eastern Partnership cannot be analysed independently of the broader 
geopolitical environment. Ongoing security challenges in Europe, in-
cluding the consequences of Russia’s war against Ukraine, continue to 
influence regional stability, the European Union’s external policies and 
the pace of European integration. Consequently, future policy choices 
will inevitably depend upon developments that remain difficult to pre-
dict with certainty. This reinforces the importance of institutional resil-
ience, adaptive governance and sustained political dialogue as essential 
elements of long-term cooperation.

At the same time, the seminar confirmed that uncertainty should 
not lead to strategic passivity. Regardless of future geopolitical develop-
ments, continued investment in democratic institutions, effective gov-
ernance, academic cooperation, sustainable development and regional 
dialogue remains valuable under all plausible scenarios. These priori-
ties strengthen the capacity of partner countries to respond successfully 
to future opportunities as well as to emerging challenges.

For the Republic of Moldova, the discussions highlighted both sig-
nificant opportunities and increased responsibilities arising from its 
current stage of European integration. Candidate status represents an 
important political milestone, but the long-term success of the acces-
sion process will ultimately depend upon the quality of institutions, 
consistency of reforms and the capacity to translate legislative commit-
ments into effective public policies. The experience accumulated within 
the Eastern Partnership provides a valuable foundation for this continu-
ing process.

The seminar likewise demonstrated the important contribution 
that universities and research institutions can make to European in-
tegration. Academic research, policy analysis and interdisciplinary 
dialogue strengthen evidence-based decision-making, encourage in-
formed public debate and contribute to the development of profession-
al expertise required for implementing complex European reforms. In 
this respect, Jean Monnet activities continue to play an important role 
in promoting knowledge about the European Union and supporting co-
operation between academia, public institutions and society.

Overall, the seminar confirmed that the Eastern Partnership re-
mains a relevant and adaptable framework for promoting cooperation, 
democratic transformation and European integration. Its future effec-
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tiveness will depend not only on institutional developments within the 
European Union and partner countries but also on their shared capac-
ity to respond constructively to an increasingly complex international 
environment.

The editors hope that the analyses, discussions and recommenda-
tions presented in this publication will contribute to further academic 
research, evidence-based policymaking and informed public dialogue 
on the future development of the Eastern Partnership and the European 
integration of the Republic of Moldova. While many questions remain 
open, the seminar demonstrated that constructive dialogue, critical 
analysis and international academic cooperation continue to provide 
an essential foundation for understanding the opportunities and chal-
lenges facing Europe and its neighbourhood.

This publication has been prepared within the framework of the Jean 
Monnet Centre of Excellence project Strengthening and Sharing Knowl-
edge about the European Union,  funded by the Erasmus+ Programme of 
the European Union. The editors express their sincere appreciation to all 
authors, speakers, participants and reviewers whose expertise, commit-
ment and constructive dialogue made both the Scientific and Analytical 
Seminar and this publication possible.

It is our hope that this volume will serve not only as a record of the 
seminar discussions but also as a useful academic resource for research-
ers, university teachers, students, policymakers and practitioners inter-
ested in European Union studies, the Eastern Partnership and the future 
of European integration.
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