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Is a soft method of coordination 

best adapted to the context of EU’s neighbourhood? 

Elsa Tulmets* 

 

 

 

Introduction1 

Although the European Neighbourhood Policy (ENP) is attracting an increasing attention 

in the academic literature, works on the origins of the policy design and the methods used 

to implement the European Neighbourhood Policy stayed so far rather scarce. While the 

European Neighbourhood Policy (ENP), created in 2003-04, originally aimed at offering 

an innovative framework of cooperation between the EU and the surrounding TACIS 

(Newly Independent States) countries, then also with the MEDA (Mediterranean) 

countries and the countries from the South Caucasus2, there is some evidence that the 

format finally adopted for this policy is not entirely new. Interviews conducted at the 

Commission (DG Enlargement, DG Relex, EuropeAid) between 2003 and 2006, official 

documents, as well as secondary literature show that policy ideas and instruments designed 

for enlargement have inspired the policy design and instruments of the ENP (e.g. Tulmets, 

2005b; see also: Del Sarto, Schumacher, 2005; Kelley, 2006).  

This contribution argues that the experience of enlargement has given ground to the 

making of a soft method of coordination in the EU’s external relations. This “new” 

method promotes EU’s norms and benchmarks and is based on the principles of 

differentiation, partnership and ownership. However, it mainly strengthens bilateral 

relations on a negotiated basis and relies on the third states’ political engagement to 

introduce internal reforms on the EU model. Proposed by the Commission and adopted 

by the Council, it is combined with the classical conditional approach and now also 

justifies the use of the term of “soft power” in the EU foreign policy discourses. When 

looking at initial propositions originally coming from the political field, they had a more 

                                                 
* Research Fellow at the Institute of International Relations (IIR) and lecturer at the Charles University, 

Prague. In 2005-06, Jean Monnet Fellow at the European University Institute, Florence.  
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 I thank Adrienne Héritier, Marise Cremona, Gabriella Meloni, Raffaella Del Sarto and the participants 

of the workshop “The European Neighbourhood Policy: A Framework for Modernisation?” (EUI 

Florence, 1-2 Dec. 2006) for their comments on a previous version of this paper. 
2
 The countries concerned by the ENP are: Algeria, Armenia, Azerbaijan, Belarus, Egypt, Georgia, Israel, 

Jordan, Lebanon, Libya, Moldova, Morocco, the Palestinian Authority, Syria, Tunisia, and Ukraine.  



The European Neighbourhood Policy: A Framework for Modernisation? 
 

 

 
2 

modest purpose and aimed at developing an Eastern dimension in the EU’s external 

relations based on the experience not of bilateral, but of sub-regional cooperation like the 

Northern Dimension, the Euro-Mediterranean Partnership, the European Free Trade 

Association (EFTA) or the European Economic Agreement (EEA). Does the bilateral and 

flexible method proposed by the Commission contradict or rather complement these initial 

propositions? Does it rather hamper or reinforce conditionality in the EU’s external 

relations? Is it best adapted to the context of neighbourhood? 

This article will first present the initial propositions of a European policy towards its 

neighbours mainly based on a sub-regional approach, then the proposition of the 

Commission of a strategy, which was finally adapted by the Council, based on the 

reinforcement of bilateral and flexible relations. In the third and fourth parts, the article 

will show that this “new” method inspired by the experience of enlargement builds the 

ground for a policy discourse on soft power, but that it also presents some unavoidable 

shortcomings hinting at its own limits as far as the ENP is concerned.  

1. The debate on « Wider Europe »: initial propositions based on a sub-regional 

approach 

In political and academic debates, discussions on a policy towards EU’s neighbours were 

first referring to the necessity of a policy towards EU’s Eastern neighbours. In 1997, when 

the perspective of accession was finally accepted for the Eastern and Southern candidates 

and the negotiations were open in 1998 with the first accession countries, the question of 

the management of the Eastern border of the EU, especially with Belarus, Ukraine and 

Moldova, came on the agenda. The Commission required “good neighbourly relations” as 

a further condition for accession and some politicians started to think about the 

implications of enlargement and the perspectives of a “Wider Europe”. This was already in 

due place in the documents of the Commission evaluating the progress of candidates 

(accession partnership, progress reports) and in the speeches of political leaders from some 

candidate countries like Poland. During negotiations, the perspective of enlargement 

started to raise concerns at the political level about the way to deal with the new 

neighbours and with security at the borders of the enlarged EU. The issue gained 

momentum with the summit of Copenhagen of 2002, officially closing the accession 

negotiations with ten candidate countries, then in 2003 with the Rose Revolution in 

Georgia and political attention on Belarus and Ukraine (even before the Orange 

Revolution). When looking at the first propositions made between 2001 and 2003 on the 

EU’s Wider Europe mainly coming from the United-Kingdom, Sweden, Poland and 

Germany, these were mainly referring to a sub-regional perspective and proposing an 



The European Neighbourhood Policy: A Framework for Modernisation? 
 

 

 
3 

“Eastern dimension” in EU’s external relations based on the experience of the Northern 

Dimension, the Euro-Mediterranean Partnership or even the EEA3. The method proposed 

was the one of an interactive cooperation between member, candidate and non-candidate 

countries.  

But countries like France, Spain and Italy insisted on the necessity to focus again on the 

South after the Eastern enlargement and to re-launch the Euro-Mediterranean Partnership 

which, in its current sub-regional form, was experimenting some difficulties. In 2003, in 

response to the Council, the Commission came with a proposition entitled “Wider Europe 

– Neighbourhood” including the countries bordering the EU of 25 in the East, the South-

East and the South. In 2004, the policy was officially adopted as the “European 

Neighbourhood Policy” (ENP).  

From the opening of accession negotiations in 1998 to the launching of the European 

Neighbourhood Policy (ENP) in 2003-04, the new member states from Eastern Europe – 

at that time still candidates – played a major role in influencing the European agenda. They 

are still very active in promoting closer cooperation with the ENP countries in the East 

and thus most of them supported the Finnish initiative of 2006 to enlarge the Northern 

Dimension to Belarus and the German strategy of ENP Plus proposed for the EU 

presidency in 2007 (Duleba, 2007)4. Among the new member states, four groups of 

countries emerge. First, the speeches and propositions from the Polish politicians added 

support to the calls of British and Swedish politicians for a “Wider Europe” policy and to 

the early propositions of the Finnish and German governments to enhance the Northern 

and Eastern dimensions of the EU’s foreign relations. They were showing their concern 

for the absence of an EU policy in Eastern Europe. Second, the Baltic States were also 

pro-active in moving the East and the South-Caucasus onto the European agenda. Third, 

the Visegrád countries are also motivated, but not equally engaged and not coordinated on 

this issue. Fourth, and more recently, Romania supports closer cooperation with Moldova 

and, together with Bulgaria, the development of the Black Sea Cooperation, which the 

Commission took into account in its communication of December 2006 (EC, 2006)5.  

To sum up, the original propositions of a policy towards EU’s neighbours was very much 

linked to the idea of reinforcing sub-regional cooperation, especially in creating an 

                                                 
3
 Common letter of Chris Patten/Anna Lindh of 2001, Jack Straw’s Letter to the Spanish presidency, 

speeches from Polish ex-Foreign Minister, Cimoszewicz, Polish strategies on Wider Europe, and 

German-Polish strategies on ENP. 
4
 On ENP Plus: “Berlin entwickelt neue Nachbarschaftspolitik. Sorge vor sicherheitspolitischem Vakuum 

im Gebiet zwischen Europäischer Union and Russland“, Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, 3 July 2006; 

“New Policy on Russia splits German leaders”, Herald Tribune, 7-8 Oct. 2006.  
5
 More on this: Tulmets, 2007a; Kratochvil, Tulmets, 2007. 
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“Eastern dimension” and, later on, a Black Sea Cooperation so to complement the already 

existing “Northern Dimension” and the “Barcelona Process”. Among the new member 

states, Poland particularly engaged before enlargement in the issue of redefining EU’s 

relations with its Eastern neighbours6. In his speech inaugurating Poland’s EU accession 

negotiations in 1998, Bronisław Geremek called for the creation of an “Eastern 

Dimension” of EU’s external relations in line with the ideas developed by Jerzy Giedroyc 

in the Parisian emigration review “Kultura”. This was taken over and developed by the 

government, which issued a non-paper on the “Eastern Dimension” in 2003, as well as by 

the Minister of Foreign Affairs W. Cimoszewicz, who pronounced some remarked 

speeches on the question (Cimoszewicz, 2003a,b). The Polish position was based on three 

main ideas: 

1) It was asking for a policy to the East similar to the Northern Dimension advocated in 

1997 by Finland and the Euro-Mediterranean Partnership created in 1995 during the 

Spanish EU presidency, as well as “clear incentives” from the EU in exchange of political 

changes in the neighbour countries.  

2) It argued that the relations with the Eastern neighbours should be differentiated so to 

develop bilateral relations and a national strategy taking into consideration the context of 

each country. The policy should be constructed around three pillars: A community, a 

governmental (including the bilateral policies of the member states) and a non-

governmental.  

3) Finally, the policy should pursue the aim to enable countries like Ukraine, Moldova and 

potentially Belarus to join the EU if they had the will and the capacity to fulfil the 

accession criteria. Russia was excluded from the proposition as “it does not aspire to 

membership” (Cimoszewicz, 2004). 

 

However, the idea of an “Eastern Dimension” in EU’s external relations was finally not 

taken over at the EU level, but, as it will be explained later, many elements of the Polish 

proposition have inspired the first communications of the Commission on an EU policy 

towards the neighbour countries. 

                                                 
6
 For a detailed analysis: Batory Foundation (2005); Buras, Pomorska (2006); Natorski (2007).  
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2. The role of the Commission in proposing a method drawing on the experience of 

the EU Eastern enlargement 

In 2003, a Task Force “Wider Europe” composed of civil servants from DG Enlargement 

and DG Relex was created to deal with the EU’s relations with its Eastern neighbours. In 

2004, when the ENP was officially launched with the larger aim of integrating both East 

and South, the people from DG Enlargement involved in the Task Force were moved to 

DG Relex (Interviews DG Enlargement, 2003-2004, and DG Relex, 2006). This 

restructuring partly explains why the original policy ideas and instruments of the ENP 

were adapted from the experience of enlargement (Tulmets, 2005b; Del Sarto, 

Schumacher, 2005; Kelley, 2006). One may speak of policy transfer and more precisely of 

policy adaptation, which Richard Rose defines as occurring “when a program in effect 

elsewhere is the starting point for the design of a new program allowing for differences in 

institutions, culture, and historical specifics. Adaptation rejects copying every detail of a 

program; instead, it uses particular measure as a guide to what can be done” (Rose, 1993: 

31).  

This adaptation from the policy of enlargement to the one of neighbourhood took place at 

four main levels: 

- the discourse on common values, which replicates accession conditions;  

- the concepts of partnership, differentiation, participation, and 

deconcentration/decentralisation, which complement the notion of conditionality; 

- the toolbox of assistance policy, which is complemented by instruments like cross-border 

cooperation, Twinning, TAIEX, and cooperation programmes; 

- a new method based on a benchmarked approach, which was introduced to enhance 

bilateral negotiations and relations. 

These four points may be considered as the new elements brought by the ENP that added 

to the EU’s existing relations with its neighbours such as the regional policies like the 

Euro-Mediterranean Partnership (Barcelona Process) or the Northern Dimension. 

2.1. A discourse on common values 

The similarities between the ENP’s common values and the accession conditions are 

particularly striking. Neighbouring countries have to respect “commitments to shared 

values” relatively similar to the EU’s accession criteria: 

“(…) that is respect for human rights, including minority rights, the rule of 

law, good governance, the promotion of good neighbourly relations, and the 
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principles of a market economy and sustainable development as well as to 

certain key foreign policy goals” (EC, 2004a).  

Policy discourses on the ENP are now clearly constructed around three main issues – 

security, stability, and prosperity (Prodi, 2002; EC, 2003a) – which are then defined in 

more details in the separate action plans, i.e. the internal market, cooperation in justice and 

home affairs, sustainable development, or foreign policy (EC, 2004b). 

2.2. Concepts complementary to conditionality: Differentiation, partnership, deconcentration / 
decentralisation, participation.  

In its communication of 2003, the Commission insisted on the specific philosophy the 

ENP should adopt to complement already existing policies in its neighbourhood, namely 

“a differentiated, progressive and benchmarked approach” (EC, 2003a: 15). The 

Commission proposed that benchmarks “should be developed in close cooperation with 

the partner countries themselves, in order to ensure national ownership and commitment” 

(EC, 2003a: 16), thus to counter-balance the unilateral approach of conditionality. In this 

context, benchmarks “offer greater predictability and certainty for the partner country than 

the traditional ‘conditionality’” (ibid). During the last EU enlargement, conditionality has 

been clearly defined and used to frame the accession process and negotiations (Smith, 

1998; Schimmelfennig, Sedelmeier, 2004). After the Summit of Essen in 1994, negative 

conditionality (suspension of advantages when reforms are not conducted) was 

complemented by positive conditionality: The more a country introduced reforms, the more 

assistance it was awarded to conduct them. A debate particularly gained momentum when 

the Commission noticed that negative and positive conditionality worked only on a case by 

case basis. Although negative conditionality was seemingly effective in condemning the 

authoritarian Slovak government of Vladimír Mečiar in 1997, the Commission realised that 

Hungary and Poland, although being the best pupils of enlargement, were not using the 

whole annual PHARE budget that was allocated to them (Interviews, DG Enlargement, 

April 2003, March 2004). The main reason identified was the lack of administrative 

capacity and political will as well as the poor involvement of civil society in shaping the 

reforms. The debate became particularly salient when, at the same time, the European 

Court of Auditors and the European Parliament accused the Commission over the overly 

centralised and non transparent manner in which it managed the PHARE programme. 

After 1997, the asymmetrical and unilateral character of the relations between the EU and 

the candidates was deemed to be replaced by the concepts of partnership, differentiation, 

participation, and deconcentration / decentralisation, which should complement the 

notion of conditionality.  
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When looking at the European Neighbourhood Policy, the same concepts can be found in 

addition to classical negative and positive conditionality. The principle of differentiation 

consists in strengthening existing relations through commitments to shared values on the 

basis of a “jointly agreed” Action plan. It stems from the contractual arrangements 

between the EU and each country. While Morocco and Ukraine where among the first 

countries to sign such a Action plan, some countries like Algeria did not agree so far to 

negotiate any. Differentiation is thus understood as being “tailor-made to reflect the 

existing state of relations with each country, its needs and capacities as well as common 

interests” (European Commission, 2004a).  

The notions of partnership and of decentralisation / deconcentration were introduced into the 

enlargement strategy around the same time as into the TACIS and MEDA programmes. 

The notion of partnership addressed criticism of the centralisation of programme 

management by the headquarters of the Commission in Brussels and led to a policy of 

deconcentration (reinforcement of the delegations of the Commission) and of 

decentralisation (growing responsibility of third states’ institutions) in the framework of 

accession negotiations (1998–2002) and international cooperation (2001). This experience 

served as a basis for the design of the ENP philosophy in 2003-2004, mainly through 

officials of DG Enlargement who were later appointed to DG Relex and EuropeAid7. 

Nevertheless, the notion of decentralisation takes a different shape in the ENP: While the 

Association agreements (AA) with the Mediterranean countries allow for a greater 

responsibility in implementation, the Partnership and cooperation agreements (PCA) with 

the TACIS countries still limit the role of third states in the management of EU projects8.  

The idea of participation is closely linked to the concept of partnership and decentralisation. 

The involvement of actors from the civil society to generate reforms is seen as central for 

an effective ownership, internalisation, and respect of the norms and values promoted by 

the EU abroad. Participation is also thought as a mean to increase sectoral integration by 

opening internal cooperation programmes to persons from the third countries, especially 

in the fields of education, research, and culture, as well as by supporting “people to 

people” cooperation projects. Nevertheless, although it constitutes a crucial element of the 

new approach and was accepted by the Council at the beginning of 2007, this element is 

still weak in the ENP and the rather protective EU visa policy contradicts measures 

towards more participation. 

                                                 
7
 Interviews with officials of DG Enlargement, Brussels, March-April 2003, and members of the Task 

Force on Neighbourhood Policy, Brussels, June 2004.  
8
 Interviews, DG Relex, Brussels, April 2006. 
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2.3. The European Neighbourhood and Partnership Instrument (ENPI) 

In 2003, the Commission proposed to launch a specific assistance policy instrument called 

the European Neighbourhood and Partnership Instrument (ENPI) for the financial 

perspective of 2007-2013 (EC, 2003b). The ENPI should replace the TACIS and MEDA 

programmes, as well as the European Initiative for Democracy and Human Rights 

(EIDHR), and would also apply to Russia which is not officially part of the ENP 

(Interview, DG Relex, February 2006). The aim of the ENPI is, as in the pre-accession 

strategy, to support the harmonisation of all possible sectors with EU laws. Therefore, a 

budget of €12 billion was agreed for the period of 2007-2013 to support reforms in the 

ENP countries, and at least four instruments of the pre-accession strategy have been 

integrated into the ENPI:  

a) Cross-Border Cooperation (CBC) (security and border management). As the ENP seeks to prevent 

“new dividing lines” in Europe after the last EU enlargement, a specific focus is given on 

cross-border cooperation and intra-regional cooperation. Cross border projects between 

member states and neighbour countries are mainly geared towards promoting sustainable 

economic, social, and environmental development in border regions of the EU. The ENPI 

is designed to simplify procedures and be more efficient than previous experience in the 

framework of the PHARE and TACIS cross-border cooperation (CBC) projects. 

Difficulties in clarifying procedures on the EU’s side and the lack of administrative 

capacities at the local level have already added some delay in the launching of the first 

projects. 

b) Twinning (mid-term projects to improve institutional capacities, good governance and the rule of law). 

Twinning is an instrument introduced in 1997 in the enlargement policy to support 

capacity-building in candidate countries and institutional transfers through emulation, 

imitation and socialisation (Tulmets, 2005a). Twinning was later adopted in the CARDS, 

TACIS and MEDA programmes and is now part of the ENPI. It particularly aims at 

making available the expertise of member state practitioners in foreign administrations on 

a specific issue – administrative and judicial capacities – where the EU has almost no acquis 

(promotion of good or best practices). Twinning was introduced so far in Jordan, 

Morocco, Lebanon, Tunisia, Egypt, Ukraine, and in the countries of the Southern 

Caucasus. Due to the political character of some projects, their implementation in 

neighbour countries mainly depends on the political will of the governments to accept 

them. In the ENP, Twinning projects cover the sectoral priorities mentioned in the Action 

Plans and thus provide advice in the fields of internal market, justice and home affairs, 

energy, transport, communication, environment, research and innovation, as well as social 
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policies. For the time being, Twinning is encountering difficulties in its implementation 

due to bureaucratic procedures, to weak administrations in almost all neighbour countries, 

a high turnover of civil servants, and a lack of own resources (Königová, Tomalová, 

Tulmets, 2006). 

3) TAIEX (short-term projects to improve institutional capacities, good governance and the rule of law). 

In June 2006, the Commission accepted to include TAIEX in the ENPI to complement 

Twinning. The Technical Assistance Information Exchange Office (TAIEX) was created 

in 1995 to assist the candidate countries in adopting and implementing the acquis in the 

field of the Internal Market by providing information from a database on the acquis and 

sending independent experts for short-term missions to the candidate countries. As one of 

the aims of the ENP is to offer the neighbour countries “a stake in the EU’s internal 

market” (EC, 2003a), DG AidCo introduced TAIEX in its unit dealing with Twinning on 

the model of the Institution-Building Unit of DG Enlargement. In the ENP, TAIEX is 

conceived as an instrument also allowing for the preparation of Twinning projects 

(Königová, Tomalová, Tulmets, 2006). 

4) Participation in EU programmes (people-to-people cooperation). The ENPI also intends to 

increase “people to people” activities and dialogue between civilisations through the 

building of sectoral networks and the participation of neighbouring countries in EU 

programmes and areas like education, training and youth, health, research, environment, as 

well as cultural and audio-visual programmes (EC, 2003a, 2004a). The experience of 

including citizens from non-member states in EU programmes was gained from the 

Mediterranean cooperation (e.g. Anna Lindh Foundation), the Northern dimension, and 

especially enlargement. Enlargement brought a larger opening of EU programmes to non-

member countries. The ENPI includes opening programmes like YOUTH, Tempus, and 

Erasmus Mundus and other opportunities for participation are identified in the Action 

Plans (EC, 2004a: 20). The Commission’s proposition to enhance direct contacts between 

people has been accepted by the Council at the beginning of 2007, but the rather strict visa 

policy currently in place in the EU member states still contradicts this initiative. If high 

expectancies in this field cannot be met, the EU will have to manage the frustrations of 

some neighbours attracted by a sometimes too promising ENP. 

The ENPI also plans on the EU playing a growing role in conflict prevention/resolution 

and crisis management in its neighbourhood. For the time being, crisis prevention is dealt 

in the framework of CFSP/ESDP missions, like the ESDP mission on border 

management between Ukraine and Moldova, and complemented by institution-building 

projects lead by the Commission. 
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However, various specialists and analysts are sceptical about the EU’s capacity to 

implement such costly instruments with the budget adopted for the period of 2007-2013, 

as the apparently comfortable amount of €12 billion has to be split among sixteen 

countries plus Russia for a period of seven years. 

2.4 A soft method of coordination based on a benchmarked approach 

In the ENP, one can notice that the Commission adopted a similar method as introduced 

in the enlargement strategy in 1997 (“Agenda 2000”). The country reports resemble the 

Avis of the Commission on the candidate states, the Action plans negotiated by the 

Commission and accepted by the Council present many similarities with the Accession 

partnerships, the lists of acquis and the benchmarked approach are used as mean for 

pressure and monitoring like in enlargement, regular evaluations are done on each country 

on the basis of the political agreements with the EU (Tulmets, 2005b). The whole is 

negotiated, debated, agreed in the framework of already existing institutions created in the 

framework of the Association Agreements (AA, South) and the Partnership and 

Cooperation Agreements (PCA, East): The committees and sub-committees of the AA 

and PCA. 
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Incremental adaptation of a soft method of coordination in the Neighbourhood 

policy 

OMC (Employment strategy, 

Luxemburg, 1997) 

Enlargement policy (« Agenda 2000 », 

1997) 

Neighbourhood policy (Communication 

of the Commission, 2003) 

(a) European objectives Accession criteria  

 

Commitment to common values 

 

(b) National Action Plans Avis on accession 

Accession Partnerships 

National Plan for the Adoption of  

the Acquis (NPAA),  

Action Plan for administrative  

and judiciary capacities 

Country reports of the Commission 

(jointly agreed) Action plans 

Development plans of ENP countries 

(c) Annual or bi-annual policy  

cycles 

Negotiation cycles,  

Programming of assistance 

Negotiation cycles of Action plans (3 years),

Programming of assistance (TACIS, MEDA

and after 2007, European Neighbourhood 

Instrument) 

(d) Benchmarks / exchange of good

 or best practices 

Benchmarks in the NPAA, TAIEX and  

Twinning contracts 

Benchmarks in the Actions plans, TAIEX  

and Twinning contracts 

(e) Participation, consultation of

social partners 

Consultation of social partners at the  

national level and participation at the  

Commission level  

Participation at the national level and at 

the Commission level, “people to people”  

cooperation 

(f) Indicators when Acquis is not 

precise 

Acquis lists of the Commission DGs,  

Twinning contracts 

Acquis lists of the Commission DGs,  

Twinning contracts 

(g) Commission’s Progress Reports Regular Reports of the Commission Report of the Commission to the Council 

Sources: Own compilation from: European Council on Employment (1997), European Council at Luxemburg 
(1997), European Commission (2003a).  

This specific benchmarked and flexible method can be considered to represent the added 

value of the ENP in policy terms compared to already existing policies towards the EU’s 

neighbours (e.g. the Northern Dimension and the Euro-Mediterranean Partnership). It was 

introduced to manage and control the ENP as an overarching “umbrella” policy covering 

the following instruments: a) Association agreements (AA) or Partnership and association 

agreements (PCA), which the Commission proposes to replace by the European 

Neighbourhood Agreements; b) political dialogue in various forms and forums; c) TACIS, 

MEDA, and other assistance programmes, which have been replaced in 2007 by the 

European Neighbourhood and Partnership Instrument (ENPI); d) Lists of EU sectoral 

acquis or guides for legislative convergence (e.g. EC, 2003c); e) Civilian resources mobilised 

for ESDP missions. In relying on already existing instruments, this new overarching 

method of policy coordination aims at better defining the bilateral “tailor-made” 

partnership between the EU and each partner and at controlling its implementation.  

Like in enlargement, this method is complementary to the EU’s classical conditionality 

approach: While enhancing coordination between the member states on the policy to 

follow, it aims at socialising neighbouring countries to the EU’s norms, values, and 

standards by constantly pointing at their own political responsibilities through a process of 
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“naming and shaming” with reports and peer pressure processes. In this sense, the method 

presents many similarities with the open method of coordination (OMC) adopted in the 

EU for the employment and the social policies between 1997 and 2001 (Tulmets, 2003, 

2005a,b). Adapted to the context of enlargement and neighbourhood, the method does not 

take exactly the same shape as the OMC, but follows the same purpose: Reach cognitive 

convergence between the various actors (member states and third states) through 

socialisation and persuasion. This is especially true in fields where the EU has no acquis, i.e. 

no model to propose, thus no leverage and means for pressure (e.g. human rights). 

Interestingly, this method develops bilateral relations on the model of the “Regatta 

principle” accepted during the last phase of enlargement. In 1997, the EU member states 

agreed to open negotiations only with six candidates, out of twelve, and thus favoured the 

logic of “Group accession”. In 1999, the member states finally agreed that the “Regatta 

principle” (the first countries to meet the accession criteria come in) would be more 

efficient and accepted to open negotiations with all candidate countries. This is also at that 

time that Turkey was granted the status of candidate. The “Regatta principle” was adapted 

to the ENP for one main reason: It allows for a better control by the Commission of the 

way common values are respected and reforms introduced in the neighbour countries, 

without having to make recourse to the unpopular negative conditionality. Although the 

idea of a multilateral “Eastern Dimension” in EU’s external relations was not taken over at 

the EU level, some elements of the Polish propositions have inspired the ENP strategy at 

this level. They are mainly based on the new member states’ experience of accession to the 

EU and include for example the idea of a “tailor-made” country strategy, the suggestion to 

improve cross-border cooperation and to adapt the Twinning instrument to the context of 

neighbourhood.  

However, the “Regatta principle” also generates a politicisation of bilateral relations 

between the EU and its neighbours, which generates a policy with “variable geometry” 

(Tulmets, 2006). Member states use this bilateral approach in a political way to support 

some neighbour countries in their attempt to get them closer to the EU and even to 

support their candidature to the EU. Poland for example worked hard, also in cooperation 

with Germany, to shape the EU’s agenda on the case of Ukraine before and after the 

Orange revolution of 2004 (Auswärtiges Amt/Ministerstwo Spraw Zagranicznych, 2003; 

Gromadzki et al., 2005). Its policy participated to the adoption at the Council of February 

2005 of a “10 points” paper defining the relations between the EU and Ukraine, even if 

these somehow fall short of Polish expectations. As a matter of fact, further issues were 

presented during the joint visit of the Polish and the German foreign ministers Rotfeld and 

Fischer in Kiev in March 2005 to enhance EU-Ukrainian relations (Buras, Pomorska, 2006 
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: 41). They include for example visa-facilitation for the Ukrainian citizens, talks on a free 

trade area between the EU and Ukraine, a scholarship programme for Ukrainian students 

in the EU, a training programme for Ukrainian officials in Brussels or the concept of a 

European University in Lviv. As Poland supports Ukrainian accession to the EU, most 

Polish initiatives towards Ukraine adopted go far beyond the Action Plan negotiated with 

Ukraine in the framework of the ENP. Some of them succeeded to be taken over at the 

EU level: Ukraine was for example granted the status of a free market economy under the 

British EU presidency at the end of 20059.  

The fact that candidate countries, now members of the EU, started to promote their 

experience of accession abroad and to support some potential candidates also inspired a 

new discourse at the EU level. Since 2003, enlargement is considered as the “most 

successful foreign policy of the EU” (EC, 2003a), also thanks to the specific flexible 

method developed throughout the 1990s, which allowed for the creation of a European 

“soft power” approach.  

3. A method which builds the ground for a discourse on EU’s “soft power” 

As for the Commission the fifth enlargement represented the EU’s “most successful 

foreign policy” (EC, 2003a), the Neighbourhood policy offers an occasion to prove that 

the EU has the capacity to establish stability and security at its external borders and to 

answer expectations in its neighbourhood. Official speeches on enlargement and the ENP 

clearly insist on EU’s ability to promote its norms and cultural values to generate attraction 

through persuasion as well as to mobilise its internal resources and policies to reach 

compliance (e.g. Ferrero-Waldner, 2006; Landaburu, 2006). One recognises there elements 

of the definition Joseph Nye gives of the “soft power”, a notion he developed while 

having the US in mind (Nye, 1990). The wording used in the Commission’s proposals 

gives priority to EU’s attractiveness for third states. As the Neighbourhood policy cannot 

make recourse to the powerful leverage of non-accession, it has to rely on its coherence, 

on its ability to mobilise its capacities and to respect the jointly agreed commitments. For 

the Commission, the soft method of coordination is a way to manage such relations with 

third states (through benchmarks, monitoring in committees, evaluations) and thus to 

build the ground for a discourse on EU’s “soft power”. What comes out of official 

                                                 
9
 Before and after enlargement, other countries like Lithuania and Estonia were also pro-active towards 

enhanced cooperation with EU’s Eastern neighbours. Lithuanian and Estonian politicians for example 

insisted on the necessity for the EU to support processes of democratisation in Belarus and Ukraine, as 

well as in the South Caucasus after the Rose revolution in Georgia. Another well-known example is 

Romania, which is a fervent supporter of closer cooperation with Moldova as a potential candidate for 

accession in the EU. 
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speeches formulated at the Commission’s level is that third states are attracted by the EU: 

They should logically accept to follow EU’s norms and to introduce reforms respecting 

these norms.  

In reality, the new policy discourse on “soft power” is hinting at EU’s difficulties to solve 

its “capability-expectations gap”10. Given the weakness of EU’s military capacities and 

negative experiences with economic sanctions (Wilde d’Estmael, 1998), the EU is reluctant 

to use coercive means. It prefers to make recourse to “soft” measures embodied by a 

normative discourse on norms and values and by enhanced economic and cultural 

cooperation complemented by a thorough assistance policy (more on this: Delcour, 

Tulmets, 2007, Tulmets, 2007b). As the literature shows, the EU is still unclear as to the 

role it is able to endorse in the international arena since the establishment of the Maastricht 

treaty. Ian Manners (2002) has argued that, with the introduction of conditionality and a 

discourse on human rights, the EU has added a “normative power” to its “civilian power”, 

already defined in the 1970s by François Duchêne (1973). Some authors have interpreted 

the launching of a Common Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP) in 1992 and of an 

European Security and Defence Policy (ESDP) in 1999 as the end of the EU’s civilian 

power (Smith, 2000; Zielonka, 2002), others have argued that the use of the military force 

does not preclude the abandon of civilian means, like civil-military actions show (Stavridis, 

2001)11. However, the European Security Strategy of 2003 clearly highlights the EU’s 

preference for civilian means in the framework of ESDP missions (Solana, 2003), like the 

Rule of law mission in Georgia and the ESDP mission on border management in Moldova 

show (Helly, 2007). 

4. Shortcomings of the method in the EU’s neighbourhood 

In general, the flexible method identified above encounters a raw of difficulties and poses 

various challenges as adapted in the context of ENP.  

1) It first relies on a logic coming from enlargement which originally aims at including 

third states entirely and not only partly into EU’s internal and external policies. One 

cannot expect similar commitments from associate or partner countries than from 

candidate countries. Commission official would answer that this is why differentiation was 

introduced to respect the rhythm of each country in the introduction of reforms. This 

argument nevertheless does not hold to the criticism that in practice Action Plans, 
                                                 
10

 Christopher Hill defines the capability-expectations gap as the discrepancy between, on the one hand, 

the EU’s resources, instruments, and ability to agree; and on the other hand, increasing expectations of 

third countries vis-à-vis the EU (Hill, 1993). 
11

 For a further discussion of these concepts, see Sjursen (2006), Johansson-Nogués (2007), Tulmets 

(2007b).  



The European Neighbourhood Policy: A Framework for Modernisation? 
 

 

 
15 

although negotiated, often include provisions which are more advantageous for the EU. 

Therefore, many analysts conceive these documents as asymmetrical ones and in favour of 

the EU.  

2) Due to the negative experience with sub-regional approaches in enlargement and in the 

Euro-Mediterranean Partnership, the method adopted in the ENP is mainly building on 

bilateral relations. Action Plans tend to forget the role of sub-regional considerations 

(cooperation and conflicts between neighbours). The EU so far neglected the necessity to 

link both approaches in EU’s external relations, although attempt to remedy to this 

shortcoming was done during the Finnish and German EU presidency. However, the soft 

method of coordination does not solve the dilemma of sub-regional versus bilateral 

relations with the EU.  

3) Although the EU is making recourse to negotiated norms and to a soft method of 

coordination (“soft power”), the asymmetrical and conditional approach (which one can 

understand as EU’s “hard power”) still remains. In practice, the soft method rather 

enhances the conditional approach in the ENP, as the Commission very often defines the 

negotiation agenda in advance, benchmarks are not always commonly defined or 

participation rather stays limited. Therefore, the concepts of differentiation, partnership 

and ownership reveal contradictions in practice and lack credibility among EU’s neighbour 

countries. In absence of any “hard” military power, the capacity of the EU to prevent 

conflict or to solve crisis is also still questioned.  

4) The creation of an “umbrella” or “over-arching policy” using a similar, thus 

differentiated method for very heterogeneous regions is at the origin of diverse 

interpretations which some authors have qualified as a “clash of interpretations” 

(Kratochvíl, 2006). The policy’s aims are still not clear and can be interpreted as an 

alternative to enlargement, a pre-accession strategy, a new Euro-Mediterranean policy or a 

way for the EU to extend its influence abroad (ibid). From the beginning, the policy is 

lacking of coherence due to the fact that so different sub-regional spaces where included 

within one single policy framework. One can ask if the only creation of an “Eastern 

dimension” in EU’s external relations would not have been a more low-profiled, but 

efficient approach than a new over-arching policy including so many heterogeneous 

neighbours. It is not sure that propositions like the German ENP Plus strategy aiming at 

enhancing the cooperation with Eastern neighbours might solve the issue.  

5) Finally, as a result of this “patchwork policy” reinforcing bilateral relations in 

combination already existing sub-regional approaches, it slowly takes the shape of a “policy 

with variable geometry” (Tulmets, 2006), which are reflected by the variety of expectations 
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among the neighbour countries. Ukraine and Moldova conceive it as an opportunity to 

become closer to the EU and to have a growing chance to be accepted one day as potential 

candidate countries; Morocco or Tunisia also perceive it as an opportunity, if not to 

integrate into the EU politically12, at least culturally and economically (growing access to 

EU’s internal market); but countries like Algeria or those from the Middle-East take this 

cooperation clearly less seriously (Del Sarto, Schumacher, 2005). However, in the current 

stage of internal integration and development of its foreign policy, it seems that the EU 

has no better offer to make.  

Conclusion 

The experience of the fifth enlargement of the European Union clearly inspired the policy 

ideas and instruments of the European Neighbourhood Policy. The European 

Commission played a crucial role in defining the scope of the ENP’s policy ideas, 

concepts, assistance tools, which justify the use of a soft method of coordination in EU’s 

external relations to enhance bilateral relations with third countries. This contradicts the 

first policy propositions on “Wider Europe”, which aimed at developing a sub-regional 

“Eastern dimension” in the EU’s external relations. As a result, the method adopted 

complements and, in many cases, enhances the conditional approach and neglects the sub-

regional dimension of EU’s neighbourhood. It also builds the ground for a new policy 

discourse on “soft power” in EU’s external relations which is hinting at EU’s difficulties to 

solve its capability-expectations gap in its external relations. This shows how difficult it is 

to adapt solutions developed for a specific context to a very different one.  

 

References 

Auswärtiges Amt/Ministerstwo Spraw Zagranicznych (2003), Die Rolle der EU mit 25 und mehr 
Mitgliedern im 21. Jahrhundert. Beiträge für eine neue Weltordnung. Gemeinsame deutsch-polnische Studien 
(June 2001 – May 2003), Berlin/Warsaw. 
https://www.auswaertigesamt.de/www/de/infoservice/download/pdf/eu/dt-pl-studie.pdf  

Batory Foundation (2005), “Will the Orange Revolution bear fruit? EU-Ukraine relations in 2005 
and the beginning of 2006”, Stefan Batory Foundation, Warsaw, May. 

Buras Piotr, Pomorska Karolina (2006), “Poland and the European Neighbourhood Policy”, 
Foreign Policy in Dialogue, 6 (19), 27 July, pp. 34-43, www.deutsche-aussenpolitik.de 

Cimoszewicz Włodzimierz (2003a), “The Eastern Dimension of the European Union. The Polish 
View”, speech at the conference “The EU Enlargement and Neighbourhood Policy”, Warsaw, 
20 February, www.msz.gov.pl.  

                                                 
12

 Morocco’s application to accession was refused in the 1980s for the reason that it is not a European 

country. 



The European Neighbourhood Policy: A Framework for Modernisation? 
 

 

 
17 

Cimoszewicz Włodzimierz (2003b), “Polska w Unii Europejskiej”, speech at UMCS, Lublin, 24 
March, www.msz.gov.pl. 

Cimoszewicz Włodzimierz (2004), “The Eastern Policy of the European Union”, speech at the 
Institute of Political and Social Sciences, Paris, Materials and Documents, 7/2004, July, pp. 20-24. 

Cremona Marise (2006), “The European Neighbourhood Policy: Partnership, Security and the Rule 
of Law”, in: Mayhew Alan, Copsey Nathaniel (eds.), European Neighbourhood Policy and Ukraine, 
Sussex, University of Sussex, pp. 25-54.  

Delcour Laure, Tulmets Elsa (ed.) (2007), “Special Issue: The European Neighbourhood Policy as 
a Capability Test for the EU”, European Political Economy Review, (7), Summer 2007,  
www.eper.org  

Del Sarto Raffaella, Schumacher Tobias (2005), “From EMP to ENP : What’s at Stake with the 
European Neighbourhood Policy towards the Southern Mediterranean ?”, European Foreign 
Affairs Review, 10, pp. 17-38. 

Duchêne François (1973), “The European Community and the uncertainties of Interdependence”, 
in: Kohnstamm M. and W. Hager (eds), A Nation Writ Large? Foreign Policy Problems before the 
European Community, Basingstoke, Macmillan. 

Duleba Alexander (2007), “The EU’s Eastern Policy. Central European Contribution. In a Search 
for New Approach”, Policy Paper, (1), Research Centre of the Slovak Foreign Policy 
Association, January. 

European Commission (2003a), Wider Europe-Neighbourhood : a New Framework for Relations with our 
Eastern and Southern Neighbours, communication to the Council and the Parliament, 11/03/2003, 
COM (2003) 104 final. 

European Commission (2003b), Paving the Way for a New Neighbourhood Instrument, Communication 
COM (2003) 393 final, 1st July. 

European Commission (2004a), European Neighbourhood Policy Strategy Paper, Communication from 
the Commission COM (2004) 373 final, 12 May.  

European Commission (2004b), Communication from the Commission to the Council on the Commission 
Action Plans under the European Neighbourhood Policy, COM (2004) 795 final, 9 Dec. 

European Commission (2006), Communication from the Commission to the Council and the European 
Parliament on Strengthening the European Neighbourhood Policy, COM (2006) 726 final, 4 Dec. 

European Council on Employment (1997), Conclusions, 20–21 November, Luxemburg.  

European Council at Luxemburg (1997), Conclusions, 12–13 December, Luxemburg.  

Ferrero-Waldner Benita (2006), “The EU in the World”, speech/05/59, European Policy Centre 
Breakfast Meeting, Brussels, 2 February. 

Gromadzki Grzegorz et al. (2005), More than Neighbour – Proposal for the EU’s Future towards Ukraine, 
Warsaw/Kyiv, Stefan Batory Foundation, International Renaissance Foundation. 

Harasimowicz Andrzej (2006), “The European Neighbourhood Policy of the European Union 
after Enlargement 2004: Empire with a Human Face?”, in: Sadurski Wojciech, Ziller Jacques, 
Żurek Karolina (eds.), Après Enlargement. Legal and Political Responses in Central and Eastern Europe, 
Robert Schuman Centre for Advanced Studies, Fiesole, pp. 339-348. 

Helly Damien (2007), “EU’s influence in its Eastern neighbourhood: The case of crisis 
management in the Southern Caucasus”, European Political Economy Review, (7), Summer, pp. 
102-117. www.eper.org  



The European Neighbourhood Policy: A Framework for Modernisation? 
 

 

 
18 

Hill Christopher (1993), “Capability-Expectations Gap, or Conceptualizing Europe’s International 
Role”, Journal of Common Market Studies, 3, pp. 305-328. 

Hillion Christophe (2004), “The Copenhagen Criteria and their Progeny”, in: Hillion Christophe 
(ed.), EU Enlargement: A Legal Approach, Oxford, Hart Publishing, pp. 1-22. 

Johansson-Nogués Elisabeth (2007), “The (Non-)Normative Power EU And The European 
Neighbourhood Policy: An Exceptional Policy For An Exceptional Actor?”, European 
Political Economy Review, (7), Summer, pp. 181-194. www.eper.org  

Kelley Judith (2006), “New Wine in Old Wineskins: Policy Adaptation in The European 
Neighborhood policy”, Journal Of Common Market Studies, 44 (1), March, pp. 29-55. 

Königová Lucie, Tomalová Eliška, Tulmets Elsa (2006), “Twinning Projects: Analysing the 
Experience of „Old“ EU Member States and Evaluating the Benefits of Twinning Out for the 
Czech Republic”, research project report for the Czech Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Prague, 
November. www.iir.cz  

Kratochvíl Petr (2006), “The EU Neighbourhood Policy: A Clash of Incompatible 
Interpretations”, in: Kratochvíl Petr (ed.), The EU and its Neighbourhood: Policies, Problems and 
Priorities, Institute of International Relations, Prague, pp. 5-15.  

Kratochvíl Petr, Tulmets Elsa (2007), “Checking the Czech Role in the European Neighbourhood 
/ Úloha České republiky v evropském sousedství”, working paper of the Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung, 
2/2007, May. 

Landaburu Eneko (2006), “From Neighbourhood to Integration Policy : are there concrete 
alternatives to enlargement ?”, conference CEPS “Revitalising Europe”, Brussels, 23 January. 

Lavenex Sandra (2004), “EU external governance in ‘wider Europe’”, Journal of European Public 
Policy, 11 (4), August, pp. 680-700.  

Manners Ian (2002), “Normative Power Europe: A Contradiction in Terms?”, Journal of Common 
Market Studies, 40 (2), p. 235-58. 

Natorski Michał (2007), “Explaining Spanish and Polish Approaches to the European 
Neighbourhood Policy”, European Political Economy Review, (7), Summer, P. 63-101. 
www.eper.org 

Nye Joseph, “Soft Power”, Foreign Policy, (80), Aut. 1990, pp. 153-171. 

Prodi Romano (2002), “A Wider Europe. A Proximity policy as the key to Stability”, 
speech/02/619, Brussels, Dec. 

Rose Richard (1993), Lesson-Drawing in Public Policy. A Guide to Learning across Time and 
Space, Chatham (New Jersey): Chatham House Publishers. 

Schimmelfennig Frank, Sedelmeier Ulrich (2004), “Governance by conditionality: EU rule transfer 
to the candidate countries of Central and Eastern Europe”, Journal of European Public Policy, 11 
(4), August, pp. 661-679. 

Sjursen Helene (ed.) (2006), “Special Issue: What Kind of Power? European Foreign Policy in 
Perspective”, Journal of European Public Policy, March. 

Smith Karen E. (1998), “The Use of Political Conditionality in the EU’s relations with Third 
Countries : How Effective ?”, European Foreign Affairs Review, 3 (2), Summer, pp. 253-274. 

Smith Karen E. (2000), „The End of Civilian Power EU: A Welcome Demise or Cause for 
Concern?“, The international spectator, 35 (2), April-June, p. 11-28. 

Tocci Nathalie (2005), “The Challenges of the European Neighbourhood Policy – Does the ENP 
respond to the EU’s Post-Enlargement Challenges?”, International Spectator, 40 (1), pp. 22-33. 



The European Neighbourhood Policy: A Framework for Modernisation? 
 

 

 
19 

Tulmets Elsa (2003), “Les programmes d’aide de l’Union européenne à l’Est : analyser l’impact des 
réformes”, Revue d’Etude Comparative Est-Ouest, 34 (3), pp. 5-36. 

Tulmets Elsa (2005a), “The Introduction of the Open Method of Coordination in the European 
Enlargement Policy: Analysing the Impact of the PHARE/Twinning Instrument”, European 
Political Economy Review, 3 (1), Winter, pp. 54–90, www.eper.org  

Tulmets Elsa (2005b), “New Modes of Governance in EU’s External Relations: Explaining the 
Transfer of Ideas and Cooperation Methods from the Enlargement to the Neighbourhood 
Policy”, in: Šarūnas Liekis et al. (eds.), European Union and its New Neighbourhood: Different 
Countries, Common Interests. Mykolas Romeris University: Vilnius, pp. 26-52. 

Tulmets Elsa (2006), “Adapting the Experience of Enlargement to the Neighbourhood Policy : 
The ENP as a Substitute to Enlargement?”, in: Kratochvíl Petr (ed.), The EU and its 
Neighbourhood: Policies, Problems, Priorities, Institute of International Relations, Prague, 2006, pp. 
16-34. www.iir.cz  

Tulmets Elsa (2007a), „Postavení nových členských států v evropské politice sousedství“ [The role 
of the new member states in the European Neighbourhood Policy], Mezinárodní Politika, 
4/2007, pp. 10-13. 

Tulmets Elsa (2007b), “Can the Discourse on “Soft Power” Help the EU to Bridge its Capability-
Expectations Gap?”, European Political Economy Review, (7), Summer 2007, pp. 195-226. 
www.eper.org 

Wilde d’Estmael Tanguy (de) (1998), « L’efficacité des sanctions économiques communautaires », 
Note VII, in : Fondation Paul-Henri Spaak (ed.), Les adaptations institutionnelles requises par 
l’élargissement de l’Union européenne. La problématique de la sécurité européenne, Actes du colloque tenu 
les 11 et 12 sept. 1998 au Palais d’Egmont, Bruxelles, pp. 65-90. 

Zielonka Jan (ed.) (2002), Europe Unbound : Enlarging and Reshaping the Boundaries of the European 
Union, London, Routledge.  


