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EASTERN PARTNERSHIP AND EXPANSION:  
THE UKRAINIAN PERSPECTIVE

Todorova, Anna 
Otto-von-Guericke University 

Magdeburg, Germany
Germany

The very establishment of the Eastern Partnership in 2009 implemented the 
differentiation of the EU approaches towards relations with its Southern 
and Eastern neighbours, who were previously treated equally within the 
framework of the European Neighbourhood Policy. From Ukraine’s per-
spective, this was a step in a right direction given that Eastern neighbours 
are European countries and may aspire for the EU membership once they 
met necessary criteria.

The Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Ukraine clearly stated that Ukraine’s 
strategic interest with regard to the Eastern Partnership consists in granting 
the European perspective to the interested partner states thus transforming 

the initiative into the connecting link with the EU enlargement policy [6].
The analysts maintain that on the EU side, from the Eastern Part-

nership’s inception central and northern European countries saw strength-
ening the sovereignty and democracy of their eastern partners as both a 

good thing in itself and an important hedge against Russia; for southern and 
western Europeans, the partnership was at best irrelevant and at worst an 
irritant as they tried to strengthen relations with Moscow. Russia’s invasion 
of Ukraine has increased the relevance of the Eastern Partnership, but also 
the fear of provoking Putin’s anger [2].

However, the modern trends in the EU operation made politicians and 
researchers question the process of EU enlargement, thus doubting the ex-
pediency of the Eastern Partnership initiative [7, pp.448–466]. Despite the 
challenges that the EU faces today, the European project, however, has not 
lost its appeal to the EU’s eastern neighbours. For Ukraine the European 
vector of development has become especially topical and controversial as 

exemplified by the tragic events of 2014–2017. This essay is an attempt to 
comprehend the value of the Eastern Partnership initiative in view of the 
European ambitions of this country.

Legal recognition of the prospect of membership has been prescribed 
in Article 49 of the Treaty on the European Union. However, the interpre-
tation of this Article differs from country to country. The implementation 
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of the Association Agreement remains the main problem for Ukraine, and 
Eastern Partnership is a tool not for the EU enlargement, but for rapproche-
ment with it.

Ukraine has always been active in the matters concerning the mem-
bership perspective. For many years, Ukraine has attempted to include the 
prospect of membership in the Association Agreement, but, due to lack of 

consensus among the EU countries, these attempts failed. Although during 
the current reform process in Ukraine some progress has been made in such 
areas as diversification of energy supply, reform of law enforcement and the 
establishment of anticorruption bodies, it is too early to say that Ukraine 
may apply for membership based on its achievements.

Member States and the EU institutions have not seriously considered 
the possibility of the European perspective for the Eastern Partnership coun-
tries. Currently, only the European Parliament has adopted a non-binding 
resolution recognising the European prospects for the Eastern Partnership 
states. The EU Resolution as of 16 April 2015 states that the Association 
Agreement with Ukraine and other countries of the Eastern Partnership is 
not the ultimate goal of their relations with the EU. But few if any of the ex-
isting member-states are enthusiastic champions of any of these countries. 
Britain was once the leading proponent of expanding the EU, but the Brexit 
referendum has made the British government both less enthusiastic and less 

influential in the enlargement debate [3, p.1].
Ukraine, which signed the Association Agreement, comprises separa-

tist regions on its territory. The real problem is that these separatist territo-
ries have been created and sponsored by Russia. Although solving territorial 

disputes is not a prerequisite for joining the EU, obstacles to accessing the 
EU may be caused by various problems stemming from a conflict: customs 
control, prevention of smuggling and so on.

The concept of the Eastern Partnership and the results of this initia-
tive have repeatedly been the subject of serious criticism over the past few 
years. Despite the fact that the Eastern Partnership initiative covers a range 
of quite different countries, it lacks a rational approach that would take into 
account the specific features of their history, politics and socio-economic 
conditions. Instead, the program usually considers these countries as a sin-
gle group with allegedly similar vision, needs and interests.

The Eastern Partnership initiative could have a bright future, provid-
ed it applies a more individual approach to each country, combined with a 
greater emphasis on security, taking into account the revival of neo-imperial 
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ambitions of Russia. Despite all the shortcomings, the idea of the Eastern 

Partnership is still alive among those who interact with this initiative. The 
results of the seven years’ activity since its introduction in Prague are usu-
ally evaluated positively, and it is hoped that at least some partner countries 

are on their way to Europe.
With this in mind, there are some problems that require attention. The 

Russian factor has long been neglected. The Eastern Partnership needs ad-
justment to the contemporary geopolitical situation. There are internal bar-
riers to Ukrainian convergence with the EU such as the lack of political will 
and the will of the stakeholders to implement changes, a huge bureaucracy, 
insufficient involvement of experts in the development of reforms, lack of 
well-informed and trained staff for reforms and implementation of the As-
sociation Agreement, lack of information sharing between agencies within 
country and with foreign partners.

The prospect of the EU membership for Ukraine is a crucial issue. 
German Chancellor Angela Merkel said that the Eastern Partnership is not 
an instrument of the EU enlargement, so “we should not cause vain hopes, 
which we cannot fulfil” [8]. The European Commission President Jean-
Claude Juncker said at the Eastern Partnership summit (Riga, 2015) that “it 
is not a meeting regarding the EU membership, but we have to ensure the 
existence of the European prospects for each country. They are not ready. 
We are not ready. But the process goes on” [9].

To let this process go, attention should be focused on such actions as 
implementation and application of the recently signed Agreements on asso-
ciation and free trade. This would be the on-going development, a gradual 
approach to Europe, which would make discussion of further steps possible. 
However, it should be recognized that the EU does not show any particular 
wish to expand, or any concrete strategies regarding the Eastern Partnership 
countries, especially when compared with the visa issues discourse.

Such evidence may seem pessimistic, yet it is not in fact true, be-
cause, firstly, the Eastern Partnership does not imply prospects of joining 
the EU, even though it was the last straw that made the Maidan rise, and 
led to the situation when Ukrainian citizen, on the one hand, and Western 
partners, on the other, demand reforms from the Ukrainian government. 
Second, Ukraine has friends in the face of those countries that experi-
enced or are experiencing threats from Russia. They are not key players 
in the EU, but during the crisis they have become to be listened to more 
actively. At the summit in Latvia there was launched the first media forum 
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where 350 journalists and activists from the Eastern Partnership countries 
discussed the information war of Russia and ways of combating it. Thus, 
Europe, though slowly, is rethinking the Russian narrative and listens to 
voices like that of Ukraine, which has not happened before. Perhaps the 
key point of this and further summits is Ukraine’s willingness to carry out 
changes, demonstrate them and defend their own interests in the world as 
the result of the nationally established “political will and the consistency” 
[7, p. 461]. This conclusion speaks in favour of the obviously positive 
impact of the Eastern Partnership initiative on the nation-states involved 
in the long run.

The aspiration for this positive impact was reinforced at the 5th 
Eastern Partnership Summit that was held in November 2017 in Brus-
sels. In their Joint Declaration, leaders reconfirmed the high importance 
they attach to the Eastern Partnership, based on common values, mutual 
interests and understanding, shared ownership and responsibility, differ-
entiation and mutual accountability. Consolidating and promoting shared 

values and principles they have committed to was emphasized as a key 
priority [5].

The Summit also acknowledged the European aspirations and Euro-
pean choice of Georgia, Moldova and Ukraine, whose Association Agree-
ments provide for accelerating political association and economic integra-
tion with the European Union. For Ukraine it was vitally important that 
the Joint Declaration also reaffirmed the EU’s continued commitment to 
the territorial integrity, independence and sovereignty of all its partners. 

Even if the EU membership for Ukraine and other Eastern partners 
is off the table at present, the EU still does a lot to promote stability and 
prosperity in the area. The EU political contacts with Georgia, Moldova 
and Ukraine, the three countries that already have association agreements 
with the union, are to reassure them that they are still on Europe’s radar.

In March 2014, after Russia took over Crimea, the EU emphasized 
that the association agreement “does not constitute the final goal in EU-
Ukraine cooperation”. Thus more practically, the EU starts planning for 
its future relations with the three pro-EU countries, Ukraine, Georgia and 
Moldova, once they have implemented their association agreements.

European Commission officials already worry about the risk that 
countries like Georgia and Ukraine may rest on their laurels now that their 
association agreements with the EU have entered into force. The EU contin-
ues to stress the economic and political benefits of fully implementing the 
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association agreements, and creating a better environment for European in-
vestors. EU membership may not be in prospect for the foreseeable future, 
but the EU gives the Eastern partners the positive message that they will all 
benefit from trying to meet European standards, whether of food safety or 
the rule of law [2].

Nowadays Ukraine actively participates in the Eastern Partnership 
Flagship Initiatives, in cross-border cooperation and in initiatives open to 
all neighbour countries. The implementation of the Eastern Partnership is 
based on the principles of differentiation, shared  ownership and shared re-
sponsibility, as well as “more for more” approach (partners most engaged 
in reforms benefit more from their relations with the EU, both in terms of 
funds and integration).

Besides bilateral relations between the EU and partner states and 
various bilateral programs, the Eastern Partnership also envisages the mul-
tilateral dimension of cooperation. The whole array of bilateral relations 
between Ukraine and the EU (and other Eastern Partners) is the bilateral 
dimension of the Eastern Partnership.

Taking into account the fact that the Eastern Partnership is based on 
the major achievements which at the time of establishment of the initiative 
have already been accomplished by Ukraine in its relations with the EU 
(negotiations on the Association Agreement, visa dialogue, etc.), Ukraine 
doesn’t consider the Eastern Partnership as a framework policy, but as a 
complement to its more ambitious bilateral relations with the EU. Thus, 
development of relations with the EU in a bilateral format is an absolute pri-
ority for Ukraine, while the Eastern Partnership is seen primarily as a forum 
for multilateral dialogue on the implementation of reforms and cooperation 

with the EU.
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