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Preface: The European Union’s 2007
Enlargement

CRISTINA CHIVA* & DAVID PHINNEMORE**
*University of Salford, UK

**Queen’s University Belfast, UK

Bulgaria and Romania have often been described as the ‘laggards’ of the EU’s
eastern enlargement. From their applications for EU membership in 1995 to their
eventual accession in 2007, the two countries were consistently trailing their Central
and Eastern European (CEE) counterparts in the enlargement ‘regatta’ launched by
the Luxembourg European Council in 1997. While the EU’s decision to open
accession negotiations with all remaining CEE countries two years later enabled, at
least in principle, each country to accede if and when it was ready for membership,
neither Bulgaria nor Romania were successful in either keeping up with Lithuania,
Slovakia or Latvia which began negotiations at the same time or catching up with
the ‘ins’ of Estonia, the Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland and Slovenia whose
negotiations were already underway. The difficulties inherent in overcoming the
immense political, economic and administrative challenges involved in meeting the
Copenhagen criteria were reflected in virtually every European Commission report
between 1998 and 2006. Indeed, the Commission’s recommendation as to the actual
date of accession to the Union was only made in September 2006, just a few months
before the two countries joined, demonstrating the reluctance with which the EU and
the member states tidied up the eastern enlargement. The introduction of post-
accession monitoring, itself a decision without precedent in the history of EU
enlargement, constituted both an acknowledgement of the difficulties posed by
Bulgaria’s and Romania’s accession and a warning that further widening was to
become increasingly problematic.

This special issue focuses not only on the process and effects of the EU’s 2007
enlargement but places it within the wider context of the enlargement more
generally. It considers, for example, whether the accession of Bulgaria and Romania
was simply a coda to the ‘big bang’ enlargement of 2004 or significant in its own
right. Evidence for the former includes the fact that both Romania and Bulgaria
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benefited from the momentum of eastern enlargement, which made it possible for the
two countries to join despite falling far behind most of the other CEE countries in
virtually all areas covered by the EU’s conditionality. Nevertheless, the 2007
enlargement cannot be seen simply as a tidying up exercise for the EU or the delayed
conclusion of the 2004 round. The contributions to this special issue, most notably
those provided by Papadimitriou and Gateva and by Phinnemore, highlight
distinctive features of Bulgaria and Romania’s accession to the EU and point to a
range of implications for our understanding of the dynamics of EU enlargement.

Given the sheer magnitude of the challenges facing an expanding EU since the
mid-1990s, the fast pace of the accession process and the variety of domestic political
contexts in the ten CEE countries formerly behind the Iron Curtain, it is perhaps
unsurprising that the literature on eastern enlargement has only recently begun to
explore the Bulgarian and Romanian cases in any detail. This has been achieved in a
number of ways: from a broader comparative perspective (Vachudova, 2005;
Grabbe, 2006), via more direct comparison (Noutcheva & Bechev, 2008) and as
single-case studies (Papadimitriou & Phinnemore, 2008). The contributions to this
special issue enhance scholarly understanding not only of Bulgaria and Romania’s
accession to the EU enlargement but also of the process of EU enlargement more
generally.

A key contribution consists in expanding comparative research on EU
enlargement by placing the Romanian and Bulgarian cases within the wider context
of the past and future enlargements of the Union. From a theoretical perspective,
Pop sheds new light onto EU enlargement by providing a timely and comprehensive
re-evaluation of Frank Schimmelfennig’s influential theory of strategic action (2001)
from a Bourdieuian point of view, applicable not only to the eastern expansion of the
Union but also to other EU enlargement rounds. From a historical perspective, the
two most important points of reference are, on the one hand, the 2004 round
(Engelbrekt in this issue), and, on the other hand, the future expansion of the EU,
most notably towards Turkey (_Içener in this issue). The broader scope for analysis is
complemented by in-depth comparisons of the Bulgarian and Romanian cases
(Bechev, Chiva, Papadimitriou & Gateva, and Phinnemore in this issue), seldom
examined together in existing literature. Furthermore, Dobre’s study of regional
reform in Romania draws attention to the ways in which literature on EU
enlargement can be enriched by an in-depth exploration of single-case studies.

The contributions gathered in this issue also exemplify the multi-faceted nature of
EU enlargement and accession. Engelbrekt examines the issue of institutional
integrity, a controversial and under-researched aspect of the accession process in
Central and Eastern Europe, while Dobre explores the ways in which regionalisation
in Romania has been largely underpinned by a process of territorial reform rather
than by the formation of political identities at the regional level. As Chiva’s study of
gender equality policies in Bulgaria and Romania shows, the process of EU
accession has profoundly affected even relatively marginal policy areas that were
unlikely to trigger candidate countries being denied membership. Papadimitriou and
Gateva argue that Bulgaria and Romania provide ‘a critical test case’ for literature
on enlargement-led Europeanisation, while also indicating the importance of
domestic mediating factors in producing divergent reform trajectories across Central
and Eastern Europe.

150 C. Chiva & D. Phinnemore

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

E
ur

op
ea

n 
Pa

rl
ia

m
en

t]
 a

t 0
2:

18
 0

1 
Ju

ly
 2

01
3 



Finally, the studies collected here illustrate that the process of acceding to the EU
is not completed with membership, either for the EU or for the former candidate
countries. Bechev’s exploration of foreign policy-making in Bulgaria and Romania
after joining the EU demonstrates the extent to which habits induced by the EU
accession process persist after membership, with both countries remaining largely
‘policy-takers’ rather than effective entrepreneurs in the EU’s approach towards
neighbouring countries. Phinnemore shows that the 2007 enlargement is significant
for the way in which the EU’s handling of enlargement continues to evolve, while
Icener’s analysis of the Romanian and Turkish cases fleshes out the EU’s
differentiated approach toward applicant states.

Within a single special issue there is not the space to offer a comprehensive
account of the process leading to and the implications of Bulgaria and Romania’s
accession to the EU. The contributions collected here do nevertheless provide
valuable insights from the 2007 enlargement round into the nature and effects of
accession to and the enlargement of the EU. They not only provide partial
correctives to established scholarly perspectives on enlargement and to the emphasis
within the literature to date on the EU’s 2004 enlargement and the CEE countries
involved in it, but they also confirm – importantly – the evolving nature of the
process. Their significance lies not simply in providing commentary on and analysis
of the EU’s most recent enlargement round but in establishing a deeper
understanding of a process that, however uncertain it may now be, remains
incomplete. There are lessons for the EU and for current and potential candidates
and applicants to be learnt from the 2007 enlargement.
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