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Abstract

This paper focuses on the current political and socio-economic situation in the two most
recent EU member states, Bulgaria and Romania. Overall, the post-accession period in both
countries has been comparable to that in the East-Central European members that had joined

the Union on 1 May 2004. However, there have been some significant differences in the post-
accession path of Bulgaria and Romania, which set them apart from the rest of the EU-10, as
well as among themselves. For instance, the problem of corruption has been a particularly

salient theme for the political elites of both countries and it led to the paralysis of the cabinet
in Romania during the first year of its membership and to the rise of powerful populist
alternatives in Bulgaria. What has probably been even more distinguishing in the cases of

Bulgaria and Romania is their apparent inability to swiftly deal with the political and social
challenges emerging after accession, as well as to adequately respond to the process of
Europeanization. The main reason for this has been the unfinished political and socio-
economic transformation of both countries, accompanied by the consolidation of certain

‘reserve domains’, occupied by the former secret services and semi-mafia structures.
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Introduction

Anyone following the recent political and social developments in EU’s latest
entries, Bulgaria and Romania, would have a strange feeling of ‘‘déjà-vu’’. Namely,
the post-accession setting in these two countries strikingly resembles the situation in
many of the East-Central European countries, which had joined the Union on 1
May 2004, during the first couple of years of their membership. This is mainly
exemplified by the substantial waning of the support for the executive and tradi-
tional parties that had led those countries towards the much-coveted accession into
the EU and NATO and the rise of different populist alternatives. Moreover, the
high socio-economic expectations having been built up before enlargement did not
fully materialize for the majority of citizens and business elites, thus disenchant-
ment with and occasional protests emerged against the rising prices, the closing of
ineffective domestic industries and the loss of national sovereignty. Finally, the
uncertainties created for Bulgarian and Romanian rulers with respect to the
international obligations, arising from EU membership and the requirement to
work under tight deadlines, demonstrated the inability of those elites to adequately
react to external problems, such as the negotiation of the Reformed Treaty of the
EU and the working out of a common European position towards the complex
issue of the recognition of Kosovo.

Analyzing the actual situation in Bulgaria and Romania with the hindsight of the
past experience of the East-Central European members of the Union, one could
assume that the former have largely moved beyond the point of significant post-
accession mobilization of their domestic political and social forces. Even though
nationalist and radical populist parties have remained relatively important political
players, they have either been sidelined by the mainstream parties or have been
successfully incorporated in the democratically elected representative institutions,
such as the local assemblies and national legislatures, as well as in the European
Parliament. Although the support for some mildly populist parties and politicians
has also been rising, the general trend in Bulgaria and Romania has not been much
different than elsewhere in East-Central Europe, or the old EU-15 for that matter.
Thus, democracy has been reconfirmed as the ‘‘only game in town’’ and the preferred
regime for the majority of citizens in both countries after accession.

Notwithstanding these comparably positive developments, there have been some
additional perturbing factors e notably, of weak state capacity and governability e
that set Bulgaria and Romania apart from the rest of the EU Fifth Enlargement
post-communist members as somewhat problematic cases. Although the effects of
accession and Europeanization have widely been debated by country and regional
specialists (Mungiu-Pippidi, 2007; Greskovits, 2007; Krastev, 2007; Cholova, 2007),
no definite conclusion has been reached regarding the relevance of such processes on
the reduced legitimacy and governance capacity of the new member states’ political
elites and administration. Rather, it has been estimated, that the dynamics of
destabilization of the governments and party systems of those countries has mainly
been hinging upon the simultaneous and occasionally reinforcing itself interplay of
domestic and external factors (Greskovits, 2007; �Agh, 2007).
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Moving from normative theory to empirics, the ‘particularism’ of both new EU
member states has been evinced in a number of ways during the period since their
accession. Firstly, it should be pointed out that the commonly held perception about
pervasive corruption among the rulers of Bulgaria and Romania has on the whole
been confirmed in practice, while the opposition and the media have skilfully used
this to criticize the government. Secondly, the EU itself has been extremely cautious
not to turn a blind eye to the numerous signals about domestic elites indulging in
illicit activities, since its own reputation has been put at stake regarding both its good
governance record and the fact that it had supported the entry of allegedly unre-
formed countries (Gallagher, 2006; Miller, 2008). Thirdly, during their first two years
of membership the leaders of Bulgaria and Romania have done very little to
convince their EU counterparts and societies at home that they have genuinely been
willing to transform their political and administrative systems in order to fully meet
the membership requirements. On the contrary, domestic actors have remained quite
passive over long periods of times, and have only reacted to direct pressure from the
European institutions in an emergency fashion. Overall, it could be said that because
of their erratic behavior and various structural problems, both countries’ govern-
ments have strongly been challenged both from within their political system and
from outside. At the same time, the decisions that the leaders of Bulgaria and
Romania had take in a relatively short time in the fields of politics, economics
and social affairs, as well as on the international arena, has put their administrative
capabilities under severe strain, preventing them to quickly catch up with the rest of
the EU (Noutcheva and Bechev, 2008).

This paper looks at the specific problems of the political and social development
of Bulgaria and Romania after their accession to the EU on 1 January 2007.
Concretely, the impact of EU membership on domestic political and socio-economic
life is analyzed, while attention is also being paid to the influence of both countries
on EU politics and governance practices. First, the unravelling of the most recent
events and the challenges facing Bulgaria and Romania in the areas of politics,
economics and international affairs are described. Second, the spectacular rise and
consolidation of populist parties in both countries is taken stock of and compared to
similar processes in some of the old and new EU democracies. Thirdly, the relation
with the EU is critically examined, principally in terms of the Europeanization and
domestic transformation of Bulgaria and Romania. Finally, conclusions are drawn
with respect to the political and social prospects of both countries within the EU, as
well as the particular choices that the supranational institutions and member states
have to make when admitting future accession candidates.

Bulgaria and Romania after enlargement
Political developments
It is impossible to understand the post-accession trajectory of Bulgaria and
Romania, without paying specific attention to the overarching problem of corrup-
tion. The conflicting views of leading politicians about how to tackle the latter issue
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has brought the end of the ruling coalition in Romania in March 2007 and has
subsequently caused a major rift between President Traian Basescu and Prime
Minister (PM) Calin Popescu Tariceanu. In Bulgaria, allegations of fraudulent
behavior on the part of governmental representatives have fuelled the electoral
campaign of mild populists GERB and nationalists ATAKA, but, even more
importantly, the revelations about sleaze have led to the temporary stopping of
practically all pre-accession funds by the European Commission in early spring 2008.
‘‘The fight against corruption is the key to everything that is going on now in
Romania’’ reveals the Financial Times in a special report about the country
(Financial Times, 2008: 2). At the same time a domestic political observer concedes
that ‘‘there is a poisonous fear of corruption’’ among state officials (Ibid ). Overall, it
may appear that, since their accession to the EU, Bulgarian and Romanian politics
have rapidly been turning into single-issue arenas, whereas both the ruling elites and
the opposition have been feeding upon the accusations about corrupt behavior of
their political opponents. Parallel to this, the EU has been playing an active role in
preserving its own and that of its member states’ interests on the ground, without
explicitly supporting any of the sides in the conflict.

The current Bulgarian government has been the product of the June 2005
parliamentary elections. It took the youthful socialist Prime Minister Sergey
Stanishev three months to stitch a ‘‘rainbow’’ coalition together among the
representatives of the Bulgarian Socialist Party (BSP), the liberal populists of the
ex-Bulgarian monarch Simeon Sax Coburgh-Gotha (NDSV) and the party of
Bulgarian ethnic Turks (DPS). As a result of the complicated negotiations between
the ruling parties, the ministerial portfolios and all significant administrative
positions were distributed according to the ‘virtuous’ formula 8:5:3 (for BSP,
NDSV and DPS, respectively). This officially announced policy of appointment and
distribution of spoils was implemented immediately and has been carrying on ever
since. It led not only to the exponential growth of useless red tape, but also to
numerous allegations of nepotism, lack of professionalism and direct selling of
offices by the parties at both the central and local level. It comes as no surprise that
populist parties, such as ATAKA and GERB, have accused the governing coalition
of utter failure to contain corruption. The pre-term European Parliament elections
(May 2007) and the local ones (OctobereNovember 2007) demonstrated that the
support for the tri-party coalition was rapidly declining. Nevertheless, the ruling
parties manage to stay in power, despite the stark opposition from different
populist and traditional centrist-conservative parties, mainly because of the low
voter turnout and the relatively high discipline of the elderly socialists and ethnic
electorates.1 However, the real eye-opener for both the ruling elites and society in
general came in early 2008, when the European Commission suddenly halted the
payments of all three pre-accession funds (PHARE, ISPA and SAPARD) for an
1 It is for instance indicative that BSP lost some 800,000 votes during the fall 2007 local elections

compared to the previous ones. As a result, the populists GERB of the Sofia Mayor Boyko Borisov

emerged victorious in a large number of important cities, including Sofia, Plovdiv, Bourgas, Veliko

Tarnovo, Vidin, Sliven, Dobrich and Gabrovo.
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indefinite period, while the European Anti-Fraud Unit (OLAF) launched more
than 40 investigations against Bulgarian private and public companies for alleged
corruption and mismanagement of European money (see below). As a result,
support for the government and individual ministers plummeted sharply, while
opinion-makers of different political convictions converged around the opinion that
the ruling regime was in a deep crisis, because of the inability to control and punish
even its own cadres for the systematic embezzlement of national and European
resources (Minchev, 2008; Karasimeonov, 2008).

Although the post-enlargement events in Romania took a different turn,
corruption has been an omnipresent theme in the discourse of the political elites in
this country as well. Only 90 days after the successful accession to the EU, President
Basescu suddenly withdrew his Democratic Party (PD) from the ruling coalition of
PM Tariceanu, who had demanded the dismissal of three ministers. They included
the non-party Justice Minister, Monica Macovei, who had been pursuing an anti-
corruption campaign against high-ranking officials and politicians from all political
colors. Left without a clear majority for his government, Tariceanu retaliated against
the President by calling upon the members of his and opposition parties in parlia-
ment to demote the Head of State from his position. President Basescu was sus-
pended on 19 April 2007 by a 322e108 vote on allegations of abuse of power and
constitutional violations. Although often employing populist tactics and rhetoric as
a politician, Mr. Basescu was rather unconvincingly accused of ‘‘controlling through
those close to him all state institutions, of interfering in the law and protecting the
mafia in the Romanian economy’’. The former President won a subsequent refer-
endum handsomely and demanded in his turn that the legislature and cabinet should
themselves resign. They declined to do so and, since then the executive and state
bureaucracy have been semi-paralyzed. The anticipated EP elections in November
2007 were also quite successful for the President’s Democratic Party and its coalition
partners, thus even the opposition Social Democrats (PDSR) were not completely
sure that they wanted anticipated parliamentary elections. To rub salt to the wound,
the Hungarian Democratic Union (UDMR) e the only coalition partner of Tar-
iceanu’s National Liberal Party (PNL) e threatened to leave the minority govern-
ment over the decision of Romania not to recognize the independence of Kosovo,
a policy that had staunchly been pursued by the reinstated Mr. Basescu. A lasting
solution to the difficult impasse in domestic politics was only achieved after the 30
November 2008 legislative election, when the two largest parties in parliament, the
centre-right PD and the centre-left PDSR, managed to unite forces and produce
a working majority. Nevertheless, corruption has remained an enduring problem,
while the EU bodies have continued to closely monitor the reform process in the
country (European Commission, 2008).

Additionally, it should be mentioned that one of the most critical current
political challenges facing both Bulgaria and Romania has been the transformation
of their respective electoral systems. Both countries have been using proportional
representation to elect their national and local assemblies. In the past, there have
been serious accusations of vote buying from vulnerable social groups and espe-
cially the Roma. Moreover, in the case of Bulgaria, non-resident Turkish and
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Macedonian citizens, holding a dual nationality, were purposefully organized by
different parties to come to vote during elections, thus occasionally rigging the
results in some of the border districts. The general malaise of the democratic system
(Mungiu-Pippidi, 2007), and the electoral regime in particular, has been further
accentuated due to the fact that most of the alienated and mistrustful voters in both
countries have been refusing to cast vote, while many have also been exiting the
political system altogether by emigrating abroad, thus giving an electoral advantage
to the relatively more mobilized radical populist, former communists and ethnic
voters (Greskovits, 2007). As a response, Romania has decided to adopt a new
‘‘uninominal’’ system of political representation, which binds individual parlia-
mentarians with a personal constituency.2 Bulgarian politicians have also been
mulling different changes of the electoral law, including introducing obligatory
voting, reducing the voting age from 18 to 16 years of age and transforming the
system into a more majoritarian one.
Socio-economic processes
Unlike the recent political developments in Bulgaria and Romania, the
economic progress of both new EU member states has unmistakably been iden-
tified as an overall ‘‘success story’’ (Financial Times, 2008). The economies of
both countries have been growing by more than 6 percent during the last couple
of years and more than 2 percent over the past decade. Moreover, with the
completion of privatization the economies of Bulgaria and Romania have slowly
but surely been turning from economies based on agriculture and cheap labor to
ones driven by investment. The annual budget surpluses have primarily been
dedicated to improving the outdated infrastructure, creating more jobs and
reforming the social services.

However, there have been some significant problems too. Along the spectacular
and seemingly stable growth in GDP, the current account deficit and inflation have
both been rising quite steeply lately. The former has grown from single to double
digits over the past five years, and it would have been even greater was it not for the
remittances of Bulgarians and Romanians working abroad. The domestic compa-
nies’ debts have been rising at an alarming rate too, while the booming construction
sector in both countries has been under serious threat of overheating (Voinea, 2008;
Bulgarian Chamber of Commerce, 2008). EU membership turned out also not to be
as rewarding financially as it had originally been considered to be: Bulgaria and
Romania e the poorest countries in the Union e would have been net contributors
to the common budget during their first year of membership if pre-accession funds
were totally excluded. In the case of Bulgaria, many of those funds were temporary
stopped indeed in early 2008, because of corruption allegations and the slow reso-
lution of pending legal cases related to the embezzlement of EU money (see Table 1).
There has also been an additional and quite serious threat to both countries, that is,
2 This represents an ‘intermediary’ solution within a predominantly proportional system of represen-

tation, but which is imbued it with some majoritarian elements (i.e. the representative-constituency link).

The law itself was eventually promulgated on 16 March 2008.



Table 1

EU Financing under the pre-accession and 2007e2013 period programs (all figures are in Euros).

Amounts frozen under different pre-accession programs (estimates) Funds available under the

2007e2013 financial framework
PHARE ISPA SAPARD

Bulgaria 80 million 70 million

As a result, 217 million were also stopped under the Regional

Development Fund (1907 billion for Operational Program (OP)

Transport for the 2007e2013 period)

100 million 9 billion

Romania No pre-accession funds have been stopped so far, while some of the new

funds had not been received or have been under threat of being frozen,

because of the slow putting into operation of different payment agencies

(i.e. in agriculture and regional development).

30 billion

Sources: Domestic and international media, the European Commission (as of 20/05/2008).
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freezing up to one quarter of the available new funds under the 2007e2013 financial
framework, if post-accession safeguard clauses were imposed in July 2008.

Parallel to this, probably the greatest socio-economic challenge facing Bulgaria
and Romania, like virtually all EU Fifth Enlargement entrants from Central and
Eastern Europe, has been how to keep strict financial discipline, on the one hand,
and to complete unfinished reforms in sensitive socially sectors, such as health,
education and the pension system at the same time, on the other (�Agh, 2007). The
situation in both countries has further been aggravated compared to that in their
East-Central European counterparts, because of the financially costly and concen-
trated in time expenses that had to be made for the transformation of the judiciary
and police after EU accession (Smilov, 2008). The reform of the army has been
another important but quite expensive item in the state budget, following the
membership of Bulgaria and Romania in NATO on 2 April 2004. Against this
difficult background, the ruling elites of both countries have had the unenviable task
of completing a series of comprehensive social reforms, while trying to reduce the
taxes and create more jobs by attracting foreign investors in key industrial and
service sectors. The dramatic demographic situation in Bulgaria and Romania,
combined with the exodus of the relatively younger and better educated workers
westwards, has created severe shortages of qualified labor as well as, one may argue,
of taxpayers too. Finally, and probably most crucially, the expected entry of both
countries in the Euro Zone e ‘‘as soon as possible’’, as stipulated by their accession
treaties e has put additional pressure on the Ministries of Finance to continue to
maintain tight fiscal discipline. It could have easily been predicted, that the latter
measure has not been particularly popular among the trade unions and ordinary
citizens. For example, Bulgaria had a number of serious social protests during 2007.
The most significant one e of the teachers and academics e paralyzed the education
sector for almost two months (SeptembereOctober 2007). Although the Romanian
trade unions have been remarkably quiet during the first year of EU membership
(with the notable exception of the automobile workers, for example, in Brasov),
there have been indications of growing social discontent in various segments of the
economy (Voinea, 2008).3
The international arena
More than a year since their accession to the EU, there have been no major
changes in the foreign policy of Bulgaria and Romania. Even though Romania, and
to a certain extent Bulgaria too, had been active in the so-called ‘‘Coalition of the
Willing’’ led by the US in Afghanistan and Iraq, their international priorities have
gradually been converging with those of the majority of the Union member states. As
3 Unlike Bulgaria, the average wages in Romania increased substantially (approx. 25% and more)

several times during the last three years. However, the national currency, the leu, depreciated by 22.4

percent against the euro during the second half of 2007 and even more so during the first half of 2008.

There has also been evidence that certain professions, like the teachers and doctors, as well as the social

workers, have almost not benefited from the different pay rises, as for instance have their counterparts in

the private sector.
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a result, on the one hand, their foreign policy options have been quite limited and
almost any activity in this respect had to be coordinated with the rest of their
European partners. On the other hand, their external action capacity and interna-
tional prestige have allegedly increased as a result of EU membership. As in the case
of the majority of medium- and small-sized member states of the Union, a great part
of Bulgaria’s and Romania’s interests in the field of foreign policy had largely been
left to Brussels to define and negotiate. At the same time, however, some of these
interests had occasionally to be fought hard about at the supranational level too.
Likewise, on the eve of the adoption of the Reformed EU Treaty by the Heads of
State in Lisbon in October 2007, Bulgaria seized the opportunity to request a change
in the inscription of the ‘‘Euro’’ in Bulgarian in the official Community documents
and on the Euro notes.4 Despite an initial opposition from the Commission, its
demand was eventually satisfied by the Council. All hurdles been cleared, the
parliaments of Bulgaria and Romania ratified the Lisbon Treaty on 21 March and 4
February 2008 respectively.

A recent foreign policy problem for the diplomacy of both countries has been the
issue of the official recognition of the secessionist Serbian province of Kosovo. Not
only because of Kosovo’s geographical proximity to the borders of Bulgaria and
Romania and the possibility of alienating the political leadership in Belgrade, which
had always been in good terms with their Bulgarian and Romanian counterparts, but
also because of the likelihood that such an act might incite breakaway movements of,
for instance, ethnic Turks and Hungarians, has prompted the two newest EU
member states to act very cautiously on this score. The situation appeared more
complicated in the case of Romania, where the Hungarian Civic Union (PCM),
a political challenger to the mainstream and previously ruling Union of Hungarians
in Romania (UDMR), has strongly backed the recognition of Kosovo’s indepen-
dence, thus making an explicit claim for independence of the Hungarian-majority
provinces in Romania. Because of his conflict with the cabinet, President Basescu
supported tactically Jen~o Szász, the leader of PCM, by declaring somewhat
ambiguously that the Romanian administrative system should become more
decentralized. Parallel to this, seeing that the more radical ethnic Hungarian voters
might actually turn away to their opponents, UDMR stepped up their political and
social claims, thus making it even more difficult for the Romanian government to
reach a compromise solution over Kosovo. The ruling coalition in Sofia had also
serious difficulties, before finally deciding to recognize the breakaway Serbian
province. On the one hand, the ruling Socialists had traditionally been quite close to
Milosevic’s regime during the 1990s, as some of their leaders had even been accused
by international media of profiting economically from the international embargo
against former Yugoslavia. The current Bulgarian President and former BSP leader,
4 In Bulgarian, ‘‘eBpo’’, pronounced as evro, is the official designation of the common European

currency. The Commission had previously implied that, as in the case of Slovenia, ‘‘euro’’ should be the

official inscription, although the Slovenians also pronounced the word as the Bulgarians. Bulgaria

counteracted by evoking the fact that Cyrillic was a new alphabet for the Union, hence, all pre-accession

documents in Bulgarian had ‘‘eBpo’’ as opposed to ‘‘eypo’’ written in Cyrillic.
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Georgi Parvanov, was at the helm of several anti-NATO demonstrations in Sofia
during the late 1990s). On the other hand, the majority of Bulgarian export
companies feared that Serbia might retaliate against such a diplomatic decision and
close its transport network to Bulgarian trucks and trains going westwards, thus
making their produce more costly. That is why Bulgarian authorities postponed their
verdict regarding Kosovo’s independence till 20 March 2008, when they, together
with two other countries from the wider SEE (Croatia and Hungary), officially
recognized the province’s right to break away from Serbia.

New populism e a possible threat to the democratic status quo?

Much like their East-Central European counterparts, which had acceded to the
EU on 1 May 2004, Bulgaria and Romania witnessed a fast growth of different
populist tendencies before joining the Union. In Bulgaria, a critical moment for the
transformation of the whole political system was the return of the former king
Simeon Saxe-Coburg-Ghota in spring 2001 (Spirova, 2003; Cholova, 2007). His
makeshift party, the Movement Simeon the Second (NDSV), won an almost abso-
lute majority during the parliamentary elections in June the same year. Four years
later, the newly constituted nationalist ATAKA party garnished 9 percent of votes at
the 25 June 2005 legislative elections, while NDSV was a close second behind the
Bulgarian Socialist Party (BSP). In the meantime, another ‘populist wave’ has
rapidly been cresting (Smilov, 2008) after Sofia mayor Boyko Borisov’s GERB party
managed to win the majority of votes in the pre-term EP elections in May 2007 and
the local ones in OctobereNovember of the same year.

In Romania, the Greater Romania Party (PRM), under the leadership of
nationalist Corneliu Vadim Tudor, has been politically active since the early 1990s,
but its most significant electoral successes came about in 2000, when it converted into
the second largest party in parliament and Tudor himself was a runner-up to the final
round of the presidential elections. Smaller populist parties, such as the Romanian
National Unity Party (PUNR) till 2006, when it merged with another populist party,
the Conservative Party (PC), the Movement for Romania (MpR) and the Party of
National Right (PDN), have been active during the transition period, but they have
never managed to be as influential politically as the radical nationalists from PRM.
The latter, together with representatives of Bulgarian ATAKA and several major
West European populist parties, such as French National Front and Austrian
Freedom Party, formed the Identity, Tradition and Sovereignty (ITS) group in the
European Parliament on 9 January 2007. However, because of a subsequent internal
rift between ITS Italian member, Alessandra Mussolini, and PRM euro-deputies, the
latter withdrew from this parliamentary formation, thus bringing ITS to a premature
end on 14 November 2007.

Ultimately, it is probably also worth exploring the structural possibilities within
semi-presidential regimes, like Bulgaria and Romania, where the Heads of State
could play a strong leadership role, occasionally employing populist tactics and even
nationalist rhetoric. Arguably, Romania, being more similar to a French-style semi-
presidential system had a succession of Presidents preferring to speak directly to the
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electorate and foreign partners, rather than being accountable to the representative
institutions, such as the legislature, political parties and civil society. A prime
example of this has been the current Romanian head of state, Traian Basescu, who
managed to win a popular referendum against the governing parties and opposition
in May 2007. Despite the formal legal designation of Bulgaria as a ‘‘parliamentary
republic’’ (Article 1 (1) of the Constitution), President Parvanov has also actively
been seeking to increase the powers of his institution by frequently addressing the
population and the media, as well as by trying to influence decision-making through
his many official appointees (Andreev, 2008).

If one is to really evaluate the actual role of populist parties and politicians in
Bulgaria and Romania, three key questions need to be answered: (a) why populist
tendencies have intensified around the accession of new member states to the EU, (b)
what types of populist parties and movements are the prevalent ones and, probably
most importantly, (c) what is the medium- and long-term impact of such political
formations on democracy? Regarding the answer to the first question, a number of
hypotheses were already put forward by various scholars with respect to the rapid
change of the political systems of the East-Central European member states of the
Union immediately before and after the 1 May 2004 enlargement. For instance, the
Czech political analyst, Jiři Pehe, posited that before accession the historic objective
of ‘‘returning to Europe’’ had displaced all other concerns as insignificant and
possible to resolve later. However, once EU membership was achieved, ‘‘the lid on
the pressure-cooker blew off’’ and all previously imposed informal restrictions on the
political parties to criticize the government administration for its decisions were
dropped, while parties began to compete more vigorously among themselves too
(Pehe, 2006: 2). Krastev (2006) and Greskovits (2007) independently of each other
focused on the fact that the multiple post-communist transformations created ‘‘too
many losers and few winners’’ (Krastev, 2006: 3). The permanent transition during
the last 15 years obliged many people to live in a relatively high uncertainty about
their own future and that of the political regime. The privatization process also led to
the voluntary or forced dislocation of people and production resources both within
the accession countries and outside of them (Greskovits, 2007: 45). Finally, Mungiu-
Pippidi (2007) is quite correct in pointing out that external factors and most notably
a comparable rise of populist tendencies in established Western democracies have
contributed to the legitimation of such political alternatives eastwards. For instance,
if one pays particular attention to the neo-conservative ideology of former US
President Georges W. Bush and the various populist tactics of maverick politicians
in the EU, such as Jean-Marie Le Pen in France, Silvio Berlusconi in Italy, and the
late Pim Fortuyn in the Netherlands and Jörg Haider in Austria, it comes as no
surprise that East European populists have also chosen national-patriotic and
occasionally xenophobic rhetoric to propagate their political views in a much more
fledgling democratic context.

Political scientists have generally classified populist movements as radical/
nationalist and moderate/democratic (Canovan, 1999; Mair, 2002). However, recent
studies have revealed that populism is quite a dynamic phenomenon e meaning that
such kind of parties not only evolve ideologically, but they may also get
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institutionalized and turn into conventional ones in a relatively short period of time
(Mudde, 2004; Keman and Krouwel, 2005). East European scholars have joined the
debate by pointing out that in the case of the majority of the populist parties from
the region, those have mostly oriented themselves ideologically to either being
predominantly nationalistic or anti-corruption ones (Krastev, 2007; Smilov, 2008). In
the Baltic States and East-Central Europe there have been manifestations of euro-
scepticism, although this has not been the main element in the repertoire of the
populist parties there (Szczerbiak and Taggart, 2004). In the virtual absence of the
latter phenomenon in Bulgaria and Romania, the populist parties in these two
countries have mostly been nationalistic and anti-corruption ones. One might argue
that since the early 2000s Bulgaria has seen both varieties develop steadfast with
a slight advantage for the moderate/democratic and anti-corruption movements.

Contrary to this, Romania has had comparatively fewer populist parties than
Bulgaria and those have mostly been exploiting the patriotic theme. As regards the
institutionalization of populist movements and their conversion into predictable
political players, both new EU member states have generally incorporated such
parties in their democratic systems. For instance, the ex-Bulgarian king’s party,
NDSV, has rapidly become a traditional party and recently changed its name, to
avoid the mentioning of its leader’s name into the title. Likewise, PUNR and the
Conservative Party in Romania shifted politically from being leadership and clearly
populist parties into mainstream and governmental ones. It is ultimately worth
mentioning that the party system in Bulgaria during the 2000s has largely been
cartelized by different coalitions between NDSV, BSP and the ethnic Turks’ DPS. In
Romania, by contrast, the party system has mostly been competitive and pluralistic.
As a result and depending on the concrete situation, populist leaders have had
different options as to whether, when and how to get incorporated in democratic life
and to promote their political objectives further (Sitter and Backe, 2005).

The most difficult questions that need to be addressed in connection to the
evolution of modern populism in Bulgaria and Romania is what kind of influence
such parties and movements might have upon the young democratic systems of both
countries. Krastev (2007) has recently diagnosed ‘‘death of the liberal consensus’’
across post-communist Central and Eastern Europe (CEE), but he was cautious
enough not to blame the new populists for this. Setting aside the case of radical
nationalist parties like ATAKA in Bulgaria and the Greater Romania Party e
formations that have anyway largely passed their political prime e one may argue
that the populist tendencies in both countries have mostly been represented by fairly
moderate and democratically minded politicians, such as Traian Basescu, Simeon
Saxe-Coburg-Gotha and Boyko Borisov. There has hardly been any evidence that
similar type of politicians have been more corrupt or disrespectful of the established
rules than more traditional politicians. On the contrary, some recent public scandals
in Bulgaria, related to the financing of BSP via criminal money and euro-funds, have
uncovered that even established political figures such as the Minister of Interior and
even the President of the Republic have not been completely clear from sleaze.
Regarding relations with the EU, if not for confirmed euro sceptics, such as the Law
and Justice Party (PiS) of the Kaczynski brothers and especially the Self-Defence
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(SRP) party in Poland, there has been no firm proof that populists would be against
European integration per se. On the contrary, NDSV and particularly GERB have
frequently used their MEPs to influence domestic politics, as well as to forge various
political coalitions at the supranational level in order to better advance their political
objectives.

At present, a number of predictions could bemade regarding themedium- and long-
term impact of populist movements on democratic governance in Bulgaria and
Romania.What is for sure, however, is that they would always produce both ‘positive’
and ‘negative’ effects on the political system, while those effects could eventually blend
and even partly cancel each other. Likewise, firstly, the different kinds of populisms in
both countries might surely increase the degree of uncertainty about the future of the
political system, but they might equally focus public attention on unresolved political
and policy issues. Secondly, the party system might partially deconsolidate upon their
coming, but populistsmight also do awaywith discredited cartels of traditional parties.
Thirdly, populist leaders might often not speak the language of European elites and
technocrats, but they could sometimes be indispensable for resolving certain post-
poned or disregarded issues, involving a particular EU member state.5

The effects of Europeanization in Bulgaria and Romania

Political scholars have widely debated the role of European integration upon the
transformation of domestic politics in the new EU member states. Hence, Europe-
anization has predominantly been understood as ‘‘a process of change in national
institutional and policy practices that can be attributed to European integration.’’
(Hix and Goetz, 2000: 17) Most crucially, Europeanization has been seen as
a dynamic process, involving a variety of players and types of institutional structures
(Featherstone and Radaelli, 2003; Schimmelfennig and Sedelmeier, 2005). Its effects
have been multifaceted and quite difficult to account for completely even within
a single country or policy area. Europeanization has often been associated with
mutability and reversibility (especially in transitional countries such as CEE), which
has further underlined its dynamic character (Grabbe, 2001; Epstein, 2005).
Furthermore, it has traditionally been assumed that the variegated influences of
European integration would operate top-down, from the supranational to the
domestic level. In such circumstances, national players would have a limited
opportunity to curtail its impact, however, they would be expected to state their
preferences as clearly as possible, thus promoting Europeanization bottom-up
towards the supranational structures too (Knill and Lehmkuhl, 2002; Bulmer, 2007).
According to some social scientists, this would entail e using an interesting
computer analogy e the ‘downloading’ of EU legislation, policies and various norms
5 As Philippe Schmitter has suggested, modern popular movements often ‘‘raise ignored political issues

and encourage the articulation of suppressed cleavages and expectations’’ (Schmitter, 2006: 3). At the same

time, ‘‘populisms deconsolidate sclerotic partisan loyalties and dissolve collusive party systems, leaving

a reinvigorated party system’’ (ibid). Among the principal ‘vices’ of populism are the extreme centeredness

upon the personality of the leader and the low levels of horizontal accountability towards the other

institutions.
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into the domestic context and the ‘uploading’ of national and group preferences into
the supranational level of governance (Grabbe, 2001; Vink, 2003). Nowadays, with
the emergence of more flexible and less hierarchical forms of integration e such as
benchmarking and open method of co-ordination e restrictive, top-down imposition
has gradually been replaced by more flexible, horizontal means of Europeanization,
whilst the respective EU institutions would be expected to often act as ‘‘catalysts,
moderators, facilitators and, at times, exhortators’’ vis-à-vis the local players
(Goetz, 2002: 4).

The pre-accession experience of the member states from CEE, such as Bulgaria
and Romania, has in fact revealed that numerous other factors have interfered with
Europeanization ‘sinking smoothly in’ into the domestic context. One of the prime
reasons that has frequently been singled out by experts has been the low maturity of
the democratic structures, following the collapse of communism and their inability to
support such a comprehensive transformation process (Brusis and Dimitrov, 2001).
The poor institutionalization of particular national patterns of governance and legal
norms has made the CEE newcomers quite open to external influences, including
those from the EU, but unable to defend their preferences at the European level and
beyond. In this respect, the successful completion of democratic transition and
consolidation, as well as the carrying out of different socio-economic reforms, have
undoubtedly been the main priorities of practically all CEE governments, but
particularly of relative ‘laggards’ like Bulgaria and Romania (Noutcheva and
Bechev, 2008). Therefore, analysts have often praised the EU for acting as
a powerful ‘anchor’ to this process, by providing political guidance, material
resources and expert know-how to the needy countries in CEE (Zielonka and
Pravda, 2001; Pridham, 2005).

The challenges of Europeanization Eastern-style during accession (Goetz, 2000,
2002) could further be unraveled by delving into nature of decision-making con-
nected with satisfying the criteria for membership. A closer look at the process of
enlargement would reveal that time and efficiency have been the main priorities of
CEE political and administrative elites who rushed to fulfill the accession agenda
(Goetz, 2002). This has, in turn, led to the formation of so-called ‘‘islands of
excellence’’ versus a passive and patronage-based public administration (Dimitrova,
2005). This has also meant very little deliberation and shallow understanding of
particular EU regulations and practices (Grabbe, 2001). A recent study of Bulgaria
during that period (Nikolova, 2007) has exposed an accentuated competition for
power and intangible resources between different technocratic enclaves, concentrated
predominantly in the Ministries of European Integration, Foreign Affairs, Finances
and Agriculture. Budgetary policy, the control of European funds and the
appointment of ministerial and other administrative staff into the European insti-
tutions have been some of the many ‘warring grounds’ between the competing
centers of public authority, engaged in the process of advancing European integra-
tion in the candidate states. Last, but not least, individuals’ behavior has occa-
sionally influenced the inconsistent advance of Europeanization in a post-autocratic
context even more. For instance, domestic leaders, who have been well-integrated
into various transnational elite networks and who nurtured a personal ambition to
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be the ones to bring their countries into the Union, have customarily promoted
efficiency and quick completion of the accession negotiations, as opposed to the
wider involvement of various interest groups and institutions beyond the narrow
circle of the few ‘initiated’ (Schimmelfennig and Sedelmeier, 2005; Grabbe, 2006).

It could certainly be pointed out that the impact of Europeanization after the
membership accession of Bulgaria and Romania into the Union would not have
changed substantially, compared to what it had been before 1 January 2007. The
various transformations, having been started in both politics and social affairs
during accession, have presumably been carrying on since then. Most significantly,
the obligations emanating from a much more formal EU member state relationship
have been transforming the governance system of both Bulgaria and Romania
structurally. For instance, it might be presumed that the accession process has
strengthened the executive at the expense of representative institutions, such as the
legislature, parties and civil society (Grabbe, 2001). Moreover, the elitist and highly
fragmented policy environment, created by the process of Europeanization, has
opened additional space for the rise of populist alternatives. Ultimately, the politi-
cians that brought their respective countries closer to EU membership, like
Bulgarian PMs Ivan Kostov and Simeon Saxe-Coburg-Gotha, as well as Romanian
PM Tariceanu, have largely lost their political appeal, while their place has been
taken over by other political actors, including various populists. In sum, it might be
concluded that European integration and Europeanization in particular have
considerably transformed the new member states e mostly top-down e without
providing clear compensations to or alternative ways for reinforcing the weakened
representative institutions and democratic elites.

Even if we assume that the majority of the above problems have been common to
most new EU member states from post-communist Eastern Europe, the uniqueness
of the actual situation of Bulgaria and Romania principally consists in the failure of
their rulers to deal with a large number of ‘‘unresolved issues’’ from the accession
period. In fact, the bulk of the previously singled out by the European institutions
and political observers as major problems have grown even bigger and out of control
(Gallagher, 2006; Andreev, 2006). It could be ascertained that one of the greatest
challenges now facing the leaderships of Bulgaria and Romania has been how to deal
with the legacies of the late autocratic and early democratic period. The political
transition in both countries, unlike many of their East-Central European counter-
parts, has been characterized by the active role of the former secret services and their
infiltration of the ruling parties and opposition. The legitimization and eventual
consolidation of such unaccountable forces vide the representatives of the National
Salvation Front in Romania and BSP till the mid-1990s in Bulgaria has considerably
slowed down vital reforms in other areas. Likewise, the privatization process in both
countries was largely rigged, keeping foreign investors at bay well until the early
2000s. In Bulgaria, semi-mafia structures were promoted by the same secret services
and it seems that the state has not been able to deal with this problem till now. Both
countries, but particularly Bulgaria which has been maintaining closer relations with
the ex-Soviet Union leadership and currently Russia, have been seen as somewhat
‘softer peripheries’ of the EU, not only because of the political leaning of their
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leadership, but also because dirty money, drugs, prostitution and smuggled goods
could both be legalized and transit much more easily than elsewhere in Europe
(Minchev, 2008).

On the eve of accession of Bulgaria and Romania to the Union, the European
Commission was not exceptionally successful in pressurizing the governments of both
countries todealwith their unresolvedproblems.Because of the politically complicated
post-referenda context in France and the Netherlands and the increasingly negative
attitude of the West European public towards future enlargements, the EU leaders
hastened to complete the Fifth Enlargement by including Bulgaria and Romania
largely unprepared. Local civil society and the media were not a good corrective to the
governments of Bulgaria and Romania either. Quite the opposite, they often colluded
with the ruling elites in order to get additional funds by representing the situation in
both countries as more positive than it was indeed (Andreev, 2007). Despite the many
fact-finding missions and reports issued by different European institutions, such as the
EuropeanCommission andParliament, throughout 2005 and 2006, the administration
of both Bulgaria and Romania managed to get ‘off the hook’ and no penalties were
imposed for unfulfilled obligations (European Commission, 2006). Although the
possibility of triggering the implementation of safeguard clauses would still be alive till
the end of 2009, once membership was achieved, it has allegedly been much more
difficult for the European Institutions to ‘blame and shame’ a fellowUnionmember. It
remains to be seen, however, whether the recent major political and administrative
scandals in Bulgaria, leading to the freezing of all pre-accession funds by the
Commission and the resignation of the Interior Minister, would lead to any kind of
more serious sanctions by the EU.
Conclusion

The main goal of this paper has been to take stock of the current political and
socio-economic situation in the latest two EU member states, Bulgaria and
Romania. Overall, the post-accession period in both countries has been comparable
to that in the East-Central European members that had joined the Union on 1 May
2004. Most notably, the sharp increase of political competition, the rise of populism
and the widespread feeling of social disenchantment among the population have
apparently been distinguishing features of all new member states from post-
communist Europe. However, there have been some significant differences in the
post-accession path of Bulgaria and Romania, which set them apart from the rest of
the EU-10, as well as between themselves. For instance, the problem of corruption
has been a particularly salient theme for the political elites of both countries and it
led to the paralysis of the cabinet in Romania during the first year of its membership
and to the rise of powerful populist alternatives in Bulgaria. Likewise, the EU
institutions have been much more sensitive to signals about sleaze and administrative
ineptitude in the two newest member states than they had used to be in the case of
the previous entries from East-Central Europe. The dismissal of the charismatic
justice minister of Romania, Monica Macovei, by the Tariceanu government
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provoked a lot of negative critiques by Brussels, while the initial and relatively small
in scale misappropriation of EU money in Bulgaria6 led to the complete stopping of
all pre-accession funds during the first half of 2008.

What has probably been even more distinct in the case of Bulgaria and Romania
has been their apparent inability to swiftly deal with the political and social chal-
lenges cropping up after accession, as well as to adequately respond to the process of
Europeanization. The main reason for this has been the unfinished political and
socio-economic transformation of both countries, accompanied by the consolidation
of certain ‘reserve domains’, occupied by the former secret services and semi-mafia
structures. As a result of this, Bulgaria and Romania have established themselves as
permanent laggards in the European integration project, while the behavior of their
elites has often been perceived as unreliable and difficult to understand by the rest of
their European partners. Finally, the emergence of many and occasionally quite
serious problems in both countries after their accession has not done a good service
to the future EU member states from the Western Balkans and further East. The
seemingly ‘self-inflicted’ post-accession political crisis in Bulgaria and Romania has
given plenty of arguments to the various opponents of EU enlargement, by essen-
tially proving that stricter and more comprehensive conditions should be imposed on
future member states not only before, but also after joining the Union.
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