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ABSTRACT

In this article we evaluate Bulgaria’s progress in preparing for
accession to the European Union and the country’s achievements
and problems related to it. Following from the examination of
the most salient aspects of the relationship between Bulgaria and
the EU, we argue that perceptions of the country in the West
have not caught up with the recent considerable achievements
in the areas of law reform, economic transformation and democ-
ratization. In doing that, we highlight the establishment of demo-
cratic and constitutional stability, the lack of ethnic conflict, and
the adoption of a comprehensive legal framework for adminis-
trative reform and enhanced border control, as well as the coun-
try’s role as a factor for regional stability in the Balkans. We further
argue that, in addition to the domestic progress in the fulfillment
of the Copenhagen criteria, other factors, such as geopolitics, per-
ception and advocacy, influence Bulgaria’s place in the current
order of accession. Finally, we discuss the interaction between
domestic politics and European integration as a two level game
and argue that the link between the country’s transformation and
its accession to the EU helps to speed up the pace of reforms
but can lead to a backlash if accession is delayed indefinitely.

Introduction

‘“Well, in our country”, said Alice, still panting a lit-

tle, “you’d generally get to somewhere else - if you
ran very fast for a long time as we’ve been doing.”
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“A slow sort of country!” said the Queen. “Now, here, you see, it takes all the
running you can do, to keep in the same place. If you want to get somewhere

else, you must run at least twice as fast as that!”’ (Lewis Carol, Through the

Looking Glass).

During the last decade, the post-communist states in Central and Eastern
Europe have been struggling with the multiple transformation of their

economies, political systems and statehood. Their main aspiration has been
to make these transformations irreversible by joining the European Union, a

symbol of prosperity and democracy and the long awaited ‘return to Europe’.
The ten year reform efforts of these countries have been ‘rewarded’ by invi-

tations to start accession negotiations with the European Union issued by the
European Council in Luxembourg in December 1997 and in Helsinki in

December 1999.

Having experimented with various approaches towards organising this
unprecedented accession of thirteen potential candidates,1 the EU has recently

hinted that ten candidates will join together in a first wave and two, Bulgaria
and Romania, a few years afterwards. The de facto differentiation between

candidates from the second group and Bulgaria and Romania has been
expressed in several statements, among others by the Commissioner for

Enlargement Verheugen in an interview with the “Frankfurter Allgemeine

Zeitung” on 20 October 2000, predicting that “up to 10 countries” could join

the EU by 2005 and that the only candidates unlikely to be admitted by that
date are Bulgaria and Romania.2 From a Bulgarian perspective, this scenario

appears puzzling, as Bulgaria has made considerable efforts to fulfil the
requirements associated with the Copenhagen criteria. Recent progress, how-

ever, has been overshadowed by past difficulties, Bulgaria’s negative image
and geographical location in the most unpopular and troublesome corner of

Europe, the Balkans.

Should we evaluate Bulgaria’s current placement in the implicit order of

accession as the inevitable result of the EU’s application of the Copenhagen
criteria, which for the first time in the history of the EU’s enlargements have

presented candidates with a set of ‘objective’ conditions for accession?3 Or
are other factors such as perception, geopolitics and the EU’s tendency to

deal with countries in groups4 also playing a considerable role?
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We argue that, nowadays, despite achieving both internal stability and good
external relations with its neighbours, Bulgaria is still seen by the West (and

the EU in particular) through the lens of its Balkan location. Like a quiet pupil
stuck in a corner with troublemakers, Bulgaria has not always been able to

receive credit for its successful transition to democracy evaluated by the few
interested commentators as peaceful and stable.5 In this article we attempt to

show that Bulgaria’s efforts to join the EU have led to considerable progress
in the country’s political, economic and legal transformation, but that per-

ceptions of the country are still largely lagging behind these developments.
To illustrate this, the article will discuss the achievements, but also some

stumbling blocks along Bulgaria’s road to the EU. The first part of the arti-
cle highlights the most important developments in the process of Bulgaria’s

accession to the EU, divided into two periods, before and after the applica-
tion for membership. The second part focuses on the main achievements and

the problems in this process, seen from the perspective of Bulgaria. The third
section discusses the domestic politics of accession in relation to Bulgarian

public opinion and the politicisation of certain issues of European integra-
tion. We finally argue that placing Bulgaria at the end of the queue of viable

candidates for accession to the EU is not entirely related to Bulgaria’s inabil-
ity to comply with the Copenhagen criteria. Given that the overarching goal

of the enlargement process has been the achievement of peace and stability
in Europe and especially in the Balkans, Bulgaria’s considerable efforts to

contribute to regional stability and overcome the legacy of the past should
be better recognised and encouraged.

1. Goalposts of the accession process

1.1.  From association agreement to application for membership

In 1992-1993 Bulgaria negotiated with the EU its Association or ‘Europe’

Agreement. It was signed in March 1993 and still remains the main legal basis
of its relationship with the Union.6 The negotiations of the Association

Agreement brought home the limits of the EU commitment to liberalisation
of trade and enlargement. It marked, in the words of the chief negotiator on

the Bulgarian side Ilko Eskenazi, the ‘chilling of euphoria’ regarding Bulgaria’s
integration into the European structures.7 In the first place, there was no com-

mitment by the EU that Association will lead to membership - something
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that changed shortly afterwards at the European Council in Copenhagen in
June 1993. Secondly, the EU took a protectionist stance8 and was too cautious

in liberalising trade in goods in which an applicant country might have a
comparative advantage - the so called ‘sensitive goods’: textiles, ferrous met-

als and agricultural products and wine, which was left out of the Bulgarian
agreement altogether.9 According to Eskenazi, ‘It came to tough bargaining

as regards agricultural products and there were instances when the fate of
this extremely important political and economic agreement depended on quo-

tas and duties covering 100 tons of cherries or cucumbers’.10

While the mandate given to the European Commission in negotiating the

Association Agreements was restrictive for all CEE candidates, problems arose
with two other issues which were new to Bulgaria. The first was the intro-

duction of a sophisticated suspension clause which provided for a suspen-
sion of the agreement in case of violation of human rights and democratic

principles.11 The ‘Bulgarian clause’ was included for the first time in Bulgaria’s
Europe Agreement - the other Europe agreements did not contain such clauses.

It provided for a suspension (with the possibility of arbitration) of the agree-
ment in case of a violation of human rights and democratic principles on the

part of Bulgaria. Since then such a clause is included as a standard one in
EU agreements and even in the renegotiated agreements with the Czech

Republic and Slovakia after the split of Czechoslovakia.12 In the case of
Bulgaria, the EU never had to resort to the suspension clause which became

rather unimportant in the light of the more comprehensive criteria for mem-
bership specified in Copenhagen in June 1993.

The second problem had to do with the delay in the implementation of the
trade liberalisation part of the Agreement. Because of their mixed nature the

Association agreements had to be ratified by all EU member states, a rela-
tively long process. Meanwhile, the EU uses Interim trade agreements to

speed up the liberalisation of trade. The implementation of the Bulgarian
Interim trade agreement, however, was delayed by an internal EU wrangle

about anti-dumping competencies for almost a year. Its coming into force
was linked to decisions on anti-dumping policies inside the EU. By linking

the issue of the EC trade defence instruments and their efficiency to the oper-
ation of the Bulgarian Interim Trade agreement, some EU member states
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increased the costs of the lack of decision on this issue. In the words of 
Alan Mayhew, who was at the time co-ordinator of the PHARE programme,

the holding up of the Bulgarian trade agreement was ‘extremely embar-
rassing for the EU’ and had nothing to do with Bulgaria which was ‘an 

innocent victim of an internal and very important Community dispute’.13

Acknowledging this, the EU later decided to speed up liberalisation and

removal of quotas to the level of the other Associated countries as a com-
pensation for the lost time. The delay created a lot of frustration among

Bulgarian political elites, expressed by former president Zhelev who said
‘Bulgaria has become a hostage in disputes between Community “liberals”

and ”protectionists.”’14

The other main policy tool of the EU for Central and Eastern Europe, the
PHARE programme, has been less problematic and its functioning has

improved with time. Early problems with Bulgaria’s absorption capacity for
PHARE funds have decreased as political blockages have been eliminated

and public administration reform has finally taken off the ground in 1996-
1997. Total commitment from the EU to Bulgaria under PHARE has amounted

to 747 million Euro in the period 1990-1998.15

The Association Agreement and the PHARE programme created, despite the
problems discussed above, a basis for relations with the EU similar to that

of the other CEECs. Bulgaria’s own progress in economic transformation,
however, was insufficient to allow for the advancement of these relations.

Over the period 1993-1996 the country experienced stagnation in reforms,
and the rapid turnover of various governments, increased the perception of

corruption. After a brief period of attempts at radical economic transforma-
tion under the first non-communist government led by Philip Dimitrov, suc-

cessive cabinets delayed structural reform and privatisation. Economic decline
followed, culminating in a dramatic economic crisis at the end of 1996. Inflation

was in triple figures, the banking system was virtually brought to a halt, and
the over exporting of grain by the Socialist government left the country almost

without bread. The situation tested every aspect of the newly established
democratic institutions in Bulgaria but also considerably damaged Bulgaria’s

bid to enter the EU.
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1.2. From application to negotiations: Bulgaria’s true transition since 1997

No progress towards accession to the EU was possible until the economic
crisis was resolved. This resolution came about through an unprecedented

popular mobilisation, as a series of demonstrations against the Videnov gov-
ernment rocked the country in the early 1997. The protesters demanded urgent

measures to end the economic crisis as well as early elections. Despite the
large scale of the protests, they remained peaceful save for isolated incidents.

Bulgaria proved to itself, if not to the world, that its democratic institutions
guaranteed stability even in politically turbulent times. In contrast to neigh-

bouring Serbia, the governing Bulgarian Socialists resisted the temptation to
quash the demonstrations and continue to govern without public support,

and following days of street protest they finally agreed to early elections.
One of several factors which influenced them at this critical juncture was

their avowed pro-European orientation.16 Most importantly, respect for the
new Bulgarian Constitution of July 1991 was shown by all parties, including

the Socialists who were unwilling to lose power but never used unconstitu-
tional means to retain it. Early elections held in June 1997 were won by the

Union of Democratic Forces, which formed the first democratic government
in Bulgaria likely to serve a full term of office.

During this period of political turmoil, Bulgaria applied officially to join the
EU on 14 December 1995. The application was submitted by the Bulgarian

Socialist Party government led by Zhan Videnov. The European Commission’s
opinion on this application was presented in the Agenda 2000 in June 1997.

Given that the economic situation in Bulgaria had only just started to improve
after the crisis at the end of 1996, the Commission did not evaluate Bulgaria

as ready to start accession talks in this document. Bulgaria was put into the
second group of candidates, mostly on the strength - or rather weakness - of

its economic performance.

The opinion of the Commission, at the same time, mobilised domestic effort

and served as a clear reference point in identifying concrete measures. In
response, Bulgaria adopted a National Strategy for Accession to the EU in

March 1998.17 The preparation of the country was further assisted by the
Accession Partnership concluded between Bulgaria and the EU in 1999. This

newly introduced instrument aims at providing a unified framework for
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intensified accession preparation. Based on the Commission Progress Report,
the Partnership identified short- and medium-term priorities and linked them

to conditional instruments for financial and structural assistance.18

Among short term priorities outlined in the Partnership were: integration of
the Roma minority; restructuring of the nuclear power station Kozloduy;

intensification of the restructuring of the economy and speeding the (trans-
parent) privatisation process; judicial and administrative reform; adoption of

measures against corruption and illegal immigration. In response, Bulgaria
developed its National Programme for the Adoption of the Acquis and took

a number of specific actions to address the short and medium term priori-
ties, which we discuss in more detail below.

Alongside the institutional aspects of the process, the Kosovo crisis, and the
Bulgarian response to it, provided an important boost to Bulgaria’s position

in the enlargement process. During the NATO campaign of 1999 Bulgaria
strongly supported NATO actions at the risk of alienating its neighbour Serbia,

as well as part of its own population. The Bulgarian Parliament mandated
the government to negotiate specific measures in the context of NATO’s peace-

keeping actions in the region.19 In April 1999, the government submitted a
motion to allow NATO passage through Bulgarian airspace and radio space.

This motion was challenged in front of the Constitutional Court by a group
of deputies, but the Court upheld Bulgaria’s Euro-Atlantic commitment.20

The government stayed its course even after a number of chance hits on
Bulgarian territory extended the campaign’s already controversial “collateral

damages”.21 The government’s firm allegiance to NATO was further under-
lined by their refusal to let Russian planes pass through Bulgarian air space

on their way to Pristina airport.

Aware of the political price it was paying at home for its pro-Western stance

in the conflict and the defiance of former ally Russia, the Kostov government
became more vocal in pressing its case for integration in Euro-Atlantic struc-

tures and looked for a more credible perspective for Bulgaria’s accession to
the EU. The EU offered such a perspective as the European Council in Helsinki

in December 1999 invited all the candidates from the second group to start
negotiations. This was interpreted, not only as a political invitation, based
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on Bulgaria’s support for NATO’s actions in Kosovo, but also as an acknowl-
edgement of the progress the country had made. Actual negotiations started

in March 2000, when six chapters of the acquis were opened. The progress to
date, summarised in Table 1 below, is evaluated as good, given Bulgaria’s

later start. The intention of the Swedish Presidency is to open another nine
chapters between January and June 2001. The Bulgarian government is more

ambitious in aiming to open fourteen chapters and keep the momentum of
the negotiations. The technical side of the process of negotiations, opening

and closing of chapters, however, is not the most important aspect of the
enlargement process. We would argue that this process is still, above all, a

transformation process of profound magnitude. As such, it is subject to chal-
lenges and problems, not all of them necessarily of domestic character.

Table 1: Progress of negotiations

Chapter Status

4: Free movement of capital Open

5: Company law Open

12: Statistics Provisionally closed

16: Small and medium-sized enterprises Provisionally closed

17: Science and research Provisionally closed

18: Education and training Provisionally closed

19: Telecommunications and information technologies Open

20: Culture and audio-visual policy Provisionally closed

23: Consumers and health protection Provisionally closed

26: External relations Provisionally closed

27: Common foreign and security policy Provisionally closed

2. Main issues and problems in Bulgaria’s accession process

2.1. Economic reform and stabilisation

As noted already, the pattern of economic performance and reform has greatly
influenced Bulgaria’s accession prospects. Since the low point of 1996 (see

Table 2) there have now been a number of positive developments in the econ-
omy. A main policy priority of the UDF government of Ivan Kostov was to

achieve a reversal of the negative trends in the economy and later to create
conditions for increased economic growth.
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The main instrument for macroeconomic stabilisation was the currency board,
introduced in the middle of 1997 with IMF support, pegging the Bulgarian

currency to the German mark and, subsequently, to the Euro. Despite some
dissenting voices over the political acceptability of the loss of independence

in state finance, inherent to the currency board mechanism, the government
succeeded in putting it in place. As Table 2 shows, the board was successful

in helping to create lower inflation, a reduction in the budget deficit and pub-
lic debt. Equally important, it helped to maintain standards of financial and

banking discipline, to engage in a prudent fiscal policy, and increase currency
reserves. Bank privatisation has advanced and competitiveness has improved

due to some foreign bank penetration. Efforts have been made to set up cred-
ible capital markets and improve standards for transparency and disclosure.

Financial stabilisation was accompanied by a programme for comprehensive

restructuring, privatisation and other measures to encourage private sector
development. The process is still in progress, but some of the early results,

demonstrated in Table 2, testify to the effects of the policy. Most importantly,
a positive growth trend can already be observed. The value added by the pri-

vate sector amounts to a significant part of it. There is an increase in investment
in capital equipment as well as a growth in foreign direct investment flows.

Table 2: Economic performance

1996 1999

Real GDP growth rate -10.1 2.4

CPI inflation (average) 123.0 2.6

Budget balance (%GDP) -15.3 -0.9

Foreign debt/exports ratio (%) 168.9 180.7*

Public debt (%GDP) 124.6 71.0*

Current account (%GDP) 0.9 -5.3

Trade with EU (%total) 37.6 52.0

Share of private sector (%) 45.0 65.3

FDI flows (%GDP) 1.1 6.3

Fixed investment (%GDP) 13.6 15.9

Unemployment (%) 13.7 17.0

* Estimate
Sources: European Commission, 2000 Regular Report; ING Barings, Report on EU Enlargement
and Convergence, March 2000.
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The general improvement in the economy, shown by the indicators above,
has been noted by the European Commission in its yearly Progress Reports,

although it concludes in the 2000 Report that Bulgaria does not yet have all
the characteristics of a market economy. The outlook, however, is evaluated

as good, given the continuation of structural reforms. Other external sources,
such as the IMF, have similarly been cautiously optimistic. Upon the com-

pletion of IMF’s Fourth Bulgaria Review in September 2000, Acting IMF
Chairman Stanley Fischer noted that

the Bulgarian authorities have continued to follow prudent fiscal and incomes

policies and to advance in the process of structural reform . . . In 2000-01

GDP growth is expected to reach the highest rates in a decade. To sustain

both rapid growth and the transition to a full market economy, the author-

ities need to continue their strong policy efforts on a wide front.22

Clearly there is still a long way to go in terms of improvements to the econ-

omy. The world of the real economy, down to individual households, is the
ultimate test for achievement in reform. As Stanley Fischer noted after com-

mending the efforts of the government, ‘in the face of these real policy improve-
ments, it is understandably frustrating that the benefits are not being felt

more tangibly . . .’.23 That is especially true in the face of persisting high level
of unemployment, currently at about 17 per cent. It is also true that the

observed economic improvement is not too remarkable relative to those of
other transition economies. This, however, should be balanced with the

immense progress made compared to the severity of the 1996 crisis. As MEP
Elmar Brok observed in 1998, ‘If I compare to that the figures for 1997 or

1996, what was achieved is close to a miracle’.24

Economic performance has not been determined by domestic factors alone.

The pegging of the national currency to the Euro was a clear signal of the
country’s declared long-term economic re-orientation and was accompanied

by growing trade re-orientation to the EU. The depreciation of the Euro, how-
ever, despite IMF hedging, has had an impact on Bulgaria’s ability to finance

external trade and to service its debts, as the larger part of them are denom-
inated in US dollars. Another major negative factor was the Kosovo crisis

which damaged trade relations in the region following the Yugoslav embargo.25
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Thus, Bulgaria has already started sharing in the risks of economic integra-
tion and liberalisation.

Despite the commitment to an ambitious reform programme, a more visible
improvement of the business environment in Bulgaria remains to be seen.

The country’s determination to complete the economy’s transformation into
a successful market economy, however, is likely to continue if supported by

credible prospects for accession. In contrast to the economic transformation,
the establishment of stable democratic institutions has ran more smoothly

and more successfully than expected and evaluated as good already in the
second Commission progress report in 1998.

2.2. Democratic stability 

Overall evaluations of Bulgaria’s progress in terms of fulfilling the political

criterion in Copenhagen from the EU and from Bulgaria are positive. There
is little doubt that despite the severe tests to which the newly established

political institutions were subjected in the past few years, they have shown
to be functioning democratic institutions, capable of preserving both the frag-

ile new democracy and stability in the country.

The most important factor in terms of the creation of a stable system of demo-
cratic institutions has been the adoption of the new Constitution of 1991,

which, despite some criticism at the time, has served as a pillar for the new
democracy and ensured both stability and the integrity of the electoral process.26

Elections have been regular, free and fair. The rule of law and the separation
of power have been maintained, with the significant contribution of a new

institution, the Constitutional Court. Constitutional Courts have been impor-
tant in the development of most post communist countries. In Bulgaria, the

Court not only proved to be a reliable guarantor of the principles of the
Constitution and the rights of minorities, but also prevented pre-1997 poli-

cies aiming at the reversal of the reforms, and direct attacks on the inde-
pendence of the judiciary.27

An important issue to be discussed in the context of Bulgarian democracy is

minority rights. It cannot be stressed enough that overall, in terms of ethnic
relations, Bulgaria has presented a peaceful Balkan alternative to the ethnic
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unrest and violent conflict elsewhere in the region. The peaceful resolution
of ethnic problems post 1989 was not a small achievement given that the

Turkish minority had been mobilised by the discriminatory communist cam-
paign of the 1980s, which changed Turkish names to Bulgarian ones, claim-

ing that Turks were Bulgarians who had been converted to Islam in the 14th
century.28 In contrast to the repressive ‘name revival campaign’, which was

immediately condemned by all major political forces post 1989, no signifi-
cant ethnic conflicts occurred after the fall of communism, and ethnic prob-

lems were resolved though debate in the political arena. This has been facilitated
greatly by the fact that the Turkish population has had representation in

Parliament through the Movement of Rights and Freedoms party which has
gathered about eight per cent of the vote in most elections to date. In a land-

mark decision of 1991, the Constitutional Court defended the constitutional-
ity of this party and upheld its right to stand in parliamentary elections,

despite the ban (in Art. 11.4 of the Constitution) on parties created on a reli-
gious or ethnic basis.29

In contrast to the Turkish minority which has been well represented in the
political arena, the most disadvantaged minority have been the Roma. They

have suffered poverty, social exclusion, and in a number of documented cases,
condemned by the European Court of Human Rights, acts of police brutal-

ity.30 In the last few years, some more serious efforts have been made to ensure
the integration of the Roma population, including the creation of the National

Council for Ethnic Problems, which proposed a National Programme for
Roma integration adopted in April 1999. Despite these efforts, more remains

to be done for the improvement of the situation of the Roma, which is also
being closely monitored by the EU.

Apart from the Roma, the Commission’s most serious criticism with respect
to the first Copenhagen criterion relates to the insufficient reform of the judi-

ciary.31 A number of factors account for this unfinished reform. One is that
the judiciary proved to be a major battle-ground of transition politics. For

example, as country reports on Bulgaria in the 1995-1996 issues of East European

Constitutional Review show, the government of Zhan Videnov not only inter-

fered with the independence of the judiciary by attempting to influence its
composition, but also restricted its budget and use of premises. As a result,
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prior to 1997, most changes were limited to appointments and only touched
upon the comprehensive institutional restructuring of the system required by

the 1991 Constitution.32 Similarly, the adoption of procedural laws to under-
pin its functioning was postponed. Major improvements of the Civil Litigation

Code, for example, were introduced only in 1997. Since that date significant
progress has been achieved in terms of completing the regulatory framework

and addressing problems of administration, material support and recruit-
ment - but the starting position has been quite low.

This slow reform of the judiciary reflects a more general problem typical of
the early transition thinking dominated by neo-liberal approaches to trans-

formation, namely focusing on liberalisation and privatisation and underes-
timating the role of institutions. The ‘transition orthodoxy’ with its emphasis

on withdrawal of the state and ‘self-enforcing’ models of governance con-
tributed to the neglect of judicial reform as a policy priority.33

Despite the remaining economic and political problems, it can be said that
the transition to democracy in Bulgaria has been accomplished. This, how-

ever, does not mean the work of reformist elites is over in their attempt to
achieve depth and quality to the Bulgarian democracy and to maintain the

legitimacy and public support of the institutions.

A serious challenge is maintaining the rule of law, in the sense of strict adher-

ence to a set of formal rules, at every level of society. The rule of law is
achieved not only through the availability of written legislation. Bulgaria 

has managed to prove that it is able to cope with an impressive legislation
drafting agenda. Nonetheless, like other post-communist countries, it still

needs to promote a culture of law-abiding citizenship and to provide for 
the development of a new civic paradigm behind the process of formal 

transformation.34

One of the most visible manifestations of the underdeveloped civil culture

and a factor undermining public trust in institutions, is corruption - although
its exact levels are difficult to estimate. The most recent administrative reform,

which has recently beedn adopted, aims to curb this phenomenon in the
longer term.
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2.3. Administrative reform, efforts to fight corruption, immigration and asylum laws

Bulgaria has recently made serious strides in its administrative reform, although
this process has been difficult. First steps were made by the Videnov gov-

ernment in 1995. A strategy was adopted in 1996, but after the Videnov gov-
ernment resigned in the midst of the economic crisis in 1996, little was made

of this strategy.35 The main legal framework underpinning the reform was
finally adopted by the Kostov government in 1998-2000.

The causes for the delay in adopting this basic legal framework for a pro-

fessional and depoliticised administration must be laid at the feet of Bulgarian
political elites, and external advisers. Domestically, several Bulgarian gov-

ernments between 1990 and 1997, have replaced considerable numbers of top
and middle level officials in the administration. This was presented as reform,

but has often been the result of politically motivated decisions taken in an
absence of clear dismissal criteria. On the other hand, external advice on

reform did not focus on the role of the administration till the mid 1990s. Thus,
a similar argument to those discussed with regard to the judiciary, applies to

the problems of public administration reform.

The last few years have marked a new commitment to introducing the prin-
ciples of professionalism and independence. The necessary regulatory frame-

work was completed with the adoption of the Administration Act of November
1998 and the Civil Service Act of 1999, a number of secondary instruments,

and the 1999 amendments to the 1991 Local Self-Rule and Local Administration
Act. Explicit standards for discharging civil servants’ functions were set up,

underpinned by a system of disciplinary measures and oversight by the State
Administrative Commission established in 2000. These standards are sup-

plemented by a package of anti-corruption measures. They range from elim-
inating instances which might invite corruption, such as removal of a host

of licensing regimes, to improved disclosure of interests, such as the 2000
Public Register Act requiring high officials to provide a declaration of their

property and income, and to stricter imposition of sanctions and procedural
guarantees as required by the 2000 Tax Procedure Code and the 2000 amend-

ments to the Penal Code.

The latter measures have a particular importance with regard to the func-
tioning of customs authorities and border police. Clearly, reforming these is
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also aimed at relieving EU fears of illegal immigration and commodities 
traffic. A further comprehensive set of legislative and administrative mea-

sures aimed to alleviate such fears was introduced after 1997. A new Law on
Foreigners in Bulgaria was adopted in December 1998, specifying the rules

and procedures for admission. The 1999 Law on Asylum Seekers incorpo-
rates the international law rules in that area. In addition, a new Law adopted

in 1998 on Bulgarian Identity Documents, introduced new identity cards and
passports which are less prone to fraud and falsification.

Regarding the task of administrative support for European integration, a new
three level institutional framework was established in January 2000 as part

of the National Programme for the Adoption of the Acquis. The new frame-
work establishes central co-ordinating units and aims for stronger horizon-

tal co-ordination between ministries, while at the same time preserving the
important role the Ministry of Foreign Affairs has played so far in the process.

Thirty-one working groups which have been set up in the ministries form
the basis of the structure. Their work is co-ordinated by the new Department

for European Integration and Relations with International Financial Institu-
tions, which is directly attached to the Council of Ministers. The Prime Min-

ister chairs the new Council for European Integration at ministerial level,
which oversees the work of the Co-ordination Council for European Integra-

tion at deputy minister level. The institution responsible for Parliamentary
oversight and draft legislation is the Parliamentary Committee for European

Union Affairs.

Despite the creation of these structures and the progress in administrative
reform in general, there are still doubts expressed by the European Commission

regarding Bulgaria’s horizontal co-ordination capacities and its general abil-
ity to implement the acquis. While the criticism regarding the delay in admin-

istrative reform is justified, general doubts regarding the ability of candidates
to create the administrative capacity to implement the acquis adequately

should be taken with a grain of salt. This is an area in which no fixed crite-
ria exist, and even the Commission itself has not yet developed a compre-

hensive system for evaluating progress,36 a gap which is only partially filled
by the guidelines developed by the SIGMA group of the OECD. Thus, at least

at present, progress is particularly susceptible to the perceptions and expe-
riences of those evaluating it. We believe that especially in the light of the
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implementation deficit existing in current member states, the issue of lack 
of administrative capacity in Bulgaria or other candidates should not be 

exaggerated.

2.4. A factor for regional stability

The lack of violent domestic ethnic conflict or external disputes with its neigh-
bours, as well as the proactive policy in regional groupings and initiatives,

such as the Black Sea Co-operation, have made Bulgaria a factor for regional
stability in the Balkans. It has improved relations with Turkey, not least due

to its efforts to improve the situation of the Turkish minority in Bulgaria post
1989. It has become a member of CEFTA and the Stability Pact for South

Eastern Europe. Its pro-active position in favour of all forms of regional inte-
gration has been consistent with the EU’s efforts to maintain regional stabil-

ity. Furthermore, as described above, the country has firmly maintained its
pro-NATO orientation in foreign policy and supported NATO actions in

Kosovo. Since then, it has been active in normalising relations with the new
Yugoslav government.

Currently, however, Bulgaria’s main concern is to ensure that regional forms
of integration favoured in the Balkans do not replace its goal of becoming a

EU member. The challenges which Bulgaria faces as part of the Balkans brings
us to our discussion of a different category of factors influencing accession,

factors such as geopolitics, advocacy and perception, for the most part beyond
the country’s control.

2.5. Advocacy and perception

Such factors are more difficult to pin down as they are not to be found in
official documents and institutional evaluations. Nonetheless it is our argu-

ment that they play their role in the making of overarching political choices
in this enlargement process. The first one, perception, is linked to the image

of the Balkans. The designation ‘Balkans’ has come to bear multiple negative
connotations - most recently as a result of the wars of former Yugoslavia.

This is also seen in the construction of the idea of the Balkans as the ‘other’,
a construct often posed to distinguish Central Europe from the Balkans and
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to perpetuate the myth that Central Europe is a part of (Western) Europe37 -
a process emancipatory for Poland or Hungary but damaging for Bulgaria

or Romania. Perceptions of Bulgaria’s ‘otherness’ were further reinforced by
ideas of the cultural and political importance of the Roman Catholic - Orthodox

divide for the development of democracy, ideas made popular by Samuel
Huntington.38 Zhelyu Zhelev, Bulgaria’s first democratically elected President,

tried somewhat in vain to combat such ideas by stating , ‘The artificial divi-
sion of the former socialist countries into “Byzantium European” and “Roman

Catholic European” which has been promoted recently by some European
politicians, revives a pattern of thinking dating back to the time of emperor

Constantine’.39

The second set of factors, geopolitics and advocacy, relates to the fact that

none of Bulgaria’s neighbours has taken up the role of a champion of the
country’s accession, as Germany has done for Poland, Hungary and the Czech

Republic or Sweden and Denmark for the Baltics. Although the European
Commission tries to assure candidates of the objective nature of the process

and to stress that progress according to the Copenhagen criteria and the EU’s
own readiness are the only variables influencing accession, some evidence

suggests otherwise. As Friis points out, during the Madrid European Council
in December 1995, former German Chancellor Kohl tried to push for a deci-

sion committing the EU to start negotiations with Poland, Hungary and the
Czech Republic first.40 Friis also describes the role of Sweden and Denmark

in pushing the case for the Baltic states to join this group. Similarly, Alan
Mayhew points out the historical links between France and Romania, which

have led France to champion the interests of Romania in the enlargement
process.41 Bulgaria’s only neighbour which is a current EU member, Greece,

has not so far played such a role, as it has focused its lobbying efforts on
Cyprus instead. Thus, as admitted privately by EU officials, Bulgaria almost

alone among all candidates, lacks a strong champion among the current mem-
ber states and this is a significant factor which may slow down its accession.

Such a delay has its own dangers, which are linked to the Bulgarian electoral
cycle and the challenges to domestic elites to maintain their public support

for joining the EU. The following section examines the domestic politics of
Bulgaria and the European issue.
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3. Domestic politics and enlargement in Bulgaria

As Bulgaria moves closer to accession, with a self imposed target of joining
in 2006, those who have been the greatest advocates of the process, political

elites and the UDF government, are also those who have expressed the most
reservations and criticism towards the EU. This apparent paradox can be

resolved if we see the actions of the government as a two level game.42 Similarly
to politicians in the EU member states, the government justifies domestically

unpopular reforms with EU requirements, while at the same time tries to
push for accession in Brussels by pointing to domestic political difficulties

associated with EU led reform. This strategy is an adequate response to EU’s
own strategy of promoting democracy through conditionality and enlarge-

ment.43 By establishing a firm link between the success of reforms and the
success of enlargement, both strategies contain the risk of a backlash in the

case of interminable delays in accession. This danger is evoked by those who
insist on the EU keeping to a timetable of accession and fear the goalposts

may be moved by the addition of further conditions by one or another mem-
ber state. Given the implied assumption of Bulgaria’s late accession, it is even

more real for Bulgaria.

So far support for accession remains sufficiently strong among the electorate
and all political parties. While it was the UDF government, led by Ivan Kostov,

that made the decisive effort to bring the country to its current position in
the accession talks, there is no major political party in Bulgaria which opposes

European integration. The leadership of the Bulgarian Socialist Party, the
main opposition party at the moment, has broken, at least officially, with pro-

Russian orientations of the past and declared itself pro-EU and pro-NATO.
It was a Socialist government which submitted Bulgaria’s official application

to join the EU.

Among the public, the levels of support for accession to the EU in Bulgaria
are high, but this support is still rather shallow and not based on sufficient

knowledge of the EU. According to a national representative survey from 10
December 1999 by the National Centre for Public Opinion research (NCPO),

77 per cent of Bulgarians would say ‘Yes’ to European integration and only
7 per cent ‘No’, but at the same time 30 per cent state that they don’t feel

and behave like ‘Europeans’.
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Two issues linked to the EU requirements in the process of accession have
tested the support of the public and the commitment of political elites to

European integration. The first one was the issue of the Bulgarian nuclear
power station Kozloduy, whose old reactors 1-4 are due to be closed in the

period 2003-2006 according to the current agreement between Bulgaria and
the EU.44 The adoption of a timetable for the gradual closure of the station,

starting with its Chernobyl type reactors, was one of the main conditions 
set by the EU to Bulgaria in the run up to the Helsinki invitation to start

negotiations.

The setting of such a condition, to Bulgaria and other candidate countries,45

could be seen as an additional criterion in this enlargement process, since
nuclear safety and standards are national policies for the existing EU mem-

ber states. Furthermore, there is no uniform EU standard to which the appli-
cant countries have to conform, although the Vienna European Council has

asked the Commission to develop such criteria.46 Nevertheless, the require-
ments to close important energy providers could be considered as discrimi-

natory by the candidate countries. Not without reluctance, the Bulgarian
government has agreed to adopt a timetable for closing one of the major

sources of electricity supplies in the country, and sought funds for the recon-
struction of the station.

The second, possibly the most politicised issue with regard to the EU to date,

was the issue of freedom of movement restricted by the visas required for
Bulgarians (and also Romanians) visiting EU member states, especially mem-

ber states of the Schengen group. In contrast to Poland, Hungary, the Czech
Republic and Slovakia, which had visa free travel for their citizens as soon

as they signed Association agreements with the EU, Bulgaria and Romania
were too late to have the restrictions on their citizens lifted, and became the

target of immigration fears. The issue became highly politicised. Queuing for
days in front of EU embassies and the slow and overly bureaucratic visa pro-

cedures made travel to the EU, not only a difficult but also a humiliating
experience for Bulgarians. In 1997-2000, the Kostov government conducted

a vigorous diplomatic campaign aiming to influence the EU Council of Justice
and Internal Affairs Ministers to remove the visa regime for Bulgarians and

harmonise it with the practice of the other candidates. The Kostov govern-
ment and the Prime Minister himself argued that Bulgaria had fulfilled the
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requirements and conditions set by the EU47 and that a refusal on the part of
the EU to accept this would be discriminatory and would mean that Bulgaria

was not perceived as part of Europe’s geopolitical space.48

Similarly, public opinion polls conducted in the capital suggested that two

thirds of Sofia citizens found that they were discriminated against by the EU.
At the same time, 62 per cent of respondents were convinced that Bulgaria

should continue working to fulfil the EU’s’ criteria for membership. EU fears
of great waves of immigrants if the visas were removed seemed unfounded

as 61 per cent of respondents declared that they never tried to emigrate and
would not want to live and work abroad.49

The Council of Justice and Internal Affairs Ministers decided on 30 November
2000 to remove visa restrictions for Bulgarians.50 The decision was greeted as

a recognition of Bulgaria’s efforts by all political parties in the country. However,
some worrying aspects of the EU debate were represented by some member

states requiring that the visa question should be solved for Bulgaria and
Romania simultaneously, regardless of the progress either country had made

in fulfilling EU requirements. This is indicative of the kind of problems which
can arise by the EU’s traditional approach to deal with countries in groups.

Regarding, not only this issue but the entire enlargement process, Prime
Minister Kostov expressed a wide-spread concern that Bulgaria’s progress

might be measured with the lowest common denominator of the integration
effort of the countries of the region.51

Thus, the danger exists that Bulgaria’s accession to the EU could be impeded
by factors beyond its control.52 The whole enlargement process may be con-

siderably slowed down after the entry of the first group of candidates. We
believe that in the face of such risks it is especially important for the EU to

keep in focus the relative importance of the criteria and factors influencing
enlargement and the initial rationale of enlargement - stability.

Conclusions

Our concluding discussion of the progress and problems of the enlargement
process, as viewed from Bulgaria, does not differ much, on the whole, from

the European Commission’s evaluation in its Progress Report.53 Our per-
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spective on the whole process, however, is different. Among the four big areas
singled out by the Copenhagen criteria, Bulgaria’s comparative position to

most countries in the second group is weakest in the economic sphere. The
current ordering produced by the Commission’s latest progress report also

seems to be predominantly led by the economic criterion, although this has
been denied by Commission officials.54 We have to question, however, whether

an accession led by economic considerations alone can best ensure stability
in Central and Eastern Europe. Secondly, it is not clear whether candidates

with comparable achievements situated in the Baltics or Central Europe would
be similarly left behind.

We would argue against such a scenario: on the whole, Bulgaria has made

remarkable progress in its transformation in the last three years, inspired by
a hope for joining the EU. There has also been good progress in complying

with the Copenhagen criteria, and a clear realisation that a lot remains to be
done. Even though its progress has been noted by the Commission in its third

yearly report, little has changed in terms of the perception, that Bulgaria is
one of the candidates hopelessly stuck at the end of the queue for accession.

While it is true that the government’s self imposed target is accession in 2006-
2007, this target cannot be achieved without continued public support, which

in turn cannot be maintained without some positive signals from the EU. If
no such signals are given, the possibility of the development of isolationist

and Euro-sceptic discourses is only too real.55 Keeping Bulgaria indefinitely
in the queue for accession has the potential of not only diminishing the sup-

port for European integration in the country but, in an extreme scenario, of
undoing some of the progress in the country’s transformation.

This domestic argument in favour of a more pro-active attitude of the EU
towards Bulgaria is supplemented by the international one. The disadvan-

tage of Bulgaria’s geopolitical position can be turned into an advantage by
the EU if the country becomes a positive example for other countries in the

region. So far Bulgaria has been a factor of stability in the Balkans and a pos-
itive example for the countries in the South Western Balkans, some of which

are still in the grip of nationalism. The European Union would serve its goal
of exporting stability in the Balkans well by admitting Bulgaria sooner rather

than later.
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