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In order to understand the meaning of 

the meeting between the EU Member states’ 
leaders and their partners from the Western 
Balkans on 16th  and 17th of May in Sofia, one must 
necessarily have watched with empathy 
Alexander Morfov’s interpretation of the drama 
play “Hashove” at the National Theatre - very 
high ideals; many gradiloquent speeches, during 
which someone thrusts a hand in the pocket of 
the inattentive one; revolutionary intentions 
turning into farce, making sense, however, 
through the drama of the real human relations. 
But it is exactly the cacophony from all this that 
makes the history which fills the newspapers in 
first and then is studied at school. And this history 
is irreversible… 

If you think that somewhere else in the world or 

at another time, history has come about in 

another way, you just don’t know it in its details. 

Always and everywhere it has been, is and will be 

so. Therefore, the right question is whether we 

make history at all, or we just live in timelessness. 

For quite obvious reasons, from the whole 

weighty and divergent agenda for the Sofia 

meeting, the Bulgarian society chose to focus its 

attention on the subject of the European 

integration of the Western Balkans - firstly, it 

concerns our neighbours, and we know very well 

what it is like to have a bear roaming around the 

neighbours’ yard (remembering far too well the 

atrocities that followed the collapse of Former 

Jugoslavia); secondly, exactly on this matter, the 

Bulgarian contribution has been unquestionably 

positive. And this is exactly what needs to be 

explained because it remains uncomprehended - 

by many friends of ours, West from Kalotina and 

Gyueshevo, on the one hand, and by many of our 

media representatives, on the other.  
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The voices saying that “this meeting has in fact 

given nothing” were heard because they were 

loud, and not because they were prevailing… 

Because it comes to partnership with the EU, and 

in Southeastern Europe partnership is 

understood as  synonymous to friendship, which 

means in itself gift taking - either a sheep, or a 

liter of home-made brandy. And at the meeting 

in Sofia there were, indeed, no sheep and goats 

bleating and no gallons of liquer were delivered, 

so some felt quite disappointed. Especially those 

who were imagining that on May 17th            they 

would hear an exact date for accession of their 

country to the EU. No, they were certainly not 

just a few … among the politicians, and among 

the representatives of the civil society as well.  

So a two-fold question persistently awaits an 

answer - “Why the Western Balkans and why 

right now?”1 

We should begin with the clarification that 

“Western Balkans” is a politically correct 

euphemism to designate the countries which are 

geographically located in the center of Europe, 

but from a socio-political and civilisational 

perspective they are not just different (to the 

opposite) from the European modernity, but are 

                                                                    
1 The question was raised at the international conference 
organised by the Center for the Study of Democracy on the 
topic “Democracy That Delivers: Ten Years Later. 
Unlocking the Potential of the Western Balkans” which 
held very high profile political participation.  
In fact, the flagmen of the civil society in Bulgaria who in 
one day managed to conduct exceptionally high profile 
public forums, dedicated to the perspective for European 
integration of the Western Balkans, must certainly be 
congratulated. Apart from the already cited initiative of 
CSD (http://www.csd.bg/index.php?id=2), the European 
Council on Foreign Relations conducted an even more 
impressive in terms of participation forum “In Dialogue 
with the Western Balkans” 

so essentially diverse between each other, that 

the only thing they have in common is the harsh 

reality of their post-communist lives. The latter 

are, however, of such quality that necessitates 

the use of euphemisms in order to escape from 

delving into depth and concreteness of the 

matter.  

This is why, even though this region was offered 

an indefinite perspective for an eventual 

European integration 15 years ago already, 

during the Thessaloniki Summit, the progress in 

this direction has been rather insufficient. Even in 

2014 the President of the European Commission 

clearly stated that during his 5-year term there 

would be no enlargement of the EU. Viewed from 

this perspective, pulling the topic of the Western 

Balkans out of the freezer of EU’s political agenda 

is an extremely important and a quite promising 

piece of news. Which leads us to the second part 

of the same question - why right now? 

Because the EU has finally started to recover 

from the series of unprecedented shocks - the 

economic crisis, the migrational tsunami, the 

United Kingdom’s intention to leave. In 2018 the 

Union finally found power and inner will to start 

"arranging its house”. And as it has always been, 

(http://www.ecfr.eu/events/event/in_dialogue_with_the_ 
western_balkans). The University of Sofia also became a 
participant in the public debate with an international 
scientific conference “The Balkans in European Integration 
– Its Past, Present and Future” (https://www.uni-
sofia.bg/index.php/eng/news/news_and_events/internatio
nal_scientific_conference_the_balkans_in_european_inte
gration_its_past_present_and_future). On May 14th  
already the European Institute carried out a regional 
seminar on the topic “European perspective of the Western 
Balkans: Sofia's contribution” 
(http://www.europeaninstitute.bg/en/page.php?c=9&d=51
3)  
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first comes the matter of security which is a basic 

condition for all the other initiatives and policies. 

The EU can no longer afford the luxury of having 

a center of instability right in its middle - be it as 

eventual local inter-ethnic or international 

conflicts, be it as export of organized crime, or as 

a massive economic, political and even cultural-

ideological penetration of “third forces” (another 

euphemism to designate the geopolitical 

intervention of countries such as Russia, Turkey, 

Saudi Arabia, and lately -  China, especially 

actively). 

But right here the crisis in the relations 

between the countries from the region and the 

EU finds place. Because, as Christian Danielsson, 

director of the Neighbourhood and Enlargement 

negotiations Directorate General, clearly 

explained, with its position from May 17th in 

Sofia, the EU simply restated its political 

engagement with the integration process of the 

countries from the region. It is their task, 

however, to understand that this is just an open 

opportunity which they should use in an optimal 

way in their advantage. Which presupposes the 

fulfillment of extremely important duties - firstly, 

to build a strong state, including institutions that 

guarantee good governance, an effective judicial 

system and effective fight against corruption and 

organised crime; secondly, a sustainably growing 

economy which includes not only stable market 

relations but the already mentioned institutions, 

judiciary and fight against corruption, as well; 

thirdly, reconciliation, suggesting an oblivion of 

the close confrontational past, and  investments 

in a common future. 

And it is, indeed, a crisis namely because 

the addressees of this clear but conditional 

engagement do not understand its meaning at 

all. The deepest problem does not come down to 

the political figures, whо very well understand 

the weight of the European security matters, and 

plan to blackmail the EU with their unwillingness 

to achieve real integration and with the threat of 

a decreasing public support for the EU 

membership. This was demonstrated with a kind 

Balkan frankness by the biggest Euro-enthusiasts 

in the local civil societies, who are expected to act 

as a corrective to the political class.  

The much more severe problem is that 

huge part of the residents of the areas in this 

region (politicians, as well as ordinary people) fit 

so well in the status quo, that they cannot even 

imagine an alternative. This becomes evident 

from the simple-minded question that was being 

asked - “What reforms do we need to make 

exactly?” - because neither the number, nor the 

substance is self-explanatory from the local point 

of view. But the same becomes evident also from 

the persistent request for a membership date, 

which hides a lurking hope. The hope that once 

set, the date will in any case come and the 

membership will become a fact - because of “the 

given word” and not because of a fulfillment of 

the reform agenda. Exactly like the case of 

Bulgaria and Romania. It remains 

uncomprehended that the precedent is not a rule. 

On the contrary, exactly because it has already 

happened once, it will never again be repeated. 

So if we go back to the title, the accent in 

it is neither on “Western”, nor on “European”, nor 

on “Balkans”. The accent is on “towards” - the 

existence of a concrete, but still distant horizon - 

which is not recognised by our neighbours as 

something concrete, in terms of their mentality, 
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while to the EU representatives, considering their 

shared life-experience, is the most concrete, 

although still mandatory conditional future. 

Actually, the accession of all post-

communist states to the EU happened exactly 

this way - through a long-lasting cascade of ever-

increasing and further accelerating promises; 

mutual promises. On that note, it seems 

appropriate to recall the key fragment of the 

farewell address of Jonathan Scheele, Head of 

the European Commission Delegation in 

Romania (during the period of our northern 

neighbour’s most intense preparation for EU 

membership), to the Romanian citizens. After a 

5-year term, which allowed him to gain an 

intimate knowledge of the realities of the local 

society and its political mores, about a year prior 

to the entry into force of the Treaty of Accession 

of Romania to the EU, Scheele wrote: 

“One of the greatest and most frequent mistakes 
made by Romanians, including the intellectual 
ones, is that they sometimes think that the 
country’s integration into the European Union 
also means a profound and integral 
transformation of the country, of the economy 
and the society. It really isn’t like that. 
The famous European acquis is not made to build 
modern states in fact most of it assumes that 
modern and functional states already exist. The 
acquis is just what these states, members of the 
European Union, decided to be considered as 
common rules. It is limited because of its nature. It 
might mean good regulations, applied in a certain 
domain of activity, but it might be missing in 
others. Especially in the domains tied to the 
political organisation of the state, the acquis is 
absolutely inexistent. The acquis transfer has 

                                                                    
2 The text is from Scheele’s farewell letter, added as an 
appendix to Tom Gallagher’s book (Gallagher, T., 2013. 

positive eff ects on the reform and 
transformations going on in a candidate country, 
but it does not mean complete modernisation it 
does not mean the reforming of the state, for 
instance. The complete modernisation of 
Romania, the reconciliation between substance 
and essence, through the combining of local 
specifics with the European-like universality, can 
only be the result of a Romanian political project, a 
political project of the elites and the Romanian 
society. 
In other words: the integration in the European 
Union does not mean that Romania will suddenly 
change for the better, if Romanians will not make 
it better. The integration in the European Union 
will not save Romania from reality. Only you, 
Romanians, and not someone else, from Brussels 
or God knows where, can be the miracle. 
The European and Euro-Atlantic integration of 
Romania project also had a negative effect for 
Romania, mainly because it offered everything as 
granted – pret a porter – saving the political and 
the elite class from the effort of judging by 
themselves and deciding what needs to be done 
for Romania, both in specific domains, as well as 
overall, including fundamental data of the 
country’s evolution. Through misunderstanding, 
it was expected that Europe will somehow solve 
the problems of the Romanian rural area, the 
problems in the Romanian justice, the Romanian 
administration, etc.”2 
 

Both the citizens and the politicians from the 

Western Balkan states can spare themselves the 

necessity of such a farewell address, if they have 

the courage and the intelligence to understand 

from now whom the bell tolls.  

 

Romania and the European Union: how the weak 
vanquished the strong. Oxford University Press, p 266). 


