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PROF. INGRID SHIKOVA, PhD

“THE WIND IS BACK
IN EUROPE’S SAILS”

ustria formally took over the six-month Presidency of the Council of the European Union from Bulgaria on July 1st. In which
tangible ways was the Bulgarian presidency successful, and did representatives of the Republic of Bulgaria introduce some new topics and ideas to EU policies, particularly with regard to the current
needs and challenges facing the Union, but also in light of the need
to redefine the projection of the EU’s future, which is again current
following Brexit?
After eleven years of challenges, during which we had to learn how to
work with 27 different partners, how to contribute to making the right
decisions and how to determine the right direction, Bulgaria took on
the rotating presidency during a complex but very interesting period.
After 2017 - which can be called the “year of ideas” for the future for the
European Union, 2018 is the “year of decisions” - decisions that cannot
be taken easily, decisions that must not only combine many and diverse
interests, but must also be wise and visionary, in order to ensure a better
and safer life for Europeans.
In Jean Claude Juncker’s speech on the state of the Union, delivered in
September 2017, it was often mentioned that the wind is back in Europe’s sails. It was this wind that created the conditions for new opportunities, allowing higher ambitions of the Bulgarian presidency. But let
me remind your readers of what Seneca said: “If a man does not know to
what port he is steering, no wind is favourable to him.” (Ignoranti quem
portum petat nullus suus ventus est.)
Careful selection of the priorities of the rotating Presidency of the
Council of the EU is one of the preconditions for achieving positive
results. The Bulgarian presidency set a complicated and difficult, but
extremely important, priority for the EU, for the Balkan countries and
for the whole world – the European perspective and connectivity of the
Western Balkans. In my opinion, the Western Balkans priority is “the
seal” of the first Bulgarian rotating presidency. This is our specific priority – indeed, specific priorities are what distinguish one presidency
from others.
Obviously, it is very difficult, if not impossible, for a presidency to present a new initiative and implement it fully by the end of a six-month
period. It is only a “presidential moment” in the process of European
integration. But Bulgaria managed to awaken the EU to the Balkans by
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stressing the need to protect Western Balkan countries against internal
instability. The accumulation of too much “enlargement fatigue” in the
EU has led to “accession fatigue” in the Western Balkans. The Bulgarian
Presidency exerted efforts to overcome this “fatigue” and restore energy
and dynamics. The Bulgarian Presidency conveyed to European leaders
a message about the need to learn from history and to turn the Western
Balkans into a geopolitical priority for the EU. I hope Austria will continue to work on this priority. As Albert Einstein, the king of formulas,
often repeated: “Where there is a will, there is a way.”
Bulgaria has been a full member of the EU for more than a decade.
Serbia currently has EU membership candidate status and is in the
process of negotiating accession. In parallel with this, the Serbian
state and society are also undergoing wholesale reform. The dominant opinion among a section of the Serbian public is that Bulgaria – along with other Eastern European countries – was granted EU
membership by Western European leaders for political reasons,
as opposed to being due to the implementing of deep reforms and
adopting of European standards. Could you familiarise our readers
more closely with the boldest and most painful areas of social reform
that Bulgarian citizens were forced to confront, not only during the
European integration process, but also during the preceding democratic transition process?
According to the prevailing opinion, the enlargement of the European
Union to include 12 new member countries between 2004 and 2007 is
one of the most important European projects for the achievement of
peace, stability prosperity, and its realisation represents a huge success
for the unification of Europe. Simultaneously, the accession of 12 new
states, 10 of which were former socialist states, was a unique process
accompanied by numerous difficulties. Bulgaria had to move in parallel
from a planned socialist economy to a market economy while preparing for accession to the European Union. Many enterprises that worked
mainly for the Soviet market proved to be ineffective and were closed.
Unemployment was high and incomes dropped sharply. Blocks of the
Kozloduy Nuclear Power Plant had to be shut down. The transition to
a market economy was extremely painful for low-educated people. It
should be emphasised that the overall transformation of the society was
necessary for the renewal of the state, not because of the prospects of
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“The Bulgarian Presidency conveyed to European leaders a message about the
need to learn from history and to turn the Western Balkans into a geopolitical
priority for the EU. I hope Austria will continue to work on this priority.”

EU membership. The prospect of membership was only an incentive to
accelerate the conducting of reforms.
At the same time, we should note that the pre-accession process of
the Western Balkan candidate countries has been evolving in a different environment. The period in which Central and Eastern European
countries were acceding to the EU was a time of hope, expectations and
enthusiasm. And, in this respect, EU accession per se was a sufficient
argument for these countries to carry out the painful reforms. For the
citizens of CEE countries, this was a time of sacrifice and great difficulties. At the same time, public opinion in candidate countries during that
period was markedly pro-European, as these countries’ citizens could
not see any other alternative to EU membership that would enable them
to strengthen democracy and establish stability and prosperity.
What are the greatest tangible benefits that Bulgarian citizens received, and still receive, as a result of their country’s EU membership; which specific opportunities would you highlight for Serbian
citizens?
Before talking about the benefits, I would like to recall that the past is always filled with lessons, if only we can interpret them and apply the conclusions drawn from them. To quote Konrad Adenauer “To look back
into the past only makes sense if it serves the future”. For my generation,
the European Union represents the end of the Cold War, the fall of the
Berlin Wall; it is the end of visas and long, humiliating queues at the
doorstep of the Western Embassies; it means free travel and the Single
Market. For my generation, European unity is the reality of a dream of
peace, freedom and democracy coming true. I have the impression that
most of us Europeans are forgetting the lessons of history. We should
never forget that the European Union has been, and remains, a peace
project. The EU is the most incredible and successful peace project in
human history.
From the mid-1990s, the prospect of joining the European Union shaped
the socio-economic and political transformation of Bulgaria. EU membership symbolised the “return to Europe”, and membership prospects
stimulated this transformation. It re-established a normal society - open
markets, democratic institutions and new opportunities. According to
opinion polls, the greatest advantage of Bulgaria’s membership in the
EU is the opportunity to find a job, study in the EU and access EU funds.
I think that there are also two other very important benefits: first, Bulgaria needed pressure to implement reforms and the European Union
played this important role. I can’t imagine where we would be without
the European Union; second, with membership we received a “chair and
a microphone” at the European table, and we can use them.
I think Serbian citizens want the same as Bulgarians - they want a clear
future, job opportunities and personal development; they want clear
rules for business and an administration working in the service of taxpayers; they want a functioning, fair and competent judicial system;
they want transparency and morality in politics. Or, in short, they want
a modern state.
The EU accession process is chiefly presented in terms of “opening and
closing negotiation chapters”, and the progress achieved by individual
countries is measured, first and foremost, via the regular reports of the
European Commission; while, at the same time, the major objective is
to compel the relevant countries to respond to observations and recommendations included in those reports. The presenting of EU membership as a strategic objective and the attainment of this objective – as fully-fledged European integration - usually give rise to false expectations.
In actuality, the people have to be aware that EU membership is merely
an instrument for attaining the genuine objective, i.e. transforming the
country into a free, democratic and prosperous state, with well-established rule of law.
How do you see Bulgaria, the Balkans and the EU in… not five years,
but precisely in 2025?
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To quote Henry Ford “Coming together is a beginning; keeping together
is progress; working together is success..” The most important question
for the future of Bulgaria, the Balkans and the EU is: How can we continue not only to be together, but also to work successfully together?
There is a common saying about family firms: “The first generation does
the work; the second generation goes into expansion – and the third
fritters it all away”. I don’t think we’re going to do that.
The future of the European Union depends on several preconditions
involving an adequate response to the realities of the 21st century: an
ability to adapt quickly to new developments in the world; an ability to
compete and not forget that the EU economy operates on a global market that includes many other players; an ability to be flexible; an ability
to think comprehensively not only at the European level, but also at the
world level. I am a supporter of the policy of smart integration, which
should reflect both specific national interests and countries’ obligations
deriving from European integration.
My European dream is to see a genuinely united and prosperous Europe
in 2025. I hope by 2025 not to call our region the “Western Balkans”, but
rather the “European Balkans”. Let my dreams come true!
I will conclude with a quote from the Altiero Spinelli’s “The Manifesto
Photo: EC
of Ventotene”:
“The road to pursue is neither easy nor certain. But it must be followed,
and it will be!!”
And to conclude, Professor Shikova, how do you personally combat
Euroscepticism?
It is obvious that the only way to save the European project is to invest in a Union that delivers on our citizens’ needs, but also on our citizens’ dreams, because life is not only composed of needs. People don’t
accept technocratic solutions. They don’t accept the European Union
as a law-making machine. To quote Jacques Delors - “Nobody falls in
love with a Common Market”. The European Union is not a building in
Brussels, it is not an institution. The European Union is the community
of us Europeans working together. To quote Antoine de Saint-Exupery
“If you want to build a ship, don’t drum up people to collect wood and
don’t assign them tasks and work, but rather teach them to long for the
endless immensity of the sea.”
In the age of “post-truth politics” that play with people’s emotions, we
can argue that the European Union suffers from an emotional deficit.
Not enough has been done to present European integration as an emotionally seductive project. The populists use powerful national myths
very successfully. The EU doesn’t have at its disposal any powerful myths
that could increase the enthusiasm of citizens. To quote former Italian
finance minister Tommaso Padoa Schioppa - “Europe should not only
persuade the brains, it should again win the hearts.” I personally do my
best to explain and convince that “United we stand strong”, and to win
hearts for the European idea.
By Boris Velkov

P

rof. Ingrid Shikova, PhD is founder of the European Studies Department at Sofia University “St. Kliment Ohridski”. She is an
expert in the area of EU policies. Prof. Shikova has devoted her entire professional career to European integration. She has specialized
at the College of Europe in Bruges, the University of Limerick, Ireland, the Netherlands Economic Institute in Rotterdam, the Royal
Institute of International Relations in London, etc. Prof. Shikova has
been Director of the Centre for European Studies and also an adviser to the European Commission Representation. Prof. Shikova
was decorated for her contribution to the development of European
studies in Bulgaria with the highest distinction of the University - an
honorary sign with a blue ribbon. At present she is Head of “Jean
Monnet” Centre of Excellence at the European Studies Department
of the Sofia University “St. Kliment Ohridski”.
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WESTERN BALKANS SUMMIT IN LONDON:
BUILDING STRONGER LINKS
WITHIN THE REGION AND WITH THE EU

London, July 10, 2018 (European Commission)

A

t the London Summit on the Western Balkans, the EU is continuing to strengthen cooperation with the region, with a clear
commitment and concrete measures, focussing on the three key areas
of cooperation: economy, security and reconciliation.
Heads of Government, Foreign Ministers and Ministers of Interior from
the Western Balkans together with their counterparts from several EU
Member States and high-level EU representatives are meeting yesterday
and today in London to continue strengthening regional cooperation
between the six partners of the Western Balkans, as well as between the
region and the EU, to further advance the European integration process
of the Western Balkans.
Representing the EU at the summit, High Representative/Vice-President Federica Mogherini said: “In these years we have been all working
together to draw the region closer and closer to the European Union,
politically, economically and security-wise. And we have seen remarkable results, solutions to the most difficult bilateral issues. The Western
Balkans are steadily moving forward. And today we reconfirm that we
are together with the region on that path, sharing the commitment towards our common future“.
Johannes Hahn, Commissioner for European Neighbourhood Policy and Enlargement Negotiations, and Commissioner for the Security
Union Julian Kingare also attending the summit.
Increasing economic stability
In the area of socioeconomic development, the focus will be on the further implementation of the action plan to establish a Regional Economic Area as agreed in Trieste last year, which aims at boosting the attractiveness of the region to encourage investment and foster trade, thereby
creating jobs. One year into the implementation of the action plan, the
region has already witnessed an uptick in intraregional trade. Discussions will also cover digital skills, as a follow-up to the Digital Agenda
for the Western Balkans adopted in June in Sofia.
Participants will consider ways to step up financing for SMEs and startups, including through the mobilisation of non-banking financing. They
will also exchange on the need for the region to engage in its energy
transition and better exploit the substantial hydropower potential in the
region in a sustainable fashion.
To support these objectives the European Commission, in cooperation
with partner financial institutions, is putting forward a new guarantee instrumentthat will be launched in early 2019 under the Western
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Balkans Investment Framework. With an initial EU
commitment of up to €150 million in 2019-2020, the
guarantee will aim to leverage up to €1 billion in investments into sustainable socio-economic development and regional integration. The guarantee will allow sharing financial risk to unlock private investment
in a broad range of sectors such as start-ups and SMEs,
climate finance and infrastructure investments, as well
as digital and social sectors, thus tackling key bottlenecks hampering access to finance in the region.
Strengthening security cooperation
Yesterday, leaders already looked into ways to deepen
cooperation in addressing shared security challenges,
including fight against terrorism, radicalisation, cyberattacks, organised crime and firearms trafficking,
between the Western Balkans and the EU. The summit will be an opportunity for increasing cooperation among law enforcement agencies in the Western
Balkans, including on information sharing. The link
Photo: www.gov.uk
between corruption and security was discussed and
representatives of the Western Balkans reiterated their
commitment to tackle corruption.
Facilitating political cooperation
Regional cooperation and good neighbourly relations are at the heart of
the countries’ path to the EU, which also entails achieving lasting and
sincere reconciliation. Ministers will exchange views on bilateral and
legacy issues such as war crimes and missing persons. The EU supports
the involvement of Western Balkans youth – youth cooperation is key to
increase regional connectivity – in many EU projects, such as the Marie Skłodowska-Curie Actions, the Creative Europe and Erasmus+ programmes, and the Youth in Action window animated by the South East
Europe Resource Centre (SALTO). Furthermore, the Regional Youth
Cooperation Office (RYCO) will present its latest achievements and its
Strategic Plan 2019-2021 for promoting reconciliation and cooperation
between the youth in the region.
Background
The London Summit is part of the Berlin process, an initiative from several EU Member States aiming at supporting efforts towards strengthening regional cooperation and the European integration of the Western
Balkans.
The summit comes after the European Commission published earlier
this year its strategy on “A credible enlargement perspective for and
enhanced EU engagement with the Western Balkans”, the EU-Western
Balkans summit in Sofia on 17 May, and the June European Council, all
of which confirm the credible enlargement perspective for the Western
Balkans.
Heads of Government, Foreign Ministers, and Ministers of the Interior
of the Western Balkans and their counterparts from eight EU Member
States (Austria, Bulgaria, Croatia, France, Germany, Italy, Slovenia and
the UK) will participate. As the next chair of the Berlin Process and host
of the 2019 summit, representatives from Poland will also be present, as
well as those of Greece.
Ahead of the summit, Commissioner Hahn attended many events including the Economy Ministers’ Meeting (conclusions are available
here), the meeting with the EU and the Western Balkans Foreign Ministers and the Question Time event with the Ministers, youth and representatives of civil society as well as the event “Beyond Berlin: What Does
the Next Decade Hold for the Western Balkans?“. Commissioner King
met with the EU and Western Balkans Ministers of Interior and spoke
at the session on “Cross-cutting security issues”, focusing in particular
on the EU’s cooperation with Western Balkan partners in the area of
counter-terrorism, cybercrime and radicalisation.
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