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Dear Readers,

I am excited to present to you the second annual issue of the Amsterdam Review of European
Affairs (AREA) Journal. AREA is a peer-reviewed publication that showcases outstanding student
papers on European and transatlantic affairs. As the Director of Research & Publications of the
European Horizons (EuH) Amsterdam Chapter, it is my privilege to introduce this collection of
pieces which celebrates the intellectual achievements of students that are passionate about
European and transatlantic relations.

Within the pages of the AREA Journal, you will find a fascinating collection of papers that explore
various aspects of European and transatlantic affairs. Our journal aims to provide a platform for
students to share their insights and engage in meaningful discourse surrounding critical
international issues. This in essence serves the larger goal of our EuH, which is to foster European
and transatlantic relations and cultivate the skills of students interested in entering international
affairs.

The papers featured in this issue encompass a wide range of topics, demonstrating the
multifaceted nature of European affairs. From thought-provoking analyses of LGBTQ+ and
women's rights in Europe to explorations of EU space law and the internal affairs of particular
European states, the content is highly engaging and enlightening. The journal features research
papers, policy papers, and the three best short paper essays written by members of our
organization over the course of this academic year. This variety ensures a stimulating academic
experience for our readers.

I am also delighted to highlight that the majority of the papers included in this journal are authored
by talented members of European Horizons Amsterdam Chapter. Their dedication to research and
scholarship is evident in the quality of their work. Additionally, we have included three exceptional
papers from the Chapter’s Long Paper committee, whose members have dedicated countless
hours throughout the year to produce original and insightful contributions. These papers are
marked within the journal and are certainly worth your attention.

Finally, there are many journal contributors who deserve congratulations and my sincere gratitude.
First, I extend my deepest thanks to the editors of the EuH Short and Long Paper committees who
have played an integral role in shaping this journal. Their commitment to the journal project and
their careful editing have ensured that the papers featured in the AREA Journal meet the highest
standards. 

I would also like to express a very special thank you to the Editor-in-Chiefs of the Long and Short
Paper committees. Thank you to Long Paper Editor-in-Chief Yeva Seplyarska, for her work in
coordinating and delegating tasks to the editors throughout the journal process. Her meticulous
oversight was invaluable to the formation of the journal. Thank you as well as to the Short Paper
Editor-in-Chief, David Daniiel Spitkovskyi, for his key assistance with additional tasks for the
journal.  
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I would also like to extend my appreciation to Sean Cotter-Lem for his work in designing and
formatting the journal. Sean's efforts have played a role in shaping the professional appearance of
the AREA Journal. 

Lasty, I would like to extend my warmest congratulations to all the authors whose work is featured
in this journal issue. Your talents, intelligence, and dedication are evident in each of your
contributions. The AREA Journal serves as a testament to your commitment to academic
excellence. Your work inspires and enriches our student community and for that I commend you
deeply.

It is my hope that this journal will serve as a platform for the exchange of ideas and foster
intellectual growth among our members. We are proud to present the Amsterdam Review of
European Affairs (AREA) Journal of the 2022-2023 academic year, and we look forward to
witnessing its continued success in the future.

Ava Grace Fritz
Director of Research & Publications
European Horizons Amsterdam Chapter 2022-2023
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Revealing the "Soft Imperialistic" Power Imbalances in the European Neighbourhood Policy
CORALIE CRABEIL

 
 

I. Introduction: Taming the Jungle

When asked about the European Union (EU)’s structure in an interview, former European
Commission chief José Manuel Barroso asserted that ‘What we have is the first non-imperial
empire’ (Mahony, 2007). Unlike old empires, based on military conquest, the EU is built on the
conscious choice of twenty-seven countries who ‘fully decided to work together and to pool their
sovereignty’ (Mahony, 2007). This metaphor of the EU as a ‘non-imperial empire’ could be initially
considered as harmless. However, power operates through language and produces powerful
representations of the ‘self’ and the ‘other’ (Foucault, 1972; Said, 1978). This relates to other, more
recent powerful discourses about the EU’s identity, like High Representative of the European
Union for Foreign and Security Policy Josep Borrell’s ‘jungle’ comment. During the opening speech
at the inauguration of the European Diplomatic Academy in Brussels on October 13, 2022, Josep
Borrell called Europe a ‘garden’, threatened by the rest of the world––the ‘jungle’. Borrell further
asserted ‘The gardeners have to go to the jungle. Europeans have to be much more engaged with
the rest of the world. Otherwise, the rest of the world will invade us, by different ways and
means.’ (Borrell, 2022). Borrell later commented that his ‘reference to ‘jungle’ has no racist, cultural
or geographical connotation’ (Borrell, 2022). Nonetheless, as Borrell holds the position of High
Representative of the EU for Foreign and Security Policy, it seems critical to comprehend how
such metaphors unveil the way the Union envisions the world and conducts policy. Studying such
remarks from Orientalist and neo-orientalist perspectives encourages us to uncover the EU’s wider
ambitions. Moreover, taking from Barroso’s vision of the EU as an empire, I analyse the EU as an
instance of ‘soft imperialism’. Soft imperialism here is understood as ‘soft power in the hard way,
that is an asymmetric form of dialogue or even the imposition or strategic use of norms and
conditionalities in the self-interest rather than for the creation of a genuine dialogue' (Hettne and
Soderbaum, 2005). To challenge this assumption, I analyse the discourses and policies aimed at the
Southern Neighbourhood. European powers have a colonial history within the region and since the
region has been subjected to the European Neighbourhood Policy (ENP) to create ‘an area of
peace, stability, economic prosperity, upholding democratic values and human rights’ following the
2004 enlargement of the Union. This essay will thus explore ways in which the European
Neighbourhood Policy towards the Southern Neighbourhood exhibits tropes of ‘soft imperialism’. I
begin with theoretical and methodological considerations that underpin the argument. Results of
the research follow. The EU envisions its neighbourhood as an ambiguous ‘other’ and is trying to
establish a ‘ring of friends’ to create a buffer zone, an important insight of this paper. I show that
he ENP’s agency is asymmetrical with an imposition of norms from the EU to its neighbours.
Additionally, the EU also represents itself as having a duty to stabilise its periphery, to legitimise its
self-interested policy goals.
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2. Building a framework to analyse the EU’s use of language

2.1 Using the theoretical lens of (neo-)orientalism
 

According to Foucault, it is essential to consider discourse ‘as practices that systematically form
the objects of which they speak’ (Foucault, 1972, 49). Foucault asserts that discourse produces its
own social reality which does not always reflect the objective truth. As a result, our understanding
of the world is not an authentic reflection of reality, but rather a product of discourse. This
concept of knowledge-making through discourse is reflected in Edward Said’s work on
Orientalism. Indeed, Said uses Foucault’s interpretation of discourse as an entity that generates
knowledge and legitimises the particular vision the West imposed on the ‘non-West’ after
colonisation (Said, 1978). Said goes further than Foucault, by asserting that the complex relation
between Occident and Orient is a relation of power and domination (Said, 2003, 5). Said argued
European imperialism was powerful in that it created new realities and ways of understanding the
Other that were biased, yet accepted as true. According to Said, discourses and powerful
representations of the ‘Other’, serve as the basis for unequal relations of power and produce false
identities that create common knowledge about the other. This knowledge-making is used to
create a dual world system of a centre and periphery polarity, produced, and reproduced through
exploitation (Sa’di, 2021). However, since Said’s analysis of Orientalist patterns in 1978, how the
West represents the 'self’ and the ‘other’ has evolved. Although Orientalism in its original form has
not disappeared, Sa’di explores a new form of knowledge-making about the ‘other’, which he terms
neo-orientalism. Sa’di argues that ‘alongside the old-style orientalism, a more sophisticated, subtle,
and up-to-date perspective has appeared. Although its emphases, concerns and methodologies
might represent a certain departure from old orientalist dogmas, its objective seems to remain
largely intact.’ (Sa’di, 2021, 2505). Neo-orientalist discourse has shifted its tone, which would make
it appear more benign and ‘respectable’’ (Sa’di, 2021, 2511). While the binary distinction and
opposition persists, there is no mentioning of race and offensive terms. More inoffensive and
supposedly neutral terms are employed to mark the difference with the outer group, such as
culture, ethnicity and religion (Sa’di, 2021, 2511). This can be exemplified in this sentence: ‘In
many neighbourhood countries ethnic, religious and cultural identities and traditions play a crucial
role as regards the way society functions’ (European Commission, 2015b)––unlike European
societies. Moreover, the ‘other’ is not disciplined using coercive means but by the forced
acceptance of neo-liberal institutions and standards through a variety of international bodies (Sa’di,
2021, 2513).

2.2 Using CDA methodology to analyse policy language 

Performing a Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) of the policy documents on the European Southern
Neighbourhood policy seems necessary since we need to look at language to account for hidden
meanings. According to Wodak and Mayer (2009, 7), critical discourse analysis ‘emphasises the
need for interdisciplinary work in order to gain a proper understanding of how language functions
in constituting and transmitting knowledge, in organising social institutions’. CDA is an established
practice to use for analysing discourses and languages. It can be usefully applied to postcolonial
and poststructuralist approaches as a methodology ‘for analysing power relations and their
underlying structures’ (Horky-Hluchan and Kratochvil, 2014, 256). This can reveal unspoken and
unacknowledged aspects of the subject in question, which can allow alternative positions and
opinions to arise (Morgan, 2010). 
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The analysis consists of fifteen official documents published by the European Commission on its
website from the Commission's 2003 ‘Wider Europe’ Communication to the 2021-2027 Multi-
Annual Indicative Programmes for the Southern Neighbourhood, including: six Commission
Communications, four Joint Communications, two Joint Staff Working Documents, two Multi-
Annual Indicative Programmes for 2021-2027, one Fact Sheet and one Press Release. The corpus
comprises policy documents ranging from the inception of the ENP to the latest ones since it is
necessary to explore the variations of tone, motivations and explanations. The examined
documents were drafted and published by the European Commission, the European institution
supervising the EU’s overall strategy. It is assumed that the sentences, formulations and
ambiguities used within these documents were deemed the best suited to represent its Southern
neighbourhood and exercise power over its recipients (Horky-Hluchan and Kratochvil, 2014). My
analysis of these texts is informed by my socialisation within a predominantly white European
sphere. While I have tried to be as bias-free as possible, my positionality may have influenced the
way I interpreted the discourses present in these documents.

3 Analysing the ENP discourse, informed by (neo-)orientalist critiques 

3.1 The Neighbourhood as an ambiguous, distant yet close ‘other’

The Commission’s first Communication about a project headed towards a partnership with the
EU’s new neighbours was named ‘Wider Europe – Neighbourhood: A new framework for relations
with our Eastern and Southern Neighbours’. Although this terminology was still used for the July
2003’s Communication on ‘Paving the way for a New Neighbourhood Instrument’, this term was
then abandoned as its use was questioned. The EU started as a political entity in North-Western
Europe, continually expanding across Europe via successive enlargement rounds. Yet interestingly,
in most documents Europe or ‘European’ is used as a synonym for the EU even though ‘the EU
covers less than half of the European continent’ (Horky-Hluchan and Kratochvil (2014, 258). 

As reflected by the terminology of ‘Wider Europe’, the EU conceptualises itself as a synonym for
Europe since it envisions Europe as a political construct rather than a strictly geographical region.
The EU therefore conceptualises itself as the beacon of a much larger geographical continent,
projecting its authority outward. The EU also suggests that ENP countries are neighbours whose
proximity could allow them to be integrated into this wide ‘Europe’ in the future. However, the
‘boundary is ultimately politically determined’ (Hettne and Soderbaum, 2005, 8) and since the EU
did not want to imply that ENP countries could join the Union, the usage of this terminology has
thus been discontinued. All later policy documents did not mention ‘Wider Europe’ anymore and
switched to the notion of the European Neighbourhood. Countries part of the scheme were
therefore solely identified as ‘partners’ or ‘neighbours’.
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However, ever since the ‘Wider Europe – Neighbourhood’ narrative, there has been an ambiguous
relationship as to how to manage such partners. Neighbours were first conceived as similar, if not
the same as European states: ‘The accession of the new member states will strengthen the Union’s
interest in enhancing relations with the new neighbours. Over the coming decade and beyond, the
Union’s capacity to provide security, stability and sustainable development to its citizens will no
longer be distinguishable from its interest in close cooperation with the neighbours’ (European
Commission, 2003a). Therefore, it would be possible for neighbourhood states to assume that the
ENP would lead to close relations and potential Union membership. However the same
Communication made clear that the ENP would not lead to an accession to the EU: ‘The aim of the
new Neighbourhood Policy is therefore to provide a framework for the development of a new
relationship which would not, in the medium-term, include a perspective of membership or a role
in the Union’s institutions. A response to the practical issues posed by proximity and
neighbourhood should be seen as separate from the question of EU accession.’ (European
Commission, 2003). Here again the EU manipulates its ambiguous relationship with ENP countries
in order to build trust and achieve agreements although EU membership is off the table.

To compensate for not giving the opportunity to join the Union, the ‘Wider Europe –
Neighbourhood’ Communication proposed that the ENP should aim ‘to develop a zone of
prosperity and a friendly neighbourhood – a ‘ring of friends’ – with whom the EU enjoys close,
peaceful and co-operative relations’ (European Commission, 2003a). However, ‘in the same way
that a ring presumes the existence of a center, a ring of friends posits the idea of the hegemony of
the EU over the neighborhood.’ (Horky-Hluchan and Kratochvil, 2014, 263). The EU
conceptualises itself as the ‘core’ actor of this partnership, using its normative power to influence
the periphery. According to Hettne and Soderbaum (2005), the Mediterranean neighbours did not
constitute a single entity before the creation of the Euro-Mediterranean Partnership (EMP) in
1995. All states have different colonial histories and trajectories, yet the EU found a way of
constituting them into an entity to control the EU’s security concerns. This can be qualified as a
‘buffering logic’, since the EU aims to blur its external borders while keeping its neighbours close to
itself and by ‘interconnecting the neighbourhood in terms of trade and political relations, energy,
infrastructure, and telecommunication networks’ (Del Sarto, Schumacher, 2005, 26)––all in the
EU’s interest. Consequently, the Communication from the Commission entitled ‘On Strengthening
the European Neighbourhood Policy’ mentioned how the Union should work even ‘beyond its
neighbourhood’, with ‘the neighbours of our neighbours’ in Central Asia on energy since these
countries are world oil producers (Zielonka, 2006).

Therefore, the EU constructs its neighbourhood as an ambiguous ‘other’, which is simultaneously
similar to and different from the EU. The collective othering of countries into a singular
‘Neighbourhood’ reveals the EU’s implicit view of them as inferior. Moreover, attempts to unite
neighbouring countries in a ‘ring of friends’, as a cover for security concerns, reveals soft
imperialistic ambitions. The ambiguous relationship between the EU and its neighbours further
hints that the agency of both actors is asymmetrical, with the EU being dominant.
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3.2 The ENP as an imposition of European ‘shared values’ and of asymmetrical power relations

In all studied documents, the partnership with neighbours is said to be fundamentally based on and
enabled by ‘shared values’ (European Commission, 2003a). The shared values notably represent
‘democracy, respect for human rights and the rule of law, as set out within the EU in the Charter of
Fundamental Rights’ (European Commission, 2003a). Although these values are said to be
‘common’ (European Commission, 2003b), or ‘universal’ (European Commission, 2011), these are
later qualified as the ‘EU’s values and principles’ (European Commission, 2015a). Crucially, these
values are the tenets of the EU’s normative power. Ian Manners (2002) understood the EU’s
power as its capability to shape ‘what is normal’ in international politics based on its ‘substantive
normative principles’ that partners have to adopt. These norms are encoded in the EU’s founding
treaties and laws and therefore constitute the EU’s identity vis-à-vis the rest of the world
(Manners, 2002). Therefore, the ‘shared’, ‘common’ and ‘universal’ values underlying the ENP
principles are in fact the values monopolised by the EU. Although Manners does not consider this
export of values and norms problematic, various authors associate it with regional hegemony and
broader imperialist trends (Haukkala, 2011, Zielonka, 2006). The universality of European values is
criticised by some as a unilateral imperialistic transplant of the Western way of doing and as a
‘disguised expression of economic, colonial and cultural hegemony’ (Chopin, 2022). In this way,
Hettne and Soderbaum (2005, 7) mention how values are used ‘to achieve influence and stabilize
the neighbourhood’.

3.3 The agency of the EU and ENP countries

 Furthermore, at first sight the ENP supposes an equality-centred partnership. In this light, the ENP
is said to be based on ‘Joint Ownership’ (European Commission, 2006). This Joint Ownership
implies that ‘the operational tool of the policy – the ENP Action Plan – is fully negotiated and
mutually agreed at the political level. It is not an imposition by either side, but an agreed agenda
for common work’. The programmes and agreements would therefore be jointly discussed and
prepared by relevant stakeholders from both the EU and European Neighbourhood countries
(European Commission, 2003a). However, while the contents of the policy-documents on the ENP
seem equality-centred, the underlying structure of these statements is that of asymmetry and
dominance (Horky-Hluchan and Kratochvil, 2014). First, most policy documents are drafted and
conceived by the European Commission, with the Southern neighbours only modestly consulted
(Horky-Hluchan and Kratochvil, 2014). Most policy documents studied reflect the EU’s position
with frequent allusions to the EU as the active promoter of reforms. The European Neighbourhood
countries are portrayed as the ones having to adapt to the European norms. This can be
demonstrated using this sentence from the ‘Wider Europe – Neighbourhood’ Communication:

‘The EU acquis offers a well established model on which to establish functioning markets and
common standards for industrial products, services, transport, energy and telecommunications
networks, environmental and consumer protection, health, labour and minimum quality
requirements’ (European Commission, 2003a).
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Adopting the EU’s core values is not understood as something the ENP countries are required to
do, but rather is presented as a benefit those countries should take advantage of (Horky-Hluchan
and Kratochvil, 2014). Although the Communication from the Commission entitled ‘A strong
European Neighbourhood Policy’ mentions that ‘Efforts are required on both sides’, the EU’s pro-
active efforts are linked to its ‘responsibilities’, whereas the Southern neighbours’ efforts relate to
their acceptance and respect for the ‘shared values’ and acquis communautaires (European
Commission, 2007). Therefore, the EU does not need to change, it is only the ENP partners that
need to accomplish their transition, and to integrate the EU’s norms ‘to move closer to the EU’
(Horky-Hluchan and Kratochvil, 2014). For instance, the Commission Communication ‘Taking
Stock of the ENP’ openly asserts that the aim of the policy is making partner countries accept the
EU’s regulatory model since it is an advantage they should take advantage of: ‘The ENP does not
seek to export the EU acquis wholesale. However, with only a few regulatory models in a
globalized world, the EU model tends to be attractive to partners, reducing the ‘invention costs’ of
political and economic costs of reform.’ (European Commission, 2010).

For the ENP countries to be viewed as equal with the EU and gain leverage, the policy documents
highlight how states need to adhere to these shared values and some of the acquis
communautaires. Their agency is therefore ‘conditional’ (Horky-Hluchan and Kratochvil, 2014).
The EU uses the technique of ‘carrot and stickism’ to transfer and diffuse its norms in exchange for
rewards and to a lesser extent sanctions (Manners, 2002, 245). The Communication from the
Commission on ‘Taking Stock of the European Neighbourhood Policy’ states how the EU is taking
a ‘more for more’ approach, where ‘the more deeply a partner engages with the Union, the more
fully the Union can respond’ (European Commission, 2010). Furthermore, neighbours adopting the
EU’s values and norms are solely offered ‘the prospect of a stake in the EU’s Internal Market’
(European Commission, 2003a). It comes without surprise that some of the partner countries felt
that the ‘more for more’ principle had not fuelled an atmosphere of equal partnership between the
EU and ENP countries and that greater ownership should be given to partner countries (European
Commission, 2015a).

Whereas policy-documents highlight a commitment to ‘shared values’ from both sides and uses
egalitarian adjectives, a deeper analysis reveals how the EU’s modus operandi dominates the
policy-making and how this asymmetry of agency within the ENP is reinforced through the
imposition of ‘shared values’ and norms to gain leverage.
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3.4 The securitisation of the ENP priorities 

Following neo-orientalist accounts, ‘what happens to ‘others’ nowadays matters to us to an
unprecedented extent’ (Samiei, 2010, 1148). These accounts can help us grasp why the EU revised
the ENP on three occasions, in 2011 following the Arab Spring, in 2015 amid the Migration crisis
and in 2021 during the COVID-19 crisis. To recap, unlike the triumphalism of orientalism, ‘neo-
orientalism is characterised by a fear of decline and the uncontrollable flux of dark-skinned
immigrants who will change Western societies beyond recognition’ (Sa’di, 2021, 2513). This view is
present in various accounts within the 2015 Joint Communication on a reviewed European
Neighbourhood Policy, such as ‘conflict, rising extremism and terrorism, human rights violations
and other challenges to international law, and economic upheaval have resulted in major refugee
flows’ (European Commission, 2015b). Although issues such as human rights violations, terrorism
economic and upheaval led to the 2015 migration crisis and genuine concerns about the situation,
the terminology used to refer to such events refer to the neighbourhood as a dangerous and
unstable 'Other' threatening EU's security:  ‘In 2015 the EU finds itself confronted with a
neighbourhood characterised by many challenges (conflicts, resurgent extremism, migration,
poverty, corruption, fragile states, serious deterioration of democracy and human rights situation
etc.) with only a few countries committed to courageous political and economic reforms.’
(European Commission, 2015a)

Particularly in the 2015 Joint Communication, securitisation is openly made the priority: ‘there will
be a new focus on stepping up work with our partners on security sector reform, conflict
prevention, counter-terrorism and anti-radicalisation policies, in full compliance with international
human rights law. More than ever after the November 13th terrorist attacks in Paris, intensified
cooperation with our neighbours is needed in these areas’ (European Commission, 2015b). This
tentative to securitise the agenda is reinforced when observing how within the Multi-Annual
Indicative Programmes for the years 2021-2027, a specific Programme was allocated to Migration
within the Southern Neighbourhood (European Commission, 2021d).

Unlike old empires, the EU does not aim to use coercive means to control and discipline its
periphery. Throughout the ENP, the EU aims to control its vicinity from afar, through neo-liberal
institutions and treaties (Sa’di, 2021). Hence, to control the plausible dangers emanating from the
neighbourhood, and following neo-orientalist accounts, ‘the population of the developing nations
is not controlled directly by Western powers but rather through a variety of international bodies
(Sa’di, 2021, 2513). In almost all analysed documents, the EU presented itself as having a ‘duty’
(European Commission, 2003a), a ‘task’ (European Commission, 2004) to ensure stability in its
neighbourhood thanks to its ‘history of peace and stability’ (European Commission, 2007) and it
‘experiences as the main provider of humanitarian and development assistance’ and interests in
doing so (European Commission, 2021a). The EU argued that its presence across the region via
diplomatic missions in ENP countries would be beneficial for conflict resolution efforts on several
occasions (European Commission, 2006). The 2015 Joint Communication on a reviewed ENP went
as far as stating that ‘all means available will be used including – where necessary, Common
Security and Defence Policy (CSDP) […] operations or the EU Special Representatives – to support
the management of crises and the settlement of protracted conflicts in the neighbourhood’
(European Commission, 2015b). By trying to stabilise its periphery for its own stability and by
using all means available, the EU acts as a soft empire. 
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 4. The ENP is used to dominate neighbourhood countries––but resistance exists

 I argue that the EU’s attitude towards the European Southern Neighbourhood reflects soft
imperialism to a great extent. The ambiguous position towards its neighbourhoods unveils the
strategy of a ‘ring of friends’ buffer zone, bringing the neighbours as close to the EU as possible
without giving them any actual prospects of becoming members of the Union. Moreover, the EU
uses its normative power to impose its own values as ‘shared’, ‘common’ and ‘universal’. The
extent to which neighbours comply with these values and norms determines their relationship with
the EU. The ENP’s discourse consists of using cooperative and egalitarian language in a context of
hidden domination and asymmetry based on conditionality. The EU strategically exports its norms
and values, to which the neighbours have to adapt if they want ‘a stake’ in EU affairs. Furthermore,
facing its fear of decline and due to the crises emanating from its neighbourhood, the EU sees
itself as having the duty to stabilise its periphery by ‘all means necessary’. This reflects its imperial
ambitions to stabilise its periphery for safety concerns. Nonetheless, whether Southern neighbours
voluntarily adopt European norms and standards without any prospect in return is questionable.
Several authors believe that the lack of clear possibility for EU membership has limited impact on
countries’ implementation of reforms to assimilate EU’s values and standards (Haukkala, 2011,
Horky-Hluchan and Kratochvil, 2014, Zielonka, 2006). Moreover, due to their colonial past, North
African governments seem to be aware of the asymmetrical dominance of the EU within the ENP
(Horky-Hluchan and Kratochvil, 2014). Noutcheva (2009) examined whether Western Balkans
states complied with the EU’s normative power in the region by questioning its legitimacy. Actors
were ‘reluctant to comply with the EU’s conditions’ due to the lack of normative justifications and
legitimacy and thus contested ‘the EU’s policy positions on normative grounds’ (Noutcheva, 2009,
1080). States thus responded through ‘imposed’, ‘partial’ or ‘fake’ compliance to the EU’s
conditions. It would seem relevant to further assess which type of compliance Southern
Neighbours applied when confronted with the EU’s soft imperialistic ambitions.
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Defending Taiwan Requires Taking Control over Europe
ABE DE RUIJTER

I. Introduction 
 
Since February 24th, 2022, the world has seen the return of large-scale armed conflict. Many
countries, European nations chiefly among them, proved to be unprepared for Russia’s invasion of
Ukraine and its global implications (Sasse, 2022). However, the European Union (EU) should be
prepared for another cataclysmic conflict with potentially even more significant global
ramifications, namely a war over Taiwan. In the summer of 2022, the Taiwan Strait saw tensions
not seen for thirty years (Haenle & Sher, 2022). Following the visit of U.S. Speaker of the House
Nancy Pelosi to Taipei, the Chinese People’s Liberation Army (PLA) conducted an unprecedented
number of military exercises – including live-fire drills, ballistic missile launches and warship
operations – on the edges of Taiwanese territorial waters (Haenle & Sher, 2022; The Diplomat,
2022). According to Joseph Wu, Taiwan's foreign minister, these exercises served as a
manifestation of China's future aspirations, namely the forcible annexation of Taiwan (Davidson,
2022). Although the likelihood of China resorting to such drastic measures remains uncertain, the
consequential risk and implications in economic, diplomatic, legal, and political domains are
undeniably substantial. Consequently, it is imperative for the EU to have a comprehensive
framework to anticipate and prepare for a potential Chinese invasion of Taiwan.

Despite this, the EU currently does not have such a policy framework in place. There is no
consensus in Brussels on how the EU, and its individual Member States, should position
themselves regarding potential Chinese aggression vis-à-vis Taiwan (Ferenczy, 2022). This policy
paper will therefore provide a recommendation for this increasingly pressing issue. Firstly, a
problem definition will be provided, outlining the likelihood and implications of Chinese aggression
vis-à-vis Taiwan. Thereafter, a set of policy options – military hardline, complete refrainment, and a
third-way response – will be delineated. Finally, this policy paper concludes that the EU should
adopt a third-way response. This policy option is most appropriate as it serves three main
purposes. Firstly, it allows the EU to deter, and stand up against, potential Chinese aggression;
second, it facilitates the further advance of European strategic autonomy in defence, thereby
facilitating the United States in its defence of Taiwan; thirdly, this policy option aligns with the
EU’s interest in upholding the international liberal order. At the same time, the third-way response
mitigates the likelihood of escalatory military responses from China and is consistent with the EU’s
capabilities as a geopolitical actor, which are mainly focused on the diplomatic and economic
domains.
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2. Problem Definition

2.1 Historical Context

Following the triumph over Imperial Japan in 1945, the Chinese civil war reignited, and after a
four-year-long violent conflict, the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) emerged victorious over the
nationalist of the Kuomintang Party (KMT) (Westad, 2003). Subsequently, the CCP established the
People’s Republic of China (PRC) in mainland China, and the KMT fled to the Island of Taiwan,
where they continued the Republic of China (ROC). Regardless, Beijing, to this day, claims that
Taiwan is an integral part of the PRC. On February 18, 2023, Chinese diplomat Wang Yi – Director
of the CCP Office of the Central Commission for Foreign Affairs – stated that “Taiwan has been a
part of China since ancient times. It is never a country and never will be a country” (Yu-Fu, 2023).

2.2 National Rejuvenation

Accordingly, CCP documents proclaim that, according to the “one-China” policy, Taiwan will be
reunified with mainland China (Maizland, 2022). By fostering political, economic, and cultural ties,
Beijing has tried realising rejuvenation through primarily peaceful means over the past decades
(Blanchette & DiPippo, 2022). Nevertheless, recent surveys indicate that the majority of
Taiwanese people reject the "one-China" principle, with over 90% of them disagreeing that Taiwan
is a part of China (Zhaokun, 2022). Additionally, 60% of Taiwanese now exclusively identify as
Taiwanese, as opposed to both Taiwanese and Chinese, a significant increase from the 18% figure
of the early 90s (National Chengi University, 2023). Lastly, survey data shows that Taiwanese
citizens view the US twice as favourably as China (Pew Research Center, 2020). Consequently,
peaceful rejuvenation seems a highly unlikely outcome in the foreseeable future.

Regardless, there are no signs that Beijing is backing down. In multiple speeches, Xi Jinping has
made clear that reunification is a prerequisite for achieving the “great rejuvenation of the Chinese
nation” (Mastro, 2022). Building on this, high-ranking Chinese officials have stated that China will
resort to the use of force if needed. Deputy Foreign Vice Minister Le Yucheng has stated that “no
option is excluded” with regard to reunification (Global Times, 2021). 

2.3 China’s Military Build-up

China’s military build-up over the past decades – as a result of which the PLA has modernised and
expanded with unprecedented speed (Teer et al., 2021) – puts military heft to this increasingly
jingoistic rhetoric. Richard Marles, Australia’s defence minister, notes that “China’s military buildup
is now the largest and most ambitious we have seen by any country since the end of the Second
World War” (Roche, 2022). Admiral Philip S. Davidson, former Commander of the U.S Indo-Pacific
Command, instructed the U.S. Congress that China will have the military means to invade Taiwan
by 2027 (Gallagher, 2022). 
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2.4 Preparing for the Worst

Putting these facts together – China’s historical mission to reunify Taiwan and the PLA’s increasing
military capabilities to do so – paints a worrying picture. On top of this, some observers have
noted that time is working against China. Hal Brands and Micheal Beckley (2022) argue that
numerous structural factors, most notably demographic decline and geopolitical encirclement,
mean that China’s power has peaked or is soon to peak. Inferring from historical case studies,
mainly pre-WWI Imperial Germany and pre-WWII Imperial Japan, they argue that great powers in
such a state of decline are most likely to lash out violently. Consequently, the authors conclude
that a Chinese invasion of Taiwan could occur much sooner than many observers currently expect
(Beckley & Brands, 2022).

2.5 Understanding the Threat and Delimiting the Scope 

Regardless, it remains unclear whether Chinese military aggression vis-à-vis Taiwan will take place.
On top of this, “aggression” is a very broad term, and effective responses may vary depending on
the specific type of aggression being exhibited by China. In 2021, the U.S. Department of Defense
(DoD) mapped out four different types of potential Chinese aggression vis-à-vis Taiwan. The first
two, coercive cyber operations and a maritime/air blockade of Taiwan, will not be considered in
this paper. The latter two, as identified by the DoD, a stand-off campaign of air and missile strikes
and an amphibious invasion of Taiwan, will be the focus of this paper (Office of the Secretary of
Defense, 2021). While the first two are highly consequential, the latter two – which vastly increase
the extent of the conflict – would have the greatest impact on the EU’s security and prosperity
(Gady & Glaese, 2022), and hence will be the focus of this policy paper.

2.6 Outlining Implications

The political, economic, and diplomatic ramifications of such an invasion cannot be understated.
Firstly, a Chinese invasion would violate the normative and legal principle that borders cannot be
moved by force (U.N. Charter art. 2, para. 1). This principle of sovereignty – which is one of the
cornerstones of the EU’s prosperity and security – is already under severe strain due to Russia’s
war of aggression against Ukraine, and would thus deteriorate even further (Harari, 2022). If the
West fails to defend Taiwan, this will result in a significant reshuffling of the global balance of
power, with power slipping away from the West, and towards China, Russia and their allies. In
turn, this could put an end to the current liberal international order, which has been underpinned
by the post-Cold War U.S. global hegemony.

On the economic front, a Chinese invasion of Taiwan could cause the biggest global recession
since the Great Depression of 1929 (Zinkula, 2022). Glenn O’Donnell, Vice President of Forrester,
stated that it could be “the biggest impact we’ve seen to the global economy – possibly ever”
(Zinkula, 2022). The US State Department estimates that a Chinese naval blockade of Taiwan
could spark 2.5 trillion dollars in annual economic losses (Hille & Sevastopulo, 2022). For an
important part, this is due to the fact that the Taiwan Semiconductor Manufacturing Company
(TSMC) has a near-monopoly on manufacturing the world’s most advanced semiconductors,
producing over 90% of them (The Economist, 2023b). These chips have become quintessential for
the functioning of the modern economy; an invasion of Taiwan would, thus, catastrophically
impede the supply chain of the single most important commodity of the modern world (Miller,
2022). 
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2.7 Current Policy Frameworks 

The EU recognises the PRC as the sole legitimate government of China, thereby, prima facie,
upholding the “one-China” policy (Esteban & Malinconi, 2022). However, as Josep Borell, High
Representative of the European Union for Foreign Affairs and Security, recently stated, “the One
China Policy does not prevent us – the EU – from persisting and intensifying our cooperation with
Taiwan” (Esteban & Malinconi, 2022). So, de jure, Brussels recognizes Beijing as the sole legitimate
government of China. But, de facto, the EU has diplomatic ties with Taiwan and increasingly sees it
as a vital partner in the region. Enhancing this notion is the fact that the EU is Taiwan’s largest
foreign investor and Taiwan is the EU’s fourteenth-largest trading partner (EEAS, 2021). 

In February 2022, The European External Action Service (EEAS) released the EU Strategy for
Cooperation in the Indo-Pacific. This document acknowledges the growing importance of the
Indo-Pacific and recognizes that a conflict in the Taiwan Strait would harm European security and
prosperity (Ferenczy, 2022; EEAS, 2022). This argumentation is in line with the EU’s Taiwan policy
of the past decades, one which advocates for a peaceful resolution to the China-Taiwan issue
while aiming to preserve the status quo in the Taiwan Strait (Esteban & Malinconi, 2022).
Nevertheless, a comprehensive framework on how the EU positions itself regarding potential
Chinese aggression vis-à-vis Taiwan is not present. Therefore, the following section will outline
three potential policy options for the EU: a military hardline, complete restraint, and a third-way
response.

3. Policy Options

3.1 Military Hardline

The first policy option that will be explored is a military hardline. In essence, this implies the (public
proclamation of) using European armies to defend Taiwan from a Chinese military invasion. While
this policy could serve as deterrence against a Chinese invasion, it also comes with many
downsides, the risk of (nuclear) escalation and the lack of European military capabilities chiefly
among them. 

3.1.1 Deterrence

Pursuing an active policy of a military hardline, by stationing European navies near Taiwan, and
proclaiming that the EU would respond military in case of aggression, could serve as a deterrence
for China. Deterrence is a concept from International Relations theory which refers to a state
putting in place certain policies, or pursuing certain actions, that aim to dissuade adversaries from
taking a certain course of action (Mearsheimer, 1983). In this case, European naval forces
stationed around Taiwan could deter China from invading Taiwan. By stationing a trip wire force –
a force that is significantly smaller than the adversary’s military forces – states can signal their
commitment to engage in a military response in case of an attack (Slack, 2018). In this case, it
shows that European navies would send additional troops when this smaller EU force gets
attacked. Moreover, a Chinese attack on European forces could lead European countries to
demand assistance from allies. This, in turn, could dissuade China from pursuing a military attack
and hence serves as deterrence from invading (Mearsheimer, 1983). 
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If deterrence does not work, European armies would, in the case of an invasion, come to Taiwan’s
defence. In an ideal scenario, the use of European military force, together with Indo-Pacific allies,
would then result in successfully fending off the PLA from conquering Taiwan (Cancian et al.,
2023). However, war gaming by the Center for Strategic and International Studies (CSIS) has
shown that the outcome of a Chinese-Taiwanese war, even with Western military intervention,
remains highly uncertain (Cancian et al., 2023). 

3.1.2 Risk of Military Escalation 

Moreover, such a direct military confrontation with China would come with huge political,
economic, and military risks. A hot war between Chinese and European armies would be
detrimental to Sino-European relations. This would very likely result in a complete breakdown of
diplomatic and economic relations. Ross Babbage (2023), a former strategist at the Australian
Ministry of Defence, states that this would make the consequences of the diplomatic breakdown
with Russia look “relatively small-scale”. 

Most important, however, is the threat of Chinese military – and especially nuclear – retaliation. In
line with the previous delineation of deterrence, possessing a nuclear weapon has been a highly
effective tool in deterring states from taking military action against nuclear-capable states (Osinga
& Sweijs, 2021). Russia’s war against Ukraine – in which NATO countries have been willing to send
highly advanced weapon systems to Ukraine, but are avoiding direct military confrontation with
Russia at all costs – is a case in point. The risks of nuclear war and its obvious catastrophic
outcomes are significant enough to dissuade states from engaging in military conflicts with
nuclear-capable states (Wachs, 2022). China, like Russia, possesses a significant – and quickly
growing – nuclear arsenal (Sevastopulo, 2022). In case of a direct military confrontation with
Europe, the threat of a Chinese nuclear strike is significant and could, in a worst-case scenario,
result in millions of European deaths (Tellis, 2022).

3.1.3 Practical Limitations

Even if one disregards the risk of nuclear escalation, there are practical constraints to an EU policy
of a military hardline, namely Europe’s lacklustre naval capabilities. Due to shrinking fleets, decades
of insufficient defence spending, and difficulties in personnel recruitment, European militaries are
currently facing great problems in terms of combat readiness in the Indo-Pacific region (Van Hooft
et al., 2022). Even the most advanced EU navies – those of France, the Netherlands, Spain, Italy,
and Germany – possess very small, and almost inconsiderable, naval capacities (Van Hooft et al.,
2022; McKinsey & Company, 2022). This reality, in turn, also makes the EU’s military deterrence
posture extremely weak. Concludingly, the EU’s military unpreparedness, the likely breakdown of
Sino-European relations, and the risks of (nuclear) military escalation make this policy option both
unfeasible and undesirable.

3.2 Complete Restraint 

The second policy option will be labelled complete restraint. This policy translates into the EU
staying completely sidelined from a military confrontation between China and Taiwan. Meaning no
military response, no economic response, and no diplomatic response.
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3.2.1 Upholding Diplomatic Relations

Given that official EU policy adheres to the “one-China” principle – i.e., considering the PRC as the
sole legitimate government of China – it could be claimed that this policy option would be in line
with the EU’s de jure stance on the Taiwan issue (Esteban & Malinconi, 2022). The reasoning
would be that Taiwan belongs to China and hence the PRC would be justified in asserting control
over this territory. However, as argued above, the EU’s public affirmation of adherence to the
“one-China” policy is not reflected in its de facto approach to Taiwan: trade is rampant and
informal diplomatic ties have been strengthening over the years (Esteban & Malinconi, 2022). 

The biggest advantage of this approach lies in relations with China. Complete EU refrainment
would be very well received in Beijing; meaning that Sino-European diplomatic and economic ties
would stay strong, and could even intensify (Fudan Europe Watch, 2022). This could secure large
parts of pivotal supply chains, mainly in lower-end semiconductors and CRMs, which are the
backbone of the EU’s economic prosperity (Teer et al., 2022). Even more critically, as opposed to a
military hardline, this policy mitigates the risk of a Chinese military escalation vis-à-vis European
countries. 

3.2.2 Manifold Downsides

However, the downsides to such an approach seem to outweigh the advantages it could bring.
European refrainment would set a precedent for countries that borders can be moved by force,
thereby dismantling the liberal international order on which European prosperity and security are
built (Smith, 2022). Moreover, European disregard for Taiwan in face of Chinese aggression would
go against the EU’s objective of defending democratic values across the globe (European
Parliamentary Research Service, 2022; Rasler & Thompson, 2005). 

3.2.3 Trans-Atlantic Solidarity

Next to this, the United States, the EU’s most important ally, will most probably demand some
form of European response (Gady & Glaese, 2022). Recent statements by President Joe Biden –
who has repeatedly expressed that there will be military consequences in case of a Chinese
invasion of Taiwan – are making it increasingly likely that the U.S. will respond with conventional
military means (Malinconi, 2022). On top of this, the formation of Aukus – a security pact between
Australia, the United Kingdom, and the US – and the expansion of American military cooperation
with Japan and the Philippines shows the increasing military commitment of the US in the Indo-
pacific (The Economist, 2023). 

For decades, the US has been providing security guarantees to many EU countries through NATO,
and it has been the main supplier of military aid to Ukraine (Trebesch et al., 2023), again
reaffirming its commitment to European security interests. In the case of a Chinese invasion of
Taiwan, in which American security interests in the Indo-Pacific are under severe threat (Bush et
al., 2022), it would be highly likely that the US demands European nations to reciprocate these
decades of solidarity. Staying completely sidelined, while the US has shown immense military
solidarity with Europe in the past and present, seems untenable if the EU aims to keep America as
a strategic ally (Brands, 2022). 
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3.2.4 Public Attitudes
 
Moreover, such an approach would most probably not be in line with the expectations of
European citizens. In a poll from August 2022, a majority of Europeans expressed a favourable
opinion towards some form of action against the PRC in the case of aggression vis-à-vis Taiwan
(International Republican Institute, 2023). Moreover, views of China have been getting
progressively more negative over the years, and – due to increased geopolitical competition – are
likely to only get worse in the years to come. Lastly, as Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine has
shown, it is likely that pro-Taiwanese views will become stronger once EU citizens are confronted
with photos and videos showing the horrors of Chinese military aggression (Tsakiris, 2022). 

The primary benefit of this policy option clearly lies in upholding strong ties with China, thereby
preventing Sino-European military escalation. At the same time, the downsides – allowing China to
set a land-grabbing precedent and the destruction of democratic norms – exhibit considerable
strength as well. Moreover, faced with the dual pressures from the U.S. Government and the
European public, it seems untenable for the EU to stay completely sidelined.  

3.3 Third-Way Response

The final policy option is a third-way response. According to this policy, the EU would refrain from
a conventional military response, while still taking measures to oppose a Chinese invasion of
Taiwan. Thereby, striking a balance between policy options one and two. These measures would
come in multiple forms; most notably, diplomatic, financial, and humanitarian support can be
provided to Taiwan, while facilitating the U.S. in its military defence of the island-nation (Walker,
2021). This policy option has the advantage of deterring and standing up to Chinese aggression,
while limiting the most profound risks of Chinese retaliatory consequences. Moreover, given that
the EU’s strength as an international actor lies mostly in the economic and diplomatic domains
(Sanz, 2021), this approach is most in line with European geopolitical capabilities. 

The measures the EU, and the US, are currently taking against Russia for its war against Ukraine
can serve as guidance for this policy. Mainly, these comprise economic warfare against Russia and
broad support for Ukraine through weapon deliveries, intelligence gathering and sharing, financial
assistance, development of war crime accountability mechanisms, and the welcoming of Ukrainian
refugees (Council of the European Union, 2023). Although the response of the EU to a Chinese
invasion of Taiwan will not necessarily entail a direct replication of these measures, they can
nonetheless serve as guidance. 
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3.3.1 Military Support

First, the EU can provide military equipment to Taiwan and its Indo-Pacific allies, most notably the
U.S., Japan, and Australia. However, there are two factors posing practical constraints on such a
policy. Firstly, the EU’s severe underinvestment in defence capabilities over the past decades
means that it is hardly able to defend itself, let alone arm other countries (Hornyák, 2023).
Secondly, there are urgent security threats in Europe’s vicinity, most notably Russia (Gady &
Glaese, 2022). Moreover, the military-operational capabilities that will be most useful to Taiwan
broadly resemble those that are needed for high-intensity warfare against Russia. This means that
arming Taiwan, to an extent, jeopardises European security interests in Ukraine and Eastern
Europe as a whole (Gady & Glaese, 2022). Regardless, the EU would likely be able to supply some
defence capabilities such as air and missile defence systems and ground-based electronic warfare
systems (Gady & Glaese, 2022). The EU can also share real-time intelligence with Taiwan and
other allies in the Indo-pacific region. Most importantly, the EU can facilitate the US in its military
defence of Taiwan. Currently, the US has deployed much of its military capabilities in and around
Europe – most notably in Eastern Europe and the Middle East (Keating, 2023). However, the US
cannot fight two wars at once. Defeating China in a war over Taiwan would require America’s full
military might, and even then the prospect of victory is uncertain (Cancian et al., 2023; Cropsey,
2023). Therefore, the biggest contribution the EU could provide to defend Taiwan is facilitating
the US in completing the long-awaited “pivot to Asia” (Carafano, 2022; Schulenburg, 2023).
Achieving this requires completing European Strategic Autonomy in the military realm – i.e.,
European countries possessing the capacity and willingness to defend European soil. This would
serve a dual-imperative, namely greater European security vis-à-vis Russia (Zandee, 2022), as well
as accommodating the US in deploying its full range of capabilities to defend Taiwan (Brands,
2022). This would require much greater military investments than have been announced currently
and much deeper integration of EU armies (Majcin & Bento, 2022), all of this before China invades
Taiwan.

3.3.2 Economic Sanctions

Secondly, the EU can impose economic sanctions on China. Annually, the PRC exports almost 500
billion euros worth of goods to the EU, accounting for 20 per cent of total Chinese exports;
thereby making the EU China’s biggest export-market (European Commission, 2023; Zenglein,
2020). In terms of Foreign Direct Investment (FDI), the EU is among the biggest investors in China,
these investments are critical for Chinese economic development, Research & Development
(R&D), and a key generator of local tax revenues (Zenglein, 2020). Moreover, China has a severe
dependency on high-end European technologies for which few foreign or domestic alternatives
can be found (Zenglein, 2020). The EU, therefore, has much economic leverage it can utilise to
sanction China. It should however be noted that this dependency cuts both ways; next to the
aforementioned dependencies on semiconductors and CRMs, the EU also depends heavily on
China for pharmaceuticals, chemicals, and electronic goods (Zenglein, 2020). Therefore, China can
impose countersanctions when the EU decides to wage economic warfare against China. In 2021,
in retaliation to EU sanctions on Human Rights-violating entities in Xinjiang (Council of the
European Union, 2021), China showed its readiness to engage in such retributive sanctioning when
it counter-sanctioned 10 members of the European Parliament and 4 entities based in the EU
(Parry, 2021). Hence, the EU would need to carefully calibrate sanctions against China to inflict
maximum damage on Chinese military capabilities, while reducing the risk of provoking painful
countersanctions. 
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3.3.3 Diplomatic Support

Thirdly, the EU can bolster Taiwan’s international diplomatic position. Over the past decades,
Chinese economic and political coercion techniques have been successful in preventing global
recognition of Taiwan as a country; resulting in a widespread embrace of the “one-China principle”
(The Economist, 2020). For Taiwan, operating in such international legal desolation leads to
strategic vulnerabilities; as the non-recognition of Palestine shows, countries are less likely to
support an entity that is not considered a sovereign nation by the global community (Toaldo,
2014). Due to the Chinese coercive techniques, recognition of Taiwan in the United Nations
framework remains unlikely; it is nevertheless imperative for the EU to enhance Taiwan’s global
diplomatic position through other means, such as trade pacts. The international community would
then be less likely to disregard Taiwanese concerns, and more likely to condemn a Chinese
invasion (The Economist, 2023).   

3.3.4 Humanitarian Support

Fourthly, on the humanitarian front, the EU could welcome Taiwanese refugees and provide
financial assistance to Taiwan – both of which are imperative to keep the Taiwanese government
and society resilient in the face of Chinese aggression. The European response to Russia’s war
against Ukraine has shown that, at least for the time being, such humanitarian-focused policies are
best in line with the EU’s geopolitical capabilities (Karasapan, 2022).

While this policy option offers less deterrence than the military hardline and carries a higher risk of
Chinese retaliation than complete refrainment, the third-way response strikes a balance between
these competing imperatives. Most importantly, this response allows the EU to do what it does
best; namely, using diplomatic, economic, and humanitarian tools, while allowing the U.S. to utilise
its military might. 

4. Policy Recommendation 

All three policy options outlined above have clear benefits and drawbacks. However, the first two
policy options suffer from such considerable risks – the risk of significant Sino-European military
escalation for option one, and the risk of alienating the EU’s most important ally, the U.S., for
option two – that only option three, which seeks to balance the competing imperatives of the first
two policies, seems tenable. Policy option three, a third-way response, allows the EU to deter, and
stand up against, Chinese aggression while limiting the risk of Chinese retaliatory consequences.
Secondly, this approach – which utilises a range of economic, diplomatic and humanitarian
measures – is most in line with the EU’s capabilities as a geopolitical actor (Sanz, 2021). Lastly, this
option is in consonance with contemporary political dialogues within the Union, which are moving
towards greater military autonomy – which consequently facilitates the U.S. in focusing its military
efforts on the Indo-Pacific – while simultaneously aiming to prevent a breakdown in Sino-
European ties (Anderlini & Caulcutt, 2023; Wong, 2023).
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Giving substance to this policy option requires a two-way framework, comprising measures which
the EU must implement now, and measures that can be implemented if deterrence fails. Starting in
the present, as a way of bolstering deterrence, the EU should enhance Taiwan’s diplomatic ties,
increase its military capabilities, and publicly communicate a potential sanction regime. If
deterrence proves unsuccessful, the EU should move to implementing sanctions, facilitating the
military efforts off Taiwan and its allies, and providing financial and humanitarian aid to the Island-
nation.

4.1 Immediate Policy Recommendations

First, the EU should rapidly increase its military capabilities. Realising European Strategic
Autonomy in defence would allow the U.S. to shift their military focus away from Europe, and
towards the Indo-Pacific. Besides a vast increase in defence spending, to at least the 2% GDP
norm as established by NATO, EU countries can strengthen their military capabilities by further
integrating their armies in both procurement and operational capabilities through the European
Defence Fund (EDF) and other EU initiatives (Zandee, 2022). Moreover, reflecting the European
response to the Russian war in Ukraine, EU states should also start providing military training to
Taiwanese troops, which the U.S. is already doing (The Economist, 2023).

Secondly, the EU ought to start communicating to China that it would impose economic sanctions
if China invades Taiwan, or when an invasion becomes imminent (Boyd et al., 2022). Not only can
the EU signal that China’s need for FDI and its access to the European market would be at stake
(Boyd et al., 2022), but it can also highlight the export restrictions that would be imposed in
strategic sectors . Especially, the EU can utilise its leverage in high-end technology, for which few
foreign or domestic alternatives can be found (Zenglein, 2020). It is also important to note here
that the EU should simultaneously prepare for Chinese countersanctions. As indicated above,
China has significant leverage over Europe in key industries such as semiconductors, CRMs, green
energy, and pharmaceutical products (Teer et al., 2022; Zenglein, 2020). The EU should hedge
against potential sanctions in these sectors by making it a top priority to diversify supply chains
and stimulate production within the EU and European allies. 

Thirdly, the EU should provide diplomatic support to Taiwan. Global recognition of the “one-China
principle” has kept Taiwan out of regional trade pacts and international institutions (The
Economist, 2023). The EU can increase the international recognition of Taiwan by fostering closer
trade ties and doing more to incorporate it into international institutions. This could set a
precedent for other countries to undertake similar measures, which will enhance the international
community’s embrace of Taiwan as a country and would boost morale within Taiwan itself (The
Economist, 2023).

4.2 Post-invasion Policy Recommendations

If these measures prove unsuccessful in deterring China, and it decides to invade, the EU can
implement another set of measures to support Taiwan. The EU should implement sanctions,
facilitate Taiwan and its Indo-Pacific allies in the military realm, and provide financial and
humanitarian aid to Taiwan. 
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First, the EU can provide support in a military sense. During in invasion, the armies of different EU
Member States can help replenish munition stocks and offer long-range strike capabilities to
American bases in the Indo-Pacific. Moreover, EU countries – most notably France, Germany and
the Netherlands – could play a role in intelligence gathering and defensive cyber operations, albeit
their limited capabilities will mean that their role will be fairly minor in both (Brands, 2022; Gady &
Glaese, 2022). Next to this, the EU can implement the above-outlined sanctions. These sanctions,
especially those aimed at strategic sectors, aim to hinder the Chinese military capabilities by
depriving it of key inputs (Brands, 2022). Moreover, such sanction packages, especially when
imposed by a broad international coalition, can put pressure on China to withdraw its forces from
Taiwan (von Soest & Wahman, 2014). Which exact sectors should be targeted – and how severely
each of these should be targeted – is dependent on the level of interdependency at the time of an
invasion.

Lastly, the EU can provide financial and humanitarian assistance to Taiwan. Financial support,
which should be coordinated with other international partners and institutions, should encompass
macro-financial assistance – which Taiwan can use to finance government expenses like defence
spending, pensions, salaries, education and restoring infrastructure (Carter & Vakulina, 2023). On
the humanitarian front, the EU can provide food, water, essential household items, health care,
psychosocial support, and other humanitarian needs to citizens that have become the victims of
war. Moreover, the EU should develop mechanisms to provide streamlined access to those fleeing
from Taiwan, resembling its response to Russia’s war against Ukraine (European Commission,
2023). 

5. Conclusion

In recent years, the world has seen a significant increase in tensions surrounding Taiwan. While
Beijing is on a historical mission to reunify Taiwan with mainland China, there is a decreasing
inclination within the Island-nation to bring about this reunification (Mastro, 2022; Zhaokun,
2022). Regardless, Beijing does not seem to be stepping down, not in rhetoric nor in actions. Given
the profound impact a Chinese invasion would have on European prosperity and security, it is
imperative for the EU to establish a comprehensive framework that determines its stance
regarding potential Chinese aggression vis-à-vis Taiwan. This policy paper has argued that the EU
should take a third-way response on this issue – striking a balance between a military hardline and
complete refrainment. This policy option comprises measures to implement immediately, namely
the enhancement of Taiwan’s diplomatic position, the acceleration of European strategic autonomy
to facilitate the U.S. in shifting its focus to East-Asia, and the communication a potential sanctions
regime against China. If these deterrence policies are unable to dissuade China from invading
Taiwan, the EU should facilitate Taiwan and its Indo-Pacific allies in the military realm, impose
sanctions on China, and provide financial and humanitarian support to Taiwan. Together, these
measures allow the EU to stand up against Chinese aggression while mitigating the risk of the most
profound Chinese retaliatory consequences.

Given that the military strength of the United States is likely to be the decisive factor in a war over
Taiwan (Cancian et al., 2023), the most urgent course of action in defending Taiwan is facilitating
America in moving its capabilities away from Europe, and towards the Indo-Pacific theatre. To
expedite this shift, it is imperative that the EU achieves strategic autonomy in defence. Ultimately,
the most critical policy priority for the European Union in defending Taiwan, is taking control over
Europe. 
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The Great Replacement: Understanding the ideological discourse of Europe’s Identitarians on
Globalized Society

PHILIPP PEKSAGLAM

1.Introduction: The Identitarian challenge to society 

When Viktor Orbán started his fourth term as Hungarian Prime Minister in 2022, he chose to
make a point about Europe’s impending doom: “I see the great European population exchange as a
suicidal attempt to replace the lack of European, Christian children with adults from other
civilizations––migrants” (Garamvolgyi & Borger, 2022). What Orbán is proclaiming is a staple of
right-wing conspiratory thought: the Great Replacement (Ekman, 2022, p. 1130). It is the idea that
liberal elites plot to exchange White Europeans for immigrants, in the process altering the fabric of
European societies catastrophically (Ekman, 2022, p. 1130). The Great Replacement is central to the
far-right-intellectual Identitarian Movement (IM), a loosely organized, pan-European group
(Zúquete, 2022, p. 208-216). 

The IM is the focus of this paper, which will analyze its self-assigned role as far-right thought
leaders. The IM aspires to shape the mainstream discourse not just on immigration, but on
Europe’s entire political system. It constantly proclaims an essentialist, ‘bio-cultural’ European
identity, to which ‘European civilization’ needs to return to––yet ironically the IM itself is a product
of globalized postmodernity (Azmanova & Dakwar, 2019, p. 497; Zúquete, 2022, p. 209-218). This
analysis therefore centers on why and how Identitarians contest today’s globalized society,
primarily along ideological-cultural lines. 

This paper begins with a discussion of ideas on globalization, conceptualized in cultural, political
and economic dimensions. An explanation of Identitarian ideology follows. The Great Replacement
lies at the heart of Identitarians’ cultural rejection of globalized society. The IM’s political and
economic critiques of globalization derive from it. It is easy to deride the IM as a marginal far-right
group. Yet its illiberal anti-globalization discourse is occasionally co-opted and normalized by
mainstream right-wingers like Orbán, a victory for the Identitarian cause.

2. The IM needs to be understood from a globalization perspective 

The Identitarian Movement is both a phenomenon of globalized society and a rejection of it.
Understanding globalization is central to this in-depth analysis of Identitarian thought––yet often
neglected in academic work on the IM. The IM aspires to shape the political discourse on what
society should look like, rather than seeking a violent revolution or electoral overthrow (Zúquete,
2022, p. 208). Identitarian intellectuals have explicitly cited Marxist Antonio Gramsci, and his
notion of a war of position as inspiration for their movement (Shurts, 2022, p. 28). In this view,
ideas and political discourse are the foundation for a political movement aiming to change the
hegemonic societal configuration (Kioupkiolis, 2019, p. 133; Scholl & Freyberg-Inan, 2013, p. 624).
Therefore, the IM’s ideas, not its material capabilities or political prescriptions are the focus of this
paper––for a Gramscian movement, they would follow in a second step. 
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Today’s globalized society can be understood along three dimensions: cultural, political and
economic. 

Cultural globalization can be interpreted in multiple ways. If globalization is seen as a product of
American hegemony, globalization is a process leading to the convergence of countries.
Convergence eventually results in one homogenous, generic global society. This is a process of
cultural imperialism, where human experience is flattened, commodified and molded into a
caricature of American hypercapitalism (El-Ojeili & Hayden, 2006, p. 141-143). Proponents of the
homogenization hypothesis are critical of both the loss of human diversity resulting from
globalization, and the neoliberal system it seeks to impose (El-Ojeili & Hayden, 2006, p. 141-143).
Alternatively, globalization can be interpreted as a hybridization of societies. Rather than being
subjected to uncontrollable processes, societies have the agency to decide which global practices
to adopt (El-Ojeili & Hayden, 2006, p. 146). A third perspective, polarization, emphasizes increased
risk and uncertainty, as globalization increases complexity in social life (El-Ojeili & Hayden, 2006,
p. 150). As society becomes more unstructured and fragmented, people construct their own social
identities (El-Ojeili & Hayden, 2006, p. 150). Some people turn to essentialist, simplifying identity
narratives to reduce social complexity (El-Ojeili & Hayden, 2006, p. 155). Ethnicity or religion
become central to these narratives––but on globalized terms: civilizations clash, not individuals,
classes, or nations (Azmanova & Dakwar, 2019, p. 494-497; Huntington, 1993 , p. 22). 

Politically, globalization means that the nation state declines, as power is delegated to other
political levels and the state is undermined by global economic forces (El-Ojeili & Hayden, 2006, p.
96). Transnational institutions like the European Union forge lasting cross-border links between
societies and people. Identity and who belongs is the central question for political globalization in
this context. 
Under the conditions of global links and declining state power the imagined community of society
is questioned (Warf, 2012, p. 273-274; Worth, 2013, p. 72). Inclusion in this community is tied to
citizenship, originally based on nationalist belonging (El-Ojeili & Hayden, 2006, p. 90-112). Today,
liberal-universalist human rights complement the nationalist elements of citizenship, meaning the
state’s responsibilities extend beyond its citizens (Habermas, 2003, p. 87-89; Warf, 2012, p. 288).
At the same time, the decline in state power and lack of cohesive national cultural identity triggers
a reactionary response (Habermas, 2003, p. 92). 

Globalization also has profound implications for the welfare system and the broader economy.
While global economic relations enabled the success of European welfare states in the first place,
neoliberalism has eroded the state's mandate and capabilities for social protection (Bhambra,
2021, p. 317; Habermas, 1999, p. 49-51). Critics of neoliberal globalization therefore often
advocate a reconfiguration of the welfare state, on new terms (Azmanova & Dakwar, 2019, p. 498;
El-Ojeili & Hayden, 2006, p. 201). Naturally, they also seek to overcome the neoliberal economic
system itself.
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3. The Great Replacement is central to Identitarian grievances 

3.1 From Nouvelle Droite to today’s IM 

Identitarian thought originates with the French Nouvelle Droite in the 1970s (McAdams, 2022, p.
86). These thinkers explicitly cited Antonio Gramsci and counter-hegemonic cultural messaging as
the strategic inspiration for their movement (McAdams, 2022, p. 88; Zúquete, 2022, p. 209). At its
core, theirs is an illiberal critique of liberal-universal values and a globally homogenized culture
(McAdams, 2022, p. 86; Shurts, 2022, p. 38). Nouvelle Droite thought-leaders attempted to
establish a sanitized, respectable right-wing alternative to the hegemonic liberal-democratic
discourse (McAdams, 2022:, p. 87-88). The Identitarian agenda is ambitious: it criticizes liberal-
cosmopolitan values but also neoliberal capitalism, seeking to change the hegemonic societal
discourse entirely (McAdams, 2022, p. 94). Elements of their highly intellectualized,
(pseudo-)scientific language can still be found today (McAdams, 2022, p. 96-99; Zúquete, 2022, p.
220). Identitarians speak of global ‘ethnopluralism’, where all ethnicities or civilizations have their
place and of a ‘biocultural’ European identity not open to non-Europeans (McAdams, 2022, p. 96;
Zúquete, 2022, p. 208-209). But as there is no stratified organization or clear leadership to the
movement, some Identitarians break with this discursive strategy of respectable appearances
(Zúquete, 2022, p. 208, 218). The current generation of Identitarians has shifted further right,
partially because of the influence of American White Supremacists (Zúquete, 2022, p. 209-211).
While not endorsing violence, the IM is decidedly xenophobic, anti-immigrant, anti-Muslim and
usually anti-Semitic. Conspiracy theories like the Great Replacement are central to the way
Identitarians frame their ideological positions (Shurts, 2022, p. 37, 41; Zúquete, 2022, p. 216-217). 

3.2 Connecting the IM to globalized society

The Identitarian challenge needs to be understood as a holistic rejection of global society today.
Here, the challenge will be interpreted as either a cultural, political or economic contestation of
globalized European society. The three dimensions are not to be understood as impermeable––
there are in fact clear links––but serve as analytical guidelines. In Identitarian narratives, the
cultural rejection of globalization defines economic or political grievances. The IM rejects liberal-
democratic values and multicultural societies. To establish this rejection in the mainstream
discourse, Identitarians oppose more salient political and economic configurations of society,
which are (relatively) inclusive concerning minorities and migrants. 

In their critique of the dominant system, Identitarians lean on leftwing ideas more than other
nativist right-wing movements. Nouvelle Droite thinker Alain de Benoist identifies a homogenized
global culture as “the principal menace today” (De Benoist & McAdams, 2022, p. 87-88). While he
does not necessarily point to ‘globalization’ as cause for this globally homogenized culture––he
writes in 1977––his diagnosis matches that of the homogenization hypothesis closely (El-Ojeili &
Hayden, 2006, p. 139-142; Shurts, 2022, p. 38-40). The Marxist theme of alienation is clearly
visible in the Identitarian discourse, in that capitalist elites create conditions where people are
commodified and disconnected from their social environment. The Identitarian counteraction is to
emphasize unique differences and that people(s) are not interchangeable, a foundational part of
their belief system (Shurts, 2022, p. 39-41). De Benoist claims to be a ‘true’ anti-racist because he
embraces the differences between people(s), unlike the cultural imperialism of capitalist elites (El-
Ojeili & Hayden, 2006, p. 139-142; McAdams, 2022, p. 88; Shurts, 2022, p. 40-42). 
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Today’s Identitarians no longer claim to be anti-racist and have largely abandoned De Benoist’s
(nominal) commitment to accepting other cultures as equal (McAdams, 2022, p. 98). Yet his
fundamental critique of dominant society as homogenizing, and the emphasis on a distinct,
uniquely European civilization still defines the IM’s positions. Identitarians want a Europe of ethno-
national societies, united in their White European civilizational culture (Ganesh & Froio, 2020, p.
726).

The IM itself can also be understood as an outcome of globalization. This is the polarization
perspective on globalization, where complexity and uncertainty lead actors to embrace simplifying
narratives (El-Ojeili & Hayden, 2006, p. 155). Identitarians primarily use such ideas. Their racialized
view of European identity––even though they prefer the sanitized term ‘bio-cultural’––is one such
simplifying narrative (Zúquete, 2022, p. 209-210). It is also evident in the Identitarian discourse on
immigration, based on their racialized view of who belongs. (Moderate) Identitarians tend to frame
their views on migration along the lines of the Clash of Civilizations. Because there are essential,
intrinsic differences between people(s) from different civilizations, immigrants are foreign
transplants incompatible with European society (Ekman, 2022, p. 1130; Huntington, 1993; Shurts,
2022, p. 33, 41). Generally, Identitarians take this mainstream argument much further. They argue
that immigrants are not only foreign transplants, but replacements for White Europeans. These
immigrants are agents of other civilizations, introducing their foreign civilizational cultures to
Europe––their integration is virtually impossible. Liberal elites consciously drive this process
(Ekman, 2022, p. 1130-1131). Eventually the immigrants replace White civilization entirely,
because of their higher birth rates (Shurts, 2022, p. 40-41). The belief in the Great Replacement is
central to the various Identitarian strands in Europe and equally important to American
Identitarians (Zúquete, 2022, p. 210-217). Identitarians frequently use (pseudo-)scientific language
and ideas, as they frame their narratives as ‘Real’, factual truth, which the hegemonic forces hide
(Ekman, 2022, p. 1129; Shurts, 2022, p. 41).
The IM does not attempt to build a political platform from its ideological program. Instead, in the
Nouvelle Droite tradition, it aims to provide an alternative to the metapolitical hegemonic
discourse on society––spreading Identitarian ideas beyond the Identitarian ranks is the explicit
goal. 

It goes without saying that the Great Replacement conspiracy is not grounded in reality. Yet its
discursive impact is very real, and dangerous, because it is a linear extension of the Clash of
Civilizations and because of politicians like Viktor Orbán, who legitimize it. 

In their rejection of multicultural society, Identitarians are critical of supranational political
European institutions, and liberal democracy more generally. Worth highlighting here is the
Identitarian contestation of citizenship based on a commitment to democracy and the constitution
(Azmanova & Dakwar, 2019, p. 497-498). Aware that immigrants can become citizens––and
threatened by the implications of the Great Replacement––, the IM seeks to redefine citizenship
on exclusionary, ethnic terms (Azmanova & Dakwar, 2019, p. 497-498; McAdams, 2022, p. 96-97).
This is a significant departure from today’s regime, but must also be differentiated from a
traditional nationalist view on citizenship. This held that a national identity could be forged from
the multiple heterogeneous identities people held through a shared commitment to national
society (Habermas, 2003, p. 89; Warf, 2012, p. 273-274). Identitarians’ imagined community is
instead built on a ‘bio-cultural’ essence––race (Zúquete, 2022, p. 219).  
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Considering Identitarians’ insistence that all peoples have racial differences, their appeal to a
shared European civilization might seem contradictory. Yet the IM also is a pan-European
phenomenon and is in close intellectual contact with the American far-right––it is transnational
(Zúquete, 2022, p. 208-218). Similarly, Azmanova and Dakwar highlight that Identitarian-esque
far-right parties fuse a liberal view of individual rights, including sometimes pro-LGBTQI+
positions, with exclusionary political rights––a significant departure from traditional reactionary
positions (Azmanova & Dakwar, 2019, p. 494-495) . It is worth repeating here that the IM is a
heterogenous movement, meaning their analysis may reflect some Identitarians’ position
accurately. Equating the IM with far-right political parties like the Rassemblement National
(formerly Front National) or indeed Viktor Orbán’s Fidesz seems inaccurate, though. 

I want to instead highlight the IM’s self-perception as intellectual thought leaders of a counter-
hegemonic program, here. This ambition, traceable to the original Identitarians of the Nouvelle
Droite, defines the movement’s strategic positioning. In other words, the IM allies itself with far-
right populists and temporarily indulges liberal values for greater discursive impact. De Benoist
claims to be anti-racist for defending the differences between peoples from global homogeneity.
Identitarians more broadly claim to be liberal for defending queer and at times even Jewish people
from Muslim hostilities (Shurts, 2022, p. 37-38). This means the Great Replacement of Whites with
immigrants threatens citizens’ rights––and Identitarians protect them.

The same logic applies to global economic dynamics and the effects of neoliberalism. The primary
economic contestation of globalization in the Identitarian program happens on the welfare system,
analogous to the citizenship debate. The globalized economy increases precarity for the European
working class, but the welfare system cannot respond effectively because neoliberalism has
reshaped states’ mandates and capabilities for social protection (Habermas, 1999, p. 48-51). This
offers a convenient angle for Identitarians, who instrumentalize the ensuing xenophobia to
propose an alternative, exclusionary welfare configuration based on ethnicity (Azmanova &
Dakwar, 2019, p. 495-496; Habermas, 1999, p. 52). A mismatch between global economy and
national welfare is exploited to further the race-based society Identitarians want. 

4. Concluding thoughts: On the IM’s counter-hegemonic strategy 

Which conditions facilitate the Identitarian challenge? The IM can be understood as a
phenomenon of a polarized global culture. Complexity and uncertainty lead to an environment
where individuals seek simplifying stories to structure their lives. Neoliberal capitalism creates
conditions under which individuals feel neglected, replaceable and alienated from their social
environments. This makes essentialist ‘us versus them’ narratives attractive. The IM’s race-based
European identity is deeply rooted in history. But it is also postmodern: pan-European and
transnational, the IM exchanges ideas with American White Supremacists. Politically, the central
state has lost authority, as supra- and subnational institutions gain prominence. Migration and
liberal-cosmopolitan ideals define who belongs to a country, and what that allegiance looks like.
The mismatch between the global economy and national welfare system becomes obvious, as
neoliberalism changes what states can and should do. 
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What alternatives does the IM offer? The ideal Identitarian society is illiberal and exclusionary.
Identitarians want a Europe of ethno-states, under one shared European civilization. The idea of a
European civilization is popular, but Identitarians take it a step further. They think there is an
intrinsic core to each individual member of a civilization, one which cannot be acquired by
members of other civilizations. Beneath this discourse of ‘civilization’ and ‘bio-cultural’ identity lies
race. The way to create the European community Identitarians imagine is by radically redefining
citizenship on ethno-racial terms. This is almost diametrically opposed to the liberal-cosmopolitan
view of citizenship as a community dedicated to shared democratic values––but also different
from the nationalist citizenship regime. On economics and the welfare state, the IM envisions a
similar exclusionary, ethnicity-based system. Identitarians believe in the Great Replacement of
White Europeans with foreign migrants by liberal elites. They deny the idea of a global community,
and that global interactions, including migration, have always been part of life in Europe.

Thankfully, the Identitarian alternative will not be appealing to most Europeans. But how
Identitarians propagate their message is worth highlighting. Identitarians strategically position
themselves as counter-hegemonic intellectuals. They see themselves as the intellectual vanguard,
shaping ideas on what society should be. This is based on the Gramscian notion that a challenge to
the societal status quo needs to first transform the dominant discourse. The IM instrumentalizes
‘losers of globalization’ and their economic grievances in their interest. Some Identitarians proclaim
respect for sexual minorities and individual rights as part of a defense of liberal values against
intolerant immigrants––demonstrating impressive ideological flexibility for the greater goal of a
White Europe. The IM uses (pseudo-)scientific language and embraces conspiracies like the Great
Replacement to further its exclusionary, illiberal project. That Viktor Orbán uses this strategy, too,
is highly problematic.

Identitarians have always rejected the global society that produced their movement. Globalization
explains the emergence of the IM, and Identitarians also instrumentalize salient ideas on global
culture, politics, and economics to promote their ideological program. It would be too easy to
dismiss the Great Replacement as an abstruse, but ultimately inconsequential conspiracy theory.
Identitarians recognize that if they establish their ideas in mainstream right-wing discourses on
citizenship, welfare or migration, they do not need to take power directly. Further research should
nevertheless investigate how Identitarians would do so. For now, the greatest danger emanating
from the Identitarian Movement is its discursive impact: co-optation normalizes Identitarian ideas,
until eventually, the counter-hegemonic challenge becomes the dominant discourse. Identitarians
should be taken seriously.
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EU Approach to Russian Resources from the Perspective of Realism and Constructivism 
ANNA ŽIŽKOVÁ

1. Introduction 

The current times in Europe are overshadowed by the war in Ukraine. The response of the
European Union (EU) to the Russian invasion is generally described as unprecedented; the EU has
issued the largest package of sanctions in its history and stands united towards Kremlin,
condemning the invasion (Bosse, 2022). Consequently, it has been at the forefront of attempting
to achieve independence of Russian resources (Chachko & Linos, 2022). The Union was able to
reduce its reliance on Russian gas from 40% to 9% within only several months after the invasion.
Simultaneously, it has been trying to diversify its suppliers of energy due to rising prices and lack
of trust towards Russia (Consilium, 2022). For this reason, the leaders of the EU endorsed the
creation of the EU Energy Platform, which is meant to arrange the collective purchasing of gas.
Soon after that, the REPowerEU initiative put prompt boundaries on Russian imports, including a
partial ban on Russian oil (Chachko & Linos, 2022). 
 Previous research focuses on the reasons behind the EU’s seemingly strengthened united
position. Bosse (2022), for instance, evaluates the crucial role of norms and values in helping
Member States accept the costs of sanctions and allowing Ukrainian refugees to participate fully in
the EU’s societies. Gehring (2022) examines how the external threat of the Russian military
impacts EU unification.. In contrast, others focus on the diversity between common European
politics, histories, or power relations in the European Union (Malksoo, 2009; Akaliyski, 2018),
pointing at the difference between Eastern and Western contexts of the union. In fact, these
differences play out in some aspects of the EU reaction to the Russian invasions, despite its
collective nature (Bosse, 2022). 

Insight into the different International Relations theories, particularly realism and constructivism,
can guide the EU’s future actions. The aim is to facilitate further unification and cooperation
between member states by identifying which theoretical approach best explains what is currently
happening and why. Considering the necessity for collaboration between the EU member states,
determining what premises explain the European approach to the Russian war is crucial.
Comparing realism and constructivism through a set of criteria can help establish characteristics of
the EU behaviour and determine where the focus should lie when solving war-related issues.
Therefore, this paper asks: To what extent is the EU’s approach towards importing Russian gas
during the war in Ukraine driven by common values and identity, as opposed to self-protection
goals? 

As evidence, this research analyses the European Union’s actions during the Ukrainian war,
analysing from a realist and constructivist framework, divided into relevant criteria. I will argue that
the EU's approach to importing Russian gas can be explained by both the common values and
identity framework and self-protection goals, with the former having greater explanatory power.
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2. Theoretical Framework

Framework of theory evaluation are mainly targeted towards theories in their respective fields
(Fawcett, 2005; Witkin, Gottschalk, 1988). When it comes to International Relations, Neufeld
(1993) stresses the value of meta-theory because of its explanatory powers. Meta-theory is, in his
words, an analysis of empirical evidence coming from a theoretical background. Neufeld (1993) has
also analysed the notion of reflexivity, justifying the post-positivist realisation of the subjective
nature of any standard or criteria. He argues that positivist approaches can, in fact, be established,
as long as one recognizes the language and underlying agendas inherently included in their
theorising. This paper follows Neufeld in his idea of intertwining the empirical evidence with
theories and considers his remarks on reflexivity. 

2.1 Criteria for assessing theories

Due to its comparative and pragmatic nature, the comparison between realism and constructivism
is based on Thagard’s (1978) criteria for theory choice. Thagard establishes inductive inference as
the ideal way to assess explanatory theories and identifies three criterias for evaluating theory
based on explanatory power. The first criterion is consilience; a theory is consilient when it can
explain information from different fields and at least two classes of facts. The second criterion
Thagard lists is simplicity, which serves to counterbalance the consilience factor and signifies that
the theory’s explanations of facts should not be constructed upon assumptions with a slim range
of possible applications. The number of auxiliary hypotheses, meaning observational statements
made to help in the theory’s explanations (Grunbam, 1976), should be limited (Thagard, 1978).
Thagard’s third criterion is analogy. Analogies support theories by improving their explanatory
power by pointing at the similarities between established phenomena and the theory. These
categories will be used in assessing realism and constructivism with its principles (Colin, 2007;
Gold and McGlinchey, 2017; Reus-Smit et al., 2008; Wendt, 1992).

2.2 Theories of International Relations

Realism stands as the traditional approach towards the actual practice of International Relations
(Drulák, 2010). The most prominent features of realism consist of the focus on power and power
relations, as well as its materialistic base. Realism puts forward ever-warring states as key actors
(Elman, 2007). Even though there are multiple branches under the realist school of thought (Elman,
2007), this essay will follow the basic principles underlying all realist theorising. Morgenthau
introduces states as rational actors with the goal of gaining power and ensuring survival (Drulák,
2010). Additionally, there is anarchy between states compared to the hierarchical structure in the
states themselves. Every state has its own intentions, rendering interstate trust non-existent.
States only unite in response to the threat of a common enemy (Drulák, 2010). 
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The integration of European states into a united front presents a challenging problem for realism
(Drulák, 2010). The European Union has long abided to democratic norms, which is deemed
impossible by realist thinking. Without framing the EU’s reaction as pure exemption to the rules,
we might follow Morgenthau’s hegemonic argument (Drulák, 2010). According to his logic,
traditional European powers had become weaker in the international arena. Consequently,
European states stopped threatening each other in favour of a strategic alliance towards non-EU
states. However, Morgenthau articulated this view in the context of the Cold War, which the EU
outlived. Current neorealism would explain the EU as a combination of interstate agreements
between the stronger and weaker states, pointing at the advantages of more extensive territory
and support for the former and a larger share of power for the latter (Drulák, 2010). 

Constructivism questions positivism and the materialistic approach of realism (Drulák, 2010).
States are just one type of the actors that contribute to the construction of our social reality.
Constructivism centres around norms, identities, and ideas, which are socially constructed and
underline international order (Hurd, 2008). Norms are especially crucial for the relationship
between international relations and different identities in our societies. In fact, constructivism
states that changes on the international scene of politics can come from changes in certain norms
(Drulák, 2010). Drulák (2010) also mentions the vital influence ideas have had on the European
integration, though they are still accompanied by material factors and institutions. In the case of
Europe, the aforementioned critical theme of identity is especially relevant (Drulák, 2010). Identity
influences the process of integration, which in itself reinforces the perpetual formation of new
identities. The constant shifting between European and national identities changes the attitudes
towards the integration and is, therefore, different for each member state (Drulák 2010). Actors
behave towards others on the grounds of the social meaning behind events and the world in
general (Hurd, 2008).

3. Analysis 

3.1 Consilience in theory and in practice 

Firstly, I am turning towards Thagard’s (1978) notion of consilience, which requires theories to
explain different facts of the case at hand. This research recognizes two major points of the case.
One aspect will be the unity of the European approach towards reducing the input of the Russian
gas (Bosse, 2022). The following aspect will be the change in the support for the European Union
leadership with regards to the common purchase of gas or collective measures of reducing energy
use (Consilium, 2022). 

Before the invasion, Russian supplies of gas could account for 40% of the total gas consumption in
the EU (Chachko & Linos, 2022). On the 24th of February, Russia invaded Ukraine, and the cycle
of sanctions and soaring prices began (Consilium, 2022). Two weeks later, the European
Commission proposed to reduce the organization’s reliance on Russian gas by two thirds in 2022,
with the aim of no reliance on Russian gas before 2030. Moreover, the REPowerEU initiative was
introduced as the concrete plan to stop all Russian energy flowing into the EU by 2027 (Consilium,
2022). The European Union stands firm on diversification of its gas and oil supplies, on saving
energy, and on prioritizing renewable sources. At the same time, it emphasizes the prospects of
collaboration between the Member States in acquiring gas supplies and sharing them (Consilium,
2022). 
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Realism would view this united approach as a self-protection mechanism (Elman, 2007), in other
words a response to the Russian aggressor, who is violently trying to overtake a sovereign nation.
The European Union strives for reinstating a power balance with Russia, while it is uncertain about
Russia’s reliability as its supplier of gas. The realist explanation would be supported by the focus
on gas as a material resource and the power relations surrounding the situation. Russia relies on its
large energy resources to stay in power even after crossing acceptable lines of behaviour
(American Journal of International Law, 2022). For the EU, it is necessary to change its sources of
gas to regain its place alongside Russia and counteract Russian blackmail. Bosse (2022) states that
the realist approach is relatively weak since the EU agreed on collective action even though it did
not view the invasion as a threat to the member states’ national security. It could also be argued
that if the EU’s approach is the most reasonable, which would be the assumption of realism
(Elman, 2007), none of the member states would want to deviate from it. Meanwhile, Hungary
negotiates with Russia on its own and intends to keep buying Russian gas (Jack, 2022). 

Constructivism thinks differently. The EU’s immediate wish to cut ties with Russia would be
motivated by common ideas of sovereignty, democracy, and peace. The EU does not want to do
business with a state that would violently undermine a nation and its people, as well as commit
war crimes (American Journal of International Law, 2022; Consilium, 2022). Additionally, Russia’s
invasion goes completely against the norms established in the European Union of respecting
sovereignty and protecting civilians (Consilium, 2022). The common approach would be supported
by constructivism because of the willingness with which member states accept the inconveniences
connected to the condemnation of Kremlin’s actions. Particularly looking at the states with the
highest dependence on Russian gas that support the EU approach: unlike what the realist
approach would assume, they have not prioritised their own comfort and the certainty of survival
over supporting Ukraine (Drulák, 2010). Constructivism has the answer of common values and
meanings at hand (Hurd, 2008). 

The second point focuses on the Member States’ change of attitude towards supporting collective
negotiations and gas purchases through the EU. Realism would have a clear stance on why the
change happened; the EU started to fear the possible lack of energy resources, hand in hand with
the realization that Russia will never be a reliable partner for business. Even if the EU did not have
a strong reaction towards Russia, the actions of Kremlin would be unpredictable and, therefore,
threatening the survival (Elman, 2007) of the Member States. This view could be contradicted by
the underlining realist notion of a self-interested state (Drulák, 2010); Russia has not claimed any
other territory than Ukraine, so especially the states that are geographically distant from the
country could be assumed to not be threatened by Kremlin and would prefer maintaining stable
supplies of the Russian gas. On the other hand, constructivism would see the change through the
lens of norms and would instead focus on the developing relationship between the EU and Russia
(Hurd, 2008). Constructivists would describe the Russian invasion as overstepping the line of what
is acceptable according to the norms of the EU. Along with this misstep, their relationship’s
constructive elements went through a turmoil. Russia is now seen as the enemy to the democratic
and sovereign nature of a European state, which is instrumental among the EU’s core identity
standards (Bosse, 2022). Straightforwardly, the EU feels the obligation to defend its most
important values by not supporting its threat in any ways. Both realism and constructivism are able
to explain the two different aspects of the EU’s approach. However, constructivism has a slight
upper hand in its explanation since the realist theory includes an inherent contradiction in its
arguments. 
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3.2 Under the microscope of simplicity

The second aspect of Thagard (1978) presents a different challenge. With simplicity, it is necessary
to see if the theories explain what is happening through observational statements that solely help
the theory. Ideally, to fulfil the criterion of simplicity, the theory should be able to have
explanatory abilities without additional assumptions or shortcuts that come up during the
exploration of the case at hand. The previous section of consilience will be assessed through
simplicity, since Thagard (1978) deems it necessary. 

Arguably, the category of simplicity does not pose a major challenge towards the theories at hand.
Since both of the theories, realism and constructivism, are directed toward the discipline of IR and
are supposed to deal with issues similar to the case study at hand, their assumptions and
explanations are grounded and without unnecessary additional assumptions. Nevertheless, it is
possible to determine if constructivist thinking performs better at the simplicity criteria than realist
assumptions.

Constructivism’s explanation stands firm on its basis of meaning, relationships, values, and ideas;
the theory would argue that the EU protects its version of this basis, even when it comes to other
states. Despite realism’s seeming clarity, its explanation assumes that all the countries of the EU
perceive a direct threat from Kremlin. Moreover, for the EU approach to make sense in the realist
thinking, the threat from Russian military and influence would be considered larger than the lack of
energy supplies. This paper argues that these assumptions do not have firm grounds of support,
and they do not fulfil Thagard’s (1978) criteria of simplicity due to their inclusion of observational
information in their explanation.

3.3 Analogy with explanatory power 

The third aspect of Thagard’s (1978) criteria for theory choice is the use of analogy. For the
purpose of this essay, I will parallel the EU’s reaction towards the Russian annexation of the
Ukrainian territory, Crimea, in 2014. Bosse (2022) presents this situation as stimulating European
unity, though the EU’s response in 2014 was not nearly as strong as with the current situation in
Ukraine. Then, the divide between the central and eastern parts of the EU and the western parts
was greater (Bosse, 2022). Many states kept up their cooperation with Russia, especially their
cooperation on energy resources (Bosse, 2022). While annexation could fairly be considered a
threat to national sovereignty, the reaction of the EU was different in 2014. Bosse (2022) would
attribute this to the change in the normative environment and, consequently, norms. 

The constructivist perspective would support the normative change as the possible reason (Hurd,
2008). It would be hard to establish, though, where the actual change took place. Constructivism
argues that the behaviour and intention of the actors in the political field come from changeable
social and relational constructions (Hurd, 2008). Therefore, the difference in EU approaches
between 2014 and 2022 could be explained by changes in social context, especially since there
was a change in the ideas and values on which the EU is built. This change may be attributed to
the passage of time, as prolonged coexistence within the European Union leads states through the
process of socialisation and internalisation of democratic values and common identity. That would
be along with the constructivist line of thinking (Hurd, 2008), but it is not a foolproof account of
events. 
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On the other hand, realism is very straightforward in its explanation of the Russian annexation of
Crimea. The EU did not perceive it as a threat to its survival, both from the sovereignty and
existential point of view. Even though there was a collective condemnation of the annexation
there was not much action supporting the condemnation (Bosse, 2022). The power relations were
not threatened from the side of the EU, nor were any material conditions. In fact, a wider range of
reactions would potentially be a threat towards the energy supply security or an incentive for
Russia to realize further threats. Realism is clear and swift with its explanation through analogy,
compared to constructivism. 

4. Limitations
 
To address the potential limitations of this research, it is first important to revise Neufeld’s (1993)
reflexivity, which justifies this essay’s approach. With the acknowledgement that no criteria will
ever be completely objective, comes the possibility of incompleteness or bias of Thagard’s (1978)
criteria. Nevertheless, his criteria serve as a basis for the combination of empirical evidence and
International Relations theories; the criteria’s possible incompleteness and bias would not affect
the connections between the empirics and theory. Though, it is important to bear in mind the
incompleteness the criteria might bring for the assessment of the theories and the case study.
Thagard’s (1978) criteria were also not made directly for the field of International Relations, which
could highlight their limitations further. 

Moreover, Thagard (1978) underlines that there are processes at play when it comes to the
preferred language and agendas of everyone’s theorising. The situation in Ukraine is ongoing and
rapidly changing, which means that any approach towards explaining and analysing it can be
overturned with new developments. This limitation is clear; however, the discipline of International
Relations needs to be current and relevant for today’s world, so the analysis still stands, even if it
would stand only as a building block for others. It was beyond the scope of this essay to explore
more than two major points of the war in Ukraine, which is considered as the last limitation. 

5. Conclusion 
 
 Using Paul Thagard’s theoretical framework, I demonstrated how both realistic self-protection
goals and constructivist values and ideas can explain crucial aspects of the Ukrainian conflict.
When exploring the analogy between the War in Ukraine and the annexation of Crimea, realism
performed better than constructivism. However, in the other two important criteria,
constructivism was a better explanatory tool.

This paper is a step towards understanding the building blocks of the European Union as a unified
group of states that are able to cooperate in face of an enemy that is threatening its values. The
research at the same time attempts to find out where the International Relations theories, namely
realism and constructivism, stand in the face of contemporary events. Further research is needed
to establish the relevance of other IR theories for the EU and Russia’s relationship, especially since
the ongoing war in Ukraine. Future research could enhance the findings of this essay by analysing
additional important aspects, such as, the threat of nuclear weapons. 
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The Deterioration of Russian-EU Relations: Sanctions and the Nord Stream II
NATALIA CRISTINA MARTÍNEZ ROUMIANTSEVA

1. Introduction

The relationship between Russia and the European Union has always been a careful balance on a
tightrope, but in recent years it seems that finding this balance has become increasingly hard,
especially with controversial issues such as the Nord Stream pipelines and the ongoing war
between Russia and Ukraine. However, the negative widespread narrative on Russia is not
something new in Western Europe, despite some arguing that it may be in Europe’s interest to be
on good terms with the main supplier of crude oil, natural gas and solid fossil fuels (Eurostat 2023). 

While the EU has economic interests in maintaining good relations with Russia, the negative
narrative surrounding the country has led to politically motivated policies such as sanctions, which
have resulted in negative short-term consequences for the EU. Day-to-day spot prices are fifteen
times higher than what they were two years ago due to the increase in gas prices, while Russia
seems to be better-off due to its high abundance of gas and buyers from Asia (Foster 2022). 

While the destruction of Nord stream pipelines will be the main focus of attention, it would be
remiss not to acknowledge the presence and impact of the current war between Russia and
Ukraine, which has led to worse reactions to the destruction of the pipelines and possibly made it
harder to pinpoint the real culprits of said terrorism, due to its significance in relation to the topic.
Therefore, the Russian-Ukrainian war is integral to the exacerbation of Russia-EU relations. The
war in Ukraine is argued to be three-faceted in nature: military, informational and economic
(Foster 2022). The economic aspect refers to the rising prices of oil and gas and the potentially
unrelated increase in US gas imports to Europe. The military aspect of the war not only refers to
the war in itself but also to the fact that the war has expanded beyond the borders of Ukraine, as
can be seen with the sabotage of the Nord Stream pipelines which will be the main topic in this
paper. These two aspects of the war should be analysed in order to understand the deteriorating
relationship between Russia and the European Union. The final aspect of the war is informational
and addresses the emotional narrative used by Western media to tell the story of Ukraine.

This paper aims to analyse the dynamic between Russia and the European Union, by analysing the
Nord Stream situation and Western sanctions, whilst also looking at the portrayal of Russia in
Western media, and its accuracy in providing a true or distorted view of the conflict. It is important
to note the influence of the US in the EU’s decisions and to reevaluate whether the EU is
prioritising its own interests or rather suffering under the influence of the US. The EU should
prioritise its own interests during decision-making, in order not to be negatively affected as it has
in light of recent events. 



44

2. Nord Stream: what is it, and what happened to it? 

The Nord Stream 2 gas pipeline had been completed in September 2021, and it was an 8 billion
euro project owned by Gazprom, a state-led Russian gas company, in partnership with Nord
Stream AG, a company incorporated in Switzerland back in 2005. About half of the investments
for this big infrastructural project were made by European companies; two companies from
Germany, one from France and one from the Netherlands. Both of the Nord Stream pipelines ran
next to each other for 1,224 kilometres under the Baltic Sea, originating from two different ports
in Russia and ending in northern Germany (Nord Stream n.d.). As a result of these pipelines,
Germany could make use of Russian natural gas bypassing Ukraine, and the excess gas could be
redistributed throughout Western Europe. The Nord Stream 2 project doubled the capacity of the
northern gas export route under the Baltic Sea and the idea was for it to be finished prior to the
end of the Russian-Ukrainian transit agreement in December 2019, guaranteeing that Russia
would not rely on the Ukrainian transit pathway to provide energy for the European demand.
Several countries opposed the construction of the Nord Stream 2, such as Poland, the US and
Slovakia (Gotev 2015). The US saw the construction of the Nord Stream as “a tool Russia is using
to support its continued aggression against Ukraine.” (United States Department of State 2020).
The US believed Russia’s goal was to further isolate Ukraine from the EU and the US, and to make
it more susceptible to Russian influence by decreasing its transit revenue.  

When first approaching the destruction of the pipelines, it is hard to establish immediate fault in
relation to Nord Stream 2. On September 27th 2022, two explosions damaged Russia’s Nord
Stream 1 and 2 pipelines near the Danish island of Bornholm (Bryen and Bryen 2022). The attack
on the pipelines encompassed several explosive charges – a terrorist assault targeted towards the
“energy infrastructure in international waters”, which indicates a failure of international law
(Escobar 2022). 

3. The Nord Stream: Analysed

With the destruction of the pipelines, it can be argued that the military war in Ukraine has
expanded beyond the borders of Ukraine, creating a much larger global impact. The sabotage
leaves us with a question: cui bono? The answer to the question of who benefits from the
destruction of such a costly investment is something that warrants consideration. 

Germany has assumed political leadership in the EU’s Russia policy, meaning that it has to align
with the EU’s position on Nord Stream 2 and other matters, such as the sanctions, together with
its own economic interests. However, since the heightening of the crisis in Ukraine, it seems that
Germany’s economic interests regarding the Russo-German relationship have been overthrown by
the interests of other powers such as the US. This could then entail that that certain power
becomes entitled to destroy a project that is known to benefit Germany, and leads us back to our
prior question of who is behind the Nord Stream sabotage. 
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News headlines initially blamed Russia, but it is dubious that Russia would want to destroy a
project they had invested heavily in, and that was such a big source of revenue for their economy.
However, it is important to note that chancellor Olaf Scholz suspended the certification of the
pipeline in February due to pressure from the EU and the United States and the moral and political
implications the pipeline would have (Marsh, S. and Chambers, M. 2022). In response to the
incident and the accusations that followed it, Vladimir Putin blamed the West for causing the
explosions and called for a comprehensive objective investigation with Russian and German
participation, to which the US denied involvement in the incident (Foster 2022). There was reason
to also suspect Poland because the explosions took place only 100km from the Polish naval port of
Kolobrzeg, containing minelaying ships and naval combat engineers (ibid.). In addition, Poland had
a new source of gas, particularly Norwegian gas, which came from a new underwater pipeline from
Denmark called Baltic Pipe. 

The inauguration of this pipe suspiciously coincided with the destruction of the Nord Stream
pipelines, on September 27th. According to the same source, on that date, the results from the
referendums in the Donbas, Kherson, and Zaporozhye regions of Ukraine also occurred. However,
former Polish minister Radoslaw Sikorsky soon provided a new possible culprit for the Nord
Stream destruction, after thanking Washington for destroying the pipelines on Twitter. This by
itself cannot be taken as proof of the US being at fault, however, it does raise suspicions, especially
together with words from Biden himself. On February 7th, President Joe Biden declared that in
the case of Russia invading Ukraine, “there will no longer be a Nord Stream 2. We will bring an end
to it…I promise you, we’ll be able to do it” (Shalal et al. 2022). It wouldn’t be the first time that the
US benefited from a crisis, because even back in 2014 when Ukraine experienced a violent
overthrow of its democratically-elected government and underwent a subsequent transformation
in its political orientation, tilting towards the West and adopting a stance that was unfriendly
towards Russia, the US became the largest producer of oil and gas with fracking and started
exporting liquefied natural gas (Foster 2022). In response to the sabotage, American government
official and diplomat, Antony Blinken, said that confirming the sabotage or finding who was behind
it is of no one’s interest, as it is an opportunity to remove dependency on Russian energy. And
increase dependency on whom? That is the question Europe must ask themselves, who have we
increased dependency on now, and was it intentional?

Regardless of possible doubts about whether it was the US who was behind the sabotage, a recent
paper by Pulitzer Prize-winning Seymour Hersh titled “How America Took Out The Nord Stream
Pipeline” speaks for itself. Hersh goes into detail on the planning, operation and fallout of the
sabotage, to an extent which is beyond the scope of this paper (Hersh 2023). He discusses how
the plan to destroy the pipelines had been a back-and-forth debate in Washington for 9 months
before the incident and by the time of the event, it was not even a question of whether to destroy
the pipelines or not (ibid.). The plan relied on the divers of the Panama City centre, a diving school
that provided the best-trained professionals that in addition, were not part of America’s Special
Operations command meaning they didn’t need to report their operations to Congress and brief in
advance the Senate and House Leadership. Thus, providing the operation with a bureaucratic
advantage. Biden, together with an interagency group led by Jake Sullivan, came up with the plan
to sabotage the Nord Stream (more details can be found in the source). American media
immediately made Russia the first culprit, and as I mentioned before, Blinken saw this “unsolved
mystery” as an opportunity to stop depending on Russia’s “weaponization of energy as a means of
advancing his [Putin’s] imperial designs” (ibid.).
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It is true that Europe should indeed decrease its energy dependency, but not only on Russia. In
2020, the EU’s dependency rate was 58%, meaning more than half of the energy needs came from
imports (Eurostat 2023). The dependency rate shows the extent to which an economy relies upon
imports in order to meet its energy needs, and the EU's is far too big. The current situation shows
how it is not only necessary to reduce dependency on Russia, but also to reduce dependency as a
whole since now it is the US the EU is relying on for energy, and to a large cost. After the
sanctions on Russia and the Nord Stream situation, there are worries of a possible recession and
high inflation rates due to European gas prices being nearly 6 times higher than a year ago (Saffioti
and Sequeria n.d.).

4. Sanctions Against Russia

Regarding the sanctions imposed by the EU on Russia, it is arguable that these have not harmed
Russia in the intended way, but have rather negatively impacted the EU and backfired. The
sanctions had a redistributive impact across the EU, and not every country has been affected in
the same way. There has been a reduction in exports to Russia in all the EU countries, but it is
important to note that certain countries have suffered more than others and that not all economic
sectors have been affected negatively. A source that discusses the Russian sanctions from 2013
talks about how overall trade volume in the EU has declined from EUR 326 billion to EUR 209
billion in 2015 (Giumelli 2017). This may be due to a variety of reasons, like the depreciation of the
ruble or the fall in oil price, but the sanctions have played some role in this. These sanctions
already indicate the unfriendly political relations between the EU and Russia, and the latest
implementation of sanctions further reinforces this. Additionally, it is critical to examine the latest
sanctions and analyse their outcomes compared to their original desired effects. This will more
accurately highlight and help us understand how the dynamic between the EU and Russia is
evolving. 

Germany has currently assumed a leadership role in the EU-wide sanctions against Russia, which is
quite different from the traditional German Ostpolitik paradigm (Gens 2019) , where foreign policy
credos such as “change through rapprochement” seem no longer valid. Germany has taken into
action a negative form of geo-economics, where threat perception or punitive economic measures
are utilised by governments. This leads to different tendencies within democracies and have been
used in the past to push adversaries. By contrast, positive forms of geoeconomics are reward-
oriented and are designed in an apolitical manner for mutual benefit. However, this form of
geoeconomics tends to be given less attention due to the high level of depoliticization.

It is argued that Germany’s political leadership assumption in the EU’s Russia policy has trumped
its economic interests since the eruption of the Ukraine crisis. Instead, it is the economic
interdependence of the Russo-German relationship that determines Germany’s EU actions
towards Russia, rather than its economic interests by themselves. (Gens 2019). In addition, the
article argues that without a successful implementation of the Minsk agreements, “the EU risks
losing authority and political support due to the economic effects of the sanctions policy” (ibid.).
Not all European countries are the same, and so it is unjust to create sanctions that will inevitably
affect some countries more negatively than others. Germany has had to take precautions during
the winter to reduce energy use, and the overall rise in energy prices has affected many other EU
countries. 
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There is also quite a divide in public opinion within Germany, which makes it easier for external
forces to exploit domestic fault lines and weaken the unity of Germany’s foreign policy towards
Russia. Looking at the European Council Meeting Conclusions, it is interesting that the culprit for
the current energy and economic crisis is said to be Russia and it “calls on all countries to align
with EU sanctions” (European Council 2022). 

The European Council also “strongly condemns the military support to Russia’s war of aggression
provided by the Iranian authorities, which must stop” and again highlights the importance of the
sanctions towards Russia (ibid.). There must be a gap here; the EU imposes sanctions on Russia
which inevitably make the energy prices go up due to the EU’s prior energy dependency rate and
the increase in imported energy from the US, however, the culprit for the destruction of the pipes
and the energy prices rising is still accused to be Russia. After analysing the negative impact of the
sanctions on Europe together with the repercussions of the destruction of the Nord Stream 2, it
becomes rather hard to read the European Council’s conclusions. It is clear that the EU is making
decisions that are not benefitting, but rather damaging the union and creating a positive outcome
for the US, however the European Council’s conclusions fail to make note of this. Also,
descriptions such as “Russia’s war of aggression” really question the credibility of such conclusions,
where such biassed language is being used (European Council 2022). 

5. Conclusion 

In conclusion, the destruction of Nord Stream 2 has opened many debates not limited solely to the
cause of its demise. The elimination of a multi-billion euro project and the consequences that this
entailed, together with the involvement of the US and the imposition of sanctions that has
negatively affected Europe and not quite had the desired effects on Russia, can be used as a lens
to analyse whether the EU is taking the correct actions when faced with political international
unrest like the war in Ukraine. Additionally, questions around the validity of whether the EU’s
foreign policy is effective or not. The war in Ukraine is tightly related to the topic of this paper, and
it can be argued that the sanctions and the Nord Stream 2 destruction were necessary to keep
Ukraine out of Russia’s sphere of influence. However, to what extent has this been effective? And
do the costs outweigh the benefits? Recent events have revealed a lot about geopolitical rivalry
and have raised many questions on what the relationship between the US, the EU, and Russia
actually is. As displayed through this paper, there is an extremely high level of misinformation in
the media about the war, Nord Stream and the sanctions. It is also evident the European Council
does not take responsibility for the consequences of the sanctions that were encouraged by them
and it had to take emergency measures to reduce energy prices (European Council 2022). It is a
simple case of looking at statistics of exports and imports, of energy prices and examining where
this energy now comes from to understand who is benefitting from the EU’s downfall - the US.
The old narrative, however, continues. We are living in a time of serious conflicts between two
powerful states: Russia and the US, which are being disguised through means of other smaller
states. The EU's recent position should be reevaluated as it is affecting them negatively, and they
should additionally consider whether the US is really in an anarchy of friends with the EU or not.
The relationship between Russia and the EU has declined greatly in the last decades and to a large
cost for the EU. Recent events should provide evidence that a change in policies and decision-
making within the European Council have to be made, and the EU should prioritise its own interest
over political or ideological factors since these seem to be unclear with the current situation.
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“Decolonize” or “Defend” - the diverging discourse surrounding
 (de)colonization of Russia between the West and Russia 

SOFIYA TRYZUB-COOK
 

1. Introduction  

The ongoing war in Ukraine has been characterized by two contracting narratives - “Russia's War
against Ukraine” and ”Russia Liberating Donbas” (Myshlovska, 2022). While the Western discourse
has emphasized Russia's imperialist agenda in Ukraine, the Russian narrative has only reinforced
the government's claim of liberation (Yatskyk, 2015; Raspotnik, 2022). Russia’s full-scale invasion
of Ukraine has also triggered a long-standing debate about Russian colonialism and the need for
decolonization (Bhambra, 2014), drawing parallels with previous decolonization struggles, such as
in Chechnya and Tatarstan (Michel, 2022).

Instances of Russian troops being active in former Soviet republics or in Russian autonomous
regions, promoting suppression and colonization, are not unprecedented (Dumoulin, 2023; Myre,
2022b). The Tatars, for instance, fought against Russian rule but experienced suppression and
colonization, leading to the development of an ethnically diverse region (Khasanova, 1998). After
extensive negotiations, a power-sharing treaty was eventually signed in 1994, effectively
integrating Tatarstan into Russia (Khasanova, 1998). Since 1992, Russia has maintained an
occupation of Transnistria in Moldova (Kuzio, 2019), despite its illegitimacy being recognized by
the Moldovan Government and the Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe (Potter,
2022). This occupation involves the presence of approximately 1,500 Russian troops.
Subsequently, Russia's brutal wars in Chechnya from 1994 to 1996 and from 1999 to 2009 aimed
to suppress the Chechen people's call for self-determination (Kipp, 2001). These conflicts resulted
in the loss of lives for thousands of fighters and tens of thousands of Chechen civilians (Myre,
2022a). As a result, Chechnya has once again come under Russian rule and colonization (Michel,
2022). In 2008, Georgia experienced the annexation of its sovereign territories, Abkhazia and
South Ossetia, which Russia continues to occupy unlawfully to this day (Vartanyan et al., 2022;
Dickinson, 2021). Similarly, in 2014, Russia annexed Crimea, a Ukrainian peninsula, and initiated a
war in the regions of Donbas and Luhansk, which has persisted unabated for the past eight years
(Kuzio, 2019; DeBenedictis, 2021). In 2022, Russia took the next step in its colonization efforts by
waging a full-scale war against Ukraine.

 “In this war , many observers see echoes of previous atrocities under Putin,” according to Ivar Dale, a
senior policy adviser with the Norwegian Helsinki Committee (as cited in Mirovalev, 2023).
Remarkably, Russia has refrained from characterizing these actions as ‘annexations’ or ‘wars’
instead using terms such as ‘liberation’ and "defense of civilians against atrocities’ in its rhetoric
(Rotaru, 2019; Yatskyk, 2015).
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Against this backdrop, the question is how has the west and Russia framed the discourse
surrounding the (de)colonization of Russia? To answer this question, this paper employs a
constructivist lens to analyze Western and Russian discourse on the (de)colonization of Russia. It
analyzes official statements and published articles to examine the diverging narrative between the
West and Russia when discussing Russia’s colonial legacy and its relevance in the ongoing war
against Ukraine. This paper argues that the Western narrative has emphasized Russia’s colonial
projects and need for decolonization, whereas Russian discourse has focused on discrediting
western claims, and portraying itself as a ‘liberator’ who does not require decolonization. These
diverging narratives have contributed to polarization of politics surrounding Russian identity and
the concept of Russian decolonization. 

2. Theoretical Framework

This paper will apply the constructivist lens to analyze the discourse of Western and Russian
politicians and scholars on Russian colonialism and decolonization. According to Constructivism,
interests and identities are created and reinforced through language and discourse (Wednt, 1992).
Constructivists would point out that Western discourse regularly defends liberal values and
morals, whereas Russian discourse endorses national (Russian) policies and has become
increasingly anti-west (Kolstø & Blakkisrud, 2016). 

Decolonization refers to the economic, cultural, and psychological freedom for groups (ie.
indigenous or minority) who seek to achieve their freedom and sovereignty, including the right to
self-determination over their land, culture and societal systems (Belfi & Sandiford, 2021). Such
decolonization efforts are a response to colonial projects across the world, where communities
who have been violated are fighting to regain control of their land, culture and so on. Colonization
refers to the process where settlers dispossess territories, communities and cultures, and establish
arbitrary power over them through instituting legal reforms that disadvantages them (Ferro, 2005). 

Historically speaking, colonial discourse has been closely associated with race and Western
expansionism in Africa and Asia in the mid to late 19th Century (Foreign Service Institute, 2022).
That said, colonization does not necessarily occur with regard to race or the West, colonization is
still an ongoing phenomenon in different regions in the world where communities are still fighting
for their rights against oppressors and imperialistic states (Ross, 2019).  

3. Analysis 

According to Western discourse, Russia is an imperialistic state both internally and externally and
needs to be decolonized in order for oppressed groups to be liberated (Helsinki Commission, 2022;
Snyder, 2022). Russia's war against Ukraine today is a colonial war that has showcased Russia’s
imperialist character (Snyder, 2022). As the Russian war in Ukraine steps into its second year,
Western politicians and scholars emphasized Russia’s imperialistic ambitions and interior empire
with its barbaric wars in Ukraine, Georgia, Chechnya, Tatarstan and so on (Helsinki Commission,
2022; Michel, 2022). With Kremlin's domination over various indigenous and minority regions
within Russia and its attempt to capture other regions (ie. neighboring countries), Western
discourse has increasingly argued for the ‘decolonization’ of Russia (Michel, 2022), to uphold its
liberal values of freedom and expression. As such, scholars have stated that “Russia is the last
European empire that has resisted even basic decolonization efforts” (Michel, 2022), framing
Russia as a colonial power who has not granted minority groups autonomy or a meaningful voice in
choosing their representatives. 
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When it comes to describing the Russian regime, Western scholars and politicians have
emphasized words including ‘oppressive’, ‘restrictive’, and ‘colonial’ (Yurchak, 2022; Pomerantsev,
2022), and claim that Russian discourse only serves to reinforce Russian culture and oppress
identities that do not fall in line with the dominant belief, demanding that all peoples part of the
Russian Federation adopt Russian cultures (Kolstø & Blakkisrud, 2016). The West consistently
presents the case of how Russia violates peoples, their liberty and rights, thus needing to be
decolonized in order for minorities to receive their self-determination and autonomy (Helsinki
Commission, 2022). More specifically, Western Scholars refer to the cases of Chechnya and
Tatarstan as prime examples where Russian authorities have violated ‘autonomous’ territories,
ruthlessly instigated violence in regions within Russia (Pyvovarov, 2022). Now, there is an
increasing list of cases to be made of Russia’s colonization of other sovereign territories, including
Moldova, Georgia, and Ukraine, all countries which have previously been under the Soviet Union
(Michel, 2022; Smith-Boyle, 2022). Many scholars have highlighted how Russia continues to use its
propaganda and narratives of falsehood’ to portray itself as a defender, both within Russia and
abroad (Paul & Matthews, 2016). In sum, Western framing and language has portrayed Russia as a
colonial empire that needs to be decolonized to liberate the peoples currently being oppressed and
violated.

Contrarily, Russia has focused on framing the West as a colonizer who still seeks colonial
influence, whereas Russia itself is a ‘liberator’ fighting for decolonization. For instance, Russian
Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov has stated that “Our country, which has not stained itself with the
bloody crimes of colonialism, has always sincerely supported the Africans in their struggle for
liberation from colonial oppression” (quote translated from Григор Атанесян, 2022), which
reinforces the image of the West as a colonizer, producing a negative image of the west (anti-
western discourse). The Russian government further distances itself from colonial practices by
stating it supports decolonial efforts and liberalization from oppression, painting Russia as a fighter
against colonization. Similarly, Russian President Putin has stated that “the west continues its
colonial policy and would do everything to preserve the neo-colonial system in the world” (quote
translated from Вести.Ru, 2022), making it the Wests’ fault for any neocolonial tendencies in
society today. 

In response to Western claims of Russia’s ‘colonial war’ against Ukraine, Putin has only reinforced
the statement that ‘Russia is Liberating Donbas’ to ‘demilitarize’ and ‘denazify’ Ukraine from
Ukrainian ‘nationalists’ (Garzon, 2022; Чернышова, 2022), denying any form of annexation or
wrongdoing (Yatskyk, 2015). In response to Western claims of Russia’s internal colonization, Putin
has framed Russia as the world advocate for anti-colonial movements to open opportunities for all
people around the world and reduce inequalities (ТАСС, 2022). That said, Russian politicians
believe Russia to be immune against “the germ of colonialism” as their motives are to defend
humanity and liberate it, not colonize, therefore their acts are regarded as a “natural expansion”
(Sartori, 2022). With regards to Chechnya and Tatarstan, the Russian government has maintained
that it promotes all regional identities, placing emphasis on its ‘secular policies’ and inclusion
(Yatskyk, 2015). In sum, the Russian narrative frames the west as a colonial power and itself as a
‘liberator’ of minorities, who does not need to be ‘decolonized’. Nevertheless, it is important to
acknowledge that despite the dominant Russian discourse that seeks to defend its national policies
and statehood, there have also been Russian scholars who have condoned its imperialistic agenda
and colonial strategies (Khrushcheva, 2022). However, scholarly works negatively portraying
Russia are quickly dismantled through oppression and discrediting (Khrushcheva, 2022). 
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4. Conclusion 

The West has repeatedly called for Russian ‘decolonization’ of oppressed regions, and this request
has only magnified with the backdrop of Russia’s war against Ukraine. Whereas Western discourse
has framed Russia as a colonial power oppressing minorities internally and abroad, Russian
discourse has consistently ignored its own colonial practices and in-turn framed the West as a
colonial power seeking to reinforce its power over other states. Today, these conflicting narratives
have been put on a pedestal as they have sought to polarize the two camps - the West and Russia.
As such narratives dominate different broadcasts, media channels, and countries, there is a
diverging understanding of Russia and perception of Russian power (Casier & DeBardeleben,
2019).

Russia will continue to employ its rhetoric of ‘defending’ to mask its true intentions of engaging in
warfare (Paul & Matthews, 2016). As a result, conflicting narratives revolving around the notions
of ‘decolonization’ and ‘defense’ in Russian policy and practices will continue to create divisions in
Russia and abroad. Therefore, it is crucial, now more than ever, to understand these narratives and
recognize the issue of ongoing Russian colonization in the 21st century under the current world
order.
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Preventing Kessler: EU Policy Recommendations for the Mitigation of Space Debris
TOYAH HOEHER

1. Executive Summary

Outer space technology is embedded in most aspects of our daily lives, from satellite phones to
GPS. However, our current behavior in outer space is unsustainable: the accumulation of space
debris risks space technology ceasing to be usable. Major stakeholders like the EU need to revisit
their outer space policy and implement changes such as those outlined in this policy brief (ESA,
2022). Failure to mitigatate space debris could have disastrous socio-economic consequences, on
everything from climate monitoring to national security services (OECD, 2020). This proposal
begins with an overview of the dangers posed by the uncontrolled accumulation of space debris. It
continues by summarizing the issues surrounding different policy strategies, such as regulation,
international negotiation, and technological innovation. Informed by these challenges, this brief
includes a package of concrete recommendations. The political component involves the provision
of a new set of space debris mitigation guidelines and active EU agenda-building on the world
stage. The economic component seeks to incentivize cooperation with private sector innovation
and disincentivize orbital littering, by facilitating more straightforward liability practices. 

2. Introduction 

Humanity is dependent on outer space technology in the areas of communication, monitoring
agriculture and climate, public health, research, security, education, and development, among
others (Migaud, 2020; Mrusek, 2019). As innovations are made in the development of space
technology, the costs of outer space enterprise are decreasing, allowing more and more companies
to begin their own projects, transforming low-Earth orbit (LEO) into an orbital tragedy of the
commons (David, 2021). As a result of this increasing commercial activity in outer space, satellites
and other technology are being launched into LEO at an exponential rate: in the two years leading
up to April 2021, the number of satellites in LEO increased by over 50% (ESA, 2022; Runnels,
2022; Boley & Byers, 2021).

When these objects break or no longer serve their intended function, fragments can remain in LEO
indefinitely, posing risks of colliding with other objects and endangering functional spacecraft
(ESA, 2022). According to NASA, there are already hundreds of millions of pieces of debris in LEO
large enough to cause serious damage to spacecraft (Runnels, 2022). 

Once enough debris is created, a phenomenon known as the Kessler effect takes place: collisions
between debris cascade and self-perpetuate, cluttering LEO and rendering use of outer space
impossible while endangering Earth’s upper atmosphere (including the ozone layer and its radiation
environment) (Boley & Byers, 2021; Seymour, 1997). In fact, multiple studies conducted by NASA
have determined that the amount of orbital debris has already surpassed this critical mass: even if
no further orbital debris is created, collisions will continue to occur in perpetuity (Boley & Byers,
2021; Martin, 2014).
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The socio-economic impacts of the Kessler effect could change the lives of people all across the
globe: without satellite technology, internet, weather, and communication services could be lost,
Earth science and climate research stalled. Debris fragments not designed to safely burn up in the
atmosphere could similarly threaten the lives and property of humans on Earth (OECD, 2020;
Pusey, 2010).

Particularly in the wake of extreme political tension due to Russian aggression, the risks offuture
global health crises such as COVID-19, and the existential threat of climate change, the European
Union (EU) has substantial stakes in maintaining and developing its assets in outer space (Burger &
Bordacchini, 2019). To ensure the sustainable use of satellite technologies, the EU’s space policy
warrants rethinking. Currently, not enough is being done to prevent the consequences of the
Kessler effect (Mrusek, 2019). The following sections outline the shortcomings of current policy
and introduce a policy proposal for the EU to set an example on the international stage in
adequately addressing the issue of space debris. Despite the EU not being among the main
contributors of space waste, its positioning as a major global player and key innovator in outer
space technology suffices in requiring it to take responsibility for the mitigation of space debris,
not least due to the consequences for all of humanity (Bonnal et al., 2013; Clormann & Klimburg-
Witjes, 2020).

3. Current Policy & Alternatives

The current accumulation of debris has already reached the point of inevitable self-perpetuation;
swift and decisive policy action is required to prevent the worst consequences from materializing
(Bonnal et al., 2013). The range of strategies being proposed to remove and prevent space waste is
widening as the urgency of the issue escalates, but political will has failed to keep up with the pace
of technological developments (Clery, 2020). Critics of the current policy of space agencies lament
that they “study, wait, and hope” rather than taking decisive action (Clery, 2020). This section
introduces several different strategies and challenges to implementation before coming to
concrete recommendations in the following section.

3.1 Regulation

In cooperation with ESA, the EU is progressing a docket of novel satellite projects that have the
potential to contribute to LEO pollution (Boley & Byers, 2021). Its sSpace program focuses heavily
on its flagship programs of observation (Copernicus) and satellite navigation (Galileo) (European
Commission, 2022). While these projects, and the program’s goal of promoting the EU’s role as a
leading actor in space, are valuable ambitions, current EU space policy lacks focus on regulation
and enforcement on sustainable space activity. New launches are not regulated sufficiently, and
most often fail to follow debris mitigation guidelines (ESA, 2022; OECD, 2020).
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3.2 Security

One major challenge to space debris mitigation policy are political concerns regarding different
actors’ activities in this shared expanse: most capture and removal technologies can also be used
as anti-satellite weapons (PricewaterhouseCoopers, 2019). Their development can thus raise
suspicions among nations with already tense diplomatic relations. Additionally, countries are
reluctant to share their satellite’s positioning data in the interest of national security
(PricewaterhouseCoopers, 2019). Space debris policy thus requires meticulous diplomacy and
negotiation (David, 2021). Following Russia’s firing of anti-satellite missiles and its invasion of
Ukraine, the EU has particular interest in safeguarding its own security in outer space
(Pricewaterhousecoopers, 2019).

3.3 Technology

Outer space technology is constantly being reinvented and developed. While stricter regulation
and enforcement is necessary to address space sustainability, the EU should ensure that only
technologically feasible and worthwhile projects, as introduced below, are promoted.

3.4 Active Removal

 Active removal of space debris is necessary to prevent the Kessler syndrome. However, removing
existing debris presents a host of complications; the first attempt will only be made by the ESA’s
CleanSpace-1 mission in 2025. Issues include the extreme costs of removal and the difficulty of
tracking very small pieces of debris, which make up the bulk of debris mass (OECD, 2020; Bonnal
et al., 2013).

Although technological advances are already improving trackability, current strategies still do not
provide sufficient active removal (European Space Agency, 2022). Furthermore, the technological
demands of removing existing debris are highly complex: fragment sizes range widely, from
microscopic particles to pieces the size of school buses (Mrusek, 2019). As a result, there can be
no single approach to removing them; a multitude of different technologies will be required
(Mrusek, 2019).

3.5 Removal by Design

Many satellites and other spacecraft are designed to self-destruct after their mission is complete.
When spacecraft are designed to safely return to or burn up in the atmosphere, or perform
controlled self-explosions, collisions and the potential for further debris creation are prevented
(Mrusek, 2019).

3.6 In-orbit servicing

 To extend the lifespan and sustainability of spacecraft and thus reduce the potential for new
debris, new technologies will be required to perform in-orbit servicing and maintenance, such as
repair and refueling (Mrusek, 2019)
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4. Policy recommendations

 This brief recommends a two-pronged approach to be adopted by the EU. The political dimension
of the proposal concerns setting stricter standards and requirements for launches, and a diplomatic
negotiation strategy to encourage international cooperation. The economic dimension concerns
incentivizing technology development and disincentivizing careless debris creation, while
cooperating more closely with private enterprises.

4.1 Political Component

First and foremost, the type and amount of new spacecraft launched into orbit must be regulated.
Although the EU’s projects don’t pose as great a risk as, for example, several projects from the US
or China, the EU must set an example for larger space players. It should ensure that launches are
limited to necessary projects held to strict standards of sustainability and removal opportunities
(Bonnal et al., 2013).

However, under the Treaty of Lisbon, the EU does not have the competence to adopt common
space legislation for its member states (EU, 2007). Article 189, paragraph 2 of the Treaty
legitimizes the creation of a European space programme, which the EU has done to present goals
and make recommendations (Marchisio, 2010). Given the high stakes and global nature of the
problem, the EU should strive, within its capacities, to achieve greater harmonization among its
member states’ space policy and allow itself more ambitious objectives. Setting the following
framework is a starting point to prioritize space debris solutions on the international agenda
beyond the EU, inviting its Member States to adopt them and thereby demonstrating what a
feasible and effective plan could look like to foster international cooperation.

4.2 Regulation

 The first step of this proposal thus suggests the establishment of comprehensive EU guidelines on
the mitigation of space debris (GMSD). The main components of these guidelines, applicable to all
spacecraft launched from the date of adoption, would comprise the following:

(1) Every spacecraft shall be designed and constructed so as to allow for scheduled and controlled
reentry into Earth’s atmosphere, meaning its components have less than a 1 in 10,000 chance of
surviving reentry into Earth’s atmosphere, as well as feasible orbital servicing.

This point addresses the lack of adequate post-mission planning for spacecraft, and is inspired by
the ESA CleanSpace initiative’s goal of “design for demise” (Parsonson, 2020). To avoid the
ramifications of the Kessler effect and further accumulation of space debris, at least 90% of space
objects must have a successful removal rate before existing debris can be removed (ESA, 2022).
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Objects targeted for active removal shall be selected according to the probability and severity
of potential collisions. Accordingly, selected debris should have a high mass, high collision
probability, and should be positioned in high altitudes.
Where ownership is able to be determined, fragment removal missions shall take place with
the consent of the owner. If consent is not given or ownership cannot be determined, removal
initiatives shall be authorized to perform non-consensual debris removal.
The military or espionage use of removal technologies shall be strictly forbidden.

(2) All launches must comply with the IADC space debris mitigation guidelines.

 The ESA has asserted that better compliance with the Inter-Agency Space Debris Coordination
Committee’s (IADC) Space Debris Mitigation Guidelines will reduce debris accumulation and
prevent orbital explosions and collisions (European Space Agency, 2022). Although these
guidelines
alone are not enough to fully address space debris, this point reiterates the need for full
compliance.

(3) All spacecraft must be constructed and designed so as to allow, as much as possible, for
seamless orbital tracking and identification.

This point aims to facilitate clearer liability practices surrounding debris fragments. It is often
nearly impossible to trace from which spacecraft a given fragment originates, and it is thus
extremely difficult to hold launching parties responsible for polluting LEO (Boley & Byers, 2021).

(4) Active debris removal efforts shall be conducted according to the following:

Even if all launches comply perfectly with the previous guidelines, a stable LEO environment can
only be achieved by actively de-orbiting at least five large objects from densely polluted regions
per year (Bonnal et al., 2013). This point follows the ESA’s object selection recommendations to
ensure that each removal mission is as productive as possible and aims to address some political
and diplomatic tensions surrounding debris cleanup. Nonconsensual removal represents a
departure from current policy: its strategic success will depend on commitment to the following
section.

4.3 Pursuing an International Agenda

This proposal relies on significant political goodwill throughout the international order. The EU
must increase its vocal pursuit of sustainable space practices in international fora, particularly the
United Nations. Recommended action points to establish a new diplomatic and negotiation agenda
comprise the following:

(1) Encouraging a re-imagination of LEO as a shared ecosystem like the air and the ocean, as set
out by the Outer Space Treaty: reinforce the global perception that every spacefaring nation has a
responsibility to the entire planet when it comes to their national and private space activity (UN,
1967; David, 2021).
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(2) Push for reform and expansion of current space legislation such as the OST with greater
attention to sustainability and debris mitigation.

(3) Revisit, strengthen and pursue adherence to the EU’s Code of Conduct for Outer Space
Activities (Johnson, 2014), emphasizing security and sustainability-related benefits for all nations.
Initiate cooperation and demonstrate goodwill by openly sharing knowledge, technology and other
resources to actors in support of points 1-3.

4.4. Economic Component 

To encourage the development of technologies needed to achieve sustainable space activity, the
EU must depart from its current institution-centered approach to space policy, and invite the
participation of private actors in addressing space debris (David, 2021). The following comprise the
economic component of this proposal, aiming to stimulate private sector innovation.

(1) Share knowledge and resources
Greater cooperation between institutional space agencies and private initiatives should involve the
incentivization of technological solutions for active removal and controlled re-entry. There is no
time to waste by withholding valuable experience and resources.

(2) Assign bounty for the removal of high-priority debris objects
 By imposing premiums on strategic fragments, the EU can further stimulate market competition
and innovation while raising awareness of the issue’s severity (David, 2021).

(3) Impose space traffic footprint & penalize orbit pollution
 Akin to a carbon tax relative to carbon footprint, space traffic footprints would allow the
international community to quantify different actors’ impact on the orbital environment and hold
them accountable for that measure without needing to track and identify every debris fragment.

5.  Conclusion 

This policy proposal hopes to inspire swift and concrete action towards the mitigation of space
debris. It has demonstrated the severity of the challenge and urgency of improving current
policies. It proposes a two-pronged political and economic agenda to pursue and convince EU
Member States as well as the rest of the global community to enforce. The GMSD takes a more
ambitious stance on the regulation of space activity, while the economic scheme departs from the
stalling of the traditional, institution-centered approach. As an emerging leader in thespace
industry, and one of the most successful multinational projects in history, the EU has a
responsibility to demonstrate space sustainability to the rest of the international community. In the
context of climate change, a successful international project to solve a global tragedy of the
commons could be exactly what is needed to unite public and private leaders behind further
climate action. Respectful and appreciative of the longstanding cooperation between the EU and
the ESA, this brief calls upon mutual trust between the two entities to persuade the Commission
to listen, and act accordingly.
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Migration and Decolonizing the EU
AVA GRACE FRITZ

 
1. Introduction

According to Frontex, in the months preceding this paper, the majority of irregular migrants
arriving at the EU border have hailed from the following states: Morocco, Algeria, Egypt, Syria,
Turkey, Afghanistan, and Bangladesh (Frontex, 2022). Many migrants from these countries travel
incredible distances to reach the European Union (EU) in an attempt to establish a better life for
themselves and their families (Kuschminder et. al, 2015). However, even if they manage to make it
to EU soil unharmed, more often than not they are rejected at the border, sometimes not even
being allowed to dock if they are traveling by sea. This was the case in 2018 with the Aquarius sea
rescue mission, wherein the joint efforts of two non-profit organizations saved over 600 migrants
from a near-certain death at sea only to be forbidden from docking at the nearest countries, Italy
and Malta (Baker, 2018).

It should be noted that the migrants in question are primarily from nations formerly colonized by
the very same European region that is now rejecting them at the border. Achiume placed this
reality under a spotlight in her paper “Migration as Decolonization” (2019), in which she radically
argues that due to the neocolonial ties between First and Third world countries, Western states
have an obligation to extend some form of citizenship to their former colonies in the name of
distributive justice. This paper seeks to explore to what extent this argument (which shall be
elaborated upon further in the Literature section) may implicate the EU’s migration policy. The
colonial identity of the EU is a severely under-interrogated topic, especially when compared to the
copious research dedicated to other aspects of the European integration project, such as its peace-
producing nature or democratic quality. There is even less research dedicated to exploring the
normative obligations that the EU's colonial character may impose on the bloc. This paper thus
seeks to fill this gap and problematize the EU’s colonial past by exploring the following research
question: To what extent do citizens of former EU Member State colonies have a normative claim to
certain exemptions from EU economic migration policies?

This paper shall argue that former colonies of EU Member States do indeed hold a claim to certain
exemptions from EU migration policies for two main reasons: (1) The historical development and
goals of the EU were inextricably tied to colonization, which makes the initial exclusion of these
colonies from the benefits of the EU’s formation unjustifiable and (2) Current neocolonial ties
between the EU and its Member States’ former colonies are asymmetrically benefitting the EU,
and thus that the current exclusion of citizens of former colonies from these benefits is also
unjustified. It is this point that will lend support to the overarching argument that the EU should
alter its migrationary policies as a matter of distributive justice and decolonization – that is, the EU
should allow citizens of former colonies to partake in the political and economic prosperity that
their nations helped to produce by allowing their economic migration.

This paper shall be organized into five sections: One reviewing previous literature, one on the
analysis which shall be further broken down in two subsections; (1) on the colonial nature of the
historical development of the EU (2) on the persisting neocolonial ties between EU Member States’
and their former colonies; and a concluding section which reiterates this paper’s main argument.
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2. Literature Review & Theory 

This paper draws much inspiration from Achiume’s argument in “Migration as Decolonization''
(2019). She argues that the fact that Western states exclude economic migrants from former
colonies on the grounds that they are “political strangers'' is unjustified, for citizens of former
colonies are not political strangers at all. By virtue of their shared history and persisting neo
colonial ties, they are part of a joint political community with the West from which they have been
wrongly disenfranchised (2019, p.1539). She is able to make this argument because she maintains
that the state has the sovereign “right to exclude '' political strangers, but she does not define
“political strangerism” according to citizenship, as most do (2019, p.1540). Formal citizenship, in
her view, can be seen as an often-arbitrary construction which viciously reproduces unequal
power relations by its primarily inherited, lineage-based character (Shacher & Hirschl, 2007). A less
arbitrary way to define political strangerism is by determining whether persons are part of a shared
political community; and she does so by examining the nature of the political and economic ties
between governing bodies. If it is clearly a dominating and beneficiary relation, as is the historical
and contemporary case with Western states and their former colonies, then those subjects being
dominated and benefitted from have a right to claim some of the fruits of those benefits, as one
would in a shared political community (Achiume, 2019). Put another way, allowing people to
participate in political communities they are de facto part of but de jure excluded from is a matter
of distributive justice, with distributive justice being defined here as the distribution of political
privileges such that no one is systematically and arbitrarily excluded from them (Achiume, 2019).

This paper thus seeks to establish whether the EU and its Member States’ former colonies can be
defined as being part of a shared political community – that is, whether the EU has economically
and politically benefited from the former colonies and yet has wrongly excluded them from
partaking these benefits. If this is true, then there is grounds to claim that allowing migrants from
these territories access to the EU is a matter of distributive justice to grant them access to the
economic opportunities which their nation and labor has been used to produce.

To make this argument, however, an in-depth analysis of the goals and historical development of
the EU, and thus its historical and contemporary ties with colonization, is necessary. There is a
burgeoning sector of literature dedicated to exploring the colonial nature of the European
integration project, a novel line of research initially taken up by Hansen in his article on the
colonial EU identity (2002). Hansen argues that the formation of the EU was deeply rooted in
colonial ambitions, and thus, the popular conceptualization of the EU’s birth as primarily an effort
to establish peace on European soil is misled and in fact obscures the role that colonization has
played in the formation and maintenance of the EU (2002, p.349). This article shall be crucial in the
following analysis section, wherein the formation and goals of the EU are explored to establish to
what extent the bloc has historically benefitted from Member States’ former colonies.
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3. Analysis

First, this analysis shall investigate the historical and teleological development of the EU, and to
what extent this is related to Member States’ colonies. Second, it shall investigate the current
neocolonial connection between Member States and their former colonies.

3.1 The EU’s Historical Colonial Character

The EU’s formation has reached almost mythical status in literature on regional integration. The
dogmatic narrative goes as such: an original group of six European nations, each possessing only
the most enlightened of intentions, came together following the world wars to establish an
economic agreement that might maintain peace in the European region (Cini & Solorzano, 2018).
The phrases “peace” and “EU formation” have become almost inseparable pairs as a result of this
common narrative, but a more critical look at the nature of the European Economic Community
(EEC) reveals a far less pacifist reality (Bhamba, 2022).

The EEC was established in 1957 as a precursor to the EU as it laid the groundwork for further
European cooperation and economic integration (Cini & Solozano, 2018). However, its creation
was not merely to achieve peace in the European region; rather, the prospect of pooling the
benefits borne off the exploitation of colonies also posed a great economic incentive for European
nations that were individually experiencing a steady decline in their colonial power during the 50s
and 60s (Hansen, 2002). For instance, France signed the Treaty of Rome but only after the
assurance that it was in their colonial interest; they specifically saw to it that there would be
favorable tariffs on the imports from their Overseas Countries and Territories (OSCTs) in the
agreement (Danin, 1999, p.31). In addition to this, evidence suggests that the French and British
Empire were particularly motivated to participate in European economic integration once the
states were confronted by their declining colonial influence. The Suez crisis was a defining
moment in this respect; the French and British Empire’s joint efforts to re-appropriate the canal
from Egypt’s control can be seen as an attempt to re-establish control in the Middle Eastern-North
African region which was slowly slipping from them with the growing Pan-Arab movement
(Hansen, 2002). Multiple scholars thus claim that it was this failure to control the canal that alerted
the states’ need for a new source of strength to continue to maintain their global power – that
being the European integration project (Hansen, 2002; Anderson, 1997; Dinan, 1999). For Britain,
the EEC was seen as a “substitute for empire, a new source of international prestige and influence”
(Kahler, 1984). The importance of the Pan-Arab movement and European insecurity over their
colonies in the formation of the EU is illustrated quite succinctly by this point: Monnet, a former
president of the European Atomic Energy Community said, “To [Nasser,] the federator of Europe!”
(cited in Hansen, 2002); Nasser being the head and face of the Pan-Arab movement.
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These points indicate the importance of (neo)colonial interests in motivating European integration.
And yet, despite this importance, citizens and representatives of these colonies that existed under
the states championing European integration have very little to no say in the formation of
European economic treaties. For instance, The Treaty of Rome did not feature any signature or
collaborative input from representatives of territories such as Algeria or Chad. The benefits of the
EEC, despite drawing resources from these colonies and having been formed in the first place as a
means to maintain global power in relation to these colonies, was reserved to continental Europe
(Hansen, 2002). This logically follows as the EEC was formed during a time when European
civilizational superiority over colonized persons was considered to be fact; and so these persons
were (unjustifiably and systematically) excluded from the EEC’s negotiations process and its
material fruits (Bhambra, 2022). Indeed, it seems that at least historically, the EU’s formation and
goals were explicitly colonial in nature, and that arguably the colonies that existed under Member
States at the start of integration were wrongfully excluded from its benefits.

3.2 The EU’s Contemporary Colonial Character

While the previous section attempted to demonstrate the historical and teleologically colonial
nature of the EU, this section seeks to explore to what extent these colonial ties extend into the
present in the form of a “neocolonial empire” (Achiume, 2019, p.1520). If it can be shown that
there are current, strong ties of domination between the EU and former colonies from which the
EU asymmetrically benefits, then there is grounds to argue that citizens of these former states are
being wrongfully excluded from these benefits, and thus, economic migration from these former
colonies should permitted by the EU as one method of decolonization and delivering distributive
justice.

One point that demonstrates the existence of and the EU’s participation in the maintenance of a
neocolonial empire, is that the two major net contributors to the EU, Germany and France, are still
deeply entrenched in colonial ties of domination with their former colonies and overseas countries
and territories (OSCTs). For instance, France is the main creditor and investor in Morocco and
Algeria, which are, as aforementioned in the introduction, the two of the main countries from
which “irregular migrants” attempt to enter the EU (Frontex, 2022). Patterns of inequality
established during colonialism are also illustrated in Germany’s case, wherein most of the arable
land in Namibia is still owned by wealthy Germans as opposed to Namibians (Bhambra, 2022).
France and Germany undoubtedly benefit politically and economically from the ties they maintain
with their former colonies, but it is not an equal relationship; much evidence suggests that the
loans and aid provided by these Western states undermine former colonies’ sovereign right to
political self-determination (Sylla & Pigeaud, 2021). For instance, Western states often leverage aid
to demand certain changes to the political organization or policies of dependent states, and this
practice is not limited to France and Germany – for example, this occurred recently in the case of
the Netherlands and its former colony Curacao; in exchange for COVID-19 aid, which the territory
desperately needed, the Dutch government ordered they slash wages as much as 12.4% (Samson,
2020). Poorer nations have little choice but to adhere to such demands when they are dependent
on financial aid from their former colonizers, particularly in times of crisis. However, returning to
the examples of France and Germany, considering the fact that these Member States in particular
are large contributors to the economic and political maintenance of the EU, it is reasonable to
suggest that their neocolonial benefits do translate into benefits for the EU as a whole.
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However, if the EU’s neocolonial character is not demonstrated convincingly enough by the fact
that its most influential Member States maintain individual neocolonial ties with their former
colonies, it can also be shown that the EU, as a collective, perpetuates neocolonial structures
through, for instance, the pursuit of paternalistic aid agreements with African states. The EU has
been pushing to establish Deep and Comprehensive Free Trade Agreements (DCFTA) with African
nations, but these agreements come with required changes to the states’ economic and political
structure (Langan & Price, 2020). Agreements like these again undermine African states’ ability to
sovereign self-determination and will likely inordinately benefit the EU over them. One scholarly
article describes the whole initiative quite pointedly: “the EU is cementing colonial-style patterns
of production via iniquitous trade and aid arrangements” (Langan & Price, 2020, p.703). This also
addresses the point of EU Member States that were never formal colonizers; through the EU’s
(neo)colonizing efforts, from which they also gain (particularly as typical net beneficiaries of the
EU), they have become implicated in this structure of neocolonial domination which they now
must also answer to (Bhambra, 2022).

Thus, given the fact that the EU benefits both directly as a collective and indirectly through its
Member States from neocolonial structures, the fate of the EU and former European colonies are
entangled in a shared, political community. Thus, this paper maintains that there is a great injustice
at work whenever the EU rejects over 90% of economic migrants from the very same colonies it
gains from (Frontex, 2022). In rejecting their applications, citizens of former colonies are being
excluded from the benefits that the EU is reaping (and, as previously demonstrated, has historically
reaped) from their nations’ exploitation. Decolonization and distributive justice as a project may be
conceptualized as “the pursuit of political equality for colonized people” (Achiume, 2019, p.1539),
and thus so long as colonized people are being excluded from the EU’s political and economic
prosperity that they helped to build, decolonization is not finished because true political equality
between Western nations and their former colonies has not been achieved. Thus, as a matter of
distributive justice and as a measure to decolonize the EU, the EU’s migration policy should
provide exemptions for economic migrants coming from Member States’ former colonies from
which they still materially and politically benefit.

4. Conclusion

This paper attempted to demonstrate the historical and contemporary colonial nature of the EU in
order to argue that citizens of Member States’ former colonies have a normative claim to certain
EU migration exemptions. First, it was shown that the birth of the EU was entrenched in colonial
ambitions, which thus supported this paper’s first point that the initial exclusion of these colonies’
interests from the European integration project was unjustified. It was subsequently demonstrated
how the EU and its Member States partake in benefiting from existing neocolonial relations with
these former colonies, which supported the paper’s second and main point that the EU is politically
and economically entangled with former colonies to such an extent that their continued exclusion
of these former colonies’ citizens from the prosperity of the EU is deeply unjustified. Thus, to
decolonize the EU’s foreign relations and do justice to colonized persons, this paper ultimately
argues that the EU should allow individuals from these states to partake in the economic benefits
reaped from their nations by permitting their economic migration.
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Refugees, the EU Migration Pact and State of Exception - How do the policies impact
migrants?

ALICE TOLMATCHOVA
 
 

 1. Introduction

In 2015/2016, the EU faced a high influx of incoming migrants. This often-called refugee ‘crisis’
illustrated that the member states lacked joint agreements and successful instruments to ensure
effective and humane migration management (Maldini & Takahashi, 2017). The refugee ‘crisis’ has
been most prominent among the most controlled and deadly maritime route to the European
Union (Lendaro, 2016), mainly affecting the Mediterranean countries Italy and Greece
(Panebianco, 2022). The lack of cooperation and management led to humanitarian emergencies.
Refugees were partially unable to access medical aid, the lack of safety encouraged gender-based
violence and more than a thousand unaccompanied minors disappeared on European ground until
2017 (Roberts et al., 2016). As a direct reaction to the “major shortcomings” during the refugee
‘crisis’ (European Commission, 2020), the European Commission presented the European Pact on
Migration and Asylum (“the Pact”) in 2020, consisting of five legislative proposals and four
recommendations (Picum, 2021). The primary purposes were to improve asylum and migration
procedures and implement measures for distributing responsibility and solidarity among member
states (Picum, 2021). The Pact encompassed proposals for regulating screening, asylum
procedures, crisis and migration management as well as recommendations for mechanisms
concerning the regulation of resettlement, humanitarian admission, as irregular entries (Picum,
2021).

This paper will focus on the main aspects of the Pact, namely external partnerships, the solidarity
mechanisms, and the pre-screening agreement. By employing the theory of Agamben (2005) of the
State of Exception, the question of whether the policies of the Pact improve migration
management for irregular migrants is going to be addressed. The discussed measures of the Pact
cover the complete journey of a migrant, the departure from the country of origin and transit, the
arrival at the European border and the relocation or return procedure. This paper will argue that
instead of improving the humanitarian situation of refugees, the Migration Act reinforces the state
of exception of refugees in the Mediterranean area. The State of Exception is formed through
stricter pre-screening methods, un-balanced ‘cooperation’ with third countries, the lack of
accountability for an inter-European alliance and the focus on detention and returning migrants.
The paper will proceed by first introducing the theory of exception, which describes the
relationship between sovereign power and its ability to include and exclude individuals from the
realm of participation in legal and political normality. Through this lens, an analysis of the external
dimension of the Pact, the solidarity agreement, and the pre-screening measure will follow,
showing that the proposed policies of the Pact will pose a continuation of the state of exception
for incoming migrants.
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 2. Sovereignty and the State of Exception

The concept of the State of Exception is rooted in political theory starting to develop in the 1930s,
coined by the German political theorist Carl Schmitt, who introduced the idea that the “sovereign
is he who decides on the exception” (Schmitt, 1985, as cited in Norris, 2007, p. 32). Schmitt
associates sovereign power with the capability to decide that legal norms are being upheld, hence
that a “normal situation actually exists” (Schmitt, 1985, as cited in Norris, 2007, p. 36). The other
side of this ‘normal situation’ qualifies as the state of exception. Giorgio Agamben (2005) builds on
the dichotomy of normality and exception by distinguishing between a “good life” and a “bare life”.
Only the “good life” can partake and profit from being included in a political system, the rule of law
and a democratic way of life (Agamben, 2005, p. 11). In other words, a good life describes
individuals situated within the normal state (within the legal system) of the sovereign power. In
contrast, the bare life lies outside norms and regulations that are supposed to be universally
applicable (ibid.). Most importantly, Agamben’s theory does not consider the ‘bare life’ outside the
sovereign power and the whole system (Agamben, 2005). On the contrary, the exclusion is
fundamentally part of the sovereign power. The bare life cannot exist without the decision of
exclusion, while exclusion can only exist in a dichotomy with inclusion, hence with normality. 

The State of Exception is often associated with the state of emergency. During emergencies,
states create exceptions to the legal norms “to derogate constitutional values for the sake of
order” (Mészáros, 2020, p. 91). Emergencies usually indicate an extreme but temporary situation.
However, Agamben theorizes that emergencies are growingly normalized, becoming “a form of
prolonged state of exception” (Bigo 2006 as cited in Vaughan-Williams, 2009, p. 743). The theory
of the state of exception is often applied to refugees and migrants debates in academia (such as
Levy, 2010; Hönig, 2014; Garrido et al., 2021). Migration has a unique relationship with sovereign
power and territoriality (Garrido et al., 2021) which is also included in Agamben’s account of the
State of Exception. Practices of exclusion by sovereign powers should not be thought about in a
fixed spatial way that state borders tend to be seen in. Instead, Agamben reconceptualized fixed
borders in bordering through inclusion and exclusion (Vaughan-Williams, 2009). Therefore, the
emergence and normalization of the State of Exception are regarded as a “normal technique of
government” (Agamben, 2000, as cited in Vaughan-Williams, 2009, p. 746). This paper utilizes the
concept of Agamben to analyze the European Union's sovereign power in the context of the Pact.
It aims to assess three major decisions of the new Pact on their impact on the state of emergency
surrounding migration in the EU.

3. Externalization and the Pact

The external element in the Pact of 2020 is strongly emphasized throughout. The Pact promises
“comprehensive, balanced and tailor-made migration partnerships” directed toward countries of
origin or transit (European Commission, 2020, pp. 2, 14). The overall priorities of these
partnerships are “effective returns, combat migrants smuggling and develop legal migration
channels'' (Pichon, 2021, p. 1). Such partnerships are also reflected in past cooperations, such as
the Turkey-EU deal, which aimed to prevent migrants and refugees from crossing into Greece in
exchange for financial aid and visa liberalization for Turkish citizens (Terry, 2021), or the EU’s
assistance for Libya’s coastguard to extent maritime control (Amnesty International, 2022).
Ongoing deals and new bonds are part of a continuation of the trend of externalizing migration
governance to neighboring or third countries (Müftüler-Baç, 2021).
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 In general, externalization is regarded as collaborating with non-EU countries on migration
management and border control (Casas-Cortes et al., 2015). This external dimension of migration
management creates and contributes to “several migration industries'' with sometimes
“overlapping (…) interests and roles” in third countries (Pacciardi and Berndtsson, 2022, p. 4022 -
4023). 

Hence, the EU extends its governance and influence beyond its physical territory and expands the
state of exception for migrants into third countries, imposing its migration management strategies
abroad (Bisong, 2021). As Agamben theorized in the State of Exception, bordering happens here
beyond physical limitations or territorial boundaries (Agamben, 2005) but through the influence of
cooperation and partnerships. It is essential to mention that while the agreements are supposed to
benefit both parties (Pichon, 2021), the Pact leaves room for an imbalance of power. For example,
the EU’s external funding should be reviewed annually in light of the cooperation of the third
country (ECRE, 2021). Another instrument employed by the EU is assessing the need for alteration
in the visa regime between the EU and the respective country based on its degree of cooperation
(ECRE, 2021). Lastly, the power imbalance is also illustrated by providing precise and clear rules
regarding border management of third countries while proposing only vague regulations regarding
legal pathways into the EU (Moreno-Lax, 2020). This way, the Pact enhances the trend of
externalization of migrant management. Although framed as an instrument to deter migrant
smuggling and create safer (and legal) pathways into the EU (Pichon, 2021), the proposed
instruments merely increase the state of exception for refugees beyond the EU’s borders. This
tendency of externalization is not new. Since the 1990s, the EU has strongly invested in
externalization (Zoomers et al., 2018). Thus, the Pact does not challenge the status quo of solving
the internal overload of the system abroad and enhances the creation of further exclusion and
decoupling of individuals from European legal protection.

4. Solidarity and the Pact

The external element also plays an essential part in a further proposal of the Pact, namely the
‘permanent solidarity mechanism’ aimed to replace the Dublin System (Carrera & Cortinovis,
2022). This mechanism stems from a proposal of French President Macron as an attempt to
consolidate the various member states and their approaches to migration (Carrera & Cortinovis,
2022). It derives its flexibility through two instruments that member states can choose from to
contribute to the relocation and return of migrants that have reached the physical territory of the
European Union. 

Firstly, a member state can decide to support the relocation of migrants by taking certain refugees
into their territory (Cassarino & Marin, 2022). The mechanism itself already emphasizes stricter
(and more fast-tracked) relocation procedures for significantly vulnerable migrants (ECRE, 2020).
In addition, the solidarity mechanism also leaves some room for member states to choose migrants
to a certain extent based on wanted profiles (Carrera & Cortinovis, 2022). Hence, member states
can ‘cherry-pick’ some migrants that can relocate to their territory (Oxfam, 2020). The relocation
mechanism entails the bordering, as described by Agamben (2005), which extends beyond the
physicality of incoming migrants in two ways. Firstly, while the focus on ‘vulnerable groups’ might
has been a vital factor in entitling endangered people to go through a fast-track process, the
category is vague and unspecified, allowing for an unclear definition and classification of migrants
(Bendel, 2021). 
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Secondly, enabling member states to state preferences even to a certain level extends borders on
incoming individuals based on categories that are considered relevant for member states. 

The second instrument contains that member states can participate through financial aid and
capacity building (Karageorgiou & Noll, 2022). Countries can also provide ‘return sponsorships’ for
migrants who are denied asylum or denied the process for asylum (Hadj-Abdou, 2021).
Nevertheless, for the second half of the solidarity agreement, Karageorgiou and Noll (2022) state
clearly that the mechanisms underlying the instrument of return sponsorships and practical
support are not clearly defined. The solidarity mechanism does not challenge the status quo of the
Dublin agreement. On the contrary, it leaves much room for vague assumptions, strengthening an
understanding that migration support can be conditional for European member states (Carrera &
Cortinovis, 2022). Consequently, bordering countries in the Mediterranean do not experience
many results from selective solidarity, which creates a further dimension of the state of exception.
Migrants face unclear decision-making and relocation practices and are not included in the
decision process of possible relocation (Karageorgiou & Noll, 2022). 

5. Screening, country of origin and the Pact

Much of the criticism and attention during the so-called refugee crisis in 2015/2016 was directed
at the implementation of ‘hotspots’ that were supposed to support the asylum process that faced
pressure from the number of arriving applicants (Ferreira et al., 2022). Such hotspots shifted in
their purpose from places to relocate to places of detention before their return (Ferreira et al.,
2022). The new Pact addressed this issue by introducing a pre-entry screening, the ‘pre-screening’
process, to simplify the application process and avoid its overload through large numbers of
applicants (European Commission, 2020). The pre-screening entails a “preliminary health and
vulnerability check”, registrations of fingerprint data and facial image data, and security checks
with relevant European databases, ending with a “de-briefing form and referral to the appropriate
procedure” (Dumbrava, 2022, p. 5). Although the screening itself does not decide about the refusal
of entry or acceptance to the asylum process, the pre-screening is very likely to influence the
outcome, as it directs migrants to the ‘fitting authorities’ (ECRE, 2020; Picum, 2021). Furthermore,
this new instrument will emphasize fast-track procedures “focusing on low recognition rate
countries” (Jakulevičienė, 2020). The procedure can take up to five days to assess the individual
situation. However, if the third country of the individual shows an acceptance chance below 20
percent, the Pact specifies to reject of the application entirely (Cornelisse & Reneman, 2022).
According to Human Rights Watch (2020), this process breaches the individual right to asylum and
endangers a fair and equal procedure for all arriving people at the European border. 

The State of Exception is prolonged by the bordering individuals arriving from these so-called safe
countries. Refugees originating from countries with low acceptance rates are stripped of an equal
chance of individual assessment of their situation. The new screening regulation puts an even
more considerable emphasis on the notion of the safe country of origin, using it as an exclusion
criterion for any consideration. Overall, the pre-screening process leaves individuals in the State of
Exception because entering the EU’s territory during the screening does not qualify as actually
entering the EU’s (legal) territory (ECRE, 2020). Therefore, it is almost impossible for migrants to
get access to legal counsel from a third party and to enforce a reconsideration of any decision
(Jakulevičienė, 2020). While reaching the EU and its territory, migrants find themselves in a void of
exclusion created by the sovereignty of the EU.

http://odysseus-network.eu/members/lyra-jakuleviciene/
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6. Detention and the Pact

The above mentioned elements proposed by the Pact also enhance an additional element of the
State of Exception for migrants discussed in this paper's last element. The refugee crisis of
2015/2016 was marked by dramatic pictures and reports of so-called hotspots which served as
facilities for screening and registration for the preparation for relocation and return
(Mentzelopoulou & Luyten, 2018). Human rights organizations have often criticized these facilities
and, specifically, the approach of detention in camp-like structures for its lack of providing security
and for not meeting humanitarian standards (Mentzelopoulou & Luyten, 2018). While the new
Pact was proposed as a reaction to such shortcomings, the new instruments do not address the
issue of detention. Furthermore, detention has become a standard practice in migration
management to govern migrants for their return or during their screening. The pre-screening
procedure requires up to ten days (Picum, 2021) and extends its detention to people who are
eligible for relocation for up to four months (Picum, 2021).

The return sponsorship allows member states eight months in order to execute the relocation,
during which migrants need to stay in detention (Picum, 2021). Instead of using detention as a last
resort, the Pact’s propositions led to “prolonged immigration detention” (ICJ, 2021, p. 14).
Furthermore, the screening regulation and the solidarity Pact do not consider detention conditions
and set standards for detention practices (ICJ, 2021). Detention is closely related to the concept of
a State of Exception, as it presents a territorial distinction of people who are excluded from certain
rights. During detention, migrants often face overcrowded camps, a lack of hygienic conditions,
and a lack of security. Migrants are hence excluded in a territorial sense of being confined to a
limited space. Most importantly, the State of Exception is manifested through detention conditions
applied to the detainees. Due to the lack of self-determination, migrants are not able to access
alternative measures and are restricted to waiting on decisions and actions of the European
authorities and member states.

8. Conclusion 

This paper approached the newly proposed Pact on Migration and Asylum 2020 from a lens of
Agamben’s theory of State of Exception. This analysis helps to understand whether the Pact
managed to provide a real alternative to earlier practices. As presented in the analysis, the policies
and instruments proposed by the Pact do not challenge the EU's status quo of migration
management. Moreover, problematic practices such as the reinforcement of the concept of a ‘safe
third country’ or migrant detention are reinforced through instruments that are framed as more
effective and faster measures. Irregular migration and its policies are still situated in the State of
Exception, not included in the legal system, and bordered by the sovereign power itself – the
European Union. The migration Pact, therefore, is a ‘quick fix’ and a compromise, especially shown
based on the solidarity agreement, instead of a straightforward approach to rethinking migration
management for the future. Agamben (2005) saw the State of Exception become a normality for
sovereign regimes. The Pact represents that the exclusion of individuals growingly becomes
unquestioned, and inclusion is not part of the solution. 
 An essential point of departure for future research is that the consequences of migration
management policies are not only the practical and political impacts. Through a conceptual
approach to the general nature of EU migration politics, research can showcase not only whether
policies are effective and practical but also how these policies interact with each other and
whether the status quo, the general discourse, is actually being challenged. 
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EUNAVFOR MED - Operation Sophia - A Success Story or Rather the Opposite?
LAURE DURANG

 
 

1. Introduction

Slowly drifting across the Mediterranean Sea, a little wooden boat carries too many of us. And so, I can
feel us slowly begin to sink. I worry, because I cannot swim, nor can many of us. Yet, this is a risk we have
taken. This is the risk we needed to take, in order to flee the violence of the Civil War back home in
Libya. This experience is the harsh reality of many Libyans, who have fled in small boats in the
hope to reach Italy and seek refuge. Particularly, after the fall of Gadhafi and the eruption of the
Civil War in Libya, a migratory passage between Libya and Italy was formed (Yuksel, 2019). This
passage was created by illegal human smugglers, who made use of the inherent distress of these
migrants and put them in extremely dangerous conditions to cross the Mediterranean. In 2015, at
the height of the migration crisis, the EU was pressured by the international community, to take
responsibility and action in preventing similar humanitarian atrocities to materialize (Yuksel, 2019).
As a result, EUNAFOR MED, the European Union Naval Force – Mediterranean, also known as
Operation Sophia was created. This raises the question: what is Operation Sophia, what are its
main objectives? And has it been successful? 

Operation Sophia is a military operation, established to manage the refugee smuggling routes from
Libya to Italy. The core mandate of the operation is to “undertake systematic efforts to disrupt the
business model of human smuggling and trafficking networks in the Southern Central
Mediterranean and prevent the further loss of life at sea” (EUNAVFOR MED, 2017, P1).
Additionally, Operation Sophia is part of a larger “EU comprehensive response to the migration
issue, which seeks to address not only its physical component, but also its root causes, as well as
including conflict, poverty, climate change and persecution” (EUNAVFOR MED, 2017, P1). 

Despite Operation Sophia’s significant efforts, the Operation faced serious criticism and
contestation, particularly in an extensive report by the House of Lords. Therefore, this paper will
explore to what extent Operation Sophia is effective in achieving its central missions as an EU
comprehensive response to the current migration issue in the Southern Central Mediterranean. In
exploring this, it will analyze the operation’s limitations and successes, in accordance with the
underlying EU law of the Common Security and Defense Policy (CSDP). The research will be based
on a legal analysis and literature review, as well as my personal analysis on the matter. Based on
these findings, the paper will argue that although Operation Sophia could potentially be effective
in the physical disruption of human trafficking business models in the Southern Central
Mediterranean, it is unsuccessful in addressing the root causes of the ongoing migration issue and
thereby upholding the human dignity of migrants. Consequently, in its entirety, Operation Sophia
cannot be considered successful and effective, which is extremely vital to establish, considering
the countless human lives at stake. 
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2. EU Legal Framework - CSDP & its Limitations 

EUNAVFOR MED Operation Sophia was established under the EU’s CSDP, by the EU Foreign and
Defense Ministers following the extraordinary European Council of 23 April 2015 (Boșilcă et al.,
2020). The CSDP is the European Union's “course of action in the fields of defense and crisis
management, and a main component of the EU's Common Foreign and Security Policy ''(CSDP,
2022). It was also decided that the operation would be located in Rome, under the Italian
Command Force in co-operation with Libyan forces (Legislative Train 12.2022, 2019). Under the
CSDP, Operation Sophia specifically relies on Articles 42(1) and 43 of the Treaty of the European
Union (TEU), stipulating the operations guidelines and capacities. 

Nevertheless, Operation Sophia’s reliance on the CSDP has arguably limited the successes of the
operation in addressing the root causes of the migration issue, for the following reasons. First, the
EU has launched a military response to a civilian crisis, which is questionable considering its limited
experience in naval deployments (Smith 2017 in Boșilcă et al., 2020, p. 218). The EU Military
Committee even questioned this decision (Boșilcă et al., 2020, p. 219). Furthermore, I argue that
framing the migration crisis under a security and defense policy can also be perceived as
problematic. Namely, this framing suggests it is trying to keep migrants out of the EU rather than
acting as a successful response to the ongoing migration crisis and facilitating the care of incoming
migrants. Lastly, the CSDP’s success is based on Member States capabilities as stated in Article
42(1) of the TEU. In the past, Member States have struggled on reaching common ground with
regard to the CSDP. Regarding Operation Sophia, if Member States cannot agree on important
matters, the effectiveness of the operation is also inevitably impacted. Therefore, while Operation
Sophia possesses the necessary naval resources to effectively engage with human smugglers as a
military response within the Common Security and Defense Policy (CSDP), it fails to address the
underlying causes of the ongoing migration issue and consequently falls short in upholding the
human dignity of migrants.

3. Deflection of Responsibility 

Secondly, Operation Sophia is unsuccessful in addressing the root causes of the ongoing migration
issues and thereby upholding the human dignity of migrants as, according to Amnesty
International, there is an existent deflection in responsibility to protect migrants by the EU (2017).
Within the EU more conservative anti-immigration voices have been gaining prominence, fostering
a hostile attitude towards incoming refugees (Amnesty, 2017). This has forced EU member states
to comply in limiting access to European territory (Amnesty, 2017). Consequently, to reduce sea
crossing from Libya to Italy, EU leaders have engaged in “multilateral and bilateral efforts to foster
cooperation with Libyan authorities” (Amnesty, 2017). Under these efforts, the EU has been
training Libyan coastguards in handling the interception of migrants (Amnesty, 2017). By doing
this, Italian authorities are essentially deflecting their responsibility by allowing Libyan authorities
to intercept and facilitate the migrant’s boats (Amnesty, 2017). Following interception, Libyan
authorities return migrants to detention centers in Libya, where they are tortured, raped, and
forced to face inhuman and degrading conditions, according to survivors (Amnesty, 2017). 
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The EU is thereby sanctioning the migrants' return to Libya where they are subjected to serious
human rights violations. This year over 82,000 men, women and children have been returned to
Libyan detention centers (Amnesty, 2022). Magdalena Mughrabi, interim Deputy of the Middle
East and North Africa at Amnesty International stated that “Europe shouldn’t even think about
migration cooperation arrangements with Libya if it results, directly or indirectly, in such shocking
human rights violations. The EU has repeatedly shown it is willing to stop refugees and migrants
from coming to the continent at almost any cost now, with human rights taking a back seat”
(2016). Thus, in attempting to address the underlying root causes of the migration crisis and
upholding human dignity - a central mission of Operation Sophia - the mission has proved
unsuccessful. It has instead diverted the responsibility and well-being of the migrants to Libyan
authorities, where the EU is aware of the inhumane and degrading treatment they will face. It can
be argued that the EU has been effective in disrupting smugglers collaboratively with Libyan
authorities through training programs, but it has been extremely unsuccessful in protecting the
migrants and their dignities, which is also a central mission of the operation. 

4. A Magnet to Migrants 

Lastly, Operation Sophia is unsuccessful in addressing the root causes of the ongoing migration
issue because the operation has rather become a ‘magnet to migrants’ (Pricopi, 2016, p.125).
Migrants misleadingly believe that all they need to do is reach the high seas through illegal
smuggling and once there they will be picked up by European naval capabilities and brought to
safety in Europe (Pricopi, 2016, p. 125). This causes migrants to increasingly risk their lives
unnecessarily as oftentimes the migration journey does not go smoothly; migrants' lives are lost at
sea, or they are brought to Libyan detention centers. Yet, the operation has motivated migrants to
take the dangerous routes across the ocean because they believe they will be rescued, only to find
the reality is very different. Hereby, Operation Sophia is not successful because it addresses the
symptoms of the migration crisis - human smugglers at sea - rather than the real root causes of the
issue (Pricopi, 2016, p. 125). Namely, the migrant routes from Libya to Italy can be cleared, but
traffickers will continue to find other ways to human traffic, whether this is over land or through
even more dangerous routes/conditions that are not as easily detectable by authorities (Pricopi,
2016, p. 125). Even more, Operation Sophia’s efforts could have the reverse effect of “preventing
further loss of life at sea” as the core mission stipulates, as it is attracting migrants to risk their lives
crossing the Mediterranean. Addressing the root causes of the migration issue is a central mission
of Operation Sophia and simply intercepting human smugglers at sea does not facilitate this goal.
Operation Sophia “fails to reach the core of the problem”: the improvement of the security
situation in North of Africa, which forces migrants to seek refuge (Pricopi, 2016, p. 125). As it
stands, Operation Sophia's inability to address these root causes renders it ineffective in its
mission. Therefore, Operation Sophia should shift its focus towards improving its approach to
effectively address the root causes of the ongoing migration crisis. By doing so, it can truly tackle
the underlying factors contributing to the migration issue. 



78

5. Were there Successes? 

Nevertheless, Operation Sophia has also had significant successes. Namely, it has managed to save
49,000 migrant lives, has allowed for the the arrest of 140 suspected human traffickers and
destroyed more than 500 smuggler boats (Yuksel, 2019). Moreover, contrastingly to what was
expected, according to Yuksel, Operation Sophia is also a classifiable success because almost all
Member States were able to work together under the CSDP umbrella. Accordingly, Operation
Sophia can also be an allocated success in disrupting the human trafficking business models. Yet,
although significant, as seen below in an infographic composed by the European Council,
comparatively Operation Sophia has still saved less lives than other operations, hinting towards
the idea that it could potentially be made more effective and that there remains substantial room
for improvement. 

Particularly, as discussed, Operation Sophia has not been a success with regards to addressing the
root causes of the migration issue. Namely, the above statistics only demonstrate success of the
physical human smuggler interceptions and thus Operation Sophia can still not be considered an
overarching success. 

6. Conclusion 

In conclusion, although Operation Sophia could potentially be effective in the disruption of human
trafficking business models in the Southern Central Mediterranean, it is unsuccessful in addressing
the root causes of the ongoing migration issue and thereby upholding the human dignity of
migrants. This is because of the limited legal framework of the CSDP, the deflection of
responsibility inherent and because the program begins to act as a magnet to migrants. In order to
comprehensively address the root causes of the migration issue, significant reform is needed.
Every year, thousands of migrants still drown in the Mediterranean. This is something that as the
EU, we can no longer accept and must initiate effective and successful action against. The rights
and integrity of migrants must be upheld, especially considering the atrocities that are often being
fled from. Fortunately, this reform has been recognized as Operation Sophia reformed into
Operation Irini in March of 2020 until at least 2023 (Yuksel, 2019). Nevertheless, Operation Irini
still maintains similar limitations as Operation Sophia in relying on Libyan coastguards and a
military response and rather just has a wider focus on the UN’s embargo of Libya. And so, the
question now arises, will Operation Irini be able to effectively address the root causes of the
migration issue at hand or is this transformation just simply a change of name?
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The Legality of 'Safe Country Initiative' Within International Refugee Law
POLINA GANKINA

1. Introduction & Problem Statement

There are still 78 countries that penalise individuals based on their sexual orientation, some even
imposing the capital sentence (ILGA, n.d.). The European Union (EU) adopted the Recast of the
Qualification Directive in 2011, which created an official ground for asylum on the basis of sexual
orientation and gender (ILGA, n.d.). Those seeking asylum on the basis of their sexual orientation
and gender face many acute human rights abuses throughout the application process, such as
infringements upon the right to privacy and the right to human dignity (Jansen and Spijkerboer,
2011). Therefore, this paper will analyse whether the EU safe-country list for LGBTQIA+ asylum
seekers, with a focus on the Republic of Turkey, is in accordance with the International Human
Rights legal framework.

According to the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), the UN Refugee
Agency, a ‘safe third country’ encompasses a concept that has been applied to third countries that
aid states that receive refugees with the responsibilities and burdens of granting temporary asylum
(UNHCR, 1991). One of these safe third countries, as recently proposed by the European
Commission (Commission) and recognised by the Dutch government, is Turkey (European
Commission, 2016). This means that if an asylum seeker has entered the EU through Turkey, they
may be coerced into returning there for the asylum procedure. While this mechanism of ‘safe third
countries’ has been further encouraged by the Communication on the State of Play of the
European Agenda on Migration, it appears to be controversial and may offset the progress that has
been made for the LGBTQIA+ asylum claims (European Commission, 2016). The concept of ‘safe
third countries’, as incentivized by the Commission, has an overall negative effect on the
vulnerable groups of refugees, specifically those belonging to LGBTQIA+ denomination. 

The paper will analyse the process using the 1951 Convention, specifically focussing on the non-
discrimination and non-refoulement principles, as laid down in Article 3 and 33 of the 1951
Convention respectively. This research will conduct a doctrinal analysis of the human rights abuses
within the ‘safe third countries’ and explain why this concept endangers vulnerable groups,
specifically the LGBTQIA+. It will then analyse the credibility of Turkey as a ‘safe third country’ for
LGBTQIA+ migrants. It will study the current policies implemented, case reasoning and outcomes,
and their lack in the dimension of human dignity. This paper concludes that due to the inability to
satisfy the principles of non-discrimination and non-refoulement as laid down in the 1951
Convention, Turkey cannot qualify as a ‘safe third country’, as it discriminates against the migrants
who are members of a particular social group: LGBTQIA+.
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2. Theoretical and Legal Framework of the Rights of Refugees

1951 Convention, XYZ CJEU Case, Asylum Procedures Directive, Principle of Non-Discrimination,
and Principle of Non-Refoulement. 

The two guiding international instruments that preside over refugee protection are the 1951
Convention and its 1967 Protocol relating to the Status of Refugees (1967 Protocol). These two
documents serve as the foundation of international refugee law, as they define a refugee, set out
their rights, and establish State’s legal obligation towards their protection. Furthermore, they
specify the non-refoulement and non-discrimination principles and provide a universal code for
the management of conduct towards individuals who were forcibly displaced as a result of
persecution, conflict, or human rights violations (UNHCR, 2019).

The two treaties do not specifically define discrimination on the basis of sexual orientation and
gender identity. However, this falls into the criterion of persecution against a particular social
group (see 1951 Convention, Article 1A(2)). Furthermore, the 1951 Convention establishes the
principle of non-discrimination in Article 3, which applies the rights of the Convention to all
refugees regardless of their race, religion, or country of origin (1951 Convention, Article 1A(2)). 

 A core principle outlined in the 1951 Convention is the right not to be subject to refoulement.
Article 33 of the Convention “guarantees that no one should be expelled or returned to a country
where his life or freedom would be threatened on account of his race, religion, nationality,
membership of a particular social group or political opinion”.

 From the non-refoulement principle the question arises what is the definitive threshold of when
the refugees can be considered to be safe from the inhumane treatment. This question was
answered in the precedential case of the XYZ judgement (judgement of 7 November 2013 in case
C-199/12 to C201/12) . The ruling established that asylum claims are valid solely for those fleeing
countries that apply explicit legal sanctions for deviating from the hetero-normative sexual
orientation. This creates a controversy, as it disregards refugees fleeing countries where the
hostility is exerted by the non-state actors and social stigmatisation.

According to the Asylum Procedures Directive (Directive 2023/32/EU) member states have the
possibility to, instead of following the standard asylum granting procedure, pass the asylum claim
to a third country instead. This concept of third country is defined by the European Commission in
the Asylum Procedures Directive (see Directive 2023/32/EU, Article 38(1)(e)) as a country that has
provided the possibility to receive protection in compliance with the Geneva Convention, that the
applicant has passed through, that is geographically close to the applicant’s country of origin, and
that is reasonable for the claimant to seek asylum in (see also Aliens Act The Netherlands 200,
Article 3.106a(1)(a)). The choice and evaluation of the safety of the third country that an asylum
seeker may be sent to is decided on a case-by-case basis (Dutch Council for Refugees, 2022).
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Article 38 of the European Asylum Procedure Directive also formulates four criteria that give a
country the status of a ‘safe third country’ (Directive 2013/32/EU, Article 38). First and foremost,
the country must hold up the ‘non-discrimination principle’ and the asylum seekers have to
maintain all the rights granted through the 1951 Convention, regardless of their “race, religion,
nationality, membership of a particular social group or political opinion” (Directive 2023/32/EU,
Article 38(1)(a)). Secondly, there has to be no risk or harm for the asylum seekers Thirdly, the
claimants must have the opportunity to move forward with their asylum claims and be granted
protection in the meantime. Finally, the country has to respect the aforementioned principle of
non-refoulement.

This procedure has many incentives and is rather appealing to Member States, specifically due to
the all-time high number of refugees (UNHCR, 2021). In 2020, more than 82.4 million people
globally were forced to leave their home countries as a result of persecution or conflict (UNHCR,
2021). As states are often unable to process all the asylum claims, let alone grant asylum to all, the
procedure of passing the baton to the ‘safe third countries’ benefits both sides:, member states
have the right to deny and disregard asylum claims of those who could have seeked asylum in the
‘safe third countries’ in accordance with the Article 33(2)(c) of the European Asylum Procedure
Directive (Directive 2013/32/EU), and those seeking refuge will enjoy faster claim processing as
the number of refugee claims will potentially be redistributed among the different safe countries.

3. Social Context Within a ‘Safe Third Country’: Human Rights Violations of LGBTQIA+ Individuals in
Turkey.

Turkey currently hosts over 3.7 million refugees and is the biggest refugee host country according
to UNHCR Global Trends 2020 (UNHCR, 2021). Its geographical placement allows it to act as a
passage for refugees seeking asylum in Europe. Through the EU’s 2016 Migration Deal with
Turkey, Turkey qualified as a safe country (Terry, 2021). It is one of the few countries that fit the
criteria, due to the leeway of the ratification of the Geneva Convention without which
geographical reservation is not a requirement (Directive 2023/32/EU, Article 38(1)(e)).

However, while Turkey is one of the major host countries in the world, it still poses risks to the
safety of several marginalised groups, including those belonging to the LGBTQIA+ community
(Kaos GL Association, 2015). Individuals diverging from the standard of heterosexuality often face
violence and persecution that can stem from the general stigmatisation and homophobia as well as
from discriminatory domestic laws and arbitrary administrative measures (Kaos GL Association,
2015).
Turkey does not have specific legislation directly criminalising homosexuality or belonging to the
LGBTQIA+, which implies lack of legal sanctions against the LGBTQIA+ community. Nevertheless,
there is a lack of domestic legal protection for LGBTQIA+ individuals in Turkey (Kaos GL
Association, 2015) and hate crimes against those self-identifying as LGBTQIA+ are often relatively
lightly punished. This is due to the Article 29 of the Turkish Criminal Code, which reduces the
sentence of an offence committed with “effect of anger or asperity caused by the unjust act”
(Turkish Criminal Code, Article 29). Judges have the freedom to interpret the term ‘unjust act’, and
they frequently elucidate to non-heteronormativeness of the victim as an ‘unjust
provocation’(Turkish Criminal Code, Article 61(5)). For instance, on February 26 2014, an
offender’s sentence was reduced from a life sentence to 18 years on the grounds of the victim
“being a transvestite”, which qualified as an ‘unjust act’, consequently justifying the aggression
(LGBTI News Turkey, 2014).
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Moreover, freedom of speech, specifically with regards to non-heteronormative ‘agenda’, has been
heavily censored (Kaos GL Association, 2015). Homosexual dating applications facilitated by
computer networking, such as Grindr, have been blocked in accordance with Law No. 5651 on
Regulating Broadcasting in the Internet and Fighting Against Crimes Committed Through Internet
Broadcasting (Kaos GL Association, 2003). Article 226 of Turkey’s Criminal Code on ‘indecency’, is
used to target media that actively “promote homosexuality”, such as songs or books that imply
romantic relations between people of the same sex(see LGBTI News Turkey, 2014; LGBTI News
Turkey, 2013). 

Turkey’s Law on Civil Servants may be used to dismiss members of LGBTQIA+ from an
employment position on the grounds of acting “in a shameful and embarrassing way unfit for the
position of a civil servant” (Turkish law on Civil Servants Article 125E(g). According to an Amnesty
International survey, roughly a third of LGBTQIA+ participants faced discrimination in the hiring
process due to their non-heteronormativity (Amnesty International, 2011).

To qualify for the asylum procedure claimants are often asked to demonstrate the proof of
concrete legal sanctions being inflicted upon them (Council Directive 2004/83/EC Article 9(1),
Article 9(2), Article 10(1)(d), Article 10(2)(c)). This requirement turns a blind eye towards the social
stigma and implications of the laws directed towards non-heteronormative sexual orientation that
may exist within the country of origin or destination (FRA, 2015). The fact that only concrete legal
sanctions are taken into consideration calls into question the credibility of the safeness behind the
concept of ‘safe third countries’ for vulnerable groups. Furthermore, it challenges Turkey as a safe
third country for LGBTQIA+ asylum seekers.

4. Legal Analysis and Application of the 1951 Convention to the Concept of ‘Safe Third Countries’.

Regardless of the benefits of the ‘safe third country’ concept, such as a faster and accelerated
asylum procedure, it creates further dangers within the dimension of human rights, specifically for
the vulnerable groups such as the LGBTQIA+ (Jansen and Spijkerboer, 2011). The hazards and
violations of human rights will be explained in the next section in the following order: lack of
credibility in the identification of the safety of the third country, shift in the burden of proof, and
failure to respect the principle of non-refoulement (European Court of Human Rights, 2022). 

4.1 Credibility of safety.

First, the credibility of safety of the country and the logic behind this notion plays an important
role in determining if a country is safe for those that identify as a part of the LGBTQIA+
community (ILGA 2021). In accordance with the XYZ Case, safety of the country is determined
based on the legal sanctions imposed against those seeking refuge on the basis of their sexual
orientation. In other words, the determining factor is whether non-heteronormative behaviour is
criminalised (judgement of 7 november 2013 in case C-199/12 to C201/12). However, as in
Turkey’s case, homophobia does not manifest itself solely through the explicit legal statutes (Kaos
GL Association, 2015). The social stigmatisation of groups belonging to the LGBTQIA+ creates an
equally dangerous environment (Kaos GL Association, 2015). However, asylum claims and
international protection are often rejected if the country is considered legally safe (Council
Directive 2004/83/EC). Furthermore, if the applicant has not publicly disclosed their non-
heteronormative sexual orientation, and if they abstain from any further ‘external manifestation’,
they are considered to be safe in countries where homophobia is heavily widespread . 



84

This is because they face no immediate danger there, and allegedly have the same potential
consequences of living in their country of origin as heteronormative individuals (Judgement of 7
november 2013 in case C-199/12 to C201/12, see para 15). This take is heavily controversial, as
the credibility of countries' level of safety for asylum seekers should not be judged merely on the
laws, but also on the social context. This ultimately means that the list and general definition of
countries that are considered safe for LGBTQIA+ asylum seekers are flawed. This contestation of
credibility hasfurther been reinforced by the statement of the European Parliament that certain
‘safe third countries’ are not in reality safe for the asylum determination of LGBTQIA+ refugees
(European Parliament 2016.

4.2 Shift in the Burden of Proof.

Second, the shift in the burden of proof from the state authorities that grant asylum to the asylum
applicants put applicants in a vulnerable position. The acceleration of the asylum procedure
through the ‘safe third country’ concept leads to a shift in the burden of proof from state
authorities to the asylum applicant. Due to the internalised stigma, feeling of shame and
homophobia that the refugees experience, they may need time to come out and reveal the intent
behind their seek of asylum (European Court of Human Rights, 2022). The acceleration of the
asylum procedure, and forceful dispatch of the LGBTQIA+ refugees to the ‘safe countries’ without
proper identifications may pose great risk to their wellbeing. This is due to the social stigmatisation
of non-heteronormativity, and sometimes even legal sanctions imposed against members of
LGBTQIA+ community. This process creates a shift in the burden of proof from the authorities to
the asylum seekers (Jansen and Spijkerboer, 2011). Acceleration in processes like these, while it
may prove to be effective on the grand scale of managing the refugee crisis, fails to account for
the abuse of the individual human rights element of the protection of refugees. The UNHCR
recognizes this issue and creates an agenda of alleviating the burden of proof gap “between
asylum seeker and Member State through EU legislation on the matter” (UNCHR, 2019 p9-10).

4.3 Principle of Non-Refoulement.

Thirdly, spanning from the two previous points, the concept of ‘safe third country’ proposed by the
European Commission violates the principle of refoulement outlined in the 1951 Convention. The
process of passing down the refugee claims to the ‘safe third countries’ entails exactly what the
refoulement principle aims to protect against (European Court of Human Rights, 2022). As
outlined earlier, the most basic right that refugees have is the right to remain safe and not be
deported to the country where their freedom or their life would be threatened (see 1951
Convention). Returning to a ‘safe third country’ does not allow LGBTQIA+ refugees this right.
Although the choice and determination of the country that the asylum seeker’s claims are being
transferred to is decided on a case-by-case basis (ILGA, 2021), the procedure still fails to account
for the vulnerable groups. Vulnerable groups may have different conditions during the asylum
procedure; if the application is fast-tracked and the claimant’s non-conforming sexual orientation,
gender identity or complexity of the claim is disregarded, it suggests that the principle of non-
refoulement is not accounted for due to the lack of an in-depth assessment of the claimant’s
personal situation and circumstances. 
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Moreover, as outlined before, the credibility of the countries that are considered as safe is judged
solely on the legal sanctions that are imposed on vulnerable groups, without consideration of the
societal actors in this process (European Court of Human Rights, 2022). This inaccurate
qualification may create a false sense of safety for non-heteronormative refugees who may be
transferred there through the ‘safe third country’ procedure. Thus, the initiative to use ‘safe third
countries’ risks sending refugees to countries that pose a danger to their lives and their freedom
(Kaos GL Association, 2015). 

5. Analysis of Turkey as an invalid safe country, in accordance with the Asylum Procedures Directive and
the principles of non-discrimination and non-refoulement.

Article 38 of the Asylum Procedures Directive establishesthat a safe country must satisfy four
criteria: it must hold up the non-discrimination and non-refoulement principle, it must pose no risk
or serious harm towards the asylum seekers, it must grant the refugees temporary protection and
it must provide refugees the ability to move forward with their asylum claims (Directive
2013/32/EU). The following section will analyse whether Turkey meets these criteria in relation to
LGBTQIA+ migrants, and can thus be considered a ‘safe third country’.

When it comes to the application of the criteria of an appropriate process of an asylum claim and
granting protection in the meantime, Turkey falls short. While the LGBTQIA+ claimants are
hypothetically able to follow the full asylum procedure, they face many challenges overcoming
homophobic social stigma built into the administrative and legal processes (Kaos GL Association,
2015). For instance, the Ankara First Administrative Court in its 2015/418 E. and 2015/2863 K.
judgement states that in order to determine and fully assess the validity of an asylum claim, not
only the presence of legal persecution in the country of origin should be established, but the
intensity of the “fear of persecution on justified reasons” must be evaluated too (Ankara First
Administrative Court 2015/418 E and 2015/2863 K). This subjective terminology gives rise to
possibly prejudiced interpretations against the non-heteronormative minority. Court officials have
the power to judge cases through their own discernment, which can be greatly influenced by the
homophobic agenda in the country, as seen in the case of the transgender identity justifying a
reduced murder sentence, as is shown in the 2015/418 E and 2015/2863 K judgements.  

The principle of non-discrimination requires the third country to not discriminate against the
asylum seekers on the basis of their “race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social
group or political opinion” (1951 Convention, para 12). In the case of LGBTQIA+ asylum seekers,
they should not be discriminated against on the basis of their ‘membership of a social group’ (see
1951 Convention, para 11). Turkey, however, fails to meet this principle, given the countless
human rights violations against LGBTQIA+ individuals (Kaos GL Association, 2015). While, as
stated earlier, these violations do not transpire as legal sanctions against non-heteronormativity,
the general social stigma does show a different treatment, and therefore discrimination (1951
Convention, para 12). This can be seen through the limited freedom of speech on the topic of
homosexuality, as well as employment discrimination, and general homophobia, as outlined earlier
in this paper (Kaos GL Association, 2015). The next criteria of a ‘safe third country’ is the absence
of any potential risk or harm towards the refugees.  
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To analyse the risk of serious harm that can be faced by LGBTQIA+ asylum seekers, this paper will
draw upon the so-called hate practices that manifest themselves across the country. Hate crimes
committed against LGBTQIA+ individuals are another indication of the unsafe nature of the
environment. Turkey has had at least 41 murders of self-identifying individuals between the years
of 2010 and 2014. This number does not account for other harassments, such as rape, ill-
treatment, or torture (Kaos GL Association, 2015).

The final consideration that defines a ‘safe third country’ is it not endangering the migrants
through a forceful return to the places where they are likely to face torture, misconduct,
persecution, or violence (1951 Convention, para 13). The general violation of the principle of non-
refoulement can once again stem from the previous points, and is heavily affected by the country’s
homophobic attitudes and inability to be considerate over one’s sexual orientation, as seen
through cases of discrimination in court and in employment contracts (Kaos GL Association, 2015).
The principle of non-refoulement is ratified and signed by the countries through the Geneva
Convention (Aliens Act The Netherlands 2000). However, Turkey, having signed but not ratified
the Convention, faces challenges in following the principle guidelines (Directive 2013/32/EU). 

In conclusion, Turkey does not satisfy any of the four criteria points that give a country the
hypothetical status of being safe for LGBTQIA+ migrants. The effects of the social stigma and hate
towards non-heteronormativity spreads into every field of the refugees’ lives. This paper
concludes that Turkey does not satisfy the principles of non-discrimination and non-refoulement
as outlined in the 1951 Convention, and is not a safe country for all refugees and discriminates
against the members of a social group: the LGBTQIA+ community.

6. Conclusion 

This paper assessed the ethical nature and credibility of safety of asylum for the LGBTQIA+
community. It concludes that the list of the ‘safe third countries’ fails to meet the requirements of
international refugee law, as outlined in the 1951 Convention. This is due to its measure of ‘safety’
disregarding the persecution of refugees from countries where hostility is exerted by non-state
actors and social stigmatisation. Furthermore, it outlines the negative implication of the policy
towards the refugees’ increased responsibility of rapidly providing proof of their sexuality in the
process, risking being sent to the country that may persecute them on the basis of it. It then
argues that the policy of ‘safe third countries’ lacks in the dimension of human dignity and does
not fulfil the non-refoulement principle, as it dispatches the particularly vulnerable group of
refugees to a country that they are not entirely safe in.

This paper further analysed the implications of using the mechanism and concept of ‘safe third
countries’ with regards to LGBTQIA+ refugees by inspecting an EU-approved “safe” country - the
Republic of Turkey. Preceding the analysis of Turkey within the Asylum Procedures Directive and
the 1951 Convention, this paper outlined the human rights abuses, the social stigma, and
homophobia embedded into the lifestyle and institutional structure of the country. These
examples were then used to provide concrete proof of the inexact qualification of Turkey as a
‘safe third country’, and the analysis comes to this conclusion in accordance with the principles of
non-discrimination and non-refoulement.
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Brain Drain in CEE countries
ANOUSHKA SAHA

 
1. Introduction

In 2018, the European Committee of the Regions released a report titled “Brain Drain in the EU:
Addressing the challenge at all levels” as a response to the issues faced by the EU in achieving a
balance in legal and policy terms between the free movement of labour and the social convergence
between nations. This report showed that the highest number of highly skilled migrant workers
(i.e., those who had completed tertiary education) originated from Poland as of 2017. On a more
general level, it was also found that one in four workers changing their country of residence were
highly skilled and this population has been growing for decades (S.A, 2022).

This loss of highly skilled labour from certain countries has been a point of concern for both
national and European politicians, who are faced with challenges to combat the issues arising from
concentrated labour migration, especially brain drain. The case of Poland and its struggles with
outward migration is not an isolated one. In fact, countries in CEE have been dealing with
substantial emigration after their accession to the EU because of the policy of free movement of
workers among 28 EU countries (Reeger, 2018).

In light of this, the essay focuses on brain drain in CEE countries as it is one of the contributing
factors in regional disparities among European countries. The term brain drain is defined by the
European Commission as “the loss suffered by a country as a result of the emigration of a (highly)
qualified person” ("brain drain", 2022). Brain drain is a result of the movement of workers from
CEE to Western European countries for better career opportunities and/or to increase their
standard of living – hence, for economic reasons.

2. Societal Relevance

Economic migrants face push and pull factors from their home and host countries, respectively.
Push factors refer to the reasons which motivate a migrant to move away from the
country they reside in. On the other hand, pull factors are prospects which attract migrants to
move to the host country. In the case of economic migration, the basic push factor in countries of
origin are limited prospects for higher living conditions and the most powerful pull factor is the
level of demand for labour (Rangelova, 2009, pg 34).

Most migrant workers from CEE countries choose to move to Western Europe, mainly to
Germany, UK, Italy, Spain, Ireland and Belgium. In these countries it is relatively easier to gain
access to the labour market, the labour policy is favourable to foreigners and the price of labour is
higher than in their country of origin (Rangelova, pg 38).
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While the push and pull factors play a large role, the migration policy in Europe is also a crucial
aspect of their decision-making. This freedom to be able to move and work in any EU country is
one of the four freedoms established in the European Single Market and fully laid out in the Treaty
of the Functioning of the European Union (Munchau, 2017; "Article 45 - Freedom of movement
and of residence", 2022). The migration policy is a cornerstone of the EU as it lays down the basis
for integration among states and aims to provide people the opportunity to gain a more European
identity, as they can live and work in countries other than their own. The internal migration within
the EU has become more prevalent since the 1990s, and in 2019, the total number of working age
EU-28 movers was 10.4 million (excluding those residing in the UK) making up 4.2% of the total
labour force (European Commission, 2020).

By consolidating the two, it can be seen that the joining of the EU presented a new avenue to
highly skilled workers in CEE countries to pursue their goals by making use of the ease to migrate
intra-Europe.

3. Focus and Roadmap

This essay seeks to highlight the prevalence of the issues caused by excessive migration in both
the home and host countries and proposes that more should be done at the EU level to combat
such effects. The main thesis is that the EU needs to do more to mitigate brain drain in CEE
countries. This is because the EU has placed too much importance on integration and has
overlooked side effects of such policies which could harm certain member states. Arguing for EU-
wide policies on this issue places importance on the need for regional changes alongside national
initiatives. This argument is based on the statistics which show that the number of migrants from
CEE countries peaked following their integration from 2004 onwards.

To support this line of argument, the essay will first take a deeper look at the impact of economic
migration from CEE countries. Secondly, counter-arguments will be introduced to analyse whether
the problems are significant enough to be dealt with by the EU. This will help introduce a more
objective perspective in this debate on the significance of the issues outlined. Lastly, the essay will
provide prospective recommendations which the EU could consider in order to mitigate the impact
of brain drain in CEE countries.

4. The Effects of Brain Drain

The impact on brain drain is negative to a large extent when seen from the perspective of CEE
countries. The following section outlines some of the economic losses associated with brain drain.
As mentioned earlier, the emigrants include a sizable number of young, educated individuals. The
most obvious disadvantage is that the size of the labour force in the home country will shrink due
to the significant outflow of individuals. This also negatively impacts general population growth,
which was already following a downward trend due to the ageing and shrinking population in CEE
countries (Lawler, 2018). Additionally, a decrease in the workforce leads to skill shortages and
places upward pressures on domestic wages which also has an adverse effect on productivity
(Atoyan et al., 2016). In home countries, due to the substantial loss of highly skilled migrants, the
structure of employment is skewed towards middle/lower skilled jobs (Cedefop, 2014 as cited in
Polakowski & Szelewa, 2016). 
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One positive impact is that emigrants are likely to send money back to the host country,
remittances. This helps alleviate poverty and the increase in investment has a positive impact on
the home country (World Bank, 2006).

Overall, the economic condition of the labour market at large worsens in several ways, which
exacerbates the potential for growth of CEE countries. A report published by the IMF in 2016
further states that a considerable number of CEE countries witnessed lower GDP growth as a
direct result of migration-induced loss of labour or worsening skill composition (Atoyan et al., p 17-
18). The above-mentioned problems are the side effects of EU’s freedom of movement of workers,
which were not foreseen by the CEE countries on joining the union. Due to this, little has been
done till date to alleviate the problems, and given the upward trend in migrations continue, it falls
back on the EU to help in pursuing solutions to this.

On the other hand, brain drain in one region leads to brain ‘gain’ in another, which means that the
impact on Western Europe is positive to a large extent. Immigrant workers have an overall positive
effect by filling the gaps in domestic labour markets. This means that jobs which were facing
shortages, mostly those which require lower skilled workers, are taken up by migrant labourers,
which helps national workers find new full-time employment (Hammer and Hertweck, 2022, pg
30). The paper used to support this reasoning focuses on Germany, but there was a shift to open
up the labour market and adopt neo-liberal labour policies in most Western European countries,
hence the same reasoning follows (Crouch, 2016). However, immigrants may first work in jobs that
do not fully match their skillset, leading to an initial downgrading in their wages, which may mean
that more immigrant workers may lead to a downward effect on wage growth as opposed to
native workers (Dustmann et al., 2013). In the long run however, migrant workers who remain in
the country counteract the temporary negative impacts seen in the short run and their impact is
significantly positive (Hammer and Hertweck).

Overall, the impact of CEE migrants on Western European countries is more positive than on the
CEE countries themselves. The excessive outflow of migrants impairs the economy and lowers the
potential for growth, whereas in Western Europe, it corrects imbalances by filling gaps in the
labour market and in the long run leads to higher wage growth. This shows that the impacts of
brain drain worsen the regional disparities since the negative effects are concentrated on CEE
countries, and Western countries enjoy most of the benefits. This supports the argument that the
EU needs to do more to alleviate such differences between countries since the positive effects
should be better distributed while the negative impacts should be decreased. 

5. The importance of tackling brain drain

One may argue that policies which are targeted at preventing brain drain in CEE countries may be
inadequate. This could be because migrants from CEE countries are not all permanent migrants,
meaning that they may leave the country for a few months/years and then return – known as
circular migration. This type of migration is more common among economic migrants in
contemporary society since “migrants respond and adapt quickly to changing conditions in the
different labour markets in which they operate'' (Drinkwater, Eade & Garapich, 2010 as cited in
Engbersen and Snel, 2013, pg 31).
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Hence, this theory of migrants being more open to movement, which is predominantly driven by
the labour market conditions and the ease of doing so due to the freedom of movement in Europe,
is known as liquid migration. Such a phenomenon takes place in regions where national borders
have lost significance, and this is what the EU has aimed to establish through its integration and
cohesion policies.

However, this just goes to show that regardless of the type of migration, brain drain still takes
place as highly skilled workers may move abroad to pursue jobs temporarily, meaning that the
home country loses out on their potential during this time. Additionally, it highlights that EU
integration policy has in fact encouraged circular migration, but this may just deepen differences
that exist among countries as migrant workers flock to Western Europe.

Alternatively, there is also an argument to be made regarding brain waste. As mentioned earlier,
highly skilled migrants may not find jobs which make full use of their skillset which can lead to a
downgrade in their wages. As a result of this, there may be a greater issue of brain waste rather
than brain drain, as migrants may be forced to take up jobs which do not match their skillset. This
was found to be the case among Polish migrants in the UK as the jobs undertaken had little to do
with their true skills (Fihel et al., 2008). Even though migrants find themselves working in
downgraded jobs, they may still opt to do so since it provides better wages or opportunities than
those available at home.

While this argument proposes that brain drain is not the more pressing issue at hand, it can be
argued that without the outward migration which causes brain drain, there may not be brain waste
in host countries. Without the proper opportunities being available in their home countries, there
would still be brain waste if high skilled individuals remained in their country of origin. Hence, by
fixing the integration policies to better take into account the regional disparities to alleviate brain
drain, brain waste would also be decreased.

6. Policy Recommendations

Overall, this essay looked at the problem of brain drain and touched upon other similar issues
which may arise as a result. By highlighting that brain drain has taken place as a result of EU’s
commitment to integration and cohesion, it argues that more needs to be done to counter the
effects already underlying differences among EU countries which have led to the issue of brain
drain. This does not mean that the integration project of the EU should be slowed down, but
rather disparities should be addressed.

To do so, the best step forward would be to increase EU investments in CEE countries to make
them an attractive place for students and workers. While there are existing programs such as
Erasmus which encourage students to move to different parts of Europe, this is predominantly
towards Western European countries. At a regional and EU level, there should be greater
investment in making an environment in CEE countries to encourage students in choosing to study
there. This would also lead to greater demand for jobs and potentially correct some of the skill
shortages, while attracting highly skilled labour.
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In addition, since there is high inflow of remittances from CEE countries, initiatives can be put in
place at the EU level to encourage entrepreneurship in the region to leverage the investment
potential or remittances (Atoyan et al., 2016). This again would lead to an increase in opportunities
for workers and provide a starting point for the growth of new industries in the CEE region.

Both of these policies revolve around the EU working closely with the national governments in
CEE countries to put in place initiatives that would attract more migrants to move there as well as
promoting their own industries such that highly skilled individuals of the country choose to work
there. There may in fact be other factors that impact these decisions, but such policies can provide
a starting point in addressing regional disparities.

7. Conclusion

To conclude, this essay shows that more needs to be done by the EU and national governments to
curb the negative consequences of excessive migration from CEE countries. The biggest issue is
that of brain drain, and this needs to be paid more attention to by the EU since the integration
policies and the freedom of movement have contributed to it greatly. This was seen in Poland, and
while the Polish government has tried to deal with it, the policies have simply not been enough. To
try to solve this at a national level, the Polish government tried to introduce policies to encourage
highly skilled Polish citizens to work in the country, by introducing tax cuts for young professionals
and by running campaigns to encourage those settled outside to return home ("Poland Waives Tax
for Young Employees to Counter Brain Drain", 2019; Davies, 2011). This goes to show that one-
sided efforts by national governments need wider support. As the EU integration project
continues, it is important to make sure that countries are able to integrate and grow sustainably
and to do so, side effects arising from policies should be addressed.
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Evolving Asymmetry in the Polish-EU relations:
 From Accession Negotiations to Judicial Reforms

MARLENA DZIEKANOWSKA
 

1. Introduction

The end of the Second World War marked a new beginning for an economically and politically
united Europe. The European Coal and Steel Community thrived and became one of today’s most
relevant actors in the global arena. The increasing economic and political interdependence of the
European Union’s (EU) member states, as well as the institutionalization and normalization of the
core democratic values, have shaped a strong identity. Consequently, this required “external
representation and the development of [diplomatic] practices” (Smith, 2016, p. 308). Throughout
its expansion, the European Union has developed numerous forms of diplomacy, dealing with
negotiation processes of different natures. This essay will show the different types of diplomacy
strategies used by the EU and international organizations. It will investigate “structural”, “internal”,
“neighbourhood” and “accession” (Smith, 2016, p. 312) diplomacy strategies and emphasize the
core value of equality. The “European treaty law is based on the principle of state equality”
(Schimmelfennig, 2014, p. 686) and thus no country should have more power in the EU than the
other. However, this is not mirrored in practiceTherefore, it is interesting to analyze how the
position of a country changes throughout its time inside such an international organization. This is
due to the changes in support and allies and the country’s acquaintance with the EU negotiation
process. Poland is an especially interesting example of this process, as it has experienced a drastic
change in its political behaviour towards the EU. This paper also aims to analyze the change of
influence and power that Poland can exercise throughout its membership in the EU. Since the
country manages to build stronger alliances with other member states and furthers its knowledge
of the EU’s negotiation procedures, it decreases its asymmetry and manages to emphasize its
power in the EU arena. 

2. Historical Background

After the fall of the Soviet Union in 1989, many countries from the post-communist bloc decided
to unite and become part of a more economically and politically prosperous part of Europe -
today’s EU. One of those countries was Poland, which created an alliance with Slovakia, the Czech
Republic and Hungary to form the Visegrad Group, to integrate into the European Community (Kft,
2006). The alliance between Poland and Hungary is still very strong now, especially due to the
similar political framework of the current ruling parties in these countries. This will be further
elaborated on later in the essay. In 1994, Poland requested to enter the EU and the accession
negotiations started four years later. The accession negotiations concern “the conditions under
which the country will be admitted to the EU and focus on the adoption and implementation of
the EU’s body of law - the acquis communautaire” (Accession negotiations, n.d.) They take place at
intergovernmental conferences between the member state representatives of the European
Commission and the representatives of the candidate country (Accession negotiations, n.d.). As
elaborated later in the paragraph, the candidate country can negotiate transition periods and
derogations (M. Popowski, personal communication, January 21, 2022), not the content of the
acquis. 
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After the Accession Treaty was ratified by all the EU member states, Poland finally officially joined
the organization in 2004. Being part of the EU, Poland has undergone many beneficial economic,
social and political internal transformations. Unfortunately, some reforms, especially the judiciary
ones, as elaborated on later, were negatively perceived by the EU due to their controversial
nature. As explained later in the paragraph, the current Polish conservative political party, Prawo i
Sprawiedliwość (PiS - Law and Justice), decided to reform the judicial system contrary to EU
values, such as the division between the political and the judiciary sphere. In fact, as a result of this
reform, the “separation of powers [...] between the legislative, executive and judiciary branches
have been distorted” (Ziółkowski, 2020, p. 349). The reform mainly consisted of changing the
appointment process of the National Council of Judiciary and introducing the Disciplinary
Chamber for prosecuting judges (Ziółkowski, 2020, p. 349). In the former case, the judges started
being chosen by Sejm, the lower chamber of the Polish parliament. In the latter, the members of
the Disciplinary Chamber had political connections with the current ruling party (Ziółkowski, 2020,
p. 349). Creating such a strong connection between the judiciary and legislative power breaches
the rule of law, the fundamental value of the European Union and any democratic country.

As a member state of the EU, the Polish republic had the chance to participate in international
discussions in the EU arena regarding neighbourhood diplomacy and politics. Being the closest to
Eastern Europe, Poland has been active in promoting Ukraine’s membership in the EU.
Unfortunately, due to the Polish veto against the new Partnership and Co-operation Agreement
(PCA) with Russia in 2006, most of the member state countries developed a negative attitude
towards Poland (Copsey & Pomorska, 2010, p. 313). The PCA regarded important matters, such as
“EU-Russia free trade area and visa-free travel” (Russell, n.d.). However, Poland’s objection
stemmed from the EU’s lack of response to Russia’s meat import ban from the republic. Russia
explained that Polish meat did not meet Russian healthcare standards (International, 2007). This
situation caused small conflicts inside the EU, which were shown by small political actions during
conferences between EU member countries. This will be elaborated on later in the essay. 

3. Before the membership - Asymmetry 

During the accession negotiations, the European Union had extensive power over Poland, mostly
due to the peculiarity and, most importantly, the asymmetrical nature of the enlargement process.
It is crucial to understand that accession diplomacy entails a “particular type of negotiation” (M.
Popowski, personal communication, January 21, 2022). The candidate country is not able to
negotiate the rules of the acquis that will have to be incorporated into its legislative body, but
instead the “terms of admission and the necessary adjustment to the Treaties” (Nicolaides, n.d., p.
8). Thus, the negotiations concern mostly derogations and transition periods (M. Popowski,
personal communication, January 21, 2022). The peculiarity also stems from the asymmetry
between the European Union and the country candidate, mostly explained by four reasons. The
first one is the lack of a Best Alternative to a Negotiated Agreement (BATNA) for the candidate
country. Poland’s main goal was to access the European Union’s market (Trzeciak, 2010, p. 17) On
the one hand, Poland expanding its economic ties with the East was not considered at that time,
due to the fall of the Soviet Union. On the other hand, the European Union was willing to expand
its influence to the East. However, it was a priority for the Central Eastern European countries to
expand their markets to the Economic Community rather than the other way around. This led to
the second type of accession negotiations’ asymmetry. 
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Being the “outsider” candidate country seeking membership (Trzeciak, 2010, p. 48), Poland was
motivated to satisfy the organization’s conditions as much as possible. This can be demonstrated
with the application of the screening process of the legislation of Poland. Because the candidate
country is the one which gains the most by joining the European Union, it is forced to internalize
the institutional, economic, societal and political norms presented by the EU in the form of the
acquis communautaire. Moreover, the third type of asymmetry relates to information asymmetry,
where the European institutions and negotiators were more cognizant of the procedure and form
of the negotiations (Trzeciak, 2010, p. 49). Mr Maciej Popowski, Acting Director General for
Neighbourhood Policy and Enlargement Negotiations, himself claimed that there was always “a
source of misunderstanding [between] many officials [as they thought that if they negotiated] hard
enough they would obtain some concessions” (M. Popowski, personal communication, January 21,
2022). In reality, this could never be achieved. Lastly, the fourth type of asymmetry was caused by
the two-level game nature of the negotiations. Before any condition, a derogation or transition
period can be permitted. These have to be unanimously approved by all member states of the EU.
Especially during the last stage of the negotiation, it became clear that every contract proposed by
the member countries and discarded by the candidate country had to be once again reconsidered
by the European Commission (Trzeciak, 2010, p. 148). This process is time-consuming and the
pressure of being outraced by the other candidate countries discourages greater negotiations. This
is only a short, but strong list of the advantages that the European organization had over Poland
during the accession negotiations. Considering these, it can be stated that Poland had less
influence during the accession process than the EU did.

4. Before the membership - Unstable Alliances

During the accession negotiations, Poland did not have the chance to build a strong alliance
enabling it to have equal power to the other member states of the EU. This meant that Poland was
not in a position to have an advantage in negotiations. This is mainly because member-state
countries had both advantages and disadvantages in welcoming new countries. Furthermore,
candidate countries act according to their interest to avoid being left behind in complying their
legislation to the acquis (Trzeciak, 2010, p. 49). There has been one case when all candidate
countries from the fifth enlargement decided to create a front against the suggested terms by the
EU (Trzeciak, 2010, p. 220). This case was about the restrictions on the free movement of workers
from the future new member states (Trzeciak, 2010, p. 220). Many member state countries were
afraid that “hundreds and thousands of cheap workers would come and it never happened” (M.
Popowski, personal communication, January 21, 2022). Therefore, during the meeting in Prague,
the candidate states representatives met with the EU delegation to discuss loosening such
restrictive measures. Being manipulated by the so-called “coordination” strategy, the EU agreed on
a seven-year-long transition period for introducing the free movement of workers. However, this
was not favourable to Poland. As stated earlier, each country followed its interests. Therefore,
since other countries, of which Hungary was the first one, agreed to this deal, Poland was left
behind without the support of other countries. The EU took advantage of this and used the
battering ram strategy - implemented only when there is no coordination between countries on
agreement on chapters of the acquis (Trzeciak, 2010, p. 220). On one hand, Germany has always
considered economic gains that come with the eastern enlargement and therefore have been
favourable to Polish accession. On the other hand, it has not always demonstrated approval in
cases where Poland needed support to meet the acquis requirements, like the aforementioned
case of workers’ free movement. 
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Furthermore, the German ambassador Schroder played a crucial role during the Copenhagen
Summit of 2002 when negotiating terms on which Poland would accept the conditions of the last
chapters (Guldbrandsen, 2003). These examples show that during the accession negotiations,
Poland couldn't have stable alliances; always supporting the Republic’s interests. This has
contributed to the asymmetry between Poland and the European Union during the accession
period.

5. First years of membership - Beginner’s complications

An asymmetry favouring the EU to the new member state, Poland, enabling the first one to impose
influence on the other also exists. This is prominent in external policy matters and is the
shortcoming of the administration capacity (Copsey & Pomorska, 2013, p. 421). Due to the
asymmetry in the efficiency of this institution between Poland and other member states, it was
impossible to provide a high enough “quality of the diplomatic service that is tasked with
negotiations in Brussels” (Bulmer & Lequesne, 2020, p. 202). The Polish Ministry of Foreign Affairs
was not equipped with technocratic systems that developed in other member state countries and
the EU itself that would provide favourable dialogue. The reasons behind this were mostly related
to the slow reforms in the republic. The workers in the Ministry were those before the accession.
Therefore, they were adapting to the new administrative system with difficulty. In addition, Polish
diplomats involved in the EU-Polish dialogue were either hired by other European institutions or
had rotating functions in the Polish administrative system (Copsey & Pomorska, 2013, p. 438).
Moreover, during the first period of membership, Poland did not have a “Permanent
Representative to the European Union [...] for [...] several months” (Copsey & Pomorska, 2013, p.
438). Therefore, during that period, negotiations could not proceed favourably for the Republic.
Another important factor which enables a major power influence of the new member state on the
EU decision-making is that, even with some implemented reforms in the Polish administrative
system, the republic’s government would still have to adapt to improve efficiency in the
international arena (Copsey & Pomorska, 2013, p. 438). Polish diplomacy stemming from the
coordination of the interior administrative system as well as the Ministry of Foreign Affairs proves
that there was an asymmetry between Poland and other members of the EU in the negotiation
process as well as the possible influence inside the organization.

6. First years of membership - Changing alliances

Just as in the case of accession negotiations, Poland as a new member state has a lower influence
and power in the decision-making process of the EU. This is demonstrated by the EU member
states’ dismissive reactions to the republic’s suggestions to undertake steps towards external
Eastern politics. This is due to several factors, among which is Poland’s low ability to maintain
strong alliances within the organization, caused by unpredictable and controversial political moves
undertaken by the current Polish political party. Additionally, the alliances created were not
enough to engage all the member states in a dialogue towards a common end. In fact, in 2008,
Poland decided to submit a proposal on creating an “Eastern Partnership”, which was presented to
the General Affairs and External Relations Council (Copsey & Pomorska, 2013, p. 428). This
proposal was later on presented to the European Commission. During the evaluation of the
proposal, Poland managed to gain support from Sweden, which also backed further dialogue with
the East (Copsey & Pomorska, 2013, p. 428).
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As stated previously, Poland had created a good relationship with Germany, however, their alliance
deteriorated but managed to reignite in the form of informal support during the time of the
Eastern neighbourhood programme (Copsey & Pomorska, 2013, p. 440). Germany did support the
improvement of the EU with the Eastern countries, especially Ukraine. However, it did not agree
with the terms presented in the proposal. Despite the alliance with Sweden and Germany, Poland
had already lost the trust of other member states by vetoing the “new Partnership and Co-
operation Agreement (PCA) with Russia” two years before submitting the Eastern Partnership
proposal. The Polish move was justified by the fact that Russia had enforced a ban on the
importation of Polish meat to the Federation. To attract the member states’ attention, Poland
decided to implement the veto strategy. The PCA with Russia could not pass unless the meat ban
was cancelled. This behaviour demonstrates that Poland was not treated as equal to the other
member states and that the government “wanted to demonstrate its willingness to be treated as
an equal partner’ (Podolski, 2006, p. 5 in Copsey & Pomorska, 2010, p. 313). Unfortunately, this
strategy was highly unsuccessful, as it “left Poland as an isolated player” (Copsey & Pomorska,
2010, p. 313). Therefore, not only did countries develop negative connotations with the republic,
but Poland’s influence in the EU arena also decreased. As a new member state, Poland was unable
to gain an equal position inside the EU, contrary to other older member states, and therefore,
failed to influence the implementation of new proposals and projects of foreign policy on its old
members.

7. Mature member state - Change in power balance

After several years of membership, Poland has managed to gain more powerful influence inside
the European Union and thus mitigate to a larger extent the asymmetries in the decision-making
process. This is especially visible in the dominant way in which the newly elected government
imposed its own beliefs on policies concerning all member states of the EU as well as its domestic
policy. This was mainly achieved through a greater acquaintance with the EU procedures and thus
a decrease in information asymmetry between the two parties. In fact, contrary to the asymmetry
during the accession negotiations, the EU has limited power in coercing a member state to comply
with the acquis (Meerts, 2015, p. 261). After the conservative Law and Justice (PiS) party won the
parliamentary elections in 2015, Poland has been undergoing various judiciary reforms challenging
the EU core values of the rule of law. Some of the main changes consisted of altering the election
process of the National Judiciary Council - they weren’t elected anymore by “judges from the
judicial community” (Ziółkowski, 2020. p. 349) but by “the lower chamber of the Polish
government” (Ziółkowski, 2020, p. 349). In addition to that, PiS decided to lower the retirement
age for female judges relative to male judges and introduce the Disciplinary Chamber and the
Extraordinary Control and Public Affairs Chamber in the Court’s structure (Niklewicz, 2017, p.
286). The Venice Chamber itself confirmed that the rule of law in Poland has been breached
(Venice Commission: New reform in Poland further undermines judicial independence, n.d.). This
raised the EU’s concerns and triggered Article 7 (Meijers & Veer, 2019, p. 839) and the Rule of Law
Framework (Meijers & Veer, 2019, p. 840), however, Poland believed that the organization's steps
would “be limited to naming and shaming” (Niklewicz, 2017, p. 285). Poland had become more and
more acquainted with the EU laws and procedures which allowed it to take advantage of the
ambiguity of the rule of law definition in the acquis communautaire (Niklewicz, 2017, p. 286).
Additionally, it took advantage of long-lasting procedures to implement the Rule of Law
Framework and continued implementing changes in the judiciary system. 
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As we can see from the examples above, Poland became more aware of the processes inside the
EU and could use them for making reforms inside its borders. This demonstrates the decreasing
power of the EU over a member state over time. 

8. Mature member state - Mature alliances

Polish alliances with other members of the European Union have made a great impact on the
power distribution inside the institution. As stated in the previous paragraph, after several years of
membership Poland has become acquainted with the mechanisms behind the decision-making
process in the EU. The most important one is unanimity (Niklewicz, 2017, p.285). Due to the
acquired knowledge, countries counteract the “normative” power that the European institution
possesses (Smith, 2016, p. 312). To be penalized for specific chances contradicting the EU values,
a country has to be criticized by all member states. This implies that one ally is enough to be
discharged from any culpability. Throughout decades, Poland has taken care of a very crucial
alliance in today’s political arena with Hungary. Being historically dependent, a phrase has been
invented on the relationship between the two nations: “A Pole and a Hungarian, two good friends,
they fight and drink together” (Holesch & Kyriazi, 2021, p. 5). Strongly connected within the
Visegrad Group alliance, these two countries have managed to create a very strong and
controversial position within the EU. Holesch and Kyriazi (2020) state that the Polish-Hungarian
coalition “worked together to provide mutual protection within [...] the EU'' (Everett, 2021, p. 401).
Such a strategy enables the countries to avoid sanctions (Everett, 2021, p. 401) imposed by the
EU. J. Everett calls it a “defensive” strategy (Everett, 2021, p. 401). This has restrained the
European Union from controlling the maintenance of values, norms and rules in its inside. As also
mentioned in the paragraph above, although Poland and Hungary have been breaking the
fundamental Copenhagen criterion related to the rule of law, the EU has not been able to enforce
Article 7 of the EU Treaty. The strong coalition built by populist governments has managed to out
rule the EU’s fundamental values after long years of membership.

9. Possible regulations

The three cases presented above involve the balancing of power between a candidate/member
country of the EU and the EU itself. These not only entail different types of EU-member state
diplomacy but also various types of issues. Therefore, regulation implementation of different
natures to erase the asymmetry between the institution and the country itself is needed. In this
section , I will present one type of regulation that could be implemented for each case. In the first
case, when the country and the EU are undergoing accession negotiations, an improvement could
be eliminating information asymmetry by clearly presenting the negotiation team of the candidate
country, the procedure and possible stances that can be negotiated. In this way, the negotiators
will be aware of the fact that they can negotiate the transition periods and derogations and not the
content of the chapters in the acquis. In the second case when Poland tried to encourage further
dialogue with Ukraine, the improvement could consist of assuring a quick transition and adaptation
of the new member country’s institutions and departments to the EU’s standards. This could be
implemented by incentivizing the countries financially to reform them. As in the case of Poland,
meeting the administration standards could have been achieved, if it had been successfully
encouraged. Better internal standards imply greater tangibility and control over internationally
discussed issues. 
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Additionally, each member state should be reminded to discard negative prejudices against the
new member state created based on precedents, as every country in the EU should be treated
equally. This could be very difficult to implement, as each country has more or fewer advantages in
supporting another member state. In the last case, to avoid a situation where a member state has
more power over the EU and starts breaching fundamental values, the EU should assure that the
content of the acquis chapters should be always respected. Very often the country takes
advantage of the necessary unanimity voting as well as the long time it takes the EU to raise
punishment against the country. Therefore, the EU should improve internal communication.
Currently, the EU is planning on increasing sanctions and taking a strong stand on healthcare as
well as military security provision for Poland. It is very hard to suggest detailed improvements to
eliminate asymmetry between the two parties, which are tied by complex economic and political
relations. Nevertheless, these are possible and may act to balance the power between a member
state country and the EU.

10. Conclusion

Poland's influence relative to the EU has changed throughout its membership in the supranational
organization. This was mainly caused by the knowledge that the Polish officials acquired and the
strength of alliances gained during the years of membership. As it has been observed, before
accessing the EU, the organization had major power over the decisions related to the conditions of
the membership. The alliances that Poland built were also unstable due to the overall fear of
candidate countries not being able to join the EU. In the second case, Poland did not manage to
exercise major influence over the international arena because of its new membership and thus lack
of trust as well as the lack of preparation of Polish institutions to enable dialogue on the EU level.
After around fifteen years of membership, the republic managed to discover flaws and
malfunctioning mechanisms of the supranational organization. Therefore, the strong alliance with
Hungary made it possible to implement policies and reforms contrary to the EU’s pillar values.
Possible changes that could assure a balance of powers between the two parties are mostly
related to providing both parties with enough information about the possible negotiation stances
as well as promoting collaboration and respect among countries. However, due to different
internal political conditions, it is difficult to ensure that each country member of the EU will treat
the others equally, as alliances are a normal component of international relations. In conclusion,
the unresolved debate on the supranational and internationality of the EU plays a crucial role in
deciding how the power balance should be inside such an organization. Therefore, as long as the
essential and rudimental debates on the EU and its relation to its member states are not resolved,
it will be impossible to define the power balance that should be in place between this organization
and its members.
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The Discrepancy in Merkel's Monetary Policy with Regards to European Integration
SHANNON FOLEY

 

“A good compromise is one where everybody makes a contribution” – Angela Merkel
(Benoit & Gowers, 2005)

1. Introduction

In September 2021, Germany elected a new chancellor for the first time since 2005. Shortly
following Olaf Scholz’s inauguration in December 2021 two narratives reflecting on his
predecessor Angela Merkel’s time in office have emerged among scholars of European Policy: one
portraying the sympathetic image of a duty-bound pragmatist, stoically leading Europe through a
tumultuous decade, and the more critical narrative of a hesitant, passive leader, heavily focused on
today’s compromises rather than a vision for the future of European policy (Pornschlegel, 2021).
When the economic crisis rocked the eurozone in 2008, the survival of the single market, a signal
of the extent to which Europe had successfully integrated, was threatened (Dullien, 2012). 

Alternativlos, the political catchphrase meaning ‘without an alternative’ is how Merkel presented
her position to help heavily affected Greece in a speech to parliament in May 2010, arguing that
the financial stability of the entire eurozone rested on whether the German parliament would vote
in favor of a costly economic restructuring program for Greece (Welt, 2010;Deutscher Bundestag,
2010). Whether or not the eurozone would have collapsed in absence of Greece is unclear; some
argue that a Greek exit from the Euro could have sparked a domino effect, with others such as
Spain and Italy following suit, resulting in high unemployment and macroeconomic implications
more devastating than those resulting from the Lehman Brothers bankruptcy in 2008 (Dullien,
2012). Others however, such as Germany’s finance minister by 2015, encouraged Greece to have
a referendum concerning whether or not they wanted to remain in the eurozone, an indication
that he believed that a euro without Greece was a viable option (Pratley, 2015). What is however
clear, is that in the absence of an EU financial institution with a budget large enough to protect
eurozone states in financial trouble, brokering a deal between the EU, ECB, and IMF in 2010
seemed Alternativlos (Strupczewski, 2013). 

This paper will cover a brief history of the European single market and discuss its weaknesses
regarding the 2008 crisis. It will explore the EU's and more specifically Germany's response to this
crisis, investigate Merkel’s role in the process of European Integration from a monetary standpoint,
and question to what extent Merkel supported further monetary integration. It will argue that
Merkel, on some level, believes in a strong, unified Europe, and her actions exhibit a commitment
to European Integration. However, her reluctance to commit Germany and the EU to a closer
monetary union signals a degree of economic mistrust within the European Union and suggests
Merkel believed there was a limit to the extent to which Europe could integrate.
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2. A Brief History of the European Single Market

Though its implementation caused a noticeable shift in the lives of European citizens, the concept
of a single European currency was not new in the field of European Integration. In September
1929, shortly before the Wall-Street Crash, German chancellor Gustav Stresemann proposed the
idea of a common European currency to the newly established League of Nations (Publications
Office of the European Union, 2022). Though poorly timed, his idea was formalized through talks
in The Hague which set the implementation of a monetary union as a primary objective to achieve
further European integration. Among other objectives, these 1969 talks set out to deepen the
cooperation among European partners, most notably through the construction of a monetary
union (Werner, 1970). The high value of the Deutsch Mark as compared to the French Franc
threatened the CAP, and thus required further economic integration to succeed (Delivorias, 2015).
Pierre Werner, then prime minister of Luxembourg, presented a detailed plan thereafter, outlining
steps to take towards implementing a single currency and further integrating (Werner, 1970).
Similarly, to Stresemann, Werner was met with poor timing, as the Oil Embargo, resulting
stagflation, economic hardships, and the end of the Bretton Woods system posed serious
obstacles to the creation of the intended common currency. Nevertheless, in 1992, when
European economies had regained their strength, the Maastricht treaty was signed and the ‘Euro’
was born (Treaty of the European Union, 1992). 

3. Causes of the Eurozone Crisis

The 2008 financial crisis and subsequent Euro crisis reignited the debate between economic
fundamentalists and monetarists as to why the euro was on the brink of failure (Collignon, 2012).
Fundamentalists believe that to create a successful monetary union, the local economies must be
‘similar’, while monetarists believe that the implementation of a monetary union will stabilize the
economies involved through new economic institutions. The EU struck a compromise between the
opposing theories in the Maastricht treaty, by proposing new financial institutions, yet outlining
strict economic conditions for a member state joining the Eurozone. The European Central Bank
(ECB) and European System of Central Banks were institutions established in the Maastricht treaty
and were intended to maintain price stability through a common regulation of the interest rate
(European Central Bank, 2021) (Treaty of the European Union, 1992). The Maastricht treaty also
outlined economic criteria for admission to the eurozone. These are: that the inflation rate is not
above 1.5% points of the highest average of the 3 highest performing member states, that the
price stability rate is not above 2% points of the three highest performing member states, that the
state participates in the European Exchange Rate Mechanism for at least 2 years without ‘severe
tensions’, and that the state is not in ‘excessive debt’ or operating at an ‘excessive deficit’
(European Commission, 2019) (Treaty of the European Union, 1992). Fundamentalists therefore
argue that in the case of the European Union in 2010, these economic institutions failed to
enforce sufficient regulatory measures on the economic activity of member states and prevent
economic crisis in one region from impacting the entire eurozone (Collignon, 2012). Monetarists
further cite the liquidity crisis which spawned because of the bankruptcy of the Lehmann brothers
and subsequent global banking crisis in 2008 (Collignon, 2012). 
Combined with a Greek economy which was overvalued due to its inclusion in the Eurozone, and a
government which routinely burrowed with a credit score which did not accurately represent its
economy, there emerged a perfect storm (Johnston, 2021). 
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2010 saw Greece’s credit rating fall to ‘junk’ status in the eyes of US credit rating agencies,
meaning that the cost of borrowing money was enormously high (Hauser, 2010). With the country
in massive debt and with no way to pay it off, the ECB and IMF designed an economic
restructuring program, granting 110 billion to Greece in May 2010, provided strict economic
austerity was adhered to (Directorate-General for Economic and Financial Affairs, 2010). From a
fundamentalist standpoint, this was an attempt to make the eurozone economies more ‘similar’
and to prevent economic issues in Greece from deepening the 2008 financial crisis (The New York
Times, 2016). 

3. Germany, The EU, and The Economic Restructuring Program

The economic restructuring program of 2010 stipulated that Greece would receive economic loans
until 2013, at which point it would begin paying back the loans until 2016 (Directorate-General for
Economic and Financial Affairs, 2010). However, in 2015 when Greece defaulted on a 1.6-billion-
dollar payment to the IMF, the EU’s largest economy, Germany, largely opposed another round of
loans and economic restructuring, favoring instead a ‘Grexit’, a process by which Greece would
leave the Eurozone (Online, 2015). Greece too seemed to be, though not directly in favor of a Euro
exit, desperate to end the harsh austerity measures on which EU money was contingent; a
referendum on July 5th, 2015, concerning whether Greece should accept the renewed economic
restructuring program proposed by the EU, ECB and IMF resulted in a resounding “No” (Arnett et
al., 2015). 

This disagreement between Germany and Greece exemplifies the monetary debate concerning
austerity vs. growth which has sparked a north-south divide in EU politics in recent years (Ruppold,
2014). Generally speaking, throughout the crisis ‘northern’ eurozone states including Germany,
Austria, The Netherlands, Belgium, Latvia, Lithuania, Estonia, Slovenia and Slovakia believed that
fiscal austerity from economically worse performing European states would resolve the economic
crisis over time; it was widely believed that the problem stemmed from a lack of competitiveness
of southern EU economies (Sinn, 2013). German monetary policy in particular is traditionally
conservative; the German government does not like to take large loans, go into debt, or risk high
inflation. It is described as ‘Ordoliberal’, promoting state interference in maintaining a free market
by ensuring its competitiveness (Nantha, 2014). While southern European states including Italy,
Spain, Greece, and Portugal criticized the tight grip that northern European states had on their
economies; these states were forced to follow stringent measures set by the ECB and EU (Boitani
& Tamborini, 2020). The EU was divided between north and south: the north demanding more
fiscal austerity from the south yet growing tired of mixed results and the south demanding
freedom from punitive economic measures imposed upon them by the ECB (Boitani & Tamborini,
2020). In-between stood Germany, which had become the largest economic contributor to the EU,
and thus in a position of great power in the decision between austerity and growth for the EU.
This leverage means Germany had great influence over whether Greece would again be granted
(or subjected to) loans, moreover the structure of the European Monetary System as a whole (Art,
2015). 
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The EU deal in 2010 would not have been possible without the participation of Germany, and
Merkel’s strong insistence on the conditionality of the loans meant that the EU was forced to some
extent by Germany to implement these measures which were a reflection of Germany’s own
monetary policy (Art, 2015). In 2015, though Merkel did not seem to make major concessions on
her policy in the follow up EU deal with Greece, choosing to grant the country further expensive
loans even on EU and German terms, became unpopular (Online, 2015). 

Despite backlash from the public and her own economic minister who supported at least a
temporary ‘Grexit’ (Wagstyl, 2015b), Merkel and her EU partners, along with the Greek prime
minister, despite the referendum, chose the Euro, coming to an agreement on August 11th 2015
(IMF and ESM, 2015). Merkel’s decision indicates a commitment to a unified Europe and
demonstrates a firm belief in the euro (Nast, 2015). Considering the political opposition, from the
German public, from within her own party and from her finance minister, all of whom were fully
prepared for a ‘Grexit’, Merkel’s decision to make a deal keeping Greece in the Eurozone can only
be described as a commitment to further integration. This paints Merkel as a pro-Europe leader,
foregoing the safe option supported by her party-and to a large extent by the German people- the
option which would be the least financially costly to her state in favor of European solidarity and
European Integration. The decision to strike a deal with Greece can be seen as a pivotal moment in
European Integration, as the alternative would have been seen as ‘an ignominious reversal in the
long history of European Integration’ indicating this deal’s significance (Wagstyl, 2015a). 

4. Response to the Crisis

In response to the crisis of 2010, the EU developed strategies and institutions to ensure more
financial stability among member states including the implementation of the European Stability
Mechanism (ESM) in 2012 which offers conditional loans to struggling member states and is
funded by borrowing money collectively on the financial markets (Zoppè & Dias, 2019), however
in the case of Greece in 2015 it was essentially too powerful. The limitless funds that a country
such as Greece can seemingly receive creates an issue both for the EU and the borrowing country,
the former because the mechanism may be exploited as a limitless fund, and the latter because the
borrowing country could essentially be ‘owned’ by the other EU member states (Gros & Mayer,
2017). Macron criticized the ESM in 2017 arguing “The fundamental issue at stake is not a
mechanism which will magically solve all our problems” and proposed instead wide ranging
eurozone reforms which would require close economic integration and similar economic policies of
all member states (Sandford, 2017). Macron’s vision for an EMF (European Monetary Fund)
involved a more financially interconnected Europe, a European finance minister, and a European
investment budget to prevent a future financial crisis, while Merkel preferred financial
independence on a national level (Nielsen, 2018). France saw this fund as an opportunity to reform
Euro legislation, pushing for the budget to be large enough to have the capacity to reduce
economic disparities among member states; this idea would call for closer cooperation among
European states financially (Chazan & Brunsden, 2018). Merkel argued instead that the EMF
should act as a fund of last resort, it should be relatively small (in the low billions), gradually
implemented and stringently monitored (Chazan & Brunsden, 2018). Merkel eventually conceded
on smaller issues during negotiations and warmed to the idea of a Eurozo
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Tne finance minister yet maintained her position that the fund itself should be limited
(Karnitschnig, 2017). The result: though negotiations are ongoing, and the pandemic has made a
huge impact in terms of European finances, institutionally the EU is lacking. The EMF does not yet
exist, and while reforms are consistently being negotiated and developments to the banking union
are ongoing, the 2018 blueprint remains a 25-billion-euro investment fund designed to help an EU
member state experiencing a ‘large asymmetric shock’ (European Commission, 2018). 

This is indicative of the impact that Germany has in terms of European policy making and with the
benefit of hindsight, it may be the reason why the EU struggles to pass wide ranging reformative
legislation. The vision set out by France was slowly negotiated until satisfactory to all parties, yet
less impactful (Baker, 2018). German opposition to this proposal called for financial decisions to be
determined by its member states, and weak compromises are often the direct consequence of
negotiation and democracy. However, the case of Greece demonstrates that despite Merkel
advocating for financial independence, in times of crisis, Greece incurred EU economic measures
which it did not have a voice in crafting, hardly a sign of independent financial regulation or
democratic negotiation. 

5. Conclusion

Karl Vick argues in his article accompanying the chancellor’s 2015 ‘Time person of the year’
nomination that Merkel’s greatest strength as chancellor was her ability to ‘work a system’ to
create compromise (Vick & Shuster, 2015). This statement, though intended to be positive, carries
both a positive and negative component and appears to be fitting in the case of the Greece debt
crisis and the resulting shift in European Monetary policy. Merkel’s response to the crisis highlights
a discrepancy in her position on the role of monetary policy in European Integration, more
specifically, how integrated the monetary policies of EU member states should be. A commitment
to keeping the eurozone united when faced by an unprecedented obstacle (the potential
bankruptcy of a member state) and the voices of those around her advising a departure of a state
from the eurozone demonstrates a pro-European vision, while her reluctance to implement
massive eurozone financial reforms suggests she sees a limit to the extent to which these
European partners can cooperate. 

Merkel’s ability to reach consensus is often heralded as one of her greatest strengths (Pazzanese,
2019), and this crisis both exemplified and challenged this. Merkel found European compromise by
keeping Greece in the Euro and made concessions in negotiating the subsequent eurozone reform
policy but insisted upon Ordo liberalist austerity measures in the case of Greece and was a key
opponent to wide ranging Eurozone reform. Brokering deals with the ECB, EU, IMF and Greek
government, Merkel was able to come to an agreement within the framework (European Troika)
that existed at the time and successfully keep Greece in the Eurozone. However, in light of the
blatant flaws of that system, the weaknesses in the existing banking institutions of the European
Union which caused the crisis according to economic fundamentalists (Collignon, 2012), Merkel
worked within its framework and was hesitant to change it, rendering her negotiations
Alternativlos. This signifies the extent to which the EU can integrate in the eyes of Merkel; she
works the existing system to promote European unity and European Integration but is hesitant to
reform these systems to further integrate the EU on an institutional level. 
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The Changing Roles of Women in the European Integration Process
UMA CLAESSENS

 
1. Introduction 

Although an increasing number of European countries have been electing female national leaders
ever since the election of the United Kingdom’s first female Prime Minister, Margaret Thatcher,
the European Union has seemed to lag behind on this trend. This was until the recent elections of
Ursula von der Leyen and Christine Lagarde; Presidents of the European Commission and the
European Central Bank in 2019 (Johnston, 2021). Still, it is quite remarkable that the Union, which
has gender equality listed as one of its core values in article 8 of the Treaty on the Functioning of
the European Union (TFEU, 2007), is among the latest governments in Europe to finally elect a
woman in a leading executive position. Moreover, there exists a substantial base of literature on
European Union’s gender equality policies for society at large (Tomlinson, 2011), however, little
attention has been directed towards the EU’s internal policies aimed at achieving gender parity and
including more women in decision-making processes within its institutions. This paper will address
that research gap by investigating how women throughout history have contributed to the process
of European integration and how their contributions differ between the 20th and the 21st century.

The paper will answer this research question by looking at the history of women’s positions within
the institutions of the European Union and its predecessors and by utilizing individual case studies
of women who played a remarkable role in the integration process. Through this data, it will
conduct comparative research on the contributions of women in the 20th and 21st century. As a
result, the paper will provide relevant insights relating to the history and evolution of the interplay
between gender and power in a European context. This paper adopts both academic papers and
primary resources, such as treaties, to provide a valid answer to the research question. These
sources appear to demonstrate that although women are often omitted from the history and
narrative of early European Integration, they did in fact leave a legacy on the process of European
integration. However, whereas women in the 20th century took on less high-profile roles and
focused their efforts on the daily operations of the European institutions, women now assume
more significant roles, breaking the “glass ceiling”and making way for future generations of
women. 

2. Women’s contributions to European integration in the 20th century

The European Coal and Steel Community, established through the 1951 Treaty of Paris and now
often referred to as the mother of all European communities, marked the start of the European
integration process (Carbonell, 2020). Robert Schuman, the French foreign minister and at the time
one of the driving forces behind the creation of the ECSC, quickly became the face, or father, of
this newfound community. The term ‘founding fathers’ was subsequently coined to refer to the
male politicians who cleared the path towards European peace and reconciliation in the 1950s.
These included Robert Schuman, Konrad Adenauer, Alcide De Gasperi, Jean Monnet, Paul-Henri
Spaak, Joseph Bech, and Jan Willem Beyen (Carbonell, 2020). However, as this term demonstrates,
women were still unnoticed in the early years of the European integration process, working in the
shadow of the founding fathers and European leaders (Denéchère, 2020). This was because, at the
time, women were given little space in the national political life of the six founding states. 
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Furthermore, nobody could imagine a female member of the ECSC, managing the European coal
and steel sectors, as the sectors’ workforce was 95% male (Carbonell, 2020). 

Nonetheless, a couple of women can be identified in the shadows of the founders of the European
project, even if they did not have any deciding roles in the 1950s or 1960s (Denéchère, 2020).
Most women worked ‘office’ jobs, taking part in the ECSC’s daily operations as secretaries,
stenographers, or interpreters. Ursula Wenmakers (1928-1963), an interpreter tasked with
translating the exchanges between the French-speaking president of the High Authority and its
German vice-president, formed an indispensable link between the two most prominent figures in
the High Authority. However, her and other women’s contributions to the construction of the
Community were forgotten afterwards (Carbonell, 2020).

Although there were never any ‘founding mothers’ of Europe, some politicians, historians, and
journalists nonetheless refer to historical women like Eleanor of Aquitaine (1122-1204) or Queen
Victoria (1819-1901) as the ‘grandmothers of Europe’. They earned this title not because of their
contributions to the construction of a more unified and peaceful Europe, but instead because their
descendants married royal families around the continent (Denéchère, 2020). This indicates that,
whereas men earned the title of father of Europe because of their contributions to the political
construction of Europe, women got the title of (grand)mother of Europe only because of their
children, referencing the stereotypical image of women in the private and men in the public sphere
(Kronsell, 2005).

Louise Weiss (1893-1983), on the other hand, was given this title because of her 60-year-long
commitment to a more unified and peaceful Europe. Her contributions varied from the founding of
the newspaper L’Europe nouvelle and the publication of her 1968 book Mémoires d’une
Européene, to the peace prize she founded in 1971 and her inaugural speech as the eldest
member of the European Parliament in 1979 (Denéchère, 2020). However, none of these
achievements contributed to the political construction of the European Community, and women
only started to acquire deciding roles in this process from the beginning of 1980s.

On July 17, 1979, the European Parliament elected Simone Veil (1927-2017) as the first president
elect of the assembly (Denéchère, 2020). Although this position had limited power at the time, Veil
managed to develop the parliament’s external relations by taking positions on major international
issues and engaging in diplomatic conversations with third countries (Denéchère, 2020). She
directed her efforts towards legitimizing the Parliament as an important actor in the European
integration process and presenting the institution as the embodiment of a democratic Europe. In
1981, Veil’s contributions to the European integration process were recognized as she became the
first woman to receive the Louise Weiss prize (Denéchère, 2020). She was, however, not the only
woman during that period who left a legacy. Other women did so through their position in the
Parliament and their work on specific issues. Nicole Fontaine was one of these women, as she
became the second woman to be president of the European Parliament in 1999, twenty years
after her predecessor Veil (Denéchère, 2020). As president, she represented the Parliament both
within the Union and on the international stage. Besides that, she had a great amount of legislative
power, as the President’s signature is required to enact most new legislation and the sign off on
theEU’s budget (TEU, 1992, art. 191).
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 Contrary to the European Parliament, the European Commission – known as the High Authority in
the ECSC – did not have any women included in their decision-making processes until 1989, when
it finally appointed two women, Christiane Scrivener (1925) and Vasso Papandreou (1944), among
its commissioners (Denéchère, 2020). Between 1993 and 1995, there was only one woman out of
seventeen commissioners, and although the position of High Representative of the European
Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy was held by a woman in 2009 and 2014, it took until
the election of Ursula von der Leyen in 2019 for a woman to finally lead the commission
(Denéchère, 2020). Since the European Commission is the executive branch of the European
Communities, and later the EU, one must conclude that women were not involved in any executive
decision-making in the Community up until 1989 and were still underrepresented in these
processes for several decades after.

The European Council, composed of the heads of state of the Community’s member states and
tasked with setting its political agenda, saw its first female member join in May 1979, when
Margaret Thatcher (1925-2013) became Prime Minister of the United Kingdom. Throughout the
1980s, she remained the only woman in the Council (Denéchère, 2020), but she nevertheless kick-
started an era of greater female presence at the top of European politics (Whitman, 2013). 

Although Thatcher did not create the Single Market Programme, which aimed to eliminate all non-
tariff barriers for trade within the EEC, she was a great supporter of it and convinced her
government to sign the Single European Act in 1989. The SEA rebooted the EEC’s economic
integration and went on to inspire the project of further political integration as well (Whitman,
2013). However, while Thatcher supported a high degree of economic integration, she expressed
growing doubts about the EEC’s direction towards a federal Europe. Eventually, she expressed
these concerns in her 1988 Bruges Speech, which influenced the United Kingdom’s position
towards the political integration of the EEC for decades to come (Whitman, 2013). Ultimately,
Thatcher undoubtedly left a legacy on the European integration process, both through her support
for further economic integration, as well as her reluctance towards more political integration. 
 
3. Women’s contributions to European integration in the 21st century

Since the beginning of the European integration process, and especially over the last two decades,
an increasing amount of attention has been directed towards achieving gender parity in all policy
areas of the European Union. Whereas the focus used to lay more on legal protection against
discrimination based on gender, it has shifted towards including proactive measures to overcome
historical barriers and achieve equality in practice (Prpic et al., 2019). The adoption of ‘gender
mainstreaming’, the inclusion of a gender perspective in all policy areas and at all levels and stages
of decision-making, has come to play a major role in trying to realize this outcome. By including
gender mainstreaming in policy making, new policies are more relevant to society and respond
more effectively to the needs of all citizens (GES 2020-2025, 2020). 
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In 2005, the European Commission announced its first Gender Action Plan (GAP) to bridge the gap
between high-level policy and development practice (Brechenmacher et al., 2021). The GAP
included three main points of action: gender mainstreaming, the integration of gender in political
dialogues with non-EU partners, and implementing specific actions countering gender imparity.
However, the plan was never fully implemented due to a lack of political prioritization and internal
expertise (Brechenmacher et al., 2021). A second, adapted version of the GAP (GAP II) was
adopted in 2016. It still included the three main points of GAP I, but specifically emphasized the
need to increase women’s participation in policy making and governance. Even though
implementation weaknesses continued, the plan did increase the Union’s prioritization and funding
for gender parity (Brechenmacher et al., 2021). 

When Ursula von der Leyen (1958) was elected President of the European Commission in 2019,
she ensured that gender equality would be one of her top priorities, leading by example. Under her
presidency, the College of Commissioners achieved gender parity, with thirteen female
commissioners out of twenty-seven along with a female president. In the new EU Gender Equality
Strategy 2020-2025, the commission declares its aim to include more women in decision-making
and achieve a gender balance of 50% at all levels of EU management by 2024 (Johnston, 2021) by
implementing measures such as establishing quotas for female appointments and leadership
development programs (GES 2020-2025, 2020). The new GAP III, released in 2020, along with the
creation of a Commissioner for Equality and a Task Force for Equality to ensure the
implementation of gender mainstreaming at all levels of major Commission initiatives, show a
strong institutional commitment to achieving gender equality within the Union (Johnston, 2021).
The greatest obstacle, however, remains implementing these frameworks into practice, as there
remains a persistent gap between institutional statements and their actual implementation
(Johnston, 2021).

However, the EU’s efforts have not been fruitless, as the European Union and its institutions have
seen a steady increase in their proportion of female members over the past decades. The
European Parliament (EP), for example, saw its proportion of female members of parliament
(MEPs) increase from only 15.2% in 1979, the first year the European Parliament was elected, to
39.3% in 2021 (Hörst et al., 2022). However, even if this proportion is above average for EU
national parliaments, as 51% of the European population are women, the Parliament is still not
representative of European society. Furthermore, the proportion of female MEPs varies greatly
between member states, with only 7 out of 27 member-states achieving at least gender parity
(Hörst et al., 2022). Countries such as Slovakia, Romania, and Cyprus have the lowest proportions
of female MEPs, coming in at less than 21%. This disparity between member states might explain
in parts why equality in gender representation in the EP has not yet been achieved; gender
mainstreaming is not yet fully internalized at the member-state level, making it difficult for the
least gender-equal countries to follow the EU’s standard towards gender equality in the EP (Hörst
et al., 2022). Moreover, female representation also differs between different European political
groups, where left-wing parties are generally more gender-equal than right-wing groups (Hörst et
al., 2022).
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Lastly, women are still grossly underrepresented in higher-profile or leading positions, although
there has been a positive evolution throughout the last decade. Currently, eight out of fourteen
vice-presidents and twelve out of twenty-two (sub)committee chairs in the EP are female
(European Parliament, 2019). Moreover, since January 2022, the position of president of the
European Parliament is held by the Maltese Roberta Metsola, who is only the third woman out of
thirty presidents to be elected to this position (Hörst et al., 2022). Besides the European
Parliament, the two other main EU institutions, the European Council and Commission, are also
headed by presidents. The position of President of the European Council was only recently created
in the Treaty of Lisbon, however, it has exclusively been held by men, while the Commission only
saw its first female president elected in 2019 (Hörst et al., 2022). This data shows that, although
significant efforts have already been made towards a gender equal European Union, there is still a
long road ahead until gender parity is achieved.

Women still face various obstacles withholding them from participating in the political sphere and
contributing to a continuous gender imbalance in the EU institutions. Initially, research attributed
women’s underrepresentation in decision-making to a lack of political ambition, although it is now
recognized that other more structural and societal barriers hinder women from participating in
politics or achieving leading positions (Shreeves et al., 2019). In fact, there are several interrelated
factors that contribute towards women’s under-representation, many of which are associated with
gender roles and stereotypes in society (Shreeves et al., 2019). For instance, gender stereotypes
help shape different career aspirations for boys and girls from an early age on, often including the
message that women are ‘not made for politics’ or displaying the field as a masculine discipline.
Other obstacles that might limit women from entering politics include women’s individual
perceptions of their abilities; an absence of female role models in the political sphere; unequal
access to resources such as time, money, and political networks; and unequal family
responsibilities (Shreeves et al., 2019). 

Despite these barriers, women like Christine Lagarde (1956) and Ursula von der Leyen have
recently achieved high-profile decision-making positions that, until 2019, had only been held by
men. In 2019, Lagarde was elected President of the European Central Bank (ECB), after being the
Managing Director of the International Monetary Fund (IMF) between 2011 and 2019
(Kapusuzoğlu & Eriçok, 2018). The ECB is the institution conducting the European Union’s
economic and monetary policies and regulating the euro. Besides that, its decision-making bodies
also govern the European System of Central Banks (ESCB), consisting of the national banks of EU
member states and the ECB itself and tasked with maintaining price stability in the entire
European Union (TFEU, 2007, Protocol No 4). As President of the ECB, Lagarde is charged with
representing the Bank at high-level EU and other international meetings and chairing the ECB’s
Governing Council, the decision-making body, and Executive Board, which oversees the Bank’s
daily operations (TFEU, 2007, Protocol No 4). As the first female President of the ECB, the
election of Lagarde into this influential position with a great deal of executive and decision-making
power marks a milestone for women’s representation in high-profile positions. 
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 In the same year as Christine Lagarde, Ursula von der Leyen managed to break another “glass
ceiling” within one of the EU’s institutions when she was elected the first female President of the
European Commission. The European Commission is the executive power of the European Union
and is charged with putting forward proposals for new laws and implementing EU policies (TFEU,
2007, art. 244-250). As the President of this institution, von der Leyen’s main tasks include setting
the Commission’s policy agenda and deciding on its internal organization. Furthermore, she
represents the Commission in meetings with the European Council, at the G7 and G20 summits
and in debates with non-EU countries (TFEU, 2007, art. 244-250). Since the President of the
Commission has a substantial amount of influence on the decision-making processes, policies, and
agenda of the European Union, von der Leyen is now holding one of the most powerful and
influential positions within the Union. 

With both Lagarde and von der Leyen being the first women to hold these positions, one can
conclude that the roles and contributions of women to the European integration process have
majorly changed compared to the twentieth century. Women in the twenty-first century are finally
able to break the glass ceilings and take on positions with vast amounts of executive power within
the EU.

4. Conclusion

 Although women are often disregarded as actors in the early European integration processes, they
nonetheless left a legacy on the construction of the Community. In the 20th century, most women
did not hold any high-profile positions, but contributed to the daily operations of the ECSC or the
EC working ‘office’ jobs. Especially during the 1950s and 1960s, women were very
underrepresented at all levels of decision-making processes (Denéchère, 2020). Since the 1970s,
women have gradually gained representation in the European Parliament, although it took until
1989 before women were included in the Commission. This means that until then, women were
excluded from decision-making on the executive level of the Communities, and therefore had no
influence on the implementation of new policies. Few women, like Simone Veil, did achieve high-
profile positions, however, they either had little executive and decision-making power, or focused
their effort mostly on economic integration, like Margaret Thatcher did. 

In the twenty-first century, however, women are more represented in the European Parliament,
the Commission, and other EU institutions. Although gender parity has not yet been achieved, the
policies implemented by the EU, and the Commission in particular, have nonetheless impacted the
gender imbalance within the EU. Furthermore, women are now able to achieve high-profile
decision-making and executive positions, where they can influence the EU’s policies and
legislation, with women like Christine Lagarde and Ursula von der Leyen breaking the glass ceiling
and making way for future generations of women. Despite these achievements, women still face
numerous barriers. These are often associated with gender roles and stereotypes and withhold
women from participating in European politics. Shedding light on the contributions and roles of
women in the early years of European integration might encourage more women to engage in the
political sphere, as having role models to look up to can influence women’s participation (Shreeves
et al., 2019). 
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It is crucial to understand and acknowledge the barriers women face and implement policies
eliminating them to reach full gender equality within the European Union. Only when the
European Union is fully representative of the European society, the right policies responding to the
specific needs of all citizens can be implemented, bringing the EU a step closer to being as relevant
and as efficient as possible.
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Political elites, citizens, and a fight over public opinion.
The dynamics of democratic backsliding in Poland 

ZUZANNA BOROWSKA

1. Introduction 

Since the right-wing populist PiS party gained power in 2015, Poland has reportedly experienced
abuses of the rule of law and has been regarded as an autocratizing state (Sadurski, 2018;
Surowiec et al., 2019; Vachudova, 2020). While the violations of democratic principles have
intensified, the public support for the ruling government has remained surprisingly stable (Stanley,
2022).

As these developments affect millions of Polish citizens, substantial research has been conducted
to understand them. Nevertheless, it has focused mainly on purely descriptive analyses of the
ruling government’s violations of specific democratic principles (Nalepa, 2020; O’Dwyer and
Stenberg, 2021; Surowiec et al., 2019) or comparative studies of Poland and Hungary (Everett,
2021; Holesch and Kyriazi, 2021). Concurrently, it has lacked understanding of the dynamics
within Polish society itself: the underlying relationships between political elites and citizens and
the roles they play in the process of democratic backsliding. 

In response to the urgent need of understanding the situation in Poland, this paper aims to answer
the following research question: How does the shaping of public opinion by political elites affect
the process of democratic backsliding in Poland? It argues that the Polish political elites have been
involved in various forms of manipulating public opinion in favor of themselves, which leads to
stable popular support for the ruling PiS party despite its increasing rule of law violations.
Consequently, the party is encouraged to pursue more non-democratic policies without fearing
accountability, which accelerates democratic backsliding.

To reach these conclusions, key theories explaining autocratization and the ways of affecting the
society’s opinions by political elites are first introduced and then applied to an analysis of
democratic backsliding in Poland. The paper attempts to consider the problem from the
perspectives of different actors by first studying how the elites manipulate public opinion in
Poland, then examining the society’s responses to such manipulation, and finally analyzing how
these responses further affect the support for the ruling party and the democratic backsliding
process.

Such design constitutes the paper’s relevance to the existing academic debate regarding
democratic backsliding in Poland. Moreover, studying the relationships between political elites and
citizens establishes its societal relevance by bringing a more socially embedded, real life context to
the discussion - and therefore an opportunity to look at Polish democratic backsliding from a
different perspective, deepen the understanding of this issue, and develop more effective
solutions to the crisis of democracy. 
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2. Theoretical framework

To conduct an informed analysis of the situation in Poland, it is first necessary to clarify the
concepts used and study relevant existing theories. This paper aims to take a balanced approach
towards the theories and build upon them to develop a scientifically relevant perspective. Its
methodology is based on an extensive case study of a specific country (Poland) and a specific
phenomenon (democratic backsliding), using already written academic literature to reach
conclusions by summarising, synthesising, and critically evaluating the available information, but
also offering its own analytical approach. 

2. 1 Definitions and conceptual clarifications

The central concept requiring definition is certainly democratic backsliding. This paper accepts the
conceptualization by Nancy Bermeo (2016, p. 5) - “the state-led debilitation or elimination of the
political institutions sustaining an existing democracy” - because of its academic renown and
clarity. Following this definition, democratic backsliding occurs in consolidated democracies with
functioning democratic institutions (such as Poland) and is initiated by political elites. It is also
noted that the understanding of the concept has changed dramatically since the Cold War, that
presently backsliding takes more subtle, incremental forms, and that democratic institutions
frequently legitimize it (Bermeo, 2016). 

Political elites may be defined as the small minority playing a crucial part in a country's political and
social affairs (Parry, 2005). This minority is usually empirically represented by the state’s
government. For the purpose of this research, political elites are understood as the Polish ruling
government and leading politicians. This group is contrasted with the broadly defined society - the
ordinary citizens, the non-elites, or those not holding any power positions within the government.

Finally, public opinion might be described using the simple definition by Harwood L. Childs (1939,
p. 331): “any collection of individual opinions designated”. In the paper’s context, it means the
collection of opinions of all Polish citizens. Although public opinion is difficult to measure, a sense
of it may be obtained by studying opinion polls, statistical data, or publicly available social media.

2. 2 Theories of democratic backsliding and public opinion shaping

As stated by Steven Levitsky and Daniel Ziblatt (2018), democratic backsliding often begins
unnoticed, without open violation of democratic rules - instead, a regime takes small steps to
gradually become hybrid or fully authoritarian. Levitsky and Ziblatt (2018) explain these steps
comprehensively in their framework on how democracies die. Using a soccer game analogy, they
describe how the autocratizing regimes first capture the "referees" of democracy (that is the
judiciary and law-enforcing institutions), then sideline the opponents (the political opposition, but
also media and businesses), and finally change the rules of the game by rewriting constitutions and
redesigning electoral systems. While this process happens in front of the citizens’ eyes, they only
realise it when the government has already gained so much advantage that restoring democracy
becomes fundamentally impossible.
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3. Missing perspectives in literature 

A review of existing literature on the Polish case performed to inform this paper has noted that
most scholars study Poland together with Hungary, sometimes also the Czech Republic, and that
the academic debate on democratic backsliding in these countries focuses on the European Union
context (Everett 2021; Holesch and Kyriazi 2021; Vachudova 2020). The literature concerning
Poland itself is mostly descriptive, characterising instances of rule of law violations but not
exploring the underlying reasons behind the situation or the role of different actors in it (Nalepa
2020; Sadurski 2018; Surowiec et al. 2019). The explanatory sources also lack coherence, failing to
reach common ground in the proposed explanations (Bucholc 2019; O’Dwyer and Stenberg 2021;
Tworzecki 2018). Finally, most of these articles are written by Polish authors, implying biased
standpoints and a risk of the discussion becoming more political than academic. The mentioned
theories are therefore used along the empirical analysis to address the identified gaps in the
existing case-specific literature. 

4. Analysis 

4.1 The seven years of democratic backsliding in Poland

The PiS party (“Prawo i Sprawiedliwość”, “Law and Justice”) - a right-wing populist, national-
conservative party led by Jarosław Kaczyński - seized power in Poland in 2015, after eight years of
rule by the centre-right Platforma Obywatelska (PO, “Civic Platform”) (BBC, 2015; Cienski, 2015).
Their win was spectacular. PiS received 37.6% of the votes which allowed them to establish a
single-party majority in the parliament, controlling both its houses (Państwowa Komisja Wyborcza,
2015). Until 2022, the support for PiS has remained stable, with recent opinion polls showing that
more than 30% of those eligible would vote for it should the elections happen in January 2022
(Gazeta Prawna, 2022; Polsat News, 2022; Stanley, 2022). The support levels have not changed
despite the reportedly undemocratic politics performed by the government. What are the reasons
for such a dynamic? Is it the ruling party’s manipulation of public opinion, a lack of substantial
opposition, or the attitudes of the electorate itself? As argued by this paper, all these factors play a
role and are broadly interconnected.

Based on available evidence, it is reasonable to claim that the PiS party has followed the
consecutive stages of democratic backsliding, as described by Levitsky and Ziblatt (2018). The first
stage - capturing the referees of democracy - may be illustrated by the judiciary reform, especially
the controversies around the Constitutional Tribunal. In 2015 two new justices of the Tribunal
were supposed to be elected and three more had already been elected but not yet sworn in. Based
on controversial law interpretations, the new PiS government refused to approve the three judges,
instead proposing its own candidates and consequently appointing five new supportive justices
(Nalepa, 2020; Szuleka et al., 2016). The party's effective majority in the court enabled it to easily
pass even those laws that explicitly breached the Constitution. Such actions undermined the
judicial independence principle and made the Tribunal incapable of providing a constitutional
check on the government’s power. 
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The second stage of democratic backsliding - sidelining the opponents - can be depicted by PiS’s
moves against the freedom of the press. Since 2015, the party has taken various steps to
“repolonize” the media and liberate them from supposedly dangerous foreign influence, for
instance by appointing pro-government journalists or encouraging the scandalous acquisition of
Polska Press - a private company publishing 20 local media portals across Poland - by a state-
controlled oil firm PKN Orlen (International Press Institute, 2021). Their most recent attempt to
seize power over the media was the so-called “Lex TVN” - an amendment of the Polish Media Act
which sought to prohibit companies from outside the European Economic Area from holding more
than 49% stake in the Polish radio and television stations (Krzyżaniak, 2021; Przekociński, 2021).
This directly targeted TVN - the largest opposition media platform, owned by an American
company Discovery (ibid.). After complicated political proceedings and a wave of protests, the
amendment was ultimately vetoed by President Andrzej Duda, however, the government is
already considering options to pursue it further (Business Insider Polska, 2022).

The final stage is rewriting the rules of the game. While PiS has passed numerous dubious legal
acts and plans to change the Polish Constitution, this has not happened yet (Czuchnowski and
Szpala, 2020; Sobczak, 2019). Whether it becomes possible will be determined by the future
sentiments of the electorate and the results of the 2023 parliamentary election.
While PiS has passed numerous dubious legal acts and plans to change the Polish Constitution, this
has not happened yet (Czuchnowski and Szpala, 2020; Sobczak, 2019). Whether it becomes
possible will be determined by the future sentiments of the electorate and the results of the 2023
parliamentary election.

4.2 How do political elites shape the opinions of Polish society?

To answer this paper’s central research question, it is relevant to focus on the public opinion
manipulation aspect of the autocratization processes described above, constituted mostly by one
of the arenas of democratic contestation proposed by Levitsky and Way, the media. The
aforementioned controversial media policies show clearly that the political elites in Poland do
shape public opinion in a highly manipulative way. As described in a report by the International
Press Institute (2021, p. 7), the main public television, TVP, is used as “a personal communication
tool of the ruling party”, the purpose of which is to “spread propaganda and at times relentlessly
attack PiS’s critics in the media”. Open, free, and public access to information is limited. Citizens’
ability to form opinions independently is constrained. 

After the government has captured the publicly available media, how exactly are they manipulating
society’s opinions? This is achieved primarily through framing the PiS as the saviors of the Polish
Nation who protect their people against threats coming from the outside (Bucholc, 2019; Sadurski,
2018; Tworzecki, 2018). This rhetoric is based on creating common enemies (depending on the
political landscape, the European Union, the opposition, the immigrants, the LGBTQ+ community,
the judges, and other groups) and establishing social solidarity against these enemies, with the
heroic PiS party taking the lead in combating them. They appeal to highly nationalistic, populist
ideas, as well as traditional values, such as religion, family, and patriotism, with which many Poles
still identify strongly. 
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Another key factor is Poles’ common memory, related to the country’s complex history, including
the communist times. According to the PiS rhetoric, "only those who have the right memories
belong to the Polish Nation, and the one, united and true Polish Nation can only be authentic (and
authenticated) if its memory is fully restored" - as described by Marta Bucholc (2019). The political
opposition is typically framed as supporters of the communist regime who must be prosecuted for
their betrayal of the Polish Nation (Vachudova, 2020). The liberation, again, comes from the PiS
party and its conservative political agenda.

Nevertheless, media manipulation and framing descriptions of political events in a supportive
manner are not the only tools PiS has used to shape public opinion. Arguably, their most powerful
incentives were their social policies, such as the “Family 500+” program. It is a benefit which
applies to all Polish citizens, regardless of income, and allows families with children to receive 500
Polish złoty for each child every month (Ministerstwo Rodziny i Polityki Społecznej, 2022). The
program is seen by some as a tool to increase electoral support and make citizens calm, while
taking public attention off the fact that financial resources for other purposes are missing or that
the government is pursuing alarming anti-democratic political procedures (Cragg, 2019; Gromadzki
et al., 2022). This kind of manipulation has been extremely successful and might be named among
the most crucial factors that effectively gave PiS its stable support.

4.3 Citizens’ responses to manipulation and their impact on democratic backsliding

In the absence of objective information and in the presence of a one-sided positive image of the
government coming from sources possessing public authority (such as public television), it
becomes challenging for society to remain unbiased. As people generally tend to believe what they
hear in the media or from political leaders, so do Polish people. They do not notice that the
supposedly objective media are factually spreading propaganda and remain indifferent to the
warnings of autocratization. Meanwhile, their comfort is restored and alertness reduced by direct
social support through government policies including the “500+” program. As a consequence, they
frequently simply stop paying attention to politics unless something spectacular happens - and if
such events do happen, the government-controlled media can easily hide them or present them as
successes.

Notably, there is a substantial group of Polish people who have been opposing the undemocratic
policies by undertaking various forms of collective action, particularly mass protests. A notable
example is the “Ogólnopolski Strajk Kobiet” (All-Poland Women’s Strike) movement and the large-
scale demonstrations in 2020 and 2021 related to abortion rights which soon turned into a general
rebellion against PiS (Wądołowska, 2020). However, the protests failed to achieve significant
results, the anti-abortion law was accepted nonetheless, the decrease in popularity of the ruling
party was only temporary, and many protesters soon faced repressions (Amnesty International,
2021; Nowosielska, 2021). 
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Considering these dynamics, it is not surprising that Polish society is so frequently described as
extremely polarized. Hubert Tworzecki (2018) argues that it is a case of top-down polarization
initiated by the political elites using populist slogans to delegitimize the existing establishment and
create a favorable environment for the government to “rewrite the constitutional rules of the
game to its own benefit”. By shaping public opinion in a way that promotes polarization and
deepens the divisions between PiS supporters and opponents, the ruling government contributes
to further accelerating democratic backsliding, as the society loses trust in public institutions and
its collective ability to hold the elites accountable. 

As demonstrated by the evidence above, the previously introduced theories on the impact of elites
on public opinion find confirmation in Poland. The elites' statements directly affect the viewpoints
of ordinary citizens. Limiting public access to information by harassing independent media further
strengthens this effect. After a dominant public opinion in favor of the government is constituted,
the political elites react by taking even more confident actions against democracy, thus
contributing to democratic backsliding. There is nothing to be feared as long as the loyalty of the
Polish electorate is ensured by social support policies and manipulating public information using
(more or less subtle) propaganda techniques. There is nothing to be feared as long as the
politicians' main needs of enacting their preferred policies and securing reelection are satisfied.
When Polish political elites become fearless they act even more confidently against the
Constitution and the rule of law. Democratic backsliding deepens as a result, the society gets used
to it, and it becomes increasingly difficult to revert to democracy.

5. Conclusion 

The demonstrated evidence, arguments, and theories applied to case examples have led to a final
answer to this paper’s central question: the shaping of public opinion by political elites causes the
process of democratic backsliding to deepen and accelerate. It was proved that democratic
backsliding is indeed happening in Poland. This phenomenon was then linked to public opinion
manipulation and it was shown how the Polish government wins popular support through
diversified propaganda techniques, appealing social policies, and direct repression. Finally, the
paper considered the civil society responses, noting high polarization, the pro-government
standpoint of the majority, the difficulties of the minority to collectively organize, and the effect
that this social landscape has on democratic backsliding - namely the increasing scale and social
acceptance of the process.

While this paper succeeded in answering the proposed research question, it is only a preliminary
answer. As the Polish democracy crisis is currently ongoing, it is necessary to monitor the situation
as it evolves and verify any judgements on this basis. This paper can serve as a starting point to
understanding some social and political dynamics behind democratic backsliding in Poland. It
cannot, however, become the only source of knowledge. Neither can its conclusions be
generalized to all states experiencing autocratization. Further research on different (especially
social) aspects of democratic backsliding is needed, both regarding Poland and in general. Finally,
this paper does not provide any recommendations concerning how the present crisis should be
tackled and claims no authority to do so. Nonetheless, it is the hope of this paper’s author that it
might become a useful source of information for the public and therefore contribute - even if to a
very limited extent - to a positive change that the Polish society demands so urgently.
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Access to Culture in the EU
SAM MERLOS

1. Executive Summary

The cultural sector holds substantial importance within the European workforce, serving as a
valuable tool for fostering democratic development, social integration, and exchange. Recognizing
this significance, the European Union (EU) has identified it as a top priority. However, the EU’s
limited involvement and the lack of consistency among member states have impeded cultural
access. Furthermore, financial barriers and their societal repercussions have resulted in the
exclusion of the most economically vulnerable European citizens from participating in cultural
activities, with children and students being particularly affected. While the cultural sector
encompasses a broad range of expressions, this policy proposal specifically targets "high-culture,"
which is often inaccessible to lower socioeconomic classes. Consequently, it is recommended that
the European Commission initiates a unified European cultural policy. This proposal includes
several key measures. Firstly, the establishment of a Common European Cultural Fund, modeled
after the Dutch cultural model. Secondly, the creation of a European cultural site label to enhance
subsidy allocation and foster a robust European cultural network for collaboration and exchange.
Thirdly, the provision of free entry to all labeled cultural sites for children and students residing in
the EU. Lastly, the reduction of cultural costs for the remaining European population.

2. The Importance of the Cultural Sector in the EU
2.1 The Cultural Sector and the Economy 

The cultural sector employs more than 3.9 million people in Europe, of which 56% work in the
artistic and cultural industry (van der Ploeg, 2006). By introducing a Common Cultural Policy that
aims to support this industry, the Commission is making a considerable impact on the lives of
millions of people. Furthermore, increasing the cultural budget has been shown to be linked to
economic growth in a country (van der Ploeg, 2006). For instance, it allows for considerable
financial spillovers to the national and european economies. As a report from the OECD (2021)
shows, the different creations of jobs and the diversification of income streams are incredible
opportunities to strengthen member states’ economies. Further, the cultural sector is a driver of
innovation and an incubator for developing creative skills (OECD, 2021). Lastly, the cultural sector
is a key driver for expanding tourism, a sector most – if not all – member states heavily rely on
(OECD, 2021). 

It is essential to avoid viewing the cultural sector solely as an economic market that allocates
goods based on market forces. Such an approach opens the door to the commercialization of
culture, benefiting only the most popular cultural sites and artworks. This commercialization leads
to a decrease in diversity and the necessary range for cultural and artistic creation and
participation (van der Ploeg, 2006). Furthermore, culture can be seen as a non-excludable public
good, implying that the market alone will fail to efficiently deliver culture to society (van der Ploeg,
2006). Therefore, government intervention becomes crucial in ensuring that culture is distributed
and accessible to all members of society. Moreover, strengthening the cultural sector has
demonstrated positive impacts on the overall health and well-being of society, contributing to the
overall satisfaction of a country (OECD, 2021). Additionally, the cultural sector has proven to
enhance social inclusion and promote social capital across society (OECD, 2021). 
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These factors highlight the significance of government support and action to safeguard and foster
a vibrant and inclusive cultural sector.

2.2 The Cultural Sector and Democracy 

According to the European Parliamentary Research Service (EPRS) (2018), 77% of European
citizens state that culture, both in personal and socio-economic dimensions, occupies a very
important role in their lives. Hence, it is imperative to accord culture the appropriate level of
priority within the European Union's agenda, taking into account the interests and well-being of its
people.

In addition, culture can be seen as a tool to enhance social inclusion and political participation. The
protection and the promotion of cultural diversity is a way to safeguard the rights and freedoms of
minorities and can help with community building (EPRS, 2018). It has also been found that cultural
goods enhance intergenerational value, meaning that it considerably helps promote and develop a
shared identity (van der Ploeg, 2006). Moreover, the Indicator Framework on Culture and
Democracy (IFCD) has shown the existence of a strong relationship between cultural and political
engagement, trust in society, and democratic openness (EPRS, 2018). Promoting culture is not just
about spreading alternative leisure activities, but also strengthening a shared identity, and
enhancing trust and partaking in society. In that sense, it is a tool to counter the polarisation of
current European societies and tackle the rise of populistic narratives in the countries’ political
arena. On a European level, this could be used as a means to decrease Euroscepticism and increase
the Union’s legitimacy.

3. The Current State of Affairs

Currently, the EU has limited competencies in relation to the cultural sector. According to the
subsidiarity principle, the EU's role primarily involves supporting actions undertaken at a local level
(EPRS, 2018). This principle was initially articulated in Articles 2, 3, and 128 of the Maastricht
Treaty in 1992 (EPRS, 2018). Subsequently, the Treaty of the Functioning of the EU (TFEU)
expanded on this by stating in Articles 6, 22, and 167 that the EU should assist in "coordinating or
supplementing the actions of the Member States" (EUR Lex, n.d.). The European Commission has
already issued various communications and regulations aimed at improving access to culture
(EPRS, 2018). For example, in 2007, the Commission released a communication titled 'A European
Agenda for Culture in a Globalising World,' which emphasized the need to promote access to
culture, cultural works, and diversity (EPRS, 2018). Furthermore, the Council, through its approved
Work Plan for Culture in 2014, prioritized the promotion of a more inclusive culture (EPRS, 2018).
Similarly, the European Parliament has adopted multiple resolutions and recommendations
advocating for equal access to culture "regardless of disability, language, or ethnicity" (EPRS, 2018,
p. 3). In addition, the EU has also started some initiatives to promote culture. For instance, the
European Heritage Days allow European citizens to visit cultural sites in all of the EU free of
charge (EPRS, 2018). The European Capitals of Culture also celebrate specific cultural practices in
different European cities and regions (EPRS, 2018). 
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As a reflection of their very diverse cultural structures, the national research and data collection on
museums significantly differ among EU Member States (van der Ploeg, 2006). It can thus limit the
comparisons between them. Hence, the European Group on Museum Statistics is in place to
collect and adjust data across the countries. For instance, it has designed a common core to
include in national surveys, which increases the uniformisation of the information available (van
der Ploeg, 2006).

4. The Implications of the Status Quo: Problem Statement

Enhancing accessibility to culture, especially of “high-culture” seen as part of the upper- class
habitus, has been an issue in all European Member States (Pippin, 1991; van der Ploeg, 2006). This
calls for a common and more integrated solution on a supranational level, which will act in favour
of the common interest of all nations within the EU. However, it is to be noted that, despite the
efforts of the European institutions, there is a lack of coordination and consistency between the
Member States’ regulations and policies regarding culture. Every country has its own system,
leading to different prices and discounts for cultural sites within the EU (European Parliament,
2002). When examining the issue of access to culture in the European Union (EU), it becomes
evident that financial barriers and their societal implications hinder the participation of European
citizens in cultural activities. 

Financial barriers have emerged as the third most significant factor preventing people from
engaging in cultural pursuits (EPRS, 2018). Furthermore, while economic growth has led to an
increase in the cultural budget across the EU, this relationship works in reverse as well. During
periods of economic austerity, particularly between 2013 and 2015, the cultural sector
experienced substantial funding cuts. For instance, the Netherlands witnessed a 25% reduction in
its budget, while Ireland endured a staggering 65% decrease (EPRS, 2018). The cultural sector is
often one of the first areas affected by economic downturns, with its budget frequently
reallocated to other sectors deemed more essential (EPRS, 2018). Consequently, the prices of
cultural activities have risen even further, exacerbating the financial barriers that impede access to
culture.

These budget cuts also affect the quality and the diversity of cultural goods, sites and activities
available to EU citizens. With less funding, stakeholders of the cultural processes want to take
fewer risks and propose more popular and mainstream culture, which will decrease the offer of
more specific and niche opportunities for cultural participation (van der Ploeg, 2006). This presents
a serious threat to the cultural sector in the EU as it will in turn decrease cultural participation,
which will then reduce the financial means of the sector. This can turn into a vicious circle that
could easily be broken with the intervention of the EU. 

Another explanation as to why people do not participate more in the cultural sphere is their lack of
time (EPRS, 2018). However, it is no surprise that citizens do not have enough time to enjoy
cultural goods if prices have risen more than their wages, as they would need to work more to
afford it, leaving them with less recreation time at their disposal (EPRS, 2018). These financial
barriers have led to the exclusion of lower economic classes, stigmatising them even more. As a
result, marginalised citizens develop the feeling that they do not belong in these cultural places,
since they are mostly occupied by wealthier people. 
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This leads to an even bigger barrier refraining people from cultural participation (EPRS, 2018). It is
also known that through attending cultural activities, such as going to the museum or a classical
music recital, people develop shared norms and codes of conduct, which get embedded in their
habitus (EPRS, 2018). Marginalised people, who cannot attend these activities, are not familiar
with these norms. Hence, this feeling of not belonging can easily be magnified, resulting in even
more exclusion than merely their financial means (EPRS, 2018). Among these marginalised people,
the most vulnerable are certainly children and students. They usually depend on their parents’
incomes, which means that they cannot necessarily choose how much and on what to spend their
pocket money. Although some students have a part-time job during their studies, it is often not
well-paid. The EU needs to take a single and uniform action to address this issue. 

5. Policy Recommendations

There is a clear need to tackle these issues and guarantee broader and more inclusive access to
culture, to ensure the same rights and opportunities everywhere in the EU. Action has to be taken
on a supranational level, for a simultaneous and consistent policy to be effectively applied
throughout the whole European Union. The Commission is strongly advised to adopt the following
policies. A timeline with several steps is necessary to successfully implement all the different
aspects of a common and integrated European cultural policy. 

Step 1: Creating a Common European Cultural Fund 

As a first step, the European Commission is advised to create a Common European Cultural Fund,
which will be directly attached to the Commissioner for Innovation, Research, Culture, Education
and Youth. This will allow to gather resources from all the EU Member States and redistribute
them according to local needs. That way, the EU still promotes and coordinates cultural projects
on a more local level, which implies that the policy is still in line with the treaties in place. This fund
will allow an easier implementation of the following recommendations. 

Regarding the internal structure of the Fund, the Commission is strongly recommended to follow
the lines of the Dutch cultural system. The Dutch Model can be seen as a hybrid form between the
British and French Models (van der Ploeg, 2006). On the one hand, the French Model has a very
straightforward and top-down approach. It is very time effective, as only bureaucrats or politicians
decide where and how the cultural budget is spent. However, it leaves considerable room for
lobbying and is lacking transparency (van der Ploeg, 2006). On the other hand, the British Model
opts for a much more decentralised approach. It uses Art Councils that act as independent funds
and have the power to allocate subsidies. This is effective because there are very limited
opportunities for lobbying, but it is very hard for the government to impose clear objectives
regarding a national cultural policy (van der Ploeg, 2006). The Dutch Model also has Art Councils,
but they only have an advising right on how the cultural budget should be allocated. It combines
thus the advantages of both the British and the French Models. If applied on a European level,
each country would have a European Art Council attached to their respective ministries in charge
of culture, that will advise the Fund on how to allocate best its budget. Eventually, this fund will
also be responsible for creating a common European data collection on cultural sites, to make
information more transparent and homogeneous, which will contribute to the effectiveness of its
structure. 
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Step 2: Creating a European Cultural Site Label 

The creation of a European cultural site label is another key recommendation for the functioning
of this common cultural policy as it is detrimental to the allocation of the funding. This label will be
used primarily for museums and national historical monuments. In the future, this label could also
be extended to other forms of cultural participation, such as performing arts, and could also be
open for application for any other cultural project to get funding. This label should be inspired by
ones such as the established “Musée de France” Appellation given by the French ministery of
Culture (Ministère de la Culture, n.d.). 

The “Musée de France” Appellation gives museums part of the programme priority on funding and
subsidies (Ministère de la Culture, n.d.). A similar mechanic should be used for the European
Cultural Label to allocate best the money from the Cultural Fund. Moreover, the French
appellation provides a network between the museums to collaborate or exchange cultural goods,
such as art pieces or collections (Ministère de la Culture, n.d.). Such a network in a European
context will allow for greater connection across cultural sector and practices, which will enhance
the exposure of EU inhabitants to cultures from other countries, furthering a social bond as well as
a sense of common identity. In addition, the creation of a European Label on the basis of the
french appellation will create more awareness of these cultural sites to the broad European
population. They will enjoy the opportunity to be mentioned in all related documents of the
European Commission regarding culture, as well as the authorisation to use the logo of the label on
all documents and websites related to the cultural sites. Special signs can also be used on road
signs to attract more visitors and create awareness (Ministère de la Culture, n.d.). Experts from the
European Cultural Fund can provide guidance on art restoration, museum architecture, and
advertising for cultural sites affiliated with the label.

Step 3: Providing Free Entry for All Children and Students 

Providing free entry for all children and students living in the EU to all the cultural sites included in
the aforementioned label is the goal of this common European cultural policy. The free entrance
will be covered by the subsidies allocated by the Fund. Focusing on children and students is
believed to be the best strategy, as it is less costly and more effective than opening every cultural
site for free for every European citizen. It will be very hard to try to include people that are already
socialised to not visit cultural sites. Children and students on the other hand are only starting their
integration of norms and values. Hence, promoting cultural awareness at a young age is crucial to
developing a taste of culture that they can sustain in the course of their lives (van der Ploeg, 2006).
Moreover, it is very important to not just focus on children and students of European nationality
but to include all children and students that live and study in the EU. This would enhance the
attractiveness of European schools and universities across the globe, while reducing the
differences between European and non-European students, allowing for more opportunities for
them to mix and socialise with each other. 
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Step 4: Widening the Access to Culture for All European Citizens

Lastly, the EU can still enhance access to culture for the rest of its citizens. It has been proven that
stimulating the demand rather than the supply in the cultural sector is more effective to boost
cultural participation (van der Ploeg, 2006). Hence, promoting more inclusive access to culture
through considerably lowering the costs for children and students, and reducing the costs for the
rest of the adult population, creates more opportunities for European citizens to partake in cultural
participation. 

Therefore, it is highly recommended that the Commission indexes the entry prices of cultural sites
based on the Consumer Price Index of each European country. That way, every country can limit
the high prices of the cultural sites by taking into account the national economic wealth. This will
ensure that culture is distributed and enjoyed equally among society. Moreover, subsidies can be
given depending on the economic situation of households. Since this recommendation is mainly
targetted towards high-culture products, promoting and ensuring accessibility of all social and
economic classes to these areas is necessary to fulfill its goals. Hence, a progressive aid should be
given to households and individuals situated bellow a certain level of income to allow an equal
opportunity to participate and enjoy cultural goods. Eventually, this will tackle the vicious circle in
which upper social classes benefit most from cultural policies by providing more support for lower
classes to enjoy similar cultural goods.

6. Concluding Statement

By addressing these recommendations the EU will tackle effectively the issues hindering broad and
equal access to high culture. It will create a more diverse and inclusive environment for both the
artists and the public, as it will broaden both the variety of activities and the audience reached. By
addressing these issues on a European level, it is hoped to produce positive attitudes towards the
EU and develop a stronger sense of European identity. Allowing for a more diverse and accessible
cultural environment is expected to have numerous implications as it has the potential to
strengthen political and democratic participation, facilitate mutual cooperation and exchange
accross cultural sites in Europe, and increase the visibility of the European Union as an agent close
to its citizens, which will increase citizens’ positive attitudes towards the EU as well as the sense of
belonging to a greater collective. The Economic implications of such a programme will also
strenghen the European Economy, with a projected contribution to overall well-being, as well as
an increase in creative skills and broader job creations. Eventually, benefits will be enjoyed by both
European citizens in terms of quality of life, and the EU, with more positive attitudes, increased
European Identity, and a more robust economy.
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EU Cannabis Policy
MARIA MAZUREK

 
1. Introduction 

A recent study has found cannabis to be the most frequently used illicit drug in Europe – according
to estimates, more than one in eight young adults up to the age of 34 have used cannabis in the
past year in the European Union. Simultaneously, cannabis regulation has been entering a period
of transformation and a global movement towards decriminalization of the drug for recreational
purposes has been gaining momentum. Notwithstanding, the European Union is said to have
‘looked the other way or pretended not to hear’ as regards cannabis regulation for years. Among
increasing national initiatives to do away with cannabis prohibition, most recently in Germany, this
paper deconstructs the legal reasoning behind cannabis legislation in the European Union in an
effort to understand what lies ahead.

This analysis is prompted by the German government’s referral to the European Commission of a
legislation proposal legalizing the cultivation, supply, and distribution of cannabis for individuals
over 18 in November 2022. The ‘Eckpunktepapier’, allowing adults to own up to 30g of cannabis
and grow up to 3 cannabis plants, plans to set up a German recreational cannabis market - and, in
case the proposal is found incompatible with EU law, Germany has announced it will advocate for
updating EU’s policy on the drug. The question is posed: where does the EU stand concerning
cannabis regulation?

2. The EU’s Voice

It is first crucial to note that, under Article 168 TFEU, the criminal and administrative regulation of
drug use, including cannabis, remains a competence of the Member States – following the
subsidiarity principle, the Union’s actions should be merely complementary and amount to general
frameworks relatively open to interpretation in this domain. That said, the EU is competent to
legislate in ‘areas of particularly serious crime with a cross-border dimension’ notably containing
illicit drug trafficking, and the 1985 Schengen Agreement called for a harmonization of laws on
narcotic drugs in the EU. Importantly, all EU legislation regarding cannabis use is grounded on
three UN drug control conventions all EU States are parties to, namely the 1961 Single
Convention on Narcotic Drugs, the 1971 Convention on Psychotropic Substances and the 1988
Convention against Illicit Traffic in Narcotic Drugs and Psychotropic Substances. All three provide
for a limitation ‘exclusively to medical and scientific purposes the production, manufacture, export,
import, distribution of, trade in, use and possession of drugs, including cannabis. One would thus
expect the EU’s position on cannabis to be phrased along these lines.
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Indeed, the first EU document explicitly addressing the subject – the 1990 Schengen Convention –
is adamant that Member States must undertake all measures to prevent and punish the sale,
possession for the purpose of sale, supply, and trafficking of cannabis, specifically mentioning
those should be ‘in accordance with’ the aforementioned UN treaties (thus allowing for the
medical and scientific purpose exception). Nevertheless, the Convention also includes a Joint
Declaration providing for a derogation from the cannabis prohibition aimed at national ‘prevention
and treatment of addiction to narcotic drugs’. Potentially, this could imply creating a controlled
cannabis market inasmuch as it advantages the national drug control strategy, yet no precedents
of such a measure are available. There is, however, ECJ case law solidifying the cannabis doctrine
set by the Schengen Convention. In the 2010 Josemans case, though it essentially considered
whether a Dutch residence requirement for buying cannabis in Dutch coffeeshops amounted to
discrimination, the Court held that introducing narcotic drugs, including cannabis, into ‘the
economic and commercial’ traffic is prohibited in the EU (with the exceptions of medical and
scientific purposes). Notably, the EU’s position on strictly personal cannabis use is not explicitly
pronounced here.

Yet, the most relevant EU contribution to cannabis regulation is to be found in the 2004
Framework Decision focusing on tackling criminal acts of drug trafficking. The Decision refers to
the aforementioned UN Conventions in defining ‘drugs’ (thus includes cannabis) and highlights the
significance of a harmonized European approach to drug policies. Its first pivotal input consists,
however, in clarifying that the cultivation, sale, and possession of cannabis – insofar as carried out
for ‘personal consumption’ – fall outside the scope of the Decision. The regulation of private
acquisition, possession, and consumption of cannabis is consequently in the hands of national
governments. This personal use element of the German cannabis legalization proposal would then
likely be justified under EU law. Notwithstanding, the proposed German decriminalization of a
whole cannabis market requires a consideration of the Decision’s Article 2.1, which obliges States
to adopt measures ensuring that ‘the following intentional conduct when committed without right
is punishable: offering, offering for sale, distribution, sale, delivery […] and brokerage of drugs’. The
‘without right’ part is undoubtedly intriguing. One could say a State must first derogate from the
UN Conventions’ cannabis prohibition to say these activities are no longer ‘committed without
right’. Conversely, the Decision only refers to the Conventions in defining ‘drugs’ so it could be
seen as advocating for a more autonomous EU cannabis policy. Furthermore, one could interpret
Article 2.1 as permitting bypassing the cannabis prohibition merely through legislating a national
right to use cannabis, since no further clarifications of this ‘right’ are provided. This is, indeed, how
the German legislator justifies legalizing the cannabis trade in the appendix of the proposed bill – a
trade license would create the ‘right’ under Article 2.1. However, it seems rather unconvincing the
EU had such a simple workaround in mind, particularly given the call for a harmonized European
drug policy. The issue thus remains unsolved.

3. How Do the Dutch Do It?

It is then beneficial to examine how cannabis policy within the Union works in practice. The world-
famous Dutch model of coffeeshops should not go unmentioned. Contrary to popular belief, the
production, sale, and possession of cannabis are criminal offenses under the Dutch Opium Act.
Yet, the doctrine of non-prosecution of the sale in licensed coffeeshops and possession of small
amounts of cannabis has developed since the 1970s, owing to the Dutch tolerance principle – the
‘gedoogbeleid’ – which gives the prosecution authorities considerable autonomy in selecting the
prosecutable offenses. 
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Notably, the Dutch tenacity to maintain this principle was a significant discussion point while
devising the EU Framework Decision and the Netherlands could only derogate from its obligations
under the UN drug-control conventions referring to its culturally high level of individual autonomy
and legal pragmatism. Such argumentation would be less convincing in the German case since the
German legal culture follows the legality principle, under which the law enforcement agencies
must technically prosecute every reported offense. Nevertheless, the Netherlands cannot be said
to have found a perfect workaround for the European cannabis prohibition. There is an inherent
‘back-door problem’ in the coffeeshop model – while they are allowed to sell cannabis to
customers, they first illegally acquire it in big quantities. Although this system has been in place for
several decades, its compliance with EU law is thus fundamentally controversial.

4. Other Jurisdictions

There is currently little harmonization across the EU regarding cannabis regulation – penalties, the
classification of cannabis, or the definition of a ‘small amount’ vary. Whereas Sweden follows a
zero-tolerance approach, Portugal and the Czech Republic have decriminalized cannabis, although
it has been noted that such decriminalization initiatives usually happen at subnational, as opposed
to top-down, levels. Moreover, several States – most recently Malta and Luxembourg – have
legalized cannabis consumption and production for personal (not commercial) use provided for in
the aforementioned Article 2.2 of the EU Framework Decision. This ‘personal use’ doctrine has
also contributed to the Spanish development of the intriguing concept of Cannabis Social Clubs
which are closed-to-public associations collectively cultivating cannabis for the members’ own use.
While this model has been adopted to a limited extent in Belgium or France, it is said to function in
the legal grey area and the EU is yet to explicitly voice its position on their conformity with EU law.

5. The Future of Cannabis Policies in the EU

On balance, in the last 20 years, cannabis policies across the EU have seen a trend of liberalization
and reduced penalties for cannabis use with more than 15 European states changing their
legislation. The increasing number of legislation proposals decriminalizing licensed cannabis sale,
private cultivation, or cannabis social clubs submitted to national parliaments by NGOs, ecologist
groups, and political parties illustrate this trend. The benefits they refer to include the separation
of hard and soft drug markets, a relieved criminal justice system, and the fighting of illegal markets.
That said, cannabis regulation is not high on the EU’s agenda. On one hand, this seems undesirable
– the international character and growing scope of the cannabis market and illicit trafficking might
call for a harmonized, coordinated EU drug policy – and yet, due to the vast diversity of cultural
and political attitudes towards cannabis across the EU, a common voice would require major
compromises. Fostering this diversity can, however, prove beneficial in itself, as it could enable
policy experimentation and contribute to respect for local needs. 

It is safe to conclude that, among a European movement to question national cannabis policies, the
European Union has been ‘turning a blind eye’ to cannabis decriminalization. The extent to which
this is a strategic move recognizing the Member States’ autonomy in this domain as opposed to
the lack of political will for change, or even simply little interest in the issue, is hard to specify. That
said, it might be that a model of ‘multi-level governance’ regarding cannabis use is developing
within the EU, engaging numerous actors on numerous levels and allowing for decentralization.
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1. Executive Summary 

The threat of false information increasingly affects the democratic integrity of governing bodies
worldwide - and digital spaces. The European Union currently leads digital space regulation with its
Code of Practice on Disinformation and corresponding action plan. However, there are three
significant areas where the EU's current approach to dealing with false information is inadequate.

First, the Code of Practice lacks commitments to minimize the risk of platform fragmentation, i.e.,
users migrating to fringe social media platforms that specifically cater to their worldview. Platform
fragmentation contributes to political polarisation and makes echo chambers of false information
more pervasive than on platforms with a politically diverse user base. 

Second, while the current approach addresses and sets out measures to tackle disinformation,
minimal attention is given to the issue of misinformation, which also exerts a significant threat to
democratic integrity. 

Third, while the current approach does appreciate the importance of rapid responses to
disinformation attacks, the response measures in place will be inadequate in reacting to advanced
disinformation such as deep fakes. 

This paper addresses these limitations and strengthens the EU’s approach by recommending
concrete measures to: 
 (1) Limit platform fragmentation and keep people together on shared platforms 
 (2) Implement advanced safeguards against the spreading of misinformation 
 (3) Reify the importance of developing and making accessible deep fake recognition software

2. Introduction

The growing issue of online misinformation and disinformation is not only a threat to individuals
and communities but furthermore has the potential to undermine the democratic institutions and
their basic principles (Lewandowsky et al., 2020). Since democracy entrusts decision-making
power to the general populace, its preservation necessitates respect for its values from the people
who participate in it. The insidious nature of disinformation stems from three factors: 
(1) its impairment of the basic understanding of reality amongst people, 
(2) its coercive tendencies undermining people’s agency, and 
(3) its perpetuation of distrust towards existing institutions. 

Therefore, governing bodies have a crucial responsibility to not only enable access to platforms for
shared understanding and meaningful exchange of ideas but also to prioritize democratic principles
such as freedom, agency, and inclusion. Consequently, the European Commission must address
this issue in order to safeguard liberal democracy and its institutions.

https://drive.google.com/file/d/111pFpQeo4YnERbYV4XC66danUoAJY9ci/view?usp=share_link
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3. Problem Description 

While mis/disinformation is not a new phenomenon, the internet and social media have
dramatically magnified their scope, and as such, their severity. More and more people acquire daily
news from social media while trust in traditional mainstream news media steadily declines. About
40% of people globally avoid mainstream news, as opposed to just 29% in 2017 (Romeo, 2022). 

The proclivity towards acquiring news on social media is highest (50-75%) amongst European
young people aged 18-29 and between 34-56% for Europeans between the ages of 30-49
(Mitchell et al., 2018). Hence, young internet users emerge as a particularly significant stakeholder
when it comes to addressing misinformation and disinformation, given their high exposure to
potentially misleading or intentionally deceptive content and their heightened psychological
vulnerability. In addition, young people also tend to consume more short-format video content,
making them more prone to distraction from accuracy cues when evaluating the veracity of
information (van der Linden, 2022). As time passes, the voting base of avid internet users will
expand, and so will their influence on the state of democratic institutions. 

Simultaneously, individuals who are already dissatisfied with and distrustful of existing political and
media institutions are the most consistent subscribers to and propagators of disinformation
(United Nations, 2022). The Covid pandemic has shed light on the inadequacy of solely banning
disinformation from mainstream platforms, as it tends to migrate to alternative media sources
where it can thrive without facing significant opposition (Papadopoulou et al., 2022). Therefore, it
is imperative to implement policies that not only counter or limit the impact of misinformation and
disinformation but also address the underlying distrust and foster inclusive discourse for two key
reasons. Firstly, to expand the realm of shared understanding, bolster trust in mainstream (social)
media, and facilitate healthy exchanges of ideas. Secondly, to prevent the emergence of new fringe
social media platforms and mitigate the risk of user migration to such platforms. These fringe
platforms are challenging to regulate and contribute to the formation of echo chambers,
exacerbating political polarization and amplifying the associated societal consequences (Levy &
Razin, 2019; Del Vicario et al., 2016; Jilani & Smith, 2019; McCoy, 2018).

While neither malicious in intent nor as coordinated as disinformation, misinformation also poses a
significant threat to the shared understanding of truth necessary for the meaningful democratic
exchange of ideas. The survey presented by the European Commission shows that 26% of
respondents were not confident in their ability to identify fake news (European Commission,
2018). However, it should be noted that this number may be higher, as people tend to
overestimate their ability to identify fake news, with individuals generally evaluating themselves to
be 22% better than warranted on average (Lyons et al., 2021), emphasising the need to
meaningfully address it. 

Finally, the threat to democracy is further exacerbated by the increasing prevalence and quality of
deep fake content (Galston, 2020;Hiebert, 2022). Deep fake media disrupts our collective notion
of reality by allowing more actors to produce increasingly convincing fake photo, video, and audio
material, thus manipulating people’s perceptions of truth using traditional high-standard evidence
(Sample, 2020). Furthermore, it is important to note that deep fakes, similar to other types of
disinformation, often have political motivations. 
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The content of certain deep fakes may necessitate immediate attention from both governmental
entities and the general public, potentially posing a security risk. Consequently, effectively
addressing deep fake disinformation requires not only the development of robust methods for
identification and neutralisation but also the capability to respond promptly to such threats.

4. Policy Options 

The European Union Code of Practice on Disinformation and the associated Action Plan Against
Disinformation constitute the EU’s approach to addressing the issue of antidemocratic tendencies
on social media (European Commission, 2018b). The Code of Practice on Disinformation is a non-
binding voluntary agreement that seeks to tackle the issue of social media disinformation through:
 (1) Ensuring transparency behind political advertisements.
 (2) Demonetising purveyors of disinformation. 
 (3) Targeting actors engaging in manipulative behavior. 
 (4) Empowering a wide range of actors such as users, researchers, and fact-checkers to combat
disinformation.
 (5) Promotion of credible information. 
 (6) Developing Rapid Alert systems to look into and address active potential disinformation
campaigns. 

Although the agreement is a clear step in the right direction and does mark a significant
development in regulating social media disinformation, three key issues limit its potential. Firstly,
the agreement and its associated commitments do not include clauses or policies adressing the risk
of platform fragmentation.  This refers to the risk of users migrating to fringe alternative social
media platforms that cater specifically to their political beliefs and worldview. The absence of
measures to address this issue is troubling because platform fragmentation can lead to a
breakdown in political inter-group communication, further exacerbate the formation of echo
chambers, and intensify the dissemination of false information while widening discrepancies in
perceptions of reality. Therefore, it is crucial for EU strategies focused on combating
disinformation to prioritize the risk of platform fragmentation and develop policies and practices to
reduce its occurrence.

Secondly, while the agreement and associated commitments grapple with the issue of
disinformation, very little attention is dedicated to misinformation, i.e., the spread of incorrect
information perpetrated by actors who are oblivious to the falsity of the spread material. Although
misinformation is not as coordinated in nature as disinformation is, it still poses a significant risk to
the shared perception of reality. As such, the agreement and associated commitments would be
improved if it had strategic plans to reduce the spread and impact of all forms of false information,
not just that which is intentionally disseminated. 

Thirdly, there are issues related to the Rapid Alert Systems. Given how convincing disinformation
material such as deep fakes are and how rapidly they can be spread, it may be the case that once
such material is in circulation it may already be too late to limit its damage. For instance, deep
fakes warning of an impending terror attack demand immediate responses from both government
agencies and the public in such a way that anything but an instant debunking of the material would
lead to chaotic consequences. 
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5. Recommendations 

5.1 Code of Practice Commitment to User Diversity 

In order to address the issue effectively, this paper proposes an amendment to the European Code
of Practice on Disinformation. The recommended amendment suggests the inclusion of a clause
that requires platforms to commit to the goal of fostering a diverse user base with varying political
viewpoints, including those who are responsible for spreading false information on their platform.
Instead of resorting to banning such users, platforms should strive to openly engage with the
content and claims by employing strategies such as community notes and fact-checking. By
implementing this approach, platforms can promote transparency and constructive dialogue while
actively addressing the spread of false information. In doing so, we reduce the risk of platform
fragmentation and its associated consequences, as well as foster discursive togetherness, which
traditional social media platforms have been shown to promote by increasing users’ diversity of
news consumption (Arguedas et al., 2022). Such spaces would be undermined in the case of
platform fragmentation, leading to the creation of tighter echo chambers and amplified
polarisation. 

The effectiveness of this policy relies heavily on our capacity to meaningfully address the
circulation of false claims. Therefore, we strongly emphasize the crucial role of empowering fact-
checkers, as outlined in the Code of Practice on Disinformation. By providing the necessary
resources and support to fact-checkers, we can enhance their ability to combat misinformation
effectively.It is important to acknowledge that the commitment to preserving user diversity does
not extend to bots and fake accounts, as they should be removed due to their manipulative nature,
as stated in the Code of Practice on Disinformation. Additionally, it should be clarified that this
amendment does not prevent the banning of users who spread false information for other valid
reasons, such as for calls to violence.

5.2 Mandatory Sourcing Feature on Social Media 

This paper recommends the implementation of a mandatory sourcing feature for any empirical
claims made by social media users. Upon drafting a social media post, an Artificial Intelligence
Natural Language Processing Model scans the post in order to detect the presence of empirical
claims (Gruetzemacher, 2022). If the model detects an empirical claim, the social media platform
will require that the user include a source in the form of a link or attachment to their draft in order
to post it. Users can also indicate that they do not believe that the post/claim requires a source, or
that they are the primary source of the claim, and this will be shown in an annotation attached to
the post. 

This policy would be particularly effective in combating the spread of misinformation, as it would
force users to identify the origin of their claim before spreading it. While mandatory sourcing may
not disincentivize malicious actors seeking to spread disinformation, it has a high potential to limit
the accidental sharing of false information by providing an accuracy cue to the viewer and a
cautionary barrier for the author of a post.
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Since the Rapid Alert Systems are not instant and cannot feasibly address a perpetual high
quantity of simultaneous deep fakes, they highlight significant limitations in our current
disinformation management strategies. 

5.3 Prioritisation of Deep Fake Detection Development and Accessibility 

This paper recommends that the development and accessibility of deep fake detection software
become a priority in the EU's approach to combatting disinformation. Deep Fake Detection
software that can analyze a photo, video, or voice recording when uploaded in a draft post and
then add appropriate disclaimers instantly upon publication on social media will be a vital tool to
have in the age of AI-generated material, as it eliminates the need for time-consuming
independent verification. This software must be made publicly accessible to put down conspiracies
that deep fake disclaimers are being applied selectively by allowing users to utilize the program to
verify media independently. Therefore, Deep Fake detection development and accessibility must
be considered a top priority in the Code of Practice on Disinformation. 

6. Closing Statement 

In a world where the velocity of information is ever-increasing, it is important that the approaches
of international governing bodies remain up to date with the current and future threats to
democracy posed by false information. Limiting the risk of political polarisation and fragmentation,
encouraging source-based discourse, and giving society the tools it needs to recognize doctored
media instantly, are vital components of effective European Union governance in the information
age.
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1. Executive Summary

The informed participation of all citizens in the democratic process is crucial for democracies.
However, democracies are threatened by disinformation campaigns from malicious actors,
resulting in the manipulation of citizens. The proposal suggests three approaches that aim to
combat the spread of disinformation by better labeling disinformation content, scoring dis-
informative posts lower in the engagement ratings of social media networks, and prompting users
before sharing disinformative content. It evaluates both company and government policy, finding
that government policy has been too general and lacks assessment potential to evaluate specific
measures' effectiveness. Companies themselves have also implemented measures to tackle
disinformation on their own social media platforms, but they are not effective, and companies do
not have a strong incentive to regulate the spread of disinformation. Our recommendations are
grounded in scientific insights while being unintrusive for social networking sites (SNSs) and
individual users.

2. Introduction

Democracies necessitate the informed participation of all citizens in the democratic process,
meaning that the quality of the shared truths citizens believe in are crucial in the health of a
democracy (Arendt, 1951). However, democracies have been threatened through systematic
disinformation campaigns from malicious actors, be that Russia intentionally spreading
disinformation in the 2020 US elections or populist parties such as the Forum voor Democratie
spreading disinformation about COVID19. Disinformation is deliberate and empirically false
information which attempts to steer public discourse in favor of a certain opinion, leading to the
misinformation and manipulation of citizens (Zimmermann & Kohring, 2020). Populist
disinformation is especially potent amongst vulnerable groups as it relies on strong emotions such
as anger, fear and powerlessness. Arendt (1951) particularly, claims that totalitarian leaders use
innate psychological assumptions and fallacies of citizens to spread mass disinformation, leading to
democratic backsliding (Salmella & von Scheve, 2017). 

Although disinformation existed before social media, the uncontrolled and fast-paced nature
caused its role in originating and proliferating disinformation, as people share manipulative
headlines and rumors they hear due to innate psychological predispositions (Van der Linden et al.,
2021). We believe that particularly the familiarity heuristic and the salient feature heuristic are
used to manipulate public opinion. The familiarity heuristic occurs when someone sees something
more than once, even if they do not believe it initially, they will believe it more (Van der Linden et
al., 2021). The salient feature heuristic states that people are more likely to believe posts that
cause moral outrage.

This proposal acknowledges the implementation of the Digital Services Act (DSA) and aims to
suggest concrete ways in which the EU commission can work with social media to combat the
spread of disinformation through its algorithms and through users.

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1s0k0BUhlj-vvZib6ERh2PbD7Bf4YVOUQ/edit


144

It does so by offering a three-level-approach, namely better labelling of disinformative content,
scoring disinformative posts lower in the engagement ratings of SNSs and prompting users before
sharing disinformative content.

3. Problem Description

We believe there are two levels to the proliferation of disinformation on social media : The
technological and the psychological. The technological level causes primary exposure, because
social media algorithms favor disinformative posts as they achieve higher user engagement (Barfar,
2019). As engagement-driven algorithms govern the public sphere, people are continuously
exposed to disinformative posts. In turn, such continuous exposure makes them more prone to
share and believe disinformation, due to their highly emotionally engaging content (Van Bavel et
al., 2021). This is the psychological level which leads to secondary exposure, meaning that content
is shared and thus seen by secondarily exposed users. 

To address both levels and the resulting harm caused to democracy by technological shortcomings
of social media algorithms, we propose three technological changes that integrate technicalities of
social media algorithms with psychological insights. Whilst doing this, we address the three main
stakeholders in this issue: the EU, SNSs and consumers. To support all stakeholders as best as
possible, the proposed policy recommendations are grounded in scientific insights while being
rather unintrusive for SNSs and individual users. Rather, the recommended changes can help
companies improve their content labeling practices and algorithms. At the same time, the
government needs the support of SNSs to solve this issue, as they are the experts. We direct this
proposal to the European Commission due to their and expert teams working on these issues. That
way, all recommendations, which will ultimately lead to a decrease in disinformation belief and
sharing, can be implemented by SNSs without requiring additional content-moderation teams or
intruding on users freedom of speech.

4. Policy Options

4.1 EU policy

Previously, the EU has created guidelines and policies to combat disinformation online. This includes the
Action Plan on Disinformation by the European Commission, focusing on improving detection and analysis
of disinformation and limiting their exposure through the creation of the Strategic Communication
(StratCom) Task Force (European External Action Service, 2021). Focusing on increased EU investment in
digital tools, data analysis skills and human capital, it has increased citizen awareness on disinformation
through educational campaigns, and has implemented a code of practice that companies can follow to
ensure more scrutiny and transparency in political advertising and the efficient detection and blocking of
fake accounts. At the same time, under the European Democracy Action Plan, which promotes the values of
free media and elections, and counters media disinformation, the EU has set out new laws on political
advertising, electoral rights and party funding (European Democracy Action Plan, n.d.). This will be built on
by the new DSA, which will establish a code of practice on disinformation that makes online platforms more
accountable for profiting off the spread of disinformation. While we acknowledge with all three aspects the
European Commission focusses on – namely improving detection, ensuring SNSs’ accountability, and
educating civil society – we argue that the current approach is too general, not based on empirical findings
and lacks assessment potential to properly evaluate what specific measures were most efficient.
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4.2 Company policy

Companies themselves have also worked on tackling disinformation on their own social media
platforms. Nowadays, most big SNSs have regulations against the posting of disinformation, such
as Meta, who has implemented measures to contextualize and label misinformation as well as warn
people that they just shared false information   (Rosen, 2021). 

However, recent reports show that such attempts to label disinformation are not effective, either
because they do not sufficiently label disinformative posts or because users are subconsciously
influenced by the information nonetheless through heuristics, mentioned previously, meaning that
current practices ignore empirical findings on psychological heuristics (Culliford 2022; Van der
Linden, et al., 2021).

Moreover, SNS profits from disinformation as it evokes stronger emotional reactions and, as a
result, increases engagement (Barfar, 2019). Naturally, companies do not have a strong incentive
to regulate the spread of disinformation. Thus, more concrete government support for social
media platforms is needed to incentivise the private company management of disinformation. This
should be done in an unobtrusive way, to allow SNSs enough independence whilst not censoring
what users can express and share.

Consequently, we are proposing changes that tackle the undemocratic nature of engagement-
driven social media algorithms through algorithmic and AI based technological tools. To ensure the
functioning of the proposed changes, we based it on psychological research that targets the
cognitive drivers of disinformation belief and sharing. Additionally, as the main limitation of
previous EU policies was the lack of assessment opportunities, we suggest an additional layer to
each recommended change: a concrete key performance indicator (KPI) to properly assess how
successful the policy recommendations were.

5. Policy recommendations

Research has shown that simply showing users the source and declaring their intentions is not
sufficient in decreasing the effect disinformation has on them (Fisher, 2020). This is why current
labeling attempts by SNSs to inform users are not enough. Contrarily, mere exposure to
disinformative posts, even if users assess them as implausible and untrustworthy, increases
subsequent belief and willingness to share (Pennycook et al., 2018). This means that successful
action will focus on limiting exposure first, before it goes on to mitigate the psychological effects
of disinformative posts. The recommended changes do so, first, by neutralizing the engagement-
driven algorithm’s vulnerability to disinformation and, secondly, by using psychological research to
decrease users’ willingness to share. 
 We recommend the EU commission to institute and emphasise these strategies when
implementing the DSA. We suggest working with some of the largest SNS as a trial, then
expanding it to all SNS in the EU market. The SNS are incentivized to work with the EU due to the
DSA’s heavy financial sanctions of up to 6% on inadequate disinformation checking (Gerken &
McMahon, 2022).
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5.1 Labeling

To effectively analyze and mitigate the impact of disinformative posts, SNSs need to be able to
detect them. To do so, SNSs can make use of the same technology that drives the distribution of
disinformation in the first place: their algorithm. Disinformative posts are often preferred and
distributed by social media algorithms because they drive engagement, keep the users on the
platform and encourage them to discuss or share (Barfar, 2019). In turn, this means that such posts
have particular patterns of engagement and sharing that can be picked up on by machine learning
systems. 

If posts with these patterns, in addition to posts shared by questionable users (e.g. bots) and on
certain subjects, are then forwarded to a content moderation team, the labeling of disinformative
posts can be semi-automated, increasing its efficiency. Such a machine-learning approach to
content-labeling can be supported by yet another powerful technology: AI-based fact-checking
tools that have been developed in the past years by startups, academia and research supported by
governments (Cordis europa, n.d.). While companies themselves might have the most powerful
machine-learning teams, the task force can help by coordinating and anonymously sharing the
most recent trends in disinformation across companies so that they can learn from each other's
insights by following the example of the Code of Practice on Disinformation that illustrated how to
coordinate the sharing of insights on misinformation (European Commission, 2022). 

5.2 Scoring

Furthermore, once posts are labeled, the database of clearly disinformative posts can be used to
change the way the social media algorithm evaluates these posts. Previously, disinformative posts
have been favorably distributed by algorithms because they increase engagement, making them
score high in popularity which leads to more people seeing them. Properly labeled posts, however,
can be taken into account when evaluating the engagement score of a post. This means that a post
that is assessed as very popular and would traditionally be shown to a lot of people, will this time
be downrated in its scoring by the algorithm based on its label as disinformation. That way, the
disinformation label is just yet another parameter that a social media algorithm takes into account
when sharing posts. Enforcing that SNSs need to implement such a parameter into their
engagement-driven algorithms would ensure that less people are primarily exposed to
disinformation.

5.3 Prompting

Even after using artificial intelligence to label disinformative content and score such content lower
in social media algorithms, people will still occasionally be exposed to disinformative posts.
Research has shown that simply being exposed to disinformation can increase belief, meaning that
it is urgent to limit secondary exposure, such as people sharing disinformative posts themselves
(Pennycook et al., 2018). Psychological studies have shown that simply prompting users before
they share a post can decrease the sharing of disinformation without impacting how much
accurate news is shared (Fazio, 2020; Jahanbakhsh et al., 2021; Pennycook et al., 2021). This
means that people have the capability to discern real news from fake news but often do not use it
when sharing a post (Pennycook & Rand, 2018). 
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fig. 1

fig.2 

Using this insight, we urge the StratCom task force to create a prompt that all SNSs implement
into their platform. This prompt will simply ask a user whether they have read the information that
they are about to share and whether they think it is accurate. Such a prompt could be
implemented before users share posts that have been previously labeled as disinformation, to limit
the annoyance an additional prompt could cause to social media users.
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1. Executive Summary

Social media platforms use users’ online activity and their demographics to personalise suggested
content. As people only engage with content fitting their preferences and demographics, this
division of social media into demographically and politically divided echo chambers constitutes a
fertile environment for polarization and disinformation. Although there have been some EU
policies to combat this issue, such as the European Media Freedom Act and General Data
Protection Regulation, they either lacked specificity and enforcement mechanisms or failed to
directly address the causes of the issue. This policy proposal therefore aims to combat
disinformation in echo chambers by increasing user autonomy and social media transparency. It
suggests a set of regulations on social media companies. Firstly, the users will be informed of
which personal data is collected by algorithms to create attention-grabbing content. Secondly, the
users will make autonomous choices on which types of personal data will be used to suggest posts
to them. Thirdly, when they suggest a post, platforms will have to disclose the data the suggested
content is based on. Lastly, the users will be continuously reminded of disinformative tendencies
and dangers of echo chambers. 

2. Introduction 

The European Union (EU) has been a beacon of peace, democracy, and transnational cooperation
ever since its establishment and continues to provide its citizens with autonomy and participatory
power. The EuropeanCommission, as the main executive body, must ensure these democratic
pillars are guaranteed to all EU citizens. Yet, disinformation and online echo-chambers threaten
these pillars. Algorithms aimed at maximising user attention generate preference matching
content, reinforcing users' existing convictions and biases and isolating them from contrasting
opinions. This segregation threatens societal cohesion by reinforcing pre-existing cleavages
between socio-economic groups. The use of demographics in algorithms homogenises the
characteristics within echo-chambers, inhibiting political discourse and exchange and
strengthening in-group/out-group biases. This cleavage-intensification hinders democratic
exchange and debate, elements essential to a functioning democracy. Simultaneously, previous EU
actions tackling this threat have proven almost fruitless, as they lacked enforcement, clarity, and
concrete procedures. Additionally, limiting social media companies’ operations is a balancing act of
political and social commitments against economic considerations, as social media companies
contribute substantially to the EU’s GDP.  A policy tackling the democratic threat posed by echo-
chambers must account for the various stakeholders’ interests and have democratic pillars of
autonomy and participation at its centre. 
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3. Problem Definition 

The development of echo-chambers based on internet activity and demographics marginalises
users into a passive position that undermines their participatory opportunities. Social media
companies access users’ interaction on social media and their demographic data to adjust media
content. This creates echo-chambers in which users are divided into groups that differ firstly in
demographic characteristics and secondly in ideological values.  As companies use demographics
and user data without users’ informed consent, a privacy issue appears from a legal perspective.
Even if users accord to terms and conditions when creating an account on social media, they are
unable to refuse or limit the use of their data if they want to use a particular social media platform.
Some companies inform users about the techniques they use for recommendations, for example,
Instagram labels suggested posts as such and informs which previous activity the suggestion is
based on. However, the employed methods remain complex and non-transparent to users. This
calls into question how informed users’ consent is, and consequently to what extent they retain
participatory autonomy. This radicalisation and demographic segregation caused by such
algorithms has the socioeconomic implications that democratic exchange becomes less probable
and more polarising, intensifying in-group/out-group dynamics and eroding the basis of
democratic discussion (Monit, 2023). This threatens the EU’s idea of democracy. 

A political perspective sheds light on how echo-chambers additionally segregate conflicting ideas.
Social media users are confined within the boundaries of their echo-chamber, which limits their
participatory opportunities to those only. Zooming out on the level of civil society, ‘affective
polarisation’ follows, a segregation of views based on the claim that opponents’ opinions lack
rational foundation but instead are emotionally motivated. This undermines the establishment of
common ground on information beyond the respective units of echo-chambers, which inhibits
individuals’ participation in a grander democratic discourse and thus undermines decision-making. 
 Apart from users, social media companies are the main stakeholders. The algorithms, which cause
echo-chamber formation, enable companies to sell data and advertising space, which constitutes
the companies’ main source of profit. Accordingly, it is in social media companies’ interest to
continue using algorithms under minimal regulation. 

All in all, companies’ influence on public discourse takes away the democratic power from the
individual. They shape the structure of society in the virtual domain according to status groups and
beliefs. This interference is highly problematic, as companies are not democratically legitimised to
interfere with political discourse. However, the interests of the two main stakeholders, namely
autonomy of the user and profit of the social media companies, must be reconciled if a policy is to
be successful in addressing this issue. 

1. Policy Options 

The EU has adopted many policies to combat media disinformation; however, these have not been
sufficient to fully solve the problem. One of the EU’s primary responses has been to promote
media literacy. A Media Literacy Expert Group was created to develop media literacy programs
across Europe (European commission, n.d. c). 



Additionally, the Digital Competence Framework for Citizens was introduced to outline the
competencies EU citizens should have in various areas and many media literacy initiatives were
financially supported through the Horizon 2020 program (European Commission, n.d. b). Although
they helped increase media literacy across Europe, these measures were ineffective at solving the
media disinformation problem. Media literacy programs have a minimal reach, mainly consisting of
people who are already interested in critical media consumption, failing to reach most people
consuming news on social media platforms. Additionally, although they might help equip citizens
with some degree of critical engagement with the information they see, media literacy does not
address the roots of the problem. It cannot guarantee that citizens detect all disinformation on
social media and therefore it does not solve the described socioeconomic issues created by echo-
chambers.  

The EU has also tried to solve the problem of social media disinformation by supporting
independent journalism and promoting neutrality on traditional media platforms. One significant
step in this direction was The European Media Freedom Act, which aims to establish a legal
framework to protect media freedom and pluralism in the EU (European Commission, 2022a). It
includes regulations that work towards this goal by protecting journalists from harassment and
supporting new media outlets to promote media pluralism. However, it includes neither
disinformation-detecting mechanisms nor legal consequences for spreading disinformation.
Therefore, it fails to address the legal issues created through content-suggesting algorithms.
Furthermore, it focuses primarily on traditional media platforms and does not address social media. 

The EU also adopted policies encouraging more direct action against disinformation based on the
European Democracy Action Plan (European Commission, n.d. a). This policy framework recognises
that the EU should combat disinformation to strengthen European democracies. It led to the 2022
Strengthened Code of Practice on Disinformation, signed by many stakeholders, including some
social media companies (European Commission, 2022b). It calls on collective action against
disinformation, increasing transparency of political advertising and cooperation between social
media companies and fact-checkers. Although the code encourages collaboration between the EU
and social media companies, it is not a practical solution to the problem because it is voluntary.
Hence, its effectiveness depends on the willingness of social media companies to implement the
commitments from the code. Even if the social media companies are willing to do so, the
commitments are broad and vague, making it hard for companies to know the actual mechanisms
they need to develop and for governments to verify the loyalty to the code.  

One of the most vigorous steps the EU took to increase transparency and accountability in social
media platforms was the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR), which enforced companies
to provide greater transparency about their data collection and use (GDPR, para 13 preamble).
Similarly, the ePrivacy Directive, more commonly known as the Cookie Law, ensures that users are
not only made aware of their data being used by websites but have to actively consent to any data
collection that is not necessary for the website’s technical functioning (Electronic Privacy
Information Center, n.d.). However, the GDPR and ePrivacy Directive also faced similar criticisms
of not directly tackling the disinformation problem. Nevertheless, they were important, legally
binding steps in tackling the problem, taking a path we aim to continue. 
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4. Recommendation 

User autonomy and social media transparency brought in by the GDPR and the ePrivacy Directive
are pivotal values of the EU and the most effective ways to combat disinformation and echo-
chambers. Therefore, this policy proposal will build on their strengths and apply those to social
media. Previous Acts and Directives have hardly contributed to meaningful change, as they
remained voluntary and lacked enforcement mechanisms. Nevertheless, we advise against harsh,
authoritative regulations that will be perceived as paternalistic insults to citizens’ capabilities of
dealing with algorithms and will significantly decrease social media companies’ revenues.
Therefore, we propose an approach that democratises social media and gives users back their
sovereignty. Upon adoption of our policy recommendation, users will, firstly, be clearly informed of
what data of theirs is collected and specifically how their internet activity and their demographics
are monitored and used by algorithms to generate attention-grabbing content. Additionally, they
will be informed of echo-chambers and their contribution to polarisation and the spread of
disinformation. Users who already have accounts will be presented with this information the next
time they log in. All users will have to confirm having read this information before proceeding to
the site. To ensure users inattentive to the Terms and Conditions still engage with the provided
information on echo-chambers and their dangers, this proposal includes back-up mechanisms to be
elaborated on later. After having read the information, users will be presented with an additional
step of autonomy: they will specify which of their data may be used to suggest posts. Users must
consent to their demographics, political orientation, and internet activity being collected and used
by algorithms to suggest content to them. Users will thus gain back ownership of their data and
have autonomy over content they are exposed to. As algorithms persist, we suggest two further
mechanisms to curb the anti-democratic effects of echo-chambers. 

Firstly, we want to utilise a feature many social media sites already possess: disclosing what
suggested posts are based on. Instagram already informs users which of their likes inspired which
suggested post and with our proposal, the suggested posts will additionally disclose what personal
characteristics, ideological followings, or political convictions of the user the suggested posts are
based on. This aims at users’ self-determination; they are free to engage with that content but
would do so knowing of the echo-chamber they are being sorted into. 

Secondly, every cumulative hour spent on a social media website would trigger a pop-up
notification reminding users to be mindful of disinformation and the potential dangers of echo-
chambers. This will ensure users do not get trapped in a social media loop wherein they forget the
information and terms they agreed to when creating an account. With these reminders the
dangers of echo-chambers stay salient and users can be more mindful of the content they are
presented with. Coming back to the issue of disengagement with Terms and Conditions, we
propose that users are re-prompted with this summarised information monthly, whereafter they
are asked to confirm or update their settings. While our policy would not eliminate echo-chambers
completely, it ensures users regain sovereignty and decision-making power in how the content
they engage with is being generated by algorithms, without infringing on social media companies
in the free market. Our policy builds on the liberal approach of previous acts, such as the European
Democracy Action Plan, while mandating all social media platforms to accord to the above-
mentioned mechanisms if they wish to operate within the EU. We expand on strong previous data
privacy regulations such as the ePrivacy Directive and redirect it to social media and the threat of
disinformation. With this policy we will enable passive consumers of social media to become active
users.  
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The Future of Neo-Colonialism: Mali and the Wagner Group Forces
MATTHEW PAUL GONZALEZ

1. The Future of Neo-Colonialism: Mali and the Wagner Group Forces 

At the epicentre of the crisis in the Sahel, Mali continues to suffer through, what is now, over a
decade of civil war. In this paper, the theme of ‘Western Neocolonialism’ will be explored through
an analysis of France’s zone of influence on its former colonies in sub-Saharan Africa. In particular,
I will examine the implications of French military withdrawal from Mali and the subsequent
involvement of the Wagner group (a Russian paramilitary organisation) in the region through a
neocolonial lens. I will argue that Mali’s rupture with France represents a moment of agency and
an expression of popular frustration with French involvement. In this sense, changing from French
to Russian forces represents more than simply giving a new face to Mali’s neocolonial dynamic.
However, there remain significant questions over the long-term success of Mali’s invitation of
Russian involvement. First, I will give some background on the conflict and French involvement.
Then, I will examine the structures of neocolonialism in Mali, before analysing the implications of
the presence of Wagner forces in the region, affected by increasingly strained dynamics. 

2. Contextualisation – The War in Mali

The conflict in Mali was sparked in 2012 by separatist forces which were quickly supplanted by a
range of radical groups, including Al Qaeda and IS (Wing, 2016; CFR, 2023). In the context of state
weakness, the movement rapidly gained large portions of territory in Northern Mali,. and aAmid
the deepening crisis and fear of state failure in the international community, the French
government initiated a military intervention at the request of the Malian government (Guichaoua,
2020). While initially successful in pushing back the armed groups encroaching on the capital, after
nine years of involvement, French security forces failed to bring long lasting stability to Mali.
Despite its initial popularity, French involvement quickly fell out of favour. This reversal stemmed
in large part from the perception that French forces were not doing enough to support Malian
forces and combat insurgent groups, and more generally for what the current government has
described as Macron’s “neocolonial and patronising” attitude (Barthet, 2023; France24, 2022, p. 1).
By 2022, protestors were marching through the streets holding placards with “Mort à la France et
alliés” (transl. “Death to France and allies”) printed in bold letters and burning French flags
(Durmaz, 2022). Amid this public pressure, multiple coups, and a diplomatic spat in during which
Emmanuel Macron said the new regime in Mali was “not even a government,” France announced it
would withdraw its forces from Mali in 2022 (Africa Research Bulletin, 2021, p. 23356). 

3. French Neo-Colonialism in Mali

It is difficult to understate the importance of France’s relationship to its former African colonies.
Jacques Chirac said that "without Africa, France will slide down into the rank of a third world
power,” and this sentiment was echoed by both Mitterand and De Gaulle (Ali, 2018, p. 116).
France still maintains significant power over its former colonies in Africa through military,
economic and institutional structures.
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In particular, the Central African Franc, the common currency used across the Sahel, is controlled
by Paris which allows it to dictate the fiscal policies of these countries and dominate its
international trade (Taylor, 2019). This is, of course, highly profitable for the French government
and the myriad of French companies operating in the Sahel (Taylor, 2019). This arrangement has
been upheld by a network of military bases and a history of highly active military involvement
across the region (Vallin, 2015). In addition, France has maintained huge amounts of soft power in
the region, and its influence across Africa bolsters its image as a global power (Etogho, Eben &
Dalton, 2022). Mali is no exception in this regard, as it is a central piece in France’s wider colonial
network. Under a neocolonial lens, French intervention can be understood as a means to maintain
these structures of control, and to ensure the conflict does not spill-over into neighbouring states
also important to French interests (Ali, 2018). 

4. Wagner group forces in Mali

It is within this context that the arrival of Wagner (a Russian paramilitary group) in Mali, at the end
of 2021, represents such a marked transition: it represents a threat to French hegemony in the
region. At the cost of US$10mil a month, Wagner is occupying the former role of the French in
counter-insurgency operations (Ochieng, 2023). Due to involvement in Syria and the Central
African Republic, Russia has bolstered its reputation in being effective at supporting embattled
regimes (Issaev, Shishkina & Liokumovich, 2022). Perhaps more importantly, Russia seems to be
popular with the public in the region, as one study found that 80% of respondents in Mali had a
positive view of Russia’s role in the country, and Russian flags were waved at protests in support
of their greater involvement in the region (Issaev, Shishkina & Liokumovich, 2022). Recently, Mali
has doubled down in its commitment to Moscow, despite concerns raised by UN experts regarding
human rights abuses allegedly committed by Wagner Group forces (Kuczyński, 2023; Al-Jazeera,
2023). 

Ultimately, it is unlikely that Wagner and Russia can resolve the crisis in Mali. The French have
proven that a military solution to the conflict is not likely, while Moscow lacks the economic
muscle and political will to invest as much in the region as other powers such as France or the EU
(Eguegu, 2022). However, by choosing to partner with Wagner group, Mali has manageds to
partially decouple itself from one arm of French neocolonial rule to some extent. While it
continues to rely on external partners with independent interests to manage its security, Mali is
demonstrating it can choose to chart its course despite the confines of French influence in the
region. Whether or not Russia is a better partner, by rejecting French involvement, the actions of
the Malian government represent a symbolic shift and greater agency in its international affairs.

5. Conclusion

At a regional summit, a Russian delegate emphasised the importance of supporting “African
solutions to African problems,” (Eguegu, 2022, p. 450). While perhaps representing only a
rhetorical position, this argument has gained significant traction in Mali. Referring to the words of
Mali’s Prime Minister, Choguel Maïga: “France’s leaders are the ones who wanted to impose on
our country what should be done, what we should think about, and what to say. But we told them
this era and this time has been long gone. We choose and the people choose,” (Assi, 2023, p. 4).
This, if nothing else, embodies the decolonial spirit. It is now left only to hope Mali can navigate its
future wisely.
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Cryptocurrencies: A Fuel for Terrorism 
THEODOR AZBEJ

1. Introduction

Technological innovation has reshaped finance. New technologies such as online banking
shortening the process of financial transactions have made financial services more accessible and
practical. These innovations have also led to the emergence of cryptocurrencies – virtual assets
that provide a faster, more accessible, and secure alternative to traditional banking. In addition to
creating new opportunities, these assets are also a tool for criminal and terrorist organizations to
conceal their financing. They are anonymous and unregulated – posing an urgent threat to the
European and the global community (Kfir, 2020). This paper analyzes the potential financing of
terrorism through cryptocurrency and evaluates the European Union's (EU) actions to combat
these dangers. 

2. Cryptocurrencies and terrorism

Cryptocurrencies have long been favored by criminals to facilitate money laundering, theft, or drug
trafficking (Kfir, 2020). European authorities increasingly report cases linking crypto assets to
terrorism financing (European Commission, 2020). First, cryptocurrencies such as Bitcoin can be
easily transferred back to standard currencies with complete anonymity. Therefore, terrorists use
these assets as an anonymous alternative to traditional bank transfers and transactions
(Teichmann, 2018). For instance, terrorists can transfer Bitcoin from a location outside Europe and
then transfer the crypto fund into Euros in the country where they need to access the funds – all
without being scrutinized by a bank. It is suggested that the perpetrators of the 2015 Paris and
2016 Brussels attack purchased their equipment on the darknet – an encrypted part of the
internet, inaccessible through traditional browsers – using cryptocurrencies for the transaction
(Townsend, 2018). In 2017, a terrorist group related to al-Qaeda started a bitcoin-fundraising
campaign on Telegram, an encrypted communication platform (Teichmann, 2018). These instances
highlight the potential dangers cryptocurrencies can pose to the security of Europe as a tool for
terrorism financing.
  
Additionally, cryptocurrencies lack regulation. Since central banks do not issue these virtual
currencies, they are not regulated like traditional currencies. This unregulated sphere and the
anonymity of crypto transactions make it extremely hard for authorities to flag and investigate
illegal financing activities. While larger transfers may be tracked more efficiently by law
enforcement, cryptocurrencies remain the most convenient method to finance terrorism
(Teichmann, 2018). Based on a recent working document from the European Commission, the
threat posed by terrorism financing through virtual currencies is highly significant. This threat is
only predicted to grow over the next few years, necessitating urgent intervention (European
Commission, 2019).

3. Regulating new EU regulations for cryptocurrencies

Clearly, cryptocurrencies are hard to regulate and monitor. Central banks do not issue
cryptocurrencies so they are not subject to direct governmental control. Fast-paced innovation
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in financial technologies makes regulatory challenges for lawmakers unpredictable (Kfir, 2020).
Despite this, the EU is attempting to make progress in addressing the problem of terrorism by
limiting the access of terrorist groups to virtual assets.

Following the 2015-2016 Paris and Brussels attacks, the European Commission proposed an
action plan to the Council and the Parliament (Keatinge, 2022). The plan stressed the importance
of preventing terrorist organizations from making financial transactions and of obstructing their
revenue stream by limiting how they can gather funds. This plan, however, quickly failed due to
the need for more engagement from both Member States and the EU. Furthermore, the plan set
insufficient recommendations for Member States regarding transaction monitoring and compliance
measures. Currently, Member States are left with many unanswered questions about how these
methods work, and understanding the intelligence behind crypto-financed terrorism remains poor
(Keatinge, 2022). 

The EU has recently proposed numerous ambitious plans to address the issue. For instance, new
legislation under the Markets in Crypto-assets rules (MiCA) framework – the EU’s primary set of
regulations and recommendations regarding cryptocurrencies – aims to ensure that crypto
transactions are traceable (Scanlon, 2022b). In practice, this means providers of crypto-assets
(such as Bitcoin) will have to provide information on the sources and beneficiaries of crypto-
transactions. Additionally, under this prospective new regime, crypto-providers must verify the
risks of money laundering or terrorism-related transactions (European Commission, 2020). The EU
will also establish the Anti-Money Laundering Authority (AMLA) tasked with supervising,
coordinating and supporting the combat against terrorism financing specifically (European
Commission, 2021). While these proposals are ambitious and promising, they still lack elements on
how Member States can implement these mechanisms. Subsequently, Member States must
receive enough intelligence and practical, security-based advice on enforcement. 

4. Conclusion

The anonymity in the unregulated crypto environment presents a significant opportunity for
terrorism financing, in Europe and worldwide. Over the past two years, the EU has devised
numerous plans to tackle the issue by introducing guidelines and standards that member states can
implement to limit these risks. While standards are vital, the need for action and a security-based
approach is pressing, too. Hence, there is an urgent need to provide tools and intelligence to the
member states, as local authorities might lack the necessary resources to combat terrorist
financing via crypto assets. While the proposed amendments to the MiCA and establishing the
AMLA can perhaps fill this gap between standards and actual enforcement, the EU still needs to
specify the details of the operation and the scope of the agency, as well as the how new
regulations are to be implemented. 
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Melting justice: the Willow Project and indigenous rights in Alaska 
MILICA MIJAILOVIĆ

1. Introduction 

During his presidential campaign in 2020, Joe Biden made a pledge to end new oil and gas drillings
on public lands (Nilsen, 2023b). Shortly after his win, the US president issued a memorandum on
resource extraction from federal lands, stating that oil exploitation in the Arctic would be a
catastrophic decision (Kolbert, 2023). The administration’s efforts to drift away from fossil fuel
dependency and align closer to global climate action, however, have been dismissed in favour of
re-election ambitions.

Amid voters’ concerns over rising oil prices, Biden seems to have forgotten his own promises. His
administration has already approved almost a hundred more drilling leases compared to the
previous term (Milman, 2023). The Willow Project, an oil extraction development in the National
Petroleum Reserve of northern Alaska [NPR-A], is the most recent approved lease. It received a
green light on March 13 – exactly a week before the publishing of the 2023 IPCC climate report
(Frost, 2023). The estimated yearly carbon impact would be the size of introducing two million gas-
fueled vehicles to roads (Nilsen, 2023b). At the intersection between environmental protection
and indigenous rights, the Willow Project exposes the challenges of fighting against climate change
and neocolonialism. In this paper, I investigate the following question: how does the Willow Project
exacerbate climate injustice experienced by Alaska’s indigenous communities? To answer it, I will
reflect on the historical context of colonialism in Alaska and assess the project’s controversies in
light of indigenous rights. To illustrate the scale of the issue, I will expand beyond the project’s
immediate setting, aiming to encourage readers to critically assess its implications on global
environmental efforts.

2. Defining climate justice and neocolonialism

Vulnerable communities have often contributed the least to environmental degradation and yet
are the most impacted by it. Climate justice is both a theory and movement that assesses and
challenges the disproportionate effects of climate change on certain groups, focusing on “who
benefits, who loses out, in what ways, where and why (Sultana, 2022, p. 119).” Climate justice
recognises the interconnectedness of climate and social justice issues by promoting just climate
solutions and empowering marginalised voices (Schlosberg & Collins, 2014). Relevant for this case
is also the concept of procedural justice which assesses the justice of decision-making procedures,
to ensure that those who are affected the most are treated fairly and given equal opportunities to
participate in the process (Moseley et al., 2014).
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Meanwhile, neocolonialism involves the ongoing exploitation of ex-colonies by global
superpowers, enabled by the forces of cultural imperialism, capitalism, and globalisation
(Wijesinghe et al., 2019). It often includes subtle and indirect forms of control, such as encouraging
export-oriented development strategies through natural resource extraction. This reinforcement of
colonial power dynamics comes at the expense of marginalised groups, as powerful groups reap
the benefits of economic development while local communities bear the environmental burden. All
of these aforementioned concepts shall be relevant for understanding the following case.

3. Brief history of Alaska’s indigenous communities 

The native people of Alaska constitute almost one fifth of the state’s entire population, including a
diverse range of communities, unique histories, and cultures (Native Federation, n.d.). When the
USA bought off the area from Russia in the 19th century, little was known about the vastness of
its natural resources reserves (Göcke, 2012). The discovery of oil, gas and mineral deposits in the
mid-20th century irreversibly transformed power dynamics in the region. In pursuit of its economic
interests, the USA has not only disregarded the natives’ culture and way of living, but also their
right to govern their own land (Göcke, 2012). 

In 1906, the Congress adopted the Alaska Native Allotment Act, allowing the government to
disrupt the ownership of indigenous land and displace native communities. 65 years later, it was
repealed through the enactment of Alaska Native Claims Settlement Act (ANCSA), which
effectively transferred over 44 million acres of land to Alaska Native corporations (Bureau of Land
Management, n.d.). While it addressed some of the past injustices, ANCSA continued to
perpetuate the region’s economic dependence on the U.S. Government and resource extraction –
with oil revenues making up over 80% of the state’s budget (Taylor, 2023). This dependence still
persists to this day, underpinning the green light given to the Willow Project and justifying the
desire for Alaska’s economic development.

4. The Willow Project controversies 

The Willow Project has received support not only from Alaska’s lawmakers, but also from parts of
the local population, who see it as a crucial regional investment (Nilsen, 2023b). However, in
Nuiqsut (the closest settlement to the project’s site) citizens have openly expressed their concerns
on Willow’s health and environmental impacts (Nilsen, 2023b). One of the only direct benefits for
Alaska’s residents are 300 permanent jobs upon construction completion (Marris, 2023). However,
with the expected profit being distributed mainly between ConocoPhillips and the federal
government (Marris, 2023), is the project really a gift of economic development, or a Trojan horse
for the exploitation of indigenous resources and lands? By prioritising resource extraction over the
wellbeing of the local population, Willow perpetuates neocolonialist patterns of oppression and
marginalisation. The NPR-A is inhabited by communities whose identity have been shaped by
centuries of interconnectedness with the region’s ecosystem. Willow could potentially disturb the
migration patterns of Caribou - species considered a crucial subsistence resource for the native
population (Chasinghorse, 2023). Distortion of traditional hunting practices and displacement of
people from their ancestral lands would further erode indigenous identities in Alaska. Through
gradual alienation from nature, the Western world would once again oppress the ones whose
relationship with nature is deeply linked with and simultaneously goes beyond mere survival.
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5. What is next?

The Arctic is a unique, fragile ecosystem extending across three continents (Flannery, 2005). If the
Willow Project goes forward, it could set a precedent for future resource extraction in previously
considered ‘off-limits’ areas. While Willow undoubtedly undermines global efforts to mitigate
climate change, it also highlights the procedural injustice experienced by many native communities
around the world. The needs of corporations and the federal government have been prioritised
over the needs of those who have lived in the region for centuries, revealing that neocolonialist
power imbalances still persist in Alaska.

Detrimental implications of the proposed development, however, have not gone unnoticed. In less
than one month, TikToks using the hashtag #StopWillow reached a total of 50 million views,
resulting in a petition of several million signatures (Nilsen, 2023a). The law firms Earthjustice and
Trustees for Alaska have filed lawsuits against federal agencies, basing their claims on inadequate
evaluation of Willow’s environmental impacts (Taylor, 2023). However, will the public discontent
stand firmly enough against those in power, bringing back justice to Alaska’s Natives? This remains
to be seen. In a world where colonial structures have never truly ceased to exist, indigenous voices
need to be recognised, heard and empowered. After all, only through addressing the historical and
ongoing injustices can we work towards a better and just future for all. 
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