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Introduction

Former Communist States in Europe have followed divergent foreign policy paths since the
dissolution of the Soviet Union. Whereas the former Socialist countries in Eastern Europe, together with
the Baltic States, thoroughly integrated into Western political, economic and security organizations,
others such as Ukraine, Moldova and Georgia have oscillated between the West and Russia. A
combination of external circumstances and domestic political conditions explain why some post-Soviet
states’ foreign policy orientations have vacillated between Russia and the West. While Western
governments encouraged democratic and economic reform in the region, they refused to commit to the
possibility that these states could eventually join western institutions such as the EU and NATO. This
Western noncommittal stance encouraged Russia to intensify its efforts to strengthen its dominance in the
region, as well as to exploit the unpredictable and sometimes turbulent internal developments
characterizing these countries. In addition, Western leaders’ reluctance to consider offering these
countries a clear membership prospect in organizations such as the EU and NATO played into the hands
of domestic political elites. Absent a clear prospect of membership, political leaders in both Moldova and
Ukraine adopted a strategy of playing the two sides (the West and Russia) off one another, vacillating
between more pro-Russian or pro-Western foreign policies in order to extract the most political and
financial assistance from the two sides. So long as the West withholds a prospect of membership to these
states, it will remain easy for Russia and for corrupt domestic elites to exacerbate instability and conflict
in the region. This memo argues that the Western governments, especially the EU Member States, should
consider offering an EU membership prospect to Ukraine, Moldova and Georgia. This approach is the
most advantageous for the West to support reform-minded elites and to promote democracy, rule of law,
and respect for human rights as well as help curtail corruption in the region.

Background
Following the end of the Cold War and the dissolution of the Soviet Union, Central and East
European Countries (CEECs) were quick to choose integration with the West, i.e. with NATO and the
EU, as their foreign policy priorities. The CEECs pursued their pro-Western choice in a consistent and
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effective way, mainly because the West offered them a clear membership path to NATO and the EU. This
prospect of membership, under a watchful Western eye, led to a pro-Western domestic elite consensus
and helped these countries transform and undertake painful reforms, keeping their eyes on the muchwanted prize at the end, NATO and EU membership.
For the past 25 years, Ukraine and Moldova have been caught in between the West and Russia,
oscillating in their foreign policy choices between the two poles. Despite multiple diplomatic efforts and
pleas on the part of Ukrainian and Moldovan diplomats, the West refused to offer these states a prospect
for membership in Western security and economic institutions. “Cooperation – yes, aid – yes, integration
– no”2 – was the mantra adopted by the EU member states at the beginning of the 1990s and applied to
these states henceforth.3 Lack of consensus among the EU Member States was advanced as the main
reason for Western reticence to offer these countries a prospect for membership.4
In the absence of a clear Western membership perspective, facing an unpredictable Eastern
neighbor and being concerned with their own political survival, leaders in Ukraine and Moldova opted for
ambiguous and “multi-vectored”5 foreign policy orientations. The Western consistent “no” could have
been perceived, both at home and internationally, as a policy failure, a defeat on the part of the postSoviet leaders. This is why, in order to leave more room for maneuver and avoid suffering the
consequences of a policy nonfulfillment, post-Soviet elites embraced ambiguity strategically6 when
advancing foreign policy orientations. Ukrainian and Moldovan leaders remained open to alternative
integration options, especially when these alternatives proved successful for their domestic tactics to
maintain political power.

The Effects of the East-West Foreign Policy Vacillation
This vacillation between East and West has affected the political transformations, the economic
reform progress and the social developments in these countries.
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Without a promise of EU membership, reform-minded elites were demoralized and sidelined and
domestic governments struggled to implement painful reforms. Given the constant struggle for power,
reform-resistant elites took advantage of the Western aloofness to these states and followed an avenue of
illicit actions to amass significant wealth and consolidate power over state institutions.
These actions at the elite level affected the West’s image in the eyes of the masses in Ukraine and
Moldova. Associating European Union, its institutions, as well as the values it stands for, with the corrupt
domestic political elites, contributed to a decrease in the public opinion support for European integration.7
In addition, the fact that the West keeps these states at bay paves the way for Russia’s efforts to
attract and financially support domestic actors in these countries, ready to promote pro-Kremlin policies.
The risk is the emergence of “puppet governments,” which would implement whatever policies the more
powerful external power induces them to, rather than promote policies to improve people’s lives,
strengthen democratic practices and stability in the region.8

Western challenges in the region
Strengthened autocratic tendencies, poor economic performance, increased instability, overall
insecurity – these are among the main threats facing EU’s eastern neighbors.
Among the challenges faced by the West in this region is how to engage with political elites,
which while in principle are committed to a pro-Western path and use the pro-EU rhetoric and slogans to
obtain Western political support and funding, in practice do not take a hard line on corruption,
depoliticize the judicial system or implement the necessary economic reforms.
Russia’s interest and increased assertive behavior in the region is another challenge faced by the
West. Some voices might argue that a Western membership perspective offered to Ukraine, Moldova and
Georgia might trigger an assertive reaction from Russia. Keeping the Western doors shut to countries in
Europe which would want to join the West someday, so as not to trigger Russia’s aggressive reaction is
counterproductive, however. The fact that the West was overly cautious in the region for the past twenty-
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five years has not altered Russia’s course in this part of Europe.9 Recognizing Russia’s entitlement to a
zone of “privileged interests” would undermine the rights of these countries to self-determination and
would indicate “the abandonment of pro-Western forces” in the region.10 Isolating these countries from
the overall European processes may be tempting, but the consequences would be far-reaching. As a
former American Senator was pointing out back in 1994, “[…] real crises on the periphery [of Europe]
are not peripheral to the future of European stability. There can be no lasting security at the center without
security at the periphery.”11
Another challenge which the West is facing in EU’s eastern neighborhood, is Russian
propaganda, which uses targeted and controlled anti-Western narratives in order to shape the principles,
sentiments and opinions held by the masses in this region with respect to the EU, NATO and the US.12
The public in this region prefers and trusts Russian state-controlled mass media entities.13

Policy Recommendations

A Step-by-Step Approach to Streamline the Western Monitoring of Reform Progress
Given the limited “transformative effect” of the EU on domestic reforms,14 the slow progress in
promoting policy change15 and the ongoing instability in the region, the halfway commitment of the West
with respect to Ukraine and Moldova is no longer sustainable. The lack of a clearly defined policy
objective with respect to these post-Soviet states only reinforces vacillation between the West and Russia
in an unstable way. In the end, choices will have to be made. The longer the West withholds a prospect
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for membership from these states, the stronger those internal actors and external forces interested solely in
maintaining an upper hand over these countries’ political and economic institutions become. Only a
strategy advanced by a united and decisive West in the Eastern neighborhood region, with clearly defined
objectives, will alleviate pressures from the East.
One of the main arguments advanced by European officials as to why the EU cannot offer its
eastern neighbors a membership perspective is the lack of reforms, high corruption and economic
backwardness of these countries. This is a counterproductive argument, however, which has the effect of
spurring the vicious cycle of reinforcing those actors who have little interest in promoting democratic and
economic reforms, while demoralizing and marginalizing the reform-minded actors. As the Baltics’ and
CEECs’ ten years’ experience of joining the European Union shows, the prospect of EU membership
played a crucial role in implementing unpopular reforms and undertaking democratic political
transformations.
Therefore, in order to support the domestic agents of change, band them together around a
common goal, and lock in the reform process, it is crucial that the West offer these states a membership
prospect.16
The so-called “enlargement fatigue” is a factor which needs to be taken into account; a potential
approach would be for the EU to divide its strategy toward these states into smaller stages, a “short-term”
versus a “long-term” perspective. The “short-term” perspective would consist of small tasks aimed to
incentivize and mobilize reformist domestic elites and help them coalesce around bigger reform projects.
The EU should make it clear that in order to receive a clear promise of membership, certain short-term
objectives should be attained first. In other words, instead of “dangling” one big carrot at the end of the
long-term process, the EU should divide the task into smaller pieces and offer small “prizes” at the end of
each successful completion. This process would make both the implementation of reforms, as well as the
Western monitoring of the process, more efficient. While the countries would be able to focus on smaller
tasks and make deliverables more attainable, the EU would have the opportunity to spot issues and fix
them early on in the process.
The current EU crisis caused by Brexit and the rise of populist political forces across Europe
might affect the fate of EU’s eastern neighbors, their prospect for membership being highly dependent on
EU’s eventual choices. The present debate on the future of the EU and the idea of the so-called “multispeed Europe,” with different member states integrating at different levels and paces,17 risks increasing
Russia’s leverage and level of influence in Eastern Europe. Without Western unity and concerted efforts
to promote democracy beyond current EU borders, the prospect of membership for Ukraine, Moldova and
Georgia becomes less probable and these states’ path to stability and development is endangered.
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Support for the Reform-minded Non-State Actors
Non-state actors play an important role in the process of bringing about the change and reforms,
which would transform these Eastern neighbors into mature democracies and economic prosperous states.
By actively involving civil society groups, independent mass media organizations, universities, schools,
public libraries and places of worship in the reform process, these domestic non-state actors, apart from
putting pressure on the governing elites, would provide a sense of “ownership” of the undertaken reforms
to the masses in these countries.
In order to counter the anti-Western and anti-reform propaganda, the EU and the US should
broaden the audience of the messages, policies, and projects destined for these Eastern European
societies. Information about the values the West stands for and the support it offers for the reform process
in these countries should not be spread only in the country capitals and among the educated/cosmopolitan
public.18 Different groups within these societies should be targeted. Farmers, rural schoolteachers and
doctors, rural mayors and priests – represent opinion leaders in their communities.19By getting these
groups of actors involved, the outreach work of spreading knowledge on the need on government checks,
civic responsibility and political participation – would be more effective.20
Another non-state group that could be co-opted in the efforts of locking-in reform are the diaspora groups,
which are numerous and powerful both at mobilizing participants in the West, as well as in their backhome communities. These groups usually have benefited from living abroad and experienced the
“Western” civic and democratic participation style first-hand. Since numerous diaspora members have
family ties in their home communities – their messages and engagements are going to be more credible
and powerful.
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