
Moldova’s progress in its negotiations 
of an Association Agreement with the 
European Union, with a Deep and Compre-
hensive Free Trade Area (DCFTA) as its key 
element, has become a source of tension 
between Chisinau and Tiraspol. Transnistria 
joining the DCFTA will deprive the region 
of the benefits it currently enjoys under the 
EU Autonomous Trade Preferences (ATP) 
worsening its already precarious economic 
situation. 

The EU does not have a clear position 
on how to cooperate with Moldovan 
authorities and to engage Transnistrian 
administration. On one hand, EU bureau-
crats affirm that Moldovan authorities will 
be the only responsible for the implemen-
tation of the Agreement on the entire terri-
tory of the Republic of Moldova, including 
Transnistria region, on the other EU 
requests from Moldova to ensure the 
participation of Transnistrian administra-
tion into the Agreement. At the same time, 
Transnistria is not willing to join the DCFTA, 
hoping to have a kind of separate agree-
ment with the EU. The EU is willing to allow 
companies from the left bank of Dniester 
to benefit from ATP’s until 2015.

DCFTA would change the legal funda-
mentals of the trade relations between the 
Republic of Moldova and European Union. 
Until now, the Republic of Moldova ben-
efited of trade concessions which were 
unilaterally granted by the European 
Union, either due to its obligations with 
respect to the World Trade Organization 
(GSP, GSP+) or in order to stimulate 

economic and political reforms in the 
Republic of Moldova (Autonomous Trade 
Preferences, which are still valid). However, 
the Autonomous Trade Preferences will be 
cancelled as soon as DCFTA is imple-
mented. DCFTA will be based on an inter-
nal, bilateral document, with imperative 
legal power, with clear rights and obliga-
tions for both parties. This modification of 
the legal status of trade relations with EU 
involves, for the Republic of Moldova, both 
benefits, as well as risks. An important ben-
efit from the legal point of view is that 
European Union will no longer be able to 
withdraw the trade concessions implying 
non trade-related causes, for example, 
related to obedience of labor or human 
rights. The risk is derived from the fact that, 
currently, Chisinau cannot guarantee an 
efficient, universal and uniform implemen-
tation of the Agreement on the Transnis-
trian region territory, which it does not 
control. This implies that the unconstitu-
tional authorities of the Transnistrian 
region, where currently companies do ben-
efit from the Autonomous Trade Prefer-
ences, could be tempted to continue ben-
efiting from the preferences related to 
export to EU markets, but will not manda-
tory admit preferential conditions for the 
import from EU countries into the region. 
Moreover, due to the fact that there is no 
control over the region, Republic of Mol-
dova could face problems regarding the 
rules of origin for the exports of Transnis-
trian companies, even if those are regis-
tered in Chisinau. Alternatively, customs 
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and has merely delegated to it a low-
ranking observer. This means that Transnis-
tria is de facto not taking part in negotiat-
ing matters that are of direct interest to 
Transnistrian exporters (export quotas, 
customs tariffs, transition periods, etc). 
Transnistrian administration  have argued 
that accession to the DCFTA would actually 
be economically harmful to the region, and 
that implementing the EU acquis would 
run against the grain of Tiraspol’s policy of 
legal harmonization with the Russian 
Federation. One gets the impression that 
Transnistria refuses to participate in DCFTA 
negotiations in order to argue later that the 
new trade regime has been introduced 
unilaterally, without consultation with 
Tiraspol, and without taking its interests 
into account. Transnistria might even hope 
that as a result of its refusal to join the 
DCFTA, the EU will suspend the signing of 
the DCFTA agreement with Moldova.

Currently, Transnistrian companies are 
able to export goods to the EU market 
under the Autonomous Trade Preferences 
granted to Moldova by Brussels in 2007. As 
a result, the EU market absorbs as much as 
30-50% of Transnistria’s total exports. How-
ever, if Chisinau signs the DCFTA agree-
ment, the ATP regime will be automatically 
discontinued. Its further application for 
Transnistria alone will not be possible for 
legal reasons; since the Transnistrian gov-
ernment lacks international recognition, it 
cannot be a party to any legally-binding 
agreement with the European Union. Con-
sequently, once the DCFTA has been imple-
mented, EU customs tariffs on Transnistrian 
exports will rise by 10-17%, which will have 
a serious impact on the region’s economy.

The signing and implementation of the 
DCFTA agreement will result in a high 
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authorities need physical access to the 
deposits and production sites in order to 
issue certificates of origin. Currently, even 
though custom officers of the Republic of 
Moldova do have access (as far as we know, 
with no right to wear uniforms or posses 
arms) to some of the companies in the 
region, the access is granted at the discre-
tion of the authorities of the region. This 
will lead to the fact that the region will be 
regarded with suspicion by European 
customs authorities, which, from legal 
point of view, will not wish to import goods 
produced in third countries, under Moldo-
van trademark.

The signing of the Association Agree-
ment will be an important step towards 
Moldova’s integration with the EU. But it 
would have a regional impact as well. First 
of all, it is expected that Russia will thwart 
Moldova’s EU association process. 
Moscow’s objective seems to be to draw 
Moldova permanently into its own sphere 
of influence, and therefore it perceives 
Chisinau’s movement towards the EU as a 
transgression against its geopolitical inter-
ests. Consequently, in order to hinder this 
process, Russia may instrumentally exploit 
its extensive influence over Transnistria to 
provoke a crisis between Tiraspol and 
Chisinau. An apparent increase in Russian 
presence in the region over the last few 
years may suggest that the Kremlin is 
preparing to implement such a scenario.

On local level, currently, there are no 
reasons to believe that Transnistria might 
change its position and join the ongoing 
DCFTA negotiations. This in turn means 
that the region will not be covered by the 
Agreement. Despite encouragement from 
Brussels and Chisinau, Tiraspol has so far 
refused to participate actively in the talks 
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degree of economic and legal integration 
between Moldova and the EU (through the 
implementation of large parts of the EU 
acquis), which in turn will make it impos-
sible for Moldova to participate in regional 
integration projects in the post-Soviet area 
(i.e. the Customs Union and the planned 
Eurasian Union), and thus frustrating the 
implementation of Moscow’s openly 
declared strategic policy goal in Moldova. 
The Russian political elite remains 
convinced that Moldova naturally belongs 
in the Eurasian integration projects. Impor-
tantly, fostering such projects is one of the 
main objectives of President Vladimir 
Putin’s foreign policy. Most likely, from the 
Kremlin’s perspective, it is not only the fate 
of Moldova which is involved, but also 
preventing the precedent of a successful 
integration of a CIS state with the EU (even 
if temporarily integration will remain 
incomplete, i.e. falling short of EU member-
ship). Russia is particularly concerned 
about the effect such a precedent might 
have on Ukraine’s future political course. 
Therefore one should assume that Moscow 
may use Transnistria as an instrument for 
preventing closer ties between Moldova 
and the EU, and to provoke a political crisis 
between Chisinau and Tiraspol, using as a 
pretext Tiraspol’s loss of trade preferences 
following Moldova’s accession to the 
DCFTA.

An attempt to provoke such a crisis is 
all the more likely due to the perception, 
widely shared in Russia, that the current 
geopolitical situation and reality and the 
existing balance of power with the West, is 
favorable to Moscow, due to the deepen-
ing crisis within the European Union and 
the serious economic plight of other post-
Soviet states. Therefore in Moscow’s view 

this might look like a propitious moment 
for undertaking actions that would perma-
nently block integration between former 
Soviet republics and the European Union.

Over the last few months, visits to 
Transnistria by high-ranking Russian 
officials have become increasingly 
frequent; among the recent visitors were 
Dmitry Rogozin, the deputy prime minister 
and the Russian president’s special envoy 
to Transnistria (who is also responsible for 
the Russian defence industry). All these can 
be seen as a preparation for a crisis in the 
region, the aim of which would be to block 
further integration between Moldova and 
the EU, and to send a signal to the West 
that Moscow will not suffer Brussels to 
unilaterally decide the future of countries 
from the so-called ‘shared neighbourhood’. 
Particularly striking in this context was a 
statement by Sergei Gubarev, Russian 
Foreign Ministry’s special envoy, who 
suggested during his visit to Tiraspol in 
mid-October 2012 that Transnistria could 
be allowed into the Customs Union, and 
that Russia might recognize the region’s 
independence should Moldova lose its 
sovereignty or neutrality.

CONCLUSIONS

The signing of Association Agreement, 
with its key component DCFTA will indicate 
important changes for the Republic of Mol-
dova. One of the most important aspects is 
reduction of the big dependence on the 
Russian Federation on the Republic of Mol-
dova. The Transnistrian conflict is the main 
instrument used by Russia to exert this 
influence. The fact that the Republic of 
Moldova does not control the Transnistrian 
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region generates questions and concerns 
regarding the way DCFTA will be imple-
mented in Transnistria.

The region confronts considerable 
economic challenges and risks. Its 
economy is structurally and financially 
unbalanced. The fact that it did not 
collapse yet is entirely due to the direct and 
indirect support granted by the Russian 
Federation. Transnistrian economic reali-
ties suggest to the region that a wide open-
ness regarding trading activities and insur-
ance of a free access to the foreign markets 
is necessary. From this perspective, DCFTA 
could bring to the region a series of major 
benefits, including certainty and economic 
stability. However, economic rationale are 
not the dominant factor determining the 
behavior of authorities in the region, who, 
under Russian pressure, most probably, will 
not immediately accept DCFTA. 

The identification of the optimal solu-
tion should start from the premise that 
Transnistrian region in no case should be 
separated from Moldova, while the integra-
tion process of Moldova should not be 
endangered. The Republic of Moldova per 
se cannot stay the prisoner of Moscow geo-
political strives, as well as of the unrecog-
nized Transnistrian region authorities. For 
this reason, DCFTA implementation on the 
right side of Nistru only, in parallel with ATP 
annulment, currently valid for our country 
(including Transnistria), is not a good 
option, given that the conflict could esca-
late, instead of being resolved. Neither 
giving up on DCFTA implementation is a 
solution. 

This could lead to serious diplomatic 
and political damages to both, Chisinau 
and Brussels. It would compromise the 
European Neighborhoods Policy and 

would change the foreign policy vector of 
the Republic of Moldova. This would 
damage EU credibility in Caucasus coun-
tries, which are targeted in the European 
Neighborhoods Policy, given that those 
countries are also confronting territorial 
separatism problems. The optimal solution 
is acceptance by EU to implement DCFTA 
on the whole territory of the Republic of 
Moldova in parallel with insurance of a 
rigorous control of all goods that are 
imported or exported from Transnistrian 
region. 

This would allow an indirect verifica-
tion of the rules of origin compliance in the 
area which is not controlled by Chisinau 
authorities. At the same time, depending 
on the possibilities, customs service repre-
sentatives will execute periodic visits to the 
production units of companies from the 
respective region, by complying also the 
requirements imposed by the Tiraspol 
administration (e.g. access with no 
Customs Service uniforms and arms,etc.). It 
is important for Transnistria to have access 
to the community programs available to 
the Republic of Moldova. Transnistrian 
companies will have to, as before, register 
at the official entities of the Republic of 
Moldova. The informational system of the 
customs services will have to be continu-
ously improved, while Chisinau will need 
Ukraine’s assistance in order to minimize 
the risks associated to the origin of goods. 
Actually, this solution is not much different 
from the current situation there is no much 
certainty regarding rules of origin of Trans-
nistrian exports. If EU tolerates this situa-
tion, at the price of small trade losses, there 
are no credible arguments to explain why it 
should change its approach now. Finally, 
we emphasize that the right strategic 
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approach should be that European integra-
tion of Moldova should be treated as a 
precondition for country’s reintegration 
and not vice versa. Improving the business 
environment, increasing the competitive-
ness of the economy and the living stan-
dards, which are also the likely outcomes 
from Moldova getting closer to EU, will also 
facilitate country’s reintegration. 

Actually, the Transnistrian region, due 
to its small dimensions and multiple struc-
tural problems has no other solution to 
stay economically viable and socially stable 
other than by diversifying markets, attract-
ing foreign investments and fully exploring 
its production potential. DCFTA has to offer 
a wide spectrum of opportunities in this 
respect. Consequently, we expect that its 
implementation will enhance the motiva-
tion of economic elites from Transnistrian 
region to closely integrate with the rest of 
the country in order to maintain and even 
increase their access tothe community 
market. This process is to be also catalyzed 
by the emphasizing differences between 
the life standards of population from the 
both sides of Nistru, once the European 
integration benefits will materialize, while 
the competitiveness of the economic 
agents from Transnistrian region will dete-
riorate. Gradually, these economic and 
social pressures will determine the political 
elites in the region to have a new approach, 
given that the interests of the economic 
elites from Transnistria will be more and 
more contradicting to the geopolitical 
interests of Russia.

1. Conform unor informații neoficiale, ofițerii din structurile de forță din regiune primesc un supliment la salariu din partea Federației Ruse. 
Unitățile paramilitare ilegale ale “RMN” sunt înzestrate cu armament și muniții oferite de Rusia. 
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