
The European Union is well-known for 
the use of soft power tools in its foreign 
policy. The EU applies such an approach in 
relation with the Black Sea Region which, 
differently from other regions, in addition 
to the complexity and heterogeneousness 
of its states, is also abundant in unsettled 
conflicts. Moreover, taking into account the 
visible presence and interests of the 
Russian Federation, the EU’s approach is 
cautious and based on the stratagem of 
”small steps”. This survey analyzes this 
approach and makes a series of recom-
mendations for expansion of the EU’s pres-
ence in this region.

SOFT POWER POLICY
OF THE EUROPEAN UNION

The major characteristics of the EU soft 
power policy are, first of all, use of diplo-
matic tools (particularly, through the 
process of enlargement and European inte-
gration), providing support for develop-
ment (technical assistance, grants), submit-
ting attractive economic and social devel-
opment models. The major reason which 
determines the EU to limit itself to soft 
tools is the fact that this entity cannot 
vociferate a common foreign policy. The 28 
member-states do not have a common 
political agenda for their external action. 

In the same time, the EU is strengthen-
ing its position from the external perspec-
tive through establishment of an European 
Foreign Action Service, appointment of a 
High Representative of the EU for Foreign 
Affairs and Security Policy, developing the 

union’s legal framework (Lisbon 
Treaty), as well as through starting new 
partnership programmes which provide a 
strategic vision for the cooperation with 
the EU’s neighbouring states. 

As far as the Black Sea Region is 
concerned, the EU’s attention has been 
captured relatively recently. This fact has 
occurred particularly after the accession in 
2007 of Bulgaria and Romania (two states 
with direct access to the Black Sea). Along-
side with the need to secure the EU’s exter-
nal borders, it was also necessary to 
change the approach to cooperation with 
the new Eastern neighbours.

The fact that the EU’s borders reached 
the Black Sea is a strategic opportunity to 
capitalize on. In this region, there is an 
economic growth potential, ways of com-
munication and access to energy 
resources. The Black Sea region is impor-
tant for the EU due to the fact that it serves 
as an “energy corridor” between Europe 
and the Caspian Sea. In the same time, the 
region is infested with unsettled conflicts, 
environment problems, leaky borders, 
illegal migration, organized crime, traffic in 
drugs and human beings. From the military 
viewpoint, the Black Sea Region is the 
major point of access to Europe from the 
side of Russia in case of a military conflict. 
All these risks require the pro-active 
involvement of Europe.   

- The accession of Turkey to the EU;

- The European Neighbourhood 
Policy which was complemented by 
the Eastern Partnership;

 The Strategic Partnership with 
Russia which was complemented as 
a result of signing the agreement 
on “Four Common Areas”.

EUROPEAN UNION SOFT POWER
IN THE BLACK SEA REGION:
AN EFFICIENT APPROACH?
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attractiveness from the external perspec-
tive, but without any accession commit-
ments. This is how was born the European 
Neighbourhood Policy through which the 
EU has revised its enlargement policy and 
gained some time for internal consolida-
tion. In the same time, ENP is for the EU a 
means to keep the neighbouring states 
following up their pathway towards demo-
cratic reforms, and to secure ideologically 
its borders.  

The Eastern Partnership is a part of ENP 
and develops the EU’s vision on foreign 
policy in its relationship with Eastern 
Europe’s states, covering in fact some of 
the stakeholders in the Black Sea Region. 
The central goal was to set up the required 
conditions for acceleration of the processes 
of political association and economic inte-
gration between the EU and the respective 
third countries. In the same time, the East-
ern Partnership aims at strengthening the 
energy security of the European Union 
through building stable ways for supply 
and transit. This political project covers 
Armenia, Azerbaijan, Belarus, Georgia, Mol-
dova and Ukraine, Russia being invited to 
participate in specific projects. Russia’s 
approach is to negotiate on equal terms 
with the EU. 

THE STRATEGIC PARTNERSHIP
WITH RUSSIA

The foundations for the relationship 
between the EU and Russia were laid by the 
Partnership and Cooperation Agreement 
which was signed in 1994 and came into 
effect on the 1st of December 1997 (for a 
ten-year period of time). In June 2008, was 
launched the negotiation for the Strategic 
Partnership EU-Russia. The two parties 
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The above-mentioned dimensions are 
the major pillars of the EU’s presence in the 
Black Sea Region.

THE PROCESS OF ACCESSION OF 
TURKEY TO THE EUROPEAN UNION 

The process of Turkey’s accession to 
the EU is quite lasting and there are no indi-
cators about its completion. Turkey applied 
in 1959 for membership to the Economic 
European Community. In 1963, Turkey 
signed the Association Agreement which 
laid the foundation for the Customs Union 
between the two parties. In 1987, Turkey 
applied for the membership to the EU, but 
the negotiation for the accession started in 
2005. This negotiation is delayed because 
of political and ideological factors, as well 
as because of the EU’s unpreparedness to 
incorporate such a large and heteroge-
neous state. Nevertheless, despite the slow 
negotiation process, the EU still maintains 
a “positive agenda” in its relationship with 
Turkey, using broadly its major foreign 
policy tool – the possibility of becoming a 
member-state. 

THE EUROPEAN
NEIGHBOURHOOD POLICY 

Shortly after the enlargement of 2007, 
a number of problems which have deep-
ened the phenomenon of “enlargement 
fatigue” became obvious. After the acces-
sion of 10 new states in May 2004, such 
problems started to crystallize. In this 
context, there were voices saying clearly 
that the process of enlargement was post-
poned for an indefinite period. As an alter-
native, were created new foreign policy 
concepts intended to maintain the EU’s 
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have negotiated a collaboration frame-
work named “Four common areas” which 
provides for bilateral cooperation in the 
fields of economy, justice, internal security 
of the two entities, research, education, 
culture, with a special attention paid to 
external security. The external security 
component includes cooperation in the 
field of crisis management. Through this 
framework, the EU ensures its participation 
in the process of stabilization of unsettled 
conflicts the Black Sea Region.

THE PROBLEM OF
UNSETTLED CONFLICTS 

 
In terms of unsettled conflicts, it seems 

that the “small steps” tactic of the EU has a 
limited efficiency, at least for the time 
being. The main reason for it is the fact that 
the activities and the presence of the EU in 
this region are eclipsed by Russia’s inter-
ests. The EU’s presence in this area contra-
venes to Russia’s vision which took the role 
of hegemonic state in the Black Sea Region. 
The EU realizes it and, therefore, acts 
cautiously.  

The events occurred in August 2008 
between Russia and Georgia revealed the 
risk of unsettled conflicts and confirmed 
that they are volatile and susceptible to 
destabilize the totality of the region. In the 
same time, the involvement of Russia 
confirmed the previous hypothesis and 
proved that Russia is ready to mobilize 
military power in order to maintain its posi-
tion in the zone.

Despite this fact, the EU wishes to have 
a deeper political involvement in settle-
ment of the conflicts of Transdniestria, 
Abkhazia, Southern Ossetia, Nagorno-
Karabakh. Programmes focussed on confi-

dence building in the affected regions, 
intended to bring closer the conflicting 
parties, were launched as a major tool for 
stabilization of the situation.

THE RESPONSE OF THE EUROPEAN 
UNION TO PROVOCATIONS
IN THE BLACK SEA REGION 

The analysis of the EU’s documents and 
policies related to the Black Sea Region 
points out three central elements which 
might be considered as the EU’s response 
to provocations in this region.  All these 
elements are implemented through soft 
power tools: 

- Consolidation of state institutions 
as a result of encouraging the 
accession to power of democratic 
political elites and strengthening 
the civil society;

- Direct dialogue with each state of 
the region, including with the 
Russian Federation;

- Promoting the idea that the Black 
Sea Region is a European region.

The large number of states with a high 
risk of collapse is one of the major prob-
lems faced by this area. The EU undertakes 
considerable endeavours to strengthen 
civil society in this region, as its activities 
encourage the internal decision-making 
process and determine the decision-
makers to take into account the national 
interests. In the same time, this fact helps 
diminish the external influence on the 
states of the region from the side of the 
Russian Federation.

The development of regional coopera-
tion networks plays an important role for 
the region’s democratisation. Encouraging 
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the mobility and the interaction between 
civil society and the NGO-s of the region, 
exchanging experience and getting closer 
to their counterparts of the EU states are 
measures intended to promote democratic 
reforms and European integration. 
Regional platforms for youth, mass-media, 
education, small business were established 
which operate based on the soft power 
principles and ensure the support for the 
EU’s enlargement at local level.  

In terms of dialogue with Russia, the 
EU’s strategy is to amplify the process of 
cooperation among the states at regional 
level, with the involvement of Russia in this 
process. This fact is still a major challenge 
for the EU, first of all because of open 
tensions emerged at regional level 
between some third states (Georgia, 
Ukraine) and the Russian Federation. In the 
same time, the EU and the states of this 
zone have to take into account that energy 
security and conflict settlement will not be 
possible without Russia’s involvement. 

CONCLUSIONS AND
RECOMMENDATIONS 

The process of European integration is 
getting more visible in the Black Sea 
Region. Due to the EU’s presence, the 
importance of the existing regional initia-
tives, such as BSEC, GUAM and CIS, is dimin-
ishing. Still, in order to have a more active 
contribution to conflict settlement, the EU 
should follow up its dialogue with Russia 
and with other regional stakeholders. This 
fact will prevent from outburst of other 
conflicts and from expansion of separatist 
movements. 

The first step to be undertaken is 
improving the quality of the dialogue 

between Russia and the states of the 
region. The EU’s role should be to mediate 
such relations and to ensure the respect 
from Russia’s side of the sovereignty and 
independence of the states in the region. 
The EU, alongside with the region’s states, 
should adopt a non-conflicting position in 
relation with Russia. Any direct conflict 
with Russia might generate new tensions 
likely to perturb the security in the region. 

Another recommendation refers to the 
EU’s policy in the framework of ENP. It 
should be realized that the EU’s enlarge-
ment policy has been one of the strongest 
and the most rapid tools which helped get 
remarkable results in terms of democratisa-
tion of the states with an authoritarian 
past. The European prospects of the mem-
bership to the EU can rightly be considered 
as one of the strongest soft power tools of 
the EU’s arsenal. The fact that this tool is 
neglected at present (the impossibility of 
the EU’s enlargement to South-East is 
evoked), might discourage the elites which 
share the democratic values and the rule of 
law. 

The rather incisive launching by Russia 
of a macro-regional initiative called the 
Eurasian Union, as well as the Customs 
Union might eclipse the EU’s endeavours in 
the Black Sea Region. Therefore, the EU 
should provide European prospects for the 
region’s states. Otherwise, the model 
promoted by Russia might become attrac-
tive for the elites of some countries from 
the region and such a fact would deepen 
the existing ideological cleavages.

In addition to it, in order to define a 
strategic vision for this zone, it is recom-
mended that the EU sets the basis for a 
Black Sea strategy. This would mean the 
commitment to support democratic 
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processes in the region and to deepen the 
European integration of the region’s states. 
Such a strategy should contain initiatives 
directed to various levels (both strengthen-
ing democratic institutions, and support-
ing the population, developing the infra-
structure, investment projects, etc.).

The concern of the European Union 
about the Black Sea Region has grown 
considerably after the enlargement of 
2007. The need to ensure the stability and 
the development of this region has deter-
mined the EU to develop a strategic docu-
ment intended to transpose this intention 
– Black Sea Synergy. On the other hand, 
since the approval of this strategic concept 
(the year 2008), the situation in the region 
has considerably changed. Therefore, the 
European Parliament adopted a resolution 
requesting to draw up a comprehensive 
document – the European Union’s strategy 
for the Black Sea Region. Such a strategic 
framework would contribute to the 
region’s stabilization, foster the process of 
European integration of non-EU states and 
capitalize on the EU’s strategic interests in 
the Black Sea Region. 

THE CONTEXT FOR DEVELOPING
THE MACRO-REGIONAL STRATEGIES
OF THE EUROPEAN UNION 

The essence of the process of drafting 

the macro-regional strategies resides in the 
EU’s policy for regional economic develop-
ment. Its foundations were laid through 
the European Fund for Regional Develop-
ment, the Cohesion Fund and the Euro-
pean Social Fund. These tools were mainly 
intended to reduce the economic and 
social disparities between member-states. 
But after the enlargement of 2004, the 
disparities grew significantly and this fact 
imposed the identification of complex 
solutions at policy level. The challenges 
faced by the European had a transnational 
nature and, in order to overcome them, 
there was need for enhancing the coopera-
tion between the states. 

The EU’s Strategy for the Baltic Sea 
Region was the first attempt of the Euro-
pean Commission to build an integrated 
strategic framework at supranational level. 
The obtained outcomes determined the 
creation of a similar document for the 
Danube region. These documents include 
inter-sector policies intended to involve a 
large number of state and non-state stake-
holders. The fundamental thesis of the EU’s 
macro-regional strategies aims at ”3 No” 
principle: 

- No additional funds for implemen-
tation of these strategies; 

- No special institutions to coordi-
nate them; 

- No supplementary legislation, and 
”3 Yes” 

- Enhancing the capacity to use the 
available funds;

- Increasing the cohesion and the 
cooperation between the states; 

- Starting new cross-border and 
transnational projects.

THE PROSPECTS OF DEVELOPING
A MACRO-REGIONAL STRATEGY
OF THE EUROPEAN UNION
FOR THE BLACK SEA.
PRELIMINARY DICUSSIONS  

Andrei Iovu
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The European Commission has 
launched the process of drafting the third 
EU’s macro-regional strategy – for the 
Ionian and Adriatic Seas Region. Thus, on 
the long-term, the macro-regional strate-
gies are expected to become guiding 
policy documents for regional develop-
ment and cooperation between state and 
non-state stakeholders of the EU and 
non-EU states.

BLACK SEA SYNERGY

In 2007, after the accession of Romania 
and Bulgaria to the EU (two states which 
have direct access to the Black Sea), the 
European Commission submitted to the 
European Council the Black Sea Synergy. 
The document has the role to recognize 
the strategic importance of the Black Sea 
Region. The major goal of this initiative 
under the auspices of ENP consists in 
developing the cooperation in the Black 
Sea Region, alongside with the coopera-
tion with other regions of the EU. The main 
fields of intervention are good governance, 
security, energy, transport, trade, educa-
tion, regional development, social and 
economic policies. The document is not a 
macro-regional strategy, but it might be 
considered as a cornerstone for a future 
initiative.

Nevertheless, the analysis of the results 
generated by this document reveals rather 
modest outcomes. The document lacks a 
clear and comprehensive vision on the 
results to be achieved. Black Sea Synergy 
has an action plan with concrete objectives 
and benchmarks, reporting, monitoring 
and evaluation tools. Since 2008, was 
submitted one progress report (for the first 
year) and no ministerial conferences have 
been held. 

Since the time when this document 
was adopted, took place a series of events 
which changed considerably the EU’s role 
and visions on the Black Sea Region 
(deepening of the relations between the 
EU and some states of the region, the 
armed conflict between Georgia and 
Russia, Russian gas crisis in winter of the 
year 2009, bilateral tensions between the 
region’s states and Russia, etc.). From this 
viewpoint, there is need for drafting a new 
document, relevant to the new context. 
This fact was confirmed by the European 
Parliament, through its Resolution on the 
need for drawing up the EU’s Strategy for 
the Black Sea. 

THE ESSENCE OF THE FUTURE
STRATEGY OF THE EUROPEAN
UNION FOR THE BLACK SEA REGION

At present, the process of developing a 
strategy for the Black Sea Region is limited 
to discussions and debates. But, despite 
this fact, there is a certitude that such a 
document will be drafted in the future 
(probably, after signature of an Association 
Agreement with some states of the Black 
Sea Region). Applying a prospective vision, 
it might be assumed that the strategic 
objectives of the future strategy will first of 
all aim at economic growth, stability and 
cohesion in the region. The initiative 
should cover 10 states: Bulgaria, Greece 
and Romania (member-states of the EU), 
Turkey (as a candidate-state), Armenia, 
Azerbaijan, Georgia, the Republic of Mol-
dova and Ukraine (ENP states) and Russia 
(as a strategic partner of the EU).

The preparation and implementation 
of the EU Strategy for the Black Sea Region 
will be beneficial both for the EU, and for 
the states of the Black Sea Region. Among 
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the most important collective advantages, 
the following should be mentioned:

 - Enhancing the decision-making 
process at regional level. Despite the 
existence of regional organizations in 
the Black Sea Region, they have 
modest results in terms of building 
cohesion and efficient cooperation 
between the states. There is not any 
forum of these states entitled to make 
decisions related to this region’s devel-
opment. On the other hand, the EU’s 
tool for governance of macro-regional 
strategies is particularly comprehen-
sive. This system is favourable for civil 
society development, strengthening 
the capacity of local and regional stake-
holders, consolidation of regional orga-
nizations, involvement of local authori-
ties, business community, NGO-s, 
academic circles and other stakehold-
ers who might have a contribution to 
the region’s development and stabiliza-
tion. Thus, the EU Strategy for the Black 
Sea Region might improve significantly 
the relationship between decision-
makers (by the means of a structure for 
multidimensional governance), foster-
ing the launch of common projects and 
the establishment of cooperation 
networks. 

- Enhancing the process of strategic 
planning. In the Black Sea Region, there 
are no strategic planning mechanisms 
at regional level. Governments are only 
concerned about the problems exist-
ing within the boundaries of each state. 
Such an approach proved to be ineffi-
cient, because the most serious chal-
lenges (energy security, unsettled 
military conflicts, migration, organized 
crime, environment problems) faced by 

this region are cross-border and trans-
national. Respectively, the region will 
make limited progress without an inte-
grated strategic planning. The EU Strat-
egy for the Black Sea Region will set up 
a strategic regional framework which 
will provide the possibility to draw a 
vision on macro-regional development 
and will foster the economic growth of 
the whole region.

- Promoting the territorial cohesion 
and smoothing regional inequalities. In 
the Black Sea Region, there are large 
regional disparities caused mainly by 
the low level of cohesion among the 
regions. The central goal of the EU 
Strategy for the Black Sea Region 
should aim at increasing the social, 
economic and territorial cohesion at 
macro-regional level. Such a fact would 
help solve the problems which over-
pass the borders of the states and 
diminish the economic disparities.

- Improving the relations between the 
states. Macro-regional initiatives 
cannot be implemented without a 
closer cooperation between the states. 
Thus, macro-regional strategies make it 
possible for the EU’s member-states 
and for countries outside the EU to get 
closer to each other and strengthen 
their relationship. Such a fact will foster 
the region’s development, its stabiliza-
tion and settlement of security prob-
lems, including the existing military 
conflicts. 

CONCLUSIONS AND
RECOMMENDATIONS

-     Black Sea Synergy was first of all a 
tool intended to explore the ground in 
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the Black Sea Region. The document 
was not an ambitious one and the 
stake of this initiative was rather insig-
nificant (there was no focus on achiev-
ing major outcomes). 

-  The fact that Black Sea Synergy was 
provided political support just in the 
first year after its preparation suggests 
that the idea of a possible EU enlarge-
ment in the Black Sea Region faces a 
range of challenges. Moreover, the 
inaction of the European Commission 
after the issue of the European 
Parliament’s Resolution requesting the 
draw up of the EU Strategy for the Black 
Sea Region confirms this fact. Some of 
the problems which hinder the EU from 
an unhesitating advancement in the 
region under consideration are mostly 
related to the relationship with Russia. 
This relationship is particularly com-
plex and balances between two anti-
thetical poles. On the one hand, the EU 
does not wish to affect negatively the 
strategic relations with Russia, because 
such a fact would have harmful conse-
quences for both parties. On the other 
hand, the EU has already stepped into 
the Black Sea Region (through its 
enlargement of 2007) and now it needs 
to undertake measures aimed at stabi-
lization and securing of its borders 
(what implies a more active presence in 
the Black Sea Region). Another chal-
lenge for launching a policy aimed at 
this region derives from the tense 
relations among the region’s countries: 
Russia - Georgia, Ukraine - Russia, 
Armenia - Azerbaijan, Russia – the 
Republic of Moldova. All these chal-
lenges will not eclipse the preparation 
of an EU’s strategy for the Black Sea 

Region, but will certainly delay it.  

-  The EU Strategy for the Black Sea 
Region should be the following logical 
step after the Black Sea Synergy. The 
provisions of the future strategy should 
help develop the fields identified in 
Black Sea Synergy. To become an 
efficient tool, it is recommended that 
the future Strategy includes a set of 
operational objectives. As the experi-
ence of EUSDR and EUSBSR shows, it is 
necessary to emphasize a number of 
priorities and flagship projects. In order 
to reach tangible outcomes, the docu-
ment needs to have an action plan and 
to determine the monitoring, reporting 
and evaluation mechanisms (elements 
which were omitted in Black Sea 
Synergy).

-  The EU Strategy for the Black Sea 
Region will be a win-win initiative for 
the EU and for the states of the Black 
Sea Region. On the one hand, the EU 
will benefit from the capitalization on 
the region’s strategic priorities. On the 
other hand, the non-EU states will get 
support in the process of their 
economic development and European 
integration. 

-  In the same time, security prob-
lems, notably the unsettled conflicts in 
the Black Sea Region, and the problem 
of access to energy resources, cannot 
be solved without direct involvement 
of Russia. In this context, there is need 
for identification of tools to motivate 
Russia to join this macro-regional initia-
tive or, at least, not to oppose to the 
process of drafting and implementing 
it.    

-  The European Commission has to 
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adjust some of its principles applied in 
relation with macro-regional strategies 
(particularly the principle of non-
allocation of additional resources for 
their implementation). For non-EU 
states, this principle is a barrier to 
active participation in implementation 
of the EU’s strategies. The lack of 
complementary funds for implementa-
tion of the EU Strategy for the Black Sea 
Region might diminish the efficiency of 
such an initiative, because the non-EU 
states of this region cannot access the 
European funds needed for imple-
menting such a strategy. Therefore, it is 
recommended to re-think or adjust the 
principle of non-allocation of funds for 
macro-regional strategies in which 
non-EU states participate. A solution 
might be to allocate supplementary 
funds for the ENP, notably for the East-
ern Partnership, aimed at implementa-
tion of this macro-regional strategy. 

-  The preparation and implementa-
tion of the EU Strategy for the Black Sea 
Region should be intercalated with the 
EUSDR. Respectively, it is recom-
mended to identify the required tools 
for determining how such an interac-
tion will take place and how the priori-

ties of two macro-regions (the Danube 
region and the Black Sea Region) might 
be combined. An option might be to 
organize meetings (at different levels 
and in different sectors) in order to let 
the major stakeholders contact directly 
among them.

CMI
Martii Ahtisaari Centre

MINISTRY FOR FOREIGN
AFFAIRS OF FINLAND
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