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Abstract

This handbook aims to provide a comprehensive overview of the
European Union's enlargement policy, detailing its legal foundations,
institutional procedures, historical context and the specific benefits it
offers to aspiring members, with a particular focus on North
Macedonia and the Western Balkans, Ukraine and Moldova. It is a
practical guide for negotiators and civil servants in North Macedonia
involved in EU accession. It explains procedures, roles and best
practices in clear, actionable terms. It aims to empower you to
navigate the complexities of the negotiation process, ensuring North
Macedonia's smooth and timely integration into the European Union.
Your dedication is crucial to our shared European future.

To Negotiators and Civil Servants

Your Role, as negotiator and/or civil servant, is pivotal to the success
of North Macedonia's accession. Your key responsibilities include:

o Drafting EU-compliant legislation: Ensuring that national
laws are fully harmonized with the EU acquis.

e Submitting progress reports: Regularly preparing and
submitting detailed reports (e.g., related to benchmarks,
National Programme for Adoption of the Acquis - NPAA) to the
EU institutions.

e Actively participating in screenings and
negotiations: Representing North Macedonia's positions,
providing expert input and engaging in constructive dialogue
with EU counterparts.

e Implementing reforms: Ensuring that the adopted legislation
is effectively implemented on the ground, leading to tangible
results for citizens and businesses.
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Glossary

A quick reference for key terms used in the EU accession process.

Acquis (Acquis): The entire body of common rights and
obligations, laws and policies that bind all EU Member States.
Benchmarking: The process of setting and measuring
progress against specific conditions (opening, interim, closing
benchmarks) that must be met during accession negotiations.
Chapter: One of 35 (33) policy areas of the EU acquis that a
candidate country must align with.

Cluster: A thematic grouping of several negotiation chapters
under the revised enlargement methodology.

Area: In addition to Chapters, there are three areas as part of
Cluster Fundamentals: 1. Economic criteria, 2. Functioning
democratic institutions and 3. Public administration reforms
Copenhagen Criteria: The political, economic and
administrative conditions for EU membership.

Council of the European Union: The main decision-making
body of the EU, composed of ministers from Member States.
Requires unanimity for key enlargement decisions.

DG ENEST: Directorate-General for Enlargement and Eastern
Neighbourhood, within the European Commission,
responsible for managing the accession process.
Enlargement Package: The European Commission's annual
assessment of a candidate country's progress.

European Commission: The executive arm of the EU,
responsible for proposing legislation, implementing decisions
and monitoring compliance.

Intergovernmental Conference (IGC): Formal meeting
between the EU Member States and the candidate country to
open and close negotiation clusters/chapters.

NPAA (National Programme for Adoption of the
Acquis): North Macedonia's annual plan for adoption and
implementation of the acquis.

Screening: The analytical examination phase where the
Commission assesses a candidate country's legal and
institutional preparedness for each chapter.
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e MEA (Ministry for European Affairs): The lead national
institution coordinating North Macedonia's EU integration

process.
e Twinning: Direct administrative cooperation between EU MS’

and candidate countries.
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Executive Summary

The enlargement of the European Union stands as one of its most
transformative and geopolitically significant policies, aiming to unite
European countries within a shared political and economic
framework. Rooted in the Treaty on European Union’ (Article 49) and
anchored by the Copenhagen Criteria >, EU enlargement has
historically proven to be a powerful catalyst for peace, stability,
democracy and economic reforms across the continent. Accession is
inherently conditional and merit-based, involving a complex interplay
among EU institutions® - most notably the European Council, the
Council of the EU, the European Commission and specialized bodies
such as COREPER and COELA - all of which have defined roles in
guiding, monitoring and deciding upon each stage of the process.

This handbook provides negotiators and civil servants in the Western
Balkans - particularly in North Macedonia — with a practical roadmap
to navigate the evolving accession process. It explains the legal
foundations, institutional procedures and historical context of EU
enlargement, as well as the current priorities shaped by the
contemporary geopolitical landscape. Russia’s full-scale invasion of
Ukraine has conferred new strategic urgency on enlargement,
propelling the EU to accelerate engagement with the Western Balkans,
Ukraine and Moldova. This shift has led to unprecedented financial
and reform support mechanisms, such as the EU Growth Plan for the
Western Balkans (2024-2027)*, the Ukraine Facility and Moldova’s
Reform and Growth Plan, designed to deliver tangible benefits well
before full membership.

The accession process itself has evolved significantly. The 2020
Enhanced Methodology ° introduced a more credible, politically

" https://eur-lex.europa.eu/resource.html?uri=cellar:2bf140bf-a3f8-4ab2-b506-
fd71826e6da6.0023.02/DOC_1&format=PDF

2 https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-
content/EN/TXT/?uri=legissum:accession_criteria_copenhague

3 https://european-union.europa.eu/institutions-law-budget/institutions-and-
bodies/types-institutions-and-bodies_en

4 https://enlargement.ec.europa.eu/2023-communication-new-growth-plan-
western-balkans_en

5 https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52020DC0057

6
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steered, dynamic and predictable framework, emphasizing a
“fundamentals first” approach. Under this model, critical reforms in
rule of law, democratic institutions and economic governance are
frontloaded and must be sustained throughout negotiations®. The
methodology groups 33’ chapters (out of 35 chapters that needs to be
negotiated) of EU law into six thematic clusters, enabling more
strategic progress while incorporating reversibility mechanisms —such
as corrective measures triggered through Reverse Qualified Majority
Voting-RQMV? - if a candidate country fails to uphold commitments.

For North Macedonia, this handbook details the unique trajectory of its
EU path. Although the screening phase concluded in December 2023,
North Macedonia’s accession negotiations remain at a critical
juncture, with the opening of clusters contingent upon fulfilling key
constitutional reforms and maintaining momentum on fundamental
benchmarks.

Beyond institutional procedures, the handbook underscores the
multiple benefits of EU accession: enhanced economic growth,
greater geopolitical security, modernization of governance and
improved quality of life for citizens. However, it also highlights the
substantial adjustment costs, the need for sustained reforms and the
internal adaptation required within the EU itself to preserve its
capacity to absorb new members.

By clarifying procedures, best practices and strategic considerations,
this guide equips negotiators and civil servants to engage confidently
in the accession process, helping to ensure that North Macedonia’s
European perspective is transformed into a shared reality.

8 https://idscs.org.mk/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/Final-Commentary-Dragan-
Tilev.pdf

7In line with the new Enhanced methodology for accession negotiations from 2020,
33 chapters are covered with the negotiations for North Macedonia, Albania, Ukraine
and Moldova (B&H and Kosovo) and 35 chapters are negotiated with Montenegro and
Serbia

8 RQMV is a novelty introduced with the Enhanced Methodology for those countries
that have opened negotiations after 2020, while only QMV applies in the case of
Montenegro and Serbia

7
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1. Introduction to EU Enlargement

Enlargement defines the process by which new countries accede to
the European Union, a phenomenon that has repeatedly reshaped
both the Union and its new Member States throughout its history. The
overarching objective of this policy is to integrate European nations
into a shared political and economic project, guided by the Union's
core values and subject to rigorous conditions. Historically,
enlargement has proven to be an exceptionally effective tool for
fostering political, economic and social reforms, thereby
consolidating peace, stability and democracy across Europe. This
expansion also significantly enhances the EU's presence and
influence on the global stage.

The significance of enlargement for peace, stability and prosperity in
Europe cannot be overstated. It has demonstrably contributed to the
spread of these foundational principles across the continent.
Recognized as one of the EU's most successful foreign policy and
geopolitical instruments, enlargement has been instrumental in the
transition of new Member States towards democracy and market
economies. This process was particularly vital in overcoming the
ideological divisions imposed by the Cold War, representing a decisive
stride towards greater stability and shared prosperity for the entire
continent.

The role of enlargement has dynamically evolved over time, reflecting
shifting geopolitical realities. Initially, the impetus for European
integration was primarily economic cooperation, envisioned to reduce
conflict in the aftermath of World War Il. The fall of the Berlin Wall and
the dissolution of the Soviet Union in the late 20-th century imbued
enlargement with a new, profound purpose: the reunification of the
continent and the stabilization of Central and Eastern European
countries. Officially, since 2003 Thessalonica Summit, the Union's
enlargement policy aims to integrate the Western Balkan countries
into the EU. While Croatia is already a member, Albania, Bosnia and
Herzegovina, Montenegro, North Macedonia and Serbia have
candidate status, with negotiations underway. Kosovo has also
applied for membership. More recently, Russia's full-scale invasion of
Ukraine has fundamentally reshaped the discourse surrounding EU

8
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enlargement, explicitly elevating it to a "geopolitical instrument" and a
"strategic necessity”. This marks a notable evolution from a
predominantly technical and reform-driven process to one
increasingly influenced by external security and strategic
considerations. This heightened geopolitical imperative has the
potential to accelerate accession processes for strategically vital
countries such as Ukraine and Moldova. Such acceleration, however,
necessitates that the EU itself undertakes essential internal reforms to
maintain its "absorption capacity" and decision-making efficiency with
an expanded membership.
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2. Legal Basis for EU Enlargement

The framework for EU enlargement is firmly anchored in the
foundational treaties of the European Union, supplemented by a set of
rigorously defined criteria that guide the accession process.

2.1. Treaty on European Union (TEU)

The Treaty on European Union® provides the primary legal pillars for
enlargement:

Article 49 TEU: This article serves as the cornerstone of the
enlargement process, stipulating the conditions under which
states may apply for membership. It explicitly states that "Any
European State which respects the values referred to in Article
2 and is committed to promoting them may apply to become a
member of the Union." The application is formally addressed
to the Council, which then acts unanimously following
consultation with the European Commission and after
receiving the consent of the European Parliament.
Furthermore, an accession treaty may include "adjustments”
to the existing Treaties, reflecting the necessary modifications
entailed by the integration of a new Member State.

Article 2 TEU: This article describes the fundamental values
upon which the European Union is founded. These values are
paramount and aspiring members must demonstrate a deep
commitment to them. The values enshrined in Article 2 TEU
include human dignity, freedom, democracy, equality, the rule
of law and respect for human rights, including the rights of
persons belonging to minorities.

2.2. Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union (TFEU)

While Article 49 TEU directly outlines the legal basis for accession, the
Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union™ (TFEU) implicitly

® https://eur-lex.europa.eu/resource.html?uri=cellar:2bf140bf-a3f8-4ab2-b506-
fd71826e6da6.0023.02/DOC_1&format=PDF

0 https://eur-
lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=CELEX:12012E/TXT:en:PDF

10
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governs the practical implementation of EU law, known as the acquis
and the operational functioning of EU institutions. These aspects are
critical for an enlarged Union to operate effectively. For instance,
Article 240(1) TFEU, in conjunction with Article 16(7) TEU, defines the
preparatory role of the Committee of Permanent Representatives
(COREPER) for the Council of the European Union. The Treaty of
Lisbon, which significantly amended the EU's governing documents,
introduced profound changes to the composition and working
methods of the main EU institutions. These changes were partly
designed to ensure efficient policymaking and to prevent institutional
paralysis as the Union expanded with new Member States.

2.3. The Copenhagen Criteria'" (1993)

The Copenhagen Criteria, established by the European Council in
Copenhagenin 1993 and reinforced by the Madrid European Council
in 1995, are indispensable for any candidate or potential candidate
country's EU integration process. These criteria comprise three
principal sets of conditions:

e Political Criteria: This necessitates the stability of institutions
guaranteeing democracy, the rule of law, human rights and
respect for and protection of minorities. This includes the
establishment of functional democratic governance,
characterized by free elections, the right to form political
parties, fair access to free press and an independent judiciary.

e Economic Criteria: This requires the existence of a
functioning market economy and the capacity to cope with
competitive pressure and market forces within the EU.

e Ability to take on the obligations of membership
(Acquis): This refers to the candidate country's capacity to
adopt and effectively implement the entire body of EU law
(the acquis) and adherence to the aims of political, economic
and monetary union. The acquisis a constantly evolving
corpus of common rights and obligations, encompassing
treaty content, legislation, case law, declarations, resolutions,

11 https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-
content/EN/TXT/?uri=legissum:accession_criteria_copenhague

11
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common foreign and security policy instruments and
international agreements.

Beyond these three pillars, a crucial additional criterion agreed upon
by the European Council in December 2006'? is the EU's absorption
capacity. This criterion emphasizes the Union's own ability to
integrate new members without compromising its effective
functioning or the momentum of its ongoing integration. This implies
that the EU itself must adapt its institutions and decision-making
processes to accommodate new Member States.

The legal framework for enlargement is not static; it is a dynamic and
evolving construct. While Article 49 TEU provides the foundational
principle, the Copenhagen Criteria significantly elaborate on the
practical requirements for membership. The later introduction of the
"absorption capacity" criterion reflects the EU's internal
considerations about its ability to function effectively with an
expanding membership. This continuous refinement, including the
"fine-tuned methodology for negotiations adopted in 2020” "3,
underscores that the EU's enlargement policy is a living document,
adapting to past experiences and internal institutional needs. The
current emphasis on a "fundamentals first" approach for candidate
countries directly stems from lessons learned, aiming to pre-empt any
potential "backsliding" on democratic values or undue institutional
strain within the Union. This ongoing adaptation signifies that the
accession process is not merely a checklist for aspiring members but
also serves as a catalyst for internal EU reform. The Union's ability to
integrate new members is as critical as the candidates' readiness. This
suggests that future enlargements will likely be accompanied by
continuous debates and potential reforms within the EU itself,
ensuring its sustained effectiveness and legitimacy.

2 https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/pres_06_352
3 https://enlargement.ec.europa.eu/enhancing-accession-process-credible-eu-
perspective-western-balkans_en

12
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3. Rules of Procedure on Enlargement within EU
Institutions

The EU enlargement process is a multi-stage endeavour involving a
complex interplay of various European Union institutions, each with
distinct but interconnected roles.

3.1. The European Council

The European Council', comprising the Heads of State or Government
of the Member States, its own President and the President of the
European Commission, plays a decisive role in the enlargement
process. It is the ultimate decision-making body on the strategic
direction of enlargement. Its fundamental role, as defined in Article
15(1) TEU, is to "provide the Union with the necessary impetus for its
development” and to define its "general political directions and
priorities".

o Defining Eligibility Conditions: The Lisbon Treaty formally
tasked the European Council with setting up the eligibility
conditions for the accession process.

e Granting Candidate Status: Based on a recommendation
from the Commission, the European Council unanimously
decides whether to grant a country candidate status.

e Decision to open accession negotiations: Following a
favourable opinion from the Commission, it is the European
Council, by unanimity, that ultimately decides whether or not
to open accession negotiations with a candidate country.

e Decision on opening and closing negotiation
chapters/clusters: While the Council of the EU formally acts
on these, the strategic impetus and any major political
decisions about the pace and content of negotiations often
originate from the European Council, requiring its consensus.

e Overall political guidance: The European Council provides
political guidance and sets the overall policy priorities for
enlargement, especially when geopolitical considerations are
at play, as seen with Ukraine and Moldova.

4 https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/european-council/
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e Concluding negotiations: Once all chapters are provisionally
closed, the European Council adopts a decision on the closure
of negotiations, leading to the drafting of the accession treaty.

¢ Unanimous Approving of the Accession Treaty: The final
accession treaty, detailing the terms and conditions of
membership, requires the consent of the European Parliament
and the unanimous approval of the European Council.

Historically, the European Council has played an even broader,
informal role in shaping enlargement policy. It established the pivotal
Copenhagen criteria in 1993 and has consistently influenced the
timeline of accession processes. Furthermore, it actively addresses
the necessary internal EU reforms to ensure effective institutional
functioning with an expanded membership. Recent geopolitical
developments, notably Russia's war against Ukraine, have propelled
enlargement back to the forefront of the European Council's agenda,
underscoring its importance for achieving the EU's geostrategic
objectives.

3.2. Presidency of the Council of the EU

The Presidency of the Council of the EU"®, held by a different Member
State every six months, plays a crucial facilitating and coordinating
role in the enlargement process.

e Chairing Council meetings: The Presidency chairs the
relevant  Council configurations where enlargement
discussions take place (e.g., General Affairs Council, Foreign
Affairs Council), apart from the Foreign Affairs Council which
is chaired by the High Representative.

o Setting the agenda: It sets the agenda for Council meetings
and prioritizes enlargement-related discussions, including
developing an 18-month program in coordination with the High
Representative and the preceding/succeeding presidencies.

e Mediating and building consensus: The Presidency actively
seeks to build consensus among Member States on various
aspects of the enlargement process, including
opening/closing chapters, providing financial assistance and

'S https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/council-eu/presidency-council-eu/
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defining common positions, working out compromises to
resolve difficulties.

Representing the Council: It stands for the Council in
relations with the European Commission, the European
Parliament and the candidate countries.

Organizing intergovernmental conferences: The Presidency
is responsible for organizing the intergovernmental
conferences (IGCs) where accession negotiations formally
take place, involving ministers and ambassadors from EU
governments and the candidate country and presents the
agreed General EU Position in the first IGC.

Parliamentary Dimension: The Presidency parliament is
responsible for organizing meetings, preparing agendas,
background notes and final documents (conclusions,
contributions, declarations) for interparliamentary meetings
related to enlargement. The Presidency also plays a role in
brokering inter-institutional compromises.

3.3. The Council of the EU

The Council of the European Union'®, composed of ministers from
each Member State, is the main decision-making body in the day-to-
day management of the enlargement process.

Application and Opinion: When a country wishes to join the
EU, it submits its membership application to the Council,
which then formally requests the European Commission to
give an opinion on the merits of the application considering the
membership criteria.

Adopting negotiating frameworks: Membership negotiations
cannot begin until all EU governments, acting through a
unanimous decision by the Council, agree on a framework or
mandate for negotiations with the candidate country, based on
a draft proposed by the European Commission.

Deciding on opening-closing negotiation chapters-
clusters: The Council decides by unanimity, based on the
Commission's recommendations, whether to open and

'8 https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/council-eu/
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provisionally close negotiation chapters or clusters. This often
follows in-depth discussions within preparatory bodies.
Namely, the Council sets "opening benchmarks" for chapters
or clusters of chapters, which must be met before negotiations
in those areas can begin. Similarly, "interim benchmarks" in
the case of Rule of Law and "closing benchmarks" for chapters
and Fundamentals cluster are set and no individual
chapter/cluster is considered closed wuntil every EU
government is satisfied with the candidate's progress in that
policy field, based on the Commission's analysis. The entire
negotiation process concludes only when all 33 (35)
negotiating chapters and three areas (Economic criteria,
Functioning democratic institutions and Public administration
reforms), grouped under six thematic clusters, are closed.

Monitoring progress: Throughout the negotiations, the
Commission continuously checks the candidate's progress in
applying EU legislation and meeting its commitments, keeping
the Council informed through regular reports and
communications. The Council receives and discusses the
Commission's annual enlargement packages and progress
reports, assessing the candidate countries' reform efforts.
Approving the Accession Treaty: Once negotiations are
complete, the accession treaty, which details the terms and
conditions of membership, must be approved by the European
Commission the European Council and the European
Parliament and then signed and ratified by all EU Member
States and the acceding country. The Council's unanimous
approvalis required for this final step.

3.4. COREPER (Committee of Permanent Representatives)

COREPER "7, the Committee of Permanent Representatives, is
composed of the heads or deputy heads of mission from EU Member
States in Brussels, holding the status of ambassador to the European
Union. Its defined role is to prepare the agenda for the ministerial
meetings of the Council of the European Union. COREPER occupies a

7 https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/council-eu/preparatory-bodies/coreper-i/
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pivotal position in the EU's decision-making system by coordinating
and preparing all Council meetings and endeavouring to find
agreement at its level before submitting proposals for adoption by the

Council.

COREPER is divided into two parts:

COREPER IlI: Is comprising of the Permanent Representatives
(ambassadors), COREPER Il primarily handles political,
financial and foreign policy issues. Given that enlargement
policy is a significant foreign policy and political matter, much
of its preparatory work falls under COREPER II's purview. This
includes preparing for the General Affairs and Foreign Affairs
Council configurations.

COREPER I: Comprising of Deputy Permanent
Representatives, COREPER | largely deals with social and
economic issues, preparing for Council configurations such as
Employment, Competitiveness, Transport, Agriculture,
Environment and Education. This is crucial for aligning
candidate countries' legislation with the acquisin these
specific policy areas.

Preparations for COREPER's weekly meetings are conducted the day
before by two specialized groups of high-ranking diplomats:

Mertens Group'®: Prepares the agenda for COREPER I.

Antici Group™: Prepares the agenda for COREPER Il. These
groups review their respective agendas, settle technical and
organizational details and form an initial understanding of the
positions various delegations will take, which is essential for
pre-negotiation consensus-building.

'8 https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/mpo/2018/3/mertens-group-

(264782)/
9 https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/mpo/2023/9/antici-group-
(333981)/
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3.5. COELA (Working Party on Enlargement and Countries Negotiating
Accession to the EU)

COELA® is a specialized working party under the Council of the EU,
composed of experts from the Member States' Permanent
Representations. It is the frontline body for technical discussions on
enlargement. Its specific responsibilities are integral to the detailed
progression of accession negotiations:

e Detailed examination of candidate countries'
progress: COELA thoroughly examines the Commission's
screening reports and progress reports, delving into the
technical details of the candidate countries' alignment with
the acquis.

e Drafting common positions: It drafts the EU's common
positions for each negotiation chapter or cluster of the acquis,
reflecting the consensus among Member States on the
benchmarks and requirements for the candidate country.

¢ Facilitating technical negotiations: COELA's work directly
informs the intergovernmental conferences, providing a
detailed basis for negotiations. It also provides vital
supervisory and facilitating roles in the implementation of
reforms by candidate countries and coordinates support
efforts.

The institutional architecture governing EU enlargement is a highly
structured, multi-layered process. The European Council sets the
overarching political direction, the Council of the EU makes formal
decisions, COREPER meticulously prepares these decisions at a
technical level and COELA focuses specifically on the intricacies of
enlargement negotiations and monitoring.

This division of labour is desighed to ensure efficiency and
thoroughnessin a complex process. However, a significant procedural
challenge arises from the recurring requirement for unanimity at
critical junctures—such as granting candidate status, opening and
closing negotiations and approving the final accession treaty. This
unanimity requirement means that any single Member State can

20 https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/council-eu/preparatory-bodies/working-
party-enlargement-countries-negotiating-accession-eu/
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potentially block or delay the entire process due to bilateral disputes,
domestic political concerns, or other national interests. This creates a
fundamental tension between the increasing geopolitical urgency of
enlargement, particularly for countries like Ukraine and Moldova and
the procedural bottleneck of unanimity. The "revised methodology"
for the Western Balkans and the push for accelerated processes for
Ukraine and Moldova can be understood as attempts to navigate or
mitigate this inherent challenge. These approaches may involve front-
loading benefits or emphasizing the strategic necessity of accession
over strict adherence to traditional timelines, thereby seeking to
overcome potential blockages and keep momentum.
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4. Short Chronology of the Enlargement Process
with Elaborated Benefits

The European Union has undergone numerous enlargements since its
start, each wave contributing to its evolving political, economic and
social landscape. The Union originated with six founding members in
1951 (European Coal and Steel Community) and 1957 (European
Economic Community and European Atomic Energy Community):
Belgium, France, Germany, Italy, Luxembourg and the Netherlands.
Since then, 22 additional countries have joined the EU, bringing the
total number to 28 and one has exited?' the Union (United Kingdom).
Now the Union has 27 member states.

Each wave of enlargement has brought significant benefits, both for
the acceding countries and for the Union as a whole.

4.1. Chronology of Key Enlargements and Their Benefits?*:

e 1957: Founding Members (Belgium, France, Germany, ltaly,
Luxembourg, Netherlands):

o Benefit: Established the European Economic Community
(EEC), laying the foundation for peace, economic
integration and preventing future conflicts in Europe
through shared economic interests.

e 1973: First Enlargement (Denmark, Ireland, United Kingdom):

o Benefit: Expanded the common market, increased
economic power and brought in new perspectives and
diverse economies, strengthening the EEC's global
standing. It was a relatively easier round of enlargement
with no major cultural differences.

e 1981: Second Enlargement (Greece):

o Benefit: Supported the consolidation of democracy in
Greece after a period of military rule, proving the EEC's
commitment to democratic values in Southern Europe. It
also aimed to diminish US dependency and strengthen the
Mediterranean character of the Community.

21 https://ec.europa.eu/newsroom/councileu/items/663312/en
22 https://enlargement.ec.europa.eu/enlargement-policy/6-27-members_en
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1986: Third Enlargement (Spain, Portugal):

(¢]

Benefit: Further consolidated democracy in Southern
Europe following authoritarian regimes. Opened up new
markets and contributed to economic convergence,
reinforcing stability in the Mediterranean. Structural funds
were crucial for modernizing infrastructure and
economies, leading to significant per capita income
growth. It also helped end their international isolation and
normalize relations with European neighbours.

1995: Fourth Enlargement (Austria, Finland, Sweden):

(o]

2004:

Benefit: Brought in economically advanced, highly
democratic and environmentally conscious countries,
strengthening the EU's economic competitiveness and its
commitment to high social and environmental standards.
It enhanced the political, economic and cultural
community and improved the Union in terms of political
openness and democratic standards.

"Big Bang" Enlargement (Cyprus, Czech Republic,

Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Malta, Poland, Slovakia,
Slovenia):

O

Benefit: A historic step to unite a continent divided by the
Cold War. Promoted peace, stability and democracy
across Central and Eastern Europe. Created the world's
largest single market, boosting trade, investment and
economic growth for all members. Enhanced Europe's
geopolitical weight. Significant economic growth for new
members (e.g., Polish and Maltese economies more than
doubled), increased trade for existing members (e.g.,
Spanish exports doubled) and job creation (6 million new
jobs in EU10 countries). Improved quality of life,
environmental protection and increased life expectancy.

2007: Sixth Enlargement (Bulgaria, Romania):

o

Benefit: Extended the zone of stability and prosperity to
the Black Sea region, further consolidating democratic and
economic reforms in Southeastern Europe. This
contributed to significant positive effects on economic
growth, with real GDP per capita increasing substantially.

2013: Seventh Enlargement (Croatia):

(o]

Benefit: Acrucial step in anchoring the Western Balkans in
the EU, promoting rule of law reforms and regional
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cooperation. Croatia achieved its strategic goals, reduced
its development gap, saw increased GDP per capita,
doubled exports and a drop in unemployment. It also
benefited from significant EU aid for reconstruction and
recovery.

4.2. Elaborate Benefits of Enlargement®

The narrative of EU enlargement is consistently framed as a "win-win
strategy" that yields "significant positive effects" for both new and
existing Member States. This perspective is strongly supported by
evidence of increased trade, robust economic growth and substantial
job creation across the Union. However, a closer examination reveals
important nuances to this generally positive outcome. The benefits,
while significant, are not always immediate or uniformly distributed
and acceding countries often face considerable adjustment costs.

28 https://european-union.europa.eu/principles-countries-history/achievements_en
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Peace and Stability: Enlargement has profoundly contributed
to the spread of peace, stability and democracy across the
European continent. It functions as a unifying force,
particularly in regions like the Western Balkans, by integrating
diverse ethnic groups into a larger framework and transforming
accession countries into full democracies, thereby reducing
the likelihood of conflict.

Democracy Promotion: A fundamental goal and a consistent
outcome of enlargement, especially for countries transitioning
from authoritarian rule. Examples include Greece, Spain and
Portugal, where EU membership acted as a powerful catalyst
for democratic consolidation.

Stronger Global Voice and Influence: An enlarged EU gains
increased prosperity and opportunities, translating into a more
powerful voice on the world stage. Expansion of its territory,
economy, population and defense industrial base collectively
enhances the EU's geopolitical weight.

Enhanced Security: Enlargement extends the area of liberty,
security and the rule of law to new Member States, bolstering
the fight against organized and international crime,
standardizing asylum policies and improving capabilities in
justice and home affairs. This directly contributes to overall
European security.

Access to Single Market and Increased Trade: New
members gain comprehensive access to the EU's single
market, leading to a significant increase in trade, funding and
investment. Trade between existing and new Member States,
for instance, grew almost threefold during the pre-accession
process. The EU's global international trade expanded by €3
trillion since the 2004 enlargement, reaching €5 trillion in 2023.
Economic Growth and Convergence: EU membership has
been shown to increase per capita income by over 30% for new
members, while existing members also benefited with an
average income per capita approximately 10% higher. The
2004 enlargement saw the EU10 economies among the fastest
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growing, with their GDP per capita improving significantly
relative to the EU average.

Increased Funding and Investment: Acceding countries
receive substantial increases in funding and investment.
Structural funds proved highly beneficial for Spain and
Portugal in modernizing their infrastructure and economies.
Job Creation: The accession process has directly contributed
to job creation, with examples including 3 million new jobs
generated between 2002 and 2008 in Central and Eastern
European countries. Out of 26 million new jobs created across
the EU in the last 20 years, 6 million were in the 10 new EU
countries that joined in 2004.

Access to Critical Raw Materials: Enlargement provides
greater access to key inputs like critical raw materials, such as
copper in Cyprus, cobalt in Czech Republic, rare earths in
Lithuania and nickel in Slovakia, enhancing the
competitiveness of European industries.

Freedom of Movement: A fundamental benefit, granting
citizens the freedom to live, study, or work anywhere in the EU.
Over 2.7 million people from the 2004 accession countries
have taken part in the Erasmus+ program, fostering
educational and cultural exchange.

Improved Quality of Life and Higher Standards: The EU has
made significant advancements in social rights, public health,
environmental protection, waste management, consumer
rights and product safety, leading to an overallimprovementin
citizens' quality of life. New Member States have not only
benefited from these higher standards but have also actively
contributed to shaping them.

Cultural Diversity: Enlargement enriches the Union with
greater cultural diversity.

Innovation and Research: Numerous research
breakthroughs and creative innovations have occurred across
the EU, often because of cooperation between researchers
from long-standing and newer Member States, supported by
EU financial assistance.
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While the overall positive impact of enlargement is undeniable, the
realization of these benefits is a long-term process that requires
substantial internal reforms and adjustments by new Member States.
Some sources indicate that benefits can be "unevenly
distributed" and that acceding countries may incur "significant costs"
in adapting to the acquis, particularly in areas like environmental
policy. Challenges such as "brain drain" and "unfinished political
and socio-economic transformation"in some new members
suggest that the benefits are not always immediate or equally shared.
Persistent issues like corruption and limitations in institutional
capacity can hinder full integration and the realization of potential
gains. This complexity implies that the success of integration is not
guaranteed by membership alone; it depends heavily on sustained
effort and effective governance within the acceding countries, coupled
with continuous support and adaptation from the EU.

Future enlargements will undoubtedly present their own set of

adjustment costs and need robust monitoring to ensure that the
promised benefits are fully realized for all involved.
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5. Current Enlargement Focus: Western Balkans,
Ukraine and Moldova

The current enlargement agenda?* places a strong emphasis on the
Western Balkans, alongside the new strategic imperative of integrating
Ukraine and Moldova.

5.1. Western Balkans (**Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Kosovo,
Montenegro, North Macedonia, Serbia)

The EU's commitment to the European perspective of the Western
Balkans is long-standing. Their integration is seen as crucial for the
stability, security and prosperity of the entire continent.

Benefits for the Western Balkans:

e Stabilisation and Association Process 2 (SAP): Provides a
framework for political, institutional, legal (SAA-Stabilization and
Association Agreement) and economic reforms, bringing countries
closer to EU standards.

e Rule of Law and Governance : Stronger emphasis on
fundamental reforms in judiciary, anti-corruption and organized
crime, which are essential for attracting investment and fostering
sustainable development.

e Economic Integration ?® : Access to the EU single market,
increased trade and investment opportunities. The IPA
(Instrument for Pre-accession Assistance), National and Multi-
country assistance, the EU's Economic and Investment Plan for
the Western Balkans? (and the subsequent Growth Plan for the
Western Balkans) aims to unlock significant financial assistance
and bring some of the benefits of the single market before full

27

24 https://commission.europa.eu/topics/eu-enlargement_en

% |n alphabetical order

2 https://eur-lex.europa.eu/EN/legal-content/glossary/stabilisation-and-
association-process.html

27 https://enlargement.ec.europa.eu/enlargement-policy/policy-highlights/rule-
law_en

28 https://enlargement.ec.europa.eu/enlargement-policy/policy-
highlights/economic-governance_en

2 https://www.wbif.eu/eip
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accession. This plan focuses on connectivity, human capital,
digital transformation and green agenda.

The EU Growth Plan for the Western Balkans 2024-
2027°%°: Adopted by the European Commission in November 2023,
this plan aims to accelerate the region's integration into the EU
single market, enhance regional cooperation, drive governance
and rule of law reforms and significantly boost EU financial
support. A key strength of the plan is its provision of "tangible
benefits before full accession," offering stronger incentives for
reform implementation.

- Financial Allocations: The plan is underpinned by a new
Reform and Growth Facility (RGF) for the Western Balkans,
providing a substantial €6 billion for the period 2024-2027.
This includes €2 billion in grants and €4 billion in
concessional loans, with payments strictly conditioned on
the implementation of specific socio-economic and
fundamental reforms. Funds are allocated based on a
formula considering GDP, population and other criteria.

- Key Areas of Reform and Integration: The Growth Plan
focuses on seven priority areas for integration into the EU's
single market: free movement of goods, services and
workers; access to the Single Euro Payments Area (SEPA);
easier road transport; decarbonization and energy market
integration; a common digital market and integration into
industrial supply chains. It also actively promotes the
Common Regional Market within the Western Balkans,
seeing it as a crucial stepping-stone to EU single market
opportunities.

Regional Cooperation®, including Berlin Process**: Encourages
overcoming historical disputes and fostering good neighbourly
relations, crucial for long-term stability and economic
development within the region.

30 https://enlargement.ec.europa.eu/enlargement-policy/growth-plan-western-
balkans_en

31 https://enlargement.ec.europa.eu/enlargement-policy/policy-highlights/regional-
cooperation_en

32 https://www.berlinprocess.de/
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¢ Infrastructure Development: Significant EU funding for transport
and energy infrastructure projects, connecting the region with the
EU and within itself.

e People-to-people contacts:Increased opportunities for
education, cultural exchange and professional development
through EU programs.

Current Status and Challenges®®: The Western Balkans face ongoing
challenges related to rule of law, good governance, economic
competitiveness and unresolved bilateral issues. While North
Macedonia and Albania opened accession negotiations in July 2022
and Bosnia and Herzegovina in March 2024, the pace of reforms
remains critical. Kosovo submitted its application in December 2022.
Serbia and Montenegro have been negotiating for a longer period.

EU Enlargement Progress 2024-2025
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33 https://parleu2025.pl/wp-content/uploads/2025/05/EN_23May_Background-
note_Session_IV.pdf
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5.2. Ukraine®*

Ukraine's application for EU membership in February 2022, following
Russia's full-scale invasion, marked a pivotal moment, leading to its
candidate status in June 2022 and the decision to open accession
negotiations in December 2023, with the first intergovernmental
conference held in June 2024.

e Security and Stability: EU membership provides a powerful
anchor for Ukraine's long-term security, sovereignty and territorial
integrity, offering a strong deterrent against future aggression.

e Rule of Law and Democratic Reforms: The accession process
provides a robust framework for strengthening democratic
institutions, combating corruption and aligning with EU
standards, which are vital for a resilient and prosperous future.

e Economic Integration: Access to the EU single market will be
transformative for Ukraine's economy, boosting trade, attracting
investment and fostering modernization, particularly in sectors
like agriculture and technology.

e Social Cohesion: Integration into the EU system can help
address internal divisions and promote national unity.

e Human Capital: Opportunities for Ukrainians to access EU
education, healthcare and labour markets, fostering human
development and potentially mitigating demographic challenges.

e Reconstruction and Recovery: The EU has established the
Ukraine Facility **, a dedicated financial assistance program
providing up to €50 billion in stable and predictable financing for
the period 2024-2027. This funding aims to support Ukraine's
state budget, stimulate investment and provide technical
assistance for comprehensive reforms.

- Financial Scope: The €50 billion is structured into three main
pillars: €38.27 billion for direct state budget support
(including €33 billion in concessional loans and €5.27 billion

34 https://enlargement.ec.europa.eu/european-neighbourhood-policy/countries-
region/ukraine_en

35 https://enlargement.ec.europa.eu/funding-technical-assistance/ukraine-
facility_en
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in grants), €6.97 billion for an Investment Fund to stimulate

priority sector investments and €4.76 billion for technical and

administrative support.

- Objectives and Key Reform Pillars: The Ukraine Facility Plan
outlines Ukraine's vision for recovery, reconstruction and
modernization, alongside a timetable for reforms as part of its
EU accession process. Reforms are grouped into three
blocks:
= Basic Reforms (Underlying Enablers): Public

administration reform, public financial management,
judicial system reform and the fight against corruption
and money laundering.

] Economic Reforms: Financial markets, management of
public assets, human capital development, business
environment improvements and
decentralization/regional policy.

= KeySectors: Energy, transport and export logistics, agri-
food, critical raw materials, entrepreneurship/SME
development, information technologies and green
transition/environmental protection.

Challenges: The ongoing war presents immense challenges to
Ukraine's ability to implement reforms and absorb the acquis.
However, the EU has acknowledged Ukraine's remarkable progress in
reforms despite the war, demonstrating its strong commitment to the
European path. The unanimity requirement at various stages means
Ukraine can be held back by any single EU government, as
demonstrated by Hungary's blocking of the first cluster due to minority
rights concerns. Agricultural issues, particularly with Poland, are also
a potential sticking point due to Ukraine's highly efficient agricultural
production.

5.3. Moldova®®

Moldova, like Ukraine, applied for EU membership in March 2022 and
was granted candidate status in June 2022, with accession

3¢ https://enlargement.ec.europa.eu/european-neighbourhood-policy/countries-
region/moldova_en
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negotiations opening in December 2023 and the first
intergovernmental conference held in June 2024.

Strengthening Sovereignty and Resilience: EU membership
offers Moldova a critical bulwark against external interference and
strengthens its democratic and economic resilience, particularly
in the face of Russian influence and the impact of the war in
Ukraine.

Rule of Law and Good Governance: The accession process drives

fundamental reforms in justice, anti-corruption and public
administration, crucial for stability and investor confidence.

Economic Development: Enhanced trade relations, access to the

EU single market and significant financial assistance will stimulate

economic growth, reduce poverty and improve living standards.

Energy Security: Integration with the EU energy market and

support for renewable energy projects will reduce Moldova's
dependence on single energy suppliers.

Regional Integration: Strengthens Moldova's ties with other

European countries and promotes regional stability.

People-to-people benefits: Increased opportunities  for

education, research and cultural exchange.

The EU Reform and Growth Plan for Moldova ¥ : This plan
represents the largest EU financial support package since

Moldova's independence, aiming to boost its economy, provide

substantial financial assistance and accelerate reforms to bring

the country closer to EU membership.

- Financial Scope: The Reform and Growth Facility for
Moldova will provide €1.9 billion in financial support. This
includes a grant component of €520 million for investments,
technical assistance and credit guarantees and €1.5 billionin
loans.

- Objectives: The funding is contingent on a Reform Agenda
from Moldova outlining key socio-economic and
fundamental reforms to accelerate growth and convergence
with the EU. It covers all sectors vital for promoting economic
growth and integrating Moldova into the EU single market.

7 https://enlargement.ec.europa.eu/growth-plan-moldova-regulation_en
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Funds are released twice a year, based on requests and
verification of met conditions by the Commission. The plan
aims to double Moldova's economy by the end of the decade.

Challenges: Moldova faces significant challenges related to
corruption, judicial reform and geopolitical vulnerabilities, especially
in Transnistria. The country is also contending with hybrid actions and
continuous Russian interference. The EU's support is vital for Moldova
to overcome these obstacles and advance its European integration.
Moldova's candidacy is often seen as effectively tied to Ukraine's,
meaning progress can be stalled if Ukraine's path faces hurdles.
Political polarization within Moldova, with a narrow margin of public
support for EU integration, also poses a challenge.
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6. The Evolving Accession Process: Enhanced
Methodology and New Generation Negotiating
Frameworks

The European Union's approach to enlargement is not static; it
continuously adapts to lessons learned from past accessions and
evolving geopolitical realities. The introduction of the Enhanced
Methodology for Accession Negotiations in 2020 and the
subsequent new generation of Negotiating Frameworks?® reflect this
dynamic evolution.

6.1. The Enhanced Methodology for Accession Negotiations (2020)

Adopted by the European Commission on February 5, 2020, the
Communication "Enhancing the accession process — A credible EU
perspective for the Western Balkans" * introduced a revised
methodology for accession negotiations. It represents a significant
recalibration of the EU's approach to integrating Western Balkan
countries. This methodology aims to reinvigorate the process based on
four key principles:

e More Credibility: This principle underscores a heightened focus
on fundamental reforms, particularly in areas such as the rule of
law, democratic institutions, public administration and economic
development. It calls for a more rigorous and objective
assessment of a candidate country's progress, ensuring that
reforms are not merely superficial but lead to tangible and lasting
changes. The emphasis is on the quality and depth of reforms,
particularly in the foundational areas.

e Stronger Political Steer: This involves elevating the political
dimension of the accession process. It mandates more frequent
high-level political dialogue between the EU and candidate
countries, including regular Intergovernmental Conferences at the
ministerial level. The aim is to provide clearer strategic guidance,

38 Accession negotiation frameworks are the foundational documents guiding a
country's journey towards joining the European Union.

3 https://enlargement.ec.europa.eu/document/download/ef0547a9-c063-4225-
b1b4-93ff9027d0c0_en?filename=enlargement-methodology_en.pdf
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maintain political commitment at the highest levels and ensure
that the process remains politically driven rather than purely
technical.

¢ More Dynamic Process: The methodology seeks to accelerate
integration by allowing for "phasing in" to individual EU policies,
the EU market and EU programs. This integration is merit-based
and reversible, meaning that a country can gradually adopt parts
of the acquis and participate in EU initiatives even before full
membership. The focus is on removing technical barriers to trade
and leveraging areas where the candidate country already
possesses capacity for exports to the EU, fostering closer ties and
tangible benefits throughout the negotiation period.

e Greater Predictability: This principle aims to provide clearer
conditions for advancement, with well-defined benchmarks and a
transparent understanding of the consequences of both progress
and backsliding. It introduces explicit corrective measures to
ensure thatthe process is not a one-way street, providing clarity on
how the EU will respond to both achievements and reform
reversals.

This new approach is more complex and politically exposed than
previous methodologies, aiming to balance a political vision with strict
administrative requirements. It represents the fourth time the EU has
formally introduced new rules in accession negotiations, building on
experiences from 1998 (Copenhagen and Madrid criteria), 2005
(benchmarks for Croatia) and 2011 (strengthening rule of law
benchmarks for Montenegro and Serbia).

A key structural change introduced by the revised methodology is
the cluster approach. Instead of negotiating 35 (33) individual
chapters of the acquis (the body of common rights and obligations
binding on EU Member States) separately, these chapters are now
grouped into six thematic clusters. This aims to provide a more
holistic and strategic approach to reforms, fostering synergies across
related policy areas. The clusters are designed to facilitate a more
streamlined and coherent negotiation process. This significant shift
under the new methodology is the organization of negotiating chapters
into six thematic clusters instead of individual chapters. These
clusters are:
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Clustering of Chapters: A significant departure from older
frameworks (like those for Montenegro and Serbia) is the
organization of the 33 negotiation chapters into six thematic
clusters. These clusters are:

1.

Fundamentals (Cluster 1): Covers the rule of law,
fundamental rights, democratic institutions, public
administration reform and economic criteria. This
cluster is opened first and closed last, with progress in
this area determining the overall pace of negotiations,
reflecting a "fundamentals first" approach. Interim
benchmarks are set for the Rule of law only and no
other chapter can be provisionally closed before these
are met.

Internal Market (Cluster 2): Chapter 1 - Free
movement of goods, Chapter 2 - Freedom of
movement for workers, Chapter 3 - Right of
establishment and freedom to provide services,
Chapter 4 — Free movement of capital, Chapter 6 —
Company law, Chapter 7 — Intellectual property law,
Chapter 8 - Competition, Chapter 9 - Financial
services, Chapter 28 - Consumer and health
protection.

Competitiveness and Inclusive Growth (Cluster 3):
Chapter 10 - Digital transformation and media,
Chapter 16 - Taxation, Chapter 17 — Economic and
monetary policy, Chapter 19 - Social policy and
employment, Chapter 20 — Enterprise and industrial
policy, Chapter 25 - Science and research, Chapter 26
— Education and culture, Chapter 29 — Customs union.
Green Agenda and Sustainable Connectivity
(Cluster 4): Chapter 14 — Transport policy, Chapter 15
- Energy, Chapter 21 - Trans-European networks,
Chapter 27 - Environment and climate change.
Resources, Agriculture and Cohesion (Cluster 5):
Chapter 11 - Agriculture and rural development,
Chapter 12 - Food safety, veterinary and phytosanitary
policy, Chapter 13 - Fisheries and aquaculture,
Chapter 22 - Regional policy and coordination of
structural instruments, Chapter 33 - Financial and
budgetary provisions.
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6. External Relations (Cluster 6): Chapter 30 — External
relations, Chapter 31 — Foreign, security and defence
policy.

Outside Clusters: Chapter 34 - Institutions and Chapter 35 -

Other issues. These two chapters are part of the Negotiation

framework for Montenegro and Serbia, but was excluded from

the New Methodology under which Albania, North Macedonia
and Ukraine and Moldova are negotiating.

Negotiation Procedure: The framework outlines the

procedural steps, including screening, preparation of

negotiating positions, intergovernmental conferences and
provisional closing of chapters. The negotiation process is
structured around diverse types of benchmarks:

- Opening Benchmarks: These are specific conditions that
must be met by the candidate country before negotiations
on a particular chapter or cluster can formally commence.
They are often identified during the initial screening
process.

- Interim Benchmarks: For particularly critical chapters,
such as Chapter 23 (Judiciary and fundamental rights) and
Chapter 24 (Justice, freedom and security), the European
Commission proposes a distinct approach. These
chapters are intended to open based on the adoption of
comprehensive action plans, with interim benchmarks to
be met throughout their implementation. This continuous
monitoring ensures sustained reform efforts before final
closing benchmarks are set.

- Closing Benchmarks: These are the specific conditions
that the candidate country must fulfil to the satisfaction of
all EU Member States before negotiations in a particular
policy field can be definitively concluded.

The “Fundamentals” cluster (Cluster 1) is opened first and closed

last.

Progress in this cluster determines the overall pace of

negotiations, reflecting a "fundamentals first" approach. In the
context of EU accession negotiations, the "fundamentals first"
approach means that negotiations on the "Fundamentals" cluster,
which includes areas like the judiciary, fundamental rights, justice,
freedom, security and the functioning of democratic institutions, are
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opened first and closed last. This emphasis ensures that core reforms
are deeply embedded before other policy areas are fully integrated.

The methodology also introduces the principle of reversibility,
meaning that if a country fails to deliver quality and tangible results in
the reform process, it may fall back in the negotiation process,
including the suspension of negotiations or the re-opening of
previously closed chapters/clusters.

DIAGRAM: NEW Methodology for enhanced accession negotiations (6 clusters, 33 chapters, key stages)
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Diagram: source, Ministry for European Affairs (MEA)
6.2. New Generation of Negotiating Frameworks: A Comparison

General EU negotiating position and as part of it the Negotiating
Framework, is a document that outlines the guidelines and principles
for accession negotiations with each candidate country. It typically
consists of three parts: principles governing the negotiations, the
substance of the negotiations and the negotiation procedure.

The new generation of Negotiating Frameworks, applied to countries
like Albania, North Macedonia, Moldova and Ukraine, differs
significantly from those used for Montenegro and Serbia, reflecting the
principles of the 2020 Enhanced Methodology.
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¢ Negotiating Frameworks for Montenegro and Serbia (Older
Approach):

These frameworks were based on the traditional chapter-
by-chapter approach, where each of the
35 acquis chapters was negotiated individually.

While benchmarks were introduced, particularly for rule of
law chapters (23 and 24), the overall structure did not
formally involve (did not chang their Negotiating
framework) the clustering of chapters or the explicit
"fundamentals first" principle as seen in the new
methodology. Formally, Montenegro and Serbia accepted
the New Methodology, but that had no impact on their
negotiations neither to the decision-making procedures as
for the corrective measures.

Progress was assessed on a chapter-by-chapter basis and
while rule of law was prioritized, it did not explicitly govern
the pace of all other chapters to the same extent.

e Negotiating Frameworks for Albania, North Macedonia,
Moldova and Ukraine (New Generation):

These frameworks are built upon the lessons learned from
previous enlargements and explicitly incorporate the
revised EU enlargement methodology.
Clustering of Chapters: The most notable difference is
the grouping of the 33 (but not 35) chapters into six
thematic clusters, as detailed above.
"Fundamentals First" Principle: The frameworks
mandate that negotiations on the "Fundamentals" cluster
(Cluster 1) are opened first and closed last, with progress
in this area determining the overall pace of negotiations.
This means that even if a country makes rapid progress in
other clusters, the overall negotiation cannot conclude
until sufficient and sustained reforms in rule of law,
democracy and fundamental rights are achieved. Interim
benchmarks are set for Cluster 1 and no chapter will be
temporarily closed before these are met.
Fundamentals Cluster, apart from Chapters 23 and 24
combined as a Rule of Law, it introduces for the first time
ever, negotiations for the areas, Economic criteria
(governance), Functioning democratic institutions
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(political criteria) and public administration reforms
(capacity to cope with the Acquis),

Increased Political Steer: The new frameworks aim for a
stronger political steer, with regular EU-Western Balkan
Summits and annual Inter-Governmental Conferences
(IGCs) at the highest political level to take stock of
achievements and plan for the next year.

Reversibility Clause: The frameworks explicitly include
mechanisms for reversibility, allowing the EU to suspend
negotiations or re-open previously closed
chapters/clusters if a country backslides on reforms or
continuously violates fundamental EU values. The
decision-making procedure to trigger corrective measures
are very different from those applying for Montenegro and
Serbia.

Identical Frameworks for Ukraine and Moldova: The
negotiating frameworks adopted for Ukraine and Moldova
are "practically identical," reflecting a unified approach to
these new candidates.

The decision-making process embedded into the Negotiation
Framework(s) for North Macedonia, Albania, Ukraine and Moldova

have two levels:

e The first level that derives from the Treaty of the EU- unanimity*°,
under which rule all decisions will be taken concerns the opening
and closing of the negotiations, clusters, themes and chapters

(including opening, interim and closing benchmarks) and

e Thesecond level of decision-making process that derives fromthe
Council’s practice in implementing the Treaty, the RQMV- Reverse
Qualified Majority Voting *', under which rule the European
Commission or a member state (even one) in a duly motivated
case, can initiate procedure for corrective measures that will
enter into force in 90 days automatically. The initiative can be
Reversed (can be stopped) only with QMV within those 90 days

against the initiative.

40 https://eur-lex.europa.eu/EN/legal-content/glossary/unanimity.html
4T https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/E-7-2011-006709-
ASW_EN.html
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6.3. The EU General Negotiating Position for North Macedonia (July
2022)

As of July 2022, the European Union's General negotiating position
for North Macedonia is firmly rooted in the Enhanced Methodology
for Accession Negotiations (2020) and is articulated through a
specific Negotiating Framework. This framework, formally adopted on
18 July 2022 (Council of the EU conclusions), outlines the
comprehensive approach, procedures and conditionalities that
govern North Macedonia's path towards EU membership.

The EU's General Negotiating Position for North Macedonia“? is
primarily defined by its Negotiating Framework, which serves as the
blueprint for the entire accession process. This framework is
structured around the principles of the 2020 Enhanced Methodology,
aiming for a process thatis more credible, politically steered, dynamic
and predictable.

The core content of the Negotiating Framework includes:

e Principles Governing Negotiations: These principles
emphasize the merit-based nature of the accession process,
strict conditionality and the EU's founding values as enshrined
in Article 2 TEU. The framework is built upon lessons learned
from previous enlargements and ongoing negotiations,
incorporating the revised methodology and adapting to the
evolving nature of the acquis.

e Negotiation Content (The Acquis “*): The objective of the
negotiations is for North Macedonia to adopt,
comprehensively implement and enforce the entire body of EU

42 https://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-11364-2022-
INIT/en/pdf#:~:text=These%20interim%20benchmarks%20will%20specifically,funda
mentals'%20cluster%20as%20a%20whole.

43 https://enlargement.ec.europa.eu/enlargement-policy/glossary-old/chapters-
acquis-negotiating-chapters_en
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law, known as the acquis. The acquis is a constantly evolving
compendium of common rights and obligations, covering
treaty content, legislation, case law, declarations, resolutions,
common foreign and security policy instruments and
international agreements.

e Clustering of Chapters: A significant departure from older
frameworks (like those for Montenegro and Serbia) is the
organization of the 33 negotiation chapters into six thematic
clusters (in details explained above).
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Following the introduction of the revised methodology for
the accession negotiations in February 2020, negotiating
CIUSterS Of chapters are now divided in six thematic clusters:
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Negotiations on each cluster open as a whole - after the country fulfils the opening
benchmarks Each chapter will be dealt with individually with respect to its provisional closure
Negotiations on the fundamentals open first and close last, progress under the fundamentals’
cluster will determine the overall pace of negotiations. If there is sufficient progress on
reform priorities, this should lead to closer integration with the European Union,
through accelerated integration and increased investments and funding

Source: DG ENEST
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6.4. Steps in the New Accession Negotiations Process (from 2022) -
Focus on North Macedonia and Albania

The accession process under the new methodology, particularly as
applied to Albania and North Macedonia (whose negotiations formally
opened in July 2022), involves a series of detailed steps with specific
roles for key players from both the EU and the negotiating country.

1. Formal Membership Application:

o Action: The country formally submits a membership
application to the Council of the EU.

o EU Role: The Council asks the European Commission to
prepare an Opinion (Avis) on the country's ability to fulfil
the membership criteria. The European Parliament is
notified.

o Country Role: Prepares and submits the application.

2. Commission's Opinion and Granting Candidate Status:

o Action: The European Commission thoroughly analyses
the country's legal and constitutional framework against
the entire body of EU law (acquis) based on a
questionnaire.

o EU Role: If the Commission's opinion is favourable, the
European Council may decide, by unanimity, to grant the
country candidate status, after receiving the consent of the
European Parliament.

o Country Role:Responds to the Commission's
questionnaire, demonstrates commitment to reforms.

3. Pre-accession Strategy (if applicable), European partnership
and Accession Partnership (last time applied to North
Macedonia back in 2006):

o Action: A pre-accession strategy is established to help the
candidate country prepare for future EU integration,
focusing on administrative, political and economic
reforms to adopt EU laws.

o EU Role: European Commission works with the candidate
country to define this strategy.

o Country Role: Implements the strategy (defining the
National Plan for Adoption of the Acquis-NPAA).
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4. Decisionto Open Accession Negotiations:

Action: The European Council decides whether to open
accession negotiations, based on arecommendation from
the Commission. This decision requires unanimity. The
Council of the EU (usually the General Affairs Council) also
makes a unanimous decision.

EU Role: European Council and Council of the EU provide
political green light.

Country Role: Continues to demonstrate progress on
membership criteria.

Albania and North Macedonia Specific: The Council gave
political agreement to open negotiations in March 2020.
However, formal opening was delayed until July 2022 due
to a bilateral dispute between North Macedonia and
Bulgaria, which affected Albania due to a "package
approach" linking their progress.

5. Adoption of the Negotiating Framework:

Action: All EU governments, through a unanimous
decision by the Council of the EU, agree on a framework or
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mandate for negotiations with the candidate country. The
draftframeworkis proposed by the European Commission.
EU Role: Council of the EU formally adopts the framework.
The framework is made public at this stage.

Country Role: Prepares for negotiations based on the
framework.

6. Screening (Analytical Examination of Legislation):

Action: The European Commission, together with the
candidate country, conducts a detailed examination of
each policy field (chapter) to determine how well the
country is prepared to adopt the acquis. Under the new
methodology, this process is organized according to
clusters.

EU Role: Commission presents an explanatory overview
of EU legislation, followed by a bilateral overview where
the candidate country presents its legislation and
identified differences. The Commission then prepares
analytical reports for the entire cluster.

Country Role: Presents its legislation, identifies
differences and cooperates with the Commission.
Albania and North Macedonia Specific: The screening
process for both countries was launched in July 2022. Both
countries completed screening sessions for all six
negotiating clusters and 33 chapters by December 2023.

7. Intergovernmental Conferences (IGCs) and Substantive
Negotiations:

Action: Formal negotiations take place in IGCs, involving
ministers and ambassadors from EU governments and the
candidate country. The EU adopts a common position for
each chapter/cluster and the candidate country submits
its position.

EU Role: The rotating Presidency of the Council of the EU
presents the agreed General EU Position in the first IGC,
formally starting negotiations. Opening benchmarks are
set for clusters and interim benchmarks are set for Cluster
1 (Fundamentals).

Country Role: The Chief Negotiator (e.g., Minister for
European Affairs in North Macedonia) leads the negotiating
group, coordinates working groups and prepares draft
negotiating positions. The Negotiating Committee (chaired
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by the Prime Minister) reviews and establishes draft
negotiating positions.

- Albania Specific: Albania formally opened Cluster 1
(Fundamentals) on October 15, 2024, Cluster 6 (External
Relations) on December 17, 2024, Cluster 2 (Internal
Market) on April 14, 2025 and Cluster 3 (Competitiveness
and Inclusive Growth) on May 22, 2025. This brought the
total number of opened chapters to sixteen. It is expected
that Albania may open all six clusters during 2025 and to
close negotiations on all clusters until end of 2027, with
chances to become full-fledged member of the EU until
2030.

- North  Macedonia  Specific: Despite completing
screening, no clusters or chapters have been opened yet,
indicating ongoing challenges, particularly related to
constitutional reforms and bilateral issues with Bulgaria.

Law Harmonization Process
A simplified guide for drafting EU-compliant legislation:

Identify relevant EU acquis: Determine which EU directives,
regulations, or decisions apply to your area.

Compare with national law: Conduct a detailed gap analysis
between existing national legislation and the identified
EU acquis.

Draft new or amend existing legislation: Prepare the
necessary legal texts to ensure full alignment.

Conduct comprehensive impact assessment: Evaluate the
economic, social, environmental and administrative impacts
of the proposed legislation.

Consult stakeholders: Engage with relevant ministries, civil
society organizations, businesses and experts.

Translate (if applicable): Ensure accurate translation of legal
texts.

Internal Government Approval: Obtain necessary approvals
from relevant government bodies.

Submit to Parliament: Formally present the draft law to the
Parliament of North Macedonia for adoption.

Ensure secondary legislation: Plan for and draft any
necessary by-laws, rulebooks, or regulations required for full
implementation.
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¢ Plan for implementation: Develop an implementation plan,
including timelines, responsible institutions, budget and
capacity-building needs.
¢ Useful Links (Essential Online Resources) These platforms
provide direct access to EU legislation, policy documents and
enlargement updates.
- EUR-Lex: https://eur-lex.europa.eu/ (Official source for all
EU legal documents)
- DG ENEST (Directorate-General for Enlargement and
Eastern
Neighbourhood): https://enlargement.ec.europa.eu/ind
ex_en (Key information, reports and policy documents on

enlargement)
- Ministry for European affairs (MEA) of North
Macedonia: https://www.MEA.gov.mk/ (National

coordination hub for accession)
9. Provisional Closing of Chapters/Clusters:

- Action: Negotiations on any cluster or individual chapter
are not considered closed until every EU government is
satisfied with the candidate's progress in that policy field,
based on the Commission's analysis. Closing benchmarks
are set in the EU's negotiating position.

- EURole: Council of the EU decides on provisional closure.

- Country Role: Implements reforms to meet closing
benchmarks.

10. Conclusion of Negotiations:

- Action: Once all chapters/clusters are provisionally
closed, the European Council adopts a decision on the
closure of negotiations. A draft Accession Treaty is then
prepared.

- EU Role: European Council provides the final political
endorsement for the conclusion of negotiations.

- Country Role: Participates in drafting the Accession
Treaty.

11. Accession Treaty* Approval, Signature and Ratification:

- Action: The Accession Treaty, detailing the terms and
conditions of membership, must be approved by the
European  Commission, the European  Council

44 https://eur-lex.europa.eu/collection/eu-law/treaties/treaties-accession.html
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(unanimously) and the European Parliament (by an
absolute majority).

- EU Role: The treaty is signed by representatives of all
existing EU countries and the acceding country. It then
must be ratified by every individual EU Member State
according to their constitutional rules (e.g., parliamentary
vote, referendum).

- Country Role: Signs and ratifies the treaty according to its
constitutional procedures.
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6.5. Corrective Measures and Reversibility Procedures

A significant innovation of the 2020 Revised Enlargement
Methodology*® is the introduction of a robust framework for corrective
measures. This mechanism is designed to ensure the reversibility and
conditionality of the accession process, providing the EU with tools to
address serious or prolonged stagnation or backsliding in reform
implementation by a candidate country. The rationale behind these
measures is to safeguard the integrity of the acquis and the EU's
fundamental values, ensuring that the accession path is genuinely
merit-based.

The Enhanced Methodology introduces robust mechanisms for
corrective measures and the principle of reversibility, designed to
ensure the credibility and effectiveness of the accession process for
North Macedonia.

e A serious and persistent breach by the candidate country of
the fundamental values upon which the Union is founded.

e Serious or prolonged stagnation or backsliding in reform
implementation within the crucial "fundamentals" cluster
(Cluster 1).

e Anoverallimbalance in the negotiations, where progress in
the fundamentals' cluster significantly lags behind
achievements in other policy areas.

e A candidate country's failure to continue meeting
important benchmarks or to implement commitments in
provisionally closed chapters.

¢ Significant backsliding observed in a cluster or a specific
chapter that has not yet been provisionally closed.

45 https://idscs.org.mk/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/edited-volume-ENG.pdf
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The decision-making process for applying these corrective measures
incorporates a specialized procedure known as Reverse Qualified
Majority Voting (RQMV) within the Council, particularly for cases
demanding a swift response or the reversibility of a decision. This
mechanism represents a notable shift in power dynamics within the
enlargement process.

The application of RQMV works as follows for various scenarios:

e Suspension of Negotiations (Serious and Persistent Breach
of Values): The European Commission can recommend the
suspension of negotiations, either on its own initiative or at the
duly motivated request of a Member State. The decision to
suspend is then deemed to be adopted by the Council unless
the Council, after hearing the candidate country, decides by a
qualified majority  to reject the Commission's
recommendation within 90 days. For resumption, the
Commission assesses when conditions are met and
recommends resumption; this decision is similarly deemed
adopted unless rejected by a qualified majority within 90 days.

e Withholding Recommendations (Stagnation/Imbalance in
Fundamentals' Cluster): If other measures have been
exhausted, the Commission can propose to withhold its
recommendations to open and/or close other negotiating
clusters and chapters and to adapt preparatory work. This
decision is deemed adopted by the Council unless a qualified
majority rejects the proposal within 90 days after hearing the
candidate country. When the stagnation is addressed, the
Commission recommends opening/closing and the decision
is again deemed adopted unless rejected by a qualified
majority.

e Re-opening Provisionally Closed Chapters: If a candidate
fails to meetbenchmarksin a provisionally closed chapter, the
Commission can recommend re-opening it. This decision is
deemed adopted by the Council unless a qualified majority
rejects the recommendation within 90 days after hearing the
candidate country. The process reverses for re-closure.
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e Reversing Previous Opening of a Cluster: In instances of
significant backsliding within an open cluster, the Commission
can recommend reversing its previous opening. This decision
is deemed adopted by the Council unless a qualified majority
rejects the recommendation within 90 days after hearing the
candidate country. Re-opening the cluster follows the same
RQMV logic.

Beyond procedural reversals, the scope and intensity of financial
assistance may also be adjusted downward in cases of backsliding,
with the notable exception of support directed towards civil society, in
accordance with applicable rules and procedures.

The introduction of Reverse Qualified Majority Voting for corrective
measures represents a significant shift towards empowering the
European Commission and the Council to more politically manage
and even reverse the accession process in cases of backsliding. This
mechanism substantially increases the ability of individual Member
States to block corrective action once the negotiation process is
underway. This demonstrates the EU's (or of some Member states)
intent to have more robust internal control over the quality and
reversibility of reforms once negotiations have commenced.

e Unanimity for Major Steps: Despite the introduction of
reversed QMV for certain corrective measures, the
requirement forunanimous decisions by the Council
remains at critical junctures, such as granting candidate
status, opening and closing negotiations and approving the
final accession treaty. This means that any single EU
Member State can still potentially block or delay the entire
process due to bilateral disputes, domestic political
concerns, or other national interests.

e European Commission: Continuously monitors candidate
country's progress, assesses compliance with benchmarks
and provides reports and recommendations to the Council,
highlighting areas of concern or backsliding.
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e Council of the EU:Based on the Commission's
recommendations, the Council decides on the
implementation of corrective measures.

e European Council: Provides strategic oversight and can
intervene at the highest political level to address significant
issues of backsliding or to provide renewed impetus if a
process is stalled.

The reversibility mechanism is a critical tool to ensure that the
accession process remains merit-based and that North Macedonia
maintains its commitment to reforms throughout the lengthy
negotiation period. It underscores that membership is not guaranteed
by candidate status alone but is contingent on sustained and
demonstrable progress in aligning with EU values and standards.

6.6. Phasing-in Approach*®: Gradual Accelerated Integration

The Negotiating Framework for North Macedonia, consistent with the
Enhanced Methodology, refers to the possibility of accelerated
integration, or "phasing-in," which aims to provide tangible benefits to
candidate countries even before full EU membership. This new
approach was already a part of the screening procedure and is
primarily facilitated by the EU Growth Plan for the Western Balkans.

e Objectives: The Growth Plan, adopted in November 2023,
aims to accelerate socio-economic convergence with the EU,
boost economic integration within the Western Balkans
through the Common Regional Market and accelerate
fundamental reforms. It seeks to double the size of Western
Balkan economies within a decade.

¢ Financial Support: The plan is backed by a €6 billion Reform
and Growth Facility for 2024-2027 (€2 billion in grants, €4
billion in concessional loans), with payments conditioned on
the implementation of specific reforms. North Macedonia is
estimated to receive €750 million under this facility.

e Benefits: This gradual integration offers benefits such as
enhanced economic integration with the EU's single market

48 https://hiia.hu/wp-content/uploads/2023/07/mki_FPR_beliv_online_32-
44 _tilev.pdf
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(e.g., free movement of goods, services, workers; access to
SEPA for cheaper and faster money transfers; easier road
transport; digital single market integration), increased funding
and stronger incentives for reforms. It aims to counteract
enlargement fatigue by providing tangible advantages earlier in
the process. North Macedonia can also gain "active observer
status" in EU bodies and agencies, allowing it to speak but not
vote and comment on draft EU proposals, as well as
participate in EU programs.

The phasing-in approach offers several advantages for both
candidate countries and the EU:

Gradual integration allows aspiring EU Member States to progressively
integrate into selected policy areas, either before or after achieving EU
membership. This is typically subject to:

e Progress in Regional Economic Integration: Stronger
regional cooperation, such as through the Common Regional
Market in the Western Balkans, is a prerequisite for deeper
integration into the EU Single Market.

e Alignment with Relevant EU Acquis: Candidate countries
must demonstrate alignment with specific EU rules and
standards in the policy areas targeted for phasing-in.

e Sufficient Administrative Capacities and
Procedures: Countries need to establish the necessary
institutional and administrative structures to effectively
implement and enforce EU policies.

¢ Implementation of Socio-economic and Fundamental
Reforms: Access to benefits is conditioned on the
implementation of specific reforms outlined in each country's
tailor-made Reform Agenda.
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The phasing-in approach offers several advantages for both candidate
countries and the EU:

Tangible Benefits Before Full Accession: This provides
stronger incentives for reforms by allowing citizens and
businesses to experience some advantages of EU membership
earlier (phasing into the EU Rule of Law Mechanism, European
Semester and EU economic governance, CFSP and CDSP
etc.).

Accelerated Economic Convergence: Closer association
with the EU's single market, even before full membership, can
significantly boost economic growth, stimulate investment
and raise living standards, helping to close the economic gap
with existing EU members. For example, access to the Single
Euro Payments Area (SEPA) allows for cheaper and faster
money transfers.

Increased Funding and Investment: The Growth Plan for the
Western Balkans, for instance, provides €6 billion in grants and
concessional loans, with payments conditioned on reform
implementation. This increased financial assistance, supports
key socio-economic and enlargement-related reforms.
Counteracting Enlargement and Reform Fatigue: By offering
early access to benefits, the EU aims to break the stalemate in
the enlargement process and counteract fatigue in both
Member States and candidate countries.

Deeper Integration in Specific Policy Areas: Candidates can
progressively integrate into areas like transport, energy
markets, digital single market and industrial supply chains.
Participation in EU Bodies and Programs: Acceding
countries can gain "active observer status" in EU bodies (350+
committees, 150+ Council bodies) and agencies (35
decentralized agencies), allowing them to speak but not vote
and comment on draft EU proposals. They can also participate
in Union programs (40+).

Strategic Reprioritization of Sensitive Areas: The EU can
strategically deprioritize more sensitive areas that might
otherwise obstruct progress in the accession process,
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focusing on areas where candidates already have capacity and
expertise.

While gradual integration offers significant advantages, it is important
to note that participation in EU policies and programs through phasing-
in does not automatically confer voting rights in the decision-making
process until a country achieves full membership or the Treaties are
changed. This approach is seen as a facilitator, not an alternative, to
full accession.
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7. Accession Negotiation Process for North
Macedonia?’: Evolution and State of Play (May 2025)

North Macedonia's journey towards European Union membership has
been a protracted and complex one, marked by significant bilateral
disputes that have shaped the pace and nature of its accession
negotiations. Despite becoming an official candidate in 2005, formal
negotiations only commenced in July 2022, following a series of
breakthroughs and new conditionalities. As of December2023, the
country concluded the screening phase yet still awaiting the start of
substantive negotiation clusters and chapters.

7.1. Historical Context: Overcoming Bilateral Obstacles

North Macedonia's EU path has been significantly influenced by two
major bilateral disputes with neighbouring EU Member States:

e The Name Dispute with Greece (Prespa Agreement*®): For
years, Greece objected to the country's constitutional name,
"Republic of Macedonia. This dispute was a primary obstacle
to North Macedonia's Euro-Atlantic integration. The issue was
successfully resolved *° with the Prespa Agreement, which
entered into force in February 2019. This agreement renamed
the country to the Republic of North Macedonia (or North
Macedonia for short), paving the way for its NATO membership
and unblocking its EU accession path. The Macedonian
constitution was changed several times, but twice (in 1995 and
2018) only to formally exclude any possible territorial
aspirations towards neighbouring countries as part of efforts to
find a solution to this dispute.

¢ The Dispute with Bulgaria®®: Following the resolution of the
name dispute with Greece, Bulgaria emerged as a new hurdle,
raising concerns related to identity, language and common
(shared, intertwined) history. Bulgaria wielded its veto power

47 https://enlargement.ec.europa.eu/enlargement-policy/north-macedonia_en

48 https://www.mfa.gr/images/docs/eidikathemata/agreement.pdf

4% https://mfa.gov.mk/en/page/8/post/1695/prespa-agreement-media-guidelines

50 https://treaties.un.org/doc/Publication/UNTS/No%20Volume/55013/Part/I-55013-
08000002804f5d3c.pdf
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multiple times, demanding constitutional and educational
reforms as conditions for progress.

The French Proposal and Protocol 2 (July 2022): At the very
end of the French Presidency of the Council of the European
UnioninJune 2022, it put forward an urgent proposal to resolve
the dispute between Bulgaria and North Macedonia. On July
17, 2022, in Sofia, the foreign ministers of Bulgaria and North
Macedonia signed a second bilateral Protocol (2)°' to the
Treaty of Good Neighbourliness and Friendship between the
two countries. This protocol contains specific measures and
deadlines for the implementation of agreements on a few
sensitive issues. The signing of this protocol was a condition
for Bulgaria to approve the Negotiating Framework for North
Macedonia.

7.2. Formal Launch of Accession Negotiations® (July 2022)

With the resolution of the bilateral impasses, the formal accession
negotiations for North Macedonia (and Albania, due to a "package
approach" linking their progress) were officially launched in July 2022.

Council Conclusions (July 18, 2022): The Council of the
European Union had already given its political agreement®®to
open accession negotiations with North Macedonia in March
2020. However, the formal launch was contingent on the
resolution of the dispute with Bulgaria. The Bulgarian
Parliament's approval to lift the veto on June 24, 2022 and the
North Macedonian Assembly's approval of the French
proposal on July 16, 2022, were crucial steps that enabled the
process to move forward. Bulgaria's National Assembly, in its
decision of May 30, 2025, emphasized that the European
Consensus of July 2022 (based on the Council Conclusions of

51Protocol%2017%2007%202022%20%D0%BF%D1%80%D0%B5%D0%B2%D0%BE
%D0%B4-EN%20(1).pdf

52 https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-
releases/2022/07/19/intergovernmental-conference-at-ministerial-level-on-the-
accession-of-north-macedonia/

53 https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/03/25/council-
conclusions-on-enlargement-and-stabilisation-and-association-process/

57



Handbook on EU Enlargement:
Legal Basis, Institutional Procedures and Current Dynamics

July 18 20225, the Negotiating Framework and the joint
protocols) is an agreement between the candidate country and
the Union as a whole, not merely a bilateralissue.

General EU Position (July 18, 2022): Following the approvals
by both parliaments, the EU was ready to proceed. The
European Commission had continuously recommended
opening accession negotiations with North Macedonia since
October 2009, reiterating its unconditional recommendation in
April 2018 and May 2019. The General EU Position, as
reflected in the launch of the Intergovernmental Conference,
signalled the Union's commitment to the process, provided
North Macedonia continued to meet the agreed conditions.
Negotiating Framework: The Negotiating Framework for
North Macedonia, presented to Member States in July 2020, is
based on the Enhanced Methodology for Accession
Negotiations (2020). This framework organizes the 33
negotiating chapters into six thematic clusters, emphasizes a
"fundamentals first" approach (Cluster 1 opened first and
closed last) and includes a reversibility clause for backsliding
on reforms.

Common EU Position from July 19, 2022 and Political
Intergovernmental Conference: The formal start of
accession negotiations was marked by the inaugural EU-
North Macedonia Intergovernmental Conference (IGC) on
July 19, 2022. This conference served to present the Common
EU Position, formally initiating the negotiation process under
the new methodology.

7.3. The Screening Process (July 2022 - December 2023)

The screening process®® is the analytical examination of a candidate
country's legislation and administrative capacity against the
EU acquis. For North Macedonia, this process commenced
immediately after the IGC in July 2022 and was organized according to
the six thematic clusters of the Enhanced Methodology.

54 https://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-11440-2022-INIT/en/pdf
% https://enlargement.ec.europa.eu/document/download/a6f16348-ef71-4c99-
af55-b58f977322ac_en
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Purpose: The screening aims to determine how well North
Macedonia is prepared to adopt and implement the acquis in
each policy field. It involves an explanatory overview of EU
legislation by the European Commission, followed by a
bilateral overview where North Macedonia presents its own
legislation and identifies differences.

Structure: The acquis is divided into 33 negotiation chapters,
which are grouped into six thematic clusters: Fundamentals,
Internal market, Competitiveness and inclusive growth, green
agenda and sustainable connectivity, Resources, agriculture
and cohesion and External relations. Screening meetings are
conducted on a chapter-by-chapter basis within each cluster.
Screening Reports: The European Commission prepares
analytical reports for each cluster, assessing the country's
readiness to open negotiations and providing conclusions and
recommendations. The screening report on Cluster 1 -
Fundamentals was submitted to the Council in July 2023,
including benchmarks for opening accession negotiations on
this cluster.

Chronology of Screening for North Macedonia:

- July 2022: Inaugural meeting of the screening process.

- September 2022: First explanatory screening meeting
on Cluster 1 - Fundamentals.

- October 2022: First explanatory screening meetings
on Cluster 2 - Internal Market and Cluster 3 -
Competitiveness and Inclusive Growth.

- December 2022: Final bilateral screening meeting on
Cluster 1 - Fundamentals.

- March 2023: Final bilateral screening meeting on
Cluster 2 - Internal Market and first explanatory
screening meeting on Cluster 4 - Green Agenda,
Sustainable Connectivity.

- June 2023: Final bilateral screening meeting on Cluster
3 - Competitiveness, Inclusive Growth.

- July 2023:First explanatory screening meeting on
Cluster 5 - Resources, Agriculture, Cohesion. The
screening report on Cluster 1 — Fundamentals was
submitted to the Council.

- September 2023: First explanatory screening meeting
on Cluster 6 — External Relations and final bilateral
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screening meeting on Cluster 4 - Green Agenda,
Sustainable Connectivity.

- December 2023: North Macedonia completed
screening sessions for all six negotiating clusters.

ACCESSION NEGOTIATIONS OF T EUNDARENIALS
THE EUROPEAN UNION WITH
NORTH MACEDONIA (NEW OUTLOOK)
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Source: IDSCS
7.4. State of Play as of May 2025 and Current Challenges

Despite completing the screening process for all six clusters by
December 2023, no clusters or chapters have been formally
opened for North Macedonia as of May 2025. This stagnation is
primarily due to the ongoing requirement for North Macedonia to
implement constitutional changes.

e Constitutional Amendments: The core condition for North
Macedonia to advance in its accession negotiations is to
amend its constitution to include the Bulgarian ethnic minority
as a recognized minority, on an equal footing with other
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communities of the country. This demand was part of the
revised French proposal accepted by both parliaments in July
2022.
Political Impasse (May 2025): As of May 15, 2025, European
Council President Anténio Costa publicly called on North
Macedonia to change its constitution to include protections for
its Bulgarian minority, emphasizing it as the way forward for full
EU membership.
Bulgaria's Stance: Bulgaria remains fully committed to the
European Consensus of July 2022 and insists on its strict
implementation. The Bulgarian National Assembly, in its May
30, 2025, decision, called on North Macedonia to develop and
present a targeted action plan for the protection of the rights
of persons belonging to minorities or communities,
accompanying the Roadmap on the Rule of Law. This plan's
implementation will be monitored throughout the EU
accession process. Bulgaria also expresses concern about
continuing institutional pressure, disregard for the rights of
Bulgarians, politically motivated court proceedings, physical
aggression and hate speech in North Macedonia.
Screening reports for all six clusters ready by the
Commission and delivered to the Council (COELA).
Fundamentals cluster screening report, approved by the
Council and delivered by the Spanish Presidency back in 2023
to Macedonian Government setting two opening benchmarks:

- Roadmap for Rule of Law accompanied by the

Action Plan for protection of the persons belonging to
minorities or communities and

- Roadmap for Public administration reforms.
Both roadmaps and the Action plan have been prepared by
the Government, coordinated by the Ministry of European
Affairs and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Foreign Trade and
are in process of consultations with the Commission and the
Council of Europe (the Action Plan). A roadmap for
Functioning Democratic Institutions is expected to be
prepared as well, but not as an opening benchmark.
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7.5. North Macedonia's Internal Negotiation Structure

The accession process for North Macedonia involves a structured
interaction between EU institutions and the negotiating country's
governmental bodies, with specific decision-making procedures and
mechanisms for corrective action.

Institutional Mechanism for Coordination of the EU Integration Process

Government of the Republic of Parliament - National Council for European Integration
North Macedonia h (NCEI), Committee for European Affairs (CEA)

Government - Committee, State
Mission to the EU Delegation, Chief Negotiator and
Deputy, Negotiation Group,
WCEI and WGs, Secretariat for SAA-
Negotiations - MEA Working Institutional
Committee for structure (SAA
Ministry of Foreign Affairs European Council and
and International Trade Integration Committee,

Minister for EU Affairs and Chief Negotiator (WCEN) 7Sub-Comm.,

(NAC and NIPAC) SG-PAR)

Deputy Minister - Deputy of the Chief
Negotiator

Directorate for EU

CFCD - Line Ministries

MEA - Secretariat, Coordination and 6 Clusters and 33 Chapters (WGs
Support (Association and Accession), for screening and preparation of
Translation of the EU Acquis, IB, IPA and Propesals for negotiation
Communication positions)

NAC - Sector Approach /12 SWGs / SPP - SSPP
| PAF IPA Structure: MEA - NIPAC Office - MF -

Secretariat for legislation

Line ministries
and other government bodies

Source: MEA

To manage the complex accession process, North Macedonia
established a dedicated internal negotiation structure (2024). This
structure is designed to coordinate tasks, prepare negotiating
positions and ensure the harmonization of national legislation with the
EU acquis.
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North Macedonia's Accession Negotiation Bodies and Key Role

W

Body/Role

Primary Role and Responsibilities

Composition and Leadership

Chief Negotiator for Accession
Negotiations

Personally responsible to the President of the Government for the
immediate conduct of negotiations across all clusters, areas, and
chapters. Head of the Negotiating Group and Deputy Head of the
State Delegation. Coordinates Working Groups, analytical
reviews, progress reports, defines materials for State Delegation,
communicates with EU/stakeholders, and reports quarterly to the
Assembly.

The Minister for European Affairs of the Government of the Republic
of North Macedonia in charge of European Affairs. Replaced by the
Deputy Chief Negotiator (Deputy Minister for European Affairs) in their
absence.

Negotiating Committee

Highest Working Body of the Government for coordination of the
accession negotiations process. Reviews and establishes draft-
negotiating positions before government adoption. Discusses and
takes positions on critical { issues

Chaired by the President of the Government (or Chief Negotiator in
absence). Includes Chief Negotiator-Minister for European Affairs,
First Deputy PM, Deputy PM for Good Governance, Deputy PM for

dynamics, financial resources). meeting.

ic Affairs, Minister of Foreign Affairs, Minister of Finance,
Deputy Minister for European Affairs, and potentially other
government members/stakeholders. Meets at least once before each
IGC or Stabilisation and Association Council meeting.

Negotiating Group

Highest expert body within the Government for coordination with

Headed by the Chief Negotiator. Includes Deputy Chief Negotiator,
Adviser for Accession Negotiations, members in charge of specific

and ion of Draft Positions by
clusters, areas, and chapters all ion phases.
Monitors Working Groups, defines Draft Negotiating Positions for
Chief i iating C i and

performs activities per EU Negotiating Framework.

Chief ist, Chief Legal Advisor, Chief Anti-
Corruption Advisor, Head of Mission to EU, Director of EU Directorate
from MFA, Ministry of Finance representative. Accountable to the
ifi to Chief i ). Submits various

reports (monthly, status, annual).

Specialized Advisors

Within the Negotiating Group: Chief

economic policies), Chief Legal Advisor (monitors legal aspects,
updates Draft i ), Chief Anti-Co i
Advisor (coordinates anti-corruption efforts).

ppointed by the upon the Chief Negotiatar's proposal.

State Delegation

Presents the official negotiating positions at the
Intergovernmental Conference. Submits a report to the
Government after each IGC.

Headed by the Minister of Foreign Affairs, with the Chief Negotiator as

Source: MEA

Deputy Head.

This detailed internal structure demonstrates North Macedonia's
commitment to systematically managing the complex accession
process. The clear delineation of roles, from high-level political
coordination within the Negotiating Committee to expert-level drafting
by the Negotiating Group and external representation by the State
Delegation, is designed to ensure a coherent and effective national
approach to the negotiations.
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8. Conclusions

The European Union's enlargement policy has consistently served as a
powerful and dynamic instrument for shaping the continent's political
and economic landscape. From its foundational aims of fostering
peace and economic interdependence among its initial members,
enlargement evolved to become a core strategy for reuniting Europe
after the Cold War, promoting democracy, stability and market
economies across Central and Eastern Europe. The process is deeply
rooted in the legal principles of the Treaty on European Union,
particularly Article 49 and Article 2 and is rigorously guided by the
Copenhagen Criteria, which demand stable democratic institutions,
functioning market economies and the full adoption of the acquis.

The institutional architecture of EU enlargement is complex and multi-
layered, involving the strategic leadership of the European Council, the
procedural guidance of the Council Presidency, the detailed decision-
making of the Council of the European Union and the meticulous
preparatory work of COREPER and COELA. While this structured
approach ensures thoroughness and consistency, the pervasive
requirement for unanimity at critical junctures presents a significant
challenge, creating potential for delays or blockages due to individual
Member State concerns. This procedural bottleneck is particularly
relevant in the current geopolitical context, where the urgency of
integrating countries like Ukraine and Moldova is driven by broader
strategic imperatives.

Historically, enlargement has delivered substantial benefits for both
new and existing Member States, fostering economic growth,
increased trade, job creation and improved quality of life through the
adoption of higher social, environmental and consumer standards. It
has expanded the zone of peace and strengthened the EU's global
voice. However, the realization of these "win-win" outcomes often
requires considerable internal reforms and adjustments by acceding
countries and benefits may not always be immediate or uniformly
distributed. Challenges such as institutional capacity deficits, internal
political dynamics and external interference can impede full
integration and the optimal realization of these benefits.
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The current focus on the Western Balkans, Ukraine and Moldova
underscores the EU's renewed commitment to its neighbourhood. The
Stabilisation and Association Process for the Western Balkans,
complemented by the ambitious EU Growth Plan, aims to provide
tangible benefits and accelerate convergence even before full
membership. Similarly, the Ukraine Facility and the EU Reform and
Growth Plan for Moldova represent unprecedented financial and
technical commitments designed to support recovery, reconstruction
and deep structural reforms aligned with EU integration. Despite the
considerable progress made by these countries, particularly in the
face of ongoing geopolitical pressures and internal challenges, their
accession paths remain complex, necessitating sustained reform
efforts and continued EU support.

Looking ahead, the future of EU enlargement will likely continue to be
shaped by a delicate balance between the strict merit-based
approach and evolving geopolitical realities. The EU's capacity to
integrate new members effectively, alongside the unwavering
commitment of candidate countries to fundamental reforms, will be
paramount. The ongoing enlargement process is not merely a
technical exercise but a profound political project, demanding
continuous adaptation and strategic foresight from all stakeholders to
ensure a stronger, more stable and prosperous European continent.
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