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Abstract  
The SARS-CoV-2 pandemic singlehandedly awakened the entire planet as to the 
shortcomings of essentially every dimension of life on earth. Geopolitically, 2021 
has also been marked by the Afghanistan withdrawal crisis brought upon by the 
untimely fall of the city of Kabul. One of the most important takeaways for the 
EU in the wake of these events, was the reality that the union falls short when it 
comes to a comprehensive, common crisis management strategy, strategic 
autonomy, integrated and resilient logistics mechanisms and even political 
unity. The initial reaction of most EU member states at the inception of the 
pandemic was complete lockdown, including closing territorial borders and 
halting exports, especially food and medical supplies. Post Afghanistan, EU 
member states are continuing their work on the Strategic Compass, the EU 
strategic autonomy process goes on.  
The concept of EU strategic autonomy has very much been in fashion in EU 
circles, frequently used in political discourse, in academia and in the think tank 
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world. Reports are written and official declarations made, but is Europe really 
ready for strategic autonomy, can EU decision makers construct real consensus 
in Brussels as to what strategic autonomy means for the union? If there is 
strategic autonomy, independent from whom and what kind of ramifications 
would this have for the current security architecture in Europe, especially for 
NATO. These are questions the present article is looking to analyse. Essentially, 
what does EU strategic autonomy mean for EU-NATO-US cooperation in an era 
of renewed great power competition?  
 
Keywords 
EU geopolitics; Great power competition; NATO; NATO-EU Integration; 
strategic autonomy, strategic compass.  
 
 
1. INTRODUCTION  
 
European strategic autonomy in the age of renewed great power competition 
could be molded into a foundational building block of transatlantic defence and 
security architecture. The US needs and expects its allies to be credible defence 
partners, capable of providing security for their citizens on their own if 
necessary. On the other hand, a strong, autonomous EU means a European 
Union that is powerful in all aspects, not only economically or politically. That 
being said, strategic autonomy is not a static concept, it transforms in tandem 
with the threat environment as well as with the geopolitical landscape. In the 
EU, strategic autonomy started out as a debate about conventional security and 
defence, but the strategic autonomy process is fluid: defence is not only kinetic 
and the character of warfare evolved. The current strategic ecosystem needs 
conventional capabilities that can respond in all traditional domains, as much as 
it needs to be prepared to respond to digital attacks, attacks on the energy 
infrastructure, economic warfare and political subversion campaigns meant to 
destabilize the democratic framework for governance.    
The present article takes a closer look at the concept of EU strategic autonomy. 
Firstly, it argues that the accelerated quest for strategic autonomy is best 
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explained by the tenants of structural realist theory, mainly, systemic shifts in 
the global system have prompted EU member states to seek a higher degree of 
strategic agency.  Second, the paper presents a concise evaluation of key events 
in international relations that have contributed to the birth of the concept. Third, 
the article identifies key dimensions of EU strategic autonomy. The reasoning 
behind outlining these particular aspects versus any other is because these are 
directly correlated to how at global level systemic changes take place: the EU-US 
relations, nuclear capabilities and deterrence, NATO and the UN Security 
Council.  
The present analysis is rooted in the neorealist paradigm, where nation states 
remain the main actor and in which states act driven by national interest and 
ultimately strive to preserve self help capabilities1. Because the international 
system is anarchical and there is no higher authority to protect states, they will 
ultimately seek to maximize power and capabilities, both military and economic. 
The EU is not a state, nor is it a federation of states; however, the article will 
show how pressure produced by the changing international system prompted 
the union to accelerate its quest for strategic autonomy. The paper focuses on the 
influence larger member states have in the debate and wether this has positive 
or negative effects on the strategic autonomy process. From a systemic point, the 
union’s quest for strategic autonomy has started before the 2016 Common 
Security and Defence Policy (CSDP), however, it is difficult to challenge the fact 
that the Trump presidency effectively put this quest in overdrive. The paper 
asserts that this is in essence due to the neorealist belief that state behavior is 
primarily influenced by the structure of the international system, the EU is 
accelerating its quest for autonomy due to the current global geo strategic 
context in which she needs to gain more power so that the union can ultimately 

 

1 See Mearsheimer John J.2007. "Structural Realism," in Timothy Dunne, Milja Kurki, 
Steve Smith.International Relations Theories: Discipline and Diversity. Oxford University 
Press Mearsheimer, John J.2001. The Tragedy of Great Power Politics. New York: W. W. 
Norton & Company Waltz, Kenneth N. 1979. Theory of International Politics. Mass: 
Addison-Wesley Publishing Company. Waltz, Kenneth N. 1959. Man, The State, and 
War: A Theoretical Analysis. Columbia University Press: New York 
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survive. Survival in this article means preserving EU values and protecting its 
interests, as well as defending the rules based order. The EU, the UN, NATO, 
the rule of law, democracy, human rights, free trade, these are all elements of the 
international order the EU alongside its allies and partners have a vested interest 
in preserving. President Trump often questioned NATO, he frequently talked 
about the dissolution of the alliance. Granted he was not the only state leader 
who questioned the raison d’être of the alliance, so did for instance French 
president Emanuel Macron, when he declared NATO essentially braindead, but 
coming from the White House such declarations cary a different meaning since 
the entire European security architecture still, over 70 years after the end of WW 
II, relies on the American guarantee and extended deterrence.  
The paper proceeds in several stages: first there is ample time allotted to the 
semantics of the concept and the narrative around how it is framed in EU 
institutional discourse. The discussion on the semantics of the concept is 
followed by an analysis of the different contexts in which it was used and these 
are tied into the geopolitical greater context of the international system. Once the 
foundation of the discussion is laid, the second part of the paper conducts an 
analysis of the concept of EU strategic autonomy. The paper ends with 
conclusions and a definition extracted from these concussions.  
 
 
2. EU STRATEGIC AUTONOMY: SETTING THE STAGE 
 
Strategic autonomy is now a buzzword in international relations and it polarizes 
political discourse in many European capitals. On the other side of the Atlantic, 
strategic autonomy is also cause for interest, not necessarily concern for 
Europeans pursing it but for Europeans misunderstanding or willingly avoiding 
to clearly define the meaning at least from Washington’s perspective. Before 
exploring further, it is important to unpack the concept, the contexts in which it 
appeared and the narrative(s) that it is supposed to fulfill in the future.  
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2.1. Strategic Autonomy: The  Semantics  
 
The conceptualization of EU strategic autonomy is no easy task, moreover, to 
the complexity of the term itself, one has to add the fragile nature of current 
European political consensus over what it should embody, especially when it 
comes to matters of national security and European defence, the institutional 
discourse if you will. The irony in this not being lost since strategic autonomy 
was by excellence a security and defence concept, or maybe not so much irony 
as the essence of the debate. European Council president Charles Michel started 
his speech last September at the Bruegel think tank by confronting the possible 
controversy head on: ”European strategic autonomy. Or sovereignty? Or 
power? We all know that concepts and words can take on different connotations 
depending on the context. Today I’d like to concentrate on the substance behind 
the words”. (Michel 2020) EU strategic autonomy is the mission of this 
generation, but what is the substance?  
In addition to political perspective, there is also the question of emphasis: which 
should be the nucleus, the strategic side of the concept or the autonomy? How 
should the two balance out? Furthermore, when we speak of autonomy, the 
question is from whom? The most likely candidate is the USA, and if that is at 
the core of the European discussion, how feasible is this autonomy given that we 
live in a highly interconnected world where dependencies have already been 
established, especially economic and technological ones. Finally, if it is indeed 
strategic autonomy from the USA, what kind of mid and long-term effects will it 
have for the transatlantic security architecture in general and for NATO in 
particular. Some EU decision makers emphasize, the autonomy element of the 
concept, and this poses a serious conceptual challenge because strategy can be 
without autonomy, but not the reverse. We cannot but assert that within the EU, 
some countries are more powerful than others, at least at the political/decisional 
level in Brussels, and, therefore, play a leading role in defining the concept for 
the majority. Under the strain of shifts in the structure of the international 
system, EU leadership is accepting the reality that they need to speed up the 
process of building a European defence capable to be a security provider on its 
own, but the complexity of the union, a conglomerate of sovereign nation states 
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poses a significant provocation. The ambiguity in defining the concept is best 
seen in the different views on strategic autonomy of France and Germany. 
Whereas France is a big supporter, Germany remains a cautious participant in 
the process. Naturally, the conclusion can be drawn that the conceptual 
uncertainty is willingly induced in order to allow the pursuit of more or less 
national/individual interests. Undoubtably, states like Germany and France will 
weigh more in the debate and this could very well be one of the weaknesses of 
the process. The paper is not looking to disseminate the roots of this aspect, but 
to outline how divergent opinions will impact the EU strategic autonomy debate 
overall and how different strategic cultures impact the agenda that is being 
pursued in negotiating the end outcome of EU strategic autonomy. It must be 
underscored that the way the article understands the influence of strategic 
cultures is their impact on defining, explicitly or implicitly, the national interest 
of individual Member States. For instance, as previously mentioned, Germany 
has a very restrained foreign policy and is in general reluctant to involve itself in 
armed conflict, however, it feels confident enough to pursue economic projects 
with strategic competitors like the Russian Federation.  
Probably the most important as well as most challenging aspect of EU strategic 
autonomy is to establish what it actually means, what it is meant to achieve, and 
how that will take shape concretely, both politically, at the policy level, as well 
as operationally, in theaters. Another valid question would be: how will EU 
strategic autonomy be enforced? Key in this will be identifying and focusing on 
truly European values and interests, not individually driven, national priorities.  
The European Commission (EUC) rightfully identified this as a weakness in the 
EU geopolitical stand: ”coordinated priority setting is still required to guide 
cooperation and commitment by Member States” (EUC 2021). Commonality and 
vision unity are the only way to realistically achieve the goal of an autonomous 
strategy.  Sensible to conclude, however, quite challenging to achieve.  
Semantically it is clear: the word “autonomy,” according to the Oxford English 
Dictionary, denotes “self-government,” “freedom of action” or “independence.” 
In the EU context, autonomy is interchangeably used with sovereignty. The 
Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy defines sovereignty’s core meaning as 
“supreme authority within a territory… a modern notion of political authority” 



EUROPOLITY, vol. 15, no. 1, 2021 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

11  Continuity and Change in European Governance 
 

(Stanford 2003). The pivotal dimension of strategic autonomy is building 
consensus around the level of ambition of the EU: mainly, does the EU intend to 
be an entirely autonomous political entity fully responsible for providing 
security for its citizens on its own, or will strategic autonomy be limited to the 
military aspect, or will strategic autonomy be a cross sectoral total strategy? 
Another really significant dimension is constructing “a combined approach of 
current and forward-looking analysis” in order to “clarifying Europe’s policy 
options” (EUC 2021). One thing is clear: autonomy is not a synonym for 
sovereignty. One applies to the way decisions are reached and strategy is built, 
the other is in essence the core of the nation state.  
Strategic autonomy, the idea of a self-sufficient Europe in matters of defence, 
has been part of EU public discourse for a long time. It goes further back in time 
than the Lisbon Treaty or the Sant Malo declaration. Strategic autonomy has its 
origins in the field of security and defence. The EU’s Common Security and 
Defence Policy was launched in the late 90s as an important step in the pursuit 
of “autonomy”. The closest to a clear attempt to a definition is in the November 
2016 Council conclusions: “capacity to act autonomously when and where 
necessary and with partners wherever possible” (Council of the EU 2016).  In the 
2016 EU Global Strategy (EUGS), agreed upon immediately after the Brexit 
referendum, strategic autonomy was included and later on defined by the 
Council of the European Union in the EU Implementation Plan on Security and 
Defence: strategic autonomy is the EU’s ability to act in security and defence 
together with partners when it can, alone when it must (Council of the EU 2016). 
This particular moment in EU policy making marks a crossroad, one where the 
EUGS articulates interests that the document characterizes as vital to all Member 
States: “the security of EU citizens and territory, prosperity, democracy, and a 
rules based global order to contain power politics” (Biscop 2016). The EUGS 
identifies five priorities: the security of the EU itself, the EU neighborhood, crisis 
management, stable regional orders across the globe; and effective global 
governance.  
Another version of strategic autonomy is presented by Executive Vice President 
of the Commission Margrethe Vestager as a drive for “open strategic autonomy” 
understood as a means to have the choice as to what kind of society the EU 
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wants to shape. Vice President Vestager uses the term open also in reference to 
the fact that the union has been able to make certain choices because of its 
prosperity, which in turn is a direct result of openness. This is all true, but it will 
need underlining that the freedom to choose and the ability to focus on the 
pursuit of economic prosperity and democracy were in a large part enabled by 
the American security guarantee. An entirely autonomous grand European 
strategy would mean full independence in strategic choices so that would in 
turn require an independent, integrated, capable, credible security and defence 
apparatus. “Open EU strategic autonomy” gained traction, and reappears in the 
September 2021 JRC Science for Policy Rep report: "Shaping & securing The 
EU’s Open Strategic Autonomy by 2040 and beyond”. The objective of the report 
according to the publishers is to present “the results of the foresight process 
carried out” on the future of strategic autonomy.  
The construct of “defence sovereignty” also appears in the strategic autonomy 
language. The challenge is that without narrowing things down to an actionable 
core, one capable of producing a coherent policy framework, strategic autonomy 
risks becoming redundant, eventually loosing value.  
Another definition comes form the European Parliament: “the ability to act 
autonomously as well as to choose when, in which area, and if, to act with like-
minded partners. The capacity to act autonomously implies both the ability to 
decide and to implement decisions in an autonomous manner” (EPRS 2020). 
Ideally, EU strategic autonomy should be “the ability to act, preferably with 
others, beginning with NATO and the US, but when necessary also alone if 
Europe’s allies and partners do not wish or may not be able to help” (Tocci 
2019). Following the August 2021 withdrawal from Afghanistan, in an interview 
for Le Grand Continent, Council President Charles Michel, referred to “the idea 
of European strategic autonomy, which aims at strengthening our ability to 
influence in accordance with our interests and values while also placing 
emphasis on our ability to act”. The word influence appears several times in his 
interview, drawing a picture of a union looking to advance its interests through 
soft power rather than of an EU looking to lead with military hard power. 
Regardless of means, this is a confirmation that the EU has great power 
aspirations. 
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The complexity of the EU strategic autonomy process stems in large part from 
the fact that in spite of being agreed upon EU language at a discourse level, not 
all member states understand it in the same way or want it to build the same 
framework for policy. Moreover, not all EU member states agree on what sectors 
it should be extended to. The Achilles heel of the EU is security and defence 
because it is very dependent on NATO and the US, therefore, some countries 
view strategic autonomy as an opportunity to take more solid steps toward an 
EU defence effort, while others agree with this but simultaneously fear that 
pursing autonomy would estrange Washington, weaken NATO and inherently 
weaken European security. The article argues that if managed pragmatically and 
in the true multilateral spirit of the union, European strategic autonomy will 
neither weaken NATO, nor estrange the US. In its European Global Strategy 
(EUGS), the union called for an ultimate goal of “strategic autonomy” and it 
simultaneously emphasized the need to “deepen” the EU’s “partnership” with 
NATO (European External Action Service 2016). Undoubtably, a strategically 
autonomous EU would affect NATO both directly as well as indirectly, 
nevertheless, the execution will determine wether it will be negatively or 
positively.  
Concrete steps were taken towards the goal: an important initial step was made 
when the concept of a European Defense Union emerged, then a Military 
Planning and Conduct Capability (MPCC – the new acronym for what used to 
be called the Operational Headquarters (OHQ); the European Defense Fund was 
launched, the idea of Battle-Groups was presented and in June 2017 an 
agreement was reached at the European Council to operationalize PESCO. 
Unfortunately the Battle Group framework failed to produce concrete outcomes. 
This is in part due to the overall vague definition of the concept.  
 
 
2.2 Strategic Autonomy: The Geopolitical Context 
 
The next natural step in conceptualizing EU strategic autonomy is a succinct 
analysis of the context in which the concept appeared in EU political lexicon. 
“European strategic autonomy” clearly appears in EU official documents via the 
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European Union’s Global Strategy of June 2016. We have established to 
evolution of the semantics, now it is warranted to extract key points from the 
geopolitical timeline.  
The bipolar world order of the Cold War was a very well delineated geopolitical 
space. The two superpowers, the USSR and the USA were the de facto leaders of 
the international system and of their respective world orders. National interests 
of states were essentially aligned to either East or West. Once the Berlin Wall 
fell, the bipolar older started its metamorphosis into a multipolar one. The 
structure of the international system was undergoing deep alterations. July 1991 
marked the end of the Warsaw Pact and this opened the door to NATO 
enlargement. The alliance entered a period of expansion. In parallel, former 
members of the Eastern Block embarked on the political journey of 
democratization and the economic journey of privatization.  Everything went 
relatively smoothly for the EU while the US had its unipolar moment and some 
even predicted the end of history (Fukuyama 1989). Major turning points were 
the 9/11 terrorist attacks on the US and the 2003 military intervention in Iraq. 
Until the 2003 Iraq mission, the transatlantic community acted in concert, no 
major rift was visible, nevertheless, Iraq was a major departure from political 
cohesion in European American relations. The 2003 Iraq War marked an 
inflection point in German–American relations: Germany did not support a 
military intervention. A bold strategic decision made by Berlin, one with long 
term implications for European strategic posture. In the moment it might not 
have looked that way, but over the years it became more and more apparent that 
Germany, the European economic powerhouse was creating a path of its own in 
international relations, one not articulated by official documents but expressed 
in political decisions such as the War in Iraq or strategic decisions such as a 
pipeline project with a revisionist power, against the majority transatlantic 
position.  
Another consequential step was the French decision to rejoin NATO military 
structures in 2009. Meanwhile, on the other side of the Atlantic, the Bush era 
was coming to an end and President Barack Obama was entering the White 
House. France’s return to NATO’s integrated military structures was driven by 
two main objectives: “on the one hand, to increase our presence and influence in 
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the Alliance; on the other hand, to facilitate the strengthening of the Europe of 
defence by removing any ambiguity about possible competition between the 
two organizations” (Permanent Representation of France to NATO). The French 
position was motivated by two sound strategic arguments: one national and one 
European.  
European security defence debate was starting to take shape: Berlin, obviously 
ready to make bolder decisions, however still very restrained in discourse and 
official documents, Paris, anxious for more strategic independence from the 
senior defence partner, the US. This eagerness is very visible today as well: “We 
cannot blindly entrust what Europe represents, on the other side of the Atlantic 
or on the edges of Asia” (Macron 2017). So is the German restraint. In a way, 
President Macron’s vision is an echo across time of President Eisenhower’s 
viewpoint in 1951, when upon taking command of NATO, he declared: “If in ten 
years, all American troops stationed in Europe for national defense purposes 
have not been returned to the United States, then this whole project will have 
failed.” American troops remained in Europe much longer than the ten years, to 
this day, those troops represent the core of EU defence.  
Across the Atlantic, President Obama was also bringing in change. Part of the 
change was formally holding allies more financially accountable and “doing 
their part” in defence.  It was President Obama who initiated the 2% pledge, the 
2% guideline meant to aid in meeting NATO capability targets and filling 
NATO's capability shortfalls (NATO 2021). The Obama administration, just like 
the incumbent, favored multilateralism and believed that the world is better off 
in dealing with challenges together rather than alone. Both President Obama 
and President Biden value alliances, strategic partnerships, consultation, 
multilateralism and diplomacy. A strong, self-sufficient Europe was desirable to 
the Obama White House, especially since the US was starting to reposition 
strategic focus on to Asia. This perspective was put in overdrive by the election 
of President Donald Trump. President Trump was a one term president who 
managed to shake the international systems perceptions to the core. Although 
not entirely responsible for the European strategic autonomy push, president 
Trump certainly added a lot of fuel to the fire. It was in fact in response to the 
US’s withdrawal from the Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces Treaty signed in 



EUROPOLITY, vol. 15, no. 1, 2021 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

16  Continuity and Change in European Governance 
 

1987 that French President Emmanuel Macron called for a European Army to 
defend against all potential enemies, including the USA if need be. Strong 
language from Paris, pointing to the uncertainty Europe was feeling about the 
US as a predictable, reliable security partner/provider. Once the United 
Kingdom referendum results put the UK on its own path again vis-à-vis the EU, 
the conversation became clear: the Union has no option but to come to some sort 
of consensus on autonomy. President Michel concisely summed up the reality 
that European quest for more strategic autonomy is not the result of one 
particular event, but the sum of different geopolitical realities: “on a geopolitical 
level, we have noticed in the past few years that there are differences when it 
comes to interests or how to achieve objectives.”(Michel 2021). The reality on the 
ground is that within the EU, some states are more geopolitically aligned with 
the US than other states. Nevertheless, most EU Member States are in favor of a 
more capable, operationally integrated EU.  
Geopolitically, 2020 was a year marked by the SARS-CoV-2 pandemic and 2021 
will most likely be remembered as the year of the Afghan withdrawal crisis. 
Both confirm the urgency of a more autonomous Europe and both are still 
unraveling. They will have lasting effects on the international system and global 
geopolitical dynamics for decades to come.  
Threats today are not only many in number but also complex in nature. The EU, 
the geopolitical actor, has to ensure security for its citizens, secure the EU 
periphery, effectively manage the migration crisis, navigate the pandemic and as 
much as possible defuse its negative effects on the population, healthcare 
systems and the economy, address climate change and fight terrorism, piracy 
and human trafficking, all in an interconnected environment where some state 
and non-state actors use technology and information as a weapon. Most 
importantly, it is the union’s vital interest to develop the credible defence 
strategy and operationalize it. Finally, it is part of that vital interest to maintain a 
close relationship with the US and to not define autonomy in a divergent way as 
related to the Americans.  
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3. ON EU STRATEGIC AUTONOMY 
 
The main arguments of the article are looking to analyze the mutual effects of 
EU strategic autonomy on NATO and on the EU-US relationship. Why? Mainly 
because NATO and the American guarantee are the bedrock of European 
security. Pursuing strategic autonomy in itself is not the catalyst of changes in 
these dynamics, however, and this is a very big however, how the EU strategic 
autonomy process is negotiated and morphed into actionable policy will have 
either a negative or positive impact on NATO and the transatlantic relationship.  
 
 
3.1. EU Strategic Autonomy, the Transatlantic Relationship and NATO  
 
The European strategic autonomy process was more or less a long time in the 
making. The structure of the international system is transitioning to a new 
paradigm, at the center is renewed great power competition and this will 
influence all power dynamic in the international system, regardless of 
geographic location. The return to great power competition means the system is 
heavily impacted by the patterns of interaction between the great powers, the 
distribution of both military and economic capabilities. The return to great 
power competition also challenges the European model of conflict management 
and post-conflict stabilization: if US resources are being deployed elsewhere, 
Europeans have to step in and fill the vacuum. This replacement will naturally 
have to be translated into an accordingly adjusted normative framework of 
defence planning at all levels: strategic, operational and tactical. Finally, there is 
a multifaceted, interstate logistics/infrastructure dimension.  
Post WWII there was containment and countering the Soviet Union and its allies 
while preventing communist ideology from spreading across the world map. 
Once the 9/11 attacks took place, counterterrorism became the American 
priority. At present, the US is in the midst of strategic competition with China 
and to some extent Russia. The United States has concluded “the costs of 
accepting China’s own national interest and ideology outweigh the benefits of 
cooperation” (Herd 2020). The 2018 US National Security Strategy announced 
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the era of great power competition. It is in this international geopolitical 
decorum that the EU is looking to find the substance behind the concept of 
strategic autonomy and, implicitly, strengthen the European pillar of security 
and defence. This is a complex aspect of the strategic autonomy discussion 
because the European Union is, by nature of her makeup, a great power 
paradox: on one hand politically and economically a great power, on the other 
hand, security dependent on NATO and the US. Therefore, it makes sense to 
conclude that from a security standpoint, the most important angle in the EU - 
US relationship is NATO and the Article 5 guarantee. The epicenter of European 
security is Article 5 of the Washington Treaty:  
 

“an armed attack against one [of the allies]... shall be considered an attack 
against them all and ... if such an armed attack occurs, each of them ... will 
assist the Party or Parties so attacked by taking forthwith, individually and in 
concert with the other Parties, such action as it deems necessary, including the 
use of armed force, to restore and maintain the security of the North Atlantic 
area”. 

(Washington Treaty of 1949, NATO 2021)  
 

Great power competition, 21st century Realpolitik if you will, is about power, 
influence, capabilities, strategic interests, facts and pragmatism. One fact is that 
the transatlantic relationship is moving towards deeper security codependence. 
The relationship is moving towards codependence in the defence realm because 
the US alone can no longer be the sole keeper of European security, this is not 
feasible. This is new, because great power competition is pivoted in Asia, for the 
first time in modern history, the core of the international system is no longer 
Europe, and both contenders are also, not European powers. Furthermore, 
Europe has changed. We function in a world unlike the one of Secretary of 
State’s Madeleine Albright’s discourse about the "three Ds" of NATO, "which is 
no diminution of NATO, no discrimination and no duplication”. Even back 
then, the US supported a self-sufficient Europe.  During the same address, when 
voicing the American position vis-à-vis the Franco British St Malo declaration, 
Secretary Albright declared: “It is a manner by which the Europeans can share 
in the work of NATO. It is something that cannot hurt NATO because this is the 
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most important alliance. But we think it is very important that the Europeans 
work in this manner because it is something that helps us in burden sharing”. 
She went on to remind the audience: ”For it was in 1947, a half century ago, that 
America made its fateful decision, in the aftermath of war, to remain a European 
power” (NATO 2008). Complementarity of NATO and EU, deeper integration, 
increased interoperability and mobility of troops and equipment would 
strengthen American position globally as well as European regional security. 
Caveat to this statement is that the EU member states construct autonomy 
through internal consensus, not through national interests. Consensus is needed, 
not an informed majority. The principle of unanimity, where all twenty-seven 
members agree, is the major tenant of strategic autonomy because we are 
dealing with security and defence. All states have the same right to decide on 
their safety, in realist terms, on their survival.  
The discussion about US reliability is not really warranted. The US is and will 
remain a European power because this is how the WWII world order was 
constructed and only this way can peace be maintained on the old continent, EU 
and the US together. The US could theoretically withdraw from the Washington 
Treaty, but this would not at all be in its national interest. A misconception that 
keeps being promoted by some voices is that the US is abandoning Europe in 
favor of strategic competition in Asia. We must not forget that NATO is still in 
existence and that the alliance was built with this goal in mind: collective 
defence of the transatlantic space, support for Europe to become a self-sufficient 
defence actor. The US has conceived a security architecture in post WWII 
Western Europe, it has extended it after the end of the Cold War and now the 
EU is economically and politically strong, therefore fully capable to focus more 
on its own defence, especially at the periphery.  Adversaries know that the US is 
committed to Article 5. What will shape the structure of the system going 
forward and inherently influence state behavior is a rapidly evolving threat 
environment and how system independent threats such as pandemics and 
climate change are becoming more and more prevalent. EU-NATO cooperation, 
as Allied leaders underlined in the London declaration of December 2019, has to 
be complementary, member states need to continue adapting “military 
capabilities, strategy, and plans across the Alliance in line with our 360-degree 
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approach to security” (NATO 2019). EU-NATO-US synergy is also an EU 
strategic autonomy pillar. US commitment should not really be doubted, there is 
no evidence to support such position. The alliance is preparing to work on a 
new strategic concept and simultaneously, the union is working on the strategic 
compass, and how synergic these two will be, will determine much of the 
European strategic power in both the medium and long term. The most sensible 
path would be for the EU to consolidate capabilities and interoperability within 
the NATO framework in order to protect the union and to engage the periphery 
and areas of geo strategic interest to the union on its own, most likely as 
standalone EU missions.  It worked in the past, when under the pressure of a 
crisis where the US no longer signaled a desire to engage as much, the EU took 
over with a European Union military operation in support of humanitarian 
assistance in response to the crisis situation in Libya (EUFOR Libya).  Another 
example is the European Union Training Mission in Mali. It also did not work 
during the withdrawal from Afghanistan. Why did it not work in Afghanistan is 
in fact a very good question to take back to Brussels. Professor Mary Kaldor 
discusses this aspect and ties it back into the declared EU quest for autonomy 
from the senior partner: “Ever since the EU approved its Global Strategy in 2016, 
it has been building an autonomous defence capacity. It is unconvincing to 
argue that this industrial giant is really not capable of providing logistical 
support for some 10,000 troops or indeed of replacing the logistical support 
provided to Afghan security forces, especially if counterterrorism military 
operations had been ended” (Kaldor 2021). A valid question indeed, if there ever 
was one. Unfortunately, the obvious answer remains the lack of political will 
from major EU states. From a strategic point of view, based on previous 
experience, it will be very challenging to change EU strategic mindset from a 
crisis intervention mode to a proactive, defence posture. This is where Brussels 
will need to do a lot of work on gaging the level of ambition, yes, but also to be 
realistic about what the limits of the EU are. Most obvious limitation is the legal 
framework which prevents the EU from acting on behalf of the Member States. 
Still, both the 2009 Treaty of Lisbon and NATO offer plenty opportunities for 
cooperation. The other limitation is the very low political will of some Member 
States.  



EUROPOLITY, vol. 15, no. 1, 2021 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

21  Continuity and Change in European Governance 
 

The next aspect of the transatlantic relationship in the context of EU strategic 
autonomy is how the EU engages the US and which general 
perception/discourse will prevail. On one side, there is vocal France and at the 
other end of the spectrum are former countries of the Eastern Block like 
Romania or Poland where Washington is revered as the senior security partner. 
President Michel declared vis-à-vis the transatlantic relation: ”we cannot ignore 
an increasing number of geopolitical choices that run contrary to Europe’s 
interests” but does this really resonate with all EU Member States? For example: 
some states want to remain neutral in the competition between China and the 
US. This will not be possible for a very long time, at some point a strategic 
choice will need to be made. Strategic choice means: to factor in the structure of 
European defence, resources allocated to defence, willingness to deploy EU 
citizens in case of a conflict and the realization that some of those troops might 
get injured or pay the ultimate price. Strategic choice also entails factoring in the 
cost of being unprepared. These are the types of decisions that a great power 
needs to make. This is why consensus and not informed majority is mandatory 
in the EU strategic autonomy process. The push for removing the unanimity 
rule comes mainly from Germany, which is surprising, considering that 
Germany is one of the most, if not the most reluctant EU member to deploy 
troops or to invest in military capabilities. Nonetheless, there is a way to take 
charge if the situation warrants it. The consolidated version of the Treaty of the 
European Union reads: “Within the framework of the decisions adopted in 
accordance with Article 43, the Council may entrust the implementation of a 
task to a group of Member States which are willing and have the capabilities 
needed to carry out such an operation”. Key words are capabilities, which states 
must have and willing, which means political will at the national level.   
Finally, there is the extended deterrence the US is offering all its NATO allies. 
Any versed adversary, and at this time the world order is being challenged by 
very versed adversaries, understands that if US interest decreases in the EU so 
will the risk-taking availability. The EU strategic autonomy process must 
include a discussion/strategic dialogue about nuclear deterrence if autonomy is 
a serious long-term objective. Propagating a Cold War narrative would be 
fundamentally flawed. We no longer live in an international system where two 
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superpowers are in control and therefore assure the strategic stability of the 
global community. At the same time, strategic stability is closely linked to 
nuclear deterrence. We are in the middle of systemic adjustments and one of the 
major adjustments is the status of the EU. Great power status comes with the 
nuclear component.  
The transatlantic relationship in itself will be different. The US and the EU 
remain allies, however, the core of the relationship will need to transition and 
mature if the EU is indeed keen on strategic autonomy.  Moreover, the EU will 
need to factor in that strategic autonomy is not about who the US president is 
but about the necessity to be capable to defend and deter in an era when the US 
pivoted its foreign policy to Asia. Once again, was it not about helping the 
Europeans to build themselves up to the point where they can defend 
themselves? 
 
 
3.2 EU Strategic Compass: Establishing Strategic Direction  
 
As previously established, the EU can only succeed in strategic autonomy as a 
cohesive conglomerate. Simply put in neorealist terms: individual states, even 
the powerhouses of the union, are not in a position to compete on their own in 
the current great power contest. Complacency, restraint or neutrality are not an 
option because the structure of the international system does not allow it.  In the 
same Bruegel speech cited previously, President Michel confirmed that the 
union has aspirations of power: “Europe is a major player, but doesn’t yet know 
that it is” (Michel 2020). The question remains which direction the EU wants to 
take and how to decide.  
The central challenge to the materialization of EU strategic autonomy does not 
come from allies, partners or even competitors, but from within. The EU does 
not have a homogenous, common strategic culture. Strategic culture is rooted in 
political culture and political culture is a product of historical occurrences, 
geography and geopolitical developments. It is hard to imagine that Eastern 
European countries will ever let go of their strong partnership with the US and 
they cannot be blamed. Poland, Romania, the Baltic States, they all are directly 
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vulnerable to an assertive Russia and since the end of the Cold War it was the 
US in bilateral arrangements with these former Warsaw Pact member states or 
former Soviet Union republics that have ensured the de facto defence of the EU’s 
eastern flank and strategic stability in Europe. Nonetheless, strategic culture 
alone cannot be used as an excuse to delay a more active participation, nor can it 
be built by checking boxes on a paper.  
Under the German Presidency of the Council of the European Union the 
development of a Strategic Compass became a key goal with the hope that it will 
mitigate the lack of a common strategic culture and that it will lead to actionable 
recommendations. The Strategic Compass was conceived as a two-year process, 
led by the European External Action Service under the responsibility of the EU 
high Representative for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy. It is expected to 
materialize as “the new security policy document” and it “must be based on a 
broad political consensus and a strong political will to act” (EU German 
Presidency Website 2020). Its declared aim is to assist the EU in defining “what 
kind of security and defence actor it wants to be”. (EU External Action, 2020) As 
a first step to determine the direction of travel, the EU has conducted for the first 
time a comprehensive analysis of key threats and challenges to Europe, 
including: global and regional threats, conflicts in the EU neighborhood, 
challenges by state and non-state actors. The Strategic Compass will address 
different, inter-linked areas: crisis management missions, resilience, capabilities 
and instruments, working with partners. A target adoption date is March 2022, 
under the French Presidency. 
It is general consensus that current security threats are posed by regional, global 
or transnational forces, but also by pathogens, resource scarcity and climate 
change. Only when threats to the EU are unanimously agreed upon by all 
members of the union can we speak about an actionable strategy, hence, a 
concrete step forward towards EU strategic autonomy.  The Strategic Compass 
will hopefully identify threats and disseminate them from a regional vantage 
point. For example, the Black Sea is typically not central on the European 
defence agenda, however, as great power competition theater, the Black Sea 
represents the gateway to the greater commons for Russia.  Just because the 
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Black Sea does not play the same role in EU merchant shipping like the Baltic, it 
does not mean that it is less important strategically.  
A strategic priority which is far from resolve in the EU are nuclear arsenals. 
Nuclear weapons are the grand equalizer in the power discussion. At the core of 
Europe, the fourth largest world economy is most likely not going to be open to 
become a nuclear power. In this context, how will the EU build a nuclear 
strategy? A very sensitive matter and a very challenging question the union has 
to answer. So far, the European common security effort has been primarily 
focused on crisis management. While crisis management plays a pivotal role in 
preserving peace and stability, an autonomous actor needs to act multifold: in 
addition to crisis management, the EU will need to deter and defend and 
nuclear capabilities are a non-negotiable when it comes to deterrence. Nuclear 
weapons and conventional military capabilities are the strategic deterrent and 
once the UK left the union, France remained the only nuclear power. President 
Macron extended an invitation to all EU member states to engage in a strategic 
dialogue vis-à-vis nuclear weapons, however, NATO Secretary General Jens 
Stoltenberg refuted this in his speech at this years Munich Security Conference: 
“We have to remember that we have a European nuclear deterrent today -- 28 
allies deliver that every day and it's not only a promise, but it's something that 
has been there for decades” (Stoltenberg 2021).  This is a complex segment of the 
discussion. In great power competition, the players need to have the strategic 
deterrent so the EU must find a fusional way to answer this dilemma without 
focusing decision making in Paris or any other European capital. It will be 
challenging to reach the common strategic denominator and balance this with 
looking for “European input to fuel NATO strategic concepts” as French 
Minister of the Armed Forces formulated her country’s expectation along with 
four clear objectives: to increase defense budgets, more interoperability and 
tighter cooperation in the defence industry, greater sovereignty for European 
missions, with a focus on fighting terrorism in Africa, and, fourthly, 
straightening European capability to act freely in contested spaces such as 
maritime, space and cyber ( French Minister of the Armed Forces 2020).  If we 
look at the mission to prevent the seizure of vessels in the Strait of Hormuz for 
instance, something that would have been perfectly aligned with the purpose of 
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the CSDP, there was no joint CSDP mission, but a coalition of the wiling under 
French leadership. The mission in the Strait of Hormuz occurred outside the 
institutional framework of either EU or NATO.  Again, political will and 
consensus are no easy task.  
 
 
3.3 EU Strategic Autonomy: Balancing Economic Might and Defence Policy  
 
When discussing strategy, establishing the ends is key. In terms of strategic 
autonomy, the EU has to clarify and communicate its geopolitical objectives, 
interests and priorities. It is known that the EU possesses a lot of regulatory and 
standard-setting power. An example of this is GDPR: although strictly EU 
regulation, essentially the entire world is complying. This is the Brussels effect. 
The Brussels effect, the theory put forth by Anu Bredford, reveals how the EU 
mastered a unique power to influence global corporations and set the rules of 
the game while acting alone (Bredford 2020). The Joint Research Centre (JRC), 
the European Commission's science and knowledge service, published a report 
in 2021 in which EU’s regulatory and standard-setting power and EU’s rules-
based and multi-level governance model are both listed as strengths. The same 
report suggests that the EU bureaucracy “offers the right framework to advance 
Open Strategic Autonomy”. The Commission defines open European strategic 
autonomy as a concept which “enables the EU to be stronger, both economically 
and geopolitically”, by being open to trade and investment, “sustainable and 
responsible to lead internationally to shape a greener and fairer world, 
reinforcing existing alliances and engaging with a range of partners” and 
“assertive against unfair and coercive practices and ready to enforce its rights, 
while always favouring international cooperation to solve global problems”.  EU 
language is suggesting that the strategic autonomy process is starting to 
meander in a direction modeled after the already successful regulatory 
framework for trade. In accentuating the non-military dimension of strategic 
autonomy is the EU helping or hurting the strategic autonomy process? We 
cannot say for sure because there is no historical precedent and there are too 
many variables, however, based on the overarching structure of the system and 
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great power competition, it would be wise to incline towards a more pessimistic 
outcome, should the EU favor this approach. Why? First, defence and security 
are hard power, there is no way around this fact. Security, and here we mean 
security in the wider sense, comes from all other states in the system knowing 
that you, the EU, can defend yourself on your own and from having credibility. 
If the EU focuses on leading with commercial/political influence when 
constructing its strategic autonomy, without simultaneously building an 
integrated conventional defence framework, one to compliment NATO, then 
credibility will not be there. Looking at energy or cyber from an economic 
standpoint is not the same as looking at them from a security and defence 
standpoint. Security and the economic have to be seamlessly balanced in the EU 
strategic autonomy process. Information and technological innovations have 
been weaponized and are used by assertive powers in their quest for an 
advantage in great power competition. The strategic discussion has to be built 
around this reality. President Emanuel Macron emphasized how technology 
changes the structure of the international system itself: “the technological 
transition that is changing the way we look at the world, as we have seen again 
recently, which is completely shaking up the relationship between the inside, 
the outside and our representations of the world” (Macron 2020). Challenging to 
mediate these aspects, nevertheless, it must be done. The strategically 
autonomous EU must look at the issue in a symbiotic manner, and if it does so, 
it will succeed. A good illustration of this point is the defence industry. The US 
voiced “worries about a duplication of existing transatlantic military structures” 
(Kamp 2015), and this makes perfect sense because the US is spending financial 
and human resources on these transatlantic structures and it does so, first and 
foremost, in order to preserve peace and strategic stability in Europe. “Buy 
European” is not bad for the transatlantic security architecture, as long as the 
autonomy agenda is not anchored around it. Case in point: the interoperability 
initiative which produces the Future Combat Air System (FCAS) or Main 
Ground Combat System produces a military capability already in use by NATO 
allies. The process should objectively evaluate what good these new capabilities 
will bring if there is no clear vision of its overarching strategic priorities. 
Furthermore, defence industry initiatives might be better left for what the EU 
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does going forward, this way there will be no risk of duplication. Yes, it is good 
to have two good air combat systems to choose from, but how is this exactly 
going to add value to NATO now?  
Also relevant is the 5G debate. It is fact by now that some actors employ cyber 
attacks, disruptive technologies, artificial intelligence and cyber espionage in 
what we refer to as great power competition. The 5G debate is an appropriate 
example of how autonomy is not limited to arms deals and treaties. How can the 
EU be autonomous when security depends on the American guarantee and 
technological development is channeled through foreign satellite networks and 
technologies? Strategic autonomy for Europe in the digital age could mean 
fostering more cooperation with the private sector, especially for R&D. How is 
Europe going to position itself in order to bolster defence capabilities when, 
once again, different states view the armed forces through their own individual 
strategic lens? And how is the military private sector cooperation going to move 
forward unhindered by national economic interests?  
The good news is that the EU is having these conversations. The not so good 
news is that the EU has been having these conversations for a long time already, 
with no actionable result. Nevertheless, there are domains where the EU 
certainly is taking the lead and is doing so for benefit of the international 
community and international security. The domain is climate policy. The 
negative effects of global warming and climate change on both populations and 
the environment have been known to scientists for decades. The United Nations 
identified climate change as “the defining issue of our time” (UN 2020). 
Unfortunately, policy and political debate have lagged behind. Now, the time 
has finally come to have more involved conversations and the EU assumed a 
lead role.  
 
 
4. CONCLUSIONS  
 
The quest for EU strategic autonomy was accelerated by the COVID 19 
pandemic but it existed before and it was the result of not just one crisis but 
several systemic crises: Brexit, the Trump presidency, the war in Ukraine, the 
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illegal annexation of Crimea, the rise of an assertive China, all have in one way 
or another contributed to the EU seeking more independence to act on its own in 
security and defence. It would be short sided to attribute this quest to only 
president Trump or Brexit. It would also be wrong to posit EU strategic 
autonomy as distancing from the US or competition with the US. The West as 
the transatlantic community is often referred to, is Europe and its allies and 
partners. But while the West has been able to develop technologies, grow 
economically, benefit from free trade and globalization, it seems that it is at 
times running the risk of taking security for granted.  Security is not a 
guaranteed aspect of the European way of life and talking about it or only 
reacting in a crisis like Libya in 2011 or Mali, is also not sustainable nor prudent. 
Defence requires clear planning which in turn leads to readiness and resilience. 
It costs resources, both human and material, first to obtain freedom, liberty and 
democracy and then to maintain and defend them. The Cold War ended but 
some ideologies seem to reemerge in different forms and with different grand 
strategies. WWII ended, yet nationalism, another malign ideology seems to be 
reemerging and is exploited at the expense of democracy and the rule of law. It 
is in the EU’s vital interest to build a new European defence order able to assure 
stability, dialogue, and cooperation both internally as well as with allies and 
partners. Furthermore, it is just as essential to do this in concert and close 
consultation with the US. There is no other sensible way.  The US might 
realistically have to deploy more resources in Asia and this will affect the 
European defence structure. Europe has to build up preparedness, and to do it 
sooner rather than later because adversaries do not wait for the Europeans to 
build a joint strategic culture, nor will they abide to the same normative 
restraints if they don’t have to. EU strategic autonomy could be applied in 
different frameworks: NATO, EU missions, coalitions of the willing, all it takes 
is to start with genuine political will and to define realistic, clear European 
strategic interests, while not confusing them with trade or commerce.  Security 
comes first, without it there is no prosperity or freedom.  
To encapsulate all points made in the paper, a definition of EU strategic 
autonomy must include three elements: first, the territorial security of the EU 
and deterrence provided by NATO under the US nuclear umbrella, second, the 
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EU must build up integrated defence capabilities that will be operational at the 
periphery of the EU or in areas that are of strategic interest to the union, and, 
thirdly, defence industry initiatives should be directed to the future, not be an 
effort to undo already established, interoperable components of the European 
defence architecture.  
Finally, other conclusions of the article are that first, although wrapped in 
institutionalist discourse, European strategic autonomy is realpolitik driven by 
interest. The EU is speaking the language of power already, it is looking to play 
a role in great power competition and this is a good thing. Second, the quest for 
autonomy is not the product of one event or another, it is a natural reaction to 
the systemic changes that are taking place now and that have been taking place 
since the end of the Cold War. The question is not why the EU is seeking to be 
more self sufficient in the field of defence and security but how it can do it by 
strengthening its alliance with the US, UK and Canada in the NATO framework 
and with partners outside of alliance footprint. The US alone cannot defend the 
rules-based order, allies have to step up and show through action that they can 
be autonomous if necessary.  
Another takeaway of the analysis is that EU strategic autonomy is a process not 
a single policy that Brussels can decide on. It took time to get here and it will 
take longer to see measurable progress. There are too many variables in this 
process, some cannot be anticipated, and COVID is the first thing that comes to 
mind when making this statement. Also, key is to accept that a successful 
process means positive outcomes for the transatlantic alliance not just a group of 
EU members. Consensus is the only way to achieve EU strategic autonomy, not 
informed majority.  
The collective defence of the European continent is a NATO task and it will 
remain so even in the context of EU strategic autonomy. The Lisbon Treaty 
clearly spells this out. Nevertheless, an autonomous EU would be able to 
conduct operations meant to stabilize and manage crises in the EU 
neighborhood. In turn, this would consolidate the transatlantic security 
architecture and assure complementarity.  
President Macron, often considered the champion of EU autonomy, concluded 
his landmark 2020 interview by underlining the necessity for Europeans “to 
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engage in this debate throughout Europe and build what is in our common 
interest and the strength of our proposals”. He also pointed out that is no easy 
task: “But I think there is a world to be invented. We are already doing so, but 
we need to develop it more clearly” (Macron, 2020). Dialogue is important, 
actions and a framework for policy will need to follow, hopefully at the 
completion of the EU Strategic Compass. Still, we need to remember that a 
compass can only point to a direction. It remains up to the EU to choose 
direction. The strategic autonomy process is about strategy first and foremost, 
not only about military or economic capabilities and certainly not about who the 
allies are, we already know that. We have over 70 years of concrete evidence for 
who the allies are. At last, tactics certainly matter, but they usually are just a 
slow detraction if ends are not clearly defined. After all history has repeatedly 
testified that: “It is about the big picture because, after all: strategy without 
tactics is the slowest route to victory. Tactics without strategy is the noise before 
defeat”. (Sun Tzu)  
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Abstract  
Dealing with unexpected was one of the biggest challenges in the past year for 
governments and companies in all arias. As part of this response, authorities 
sprang into action to help protect citizens from this health threat while 
continuing to deliver services in communities. The project management needed 
to be constantly adapted and the managers had to make decisions under 
uncertainties. This paper presents the context of COVID-19 and an evaluation 
proposal for the situations encountered and the measures taken by the managers 
in projects financed under the European Union Operational Programme Human 
Capital. Taking the responsibility for others people lives, especially for those in 
need increases the pressure in time of crisis. Managing an unprecedented 
situation was not easy for the Romanian government, there were several 
decisions made for OP Human Capital projects. My focus will be to design an 
evaluation to measure the impact of Romanian government responses in the 
process of decision making at projects level (management) and especially for 
target groups, how the managers managed the projects based on the received 
directives in order to minimize the risks and damages.  
 
Keywords: COVID-19 crisis; European funds; evaluation; project management, 
challenging management, public institutions 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
   
The year 2020 was one that took us all by surprise. It was the year in which our 
lives changed radically and in which trying to adapt to the new conditions was 
and still is a challenge. Each field has undergone transformations and 
digitalization has been one of the saving solutions of the moment. The transition 
from physical (offline) to online activities for some people was easy and natural, 
while others had a slower and more difficult transition and some people could 
not have it at all. 
In times like this the presence (intervention) of national and/or local authorities 
is essential. It is their responsibility to see the bigger picture, to call for action, to 
make integrated decisions that will assure people’s health and safety but also 
they will keep receiving the community services that they need and deserve. 
Unfortunately, the COVID-19 crisis took the governments by surprise and 
Romania was one of the ones unprepared for this kind of event. The inability to 
see the bigger picture will cost a lot not only in the short term but also in middle 
and long term. Can we afford this kind of costs? How costs will be measured? 
Who will actually pay for it? 
When most activities are cancelled or partially interrupted and postponed, you 
may be wondering what happens to people whose lives are interconnected and 
depend on other people's work. How they manage to survive? At the same time, 
we must turn our attention to those who have assumed the responsibility to 
intervene with concrete measures to improve living conditions for those in 
critical economic and social situations. What role does each key player (actor) 
play? What was the authorities' response to the challenges posed by the 
pandemic? Was their involvement necessary? To what extent? What was the 
impact of the measures taken by them during that period? The lack of quick and 
efficient response of authorities was the tip of the iceberg for those who are 
working or are just simply target group in Operational Programme Human 
Capital 2014-2020. Looking back, it seems that some challenges from 2007-2013 
in accessing non-reimbursable funds are still found today: the difficulty of 
coordinating measures between the different structures involved in 
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management in the structural instruments; improper working procedures; the 
pressure to launch calls for proposals, due to the need to respect the “n + 2” rule 
(Marinaș, Cercel 2011, 72-73). 
For a better understanding of the programme, I will give a short description of 
what is it, objectives, priorities and structure. The Romanian Operational 
Programme (OP) "Human Capital" for the implementation of the ESF in the 
period 2014-2020 outlines the priorities and objectives helping Romanians, 
including youngsters, find a job, improve their education and skills, reducing 
poverty and social exclusion, supporting better social services and labour 
market institutions. Specific attention is given to youth, Roma and rural 
population. The programme has seven priorities: priorities 1 and 2 - Youth 
Guarantee in Romania; priority 3 - access to employment; priority 4 - social 
inclusion and to fight poverty; priority 5 - local development under the 
responsibilities of the communities; priority 6 - education and skills; priority 7 - 
technical assistance (European Commission n.d). 
Regardless of the type of decision or when it is made, the impact will be felt for 
the first time on human resources. In projects human resource is as important as 
the funds and the way you manage it can ensure your success or may lead to 
your failure. That is why project managers need clear and firm decisions from 
authorities because they had to manage in the same time the people who are 
working in the projects and people who are beneficiaries in the projects.  It is 
difficult to assume such responsibility and to identify and implement the right 
solutions in order to save the project and to achieve the targets. 
 
 

1.1. The objective of the evaluation 
 
The main objective of the evaluation is to measure the impact of authorities’ 
decisions in projects implemented with European funds under the Operational 
Programme Human Capital 2014-2020 based on the theory-based programme 
evaluative approach, using the following OECD evaluation criteria: impact, 
relevance, efficiency and effectiveness (OECD 2021, 18). Using these criteria may 
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give us an in-depth understanding of the dynamics of the projects and how they 
may be improved or are a lesson to learn for all of us in project management. 
The impact assessment is focusing on the more complex, higher-level effects 
(positive or negative, intended or unintended). The impact evaluation provides 
a holistic frame of the intervention consequences on longer term and their 
potential to generate a significant change for the direct beneficiaries and not 
only.  
The relevance analysis verifies the extent to which the intervention’s objectives 
and design respond to beneficiaries and continue to do so if circumstances 
change. In crisis time is very important and every single decision have to be 
made in order to meet the needs of beneficiaries. For example, how long and 
how many times managers can suspend a project? How long will take to process 
the request for suspension? In normal circumstances a request like this one will 
be processed in a month or so, but in this time of crisis the beneficiaries cannot 
afford to wait that long.  
The effectiveness analysis helps to understand the extent to which the 
intervention has achieved its objectives and its results. Basically, using the 
effectiveness lens can assist evaluators, program managers or officers and others 
in developing (or evaluating) clear objectives. Likewise, effectiveness can be 
useful for evaluators in identifying whether achievement of results (or lack 
thereof) is due to shortcomings in the intervention’s implementation or its 
design (OECD 2021, 52-54). For example, the authorities have made several 
decisions regarding the way project managers should respond to COVID-19 
crisis in their projects or at least this was the intension. Did the authorities 
manage to do this? The results can be seen in the decisions that project managers 
took for each project individually.  
The efficiency analysis helps to understand how resources are being used, 
ensuring that projects are well conducted. In the same time, it is a good was to 
hold people in charge to account for how they have taken decisions and 
managed risks. For example, Romanian Ministry of European Funds through 
Authority of Management gave certain directives but the important part is with 
whom they were implemented because even before COVID-19 crisis the 
bureaucratic mechanism was facing a lack of human resources. It is interesting 
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to see if at the administration made some changes regarding this HR shortage. 
Did the administration a reorganization of the HR teams in order to be a real 
support for project managers in their way to implement correctly the projects? 
Did the Authority of Management hired more specialised or support personnel? 
How much of the work of the authorities can be automated and how much it 
needs expert specialized people?  

 
 

1.2. The use of the evaluation 
 
The evaluation of the impact of authorities’ decisions for projects implemented 
with European funds under the Operational Programme Human Capital 2014-
2020 is not an easy one and you may wonder why is necessary and how can be 
used in the short, mid or long term. To have a better understanding of the 
situation I have to mention the fact that not all the projects are in the same stage 
of implementation and every decision has to meet the needs of every project but 
in the same time to have a general character.  
For projects in the early stages of implementation the results of this evaluation 
can change the implementation course: to rethink the way the activities will be 
implemented (switching to online), rethink the budget on certain activities 
(moving money from a type of expenditure to another – for example moving 
money from the costs of renting a room for trainings to online training course 
platforms).  
For projects in the advanced stage of implementation the results of this 
evaluation can change the implementation timesheet: suspension of the project 
for a period of several months for a reorganization of activities and resources 
without changing the overall period of time for implementation.  
For projects in the final stage of implementation the results of this evaluation it 
is necessary because in order to ensure the success of the project it is possible to 
need new decisions from AM regarding the timesheet of the project. When the 
project is in a final stage there are usually some delays of the activities and 
everyone is working under pressure in order to achieve the indicators 
established in the beginning. Therefore, it is necessary to determine if the delays 
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registered now are because of the bad management before COVID-19 crisis or 
after. Is it necessary for AM to approve project extensions for more than 6 
months according to the rules in force? There is a budgetary impact? If so, what 
is it? How can a project support financially 6 more months without asking for 
more money? Will human resources volunteer? What about other costs? 
In the mid and long term, the results of this evaluation will help to shape/adapt 
the future programmes: the budget, the activities, the flexibility of terms and 
conditions, target groups etc. Another aspect that can be improved in the future 
is the dimension of administrative mechanism of human resources (there were 
enough people to help in real time the beneficiaries?; How well prepared were 
they in order to verify the documents and offer the right guidance for project 
managers? How useful are the current procedures?).  
In the same time, let's not forget that in the context of the pandemic and the 
restriction of human contact, people feel even more the need to interact, to 
consult, to change opinions. Is there also risk aversion, in such a turbulent 
period, how willing are the authorities to make risky decisions? Probably quite a 
bit, they are more cautious, they will probably be more tempted to go to known 
procedures and less to look for new ones, if they are urgently needed. Moreover, 
it seems like performance management and indicators will probably be 
rethought because it is a period in which everyone exceeds their job description 
and has new tasks maybe even voluntarily and the authorities need to find 
proper solution in order to keep a high and efficient level of work.  

 
 
1.3. Project management in European Funds  
 
Nowadays everyone is speaking about European funds and shows a real interest 
because, at this moment, it is one of the best ways to access money in order to 
make changes in the community. As good and easy at it seems the reality shows 
us the contrary especially when you do not know exactly what you have to do 
and how to do it. At this point the development of skills in project management 
has an important role to play. How do we define it and what is it exactly?  
„Project management is designed to provide sustained, intensified and integrated 
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management of complex ventures. It involves: (a) the focus of a substantial portion of 
total organisational resources on a specific objective; (b) highly interdependent 
specialized activities; and (c) relatively severe constrains with respect to cost, delivery, 
and performance of the end product (Butter 1973, 85)”. 
When it comes to good practice there are many examples of project management 
with EU funds. In the same time every project has its own particularities such as 
the dimension of the target group or the region where it is implemented but the 
challenge for the authorities is to use the same approach when similar problems 
appear.  
As I mentioned in the beginning of this paper the word that can perfectly 
describe the situation at this point is „uncertainty”. There are several authors 
which establish a classification for uncertainties in the project management 
process. One type identified is the environmental one that includes changes in 
the decision-making process at institutional level. A second kind is the 
individual one, meaning constraints such as: incomplete/ limited information, 
the capacity or the time to make a decision, the different approach of identifying 
and interpreting uncertainties from a person to another. Also, an uncertainty 
consists in complexity as the diversity of actors and stakeholders. An element 
related to the lack of certainty is the distortion of the information conducting to 
imperfect information, incomplete information or the misunderstanding of the 
relationship between cause and effect, the lack of knowledge, the lack of 
understanding, inability to estimate accurately. The last category is the temporal 
one, representing an uncertainty which changes constantly as project moves 
from a stage to another (Saunders, Gale, Sherry 2015, 468-469). 
In the following evaluation the focus will be on: environmental, individual and 
informational level. Environmental because of all the decisions that have been 
made by the Romanian government (the national lockdown – 2 months, the state 
of emergency – on going), also the Ministry of European Funds issued several 
documents with recommendations for beneficiaries (all the recommendations 
made in documents as Instruction number 4, 5 and 7). Individual - both 
authorities and project managers had to make urgent decisions based on 
incomplete information or were not ready to make radical decisions in a very 
short time. Informational - the lack of communication, exchange of information, 
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between authorities and beneficiaries. How can you make the right decision if 
you miss the bigger picture? If you do not have the information need it? How 
can you expect an involvement of the authorities if their focus it is not on the 
beneficiaries and their problems?  
 
 
2. EVALUATION DESIGN  
 
Considering the complexity of The Romanian Operational Programme (OP) 
"Human Capital”, I would propose an evaluation design that includes a mix of 
qualitative and quantitative methods. The triangulation of the data collected and 
analysed from the relevant documents, interviews and surveys will ensure in 
the end the rigor of the findings, conclusions and recommendations. Relevant 
documents in this case are the official ones released by the Ministry of European 
Funds (MEF), Authority of Management (AM), Romanian Government and 
documents released by Regional Intermediate Body (this is an operational 
structure for AM in each region – Romania has 8) offering guidance for 
beneficiaries. Another type of document that will be analysed will be the 
requests sent by the beneficiaries to the entities mentioned above and the 
responses received by them. The analysis of those documents will provide 
information about: the type of communication, the consistency of the messages, 
the degree of generality of the decisions and measures taken, the frequency with 
which a certain problem reported by the beneficiaries is encountered.  
The interviews will be held both with the beneficiaries (project managers) and 
with representatives of the authorities (minister, the directors of Regional 
Intermediate Body, project officers, etc.) for a better understanding of the 
problems they were facing. Also, it is a good method to explore deeper the 
entire mechanism of: communication between institutions, institutions and 
beneficiaries – both ways; the process of making decisions and any other aspects 
that will be mentioned by participants and can be taken into consideration. The 
exploratory part is very important because creates the possibility to confirm or 
infirm some aspects that are considered important but in fact it is the opposite. 
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In the same time creates the opportunity to see and to analyse the problem from 
different angles and perspectives.  
They survey will be used to measure the perception of beneficiaries regarding 
the actions taken by the authorities. Did they felt helped? Did they managed the 
project easily after they received directives from authorities? 

 
 
2.1. Evaluation questions, criteria and indicators 
   
As I mentioned above in sub-chapter 1.2 The objective of the evaluation, there are 4 
criteria that will be used in this evaluation: impact, relevance, effectiveness and 
efficiency. For each criterion will be formulated at least two evaluation 
questions. Also, for each evaluation question at least two indicators will be 
identified and for each indicator will establish the instrument which will be used 
for data collection.  
Before formulating the evaluation questions, we must take into account that a 
correctly formulated question will be answered with "YES" or "NO". 

 
Evaluation question Indicators Method/ instrument 
Has the directives 
taken by authorities 
caused a change in 
the lives of the 
intended 
beneficiaries?  

• Total number of projects 
from OP Human 
Capital vs. number of 
projects who registered 
changes.  

• The number of days that 
a beneficiary must wait 
for the approval of an 
Additional Act or a 
request for suspension 
of the project before vs. 
after the intervention 

Analysis of documents 
(official/non-official 
reports from Ministry of 
European Funds and 
Regional Intermediate 
Body, Authority of 
Management) 
 
Survey with beneficiaries 
(project managers) 

Did the intervention • The number of new Analysis of documents 
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caused higher-level 
effects (such as 
changes in norms or 
systems)? 

procedures proposed 
regarding and during 
the pandemic 

• The number of new 
procedures proposed 
regarding and during 
the pandemic that 
arrived in the debate 
phase  

• The number of new 
procedures regarding 
and during the 
pandemic implemented 

• The number of changes 
made in the 
administrative HR 
scheme during the 
pandemic 

• The number of new 
hires in Regional 
Intermediate Body 
before vs. during the 
pandemic 

(official/non-official 
reports from Ministry of 
European Funds and 
Regional Intermediate 
Body, Authority of 
Management) 
 
Interviews with 
representatives from 
Ministry of European 
Funds and Regional 
Intermediate Body, 
Authority of 
Management 
 
Survey with beneficiaries 
(project managers) 

Were changes 
approved for the 
benefits of the target 
group during the 
pandemic? 

• The initial benefits of 
target groups from the 
projects vs. the benefits 
during the pandemic 

• The benefits proposed 
by managers during the 
pandemic vs. the 
benefits approved 
during the pandemic 

Interviews with 
representatives from 
Ministry of European 
Funds and Regional 
Intermediate Body, 
Authority of 
Management and 
beneficiaries (project 
managers) 
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Is the intervention  
leading to other 
changes, including 
“scalable” or 
“replicable” results? 

• The number of similar 
changes made in other 
Operational 
Programmes 
implemented in 
Romania during the 
pandemic 

• The number of 
particular decisions (at 
Regional Intermediate 
Body level) which have 
become a norm (at 
Authority of 
Management level) 
during the pandemic 

Analysis of documents 
(comparison of 
Instructions between 
Operational Programmes; 
comparison between 
instruction given from 
each Regional 
Intermediate Body and 
instruction/decisions 
took by Ministry of EU 
Funds and Authority of 
Management) 
 
Interviews with 
representatives from 
Authority of 
Management and 
Regional Intermediate 
Body) 

 Has the pandemic 
affected the cost-
effectiveness? 

• The number of open 
calls during the 
pandemic 

• The number of calls on 
hold during the 
pandemic 

• The number of projects 
summited during the 
pandemic 

• The number of projects 
approved during the 
pandemic 

• The number of depleted 

Analysis of documents 
(official reports from 
Ministry of European 
Funds and Regional 
Intermediate Body, 
Authority of 
Management) 
 



EUROPOLITY, vol. 15, no. 1, 2021 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

46  Continuity and Change in European Governance 
 

budges during the 
pandemic 

 Is the intervention 
(Instructions from 
authorities) relevant 
in the context of 
COVID-19 
pandemic? 

• The number of projects 
that requested an 
extension, due to the 
pandemic, over the 
number of months 
initially established 

• The number of requests 
coming from the 
beneficiaries invoking 
the decisions taken by 
the authorities 
(Instruction 4, 5 and 7) 

Analysis of documents 
(reports from every 
Regional Intermediate 
Body) 
 
Survey with Regional 
Intermediate Body from 
all regions and Authority 
of Management 

Did the measures 
taken by the 
authorities impacted 
the projects 
differently 
depending on their 
stage of 
implementation? 

• The number of projects 
in the early stages of 
implementation that 
have required changes 
in activities due to the 
pandemic 

• The number of projects 
in advanced stages of 
implementation that 
have required changes 
in activities due to the 
pandemic 

• The number of projects 
in the last months of 
implementation that 
have required changes 
in activities due to the 
pandemic 

Survey with beneficiaries 
(project managers) 
 
Analysis of documents 
(reports from every 
Regional Intermediate 
Body)  
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The needs of target 
group are defined 
clear? 

• The relationship 
between the problems 
identified and the 
solutions proposed in 
the form of directives 

Survey with beneficiaries 
(project managers) 
 
Interviews with 
representatives from 
Authority of 
Management and 
Regional Intermediate 
Body) 

 
Identifying the right instruments is as important as finding the right criteria, 
formulating the evaluation questions and indicators. There is a fine line between 
using tools to obtain the information needed to carry out the evaluation and 
using a greater number of tools to achieve the same results.  
Another aspect that has to be taken into consideration when data is collected: 
when you know you have enough information? The additional information 
collected requires additional effort on the part of the evaluators when verifying 
and interpreting it. 
Evidence gathered needs to be valid and credible. You may wonder why has to 
be like this and in front of whom? Mostly, credibility is established in the eyes of 
stakeholders/beneficiaries, how they choose to see the information that was 
collected. They decide if it is believable, trustworthy or relevant or none of the 
above. Having credible evidence strengthens the evaluation results as well as 
the recommendations that follow from them. Although all types of data have 
limitations, it is possible to improve an evaluation's overall credibility (Milstein 
et al. 2010, 15). The more credible the information is, the more open 
stakeholders/beneficiaries will be when the recommendations will be presented 
and eventually implemented. Before implementing the recommendations each 
of them is analysed and can be accepted, rejected or adapted.  
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3. CONCLUSIONS 
 
Even if the model proposed for the evaluation of the impact of decisions/ 
instructions taken by the authorities for a better and adapted implementation of 
projects funded with European funds under The Romanian Operational 
Programme (OP) "Human Capital" during the COVID-19 crisis may seem 
complex, requiring a huge amount of resources as: financial, human and time, 
has the chance to make a change. The results of the evaluation can have an 
important real time contribution to the projects that are in the last phase in 
implementation. Also, can be a starting point for the next generation of 
programmes since none was launched. Whether we want to or not, 
unfortunately the pandemic will not end in the near future. The need for 
adaptation will be constant, and the results of the evaluation can be a point of 
reference on how the authorities will act. 
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Abstract 
Lobbying is an instrument that seems to be getting focus from time to time, 
especially when things do not go quite right. But what is the real value of 
lobbying and is the EU in need of such an instrument? Policymaking in a 
democratic world requires the input of many, on matters of great variance, and 
the individual vote would not represent a feasible option. Lobbying takes the 
spot in all those cases where voting is not an option, but the risk is that personal, 
hidden interest makes its way in public policy decision-making processes. As 
such, transparency might be the balance tool to allow for the many to see if their 
voices are really represented by the few. 
In the paper, a short analysis of the current Transparency Register tries to 
showcase the mutual inclusivity of transparency and lobbying in the European 
Project. For brevity, it is also offering some short opinions about transparency 
and lobbying, in respect with the European Union and its main doctrine.  
 
Keywords 
Lobby in the EU; lobby and decision-making; lobby and policymaking 
transparency in lobby; Transparency Register. 
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1.INTRODUCTION 
 
Lobbying, as an instrument in the current economic paradigm, can be defined 
simply as the activity by which individuals or organizations seek to influence 
policies or their implementation directly or indirectly (EC 2007, para 2.1.1.), 
through access to those responsible for them, to obtain a certain desired result. 
The range of activities pertaining to this particular instrument is very diverse, 
from direct talks to influencing decision making processes through various 
reports and analyses, from negating evidence to accepting facts and presenting 
them in a different light or form various points of view, all in the name of 
potentially influencing positively public policies, but also having the downside 
of negatively curving the results. The positive results for public interest were 
long tied up to the activity itself being transparent, with the ability to protect 
large businesses, with significant financial capital and strong supporters, small 
businesses with less leverage and smaller scope, the individuals and their take 
on public benefits and overall quality of life, as well as the environment, 
especially in terms of preserving it. 
As it stands, transparency becomes the cornerstone of positive results, cross-
sectorial benefit bringing lobby activity, or at least this is the consensus of the 
masses – a questionnaire proposed and analyzed by Democracy International in 
2015, to which almost 1700 people responded, had close to 1350 people check the 
strong necessity that all lobbyist be registered before acting in the EU legislative 
institutions and some 120 respond with a medium vote, out of 1643 people 
responding to this particular question. If this figure is to be extrapolated, even 
given the benefit of the doubt, about 82% of the respondents strongly affirmed 
lobbyist are to be known and registered when dealing with the EU, while 
another 7% are demanding this as a medium interest theme. It can be stated that 
all in all, a strong majority of the EU citizens were, in 2015, behind the idea of 
evidence of lobbyist in a registered form. Of course, this number might 
fluctuate, especially when talking about business or other actors involved in the 
lobbying process, but the number of organizations registered in the now 
Transparency Register of the EU reached almost 12.000 entries, a number 
virtually stable for the third year in a row (JSTR 2020a, 1). This could be 
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interpreted as active interest from the business, think-thank and academia, 
NGO’s, professional consultancies and law firms, or other variously affiliated 
individuals acting in the lobby area for the idea of transparency in the lobby 
process, doubling on the citizen level interest already emphasized.  
More so, Frans Timmermans, in an opinion article from 2019, the first vice-
president of the European Commission, was connecting transparency, lobby and 
democracy into one single crucible of prosperity for business, communities, and 
states in the EU. He stated that “Democracy rests on a bond of trust between 
citizens and those who represent them. Without proper access to information on 
what politicians do and to whom they speak, there can be no such trust. The EU 
institutions are sometimes more transparent than national institutions, but they 
can and must do more.” (para 1.) Defining and drawing law requires inputs 
from many actors and stakeholders, but ultimately, the law reflects on the 
society itself, onto the citizens and their everyday life. As such, there is natural 
interest in what politicians do and how influences their decisions. The way 
Timmermans looks at the lobby agenda reflects the true necessity of 
transparency in the process. It stands to show if such transparency is truly 
inclusive and reflected in the current policies of the EU legislative apparatus 
with its three bodies– the Parliament, the Commission, and the Council. Worth 
mentioning is also the EU’s way of allowing its citizens to participate in shaping 
its policies through the usage of citizens initiatives – initiatives that get the 
support of a minimum of 1 million citizens from at least a quarter of the EU 
Member States are passed to the European Commission to decide upon and to 
propose legislation in areas that fall within its competence. In fact, a tool that 
allows citizens to have a say ta curbing EU’s policies, in other words, lobbying 
in the hands of citizens. 
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2.TRANSPARENCY – A CORE VALUE FOR THE EU 
POLITICAL PROCESS 
 
It is only natural that citizens of the EU demand that the decision-making 
process at the higher echelons of the EU leadership be as open and as 
transparent as possible. After all, it is about their lives and their well-being in 
the short, but especially in the long term. To respond to this demand, the EU 
adopted the Transparency Register, as an instrument that guards so that the EU 
level interest is always represented in relation to the wide range of organizations 
and groups, but also so that the decision-making process allows for scrutiny in a 
proper manner. More to the point, in the current shape, the Transparency 
Register also allows for the institutions involved to be made accountable for 
their actions. In this respect, it becomes a viable question if the Register is an 
extension of the EU’s commitment to improve and regard public access to 
information as a core pillar, a fundamental structural value of the EU apparatus, 
in order to generate trust for the European project.  
Taking a step back and looking at the Declaration No. 17 to the Final Act of the 
Treaty of Maastricht on the right of access to information, “transparency of the 
decision-making process strengthens the democratic nature of the institutions 
and the public’s confidence in the administration” and as such was seen even 
from 1992 as fundamental (EU 1992). Despite the fact the declaration was rather 
mild, its adaptation was significant for the commitment of the EU for a 
transparent and open relation with its citizens. This commitment is reflected in 
several articles of the Treaty on European Union (TEU), Treaty on the 
Functioning of the European Union (TFEU), and the Charter of Fundamental 
Rights of the European Union (the Charter). As it states in Article 10 (3) of the 
TEU, “decisions shall be taken as openly and as closely as possible to the 
citizen”, and further states in Article 11(2) that “the institutions shall maintain a 
transparent and regular dialogue” with the community, its citizens and its 
representatives (EU 2010, C83/20-21). These obligations are general, 
encompassing the whole process of the EU apparatus and functioning thereof. 
In the TFEU, Article 15 asserts that “in order to promote good governance and 
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ensure the participation of civil society, the Union’s institutions, bodies, offices 
and agencies shall conduct their work as openly as possible” (EU 2010, C83/55-
56). These official mentions are being fundamentally representative for the legal 
framework in place concerning transparency in the EU. In relation to this, the 
Register represents an influential instrument that embodies this fundamental 
pillar of the European project.   
The Charter also stipulates that open access to information is a prerogative of 
every citizen of the Union, any citizen “has a right of access to documents of the 
institutions, bodies, offices and agencies of the Union, whatever their medium” 
(EU 2010, C83/400). The Register also embodies this second function, of 
allowing access to information regarding representatives of interest groups, 
their activity and their interests alike.  
As it can be seen, transparency is intricately etched into the very fiber of the 
European project, as reflected by its governing Treaties and the Charter. It can 
be safely assumed that transparency is being sought in the functioning of the 
European Union and the status of core, fundamental structural value is more 
than noticeable in the doctrine writings of the Union. As such, this value can be 
traced in different bodies and organisms of the EU, the Transparency Register 
being no exception to this. Openness and transparency of the Union decision-
making process are essential to a system under the rule of law and foundational 
values of the EU. 
 
 
3.LOBBYING IN THE EU – A NECESSITY? 
 
The interest groups, formally organized groups that seek to promote the 
interests of their constituency in the policy decision making process are the main 
drivers of the activity of lobby. Interest groups provide individuals with a 
mechanism for delivering information about their preferences about a certain 
policy or another to the government. This attempt to curve, or to influence the 
public policies are generally called “lobbying”.  
But is lobbying a necessity for the normal functioning of the European Union or 
rather a point of fracture, where private and public interest collide, and one can 
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win in the detriment of the other? “Modern government requires close co-
operation with stakeholders from all sectors of society. Therefore, both civic and 
producer interests contribute to the perception, presentation, and definition of 
issues in European Union policymaking” (EP 2003, 1). A multifaceted endeavor 
as it is the case with the European project needs to consider then needs of the 
many, albeit individuals or organizations, companies, or academia, to better 
represent the common interest. Achieving such common interest requires the 
input of everyone, if possible, but the representation of such input cannot be 
realistically obtained through personal input, this being from at least a twofold 
reasoning. First, the apparatus required to allow for everyone to express their 
own opinion on every matter can be a futile and extraordinary time-consuming 
activity. As such, organizations are formed to represent the interest of the many, 
each taking the common shared view on a subject to the decision-makers. The 
second point of contention would be the balancing of each separate opinion, a 
task with no end in sight at first glance. Organizations allow for individuals to 
lean towards some already distilled numbers of views concerning a matter or 
another. They become representatives for the more specific aspects of a certain 
policy, but in a more efficient way. 
As it can be deduced, the lobbying is an integral part of the policy-making 
process in the EU, not only from a participative point of view, but rather from a 
physiological one, being an internal process required by the very nature of the 
democratic process. The policies made and agreed upon must represent the 
voices of the many. Lobbying allows, in natural and transparent societies for 
that. As an internal part of the EU policymaking process, lobbying holds value 
from several reasons, the most important being consultation of various stake-
holders in the crafting of legislative proposal so that it better reflects the real 
needs, the launch of debates to provide information and to help generate the 
perception on various matters for the decision makers, and also to allow for the 
society to be able voice its needs in a more direct way (EP 2003, 1-3). According 
to the EP (2003), the activities of interest groups can be grouped in four 
categories, that is they serve four types of functions – service, lobbying, decision-
making, and implementation functions. These functions are the specific services 
the lobby activity provides to the constituencies. 
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4.THE TRANSPARENCY REGISTER – STEPS IN THE RIGHT 
DIRECTION 
 
Given the fact the Register is embraced by all three legislative bodies of the EU, 
but not necessarily in the same manner, with the Council still in negotiations to 
adopt a mandatory stance for the lobbying bodies and individuals on its 
doorsteps (EC, 2020), when faced with decisions taken by multiple bodies, by 
the Member States or even by the Council, on authorities based on composite 
procedures, citizens might find themselves at a loss trying to identify which part 
of the decisions are relevant to the Union’s interest and which is influenced by 
lobby organisms. They often find it difficult to identify the validity or legality of 
the ‘foreign’ components of those final decisions. Can the Register account for 
these gaps and shortfalls, in its current form and what of its role to promote 
transparency in the world of EU lobby? Well, the main features of the Register 
consist of a public database, a code of conduct, a system of watchkeeping in the 
shape of an “alerts and complaints” section, and a set of guidelines for those the 
register.  
The database is where organizations representing various interests at the EU 
level register and keep their information updated, especially in what it concerns 
what are their interests. So, are the close to 12.000 entities registered to date 
relevant to the transparency vested EU and the quest for more openness? This 
question can be answered twofold. Once, yes, the Register managed to gather an 
impressive number of lobbyists under a single “roof”. Citizens have the option 
now to see how and to what purpose different organizations, companies, law 
firms, representatives, academia, or think-tanks are approaching EU high level 
decision-makers and can better understand where the lobbyist interest starts to 
make their appearance in EU’s legislative. No, as the Council has yet to adopt a 
mandatory provision towards its lobbyists that demands registration before 
being given access to the decision-makers. This is a gap, a shortfall that allows, 
in theory at least, for unregistered, untraceable corporate or private interest to 
make its way into EU legislation. This could be a depart from the structural 
fundamental value of transparency (EU n.a.). 
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The Code of Conduct represents a general set of rules “for all those who register 
and establishes the underlying principles for standards of behavior in all 
relations with the EU institutions” (EU n.a.). The range of obligations interested 
parties must observe in order to be accepted as interest representatives include 
identification, up to date information on the database, honesty in the pursuit of 
information, no disclosure of information granted solely to them, honesty in 
dealing with EU members and the overall respect to rules, codes and good 
governance practices established by EU institutions. In other words, this codex 
generates the framework in which lobbyists should engage the EU decision-
making apparatus and its members. 
The alerts and complaints section institutes a guard system that any individual 
can trigger, obviously, respecting the context and the guidelines. The alerts and 
the complaints can be issues in respect to breach of conduct by the registrants 
and I a form of control in the hand of all, making for a participative process of 
signaling out misbehaviors, irregularities, faults or shortcomings in what it 
concerns interest representatives. 
Finally, the set of guidelines are set in place to ease the process of registering 
and to provide brevity to certain provisions of the Code of conduct and the 
institutional agreements concerning it. As it stands, a satisfactory entry in the 
Transparency Register should be transparent – in its purpose, affiliation and 
goals respective to the registrant, relevant – in respect to the activities reported, 
accurate – the information provided is clear, consistent, complete and correct, 
well-structured – posted in good faith, including further reading if relevant, up-
to-date – updated frequently, especially in what it concerns activities on EU’s 
doorsteps, and approved – is endorsed by relevant staff and management. 
The Transparency Register of the EU represents a significant step in the right 
direction to generate the proper transparency framework for the decision-
making process at the legislative levels of the EU. The political process is and 
needs to be curved to better represent the interest of many. The necessity of 
special interest groups to be registered in order to have access to the political 
body is a mechanism that allows, on the one side, for citizens to observe the 
influence spheres and where a certain policy is directed towards, and on the 
other side, a balance mechanism, allowing for accountability of those involved 
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when a certain policy is not effecting in a positive way the EU. Corruption at the 
legislative level or private interest placed before the common, public interest has 
the potential to generate ripples of negative effects and the diminishing of trust 
in the general European Project from the citizens. At this moment, the Register is 
mandatory for the Parliament and the Commission, The Council to date just 
recommending its special interest groups to be present in the sections of the 
Transparency Register.  
Looking at the data, some 12.000 interest groups and individuals are already in 
the database, with the number being relatively stable for the third year 
consecutively. This, in turn could mean that the system of incentives and 
obligations reached its natural limit in its current form (fig. 1). Out of the tola, 
half is represented by private and corporate special interest groups, with NGO’s 
being the runners-up. It can be extrapolated that the main point of contention in 
deciding policies in the EU is between corporate and private special interest – as 
defined the interest o business and in-house lobbyists, and that of the citizens, 
represented by ONGs, as to say the public interest. Considering the traditional 
way of financing such groups, it seems the industry has more financial 
resources, represented by the almost double number of registrants in the 
Transparency Register, 6325 to the 3237 NGOs.  
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Figure 1. Evolutions of registrations up to June 2020 (JSTR 2020, 2) 
 

Since the start of the Register, the first six years saw two distinct periods of 
growth, a sharp increase in number of registrants during the first year of 
existence, then a slower process up to the middle of 2017. The presence of the 
first 5000 institutions and individuals representing special interests on the 
Register’s ledger can be interpreted as a pledge to transparency, given the fact 
that in the first years of existence, joining was just a recommendation and the 
incentives were not particularly substantial. The years 2015 and 2016 
represented major steps in the right direction of intrinsically connecting 
transparency to the lobby in the EU with the new Transparency Register and the 
mandatory registration at the level of the European Parliament and the 
Commission. The spikes in the graphic speaks volumes of the changes and their 
impact, with new incentives and privileges for the registered entities, whilst 
those not present being limited in scope and possibility.  
Starting with 2018, a series of political meetings were aimed at yet another 
significant change: the inclusion of mandatory provision for the lobby entities 
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around the Council of the EU, thus making the legislative Triade of the 
European Union fully pledged to the transparent lobby process, if negotiations 
are to be successful. Ms. Nikolina Brnjac, on behalf of the Presidency of the 
Council stated that “The objective of the negotiations should be to strengthen 
the framework for transparent and ethical interactions between interest 
representatives and the three institutions, in the interest of European citizens” 
(Ministry of Foreign and European Affairs of the Republic of Croatia, 2020, para. 
4) This step would see, most likely, another sharp increase in registrants and 
would reiterate the idea that a tri-institutional Transparency Register is 
beneficial and central even for a transparency culture. 
Looking at the visibility of the Transparency Register, in 2019 there were over 
330.000 visits on the site, a relative stable number as compared with the year 
before (JSTR 2020a, p. 9). Interest for transparency in the political process of the 
EU is a constant and at a level that can be considered high, given the figures 
presented. 
 
 
5.CONCLUSIONS 
 
In retrospect, lobbying is an activity that cannot be taken out of the EU 
framework, given the commitment of the European legislative apparatus to 
deliver specifically tailor policies for its citizens. This requires the input of 
multiple stakeholders, naturally, everyone trying to curve the trajectory of 
certain policies towards their invested interest. The question is not, as such, 
weather lobbying should be allowed, but rather how to control the mechanism 
so that the EU interest is best served and so that lobbying does not become a 
syncope, but rather continues to grow into a mutual beneficial dialogue between 
special interest groups and individuals and the EU representatives. In line with 
EU doctrine writings, transparency should be regarded as the necessary control 
mechanism for the lobbying process. The more inclusive of transparency the 
lobby is, the more it has a chance to represent the true interest of the mases, of 
the citizens, in relations to EU’s legislative bodies.  
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A tri-partite agreement could mean a new restart for the institution of the 
Transparency Register, an instrument that seems to be visible and allowing for a 
better representation of the special interest groups curving the trajectory of EU’s 
policies. The relative stable number of entities registered for the past 3 years 
could signal a maturation, the systems of incentives given by the status of 
registered can be considered to have reached its natural limit. The new talks that 
prefigure the mandatory implementation of the Register at a tri-partite level 
could constitute a structural change in the right direction for the continuation of 
developing the culture of transparency in the EU. 
Transparency and lobbying should be interconnected, the lobby mechanism in 
the EU taking the lead in proving the necessity and the benefits of a transparent 
process of influencing policy making. 
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Abstract 
In this study we aim to offer an overview of how public institutions in the 
European Union and its Member States manage their financial resources, more 
specific, through public procurement. We approach the evolution of law in the 
European Union on this topic and the manner it resembles any of the well-
established integration theories. A relevant point is how the public procurement 
adapted through moments of crisis, including the Covid-19 spread. 
Addressing issues such as award procedures, qualification criteria, public-
private partnerships, concessions and other contracts related to the contracts of 
public procurement, we set the fundamental points that define the last named. 
Making good use of doctrine, European Union Court of Justice case law and 
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legislation, we establish the purpose of public procurement and its vital 
necessity for a single market. 
Moreover, we evaluate which of the EU’s institutions weigh more in shaping the 
image of public contracts, especially regarding the 2014 Directives on public 
procurement and concessions, and the impact national actors have on applying 
these rules. Through statistic databases (at international, European and national 
level) we spot the gaps between the spirit of public procurement law and its 
efficiency at national level. This way, we approach the problem of systemic 
corruption through illicit public contracts and its repercussions on public 
budgets. 
 
Keywords 
European Union Law; good governance; public corruption; public procurement; 
single market; theories of integration. 
 
 
1. INTRODUCTION 
1.1. The purpose of the paper 
 
This paper aims to briefly review some of the key issues in public procurement. 
It accounts for a trading volume of 16 percent of the EU GDP as of 2017 (Becker, 
Niemann and Halsbenning 2019, 6), a considerable advance over the last 
century, as public contracting accounted for 7 to 10 percent in the last decade of 
the 20th century (Uttley and Hartley 1994, 3). It also represents a central pillar for 
European integration and enactment of good governance. 
In the next subsection, we address some technical issues, outlining the 
characteristics of public procurement contracts. We intend to define them to 
prevent the confusion that might occur later by using specific terms. 
In the second section, we address the purpose of public procurement law, 
including the completion of the European single market, as well as the 
enactment of good governance. 
In the third section, we discuss the institutional evolution of public contracts 
observed through neofunctionalism and historical institutionalism, while the 
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fourth section is dedicated to the current economic and social role of public 
procurement. 
Last but not least, we present a case study that captures corruption in European 
public procurement, involving three states with different levels of success in 
implementing good practices in this area: Sweden (above-average), Germany 
(average), Romania (below-average). 
 
 
1.2. What is a public procurement contract? 
1.2.1. Definition 
 
Public procurement represents ‘the purchase of goods and services by public 
and private enterprises’ (Smith and Lilico 2014, 15). This definition is unfit for 
the purpose of our paper, owing to the fact that, although any public or private 
procurement raises issues of management in the EU, our interest lies strictly on 
public procurement that is regulated by EU law. Also, Rhode (2019, 17) 
differentiates between procurement and purchase, defining procurement as 
‘acquisitions within the public sector’ and purchase as ‘acquisitions within the 
private sector’. The first has been a crucial topic of discussion for EU law makers 
for over half a century now. 
Public procurement is the process (operation or institution) of providing 
supplies, services and works in the public sector, and public procurement 
contracts (Directives simply refer to them as public contracts, a terminology 
which we will use henceforth) represent the instrument through which the 
aforementioned process is enacted. Not every contract with the object of 
obtaining supplies, services or works by a public authority is governed by the 
provisions of EU public procurement law, but only those that fall within certain 
thresholds. 
The Directive 2014/24/EU defines public contracts as ‘contracts for pecuniary 
interest concluded in writing between one or more economic operators and one 
or more contracting authorities and having as their object the execution of 
works, the supply of products or the provision of services’ (article 2). From this 
definition we extract the following characteristics: 
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1. Public contracts are for pecuniary interest. 
2. The parties to a contract shall be economic operators and contracting 

authorities. 
3. The object of a public contract is represented by the execution of works, the 

supply of products, or the provision of services. 
4. Public contracts are concluded in writing (after completing the legal 

formalities in the form of award procedures that condition the validity of the 
contract). 

 
1.2.2. Characteristics of public contracts. The pecuniary element, economic operators, 
contracting authorities, the object of public contracts, the form of public contracts 
(thresholds, types of tenders and operational risk) 
 
The term ‘pecuniary’ can be described as ‘of or relating to money’ and, in the 
2014 Directive, it is related to the term ‘onerous’, defined as ‘done or given for 
something of equivalent value’ (Garner 1999, 1152, 1117), the latter being the 
appropriate term. In other words, public contracts are onerous contracts, their 
pecuniary nature derives from the fact that each party seeks an advantage in 
accordance with its obligations. The qualification of a contract as onerous (or for 
pecuniary interest) is done by verifying the intention of each party to gain 
benefits (Nicolae 2018, 320). 
The jurisprudence of the European Court of Justice (Tax-Fin-Lex vs. Ministrstvo 
za notranje zadeve 2020) indicate a case in which an economic operator 
submitted a tender of 0 EUR to a public call for competition. The contracting 
authority rejected the tender because it did not comply with the pecuniary 
nature of public contracts, and the operator addressed to the ECJ. The operator 
argued that the pecuniary character does not derive exclusively from a price, his 
advantage would have been the gain of prestige and reputation. The Court 
stated, firstly, that the contracting authority must not automatically reject a 
tender in the event that the price offered is 0 EUR. Secondly, the authority is 
obliged to make a payment (which, although expressible in money, does not 
always consist of cash, but could be represented by other services) that is 
certain, liquid and enforceable. In our case, acquiring a better reputation is not 



EUROPOLITY, vol. 15, no. 1, 2021 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

69  Continuity and Change in European Governance 
 

an obligation that the authority can assume, so the operator’s argument was 
rejected. Even so, the Court stated that the fundamental characteristic of public 
contracts is not that they are for monetary interest, but they are onerous 
contracts: each party aims to obtain an economic advantage, expressible in 
money, either a sum of actual money or other certain, liquid and enforceable 
payments, such as services provided by the public authority. 
Directive 2014/24/EU defines ‘economic operator’ as ‘any natural or legal 
person or public entity or groups of such persons and/or entities, including any 
temporary association of undertakings, which offers the execution of works 
and/or a work, the supply of products or the provision of services of the 
market’ (article 2), while recital (14) of the same Directive states that ‘the notion 
of economic operator should be interpreted in a broad manner so as to include 
any persons and/or entities which offer the execution of works, the supply of 
products or the provision of services on the market, irrespective of the legal 
form under which they have chosen to operate’.  
Therefore, the definition is extensive and includes any entity capable of 
performing obligations specific to public contracts. In addition to natural 
persons, profitable legal persons, as well as other entities without legal 
personality, non-profit organisations can also be economic operators under 
general conditions, as stated by the ECJ (Consorzio Nazionale Interuniversitario 
per le Scienze del Mare vs. Regione Marche 2009). 
The Directive defines ‘contracting authorities’ as ‘the State, regional or local 
authorities, bodies governed by public law or associations formed by one or 
more such authorities or one or more such bodies governed by public law’, and 
includes central government authorities, sub-central government authorities and 
other bodies governed by public law. 
Depending on the obligation assumed by the economic operator, there are 
public supply contracts, public service contracts, public works contracts, 
detailed by Directive 2014/24/EU. 
Awarding public contracts requires the use of specific procedures. In 2004, EU 
law enacted rules on open procedure, restricted procedure, negotiated 
procedure, and competitive dialogue, while the latest Directive in public 
procurement brings the following additions: a new competitive procedure with 
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negotiation and the innovation partnership (Telles and Butler 2014, 131). 
Broadly speaking, any award procedure must apply and respect the following 
EU principles: equal treatment, non-discrimination, transparency (Smith and 
Lilico 2014, 9). As of today, Maciejewski, Ratcliff and McGourty (2020, 3) 
mention that EU law covers the following award procedures: 
1. Open procedure – ‘any interested economic operator may submit a tender in 

response to a call for competition’ (Article 27 of Directive 2014/24/EU). It is 
the most common award procedure in the EU, as all but one Member State 
utilise it in more than half of their public contracts, and almost entirely in 
small countries (Smith and Lilico 2014, 32).  

2. Restricted procedure – only invited economic operators can submit a tender 
(Article 28). 

3. Competitive procedure with negation – any economic operator may request 
to participate in the procedure, but only those selected may submit a tender 
after the information provided has been evaluated (Article 29). 

4. Competitive dialogue – any economic operator may request to participate in 
the procedure, but only those selected can participate to a dialogue to 
evaluate what the market can offer to satisfy the public needs (Article 30). 

5. Innovation partnership – it is similar to competitive dialogue, but it is 
applicable only in research and development activities (Article 31). 

6. Negotiation procedure without prior publication – in certain cases covered 
by article 32. 

Unless the contract value is below the threshold system (table no. 1), each call 
for competition must use one of the award procedures. If the value of a contract 
is below these figures, their award may not use one of the procedures, although 
it must respect the general principles of the EU law (European Commission 
2021a). 
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Table no. 1. Threshold system for public contracts  
  

Works 
 
Supplies 

Services 
Social and 
specific 
services 

Subsidised 
services 

Other 
services 

Central 
government 
authorities 

 
5.350.000 
€ 

 
139.000 € 

 
750.000 € 

 
214.000 € 

 
139.000 € 

Sub-central 
contracting 
authorities 

 
5.350.000 
€ 

 
214.000 € 

 
750.000 € 

 
214.000 € 

 
214.000 € 

Source: European Commission, 2021a. https://ec.europa.eu/growth/single-
market/public-procurement/rules-implementation/thresholds_en 

 
 
2. PUBLIC PROCUREMENT – CATALYST FOR EUROPEAN 
ECONOMIC INTEGRATION AND THE ENACTMENT OF 
GOOD GOVERNANCE 
2.1. Good governance 
 
The state has the mission to fulfil the general needs of the state and to satisfy the 
public interest through implementing good governance. Public authorities may 
obtain supplies, works and services necessary to attain their economic, social 
and political objectives through several means: production of goods, the 
execution of works and the provision of services using own resources, 
expropriation for public utility, and public procurement (Rhode 2019, 17), 
among others, while obliged to respect human rights and to achieve the best 
outcome from an economic and social point of view. 
The economic performance of a state is reflected in the ability of its institutions 
to be efficient, insofar as they are able to fulfil the citizens’ needs. The concept 
relating to this aspect is good governance, defined as the process whereby 
public authorities organise their internal affairs, manage resources and ensure 
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human rights by fighting abuse and corruption through the rule of law (UN 
High Commissioner for Human Rights 2020). Good governance refers to 
examples of predictable and transparent policy-making in which actors involved 
in the political process (including civil society) act in accordance with law, in 
order to procure services in a fair manner, while poor governance is portrayed 
by examples of unorganised and arbitrary policy-making, unaccountable 
bureaucracies, biased and unfair legislation, corruption, and human rights 
violation (Phillips, Caldwel and Callender 2007, 139). 
Public procurement is a crucial instrument in the race to secure good 
governance in the European Union. Likewise, there are several other roles 
played by rules in this area (most obvious being the economic function), which 
we will address in detail in the fourth section. Even so, in the EU, the role 
played by procurement is a complex one, which combines aspects of economy, 
efficiency, effectiveness, a political and social role, as it is aimed to encourage 
local and central authorities to accomplish wider policy targets regarding issues 
such as unemployment, lack of innovation, environmental protection and 
sustainable production (Meulenbelt 2016, 57). All the above are, more or less, 
circumscribed to the concept of good governance. Additionally, another vital 
task for procurement is to play its part in establishing a veritable single market 
in the EU. 
 
 
2.2. Driving towards a single market 
 
The EU single market is a ‘fundamental idea of the design of European 
construction, [...] the essence of EU and the main economic reason for its 
existence’ (Cimpoeru 2020, 3). The single market is a level of interstate economic 
integration situated between a ‘customs union’ and an ‘economic union’, that is 
achieved in different stages (Encyclopaedia Britannica 2018): 
1. First stage is the free-trade zone. It involves the abolition of customs duties 

on trade between states participating in an agreement, although these states 
may impose customs duties on imports from tertiary states. 
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2. Second stage is the customs union. It implies the abolition of 
aforementioned customs duties and that Member States (MS) also jointly ‘set 
the level of tariffs to the rest of the world’. 

3. Third stage is the common/single market. In addition to the customs union, 
the single market aims to establish free movement of resources such as 
labour or capital between MS. 

4. The last stage is the economic union. It requires close coordination of 
national economic policies of different countries. It implies the existence of a 
common currency, common monetary policy and common taxation policy, 
inter alia. 

The EU focuses on establishing a single market, as article 26 TFEU sets out the 
fundamental principles of its completion, outlining the four ‘freedoms’, free 
movement of goods, persons, services and capital. There are different methods 
of completion of the single market: the negative method, EU law prohibits 
national legal systems from impeding trade between MS, and the positive 
method, EU law plays an active role in harmonizing rules in MS, especially 
through Directives (Cimpoeru 2020, 4).  
The negative approach has been visible since the Treaty of Rome when tariff 
barriers were removed between states (the abolition of customs duties). 
Although they were removed, there were still issues affecting trade between MS 
known as non-tariff barriers. They are hidden forms of discriminatory 
protection exercised through administrative means, legislation, by establishing 
public monopolies, indirect taxation, state aid, and, finally, public procurement, 
and they are depicted as trade-defence measures that represent ‘any 
government policy that potentially leads to a discriminatory treatment of 
foreign competitors relative to domestic agents’ (Yalcin, Felbermayr and Kinzius 
2017, 5). 
Recently, there has been an increase in the impact of non-tariff barriers in 
international trade. Yalcin, Felbermayr and Kinzius (2017, 4) consider that, since 
the 2008 financial crisis, customs duties have become less frequent, while 61 
percent of all protectionist measures worldwide, in 2016, were non-tariff 
barriers, usually set up by high-income countries. The same authors note that 
developed countries in Western Europe utilise non-tariff barriers rarely 
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compared to countries such as the United States of America, Russian Federation 
or India. These instruments generally have a negative impact, being estimated 
that in 2000-2015 non-tariff barriers reduced the imports targeted by those 
measures by around 4 to 12 percent (Kinzius, Sandkamp and Yalcin 2019, 603). 
Of all non-tariff barriers, public procurement acts as a significant obstacle that 
can intervene in the completion of the EU single market (Bovis 2012, 482). 
Competition between domestic and foreign actors can also be influenced by 
‘natural’ barriers, such as language, culture, geography, lack of experience in 
cross-border business (Becker, Niemann and Halsbenning 2019, 13). Apart from 
these, there are other types of barriers, such as home bias, poor implementation 
of directives, infringements of single market rules (Pataki 2014, 15). In order to 
achieve certain objectives (e.g., single market, good governance), these obstacles 
must be prevented from causing harm. Thus, it was mandatory to take a positive 
approach, i.e., the regulation of public procurement by directives in order to 
harmonize national laws. 
In the initial phase of the EEC, there were no special rules regarding public 
procurement, although it was governed by the principles in the Treaty of Rome. 
It was standard practice for the first MS to impose non-tariff barriers to limit the 
participation of foreign economic operators in domestic markets: quotas were 
implemented to protect national industries and they were abolished only 22 
years after the Treaty of Rome by Directive 70/32/EEC and Directive 
70/50/EEC, followed by others (Meulenbelt 2016, 58). Until recently, ‘buy-
national’ practices in MS were usual (Uttley and Hartley 1994, 3), practices that 
are detrimental to several actors: the EU as a political construct because it 
undermines the desideratum of a single market; the contracting authorities 
because they are deprived of more competitive tenders, that could have a 
dichotomous impact, increasing product quality and lowering prices; and the 
citizens of MS because the poor public expenditure represents a burden on their 
shoulders. 
The ‘cost of non-Europe’ concept was firstly used in a 1987 EC’s study that has 
been revised since then, most recently in 2014. At that time, Uttley and Hartley 
(1994, 3-4) made the following conclusions based on the aforementioned study: 
public authorities in MS have adopted protectionist policies on public 
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procurement in order to achieve various objectives, such as strategic ones, e.g., 
preserving independence in the defence industry, reducing unemployment, 
endorsing high technology sectors; misconduct in public procurement creates 
pecuniary damages and the reduction of Value for Money (VfM). Preventing 
participation of foreign economic operators in award procedures removes 
incentives for local operators to invest in efficient management in order to face 
increased competition. Operators thus become self-sufficient, indulge in 
providing supplies, works or services of less-satisfactory quality to win a 
contract against other domestic firms. As a result, in national markets with few 
competitors or low competitiveness, there is an artificial increase of prices, and a 
decrease of VfM. 
In the 1990s, of the total imports of each MS, those from another Member 
represented 22 percent. The share of public contracts awarded to economic 
operators from another MS (or ‘cross-border contracts’) was at that time 
approximately 2 percent, a huge gap compared to the first figure (Uttley and 
Hartley 1994, 3). As of more recent times, the share of cross-border contracts was 
still around 2 percent in 2017, while in terms of contract value, cross-border 
contracts’ share amounted for 5,95 percent in 2013, decreasing to 3,4 percent in 
2017 (Becker, Niemann and Halsbenning 2019, 14).  
Why are cross-border contracts so important? If we look at the previous data, 
their share remains extremely low, although in the meantime the Directives on 
public procurement aimed for greater openness towards foreign economic 
operators. It seems to be a natural problem, as we detailed before, not only non-
tariff barriers diminish trade, but also ‘natural’ ones. E.g., it is more costly for a 
domestic Swedish company to provide a service in Bulgaria than it is for a 
domestic Bulgarian company. That is because language, geography, different 
national laws, local corruption and others raise the costs of a foreign operator. 
Furthermore, if the value of a contract is high, the natural costs may be offset by 
the prospect of a higher gain by executing that contract, so the Swedish 
company would be more likely to propose a tender (only if it met the 
requirements of the contract in question). We believe this is an argument for the 
reason why foreign operators are more prone to win award procedures for high-
priced contracts. 
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We reiterate that openness to foreign tenderers is crucial, as it creates a 
psychological impact on domestic operators that know there is bigger 
competition. It is all the more important as a recurring problem in this area is 
that many calls for competition have no tenders, or there is only one submitted 
tender (Flynn 2018, 4-5), determining the decrease of VfM.  
 
 
3. HISTORY OF REGULATIONS OF PUBLIC PROCUREMENT 
3.1. General issues regarding the evolution of EU law on public procurement 
 
The EU law makers can adopt three types of acts: Regulations, directly 
applicable in all MS, Directives, setting objectives to be implemented in one 
form or another in the legislation of each MS, Decisions, regarding one or more 
MS without general character or direct effects (European Union 2020). To create 
a legal framework for public procurement in EU states, the directives were 
chosen as a legal instrument, because they offer the possibility for Member 
States to adopt European legislation in line with their own domestic realities, 
although this operation has shortcomings. One is that it could take years for 
directives to be implemented. Consequently, when a deficiency is discovered in 
a directive, its amendment might take a very long time (Verdeaux 2003, 722-23), 
especially since the European institutions may have diverging positions. 
However, each directive comes with a deadline for implementation, otherwise 
there will be sanctions (European Commision 2021b). 
The directives enforce the mission to transpose them into domestic legislations, 
and national authorities can choose the instrument to do so (article 288 TFUE). 
The ECJ states that directives do not have a horizontal effect, but a vertical one, 
and private persons cannot be charged with infringing the directive if it has not 
been correctly transposed by a state (Dougan 2000, 586-88). E.g., in the case of 
Seda Kücükdeveci vs. Swedex (2010), an employee was fired with only one 
month’s notice due to the fact that Directive 2000/78/EC, stipulating a 
minimum of 4 months’ notice, was incompletely transposed by the German 
state. Given its vertical effect, the Directive did not apply directly to the 
employee’s situation, meaning that the applicable law was the German one. 
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However, the Court remarked that German law was in conflict with the EU law, 
and it was mandatory for Germany to amend those conflictual norms.  
In the event of non-compliance, Member States are the ones sanctioned, as was 
the case of France in 2001 for delaying the implementation of Directive 
97/52/EC (Verdeaux 2003, 724). 
 
3.2. Before Directives 
 
Since the Treaty of Rome, there have been ongoing discriminatory practices 
between MS in award procedures (Uttley and Hartley 1994, 3-4). Hence, 
European institutions developed programmatic documents to approach this 
issue. 
The first two acts on public procurement were the General Programmes for the 
abolition of restrictions on freedom of establishment and freedom to provide 
services adopted in 1962 (Cimpoeru 2020, 6). The first Programme stated that 
European economic operators, other than those from the state where an award 
procedure takes place, may also participate (The Council of the European 
Economic Community 1962, Article 56). However, these acts did not provide 
binding rules to reduce discriminatory practices in public procurement. 
Nevertheless, legislation in this area was inefficient from several points of view: 
domestic tenderers, due to low competition, could artificially increase prices; 
there was an increase in cost of production for suppliers due to the monopoly 
imposed by domestic firms on specific industries, affecting developing firms 
(Mclachlan 1985, 359-60). 
 
3.3. The Directives 
 
Regarding public works contracts, the first legislative acts were Directive 
66/683/EEC, Directive 70/32/EEC, Directive 71/304/EEC and Directive 
71/305/EEC. The last one was amended by Directive 89/440/EEC, establishing 
a more precise definition of public works contracts (Sohrab 1990, 527). 
Regarding public supply contracts, the first legislative act was Directive 
77/62/EEC, which established the main award procedures, such as the open 



EUROPOLITY, vol. 15, no. 1, 2021 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

78  Continuity and Change in European Governance 
 

procedure and restricted procedure, and public procurement principles, such as 
transparency, non-discrimination, impartial award criteria, inter alia (Cimpoeru 
2020, 7). It was amended twice by Directive 80/767/EEC, and later by Directive 
88/295/EEC (Allain 2014, 519), setting a new threshold for public supply 
contracts in accordance with the GATT Code and adding a new award 
procedure (Sohrab 1990, 525-26).  
The Directives did not accomplish any great achievements, as the first EC’s 
reports illustrated that a free public procurement market did not flourish, 
contract advertising was symbolic, and attempts to amend the directives in 1980 
were at a minimum level in order to comply with World Trade Organisation 
(WTO) conditions and excluded rules regarding public procurement contracts in 
the field of transport, telecommunications, water, electricity, and gas (Mclachlan 
1985, 366-67), considered public monopolies, that we will refer to as utilities. The 
postponement was due to the diversity and complexity of the sector (Verdeaux 
2003, 721), and to the resistance of MS to privatise them, coming from a fear of 
economic uncertainty (Bovis 1998, 230).  
Finally, regarding public utilities contracts, they were regulated by Directive 
90/531/EEC, subsequently replaced by Directive 93/38/EEC, that was later 
amended by Directive 98/4/EC and Directive 2001/78/EC (Allain 2014, 520). 
Another replacement was enacted by Directive 2004/17/EC (amended in 2009), 
replaced again by Directive 2014/25/EU. 
Regarding public service contracts, Directive 92/50/EEC was the first one. 
In order to create a more comprehensive framework, new directives on public 
supply and works contracts were adopted (Directive 93/36/EEC, respectively 
Directive 93/37/EEC), on the basis of recommendations set out in the ‘White 
Paper from the European Commission’ (Commision of the European 
Communities 1985, 1-55). Afterwards, the Commission (1996, 1-49) presented a 
Green Paper on public procurement, showing the effects of the former 
directives, how they should be implemented, and advanced new 
recommendations for their amendment. 
The Directives regarding public supply, works, respectively service contracts 
were amended by Directive 97/52/EC in order to be consistent with the new 
changes in the Agreement on Government Procurement (GPA) and the 
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Agreement of Marrakesh established by WTO, consequently amended by 
Directive 2001/78/EC (Allain 2014, 519-20). They were eventually repealed by 
Directive 2004/18/EC that regulated the coordination of procedures for the 
award of public works, supply and service contracts, so that the three types of 
public contracts have been comprehensively regulated for the first time in a 
unique document. It focused on award procedures being consistent with 
impartial competition, imposing contracting authorities to refrain from 
developing a conduct contrary to the principles and provisions specific to the 
EU single market (Graells 2015, 197). E.g., an addition brought about by the 
directives was electronic tenders. In the meantime, Directive 2009/81/EC 
amended Directive 2004/18/EC, providing an addition for award procedures in 
the field of defence and security (Cimpoeru 2020, 12). 
Although the new directives created a broader legal framework governing 
public procurement, data from 2009 (Woolcock 2012, 12) revealed that ‘cross-
border provision of public contracts within the EU remains very low at only 
1.5% of total contracts or below 4% by value’. 
In 2010 the European Commission presented the ‘Europe 2020. A European 
strategy for smart, sustainable and inclusive growth’, making a number of 
proposals in order to overcome the economic crisis that had affected the whole 
world. This document aimed to draw a plan to create a more efficient, 
digitalised, environmentally-friendly economic space, especially by reforming 
public procurement (European Commission 2010, 9-13). Therefore, new 
directives were enacted: Directive 2014/23/EU regarding works and service 
concession contracts, applying the same principles as public procurement 
norms; Directive 2014/24/EU replacing the one in 2004 on public works, supply 
and service contracts 
Both were innovative in that they changed the award criteria. If initially the 
price was mainly considered, 2014 Directives introduced ‘a new hierarchy of 
goals’, including ‘environmental, social, and innovation aspects’ (Pircher 2019, 
10). Thus, tenderers can include the impact of their resources in the 
aforementioned sectors, and it should be considered. Also, a new emerging 
concept is ‘life cycle-cost’ that states all costs of a resource (e.g., use, 
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maintenance, or end-of-life costs), facilitating award procedures (Dragoș and 
Neamțu 2014, 318).  
Ultimately, what will the single market look like after Brexit? More specific, how 
will the UK act regarding to EU rules on public procurement, especially since it 
is predicted that much of the investments from the EU companies will fall by 63 
percent (Egan 2019, 22) in this former MS. It is believed that the United 
Kingdom would return to its habit of regulating the field of public procurement 
by soft law, i.e., to provide guidelines, not strict rules (Arrowsmith 2020, 10). 

Table no. 2. EU Public Procurement Directives 
 Public 

works 
contracts 

Public 
supply 
contracts 

Public 
services 
contracts 

Public 
utilities 
contracts 

Concession 
contracts 

1966 66/683/EEC  
None 

 
 
 
 
None 

 
 
 
None 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
None 

1970 70/32/EEC 
1971 71/304/EEC  

71/305/EEC 

1977 77/62/EEC 
1980 80/767/EEC 
1988 88/295/EEC 

1989 89/440/EEC 
1990 90/531/EEC 
1992 92/50/EEC 
1993 93/37/EEC 93/36/EEC 93/38/EEC 
1997 Directive 97/52/EC (amending) 
1998 98/4/EC 
2001 Directive 2001/78/EC (amending) 2001/78/EC 
2004 Directive 2004/18/EC 2004/17/EC 
2009 Directive 2009/81/EC (amending) – 

including defence and security contracts 
2014 Directive 2014/24/EU 2014/25/EU 2014/23/EU 

Source: Authors’ own contribution based on our previous research. 
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3.4. Theories of integration (neofunctionalism and historical institutionalism) 
 
As we discussed in the previous section, initially the European Communities 
encountered issues in the completion of a single market. Rampant 
discriminatory practices proved that the Treaty of Rome was not sufficient to 
diminish the phenomenon. 
Considering the information presented so far, the evolution of public 
procurement in the EU is part of the neofunctionalist logic, defined by the 
following characteristics: i. the notion of spillover represents its core concept; ii. 
aims at the role played by social groups in the integration process (Cini and 
Borragan 2010, 72-73). 
European integration is stimulated by ‘spillover’, a process whereby the 
integration in one sector will later gradually determine integration in another, 
‘an automatism of the integration process’ (Bărbulescu 2015, 97). In other words, 
spillover is ‘the process whereby members of an integration scheme agreed on 
some collective goals for a variety of motives but unequally satisfied with their 
attainment of these goals attempt to resolve their dissatisfaction by resorting to 
collaboration in another related sector (expanding the scope of mutual 
commitment) or by intensifying their commitment to the original sector 
(increasing the level of mutual commitment), or both’ (Cini and Borragan 2010, 
76). 
Bovis (1998, 220) considers that the European Communities started from the 
stage of a customs union and pursued a political union (as an ultimate goal), 
which requires the achievement of complex intermediate objectives, and this 
evolution follows the spillover logic. Public procurement is a sector ‘affected’ by 
spillover, which in turn affected others (such as concessions). Within the 
evolution of public procurement law, we perceive the following spillover 
changes: 
• Initially, public procurement was regulated by primary legislation (rules 

included in the Treaty of Rome). Given the fact it had no pragmatic effect, 
General Programmes were created, and then eventually directives were 
passed on. 
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• The first directives concerned only public works contracts, while public 
supply contracts were regulated later, and public utilities contracts and 
public service contracts decades later. 

• Last but not least, Directive 2014/23/EU included works and service 
concessions, an effect of the public procurement’s spillover. 

Regarding the involvement of other societal groups, given the nature of public 
procurement, the interest of enacting rules is held by various economic interest 
groups, among which is BUSINESSEUROPE. It states (2020) that its main 
purpose is to influence EU policies by interacting with the European Parliament, 
the European Commission and the Council for the benefit of the business world, 
being ‘the leading advocate for growth and competitiveness at European level’. 
Hence, a supranational interest group has been formed, influencing decisions 
taken at the EU level.  
Although MS have often opposed innovations in public procurement, implicitly 
the transfer of prerogatives to the EU, the European Commission stated that 
public procurement directives are of high-priority, because they exceed the 
regulatory role of the economic market, having a complex supranational role 
(Pircher 2019, 519), that is supported by supranational actors such as interest 
groups. 
Concluding, the creation of the EEC called for the emergence of rules that would 
directly and efficiently prevent obstacles to free trade between Member States. 
In this manner, to complete the single market, public procurement has been 
gradually regulated and evolved in line with the policy of small steps advocated 
by one of the most prominent founding fathers of the European Union, Jean 
Monnet. 
Pircher (2019, 509-25) wrote an article on the evolution of EU policy on public 
procurement, arguing that it fits into the logic of historical institutionalism, 
because it complies, among others, with the three orders of change introduced 
by Hall: i. changes in basic policy instruments; ii. changes in settings or 
techniques; iii. changes in the hierarchy of goals or the nature of the policy. The 
author goes on to introduce three concepts (path-dependency, bounded 
rationality, layering) that explain the evolution of EU public procurement, as it 
corresponded to its initial nature and remained closely linked to the goal of 
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completion of single market, developments occurring step by step by laying a 
norm on top of another. Same author further notes that several changes in public 
procurement are in accordance with the three orders of change: first and second 
order changes are not substantial, such as increasing the number of award 
procedures and simplifying them, encouraging small and medium-sized 
enterprises (SME), while the substantial changes took place under the third 
order, referring to the ones brought about by the 2014 Directives, in that the 
award criteria changed, and so did the goals of the policy: the contracting 
authorities no longer have an exclusive interest in receiving cheaper and 
superior resources, but they must take an important social and environmental 
role, by encouraging companies that protect the environment, develop inclusive 
policies towards minorities, and generate innovative projects. 
 
 
4. THE ECONOMIC, SOCIAL AND POLITICAL ROLE OF 
PUBLIC PROCUREMENT 
 
From an economic point of view, the regulation of public procurement has as its 
ultimate goal the increase of Value for Money (VfM). The value for public 
money has a complex structure, including the costs-benefits ratio of an activity. 
VfM is expressed through the classic price-quality ratio, but the 2014 Directives 
operationalize the benefits and costs according to all economic, social, ecological 
and technological impacts (Pircher 2019, 519). The main agent who must ensure 
the increase of VfM is the contracting authority, applying appropriate practices 
before, during and after an award procedure (Dimitri 2013, 151). Efficiency in 
public procurement is of crucial interest for the contracting authority as it 
secures the following advantages: selection of the most appropriate resources, at 
lower prices, at a higher quality, at the right place and time; preventing 
corruption; saving funds for other activities; fulfilling the objectives of the 
various policies implemented by the authority; ensuring transparency aimed at 
increasing prestige, image and trust in the public sector (Rhode 2019, 47). 
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Regardless of the intentions of a contracting authority, it needs certain ‘tools’ to 
engage into performant procurement, namely a legal framework friendly 
towards tenderers, foreign or domestic, SME or big companies. The path from 
the economic operator to the contracting authority must be paved by 
transparent procedures and clear rules that allow and promote participation. 
There are two significant entrepreneurial EU institutions that have supported 
such instruments: the European Commission and the European Court of Justice 
(Pircher 2019, 512). 
The EU institutions understood that the liberalization of public procurement 
would create monetary benefits: the first Cecchini Report estimated that the 
elimination of discriminatory practices between MS will bring savings from 8 to 
19 billion EUR in five of the MS (Pataki 2014, 20). From a quantitative 
perspective, the implementation of rules in this area is all the more important as, 
in the OECD countries, public procurement accounted for 12,8 percent of GDP 
and 29 percent of total public expenditure in 2013 (Flynn 2018, 2). 
The Commission's assessments were close to reality, as evidenced by more 
recent studies, which illustrate that public procurement legislation in the period 
preceding 2014 produced savings of around 22,7 billion EUR (Pataki 2014, 30). 
The same author, analysing statistical data, estimated that the ‘gap’ represented 
by the non-completion of the single market has narrowed since the First 
Cecchini Report, but still accumulates around 50 billion EUR. To reduce the gap, 
reforms were to be enacted by the 2014 Directives, and it is estimated that they 
brought savings of 2,88 billion EUR, including the following: reduction of 
administrative burden (288 million EUR), enhanced cross-border contracting 
(432 million EUR), raise of SME participation (144 million EUR), dynamic and 
other economic benefits (2 billion EUR) (Becker, Niemann and Halsbenning 
2019, 30), securing also the political role of developing the EU edifice. 
As of today, performance in public procurement in the EU is measured by the 
EC (2021c) according to VfM, using twelve indicators: 1. single bidder; 2. no calls 
for bids; 3. publication rate; 4. cooperative procurement (share of award 
procedures that include more than one authority); 5. award criteria; 6. decision 
speed; 7. SME contractors (share of award procedures won by SME); 8. SME 
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bids; 9. procedures divided into lots; 10. missing calls for bids; 11. missing seller 
registration numbers; 12. missing buyer registration numbers. 
For a better understanding of public procurement performance, we will discuss 
indicators no. 1, 2, 7 and 9. The single bidder indicator reveals the share of 
award procedures with just one tender. In the absence of real competition 
between several economic operators, VfM decreases, a decrease that could be 
due to bureaucracy, impeding cross-border contracts or awarding contracts with 
too high a value to prevent SME participation. The single bidder issue exists 
even in high-performing states, and it may be due to the strict requirements of 
public contracts (Flynn 2018, 6). The situation is even worse in the case of no call 
for bid. In the absence of any tender, contracting authorities may award 
contracts following a negotiated procedure. To reflect these indicators, we 
present the following figures that capture their evolution between 2016 and 2019 
in three Member States (Sweden, Germany and Romania), and the EU average. 

 
Figure 1. Single bidder 

Source: European Commission 2021c. 
ec.europa.eu/internal_market/scoreboard/performance_per_policy_area/public_procurem

ent/index_en.htm 



EUROPOLITY, vol. 15, no. 1, 2021 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

86  Continuity and Change in European Governance 
 

 
Figure 2. No calls for bids 

Source: European Commission 2021c. 
ec.europa.eu/internal_market/scoreboard/performance_per_policy_area/public_procurem

ent/index_en.htm 
 
Regarding indicators no. 7 and 9, they express the social impact of procurement, 
because they concern primarily SME, that include around 66 percent of all 
employees in the EU (Becker, Niemann and Halsbenning 2019, 6). That is why 
their participation in award procedures may especially increase the living 
standards and determine economic gains for those operators in need. The 
purpose of dividing contracts into lots is to allow the participation of companies 
with lower economic capacities, but the purpose is misunderstood by some 
authorities that split the contracts below the threshold system, an issue 
discussed in the section on corruption.  
In regard of the social role, more recently, the COVID-19 pandemic has led to 
the publication of the ‘Communication from the Commission on using the 
public procurement framework in the emergency situation related to the 
COVID-19 crisis’ (EUR-Lex 2020), aimed at ‘cases of extreme urgency’, in which 
authorities may derogate from the 2014 Directives, resorting to direct awards, 
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negotiated procedures without prior publication, or reducing the time required 
for other procedures (e.g., open procedure’s duration is reduced from 35 days to 
15 days). From this point of view, although the current situation is of major 
urgency, it is still necessary for rules to be followed, transparency to be 
maintained, single market not to be questioned, VfM to be conserved, and last 
but not least, to protect EU citizens from COVID-19. 
Another major aspect through which we will conclude this section is the 
distinction between public-private partnerships (PPP), concessions and public 
contracts. Darrin Grimsey and Mervyn Lewis (2007, 171) indicate that PPP ‘need 
to be viewed as one form of public procurement, supported by many hybrid 
approaches that blur the lines between them and conventional procurement 
methods’, and OECD (2012, 18) defines them as ‘long-term contractual 
arrangements between the government and a private partner whereby the latter 
delivers and funds public services using a capital asset, sharing the associated 
risks. Hitherto, there are no specific EU rules on PPP. If a part of a PPP qualifies 
for a public contract, it shall comply with the EU Directives. However, they 
rarely occur and have strong geographical bias. The European Court of Auditors 
(2018, 16) note that in 1990-2016, of all MS, only five accumulated 90 percent of 
the total value of awarded PPP, with the UK amounting for more than half of 
that figure. 
As for concessions, their object is either the execution of a work and then the 
exploitation of the result, or providing a service. The major difference is that the 
earnings of the operator are made of payments from the users of the service, 
while in the case of public contracts, earnings come preponderantly from public 
funds in the form of payments (Gherghina 2019, 176). Both PPP and concession 
contracts require the distribution of operational risk between the parties, in 
order to obtain a balanced risk between partners, while in public contracts the 
authority retains the majority of the risk (European Court of Auditors 2018, 14, 
Gherghina 2019, 176-77). 
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5. CASE STUDY: PUBLIC CORRUPTION IN PROCUREMENT 
PRACTICES 
5.1. General aspects 
 
Corruption is one of the main phenomena that affects good governance in a state 
and involves grave economic, social and political downturns. It is difficult to 
identify those acts that fall into the category of corruption practices. Regarding 
public procurement, corruption has the effect of squandering public money 
through higher prices, lack of efficiency and effectiveness, decreased trust in 
public institutions, delayed projects, creation of monopolies and oligopolies, 
diminishing investments, among others (Wensink and de Vet 2013, 63). The EC 
(2014a, 2) defines corruption as ‘any abuse of power for private gain’, although 
we will only refer to practices occurring in the public sector. 
Meanwhile, we need to address corruption as a structural issue, rather than an 
individual one. In this regard, Kauppi and van Raaij (2015, 957-58) argue that 
corruption in public procurement may occur due to ‘information asymmetry’ 
and ‘goal incongruence’, whereby public officials are the ones that maximize 
their private interests to the detriment of the economic operators. Also, the same 
authors (2015, 960-63) find it difficult to distinguish between acts of corruption 
and ‘honest incompetence’, the latter referring to the lack of training and 
professionalism of the public official, while these two issues are distinct negative 
factors regarding good governance. If acts of corruption arise from the rational 
desire of a public official to obtain larger advantages, whether they act legally or 
not, this conduct is not circumscribed to the notion of ‘honest incompetence’, 
because this one occurs when the official commits mistakes due to his literal 
incompetence, acts that should not be classified as corruption. Although both 
practices should be prevented, the difference between fault and intentional harm 
should always be acknowledged. 
Examples of acts of corruption are bid rigging (arranging the tender in such a 
way that the public contract is awarded to a certain operator), kickbacks 
(contracting authorities solicit or are open to bribes that may influence the result 
of an award procedure), conflict of interests (the public official has good 
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relations with an operator, influencing the award procedure), deliberate 
mismanagement (European Commission 2014a, 27), even splitting award 
procedures into several lots. In the latter example, splitting procedures into lots 
is a goal and an indicator for performant procurement (European Commission 
2021c), as it promotes the participation of SME. On the other hand, if contracts 
are divided in such a manner that each value of a contract is below the threshold 
system, they no longer fall within the scope of EU Directives, and public officials 
may award contracts arbitrarily, through discriminatory and negative practices, 
such as artificial increases in project duration, so that an operator that has ties 
with a public official may receive more public funds for less resources provided 
(Wensink and de Vet 2013, 169). 
According to the EC (2014a, 3), corruption generates additional yearly spending 
of 120 billion EUR. Another report (Van Ballegooij and Zandstra 2016, 11) 
estimates annual loses from corruption in public procurement at 5,33 billion 
EUR, and also points out that, by introducing an EU-wide e-procurement 
system, damages from corruption in this sector would be reduced by 920 million 
EUR. 
Consequently, attempts have been made to combat and prevent corruption: 
depoliticising public procurement, monitoring political party funds to identify 
conflicts of interest, creating a rotative system for public officials to work in 
different sectors, enforcing the release of declarations of assets by public 
officials, inter alia (Diaz 2017, 389-90). Another effective way of prevention is to 
systematically collect in databases public procurement information from each 
MS, so that detection of corruption is enhanced through e-procurement 
(Wensink and de Vet 2013, 17-18). Furthermore, whistle-blowers should be 
encouraged if they notice any acts that seem illegal by establishing a suitable 
legal framework to protect them (Van Ballegooij and Zandstra 2016, 8). All 
measures specified before operate, more or less, in at least one of the three states 
targeted in our study. 
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5.2. The cases of Sweden, Germany and Romania 
 
People’s perceptions of corruption do not provide an exact scientific argument 
for the presence of this social phenomenon, but it gives us a clue of how 
corruption is portrayed in a society and how felt is its existence. In recent years, 
according to Eurobarometer reports in 2014, 2017 and 2019 (European 
Commission 2014b, 20, European Commission 2017a, 5, European Commission 
2020, 9), residents in Sweden, Germany and Romania have seen an average 
decrease of 9 percentage points in spread of local corruption between 2014 and 
2017, and an insignificant average increase of 3 percentage points between 2017 
and 2019. Perception of corruption in Germany and Sweden is below the 
European average (72 percent), while in Romania it is above average. 
Economic operators’ perceptions of corruption (quantified by responding to the 
question: ‘in the last three years, do you think that corruption has prevented you 
or your company from winning a public tender or a public procurement 
contract?’) fluctuated in Romania from 44 percent in 2014 to 62 percent in 2017 
(highest in the EU), and then to 23 percent in 2019, while in Germany and 
Sweden they were constant, with an average of 20 percent, respectively 28 
percent (European Commission 2014c, 129, European Commission 2017b, 72, 
European Commission 2019, 232). 
Although one can guess the level of corruption in each state based on these 
opinions, there are more specific indicators to recognise it, provided by the 
World Bank (2019), such as Government Effectiveness, Rule of Law, Control of 
Corruption. The same organisation (2007, 2-3) defines these concepts: 
1. Government Effectiveness represents the quality of public or private 

services, their autonomy and independence from political control, the 
credibility of public authorities in implementing policies, and the quality of 
the legal order. 

2. Rule of Law refers to the trust that citizens have in enforcement agencies 
and the judicial system, and also the crime rate, that includes acts of 
corruption. 

3. Control of Corruption concerns the way public officials make use of their 
prerogatives for private gain, regardless if those practices are petty or grand 
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forms of corruption, and also the degree to which a state is ‘captured’ by the 
private interests of elites. 

Table no. 3. World Bank Indicators 
 

 Government 
Effectiveness 

Rule of Law Control of 
Corruption 

SE DE RO SE DE RO SE DE RO 
2015 96,63 93,75 51,44 99,04 93,27 61,54 98,56 93,27 57,21 
2016 94,71 94,23 47,12 99,52 91,83 63,94 98,08 93,75 57,21 
2017 96,15 94,23 47,12 99,04 91,35 63,94 98,08 94,23 55,29 
2018 96,15 93,27 43,27 98,56 91,35 63,46 98,08 95,18 52,40 
2019 97,12 93,27 40,38 98,56 92,31 64,42 98,56 95,19 51,44 
Average 96,15 93,75 45,86 98,94 92,11 63,46 98,27 94,32 54,71 

Source: Authors’ own contribution based on World Bank, 2019. SE-Sweden, DE-
Germany, Ro-Romania. https://info.worldbank.org/governance/wgi/Home/Reports 

 
According to Corruption Perceptions Index or CPI (Transparency International 
2021), Sweden ranks 3rd (85 points) among the least corrupt countries 
worldwide. Even so, corruption still exists especially in urban areas, mostly 
Stockholm, and it occurs in public contracts more often at the level of local 
authorities (Salén and Korsell 2013, 22-23). Thus, Swedish Competition 
Authority (2018, 21-28) states that, out of the average of 100 corruption cases 
investigated annually, most of them concern conflicts of interest or award 
procedures, the requests for legal re-examination of award procedures being 
made almost exclusively for shortcomings in tender documents, incorrect 
handling of qualification criteria or of technical requirements. 
According to CPI, Germany ranks 9th (80 points). Kukutschka (2015, 12) notes 
that public procurement in Germany is very decentralised, a situation 
considered discouraging towards corruption, so that almost 75 percent of 
procurement is done by local authorities. Same author (Kukutschka 2015, 14-21) 
states that public procurement covered by EU Directives (above the thresholds) 
is generally conducted properly, legally, yet the problem lies in procurement 
below the threshold system. He argues that, although the EU promotes 
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transparency in contracts below the threshold system, there are no mandatory 
rules in this regard, Germany having the fewest tenders published on public 
platforms in all MS, and also that domestic legislation on procurement below 
thresholds is more likely to leave room for corruption. Nevertheless, there are 
still examples of high-profile corruption cases such as the one concerning the 
former technical lead for Berlin Airport, Jochen Grossmann, who accepted a 
bribe of 500.000 EUR in the award procedure of a public works contract 
(Ondruskova 2014). Even so, Germany’s efforts to prevent such illegal acts are 
considerable, including the ban from award procedures of persons convicted for 
corruption offenses and the increase of penalties (GAN Integrity 2020a). As 
proof, Germany did not report any acts of corruption related to public 
procurement in 2013 (PricewaterhouseCoopers 2016, 86). 
According to CPI, Romania ranks 69th (44 points), having serious issues on 
corruption. The main illegal acts identified in public procurement presented by 
the National Anti-Corruption Directorate (2017, 1-20) were the waste of public 
funds by procuring useless resources, fragmentation of contracts into lots below 
the threshold system so that they do not have to comply with EU law in this 
area, direct awards, mimicking transparency, imposing in bad faith too 
particular technical specifications to eliminate certain economic operators from 
competition, conflicts of interest, incorrect evaluation of tenders, inter alia. 
Corruption in public procurement generates a low rate of absorption of 
European funds and a low participation of SME in award procedures, among 
others (Dimulescu, Pop and Doroftei 2013, 111-115). As an example of high-
profile corruption, there is the infamous ‘Teamnet’ case, a company that, among 
other crimes investigated, has been accused in 2017 of illegal practices to ‘secure 
public sector IT contracts’ by receiving support from notorious businessman 
Sebastian Ghiță (GAN Integrity 2020b). 
To conclude, corruption is present to a greater or lesser extent in Sweden, 
Germany and Romania, each with its own particularities in how such illegal acts 
are perceived, how they operate in the public procurement sector, and how they 
are to be eradicated. 
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7. CONCLUSIONS 
 
EU institutions have developed a huge interest in enacting rules on public 
procurement, due to its special role in ensuring two key elements: good 
governance and completion of the single market. The purposes of rules in this 
sector are diverse and cannot be accurately included in the broad sphere of good 
governance or the one of single market completion, because both aim for similar 
economic, social and political objectives. The evolution of EU law has followed 
an increasing trend, including more areas, creating new award procedures and 
criteria, filling the ‘gap’, increasing the share of cross-border contracts and SME 
participation, boosting VfM, ensuring its social role to raise benefits for EU 
citizens. As of today, procurement is challenged by tenacious foes, such as 
corruption, economic, social and, more recently, public health crises, but there 
are examples of good practices to be taken as a benchmark by less performant 
Member States. Damages created by illicit or incompetent practices are capable 
of weakening the legitimacy of national authorities, and even the EU as a whole. 
Dealing with these will require the strengthening of a more coherent and 
innovative legal framework for public procurement, including the development 
of e-procurement, and the adequate training of public officials. 
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Abstract 
The uptick in malicious activity in cyberspace observed during the initial stage 
of the coronavirus pandemic highlighted once again the need for addressing 
cyberattacks. Health-related facilities were some of the main targets of cyber 
operations, several cyberattacks hitting even COVID-19 hospitals. Cyber 
operations grew in both intensity and numbers, both regarding cyberattacks and 
cybercrime. However, alleged state-sponsored cyberattacks are the main focus 
of this research. Malicious cyber operations set dangerous precedents during the 
pandemic, and it strengthens the need to adequately address these threats, but 
also broaden the research, especially in the field of International Relations. The 
discussion is centred on the most significant cyber incidents during the first year 
of the COVID-19 pandemic, beginning with the surge of cyberattacks and 
cybercrime during the first months of increased dependence on digital 
technologies for companies and state institutions. Therefore, this paper will start 
with a literature review regarding cyber operations and IR. Research on 
cyberspace in IR is not scarce, but it is still lagging behind new and dynamic 
evolutions. Further, I shall focus on the major state-sponsored cyber operations 
that occurred during this period, while also paying attention to the problem of 
attribution. All of these developments regarding cyber operations should stand 
as significant threats and warnings for governments, private companies, and 
citizens, and they must be addressed properly in order to prevent future 
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considerable disruptions. Given the above, I shall summarise several general 
lessons and recommendations that emerged from studying the major state-
sponsored cyberattacks during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

 
Keywords 
COVID-19 pandemic; cyber operations; cybersecurity; state-sponsored 
cyberattacks. 
 
 
1. INTRODUCTION 
 
The SARS-CoV-2 virus which is causing the COVID-19 disease was first 
identified in China around December 2019, spreading then to the rest of the 
world. The World Health Organisation (WHO) eventually declared COVID-19 a 
pandemic in March 2020. The first two months of the pandemic saw thousands 
of daily deaths in Europe and North America, especially in countries such as 
Italy, Spain, the UK, France and the US. During March, most of the world’s 
governments imposed national or regional lockdowns to limit the spread of the 
virus, which meant that a large portion of employees started working from 
home and a large part of students began studying from home, mostly by using 
digital and online means. As of April 22, 2021, more than 143 million cases have 
been officially reported globally, while more than 3 million deaths have been 
confirmed to be caused by COVID-19 (WHO 2021). 
The COVID-19 pandemic caused significant disruption all over the world and 
pushed health systems to their limits, especially in the first few months when 
uncertainty was prevalent. As if the virus did not have a sufficient large impact, 
the healthcare sector started to become a target of cyber operations and even 
cyberattacks, both direct and collateral. Malicious actors started deploying series 
of ransomware attacks and phishing campaigns trying to exploit the pandemic 
(ENISA 2020). In addition to this, state actors started cyber espionage campaigns 
in an attempt to learn more about countries’ management of the pandemic and 
of the research regarding the virus or about the development of vaccines 
(Walker 2020; Stubbs 2020; Strohm, Gallagher 2020; Sabbagh, Roth 2020). 
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Moreover, besides cyber operations targeting health-related facilities that 
occurred in Czechia, Germany, the UK and the US among others (Reuters 2020; 
ENISA 2020; Cimpanu 2020a; Burgess 2020a; Stein, Jacobs 2020; Sabbagh, Roth 
2020), cyberattacks targeted electrical grid operators and water treatment 
facilities, as in the case of the cyberattacks on water supply infrastructure in 
Israel and the United States and attacks on the US electrical grid (Staff 2020; 
Marquardt, Levenson 2021; Martin, Freitas Jr. 2020). Furthermore, cybercrime 
increased significantly both in numbers and intensity and targeted private 
companies, state institutions and individuals, and state-sponsored cyberattacks 
and cyber espionage campaigns escalated in the context of the public health 
crisis provoked by the pandemic. Cyber operations such as the SolarWinds and 
Microsoft Exchange hacks, even though they had the aim of espionage, 
represented a serious escalation because of their impact, complexity and 
magnitude (Willet 2021; Sanger, Barnes, Perlroth 2021a; Greenberg 2021). In this 
context, the EU, and later the US, imposed sanctions on Russia for several cyber 
operations, while other cyberattacks were publicly attributed to China 
(Consilium 2020a; Consilium 2020b; Greenberg 2021). 
The main aim of this research is studying the impact that cyber operations had 
during the first year of the COVID-19 pandemic, mainly the period between 
March 2020 (when the COVID-19 was declared as a pandemic by the WHO) and 
March 2021, focusing on major state-sponsored cyber operations targeting other 
state actors. During this study, I followed major cyber operations that have 
affected states, organisations, companies and the population at large, dividing 
them in cyberattacks, cyber espionage campaigns and cybercrimes. 
Furthermore, states’ and organisations’ reactions and responses to these cyber 
operations have also been taken into consideration, noting the seriousness of the 
developments occurring in this period. Thus, this paper begins with the 
introduction of several theories and concepts regarding cyber operations, 
cybercrime and malware, taking into consideration states’ role in cyberspace 
and the issue of public attribution. Afterwards, I study the main cyber 
operations that occurred during the coronavirus pandemic, highlighting state-
sponsored cyberattacks and cyber espionage campaigns against other state 
actors, but also taking into account the surge of cybercrime and the particular 



EUROPOLITY, vol. 15, no. 1, 2021 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

104  Continuity and Change in European Governance 
 

cases of cyber operations against COVID-19-related health and research 
facilities. In the end, I analyse the impact and importance of these cyber 
operations and try to identify several lessons learned and put forward a number 
of recommendations, as cyber incidents must continue to be addressed properly 
because they might have serious effects if left unchecked. In order to assess the 
impact of the cyber operations included in this study, I highlight whether the 
cyber campaigns were publicly attributed by the affected states to other state 
actors, subject of international sanctions, considered as serious incidents by 
affected governments or by related research, and whether they affected key 
infrastructures (e.g., cyberattacks against COVID-19 related health facilities and 
research, water supply networks or electrical grid operators). Moreover, I take 
into account the fact that these cyber operations created disruptions during an 
already ongoing global disruption, namely the COVID-19 pandemic, and hence 
some cyber operations occurred because of the pandemic and others might have 
occurred by exploiting the issues created by the pandemic. In addition to this, 
the research differentiates between cyberattacks, cyber espionage campaigns 
and cybercrime. 
The SolarWinds cyber operation, the Microsoft Exchange hack, the Israel-Iran 
cyberattack exchange, cyberattacks on health facilities during March-April 2020 
or the cyber espionage campaigns regarding COVID-19 research were all state-
sponsored cyber operations (Willet 2021; Sanger, Barnes, Perlroth 2021a; Baram, 
Lim 2020; Reuters 2020; Cimpanu 2020a; Sabbagh, Roth 2020; Strohm, Gallagher 
2020). However, cybercrime also increased during this period (Wiggen 2020; 
Matthews 2020; Jolly 2020), most of it having being done by non-state actors 
(cybercriminal groups). The focus was put on state-sponsored cyber operations, 
but the research also includes references to the increase in cybercrime, in order 
to encompass the whole picture of cyber incidents occurring during this period. 
Thus, the research focuses on major state-sponsored cyber operations that 
occurred during the first year of the pandemic, including the Russian 
SolarWinds cyber operation targeting the US, the Chinese Microsoft Exchange 
hack targeting the US, the Israel-Iran cyberattack exchange, state-sponsored 
cyberattacks against COVID-19 related health facilities in Europe and the US, 
and state-sponsored cyber espionage campaigns regarding COVID-19 research. 
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2. CYBER OPERATIONS. FROM CYBERCRIME TO STATE-
SPONSORED CYBERATTACKS 
2.1. Cyberspace and cyberattacks 
 
Over the last two decades, and even more in the last few years, governments, 
citizens and companies alike have increased their dependence on information 
technology. This, alongside with the expanding interconnectedness of critical 
infrastructures, has led to new and significant vulnerabilities, risks and threats. 
Cyber incidents, provoked by various actors or even by accident, have the 
ability to cause significant disturbances in the provision of key public services. 
(Boeke 2017, 449-450) 
Cyber operations allow actors to target a country, individual or organization 
covertly, as attribution is sometimes difficult to be done. Cyberattacks have 
become more and more frequent and their potential of triggering serious 
disruption is growing. The 2020 World Economic Forum Global Risk Report 
named cyberattacks in the top 10 risks in terms of likelihood and impact. 
(Baram, Lim 2020) 
All of the developments discussed in this paper are related to cyberspace, which 
can be briefly be defined as a “physical, social-technological environment” 
encompassing “the network system of microprocessors, mainframes and basic 
computers that interact in digital space” (Valeriano and Maness 2015, 24). 
Closely related, a malicious activity regarding cyberspace, or a cyberattack, can 
be defined as an attack targeting a network, computer system, digital device or 
an individual or organisation which aims “to disrupt, steal or corrupt assets” 
which can be digital assets, digital services or physical assets that have a cyber 
component (Hodges and Creese 2015, 34). Another definition of cyberattacks has 
been provided by the Tallinn Manual 2.0, in which a cyberattack is determined as 
“a cyber operation, whether offensive or defensive, that is reasonably expected 
to cause injury or death to persons or damage or destruction to objects” (Schmitt 
2017, 415). Furthermore, Brandon Valeriano and Ryan Maness argue that cyber 
conflict should be used to describe the usage of digital or computational 
technologies in cyberspace “for malevolent and/or destructive purposes in 
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order to impact, change, or modify diplomatic and military interactions between 
entities” (2015, 32). Since the 2000s, the focus changed from cyberwar and 
apocalyptic cyber scenarios to the concept of cyber conflicts, which are seen as a 
regular element of political conflicts, and hence targeted cyberattacks became 
the highlight of research (Dunn Cavelty and Egloff 2019, 44). 
Even though the private companies and individuals have become more 
important actors in cyberspace, the state still maintains an essential role in 
cyberspace, especially in matters of cybersecurity. States act as the owners of 
networks, cybersecurity providers for state institutions and critical 
infrastructure, legislators in cyberspace and partners for private companies that 
operate critical infrastructure. Furthermore, intelligence services play a crucial 
role both in cyber offense and defence, as they look for and exploit 
vulnerabilities in software and operating systems in order to obtain access, plant 
malware or create backdoors. The entry points can be accessed at any time as 
long as they remain hidden, and they can be used for espionage, surveillance, 
but also for disruptive actions. This kind of operations are done by intelligence 
services of all major states, and one particular issue ensues – no matter the initial 
aim of creating the access point, the backdoors can be detected and exploited by 
other intelligence services or non-state hackers, and they can be used even 
against the state that designed them in the first place. (Dunn Cavelty and Egloff 
2019, 47-50) 
 
 
2.2. Different types of cyber ‘weapons’ 
 
There are several means (or weapons) used in cyber conflict, such as distributed 
denial of service attacks (DDoS), website defacement, or intrusions and 
infiltrations by using malware. For this research, the focus will be put on the 
latter. Intrusions and infiltrations are targeted methods which can have long-
term damage on affected systems and organisations/individuals. They include 
the use of malware, Trojans and/or backdoors, software which are 
patched/attached or injected in a program in order to permit penetration into 
networks, systems or software, with the main objective of stealing sensitive 
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information. The backdoors can be used at any time after the first intrusions and 
they can be exploited by other actors as well, if left unchecked. Infiltrations are 
designed to evade detection by victims, and most of the hacks done by state 
actors are employed covertly. (Valeriano and Maness 2015, 34-36) 
More specifically, malware, a broad term which can also encompass spyware or 
computer viruses, is a software that can be spread from one computer (or 
network) to another, corrupting or stealing data, or even causing system failure. 
Malware can also be used to disrupt or even deny computer and network 
operations. While malware is a type of malicious software, hacking is an action, 
representing the unauthorised access or usage of a computer or network. (Buil-
Gil et al. 2020, 5) 
Moreover, ransomware, increasingly common during the COVID-19 pandemic, 
is a type of malware that locks victims’ computers and encrypts their data. It 
also offers a way out – the victims can pay out a ransom to recover their data 
and regain access to their computers, but there is no guarantee that this will 
happen after making the payment. Ransomware attacks are becoming one of the 
most common types of malware used in cyber operations. (Kharraz et al. 2015, 3-
4) 
Closely related to ransomware, cybercrime refers to criminal acts “committed 
online by using electronic communications networks and information systems” 
(European Commission 2020a). Cybercrime includes phishing (using emails that 
carry malware infected links or attachments), scams, attacks on information 
systems, ransomware or online fraud (Pranggono and Arabo 2020, 2-3; NCA 
2020, 46; European Commission 2020a). Cybercrime can refer to regular crimes 
which are conducted online (such as using the Internet to sell illegal products), 
but it is more commonly related to crimes that depend on digital technologies 
and the Internet (NCA 2020, 46). 
 
 
2.3. The role of public attribution of cyber operations 
  
Florian Egloff and Max Smeets define public attribution of cyberattacks as “the 
act to publicly disclose information about the malicious cyber activity to a 
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machine, specific perpetrator, and/or ultimately responsible adversary” (2021, 
3). Attribution needs to be credible by the international community, but it does 
not have to be flawless, as damaging the reputation of the attacker might lead to 
deterrence and restrain (Nye Jr. 2011, 34). Publicly attributing a cyber operation 
could coerce and compel an actor, altering the cost-benefit calculus because of 
potential delegitimization, and it can also open on to other forms of punitive 
measures, such as sanctions (Egloff and Smeets 2021, 6). Public attribution can 
also lead to using a larger amount of resources and capabilities to launch cyber 
operations (Egloff and Smeets 2021, 7). Furthermore, by making cyber 
operations, potential threats and vulnerabilities public, network and system 
owners might apply patches and updates quicker in order to secure their 
devices and data, and this can lead to enhancing prevention and defence from 
further attacks (Egloff and Smeets 2021, 7). Another upside of publicly 
attributing a cyber operation is that it can contribute to the world community by 
forming international standards of cyber conflict and setting the norm, securing 
a common understanding of what an actor can and cannot do in cyberspace 
(Egloff and Smeets 2021, 5; Rowe 2015, 67).  
 
 
3. CYBER OPERATIONS DURING THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC 
3.1. Cybercrime on the rise 
 
The COVID-19 pandemic was also associated with unprecedented and 
significant changes in crime opportunities, as individuals started spending more 
time on the Internet and less time outside, leading to a decrease in street crime 
but to an increase in Internet crimes. Moreover, people started using their 
personal computers for teleworking, participating in videoconferences, 
accessing COVID-19 related information and more online shopping. (Buil-Gil et 
al. 2020, 2-4) 
During the coronavirus pandemic, cybercrimes have not only substantially 
increased, but also grew in diversity and methods used, adjusting to the changes 
generated by the pandemic, malicious actors in cyberspace exploiting the higher 
dependency on digital means of individuals, companies, governments and 
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organizations (Naidoo 2020, 306-317). Online phishing was the most common 
form of cybercrime during this period, having a rapid and significant increase 
during the first months of the pandemic (Pranggono and Arabo 2020, 2). For 
instance, the UN disarmament chief stated in May that cybercrime was rising 
considerably during the pandemic, mentioning that there has been an 600% 
increase in malicious emails during the first months on the coronavirus 
pandemic (Lederer 2020). Interpol (2020) also saw a significant increase in 
malicious cyber activity since March 2020, stating that governments, critical 
infrastructure and large companies became the main targets of cybercrime 
(online scams and phishing), disruptive malware (such as Ransomware and 
DDoS) and spyware. 
In May 2020, the Guardian reported, based on the data from a cybersecurity 
company (Darktrace) that the proportion of cyberattacks targeting employees 
working from home increased in May to 60% of malicious email traffic, as 
compared to the period before UK introduced the lockdown, when the 
proportion was only 12% (Jolly 2020). Furthermore, according to Microsoft, 
cyber operations related to COVID-19 started once the WHO declared a global 
health emergency, in early February 2020. The overall volume was low at first, 
but during the first week of March cyber operations (mostly cybercrime) 
reached a volume of almost one million per day. But, after this spike, the volume 
started to fall at the end of March 2020, with levels remaining relatively lower 
for the following months, with the exception of a slightly higher volume in May 
2020. (Matthews 2020) 
 
 
3.2. The most significant COVID-19 related cyberattacks 
 
Cyberattacks targeting organisations and institutions such as healthcare 
providers, banks, and individuals intensified during the COVID-19 pandemic, 
alongside the rise in remote work, which created new and potentially vulnerable 
access points (Martin, Freitas Jr 2020). The pandemic created several conditions 
which had been exploited as vulnerabilities by malicious actors: the high 
demand for PPE products; border closures and decreased mobility; increased 



EUROPOLITY, vol. 15, no. 1, 2021 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

110  Continuity and Change in European Governance 
 

reliance on teleworking (especially counting that it was done in urgency and 
mostly with little planning or previous experience); and increased uncertainty, 
doubt and fear in the general population (ENISA 2020). 
During the first 5 months of the coronavirus pandemic, the Center for Strategic 
& International Studies (CSIS) has identified 43 significant cyber incidents, out 
of which 5 targeted directly hospitals or research centres that studied the disease 
or on the development of a vaccine – the US, the UK, Australia and even the 
WHO were victims of various cyber operations (CSIS 2021). 
The first significant cyberattacks occurred in the Czech Republic targeting the 
Brno University Hospital on March 13. The attacks occurred right at the 
beginning of the pandemic, during an already busy, uncertain and chaotic 
period. The cyberattacks were severe enough that the hospitals had to postpone 
urgent surgical interventions and planned operations and also redirect new 
patients to the St. Anne University Hospital, which was nearby. Moreover, Brno 
University Hospital had to shut down all of its IT network during the 
cyberattack. As the hospital was one of Czechia’s biggest COVID-19 testing 
facilities at the time, the incident was considered a severe one. (Burgess 2020a; 
Cimpanu 2020a; Wiggen 2020, 4) 
Moreover, in March 2020, the US Health and Human Services Department was 
also the target of a cyberattack on its computer networks, identified as a DDoS, 
and even though it did not manage to cause serious damage to the agency’s 
systems and it did not seem that the attackers stole any data, it was also doubled 
by a disinformation campaign spreading fake news about an introduction of a 
nationwide lockdown in the United States (Stein and Jacobs 2020). In the same 
month, a series of DDoS attacks targeted a group of hospitals in Paris and the US 
Department of Health, affecting access to email services and online servers 
(Pranggono and Arabo 2020, 3). 
Later, on April 17, two hospitals in the Czech Republic reported that their 
computer systems were targeted by attempted cyberattacks, only one day after 
its cybersecurity agency warned that a campaign of cyberattacks was expected 
to hit Czech critical infrastructure. The hospitals managed to avert any serious 
disruption and the attacks were thwarted. (Wiggen 2020, 6; Reuters 2020) 
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After the cyberattacks against Czech hospitals, US Secretary of State Mike 
Pompeo issued a statement, calling upon “the actor in question to refrain from 
carrying out disruptive malicious cyber activity against the Czech Republic’s 
healthcare system” (Corera 2020a). The most significant cyberattack on hospitals 
occurred in 2017, during the global ransomware campaign WannaCry. The 
ransomware caused severe disruption in UK’s National Health System and it 
cost the NHS over 100 million pounds (Burgess 2020a). Other similar examples 
are in the US, where a public health department in Illinois was targeted by a 
ransomware campaign, and in France, where ransomware began targeting local 
authorities (Burgess 2020a). In another case, a London laboratory which carried 
out research on a COVID-19 vaccine was targeted by a ransomware attack and 
even though the research facility managed to protect its IT systems, the attackers 
published stolen patient records on the Internet (Wiggen 2020, 4). 
In addition to this, worrying reports about cyber operations targeting power 
infrastructure started to appear during the first stage of the pandemic. 
Cyberattacks on power sector employees surged in Spring and Summer, after 
some of its employees started working from home, with hackers using phishing 
emails to gain access to workers’ computers. Cyber operations were launched 
with the goal of shutting down company systems with ransomware or in an 
attempt of infiltrating networks. (Martin and Freitas Jr 2020) 
In March 2020, Europe’s association of grid operators suffered a cyberattack that 
affected its internal office systems. Later, in May, United Kingdom’s grid data 
systems was hacked, but it did not affect electricity supplies. Moreover, United 
States’ largest grid operator announced during July that the amount of attacks 
started to grow during the pandemic. (Martin and Freitas Jr 2020) 
In this context, on April 30, the High Representative of the European Union, 
Josep Borrell issued a statement on behalf of the EU in which it acknowledges 
that cyber operations have targeted essential operators (including in the 
healthcare sector) in its member states and international partners, condemning 
the malicious cyber activities. The EU noted that it detected significant phishing 
and malware distribution campaigns, DDoS attacks and scanning activities since 
the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic, with some of this operations affecting 
critical infrastructures essential to managing the crisis. (Consilium 2020a) 
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Thus, in June 2020, European Commission President Ursula von der Leyen 
suggested that China may have been behind cyberattacks targeting hospitals 
and behind online disinformation campaigns in Europe (European Commission 
2020b). After an EU-China Summit videoconference, von der Leyen declared 
that “we have seen cyberattacks on hospitals” and “a rise of online 
disinformation”, adding that “we pointed out clearly that this cannot be 
tolerated” (ibid.).  
As cyber operations affected hospitals, COVID-19 vaccine research centres and 
critical infrastructure represented serious incidents, the EU provided a clear 
response, acknowledging the escalation of malicious state-sponsored cyber 
activity. The European Union imposed in July 2020 the first ever sanctions 
against cyberattacks. The EU imposed restrictive measures against three entities 
and six individuals responsible or involved in several cyberattacks which were 
carried out in recent years, including the attack against the Organisation for the 
Prohibition of Chemical Weapons, the global ransomware campaign WannaCry 
(which heavily affected the UK), NotPetya (2017 cyberattacks against Ukraine) 
and Operation Cloud Hooper (a Chinese cyber espionage campaign against 
Western states). (Consilium 2020b) 
 
 
3.3. Attempts of tampering with water filtration systems in Israel and the US 
 
The cyberattacks between Israel and Iran deserve a separate section, as they 
were not directly related to the COVID-19 pandemic, but the crisis situation 
might have been used in order to launch such attacks, or the attack might have 
been launched to divert domestic or international public opinion from looking at 
the epidemic situation in Iran.  
In late April, Israel’s Water Authority and the National Cyber Directorate 
reported a series of cyber incidents on six water and sewage treatment facilities 
around the country. Israel determined that the incidents were in fact, a series of 
cyberattacks, but they did not manage to cause serious disruption in the 
systems. The cyberattack could have raised chlorine levels of water that is 
supplied to homes to dangerous levels and cause serious disturbances, but it 
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was thwarted by Israeli authorities. Moreover, as the attacks occurred during a 
heatwave, a shutdown of water supply would have caused significant problems. 
Israeli and international media assessed that Iran was behind the attacks, but the 
Iranian regime denied any involvement. (Staff 2020; Baram and Lim 2020; 
Glosserman 2020) 
Later, in May, a cyberattack was launched against the computer systems of 
Iran’s Shahid Rajaee Port near the Strait of Hormuz, the country’s most 
important hub for maritime trade, which manages almost half of the Iran’s 
foreign trade. Iranian authorities claimed that the attack only disrupted private 
companies’ systems, but unnamed officials appeared in international media 
claiming that Israel launched the cyber operations as retaliatory attacks. More 
than this, it was reported that the cyberattack caused serious road and waterway 
congestion for several days. For instance, Israel’s Defense Forces Chief of Staff 
spoke about retaliating against Israel’s adversaries, but he did not acknowledge 
Israel’s role in the attack against Iran. One month later, Israel reported that its 
water management facilities were targeted once again by cyberattacks, but 
authorities claimed that the new attacks did not cause any serious damage. 
(Baram and Lim 2020; Cimpanu 2020b; Glosserman 2020)  
However, the cyberattacks on Israel’s water supply were not the only ones 
occurring during the pandemic. In February 2021 a Florida city’s water supply 
was targeted by a malicious cyber operation, during which an unspecified 
hacker gained access to its remote access software and raised the levels of 
sodium hydroxide by a factor of 100 compared to normal levels, but the 
intrusion was noticed quickly and the level was reduced back (Marquardt and 
Levenson 2021; CSIS 2021). 
 
 
3.4. COVID-19 related cyber espionage campaigns 
 
Especially during the first stage of the pandemic, marked by uncertainty and a 
lack of information regarding the virus, world governments were interested in 
obtaining substantial information on potential treatment for COVID-19, vaccine 
research or even national policies and the spread of the virus (Wiggen 2020, 4). 
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In mid-April 2020, FBI Deputy Assistant Director Tonya Ugoretz stated that 
there had been reports of cyber espionage campaigns targeting institutions 
working on research related to COVID-19 (Corera 2020a). In May 2020, the 
British National Cyber Security Centre reported that ‘adversary’ state actors 
were attempting to hack research facilities and British universities to steal 
information and research related to coronavirus vaccine development, or even 
research regarding the COVID-19 pandemic (Grierson and Devlin 2020). 
Likewise, in April 2020 Google published findings related to its tracking of cyber 
operations during the COVID-19 pandemic. According to Google, cyber 
operations, especially phishing campaigns, have not only risen due to 
cybercrime, but also due to state actors. Hackers backed by governments 
exploited the pandemic and carried out digital reconnaissance and cyber 
espionage campaigns. Google detected over 12 state-sponsored hacking groups 
that were using the coronavirus pandemic in an attempt to distribute malware 
through phishing emails disguised as information regarding the virus. During 
April, the company warned that it had identified more than 18 million 
coronavirus related spam and phishing messages per day, from a total of more 
than 100 million daily phishing emails. (Newman 2020a) 
On April 23, 2020, the World Health Organization reported a fivefold increase in 
cyberattacks worldwide. The organization recorded a significant increase both 
in the number of cyberattacks directed at its staff and phishing emails targeting 
other institutions and individuals. In addition to this, staff members of the WHO 
were targeted by phishing emails allegedly originating in Iran also in March 
2020. (WHO 2020; CSIS 2021; Wiggen 2020, 4) 
UK’s National Cyber Security Centre stated in July 2020 that research groups 
and drug companies were targeted by a hacking group known as APT29, 
considered to be part of one of Moscow’s intelligence services. Nevertheless, 
British authorities stressed that the cyber operations did not cause serious 
disruptions to vaccine research. In the Summer of 2020, the UK was among the 
countries leading global efforts to produce a coronavirus vaccine, with the work 
of researchers from Oxford University and Imperial College London. (Sabbagh, 
Roth 2020) 
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Moreover, during the first months of the pandemic it seems that most of the 
cyber espionage came from China, Chinese state-hackers targeting research 
institutions, companies and governments around the globe. For example, in 
March, a hacking group known as APT41 (Advanced Persistent Threat) 
disrupted the systems of a social care services provider in the UK, but China’s 
goal was to gather information that could be beneficial for its government 
(Burgess 2020b). James Brokenshire, UK’s security minister, declared that 
London is “more than 95%” sure that the US, UK and Canadian organisations 
involved in developing a vaccine against COVID-19 were targeted by Russian 
state-sponsored cyber operations (Walker 2020; Sabbagh and Roth 2020). 
In July 2020, the US Justice Department released an indictment against two 
Chinese hackers accused of working for China to steal and try to steal terabytes 
of data, including information regarding COVID-19 research. The Beijing-
backed hackers targeted companies based in the US, Germany, the UK, South 
Korea, Japan, Australia, Belgium, the Netherlands, Spain and Sweden. One of 
these operations of cyber espionage occurring in April 2020, against a UK 
medical research company.  Furthermore, the Justice Department stated that the 
hackers were assisted by the Chinese Ministry of State Security, adding that 
weapon systems and defence contractors were hacked along with coronavirus 
related medical research. (Strohm and Gallagher 2020; Burgess 2020b) 
During the same month, a coordinated statement from the UK, US and Canada 
attributed cyber operations targeting COVID-19 vaccine research to APT29 (aka 
‘Cozy Bear’), a Russian government-based hacker group (considered part of 
Russian intelligence services). The cyber operations had the goal of breaking 
into computers used by academic and pharmaceutical institutions and 
companies around the world working on a coronavirus vaccine in an attempt to 
steal research. The group’s attacks used both phishing and custom malware as 
tools for breaking into the systems. (Strohm and Gallagher 2020; James and 
Scherer 2020) 
Nevertheless, cyber espionage was still prevalent for the remainder of the year, 
as vaccines against the COVID-19 started to be produced and transported to 
several countries. In December 2020, IBM announced that cyber espionage 
campaigns targeted the international supply chain of vaccines, using phishing 
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emails sent to the WHO, World Bank, European Commission and UNICEF – the 
organisations that provide the delivery “cold chain” used for keeping vaccines 
at required temperatures during transportation (Corera 2020b). In the same 
period, the European Medicines Agency announced that it had been the victim 
of a cyber espionage campaign, during which hackers “unlawfully accessed” 
documents related to the Pfizer-BioNTech COVID-19 vaccine (Stubbs 2020).  
 
 
3.5. The case of the Russian ‘SolarWinds’ cyber operation and the Chinese hack 
on Microsoft Exchange 
 
The SolarWinds cyber operation (or hack) became known in December 2020, 
when the US cybersecurity company FireEye announced that it had discovered a 
hacking campaign deployed by a state actor, of which FireEye was also a victim. 
The company uncovered that the hackers used as a vector for intrusion 
SolarWinds, an American IT infrastructure and network-management company 
that maintains the Orion software which manages and monitors networks. 
Afterwards, it became known that Orion had been infected since October 2019, 
which allowed hackers to hijack a routine software update from SolarWinds in 
March 2020, silently installing malware on clients’ systems and networks. Thus, 
clients that installed Orion’s software update planted a Russian backdoor on 
their systems and networks (Willet 2021, 7-8; Newman 2020b). 
The U.S. government announced in February 2021 that the hackers managed to 
gain access to emails and data of several American federal agencies, such as the 
Departments of Treasury and Justice, the Department of Homeland Security or 
NASA, and also of dozens of companies, with Microsoft, Intel, FireEye or Cisco 
among others (Willet 2021, 8; Greenberg 2021). 
The aim of the cyber operation was espionage, or gathering intelligence, but 
such operations can also be used both for espionage and destructive 
cyberattacks, using the same vulnerability or access point, and there is also the 
possibility that other hackers (state or non-state) can exploit it for disruptive 
attacks (Willet 2021, 11). Therefore, the first step to mitigating the cyber 
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campaign is to successfully disinfect the systems and eliminate the backdoor, as 
there is a significant risk that other hackers could access it (Newman 2020b). 
In April 2021, the United States imposed sanctions on Russia in relation to the 
SolarWinds hack and other cyber operations and aggressions, such as 
disinformation operations, interference in the 2020 US elections, the persecution 
of Aleksey Navalny and, most relevant, the 2017 NotPetya cyberattack and the 
cyberattack on the 2018 Winter Olympics (Greenberg 2021). Moreover, the US 
publicly attributed the Solar Winds cyber operation to the Foreign Intelligence 
Service of the Russian Federation (SVR), the intelligence agency hiding its code 
in Orion’s software updates, managing to infect around 18.000 networks 
(Greenberg 2021). 
During its assessment, mitigation and remediation of the SolarWinds hack, the 
U.S. was targeted once again by a large cyber espionage campaign, which was 
also very similar to the Russian one. In early March 2021, another cyber 
operation was made public, this time by Microsoft, whose software was affected. 
Microsoft attributed the cyber espionage campaign to China, state-sponsored 
hackers managing to exploit security flows in Microsoft’s Exchange email 
servers and infect tens of thousands of individuals, institutions and companies 
(Willet 2021, 9). The cyber operation compromised over 60.000 victims globally 
and other estimates run up to over 300.000 victims, but the company was quick 
to release a patch that covered the vulnerability (Sanger, Barnes and Perlroth 
2021a; Robertson, Mehrotra and Gallagher 2021). Moreover, there is a high 
possibility that China might have taken advantage of the disruption caused by 
the Russian cyber operation to deploy the cyber operation when attention was 
put elsewhere (Robertson, Mehrotra and Gallagher 2021).  
Similar to the SolarWinds hack, the Chinese cyber operation leaves victims 
vulnerable to other cyber operations, as their computers could get used as 
botnets to attack other systems or get infected with malware, and Microsoft 
already warned that cybercriminals started using the backdoors created by the 
Chinese state-hackers to infect systems with ransomware. (Sanger, Barnes and 
Perlroth 2021b; Robertson, Mehrotra and Gallagher 2021). 
The state-sponsored Chinese hacking group, identified as such by Microsoft, 
targeted tens of thousands of organisations, from government agencies, 



EUROPOLITY, vol. 15, no. 1, 2021 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

118  Continuity and Change in European Governance 
 

legislative bodies, local authorities and defence contractors, to think tanks, small 
businesses and COVID-19 research centres (CSIS 2021; Sanger, Barnes and 
Perlroth 2021a). 
 
 
4. EXPLOITING THE PANDEMIC. A SIGNIFICANT 
ESCALATION OF CYBER OPERATIONS 
4.1. Business as usual in cyberspace or a serious escalation of cyber incidents? 
 
The importance and impact of cyber operations during the first stage of the 
pandemic was amplified because of the already ongoing public health crisis 
which seriously affected most of the world’s states. Nevertheless, the cyber 
incidents during the coronavirus pandemic stand as a great example of why 
cybersecurity has become more and more an issue over the years, and why it is 
so important for states, institutions and companies (and even individuals) to 
have in place proper cybersecurity practices. Alongside the cyberattacks on 
Czech hospitals in March and April 2020, another important event was the 
exchange of cyberattacks between Iran and Israel in May-July 2020. Even though 
the attacks were not directly related to developments regarding the pandemic, 
the two states might have taken the pandemic as an opportunity to boost their 
attacks, and this is also a dangerous development. More than considering the 
potential disruptive impact of a full-blown Israel-Iran cyber conflict, the issue of 
tampering with water supply systems shows how important it is to protect 
critical infrastructure from malicious cyber activity. 
Going further, even though there have been observed some major cyberattacks, 
the large proportion of cyber operations was comprised by cyber espionage 
campaigns related to coronavirus research and developments, and cybercrime, 
caused primarily because of the large and rapid increase in teleworking. 
Moreover, the increase was mainly attributed to the fact that malicious cyber 
actors exploited the higher and unprecedented dependency on digital means. 
But not only the number matters, as the intensity and impact are more 
important. The SolarWinds and Microsoft hacks, cyberattacks on hospitals, 
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vaccine-related research centres and on critical infrastructure represent major 
escalations in cyber conflict. 
Adding to this, the research done regarding this period shows that cybercrime 
and online fraud have increased during the COVID-19 pandemic, with 
cybercrime peaking during the first months of the pandemic, when strict 
lockdowns were in place (Newman 2020a; Naidoo 2020; Matthews 2020). In 
March 2020, Microsoft recorded the largest uptick in COVID-19 cyber 
operations, which numbered more than 5 million per day (Matthews 2020). 
Later on, in April 2020, the WHO saw a ‘fivefold increase’ in cyber operations 
directed at its staff and at the ‘public at large’ and Google stated that it identified 
over 240 million COVID-19 related spam and phishing messages per day, more 
than double compared to what it usually recorded, adding that most of the 
phishing campaigns were actually part of state-sponsored cyber espionage 
campaigns targeting state actors, including the US (WHO 2020; Newman 2020a). 
Buil-Gil et al. observed that, even though there was a general increase in 
cybercrime affecting both individuals and organisations, cybercrimes have 
mainly targeted individuals (2020, 9-10). For instance, in the UK cybercrime 
targeting individuals doubled in March-April 2020, compared to the previous 
months, while cybercrime targeting organisations increased by 50% (Buil-Gil et 
al. 2020, 3). However, it is likely that a significant proportion of cybercrime 
recorded during this period could have been part of state-sponsored cyber 
espionage campaigns, online phishing being one of the main ways of spreading 
malware-infected files to systems and networks of organisations, including 
state-institutions (Wiggen 2020, 4). 
Moreover, the cyberattacks on hospitals and other health care facilities, the cyber 
espionage campaigns targeting COVID-19 related research, the surge in 
teleworking and COVID-19 related cybercrimes, all of these developments show 
that cyber operations are very significant threats and become even more 
dangerous during other crises. Moreover, one very important aspect is that the 
cyberattacks were identified as state-sponsored, with the EU, UK and US 
attributing cyber operations to China and Russia. Furthermore, the EU imposed 
the first ever sanctions related to cyberattacks (but regarding cyber operations 
taking place before 2020) and the US indicted several Chinese state-hackers for 
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cyber espionage activities and imposed sanctions on Russia for cyber operations, 
also attributing the SolarWinds hack to the SVR intelligence service. 
More generally, these events can be regarded as malicious cyber activity, which 
can be divided in cyber operations (cyberattacks and cyber espionage, which use 
or are facilitated by the use of malware, ransomware, Trojans or backdoors) and 
cybercrime (phishing, fraud, scams, ransomware). All things considered, there 
are two types of cyber operations that occurred during the first year of the 
COVID-19 pandemic. The first type describes cyber operations deployed during 
the pandemic that exploited the fact that attention was put on the public health 
crisis, and so attacks that might have occurred in the near future regardless of 
the pandemic, but they were launched during 2020 and 2021 because the health 
crisis created a perfect environment for them and they might have been less 
substantial if not the pandemic. This is the case of cyber espionage that is not 
entirely related to COVID-19, such as the SolarWinds and Microsoft hacks, 
cyberattacks on electrical grid operators, attempts of tampering with water 
filtration facilities in Israel and the U.S. or cybercrime targeting individuals and 
companies for financial gain. Public attributing the cyber operations to China 
and Russia by the European Union, United States, Canada or the United 
Kingdom, and the announcement of sanctions show the magnitude of the 
escalation. Ultimately, they can all be considered major state-sponsored cyber 
operations used against other state actors, as the cyber operations included in 
this research targeted key infrastructures, especially taking into account the 
pandemic. Moreover, state actors exploited the situation and disruption created 
by the pandemic to launch major cyberattacks, because the governments’ 
attention was mainly put on managing the public health crisis. 
The second type concerns cyber operations deployed because of the COVID-19 
pandemic, and so it refers to COVID-19-related operations. This is the case of 
cyberattacks on hospitals, health-related facilities and institutions (DDoS, 
ransomware and others), cyber espionage related to the research on the disease, 
national policies and vaccines, and cybercrime directly related to COVID-19. 
Moreover, the dividing line between cybercrime and state-sponsored cyber 
operations is blurred, as they often use the same tools and/or tactics, and hence 
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a part of the increase in cybercrime during 2020 might have been the result of 
state-sponsored hacking.  
Furthermore, the impact, relevance and importance of the cyber operations 
mentioned in this research are shown by the effects that these attacks had – the 
operations were of great complexity and magnitude (as in the case of 
SolarWinds), and this was shown especially because they were publicly 
attributed to China and Russia by the US, UK and EU. In addition to this, the 
cyberattacks against water infrastructure in Israel and the US created a 
dangerous precedent, as this kind of targets were usually avoided by high-
profile hackers (state or non-state). 
 
 
4.2. Lessons learned and a way forward 
 
Finally, there are some lessons learned that emerged from these cyber incidents. 
All of these developments must generate a call to action for states to enhance 
their cybersecurity capabilities. The cyberattacks in the Czech Republic or the 
cyber operations against dozens of research facilities were not thwarted only 
because the attackers did not have sufficient capabilities or because they did not 
intent to do so, but because these states and organizations had in place 
sufficiently good cybersecurity practices and managed to prevent a major 
impact. But this was not also the case of cyber espionage campaigns such as 
SolarWinds’s Orion or Microsoft’s Exchange exploits and infiltrations targeting 
the US. 
States and organizations must take all of these cyber developments as calls to 
action and start enhancing their cybersecurity capabilities, because cyber 
operations like these are only the beginning. Furthermore, a cyberattack on 
healthcare providers or on the power grid will have a serious impact on the state 
and on the general population and it will cause great disruptions, but it will also 
create large vulnerabilities and provide space for even more cyber operations. 
Moreover, publicly attributing cyber operations, condemning and even 
imposing sanctions must become the new norm in order to prevent serious 
escalations. Sophisticated, widespread and disrupting cyberattacks have a high 
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possibility of occurring in the near future, and organisations and governments 
should prepare for such events. 
In order to enhance the level of cybersecurity, society, business and government 
must work together and coordinate their efforts (Dunn Cavelty and Egloff 2019, 
50). Other steps that organisations (and individuals) need to take are general 
recommendations such as: updating all software and firmware, most especially 
internet security software, implementing multi-factor authentication as much as 
possible across the network and training all employees on cybersecurity issues 
(Pranggono and Arabo 2020, 4-5). The government must enhance public 
awareness activities, provide and fund education related to cyber issues and 
uphold public-private collaboration and also international cooperation (Davis 
and Pipikaite 2020; Willet 2021, 16). Governments should also employ efficient 
communication with the general public in order to raise awareness regarding 
cyber issues (Dunn Cavelty and Egloff 2019, 49). 
All things considered, this whole development of cyber incidents during the 
pandemic has brought forward important lessons learned. One important aspect 
of a good cybersecurity practice is taking early, rapid, decisive actions (Davis 
and Pipikaite 2020). Moreover, all actors should enhance their cybersecurity 
capabilities and keep in mind the need to always be prepared for complex and 
targeted cyber operations. Cyber incidents that occurred during the pandemic 
have shown that the role of private cybersecurity companies and large IT 
companies is pivotal, as was the case of FireEye disclosing the SolarWinds hack 
and Microsoft disclosing the Exchange hack and attributing it to Chinese state 
hackers, and hence the need for public-private collaboration and information 
exchange becomes crucial. Furthermore, cyber operations seem to be more likely 
to be deployed during other crises and major events, so all actors need to take 
even more prevention and caution during such times. Hospitals, health-related 
facilities, research centres and critical infrastructure such as water facilities are 
not intangible and they have become major targets and vulnerabilities must be 
quickly addressed in order to avoid serious disruptions. 
Finally, recommendations can be divided in general and specific 
recommendations. General recommendations are those that can be implemented 
by everyone (individuals, private companies, governments etc.). They comprise 
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the necessity of applying regular updates on software, hardware, operating 
systems and firmware as often as possible; implementing multifactor 
authentication wherever possible on systems and networks; maintaining an 
efficient and constantly updated internet security software; and self-education 
(as much as possible) on cyber issues and basic cybersecurity practices (for 
individuals, it can be enough to just read online some steps and advice, and for 
private companies it can be enough to have some general training sessions or 
workshops for employees). Furthermore, specific recommendations refer to 
actions that mainly relate to state actors and governments. They include 
enhancing, consolidating and maintaining a well-working, close and efficient 
public-private cooperation and international cooperation; having clear, complex 
and efficient procedures in place for cybersecurity and cyberattack mitigation, 
and provide and organise simulations, exercise and training sessions, at least for 
critical public sector employees; provide education, training and information on 
safe cyber practices for the general population, state institutions and private 
companies and funding for programs and academic research related to 
cybersecurity issues; securing critical infrastructure; paying more attention to 
hospitals, as they have started to become one of the major targets of cybercrime 
and state-sponsored cyber operations; and putting more emphasis on the public 
attribution of cyber operations, indictment of state-sponsored hackers and 
imposing international sanctions on states and agencies that deploy major cyber 
operations. After publicly attributing a cyberattack, a state can also indict the 
hackers (like the U.S. does in some cases), impose sanctions, and all of these 
actions are even more efficient if they are done together with other states, such 
as the joint U.S., U.K. and Canada statements (Willet 2021, 13), and so 
international cooperation becomes important in this aspect too.  
 
 
5. CONCLUSIONS 
 
Cyberattacks on COVID-19 hospitals and health departments, cyberattacks 
targeting water treatment facilities and electrical grid operators, cyber espionage 
campaigns against COVID-19 research facilities, cybercrime and large-scale 
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cyber espionage campaigns unrelated to the pandemic are very serious events 
and must be adequately addressed by governments, but the fact that they 
occurred during the public health crisis caused by the pandemic is a worrying 
development. Thus, state actors responded properly, mitigating the effects and 
publicly attributing some of the major cyber operations. Overall, it can be said 
that the situation could have been far worse, and all of these cyber operations 
show that any individual and any organisation can become a target and can 
have its activities significantly disrupted. 
The cyber operations that occurred during the pandemic set some serious 
precedents and raised the stake of cybersecurity even higher, as cyberattacks on 
already overwhelmed COVID-19 hospitals could have provoked the first ever 
direct deaths resulting from a cyberattack. In the future, this might become a 
reality, as critical infrastructure will continue to be one of the main targets. 
Furthermore, cyber espionage campaigns such as the SolarWinds hack might 
become the norm in cyberspace, and cybercrime might blend even more with 
malicious state-sponsored cyber operations. 
The upcoming widespread digitalization of public services and work without 
implementing proper cybersecurity practices can lead to one daunting 
assumption – in terms of cyberattacks and cybercrime, the worst is yet to come. 
Even with a significant level of cybersecurity and prevention, a major 
cyberattack can still occur in the future, and the extent of damages will depend 
on how good have governments prepared for it. The pandemic will be over in a 
couple of years, but the escalation of cyber operations is here to stay.  
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Abstract 
The new threats and vulnerabilities generated by uncontrolled migration have 
produced at the level of European Union`s Member States the need to segment 
the social security component of the usual politico-economic analysis in order to 
ensure a unique interpretation, justified by both reporting on the integration of 
newcomers and also of speed, the extent and identity of migration. 
Updating the modern European state through multicultural policies and 
ensuring a limited tolerance on the issue of migration opened new fronts to the 
public debate brings to the forefront the need to establish a balance in the host 
communities, that have the responsibility for the decision political, cultural and 
economic effects on minority communities of migrants. Depending on the 
political views expressed, the social specifics and the tolerance of the local 
population, stronger multicultural relations will be established and the support 
offered to newcomers will be consistent.  
Within this debate, the hypothesis of altering the identity of the host states in the 
context of an accelerated migration was developed and belonging to national, 
European values, traditions, religion and institutions is attacked by identity 
pressure. After all, the fear of losing or eroding the identity of the majority 
national group in front of the newcomers is based on distrust and ignorance of 
the specific elements of the other community and also behavioural differences, 
both cultural and civilizational. 
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1.INTRODUCTION 
 
Even though on a worldwide level the number of military conflicts has 
considerably dropped, for the European Union the end of World War II 
coincided with the establishment of a period of valid peace however to this day, 
threats and vulnerabilities have not disappeared, but on the contrary, they are 
more diverse than ever and also adapted to new interests using up-to-date 
means. One of the most important such new threats is uncontrolled migration 
and the inherent challenges it poses. 
In such a dynamic evolution of insecurities in recent decades, all five subfields 
through which the Copenhagen School interprets security are interdependent in 
the nature, structure and evolution of internal and external security of states. 
The focus of this research will be on the analysis of the identity dimension of the 
concept of social security with applicability in the issue of migration at the level of the 
European Union due to the consequences that migration generates within the 
states and which are difficult to perceive or quantify. We, therefore, wonder - to 
what extent the accelerated crisis of uncontrolled migration and the chaotic mix 
between economic migrants and refugees have the capacity to generate threats 
and vulnerabilities to the social security of the European Union and what are the 
means by which they can be limited. 
Given the high degree of abstraction and taking into account the fact that the 
literature on migration has been limited in particular to the analysis of the social 
and economic impact on the host state concerning quantifiable elements, this 
novel research paper offers the theoretical framework for the migration crisis 
launched in 2011 and highlights the need to open up the analysis of the 
perspectives of cultural integration and the clash of the population’s identity of the host 
state with those of migrants from the perspective of social security. 
Identity plays an increasingly important role in the complicated equation of 
migration and the responsibility to ensure a balance between the fear of the 
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indigenous population to erode their own identity in favour of the multiple 
others of the newcomer population and so, the avoidance of identity conflicts 
becomes a complex societal component in a natural political-economic 
interdependence. 
 
 
1.1 The concept of social security in the context of the migration crisis 

 
The challenges of current globalization no longer fall within known limits and 
are found in a robust international system, but are likely to create important 
movements in the nature of the world order that is being redefined. Ethnicity 
seems to play an important role at this stage and this fact is noted by the 
renowned theorist A.D. Smith who draws attention in the work “Nations and 
nationalism in the global era”, that: “we are always reminded that the globe we 
live in is getting smaller and more integrated. Everywhere (…) previously 
independent states and nations are linked by a network of interstate 
organizations and regulations in a truly international community. In every 
corner of the world, the ethnic past is revived and old cultures are fragmented 
and remodelled". (Bădescu and Mihăilescu 2003, 166). These interdependencies 
between states are positioned in an orbit of evolution that could not be 
anticipated on the scale of current reality and the effects of compressing space 
and time through the significant contribution of ultramodern technical means 
are felt by each unit of the system. People find themselves in the unique 
situation in which the speed of information, the connection between individuals 
but also the freedoms and accessibility of transport routes fundamentally 
changes the criteria by which the physical borders of classical nation-states were 
defined and ensure. 
The sovereignty of the state as it was delimited in the era of the Westphalian 
order has undergone over time multiple and significant changes in form and 
power. Today, the borders of the European Union are transited by billions of 
products every day, by an impossible number of data, information and millions 
of citizens creating a continuous movement that makes it impossible to have 
absolute control on, as it was established in the classic nation-state. 
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In the nineteenth century and much of the twentieth century, security was 
imagined and assimilated to national power with reference to the hard 
component, military and as well as an economic power. Since the 1970s, however, 
several theorists have shown that the notion of restricted security at the level of 
individual states and military problems is inevitably inadequate. Ken Booth 
argued that if a state facing security issues addresses it through a diagnosis 
limited to military-centred state policy, then the issue is likely to be exacerbated. 
Other authors such as Leonard Beaton, Stanley Hoffmann and Hedley Bull 
reinforced the need to extend the concept of security in the classical national 
sphere to an approach to the complex interdependencies that existed, multiplied 
rapidly and called for new security roles to match new types of threats and 
vulnerabilities. (Buzan 2012, 17-9). 
The Copenhagen school deepened the development of the security study agenda 
and focused on segmenting the analysis into five sub-domains: military, 
economic, political, societal and environmental. The role and importance of 
Copenhagen School theorists have had a major impact on the new approach and 
understanding of new threats, risks and vulnerabilities faced by citizens within 
states, between states and the various relationships between state and citizens. 
Starting from the definition of Barry Buzan, one of the main theorists of the 
Copenhagen School, who defines social security as “an ability to sustain within 
the limits of acceptable conditions of evolution, the traditional elements of 
language, cultural and religious customs found in the identity of a community ”, 
and taking into account the particularities and dynamics of the migration crisis 
triggered in 2011, on the unseen chessboard inside European societies, faced 
with consistent migratory flows, are placed the first ethnocultural and socio-
political pieces of identity conflicts in new societal vulnerabilities. (Buzan 2012, 
31). 

 
 

1.2. Identity in the architecture of social security 
 
The reference point of social security is the large-scale collective identities that 
exist and manifest themselves independently of the state, such as nations and 
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religions. If military, economic, political or environmental threats can be framed 
and identified within clear limits of the threat and implicitly an appropriate 
response can be formulated, in the case of social security the degree of 
abstraction of how a threat can develop is difficult to be anticipated and even 
more challenging to know the appropriate answer. 
The sources that fuel the change in the identity structure of the majority are 
either considered existential threats or can be accepted and tolerated as part of 
the evolution itself. Specifically, in the case of the immigrant crisis, the host 
society, which generally has a monopoly on cultural, linguistic, religious and 
ethnic identity, will feel threatened by newcomers who may alter their identity 
and, implicitly, may question its survival. (Buzan, Waever and De Wilde 2011, 
43). The greater the cultural differences and the greater the identity of the 
groups, the greater the chances in identity conflicts. 
If political security concerns the stability and preservation of the system of 
government and the ideologies that give it legitimacy, social security, even if it 
contains common elements, differs from political security in terms of collective 
identity and integration. 
To understand the society we must understand what are the ideas, practices, 
values and even stories shared by individuals of the same social group and 
which contribute to its core identity. Even if multiculturalism has allowed the 
formation of tolerated marginal identities, the motivation for preserving and 
defending social security is based on the relationship of the majority of the 
population to the common cultural elements with which they identify with. That 
is why it should be mentioned that the societal is not to be confused with the 
social which refers especially to the economic part. 
The identity that marked the last century by limiting and relating social classes to 
the sovereign nation-state is completely changed today. The emergence of new 
social classes has led to the development of new identities driven by completely 
different social, economic and political landmarks and movements. Occupation, 
everyday lifestyle and the very conception of life, mobility or the development 
of global communication in an extremely short time are the new landmarks that 
dictate the orientation of cosmopolitan visions and can no longer take into 
account the previous limitations of the nation-state. Europe thus shows itself as 



EUROPOLITY, vol. 15, no. 1, 2021 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

136  Continuity and Change in European Governance 
 

an institutional arena in which diversity and connections between citizens and 
organizations operate only in the light of a common vision and action of the 
Member States. Recognition of cultural, ethnic and racial differences that have 
updated the European agenda through multiculturalism brings to the fore the 
need for a common response to all challenges arising from the presence of 
Muslim immigrants in the Union and not found in historical, institutional, 
cultural or religious European values and reports. (Tănăsescu 2018, 52-4). 
Identity is the basic concept of social security and, although in contemporary 
Europe where the concept developed, groups of individuals are mainly national, 
in other regions, religion or race are relevant reasons for differentiation and 
complicate the relationship between political and social security. (Buzan, 
Waever and De Wilde 2011, 171-2). In an almost natural way, the integration of a 
significant migrant population, having an extremely different religion from that 
of the host country’s and with a block of democratic and different socio-cultural 
values anchored in paradigms and models of social organization or even 
opposite in some cases, the identity of the host state is subject to significant 
pressure, conditioned by the time horizon in which the mixing of identities takes 
place. In fact, this socio-cultural dilemma was at the root of the chaos of political 
and diplomatic reactions during the immigrant crisis that foreshadowed 
unprecedented decisions in the history of the European Union such as the 
suspension of the Schengen Agreement to block the flow of immigrants and 
refugees.  
It should be noted that the European tradition, which includes culture, history, 
civilization and spirituality, is not a condition for joining the European Union as 
criteria such as consolidated democracy, a market economy, respect for human 
rights are key European values for opening the accession process for a state. 
(Tănăsescu 2018, 34-7). At the individuals’ level of migration, the sphere of 
conditioning to reach the European Union disappears almost completely 
through the policies and approaches of the Union that ensure freedom of 
movement unrestricted by the socio-cultural, religious or individual democratic 
baggage. However, in the scenario in which a large number of such different 
individuals arrive in such a short time within a society, the premises are created 
for the disruption of the societal order with implications for economic, political 
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or even individual security. In 2015, for example, more than a million refugees 
and migrants arrived in Germany from North Africa and the Middle East and 
had a significant impact on public order in the country, highlighting social 
unrest during the winter holidays in several German cities or planning and even 
executing terrorist acts. 

 
 

1.3. European identity: theoretical and practical framework 
 

As the European Union is not based on a clear concept of European identity on 
issues involving the culture or integration of immigrants, and even if we can 
discuss political, economic identity and values as indicators of European unity, 
there is nevertheless an institutional vulnerability, manifested by shared 
decision-making legitimacy and the populist exploitation of migration issues 
adopted by some domestic political leaders, altering the importance of 
addressing this issue in a comprehensive, responsible and unitary manner 
throughout the Community bloc. 
For the most obvious reason, European identity is influenced by European 
citizenship and all the elements that have contributed to and made it possible to 
achieve such recognition. A measurement of the identification with European 
citizenship made by the European barometer showed in 2017 an average of 70% 
of the perception and affinity for growing European citizenship in the Central 
and Eastern European countries. (Tănăsescu 2018, 267). In interpreting this 
percentage there are many particularities and "momentary frameworks" that can 
be influenced by certain public policies of European states, certain political 
programs of the parties in power at a given time, the level of European funds’ 
absorption and the economic impact’s effect of the population, living standards, 
proximity to the Union's successful economies, migration, etc.  
The European identity is found both in the common political culture, of the 
institutions that legislate on behalf of the common objectives through the 
decision-makers of all Member States, and in those unique benefits that 
European citizens have as a result of creating technical, political, legal, social 
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mechanisms, economic or cultural factors such as the single currency, a common 
area of freedom, security and justice or various common programs and policies. 
In the last decade, another component of European identity has been discussed, 
namely Europeanization - with reference to the ability of the European 
institutions to influence the internal policy decisions of the Member States and 
vice versa or, sometimes, being used as part of the enlargement process. 
(Bărbulescu 2015, 546-7). Even if the concept of European identity is not yet 
rooted in the European collective memory, or even trivialized in some Member 
States, we can see a tendency to align with certain standards and a more 
nuanced socio-political will to cooperate and achieve common goals. 
We must keep in mind that the origins and emergence of the European Union 
were based on the intentions and political will of the post-war elites, the mass 
population was not being directly consulted in most states. European unification 
then followed a natural course, built and guided by the newly founded 
European institutions and which was often formalized by burning stages. The 
so-called construction from the top of the pyramid to the base has the advantage 
of quickly implementing European agreements, treaties or policies but also has 
the disadvantage of a gap in understanding, acceptance and sharing the 
importance or benefits of their effects by the people of EU Member States. 
The modern state is intrinsically linked to a community called the nation. In 
Herder's German vision, the nation is that natural community that grows 
organically and has, as common or similar elements, language and morals. 
(Preda 2010, 69). The nation thus acquires a nucleus of identification through 
ethnicity. In Ernest Renan's French civic vision, the nation must not be reduced 
to racial, linguistic or moral references, but is based on a community of will to 
produce a common life. Even if the postmodern European state is less oriented 
towards identification by ethnicity, we cannot admit that it has disappeared 
from the radar of indicators of social unity. However, we can recognize that 
ethnocentrism has undergone a conversion to a system of common values 
marked by a spectrum of loyalty to them and which make up a social identity. 
Talcott Parsons argues in this regard, for which social identity must be based on a 
central system of common meanings through which individuals coexist and 
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interact and these common meanings can be capitalized only by the ability of 
institutions to maintain a structured social memory. (Lützeler 2004, 311-2). 
For Habermas, European identity can be built by emphasizing the role of 
political culture as a common trunk for "constitutional patriotism" capable of 
integrating the multicultural European society that should share common 
political principles. Multilingualism should not be an obstacle because the focus 
is no longer on the people and the community, but on interconnected discourse 
and developed communication. Thus, European identity must be based on 
constitutional principles rooted in political culture and the principles and ethical 
values of dominant cultures. (Tănăsescu 2018, 112-3). 
Other authors consider that common values, myths, traditions, the legacy of 
Roman jurisprudence, Christianity and Renaissance humanism are at the same 
time reasons for European unity as well as reasons for the diversity of Member 
States.  (Guguluș 2006, 64). The resilience and proof of the success of the 
European Union over the last 80 years have confirmed that Europeans have 
gone through that "grey" stage of collective memory that created disorder, war 
and roughness between European states and focused on reconstruction and 
cooperation, solidarity, common rights and principles. 
Intending to institutionalize the concept of European identity, European leaders 
tried in the 1992 Maastricht Treaty to connect the idea of Europe's shared 
heritage of assuming a European identity and values where the European Union 
as a supranational entity has the role of protecting these values from threats 
(including cultural) from outside its borders. In fact, in the preamble to the 
Treaty, the Member States confirmed "their commitment to the principles of 
liberty, democracy and respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms and 
the rule of law" and expressed "the desire to deepen solidarity between peoples, 
knowledge of national history, culture and traditions". (Manolache 2018, 328-9). 
With Maastricht, the first important steps were taken in defining a European 
identity anchor at the same time as creating a "protective" cover, not so formal, 
but especially through references to common history and tradition, including 
religion. 
The Maastricht Treaty thus brought refreshment to European cultural policies 
aimed at preserving national and regional values in a dynamic Europe, and 
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education was conceived as one of the sustainable "engines" for overcoming 
cultural barriers. A successful example is the Erasmus Program through which 
young people from all Member States go to study in countries other than their 
home ones, making them aware of the socio-cultural, economic and political 
diversity of other Member States. (Lützeler 2004, 315). Even if this example 
refers to the citizens of the Member States, the education system can be used in 
the process of integrating young people and immigrant children from outside 
the European Union for a deeper understanding of European values and the 
system of the political and social organization of the Union. 
The absence of unanimity on the formal assumption of a common European 
identity may also explain the division of members into at least two models: the 
club and the community. States that view the European Union as a club tend to 
associate interests and maximize the benefits of membership, while states that 
view the Union as a community want the collective values on which the Union 
was created to be those that dictate cohesion to orientation. However, as we 
have shown above, European identity is recognized both inside and outside as a 
post-national collective identity based on liberal values and norms. (Tănăsescu 
2018, 43).  
The European Union is made up of a constellation of identities and the 
integration process is taking place at a slow pace precisely to place in a 
complementarity all possible threats perceived by various identity groups 
within the European Union. Even if at the internal level, certain minority nations 
regularly show fear of losing their identity in favour of the nation-state they 
belong to, or to their neighbours considered culturally or economically superior. 
In reality, the interaction produced by the European treaties and education, the 
system of democratic values or even similar religions make these fears not an 
urgent reason for the escalation in armed or political conflict and focus on the 
identity risks posed by inter-regional dynamics of migration from North Africa 
and the Middle East. (Buzan, Waever and De Wilde 2011, 189) 
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1.4. The risks of altering the local identity from the perspective of social security 
 
In recent years, accelerated migration and the socio-economic conflicts or 
terrorist attacks associated with it have generated increasingly nuanced identity 
controversies within the states of the European Union, indicating new societal 
vulnerabilities. 
Some authors appreciate that identity is a characteristic that communities 
imagine and is self-constructed, identification with a particular community by 
highlighting features in relation to other historical or present connections 
remains a personal or political choice. Thus, a homogeneous identity community 
can decide whether another community is a threat by the very way that 
community is defined and understood. (Buzan, Waever and De Wilde 2011, 
173). For example, the population of Syrian origin, having a different religion, 
language, culture and even physiognomy, can create societal problems within 
the destination society as it threatens the identity of the original group by 
relating between us and them. The same example can be extended to other 
populations in the Middle East or North Africa that emigrate to the European 
Union. Several recent studies have shown that the more repulsive the members 
of a minority are with the cultural habits of the majority society and implicitly 
the more conservative and defensive of their own culture, the greater the 
mistrust between groups and automatically the greater the state of insecurity. 
Rules are essential in the functioning and organization of any society, but in 
order to actively participate in their development and negotiation, participants 
need to speak the same language, to find themselves in gestures, expressions 
and habits that indicate their intentions in the negotiation process. (Fukuyama 
2011, 247). This common language is the basis of mutual trust and is the basis for 
honest cooperation so that the parties do not feel disadvantaged, excluded or 
marginalized. 
In any society, the basis of material generosity between individuals is reciprocity 
but this, in turn, is based on the acceptance of common obligations and the 
dilemma arises when individuals ask themselves “how do I know that the other 
has understood and accepted the obligation? How can I trust the other?” This 
dilemma is complemented by the trust, or lack of it within the society that 
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dissolves, the territory, even more so and the social relations, being more and 
more attracted by the area of influence of the legal mechanisms and less by the 
natural relations based on social trust. (Collier 2019, 54-6). In this context, taking 
into account the multiple cultural, religious, customary, educational differences 
and especially the language barrier between the host society and the 
newcomers, the feeling of uncertainty and mistrust felt by the local population 
towards immigrants is justified. 
Thus, Anthony Smith's theory that a national identity must have a historical 
territory, common historical memories, a common public culture, valid rights 
and obligations for all members, and a common economy with free mobility for 
members of a nation seems revalidated by the tumultuous present around 
migration, especially if we refer to the political and social reactions in times of 
crisis. (Guguluș 2006, 59). 
Migration is the main threat to social security by fear of altering the identity of 
one culture from another formed as a result of the immigration process. Vertical 
competition can also be another major threat to social security as members of a 
community fear losing their identity as there is another larger integration project 
(eg the European Union) or a secessionist one (eg Catalonia) and they will be 
attracted to the poles of one or the other of the identities. 
In reality, all vectors of threat to social security can be found in various 
combinations. Migration has always existed, but its causes and extent have 
changed significantly throughout history and the unintended effects between 
different cultures, some more dynamic and broad, and others more 
anachronistic and reduced, can develop important identity conflicts.  
Naturally, majority cultural societies have the institutional power to replicate 
culture through education, churches or language rights while cultural minorities 
do not have access to this power and feel threatened by their identity. In the case 
of migration, the political power can control the elements that threaten the social 
security of the majority population by restricting certain rights and promoting 
the local cultural identity. This approach can have the immediate consequence 
for immigrants, even for the second generation, to ask the question "to whom do 
they belong?" and "which cultural concentric circle is more useful to be part of"? 
(Buzan, Waever and De Wilde 2011, 173-5). As we have seen, in the last 10 years 
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such identity dilemmas have generated organized or spontaneous terrorist 
attacks on the European Union territory with an important impact on migration 
policy but especially on indigenous peoples and the approach to social security 
issues in relation to Muslim immigrants in particular.  
At the same time, certain immigrant communities established on the territory of 
culturally, religiously and ethnically differentiated European states prefer to 
establish their own social relations by avoiding host state institutions in matters 
of order within the community or other elements of the cultural sphere or 
religious manifestation. For example, Muslim communities have organized real 
ethno-cultural enclaves that operate according to the social models of origin 
where, especially those of the first generation, make important efforts to 
preserve their religious identity by strictly observing Sharia or holy law which 
underlies the hierarchy and regulation of the way of life among Muslims. 
As previously mentioned, societal threats can have elements in common with 
political or military ones, and they can be activated when a societal threat finds 
its solution in imminent political or even military actions. Specifically, in the 
case of migration, the state may order border controls through its institutions, 
may restrict certain rights of residence or even access to its territory or may 
carry out military actions if the extent of the threat requires it. (Buzan, Waever 
and De Wilde 2011, 175). Such decisions were taken during the 2014-2016 crisis 
when several Member States suspended the Schengen Agreement by 
introducing border controls while other states built ad-hoc wire fences in an 
effort to deter and block access to the flow of immigrants. Moreover, several 
naval and ground patrol operations have been launched on behalf of the 
European Union with the same aim of controlling and limiting illegal migration 
on a large scale. 
If we analyze the migration from the perspective of rights and duties inspired by 
Immanuel Kant, namely that there is a difference between power and rights and 
that the claims to have rights must have the same relevance for all individuals in 
order not to be meaningless. We arrive at a dilemma of the primacy of rights: for 
example, if a state imposes border controls and does not allow new immigrants 
to cross the border, then the state government will argue that immigrants have 
an obligation to respect this state's right to control borders. (Bertram, 2018, 47-8). 
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Is this imposition considered to be moral? Do immigrants have real 
opportunities to oppose? As long as migration remains a largely national 
competence, especially from the legal perspective, controlled migration, the 
extent of immigrants' rights will depend exclusively on the policy model chosen 
by the government of that state. On the other hand, attempts by liberal 
governments to act effectively against illegal migrants under constant pressure 
from populists and civil society may conflict with human rights and legal 
protection obligations, giving rise to an opportunity for political debate. to 
legitimize the diminution of these rights and guarantees. (Bertram, 2018, 36). 
Threats to identity in different societies manifest themselves differently 
depending on the historical, territorial specifics and the way in which the 
identity is built. The more state-bound the nation, the more vulnerable it will be 
to political integration (eg France) than to other states where the nation also 
carries out other independent state-level political levels (eg Germany). (Buzan, 
Waever and De Wilde 2011, 178-9). 
If the European Union were to act as a single entity on the issue of migration 
and consider it as a component of insecurity of the same intensity, then it could 
respond either by reducing vulnerability or by reducing and preventing threats. 
For the policies already adopted and for the different levels of integration of 
immigrants in the European Union, applying the reduction of vulnerability 
where minority populations are considered a vulnerability to the identity of the 
majority population, can be a rational solution based on Barry Buzan's theory. 
(Buzan 2012, 120). At the same time, the European Union must work together to 
reduce the threats posed by illegal immigration and assign an equally sized unit 
of measurement to the specifics and economic power of each Member State. 

 
 

1.5.  The role and influence of social identity 
 
Why does a man need an identity and a relationship? First of all, because a man 
is a social animal that is distinguished by the fact that he has self-awareness and 
needs to belong to a group that complements and supports his prestige and 
personal identity. Secondly, individuals seek support for self-esteem, affection, and 
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the moral values they believe in. Collective identity for individuals also has the 
meaning of solidarity and cohesion with each other in which you can trust and 
build. Belonging to a group has an objective component that concerns elements 
of geography, culture and customs, common language and memory, but also a 
subjective component related to the choices of the individual in a group. (Chifu 
2013, 181). 
In the Hegelian sense, identity is constructed from subjective representations 
and objective social practices, and according to the authors Williams James and 
George Herbert Mead, identity is closely linked to self and the ability of 
individuals to reflect on the social world in which they coexist. Morris 
Rosenberg deepens the connection between identity and self, showing that the 
self includes both social identities and dispositions. Thus, an individual may 
belong to a certain group or social statuses, such as woman, man, immigrant 
and its disposition reflects the tendency to react from the position of man, 
woman, immigrant. (Guguluș 2006, 53-4). 
Henry Taifel in the theory of social identity, states that individuals realize that 
they are part of a certain group, that they live this emotionally and that there is a 
value belonging to that group. (Guguluș 2006, 58). Social identity acquires 
meaning and value in specific contexts and cultures and has the role of 
cognitively regulating the reporting of individuals in a certain group to the 
elements of group identity, self-knowledge. In fact, group identity is also a 
cultural resource strengthened by emotional attachment capable of mobilizing 
forces. (Chifu 2013, 185-6). When an individual feels his identity attacked, the 
defensive reaction appears that claims inflexibility and the increase of identity 
negation, thus blocking any acceptable compromise. When identity elements 
become the central parts of a potential negotiation, the dynamics of the 
associated communication decrease because perceptions and assumptions about 
the other fuel the idea of an unapproachable conflict. 
Knowing these differences, and analyzing the multiple identities of immigrants 
over the past 10 years and coexisting in the states of the European Union, we ask 
"how many identities can a state, a city, a community support?" and - what is the 
minimum time limit required for a newcomer in a new society to overcome the 
barriers of his or her own identity by consciously choosing to either retain his or 
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her own identity or be assimilated to that of the host society? How could the 
governments of the European Union states imagine effective integration policies 
in this context, but also taking into account the internal political agenda? 

 
 

1.6.  Religious identity conflict 
 
The example of the 2015 Charlie Hebdo bombing has two components that 
support the importance of social security and how it should be treated: was 
interpreted as defamatory of the Islamic world and led to a bloody attack in 
revenge. In this case, the illustration considered defamatory of the Prophet 
Muhammad was assimilated as a threat to the identity of the Muslim religion. 
On the other hand, the example shows the global character that can generate 
risks to the social security of the European Union by importing the elements of 
identity pressure together with the newcomers. Even if it seemed like a terrorist 
attack, in reality, it was an identity claim with direct consequences on the 
European way of life, on secularism and democratic values such as freedom of 
expression. Given the scale of the reactions and the strong impact this case had 
on French society, high-ranking Republican leaders led by President Macron 
reacted promptly and strongly condemned Islamic separatism, while defending 
the right to "blasphemy" by presenting it as a fundamental of freedom to 
legitimize the "revenge" of caricatures considered offensive to Islam. (Voanews 
2020). 
We must also point out that the religious identity of immigrants in the European 
Union has been ignored for a long time in favour of ethnic or racial identity. A 
secularized Europe in which religion was no longer part of the social conflict or 
the organization of the nation-state was forced in the early 1990s to reopen the 
theme of religion in the public debate this time provoked by immigrants who 
had become a congruent part of society but manifested identities. different 
religious. Long before the Charlie Hebdo case, the alarm signal of the incidence 
of religious identity conflicts was raised by the case of Salman Rushdie, a British 
man of Indian descent, the author of the book "Satanic Verses" which aroused 
the entire Muslim community in Europe, which in turns strongly supported by 
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religious leaders from outside Europe. The book, being considered ~against 
Islam, the Prophet and the Qur`an~, brought back the discussion around the 
politically inclined theological arguments and strong social vulnerabilities with 
a high degree of conflict to the European scene. (Murray 2019, 181-3). 
The consciousness of the European Union inherited through its culture - 
humanism being a distinctive element compared to other continents - where 
man shows his secularism by criticizing myths and religions and by its content 
and manifestation, takes at the same time mysterious, mythological and 
religious forms. (Morin 2007, 100). This difference in approach to the religious 
status of Europeans from that of Muslims is, as we have seen, a source of conflict 
within European societies and an important reason that can influence European 
migration policies. 
European culture and society are also notable for the multitude of interactions 
and interferences between dialogues that have displayed between both religion 
and reason; faith and doubt; mythical and critical thinking; the particular and 
the universal; tradition and evolution. This uninterrupted European cultural boiling 
between the fourteenth and twentieth centuries has driven the dialogue of 
European complementarities and diversity in a unique way that is at the heart of 
European cultural identity. Unlike Islamic culture where religious debate is 
limited by the very restrictions that define it, European culture stands out with 
total secularism in which no idea has remained sacred or infamous so as not to 
be discussed, the dialogue leading to controversy over political or religious 
ideas, being capable of self-criticism and objectivity. (Morin 2007, 133-6). In this 
context, the confusion felt in the depths of the debate within European societies 
is historically argued and legitimized to preserve this relationship to the 
European cultural foundation. 
Analyzing these cases in which the cultural difference and the dilemma of the 
distribution of the balance between secularism and the religiosity of the two 
cultures are highlighted, and taking into account the theory the author Mathias 
Albert who suggests that a system will secure a problem from outside it, we can 
see how a cluster of dilemmas generated by identity or religious conflicts within 
the certain Member States with important Muslim communities is increasingly 
emerging. This type of conflict also stands out through a difficult solution 
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because the reason that fuels them does not refer to "who receives what", but to 
"I don't like you". (Goldstein and Pevehouse 2008, 261). 
Social security in the current context is becoming an increasingly complex 
concept through the scale and dynamics of relations between states. The 
regional security complex is found when two or more states constantly develop 
mutual relations, share a common culture and civilization, have common 
interests and values, and obviously influence each other's decision. (Bolborici 
2016, 38). 
To avoid escalating identity conflicts, Rafaelle Marchetti proposes four clear 
principles of dialogue between different cultural civilizations: diversity that 
rejects universalism and promotes pluralism; there must be no more hierarchies 
between civilizations; understanding and accepting the other's culture and 
establishing a nonviolent mode of communication. (Dumitrașcu 2013, 131). But 
in order for these principles to be applicable, a similar block of anchor values is 
needed. Or, in the case of the most problematic identity and political clashes in 
which the Muslim population encounters European Christianity and the 
political reporting of institutional and social organization is based on 
diametrically opposed elements, namely the Qur'an and holy law versus 
secularism and liberalism, the question inevitably arises: can it find a balance 
between these cultures and what means of communication are adopted? 
On the other hand, the increase in the importance of cultural identity is attributed 
to the degree of socio-economic modernization at the individual and societal 
level. Throughout history, cultural differences between states have dictated the 
type of relationships they develop and differences in behaviour stem from fear 
or mistrust, difficulties in communicating language or a different code of social 
conduct, or ignorance of the principles, values, and practices that guided the 
societies of "others". (Huntington 2018, 228-9). 
 
 
2.CONCLUSIONS 
 
In conclusion, we can admit that identity plays an extremely important role in 
the architecture of social security, becoming a nucleus around which orbit both 
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the elements favourable to integration and those that separate. Cultural policies 
on integration are exclusively national competencies in a migration issue that 
must be treated as a European responsibility. 
The identity of a population is closely related to a sense of belonging to shared 
values, symbols, traditions and even loyalty to common institutions which 
implies natural reciprocity for the protection and transmission of this heritage to 
future generations. Or, in the situation of an ethnic mix composed of massive 
and uncontrolled migration, it is difficult to absorb or integrate newcomers in 
the context of compliance with agreed rules, established by organic or 
customary laws of the host population, generating favourable mechanisms for 
identity conflicts. Identity conflict, like any other conflict, is also based on a 
component of mutual "mistrust" and this stage requires a sufficient time horizon 
and formal and informal negotiations to reach a balance of coexistence. 
Despite the differences between the Member States, European values and 
culture, the socio-economic model and the system of political organization, 
doubled by the legitimacy and trust of the European institutions built over the 
last 70 years, these have formed a common identity spectrum that the peoples of 
the European Union seek to it preserves it in the face of possible erosion 
vulnerabilities as a natural consequence of uncontrolled migration. 
We must also emphasize that religion is an essential element in this clash of 
identities as transcending spiritual manifestation to the interests and ways of 
expression and political organization, economic and social opposed between the 
host population and Muslim immigrants. Under these conditions, the 
establishment of integration relations follows both the institutional steps based 
on European liberal values and norms and the multiculturalism assumed within 
the limits of secularism and the system of political and social organization 
specific to European societies.  
The European Union has a major responsibility to ensure a multicultural balance 
in which minorities can be assimilated by majorities in matters of public life and 
differences can be maintained, accepted and encouraged in the private sphere. 
At the same time, states' integration policy should focus on convergence of 
practice by encouraging the participation of minorities in the majority national 
culture. 
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In order to talk about integration, the limits and methods of migration control 
need to be set and the latest migration crisis, the effects of which are still 
ongoing, has shown multiple weaknesses in decision-making in some Member 
States (see suspension of the Schengen Agreement, construction of fences). wire 
or maritime traffic disruption) but also strengthened the European institutions' 
response mechanisms to the crisis by promoting legislation that was lacking in 
this area and that would not have been adopted in the absence of a strong 
external stimulus. Europeanization therefore plays a key role in the process of 
monitoring and controlling migration through the European Union's 
institutional capacity to influence decisions at Member State level by 
demonstrating confidence in European values. 
The migration crisis and the consequences for European identity can only be 
assumed through an effort by all the Member States capable of responding to 
the most complex societal vulnerabilities and exporting an integration model 
based on the liberal rules on which the European Union itself has been built. 
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Abstract 
Populist parties, movements, and leaders have been an object of increased 
public attention during the last couple of decades worldwide. By opting for 
more issue-guided actions rather than traditional political ones, based on 
programs and ideologically close to the center identities, these political actors 
have grown in stature and are no longer on the fringes of decision-making 
processes. While right-wing populism has a close relationship with nationalism, 
conservatism, left-wing populism uses social issues and what it calls "class 
divide" and the promise of fighting “old orders” towards an equal society. Both 
strands of populism use the actual dissatisfaction of the people and presumed 
lack of responses of mainstream politics to new challenges in recent years 
(economic decline, migrant crises, COVID 19, EU post BREXIT). Populists rely 
heavily on the energy of their movement, protests and gatherings, and social 
media campaigns in their efforts to change what they often call a prevailing 
“unstable and unsuitable social order". Central and Eastern Europe has become 
a testing ground for the growing trend – predominant populist parties in power. 
What makes populism so popular? How did the parties and movements with 
ever-changing agendas managed to gain popular support, and move form 
fringes to the center of decision-making in politics and society? The latest such 
occurrence is the emergence of the "Self-Determination Movement” (Lëvizja 
Vetëvendosje, LVV, in Albanian) as the main overwhelming political force in 
Kosovo. This paper discusses populism, right and left-wing, as well as a 
syncretic and/or synthetic version of it, an eclectic character, resulting in 
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potential to influence decision-making processes, and in the case of Self-
Determination (LVV) and Kosovo specifically how a political party, created 
initially as a social and nationalist movement managed to gain over 50% of the 
vote by using both right and left-wing agendas and transforming its political 
positions to suit the ultimate goal - political power.  
 
Keywords 
Ideological transformation; Kosovo; populism; self-determination. 
 
 
1. INTRODUCTION 
 
Populism has been on the rise in the past couple of decades in Western Europe, 
North America, Latin America, Central and Eastern Europe, and Russia. The 
study of populism - focusing on its roots, causes, appearances, demonstration, 
discourse, etc. - has been vast so far and mainly focused on the areas mentioned. 
The rise of populism has been noted in South-Eastern Europe and has been 
embraced by political parties and actors in this area as well. However, fewer 
studies are focusing on countries of this politically quite volatile area. This paper 
aims to focus on populism as a general concept of decision-making among 
political actors, dwell on the elements and differences that define what is 
commonly known as “right” or “left” wing populism, as well as focus on 
populism in South-Eastern Europe by trying to answer whether it is applied as a 
strategy or an ideology, or both. Finally, this paper focuses on populism in 
Kosovo, where the party in power, the Self-Determination Movement (Lëvizja 
Vetëvendosje, LVV), has since its creation, skilfully and intentionally, used 
populist methods and rhetoric, from both right and left-wing agendas, to create 
a narrative in the country that its leader Albin Kurti and the LVV movement are 
the new future of Kosovo, the sole opponents of 'widespread crime and 
corruption in the country" (the elite) )and protectors of Kosovo and its 
statehood. Kurti and the LVV have branded all opposing political parties as ‘the 
old regime’ (sometimes ‘the old guard”) also publically using terms as 
“criminals’ and “traitors” for their leaders. The LVV has used a populist 
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discourse and methods focusing on opposing the international efforts and 
international institutions in Kosovo initially – especially before the declaration 
of Kosovo’s independence in 2008 – and eventually the Kosovar institutions, 
opposing Kosovo’s political establishment and institutions, blasting them as 
corrupt and clientelistic, opposing Kosovo's statehood by openly promoting the 
idea of unification of Kosovo with the Republic of Albania as the final goal of 
the LVV. In fact, the cause of unification was launched after Kosovo’s 
declaration of independence. The LVV has continuously opposed processes and 
institutions in Kosovo by applying populism that embraces both right and leftist 
ideologies to reach power. Openly or covertly, it has cooperated with other 
political parties while at the same continuing with efforts to discredit them as 
"old guard" or "others", as enemies of the people of Kosovo. The article aims to 
elucidate a model of populism used by the LVV that that has commonalities 
between right and left political stances, that opposes and negates past and 
current political developments and purports to fight for the will of the people to 
justify its ultimate power-one-party rule. The paper is divided into several 
chapters that cover an overview of populism, its manifestation, and 
implementation, the use of right and left-wing ideas, agendas in the course of 
creating a political message appealing to popular masses. The focus is on this 
form of populism that is “fuzzy on the left-right spectrum”, Ivaldi’s phrase 
(2017: 357) that encompasses different ideological stances, from the right to the 
left spectrum, from nationalism to social equality, projecting the future by 
contesting the historical development, which is applied by the LVV in a bid to 
shape (the LVV’s mantra is of ‘transformation’) and govern Kosovo’s political, 
economic, social, and institutional sphere. The LVV has adopted recently an 
eclectic version of populism – with common features from both the right and the 
left in the ideaological spectrum (Roodujin and Akkerman 2017) although 
initially a left-leaning organization - as this paper will demonstrate.  
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2. POPULISM DEFINED 
 
What is populism today and how to define it appropriately? In the past decades, 
there have been plenty of contributions and discussions on the matter and views 
on populism. Margaret Canovan (Populism 1981) discusses seven different 
types of populism divided into two categories; farmers' populism and political 
populism. In the category of  the 'farmers populism,' Canovan includes farmers 
radicalism (example People’s Party in the US), farmers movements in Eastern 
Europe, and intellectual agrarian socialism (Narodniki Russia),  while the 
category of 'political populism' includes populist dictatorships (Peron in 
Argentina), populist democracy (proponents of the referendum and direct 
participation), reactionary populism (George Wallace in the US), and politicians 
populism (creation of broad non-ideological coalitions that refer themselves to 
the “people”). Canovan specifically focuses on the discussion of what constitutes 
“the people” and how this is influenced by populist discourses emphasizing the 
link between 'appealing to the people and being 'anti-elitist as key elements of 
all populist movements. Populism, according to Canovan, is best seen as an 
appeal to “the people” against both the established structure of power and the 
dominant ideas and values of the society (Canovan 1999). The mobilization of 
"the people" by the populists is conducted through a discourse directed against 
existing power structures. In this discourse, existing elites question the authority 
of the people and populists are able to utilize a new form of politics that brings 
back popular sovereignty. The division of society between two homogenous and 
antagonistic groups - “the pure people” and “the corrupt elite”- is the focus of 
the ideology of populism which states that politics should be an expression of 
volonté general (general will) of the people (Mudde and Kaltwasser, 2016 p.6). 
Populism is anti-elitist and anti-pluralistic as well, since, according to claims of 
the populists, only they represent the people and only they have the moral right 
to do so (Muller 2016,38). Two consequences result from such a position. First of 
all, according to such a stance, only those who vote for populists are indeed "the 
real people”, the pure, uncorrupt people; consequently, all those who oppose 
them do not belong to the pure people. Secondly, such a stance questions the 
legitimacy of political opponents (Muller 2016, 44). Regarding “the people” 
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there are further two descriptions in terms of social status (class, income, etc) 
and ethnic and/or cultural background. Populism thus is created away from the 
elites and closer to the 'underdog' (the masses) and the difference is created 
between left-wing, centrist, and right-wing populism (De Cleen 2017). For 
instance, left-wing parties such as Syriza in Greece, Podemos in Spain, and 
similar parties in Latin America emphasize the social dimension of the political 
conflict: pitting the poor against the rich, lower classes against the higher class. 
Right-wing parties are historically linked with ethnic and cultural distinctions. 
Centrist parties borrow positions from both sides, like the LVV in Kosovo, that 
has a leftist position regarding the poor while harboring an anti-Serbian position 
and, until very lately, a pronounced pro-unification with Albania nationalist 
stance. It is worth recalling that Albania and present-day Kosovo acted as a 
unified country only once in history so far (briefly during WWII) as a country 
allied to the Axis Alliance. The “borrowing” of ideas/positions that populists so 
freely use brings forward the thin nature of populism as a possible ideology. 
Mudde describes populism as a "thin “ideology at best since compared to “full” 
and “complete” ideologies (fascism, liberalism, socialism) “thin” ideologies such 
as populism have limited morphology that often combines with or is assimilated 
fully into other ideologies. Furthermore, populism is almost always linked to 
other political projects that are appealing to public opinion. (Mudde and Rovira 
Kaltwasser 2017). The problems of such "thin" populism are basic: Should one 
appeal and subject itself to the "people"? Are political lies (‘promises’) part of 
freedom of speech? But there are also practical ones: once they come to power, 
so-called populists, right or left (Orban, Chavez, Erdogan, Trump), often betray 
their rhetoric, create their own elite, and introduce elements of an authoritarian 
rule against pluralism (Muller 2016). Paul Taggart finds several key features of 
populism. According to him hostility towards internal and external 
establishments always characterizes populism (Taggart 2000). Secondly, the 
connection between "the people" and a heartland, or an idealized place for the 
people, is essential. Taggart further emphasizes the importance of the vagueness 
of populism and its lack of core values as its advantages when creating a 
clientelistic network of various interest groups within one organization. 
Furthermore, Taggart explains that populisms are characterized by an appeal to 
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a sense of urgency. These crises can be economic, as in Latin America, or 
identity crises, as in Western Europe with lack of belief in institutions and, for 
example, reaction towards immigration or recently with the response to COVID 
19. Such crises often create an atmosphere of disbelief and loss of faith in 
governmental institutions or existing political establishments. Another key 
feature is political leadership in populism in which a leader uses the crises and 
conditions to steer the people to support populist discourses. Finally, the key 
feature of populism is its chameleonic nature to adapt to ever-changing 
situations. This feature and the anti-elitist drive are often regarded as the 
characteristics that allow populism to exceed the traditional ‘right’/‘left’ divide. 
Ethnocentrism is typical for right-wing populism and egalitarianism typical for 
left-wing populism, while anti-elitism combines these two elements and 
suggests that populism can be both right and left at the same time. (Stanley 
2008). When viewed as such, in terms of combinations of elements within a 
populist ideology, there are different forms of populism. Zaslove mentions 
three: radical right-wing populism, center-right populism, and left-wing 
populism (Zaslove 2008). The most commonly mentioned populism in 
contemporary scholarship is right-wing populism. It is characterized by anti-
elitism, ethnocentrism or nativism, anticorruption orientation, anti-immigration 
stance, and economic egalitarianism (Ivarsflaten 2008, Mudde 2004 Rooduijn 
2014). Also, contemporary scholarship recognizes several clusters of positions, 
or populist attributes, as key elements of modern populism that combined with 
the thin ideology core create concrete manifestations of populist ideology such 
as the anti-elitist orientation (Akkerman 2013, Pauwels 2010, Todosijevic 2020) 
and anti-minority orientation (Ivarsflaten 2008, Vand den Burg, Febema 2007). 
Regarding the economy, populists promote different forms of economic 
egalitarianism, especially the left-wing populism and also among 
representatives of right-wing populism (Derks 2006, Pawuels 2010) often 
manifested as policies for the people, like the PIS party in Poland. In the context 
of the European Union, the most prominent element of populists in their 
programs and stances is opposition to further enlargement of the Union, or in 
the case of Great Britain leaving the Union. These stances are often close to 
radical left-wing stances of anti-capitalism and anti-globalism. However, these 
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are some of the very broad characteristics of populist positions of political 
parties from the right, center, or the left, while further research on the positions 
of the citizens, the populous, is required to draw more thorough conclusions. 
Rooduijn in its latest research (featuring 15 populist parties in Europe) 
concludes that voters of populist parties in Europe do not share the same 
characteristics or identifying features. Since the rise of populism has been noted 
mostly in the past two decades, in the US and Europe, there is no sufficient 
research done so far to profile typical populist voters in these two continents. 
What researchers to some extent agree with are the reasons for such a rise of 
populism in Western democracies. This is explained by changes in democracies 
in the US and Europe following the end of the Cold War and stepping into post-
industrial society (Mudde 2004). After the first wave of enthusiasm and the 
belief that with the prevalence of liberal democracy "end of history" is achieved 
and subsequently economic growth will continue, or at worst it will be stable. 
However, this has not quite materialized, as the 2008 World economic crisis was 
triggered by events in the US. Hence, the society faced not only possible 
opposing systems to democracy but democracy itself which brought the process 
of demystification of governing elites and political parties. Political parties no 
longer function as groups that serve to promote political ideas and interests but 
are more inclined toward the corporation style of operations between election 
cycles. This has resulted in something that can be branded as "governance", 
which is unknown as shapeless (something that governs us), rather than 
"government" that is accountable and identifiable as the responsible party 
(Dahrendorf 2003). Hence populism can no longer be viewed as criticism toward 
established governing political elites but perhaps as a neoliberal democratic 
answer to undemocratic elements of liberalism itself (Muller 2016). The rise of 
populism is not only a result of socio-economic, political, or structural changes 
or to be viewed as a conflict of different ideologies or points of view. It should 
also take into account the actual increase of political awareness of the citizens 
with the increase of communication and the media. The citizens not only expect 
more from politicians but feel more competent to judge what a certain politician 
can achieve even before his/her mandate is over (Mudde 2004). A higher level 
of education is important but is not the most necessary condition to understand 



EUROPOLITY, vol. 15, no. 1, 2021 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

160  Continuity and Change in European Governance 
 

the complexity of the functioning of democracy even if one considers 
hypothetically that democracy had no flaws. Democracy seems complicated 
while populism is simple and is aimed at simplifying problems while citizens 
are inclined to accept these solutions as real. (Dahrendorf 2003). How citizens 
perceive issues becomes more important than facts and populists, with their 
manner of communication, encourage such perceptions. Ultimately, such 
perception of citizens regarding facts, that appears to influence them towards 
populism, is a consequence of another huge change in society in the last 
decades, the transformation of the media. As the media moved to be more 
commercial so did reporting of events from neutral and balanced to 
sensationalism and emphasizing the negative. The media have not only 
contributed to the rise of justified or non-justified criticism toward governing 
elites but have also created a stage for populists (often media owners) and 
enlarged their following. By doing so they have created a condition where the 
media and populists, consciously or not, are supporting each other. Or as former 
US President Donald Trump put it bluntly in 2017: “Newspapers, television, all 
forms of media will tank if I’m not here because without me their ratings are 
going down the tube”. Modern world has been challenged by major perils in a 
space of little more than a decade. World economic crises, Arab spring and 
immigration flow, COVID 19, BREXIT, international terrorism, all of these 
events have shaken the foundations of democracies that were stable since World 
War 2. They have also shaken the belief of the people in the governments that 
are created by traditional political parties. This combination of the unsatisfactory 
state of the people in the societies of 21st century and the desire of populists to 
gain power regardless of the cost or with thin ideology have created a cyclical 
state in democratic societies. A state in which “people demand change now” and 
the populists are the real change and the answer is repeating over and over. And 
it is clear that populists have moved from fringes to the center of decision-
making by exploiting the discontent, disbelief of the people by troubling global 
events of the last two decades.   
 
 
 



EUROPOLITY, vol. 15, no. 1, 2021 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

161  Continuity and Change in European Governance 
 

3. POPULISM IN SOUTHEAST EUROPE - STRATEGY AND 
IDEOLOGY  
 
The main proponent of the idea that populism is a political strategy is Kurt 
Weyland. According to him, “populism is best defined as a political strategy 
through which a personalistic leader seeks or exercises government power 
based on direct, unmediated, institutionalized support from a large number of 
mostly unorganized followers” (Weyland, 2001). A similar stance is shared by 
Robert Barr who considers populism “a mass movement led by an outsider or 
maverick seeking to gain or maintain power by using anti-establishment appeals 
and plebisticitarian linkages” (Barr 2009). Both these authors consider populists 
leaders as power-seeking politicians who act rationally in order to maximize 
their profit, measured in popular support, which leads them to engage in 
strategies of deidelogization and other tactics as means to gain political 
prominence. Populist leaders are politicians who use a series of tactics in order 
to concentrate power and boost their personal leadership. Populist politicians 
are rational actors who use “mass demonstrations, plebiscites, most recent 
opinion polls as instruments to “whip up support from largely unorganized 
masses to win power and constantly invoke their broad mass support to boost 
their own influence and overpower their opponents ‘institutional bastions’” 
(Weyland 2001). The most recent case was the classic “hostile takeover” of the 
Republican Party in the United States by Donald Trump who used exclusionary 
ethno-nationalist appeals and antagonistic language openly appealing to white 
supporters by using anti-establishment and anti-immigrant rhetoric. Trump did 
this with a strategic goal regardless of poor ratings among other ethnic 
minorities in the US. In Europe populism, as explained earlier, existed mainly 
along the lines of rejection like anti-globalization, anti-NATO, and anti-
immigration. These positions often unify right wing and left-wing populists that 
do not like each other but share these same sentiments. In the last decade 
immigration has been the main focus of political divisions in Europe, especially 
since the surge of immigrants coming to Europe from Middle East and Africa, 
following the ‘Arab Spring’ revolution and wars in Libya and Syria in the past 
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decade. Regarding the official stance of the EU towards immigration policy, old 
democracies and ex-socialist countries typically find themselves on opposite 
sides which is best explained by the examples of Germany and Poland since 
2015. While Germany accepted a high number of immigrants, neighboring 
Poland accepted only a negligible number of immigrants. (Podobnik, Koprcina, 
Stanley 2018). This position of the Polish government also has the support of 
Polish citizens. In one of the latest surveys, more than 50% of respondents 
stressed the opinion that their government should not accept any asylum 
seekers from countries of Middle East and Africa. (Gallup World Poll 2016). The 
same poll revealed a similar pattern with Poland in a large number of ex-
socialist countries of Europe where the percentage of citizens who would reject a 
single asylum seeker: Hungary 70%, Slovakia 61%, Czech Republic 56%, 
Romania 56%, Macedonia 66%, Serbia 49%, Latvia 57%,Croatia 40%, Albania 
44%, Bosnia and Herzegovina 42%. It is paradoxical that the largest number of 
South East European countries, that have expressed their resistance to asylum 
seekers have in fact their own large diasporas abroad, mostly in the EU and in 
the United States. Anti-immigration, as a political position, has now been used 
by both right wing and left-wing populist movements across Europe, and has 
been embodied in electoral programs, as an ideology for change, among political 
parties of both sides of the political spectrum.  
Populism has been very present in Southeast Europe (Balkans) as countries of 
this region all shared a common ideological background, having been 
Communist countries, but later chose different routes in achieving, what is again 
a common future system, the EU integration. Some argue that it is precisely this 
choice, or lack of – the EU accession - that has acted as a "pressure cooker" to 
populist temptations held at bay, even during poor socio-economic conditions 
and the period of post-communist transition (Pirro 2014, Brentin Pavasovic Trost 
2016). Some consider that the EU with its constraints and regulations imposed 
on the countries of the region that have joined or are still at the accession talks 
process contributed to the perception of the transition regimes as "democracies 
without choices", fueling the backlash against "consensual politics" (Krastev 
2007). It is because the EU policy of enlargement has often implied different 
tracks for different countries of the region offering a chance to populists to 
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attack such policies or the very notion of the EU. And, while in Western Europe 
such anti-EU attitude was common within the right-wing populist parties, the 
case was different in Southeast Europe where a rise of left-wing populist 
sentiment has grown in a similar pattern as it did in Greece or Spain. However, 
more specifically, populism in this area is being studied and viewed in the 
context of elements of an authoritarian manner of governance that has replaced 
democracy in the recent decade. The regimes of President Vucic in Serbia, Prime 
Minister Rama in Albania, until recently Prime Minister Gruevski in North 
Macedonia, and President (previously PM) Djukanovic in Montenegro, have 
been classified by many researchers and scholars as clean-cut populism ranging 
from illiberal democracy to authoritarianism. What is common for this specific 
region is a combination of populist politics, nepotism, clientelism, control 
mechanisms of the media, NGOs, through various regulations to legitimize 
power. And, while these regimes have never stated they don't want to join the 
EU, furthermore they have continuously stressed this aspiration, they failed to 
respect key pillars, like functioning democracy and society, fair and free 
elections, unbiased and unpressured functioning of the legal system, etc, of EU 
as a whole. So, it is this combination of being "inline", at least publically, with 
EU specific demands and overall values, while acting authoritarian and despotic 
domestically is something of a special trademark of Southeast Europe populist 
leaders. Some argue that populism as a method of governance is “finally 
something that has put Balkans ahead of Europe” (Stojanovic 2017) as all nations 
in the region have lived even before Communist rule under different empires in 
a system that has prevented individuals to become subjective, rational beings 
and molded them into submissive units - submission being an excellent base for 
populism. The second joint characteristic for this region is that populism is a 
reaction and a feeling of "disappointment by unfulfilled expectations from 
democracy" rather than the case in Western Europe where there is a 
disappointment "with democracy itself" (Markowski 2004). Ever since the fall of 
communism and the introduction of democracy in this region populism was 
present and has changed constantly. Not only is the rise of populist parties 
evident but also “mainstream parties" are applying populist strategies in 
electoral campaigns. The most prominent cases are the SNS in Serbia, the LVV in 
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Kosovo, the largest parties in respective countries, which have risen as parties of 
reaction against mainstream politics, but through populist rhetoric and actions 
have managed to become almost unchallenged. While the LVV will be treated in 
a separate chapter in this paper, the SNS is also an example of populism as a 
strategy and ideology aiming for political power. The SNS has always embraced 
the populist stance of representing "the people" against "corrupt elites" (political, 
economic tycoons, etc.), but it has also installed the belief that "foreign" powers 
are always involved in decision-making or pressure decision-makers and that 
they, meaning the SNS, would never yield to such pressure. "Only the people 
can order Serbia's PM" stated Vucic. (Slavujevic 2017). Think of the LVV’s 
continuous stance that “they answer only to the people of Kosovo”. Another 
distinction that combines the above-mentioned parties is that they hardly stick 
to their programs on main national issues. The SNS has had a different stance 
about Kosovo in their "10 principles of SNS" compared to the Brussels 
negotiations and the Brussels Agreement of 2013, while the LVV has propagated 
national unification with Albania only to state eventually, after the 14 February 
2021 election win, that "Kosovo's constitution prevents such an occurrence." 
(Kurti 2021). The chameleonic change of stances happens when these populist 
parties are in power. Mainstream established parties also use populism, not as 
an ideology or within party principles, but as a strategy or using populist 
slogans in addressing political and economic issues. For instance, former 
Croatian PM Ivo Sanader of HDZ in 2003 used “people come before parties”, 
their rival the SDP did in 2007 use “people are the power” or the DS in Serbia 
2012 “a government to fulfill people’s dreams”. In the cases of Montenegro and 
Macedonia populist parties, DPS and VMRO-DMPNE, have applied what is by 
some called "state-sponsored populism" (Dzankic Keil 2017). In this case, a 
populist platform was used to gain power while governance control was 
orchestrated and established throughout all of the institutions. The DPS gained 
prominence as an anti- Milosevic party, pro-EU, pro-independence party at the 
start of the 2000s, thus being strongly supported by Western countries as well as 
minorities in Montenegro. When the DPS gained power, especially after the 
independence of Montenegro in 2006, it placed its members and allies in key 
institutions in administration and public-owned enterprises, developing strong 
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patronage and clientelistic networks. A strong connection between the DPS and 
the economic sector in the country remains visible as Bertelsmann 
Transformation Index report on the country highlights 'strong political influence 
on the market' (BTI 2014), adding that the 'long-lasting dominance of the ruling 
DPS impairs the functionality of institutions. The rule of the DPS was also 
characterized by issues of corruption. Several reports by Freedom House, BTI, 
and the European Commission have highlighted the inability and unwillingness 
of the DPS to fight corruption effectively (EC Report 2014). Populism thus is not 
the mechanism the DPS uses to stay in power. For that the DPS relies on a well-
known system of party structures and alliances. Populism is a tool used by the 
DPS government to ensure dominance in Montenegrin politics by exploiting 
populist discourse of anti-elitist 'others', separate from Belgrade rule, 
'Montenegro heartland' separate from Serbia, 'All values' no matter what left or 
right or center, "crisis" environment to provide itself as problem-solvers, 
'leadership' justifying its rule as the only viable choice. A similar pattern was 
applied by VMRO-DPMNE under Nikola Gruevski in North Macedonia.  For 
almost a decade this party applied practices of clientelism, disregarding the 
constitution and being driven in their political actions by citizen's expectations 
according to the opinion polls (Petkovski 2016). Gruevski and his party pitted 
themselves to the 'elites' elements of the former communist regime and 
beneficiaries of the privatization process. Paradoxically, liberal successes in the 
transition period and perhaps constant pressure to keep Macedonia out of wars 
of former Yugoslavia have created conditions for the rise of populism, creation 
of authoritarianism, and sacrifice of democracy for stability and security. What 
both these countries share is the outcome of these regimes: both fell only after a 
combination of strong internal opposition and at the very moment when the 
international community, the US and the EU, decided to pull the plug on their 
unconditional support in exchange for security and stability if the region.  
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4. ECLECTIC POPULISM OF LVV 
 
The Five Star Movement (Movimento 5 Stelle) in Italy has so far been the perfect 
example of populists using both traditional right wing and left-wing agendas by 
blending them and going beyond divides. (Mosca Tronconi 2019) Initially 
started as a party that was only interested in five issues, hence five stars, public 
water, sustainable transport, sustainable development, right to internet access 
and environmentalism, it gradually progressed to adopting anti-immigration 
policies, propagating the revision of the “Dublin Regulation”, becoming 
Eurosceptic and questioning the use of Euro currency in Italy. In mobilizing 
anti-establishment resentment Five Star Movement, spearheaded by their leader 
Giuseppe “Beppe” Grillo concentrated on three main targets: politicians, 
journalists and the banking/finance sector. The movement’s rhetoric has always 
been direct, vulgar, while their political opponents accused them of adopting 
positions bordering on fascism. (Manucci 2017) . The FSM has accused the 
Italian political establishment of serving only their own interests, bowing to 
pressures of the EU, claiming that “Parliament does not represent citizens”. The 
FSM has harshly criticized mainstream media and targeted individual 
journalists. It has further attacked the financial sector of Italy for “irresponsible 
nature of international investors, public money used to save banks instead of 
people in need and austerity policies imposed by EU through its domestic 
executors” In its 2018 Manifesto FSM stated their stance on immigration by 
promoting the change of “Dublin Regulation” under the slogan “Zero landings 
of immigrants. Italy is not the refugee camp of Europe”. In twelve years of its 
existence FSM has moved from a movement for change and improvement of 
public services, redistribution of wealth, which are position of the left side of the 
political spectrum, to opposing EU and restricting migration, which are 
positions of the right side of the spectrum. In fact, the FSM has blended these 
positions and moved beyond right- and left-wing populism to a more broad and 
diverse form of populism- an eclectic one. Such a form of populism finds a new 
illustration (in some respect, striking) in the mode of operations and policies 
advanced by the Self-Determination Movement (Lvizja Vetëvendosje, LVV) in 
Kosovo.  
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The history of political parties that have been established in Kosovo ever since 
the fall of Communism, including under international administration, shows 
that they are all born out of movements. The Democratic League of Kosovo 
(Lidhja Demokratike e Kosovës, LDK), was created as an anti-communist 
movement seeking Kosovo's independence from Serbia, the Democratic Party of 
Kosovo (Partia Demokratike e Kosovës, PDK,) the Alliance for the Future of 
Kosovo (AAK)  are offshoots of the KLA (the Kosovo Liberation Army), and 
finally, the LVV, the Self-determination Movement was launched initially as a 
movement against several developments in Kosovo mainly against UNMIK (the 
UN administration of Kosovo), being opposed to negotiations and in favour of 
self-determination as its designation indicates. The differences that these 
political parties bear are based on the history of their creation and other than 
that they share little of right-center-left differences common in Western 
European political parties. But, the LVV differs for pioneering and promoting 
populist methods, strategy, shifting targets, and goals essentially trying to be 
different but also acceptable for all masses. In the context of what was 
previously recorded in the world, the LVV has features of nationalism and in 
terms of its creation, development, and activism, it shares similarities with 
populists in Eastern Europe. In terms of targets, it shares the leftism, anti-liberal 
capitalist, and anti-foreign dominance that resembles populists in Latin America 
(Smajlaj 2020). The recent history of Kosovo, the ongoing transition from a one-
party communist system to a post-war society with an international 
administration, with the introduction of neo-liberal economic policies and 
privatization, still completely unresolved status issues with Serbia that hamper 
inter-ethnic relations in the country, has proven to be favorable for populists. 
Combined with the country’s poor economy, which relies heavily on 
international aid, imports and remittances, and high youth unemployment 
(55%), it offered a context for the LVV to lay blame for such conditions 
elsewhere and their first target was the international (UN) administration and, 
second, other political parties operating with and in the existing system (Yabanci 
2016). The LVV was created as a movement in 2005 under the leadership of 
Albin Kurti, Kosovo's current Prime Minister, declaring itself anti-UN 
administration in Kosovo and calling for self-determination of the people of 
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Kosovo. At that time all of the Albanian political parties in Kosovo strived for 
Kosovo's independence but chose to cooperate with the international 
administration and presence in Kosovo. The LVV chose not to do so and 
organized various activities and demonstrations against the international 
administration and Kosovo's Government actions, especially those applied to 
appease Kosovo Serbs, before the declaration of Kosovo's independence in 2008. 
The LVV defined itself as “a political movement organized according to the 
principles of civic activism and public inclusion in political decision-making and 
faithful to the founding principles of democracy, by which state sovereignty 
derives from the people and belongs to them” (Vetvvendosje 2012). Initially, the 
LVV was against the system including the electoral system, and did not take 
part in the parliamentary elections of 2007. It did not sit still but organized a 
Kosovo-wide boycott elections campaign pitting itself as the true representative 
of the people while other political parties were "collaborators" of international 
presence in Kosovo. This approach is the most common feature of populist 
parties and movements that promote themselves as the real caretakers of the 
people in contrast to the existing regime and establishment. Since the boycott 
failed, the LVV shifted its strategy, ditched some of the anti-establishment 
attitudes, and has taken part in all of the elections ever since. The main reason 
why the LVV changed was the declaration of Kosovo's independence in 2008. 
For a long time, the LVV leader Albin Kurti had publically spoken against such 
an occurrence. Kurti’s position was that Kosovo independence would never be 
allowed by internationals and that other Albanian political parties were fooling 
the people with empty promises. It is not the first time that Kurti was 
“swimming against the current” politically. As one of the representatives of the 
KLA’s political office in 1999 Kurti and his mentor Adem Demaçi, were against 
1999 Ramboulliet Conference and talks on Kosovo that were followed by the 
NATO bombing of Serbia and led to Kosovo's liberation. He was against the 
Vienna Talks (2005-2007) on the final status of Kosovo that were followed by 
Kosovo's independence. Being wrong on both counts Kurti and the LVV decided 
to take part in the electoral process aspiring to change the system from within. 
In each election cycle the LVV grew slowly in number of votes gained: in 2010 
12.69%, in 2014 13.59%, in 2017 27, 49%, in 2019 26, 27% and finally in 2021 
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47,85% (Central Election Commission Kosovo 2021). The rise and prominence of 
the LVV can be attributed to its discipline and organization, a permanent 
campaign mode that is different from other political parties in Kosovo. The LVV 
relies heavily on ideologically-driven committed campaigners on one side and a 
cult of personality feeding the passive authoritarian values of the masses on the 
other. (Smajlaj 2020). The LVV ideology is fluid and thin and relies on a 
combination of nationalism and leftism or radical leftism as explained by March 
and Mudde “radical left, which is radical first in that it rejects the underlying 
socio-economic structure of contemporary capitalism and its values and 
practices (ranging from rejection of consumerism and neoliberalism to outright 
opposition to private property and profit incentives” (March Mudde 2005). The 
LVV is heavily influenced by leftist-thinkers and literature including Marxists 
and neo-Marxists inspired by Slavoj Žižek and other contemporaries. When it 
comes to nationalism, the LVV opted to shift to a more extreme nationalism 
(anti-Serbia, anti- products and goods made in Serbia) to be closer to that 
category of voters in Kosovo since due to circumstances and the origin of other 
political parties it is obvious that a considerable dose of nationalism and the 
anti-Serbian sentiment was already present among those parties. The LVV went 
further and unification with Albania was until very recently another element of 
its program. The LVV is active in Albania and officially took part in general 
elections in April 2021, but failed miserably there. The quest for the right of 
unification with Albania, the struggle against the ubiquity of products from 
Serbia as well as against the wave of privatizations done in Kosovo under 
international supervision are considered a classic nationalistic dimension of the 
LVV. The radical right and left-wing parties are not very "dissimilar" to each 
other as they have a common denominator such as nationalism and 
Euroscepticism.  However, what put the LVV initially on the left side of the axis 
was its own choice since "the radical critique the LVV makes to the regime in 
Kosovo includes the international dimension too, such as the UN, EU, and the 
US, and the geo-economy that reduces Kosovo to a periphery, in a market of last 
hand, similar to the former colonies of Asia or Africa, and this radical critique 
puts LVV intellectually and philosophically in the left of the spectrum" (Kellici 
Danaj 2017). The LVV divides society between 'evil elites' and ‘pure people’ and 
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the system as well between 'the old guard or old regime" and "the change" a 
model typical for all populist movements. This division between 'old and 
young" was initially very appealing among young voters in Kosovo. Later the 
LVV broadened its reach by including nationalist figures, some former political 
prisoners, former KLA members, and lastly recently Western-educated youth, 
including people formerly closer to centre-right political positions. It is 
important to understand that voting behavior in Kosovo relies heavily on 
inertia. Once a party is considered a winner (a status LVV reached in 2019) this 
motivates many to vote for them. Other parties have been losing ground slowly 
and recruiting for them was reduced to a little more than mere clientelistic 
appeal. In short, the analysis of party documents and prominent speeches of the 
LVV shows that this party’s ideological and mobilization is built upon populist 
style: anti-establishment position and instrumental use of ‘mainstream party 
politics’, hostility towards the government and international community 
expressed through protests - violent or non-violent - using symbolism harking 
back to the Albanian resistance in the past, support for strong central state-run 
economy and social services (Yabanci 2016). The success of the LVV can be 
attributed to both the socio-economic-political context of post-independence 
Kosovo, the ongoing transition, and party-related factors and its organizational 
structures. The LVV used the wave of dissatisfaction of the voters in post-
independent Kosovo mainly because other political parties, until then in power, 
failed to deliver on their unrealistically huge promises of a better standard of 
living, visa liberalization, tackling crime and corruption, etc. It is safe to say that 
with the achievement of independence a long chapter in the history of Kosovo 
was closed and another opened, and parties that bore the burden of that 
struggle against Serbia and for international recognition failed to reinvent 
themselves, find another cause for them, and create another appeal for the 
voters. The LVV used political and economic dissatisfaction within Kosovo, 
which has reached about 74% according to surveys (UNDP report 2015) and 
promoted socio-economic promises such as increased local production, more 
equal distribution of wealth, progressive taxation, free health care, and 
education, and tackling directly the dependency of Kosovo on imports and 
foreign aid and assistance. The LVV successfully asserted itself as the only party 
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to promote an alternative political system and economy while the rest relied on 
prior affiliations rather than socio-economic pledges, as is often the case in many 
Southeast European countries (Stojarova, Emerson 2013). The LVV prominence 
is also a result of internal party organization, campaign-style, use of social 
media in framing and conveying its message to the electorate. It has often used 
activists and volunteers to campaign and while the leadership used a direct, 
accusatory discourse against international representatives and missions in 
Kosovo and political opponents with words such as “traitors”, ‘criminals” 
“corrupted”, “shameless”, “deceiving”, etc., highlighting differences and 
intentionally polarizing the political and public opinion. The LVV activities and 
its journey brought them from street protests using all methods that populist 
movements have used in Europe before and following the landslide victory in 
the elections in February 2021 the LVV has created the Government and has the 
majority needed to attempt to make constitutional changes in Kosovo, as 
promised throughout the years of campaigning, and this seems to be the next 
challenge for the LVV and other political actors in Kosovo and those involved in 
Kosovo.  
 
 
5.CONCLUSIONS  
 
The rise of populism in the past couple of decades has transformed the political 
landscape in Europe overall. It has not just challenged democracy as a system 
and has transformed the rules of the game, moved boundaries of political 
correctness, transformed campaign styles, and expanded the outreach of 
messages. While researchers and scholars have been active in trying to explain 
in understandable terms this rise of populist parties as a flaw in current forms of 
democracies, questions have been raised as to whether this is influenced by the 
rise of instant omnipresent media, or whether this is another mode for 
nationalists from the right and left to advance their agenda by shifting and/or 
merging positions and messages in an opportunistic yet acceptable fashion for 
the society and masses that are living in an instant world where choices are fast 
and changes are continuous. Extensive research attention that populism has 
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achieved in recent years was directed in establishing similarities that 
movements have shown in Latin America, the US, and most noticeably in 
Europe. Central, East and Southeast Europe populist movements are almost all 
linked to nationalism as they are concepts so closely related. Both share 'the 
people' as a central signifier and also are bound to country and order. 
Nationalist populism or right-wing populism uses the link people-as-nation 
while left-wing populism uses people-as-underdog. The chameleonic nature of 
populist movements allows them to ever appeal to new supporters, while once 
in power they often move to a state-sponsored version of populism branded 
under 'direct democracy, implementing the will of the people as shown in 
election results or referendums as the populists’ preferred choice when it comes 
to polls. In Southeast Europe, in Kosovo, the largest party, the LVV, has applied 
populism mainly as a strategy and means of operation using the socio-economic 
transitional context of the country and its organizational scheme of constant 
campaigning. The LVV's latest 2021 election slogan "All and straight" (‘Krejt dhe 
drejt’ in Albanian) was a message to its supporters that only by an overall 
victory and with direct changes, of laws and ultimately the Constitution, will the 
changes be made and the transformation of the society achieved. It remains to be 
seen whether the LVV will go through with its promises since obtaining all of 
the decision-making and legislative power could lead them to slide toward 
authoritarianism. It also remains to be seen how much will the international 
community, the US, and EU, that have extensively invested in a democratic and 
multiethnic Kosovo tolerate, or allow, the LVV governance along the lines of 
populist promises. One thing is for certain, if a return to authoritarianism will 
happen, in one way or another, then a long chapter of democratization since the 
fall of the Berlin Wall three decades ago will close in this part of Europe.  
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Abstract 
With Visegrad’s accession to the Euro-Atlantic structures, bold predictions of 
leading Western comparative political scientists (Samuel Huntington, Philippe 
Schmitter, Larry Diamond, Zbigniew Brzezinski) about a former autocracies’ 
successful democratic transit over a short 10–15 years’ period came true to life. 
In the Visegrad Group, establishment of a normative consolidated democracy 
was not too complex, whereas maintaining a high-quality democracy in the 
countries proved more problematic. In the first decades of the 2000s, each 
country faced up to own integral problem of democracy: Hungary suffered from 
“Orbanism”, Poland – from conservative sentiments and a growing number of 
Eurosceptics, the Czech Republic also increased its Eurosceptic potential, and 
Slovakia ended up amidst a political crisis and looking for “new faces” in 
politics. The abovementioned phenomena stipulate democracy deviations in the 
electoral process, the growing level of political corruption, and the party space 
radicalization, hence populism has become an effective political tool. There are 
various modifications of Central European democracy, such as illiberal 
democracy (Fareed Zakaria), deconsolidated democracy (Roberto Foa & Yascha 
Mounk), declining democracy (Attila Ágh), democracy with adjectives (David 
Collier & Steven Levitsky). The quality of democracy is measured by means of 
empirical calculations (indexing). At the level of the political system, these are 
the following: the world rankings such as “Nations in Transit” adapted to the 
group of transitive countries. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
 
Following decades of transformation, the Visegrad Four (V4) countries have 
faced up against new democratic challenges. On the one hand, too little time has 
elapsed to argue that the successful Euro-Atlantic integration, having come to an 
end in 2004, was more of the Western world’s initiative than an outcome of 
effective institutional reforms in the countries. On the other hand, upon the first 
decade of European Union membership, several V4 countries recorded certain 
deviations in the democratic development, which often contradicts the EU 
political standards. 
The classical model of democratic transit proved efficient for the Czech, 
Hungarian, Polish and Slovak scenarios of the transition from post-communism 
to the “new democracy”. The democratic transit model by Samuel Huntington 
(1991), Philipp Schmitter (1994), and other transitologists presupposes three 
main stages: conventional liberalization, democratization, and, finally, 
consolidation of democracy. During the 1980s – early 2004, all V4 countries, 
except for Slovakia1, were gradually transitioning from one stage to another. 
Paradoxically, the countries began to experience problems with democracy only 
after joining the European Union. Hence Euroscepticism has become an effective 
tool for conservative governments in Central Europe. As evidenced by the low 
level of electoral popularity of elections to the European Parliament, the Central 

 

1 During the 1990s, Slovakia slightly slowed down democratic reforms. One of the 
reasons is the conservative governments of Vladimir Meciar and a high level of political 
populism, having distanced the country from institutional rapprochement with NATO 
and the European Union. According to Slovak political scientists, most problems with 
democracy continue in today’s Slovakia, for instance, the growing polarization of the 
party system and rising political populism (Martinkovič 2021). 
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European voter is reluctant to get involved in European politics. This, in turn, 
increases the political influence of conservatives and populists, who are 
ideologically Eurosceptic. Under the declarative protection of traditional values, 
Eurosceptic populists frequently condemn the debatable gender policy, the 
complexity of the European Union's migration policy (often Islamophobia 
(Kalmar 2018)), the change of geopolitical orientations in the Eastern European 
direction, and so on. This state of affairs stipulated numerous discussions, 
questioning the efficiency of transitology (Carothers 2002) or reconsidering its 
seminal issues (Diamond, Fukuyama, Horowitz& Plattner 2014). After all, the 
dilemma of the future of democracy is inherent not only in Central European 
countries. The undemocratic turn and the populism era have occurred globally, 
for instance, “Trumpism” in America (Morris 2019) or “Orbanism” in Hungary 
(Toth 2020). Simultaneously, a view that Central European former post-
communist countries are seen as traditional democracies reiterates the 
significance of studying the trajectories of Central Europe’s democratic transit. 
Having joined the European Union, the V4 countries were classified as 
operating democracies that are slightly lagging behind the liberal democracies of 
Western Europe (Lane 2007). Unquestionably, this institutional imbalance had to 
change after the V4 countries became “accustomed” to EU requirements and 
made a full-fledged shift to the European Union standards. However, the 
decade in the European Union has contributed to the process of strengthening 
democracy yet steadied the level of Euroscepticism in society against the 
background of growing conservatism and populism in Central European 
governments. Thus, clarification of this democratic paradox in Central Europe 
and the transformation of the political elites’ behaviour in the European Union 
are among the priority tasks of modern comparative political science (Sus & 
Hadeed 2021). 
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2. METHODOLOGICAL FRAMEWORK 
 
We will attempt to analyze the inconsistencies of the V4 countries’ democratic 
transit. Not disputing the overall democratic progress throughout the 1990s and 
prior to the European Union accession, the timeframe we will consider embraces 
15 years after the V4 countries joined the EU (2005–2020). It is during these years 
that peculiarities of Central European countries’ democratic development are 
worth investigating. In fact, we are analyzing a period of “democracy post-
consolidation”, which, after the Visegrad Four accession to the EU, put to test 
democratic institutions’ stability as well as democratic political regime 
“quality”. Apart from the existing concepts, it is worth taking into account the 
current political situation in these countries, especially the management style of 
conservative and populist governments. The correlation between the 
conservative governments and growing Euroscepticism inevitably lead to 
democratic deviations. 
A novel methodological approach in political science serves as a theoretical 
background for exploring the democratic transit trajectory. The abovementioned 
approach attempts to determine the problematic aspects of the democratic 
regimes’ progress in the former post-communist countries. These are the 
concepts of illiberal democracy (Fareed Zakaria), deconsolidated democracy 
(Roberto Foa & Yascha Mounk), declining democracy (Attila Ágh), democracy 
with adjectives (David Collier & Steven Levitsky). Each of these theories 
emphasizes the democratic decline in the V4 countries, proving that these 
countries are reverting to a “state of transit”. 
The empirical basis for either confirming or refuting the V4 countries’ 
democratization is the “Nations in Transit” monitoring of democratic 
transformations by Freedom House. This monitoring focuses on the transitive 
regions of the world (post-socialist and post-Soviet space of Eurasia). 
Transformation processes are looked into through prism of the seven 
institutional characteristics: 1) National Democratic Governance, 2) Electoral 
Process, 3) Civil Society, 4) Independent Media, 5) Local Democratic 
Governance, 6) Judicial Framework and Independence, and 7) Corruption. Each 
country under survey is assessed by each characteristic (indicator) and is 
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ultimately classified according to a specific type of political regime, of which 
there are five: 1) Consolidated Democracies, 2) Semi-Consolidated Democracies, 
3) Transitional or Hybrid Regimes, 4) Semi-Consolidated Authoritarian 
Regimes, and 5) Consolidated Authoritarian Regimes (Nations in Transit 2020). 
The highest democratic score of a transit country is the status of a consolidated 
democracy regime, the lowest – the regime with consolidated authoritarianism, 
respectively. A great advantage of Nations in Transit monitoring is that their 
analysis methodology constantly updates and improves. In 2019, the 
methodology drastically changed due to the shift from a quantitative to 
qualitative analysis. As a result, each country does not receive points for 
democracy/authoritarianism. Alternatively, the percentage segment of the 
country’s democratization is measured. Therefore, the maximum of the 
country’s democratization is 100%, whereas the minimum is 0%. According to 
the Nations in Transit methodology, we determine and compare the democratic 
development indicators in the Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland and Slovakia 
during 2005–2020. 
Under the research problematics, we have formed the following hypotheses. 
Hypothesis 1. The period of “post-adaptation” of the Visegrad 4 countries in the 
European Union testified to the general decline of their democratization. 
By “post-adaptation”, we mean the period after five years of EU membership. In 
other words, this is the time when the legal and political adaptation of post-
socialist countries to EU standards has completed but the likelihood of the first 
disappointment with the EU realities in society is high. Each Visegrad country 
has undoubtedly followed its own dynamics of democratic fluctuations. 
However, we can outline two variants of democratic regression: 1) “creeping 
regression”, obviously caused by the alignment of the political forces, such as 
the populists and conservatives (Slovakia, the Czech Republic, and Poland), and 
2) “rapid regression” that may result from power authoritarianisation processes 
and systemic violations of democratic procedures (decreasing competition in the 
political system through pressure on the opposition (Hungary)). Moreover, it is 
important to understand that, given the “rise” of conservatives and populists in 
Central European countries, the “Visegrad democracy model” has potential. 
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Hypothesis 2. Due to the policy of “orbanism”, since 2020, Hungary no longer belongs 
to the countries with an institutional democratic regime. 
After the 2010 parliamentary elections in Hungary, Viktor Orbán gradually 
established his own management model, based on the strengthening of the 
executive branch, the dominance of one political force, and right-wing 
populism. In brief, this management can be defined as “orbanism” (Toth 2020). 
Of course, with the strengthening of Orbán’s position as Prime Minister, and the 
diminishing political competition, democratic principles are beginning to play a 
lesser role in the Hungarian reality. The question arises, how long will the 
current Hungarian government be able to balance between the EU status and 
flirting with an authoritarian leader? 
Hypothesis 3. A high level of Euroscepticism in society has little effect on the level of 
democratic regression of the Visegrad 4 countries. 
The concept of Euroscepticism is a broad category that can manifest itself in 
different ways and at different stages of democratic transit. For instance, in a 
post-socialist society, Euroscepticism can be equated with a democratic reforms’ 
rejection and a weak trust in the prospects of a democratic regime (Haerpfer 
2001). Also, there are two known models of party Eurosceptics: hard and soft 
Eurosceptics (Rovny 2004). To measure the level of Euroscepticism, we used 
Eurobarometer data, which we believe are a universal sociological tool for 
measuring public opinion in the European Union. Simultaneously, we focused 
on determining the number of Euro-optimists (citizens who trust the European 
Union) and Eurosceptics (citizens who do not trust the European Union). 
 
 
3.ILLIBERALISM, DECONSOLIDATION OR ANTI-
DEMOCRATIC REVERSE? 
 
Despite thriving democracy in the conditions of postcolonialism and the 
collapse of socialist political network, numerous countries illustrate ambiguous 
dynamics of political regimes. Zakaria observes an alarming trend that has 
transformed into a new format of democratic governance, i.e. “illiberal 
democracy”. It presupposes that political elites, elected according to democratic 
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procedures (elections and referendums), do not comply with the rules of 
constitutional liberalism (broad guarantee of citizens’ rights and freedoms, 
parliamentary traditions, etc.). At first glance, illiberal democracies retain a high 
level of regime legitimacy, as political elites form under democratic law and 
following electoral procedures. The threat to democratic values stems from a 
low quality of governing democracy, fairly discrediting democratic 
governments (Zakaria 1997, 42). Illiberal democracies frequently fail to pursue 
the task of securing a range of civil liberties, resorting to populism. Political 
populism has always polarised society into moderate citizens and radicals, 
anxious for instant and drastic change. In such an environment, long-standing 
conflicts may escalate, whereas new disputes may emerge on political, religious 
or ethnic grounds. Amongst the Central European countries, where illiberal 
democracy installed in the mid-1990s, Zakaria singles out only Slovakia (Zakaria 
1997; 41). The scholar’s logic absolutely corresponds to the political processes 
that occurred in the country in the conditions of “Meciarism” (Leška 2013, 78). 
Unlike the rest of its V4 partners, Slovakia, along with the need to implement 
effective economic reforms, had to cope with the legacy of post-socialism, 
successfully exploited by the party leadership of the “Movement for Democratic 
Slovakia”. The demand to re-rotate Slovak political elites increased in the 1990s 
in response to diminishing euphoria with independence from Czechoslovak 
federalism, the chaotic behaviour of the economy, and de facto distancing from 
the Euro-Atlantic structures.  
At the turn of the 20th and 21st centuries, transformational developments in the 
Central European region expectedly led to the establishment of consolidated 
democracy regimes. Consolidation of democracy has steadied the party system, 
setting “universal rules for the game of democracy”1. Most importantly, in the 
early 2000s, democratic regimes operated as a sustainable governance 
mechanism with a high level of legitimacy. In fact, the democracy consolidation 
set democratic rules at the level of society. The higher the citizens’ observance of 

 

1The concept of “democracy consolidation” by Juan Linz and Alfred Stepan likewise, 
established the rule of “only game in town” (Linz &Stepan 1996). 
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democratic rules, the steadier the regime. Moreover, the accession of post-
communist countries to the European Union was considered the de facto end of 
the democracy consolidation period (Tomini 2014). However, institutional 
consolidation of democracy completed, democratic governments faced the 
problem of a gradual legitimacy loss. In the face of continuing political crises 
around corruption scandals, anti-immigrant and populist rhetoric and rising 
levels of Euroscepticism, voters began advocating radical political forces and 
populist politicians. Unfortunately, the overwhelming majority of liberal or 
social democratic governments that facilitated the accession of the V4 countries 
to the European Union were replaced by conservative and populist 
governments. The stability of “pro-European” governments has been 
undermined by the adaptation period of the European Union and the growing 
popularity of radical rights. In recent decades, the former anti-systemic forces 
have by and large permeated the national parliaments of recent convocations: 
“People’s Party – Our Slovakia” in Slovakia, “Freedom and Direct Democracy” 
in the Czech Republic, “Jobbik” in Hungary, and “Confederation Liberty and 
Independence” in Poland. In addition, one should keep in mind that the ruling 
parties pursued a conservative policy for the sake of preserving the “national 
identity” of Slovaks (SMER-SD), Czechs (ANO-2011), Hungarians (FIDEZ), and 
Poles (“Law and Justice”). As Roberto Foa and Yascha Mounk argue, the 
democracy deconsolidation as a domestic political process is not yet capable of 
undermining the foundations of democratic governance but already is quite 
curbed in guaranteeing civil liberties and political rights (Foa &Mounk 2017; 10). 
Therefore, it will help decrease political competition. Another side of the 
democracy deconsolidation is the violation of democratic governance 
procedures and constitutional reform at the behest of the dominant forces’ 
political interests. Roberto Foa and Yascha Mounk single out two representative 
cases amongst the countries of Central Europe. The first case relates to the 
Hungarian constitutional reform initiated by FIDEZ in 2011 (Foa & Mounk 2017, 
8). According to the Venice Commission, the unilateral adoption of the 
Constitution in Hungary resulted in an imbalance of checks and balances, the 
introduction of mechanisms of state control over the electoral process, and a 
strict state policy in the field of media (European Commission for Democracy 
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through Law 2011). The second case is the rebate of the independence of the 
Constitutional Tribunal and the introduction of state control over the media 
space in Poland in 2015, initiated by the ruling “Law and Justice”. Under the 
Venice Commission, this act significantly threatens the independence of the 
judiciary branch as well as the foundations of civil society (European 
Commission for Democracy through Law 2016).  
Crucial in understanding the nature of deconsolidated democracy is its latency 
and the enormous potential for the destruction of traditional democratic 
mechanisms. Deconsolidation emerges in a successful democratic regime. All 
the V4 countries successfully joined the European Community in 2004, 
exhibiting the efficiency of democratic governments. The current government 
crises1 were not a result of systemic errors in the democratic organization of 
countries, but rather situational consequences of the post-socialist reforms’ 
lapses. Simultaneously, after a decade of adjustment to the European conditions, 
anti-systemic and populist parties, that polarize society into liberal values 
supporters and hard Eurosceptics, are gaining momentum in Central European 
countries. Notably, in the party systems of post-socialist countries, 
Euroscepticism has always been a strong political argument. The political group 
of Eurosceptics traditionally falls into the political forces with their own vision 
of the European Union and their place in it (Soft Euroscepticism), and political 
forces that, during the 1990s, declared non-membership in the European Union, 
and at present advocate the departure from it (Hard Euroscepticism) (Szczerbiak 
& Taggart 2000). To maintain democratic traditions, it is important for the 

 

1For post-socialist countries, anti-corruption scandals have become the most spread cause 
of government crises. We have to mention a long-term government crisis in Hungary in 
2006–2009, caused by Prime Minister Ferenc Gyurcsány’s “confession of lying to voters”. 
The political crisis in Slovakia is related to the “Gorilla scandal” in 2011 (let alone the 
fateful political battles of the late 1990s in the format of “Meciarism – anti-Meciarism” 
(Leška 2013; 78)). Several corruption scandals also occurred in the Czech Republic over 
the personality of Prime Minister Stanislav Gross (2005) and people close to the 
Government, such as Petr Nečas (2013). Poland also finds itself amidst corruption 
scandals, such as the one around Vice-Prime Minister Jarosław Kaczyński in 2007, or the 
wiretapping of government officials by Donald Tusk in 2014. 
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moderate society beyond the political poles not to elect right-wing radicals. In 
such a case, deconsolidation as a process of mild decay of democratic 
governance may as well become an immediate threat to the very idea of 
democracy. Not only had the 2004 accession of Poland, Hungary, the Czech 
Republic, and Slovakia to Euro-Atlantic structures confirmed the European 
Community’s acknowledgement that the recent autocracies managed to achieve 
consolidated democracy, but also led to a new phase of transformation in 
Central Europe. The V4 countries had to pass a test on the consolidated 
democracy regime stability in dynamics. Attila Agh believes that the initial 
decade of EU membership is the best catalyst for understanding the quality of 
democracy in Central European countries, given the noticeable descending 
trends in recent years (Ágh 2014). As the scholar claims, after joining the 
European Union, two consolidated democracy determinants form in the V4 
countries: 1) economic modernization leads to fragmentation of the regions 
exhibiting economic growth and focus on economic cooperation with Western 
Europe (mostly western regions), whereas another group of regions persists in 
economic stagnation or depression (mostly separated from the European Union 
eastern regions)1; 2) continuous democracy consolidation resulted not only in 
the political system stabilization but in amplifying disintegration processes in 
the former transitional societies (Ágh 2014). 
Making inferences from the Western critical political science, Attila Agh outlines 
three issues of post-socialist countries democratization that may account for the 
“quality” of new democratic regimes. The first predicament of democracy is the 
disparity at the national and regional levels of democratization in a transitive 
country. This political phenomenon existed in post-socialist countries in the 

 

1For instance, in Slovakia in the post-socialist period, there was a polarization between a 
group of western regions (Bratislava, Trnava and Nitra regions) that showed more 
sustainable economic development and were electorally supportive of European-positive 
political forces, such as the Slovak Democratic Coalition or OĽANO. On the contrary, a 
group of eastern regions (Presov and Kosice regions) were transforming slowly, 
demonstrating a high unemployment rate and the lowest incomes across the country. 
Slovaks in the east have always focused on social democracy with signs of populism, 
such as the Movement for a Democratic Slovakia or SMER-SD. 
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1990s and resulted in the emergence of two conventional groups of countries: 1) 
countries with no resistance to democratization in the regions. Respectively, 
their societies managed to reach a compromise on the democratic future; 2) 
countries that rejected democratic change at the regional level, thus eventually 
contributing to the emergence of hybrid regimes (Ágh 2014, 12). The second 
dilemma of democracy in post-socialist countries is the non-synchronous course 
of democratic transformations. For example, political and economic 
transformations proved successful in the 1990s, yet new democracy should not 
be referred to consolidated democracies since society was not unanimous about 
the very issue. In the 2000s, the countries were further building up their 
democratic potential1, while the level of society’s integration around the 
country’s democratic future had hardly changed, if not worsened. This 
circumstance predetermined anti-democratic sentiments along with scepticism 
about the democratic prospects (Ágh 2014, 13). Thus, the declining support for 
democracy in post-socialist societies, trending in the 2020s, stems from the 
nature of post-socialist democratic transit. Eventually, the ultimate dilemma of 
democracy is the global crisis of the ideal democratic governance due to several 
reasons. For instance, the great 2008 financial crisis was a test for both the 
European Union and for each country in particular (Ágh 2014, 13).  
Notably, the issue of post-socialist transit has been unfolding since the countries’ 
last decade of EU membership and onwards, when post-socialist regimes began 
to transform. The most remarkable inconsistency in the democratic transit 
trajectory is that the democracy level in societies of the V4 countries lags 
markedly from the pace of their political and economic democratization. Having 
successfully implemented institutional democratization and de-facto completing 
democratic transit, the governments of the V4 countries failed to ensure a 
sufficient democratization level for society. Some Polish, Hungarian, Czech, and 
Slovak citizens (mostly from underdeveloped and economically depressed 
regions) did not withstand the pace of democratization and strong competition 

 

1This was confirmed by the biggest enlargement of the European Union in 2004 when 
eight former socialist autocracies became new member states, i.e. the V4 countries, the 
Baltic group, and Slovenia. 
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in the European Union. In the 1990s, many such citizens had inflated 
expectations of the country’s accession to the European Union, expecting 
immediate financial preferences. A continuous loss of a social position and 
slipping beyond the middle class compelled Eurosceptic citizens to seek 
alternative ways of developing the country. After joining the European Union, 
the situation aggravated deepening Eurosceptic sentiment, as the radical 1990 
Eurosceptics (often adherents of the socialist past) effectively merged in the 
electoral field with new Eurosceptics, frustrated with the EU’s immediate lack of 
membership. As a result, democratic governments began to fall short of 
legitimacy, while right-wing radicals and populists have been gaining electoral 
support. Since the second decade of the 2000s, populists have become active 
members of the V4 government coalitions or participated in influential 
opposition parliamentary groups: Kukiz’15 (2015), Confederation Liberty and 
Independence (2019) in Poland; in Hungary, since the 2010 parliamentary 
elections, it has traditionally been Jobbik; in the Czech Republic these are 
political projects by Tomio Okamura (2013, 2017); in Slovakia – “Ordinary 
People and Independent Personalities” (2012, 2016, 2020), Marian Kotleba’s 
party (2016, 2020), “We Are Family” (2016, 2020). Concurrently, the declining 
democratization level does not presuppose either the fall of democratic 
governance foundations or the Central European governments’ reconsideration 
of the all-European path of development. Undoubtedly, democracy 
deconsolidation and growing numbers of Eurosceptics in society over the past 
few years have displayed an overall regress of democracy in the V4 countries. 
Eventually, the conceptual roots of the deviations of the post-communist 
countries’ democratic development may stem from the subtypes of democracies 
that constitute the group of “democracy with adjectives”. Recognised political 
comparativists David Collier and Steven Levitsky (Collier & Levitsky 1997) 
proposed this term. Notably, this idea had initially concerned Latin American 
countries, so it is hardly appropriate to adapt subtypes of democracy to post-
communist countries. However, it is important to understand why the logic of 
democratic transit needs to be updated and clarified. Thus, Collier and Levitsky 
discuss two crucial tasks of applied political science in explaining democratic 
transits: 1) search for the best models of the transition to democracy in various 
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regions of the world; 2) the problem of conceptual validity in the democratic 
transit analysis (Collier & Levitsky 1997, 430). The challenges transitologists 
faced in the early 1990s had hardly changed over the past 30 years. To a greater 
or lesser extent, each of the V4 countries exhibits “democracy with adjectives”, 
forming a group of democratic political regimes based on post-communism. The 
amplitude of democratic fluctuations during and due to democratic transit in 
the V4 countries confirms the need to take into account a comparative empirical 
methodology. 
 
 
4. V4 IN TRANSIT 
 
Amongst numerous empirical dimensions of transformations in the world, 
Nations in Transit by Freedom House stands out for its universality1. There are 
several reasons for this, e.g., Nations in Transit adjusts exclusively to the 
countries of the former post-communist space. Secondly, the programme 
conducted several dozen annual surveys, confirming the likelihood of 
understanding the logic and dynamics of democratic transits. Ultimately, the 
monitoring chronology will cover the period of transformation from 1996 to 
2020, embracing the most important events in the political life of the V4 systemic 
institutional changes in the 1990s, the peculiarities of Euro-Atlantic integration 
in the late 1990s – mid-2000s, a decade of EU membership, as well as the 
democratic deviations of recent years. To understand the perspective of modern 
transformations in the post-communist space, it is sufficient to read the overall 
thesis of the latest monitoring of Nations in Transit-2020: “Dropping the 
Democratic Facade in Europe and Eurasia” (Nations in Transit 2020). 
Undoubtedly, the conclusion about a significant democracy decline in most 

 

1 The methodological framework of the Nations in Transit indexing and the empirical 
advantages of the monitoring are explained in the methodological section. 
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transitive countries is the result of years of monitoring1. Freedom House experts 
observe a continuous erosion of democratic institutions not only in the Central 
Asian post-Soviet countries but in relatively new EU members (for example, the 
V4) as well. Simultaneously, the first and second waves of the 2020 coronavirus 
pandemic also affected certain democratic procedures due to strict quarantine 
restrictions. We will contemplate the democratic development dynamics of the 
V4 countries during the democratic transit based on the Nations in Transit 
monitoring. It is worth mentioning that we are examining the period of 
transformation following the countries’ accession to the European Union – from 
the first year of being an EU member (2005) to the most recent monitoring (2020) 
(Figure 1)2. 

 

 

1 Freedom House experts have been warning about democratic deviations for the past 
few years. In particular, the slogan of the Nations in Transit 2017 report was “The False 
Promise of Populism”, and “Confronting Illiberalism” – in 2018. 
2 The matter is that the 1990s became a perfect example of post-communist 
transformation for all V4 countries with indispensable institutional reforms related to 
two factors: 1) a farewell to the communist past, 2) modernization to meet the demands 
of Euro-Atlantic integration. Three countries (Poland, Hungary, and the Czech Republic) 
proved more successful, whereas the Slovak Republic had to overcome the period of 
“Meciarism”(Leška 2013). One way or another, the most unpredictable trajectories of 
democratic development began only upon successful completion of Euro-Atlantic 
integration. 
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Figure 1. Trajectories of Democratic Transformation in V4 Countries by 

Nations in Transit (2005–2020) 
Source: Nations in Transit 2020 

 
The first overall conclusion from the general dynamics of the V4 countries’ 
democratic development is that the democratic political regime remains the 
defining political reference point (Figure 2).  

 

 
Figure 2. Classification of the V4 Countries’ Political Regimes based on 

Nations in Transit (2005–2020), Source:Nations in Transit 2020 
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The above graph outlines the monitoring of 2020, namely the significant 
democratic regress of Hungary and the first time for Poland to join the group of 
countries with semi-consolidated democracy. If we examine the types of 
political regime typical of each country, we can notice the following pattern: 
each of the countries balances between a group of consolidated and semi-
consolidated democracies. For instance, neither the Czech Republic nor Slovakia 
has ever fallen beyond the group of consolidated democracies, displaying a fully 
operating democracy. Since 2015, Hungary has been descending closer to semi-
consolidated democracies, but de jure, it remains a democratic country with 
some problems in the performance of a democratic regime. Against this 
background, Hungary’s transition to hybrid regimes in 2020 is more of a 
political deviation. On the other hand, the previous five years of monitoring 
(2015–2019) classified Hungary as explicit democratic regression, which 
eventually became a reality. Thus, currently, Hungary does not belong to the 
group of democratic countries1. 
Further on, we will attempt to elucidate the trajectories of democratic 
development on the example of each country V42. 
 
 
4.1 The Czech Republic: nearly perfect transit trajectory. 
 
The country remains the most democratically steady among the V4 countries 
and one of the leaders in the democratic development among post-socialist and 
post-Soviet countries. The average score of the country’s democratization is 79%. 
The lowest score of democratization was 77% in 2020, whereas the highest was 
81% in 2018, 2012 and 2013. That is the difference in democratization scores 

 

1The group of countries with “Transitional or Hybrid Regime” also includes Ukraine, 
Moldova, Armenia, Serbia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Montenegro, Kosovo, North 
Macedonia, Albania. 
2 We deliberately do not detail the features of the socio-political development of countries 
that have primarily influenced the dynamics of democracy, as this can be found in the 
annual reports of Nations in Transit 2005 – 2020. 
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estimates only 4%, confirming the stability of the democratic regime against the 
background of the political elites’ and society’s reluctance to search for 
alternative undemocratic development. The Czech Republic has exhibited 
exemplary democratic transformation, so we can state that the current 
democratic shortcomings result more from political populism (Prime Minister 
Andrej Babiš and President Miloš Zeman) than the institutional crisis of the 
Czech democracy model and the increasing level of Euroscepticism in Czech 
society. After all, according to the latest data, a little more than half of Czechs 
express their distrust of the European Union (Standard Eurobarometer 93 2020). 
 
 
4.2. Hungary: hybridity as an alternative to democracy 
 
Hungary is the complete opposite of the Czech Republic in terms of democratic 
development. Paradoxically, Hungarian democracy never recorded an increase 
between 2005 and 2020, constantly declining. The average score of the country’s 
democratization is 68%, but, in practice, it does not reflect much, as the general 
democratic regress trend is noticeable. The lowest score of democracy is 2020, 
when, having overcome the psychological democracy limit of 49%, Hungary 
nearly withdrew from the group of democracies. The best result of 84% was in 
2005. The difference in democracy scores estimates 35%, this fact pointing at 
either a systemic political crisis in the country or a general departure from the 
democratic principles of the country organization and overall radicalization of 
society. With the democracy decline being gradual and the democracy rate 
deteriorating by several per cent each year, it is worth discussing a certain 
failure in the performance of the democratic mechanism. At the same time, from 
2005 to 2009, Hungary experienced a weak democratic decline with a 1–2%drop 
in the democracy scores. The greatest democratic regress coincides with (or is 
caused by) the beginning of one of the three terms of Prime Minister Viktor 
Orban. In the decade of Victor Orban’s presidency, on a national populist basis, 
“Orbanism” emerges as a specific government with authoritarian attributes 
(Krzyzanowski&Wodak 2017). It is a  broad-context political construct that 
excludes consensus in the state decision-making (e.g., the FIDESZ’s initiative 
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and the subsequent approval of the new Constitution in 2011 without the 
required political and public consultations), change of the overall democratic 
rules of the game (adoption of the parliamentary election legislation, favourable 
for the ruling FIDESZ in 2012), creation of a broad political platform of political 
allies, committed to a conservative (Christian Democratic People’s Party) or 
radical right-wing ideology (Jobbik), reacting to opposition media or grant 
funds (eg Ökotárs Foundation, EKINT Institute for Politics), or higher education 
institutions (Central European University), anti-Soros strategy and policy of 
Euroscepticism, supported by anti-immigrant rhetoric and traditional nationalist 
appeals. The Nations in Transit findings and the events in Hungary in the last 
decade display that the Hungary in its current status of an undemocratic 
country is not an exception but rather a regularity. 
 
 
4.3. Poland: Conservatism and Populism as Factors Leading to Authoritarianism 
 
It is the country with successfully completed democratic transit, but, like most 
post-socialist countries, it experienced various problems with democracy in 
different segments of politics and society. The average democratization score is 
76%. The lowest democratization scores of 65% occurred in 2020, whereas the 
highest was 83% in 2005. The difference estimates 18%, indicating, on the one 
hand, that the country experiences certain problems with a democratic regime, 
but, on the other hand, these problems are not related to the general crisis of 
democracy as a decision-making system in the country. The situation with 
Poland is quite ambiguous because, in 2016, democratic indicators began to 
deteriorate. It is during 2016–2020 that Poland noticeably regressed and joined 
the group of “semi-democratic countries”. Given the insignificant democratic 
deviations in Poland, we can attribute the mini-crisis of democracy not to the 
institutional problems of democracy, but rather to the conservative “content” of 
the Polish political system. Since 2015, the Conservatives of “Law and Justice” 
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have headed both the legislative and executive branches of government1. In 
terms of a single political actor’s dominance in the political system (“Law and 
Justice”), Poland is quite similar to modern Hungary, dominated by FIDESZ. At 
the same time, there are many differences as well, e.g., in 2019, “Law and 
Justice” loses in the upper house of the Senate, giving way to the opposition 
Civic Platform and a group of independent candidates (Krajowe Biuro 
Wyborcze 2019). In the second round of the latest presidential election in 2020, a 
conservative Andrzej Duda overtook the Civic Platform representative by only 
2.06% (Krajowe Biuro Wyborcze 2020). Therefore, Poland maintained one of the 
most important principles of democratic governance, namely political 
competition at the highest levels of government. On the other hand, the 
parliamentary mono-majority of conservatives “Law and Justice” generates 
numerous actions, incompatible with liberal democracy: a controversial judicial 
reform criticized within the European Union, advocating traditional values for 
Polish society and cultivating Euroscepticism as an efficient tool to win the 
electorate. Most importantly, Poland’s transition to semi-consolidated 
democracies should not mark the way to the end of the Polish consolidated 
democracy model. 
 
 
4.4. Slovakia: Political Crisis and Populism 
 
This is a V4 country that has followed its own peculiar democratic development 
trajectory, which is neither steady (a Czech version), nor declining (Hungarian 
and Polish versions). The average democratization score is 75%. The lowest 
democratization threshold of 71% was recorded in 2020, the highest – in 2006 

 

1 So far, upon the 2019 parliamentary elections, the situation has hardly changed, as “Law 
and Justice” won 235 seats out of 460 seats in the Sejm (Krajowe Biuro Wyborcze 2019); a 
coalition formed around “Law and Justice”, and one of their political leaders, Mateusz 
Morawiecki, resumed the powers of the head of government. In 2020, the delegate from 
“Law and Justice” Andrzej Duda was elected for a second term (Krajowe Biuro Wyborcze 
2020). 



EUROPOLITY, vol. 15, no. 1, 2021 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

196  Continuity and Change in European Governance 
 

(84%). The difference in democratization scores estimates 13%, indicating the 
steady democratic development of the country, with possible governmental or 
political crises, but without the “crisis of democracy”. The democratic 
development of Slovakia over the last 16 years has occurred in waves1, thus we 
may highlight two regularities: 1) the decline of democracy (2005–2009), and 2) 
the rise of democracy (2010–2019)2. The democracy decline coincides with the 
first cadence of Prime Minister Robert Fico and the dominance of SMER-SD in 
the parliamentary and political system. For the modern Slovak Republic, the 
figure of Fico is highly ambiguous. Having been prime minister three times, he 
was repeatedly accused of political corruption and authoritarian leadership 
inclinations (Kern 2019). Against the same “anti-Fico” political background in 
2020, quite a poly-ideological force led by the odious Igor Matovič came to 
power. Personally, Matovič was unable to lead the country out of the deep 
political crisis that began with the assassination of journalist Ján Kuciak in early 
2018 (Cuprik, Kapitán& Filo 2018), holding the post of Prime Minister for a little 
over a year. Therefore, we cannot classify Robert Fico’s presidency as more 
resembling “Orbanism” or rather the political ambitions of Polish conservatives. 
Eventually, neither Fico nor his close party circle from SMER-SD seriously 
threatened the democratic principles by changing the Constitution or the 
electoral system or by implementing a controversial judicial reform. At the same 
time, Fico’s rule was marked by several political scandals and a high level of 
social populism. These factors have hardly contributed to the full operation of 
liberal democracy. 
 
 
 

 

1We cannot avoid analogies with Samuel Huntington’s waves of democratization 
(Huntington 1991). 
2We do not mention the last monitoring in 2020 because this year displayed the largest 
democratic regress, which is still hard to explain. It is supposed to indicate the beginning 
of a downward wave, but findings for only one year cannot either confirm or refute a 
particular trend. 
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5. CORRUPTION AS A CONSTANT ATTENDANT OF POST-
SOCIALIST TRANSITS 
 
In the light of certain indicators of the democracy index, it is worth mentioning 
that a high level of corruption has remained an urgent problem for all V4 
countries. The practice of post-socialist transformations shows that the 
prevention or effective fight against corruption frequently directly leads to a 
consolidated democracy (e.g., Estonia, Latvia). Conversely, post-socialist 
countries with a high level of corruption often change the vector of development 
towards oligarchy and hybrid regimes (e.g., Ukraine, Serbia, Moldova). It 
presupposes that corruption is a long-term phenomenon, requiring not only 
institutional reforms (adoption of anti-corruption legislation, creation of a 
network of anti-corruption bodies, etc.) but also a transparent anti-corruption 
policy of the country’s leaders. Of all the indicators of the overall democracy 
scores, the level of corruption remained the most critical for all Central 
European countries. In fact, it is the most “undemocratic indicator of 
democracy” in the former post-socialist countries. The situation barely changed 
even after the countries joined the European Union. The amplitude of 
fluctuations with the corruption level indicator for the period 2005–2010 being 
insignificant, we will determine the average score of corruption for each 
country. 
In the Czech Republic, the average corruption scores for the past 16 years was 
4.59. Even though the Czech Republic has not changed its status as a country 
with a consolidated democracy regime, the country has never met the index of 
consolidated democracy in terms of corruption. The situation with corruption in 
Hungary needs a deeper insight, as the dynamics of the corruption score are 
quite noticeable. The average corruption score is 4.28, classifying Hungary as a 
country with the corruption level matching the score of a semi-consolidated 
democracy. However, this is the case when the average score does not reflect an 
objective situation. The main pattern of the Hungarian corruption score is its 
declining nature over the last 16 years. Moreover, the corruption situation never 
improved, remaining unchanged at best. In the period 2005–2010, Hungary 
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belonged to one of the following three groups of countries in terms of 
corruption: consolidated democracy (2005), semi-consolidated democracy (2006–
2015), and hybrid regime (2016–20201). Hungary received the status of a hybrid 
regime country only in 2020, although the level of corruption has matched this 
status even earlier, since 2016. Poland has shown a steady corruption level with 
an average score of 4.68. In the last 16 years, Poland has never been in a group of 
countries with a consolidated democracy in terms of corruption. The country 
secured itself a position in the group of semi-consolidated democracies, yet 
demonstrating the worst score of 4.25 in 2019 and 2020. At such a pace, the level 
of corruption in the country is likely to correspond to the hybrid regime.  
In Slovakia, corruption score also remains one of the most problematic issues. 
The average corruption score is 4.46, which is typical of a country with a semi-
consolidated democracy. The Slovak Republic has never been in the group of 
consolidated democracies in terms of corruption, nearly approaching this score 
in 2005 and 2006 (5.00), and digressing from it from 2013 to 2020 (4.25). 
Ultimately, in the light of Nations in Transit monitoring, it is worth outlining a 
threatening trend in the V4 countries, which directly concerns democracy 
prospects. In 2020, all countries showed the worst democratization score over 
the past 15 years of monitoring. However, one-year monitoring can hardly 
become a trend, and only further monitoring will determine whether 2020 was a 
deviation from the democratic development or a pattern of democratic 
regression for Central European countries. 
 

6.CONCLUSIONS  
 
The likelihood of democratic regress remains a crucial issue in the V4 countries’ 
transformation. It is apparent that due to the latest trends in political life, the 

 

1In 2020, Hungary received the lowest corruption score in the group of countries with a 
hybrid regime (3.00). A minimal deterioration of the situation will lead to the country’s 
joining the group with a semi-consolidated authoritarian regime (rating scale 2.01 – 3.00) 
in terms of corruption. 
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countries are currently experiencing a democratic decline. The latest monitoring 
of countries in 2020 reflects systemic problems of democracy in Central 
European countries. 
We can outline several aspects of the democratic decline in Central European 
countries.  
Firstly, one of the arguments in favour of the undemocratic prospects in Central 
European countries is the strong influence of conservatives and populists. In all 
V4 countries, those political forces, having aggravated the regression of 
democratic development, have remained in power (the Czech Republic – Prime 
Minister Andrej Babiš and ANO 2011, and President Miloš Zeman; Hungary – 
Prime Minister Viktor Orban and FIDESZ, Poland – Prime Minister Mateusz 
Morawiecki and “Law and Justice”; Slovak Republic – Prime Minister Eduard 
Heger and OĽaNO). Unless there are serious political crises, each of these 
political forces will control the government for most of the term (in the Slovak 
Republic until 2024, in Poland until 2023, in Hungary until 2022), except for the 
steadiest Czech Republic, where elections will be held in October 2021. The 
conservative or populist component of Central European governments is 
unlikely to cease playing a vital role. On the other hand, a vast amount of 
populism in Central European governments destabilizes the political system and 
polarizes society. Such governments are often unsteady, especially if they arise 
due to a political crisis. The recent government crisis in Slovakia, leading to the 
resignation of Igor Matovič as Prime Minister, serves as proof. Although the 
ruling coalition has preserved, its current capacity and future are questionable. 
Secondly, it is necessary to discuss the tense relations of the European Union 
with Hungary and Poland. A political confrontation between the conservative 
government of Victor Orban and Brussels has a long history. Relations between 
the European Union and the conservative Polish government led by “Law and 
Justice” have also remained strained. However, Eurosceptic rhetoric gradually 
transforms into practical action. Thus, after FIDESZ left the European People’s 
Party in the European Parliament, Orban initiated a new anti-systemic right-
wing Eurosceptic movement in Europe in March 2021(DW.com 2019). It is likely 
the largest hard Eurosceptic formation based on the right ideology, which can 
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unite both traditional conservatives (FIDESZ and “Law and Justice”) and right-
wing radical politicians (Northern League and Brothers of Italy). 
Thirdly, Euroscepticism, associated with declining public confidence in 
European democratic institutions, is noticeable not only at the political level but 
also in the societies of the V4 countries. Thus, according to the Eurobarometer in 
2020 (Standard Eurobarometer 932020), a strong group of Eurosceptics has 
formed in each country, causing an ambiguous situation. For instance, the 
largest number of Eurosceptics is concentrated in the Czech Republic (56% of 
citizens do not trust the European Union) that is invariably classified as a 
consolidated democracy. Another consolidated democracy is Slovakia (about 
half of citizens distrust the European Union – 46%). Conversely, in the V4 
countries with negative democratic fluctuations, there are fewer Eurosceptics. In 
Hungary, slightly more than a half of citizens trusts the European Union (53%), 
while 40% of Hungarians have a sceptical view of European structures. In 
general, Poland is one of the five countries with the highest number of Euro-
optimists. In Poland, 56% of citizens support the European Union, and only a 
third (32%) distrust the European Union. 
Thus, the democratic decline is peculiar for all V4 countries, yet each of them 
displays different features and manifestations of this phenomenon. The 2020 
showed that the countries are at a crossroads between the Central European 
model of consolidated democracy, having facilitated their collective accession to 
the European Union, and newer forms of Eurosceptic and conservative 
democracy. All the countries have significantly deteriorated their democratic 
performance, but the crisis of democratic institutions is an inherent factor in 
modern Hungary. In Poland, the elements of the conservative policy are 
beginning to prevail over democratic consensus, thus bringing the country 
closer to single-party leadership. Slovakia suffers from political crises that are 
not the crisis of democratic values, but that of political leaders. The Czech 
Republic remains the most democratically steady, only slightly suffering from 
populism and Euroscepticism. Unless the V4 countries’ governments take 
further steps and society fragmentation centres on European identities, we will 
not be able to confirm or refute the regularity of the ongoing democracy erosion. 
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Abstract 
The literature on portfolio allocation generally recognizes proportionality as the 
norm for distributing cabinet seats in coalition governments. However, more 
recent studies have been increasingly concerned with the value or salience of 
different ministerial portfolios, as an access to explaining deviations from the 
proportionality norm. Although significant progress has been made in the study 
of coalition governments and portfolio allocation in Eastern Europe, there is still 
a gap between the data and research available for this region, compared to 
Western Europe.  
The article aims to fill a part of this gap by conducting a case study on portfolio 
allocation in post-communist Romania, particularly focused on the preference 
for defense and foreign affairs portfolios. Thus, I study the data from 22 
coalition governments in Romania, between 1992 and 2020. The article examines 
the assertion that, while proportionality remains the norm for Romanian 
coalition governments, the second most important coalition partner is regularly 
rewarded with either the defense or foreign affairs ministry. In the end, I explore 
new opportunities for further research based on the findings, and future 
contributions to the debate on the allocation of foreign affairs and defense 
portfolios in Eastern Europe. 
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1.INTRODUCTION 
 

“…distributing accountability at the level of government, locally and within 
other executive structures derives directly from the weight each party has, 
following the popular vote…Respecting this proportionality is the only 
democratic way in which their own electorate can be represented, and its 
interests can and must be promoted. Therefore, this is not about bargaining, 
but following some principles.” (Press release following the coalition 
government meeting between the Democratic Convention of Romania, 
the Social-Democratic Union and the Democratic Union of Hungarians, 
April, 23, 1997) 

 
Following the 1996 elections in Romania, which resulted in the first alternation 
of power after the fall of communism and in the first coalition government with 
multiple parties of similar size, a previously rarely used word in the domain of 
politics became all too familiar for the media and the public opinion: 
“algorithm”. Coalition governments were not new per se in postcommunist 
Romania, but the type of coalition cabinet emerging from the 1996 elections, and 
the ongoing negotiations between political parties in distributing offices and 
then in implementing policies was rather uncharted territory. Before the 1996 
elections, the government had been dominated by one major left-wing party, 
initially named the National Salvation Front, then Social Democracy Party of 
Romania, only to become later the Social Democratic Party (PSD). The size of the 
party allowed it to form by itself a viable cabinet, both after the 1990 elections, 
when it gained a large majority, and after the 1992 election. For a part of the 
1992-1996 term, the social-democrats decided to include another small party in 
the cabinet. Nevertheless, their survival in office had never actually been in 
question or depended on extensive negotiations within a coalition.  
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Under these circumstances, it was only after 1996 that one of the most constant 
features of multi-party democratic systems – coalition governments – came to be 
on full display in the newly emerging Romanian democracy. In their extensive 
work on the early years of transition in Romania, Pavel and Huiu noted, citing 
research interviews with political leaders at the time, that the so-called 
“algorithm” replaced the debates on policy priorities, and became a pervasive 
source of tensions inside the coalition, as well as a major reason for criticism 
from the media. In actuality though, the “algorithm” was nothing else than the 
answer to the question „who gets what”, and the search for ensuring 
proportionality between the number of portfolios and executive offices, and the 
contribution of each political party to the majority parliamentary coalition. Far 
from being aberrant or concerning, this was a feature of a “pluralist normality” 
(Pavel and Huiu 2003, 335), which the Western multi-party system democracies 
had been experiencing for decades, and Romania was newly discovering.  
One empirical observation of the early coalition governments was the emphasis 
attributed to the foreign affairs and defense portfolios. One early practice in the 
first years of transition in Romania was to define one or more portfolios as “state 
ministries”, as an indication of their superior political and symbolic weight in 
the cabinet, and the priority assigned to those policy areas. As Romania was 
emerging from 50 years of communism, the aspiration of joining the Western 
political and security structures, in particular NATO and the European Union, 
became almost immediately a national priority. Being part of the North-Atlantic 
and European constructs became Romania’s national project, which channeled 
unprecedented political efforts, social energies, and public enthusiasm. There 
were, thus, high stakes, in holding the portfolios responsible for the 
management of these particular national objectives.  
Given such high stakes, another empirical observation points to the prominence 
of those who held the foreign affairs and defense portfolios. Among them, one 
can find a combination of profiles ranging from party presidents and vice-
presidents to independent public figures and senior career officials with 
experience in foreign service or military. 
Against this background, the current article offers a case study on Romania - an 
overview on the portfolio allocation in post-communist Romania – by 
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addressing first its proportionality, and, inside of it, the distribution of foreign 
affairs and defense portfolios.  
Thus, it examines the following hypothesis: While proportionality remains the norm 
in coalition governments in post-communist Romania, the second most important 
coalition partner is more likely to get either the foreign affairs or defense ministry.  
After reviewing the relevant literature pertaining to this research, I provide 
methodological and conceptual clarifications in the first part of the article. The 
second part is dedicated to presenting and analyzing the data, to respond to the 
above questions. Finally, I offer some conclusions and propose directions for 
future research, that could further contribute to the study of coalition 
governments in Eastern Europe. 

 
 

2.LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
Coalition governments are one of the most prominent features of democratic life 
in multi-party systems. For more than half of century, generations of scholars 
have developed extensive both quantitative and qualitative research aiming to 
explain, understand and furthermore predict what coalitions are more likely to 
form and how their life cycle unfolds.  
Gamson’s proportionality norm (Gamson 1961) offers one of the earliest and 
most durable points of reference in how coalitions distribute portfolios between 
party members. It provides a logical foundation, empirically verifiable, for 
portfolio allocation, as each party is expected to receive a number of portfolios 
proportional to its number of parliamentary seats. While considered the 
“dominant regularity in portfolio allocation” (Verzichelli 2010, 239), the 
proportionality norm rather allows for a quantitative approach, in which 
portfolios are related to as equal. However, coalition governments do not form 
in a vacuum, but within an institutional framework and a given political context, 
that can shape the preferences and bargaining power of political actors. 
Moreover, not all portfolios are the same. On a pure proportionality logic, 
parties would be indifferent to what portfolios they get, as long as they get the 
appropriate number, consistent with their contribution to the legislative power 
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of the coalition. That is not the case. While there are a number of variables that 
can account for deviations from the norm (Verzichelli 2010), the value or 
salience of different portfolios is probably the most critical. Following the 
seminal evidence-based research conducted by Druckman and Warwick 
(Warwick and Druckman 2001), measuring portfolio salience has become from a 
“missing piece” (Druckman and Warwick 2005) one of the most challenging, 
contested (Druckman and Roberts 2008) and relevant issues in coalition 
research.  
For political, strategic, and ideological reasons, different parties prioritize 
specific portfolios in the coalition bargaining process (Budge and Laver 1986). 
Similarly, the ability of some portfolios to increase the electoral prospects of a 
party – which the coalition literature labels as “redistributive” portfolios - may 
render them more coveted than others, with foreign affairs and defense among 
them. (Druckman and Roberts 2008, 104) 
In their extensive research on 14 Western European democracies, Warwick and 
Druckman (Warwick and Druckman 2001) concluded that the offices of prime-
minister, as well as finance, defense, interior, foreign affairs, and agriculture 
portfolios are more salient than the average other ministry. Although in Western 
Europe these portfolios are not more valuable than the next tier of six ministries, 
they are in Eastern Europe. This was revealed in 2008 by Druckman and Roberts 
(Druckman and Roberts 2008), who extended, for the first time, the study on 
portfolio salience with data from 12 Eastern European countries. Their overall 
conclusion was “the salience of portfolios is quite similar between Eastern and 
Western Europe”, with some unexpected differences, however.  
While the foreign affairs ministry remains on average the third most valuable 
portfolio, Druckman and Roberts anticipated a lower salience of defense 
ministries. The data infirmed their hypothesis. In fact, they discovered the 
Eastern European countries value the defense portfolio to a higher degree than 
the Western democracies. The “prestige” gained by the military following 
NATO membership could account for such a result. Within their data, Romania 
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stands out as assigning higher value both to Foreign Affairs and Defense 
portfolios than any other Eastern European country.1  
Despite the progress made in covering Eastern Europe, the region has remained 
under-researched and underrepresented in coalition theory. In 2019, a group of 
scholars led by Torbjorn Bergman, Gabriela Ilonszki and Wolfgang Muller set 
out to fill what they considered the “greatest gap” in coalition research 
(Bergman, Ilonszki and Muller 2019), by covering the entire life cycle of coalition 
governments in Central and Eastern Europe. Due to their effort, more recent 
extensive data on this region is now available. However, there is still much room 
for further research regarding portfolio salience in Eastern Europe and what 
motivates parties to request as payoff some ministries rather the others. 
Laurențiu Ștefan observes that in Romania the distribution of portfolios 
approximately followed the proportionality norm overall, with some cabinets 
being more unbalanced than others. (Stefan 2019, 419-420). 
The challenge is now in bridging and updating the data, as well as deepening 
the understanding not only on who gets what in coalition governments, but also 
why. Inside of this broader framework, the foreign affairs portfolio has gained 
particular interest from scholars recently, in an attempt both to explain its 
salience and to predict what coalition partner is more likely to be attributed to. 
Thus, Kai Opperman and Klaus Brummer (Oppermann and Brummer 2020) 
discovered in their study on 18 European countries that only a “complex 
interaction of conditions” can account for the junior coalition partner receiving 
the foreign affairs portfolio. While they could not identify with certainty one 
specific set of explanatory conditions, their research pointed to the conclusion 
that either the relative size of the junior partner (more specifically the junior 
partner having a similar size with the senior partner) or the salience it attaches 
to foreign policy, combined with the record of having led this ministry before, 
are relevant for junior partners being entrusted with the foreign policy portfolio 
in coalitions.  

 

1 The average portfolio rating for foreign affairs is 1.45, and for defense 1.08. In the study 
conducted by Druckman and Roberts Romania scored 1.89 for foreign affairs, higher than 
any other portfolio with the exception of prime minister, and 1.51 for defense. 
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What is particularly enticing about the study of foreign policy portfolio 
allocation is the intersection between the coalition literature and foreign policy 
analysis in explaining how the internal political dynamic reflects on foreign 
policy decision making. Both the coalition and the foreign policy analysis 
literature have a newly increased interest in explaining the impact of coalition 
arrangements on foreign policy decision making and the allocation of foreign 
affairs portfolios in coalition governments. (Oppermann, Brummer and 
Willigen, Coalition Governance and Foreign Policy Decision Making 2017). 
It is beyond the purpose of this article to provide extensive research on portfolio 
allocation in Romania or fully explain the saliency of foreign affairs and defense 
portfolios. This article is rather taking on the challenge to extend the existing 
research, by incorporating more data from a single country setting – Romania, 
and including the allocation of another high-profile ministry – defense, besides 
the more research foreign affairs one. 
 
 
3.METHODOLOGICAL AND CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 
 
This article analyses the Romanian coalition cabinets from 1992, the first post-
communist elections organized under a new Constitution and starting a 4 years 
electoral cycle, to the most recent completed electoral cycle (2020). A coalition 
includes at least two political parties (Muller, Bergman and Strom 2010, 6), 
regardless of their size, and the single party or non-party cabinets are not 
included in this study. In defining what constitutes a new cabinet, I am 
following the criteria established by the existing literature on coalitions: 
elections, a change in prime minister’s office, a change in the political structure 
of the cabinet (Muller, Bergman and Strom 2010, 6). In addition, I am also 
considering the existence of a confidence vote in the Parliament, following the 
approach proposed by Laurentiu Stefan. According to his research, the ultimate 
indicator for a new government within the Romanian context is the existence of 
a confidence vote in the Parliament. (Stefan, Romania: 30 de guverne in 30 de ani 
(decembrie 1989 - august 2019) 2019, 92). 
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However, in practice, the line of demarcation between cabinets proved to be 
rather fluid especially in the early years of transition. Prior to 2003, the 
Romanian Constitution did not prescribe explicitly the requirement for a 
confidence vote following any change in the party composition of the cabinet. 
Based on a rather lax understanding of what it meant to operate a change in the 
political structure of the cabinet, in six cases (Stefan, Romania: 30 de guverne in 
30 de ani (decembrie 1989 - august 2019) 2019, 96) prime ministers did not 
request for a confidence vote, even though one junior partner either left or 
joined the cabinet. In two other cases, although the cabinets went through a 
confidence vote in the parliament following a reshuffle, the scholars still dispute 
whether the political structure was indeed altered and, consequently, whether 
these should be considered as new cabinets.  
Given the complexity of this matter, I am counting as new any cabinet following 
at least one of the above four criteria: elections, a change in the prime minister’s 
office, a change in the party composition/ political structure, a confidence vote 
in the parliament. 
Another aspect to be clarified stems from the extensive use of pre-electoral 
alliances in post-communist Romania. There was no election without at least one 
such alliance between two or more political parties. However, in the post-
electoral setting political parties organized themselves in separate parliamentary 
groups, whenever the number of parliamentary seats allowed them to, and 
operated rather as individual actors in negotiating portfolios and executive 
offices.  
The practice of forming pre-electoral alliances, correlated to the fragmentation of 
the party system, allowed even minor political parties, sometimes rated by 
opinion polls below the electoral threshold, to gain parliamentary and 
governmental representation. Therefore, when addressing the portfolio 
allocation, I am counting all political parties participating in a coalition 
government as distinct, irrespective of the way they gained seats in the 
parliament - through an alliance or independently.  
To answer the first research hypothesis regarding the proportionality of the 
Romanian coalition cabinets I will be using the disproportionality index of 
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portfolio allocation proposed by Lucca Verziquelli (Verzichelli 2010), based on 
the following formula.  
 

D = ∑ |(mi/tm) – (si/cs)| 
 
In this case, “D” is the disproportionality index, “m” stands for “ministry 
positions”, “i” represents a political party, while “tm” the total number of 
members of a cabinet. Besides the ministerial portfolios, on various occasions 
cabinets included as members deputy prime ministers with or without 
portfolios, ministers delegate, and even state secretaries or other governmental 
officials raised to the status of cabinet member to elevate the political weight of 
their office. For example, after the 1996 elections, the first cabinet led by prime 
minister Victor Ciorbea included as members no less than 3 state secretaries 
from the Finance, Defense and Industry and Commerce Ministries. Another 
example is the General Secretary of the Government whose status varied over 
time from attending the cabinet meetings without being part of the cabinet to 
being a full member. While I am including all these positions in the membership 
of a government, I am excluding from the calculation of disproportionality non-
partisan, independent ministries. 
The index itself ranges from 0, which equals perfect proportionality, to 1 as an 
indication of complete disproportionality. Verzichelli’s model illustrates both an 
unweighted version of the index, in which all portfolios are equal, and a 
weighted one, in which the prime minister's position counts as double. For this 
article, I am using the unweighted version, which does not differentiate between 
the prime minister and the rest of the portfolios.  
The proportionality rule comes with a caveat, requiring the largest party to 
concede to its smaller partners at least one of the prominent ministries. 
(Oppermann and Brummer 2020). Foreign policy and defense, especially in the 
post-communist context, seemed to have been less divisive issues therefore they 
could easily go to a party that does not lead the government. To look at the 
preferences of political parties for defense and foreign affairs ministries, in terms 
of what party gets them, I am proposing a quantitative approach. Furthermore, I 
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will provide a contextual analysis of the data that could allow for a deeper 
understanding of how party preferences were shaped. 
Besides my own research, I am using the database on coalition governance in 
Central and Eastern Europe, provided by the European Representative 
Democracy Data Archive (ERDDA). 

 
Beyond proportionality  
 
Hypothesis: While proportionality remains the norm in coalition governments 

in post-communist Romania, the second most important coalition partner is more likely 
to get either the foreign affairs or defense ministry.  

To verify the validity of this hypothesis, the article explores first the 
evidence regarding proportionality and then the allocation of foreign affairs and 
defense cabinet positions, in quantitative terms. Nevertheless, the context is 
decisive and a deeper dive into some contextual elements can shed further light 
on the numbers themselves.  

The graph below displays the disproportionality index for the portfolio 
allocation in 22 coalition cabinets analyzed in this study. 
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Graph 1 

 
 

The average disproportionality of portfolio allocation for Romanian coalitions 
between 1992 and 2020 is 0.14, very much in line with the average of the 
Western European democracies1. One look beyond such average and the index 
itself reveals however a more nuanced picture at the extremes of the range.  
The most disproportionate cabinets (Ungureanu and Ponta 1) were both formed 
in the same year, 2012, under particular circumstances, and were short-lived. At 
the same time, they both were caused by a change in the prime minister's office 
and, in both cases, the disproportionality worked in favor of the junior coalition 
partner or partners, albeit for different reasons. In February 2012, then prime 

 

1 The average unweighted disproportionality in Verzichelli’s study was 0.10. 
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minister Emil Boc resigned under increasing social and political pressure1, and 
an independent prime minister was appointed in his place, Mihai Răzvan 
Ungureanu, a former career diplomat, and foreign affairs minister. Mihai 
Răzvan Ungureanu was endorsed and politically supported by the Liberal 
Democratic Party (PDL) and president Traian Basescu. Confronted with a 
volatile political climate and a fragile majority, in the face of an increasingly 
stronger and united opposition, the newly formed cabinet favored junior 
partners and compensated them with a higher proportion of cabinet position 
than their parliamentary strengths would have justified. Thus, the senior 
coalition partner – PDL – held only 60% of the portfolios despite its 74% 
contribution to the parliamentary strengths of the government. On the other 
hand, the second most important party, the Democratic Union of Hungarians of 
Romania (UDMR), was awarded 27% of the cabinet positions for its 14% quota 
of parliamentary seats. The third coalition party, the National Union for the 
Progress of Romania (UNPR) received for its 12% of seats 13% of the portfolios, 
including both foreign affairs and defense ministries, and the letter was 
attributed to the president of the party (see Annex 1). The fragility of this 
cabinet, which may account for its higher degree of disproportionality, resulted 
in a very short life cycle. After less than three months, Ungureanu government 
failed to pass a non-confidence vote in the Parliament (expressed in the 
Romanian system through a censorship motion) and was removed from office. 2 

In May 2012, a new government was formed, led by Victor Ponta, 
president of the Social Democratic Party. The first Ponta cabinet has been the 
most disproportionate yet, but for a different reason than the cabinet it had just 
replaced. In negotiating a political alliance of the unified opposition – the Social 
Liberal Union, meant to defeat the incumbent party and president, the social-

 

1 In February 2012, a series of protests erupted in Romania. Prime minister Emil Boc 
resigned “to release the tension in the country’s political and social situation.” 
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2012/feb/06/romania-pm-cabinet-resign.  
2 The censorship motion passed on April 27, 2012, with 235 votes, four more than the 
threshold required. https://www.cnn.com/2012/04/27/world/europe/romania-
government-collapse  
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democrats agreed to an equal representation in a future cabinet with the 
National Liberal Party and its smaller ally, the Conservative Party.1 Thus, 
following the successful censorship motion against the Ungureanu cabinet, 
when Victor Ponta was called to form a new government, the liberals and social 
democrats ended up with equal shares of portfolios, although the Social 
Democratic Party had twice as many parliamentary seats as the National Liberal 
Party. This was considered a strategic victory for the liberals at that time, but it 
eventually lasted only a few more months, until the proximate parliamentary 
elections, in December 2012. While the Social Liberal Union won the elections in 
a landslide and Victor Ponta remained prime minister, the post-electoral 
bargaining process in the coalition led to a different outcome of the portfolio 
allocation and to a new government with a distinct structure. Thus, the second 
Ponta cabinet became one of the most proportional ones in the post-communist 
history of coalition governments, with the social democrats holding 52% of the 
portfolios against a 53% weight in the parliamentary coalition supporting the 
government, and the liberals being awarded 37% of the cabinet members against 
38% of parliamentary strength.  
This leads us to take a deeper look at the other end of the index, to investigate 
the cabinets closest to perfect proportionality and the context in which they were 
created and operated. 
Thus, 3 of the 4 most proportionate cabinets were negotiated immediately after 
parliamentary elections (in 2008 – Boc 1, in 2012 - Ponta 2, in 2004 - Tariceanu 1), 
while Ponta 4 was caused by the withdrawal from a government of a junior 
partner, following the loss of presidential elections for prime minister Ponta. In 
fact, all coalition cabinets formed following parliamentary elections in the last 
two decades, regardless their numerical or ideological composition, are in the 

 

1 According to the provisions of Chapter VII of the Social Liberal Union Constitutive Act, 
the two components of the alliance (PSD and PNL+PC) would be equally represented in 
the government, without considering the prime minister office. 
https://media.hotnews.ro/media_server1/document-2011-02-4-8272317-0-protocol-psd-
pnl.pdf  
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top ten most proportionate (Nastase 1 in 2000, Tariceanu 1 in 2004, Boc 1 in 2008, 
Ponta 2 in 2012 and Grindeanu in 2016). 
In 2008, the Social Democratic Party and the Liberal Democratic Party were very 
close to mathematical equality, as the difference between them was less than 1%. 
The social democrats won the most votes, however, the democrat liberals gained 
8 seats more in the Parliaments. As PSD and PDL formed the new government, 
each having half of the portfolios was the logical distribution. 
Inside this pursuit of proportionality, some portfolios are preferred over the 
others by different political parties. Nevertheless, the data below contradicts the 
hypothesis that the second in size coalition partner is likely to receive the foreign 
affairs or defense ministry. Out of the 22 coalitions, this was the case in less than 
half. The second coalition partner received foreign affairs in 10 cases, a third 
party in 2 cases, while in other two instances the ministers joined the office as 
independents, although having the support of a political party. (see Graph 2). 
The picture is even more striking when it comes to defense ministries, preferred 
by the main party of a coalition in half of the cases. In only 8 cabinets the junior 
coalition partner held both offices. (See Graph 3) 
The number is smaller if we look at coalition cycles and specific parties. Between 
1996 and 2000, in the successive cabinets coalesced around the Democratic 
Convention and the Social Democratic Union, the Democratic Party held the 
foreign affairs and defense ministries for the entire duration of this cycle, except 
for a short period of two months when it temporarily left the government. 
Between 2008 and 2012, the National Union for Romania’s Progress (UNPR), the 
third party in size, claimed these portfolios when participating in Boc and 
Ungureanu cabinets, and the National Liberal Party received them as part of the 
coalition bargaining with the social democrats in the first Ponta cabinet, whose 
particular circumstances were referenced above. 
Later on, UNPR preferred a deputy prime minister position, presiding over 
national security and defense matters, rather than the ministerial position itself, 
while the liberals gave up both portfolios after the 2012 elections preferring a 
deputy prime minister position for their finance minister, as well as the internal 
affairs portfolio.  
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Graph 2 

 
 

Graph 3 
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4.CONCLUSIONS AND OPPORTUNITIES FOR FUTURE 
RESEARCH 
 
The article examined data from 22 coalition governments in post-communist 
Romania to determine the validity of one hypothesis. This was partially 
contradicted by our findings. In the first instance, the assertion that 
proportionality is the overall principle in coalition bargaining and portfolio 
allocation in Romania was verified. The index calculated for Romania shows 
similarities with the Western European average, being closer to perfect 
proportionality than to complete disproportionality.  
At the same time, a closer look to the particularities of different coalitions’ 
distribution on the proportionality index scale revealed that the more 
disproportionate cabinets were formed under rather unusual circumstances. On 
the other hand, as a more recent tendency, cabinets formed immediately after 
the parliamentary elections displayed a higher degree of proportionality. Thus, a 
possible direction for further qualitative research could be to examine under 
what conditions Romanian political parties and party leaders were or may be 
more willing to compromise at the expense of proportional representation in the 
government, and what motivates them. 
Against the background of proportionality, the junior partners are not 
necessarily rewarded with foreign affairs and defense ministries, as enounced in 
the hypothesis. There is no distinguishable rule or pattern to predict with 
certainty that either of these portfolios or both would go to a different party than 
the main coalition party. On the contrary, as far as the defense ministry is 
concerned, the data shows it goes more often to the senior party. Foreign affairs 
ministry, however, was more likely than defense to go to a different party that 
the one holding the prime minister office. 
These findings open up the opportunity and need for further studies. 
Qualitative research, particularly interviews with former party leaders involved 
in coalition bargaining and former ministers may prove not just an useful but a 
central piece in understanding the preference for these two portfolios or the lack 
thereof, and how their salience might have evolved over time. An inquiry into 
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the thinking and reasoning of political leaders involved in negotiating these 
portfolios could establish whether and how the NATO and EU memberships 
impacted portfolio salience in relationship to foreign affairs and defense. The 
next step would be extending the inquiry to other former communist countries 
from Central and Eastern Europe and identify regional tendencies. 
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Annex 1 

Cabinet Party % cabinet % coalition 
seats

Foreign 
Affairs 

Portfolio

Defense 
Portfolio

First party PSD 91% 80% x x
Second party PUNR 9% 20%

First party PNTCD 46% 40%
Second party PD 21% 18% x x

First party PNTCD 48% 40%
Second party PD 24% 24% x x

First party PNTCD 64% 51% x
Second party PNL 23% 24%
Independent x
First party PNTCD 42% 39%

Second party PD 33% 23% x x
First party PNTCD 42% 40%

Second party PD 33% 24% x x
First party PNTCD 44% 40%

Second party PD 22% 23% x x
First party PNTCD 47% 41%

Second party PD 24% 24% x x
First party PDSR(PSD) 88% 90% x x

Second party PSDR 8% 6%
First party PNL 42% 42% x x

Second party PD 29% 30%
First party PNL 48% 48% x

Second party PD 33% 35% x
First party PNL 78% 73% x x

Second party UDMR 22% 30%
First party PDL 50% 51% x

Second party PSD 50% 49% x
First party PDL 67% 79% x

Second party UDMR 27% 15%
Third party UNPR 7% 7% x x
First party PDL 60% 74%

Second party UDMR 27% 14%
Third party UNPR 13% 12% x x
First party PSD 47% 61%

Second party PNL 47% 35% x x
First party PSD 52% 53% x x

Second party PNL 37% 38%
First party PSD 78% 71% x x

Second party UDMR 9% 9%
First party PSD 71% 72% x

Second party ALDE 19% 18%
Independent x
First party PSD 85% 88% x

Second party ALDE 15% 12% x
First party PSD 85% 88% x

Second party ALDE 15% 12% x
First party PSD 85% 88% x

Second party ALDE 15% 12% x

Tudose

Dăncilă 1

Ponta 1

Ponta 2

Ponta 3

Grindeanu

Boc 3

Ungureanu

Ponta 4

Văcăroiu 1

Ciorbea 1

Ciorbea 2

Ciorbea 3

Vasile 1

Vasile 2

Isărescu 1

Isărescu 2

Năstase 1

Tăriceanu 1

Tăriceanu 2

Tăriceanu 3

Boc 1
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Abstract: 
The current political context surrounding the Israel-Palestine conflict is often 
seen as significantly contributing to the resurgent antisemitism in many 
European countries. This Antisemitism has two dimensions: on the one hand, 
one of renewal – if we are to talk about the far-right antisemitism and on the 
other hand, one of metamorphosing, in relation to far-left antisemitism. Often 
hidden behind the mask of political critique of the Israeli politics, the far-left 
antisemitism mixes aspects related to the Jewish life in Europe with certain 
peculiarities of Netanyahu’s government policies towards Palestine. Therefore, 
this paper will aim at identifying whether the EU’s support for these NGO’s  can 
be viewed as tolerating the anti-Semitic attitudes of the NGO’s whose programs 
it finances, or whether these attitudes are to be regarded as independent from 
the initiatives of the NGOs that are financed by the EU. 
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1.INTRODUCTION 
 
As the Oslo Accords were signed in the early 1990’s, the relations between the 
EU and Israel seemed to develop towards a more positive direction. Official 
initiatives like granting Israel a special status at the Esssen European Council in 
1994, and the Association Agreement in 1995 represent clear proofs of 
willingness to improve the relations on both sides. However, the political 
internal developments in Israel – especially the leadership of Benjamin 
Netanyahu – as well as the beginning of the Second Intifada in 2001 eliminated 
any hope for the continuation of the Peace Process. This, in the end, led to the 
old patterns of the relations between the EU and Israel. The main character of 
these patterns was determined by the tense political relations between the two 
actors in respect to solving the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. The return to these 
patterns affected not only the EU’s relations with Israel, but also the perception 
of Israel in the EU. One of the main consequences of this change is represented 
by the rampant anti-Semitism after 2000, which was mainly fueled by Israel’s 
continued policy on building settlements and was amplified by a big number of 
so-called pro-Palestine NGOs. Thus, this article will focus on exploring the role 
played by some of these NGOs in propagating anti-Semitic narratives as anti-
Zionist argumentations, starting from identifying different approaches towards 
the definition of anti-Zionism. Besides the literature available in the field, the 
research is based also on official reports by the Ministry of Strategic Affairs of 
Israel, and by organisations in the field of civil society. 
The article will include five subsections covering theoretical and analytical 
discussions. The first subsection is mainly a description of the current context in 
regard to the influence of antisemitism on the relations between the EU and 
Israel as well as of the evolution of antisemitism in Europe. Further, the second 
subsection describes the methodological approach behind the analysis of the 
NGOs included in research. Also, the second subsection indicates the main 
objective of the research. The third subsection of the research describes the 
framework in which the New Antisemitism in particular is approached by the 
European Union as part of a larger spectrum of anti-Semitic nuances in Europe 
in a post-World War II context. The fourth subsection is a description of the 
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context in which the pro-Palestine NGOs developed in the civil society culture 
in Europe as well as of the directions in which these organisations decide to act. 
Also, this part brings into discussion the European political culture as a scene on 
which these NGOs developed, and their ideological directions as instruments 
towards their objectives. Finally, the fifth subsection focuses on the analysis of 
different elements related to the actions of the NGOs: history, modus operandi, 
funding, records of anti-Semitic discourse. The entire analysis is built upon the 
review of the activity of a set of NGOs that are active within the EU, and which 
have a record in relation to different anti-Israel activities, mainly BDS. The 
analysis is also based on these NGOs connections to the European Union 
through the financial funding that they received for various projects that they 
developed. Therefore, the last subsection covers this analysis starting from the 
records of these NGOs in relation to the funding they received, and to their 
overall activities. A major role in this analysis is also played by the ideological 
background upon which these NGOs built their narratives, and acted. Therefore, 
it can be said that the research gravitates around an ideological conundrum 
created through the interaction between the narratives of these NGOs and the 
EU’s involvement in combating antisemitism.  
 

a. European Union, Israel and European antisemitism 
 
The relations between the European Union (EU) and the State of Israel manifest 
a set of particularities determined by the triangle EU, Israel and the Jewish 
community in the EU. The element connecting the three actors is the common 
history of Europe and the Jewish people in the twentieth century, intertwined 
with the way in which the relations between different European countries and 
Israel developed. The symbolical eight-day visit of the first afterwar German 
chancellor Konrad Adenauer to Israel on 2 May 1966 (Feron, 1966) indicated a 
clear direction in respect to the future relations of Europe and Israel, as well as 
to its anti-Semitic past.  Overall, the European history created an environment 
that gave space for good relations between certain European countries and 
Israel. This means that there is a certain awareness at the level of European 
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population regarding responsibility for the post-WW2 generations in relation to 
the Holocaust. 
 
However, as the time passed, the European political configuration was subject to 
massive changes, as also was the way in which the European antisemitism 
manifested itself despite of the sensitivity for the topic as an outcome of WWII. 
Events like the Six-Day War and the Yom Kippur War led to a vicious circle in 
which elements like the occupation of the East Jerusalem, Sinai Peninsula, the 
West Bank, Gaza Strip and the Golan Heights played and continue to play a 
major role. Not only these events had a major impact on the American and 
European politics in respect to the Middle East and Israel, specifically, but also 
on the transformation of antisemitism. One such example is represented by the 
French Left which during the Six Day war radically changed its view towards 
the Jews. In the words of Colin Schindler: 
 

‘On the eve of the Six Day war in 1967, amidst talk of another massacre of the Jews 
– the imagery in France was that of the emaciated Jew in the striped pyjamas and his 
post-war liberated successor, the socialist kibbutznik who made the desert bloom. 
During the war, the image of the jackbooted Jewish conqueror emerged, seemingly 
aided and abetted by a coordinated Jewish lobby which was centrally pulling the 
political strings in a multitude of countries.’ (Schindler 2014) 

 
After the two major wars, the first official significant position taken by the 
European Union in regard to the political situation in Israel in relation to 
Palestine is the 1980 Venice Declaration that frontally approaches the topic of 
settlements. The nine states involved in the Declaration were considering the 
Israeli settlements “a serious obstacle to the peace process in the Middle East” 
(European Council 1980). However, the Venice Declaration’s reference to 
settlements was an almost incidental one, as its main focus was represented by 
the general improvement of the situation of Palestinian people. The main tool 
proposed by the Declaration for reaching its objectives was the implementation 
of ‘two principles accepted by the international community: the right to 
existence and to security of all the states in the region, including Israel, and 
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justice for all the peoples, which implies the recognition of the legitimate rights 
of the Palestinian people’ (European Council 1980). 
After a long history of religious antisemitism, and after the events that occurred 
during the World War II, the more and more present pro-Palestine organisations 
(many of them very active in Europe) began promoting a new form of 
antisemitism. This new type of antisemitism is mainly focused on denying the 
right to existence of the State of Israel. (Schindler 2014; Steinberg 2009) Although 
not universally considered as antisemitism, the anti-Zionism covers certain 
behaviors that are considered anti-Semitic in the European countries that 
adopted the 2016 IHRA definition of antisemitism.  Some of these are: accusing 
Jewish citizens of being more loyal to Israel, claiming that the existence of a State 
of Israel is a racist endeavor, and drawing comparisons of contemporary Israel 
policy to that of the Nazis  
Moreover, many of the policies of the Israeli government under prime-minister 
Benjamin Netanyahu often and considerably fueled the anti-Semitic feelings 
promoted by the afore mentioned organisations. Laws like those of Settlements 
or the National Law in 2018 represent elements that only justified, in the minds 
of those militating against Israel, actions related to the Boycott, Divestment, 
Sanctions (BDS) movement. According to an official answer given by the former 
Vice-President of the European Commission, Federica Mogherini “the EU rejects 
the BDS campaigns attempts to isolate Israel and is opposed to any boycott of 
Israel” (European Parliament 2016). In this context, it is easily understood that 
the EU rejects any anti-Semitic narrative, and that it is part of a symphony with 
other institutions like the OHCHR Special Rapporteur on freedom of religion or 
belief, according to whom “the objectives, activities and effects of the BDS 
movement are fully anti-Semitic” (OHCHR 2019).  
From an institutional point of view, while the EU Fundamental Rights Agency 
was tasked to monitor the evolution of antisemitism in Europe, as well as 
identifying its causes and consequences a major role is played by the EU’s 
foreign policy as part of the European External Action Service’s duties. This 
situation changed in December 2015 when the Vice-President of the European 
Commission, Frans Timmermans, together with the Commissioner for Justice, 
Consumers and Gender Equality, Vera Jourova, appointed two coordinators 



EUROPOLITY, vol. 15, no. 1, 2021 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

230  Continuity and Change in European Governance 
 

tasked with combatting antisemitism and anti-Muslim hatred. The main 
objectives of the two’s activities are “to bring the concerns of the respective 
communities to the attention of the political level of the Commission, and help 
coordinate efforts across services in the context of the Commission's overarching 
policy on racism, xenophobia and other forms of intolerance” (European 
Commission 2015). 
 
 
2. METHODOLOGY  

 
Given the main objective of the paper, the research will be based on exploring 
the European network of pro-Palestine NGOs involved in different actions 
targeting the Israeli government. Thus, the selected cases are NGOs that are 
active in the Palestinian Occupied Territories, and which received funding for 
different projects from the European Union after 2016 when the IHRA Working 
Definition of Antisemitism was adopted. Another criterion according to which 
the NGOs were selected for analysis is represented by their involvement in 
activities related to BDS. This approach is supported by the fact that the IHRA 
definition, although not legally binding and not adopted by all the EU countries, 
provides a set of criteria regarding what is considered to be antisemitism in the 
European framework. This approach is relevant as it is strongly related to the 
ideological background behind the financing of these NGOs.  Also, the fact that 
these NGOs receive funding from the EU represents the criterion of selecting the 
case studies in this article. The paper will also explore some practices and 
ideological characteristics of these NGOs in regard to Israel, and in relation to 
topics like Israeli settlements in the Occupied Territories, BDS, and Israeli 
domestic and regional politics. The purpose of this is to identify certain common 
traits of the actions of these NGOs and the objectives they want to reach. 
However, this does not imply that one might be able to foresee certain actions, 
but rather to identify a certain trend in the relation between the EU and certain 
NGOs.  
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b. The IHRA Definition and the New Antisemitism  
 

A major game changer came in May 2016, when the International Holocaust 
Remembrance Alliance (IHRA) plenary in Bucharest adopted the non-legally 
binding working definition of antisemitism. While controversial, the definition 
is instrumental for the activity of the European institutions when approaching 
the topic of antisemitism. Among other aspects related to antisemitism, the 
definition includes “denying the Jewish people their right to self-determination, 
(...) by claiming that the existence of a State of Israel is a racist endeavor.” (IHRA 
2016). While controversial, the definition was adopted or endorsed by 21 EU and 
non-EU countries so far. As the EU Working Definition of Antisemitism 
indicates, the EU was using an almost similar definition quite long before the 
IHRA adopted its own definition of antisemitism (European Union 2007). The 
innovation brought by the definition is that it addresses a more recent type of 
antisemitism – the one coming from the left spectrum of politics. The New 
Antisemitism is mainly connected to the denial of the State of Israel and it often 
uses the anti-Zionism as a cover. However, the „anti-Israel bias does not include 
legitimate criticism of the Israeli government, its policies, or its politicians” 
(Anti-Defamation League). The European Commission follows the same line of 
thinking, and shares the idea that anti-Zionism and antisemitism are at least 
adjacent.  
The origins of the New Antisemitism lie in the very existence of the State of 
Israel. This is due to the fact that it rejects the right of the Jewish people to have 
a state. In the words of the former leader of the Swedish Liberal Party and 
Deputy Prime Minister of Sweden, Per Ahlmark, the New Antisemitism is 
“often less directed against individual Jews. It attacks primarily the collective 
Jews, the State of Israel. And then such attacks start a chain reaction of assault 
on individual Jews and Jewish institutions (…). Today, the most dangerous 
antisemites might be those who want to make the world Judenstaatrein, free of a 
Jewish state” (Yad Vashem 2002). Additionally, “the new antisemitism projects 
traditional conceptions of ‘the Jew’ onto Israel as the collective Jew. For this 
reason, traditional definitions of the ideology of antisemitism apply fully to its 
new manifestation” (Marcus 2015). However, the way in which it is called was 
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not considered to be proper, as Pierre-Andre Taguieff insists on calling it 
Judeophobia for the reason that: 
 

 “Post-Nazi Judeophobia is grounded not upon the vulgar racialist theories of the 
late nineteenth century, with their myth of a ‘race war’ between two imaginary 
constructs, ‘Semites’ and ‘Aryans,’ but upon a set of cultural and political elements 
quite different from those characterizing the antisemitism of the Dreyfus Affair or 
the state racism of the National Socialists” (Taguieff 2004) 

 
Although it is not connected in any way to the traditional Muslim antisemitism, 
the New Antisemitism comes also from different members of the Arab 
community and from Arab organisations, together with non-Arab supporters. 
The main reason for this is that the New Antisemitism is not much related to the 
old Muslim anti-Semitic myths, but rather to the political events involving the 
political relations between Israel and the Arab World, with very few exceptions. 
According to those supporting the existence of a ‘new antisemitism’, this 
concept manifests itself in two ways, as identified by Klug. The first one is 
originated in the fact that “a new wave or outbreak of hostility towards Jews 
began with the start of the second Palestinian intifada in September 2000 and is 
continuing at the present time” (Klug 2003). The second one, according to the 
same author, “is said to involve a new form or type of hostility towards Jews: 
hostility towards Israel […] However, those who hold this view tend to think 
that the new form of antisemitism has intensified with the recent intifada”. Both 
ways of manifestation of the new antisemitism share a common trait which is its 
popularity among the liberal-left circles of intellectuals and activists. 
Even though it can be said that it has been around for a while, the New 
Antisemitism became more visible due to the Second Intifada – which is 
considered to have „discredited the Oslo Accords and delivered a blow to the 
Israel peace camp, from which it has yet to recover” (Ben-Atar 2015). A 
consequence of this development was that anti-Semitic feelings were becoming 
more inflated among the European population while they were clearly 
perceived by the Jewish population: 
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„While 59 percent of EU citizens considered Israel the greatest danger for world 
peace at the time of the Second Intifada, in Austria that statistic was 69 percent. In 
2011, 42 percent of Austrians thought that Israelis acted just as inhumanely to the 
Palestinians as the Nazis once did to the Jews.  This Israel-related antisemitism 
correlates with the classical hostility toward Jews: 43 percent of Austrians hold the 
Jews accountable for the current financial crisis” (Grigat 2015). 

 
Although controversial, the IHRA working definition of anti-Semitism succeeds 
in drawing a clear distinction between what is a legitimate criticism, and 
criticism that spills over into anti-Semitic hate speech. The way in which it does 
this is by specifically addressing the elements that fuel manifestations of New 
Antisemitism. A clear example of this distinction can be seen in all the official 
communiques of the European External Action Service addressing different 
actions of the current Israeli government, and which may affect the Two-State 
Solution. However, while Anthony Lerman considers that „no definition ever 
saved a Jew from experiencing antisemitism” (Lerman 2018), the IHRA 
definition definitely represents at least the beginning of another significant effort 
to deal with the anti-Israel antisemitism hidden under the mask of legitimate 
criticism and freedom of speech.  
 

c. Non-Government Organisations (NGO) and the European politics in 
respect to Israel 

 
In spite of a not very old tradition of lobbying in Europe it can be said that the 
Non-State Actors (NSA), especially different NGOs involved with promoting 
human rights, play a significant role in influencing European policies, either 
domestic or foreign. Regarding the role played by the NSAs, in our case the 
human rights organisations, it has to be mentioned that the EU engagement with 
NSAs has become part and parcel of EU policy-making as it contributes to 
increasing both EU’s legitimacy and efficiency (Voltolini 2013).  
In the words of Alexander Grasse “Interregional and cross-border cooperation 
on the part of subnational authorities is now an established feature of everyday 
politics, as in the case of the presence of regional lobby groups in Brussels...The 
establishment of the Committee of the Regions (CoR), the fixing of the 
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subsidiarity principle in the Maastricht Treaty and thus the supposed anchoring 
of the regions as a definite third level of European politics, as well as 
Commission policy addressing the regions directly as objects of policy....-all 
these factors can be taken to indicate an apparently irreversible and uniform 
trend towards regionalization in Europe” (Grasse 2001). Regarding the 
regionalization, it has to be mentioned that ‘there are numerous cases of 
persisting multidimensional regionalization processes by non-state actors, and 
innovative new types of actors, namely coalitions of state-market-civil society-
external actors’ (Bojinović 2012). Although one may argue that this can apply 
only to the domestic policies of the EU, Grasse supports the idea that „the third 
level will continue to paint an exceedingly heterogeneous picture. With the 
Eastern enlargement of the EU imminent, and the very different traditions and 
minority issues this will bring with it, the picture will become yet more 
complex”. (Grasse 2001) 
Despite the fact that the 2005 EU Action Plan for Israel includes specific 
references to the Israel-Palestine conflict and it addresses elements like 
„improving economic and social conditions for all populations” (European 
Commission 2005), and combating „hate crimes, which can be fueled by anti-
Semitic propaganda in the media and on the internet”(European Commission 
2005), one very interesting aspect is that elements that might threaten the 
capacity of Israel to engage in free trade or its state sovereignty are not regarded 
as anti-Semitic. In this specific case it is very difficult to conclude whether this 
omission was because the IHRA definition was not yet adopted at the moment 
or, as in the case of the EU Guidelines prohibiting the allocation of the Union’s 
funds to Israel in the Occupied Territories, the European Commission „has set a 
double standard: it has one rule for the Jewish State, and a different one for the 
rest of the world” (Bell et al. 2013). Nevertheless, through this document the EU 
promises to „jointly review the implementation of the recommendations on 
combating antisemitism of the EUMC and other European bodies, with a view 
to working together on monitoring and education” (European Commission, 
2005).  
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The overall activity of the NGOs involved in supporting the Palestinian cause 
and opposing the Israeli government manifests a complex and nuanced 
approach. The relationship of some of them (many of which expressing strong 
anti-Zionist or anti-Semitic opinions) with the European Commission (EC) often 
left space for a supposed antisemitism rhetoric on EC’s side. Even under the 
scrutiny of Israel’s Ministry of Strategic Affairs on EU’s funding of some of these 
organisations, a clear proved anti-Semitic label was impossible to be attached to 
the EU since „the EU funding has been granted for projects not directly related 
to promoting boycotts, due to insufficient oversight and information-gathering 
regarding the actual use of all funds” (Israel Ministry of Strategic Affairs 2019). 
Nevertheless, based on the IHRA definition and the topics to which anti-
Zionism aims, many human rights NGOs in Palestine, Israel and Europe are 
often involved in propagating anti-Semitic biased information and hate speech 
that might put in danger lives of Jewish individuals. By conducting their 
activities under the flag of human rights, the NGOs engaged in these endeavors 
become protected by a sort of „halo effect” that helps them avoid analysis and 
accountability for their actions (Steinberg 2009).  
Rin relation to the way in which some of the human rights NGOs cross the thin 
line between the legitimate criticism of Israel and antisemitism, the description 
of (Steinberg 2009) provides us with the ideological context in which they act: 
 

„By the mid-1980s these organisations were very powerful international actors. Yet 
a few years later, with the coming of glasnost, perestroika, and the end of the Cold 
War, their agendas necessarily shifted and expanded. […] The link between post-
colonial ideology and NGOs, particularly in their activities related to the Arab-
Israeli conflict, is illustrated by powerful organisations such as War on Want and 
Christian Aid - both based in Britain. While claiming humanitarian objectives, these 
NGOs also lead political campaigns under banners such as opposition to the "root 
causes of global poverty, inequality and injustice” 

 
While the ideological context and the objectives according to which these NGOs 
act are known to different EU’s institutional actors involved in supporting them 
due to their presence in the EU lobby register or their visibility in media, many 
of these organisations are still funded from European public funds, despite the 
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EU’s efforts to combat antisemitism. The antisemitism is still very present in 
Europe, in spite of different scholars who consider that while there are still some 
autochthonous anti-Semites in Europe „their numbers are small and their 
extreme views are rejected by the vast majority of Europeans” (Mearsheimer et 
al. 2006). According to the European Commission against Racism and 
Intolerance  
 

“Jewish people in Europe continue to be confronted with antisemitic hatred, 
including violence. Extremist groups, especially Neo-Nazis and Islamists, pose 
particular threats to the safety of Jewish communities and their members across the 
continent. Jewish institutions, such as synagogues, community centres and 
cemeteries, are often vandalised, also in reaction to events in the Middle East. The 
view that attacks on Jewish persons and property could be considered as justifiable 
reactions to policies or actions of the Israeli government is, regrettably, widespread 
and not only held by members of extremist groups” (ECRI, 2018) 

 
In relation to BDS, the Anti-Defamation League (2019) claims that the European 
support for it was relatively low while having the highest rates “in Belgium, 
where 18 percent said they supported BDS; and in Denmark, Sweden and the 
U.K., where support for the boycott hovered around 15 percent”  
 

d. „Boycott Divestment and Sanctions” (BDS) and Pro-Palestine NGOs  
 
The issue of an anti-Semitic narrative behind the European Union’s efforts to 
manage its relationship with Israel, especially in respect to the Israel-Palestine 
conflict, becomes more complicated when connected to EU funds going to 
certain human rights NGOs manifesting a strong anti-Zionist character. 
Although they receive the funds, these NGOs have projects that are consistently 
focused on promoting the boycott against Israeli goods. In the aftermath of the 
2000 Second Intifada, the UN-sponsored World Conference against Racism in 
Durban took place. At this conference Israel was “once again singled out with 
charges of ethnic cleansing, racism, war crimes and crimes against humanity” 
(Judaken 2008). One of the outcomes of the Durban Conference was the 
establishing of the Palestinian BDS National Committee, whose role, among 
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other things, is to „strengthen and spread the culture of boycott as a central form 
of civil resistance to Israeli occupation, colonialism and apartheid” (BDS 2020). 
In the same spirit of the Conference from Durban the supporters of BDS 
movement use also the apartheid rhetoric.  
One aspect that is very important and it must be mentioned is that the NGOs 
involved in supporting the BDS movement do not make a clear distinction 
between their targets – as often the goods originating from the Occupied 
Territories are not the only ones boycotted -  in spite of the claim of Coulibaly 
that „for proponents of the strategy, the term occupation does not refer to an 
Israeli presence in territories acquired in the 1967, but rather refers to the 
establishment of Israel in 1948” (Coulibaly 2013). This aspect is relevant for our 
research since the very idea of human rights cannot be attached to those NGOs 
targeting the goods coming from the de jure Israeli territories. The very reason 
for this is that they do not act against goods coming from the Occupied 
Territories, which indeed are illegal from an international law perspective. For 
instance, regardless the 2005 EU-Israel Action Plan and the Free Trade 
Agreement (as part of the 2000 EU-Israel Association Agreement) „the BDS 
movement has been calling for the boycott of Israeli goods and the complete ban 
of Israeli products from EU markets (together with a policy of divestment from 
settlements and the imposition of sanctions). Others have often confused the 
issue of preferential treatment and labelling, while some NSAs deal with the 
broader implications of settlements for the Middle East Peace Process (Voltolini 
2013).  
In this context, since many of the NGOs involved with supporting the BDS 
movement are EU funded (though, not necessarily for the purpose of supporting 
the BDS), the relations between the EU and Israel as well as the approach of the 
EU towards antisemitism become intertwined in an ideological conundrum. The 
complexity of this situation is maintained through the red thread that is the 
financial aid that these organisations receive from the EU. Although the EU 2013 
Guidelines on the eligibility of Israeli entities clearly focuses on the distinction 
between the entities in the pre-1967 Israel, and in the Occupied Territories, the 
problematic aspect related to these NGOs is that some of them call for boycott 
on goods coming from the pre-1967 borders. The main reason for this 
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problematic situation is represented by how the border between the two areas is 
defined since it “whilst being socially constructed and a practice in and of itself 
– is an anchor not for a coherent set of practices, but rather for “incoherent 
implementation” (Bicchi et al. 2017) 
The second edition of the „The Money Trail” report, released by the Ministry of 
Strategic Affairs of the State of Israel brings into discussion the situation of „ten 
NGOs active in promoting boycotts in Israel” (Israel Ministry of Strategic Affairs 
2019) that either received or still receive direct funding from the EU. NGO 
Monitor is another organisation tracing the European funding of NGOs 
promoting the boycott of goods from Israel. In one of its reports, NGO Monitor 
identifies 23 NGOs that were recipients of a grant equal to €25 million. Among 
these NGOs are included the Union of Agricultural Committees (UAWC), Union 
of Palestinian Women’s Committees (UPWC), Al-Dameer, Defence for Children 
International - Palestine (DCI-P), Health Work Committees (HWC), Bisan 
Center, Palestinian Center for Human Rights (PCHR), Al-Haq and the 
Palestinian NGO (PNGO) (NGO Monitor, 2020a).  One of the consequences of 
the involvement of these EU funded NGOs in BDS related activities is reflected 
in the perception of Israeli citizens regarding the EU. While for a long period 
there was a strong positive view of the EU among the Israeli citizens as EU was 
seen as hospitable to potential Israeli accession, and therefore that Israel could 
and should join the EU in the foreseeable future (ECFR, 2016). Additionally, 
when asked what comes in their minds when they think about the EU, the 
leading answer among the Israel respondents was antisemitism (ECFR, 2016). 
The first NGO to approach in this research is Al-Haq. Established in in 1979, the 
NGO states as part of its mission to „promote Palestinian people’s human rights, 
defend them and enhance the rule of law and the culture and values of human 
rights according to the principles of international human rights and 
humanitarian law, and fight through holding perpetrators of these law 
accountable irrespective of their nationality” (Al-Haq 2019). According to the 
aforementioned report by the Israeli Ministry of Strategic Affairs, the 
organisation received in 2018 a total support of 296,600 euro. According to the 
same report, the NGO has been very active in pressuring the United Nations 
Human Rights Council to publish a „Black List” of companies with some 
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connection to Judea, Samaria and East Jerusalem. Additionally, according to 
NGO Monitor, the total support of 296,600 euro was granted by the EU for a 
project named “Empowering Palestinian Civil Society to Promote the Effective 
Reporting and Implementation on International Rights Instruments Palestine 
acceded 2014” (NGO Monitor 2020). This grant was the second after another one 
in 2011, when Al-Haq received also from the European Union 288,290 euro for a 
project “Mobilising Media to Empower Citizens and Civil Society for Human 
Rights, Democratic Reform, and Intr-Palestinian Reconciliation” Also, in 2017, 
together with a network of French organisations Al-Haq published a report 
titled „The Dangerous Liaisons of French Banks with the Israeli Occupation” 
which accused the French banks that they „indirectly contribute to the 
maintanance and development” of the settlements (RFI, 2017). Although Al-
Haq, based on its mission statement, brings into discussion terms like human 
rights, humanitarian law, or international legal jurisprudence, it did not manage 
to make public its financial details since 2009. Nevertheless, its main donors, 
according to NGO Monitor (2018) are the EU and the Human Rights and 
International Humanitarian Law Secretariat (which is a joint funding to which 
contribute countries like Denmark, the Netherlands, Sweden and Switzerland 
contribute), together with countries like Norway, Ireland, Italy, France and 
Spain.  
Al-Mezan is another Palestinian NGO established in 1999 in the Gaza Strip 
aiming “to promote and protect human rights with a focus on economic, social, 
and cultural rights in Occupied Palestine, with a focus on Gaza Strip” (Al 
Mezan, 2020). The only year when Al-Mezan made public the list of its donor 
partners was 2016, when the EU was not yet a partner. According to “The 
Money Trail” report, the NGO signed the “Palestinian Civil Society Call on 
BDS” in 2005. Also, in 2017, it supported the aforementioned “Black List” 
project. Similarly, in 2014, the organisation signed, together with other 
Palestinian organisations, a “public call urging for an intensification of the BDS 
campaign directed at the State of Israel” (Israeli Ministry of Strategic Affairs 
2019). The NGO was financed by the EU in 2018 with 449,997 euro, besides 
consistent donations from the Netherlands, Save the Children Norway, Medico 
International, Diakonia and American Friends Service Committee (NGO 
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Monitor 2018). The organisation expressed its support for Omar Barghouti, a co-
founder of the BDS movement, when in August 2016, submitted a joint 
complaint to the UN Special Rapporteur concerning the review of the residency 
status of Mr. Barghouti (Lawyers for Palestinian Human Rights, 2016). Al-Haq 
and Al-Mezan both received funds from the EU starting with 2018.  In 2019 was 
part of ‘7,2 million “Human Rights Fund Programme” funded by Sweden via 
the NGO Development Center (NGO Monitor, 2020c), Al-Mezan is a signatory 
to the 2005 “Palestinian Civil Society Call for BDS”. 
Another beneficiary of European funding is the Palestinian Non-Governmental 
Organisation Network (PNGO), which together with 3 other organisations 
received 1,200,000 euro. The organisation never made its annual reports public, 
although it “boasts of 135 NGOs in the West Bank and Gaza Strip that work 
across sectors in different developmental fields” (PNGO, 2020). The NGO is a 
member of the BDS National Committee (BNC), the leading Palestinian coalition 
of Boycott, Divestment and Sanctions groups against the State of Israel (Ministry 
of Strategic Affairs, 2019) – although this information is not mentioned in the 
Membership section on the website of the NGO. Additional to an workshop on 
boycotting Israel organized in 2012, PNGO signed in 2014 a public petition to 
the foreign ministers of EU member states in which it was claimed that “the 
failure to suspend the Association Agreement is a form of political support for 
Israel’s continued violations of international law that seems completely out of 
step with the EU's determination to act to hold other states to account, 
including, for example, Russia and Sri Lanka” (European Coordination of 
Committees and Associations for Palestine ECCPALESTINE – 2014). According 
to NGO Monitor (2020b)‚ the head of the EU Representative Office to the West 
Bank and Gaza sent in March 2020 a “clarification letter regarding the EU 
funded contracts” to PNGO, stressing that “it is understood that a natural 
person affiliated to, sympathizing with, or supporting any of the groups or 
entities mentioned in the EU restrictive lists is not excluded from benefiting 
from the EU-funded activities, unless his/her exact name and surname 
corresponds to any of the natural persons on the EU restrictive lists”. In the 
context of this letter, and other allegations surrounding PNGO and other pro 
Palestine NGOs, the Commissioner for Neighborhood and Enlargement Olivér 
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Várhelyi stated that he had instructed the heads of EU delegations to Israel, the 
West Bank, and Gaza to “look deep” into the allegations that some EU funds got 
o terror-linked or supporting NGOs, declaring that such funding “will not be 
tolerated” (NGO Monitor 2020b) 
Established in Geneva in 1979, but very active in Palestine, Defence for Children 
International (DCI) - with its local branch Defence for Children Palestine - is 
another NGO in the list of the EU funded organisations supporting BDS. While 
collaborating with American BDS organisations like US Campaign for 
Palestinian Rights, American Muslims for Palestine, Jewish Voice for Peace, and 
the American Friends Service Committee, it also signed the 2005 “Palestinian 
Petition Calling for BDS against the State of Israel. While the organisation claims 
that its “highest value is the pursuit of each child’s interests” (DCI Palestine 
2020), it also stays committed to supporting the BDS activities. Together with 
other organisations, DCI Palestine was the incumbent of two EU grants totaling 
1,680,534 euro (Ministry of Strategic Affairs 2019). Between 2017-2020, DCI-P 
received a European grant of 981,298 euro for a project named „Prevention, 
mitigation, and rehabilitation for Palestinian children” (NGO Monitor 2020b). 
Slightly more transparent than the NGOs mentioned so far is the Applied 
Research Institute Jerusalem (ARIJ). Established in 1990, one of the NGO’s 
objectives is “to catalyze coordination and cooperation between the various 
groups and institutions working in economic development, and to facilitate the 
creation of a multi-sector planning unit” (ARIJ 2020). It received, together with 
another organisation 494,361 euro in 2017 (Ministry of Strategic Affairs, 2019). 
Nevertheless, in spite of its declared involvement with agricultural activities, the 
NGO is also part of the BNC and it signed the 2005 „Palestinian Civil Society 
Call for BDS” (BDS 2005), as well as a public call against the Aprtheid Wall in 
2014 (Ministry of Strategic Affairs 2019). 
Among the organisations from Europe worth mentioning for the purpose of this 
research, the Norwegian People’s Aid received 2,300,000 euro in 2017, Un Ponte 
Per (Italy) received 2,000,000 euro, Comite Catholique Contre la Faim et pour le 
Developpement (France) was part of a joint grant (798,843 euro) with another 
organisation, and the Irish organisation TROCAIRE, which was part of 6 EU 
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grants with other organisations (Ministry of Strategic Affairs 2019). 
 
 
3.CONCLUSIONS  

 
As the research points out, the involvement of these organisations in actions that 
have a strong anti-Zionist and anti-Semitic character raises potentially negative 
evaluations of the EU’s efforts in combating antisemitism. However, these 
dynamics need to be assessed in a much larger context in which political aspects 
related to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict are related. More specifically, the EU-
Israel relations, as well as the Israel’s actions in the region play an important role 
in understanding the whole context. 
These organisations, their modus operandi, as well as the funds they use for 
their activities help us partially grasp their approach towards the concept of 
human rights, social justice, and equality. The reports used for this research 
pointed out to significant structural issues regarding the EU’s monitoring and 
control mechanisms, especially as they are related to the activities of beneficiary 
organisations receiving funds. Moreover, the fact that the NGOs receive EU 
funding while supporting BDS actions, and use elements like the unclear 
definition of the Israel borders in order to push their agenda contribute to this 
complex context. While these funds have as main objective supporting the 
activities of the NGOs, there is another benefit consequent to receiving the 
funds, which is “the fact that an organisation which supports a boycott of Israel 
is a recipient of EU financial aid, even if for purposes other than boycotting 
Israel, grants the organisation a unique status and an enhanced legitimacy 
which can assist it in raising funds from other entities for boycott activities.  
As we have seen, the European Union is strongly involved in fighting the 
scourge of antisemitism. Moreover, given the ability of the antisemitism to 
metamorphose, the EU funding regulation might find it difficult to keep pace 
with the dynamic character of antisemitism, as well as with the dynamics of BDS 
movement. By developing tools to closely monitor the activities of the human 
rights NGOs it funds, the EU, and more specifically, the European Commission, 
might contribute to diminishing the number of Israeli citizens and Jewish 
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Europeans viewing the European Union as anti-Semitic. As these human rights 
NGOs pretend not to be anti-Semitic, but only criticizing the Israeli government, 
supposedly some of them (or all of them) do not want to be perceived as anti-
Semitic. While there are reports that identified certain associations / 
involvements of the NGOs explored in this research with alleged terrorist or 
anti-Semitic discourses or actions, this does not necessarily put the European 
Union in a similar position given the EU funding for these organisations. In 
respect to this specific aspect, the words of the Commissioner for Neighborhood 
and Enlargement Olivér Várhelyi mentioned earlier in the research in relation to 
the EU’s efforts in identifying any potential terrorist threat are clear enough. If 
such situations may occur - and it is possible that this will happen - the worst 
accusation that can be brought to the EU is that of negligence. On every level 
possible, the European Union stays committed to the effort of building a 
solution that benefits both Israel and Palestine, together with the 
aforementioned efforts of combatting antisemitism. 
Besides identifying a set of NGOs involved in promoting different anti-Zionist 
and anti-Semitic actions, and which are financed by the EU, the main 
contribution of this research is to identify the common discourse upon which 
these NGO’s develop their actions. The relevance of this effort is that it points 
out to certain actions among actors that are part of the European civil society in 
relation to the State of Israel, and the way in which the European Union 
manages its relationship with them.  
One important aspect is that this research does not have an exhaustive character, 
since many of the activities that these NGOs do not have a large public coverage 
in media. Moreover, the fact that the EU’s Register for lobbyists does not have 
yet a mandatory character significantly reduces the access to the real number of 
the NGOs involved in BDS activities. Moreover, this aspect thwarts also the 
access to their real level of funding, and origins of the funds. In a context 
influenced by the mandatory character of the EU Register, future researches on 
the topic might be able to provide a more complete review of these civil society 
organisations.   
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The role of the seas has historically been essential in the development of 
mankind, with the currents carrying people, trade, war, and ideas over vast 
distances. This was and remains a highly complex process, whereby a relatively 
small number of maritime polities contributed to the formation of proto-world 
systems and, in the end, to the rise of modernity and globalisation as we know 
it. 
Beginning with a quote by Spykman – “Who controls the rimland rules Eurasia; 
who rules Eurasia controls the destinies of the world” – the book thus initiates its 
discussion on maritime power, competition, and commerce by looking at the 
importance of what it considers to be Eurasia’s main rivals, namely, China, 
Russia and India. It sees this rising competition as dominating and shaping the 
21st century “as each power increases its geoeconomics, geopolitical, and naval 
embrace of maritime Eurasia from the Baltic, Black, and Mediterranean Seas to 
the Indian Ocean, Pacific Asia, and the Arctic.” (p.1). Significantly, Gresh sees 
one particular aspect which was not imagined by authors such as Mahan or 
Spykman – “the melting of the Arctic, the subsequent growing unification of 
maritime Eurasia’s disparate regions, and the emerging competition between 
Eurasia’s land powers at sea” (p.2).  
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Indeed, in a world where over 90% of the goods traverse the seas, the stability 
and security of these trade lanes will likely become ever more important. For 
Gresh, the key term here is competition, that is, a concept placed halfway 
between conflict and cooperation, a point where they may also coexist in tension 
with one another – after all, the history of Eurasia is dominated by competition 
and conflict. And if Gresh follows established specialist literature in arguing that 
economic prosperity, great power status, and maritime power are strongly 
interconnected, he narrows these down into maritime geoeconomics, the quest 
for great power status and navalism response, as well as the Eurasian sea lane 
security, all of which are tied to the changing politics and dynamics in the 
Eurasian space (pp.5-6). Thus, after briefly discussing the main maritime 
strategic schools of thought – notable especially in the analogy of the differing 
viewpoints of trade-oriented Corbett and status-quo challenger Tirpitz with the 
navalism involving the United States, Russia, India, and China (p.9) –, the book 
turns to discussing in more detail the aforementioned three main drivers of the 
increasing maritime competition in the Eurasian space.  
One of the great changes over time in terms of maritime conflict was the 
importance of naval bases, which expanded along with European maritime 
dominance from the intensely competitive field of the Mediterranean to the 
oceans. The late medieval and early modern periods saw the Mediterranean 
powers struggle for bases culminating in the great battle of Lepanto – a pinnacle 
of the Mediterranean war system associated with galleys – heralding the rise of 
the Atlantic powers, the predominance of oceanic ships, global bases, and global 
maritime competition (pp.19-20). The continued importance of naval bases is 
only highlighted by the possibility of a new Eurasian maritime century, 
challenging the U.S. hegemony in this respect. 
The second chapter deals with Russia and its dismantling of the regional status 
quo and a remaking of the world more to its advantage, and, significantly, the 
increasing geoeconomics presence of China in European maritime spaces, 
influenced by the ambitions of Xi Jinping and the quadrupling of maritime trade 
in the last four decades. While considering the traditional Russian goal of warm 
water ports, Gresh emphasizes the naval turn of the Soviet Union starting with 
the late 1930s and intensifying after the Second World War (p.26), including 
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Putin’s attempts at restoring naval dynamism (p.31) and the geoeconomic and 
security importance of the Black Sea. The chapter also includes a brief look at 
Russian southern expansion, along with a simultaneous Chinese push west and 
north, the constriction of maritime space for NATO, the Baltic Sea, and overall 
Russian geoeconomics interests, as well as the added complexity of increased 
Chinese presence. The third chapter continues the discussion by returning to the 
always important Mediterranean theatre and the transformation of the post-
Cold War dynamics due to Russian and Chinese actions. The chapter also 
considers pivotal maritime state of Greece, the Eastern Mediterranean – 
including a steadily stronger Chinese connection to Israel and its ports –, as well 
as the Southern and Western Mediterranean. Furthermore, Gresh points to the 
rising navalism and securitization in the region in the context of the – at least 
short-term – Russian-Chinese naval cooperation (p.84).  
The fourth chapter deals with the nodal points found along the periphery of the 
Indian Ocean, and analyses the increasing importance of the Red Sea, the 
Arabian Sea, and the Persian Gulf. It considers the great complexity of the 
Indian Ocean (pp.92-94), the present Chinese maritime advantages over India, 
and the centuries long geostrategic importance of maritime choking points such 
as the Strait of Hormuz. To this, the chapter adds a look at the desire for energy 
synergy in the region, as well the rising navalism in the Red Sea, with a long 
discussion on the potential of Djibouti and Chinese influence in the maritime 
city-state, somewhat mirrored by a look at the Chinese pursuit of the Gwadar 
port project in Pakistan. This makes a natural transition into the following 
chapter, focused this time on the Indian Ocean itself, India’s ever greater 
geoeconomic reliance on the seas (p.132), its reaction to the Chinese maritime 
silk road (p. 136), and, importantly, Indian pursuit of great power status (p.140), 
which translates in a more assertive state embracing a new maritime strategy. 
This in turn leads to growing navalism in the Indian Ocean – supported by the 
fortification of Indian islands and competition with China over more maritime 
bases (p.155), from Sri Lanka to the Maldives and beyond. 
Chapter six deals with the maritime silk road and the South China Sea, seen as 
essential steps in its future as a great power, as its expanding maritime economy 
will in turn contribute to its growing geostrategic reach and ability to break free 
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of any constraints which might be imposed on it from outside (p.174). It 
discusses the region in terms of historical importance, with Gresh also 
considering its strategic value (p.175) and the way in which the Chinese 
maritime economy has expanded as well as how its geoeconomic maritime 
investments are beginning to be clearer (p.202). The seventh chapter focuses on 
rising competition and the increasing navalism in East Asia, starting with 2014 
and the increase in Indian assertiveness, which contributed to the more 
congested, securitized nature of the region, with states pursuing competing 
geoeconomics and geostrategic aims (p.207). The essential importance of the 
maritime city-state of Singapore is also discussed here, as India and China 
compete over it, with the latter being more entrenched for now. The Chinese 
competitive edge is seen as being maintained throughout the region, despite 
Indian gains, with Russian influence in the region likely to remained allied to 
China in the pursuit of the dismantling of the U.S. led postwar order.  
Chapter eight then looks at the Arctic as a future frontier, underlining its 
economic and military importance. Marked by the relative absence of the United 
States, the Arctic is undergoing similar processes of congestion and 
securitization, primarily due to Russian geoeconomics interests (p.250), and 
strategic vision, but also due to China’s increased focus northward (p.264). The 
final chapter points to a number of potential choices for the United States in 
addressing the coming Eurasian maritime challenge. These vary from driving a 
wedge between Russia and China to using a mix of transparency, economic 
development and support for historical and new allies, as well as acting on the 
increasing importance of the Arctic. 
The work repeatedly shows the importance of Eurasia’s narrow, strategic 
maritime choke points, and how this may increase the possibility of future 
conflicts in a globalised world. Thus, the major importance of the book is its 
focus on considering the Eurasian landmass as a whole and linking it to the 
maritime potential of various political actors in a vast and highly complicated 
region. With so much of the world’s trade reliant on maritime routes – along 
with the multidimensional nature of seapower and its impact on international 
relations and politics – it is certainly an important research topic.  
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CENTRE FOR EUROPEAN STUDIES 
 
The Centre for European Studies (CES), established by Government Decision No. 1082/2003 is a teaching and 
academic research structure within the Department of International Relations and European Integration (DIREI) of the 
National University of Political Studies and Public Administration (NUPSPA).  
CES promotes education and professional training in the European Studies and International Relations field, 
contributing with its research projects, analysis and evaluations to a better understanding of the functioning and 
evolution of the processes and dynamics of world politics. CES supports in-depth innovative investigations of the 
European and international polity, politics and policies, stimulating debate and facilitating academic networking 
of scholars interested in these topics. The members and volunteers of CES prepare analytical research papers, 
offer consultancy on diverse European and international themes, organise and participate in national and 
international programs and projects aimed at promoting cooperation and information dissemination in these 
educational and research areas. The sustained and comprehensive dialogue and debates on various aspects 
regarding the complex dynamics on the international arena are promoted by CES through conferences and 
seminars and the resulted expertise is extremely useful not only for researchers and the academic field but it is 
also significant for the civil society, Romanian national institutions contributing in the end to a better 
understanding of the current international system. With the Master's programmes it promotes, viewed in the 
wider context of all the other educational programmes of DIREI and together with the analysis of different 
International and European aspects, the expertise offered in the end by CES is able to respond to the practical 
needs of the Romanian society, economy and administration, being thus a way of improving them, contributing 
also to an actual construction of identities at a European level. CES brings together at different debates 
researchers (know-how providers) and actors involved in public policies who represent the main beneficiaries, in 
order to raise the quality standard of the domestic input in the process of analysis and policy-making at national, 
European and international level. Thus, CES is trying to illustrate how enhancing the academic, theoretical 
research is useful in the practical policy-making process and how important is to have national experts trained in 
undertaking research in the European and international studies field. At a national level, CES cooperates with 
Romanian state institutions, public administration, private sector, NGO`s in organizing various seminars and 
debates which promote the European participatory democracy in action and European social values contributing 
to a deepening of the European integration process and being a valuable instrument for the global affirmation of 
the significance of the European Union in a broader context of International Relations. 
Initially, the strategic mission of CES was to contribute to improving the teaching supply at post-graduate level 
for those willing to form or deepen their professional training in the area of European studies in the context of 
Romania's increasing efforts to complete the accession negotiations, and thereafter to smoothly and effectively 
adapt and work within the institutional and political system of the European Union. Therefore, since it was 
established, the Centre for European Studies contributed to the expansion of the educational offer of the 
Department of International Relations and European Integration by initiating the „European Politics and Economics” 
Master's Programme, developed in a new modular format involving training for both general and specialized 
competencies concerning the intersection of analysis and dissemination of theories of European integration and 
public policy. In this regard, the program succeeded in co-opting some important names of scientists from the 
academia of Bucharest; one can refer here to professors as Daniel Dăianu, Iordan Bărbulescu, George Voicu and 
Liviu Voinea. The syllabus included for the first time the area and the policies of the migration phenomena in the 
context of EU enlargement, border security and asymmetric risks/threats in the wider neighbourhood. 
In 2010, a second master's project was implemented. Called „Evaluation of European Public Policies and 
Programmes”, this project was dedicated to a niche specialization absent from the Romanian labour market, but 
much needed, given the procedural requirements regarding the consistent application of the structural funding 
projects. In the same year, CES has initiated the first MA programme in English, ,,Security and Diplomacy”, where 
the involved professors have both a recognized university career and a significant public activity: Ioan Mircea 
Paşcu (MEP, Vice-president of the European Parliament), Vasile Secăreş (NUPSPA founding rector, former head 
of the Presidential Administration), gen. Mihail Ionescu (Director of the Institute for Political Studies of Defense 
and Military History / Director of the Institute for Studies of Holocaust Elie Wiesel), Bogdan Aurescu (former 
Minister of Foreign Affairs), Constantin Buchet (CNCSAS Secretary), George Angliţoiu (Adviser on lobby and 
communication to the President of the Competition Council), etc. A new master's programme in English on 
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Development, International Cooperation and Humanitarian Aid was launched starting with the academic year 2013-
2014; one year later, it was followed by a new Master in Romanian on Social Economy. 
Since 2012, CES is also a partner of the Romanian Association of International Relations and European Studies 
(ARRISE), Romania’s representative in ECSA World, to edit/permanently coordinate the publication of RoJIRES – 
The Romanian Journal of International Relations and European Studies. Moreover, CES started to edit a new series of 
the academic journal Europolity – Continuity and Change in European Governance, a biannual peer reviewed open 
access international academic journal. Designed in 2007, Europolity was primarily addressed to young 
researchers, giving them the opportunity to publish academic papers and opinion articles on topics related to 
European Union study. Nowadays, edited by CES, Europolity is mainly oriented towards multi-disciplinary 
scholarly work in European Studies, supporting therefore relevant theoretical, methodological and empirical 
analyses connected to this field and coming from EU Studies or International Relations, but also from 
International (Political) Economy, Law, Sociological Studies, Cultural Studies, etc.  
CES supports excellence in academic research, the development of partnerships, and it tries to increase the 
visibility for its research and analysis results. The academic staff members have conducted research projects with 
impact and had a number of publications in this field. CES has collaborations with other prestigious research 
institutions abroad such as the Jean Monnet Chair within the Political Science Department of the Complutense 
University (Madrid), the European Institute of the London School of Economics, and the Romanian-based Altiero 
Spinelli Center of the Babes-Boylai in Cluj-Napoca. Between 2014 and 2017, DIREI and CES are hosting a Jean 
Monnet Chair focused towards “Bringing European Studies to Journalism, Agriculture, Engineering, Philology, 
Economics, History, Law and Sociology students”, chaired by prof. Iordan Bărbulescu. Moreover, as a staunch 
promoter of European integration, CES is overseeing the implementation of two Jean Monnet projects aimed at 
supporting innovation and the spread of European Union related content within the time frame September 2015 – 
August 2018. Firstly, the Jean Monnet Centre of Excellence In and Out: Understanding the European Union beyond its 
Borders intends to develop border management trainings for frontier workers from Romania, Republic of 
Moldova and Ukraine, as a means to improve knowledge and practices on European policies, in particular those 
related to border management and security. Secondly, the Jean Monnet Module EU*RO Media. European 
Standards, Romanian Application: The Media Roadmap for Romania’s EU Council Presidency is designed to contribute 
to the Europeanization of the public sphere which must better understand the direct and indirect implications of 
the EU’s impact on the member states and, last but not least, the importance of Romania holding the EU Council 
Presidency in the second half of 2019 and the potential contributions of the public sphere to the agenda-setting.  
Finally, CES also manages research grants for the complex and interdisciplinary field of International Relations 
and European Studies. For example, in the period 2012-2015, CES monitors the implementation of five 
exploratory research projects - "Romania-Russia bilateral relationship: national and European perspective", 
"Implementation of the social market economy in Romania as a way of Europeanizing the Romanian society," 
"Operationalizing an evaluation model for the institutionalization of forms and practices of the social market 
economy in Romania", "The European Union and the Latin America – an interregional analysis", "Citizens and 
MEPs: Representation, Legitimacy and Political Participation" -, while actively supporting the involvement of 
young researchers. From this point of view, an important aspect of the CES activity consists in collaborating with 
NUPSPA’s undergraduate, post-graduate and PhD students; in this regard, since 2009, CES is working closely 
with the Academic Club of European Studies (CASE), organizing events and activities designed to foster 
excellence in European research issues. CASE aims to be a via media, but also a connection point between 
academia and public institutions that can influence Europeanization, which is why CES supports the work of this 
NGO perceived as the youth component or the nursery for future researchers. 
Through all its activities, CES contributes to enhance the image of the Department of International Relations and 
European Integration as an important research and teaching academic actor. 
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	1. INTRODUCTION
	The year 2020 was one that took us all by surprise. It was the year in which our lives changed radically and in which trying to adapt to the new conditions was and still is a challenge. Each field has undergone transformations and digitalization has b...
	In times like this the presence (intervention) of national and/or local authorities is essential. It is their responsibility to see the bigger picture, to call for action, to make integrated decisions that will assure people’s health and safety but al...
	When most activities are cancelled or partially interrupted and postponed, you may be wondering what happens to people whose lives are interconnected and depend on other people's work. How they manage to survive? At the same time, we must turn our att...
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	The main objective of the evaluation is to measure the impact of authorities’ decisions in projects implemented with European funds under the Operational Programme Human Capital 2014-2020 based on the theory-based programme evaluative approach, using ...
	The impact assessment is focusing on the more complex, higher-level effects (positive or negative, intended or unintended). The impact evaluation provides a holistic frame of the intervention consequences on longer term and their potential to generate...
	The relevance analysis verifies the extent to which the intervention’s objectives and design respond to beneficiaries and continue to do so if circumstances change. In crisis time is very important and every single decision have to be made in order to...
	The effectiveness analysis helps to understand the extent to which the intervention has achieved its objectives and its results. Basically, using the effectiveness lens can assist evaluators, program managers or officers and others in developing (or e...
	The efficiency analysis helps to understand how resources are being used, ensuring that projects are well conducted. In the same time, it is a good was to hold people in charge to account for how they have taken decisions and managed risks. For exampl...
	The evaluation of the impact of authorities’ decisions for projects implemented with European funds under the Operational Programme Human Capital 2014-2020 is not an easy one and you may wonder why is necessary and how can be used in the short, mid or...
	For projects in the early stages of implementation the results of this evaluation can change the implementation course: to rethink the way the activities will be implemented (switching to online), rethink the budget on certain activities (moving money...
	For projects in the advanced stage of implementation the results of this evaluation can change the implementation timesheet: suspension of the project for a period of several months for a reorganization of activities and resources without changing the...
	For projects in the final stage of implementation the results of this evaluation it is necessary because in order to ensure the success of the project it is possible to need new decisions from AM regarding the timesheet of the project. When the projec...
	In the mid and long term, the results of this evaluation will help to shape/adapt the future programmes: the budget, the activities, the flexibility of terms and conditions, target groups etc. Another aspect that can be improved in the future is the d...
	In the same time, let's not forget that in the context of the pandemic and the restriction of human contact, people feel even more the need to interact, to consult, to change opinions. Is there also risk aversion, in such a turbulent period, how willi...
	Nowadays everyone is speaking about European funds and shows a real interest because, at this moment, it is one of the best ways to access money in order to make changes in the community. As good and easy at it seems the reality shows us the contrary ...
	When it comes to good practice there are many examples of project management with EU funds. In the same time every project has its own particularities such as the dimension of the target group or the region where it is implemented but the challenge fo...
	As I mentioned in the beginning of this paper the word that can perfectly describe the situation at this point is „uncertainty”. There are several authors which establish a classification for uncertainties in the project management process. One type i...
	In the following evaluation the focus will be on: environmental, individual and informational level. Environmental because of all the decisions that have been made by the Romanian government (the national lockdown – 2 months, the state of emergency – ...
	2. EVALUATION DESIGN
	Considering the complexity of The Romanian Operational Programme (OP) "Human Capital”, I would propose an evaluation design that includes a mix of qualitative and quantitative methods. The triangulation of the data collected and analysed from the rele...
	The interviews will be held both with the beneficiaries (project managers) and with representatives of the authorities (minister, the directors of Regional Intermediate Body, project officers, etc.) for a better understanding of the problems they were...
	They survey will be used to measure the perception of beneficiaries regarding the actions taken by the authorities. Did they felt helped? Did they managed the project easily after they received directives from authorities?
	2.1. Evaluation questions, criteria and indicators
	As I mentioned above in sub-chapter 1.2 The objective of the evaluation, there are 4 criteria that will be used in this evaluation: impact, relevance, effectiveness and efficiency. For each criterion will be formulated at least two evaluation question...
	Before formulating the evaluation questions, we must take into account that a correctly formulated question will be answered with "YES" or "NO".
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	 The number of days that a beneficiary must wait for the approval of an Additional Act or a request for suspension of the project before vs. after the intervention
	Survey with beneficiaries (project managers)
	Analysis of documents (official/non-official reports from Ministry of European Funds and Regional Intermediate Body, Authority of Management)
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	Interviews with representatives from Authority of Management and Regional Intermediate Body)
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	 Has the pandemic affected the cost-effectiveness?
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	 The number of projects approved during the pandemic
	 The number of depleted budges during the pandemic
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	 Is the intervention (Instructions from authorities) relevant in the context of COVID-19 pandemic?
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	The needs of target group are defined clear?
	 The relationship between the problems identified and the solutions proposed in the form of directives
	Interviews with representatives from Authority of Management and Regional Intermediate Body)
	Identifying the right instruments is as important as finding the right criteria, formulating the evaluation questions and indicators. There is a fine line between using tools to obtain the information needed to carry out the evaluation and using a gre...
	Another aspect that has to be taken into consideration when data is collected: when you know you have enough information? The additional information collected requires additional effort on the part of the evaluators when verifying and interpreting it.
	Evidence gathered needs to be valid and credible. You may wonder why has to be like this and in front of whom? Mostly, credibility is established in the eyes of stakeholders/beneficiaries, how they choose to see the information that was collected. The...
	3. CONCLUSIONS
	Even if the model proposed for the evaluation of the impact of decisions/ instructions taken by the authorities for a better and adapted implementation of projects funded with European funds under The Romanian Operational Programme (OP) "Human Capital...
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	4.2. Hungary: hybridity as an alternative to democracy
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