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practically everything which can stabilise a country but 
stopped short of coveted full membership. 
Brussels has been conspicuously wary of referring to the 
fact that the Treaty on European Union (originally signed in 
Maastricht in 1992) clearly states that any European state 
which respects EU values ‘may apply to become a 
member of the Union’. The substitute has been a vague 
notion of a ‘membership perspective’ which, over time, 
would be diluted to the point of irrelevance.

Russian assertiveness
The Eastern Partnership was formed in Prague, in May 
2009. It was created in response to increasing Russian 
assertiveness against countries in what the Kremlin 
defined as its ‘near abroad’, an assertiveness that came to 
the fore with the war in Georgia in August 2008.
The agenda was driven by Poland and Sweden, with 
grudging support from other member states. The 
economic rationale was weak. Ukraine accounted for only 
two per cent of EU trade. Georgia and Moldova were not 
even on the radar. The main argument was soft power to 
promote common values.
At the Warsaw Summit in 2011, participants affirmed their 
commitment to ‘a community of values and principles of 
liberty, democracy, respect for human rights and 
fundamental freedoms, and the rule of law’. The 
communique included the key phrase of acknowledging 
‘the European aspirations and the European choice of 
some partners and their commitment to build deep and 
sustainable democracy’.
The geopolitics surrounding the partnership had changed 
substantially by the time of the 2013 Summit held in the 
Lithuanian capital, Vilnius.

Human rights
Belarus was firmly in the Russian fold. Armenia had 
buckled under Russian pressure and opted to join a 
Russian-led Customs Union. Azerbaijan had tired of being 
browbeaten over its human rights, but remained convinced 
that Europe would want its energy.
Most importantly, Ukraine’s President Viktor Yanukovych 
had bowed to Russian pressure not to sign, thus triggering 
an insurrection at home which would lead to his downfall 
and eventually to war with pro-Russian separatists. The 
only countries that signed association agreements in 
Vilnius were Georgia and Moldova.
Despite this fact, the Summit communique still included 
the ‘acknowledgement of the European aspirations and 
the European choice of some partners and their 
commitment to build deep and sustainable democracy’. 
And it stated, crucially, that, ‘the participants reaffirm the 

particular role for the Partnership to support those who 
seek an ever closer relationship with the EU’.
Brussels remained strangely defiant in its ambitions. By 
June 2014 the new government in Kiev had signed the 
controversial association agreement, only to discover that 
Russian pressure caused the implementation of the free 
trade section to be delayed until the end of 2015.

Ambition and goals
Coming out of Riga, not even the language is there 
anymore.
This year’s 2015 communique reaffirms ‘the sovereign 
right of each partner freely to choose the level of ambition 
and the goals to which it aspires in its relations with the 
European Union’, adding, ‘It is for the EU and its sovereign 
partners to decide on how they want to proceed in their 
relations.’ And there is nothing about any particular role for 
the Partnership to support those who ‘seek an ever closer 
relationship with the EU’. This is not quite the same as 
before.
An early indication that the EaP was being reduced to an 
empty shell was provided in September 2014, when 
Johannes Hahn, the Commissioner-designate for 
European Neighbourhood Policy and Enlargement 

Eastern Partnership

• The fourth Eastern Partnership Summit (EaP) was held in 
Riga, Latvia, on May 21 and 22

• It was the fourth in a series of such meetings, held every 
second year, between the EU and members of the EaP – 
countries that are wedged in between Russia and the 
European Union: Armenia, Azerbaijan, Belarus, Georgia, 
Moldova and Ukraine

• It was at the last EaP summit – held in Vilnius, Lithuania, 
in November 2013 – that Ukraine's then-president Viktor 
Yanukovych triggered an East-West crisis. He rejected an 
agreement with the EU which sparked the Euromaidan 
protests in Kiev. Mr Yanukovych fled to Russia, the Cri-
mean peninsula was seized by Russia, and the Kremlin 
then backed pro-Moscow fighters fighting a separatist war 
in the east of Ukraine

• The Eastern Partnership, initiated by Poland and Sweden, 
was launched in 2009 with the aim of improving EU ties 
with Ukraine as well as Armenia, Azerbaijan, Belarus, 
Georgia and Moldova

• The EaP was meant to check the Kremlin’s ambitions in 
what Moscow regards as its ‘near abroad’, and came in 
the wake of Russia’s military conflict with Georgia in 2008

• Ukraine, Moldova, and Georgia signed political and trade 
agreements with the EU in 2014 and want to join the bloc


