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In 2004 the European Union launched its European Neighbourhood Policy (ENP) 
with a view to living up to its image as a ‘force for good’ in its dealings with 
neighbouring countries.1 The European Security Strategy of 2003 had aspired to 
create ‘a world seen as offering justice and opportunity for everyone’ and affirmed 
the EU’s intention to work proactively towards this end.2 At first glance, the ENP 
appears to uphold this ambition to be a positive force in international relations 
rather well. The 2004 ENP strategy paper asserts that the EU wants to promote 
‘stability, security and well-being for all’ by the use of incentives (‘carrots’) in lieu 
of sanctions (‘sticks’) and to foster cooperation in areas of mutual consent and 
interest.3 Moreover, the new financial instrument for the ENP came into force 
on 1 January 2007 and represents a noticeable increase in money allocated over 
previous EU aid programmes to these same countries. The policy thus appears 
remarkably balanced in its attention to interest and values, soft in respect of the 
absence of elements of coercion and rather generous in its offer of material assis-
tance. However, even at the end of 2006 there were already signs of a general-
ized ‘ENP fatigue’ among neighbouring countries, and in June 2007 the Union 
acknowledged this by embracing the German EU presidency’s plan to revive the 
policy.4 What explains such lack of interest? While the causes are undoubtedly 
varied, we will argue here that part of the explanation lies in the failure of the EU 
fully to vindicate its assertion that the ENP is a positive-sum game.

This article will examine the EU’s claim to be a positive force for neighbouring 
countries by way of exploring its predisposition to ethical action. The first section 
will survey the current debate on ethics in the field of International Relations 
and provide a conceptual model for how to gauge the EU as a ‘force for good’. 
The second section will look at how the Union frames its vision that the ENP 
will generate ‘stability, security and well-being for all’, and the final section will 
consider whether the European Neighbourhood Policy is ethically sound.

1 The ENP encompasses Armenia, Azerbaijan, Egypt, Georgia, Israel, Jordan, Lebanon, Moldova, Morocco, the 
Palestinian Authority, Tunisia and Ukraine.

2 European Council, ‘A secure Europe in a better world: European Security Strategy’, Brussels, 12 Dec. 2003.
3 European Commission, ‘European Neighbourhood Policy strategy paper’, COM(2004)373 final, Brussels, 12 

May 2004.
4 Council of the European Union, General Affairs and External Relations Council, ‘Strengthening the Euro-

pean Neighbourhood Policy: presidency progress report’, Brussels, 18–19 June 2007.
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Ethics and power

For a long time ‘ethics’ and ‘power’ were held to be two conceptually very different 
categories in foreign policy studies and so were rarely, if ever, adjoined. For most 
of the Cold War, the dominant realist school just assumed that power—concep-
tualized as the self-serving pursuit of national interest with a view to prevailing 
over others—was the predominant variable, and that ethics would, at best, be of 
second-order concern. The only ethical consideration that had any relevance for 
realist theoretical constructs was the ‘moral duty’ of governments to defend the 
interests of their states against outsiders.5 Ethics would therefore have to wait until 
the fall of the Berlin Wall to be taken seriously as a mainstream variable in foreign 
policy studies. The 1989 ‘velvet revolutions’ in Central and Eastern Europe sparked 
a will first to support, and then to increasingly actively promote, democracy and 
other values as a routine aspect of foreign relations. Moreover, with the rise of 
globalized information and 24/7 media coverage, governments found themselves 
increasingly in need of a more coherent expression of the values and interests on 
which their domestic and foreign politics were based, lest accusations of double 
standards should undermine their authority. This would eventually distil into a 
more concerted effort among an increasing number of western countries to pursue 
an ‘ethical foreign policy’. The EU, for its part, began in the early to mid-1990s 
to insert references to the defence of fundamental principles, for example human 
rights, into its bilateral agreements with third countries.

A further impetus for the study of ethics in international affairs arose in the wake 
of 11 September 2001 and the rise of unilateralism in the United States. The debate 
shifted away from equating ethics with promoting values and towards an increasing 
focus on the responsibility and morality of exercising power.  International actors, 
it is argued, must increasingly pay attention to how their foreign policy objectives 
are being implemented; that is, they must consider the form as well as the content, 
and what impact the policy has on those at the receiving end. This in turn has led 
to an emphasis on two particular lines of scholarly enquiry: first, the question of 
motivation, and second, the question of whether an ethical foreign policy can be 
self-regulating or whether international/domestic legal restraints are necessary.

First, the academic analysis of ethical foreign policy and the morality of power 
has seen a division between those who hold that the motivation for a policy should 
essentially be other-regarding (altruistic) and those who believe that the exercise 
of power can be driven by a combination of self-regarding and other-regarding 
motives. Andrew Linklater, for example, is a proponent of the former position, 
arguing that ‘ethical states’ are required ‘to put the welfare of international 
society ahead of the relentless pursuit of [their] own national interests’.6 Dunne 
and Wheeler, who have pioneered the concept of ‘international good citizen’ to 
assess the ethical credentials of political action, essentially echo Linklater’s view in 
holding that ‘states that are good citizens not only have to place order [i.e. the rules 

5 Hans Morgenthau, Politics among nations: the struggle for power and peace (New York: Knopf, 1948).
6 Andrew Linklater, ‘What is a good international citizen?’, in Paul Keal, ed., Ethics and foreign policy (Sydney: 

Allen & Unwin, 1992), pp. 28–9.
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of international society] before the pursuit of narrow commercial and political 
advantage, they are also required to forsake these advantages when they conflict 
with human rights.’7 Needless to say, those who have held up the EU to this mirror 
have found it more than wanting in many aspects.

The other school of thought contends that it is necessary to preserve an equilib-
rium between ‘self ’ and ‘other’. As Chris Brown has argued,

[s]tates have a primary duty to pursue the interests of their peoples but in the context of 
a set of wider duties towards other states, and through other states, the rest of humanity. 
Both of these duties involve moral obligations, and it is a mistake to think of the first 
as simply interest-based, while the second constitutes the ‘ethical dimension’ of foreign 
policy. Both sets of duties involve both interests and ethics.8

The premise of this article is that material gains and moral impulses are often 
closely intertwined, and that there is indeed a necessity to strive towards a balance. 
However, we fully heed Hill’s caution that such a path is difficult. It is very probable, 
as the same author notes, that the ‘central challenge of a modern foreign policy’ 
today consists of ‘the need to create an international system which both makes it 
possible for an actor to pursue its own purposes, and represents a reasonable way 
of brokering diversity’.9

Ethical foreign policy is thus about making choices, about balancing both 
possession goals (those related to your own stakes) and milieu goals (dependent 
on change in the international system) with attention to the impact on others.10 
However, what choices are to be made then? What defines ethical action? If we 
assume that actors are not only rational and self-regarding but also capable of being 
reasonable, ethical action or ‘doing the right thing’, as Brown would have it, essen-
tially amounts to tempering one’s own interests and values while not taking leave 
of them altogether.11

Those who accept such pragmatism still fret about the ambiguities inherent in 
such an approach. This brings us to the aforementioned second line of academic 
enquiry related to the morality of power. Ethical action is essentially subjective, 
relational and open to interpretations. This is why analysts normally call for legal 
restraints on the international action of foreign policy actors. Eriksen has, for 
example, argued that ‘[t]he propensity to act on honourable motives cannot itself 
represent the criteria for judging the polity’s normative quality because they may 
very well be arbitrary. A policy based on good intentions may very well neglect 
others’ interests or values or fail to give them due consideration.’12 Eriksen  therefore 
suggests greater legal constraints on political agency by way of international law to 

7 Tim Dunne and Nicholas J. Wheeler, ‘Blair’s Britain: a force for good in the world?’, in Karen E. Smith and 
Margot Light, eds, Ethics and foreign policy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001).

8 Chris Brown, ‘Ethics, interests and foreign policy’, in Smith and Light, eds, Ethics and foreign policy, p. 26.
9 Christopher Hill, ‘What is to be done? Foreign policy as a site for political action’, International Affairs 70: 2, 

2003, p. 239.
10 Arnold Wolfers, in Discord and collaboration: essays on international politics (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins Univer-

sity Press, 1962), pp. 67–80.
11 Chris Brown, ‘On morality, self-interest and foreign policy’, Government and Opposition 37: 2, April 2002, 

pp.  173–99.
12 Erik Eriksen, ‘The EU—a cosmopolitan polity?’, Journal of European Public Policy 13: 2, March 2006, p. 252.
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counteract unethical behaviour. He finds support for his espousal of legal restraints 
in Dunne and Wheeler, although they see the solution as lying rather in the hands 
of domestic courts, maintaining that ‘a sustainable ethical foreign policy requires 
the deepening of civil rights and constitutional reform “at home”’.13

And yet, although the emphasis on a strengthened domestic or international 
legal framework, if and wherever possible, would seem advantageous and indeed 
imperative to us, we find such an approach insufficient. A legal framework marks 
only the outer boundaries of politics and is too blunt an instrument for regulating 
political action satisfactorily. Central to our argument is the assumption that states 
and/or other international actors have the capability of moral action. It could there-
fore be argued that there is a need for the elaboration of political rules of action, or 
best practices. Such best practices must rely on self-enlightened restraint, dialogue 
with those on the receiving end of policy (reasonableness), continued adjustments 
during implementation (institutional learning) and sustained vigilance on the part 
of the international community so that attention is called to abusive behaviour. 
The political is plainly a less clear-cut approach than the legal, and perhaps there-
fore less attractive to many. Indeed, as Hill has it, ‘[n]ot only are there hard choices 
to be made on ethical matters in foreign policy, but the very formulation of the 
choices in the first place is problematical’.14 However, it still represents a more 
flexible format than the legal, given its ability to change and adapt to different 
situations over time without becoming meaningless.

Having thus located our argument in relation to the two principal debates on 
ethical action, we will now turn our attention to constructing the conceptual 
framework we will use in order to gauge whether the EU can be said to be a 
‘force for good’ or an ethical power in relation to the ENP. To evaluate the ‘ethical 
power EU’ we will base ourselves on a conceptual model elaborated by Habermas 
to explain the pragmatic, ethical and moral uses of argumentation.15 These sets 
of argumentation are grounded in different logics of action, or justification for 
action, namely ‘utility’, ‘values’ and ‘rights’.16 We will here use the same categories 
to measure ethical behaviour, adding a fourth one, ‘fairness’.

‘Utility’ refers to an effort by policy-makers to justify their policy action with 
reference to outputs that are perceived as efficient, given interests and preferences. 
Utility can be about relative or absolute gains in security, economics or other 
public goods. In a pragmatic approach, policy utility is based on an instrumental 
conception of rationality; in other words, the aim of the actor is to maximize 
utility.17 ‘Values’ refer to a particular idea of the ‘good life’ that is grounded in 
the identity of a political collective or a specific community.18 Policy would be 

13 Dunne and Wheeler, ‘Blair’s Britain’.
14 Hill, ‘What is to be done?’, p. 252.
15 Jürgen Habermas, Justification and application: remarks on discourse ethics (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1993).
16 This model is based on Sjursen’s approach to exploring the justifications behind the EU’s eastern enlargement. 

See Helene Sjursen, ‘Why expand?: The question of legitimacy and justification in the EU’s enlargement 
policy’, Journal of Common Market Studies 40: 3, 2002, pp. 491–513.

17 Sjursen, ‘Why expand?’.
18 Sjursen, ‘Why expand?’. The example used here is democracy, which is promoted by the EU as a communal 

value but is not regarded as a universal principle (i.e. covered by the UN Charter).
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 justified with reference to those values held central to a collective, and in terms 
of what is deemed proper behaviour for a given identity.19 ‘Rights’ refer to an 
attempt to justify a particular policy with reference to principles or standards that 
transcend the community or are universal in character (for example, principles 
expressed in the UN Charter).20 ‘Fairness’ refers to the justification of policy on 
the grounds of its being transparent and equitable towards those whom it will 
affect. Transparency guards against the policy being a constantly moving target 
(by establishing clear norms and expectations—in the case of the ENP, in terms 
of EU membership, for example) and equitability ensures that the policy does 
not discriminate or exact too heavy a cost from the target. Fairness is inevitably a 
subjective category, but we consider it necessary to incorporate it here in order to 
gauge the ethical credentials of the EU’s action.

To pursue an ethically balanced policy, policy-makers would need to strive 
to restrain or temper their interests and values within each category, as well as 
among the four, in candid dialogue with those towards whom the policy is aimed. 
Such a political calibration process, ‘brokering diversity’ between policy-makers 
and policy-takers, functions by way of reasoning among parties with a view to 
achieving a shared understanding. The ‘litmus test’ for whether a balance between 
the four elements has been achieved is whether the various positions could be 
reconciled and a particular action considered reasonable by all parties, if they 
switched places.21 In other words, the policy can be recognized as ethical if all 
parties—whether EU or non-EU actors—irrespective of their particular interests, 
perceptions of identity or values, local interpretation of universal norms and views 
on public administration, find the policy ‘just’.22 The EU could consequently be 
considered a ‘force for good’ if it manages to balance member and non-member 
concerns and satisfy the preferences of all actors involved. The preference equilib-
rium would result in collective welfare. Put differently, the ethical balance would 
satisfy the ENP objective of creating ‘stability, security and well-being for all’—
including both the EU and its ENP ‘ring of friends’. Here we will take the gauge 
of equilibrium to be the absence of articulated tension between policy-makers and 
policy-takers. We will now turn our attention to the ENP and see the four logics 
in action.

19 Ronald Jepperson, Alexander Wendt and Peter Katzenstein, ‘Norms, identity and culture in national security’, 
in Peter Katzenstein, ed., The culture of national security: norms and identity in world politics (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1996). 

20 Sjursen, ‘Why expand?’, p. 494.
21 Erik O. Eriksen, ‘Towards a logic of justification: on the possibility of post-national solidarity’, in M. Egeberg 

and P. Lægreid, eds, Organizing political institutions: essays for Johan P. Olsen (Oslo: Scandinavian University Press, 
1999).

22 We acknowledge the possibility that non-member states may never find any EU policy ‘just’ and may always 
be likely to demand more from the EU. However, we also allow for the possibility that ENP partners may be 
reasonable and rational actors, not inclined to spend their political ammunition on minor grievances but prone 
rather to focus their criticisms on the major shortcomings of an EU policy.
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The ‘ethical power EU’? The four logics at play in the ENP

‘Utility’ was arguably one of the principal motives driving the British Foreign 
Secretary, Jack Straw, to send a letter to the European Commission President, 
Romano Prodi, in early 2002. Straw’s letter warned of the problems of cross-border 
trafficking and unregulated immigration from Eastern Europe and  encouraged the 
EU to develop a new policy for neighbouring countries which could stem such 
flows and contribute to improvements in intra-EU security.23 Consequently, the 
ENP was at the outset explicitly conceived of as a means to deal with specific EU 
security concerns. Since its launch in 2004, the ENP has in particular registered 
activity designed to stem the flows of unregulated migration. The large influxes of 
immigrants in the Canary Islands, Cyprus, Greece, Lampedusa and Malta during 
2006–2007 brought the situation to a head for many European governments. The ENP 
therefore clearly represents utility for the Union in terms of border  management.

However, at the same time the EU allegedly tries to address these topics with 
neighbouring countries in a positive-sum fashion. The argument frequently heard 
from EU officials is that not only the Union but also the ENP partners stand to 
benefit directly from cooperating on regulating flows of migration. The ENP 
action plans are usually fairly detailed in the section on justice and home affairs, 
and measures are contemplated in three broadly grouped areas of action. First, the 
EU aims to improve ENP partners’ migration management by offering technical 
and financial assistance to enhance document security and increase border control 
capacity (customs and border surveillance). Moreover, the EU has pledged to 
support ENP partner reforms in pursuit of judicial independence, police training 
and the reduction of corruption in their countries. Finally, ENP documents 
contemplate the possibility of liberalizing the Schengen visa regime and facili-
tating travel to the EU from neighbouring countries. So far, negotiations have 
been initiated for a readmission agreement—the prerequisite for a visa facilita-
tion accord—with Morocco (in 2003) and with Ukraine (in 2006), and talks with 
Moldova are to start at the earliest possible opportunity. The measures listed in the 
action plans therefore represent, according to the External Relations and European 
Neighbourhood Policy Commissioner Benita Ferrero-Waldner, ‘a comprehensive 
and balanced approach, managing legal immigration while preventing and fighting 
illegal immigration, smuggling and trafficking in human beings’.24

However, the ENP perhaps initially raised most expectations by its pledge 
to vigorously promote ‘values’ such as democracy, human rights, the rule of 
law and good governance. Prodi would even have this as the central aim of the 
policy, arguing that the ENP is designed ‘to extend to this neighbouring region 
a set of principles, values and standards which define the very essence of the 
European Union’.25 The current EU rhetoric styles itself in this regard as soft and 
23 ‘EU/eastern Europe: who will be included in a wider Europe?’, European Report, 13 July 2002.
24 Benita Ferrero-Waldner, ‘Migration, external relations and the European Neighbourhood Policy’, speech 

delivered at the conference on ‘Reinforcing the area of freedom, security, prosperity and justice of the EU 
and its neighbouring countries’, Brussels, 24 Jan. 2006.

25 Romano Prodi, ‘A wider Europe: a proximity policy as the key to stability’, speech delivered at the 6th ECSA–
World Conference, Brussels, 5–6 Dec. 2002.
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respectful of the sovereignty of its ENP partners, stating that ‘our support for 
trans formation is not about imposing specific models from the outside’.26 The 
current EU approach can therefore be seen as based on dialogue and on its finan-
cial assistance programmes, which are supposed to be ‘about sowing the seeds of 
change at the inside’.27 The European Neighbourhood Partnership Instrument 
(ENPI), which began functioning in January 2007, replaces the TACIS technical 
assistance programme (for eastern Europe) and the MEDA programme (for the 
Mediterranean). According to the ENPI regulation, almost €12 billion are to be 
made available for this instrument over the period 2007–2013, representing a 32 
per cent increase over MEDA/TACIS funding in the previous period. The ENPI 
is designed to support reforms, among others those related to enhancing the 
situation of democracy and human rights in the target country. Moreover, the 
promotion of values has been strengthened through a ‘governance facility’: the 
 Commission intends to devote €300 million over the same period, 2007–2013, to 
those partners that have made the most significant progress in the implementa-
tion of the governance  priorities of the ENP action plan. Finally, the European 
Instrument for Democracy and Human Rights (EIDHR), created in 2006, will 
replace the erstwhile European Initiative for Democracy and Human Rights and 
can draw on €1 billion during the years 2007–13 for the promotion of democracy 
and human rights worldwide. Through this instrument money can be channelled 
directly to civil society actors in the ENP countries engaged in the promotion of 
the specified values. Perhaps given the relative increase across the board in funds 
devoted to fostering values, Ferrero-Waldner has dubbed the ENP the Union’s 
‘newest democratization tool’.28

The ENP that came fresh from the drawing board in 2003 would also have raised 
modest optimism as a result of the importance the EU attached to the settlement 
of regional conflicts in the ENP area. This seemed to indicate that the Union was 
willing to take a higher profile in pursuing universal principles (‘rights’) by making 
the ENP a vehicle for the UN Charter’s ambition with regard to peace and conflict 
settlement. The 2004 ENP strategy paper proposed that the EU ‘contribute to 
efforts at conflict resolution’, whether in the Middle East, Moldova or the South 
Caucasus. Taking the view that peace is indivisible, EU officials argue that the ENP 
is ‘founded on the premise that by helping our neighbours we help ourselves’.29

The assistance given by the EU to conflict resolution since 2004 has encom-
passed a broad array of both ‘hard power’ and ‘soft power’ instruments. It has 
created two new EU special envoys (to Transdnistria and the South Caucasus), 

26 Benita Ferrero-Waldner, ‘The EU, the Mediterranean and the Middle East: a partnership for reform’, speech 
delivered at the German–World Bank forum on ‘The Middle East and Germany: change and opportunities’, 
Hamburg, 2 June 2006.

27 Ferrero-Waldner, ‘The EU, the Mediterranean’.
28 Benita Ferrero-Waldner, ‘Remarks on democracy promotion’, speech delivered at conference on ‘Democracy 

promotion: the European way’, Brussels, 7 Dec. 2006.
29 Ferrero-Waldner argues that ‘while there is conflict—even frozen conflict—on any part of our continent, 

none of us can live in total security’: Benita Ferrero-Waldner, ‘The European Neighbourhood Policy: helping 
ourselves through helping our neighbours’, speech delivered at conference of foreign affairs committee chair-
men of EU member and candidate states, London, 31 Oct. 2005.
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in the existing Middle East envoy. It has acquired observer standing in negotia-
tions to settle conflict (in Moldova and the South Caucasus), alongside the seat it 
already had in the Middle East Quartet (with the UN, United States and Russia). 
An EU-supported border assistance mission was launched in 2005 along the Trans-
dnistrian border with Ukraine to help to tackle trafficking, smuggling and customs 
fraud. There is also an EU monitoring mission on the Rafah border crossing 
between Gaza and Egypt to foster capacity-building and to ensure the free and 
legal flow of goods and people. Nevertheless, it is probably fair to say that the EU’s 
conflict resolution approach does not rest so much on a forceful presence, or on 
new arguments for peace, as it does on a combination of aid (‘carrots’) and its soft 
power/magnetic attraction. It is hoped that the Union’s substantial ‘carrots’ can 
lure the conflicting parties to put down their arms in a fashion similar to that by 
which the western Balkans were pacified at the end of the 1990s. From the Union’s 
point of view, the use of carrots is the most significant way the ENP is ‘helping to 
increase security’ and contributing ‘meaningfully’ to building peace in the ENP 
area.30

Finally, there was a generalized perception within the EU at the time the policy 
was launched that the ENP was simply the correct thing to do, and therefore a 
sense of ‘fairness’ also played a role. The member states put a special premium on 
the idea that the ENP would be more transparent in terms of norms and expecta-
tions than earlier policies targeted at these same countries. The ENP’s particular 
strength, according to EU officials, is that although the action plans are broad and 
wide-ranging, they are also detailed, making it much easier ‘to discuss, agree and 
implement specific, time-bound and measurable objectives’ and thus fostering 
transparency in relations between the EU and partner countries.31 Similarly, 
the Union also aspired to take the ENP a step further than policies in terms of 
equitability, in two principal ways. The first was the principle of ‘differentia-
tion’, welcomed by partner countries because it appeared to allow for tailor-made 
relations with the EU based on the individual merits of each country. An ENP 
partner would therefore, it seemed, be able to leapfrog any bias or distraction in its 
interaction with the Union brought about by regional difficulties (e.g. the Middle 
East conflict) and/or the influence of third countries. The second was the principle 
of ‘joint ownership’ which also became a guiding notion of the ENP, recasting the 
EU’s relations with its neighbours as ‘one of solidarity and equality of relation’ 
whereby the Union assumes the role of providing technical and financial assistance 
to the partner country to enable the latter to carry out its obligations, thus making 
implementation less onerous for the policy-taker.32

30 Ferrero-Waldner, ‘The European Neighbourhood Policy’.
31 European Commission, ‘On strengthening the European Neighbourhood Policy’, COM(2006)726 final, Brus-

sels, 4 Dec. 2006.
32 European Commission, ‘On strengthening’; cf. Marise Cremona and Christophe Hillion, ‘L’Union fait la force? 

Potential and limitations of the European Neighbourhood Policy as an integrated EU foreign and security 
policy’, EUI-LAW working papers 39, 2006.
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A force for good? Three policies and four logics at play

The EU has, in other words, constructed a narrative of the ENP whereby the policy 
is seen as a virtuous circle for all parties involved, a policy based on commonly held 
aspirations, values and enlightened self-interest. According to Ferrero-Waldner, 
the ENP is perceived by the EU as ‘a win–win policy, based on mutual interest and 
shared values. We share our neighbours’ desire to press forward with reform and 
become more prosperous and stable. We want to increase our security, prosperity 
and stability, and theirs.’33 How does this claim stand up against empirical verifi-
cation and, more importantly, what is the view of those on the receiving end of 
the ENP?

Border management

The EU, as we have seen, perceives that the ENP represents a comprehensive and 
balanced approach for managing migration in cooperation with ENP partners. 
However, ENP partners tend, in contrast, to find the EU’s approach to un regulated 
migration lop-sided. Their principal complaints find the ENP, according to our 
conceptual classification, too steeped in logics of ‘utility’ and insufficiently atten-
tive to ‘values’ and ‘fairness’ to have a preference equilibrium. 

Expectations among prospective ENP partners were high in 2003, when the first 
ENP communication issued by the Commission suggested the extension of the 
intra-EU ‘free circulation of persons’ to neighbouring countries. As the ‘colour 
revolutions’ in Georgia and Ukraine got under way, these countries assumed that 
they would be among first on the list for visa facilitation, given their democrati-
zation processes. They saw visa facilitation as a quick route to the much-needed 
international recognition of their fledgling democratic regimes and efforts towards 
transition.34 However, disappointment on this point soon set in as it became 
evident during the consultation on ENP action plans that exemption from visa 
requirements was to apply to only a very restricted number of individuals and to 
certain categories of people, for example students, journalists and businessmen. 
Some analysts suggest that the provisions of the 2007 EU–Ukraine visa facilitation 
agreement, for example, will have scant impact on Ukrainian society given that up 
to perhaps 95 per cent of its citizens are effectively excluded from the categories 
stipulated by the accord.35

Ukraine’s situation has caused disquiet among other democratizing ENP 
partners. Taking note of the EU governments’ frequently alarmist rhetoric with 
regard to border management, ENP partners believe that the EU is too concerned 

33 Ferrero-Waldner, ‘The European Neighbourhood Policy’.
34 See e.g. Ukrainian President Viktor Yushchenko’s plea before the Council of Europe summit in Warsaw on 16 

May 2005. ‘Yuschenko seeks EU membership’, BBC News, 25 Jan. 2005.
35 Moreover, the complexity of procedures, the delays involved in processing applications, the fees charged and 

the security checks involved all mount up and give a poor impression of the EU overall as a welcoming, open 
society. See Iryna Solonenko, ‘European Neighbourhood Policy—the perception of Ukraine’, Foreign Policy in 
Dialogue 7: 19, July 2006, special issue on ‘The new neighbourhood policy of the European Union: perspectives 
from the European Commission, France, Germany, Poland, Ukraine and Moldova’.
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with its internal security (‘utility’) to think clearly about the external effects of 
such a restrictive visa regime, namely the damaging impact the limited EU visa 
regime may have on their transition and/or democratization processes (‘values’). 
Georgia, for example, has made this very clear—particularly resenting the fact 
that while it is not on the fast track of visa facilitation, a democratically backsliding 
Russia managed to sign such an agreement with the EU in late 2006. The Georgian 
ambassador to the EU lost no time in pointing out not only that the EU has thereby 
missed an opportunity to send an important message of support to nascent democ-
racies such as Georgia, but that residents in the secessionist regions of Abkhazia 
and South Ossetia (most of whom hold Russian passports) now have a better 
chance of entering the EU than Georgian citizens, and that this undermines the 
country’s effort to bring these breakaway regions into line and thereby consolidate 
the incipient democratization process.36

From other ENP partners’ point of view the Union’s ENP border management 
policy could also be criticized from the ‘fairness’ angle. The EU visa facilitation 
agreement is negotiated conditional upon the signing of a readmission agreement. 
The readmission accord has a dual function, so that the ENP partner commits 
itself to taking back not only those of its nationals who find themselves in an 
unregulated situation within EU territory, but also all transiting persons origi-
nating in countries with which the EU does not have a readmission agreement. 
This is one of the main reasons why the visa facilitation consultations with, for 
example, Morocco have slowed down to a standstill. Morocco has for decades 
been petitioning the EU for a more open visa scheme. However, today Rabat 
finds itself hesitant about signing the prerequisite readmission agreement, for two 
reasons. First, a substantial part of its national income depends on remittances 
from Moroccans—whether legal residents or undocumented—settled within 
the EU-27.37 These remittances would obviously be considerably reduced if the 
substantial number of Moroccan citizens without residency permits living and 
working in EU countries today were returned to their country of origin as a 
consequence of the agreement. The second Moroccan fear, shared by Ukraine, 
concerns the obligation to take on responsibility for undocumented migrants from 
third countries who have passed through Morocco on their way to the EU, once 
they have been expelled from EU territory.38 For Morocco this would represent a 
major burden. The Spanish daily El País has reported that more than 2,200 undoc-
umented immigrants from the Maghreb and sub-Saharan Africa entered Spain by 
way of Moroccan territory and the Gibraltar Straits in the period from January 
to August 2007.39 Attending adequately to the needs of those undocumented 
migrants who cannot be repatriated would be a severe drain on the Moroccan 

36 ‘EU visa policy endangers Georgia peace effort’, EUobserver, 12 June 2007.
37 One source puts the total official transfers from the expatriate community to Morocco in 2006 at more than 

€3.8 billion: close to 9% of GDP and the primary source of foreign exchange for the state’s finances. See 
Mohamed Khachani, ‘Morocco and Europe: creating a culture of emigration’, web article for Qantara.de, 
Germany 2007, http://www.qantara.de/webcom/show_article.php/_c-478/_nr-690/_p-1/i.html, accessed 22 
Nov. 2007.

38 Franco Frattini, cited in ECRAN Weekly Update, 2 Feb. 2007.
39 El País, 8 Aug. 2007. 
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state. The ENP, in this sense, does little to share the cost more evenly between 
the EU and its partners. It is widely noted that the European Return Fund, for 
example, established in 2007 to help finance resettlement for undocumented 
migrants, does not have sufficient funds to cover all related expenses.40 Were the 
readmission agreement to be signed under current conditions, the Moroccan 
government would have to cofinance the EU migration policy and, needless to 
say, there is little enthusiasm for that in Rabat.

Hence the border management facet of the ENP is perceived as biased in the 
EU’s favour, which undermines the EU’s claim to be a positive force. Partners 
perceive that they stand to gain less than they put in by helping the Union out with 
managing border flows. The European Commission has been in the forefront of 
seeking a more ambitious EU visa policy; however, to date a majority of member 
states prefer to move slowly in this area. For this reason the European Parliament 
has regularly been critical of the EU migration policy, urging the Union to revive 
the ENP by taking ‘firm measures, accompanied by an information campaign, 
to explain … the new ENP, so as to erase the image of a fearful Europe, more 
concerned with its own security and combating immigration than with the sustain-
able development that is both expected and necessary’.41

Democracy promotion
The Union seems quite satisfied with the ‘soft’ way in which the ENP promotes 
values. However, it has not been possible to reach a preference equilibrium with 
the ENP partners, given their view that the EU’s promotion of values is unsatisfac-
tory on grounds, in our classification system, of both ‘utility’ and ‘fairness’.

The main accusations that the EU is biased towards ‘utility’ in this area stem 
from NGOs working in or with ENP partner countries. The Commission has 
held that the ENP is a holistic democratization instrument, given that it looks 
at both ‘the rights of individuals and the processes and institutions which form 
the foundations of a democratic system. And we ensure our different channels of 
assistance, EIDHR, geographical programmes, and so on, work in close coordi-
nation together.’42 Nevertheless, in many partner countries civil society actors 
are yet to perceive the added value of the ENP for democratization processes. 
One particular complaint is that there was no consultation on, for example, the 
ENP action plans in most countries affected. In some ENP partner countries civil 
society platforms were organized specifically to influence the ENP action plan 
consultation processes.43 However, the EU met only occasionally, and only with 
some NGOs, in the course of consultation over the action plans, and rarely against 
the wishes of the partner government. Some of the most vocal NGO representa-
tives in, for example, Georgia have therefore blamed Brussels for not doing more 
40 Sergio Carrera and Nicoletta Pusterla, ‘The European Return Fund: added value and vulnerabilities’, briefing 

paper II, 31 Jan. 2006, available at http://www.libertysecurity.org/article1188.html, accessed 22 Nov. 2007.
41 European Parliament, ‘Resolution on the European Neighbourhood Policy’, P6_TA(2006)0028, 19 Jan. 2006.
42 Ferrero-Waldner, ‘Remarks’.
43 Leila Alieva, ‘EU and the South Caucasus’, CAP Discussion paper, Bertelsmann Stiftung, Berlin, Dec. 2006, 

http://www.cap.lmu.de/download/2006/2006_Alieva.pdf, accessed 22 Nov. 2007.
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to put pressure on their government to formalize their involvement in the ENP 
consultation process and thus to make the consultation a framework for training in 
democratic dialogue between the government and the tertiary sector.44

In similar vein, civil society actors within and around the EU are critical of 
how the EIDHR remains essentially unreformed, despite the sustained debate that 
took place during 2005 on overhauling this instrument.45 The EIDHR may be 
awarded directly to civil society actors without government consent. However, 
more often than not the EU has allowed host governments to decide where it 
should be allocated. In addition, the EU has shown itself extremely reluctant to 
offer financial support to the political opposition to authoritarian regimes, even 
though some of its member states do (Sweden, for example). While this may reflect 
a desire to ensure that its aid is impartial, disappointment became widespread as the 
EU did little to support the democratic revolutions in Eastern Europe. In this sense 
few civil society actors would see the ENP as more than a marginal improvement 
on previous EU policies directed to promoting democracy in these same countries. 
Civil society actors perceive the ENP as too cautious, and biased towards ensuring 
stability (‘utility’) to the detriment of encouraging democratic change (‘values’).

Second, the ENP suffers just as much as earlier EU democracy and human rights 
policies from a lack of ‘fairness’ or transparency. The Commission has maintained 
that one of the ‘strengths’ of the ENP is that it provides a ‘single, clear framework 
… in which to discuss and handle the whole range of issues between the EU and 
each partner. For instance, focusing exclusively on economic issues to the exclu-
sion of uncomfortable governance or human rights issues thus becomes much 
more difficult.’46 Nevertheless, the ENP action plans still resemble long, chaotic 
‘shopping lists’ for reform.47 They contain both general priorities and a long list 
of ‘actions’, including those related to democracy, which are in turn divided into 
short- and medium-term objectives. However, how these priorities tie together 
and how progress will lead to further incentives remain unclear.48 The absence 
of an objective criterion guiding the Commission on how to deal with ENP 
partners who register only partial reform is one source of complaints on lack of 
transparency. The 2007 EU–Tunisia ENP action plan progress report issued by 
the Commission notes, for example, that satisfactory Tunisian progress has been 
registered in terms of economic and social reforms, as well as in certain sectors 
such as transport, energy and scientific research; however, little or no progress 
has been registered in the area of political reform.49 The perception of inconsis-

44 International Crisis Group, ‘Conflict resolution in the South Caucasus: the EU’s role’, Europe Report 173, 20 
March 2006.

45 There were talks about creating an independent foundation to channel this money in close cooperation with 
third-country NGOs, but this proposal foundered on EU governmental opposition.

46 European Commission, ‘On strengthening’, p. 3.
47 Karen E. Smith, ‘The outsiders: the European neighbourhood policy’, International Affairs 81: 4, 2005, pp. 

757–73.
48 Smith, ‘The outsiders’; Rosa Balfour, ‘Promoting human rights and democracy in the EU’s neighbourhood: 

tools, strategies and dilemmas’, in Rosa Balfour and Antonio Missiroli, Reassessing the European Neighbourhood 
Policy, EPC issue paper 54, June 2007.

49 As evidenced, for example, by slow progress on preparations for a subcommittee on human rights and democ-
racy, on freedom of association and expression, and on implementing the programme for modernizing the 
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tency in the EU’s funding allocation criteria arises from the fact that the politi-
cally non-reformist Tunisia, with 9.8 million inhabitants, is slated to receive €300 
million from the ENPI in the period 2007–2010 while democratizing Ukraine, 
with a population of almost 50 million, will get only €494 million. In short, the 
ENP raises the same kinds of questions that have been raised in relation to earlier 
policies in respect of consistency and the lack of transparency in the evaluation 
process. Perhaps for this reason the European Parliament has found it imperative 
that the Commission should once and for all ‘define the purpose and clear priori-
ties of the European Neighbourhood Policy, thus setting criteria for the evalua-
tion of achievements’.50

The ethical imbalance of the ENP as a democratization tool thus stems in part 
from its failure to strike an adequate balance between intergovernmental and civil 
society actors and to embed in its financial assistance programmes more objective 
criteria to measure progress in the action plans. The EU’s claim to be an ethical 
actor has therefore to some extent been dented by its failure to heed the European 
Parliament’s admonition to the Commission to ‘operate a vigorous policy of 
support for democratic forces’ in neighbouring states.51

Conflict management

The prospect was raised in 2004 that the ENP would contribute to conflict resolu-
tion. The EU has since taken action in selected cases to bring about the settlement 
of conflicts. Here too, the policy falls short of an adequate preference equilibrium, 
with criticism spanning the range from ‘utility’ through ‘values’ and ‘rights’ to 
‘fairness’.

The most vocal criticism stems from those who view the EU as too concerned 
about energy security (‘utility’) and not sufficiently concerned with a sustain-
able resolution of conflicts. Eastern Europe was one of the top priorities for the 
German EU presidency in the first semester of 2007. Berlin wanted to give this 
region more prominence within the ENP, given its geopolitical and economic 
importance as both a supplier of energy to the EU and an energy transit zone. 
Notwithstanding such resolve, the conflict between Armenia and Azerbaijan over 
Nagorno-Karabakh did not, curiously enough, receive much German diplomatic 
attention during its EU watch, even though the conflict is a significant obstacle to 
a dependable energy supply. Pundits have been warning for years that Azerbaijani 
defence spending is rising as energy money has poured into the oil-producing state, 
and in early 2007 Azerbaijani President Ilham Aliyev stated that he does not rule 

justice system. See European Commission, ‘Commission staff working document accompanying the commu-
nication from the Commission to the Council and the European Parliament on strengthening the European 
Neighbourhood Policy: overall assessment’, SEC(2006) 1504/2, Brussels, 4 Dec. 2006.

50 The Parliament also notes the need ‘to establish an effective monitoring mechanism and a readiness to restrict 
or suspend aid and even to cancel agreements with countries which violate international and European stand-
ards of respect for human rights and democracy’: European Parliament, ‘Resolution on the European Neigh-
bourhood Policy’.

51 European Parliament, ‘Resolution on the European Neighbourhood Policy’.
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out military means to solve the dispute.52 German action on the EU’s behalf can 
therefore only be judged as timid and even to some extent inconsistent. In early 
2007 the German foreign minister, Frank-Walter Steinmeier, paid a visit to the 
Caucasus. However, media reports indicate that although in Armenia Steinmeier 
called for a quick resolution of the conflict, in Azerbaijan he made no comment 
in his meetings with the relevant authorities on the Azeri arms build-up.53 This 
omission is disappointing to those who look to the EU to help break the impasse 
over the ‘frozen’ Nagorno-Karabakh conflict.

In terms of the Middle East, the EU has been seen by some as exacerbating the 
Israeli–Palestinian conflict by not recognizing the Hamas government after the 
elections in 2006. Arabs have read the EU’s refusal to deal with the democratically 
elected Hamas government as a clear demonstration of political insincerity.54 In 
the circumstances, the EU member states found themselves divided over whether 
to uphold the principle of democracy (‘value’) or safeguard the Union’s credibility 
and standing as an actor in the Middle East peace process (‘utility’) by maintaining 
its commitment not to deal with organizations that have been labelled ‘terrorist’ 
by a number of western countries and other bodies, including the EU itself. The 
failure to find a convincing compromise between ‘values’ and ‘utility’ that will 
satisfy both insiders and outsiders in respect of the Hamas electoral victory has 
compromised the EU’s status as an ethical actor in the region. Most visibly, it 
has limited the EU’s ability to project these same values. The perception in some 
Middle Eastern countries is that the Union’s failure to recognize Hamas just goes 
to show that the ‘rules of the game’ are biased against the Arab world. As a conse-
quence, those who would like to drive a permanent wedge between the West and 
the Arab world have stood to benefit. Jordan’s active pro-Islamist movement, for 
example, has turned the unresolved Palestine question and the perceived bias of 
the United States and the EU against the Hamas government into an argument 
against Jordanian civil society accepting EU funds for projects in the country.55 
The EU funds for value promotion are therefore increasingly finding a lack of 
takers in that Middle Eastern country.

Finally, there are two sets of circumstances in which the EU has shown a lack 
of ‘fairness’ that the ENP has not managed to resolve. First, for more than a decade 
Azerbaijan has been disappointed by the EU’s unwillingness to declare clearly that 
Armenia is occupying Azerbaijani territory. Baku tried to press the 2006 Finnish 
EU presidency to have its concerns on this point reflected in the ENP action plan; 
however, in the end, as a consequence of time constraints, as Alieva reports, the 
EU–Azerbaijan action plan settled for the OSCE’s ambiguous phrasing.56 Thus the 
EU appears to have taken a biased stand, favouring one ENP partner over another. 
Second, Georgia has seen the ENP as an opportunity to gain more substantial, 
52 ‘EU neighbour drifting into a war, Brussels warns’, EUobserver, 29 Aug. 2006.
53 ‘Germany urges progress on Nagorno-Karabakh’, RFE/RL, 20 Feb. 2007.
54 Michelle Pace, ‘EU normative power in relation to border conflicts’, CFSP Forum 4: 2, March 2006.
55 Sabiha Senyücel, Sanem Güner, Sigrid Faath and Hanspeter Mattes, ‘Factors and perceptions influencing the 
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56 Alieva, ‘EU and the South Caucasus’.
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immediate and politically orientated support from the EU to resolve the seces-
sionist conflicts on its territory. In particular, Tbilisi identifies Russia as one of the 
actors helping to fan the secessionist aspirations of these regions and would like 
the Union to help it resist such Russian influence there. However, this expectation 
clearly exceeds what Brussels and other EU capitals are willing to do. Georgian 
President Saakashvili has shown a certain impatience with the EU’s timid ‘Russia-
first’ policy, which skews the EU–Georgian relationship in a way which the 
ENP was allegedly designed to avoid. Saakashvili has even claimed that the EU’s 
technocratic approach is essentially ‘outdated’, as it continues to provide technical 
experts and send highly paid European consultants, who provide no added value in 
addressing the tough questions concerning the country’s territorial sovereignty.57

The EU’s policy on conflict resolution in relation to the ENP area is on many 
accounts not considered by ENP partners to be ethically sound. According to the 
original strategy, the ENP was to ‘reinforce stability and security and contribute 
to efforts at conflict resolution’ and to strengthen ‘the EU’s contribution to 
promoting the settlement of regional conflicts’.58 However, evidence shows that 
conflict resolution has largely fallen by the wayside, becoming just one of many 
priorities under the heading of political dialogue, and thus there are few tangible 
improvements over pre-ENP days.

Conclusion

The ENP raised the expectation that the policy would enable the EU to do unto its 
neighbours as the Union would have them do unto itself, if the tables were turned. 
The policy seemed at first glance well placed to allow the EU to temper interests 
and values with consideration for the well-being of its ENP partners. However, 
the resulting track record is mixed. Our findings point to the EU as more a modest 
than a fully fledged ‘force for good’.

On the one hand, the EU can be said to be engaging in ethical action to the 
extent that it tries to strike a balance between ‘utility’, ‘values’, ‘rights’ and 
‘fairness’, not resorting to open coercion and not failing to provide technical and 
financial assistance to its partners as a means of compensation for ENP partners’ 
compliance with the union’s preferences. Indeed, the EU has arguably expended 
considerable energy in devising instruments and mechanisms to make the ENP a 
qualitative leap forward compared to previous policies for these countries. For this 
reason we grant that the EU has gone some way towards achieving a moral stance 
in its exercise of power.

On the other hand, however, the track record is vitiated by the existence of 
many situations of ambiguity which give rise to biases against ENP governmental 
or civil society partners. Examples of these are the seemingly insufficient coordina-
tion between different EU policies (e.g. the ENP and the Union’s readmission/visa 
57 Brussels officials meanwhile express frustration that the Georgian authorities, particularly at the middle level 

and below, lack the capacity and commitment to engage in systematic, technical and coordinated work on 
reforms.

58 European Commission, ‘European Neighbourhood Policy strategy paper’.
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policy or energy policy) and the contradictions arising from trying to promote 
different principles simultaneously within a list of clear strategic priorities (e.g. the 
dilemma of whether to recognize Hamas or not; the lack of connection between 
democratization and EU ‘carrots’ such as visa facilitation or financial assistance; 
the respective imperatives of energy policy and conflict resolution). Tension 
between member states and/or between EU institutions has not helped the situa-
tion. The general perception among ENP partners is thus that—everything else 
being equal—the European Neighbourhood Policy offers them little added value, 
given that some of their own political priorities are not reflected in the policy.






