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EXPERIENCE WITH AND LESSONS FROM THE FIRST YEARS 
OF EU MEMBERSHIP – THE HUNGARIAN CASE 

 
The accession of ten new countries to the European Union in May 2004 did not 
produce any major problem in the everyday functioning of the integration. At the 
same time, in the new members, no wonder happened either. 
Most of the negative expectations linked to accession proved unjustified or 
mainly due to deficiencies in the preparation for membership. The article 
analysis the impact of accession on growth, inflation, employment, small- and 
medium-sized companies, regional development, budget and political 
sovereignty. The main conclusion is that eventual negative developments 
cannot be linked to EU accession but to home-made economic policy failures in 
the previous years. Of course, it is always easier to blame external factors, 
including now Brussels for own mistakes. In other areas, where membership 
created a new situation, the expected impacts could be identified well in 
advance (e.g. sovereignty). 
A separate chapter deals with the two-year balance of accession. Trade with 
the new member countries shows a dramatic growth, particularly in exports. As 
a result, the traditional trade deficit turned to a substantial surplus within a 
period of two years, indicating the (regional) competitiveness of the Hungarian 
economy. The success of adjustment can be proved by the smooth 
transposition of EU directives and guidelines related to the internal market. Less 
promising were Hungarian developments concerning the main objectives of the 
renewed Lisbon agenda. In turn, Hungarians were successful in applying for 
higher positions in different EU institutions. Also, level and structure of utilizing 
EU funds can be considered satisfactory, excepting the delayed direct 
payments to farmers.  
With membership, Hungary became a policy-shaper of EU decisions and 
politics. In the first years, however, this manouevring room has not been 
adequately used, since the traditional, historically rooted unilateral policy-taker 
behaviour and mentality could not yet be overcome. Another important problem 
is the deeply divided Hungarian society between two basic political parties and 
strategies that does not only appear in the different approach to global and 
European developments but seriously hinders the identification and 
implementation of Hungarian strategic interests in the enlarged European 
Union. 
JEL: F15 

Introduction 

After about two and a half years of full membership (although with transitional 
periods in several important fields, such as direct payments for farmers, EU 
budgetary transfers, Schengen or monetary union) first experience gathered after 
the accession to the European Union (EU) in May 2004 can be summarized. Not 
less importantly, also some lessons can be formulated for future members on how 
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to get even better prepared, how to make best use of the pre-accession period and 
what should be avoided in the aftermath of accession. The following considerations 
are based on personal experience with the Hungarian case, although, most 
frequently, other new member countries could identify the same or very similar 
impacts. 
Despite some smaller differences negotiated in the national accession treaties, all 
countries of Central and Eastern Europe (CEE) entered the EU with the same 
conditions and the same expectations. Concerning the latter, it was obvious and 
self-evident what kind of a European integration they wanted to join. Such a 
question did not form part of any discussion before membership, including the 
national referenda. All countries wished to become member of an EU that: 
(a) is open to the world in general, and to the continuation of the enlargement 

process within the geographic boundaries of Europe, in particular, 
(b) is characterized by a predominantly future-oriented attitude instead of turning 

back to the (not so glorious) past of the continent, 
(c) can prove its competitiveness in the global economic, and increasingly also 

political, framework, 
(d) remains solidarian to the new members that, without any exception, had a 

lower level of development, at least as indicated by per capita GDP figures. 
It is not the goal of this paper to examine to what extent the EU could satisfy the 
above expectations. Also, deviations in the expectation pattern of the individual 
new members will not be studied here. Of course, such a separate survey would be 
extremely important and timely, even if the time horizon to draw longer-term 
conclusions seems to be too short. Namely, European values, the „mission” of the 
integration and the leadership question should undergo a fundamental discussion 
and, as a result, a clear reorientation of European integration. However, the aim of 
this paper is much less demanding. It focuses on two issues. First, it tries to 
highlight the experience with membership based on the developments and the 
adjustment process realized between May 2004 and September 2006. Second, 
and based on such experience, it intends to put together some conclusions and 
recommendations to future members. 

Experience with membership 

(a) A methodological remark has to be made in advance. New (and old) member 
countries are by far not only influenced by the developments in the process of 
European integration. There are at least three levels of factors that influence 
the behaviour, the manoeuvring room, possibilities and limits of a given 
member country. First, global developments affect all member countries, even 
if not always simultaneously or with the same strength. Second, as members 
of the integration all of them are influenced by different integration policies. 
Third, and not least importantly, domestic processes, economic, social and 
political pressures constantly shape both the situation and the public opinion 
in the respective country. Thus, the impacts of integration can hardly be 
separated from other influences. This, however, generates a complicated 
picture in which it is not easy to separate global, community-level and national 
factors. Even worse, one has to face constantly the temptation that all, and 
mostly adverse (or negatively felt) developments can be attributed to the 
European integration in general, and to Brussels, in particular. It is an overall 
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and lasting experience that both politicians and part of the public opinion used 
to opt for the easier solution of explaining why some expectations could not be 
fulfilled. In a historical retrospective, it has always been easy to find an 
external factor that could be made responsible for the mistakes of local policy-
makers, be it a foreign power exercising direct or indirect influence on the 
given country or an international institution (e.g. IMF, World Bank, etc.). 
Without trying to honestly separate different influential factors it is not only 
very difficult but also highly misleading to make an objective and balanced 
analysis of the role of the EU and the experience with accession. Evidently, in 
some cases, the direct and not always benign impact of Brussels can be 
identified. The European integration does not develop always in the direction 
most or some member countries would like to anticipate. However, in most 
cases it is a member country’s resistance that blocks progress. In addition, it 
is often forgotten that decisions on the community level are not made by the 
Commission, independently from the member states, but are the result of 
compromises among „national interests” achieved in inter-governmental 
discussions (Council). 

(b) In most CEE countries, accession expectations were accompanied by several 
fears and anxieties, many times artificially exaggerated by opposition parties. 
Such fears included higher prices, more unemployment, massive bankruptcy 
of small and medium-sized domestic companies, net contribution to the EU 
budget and the loss of political sovereignty. Needless to say, such adverse 
developments did not take place. If, still, some negative impacts could be felt, 
they were mainly due to other factors, including global developments (higher 
energy prices) and mistaken or several times postponed domestic economic 
policies (price subsidization, large share of state-owned and artificially kept 
companies, protected economic environment to otherwise uncompetitive small 
and medium-sized firms, or, most frequently, the time-related interaction of 
integration and (delayed) transformation impacts. To be sure, high growth 
rates in general had little to do directly with accession. They have been – and 
still are – the result of successful transformation, belated catching up, the 
availability of hidden productivity reserves, structural change and, can, of 
course, also be attributed to the low starting level of economic development 
(mainly in Southeastern Europe and in the Baltics).  
Price changes due to world market developments (e.g. oil and gas) or to shifts 
in the national price policy (e.g. lifting or maintaining of price controls) have 
nothing to do with accession. In addition, most countries have entered the EU 
with a largely open, liberalized economy, in which adjustment to world market 
prices occurred well before 2004. Membership-related price changes were 
constrained to higher excise duties on tobacco and alcoholic beverage well 
before membership (as part of the conditions negotiated earlier and 
incorporated into the accession treaty) and to the harmonization of the value-
added tax system (the abolition of the zero tax bracket on a few commodities 
but mainly on selected service activities). On the other hand, membership 
contributed to lower prices due to two factors. First, with very few exceptions, 
national external tariffs were higher than the EU common external tariff that 
had to be implemented from the very first day of membership. Therefore, the 
prices of imported goods were reduced. It is another question, how much the 
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final consumer could perceive from the price reduction, since the gain from the 
tariff difference could be realized by or distributed between the exporter, the 
importer, the domestic distributor and the user of imports by a domestic 
manufacturing company. Second, keener competition, particularly in the 
rapidly spreading retail channels, has definitely constrained any effort to 
increase prices and started to develop a „competitive price reduction” 
campaign (and „culture”). 
Employment levels did not change substantially. Countries with high 
unemployment remained characterized by high figures, while those with 
relatively low unemployment did not report relevant changes either. This can 
be explained by the fact that all new members started a fundamental 
adjustment process at least a decade before EU accession and were able to 
carry out most employment-related structural changes at due time. In case 
lower unemployment figures can be observed, this phenomenon is more 
connected with emigration of the local people to those EU countries that 
opened up their national labour market than to a substantially changing 
domestic environment. Neither the slightly increasing unemployment figures in 
Hungary (from 6.2 to 7.5 per cent that is still the second lowest official figure 
behind Slovenia and much better than the EU average) can be directly related 
to EU accession. In the background of such development one can find the 
changing domestic structure of social benefits that became dependent on the 
registration of every beneficiary in the respective labour office as a person 
who is unemployed at the moment but is looking for job opportunities. Still, in 
the next years, partially and temporarily higher unemployment cannot be ruled 
out in any of the new member countries. This could result from the 
unavoidable capital concentration after more than 15 years of transformation 
that would force a large number of small (in many cases one-person) 
companies to give up their previous activity or join larger production or service 
units. This is a fundamental precondition of preserving or further strengthening 
competitiveness. The role of EU membership is indirect, since it forces 
companies to remain or become competitive. However, the EU does not 
directly affect the way in which higher competitiveness should be reached. 
Other fears concerning budget and political sovereignty will be shortly 
addressed in the next paragraphs. 

(c) One of the most visible impacts of membership could be identified in trade 
relations. Certainly, all new member countries had been reorienting their trade 
relations towards the EU from the first half of the nineties. At the moment of 
membership, some countries, as the Czech Republic, Hungary, Slovakia and 
Slovenia had a much higher EU share in their total exports (and imports) than 
most „old” EU members. Also their level of trade openness approached that of 
the smaller EU-15 countries. Due to the free trade framework practiced after 
2001, accession was not expected to generate huge additional trade creation 
impacts. Still, substantial and positive developments occurred in four areas. 
First, the full liberalization of trade in agricultural products started at the 
moment of membership. The immediate impact was a dramatic increase in 
agricultural trade, both exports and imports, although with different country-
related features that were by far not disconnected from the agricultural policies 
and the export potential of the given country (Polish exports did much better 
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than Hungarian ones). Second, in many areas, trade in services experienced 
a dramatic increase, even if comprehensive and comparable figures are not 
yet available. Third, small- and medium-sized companies became 
substantially more active, due to the high level of legal and institutional 
security provided by membership. Fourth, and finally, the most dramatic 
change happened in trade among the new member countries. On paper, the 
Central European new members had a free trade agreement, however, it has 
never been fully implemented. On May 1, 2004, however, all new members 
had to transfer their national trade policies to Brussels. In consequence, no 
more protective measures could be applied in their trade with each other. As a 
result, regional trade among new members skyrocketed and the share of them 
in the respective total exports and imports grew substantially. In addition, 
partly also previous trade patterns started to change, including the commodity 
structure or the bilateral trade balance. For Hungary, between 2004 and the 
first half of 2006, the share of trade with the new members (excluding Cyprus 
and Malta) in total trade registered an increase from less than 9 per cent to 12 
per cent in exports and an increase from 8 to 9 per cent in imports. Not less 
importantly, traditional trade deficit (about Euro 550 mn in 2004) was 
converted into substantial trade surplus (Euro 540 mn in the first half of 2006), 
with a net improvement of Euro 1.1 bn in the trade balance with the new 
members. 

(d) For several reasons, the attitude of foreign direct investments (FDI) did not 
change substantially as the result of accession. First, investment decisions 
have anticipated membership well before the political decision was taken or 
the accession treaty was signed. Most companies that wanted to be located in 
the region did it well before and in the strong conviction of EU membership of 
the respective country. Second, concerning the behaviour of FDI, the new 
member countries can hardly be compared, since they were at different levels 
of attracting foreign capital (from privatization over green-field investments to 
extension of previously started activities). Also, the market orientation of FDI 
indicates differences (domestic market- vs. regional or global orientation). 
Moreover, figures on capital inflow are misleading, since they do not include 
reinvested profits that used to become the main instrument of financing FDI in 
countries that opened up first to foreign capital and could develop a highly 
sophisticated structure of foreign enterprises in their national territory. Third, 
investment decisions of FDI take into account a number of important factors 
that have little in common with EU accession. The general political, legal and 
economic environment, the availability of key production factors (not least 
skilled and flexible labour), the size of the targeted market, the level of 
development of physical infrastructure or the geographic location of the 
country used to be more important considerations than EU membership. In 
order not to be misunderstood, it has to be stressed that EU membership does 
matter, but it cannot compensate for inadequate host country policies. 

(e) One of the most interesting impacts of EU membership can be observed in the 
EU labour market. During the official negotiations, Brussels (and the member 
countries) implemented restrictions in the way of the free flow of labour upon 
accession that individual member countries can extend for a period of up to 
seven years (in three stages). In May 2004, three countries, namely Great 
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Britain, Ireland and Sweden have opened up their national labour markets to 
the citizens of the new member countries. Other countries insisted on different 
levels of restrictions and controls. After two years of membership, some 
figures are available. They reflect a fundamentally diverging attitude to 
„migration” from the new members. While about 400.000 Poles were 
registered in the British labour market (part of them used to work in Britain 
earlier, and they could „legalize” their work after membership), only a very 
modest migration took place from Slovenia (about 3.000 people), Hungary 
(12.000) but also the Czech Republic (22.000). In turn, Slovakia with half of 
the Hungarian population reported 50.000 migrants (not including the figure of 
about 25.000 working in Hungary). Even more interestingly, Baltic countries 
with China-like economic growth rates belong to the substantive sending 
countries. Based on British official figures only, about 50.000 people left 
Lithuania (with 3.7 mn people or about 2 mn of active population) and another 
35.000 migrated from Latvia (with a population of 2.5 mn and an active labour 
of not more than 1.5 mn in the best case). Although large income differences 
may explain such huge migration waves, but, at the same time, high economic 
growth should work against such a „current”. Moreover, since most migrants 
belong to the younger, mostly better skilled and flexible generation, their 
lasting loss could seriously impair the sustainability of the catching up process 
in the native country. The longer term impacts of migration require a 
fundamental and balanced analysis, not least with regard to the Southeastern 
European new members, current and future candidates. In addition, lower 
level of domestic unemployment should not be dissociated from the net impact 
of migration. 

(f) Although to different degrees, but all new member countries became net 
beneficiaries of EU transfers (having Slovenia the lowest and Poland the 
highest amounts). However, the current amount of money is just a fraction of 
what traditional net beneficiaries, as Spain, Portugal, Greece, Ireland, let 
alone Eastern Germany, used to get. The annual national envelopes became 
„richer” as compared to the money available in the pre-accession framework, 
but, due to the limits defined in March 1999 in Berlin, they were anything but 
just amounts. Since the new members joined the EU in the middle of the EU’s 
current financial framework period (2000-2006), there was no room to major 
restructuring and redistribution. However, as of 2007, they will enjoy much 
larger amounts of EU financial support, since they could co-negotiate the total 
amount, structure and conditions of the new seven-year financial package 
(2007-2013). Concerning the 2004-2006 period, some important points can be 
highlighted. First, there is a natural discrepancy in the time sheet of payments 
to the common budget and transfers from it to the given country. Payments 
are due the first of every month (in 12 instalments annually) and are automatic 
and obligatory. In turn, EU transfers are neither evenly distributed in time nor 
automatic. The amount always depends on the projects that are carried out 
with EU money (and national cofinancing). In this way, periods can always be 
found where the balance between „expenditure” and „income” does not 
necessarily point to a net beneficiary position. However, on the annual level, 
and increasing with the years, the beneficiary position becomes more and 
more evident also in financial terms (since multi-annual projects used to get 
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part of the EU money after finishing the undertaking). Second, the farmers 
became immediate and evident winners of membership. Although they had to 
start with 25 percent of the sum paid out to the farmers of the EU-15, their 
income situation improved dramatically. Again, cross-country differences have 
proved important, due to the different quality of the national institutional 
system (including the timely and professional setting up of the payment 
agency). Also, the income level of the farmers showed marked differences 
from country to country. Polish farmers became the largest beneficiaries to 
such an extent, that their overall anti-EU behaviour before membership turned 
into a substantial pro-EU attitude within a period of less than two years. 
According to official figures, the income of the Polish farmers doubled, while 
this indicator increased by 70 percent in the Czech Republic and by about 30 
percent in Slovakia and Hungary, respectively. Third, the real challenge to be 
faced will be arriving with the efficient spending of the much higher amount of 
EU transfers available after 2007. In the Hungarian case, the national envelop 
covering the seven year financial period contains Euro 22.6 bn (or more than 
Euro 3 bn on an annual average). 

(g) Beyond the well-known macroeconomic figures, the impact of accession can 
be measured on a number of other levels as well. Some of these indicators 
may even be more telling concerning the level of integration maturity and 
adjustment capacity of the given country than macroeconomic features. They 
can be considered as important factors of the sustainability of longer-term 
processes and an element of assessing the degree of „successful 
membership” a few years after the date of accession. Here, three areas will be 
shortly mentioned, while two fundamental fields with concrete requirements 
and longer-term preparation (Schengen and eurozone) will not be covered in 
this paper. First, all member countries have to apply the basic rules of the 
EU’s competition policy. Those companies that violate these rules, will be 
warned an, in case of not adjusting themselves to the acquis communautaire, 
their case will be put forward to the European Court. Most probably there is a 
correlation between microeconomic performance on the one hand, and the 
number of issues dealt or to be dealt with by the Court. Higher level of 
„integration maturity” used to be accompanied by less problematic cases and 
viceversa. In fact, in the first year of membership, the Court had to deal with 
41 Czech problems but only with 12 Hungarian ones. Evidently, a more 
fundamental assessment can only be carried out after several years of 
experience. Second, all member countries have to transpose EU legislation 
into their national law system. In this framework, particular attention is paid to 
the EU directives and other legal acts on the liberalization of the internal 
market. In this comparison, some new member countries (such as Lithuania or 
Hungary) are not only among the best performers but are better placed than 
several „old” members. Again, a more convincing survey requires some years 
of experience. However, it can be stated that the new member countries did 
not find fundamental domestic barriers to rapid and successful application of 
new EU rules. Nevertheless, the underlying reasons may fluctuate in a wide 
range, from high level of adjustment capability to lower level of resistance by 
economic interest groups or ossified institutional structures, due to the positive 
and negative consequences of transformation (e.g. weak institutions, modest 
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bargaining power of trade unions and other interest organizations, large 
number of „empty holes” in the national legislation, etc.). Third, the Lisbon-
related national action plans to be prepared each year by all member 
countries is another good criterion for evaluation. In this context, most new 
members struggle with serious deficiencies due to their lower level of 
economic development and modest domestic resources available to across-
the-board economic and social modernization. Hungary is worst placed 
concerning the share of employed people within the active population. Also its 
R+D expenditures in GDP terms are far from adequate, even in comparison 
with the new member countries. In turn, serious efforts have been made in 
developing the physical infrastructure, a key element of longer term and 
sustainable competitiveness. Still, this generated a negative impact on the 
budget and confronted with another important EU requirement of bringing key 
national economic figures nearer to the Maastricht criteria. 

(h) One of the areas in which the impact of membership can be identified quickly 
and in a transparent way, is the number and, not less importantly, the position 
of national citizens in different EU organizations. Evidently, each country can 
nominate one commissioner. New member countries tried to make a 
comparison, which could get a more influential portfolio in the Commission. In 
fact, and many times beyond the personal capacity of the given commissioner, 
the priority areas in the EU are constantly changing. For instance, in the last 
period, energy (under the Latvian commissioner) and tax harmonization 
(belonging to the portfolio of the Hungarian commissioner) have been clearly 
upgraded. At another occasion, when a special report is published, the role of 
another commissioner is highlighted (e.g. the Czech commissioner when a 
comprehensive study has been presented on the EU labour market and the 
impact of migration between 2004 and 2006). More telling is the distribution of 
other positions, since, within the different EU institutions there are no strict 
national quotas. Of course, some balance has to be observed but relevant 
„deviations” can constantly be identified. Considering this area as an important 
element of „successful integration”, the Hungarian performance is among the 
best ones. After two years of membership, several hundreds of Hungarian 
experts got employed in different EU offices, some of them in leading position 
(general and deputy general directors). Until now, less successful proved 
those Hungarian initiatives that aimed at bringing a special integration agency 
to Hungary. (The border control agency was given to Poland, while the setting 
up of a technology or energy agency is still in the preparatory stage, without 
any decision on the location.) 

(i) In the medium- and longer term, successful integration does not only imply 
quick and efficient adjustment to the requirements of the integration but also 
an active role in shaping community-level policies. Therefore, it is a relevant 
criterion of assessment of membership, to what extent the new member 
countries could participate in or suggest new EU policies and bring them to 
the priority agenda of the EU. In the last two years, some examples can 
already be identified. Poland and Lithuania played a crucial role in the 
development of EU relations with the Ukraine, while Hungary and Slovenia are 
largely committed to an efficient policy of Brussels towards Southeastern 
Europe, particularly concerning the Western Balkans. All CEE member 
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countries are fundamentally interested in developing a common European 
energy policy, and most of them express positive attitude towards keeping the 
integration open to further enlargement. Active participation in community-
level policy-making is an important element of determining and identifying the 
new role of a member country that, at the moment of accession, had to give 
up part of its „national sovereignty”. Of course, „national sovereignty”, 
particularly in the case of small countries, and in the era of globalization is a 
more and more relative issue. However, part of the national society is rather 
sensitive to it, and discussion about the topic can easily end up in demagogy 
and populism. Therefore, the importance of the new form of sovereignty called 
„shared sovereignty” within the EU has to be adequately underlined. In itself, 
membership in the club increases the bargaining power of small countries 
both in international organizations (WTO) and in bilateral negotiations with 
large powers (USA, China, Russia, etc.). The positive impact of shared or 
„restructured sovereignty” can be even better communicated if a member 
country initiates and takes active part in shaping selected community-level 
policies. 

Lessons with personal policy-oriented suggestions and recommendations 

The next paragraphs address some critical areas in which the new member 
countries in general and Hungary in particular have gathered sufficient experience 
that can be taken into account by countries that are expected to join the EU at a 
later stage. At this point, it has to be stressed that there is no omnipotent and 
general recommendation that, at any price, should be closely followed and 
implemented by countries with different political, social and economic 
characteristics. The situation in the respective country can be different from the 
environment in which a suggestion originated. In addition, also the external 
environment is changing, including the policies and priorities of the European 
integration. Still, taking into account the above mentioned limits, lessons learnt in 
other parts of Europe can provide useful support to countries that are about to 
formulate and implement their respective integration-related strategies. 
(a) One of the biggest mistake would-be members can commit (and, in fact, most 

of them did it in the past) is to stop adjustment to and preparation for 
membership at the moment of successfully finalizing accession negotiations 
and/or signing the accession treaty. One should not forget that candidates are 
expected not only to become full member but also a successful member of the 
community. This is in the interest of the given country as well as of the 
previous community. Therefore, at the latest after finishing negotiations, a 
national integration strategy has to be elaborated that not only determines the 
roadmap to full membership and beyond it in the areas covered by transitional 
arrangements. It should identify the basic strategic goals of the new member 
country in all key areas of European integration.  Further institution-building 
and the definition of the most adequate instruments and methods to achieve 
the strategic goals should follow. 

(b) Most of the crucial domestic reforms that influence „successful membership” 
should be initiated or largely implemented before accession. Part of the reform 
pressure is clearly originating in adjustment to the EU rules. However, another 
part is not directly linked to the acquis communautaire, sometimes because 
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the latter is still rather „empty” in critical reform areas under national 
competence (education, social and health issues, taxation, etc.). Early 
domestic reforms offer two basic advantages. On the one hand they help 
avoid „reform and adjustment congestion”. Following accession, the new 
member country, even if best prepared (on paper), will be facing a number of 
new challenges and adjustment pressures. If the major initial and by far not 
always positive impacts of the domestic reform overlap in time with the 
additional external adjustment pressures, both policy-makers and the society 
is likely to experience additional costs that, otherwise, could have been 
distributed in time. Moreover, the mixing of domestic and EU pressures can 
easily lead to a situation in which the society of the new member country may 
soon become disappointed with long-awaited membership because part of the 
new problems will automatically be associated with Brussels. On the other 
hand, the degree of efficient utilization of EU transfers is positively correlated 
with the level of domestic preparation. Successfully reformed areas of 
economic and social activities regularly have a higher level of absorption 
capacity, promise quicker return and generate substantial multiplier effects. 

(c) At least in the financial framework covering the period between 2007 and 
2013, new member countries will dispose of huge amounts of financial 
resources for socio-economic modernization. However, the efficient utilization 
of the transfer requires very careful and comprehensive preparation. First, 
goals and instruments should not be mixed up. EU transfers represent a 
historically unique instrument but they are not the basic objective. The latter is 
understood as sustainable and successful modernization - among others, with 
the help of EU funds. Second, national development plans, as the basic 
framework requirement of Brussels in order to have access to money must not 
replace the national strategy on successful integration. On the one hand, the 
development plan does not cover all and highly significant areas of integration 
policy (only those that are linked to EU transfers). On the other, additional EU 
money is available also outside the operational programs contained in the 
national development plan. There are a number of community-level funds that 
have not been distributed among the member countries but will be used 
according to the best offers and potential contributions made by the member 
countries (e.g. neighbourhood policy, international aid programs, foreign policy 
priorities). Third, adequate national cofinancing has to be assured. This should 
not only guarantee the necessary amount of national money but has to 
provide additional resources in case of overcoming liquidity shortage, since, in 
many cases, EU transfers may be delayed or subject to strict control before 
payments are allowed. Fourth, sometimes EU priorities of funding and national 
priorities of development may be not fully covering each other. Thus, fine-
tuning of key objectives seems to be an extremely important and delicate 
issue. Fifth, the criteria of successful absorption of EU transfers have to be 
defined. Is the basic aim just to spend the available money without any 
objection by Brussels? Or should successful termination of a given project 
become the „benchmark”? What about the process of self-sustained 
development following the first and EU-financed stage of a project? Will it 
become an island, a project with further demand for additional EU support or 
can it start a self-fuelled development without any further subsidy? And finally, 
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what are the indirect (spill-over) impacts of EU-financed projects on different 
other economic and social activities as well as the general attitude of the 
society? 

(d) All new and would-be member countries are struggling with high level of 
regional differences as expressed in income, development level, structure, 
employment and even mentality. Regional differences sometimes produced by 
and inherited over centuries, cannot be ironed out in a short time. On the 
contrary, and despite more money to be channelled to less developed areas, 
the first years of membership may even enhance such differences. Such a 
temporarily growing gap can be explained by the difference in absorption 
capacity. Higher developed regions can attract additional resources easier 
and, in fact, promise quicker return and higher efficiency. In turn, less 
developed regions many times miss the critical minimum of efficient resource 
utilization. Therefore, a double and parallel strategy can be offered. On the 
one hand, EU funds have to be channelled to projects with high efficiency and 
able to generate spill-over effects. On the other hand, less developed areas 
have to improve their absorption capacity in order to be able to find an 
interface once the spill-over effects of more developed regions become 
manifest. Of course, large-scale development of the physical and human 
infrastructure can substantially increase the absorption capacity of less 
developed regions and reduce the time required to create the necessary 
„interface”. 

(e) Successful membership and efficient interest protection or implementation 
requires new and cooperative behaviour from the new member country. 
Although, in some cases, each member country has its veto right, it would not 
be very wise to start membership with making use of this possibility. Just the 
opposite, particularly small countries with limited individual influence on 
decision-making should be advised to look for strategic and tactical alliances 
with other (including also large) member countries. In contrast to traditional 
bilateral talks or, even more, to intolerant attitudes experienced in the 
domestic political arena, the EU is based on a „compromise culture”. Specific 
interests can better be represented in alliance with others, while vetoing can 
easily push a country into the corner, without the expected and needed 
support in a number of other issues that may turn out to be highly important 
for the given country at a later stage of the decision-making process. 

(f) In many aspects, membership differs from pre-membership status. 
Paradoxically, as shown by some examples provided by the new member 
countries, there is more manoeuvring room to negotiate special treatments (or 
additional temporary exemptions) than during the official negotiations. 
However, such an instrument has to be used carefully and special requests 
must not be exaggerated, either in the number of cases or the quality of the 
request. Simultaneously, accession deprives the new member of some control 
instruments at its border. Imported goods will not be allowed to be 
investigated at the border station, so that dangerous commodities may enter 
the national market. This, in fact, several times happened in CEE, mainly with 
unhealthy to poisoning food products and, most recently also with the 
transport of larger volumes of garbage to be processed in the new member 
country or to be delivered further to other non-member countries. Therefore, 

 13 



 

because of the missing border control the safety control – mainly in the field of 
consumer protection and environmental safety - has to be substantially 
enhanced. 

(g) Following accession, the previously (largely) one-sided, policy-taker status will 
change to a mixture of policy-taker and policy-maker status. This is a 
qualitative difference that, in many cases, still seems not to be overcome by 
the new member countries. In fact, they were accustomed to the policy-taker 
position during many centuries of their history (sometimes with short and lucky 
interruptions). The pattern of negotiations on accession did not change this 
picture either, since membership was conditioned by unilaterally taking on the 
rules of the game of the „club”. In legal and institutional terms, this situation 
changed dramatically at the moment of accession (of course, excepting the 
policy areas with transitional arrangements or specific further requirements, as 
membership in the Schengen zone or in the monetary union). However, most 
representatives of the new member countries continued to behave according 
to the old „fashion”. The general impression that in most cases none of the 
member countries hindered (let alone blocked) the everyday practice of 
decision-making process in the EU, can be interpreted in two ways. Either, in 
most cases the new member countries remained „silent” because they were 
really well prepared and equipped with a high level of flexibility in order to 
protect or include their special interests into the decision-making process. Or, 
more probably, most of them did not dispose of any clear idea and any 
previous identification of strategic interests and just because of this deficiency 
they showed „good behaviour”. (The only – and rather ambiguous -exception 
was the Polish veto against starting negotiations with Russia in late 2006.) In 
the future, a much better mix of policy-taker and policy-maker attitude has to 
be developed. On the one hand, all countries have to keep in mind that they 
are policy-takers in a club of 25 (and 27 as of January 2007), where most 
decisions are based on good or not so good compromises. On the other hand, 
and at the same time, all of them have equal rights to shape or influence the 
decision-making process. In this context, much more activity of the new 
members is needed. 

(h) „Compromise culture” in the EU has to be accompanied by more prudent and 
intelligent behaviour at home. First, the European minimum standards on 
political culture have to be applied in domestic, party-politics-dominated 
issues. Second, and not less importantly, domestic problems must not be 
brought either to the Commission, to the Parliament or to the leadership of any 
other member country. They have to be discussed and solved at home. 
Presenting „family problems” on the international scene will not bring any 
solution nearer. Just the opposite, most other member countries would 
consider it as a „non-European” attitude. Even more problematic are the likely 
consequences of debilitating the bargaining power of the given country in the 
EU. Despite the overall commonly shared values and rules, each member 
country in the European integration tries to improve its position in each areas 
where such an opportunity is offered. Certainly, strongly divided nations and 
societies used to start with a handicap in the manifold interest implementation 
process with the participation of 25 (27 and more) countries. Such an attitude 
would be the best way towards a self-made „second-class membership”. 
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(i) Constant dialogue with the society is a must. Unfortunately, politicians used to 
reduce such a discussion to the critical periods of pre-election and, if 
necessary, of pre-referendum on EU membership. In turn, dialogue becomes 
even more important after accession, at least for two reasons. First, a 
qualitatively new period of adjustment starts that will have fundamental impact 
on the success of membership. Success has to be experienced not just by a 
handful politicians and those experts that directly benefit from membership, 
and not even by those who are expected to get or have already got access to 
EU transfers. At the end of the day, it is (the (overwhelming part of) the society 
that has to benefit and has to perceive the benefits (directly or indirectly). 
Second, in the pre-accession period and also at the moment of accession, 
there is a perception gap between expectations and reality. Even if 
expectations are not exaggerated, all of them cannot be satisfied within a 
short period. Even if membership is a positive sum game (and it, certainly, is), 
gains and losses, winners and losers will not be distributed evenly in time, 
across sectors and, even less, on the level of the individuals. Therefore, 
constant dialogue is an indispensable instrument and forum to harmonize 
expectations and realities and make commonly the best use of the chances 
offered by membership. Such a dialogue is particularly important in all areas 
that incorporate strategic interests of the given country. In addition, such 
cooperation would definitely enhance the member country’s capacity of 
efficiently shaping future EU policies and to illustrate at home that the country 
has a(n important) role in the community. Not less relevant is the multi-
channel communication in increasing the efficiency of using EU funds. 
Successful applications and project implementations have to be discussed, 
similar to failures and deficiencies. A society-wide learning process has to be 
established. This is the best framework of avoiding or minimizing the 
emergence of „subsidy mentality”, a well-known phenomenon in countries, 
regions or sectors that became long-term beneficiaries of EU funds. 

Finally, membership in the EU has to make a unique contribution to the self-
understanding of citizens of the given country. The deeply-rooted distinction 
between „we” (citizens of a given country) and „they” (those sitting in Brussels, 
Strasbourg or Luxembourg) has to give way to the evidence of „us”. We, all 
inhabitants of the (enlarging) European Union, are responsible for the future of the 
continent. Our attitude, the fortunate or less fortunate mixture of shorter and longer 
term interests, the coexistence, and in critical times, the correct ranking 
(sequencing) of strategic priorities of European development and of member 
country considerations will significantly shape Europe’s place and role in the 
globalized world of the 21st century. Moreover, we, already members of the EU 
should not forget about our responsibility towards other countries and societies that 
are still waiting for membership. It does not require any specific argument that the 
shape of the European integration in the next few years will crucially influence the 
decision on further enlargement. 
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