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Abstract

The geopolitical condition in Eastern Europe brings about a new dynamic 
of governance. The neighbourhood matters for the EU, even more so after 
the 2000’s enlargements. This paper analyses the Europeanisation dynamics 
in the Republic of Moldova as a case for a critical view of the EU’s modern 
external governance to the Eastern borders.
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Introduction

Geographically close countries have been under the European 
Union’s (EU) radar and in search for cooperation or 

development promotion initiatives, as it is the case of former 
Soviet countries. The geopolitical conditions of countries in 
Central and Eastern Europe also attract Russia’s attention and, in 
some cases, there are internal ideological divisions between more 
conservative elites close to the leadership model of Vladimir Putin 
and modernising pro-Europeanist ones who target European values 
and Western democratic institutions. Crimea and the Republic 
of Moldova are two multi-ethnic regions that have recently 
become a focus of disputes. Like Crimea, Moldova is a region 
under strong influence from Putin outside the Kremlin. Russian 
is one of the official languages in Moldova and Putin is a very 
popular figure, historically considered one of the most influential 
foreign political leaders among common people in the country.1 

1 There is a clear division between pro-Russia and pro-EU attitudes among the politicians and political 
parties in Moldova. Surveys have measured how much foreign leaders can influence national politics 
and Moldova is a country strongly influenced by Putin’s image. See Gallup International (2018).
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Russia has traditionally used Transnistria as a tool to maintain geopolitical influence and military 
presence in Moldova2, however, the country has never officially proposed a serious neighbourhood 
project for cooperation toward western members of the Commonwealth of Independent States  
(Devyatkov 2021, 55).

Despite the limits of EU enlargement, and the lack of membership projections for several third 
countries, the EU governance model has revolutionised traditional forms of regional integration 
by promoting a set of rules that regulate the life of national and international society, whether in 
a regional or global multilateralism. New dynamics of governance can be interpreted as several 
efforts to generate actions and promote European values of democracy, Western liberal values, 
rule of law, development, and democratic institutions. In this context, this paper considers the 
European Neighbourhood Policy (ENP), a programme for EU’s South and Eastern neighbours to 
foster development, political stability, and democracy. Particularly, the Eastern Partnership (EaP) 
appeared as a pragmatic foreign policy orientation for a region in geopolitical struggle between 
European and Russian influence.

The ENP presents a vision of a ring of countries sharing the EU’s fundamental values and 
objectives, drawn into an increasingly close relationship, surpassing co-operation to involve a 
significant measure of economic and political integration (Popescu 2005). To its advantage, this 
is both feasible and necessary. Greater market integration under the ENP and enhanced political 
dialogue with the EU were seen by Eastern neighbours as a positive alternative for partnerships 
and cooperation.  

The inspiration for the ENP was pragmatic, seeking to protect the interests of the EU 
and its Member-States. But it also claimed to be based on “shared values”. In fact, 
shared values were an aspiration rather than a reality in most partner countries. The 
gap between aspiration and reality proved to be one of the ENP’s main deficiencies 
(Gstöhl & Lannon 2014, 206-207).

The EU’s cooperation and financial support towards its Eastern neighbours comes with 
strings attached, what Lavenex and Schimmelfennig (2011) call “the EU’s external governance”. 
This is because the partnership includes the integration of pieces of the acquis communautaire into 
EaP countries, a selective extension of some EU rules, norms and policies into local legislation, 
harmonising standards and strengthening the political dialogue (Parmentier 2017).  Gawrich et al. 
(2009) describe and designate the phenomenon as Europeanisation3. Exadaktylos (2017) highlights 
how multidisciplinary the study of the ENP is, being Europeanisation on of the multiple possible 
lenses to assess it – which will be used in this article. 

2 Transnistria is a narrow strip of land separated from the main part of Moldova by the river Nistru, with a small population of some 400,000 
people (compared to Moldova’s 3.4 million people). 
3 See Barbé et al. (2009) for a comparison on different approaches.
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In line with Radaelli’s (2000) explanation on the different senses the concept of 
Europeanisation can be applied to, it is important to highlight that this article considers the 
main understanding of the specialised literature on Europeanisation as the phenomenon of the 
EU influencing and exporting its values, ideas and norms to other states and social and political 
spheres, by sharing and diffusing its routines, policies, and institutions.4 Yet, Börzel (2002) and 
McCauley (2011) highlight the EU is also influenced and affected by the states and societies 
of the region, forming thus the top-down and bottom-up dynamics of Europeanisation5. In 
this article we do not consider the bottom-up dynamic, as EaP countries are not EU-members. 
Although the article aims to contribute with an analysis about the levels of perception, it is so 
as a source of reflection and arguments on effectiveness, compliance and legitimation of the 
EU influence on Moldova.

The 2004 enlargement was a turning point to a geopolitical target in the EU, when many 
of the recent democratic Eastern European countries from the former Soviet Union joined the 
integrated region6. However, not only EU members are lured into the Europeanisation process. 
There is also a process of influencing countries at the borders of the EU. This external influence 
has been shaped by a specific policy for third countries: the ENP. According to Lavenex and 
Schimmelfennig (2011), this is a model for functional cooperation between governments as a 
means to promote democracy and diffuse its values and ideas. Important to note that within the 
ENP, membership was not on the table – it was neither promised nor excluded as Parmentier 
(2017) highlights.

Gawrich et al. (2009, 5) propose three dimensions of Europeanisation research when reviewing 
the early 1990s’ literature: i) Membership Europeanisation, referring to the impact of the EU on 
its (current) member-states; ii) Enlargement Europeanisation, related to countries in the accession 
process and candidate countries (perspective members); and iii) Neighbourhood Europeanisation, 
for those without membership perspective, also considered “EU’s neighbouring ‘outsiders’”.  
On Spruds’ (2016) perspective, Europeanisation dynamics can be identified as a modernisation 
mirror for former Soviet countries.

In addition, geopolitics is a key factor in European motivations and the pursuit of further 
expansion of its foreign policies in the face of its biggest competitor of influence in the region: 
Russia. Situated between Russia and the EU, the EaP countries can be considered a strategic 
foreign policy goal for the EU’s regional strategy and borders. However, bilateral relations 
towards these countries have evolved at different paces, according to their domestic economic and 
institutional structures.  Differentiation and flexibility can be identified as two constants in the 
ENP (Korosteleva et al. 2020). In this scenario, this article aims to focus on the Neighbourhood 

4 Regarding the debates on the concept of Europeanisation, see for example Börzel and Risse (2000; 2003); Featherstone and Kazamias 
(2001); Featherstone and Radaelli (2003); and Dyson (1999).
5 Shortly, the top-down Europeanisation process has been understood mostly by the impact and influence of EU ideas, policies, institutions, 
norms, etc. towards the member-states, or even sub-national agencies and actors. 
6 It was from 2004 that the EU started to incorporate former Soviet countries as member-states.



Europeanisation to the Eastern borders: Moldova’s EU Rapprochement

Rev. Bras. Polít. Int., 64(2): e010, 2021 Tostes; Renni  

4

Europeanisation and, more specifically, will analyse concepts, theoretical constructions, and data 
for the Republic of Moldova. The assessment on Moldova is part of a broader research agenda 
which intends to contribute to the elaboration of a model of analysis for the Europeanisation of 
all six EaP countries: Moldova, Armenia, Azerbaijan, Belarus, Georgia, and Ukraine.

We consider the ENP and the agreements within its framework as a top-down Europeanisation 
process. The ENP is a EU foreign relations instrument for developing countries, including those in 
the neighbourhood willing to be closer to the EU. The ENP follows a blueprint for enlargement, as 
a response to the European Security Strategy (ESS). Under the ENP, the EU offered its neighbours 
strengthened political partnership (Popescu 2011, 35). The EU aimed to create a “ring of well 
governed, stable, democratic and prosperous states in the neighbourhood, while avoiding talks 
over EU accession for countries like Ukraine or Moldova” (Popescu 2011 apud Batt et al. 2003; 
Emerson et al. 2018; Kelley 2004b). Since the new policy was launched, the privileged neighbours 
started to create mutual commitments to build common values and actions for reaching good 
governance, rule of law and the promotion of economic and democratic principles.

The ENP process is supported by an Action Plan (AP) prepared for neighbouring countries 
that are not in the EU’s enlargement agenda. The APs introduced specific goals in different countries 
in order to implement ENP’s policies. The APs would draw on a common set of principles and 
bilateral relations to contribute for regional and sub-regional cooperation to reinforce efforts to 
meet the objectives of the ESS. In this sense, different impacts of Europeanisation can be found 
in the neighbours. Thus, we must consider each country individually to assess some measures of 
success of this initiative, particularly in light of the 10 years of the EaP (2009-2019 timeframe).

The EU contributes with financial assistance to ENP countries so as to promote reforms 
and adjustments, influence policies, institutions, laws (political, economic, institutional, etc.) and 
enhance their local and national transformation towards a democratic model in line with the EU’s. 
ENP’s policies prioritise sectors considered key areas for stability: Democracy Promotion, Justice 
and Home Affairs, and Economic Cooperation and Trade. Thus, the adoption of EU-aligned 
regulations and norms and the institutional adaptation to accomplish ENP policies can be observed 
as a measure of a top-down Europeanisation.

In order to assess the effectiveness of the implementation of EU policies and reforms that can 
be considered a Western rapprochement in the same context, public opinion surveys are examined. 
Surveys on public opinion reveal when citizens perceive the good functioning of policies and 
EU institutions and standards, usually without the use of coercion mechanisms in the European 
daily life. In other words, positive perceptions on the EU empower its institutions to expand 
the reach of its norms, increase effectiveness and the impacts on society. That is because the less 
a rule requires strength and coercion mechanisms to be obeyed, the more effective it is. Such 
effectiveness, however, depends on the extent to which this standard is recognised by the society 
that must respect it as legitimate. In other words, compliance matters in the EU.

According to Gawrich et al. (2009), the lack of an ascension perspective potentially limits 
the EU’s leverage and effectiveness in exerting influence and promoting values and changes; 
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still, this article’s hypothesis is that the EaP has promoted Europeanisation on the EU’s Eastern 
neighbourhood after a decade of existence.

It is relevant to mention that the decade of the implementation of the EaP and our 
timeframe (2009-2019) was marked by a pro-Russia President, Igor Dodon, who casted aside 
the partnership in the period of 2016-2020. This research seeks to identify whether, despite the 
disinterest of the main domestic political leadership in Moldova for over a third of our timeframe, 
the European foreign policy that promotes the export of its social, institutional, and political 
dynamics was able to produce effects of Europeanisation in Moldova. The article presents results 
restricted to the preliminary effort of creating a model of analysis and identifying a series of 
variables that can serve for a broader assessment in time and expansion to other countries that 
fall within the EaP. The analysis of Moldova’s case, despite its peculiarities, brings a model 
that can be reproduced to understand the cases of other countries, associated with their own 
particularities and contexts. 

Sketching a model of analysis 

Exadaktylos and Radaelli (2009) contribute to the debate on research design and causal analysis 
in European integration by considering the Europeanisation as a sub-field to be acknowledged. 
Once the EU exists, there is a new political, economic, legal, and social phenomenon to be 
explored not only regarding its member-states, but also in the neighbourhood outside of its 
borders. Europeanisation or not, the EU’s existence has an impact on the neighbouring outsiders. 

The EU has enlarged over time, and its member-states have been experiencing changes 
along the European integration over the seven decades of existence. The EU has introduced an 
innovative legal system, one-of-a-kind institutions, norms and laws, a new monetary system, 
and a new citizenship. It is thus inevitable to question the consequences and impact of the EU. 
In the literature on European Studies there is a vast debate on the impact of these innovations 
on the member-states’ societies and domestic politics. From this new political perspective, the 
designation of this phenomenon of impact, influence and export of normative models and legal 
and institutional adaptations, emerges the concept of Europeanisation – one of little consensus in 
the literature. As previously explained, we do not consider in this article national and subnational 
actors, political elites, civil society groups, policies, ideas, and structures influencing EU politics, 
policies, ideas, and structures, but the public perception in Moldova about EU influence. This 
can be interpreted as a sign of potential effectiveness of Europeanisation, once people accept the 
EU’s influence on Moldova.

Gawrich et al. (2009) consider three distinct phases and dimensions of Europeanisation 
research, where each new dimension draws on and adds to the previous one (Gawrich et al. 
2009, 5): Membership Europeanisation (the impact of the EU on member-states); Enlargement 
Europeanisation (the impact of the EU on countries with a clear EU-membership perspective); 
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Neighbourhood Europeanisation (the impact of the EU on “outsiders”, countries with no immediate 
accession perspective). 

In order to assess Neighbourhood Europeanisation in Moldova, this article firstly draws upon 
the ENP’s Association Agreement (AA) and implementation reports to trace the advances made in 
promoting change in Moldova by EU initiatives. More specifically, this article will analyse five reports 
representative of the relationship between the EU and Moldova under construction: “European 
Neighbourhood Policy in the Republic of Moldova Progress in 2014 and recommendations for 
actions”; the “Progress Report on the Implementation of the Republic of Moldova –EU Association 
Agenda” and the “Association Implementation Report”, covering the 2014-2019 period. We will 
look at regulation and law changes (approved and adopted laws) outlined in the reports, as well as 
cooperation actions as evidence of Moldova’s alignment with EU norms and strategies. This can 
be assessed as an indicator of top-down Europeanisation, as the EU uses the prospect of further 
cooperation and strengthening of economic relations to promote harmonisation with EU norms 
and regulation.

Gawrich et al. (2009) categorise Europeanisation associated to the ENP countries in 
three political dimensions. Firstly, Democracy Promotion comprises the agenda items related to 
rule of law, civil society, human rights, and fundamental freedom. Secondly, Justice and Home 
Affairs involves very sovereignty-sensitive policy  areas and border policies, mostly orientated 
for judicial and police cooperation in international and transnational crimes, foreign and 
security policy and justice depending on cooperation, issues on migration and other demands 
related to the acceptance of democratic values and freedom.  This is even more recurrent in 
areas where the EU cannot offer concrete rewards for compliance, such as independent judiciary  
(Knelangen 2007).

Finally, Economic Cooperation and Trade regards topics like employment, consumer protection, 
taxation, sectorial items, public health, research and innovation, technical regulations, standards, 
intellectual property rights and competition.

Departing from Gawrich et al.’s (2009) three dimensions, we look at the variations in 
the World Bank’s Worldwide Governance Indicators (WGI). The WGI compile and summarise 
information from over 30 individual data sources produced by a variety of survey institutes, think 
tanks, non-governmental and international organisations, and private sector firms with data from 
industrial and developing countries, including Moldova.7 Drawing from multiple reliable sources, 
the WGI work as a proxy of policy improvements related to governance in the three dimensions of 
the ENP’s policies at a macro level.8 The aggregate indicators combine sources in six dimensions 
of governance described as follows:

7 More information on the sources: https://info.worldbank.org/governance/wgi/Home/Documents#docReading
8 The WGI project reports aggregate and individual governance indicators for over 200 countries over the period 1996–2019, for six 
dimensions of governance. However, it is relevant to note there are other indexes to assess similar analyses, such as the EaP index. The choice 
of the WGI was based on this research timeframe and the level of analysis aimed.
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•	 Voice and Accountability: combines data sources to capture the extent to which a country’s 
citizens are able to participate in selecting their government, as well as freedom of expression, 
freedom of association, and a free media.

•	 Political Stability and Absence of Violence: assesses the likelihood of political instability 
and/or politically motivated violence, including terrorism.

•	 Governance Effectiveness: reflects the quality of public services and the civil service, 
and the degree of its independence from political pressures, the quality of policy 
formulation and implementation, and the credibility of the government’s commitment to  
such policies.

•	 Regulatory Quality: assesses the ability of the government to formulate and implement 
sound policies and regulations that allow and promote private sector development.

•	 Rule of Law: captures the extent to which agents have confidence in and abide by the 
rules of society, and in particular the quality of contract enforcement, property rights, 
the police, and the courts, as well as the likelihood of crime and violence.

•	 Control of Corruption: assesses the extent to which public power is exercised for private 
gain, including both petty and grand forms of corruption, as well as the “capture” of the 
state by elites and private interests.

WGI estimates range from -2.5, which represents a weak governance performance in the 
analysed category, to +2.5. WGI’s six dimensions relate to Gawrich et al. ’s (2009) three dimensions 
and can be grouped within it. 

These analyses will assess indicatives of top-down Europeanisation. However, by analysing 
public opinion data from EU NEIGHBOURS east project’s annual report on Moldova, a perspective 
on public perception helps to evaluate certain level of acceptance of EU values in Moldova and 
can be drawn upon from the population’s perception and information on the EU.

Since the EU is a result of regional integration, it is not built on mechanisms and strategies 
of popular participation that characterise democratic processes. It is in fact a model of cooperation 
between states that was initially supported by intergovernmental agreements according to rules 
of public international law. Considering the EU has achieved an unparalleled social and political 
integration by becoming a polity (Hix 2005), it is expected that it will correct its democratic 
deficit, even ex-post. Not only because of the importance of the Union’s legitimation, but also 
because democratic recognition implies the ability of its rules and policies to impact social 
behaviour. We start from the assumption that if public opinion data is positive regarding the 
EU, its policies, standards, regulations, and institutions are strengthened – the EU becomes 
thus more effective. In other words, perception data that reveals a good assessment of the EU’s 
role, a positive view of being part of the EU, a representative capacity of its institutions, or 
if there is a perception of confidence or support towards EU institutions, reveal an ability to 
make policies more effective.
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Institutions and norms work best when they are best evaluated, perceived as representative, 
fair, and legitimate. The positive perception signals that the EU is empowered and, therefore, 
greater compliance with its rules and policies are expected. Compliance has a fundamental role 
in preventing the application of sanctions resulting from non-compliance with the norms and 
policies. An important concept here is the effectiveness of the norms. According to jurists such as 
Bobbio (2012), a norm is more effective the less it needs to use its coercion and force mechanisms 
to be applied. Thus, prevention and compliance are the best mechanisms for recognising the 
effectiveness of EU standards.

The selected responses from public opinion reports assess the population’s recent opinion 
on the EU and the values associated to it, but they also reflect the heterogeneity within Moldova 
– which is corroborated by census data. This article intends to contribute to the development of 
a model of analysis for assessing top-down Europeanisation, first for the case of Moldova with 
insights on the impact of EU norms, values and institutions on the society. Once the model is 
developed and tested for Moldova, it may be applied to the other EaP countries. EU relations with 
its Eastern neighbours have been intensifying since the EaP launch, and on its 10th anniversary 
the policy was reviewed to adjust to the new scenario ahead, making it relevant to look deeper 
at what has happened so far.

Results: Assessing evidence of Neighbourhood Europeanisation in Moldova

The spreading of EU’s values, norms, institutions, policies, and ideas might take place in 
several different ways. As Montesano et al. (2016) put it, within the framework of the ENP, 
Europeanisation regards the ability of the EU to make use of its ‘normative’ clout as a mean to 
foster stability and development in target countries of interest. Thus, some failures and successes 
may be identified from a comparative perspective.

Both the EU’s concern to create a surrounding neighbourhood of democratic countries to 
the east and south of its borders and the geopolitical condition of Moldova, located between EU 
and Russia, drove the increase of EU interest in the country. According to Montesano et al. (2016) 
the inclusion of Moldova in the ENP in 2003 and the EU-Moldova AP from 2005 are evidence 
to that. These initiatives were further developed with the EaP policies from 2009, coming to the 
signature of an AA and a Deep and Comprehensive Free Trade Area (DCFTA)9. 

From 2009 to 2019 the relationship between the EU and Moldova has deepened and widened 
in scope, although the past couple of years represented a standstill in their relations due to a 
period of a pro-Russian President: Igor Dodon (2016-2020). Dodon was the leader of the Electoral 
Bloc of Communists and Socialists (BECS) representing a Eurosceptic political orientation. New 
areas of cooperation, a larger alignment in democracy promotion, regulatory approximation, and 

9 From the EaP countries, only Moldova, Georgia and Ukraine have such agreements with the EU.
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trade and investment initiatives summarised in certain events can be considered milestones of this 
intensification: the start of the Autonomous Trade Preferences (2009); the start of EU/UNDP 
Confidence-Building Measures programme (2009); the AA/ DCFTA negotiations (started in 
2010); Moldova joining the Energy Community (2010); the beginning of the EU-Moldova Visa 
Liberalization Dialogue (2010); the entry into force of the visa-free regime for short stays (2014); 
the conclusion of AA/DCFTA and provisional application (2014); the replacement of the ENP AP 
by the Association Agenda (2014); the suspension of EU budget support after bank fraud(2015), 
and the AA fully into force (2016). 

The EU-Moldova relationship has already surpassed simple cooperation, including economic 
integration and deeper political cooperation. Evidence of that is the AA signed in 2014 and 
encompassing the AA/DCFTA, which according to the EU represents a qualitative step forward 
in EU-Moldova relations (European Union External Action 2015). As the signature and entry into 
force of the AA implied the establishment of an institutional framework and required mechanisms 
for its implementation, the Association Agenda replaced the ENP AP as the guideline to the 
EU-Moldova relationship. The spread of the EU model in a top-down orientation can be identified 
by the exportation of EU policies, institutions, norms, and values towards Moldova.

Top-down impacts of Europeanisation in Moldova

The Association Agenda foresees a number of domestic adjustments to EU directives and 
standards. Wolczuk (2018) highlights that the key instrument in achieving the AA’s set goals of 
political association and economic integration with the EU is legal approximation. As Parmentier 
(2017) notes, a DCFTA is more about extensive legal approximation of norms, laws and regulations 
on trade-related sectors than about adjusting custom tariffs and quotas. For the partner country 
this means taking on extensive, binding commitments to align its laws and institutions with the 
acquis10 to stimulate political and economic development and institutional modernisation.

Table 1. Approved and adopted laws and regulations under the three dimensions, Moldova

DEMOCRACY 
PROMOTION

JUSTICE 
AND HOME 

AFFAIRS

ECONOMIC 
COOPERATION 

AND TRADE 
RELATED

Implementation of the 
ENP in the Republic of 
Moldova Progress (2014) and 
recommendations for actions

Laws and amendments 
to laws: 7 4 30

Regulations: - - 1

Cooperation efforts: 7 6 14

Continue

10 The acquis communautaire is the set of norms and laws, substantive rules, and policies – all of which composes the EU Community Law system.
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Continuation

Progress Report on the 
Implementation of the 
Republic of Moldova–
EU Association Agenda 
(Sep. 2014-Mar. 2016)

Laws and amendments 
to laws: 10 3 50

Regulations: 8 2 29

Cooperation efforts: 4 21 19

Association Implementation 
Report on Moldova 2016

Laws and amendments 
to laws: 4 3 13

Regulations: - - 1

Cooperation efforts: 1 2 4

Association Implementation 
Report on Moldova 2017

Laws and amendments 
to laws: 6 3 17

Regulations: 1 - 5

Cooperation efforts: 1 5 6

Association Implementation 
Report on Moldova 
2018-2019

Laws and amendments 
to laws: 7 10 47

Regulations: 2 1 10

Cooperation: 2 5 10
Source: Elaborated by the authors based on data from the Implementation of the ENP in the Republic of Moldova Progress in 2014 
and recommendations for actions; Progress Report on the Implementation of the Republic of Moldova – European Union Association 
Agenda and the Association Implementation Reports on Moldova (2016, 2017 and 2019).

The analysis of the implementation reports indicates the changes promoted by Moldova’s 
Government to harmonise and approximate its domestic norms with the EU’s, as well as the 
improvement in cooperation.11 By looking at the regulations, laws and amendments to laws 
taking place in the 2014-2019 period, it was possible to identify changes in the three elected 
dimensions, as seen in Table 1. As expected, the pressure to comply with the Association Agenda 
for the implementation of the AA and the DCFTA certainly speeded up Moldova’s normative 
alignment with the EU. In fact, most of the laws and regulations adopted regard the economic 
cooperation and trade dimension. This dimension involves a lot of sectorial improvements, 
as well as harmonisation of standards necessary for accessing the EU’s internal market. An 
important part of the DCFTA is aligning Moldovan trade-related laws to selected EU legislative 
acts (European Commission 2019). However, when it comes to changes related to democracy 
promotion, independence of the judiciary and fighting corruption changes proved more complex, 
taking place at distinct paces. 

11   When assessing the reports, we considered as cooperation examples the implementation of dialogue and working groups, trainings with 
external support or upon external orientation, valuation visits from the EU, access to information from the European sphere (e.g., database 
access) and actions defined as improvement in the bilateral or multilateral cooperation of Moldova and the EU and its member-states.
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Figure 1. Regulatory Quality 
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By looking at the governance indicators for Moldova, it is possible to note the country’s 
sensitive condition. Figures 1 to 6 present the estimates from the six WGI indicators in graphics 
for the 2009-2019 period, so one can picture the impact of the EaP over a decade. A trend line 
(dotted line) was added in order to better illustrate the direction of the changes. Of the six WIG 
indicators, half show a positive trend. The Regulatory Quality indicator evidences the push on 
normative and regulatory approximation with the EU needed for the AA and the DCFTA. 

Figure 2. Voice and Accountability 
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When comparing the indicator’s estimate on Voice and Accountability in 2009 and in 2019, 
one can note a significant improvement, from -0.30 to -0.9 (Figure 2). Although the indicator 
shows a positive trend for the analysed period, zooming in on the final years it is possible to note 
a reversed trend. A similar effect of deterioration can also be observed in the Political Stability 
and No Violence indicator (Figure 3). This coincides with Dodon’s government (2016-2020), the 
standstill in a number of action plans and cooperation initiatives under the EaP and the internal 
political crisis Moldova has been facing.



Europeanisation to the Eastern borders: Moldova’s EU Rapprochement

Rev. Bras. Polít. Int., 64(2): e010, 2021 Tostes; Renni  

12

Figure 3. Political Stability and No Violence 
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The Government Effectiveness indicator presents a positive trend for the analysed period, 
with a significant break in 2015. Nevertheless, a direct causality cannot be established without 
a deep analysis of the events in 2015, the banking fraud that became public in November 2014, 
representing 15% of GDP. A response of the Moldovan authorities, parliament members, prosecutors 
and judges resulted in trials against those responsible; reform of the judiciary shed light on their 
autonomy in playing their roles in the Public Administration. Reforms to combat corruption and 
transform the judiciary were long demanded in the country (Mukherjee 2018). A proactive approach 
by the government and regulatory authorities took place promptly, with the establishment of a 
Shareholder Transparency Unit by Moldova’s National Bank with supervisory responsibilities in 
line with the new Bank Recovery and Resolution Law (No.232, 03/Oct/2016) (OECD  2019).

Figure 4. Government Effectiveness 
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Research indicates control of corruption is a problem Moldova has not yet managed to 
efficiently tackle, reflected in this indicator’s evolution over time. The results are compatible with 
other sources and measurements of corruption. We understand fighting corruption is a process 
which is highly interconnected with most of the other governance areas.
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Figure 5. Control of Corruption 
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Conversely, efficient policies in control of corruption would positively affect the other 
indicators. Nonetheless, the 2018 Transparency International corruption perception list and Freedom 
House’s 2020 reports show small progress in the most recent past only, while the overall trend in 
those indexes, like the Democracy Index, demonstrate a declining long-term trend in democracy, 
corruption, political rights, and civil liberties.12 In fact, Moldova is involved in other international 
cooperation projects unrelated to the EU, but also concerning the control of corruption,13 which 
reinforces the depth of the problem in the country. 

Figure 6. Rule of Law 
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There is a constant dispute of influences in Moldova, alternating periods of more significant 
Russian or European influence. Generally, the Russian influence during Dodon’s government 

12 See European Parliament (2020) and the Risk & Compliance Portal.
13 See, for example, the Action against Corruption in the Republic of Moldova, the project based on evaluation of GRECO. The Project is organised 
by the Council of Europe and the United States, aiming at supporting individual governments build justice and barriers against corruption.
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represents a setback in the changes in line with Western values that had been in place since the 
late 2000s. However, in the analysed period there is no constitutional and/or institutional rupture. 
Figure 6 shows the evolution of the Rule of Law indicator, which is very much in line with this 
lack of rupture. 

Perception and effectiveness of European policies and values in Moldova

We consider that the increase of the good evaluation and positive perception of EU institutions, 
economy and politics are a way to legitimate the EU. Since its institutions, policies, politics, 
and values are perceived as positive or accepted as compatible with the national ones, we can 
consider a positive evaluation of EU influence and Europeanisation process and expect compliance 
and perception of legitimate Western influence in the country. Discourse on Europe is still 
dominated by states and European institutions, even more than domestic ones, or that of civil 
society representatives. Although we can expect important roles by national actors in developing 
the integration, Della Porta and Caiani (2009) highlight the impact of a greater participation 
of citizens in European public debates. The conviction that the laws and institutions represent 
the people and reflect justice promotes compliance and effectiveness of rules and norms. Thus, 
the analysis of perception data can reflect an evaluation, with a positive or negative vision and 
attitudes facing EU influence in countries and societies, creating an expectation of compliance. 

Figure 7. EU’s image in Moldova
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Source: Elaborated based on EU Neighbours east (2020).

According to data of the March 2020 survey14, around half of Moldovan citizens have a 
positive image of the EU, representing an increase when compared to previous years’ reports, 

14 The survey reflects data from the previous year. The authors felt that having the latest up-to-date information was of value in spite of 
the timeframe.
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as Figure 7 shows. However, significant differences were found within most socio-demographic 
groups, reflecting the country’s heterogeneity. Of the 61% with a positive image of the EU, 88% 
are native Romanian speakers, 46% are young citizens, 12% classify as highly educated citizens 
and 47% reside in the centre of the country. Ethnic diversity is a significant feature of Moldova’s 
population (Table 2), with different geopolitical orientations (Russia-led and Western-led), which 
in turn is reflected in the public perception of the EU.

Table 2. Ethnic structure of the population in Moldova - 2004 and 2014 censuses

Persons as % to the total
as % of total 

population that 
declared ethnicity

2004 2014 2004 2014 2004 2014

Total population 3,383,332 2,804,801 100.0 100.0 x x

Population that declared etnicity including 3,369,312 2,754,719 99.6 98.2 100.0 100.0

Moldovans 2,564,849 2,068,058 75.8 73.7 76.1 75.1

Ukrainians 282,406 181,035 8.4 6.5 8.4 6.6

Russians 201,218 111,726 5.9 4.0 6.0 4.1

Gagauzs 147,500 126,010 4.4 4.5 4.4 4.6

Romanians 73,276 192,800 2.2 6.9 2.2 7.0

Bulgarians 65,662 51,867 1.9 1.8 1.9 1.9

Gypsies 12,271 9,323 0.4 0.3 0.4 0.3

Other ethnicities 22,130 13,900 0.7 0.5 0.7 0.5

Population that not declared  ethnicity 14,020 50,082 0.4 1.8 x x
Source: Elaborated with data from the National Bureau of Statistics of the Republic of Moldova (2014). 

The AP and the AA are embedded in values. When it comes to values, the percentage of 
Moldovan citizens who have heard of the EU tend to associate all the values in the query with 
the EU, according to the survey’s report, as follows:
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Figure 8. Values strongly (or very strongly) associated with the EU and three most important 
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The three most important personal values appointed by most of the respondents happen to 
be key topics in the Moldova-EU relations, strengthened over time with the AA and the DCFTA. 
Nonetheless, one of the most important personal values for 44% of the Moldovans is the absence 
of corruption, which is strongly associated with the EU for 57% of the interviewees.

Figure 9. Opinion on the statement: “The EU fosters the preservation of traditional values in 

our society”
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While over half of the respondents agree the EU fosters traditional values in Moldovan 
society, most respondents seem to be unsatisfied with the way democracy works in Moldova (78%). 
Nonetheless, there has been an improvement in the public satisfaction with democracy since 2016. 
Although it is not possible to establish a causal relation, the repercussions in society of the AA, 
which entered into force in 2016, may have been captured by the public opinion survey. Further 
improvements are expected in the years to come if the recently elected President Maia Sandu, the 
first female president of Moldova in office (since December 2020), delivers on her promises to 
resume the process of rapprochement with Europe and the commitment with the EU. 

Figure 10. Satisfaction with the way democracy works in Moldova 
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The analysis of public opinion surveys prompts further connections related to identification 
with the EU. As Cram (2012) puts it, conscious or explicit identification with the EU may 
also emerge in the latent political community as the EU becomes a meaningful presence for its 
citizens. The deepening in EU-Moldova relations beyond simple cooperation has also reflected 
in the population’s perception and identification with EU norms and values, as Figure 8 shows. 
The attachment and identification of the European public with the EU gives its policies, norms 
and institutions legitimacy and compliance – and that is particularly true for the case of the 
neighbouring countries.

Public opinion data already indicated education, high income, and an orientation towards 
liberal values alike had a strong correlation with support to EU membership among the former 
Soviet member-states at the enlargements since 2004 (Caplanova et al. 2004). Cram (2012) states 
that in order to appreciate functional benefits, individuals must experience those benefits. When 
it comes to Moldova, growing identification with the EU opposes identification with Russia, 
still very present in the country. In addition, for identification to occur they must relate those 
experiences and benefits to the level of authority concerned on the one hand and experience a 
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process of “forgetfulness” on the other. Similarly, to what Renan (1990) highlights regarding 
building a collective national identity, it depends on forgetting the inconvenient past and replace 
it for a sense of belonging. A conception of national identity that does not oppose, but reaffirms 
and reassures itself on the opportunities promoted by EU values and norms.

The amounting of the EU’s actions in Moldova and cooperation between member-states 
and the country have certainly increased the reaped experiences and benefits by the population, 
allowing an increase in its identification with Europe according to Cram’s findings (2012).

Conclusion

Since 2003 the European Commission presented a new framework for relations with the 
Eastern and Southern neighbours. The involvement in the neighbour’s stability matters from the 
EU’s perspective. The EU has strong geopolitical interests in former Soviet countries in regard 
to economic development and consolidation of democracy in EU borders. The EU’s influence 
in these countries can be seen as a win-win in the region. On the one hand, the EU spreads its 
norms, institutions, and compromises, thus expanding its liberal values, its rule of law model and 
exporting its agendas, such as the green transition; while on the other hand, the Eastern countries 
benefit from cooperation, economic development and investments, stability, democracy promotion 
and external relationships solidification initiatives.  

According to Emerson et al. (2018), Europe’s Eastern neighbours – Georgia, Moldova, and 
Ukraine – are countries facing a “choice” between external influencers. We could add that the 
other three EaP, Armenia, Azerbaijan and Belarus, which in different contexts present similar 
challenges, are divided between European and Russian influence. The struggle of political and 
economic transformation, from a post-Soviet to a European state, to become a European-style 
democracy, is represented by a kind of “European choice” (Emerson et al. 2018).

The EaP celebrated its 10th anniversary in 2019 with a history of ups and downs. Much 
was achieved since the policy’s launch in 2009, but also much has changed over the decade. 
Improvement in trade relations, the formalisation of wider partnerships with association 
and partnership agreements with some countries can be highlighted as outcomes of the EaP.  
As Korosteleva et al. (2020) highlight, differentiation and flexibility have permeated the EaP from 
the beginning, and still remain: the deepening in the six Eastern neighbours’ relationship with 
the EU has evolved at different paces, given domestic and external conditions. 

The ENP and its specific policy towards the Eastern neighbourhood have suffered various 
iterations15 to adapt to changes and keep on track of its goals. Like ones before it, the latest 
revision16 signals resilience and is to face the consequences of the recent global pandemic. 

15 Namely, 2008/2009, 2011, 2015 and most recently the 2019/2020 one.
16 To be adopted in 2021.
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Nonetheless, some preliminary conclusions can be drawn from the Europeanisation measured 
by the top-down aspects in the case of Moldova, when assessing the 2009-2019 period of EaP 
existence. When more direct benefits are involved, the pace of change increases. The EU’s trade 
importance in Moldova grew after Russia’s sanctions against Moldova in 2014 (Calus 2014). 
Back then, Russia was Moldova’s main trade partner, but the AA/DCFTA changed that. Thus, 
top-down Europeanisation seems to occur without significant trouble in the economic cooperation 
and trade dimension. 

Corruption is still a core issue in Moldova, and EU influence in matters related to it is 
more limited. In fact, it is the most relevant topic in Sandu’s and pro-Europeans’ platform. 
The WGI Control of Corruption indicator shows a deterioration trend from 2009 to 2019, 
indicating that despite the partnership with the EU and the AA, benefits have not been reaped 
yet. On the one hand, we consider the increases in transparency may generate more information 
about corruption and consequently a perception of increase in corruption; on the other, it is 
understandable to associate stagnation and, at a certain level, failure of the partnership to the 
extensive standstill period due to Dodon’s Eurosceptic government (2016-2020). The year 
of 2016 represented a turn in the path the EU and Moldova were tracing together, which is 
confirmed by the data gathered on this research. Further investigation on what the 2016-2019 
standstill might represent in the longer term, as well as the changes in the EaP to come into 
force, are welcomed in this research agenda. 

Moldova faced recent domestic political events, including a constitutional crisis and a 
governmental crisis in the face of social divisions and views about the country’s future. There is a 
clear dispute between society groups supporting different projects. Sandu, leader of the Party of 
Action and Solidarity (PAS), and the former President Dodon are representatives of the different 
views on the future of Moldova. Sandu was the Prime Minister from June to November 2019, and 
was elected President in December 2020. However, Dodon’s Party and coalition partner have held 
the majority of seats in Parliament since then. Sandu has called an early parliamentary election 
for July 11th, 2021, when the PAS received 53.80% of votes, obtaining the majority in Moldova’s 
Parliament. This victory has marked the end of an unfriendly political split between the Presidency 
and the Parliament. As a historic opponent of the country’s pro-European agenda, Dodon has 
sought to strengthen himself in the shadow of Putin’s image – a strong foreign political symbol 
in Moldova. He represents the share of Moldova’s society that rejects the EU as the main external 
influence and a model to follow. The concrete outcome of the dispute between the defence of a 
pro-EU Moldova and a pro-Russia Moldova can also be measured from the results of ENP’s success 
or failure if we consider the ENP a key foreign policy initiative and Europeanisation mechanism.

When it comes to democracy promotion, not coincidently human rights and rule of law 
were the most important values identified by the survey respondents. Deutsch et al. (1957, 85) 
refer to a “double process of habit-breaking”, that is, the process through which citizens, exposed 
to the benefits available from a new level of governance, can start to break the habit of allegiance 
to the pre-existing political unit. Thus, we could argue that the more citizens are exposed to a 
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EU-touched environment, the more the recognition that EU values, norms, and actions might 
coincide with the existing expectations. The expectations’ fulfilment also promotes the legitimation 
of EU institutions. Results indicate that although the domestic institutional and political crisis 
is not yet overcome, the EaP and the ENP have silently and slowly reached partial goals of 
Europeanisation in Moldova.
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