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INTRODUCTION

The enlargement policy of the European Union is stalling. The Reuters news agency has
confirmed this when they reported the intentions of four EU member states not to include a
guarantee of membership in the final declaration of the EU summit to be held in Slovenia on 6
October 2021 (Emmott 2021). However, the membership perspective was included in the
document, yet the development sheds new light on the enlargement process. The accession of
new member states still represents a formal policy of the EU, but in recent years, there is
growing skepticism within the European Union whether membership of Western Balkans?
states is realistic in a foreseeable future. The skeptical views reflect the policies of some EU
members, whose support for the expansion remains rather on a rhetoric level. Contrary to
skeptical views, some other states still support the enlargement policy. The decision to accept
new states is dependent on the policy convergence of the member states because every state
within the European Union must give consent to include a new country into the EU institutional
framework.

This work aims to compare the enlargement policies of France and Germany, which are
regarded as the leaders of the EU and whose policies are assumed to have a significant impact
on other states within the Union. Additional to the political significance, these two countries
are among the founding members of the Union and have been part of every of the seven
enlargement rounds. Furthermore, these two countries have experienced similar political
consolidation and economic growth and they have experienced similar challenges in the post-
war period. However, “France and Germany have often displayed critical differences in their
definitions of national interests and their foreign policy attitudes in general” (Krotz 2015, 2).
Besides similarities, there is also a significant difference between these two states in their
approach to the expansion of the EU. While France acts as an enlargement skeptic, Germany
acts as a supporter of the widening process.

Hence, this text intends to analyze the factors that affect the reluctance in the former and the
support in the latter. The general hypothesis is that the enlargement policies of these two states
are determined by the perceived costs and benefits of such policy. Following this logic, it is
assumed that the position of France is determined by the perception that the costs of
enlargement to Western Balkan states outweigh the benefits. German position towards
enlargement is the opposite — the perceived benefits outweigh the costs.

Throughout the history of the EU, France has expressed its concerns regarding enlargement in
every round, while its ability to follow the enlargement agenda has significantly been limited
by the amendments to the Constitution in 2008 which foresee organizing of a referendum before
accepting a new member state. Consequently, public opinion is a constraint for the widening
because of reluctant French citizens towards the accession of new states. Furthermore, the
enlargement skepticism is also rooted in French political parties. Compared to Germany, the
economic relations between France and Western Balkans states are less pronounced.
Furthermore, French politics has undergone a significant change including the appearance of
the Eurosceptic right-wing populist National Front (National Rally)? in mainstream politics.
The upcoming French elections in 2022 pose an additional constraint due to the ability of the
National Rally to raise an issue and make it public.

L Western Balkans include Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Kosovo, Montenegro, North Macedonia and
Serbia.
2 National Front has changed its name in 2018 into Rassemblement national (National Rally)
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German enlargement policy characterizes the overall agreement for enlargement among the
major political parties, which lasts for decades. Compared to France, the German enlargement
policy is not bound to the formal will of the people, although public opinion polls suggest lower
support than in France. Similar to France, the right-wing Eurosceptic political party Alternative
for Germany has become part of the mainstream political arena in Germany, but with less effect
on politics. On the other hand, economic interests play an important role in German enlargement
policy, and foreign policy in general, although the assumption about the stabilizing role of the
EU expansion prevails regarding Western Balkans.

This work consists of three chapters. The first chapter starts with a brief overview of the French
enlargement policy. It proceeds then with an analysis of the current French enlargement policy
towards Western Balkans. The second chapter follows the pattern of the first chapter. It starts
with an overview of the German stand of enlargement policy. It continues with an analysis of
the current German stand towards the expansion of the Union. The third chapter is devoted to
the possible effects of the positions of these two states on the enlargement policy.

Standard Eurobarometer reports will be used to present the attitudes of people related to
enlargement. These reports are published biannually over a longer period and therefore they
provide a valuable source of information about the changes in attitudes related to various topics,
including the support for enlargement. Official policy proposals and other official governmental
and party documents will be used to indicate the positions of the states and actors involved in
the decision-making process. Academic literature on EU enlargement and public opinion
formation will also be used in this work. Besides mentioned sources, media reports are a
valuable source of information that also will be used.

FRENCH ENLARGEMENT POLICY
Overview of the main features

The reluctance of the enlargement of the European Union is deeply rooted in French politics
because France has always raised objections regarding the acceptance of new members under
the European institutional framework. It did already start in the 1960s when the President of
France at that time, Charles de Gaulle, rejected British membership in the European Economic
Community. The decision not to include other states changed in the 1970s when a new president
was elected and the first three states joined the Union. The only time, France did not raise any
concerns regarding enlargement was in the case of Greece (Lippert 2007, 428).

Furthermore, the French position vis-a-vis Europe is rather based on deepening than on
widening. This view was also expressed by French President Emmanuel Macron during his
speech at the Sorbonne University in 2017 when he pledged for a stronger and more
independent role of the EU as a global actor (Macron 2017). However, he did not reject the
enlargement but made the expansion of the continent dependent on two factors. The first one is
a more integrated and stronger Europe, and the second is the respect for “the acquis and
democratic requirements” (Macron 2017, 22). The argument of making enlargement dependent
on internal reforms in the Union represents a constant in French politics. Indeed, the
developments in Western Balkans in the recent period show rather a democratic backsliding,
which includes also a rise of authoritarianism (Bieber 2018). Consequently, the unresolved
issues in any of the potential new member states would become a shared problem for the EU.



At the same time, the impact of the EU on member states decreases significantly after the
accession, because of great hurdles for imposing sanctions on rule violators.

Scholars have offered a variety of approaches regarding the French position towards
enlargement. One explanation is that France is a “guardian of the idea of a political Europe”
(Sjursen and Romsloe 2006, 144), which is based on the argument that French officials should
be taken by their word when they define institutional changes as a precondition for the widening
process (Sjursen and Romsloe 2006, 145-47). This approach rejects the ,,rhetoric entrapment*
argument offered by Schimmelfennig, who calls France ,,brakemen* and explains the later
consent for the widening of the French government as an avoidance to be rhetorically entrapped
(Schimmelfennig 2005, 161-62). Krotz and Schild (2013, 152) label the French position
towards enlargement as a ,,reluctant follower*.

Others argue that the French reluctant position reflects the low support among French citizens
expressed in public opinion polls. This argument has already been used by French politicians
in the 1990s to justify the positions they represent (Rieker 2005, 16-17). Other explanations
suggest that one of the consequences of enlargement is a possible loss of power of France within
the EU because of an increased number of members which leads to more power-sharing
(Dursun-Ozkanca 2013, 253), while Skalnes (2005, 215) argues that membership of new states
enables Germany to increase its power at cost of France. Indeed, it is a fact that Germany has
mostly profited by enlargement due to its geographic proximity to East European states because
of German economic reliance on exports. Wunsch (2017, 550) argues that the French position
towards enlargement of Balkans states is based on a lack of economic and strategic interest in
the region and the low support of the public opinion.

Despite Frech’s reluctant position towards enlargement, the decision to enlarge has been
interpreted in different ways. Firstly, the above-mentioned Schimmelfennig interpretation is
that by not following the enlargement policy France would be entrapped, while other authors
suggest that the support is the result of France avoiding isolation (Krotz and Schild 2013).
Skanes (2005, 215) argues that enlargement to Eastern Europe was ,,necessary to maintain
French influence in Eastern Europe and prevent Germany from establishing a dominant position
there.*

The overview shows that the French position regarding enlargement suggests a lack of support
for the acceptance of new states in the European Union, which is constant. The reluctant
position has remained, yet the conditions in French politics have changed towards less
acceptance for new member states in the European Union. In the next section, the current
enlargement politics will be explored.

The current French enlargement politics

Widening is still the official policy of the European Union, yet its effectiveness is dependent
on member states’ policy convergence regarding this question. French skepticism towards
enlargement remains constant, also towards the Balkans. Hence, the main question in this work
is related to factors that impact that position. As it is argued, the position is determined by the
perceived costs and benefits of enlargement. Consequently, the French reluctance is based on
the assumption that the inclusion of Western Balkans states in the EU would be costlier
compared to expected benefits.



First, France is committed to a more integrated Union that includes also a stronger Europe as a
significant actor at the international level. An increased number of states would make the
decision-making process more complex, which leads to a more inefficient Union. Such
development would also impact France and their ideas of a more integrated EU. These ideas
foresee European defense structures, a common strategic culture, European Public Prosecutor’s
Office for organized crime and terrorism, cooperation on climate change, and a common
approach to migration and asylum (Macron 2017, 4-7).

The French non — paper about the new enlargement methodology reiterated the official stand
which makes widening dependent on internal reforms in the EU and the Balkans. The new
methodology foresees a gradual accession process divided into seven stages and gradual
participation of candidate states in policies after successful negotiations (French Government
2019). The document was criticized because the new methodology requires adjustments to
accession negotiations. Yet, the limited success in the integration of Western Balkans states
indicates that there was a need to make changes to trigger the process. On the other hand, it
shows an inconsistent enlargement policy of the EU. Furthermore, Macron has argued that
every enlargement has weakened the EU after France and Netherlands blocked the start of
accession negotiations with Albania and North Macedonia in 2018 (Politico 2018). However,
before the Prespa agreement, Macron has encouraged North Macedonia to change its name and
to end a decade's long dispute.

Secondly, the constitutional changes in 2008 include a provision of holding a referendum
regarding the membership of new states in the EU (Wunsch 2017, 545). However, this provision
can be overridden if three-fifths of both houses of the French Parliament vote for the bill as it
is defined in article 88-5 of the Constitution (French National Assembly 1958). Considering the
low support among French citizens for enlargement, the results of an eventual referendum
regarding the inclusion of new member states in the European Union are more likely to fail.
The following chart includes results from the Standard Eurobarometer regarding French support
and opposition to enlargement from 2008 to 2021.
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Figure 1: The data used are from the Standard Barometer reports and annexes of the reports
69, 71, 73, 75, 77, 79, 81, 83, 85, 87, 89, 91, 93, 95.3

The data from the chart indicate that the support for enlargement among French citizens is
significantly lower compared to support. In the perceived period, the highest support has been
recorded in 2011 and 2019, when 32% of French citizens did not object to the membership of
new states in the EU. The lowest values have been reported in 2013 and 2014. Furthermore, the
values which show the highest opposition of French citizens have been recorded in 2012 and
2013. These are the periods when the economic and financial crises have reached their peak in
the EU, which was followed by an increased distrust towards the European Union as public
opinion data show (European Commission 2019, 5). Hence, the stand of French citizens can be
observed as relatively stable over time which includes notable changes, yet these changes did
not switch places.

Considering the data from the Eurobarometer reports, the threshold for the acceptance of new
member states is quite high. In other words, the inclusion of the referendum into the French
basic law has created an obstacle that is hard to overcome. The change of public opinion
regarding enlargement can be explained by two factors. The first one is the type of information
people receive from media about the process. If the information is positive, the attitude of
people is more likely to change towards more acceptance of new members. If the information
is neutral, it is more likely that a change of public opinion will not occur, while exposure to
negative news about widening will likely affect the people to adopt a more negative stand which
is expressed in lower support for the process (de Vreese and Boomgaarden 2006). The second-
factor impacting people’s stand for enlargement is previous attitudes that might deepen pre-
existing stand, depending on the information they receive (Azrout, Van Spanje, and de Vreese
2012).

The stands of people regarding enlargement is a topic that could become a subject that the
populist right-wing Eurosceptic National Rally can use to raise the question of enlargement in
public and blame the current government to act against people’s will. This follows the logic of
Mudde’s definition of populism. He defines populism as “an ideology that considers society to
be ultimately separated into two homogeneous and antagonistic groups, ‘the pure people’ versus
‘the corrupt elite’, and which argues that politics should be an expression of the volonté générale
(general will) of the people” (Mudde 2004, 543). The election campaign for the forthcoming
French elections in 2022 has the potential to become an arena in which the government can be
blamed to follow a policy that does not enjoy support among citizens. Namely, National Rally
is a hard Eurosceptic party. These political parties do not support the enlargement of the EU
(Kaniok and Hlousek 2016). Although National Rally does not have the institutional power to
stop a process*, however, their potential is based on their ability to raise an issue in the public.
As some studies suggest, there is a link between exposure to certain topics in the media and the
success of political parties in the elections (Hameleers, Bos, and de Vreese 2017, 1). Hence, an
unfavorable topic for the sitting government can affect the election outcome, “if people believe
that the government is responsible, they are less likely to vote for it” (Hameleers, Bos, and de
Vreese 2017, 3). One topic that appears to be unfavorable to a broader public is the large Muslim
community in the Balkans. This is because of Islamophobia, which poses an important element
in the politics of the National Rally (Zuquete 2016, 109). Furthermore, reports suggest an

3 The reports and annexes are available at https://europa.eu/eurobarometer/surveys/browse/all/series/4961
4 During the elections in 2017 Front National won 8 seats in the lower house of the French Parliament, which is
an increase of 6, compared to previous elections.



increased Islamophobia in France which was marked by different government actions (Attalai
and Moussi 2021).

The success of Marine Le Pen, the President of Front National (now National Rally), when she
was a candidate in the second round of the Presidential elections and got 34 percent of votes,
made the mainstream political parties more cautious when proposing new policies. This
development applies even more to topics that appear unfavorable for a significant number of
French citizens. Some authors argue that Front National has already reduced the scope of the
French government to act on topics related to European politics (Munkler 2017, 114). The
conditions under which the French Presidential and general elections will take place in 2022
are less likely to change towards a more welcoming politics regarding enlargement. According
to polls, the current President Macron and Le Pen will be the candidates with the most votes,
both in the first and the second round with a bigger chance of Macron becoming re-elected
(Politico 2021). A few days ahead of the elections for the European Parliament in 2019 the
former French minister for European Affairs Nathalie Loiseau even declared that she prevented
the accession of Albania and North Macedonia (Stddeutsche Zeitung 2019). Although the
French decision was to postpone the accession negotiations and not the accession, this statement
can be understood as an adjustment to the French voter preferences.

Besides Euroscepticism that expresses National Rally, some of the mainstream parties have
already used Eurosceptic topics in their campaign. During the 2012 Presidential elections, both
candidates in the second round Nicolas Sarkozy from the Republican Party and Francois
Hollande from the Socialist Party, have used Eurosceptic topics (Vassallo 2012). This can be
understood as the adjustment to people’s expectations, because of the distrust towards the EU
that reached its peak in 2012 and 2013. At that time, Euroscepticism posed an issue for the
whole Union because the EU was perceived by many rather as a trouble-maker. It was a novel
situation, which the EU has not experienced before. That development had two effects. The
first one was that it helped Eurosceptic parties to become part of mainstream politics. Their
agenda was to a large extent based on criticizing the EU by arguing that they could not fight
the negative effects of the crises effectively. The second development was that EU citizens have
become more interested in EU matters. It was the transition from “permissive consensus to
constraining dissensus” (Marks and Hooghe 2009). While before the crises EU citizens have
shown little interest in the EU, the crises have increased their interest. Both developments have
created pressure on traditional parties to adjust their positions to growing skepticism towards
the European Union.

An additional factor that accounts for French reluctance towards enlargement is based on rather
modest trade relations compared to Germany and other states in the region of Western Balkans
and Italy (Pere and Ninka 2017, 77). France, has, however, increased its economic presence
since 2019, when the French Development Agency started its program for Western Balkans
with a portfolio of 450 million Euros. The program includes projects related to sustainable
development and climate change (Agence Francaise de Développement 2021).

The major argument of this work is that the French reluctance regarding enlargement is based
on the perceived costs and benefits of that policy. Hence, the French hesitant position is shaped
by the assumption that following the widening policy is costlier compared to its benefits. The
potential to increase the costs is primarily expressed in domestic politics. In other words, the
current French government assumes that following a pro-active approach towards the inclusion
of Western Balkan states into the EU makes the government more vulnerable to potential loss
of power, or at least it leads to a significant decrease in power. Second, the modest economic



relations between France and the Balkans do not have the potential to increase pressure on the
French government to change its initial stand.

GERMAN ENLARGEMENT POLICY
Overview of the main features of the German enlargement policy

As one of the founding countries of the EU, Germany has always played an important role in
shaping the Union, both in the deepening and the widening process. According to Bulmer
(2014, 1248) “Germany is the most consistently pro-integrationist member State since the
1950s.” The consistent position towards the EU is based on a common agreement of the major
political parties whose support for further integration never has been questioned. Although
France firmly supports the integration of the EU, by proposing an expansion of fields of
cooperation at the EU level, the German pro — EU position differs to some extent. There have
been repeated calls from German officials to create the United States of Europe. This was done
by the first Head of the European Commission Walter Hallstein, but also later by Helmut Kohl,
even he backed from his position. Joschka Fischer has used different wording when he proposed
the creation of a European State during his mandate as the minister of foreign affairs (Grof3e
Hattmann 2017, 34-39). The former Head of the European Parliament Martin Schulz declared
the year 2025 to create the United States of Europe (Die Zeit 2017). The call to create a
European state indicates that Germany is deeply supportive of the idea to strengthen the EU
level of governance. This argument applies to the German foreign policy as well, because the
EU is ,,the foundation of German foreign policy* (Steinmeier 2015). The enlargement policy
has also been a consistent part of German politics. Every German Chancellor since Willy Brandt
till Angela Merkel has been part of the enlargement process (Lippert 2017, 393).

Participation in the EU has provided tangible benefits to Germany. Foremost, this applies to the
German economy, because the creation of the single market and the enlargement has helped
Germany to become the leading export country in the EU (Dreger 2017, 77), but also one of the
world leaders. One decade after the 2004 enlargement, Germany has created one million new
jobs as a consequence of the accession of ten new states (Focus Online 2014). The common
market has expanded to ten new states and around 80 million new consumers have become part
of the EU.

German position regarding enlargement was explained by different factors. Some scholars
argue that German EU integration and enlargement policies during the mandate of Helmut Kohl
were shaped by historic memories. The argument is that, by recalling historic memories, the
role of the EU as a peace project was emphasized, which helped to legitimize the integration
and the enlargement, while considering the state’s interests as well (Banchoff 1997, 72-73).
Others explain the EU enlargement process as of reconciliation, but also as a process in which
German companies have profited (Jetabek 2011, 94-100).

Schimmelfennig (2005) explains the German support for enlargement to Central and East
European countries (CEEC) as the promise of enlargement given in the past in which the
economic interests have been taken into account as well. Sedelmeier (2005) considers the
promises about a future membership that the European Community has given to CEEC as
crucial when the decision to expand was made. Some rationalist scholars argue that the German
decision to support enlargement to CEEC was based on economic interests and geopolitical
considerations (Moravcsik and Vachudova 2003). Skanes has argued that the German motive
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to support the expansion was based on geopolitics and to strengthen the German role within the
EU, but also as a war prevention tool to avoid wars like the one in former Yugoslavia in the
1990s (Skalnes, 2005).

Despite different interpretations about the motives of the German government to pursue the
politics of the European expansion, the fact that all chancellors from Brandt to Merkel have
been involved in the enlargement process explains the continuity of this policy. The official
support for the enlargement of the Western Balkans states into the EU remains up to date.
However, the conditions under which this policy can be followed have become more complex.
The current position of the German government will be examined in the following section.

The current German enlargement policy

The German position regarding enlargement of the European Union policy differs to great
extent compared to the French position. While France assumes that following the enlargement
policy is costlier compared to expected benefits, the German position is the opposite. German
enlargement policy towards Western Balkans states is based on the assumption that by not
acting the situation would further destabilize. Hence, the crucial German argument is that the
institutional embedding of the Balkans into the European Union reduces the conflict potential
and helps preserve German and EU interests. In other words, any destabilization of the fragile
peace in the Balkans would have immediate consequences on Germany (Toeglhofer and
Adebahr 2017, 4) and the European Union.

The involvement of competing actors in the Balkans, such as Russia, China, Turkey, and Arab
countries, are assumed to affect the EU interests, as the German Minister of State and Europe
Michael Roth (2018) has stated. This assumption is based on fear of losing control of the
European ,.inner courtyard* in the geopolitical dispute (Roth 2018). In particular, the German
government defines Russia as a ,,challenge to security* (German Federal Government 2016,
32).

Hence, the precondition to ,,defeat the competing actors in the institutional binding of the
Balkans to the EU. The German government expects that such development leads to mutually
beneficial cooperation. Thus, the current support of the German government for the
enlargement is based primarily on security.

However, the economic interests must be considered as well, which pose an important element
of German foreign policy. Kundnani (2011) even labels Germany as a geo-economic power.
His argument is based on the assumption is that German foreign policy is led by economic
interests. Indeed, Germany is the biggest trade partner of Western Balkans states. The share of
German exports is 16 percent of the overall exports to the Balkans, and at the same time,
Germany imports 23 percent of all goods from the Balkans (European Commission 2018). The
population size of the Western Balkans states is around 16 million (Eurostat 2021), which is,
however, significantly lower compared to the population size of ten new countries that have
become full members of the EU in 2004. The lower population size accounts for a smaller
economic potential. Yet, a more stable region would lead to steady economic growth which
increases the potential to benefit all actors involved.

The German stand regarding the European Union is to a large extent based on the perceived
potential that the EU can bring to German interests. A strong European Union is needed as a
tool for Germany to remain a global actor. The current German position as the fourth biggest



economy in the world is likely to decline in the following decades because of the appearance
of new powers. Thus, the best-perceived way to remain a global player and to preserve the
German ability to act is a strong and wider EU (German Federal Government 2016, 22). The
importance of this stand is even more emphasized by new challenges at the international level,
such as climate change, pandemics, migrations, instabilities etc. So far, the EU’s ability to act
on a global scale remains limited because of the formal requirements regarding unanimous
voting in the Council. This issue applies to the enlargement policy as well.

German domestic politics does not limit the actions of the national government to the same
extent compared to France. There is a broad consensus among the traditional political parties
to support the EU project and the EU enlargement. Germany has started two initiatives
regarding enlargement in 2014. The first one is the Berlin Process, which has defined six goals
to be achieved for the Western Balkans states (German Federal Government 2014), and the
second one was a common initiative of Germany and the UK for a novel approach towards
Bosnia and Herzegovina (Steinmeier and Hammond 2014).

The ruling parties in Germany from 2013 to 2021, SPD and CDU/CSU, made the enlargement
part of their official agenda. During the 2013, 2017, and 2021 electoral campaigns, the Social
Democratic Party (SPD) included the enlargement of the EU in their election manifestos (SPD
2013, 110, 2017, 99, 2021, 59). The Christian Democratic Union, along with its sister party, the
Christian Social Union, have included the enlargement in their manifesto in 2013 (CDU/CSU
2013, 73), however, it was not included in the 2017 election manifesto. In 2021, the sister parties
CDU/CSU supported the enlargement, making the accession process dependent on further
integration of the EU (CDU/CSU 2021, 19). The Greens, the new partner in the 2021
government, also support the enlargement of the EU to the Western Balkans (Die Gruene 2021,
226). Support for enlargement was also included in the Coalition Treaty of 2021
(SPD/Gruene/FDP 2021, 136), although the Free Democratic Party (FDP) did not mention the
enlargement in their manifesto. The right-wing populist Alternative for Germany (AfD) has
changed its stand regarding enlargement. Their election manifesto in European elections in
2014 included the provision of a referendum concerning any new enlargements (Alternative fir
Deutschland 2014, 11), while their election manifesto in 2021 rejects enlargement at all. Instead
of enlargement, they propose a privileged partnership as a stabilization tool (AfD 2021, 66). A
privileged partnership was already proposed by Angela Merkel regarding Turkey, which
excludes a membership. The left-wing political party Left did not include the EU enlargement
in their manifesto. However, their critique of the EU relates to the capitalist character of the EU
—they do not reject it.

Yet, the support of the traditional political parties is not unconditional. There are two important
preconditions to be fulfilled to integrate new states into the EU. The first one is not new, since
it includes a provision that foresees meeting the formal requirements defined in the Copenhagen
criteria. This condition, however, has become more important in the recent period because of
the democratic backsliding in Western Balkans states and further destabilization in the region.
Without solving these issues, the internal problems of the Balkan states would become internal
problems of the EU.

The second precondition defined by the German parties is the internal reform of the EU to
increase their ability to act®. This provision is related to foreign policy, and other fields as well,
which is bound to a unanimous decision-making process. Although the majority of the German

® The German term of ,,ability to act” is Handlungsfahigkeit, which is common in the manifesotos.
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parties do not mention clear ideas on how to improve the ability to act, the Greens propose
changing the voting procedures in the EU. Instead of the unanimous voting procedure, their
idea foresees the principle of majority voting (Die Gruene 2021, 226). In other words, because
of the dependency on votes of all member states in the Council, the EU foreign policy remains
rather inefficient. This has become clear in the second half of 2021 regarding an eventual
imposition of sanctions on the member of the BiH Presidency Milorad Dodik, who undermines
the constitutional structures of Bosnia and Herzegovina. The sanctions were proposed by the
German government, but according to media reports, Hungarian and Slovenian governments
refuse to vote for such a decision. Hence, the limitations in the foreign policy of the EU depart
from the self-proclaimed goal of the EU to become a global policy shaper. The goal of a stronger
Europe is defined in the EU Global Strategy (European External Action Service 2016).

The fact that all German parties in Bundestag, except the AfD, support the enlargement, reduces
the potential to make the question of enlargement a polarizing issue. Second, the conditions
under which the enlargement policy should take place overlap to a great extent. In short, the
candidate countries must meet the requirements and the EU must reform. Some authors argue
that the government must look always at the political right before deciding because of the risk
of becoming a “lame duck” in European matters (Minkler 2017, 114). The AfD faction in
Bundestag has already raised the question of the enlargement process in an inquiry to the
executive. The question they raised was about the public opinion polls in which most citizens
reject the accession of further states in the EU. It also contains a question of whether Germany
plans to hold a referendum to accept new member states. The document included also questions
about the Muslim religion in the Balkans and whether an eventual membership would affect
the identities in Germany. The answers about the polls referred to polls that show that most
citizens in the Balkans support the accession process. Second, the response regarding the
referendum was that the German Constitution does not foresee a referendum regarding
enlargement (Deutscher Bundestag, 2018).

The inquiry of the AfD reveals an eventual way of acting of that party concerning the widening
process. Thus, they intend to use policies that appear unpopular to citizens and raise the issue
in public by following the populist logic. The logic is to blame the government for acting against
people’s will, while at the same time presenting themselves as the defenders of that will. It is
more likely for the strategy to be successful if the issue is salient. Salience means something
that is “noticeable, meaningful, or memorable to audiences”. Thus, the real potential for the
AfD to capitalize on this issue is during the time of advanced accession negotiations, because
of the increased attention of the particular topic.

In short, the result of the German calculation concerning enlargement is that the inclusion of
Western Balkan states in the European Union is more beneficial for all actors involved. The
stand is mainly based on the assumption that enlargement brings peace and stability to new
member states. Domestic politics does not pose a significant obstacle for such policy. Although
most of the German citizens refuse the accession of further states, there is no constitutional
provision of a referendum. The following section will analyze the effects of the policies on
Western Balkans.

THE EFFECTS OF THE MEMBER STATES POLICIES

The European Union has enlarged seven times so far. It is still assumed as the most successful
foreign policy achievement of the EU. However, after the 2004 expansion, the internal dynamic
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has been affected. The increased number of member states has caused some changes. First, the
lack of a suitable legal framework made the already complex decision-making process, even
more, complex. This was mainly because of the failed referendums in France and the
Netherlands regarding a European constitution. Second, the accession of new member states,
of which eight were new democracies, required institutional adjustments, but also an adjustment
of the old and the new members to each other. This is also the time when enlargement fatigue
has occurred. It refers to “unwillingness to grant the EU membership to new States” (Szotucha
2010, 1).

The enlargement fatigue did not, however, stop the widening process, because of the
memberships of Bulgaria and Romania in 2007, and Croatia in 2013.

After Croatia joined the EU, the accession of new member states has become more difficult.
Developments in the EU and the region of Western Balkans have changed significantly. The
internal crises in the EU, which have been affected by the global financial and economic crises
led to increased Euroscepticism. The existence of the European Union has been questioned
daily by populist political parties, whose electoral success moved them from the margins to the
political mainstream. The success did not allow the populist Eurosceptic parties to formally
block the processes in the EU, but their ability to raise certain issues in public, that appear
unfavorable to a great number of EU citizens gave them substantial power to impact politics.
This impact led eventually to a readjustment of positions of some traditional political parties.
The response of some of these parties to this development was also Euroscepticism (Topaloff
2017, 63).

The focus of the European Union was to tackle the negative effects of the crises, or as the former
Head of the European Commission Jose Manuel Barroso said “It is only natural that, over the
last few years, our efforts to overcome the economic crisis have overshadowed everything else”
(Barroso 2013, 7). Consequently, the significance of enlargement has decreased at the bottom
of the priority list. More concrete, the topic of enlargement was absent from the European
Council agenda from 2014 to 2017 (Elena 2019). The accession idea was kept alive by the
member states outside of the EU institutional framework. However, the initiatives of Germany
and the UK in 2014 have been supported by the Commission. The position changed eventually
in 2017 when the former Head of the Commission mentioned the importance of enlargement in
his State of the Union speech (Juncker 2017). The change was justified by the argument that
the EU position in the Balkans is threatened by competing actors, but the success remained
rather limited because of the lack of agreement among the EU member states about the
importance of enlargement.

The absence of the EU from the Balkans has also contributed to democratic backsliding in the
region and it did allow other actors to impact politics in these countries. The EU enlargement
policy in this period was led by the false assumption of the sufficiency of a formal membership
perspective for the Western Balkan states. The sufficiency assumption was also because of the
reluctant positions of the member states towards enlargement because the whole process is
member states dependent. Put it differently, the ability of the European Union to pursue a
successful enlargement politics is determined by the member states. This is also why EU
politics appears to be inconsistent with Western Balkans. The issue has become evident when
France and Netherlands blocked the start of the accession negotiations with Albania and North
Macedonia. This is especially true for North Macedonia after the country accepted a decades-
long dispute by changing its name.
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The other side of the coin is the Western Balkans. This refers to the inability of the Western
Balkans states to fulfill the requirements set by the EU. The decision of the EU officials to focus
rather on security issues and to a lesser extent to democratic development contributed to the
democratic backsliding (Richter 2012). Moreover, the EU officials circumvented the citizens,
in the case of Bosnia, and focused on the political elites (Dzihi¢ and Wieser 2011, 1804). By
negotiating with the elites, without the involvement of citizens, the acts of the elites are
practically legitimized by the European officials.

A successful enlargement politics requires notable changes, both in the EU and the Balkans.
The changes imply concrete actions that go beyond the rhetoric commitments of all sides
involved.

CONCLUSION

The enlargement politics of the European Union is member states dependent because of formal
requirements of all states to vote for the accession. This work compared the positions of the two
leading countries in the European Union, France, and Germany. French position concerning
enlargement is reluctant. In the past enlargement rounds, France has only unwillingly accepted
the accession of new states. Germany, on the other side, follows a policy that is more welcoming
for new enlargements.

First, the positions of both states represent a constant. The official stands are based on different
ideas of these two countries about the nature of the EU and the path it should take in the
integration process. Both countries support the further deepening of the Union, which includes
a strong global actor. French idea is to have a several-speed Europe with enhanced cooperation
among states within the block (Macron 2017). The German idea is a strong Europe with an
increased ability to act.

The perceptions of the enlargement are based on different calculations of perceived costs and
benefits. French government assumes that following the enlargement policy on Western
Balkans is costlier than it provides benefits. This is connected to the legal obligation of holding
a referendum about the accession of any new states, which can be overridden if 60 percent of
the members of both houses of the French Parliament vote for the accession. According to
public opinion polls, most of the French citizens reject further enlargement. Thus, the threshold
for accession is high. The French position is further constrained by the right-wing populist
political party National Rally. By raising the question of enlargement in public, the National
Rally can capitalize on the issue by blaming the government for not acting on behalf of the will
of the people.

The German position is less constrained compared to the French. German Constitution does not
envisage holding a referendum regarding enlargement, while the traditional parties are
committed to the EU, and they support the enlargement process. Germany has strong economic
ties to Western Balkan states, which is an additional argument to support the accession. In short,
the perception of the German government is that the benefits of the enlargement process
outweigh the costs. Perceived benefits are to a large extent the stability in the region and to a
lesser extent the economic benefits.
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