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The conflicting strategies of EU enlargement

European enlargement strategy is more about the process itself than about the ultimate goal of membership.  Enlargement instruments like Stabilization and Association Agreements, conditionalities, benchmarking, are policy tools serving the European main strategic interests in South-East Europe – creating stability, security and conflict prevention. One can speak of the inversed strategy, process has become the objective, and objective is pushed into the future. Stricter criteria accompanied by conditionalities, enlargement fatigue, economic crisis, lack of political leadership are moving the objective further away in the future. Candidate countries with statehood and national identity issues have difficulty meeting the imposed conditionalites. On the other hand, candidate countries like Croatia view the process in the opposite way. They want the process to be as short as possible, fast track approach, and than once in the full EU membreship to continue the process of Europeanization and reform. Both of this strategies are driven by political consideration and short term interests. Here we will be looking in more details in  “fast track strategy” that Croatia is pushing for last ten years.
During the last 10 years, the strategies of the political parties in power were based on the necessity of fast membership into the European Union (EU). And today, ruling HDZ has promised to implement all the benchmarks for EU membership, open and close chapters, speed-dial laws through the parliament, muster the support for the accession referendum, and become a full member of the EU before the next national parliamentary elections in 2011. Current Croatian political leaders belive that economic structural changes, social improvements, democracy consolidation, corruption control, and real Europeanization of the country will be easier and cheaper once Croatia has full membership. This strategy is implemented by plenty of diplomacy outside the country and public relations campaigns at home. However, it looks as if the heavy diplomatic efforts lack foreign policy substance and the domestic reforms lack definition of the national priorities, vision, commitments, leadership, management of the resources, major domestic supportive alliances, public communication strategy, and other factors. 


The fast-track scenario was not working before and now it looks anything but fast. Can it work today? How long can the hungry horse follow the carrot? And, what about the carrot?  The fast track has plenty of hurdles, some natural and some created on purpose to make it more challenging.  The following is a list of the types of hurdles to cross in the fast-track to Europeanization scenario.
Where we are and where are we going?
Declining attractiveness of the European carrot and one tired horse:
· The enlargement process is slowed down with the introduction of new and stricter conditionalities and country specific conditions. Dissatisfaction of citizens inside the EU demonstrated in recent referendums casts the dilemma about the value of the future membership among publics outside the EU.

· The current global economic and financial crisis has revealed little compassion for the new EU members and even less for the candidate states.
· Member states using “non-European” tactics to resolve territorial or political claims – for example, Slovenia’s blackmail tactics in the attempt to secure preferable resolution of its border dispute. EU approach to this basically bilateral issue is regarded as lukewarm, looking for the compromise even when there is a clear alternative avenue to resolve the dispute.
· Success or failure in accession process have law relevance for domestic political competition or voting preferences. All political parties support the EU membership, they have adopted Europeanization as a default political criteria and it does not present the differential issue in Croatia’s political playfield. Only the radical right political parties and groups challenge the Europeanization consensus, and even they do it carefully because radical anti-European positions bring more political costs then benefits.
· Accession process is elite driven, bureaucratic and “experts only” social game with confusing rules and arcane language. The process is under limited parliamentary oversight even with the existing parliamentary committees that are supposed to monitor and control government activities and progress.
· Despite the fact that EU is high on the agenda of  the domestic media, knowledge of the process among citizens is superficial and stereotyped. EU enlargement is in the public perception very often perceived via television images of official visits, statements about our duties, press conferences with politicians struggling with English language, chapters without ends, benchmarks, dinners on taxpayers account, shake hands, pralines, etc. 
· Administrative, management and analytical capacity of the public administration agencies for the membership implementation are still limited. What is needed is strengthening of the policy transfers capacity and policy analysis skills and expertise. The Croatia’s state administration is in need of depolitization. While introduction of administrative, procedural, ethical and other rules and codes my be underway, the professional culture of civil servants is still dominated by political influences and loyalties. Only the strong professional stature can provide barrier to voluntary political intervention in administrative work. 
· Surveys conducted by Transparency International over the years show high perception of corruption in the private sector, state agencies and public services, specially in procurement decisions, health, justice system and in local government. Improving laws and procedures, providing more information and transparency in public policy making, political pressure, successful indictments, media attention are all helpful and necessary but not sufficient. It will take time and profound transformation of social values to change business, public and private habits and practices that rely on privileges, “connections” and favoritism. Limited supply of public goods creates incentives for corrupt behavior of those who control “gates” of common resources.
· Historical and brave decision to replace communism with democracy 19 years ago started continuing quest for the improvement of democratic institutions and performance of democratic agents and actors. Through that process trust in democratic idea remained high but trust in those who were supposed to implement it plummeted to single digits. Abusing the public office for private gains, creating the system of privileges and benefits and other demonstrations of “privatization” of politics, created a widespread notion that politics is dirty business, that all politicians are equal in the their selfish interpretation and abuse of power vested in them by elections.
· Intricate part of the democratic system is the rule of law, the rule ordered society, that provides security and stability to citizens, private owners, investors and entrepreneurs, clients, etc. Croatia’s judiciary reform must target two major objectives: improving on professionalism and impartiality. Strengthening the professionalism and expertise of judges, prosecutors and officers of the courts in general, is highly related with their capacity to improve their efficency in reducing the backlog of unresolevd cases and shortening the courts proceedings. Most of the cases at the European Court of Human Rights, that are coming from Croatia, have to do with due justice, unreasonably long and delayed court decisions. Professional strength, like in the case of public administration, will provide good grounds for their political independence and impartiality. It is also the responsibility of political officials to demonstrate their neutrality during the court proceedings and avoid political labeling of the legal issues. With plenty of vested interests, prevailing judiciary culture, limited resources and ongoing reforms of institutional arangements, rule of law will be long and uphill batlle for the generations of professionals in the filed of justice. 
· Domestic political elite is prone to abuse the EU reform recommendations and chapter benchmarks and requirements to shift the blame from their own failures. In the politics of it all one can often hear: “they asked us to do this even if know that this will...“ Sometimes this is used even for the policies that are not part of negotiation process. This political tactic incrementally contributes to the low support for  the EU membership, creating negative political feedback portraying EU officials as cruel, harsh and unsensative to local problems.
Need to redefine the process


In order to really understand the significance of the accession process for the country and political dynamics of it we need to put the “horse – carrot metaphor” into a different perspective. We have to redefine where this horse is traveling and redefine the carrot from a one-time salad ingredient into the vegetable garden.

Membership in the EU is of historical significance for Croatia. This will have important, irreversible consequences on the way we live our lives, work, provide for our families, and govern ourselves. It will expand our possibilities to define our future. It will stabilize and improve our democratic, market and social institutions. This will be our strategic answer to the globalization processes. If we define EU accession process in these terms, as the fundamental and historical change, as an ongoing innovation of country and people, then cycles of short term political strategies that we are experiencing in last ten years are superficial, inadequate and ultimately irresponsible. Most of the obstacles and hurdles listed above cannot be resolved or eliminated by political moves, election purpose stunts, media spins or photo opportunities. 

We are facing a fundamental discrepancy between historical objectives that we need to achieve and the repertoire of political responses and public policy instruments used to accomplish these objectives. And this discrepancy is not only on the side of candidate country, but also very much on the side of the EU political leadership. This leadership has a similar approach to accession process. Benchmarking is not a way to understand and resolve the need for historical change and social adjustment. Political opportunism in the realm of EU enlargement is the dominant type of political behavior on both sides.

This discrepancy feeds into most of the everyday political life, creates sound bites, illusions, disappointments and skepticism. What it does in the long run is that it weakens societal capacity to understand the need for Europeanization. EU skepticism weakens our resolve to change ourselves and limits future leadership capacity to help us accomplish the Croatian dream of the “return to Europe”. This type of accession process is in fact undermining the societal capacity of society to Europeanize itself. 

Europeanization is a complex social project of change and transformation and not a simple political game. Political values are mixed and often blended together, time frames are changing, actors are shifting their positions, and institutions with difficulty perform their tasks of continuity and empowerment. What is needed is more knowledge, more time, more truth and transparency, substantial reform in our state and administrative spheres, and more real effort to explain to the public what is going on, even when these steps do not bring political points and short term political popularity. The way to Europe has to be paved on Croatian plains, city halls and squares, on Adriatic shores and islands and not in the expensive Brussels hotels. Politics of this type is not what politics should be: “reaching common objectives by rational collective effort”. This type of politics is failing us. The political mantra on the right and the left of how membership in EU is not because of “ them” but for our own sake is in fact correct, but for “ them”,  this is a mantra devoid of energy, power and inspiration to act. This mantra is abused for the short term, almost daily, political grind that makes no space for a long term vision of the Croatian Europeanization. 
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