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ABSTRACT

As a result of geopolitical changes which occurred on the verge of the 1980s and 1990s, the map 
of East-Central Europe underwent significant modifications. The enlargement of the EU encompassing 
Central European states (especially Poland) contributed to the change of the EU’s attitude towards the 
post-Soviet space. Up to the time of the enlargement, due to the dominance of the “Russia first” policy, 
the EU did not recognize the need for tightening relations with post-Soviet states. After 2004, a gradual 
change in the EU’s attitude towards its eastern neighborhood can be observed. The present paper aims to 
describe the EU’s eastern policy in the period of crises: on the one hand, those plaguing the EU, and on 
the other, the so-called Ukrainian crisis. The crisis, a de facto, armed conflict between Russia and Ukraine, 
has resulted not only in a geopolitical change in Eastern Europe, but also exerted impact upon conditions 
the EU’s eastern policy is realized in. In 2017, it is 8 years since the Eastern Partnership was implemented. 
The project, its achievements, objectives and opportunities need to be revisited. In other words, works on 
the Eastern Partnership 2.0 ought to be commenced. A change of both the approach and narration as far as 
the EaP project is concerned, is required. New areas and fields the EaP will offer opportunities for EaP-EU 
relations to be tightened ought to be discovered. The armed conflict in Ukraine, resulting in the instability 
of eastern neighborhood, constitutes a security challenge for the whole area of Eastern Europe.
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INTRODUCTION

When viewing the map of East-Central Europe, it can be said that significant 
geopolitical changes in the region occurred on the verge of the 1980s and 1990s. At 
that time, international world order, including the one in Europe, was reconfigured. 
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New states, liberated from Soviet chains and those released from satellite depend-
ence on the USSR, emerged. Furthermore, the integration of Central European states 
(Poland, the Czech Republic, Hungary) with NATO (in 1999) and the EU (in 2004) 
is noteworthy. When compared with the reality of the beginning of the 1990s, the 
integration resulted in the emergence of a new geopolitical situation in East-Central 
Europe. The enlargement of the EU encompassing Central European states (espe-
cially Poland) contributed to the change of the EU’s attitude towards the post-Soviet 
space. Up to the time of the enlargement, due to the dominance of the “Russia first” 
policy, the EU did not recognize the need for tightening relations with post-Soviet 
states. After 2004, a gradual change in the EU’s attitude towards its eastern neigh-
borhood can be observed. A further geopolitical change in Eastern Europe and the 
South Caucasus occurred in the aftermath of the five-days’ war between Russia and 
Georgia (August 2008) [Stępniewski 2011: 209–212] and Russia’s annexation of 
Crimea. The armed conflict in Donbas between Russia and Ukraine (raging since 
2014) constitutes a fundamental challenge [determinants, course and significance of 
the conflict in Ukraine were broadly discussed in e.g. Harasimowicz 2016: 29–34; 
Delcour, Wolczuk 2015: 459–478; Haukkala 2015: 25–40; Judah 2015; Larrabee, 
Wilson, Gordon 2015; Shekhovtsov, Umland 2014; Wilson 2014; Barburska, Mil-
czarek 2014; “Rocznik Instytutu Europy Środkowo-Wschodniej” 2014]. 

The present paper aims to describe the EU’s eastern policy in the period of crises: 
on the one hand, those plaguing the EU, and on the other, the so-called Ukrainian 
crisis. The crisis, a de facto, armed conflict between Russia and Ukraine, has resulted 
not only in a geopolitical change in Eastern Europe, but also exerted impact upon 
conditions the EU’s eastern policy is realized in. In other words, Russia’s aggression 
on Ukraine placed the EU in a precarious position forcing the Union to change its 
policy towards Russia.

CRISES IN THE EUROPEAN UNION

Several crises and problems have emerged within the EU. Brexit, as one of these, 
constitutes a major challenge for the Union. For the first time in the history of the 
EU, a member state will leave the Community. As a consequence, the logic behind 
the functioning of the EU has changed. The change may bear negative consequences 
for countries aspiring for EU membership. In addition, other crises within the EU are 
present as well. These partly stem from problems with adjusting political systems 
of individual member states to the changing reality, which is a frequent outcome of 
external turmoil. According to Jan Zielonka, the EU is dealing not only with the crisis 
of democracy, but also the crisis of capitalism, European integration (the crisis of 
leadership and vision), migration, and a moral crisis (mentioned by Pope Francis in 
his speeches) [Żakowski 2016: 24]. An additional crisis, one pertaining to security 
systems, can be mentioned [Góralczyk 2014a: 233 ff]. Moreover, the situation in 
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the international environment of the EU is troublesome as well. The fact does not 
remain without influence upon EU policy towards its neighbors. The following ought 
to be mentioned in this context: the war in Syria, operations in Libya, the overflow 
of migrants in the Mediterranean, the issue of the so-called Islamic State, Russia’s 
neo-imperial policy (annexation of Crimea and support for separatisms in southern 
and eastern Ukraine), etc. [more on the issue in: Fiszer 2014: 33–52; Góralczyk 
2014b; Stępniewski 2015a: 11–25].

BREXIT AND ITS IMPACT UPON THE EU’S EASTERN POLICY

In his speeches, David Cameron, former UK Prime Minister, emphasized the 
necessity of a referendum regarding the UK’s membership in the EU. The referendum 
took place on 23 June 2016. The British voted to leave the EU (51.9% supported 
leaving the EU, 48.1% opposed) [Kaczorowska 2016: 39–61]. As a consequence, 
relations between the EU and UK must be revised. Several scenarios are considered. 
Two of these seem relatively probable: the first – preferential trade in bilateral rela-
tions, the second – the single market principle, will be maintained. The final shape 
of relations will largely depend upon the outcome of bilateral negotiations and de-
cisions made by leading states of the EU, such as Germany, France, Italy, Spain, or 
even Poland. Interestingly, the ongoing negotiations, or rather chaos in negotiations 
between the UK and EU, result in the present relations between the EU and Ukraine 
becoming a model which may be potentially applied in relations between the EU 
and post-Brexit Britain. Timothy Garston Ash rightly observes that “the fact may 
be difficult to believe, but the UK is considering the EU-Ukraine relations among 
others as a model solution” [Ash 2017]. 

The UK’s membership in the EU since 1973 influenced not only the shape of 
the Union’s internal, but also international policy, including one towards Eastern 
Europe and Russia. Great Britain frequently placed emphasis upon enlargement and 
was skeptical with regard to Russia’s policy towards Eastern Europe. Brexit denotes 
that the EU and its international policy will undergo changes. The withdrawal of the 
country exerting influence upon EU institutions may also change relations between 
the EU and countries of Eastern Europe. In addition, the UK frequently shared 
Poland’s views regarding states of the Eastern Partnership and supported initiatives 
and projects addressing this part of the continent. It may be expected that Brexit will 
exert a negative impact not only upon Britain but also the whole EU. The prospective, 
negative influence upon the shape and direction of cooperation between the EU and 
Eastern Europe is of significance.  
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WHAT POLICY WILL THE EU APPLY IN RELATIONS WITH EASTERN 
PARTNERSHIP STATES?

When analyzing the situation of Eastern Partnership states [more on the situa-
tion of countries encompassed by the European Neighborhood Policy and Eastern 
Partnership project in: Kostanyan 2017; Bouris, Schumacher 2016; Thompson 2015; 
Lannon 2015; Rieker 2014] in light of the armed conflict in Ukraine (the so-called 
Ukrainian crisis) [more on the crisis in: Youngs 2017a; Besier, Stokłosa 2017; Ko-
rosteleva 2016a; Natorski 2016; Sakwa 2016], the fact that the project faces a great 
challenge in the form of the so-called Ukrainian crisis, ought to be emphasized. 

According to the representative of the European External Action Service (EEAS), 
the European Partnership (EaP) constitutes a mature project [Interview 1, 2016]. De-
spite the project losing its momentum and being implemented in specific conditions, 
the fact that resolutions of Vilnius and Riga summits are successfully implemented, 
cannot be disregarded. In addition, it ought to be emphasized that the chief problem of 
the EaP is the fact that the project is considered in geopolitical categories – as if EaP 
states faced the choice – gravitate either towards the EU or Russia (when listening to 
EU policy-makers, it seems that these countries have no other option). However, when 
developing the project, Poland and Sweden did not anticipate that countries in the 
project would face such a choice. The decision is extremely difficult to be made and 
entails several complications (in case of Ukraine these are of existential character). 
Obviously, the policy proves to be the most successful if associated with prospects of 
EU membership. The lack of such perspectives leads to the EU being unable to exert 
influence upon these countries [Interview 2, 2016]. However, the fact that EaP states 
are not ready for European integration (as far as virtually all membership criteria are 
concerned) cannot be disregarded. Moreover, according to the latest anticorruption 
rankings, in 2005, Ukraine occupied 107th position worldwide, whereas in 2015, it 
ranked 142nd. In addition, not all countries under the EaP project declare the intention 
to integrate with the EU. On the one hand, Georgia, Moldova, and Ukraine express 
willingness to integrate and implement AA/DCFTA. On the other hand, Armenia, 
Azerbaijan, and Belarus do not manifest such intentions. However, recently, there 
have been discussions with Armenia regarding the country signing DCFTA (in a form 
which would not collide with Armenia’s membership since 2014 in the Eurasian 
Union headed by Russia). If the talks regarding Armenia’s signing the agreement 
succeed, the road will be paved to start similar negotiations with Azerbaijan and 
Belarus [Interview 1, 2016]. Moreover, as far as the prospects of integration with the 
EU are concerned, the remaining countries of the EaP are also divided. 

Taking the internal situation of EaP states into consideration, the best option for 
cooperating with the EU would be to emphasize pragmatism, flexibility and search 
for cooperation opportunities. Obviously, still, EU policy ought to be based upon 
the “more for more” principle, which is no longer followed in the framework of the 
ENP. However, the EU ought to implement the “less for less” principle with regard 
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to EaP states as well. The support of reforms in EaP states constitutes an example 
of such a pragmatic approach. Success of reforms determines the success of trans-
formation in these countries. Should they fail, tightening relations between the EU 
and EaP states is unlikely to materialize. It ought to be clearly stated that the EU 
cannot do EaP states’ homework for them. They must follow the path of changes 
and reforms themselves. Therefore, the EU ought to commit much greater financial 
resources to reforms in these countries. Naturally, in such a case, corruption poses 
a significant challenge. 

The liberalization of visa travel constitutes a further issue. Moldova, Georgia, 
and lately Ukraine, were granted visa-free travel. Ukraine had already met all re-
quirements posed by the EU, but the final decision was made only in the middle of 
2017. The EU has also been developing a safety mechanism, i.e. the introduction of 
a suspension mechanism in case visa-free travel in the EU is abused by these coun-
tries. The fact that the mechanism was developed for the benefit of  visa-free travel 
with Turkey worked against Ukraine. The combination of these issues delayed the 
introduction of the project for Ukraine and Georgia. Moreover, the fact that Ukraine 
does not control its whole territory ought to be remembered (Crimea was annexed 
by Russia, Donbas is war-torn). From the point of view of EU policy, it is vital that 
the public of these countries does not fall victim to the political situation. Citizens 
of EaP states ought to be able to travel to the EU freely. This is even more signifi-
cant when the fact that the EU has placed emphasis on people-to-people contacts is 
considered. In addition, the EU ought to offer even more support to civil societies 
in EaP states, to young politicians and political leaders who seek changes, to free 
media, SMEs, etc. A premise can be made that it seems unlikely that political sys-
tems in these countries will remain unchanged in the near future. Therefore, the EU 
ought to support civil societies and bottom-up initiatives. It was public rebellion 
against Viktor Yanukovych, which was named the Euromaidan (also the Revolution 
of Dignity), in February 2014 in Ukraine, which resulted in a political change in 
the country. Therefore, it is evident that civil potential in Ukraine, and in other EaP 
states to a lower degree, is considerable, and EU decision-makers ought to keep that 
fact in mind. 

EASTERN EUROPEAN STATES IN RUSSIA’S NEO-IMPERIAL POLICY

The fact that Eastern Partnership states do not operate in vacuum, but are de-
pendent on internal and external determinants, is noteworthy. As far as external 
determinants are concerned, both the EU’s and Russia’s attitudes are of significance. 
Therefore, as far as EaP states are concerned, examining Russia’s objectives (those 
real instead of those declared) towards these countries seems worthwhile. Both 
tactical and strategic objectives with regard to EaP states, and broadly post-Soviet 
space, are worth looking into. It can be said that since the outbreak of the Rus-
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so-Ukrainian war (a hybrid war, or a subliminal war), Russia has been striving to 
destabilize southern and eastern Ukraine in order to separate these regions, lead to 
the emergence of “occupied territories”, or the establishment of a quasi-state (the 
case of Transnistria). The situation is playing out in the immediate neighborhood of 
V4 states, which exerts a direct impact upon the security of the Visegrad Group. The 
EU’s and OSCE’s preventive actions are critical to the stabilization of the situation 
in Ukraine [Stępniewski 2016a: 337–344].

According to Russian politicians, swift democratic changes in Ukraine pose 
a significant threat for Russia’s interests and its political decision-makers. The fact 
that Ukraine’s democratization will be possible with the assistance of western struc-
tures and close cooperation with these, is well established. Russia is aware of this 
fact. It is the reason behind its severe reactions to Ukraine’s prospects for NATO 
and EU membership. It can even be risked that Russia’s strategic objective towards 
Ukraine is to prevent the country’s democratization and integration with the West 
[see: Stępniewski 2016b: 181–193; Korosteleva 2016b].

Sergey Karaganov, a well-known researcher frequently commenting in western 
media on Russia’s international policy, observes that the Federation will never be-
come a global power unless it becomes a regional one in the first place. Therefore, 
according to several researchers, Ukraine seems critical for Russia’s superpower 
projects [Szabaciuk 2014: 75–86]. Undeniably, the Federation may become a regional 
superpower, and in the future, may play a key role in global politics. On the one 
hand, the war with Ukraine questions the achievement of these objectives. On the 
other hand, Russia’s activity and military operations in Syria result in it becoming 
a significant player in both Near-East politics and global balance of powers. 

Over the past two decades, Russia manifested considerable determination to re-
integrate the post-Soviet space. From Russian perspective, ensuring hegemony in the 
space and diminishing western influence in the region contributes to the enforcement 
of its superpower status regionally and globally, and facilitates the achievement of 
several less significant objectives of socio-economic character. In addition, in order 
to defend its zone of influence, Russia did not hesitate to adopt a confrontational 
stance towards the West. However, the independence of Ukraine and remaining EaP 
states from Russia is clear and considerable. In other words, Russia applies numerous 
instruments to influence the internal situation of these countries [Stępniewski 2016a: 
337–344; Korosteleva 2013: 11–36]. 

CONCLUSIONS

On the one hand, the EU’s Eastern Partnership policy constitutes a long-term 
project, and should be viewed as such. On the other hand, according to Krzysztof 
Szczerski, it needs to be remembered that among all EU member states, there are 
those opposed, neutral, and supportive of the EU’s eastern policy, including the 
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Eastern Partnership initiative. The opposition encompasses countries interested in 
other geographical directions of EU influence or those which prioritize EU-Russia 
relations in the Union’s eastern policy. Those neutral do not have their own geo-
political preferences – they are either too small and weak or see no difficulties in 
developing new directions in the EU’s external policy. The supporters consider that 
the EaP, perceived as eastern policy, realizes their objectives to a greater or lesser 
extent. These states include three of the Visegrad Group: Poland, the Czech Republic, 
Hungary, but also, e.g. Sweden [Szczerski 2010: 55]. The fact that the success of 
the EU’s eastern policy will be determined not only by member states, but also by 
addressees of the policy themselves, i.e. countries of Eastern Europe and the South 
Caucasus, is noteworthy. 

In 2017, it is 8 years since the EaP was implemented. The project, its achieve-
ments, objectives and opportunities need to be revisited. In other words, works on the 
Eastern Partnership 2.0 ought to be commenced. The revision of the project seems 
vital in light of the EaP Summit planned for 2017 in Brussels. A change of both the 
approach and narration as far as the EaP project is concerned, is required. Symbols 
are crucial in politics, and the summit and the new opening of the project will offer 
such [wider: Stępniewski 2015b; Stępniewski 2016a: 337–344]. New areas and fields 
the EaP will offer opportunities for EaP–EU relations to be tightened ought to be 
highlighted. By doing so, opinions of experts and EaP politicians voicing concerns 
that the project failed will be undermined and such claims will become ungrounded. 
However, it cannot be forgotten that the EU has been pushing the condition of EaP 
states to the background. Therefore, it is critical that the Visegrad Group raise the 
issue of EaP states in European forum and support them so that the Russo-Ukrainian 
war in Donbas is not forgotten. The Ukrainian crisis poses a challenge not only for 
the security of Ukraine, but also for European and international security and order. 
According to Paul Ivan, the EU needs to highlight that it was Russia which annexed 
Crimea, it is the Federation that adds fuel to the war with Ukraine, and that it was 
Russia that broke international law [Interview with Paul Ivan, 2016]. Sanctions im-
posed by the EU against Russia constitute an apt reaction to the Federation’s policy 
of accomplished facts. Therefore, the EU ought to enforce the realization of Minsk 
II agreement and its implementation by Russia. 

To conclude, due to the fact that geopolitical situation in eastern neighborhood 
evolved, the EU’s approach to EaP states ought to change. The armed conflict in 
Ukraine, resulting in the instability of eastern neighborhood, constitutes a security 
challenge for the whole area of Eastern Europe. In addition, Russia’s increasingly 
assertive attitude towards eastern neighbors forces the EU to react. According to Rich-
ard Youngs, the armed conflict in Donbas resulted in the EU’s change of approach 
towards its eastern neighbors. He defines the new approach as a hybrid or liberal-re-
dux geopolitics [Youngs 2017b]. Moreover, Donald Trump, the new president of the 
USA, also seems insensitive to issues of Eastern Europe (especially Ukraine), which 
determines the emergence of new conditions for solving eastern matters. 
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