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Markiyan Malskyy 
Ivan Franko National University of Lviv

The Ukrainian Transformation Initiatives 
of Eastern Partnership

Abstract: 	 The new problems and challenges facing the EU’s Eastern Partner-
ship Initiative are generated by the dynamism and predictability of 
political events in Central and Eastern Europe. The European Union is 
implementing this project by combining two interrelated approaches – 
intensive bilateral cooperation between partner countries and the EU 
and the multilateral interaction of participants within the framework of 
regional programmes.
Both sides (the Council of Europe and the partner countries) – mutually 
taking into account the positions and proposals of the Eastern Partner-
ship participants – propose some new approaches and mechanisms for 
the project’s functioning. In the list of new initiatives, a special place is 
occupied by the “revolutionary format” of cooperation with the “European 
Union – Associated Trio”, proposed by Ukraine, Georgia and Moldova. 
This initiative is becoming the subject of extensive expert and political 
discussions in the European Union and raises the question of the future 
of the Eastern Partnership.

Keywords: 	 Eastern partnership, new initiatives, Association Trio security and defence 
cooperation, European Union, Ukraine
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The dynamics of political events on the European continent and changes in regional 
configurations of interstate interactions constantly give rise to new problems and 
challenges in the practical implementation of the Eastern Partnership Polish-Swedish 
Initiative, conceptually formed in the form of communication of the European Com-
mission in 2009 within the framework of the European Neighborhood Policy.

The goal of this initiative was to deepen the systematic cooperation between the 
European Union and its eastern neighbours – Azerbaijan, Armenia, Belarus, Moldova, 
Georgia and Ukraine – to implement and support fundamental reforms of the political 
and economic system of these states. The most attractive and effective mechanism for 
the practical implementation of cooperation was the association agreements of each 
state with the European Union, the creation of free trade zones and visa liberalisation. 
At the same time, taking into account, on the one hand, a certain scepticism of East-
ern partners about the European Neighborhood Policy, on the second – competition 
with the European Union initiative to expand cooperation with leading neighbours, 
and on the third – different positions of the “old” and “new” member states of the 
European Union, the initiators of the Eastern Partnership Project proposed several 
new approaches and practical proposals, taking as much as possible into account in 
their concept of the initiative and the positions of partner countries.

The so-called “two dimensions” of the Eastern Partnership focus on intensive 
bilateral cooperation between the partner country and the European Union through 
association agreements by deepening the Free Trade Area, introducing a visa-free 
regime and implementing a special technical assistance programme to strengthen the 
administrative capacity of partner countries.

In multilateral cooperation, the main focus is on mechanisms for strengthening 
the energy security of the countries of the European Union and its eastern partners, 
effective equalisation of regional development levels, integrated border management 
programmes, development of regional electricity markets, assistance to small and 
medium-sized businesses, operational interaction in the field of emergency situations.

The multilateral format is responsible for creating systemic prerequisites for the 
sharmonisation of European and national legislation, regulatory convergence, organi-
sational and institutional support for the activities of Eastern Partnership institutions, 
intergovernmental and inter-parliamentary multilateral cooperation.

The creation of the Euronest Parliamentary Assembly, the Eastern Partnership 
Civil Society Forum, the Conference of Regional and Local Authorities, and the 
Eastern Partnership Business Forum, although it was an effective incentive to activate 
cooperation between the project’s countries, failed to provide an adequate and fully-
fledged response to the rapid political transformations in the region. On the agenda 
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was the issue of weakening common positions and overcoming significant political 
differences in the approaches of the six partners, especially on the prospects for mem-
bership to the European Union. The signing of the association agreement with the 
European Union for Ukraine, Moldova and Georgia has become an additional factor 
in the informal division of Partner States into two camps – associate members with 
clear European integration ambitions (up to European Union membership) and other 
partners with a differentiated level of participation.

As O. Motsyk rightly points out, the lack of a European perspective for partner 
countries, or at least agreement on the European identity of the EU’s eastern partners, 
can significantly reduce the cost of the Eastern Partnership for countries seeking full 
membership to the EU. On the other hand, we need to be aware that in the current 
situation in the EU, launching any initiative that would open the way for the EU’s 
eastern neighbours to gain membership is not an easy issue. The lack of ratification 
of the Lisbon Treaty, support for the thesis of “fatigue” with expansion, the EU’s focus 
on the Balkans and palpable pro-Russian sympathy among several key EU players are 
just the tips of the iceberg of fear and unwillingness to raise in any form the question 
of the possible prospect of membership for its eastern neighbours.1 

The European Union is trying to respond quickly to the dynamic change in the 
geopolitical and geo-economic situation and the emergence of new trends, chal-
lenges, and threats by reviewing and improving the Eastern Partnership framework, 
mechanisms and procedures.

In 2016–2017, the European Union presented a new approach to the multilateral 
architecture of the project in the form of a joint working document “Eastern Partner-
ship – 20 achievements until 2020: focusing on top priorities and real results.” This 
made it possible to expand the range of multilateral cooperation. At the political level 
of decision-making, sectoral ministerial meetings, informal partnership dialogues and 
high-level meetings were added to the meetings of the Heads of State and Government 
of the project’s countries, and 20 Eastern Partnership goals were officially proposed 
as a roadmap for building relations between the EU and Partner States until 2020.

An important stage in the transformation of the Eastern Partnership policy was 
the celebration of the tenth anniversary of its establishment, during which a number 
of countries, especially Poland and Lithuania, proposed separate initiatives aimed at 
strengthening institutional cooperation. Poland, emphasising that the institutionalisa-
tion of the Eastern Partnership policy is one of the most important principles of its 

1   O. Motsyk, I Believe in the European Future of Our Peoples, Lutsk: Vezha-Druk 2020, p. 148.
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implementation, proposed the idea of creating an Eastern Partnership secretariat and 
a mechanism for chairing the six Eastern Partnership partners annually on a rotating basis.

Lithuania has prepared an informal position document, “Strategy Trio 2030,” which 
provides for a more active approximation of Ukraine, Georgia and Moldova to the 
EU by creating an EU Support Group from among the friendly EU member states 
and joining the trio to the main EU policies in the field of small and medium-sized 
businesses, access to the domestic market, digital agenda, investment and infrastruc-
ture projects.

On the other hand, the negative political transformations of the second half of 2020 
and the beginning of 2021, which manifested itself in the political crises in Belarus, 
Georgia and Moldova, the Azerbaijani-Armenian war, the freezing of the Normandy 
format against the background of the aggravation of the Ukrainian-Russian confron-
tation, as well as the coronavirus pandemic not only made their own adjustments to 
the functioning of the political-economic and financial mechanisms of the Eastern 
Partnership, but also sharply put on the agenda the issue of differentiation within the 
multilateral format of the Eastern Partnership.

Different Eastern Partnership member countries sometimes clearly demonstrate 
different assessments of political events and processes, contradictory approaches to 
solving topical issues of domestic development and international cooperation, differ-
ent rates of democratisation of the political system and different individual priorities 
and expectations from cooperation with European Unions.

In these circumstances, it is necessary to avoid unification of approaches to the 
implementation of cooperation policies with a group of states that demonstrate 
reforms of the political system (Ukraine, Georgia, Moldova) and states that do not 
seek full membership to the European Union or do not meet the European criteria 
for stability and democracy.

In this context, the European Parliament has launched the Eastern Partnership 
initiative as a future model for Associate Partners which provides for close cooperation 
and accession of partner states to the Customs and Energy Union, a common digital 
market, association with the Schengen area and deeper integration in other areas. This 
is a continuation of the policy already agreed on the goals, objectives and principles 
of cooperation in various fields, as well as compliance with the requirements of the 
“more for more” and “less for less” approach to the countries that have made the most 
progress in implementing social and economic reforms.

This position is the basis for joint communication between the European Com-
mission and the European External Action Service to the European Parliament, the 
European Council, the European Economic and Social Committee and the committee 
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of regions “Eastern Partnership policy after 2020. Strengthening sustainability – the 
Eastern Partnership that brings results to all.”

This programme document is the result of joint work and lengthy consultations 
on the future of the EP. It provides for the use of opportunities for the EU Common 
Market by partner countries, joining the common zone of payments in European 
currency, participation in projects within the framework of the EU strategy for com-
bining Europe and Asia, increased participation in the Horizon Europe Programme 
and deepening sectoral cooperation between partners and the European Union. It lays 
the fundamental foundations for the Eastern Partnership’s post-2020 long-term goals 
platform, which define the partnership’s main objectives for the future.

The main and determining factor is the concentration of efforts on trade inten-
sification and effective regional and bilateral integration of the economies of partner 
countries and the European Union. To this end, the gradual liberalisation of access 
to the EU market will continue, including public procurement, market supervision, 
technical barriers to trade, sanitary and phytosanitary measures, customs services and 
tax standards.

The Eastern Partnership’s incentives for key economic reforms include financial 
support from the EU through an external investment plan, a programme to support 
countries’ efforts to meet the criteria for joining the single euro payment zone, finance 
innovative startups and support farmers and rural regions. Attention is focused on the 
implementation of indicative investment plans to improve the infrastructure of roads, 
railways, ports and airports, increase the role of cross-border and regional intercon-
nectors, increase investment in renewable energy and increase energy efficiency.

Successful economic development should be based on effective state institutions, 
whose sustainability is based on justice reform with the participation of international 
institutions and experts, overcoming corruption and organised crime, and combating 
human trafficking and illegal goods.

A cross-cutting idea of Joint Communication is the EU Green agreement, which 
is aimed at ensuring urgent actions of the European Union and partner countries in 
the field of ensuring the environment and climate.

In order to ensure the health and well-being of the population, the Eastern Partner-
ship will continue to work on promoting environmental innovations and introducing 
a circular economy, preserving biodiversity, supporting sustainable agriculture and 
fishing, and strengthening energy and nuclear security.

An important element of the Eastern Partnership’s long-term strategy is the digital 
transformation of partner countries in accordance with EU legislation and practice. 
The main thing here will be to and modernise the digital infrastructure, strengthen 
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regulatory authorities’ independence, support e-governance in the EP region, and 
develop a digital innovation and cyber sustainability programme by the governments 
of partner countries.

Success in fulfilling the above tasks will largely depend on strategic communication 
with the population of the Eastern Partnership countries, managing the multilateral 
structure of the EP and implementing future achievement programmes.

The Eastern Partnership Platform, as the list of primary tasks shows, includes 
many essential areas for strengthening cooperation between partner countries and the 
EU, but the emphasis on strengthening regional security for eastern project partici-
pants is becoming completely relevant. Five of the six countries participating in the 
EP programme have acute territorial conflicts with their neighbours and are unable 
to independently resolve issues of reintegration policy, countering modern hybrid and 
terrorist threats.

The prospect of combining EP countries into a single security format is actively 
and critically discussed in the expert community. An expression of the extreme posi-
tion is the statement that it is inappropriate to talk about a common security space 
of the Eastern Partnership countries.2 Turchyn is less categorical about the situation, 
stating that “the transformation of the Eastern Partnership into a new integration 
security model can take place only after deepening a differentiated approach to the 
aggressor countries in the implementation of the programme, as well as the interest 
of EU member states in such project changes.”3

The formation of such a model is now directly influenced by Russia’s aggressive 
policy, its destructive position on the main European security trends and influences. 
The European Union has taken the first steps to review security relations with the 
partner countries of the Eastern Partnership initiative, introduce anti-terrorist mecha-
nisms and anti-propaganda measures, and consolidate efforts on a Joint Comprehen-
sive counteraction to Russian expansion in the European region. In the EU, there is 
a growing desire to attract euro-oriented Eastern neighbours to the European defence 
strategy, among which Ukraine occupies a special place. Experts and politicians discuss 
expanding cooperation within the framework of the European Neighborhood Policy 
in the field of security and defence, implementing practical steps to create “European 
combat groups” to strengthen military-technical cooperation, master advanced op-
erational standards for training troops and achieve operational compatibility. There is 

2   L. Chekalenko, Is the Eastern Partnership Program a New Security Model?. At: http://www.viche.
info/purnal/47, last accessed November 2, 2021.
3   Y. Turchyn, “Prospects of the Eastern Partnership in the Context of Geopolitical and Security 
Changes in the Eastern European Region”, Political Sciences, vol. 2, no. 1 (2016), p. 65. 
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a growing understanding that the security situation and sustainability in the Eastern 
Partnership area are important elements of the security architecture of all central and 
Eastern European countries. Therefore, it is important and productive initiatives of 
partner countries, particularly Ukraine, to implement a range of political and military 
measures that are adequate to modern challenges and requirements, to use the security 
potential of the European Union and the experience of its eastern neighbours. This 
complex should be based on a well-thought-out reintegration policy as one of the 
goals of the partnership, which includes the reintegration of annexed and occupied 
territories and the holistic reintegration of internally displaced persons and the regu-
lation of their status.

The security situation in the region is critically threatened by terrorism and 
radicalisation of social and political movements. In the case of Ukraine, this is the 
radicalisation of the local population in war zones, mobilisation into the ranks of il-
legal quasi-military formations and an aggressive hybrid information policy. In this 
context, the Eastern Partnership can open access to its member countries to specialised 
analytical and information centres of the EU and NATO, in particular the European 
Center for improving Countering Hybrid Threats, the European situation and Intel-
ligence Center, the European Directorate of intelligence of the military staff, and the 
European Union Agency for network and information security.

In implementing security initiatives, Ukraine emphasises ensuring reliable cyber 
defence and cybersecurity, analytical capabilities, rapid response and protection of 
the information processing and transmission system. The involvement of EP coun-
tries in the EU’s information and cybersecurity policy will allow them to master the 
experience of analytical work and practical counteraction to information attacks and 
increase the effectiveness of responding to joint measures for the European Union 
and EP partner countries.

Constant discussions on various international platforms and platforms give rise 
to numerous initiatives and projects to modernise the Eastern Partnership Project. 
Among such initiatives, the “revolutionary” format of cooperation with the “European 
Union – Associated Trio,” which was proposed by Ukraine, Moldova and Georgia 
as an example of close regional cooperation, is of great interest and controversial as-
sessments. This idea is in line with the EU’s historical aspirations to strengthen the 
multilateral format of regional cooperation between the EP countries themselves as 
the emergence of the EU itself was based on the European regional communities that 
later united in the Union. The trio countries identified their main priorities as the 
desire to become members of the European Union, commitment to further progress 
in the implementation of the association agreements with the EU and the search for 
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new dynamics in the strategic development of the Eastern Partnership. The creation 
of such a new regional alliance that will unite states with similar European integration 
intentions and problems (territorial conflicts over the Russian Federation, joint threats 
in the energy sector, militarisation and security challenges in the Black Sea region, 
information and political expansion of the “Russian World”) is part of a broad strategy 
of Ukraine’s foreign policy – which has already been called the big strategy of small 
alliances aimed at solving specific, practical tasks in the interests of the Ukrainian state 
(Lublin Triangle, Quadriga). The Ukrainian initiative strengthens both the Eastern 
Partnership and the European Union’s influence in the region on the pace and scale of 
internal reforms and transformations by improving infrastructure, “deoligarchisation” 
society and living standards.

The memorandum of understanding between the ministries of foreign affairs of the 
trio countries defines the coordination of joint actions and the search for new formats 
of sectoral integration with the EU – especially accelerating integration into the EU 
internal market, expanding cooperation in transport, energy, digital transformation, 
strengthening security and defence cooperation.

What is important in the priorities of the trio’s activities is the defence aspect 
itself, which provides for the development of a platform for cooperation with the 
EU Coordination Group on Countering Hybrid Threats and the EU Cybersecurity 
Agency, participation in missions and operations of the SPBO, as well as participation 
in projects of continuous structural cooperation.

The initiative proposed by the three Eastern Partnership member countries was 
a serious impetus not only for activating and concretising European integration steps 
and determining the prospects for membership of Ukraine, Georgia and Moldova 
in the European Union, but also a challenge for the EU’s neighbourhood policy, its 
ability to respond quickly and promptly to new geopolitical realities and adhere to 
declared principles and approaches.

Summary and recommendations

The future of the European Union’s geopolitical project depends on its focus and 
ability to respond to the rapidly changing political, economic and security situation 
on the EU’s eastern borders. Both the member states of the European Union and the 
Eastern Partnership countries offer various approaches and initiatives to improve the 
format of the functioning of the institutional mechanisms of the EP, increase the ef-
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fectiveness of cooperation in various areas of international relations and the effective 
use of new resources and funds.

The most European-oriented countries, Ukraine, Georgia and Moldova, successfully 
took advantage of the EU’s proposed policy of deepening a differentiated approach to 
the Eastern Partnership countries, offering a “revolutionary format of cooperation with 
the ‘European Union – Associated Trio’.”  This format of cooperation with the EU 
has become part of a broad foreign policy strategy of Ukraine and its closest partners 
in the Eastern Partnership – Georgia and Moldova. This initiative puts the issue of 
membership of these states in the European Union on the agenda and also tests the 
EU’s ability to respond to new geopolitical realities in the eastern region adequately.

Therefore, in terms of recommendations, it is necessary to indicate the need to 
adapt the mechanisms and tools under the Eastern Partnership programme to the level 
of involvement of the European integration process and the reforms implemented in 
a given country. This process should take into account the willingness of individual 
countries to cooperate further, as well as maintaining cooperation with countries that 
are interested in the level of cooperation so far.

After years of operation, the Eastern Partnership has confirmed its importance 
as an essential element of the European Union’s eastern policy; therefore, in terms 
of recommendations regarding the current situation related to international condi-
tions and security threats, it should expand the mechanisms and tools of interaction 
in mutual cooperation – both at the level of individual and multilateral perspective.
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