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Four scenarios about the EU27 future 

by Attila Ágh 

 

1. The future of the EU27 

 

The enlargement of the EU from the EU15 to the EU27 has brought three new vital 

issues to the fore. The first issue is what Europe is and where the future borders of the 

EU within Europe should be. The second vital question asks whether the further 

enlargements will take necessarily the form of full membership or certain other forms of 

“strategic partnership” might have to be elaborated. Moreover, even if a full membership 

were granted in some cases, what its timing might be and what kinds of transitional 

stages will be elaborated. Finally, the third question is what the impact of any sort of 

further enlargement on the institutional structure, budgeting and policies of the EU might 

be.1 

It is clear that some well developed West European states (Norway, Iceland and 

Switzerland) have partially been integrated to the EU and their full legal membership 

would not cause any trouble. Similarly, Croatia (as EU28) has been welcomed into the 

accession process. The problems with the future of the EU28 begin beyond this area, with 

the West Balkan states (EU34) and even more with Turkey (EU35). The EU has 

continuously reformed itself under the pressure of widening, thus one can even argue 

that widening has also promoted deepening. But in the EU27 – or EU28 - this type of 

development with positive feedbacks seems to have reached its limits. The following four 

scenarios represent the main types of the possible future outcomes for the EU27.2 

 

(I) Headstart scenario (best case scenario). This is a scenario with a relatively 

quick catch-up of the new member states, in twenty years or slightly more. As a result, 

there will be a gradual homogenization of the EU not only in GDP per capita or socio-

economic terms but also in socio-political terms with welfare regimes approaching the EU 

average. There are two major preconditions for the homogenization process. The first is 

providing the necessary assistance for the new member states, which cannot be too far 

below the level that was awarded to other former cohesion countries. The second is the 

long term restriction on any additional enlargement after taking Croatia in as full 

members. This scenario presupposes an intermediary situation for the West Balkan states 

ahead of their accession and it allocates a place for Turkey in this new construction that 
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is other than full membership, e.g. special partnership. This optimistic scenario 

means continued integration and successful realization of the Lisbon Agenda with policy  

coherence between economic, social and environmental policies, and predicts no major 

tensions in the EU28.3 

To set this positive scenario into motion two innovations are needed: first, “inside” 

with the Lisbon Agenda and second, “outside” with the new design of the neighbourhood 

policy. As to the first innovation, the Lisbon Agenda has to be carried out, although it is 

facing a number of difficulties with the “national ownerships”. On one side the EU27 

needs extending integration to new policy areas – the social and territorial acquis, the 

renewed Hague programme, the integrated climate change and energy policies. On the 

other it needs to coordinate the economic, social and environmental policies more 

intensively to enjoy the synergic effect as the genuine Lisbon idea suggests, since one 

has to integrate the Lisbon Agenda in key European and national policy areas. It must 

work so that the principle of unity in diversity can be sustained through the application of 

the open method of coordination. This homogenization and/or convergence could be 

advanced, but this mechanism ensures that the special national characters and distinct 

European cultures can also be maintained, even improved, since national idiosyncrasies 

are the impetus for change and innovation. The new member states – although in a 

polarized way - are much closer to the former EU15 in the Lisbon terms of the 

knowledge-based society than in the traditional GDP terms of the economy as a whole 

and they have a vital interest in this “qualitative” catch up process. Hence, after a while, 

the new member states can be an accelerating factor in the EU27 (see Ágh, 2008). 

In the early 2000s the EU sent a “clear message” to the accession states that they 

had to join the Lisbon Strategy and the formulation of the Lisbon Strategy was itself part 

of the preparation for the Eastern Enlargement as Tony Atkinson notes: “The 

juxtaposition of social cohesion with the ambition of becoming a competitive economy 

marked the revival of the European social agenda. Moreover, the timing was undoubtedly 

related to enlargement. As has been stated by Frank Vandenbroucke, Belgian Minister of 

Social Affairs and Pensions, the social inclusion process ‘sends a clear signal to 

prospective Member States that this is an achieved model, that is part and parcel of 

European civilisation that it must be endorsed as an ambition by all those applying for 

membership’” (Atkinson, 2004: 143). The policy integration programme that has been 

the basic idea of Lisbon Project has also been at the same time a homogenization or 

convergence programme for the EU27. Altogether, the new member states have been 

rather successful in the quantitative catching up and they still have serious problems in 

the qualitative catching up. 

As to the second innovation, the EU27 has to elaborate new forms for both the 

transitional stages to the full membership for the West Balkan states and the “final”, 
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close relationships with the remaining non-member states in the framework of 

European Neighbourhood Policy (ENP). The EU efforts may produce full membership after 

a long process of economic and political transition for the West Balkan states as promised 

at the EU-Balkans Summit on 21 June 2003. The accession of the West Balkan states 

should be, however, a historical turning point in the “traditional” widening process 

offering full membership that could determine the “final” borders of the EU within Europe 

for a long run. The absorption of these small states after 15-20 years will not derail the 

EU from its original destination. Furthermore, the Partnership and Cooperation 

Agreement with Russia in 1997 can be a model for Turkey as well as for the Ukraine, 

since it can provide a framework for intensive economic and security cooperation in a 

modified form, as a “strategic partnership” without granting full membership. Parallel 

with the preparations for the accession of the EU12, the EU has also carefully prepared 

its European Neighbourhood Policy with concrete Action Plans. It has established a Wider 

Europe Task Force dealing with “a ring of countries” in the “East” and “South” around the 

EU. This comprehensive neighbourhood policy has been developed in great detail in the 

Strategy Paper on European Neighbourhood Policy as a Communication from the 

Commission. In the Spanish-Belgian-Hungarian team presidency there can be a new step 

ahead towards elaborating and implementing a new vision of the European 

Commonwealth (see Palmer, 2008).4 

 

(II) Doomsday scenario (worst case scenario). If the above mentioned two main 

preconditions are not met at all, then some kind of doomsday scenario may be set in 

motion. In this case the pessimistic forecasts for the speed of the catching up process 

come true, e.g. according to The Economist that process will take 60 years for Poland. 

This scenario can happen if either the EU12 will not be given the necessary strong 

support for accelerating its development or this group cannot take the opportunity 

offered by the membership and/or will not be able to absorb the EU transfers effectively. 

Or, on the other hand, if the enlargement process is immediately continued after the 

EU28 with the small West Balkan states, and finally extended also to Turkey in 15-20 

years. It will increase the rivalry among relative newcomers for EU assistance, then the 

EU will be fatally weakened and fragmented. In addition, as a result of the slow catching 

up process in the new member states, some stable, permanent centre-periphery 

relations will emerge in the EU27(EU28) with diverging political approaches and absolute 

separation of national welfare regimes. At the same time, the premature extension will 

exhaust the energy of the EU28 and will create deep political contradictions inside, since 

the net payers’ hands might be forced by the future new members due to their voting 

weight – given the size of Turkey – to contribute to the economic growth of these 

newcomers (see also Telo, 2006: 232-33). This double effect – centre-periphery relations 



                              Annual state of the art paper by Team 5 4 

EU – CONSENT is supported by the European Union’s 6th Framework Programme  

 

and political pressure combined with blackmail - could lead to a quasi collapse or 

disorganization of the EU.5 

Integration has many meanings and cannot be reduced to the legal act of 

membership. Therefore, the question has to be raised whether the prospective new 

member states are ready for the EU integration in all of its meanings. Developing the 

various meanings of integration, Tony Atkinson draws attention to the fact that, beyond 

the above mentioned “policy integration” in general, the new members have to be ready 

for the integration of their entire national policy with the EU priorities, namely for the 

integration along the social dimension and for the adjustment to the EU as an integrated 

whole (Atkinson, 2004: 157). These various meanings of integration capacity have 

brought in a “deepening” of the Copenhagen criteria. They would be a real test for the 

prospective members than the rather “thin” Copenhagen criteria and an in-depth analysis 

would show that they are much less ready for the integration as a complex process than 

the separate formal-legal criteria suggest. The integration of these future members into 

the EU social agenda is bordering on absurdity. There has also been an increasing burden 

of the social policy transfers in the EU as a result of its enlargement. In the EU6 the 

percentage of those living below the poverty line was 12.5 percent, in the EU9 14.2, in 

EU12 19.9, in the EU15 19.9 and in the EU25 29.6 percent. It will increase in the EU28 to 

38.5 percent and could be well above 40 percent in the EU35 with Turkey, which may 

ruin the functioning of Social Europe. At present Turkey is one of the candidate countries 

with the low per capita GDP (around 30 percent) and with a huge regional disparity. If 

accepted as a full member right after 2015, then Turkey will be the biggest EU member 

state (with over eighty million people) and will have a high decision making or voting 

power. In this case Turkey - with the Balkan states - could use its veto to blackmail the 

net contributors to pay for its economic development and social policy. In addition, the 

non-European borders of Turkey would be the source of permanent high intensity level 

international conflicts. Thus, according to this scenario with Turkey the EU will import a 

high social burden, internal political troubles and international tensions.6 

 

(III) Fragmented EU scenario (partial disintegration scenario). As a soft version of 

the doomsday scenario, the increasing internal differentiation within the EU will produce 

a deeply fragmented EU. The long term diverging paths of development (with some new 

members join the core and some former members declining, etc.) may lead to an 

extreme polarization, and under these circumstances over-competition will be the rule. 

This might already happen among the EU27(28), in which most but not all the new 

members (EU12-13) will be concerned. The tendency for an increasing polarization is 

much more likely, actually unavoidable, if the Union grows to 34 member states in 10-15 

years extending to the West Balkans. As outlined above, the Union would have to face a 
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century-long catching up process inside because of the growing peripherialization. 

Some non-competitive or declining states might opt for a parasitic free-rider strategy, 

while some net contributor states might opt for a ‘lonely long distance running’, using on 

both sides not fully legitimate means to pursue national interests. In this atmosphere of 

counter-productive, even “perverse regionalization”, the different – fiscal, social and 

environmental – forms of dumping may be quasi institutionalized on the one hand, giving 

way to “tax avoidance” on the other. Finally, the solidarity principle might actually be 

abandoned in the EU, which would lead to a conflict-laden partial disintegration.7 

The present conflicts within the EU27 about the investment opportunities can be 

solved, and tax competition will be regulated in the EU27 with a Code of Conduct 

currently being elaborated to avoid over-competition or the creation of a ‘negative sum 

game’. However, there have been deeper problems, such as acute divide between 

Southern and Northern countries in environmental policy, which emerged after the 

Southern extension in the eighties. The new EU policies, such as environment, social 

inclusion, gender equality, multiculturalism and minority protection etc. will be even 

more difficult to support and implement for the future members now in the ‘waiting 

room’. Their short- or long-term inability to join all policy areas in the EU integration 

process might slow down progress in the most important fields, which are directly 

connected not just with the European model of society in general but with the 

information- and knowledge-based network society in particular. The burden of the 

enlargement to the EU34 will be not only a quantitative one with respect to the Union’s 

social policies, as mentioned above, but to a much greater extent a qualitative burden. 

Without a long preparatory period focusing especially on these policy fields, further 

enlargement will be an insurmountable obstacle to the Lisbon Agenda type of 

transformation.8 

(IV) Charlemagne scenario (the partial success scenario). If the Franco-German 

rapprochement is intensified and create an exclusive bilateral system of cooperation, as a 

reproduction of the Charlemagne Empire, then it may unleash a counterweight reaction. 

If these ‘strong’ EU member states – referring to the “chaos” in the EU27 - organize a 

“directoire”, then other member states might also look for “regional” solutions. A “checks 

and balances” system may emerge, i.e. balancing the EU not “centrally” – in its central 

institutions - but regionally, by distancing the big “regional” units from each other. This 

might actually generate partial decomposition of the EU to the “regional” - Nordic, 

Mediterranean, Central European and Balkan – regimes, although EU institutions might 

still hover above them as relatively functional “meta-system”. This is neither an overload, 

nor a disintegration situation but a transparent, balanced, institutionalized and legitimate 

process, through which the relationships within the “regions” would be intensified and 

some common interests would be formulated and represented. This tendency will even 



                              Annual state of the art paper by Team 5 6 

EU – CONSENT is supported by the European Union’s 6th Framework Programme  

 

be stronger, if the enlargement continues in the near future, since a separate 

Balkan region would certainly emerge. Turkey is a region in itself, mostly outside Europe 

and bordering on non-European states and with its own diverging interests from the 

EU27, even in a long run. 

Although this scenario would only be a ‘half-failure’ of the genuine idea of the 

European integration, it still shows that the rash and angry reaction against growing 

diversity that has been emerging in the founding states can derail the EU. The “imperial 

desire” of some strong states to continue or even strengthen their dominant role may 

also be a threat for the common future of the EU27. As a result, there might be a Europe 

of the institutionalized regional diversity instead of overcoming the economic differences 

through conscious political actions and tolerance for the socio-political and cultural 

differences. Yet, a “regionalized EU” could be successful in competing in the global arena, 

but it would be a much looser organization, in which the solidarity principle might only be 

applied in a “region”, to a smaller circle of neighbouring countries. The genuine idea of 

the EU has been based on overcoming the short term national interests by accepting the 

well-considered long term transnational interests. It seemed achievable in the EU15, it 

may be feasible but might also be questioned in a EU28 and or may be potentially 

unattainable in an EU35 with Turkey.9 

 

2. Narrow national visions or common EU perspectives? 

 

The three big states – France, the United Kingdom and Germany (B3) – consider 

the EU policy as a continuation of their own national policy. They think that they have a 

special responsibility and privileged role in preparing EU decisions and seeing them 

through the decision-making bodies, first of all in foreign policy. They have modelled a 

future for the EU based on their own polity with the clashing visions of the French 

Europe, British Europe or German Europe. Undoubtedly, the actual influence of each of 

the “Big Three” is important for EU integration. At the same time it would be arrogant 

and counter-productive if they openly act as the only or predominant decision-makers, 

forming a “directoire”, deciding important issues on their own at bilateral and trilateral 

meetings like the Schröder-Chirac Pact in October 2002 on the agricultural subsidies. 

There are some signs that the bigger states react to the more complex decision-making 

process in the EU27 with irritation considering it as “chaotic”. The smaller states for their 

part - particularly the well established old member states - also react to the monopolising 

tendency of the bigger states with irritation. There has been a new cleavage line between 

the bigger and the smaller member states, and it has increased the bargaining capacity 

of the smaller states demanding some constitutional safety valves against the unilateral, 

“imperial” domination of certain bigger states. 
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I have presented two polar scenarios (Headstart and Doomsday) indicating the 

main directions, and their two softer varieties (Fragmented EU and Charlemagne) 

showing the major tendencies inside the negative scenarios. The future will be some kind 

of combination of these scenarios, depending on the strength of the various factors 

described above. The global environment will also play a big role in deciding the future of 

the EU27, including e. g. the illegitimate external pressure of the United States for the 

membership of Turkey. These four scenarios may be further developed and more detailed 

also in policy dimension if one creates a matrix, adding to all four scenarios some main 

policy fields like production and welfare regimes etc. This policy analysis will also be 

necessary in discussing the future EU27 as the vision of the “pragmatic” Europe. But here 

I have focused on the relationship between the old and the new members and I have 

exposed the opportunity to have common European perspectives instead of the narrow 

national visions of the big member states. 

The contribution of the new member states to overcome the present EU crisis is 

their further structural adjustment to the EU by completing the membership through 

reaching the effective membership. With the demand for the effective membership of the 

new member states, in fact, a new period starts for the EU as a whole. More and more 

the EU27 has been challenged to think and act for a long run and in a strategic 

perspective. The Eastern enlargement will be testing modernization and solidarity in both 

ways, for the EU27 as a whole “globally”, and for the new members in their specific 

catching up process “locally”. The EU has been influenced so far to a great extent by the 

conflicting short term interests of the member states. However, both the short term and 

the long term interests have to be reconsidered in the spirit of the Lisbon Strategy 

accordingly. The solidarity principle has to act as an investment for the long term 

interests and competitiveness. I suppose that the completion of post-accession period of 

the new member states as soon as possible is the common interest of the EU27. If it is 

so, one has to find the ways and means to create the optimal preconditions for this 

completion. In the same way, the virtual start of take-off period after some years in the 

new member states may also be considered as a common dynamic factor in the EU27 

and its achievement requires a strategic approach in the framework of the Lisbon 

Agenda. 

Creative crisis brings about a common future. EU is in crisis but the crisis is good, 

since it helps to identify goals and priorities. Crisis is a pain that mobilizes for radical 

change. EU has always developed through a series of crises and the present creative 

crisis offers the opportunity to reach a more integrated and more competitive EU. The EU 

capacity, however, at a particular point of time gives a clear answer where the virtual 

borders of the EU-Europe can be. In the problematization of deepening and widening the 

basic duality comes back new and again discussing the “limits of the EU” or “future of the 
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EU27” as it has been described by Anne Faber and Wolfgang Wessels. Namely 

some authors consider “enlargement as the crucial driving force behind 

constitutionalization” and some others in direct contrast to this view state that “as the EU 

becomes more diverse, its sense of common identity and thus its capacity to deepen will 

weaken” (Faber and Wessels, 2006b: 7). As a conclusion I think that a “tercium datur”, a 

third solution exists through a historical process: after the Eastern enlargement the EU27 

has passed the “feasibility check” and it has been working properly. Afterwards, step by 

step the EU can achieve the further integration in the Balkan area in the foreseeable 

future through a protracted process because a too rapid process may disturb deepening, 

indeed. What is more, going beyond this Balkan area in the foreseeable future may cause 

serious damage to the EU, since there is still a long road ahead of the countries in the EE 

region to create their minimal EU capacity. 

Planning the common future. In the present crisis even the common past, the 

common history of Europe has regrettably been questioned. However, the overcoming of 

the crisis will create a new, common future with shared new values and achievements. It 

will bring back the common history as a common pride for all European peoples. The 

common future as new perspectives will create the common European demos in some 

generations. A more pragmatic EU with more efficient policy making is necessary but it is 

not enough. The EU needs visions as well, therefore one has to return to the basic issue: 

What kind of EU? The simple and short answer is: we need a complex EU as an 

economic, political, social and cultural unit. After the age with the nationalization of 

masses there is a need for the Europeanization of masses with their politicization, 

socialization and “culturalization”. There have been many efforts to predict and prepare 

the EU’s future using the instruments of the “frontier research”. The biggest innovative 

effort has come from the designers of the Lisbon Strategy. These visions have meant a 

radical turning point in the EU’s history and the social sciences have provided a strategic 

planning to support the basic decisions where to go, what kind of Europe has to be 

planned and built when the EU arrives at the crossroad: “Prospective exercises and 

scenarios building are today a burgeoning discipline, widely accepted by both academic 

and political communities and by society at large. They are a device to cope with 

complexity and uncertainty and to support strategic choices at different levels.” 

(Rodrigues, 2002: 10). The future of the EU has been formulated as a task, indeed, as 

reinventing the EU for the 21st century.10 
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1 In this short paper I try to summarize my views on the future tendencies in the 

EU that I developed first in my book (Ágh, 2006) and in the following publications (Ágh 
and Ferencz, eds, 2006, 2007). Thus, this paper tries to offer a contribution to the 
“conceptualization of enlargement” (Schimmelfennig and Sedelmeier, 2006) or to the 
problematization of widening and deepening. 

2 Maria Rodrigues presents three scenarios for the future EU25. The first one when 
“Europe retards both enlargement and deepening”, the second one when enlargement is 
a priority but EU “faces some difficulties in regional development, employment and social 
exclusion”. The third scenario is when both enlargement (meaning EU10) and deepening 
will be promoted (Rodrigues, 2002: 2). She only indicates these scenarios, each in one 
sentence, but does not elaborate them in detail.  Mario Telo has also developed three 
scenarios about the EU as an international actor: (1) Europe as a continental “trading 
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state” in the global economy, (2) From “fortress Europe” to a neo-mercantilist power and 
(3) Europe as a civilian and political power (2006: 214-227). 

3 I try to provide a short SWOT analysis, with the opportunities in the first 
scenario and in the three other scenarios pointing out the threats or dangers to the EU 
integration. Actually, it is very difficult to give a number for the West Balkan states, I 
calculate with six West Balkan states, so the result of the West Balkan enlargement is 
EU34. 

4 See COM(2004) 373 final, Brussels, 12.5.2004. With the entry of the EU10 
and/or EU12 a widespread debate began on “Europe”, it is enough to mention some 
recent interesting contributions, Fraser Cameron “Where Does Europe End?” 
(www.theepc.net) and Josef Langer “Wider Europe and the Neighbourhood Strategy of 
the European Union – A Quest for Identity?” (www.europe2020.org). 

5 UN World Population Division has indicated in World Population Prospects: the 

2002 Revision that the population of Turkey and Germany will change as follows from 
2003 (71,325 versus 82,476 million) through 2015 (82,150 versus 82,497) and from 
2025 (88,995 versus 81,959) to 2050 (97,759 versus 79,145 million). The regional 
disparities in Turkey are huge, so in Eastern Anatolia at present the GDP per capita is 
estimated to be below ten percent of the EU25 average that will be a very difficult 
starting point for catching up. 

6 The data are taken from Charles Boix, The Institutional Accommodation of an 
Enlarged Europe, www.fes.de, 2004: 7. In a more general approach Dauderstädt has 
shown in some Tables with a series of data the virtual degradation of the EU if 
overextending beyond the present borders (see e. g. the economic and political data, 
2004: 3, 6). 

7 Actually, there has been a large literature on the “deep impact” of the 2004 
enlargement on the former member states and vice versa, but almost no substantial 
analysis has yet been made on the impact of the Bulgarian and Romanian entry on the 
EU25. 

8 There have been two, partially overlapping, debates that can influence the future 
of the EU27 to a great extent. One is represented by the Sapir and the Tarschys Reports 
on competitiveness and the other on the redesigning the Lisbon Strategy. These debates 
have shown both the organic connections and the transitory tensions between 
competitiveness and policy coherence in Lisbon Strategy. The spillover effect has been 
working, but the real efficacy of human investments demand that much social 
investment, which the EU economies cannot afford in the recession period. 

9 Certainly, one can see a strong connection between the mainstream British 
desire to extend the full membership to Turkey and the British idea of reducing the EU to 
a Common Market. 

10 On 12-13 December 2005 there was a meeting with the title “Social Sciences: 
New Challenges and New Opportunities”, organized by Janez Potocnik Commissioner for 
Research. The FP7 has been designed for the frontier research in order to predict and 
prepare the EU’s future. 


