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Bridging the Gap 

Rethinking Integration and Regional Cooperation Together 

EU Integration and the enlargement processes are widely perceived as an 
unprecedented success story. Nevertheless, after the 2004 “big bang”, 
which brought in ten new members, followed by the 2007 membership of 
Romania and Bulgaria, enthusiasm for enlargement, and, where many we-
re concerned, even for Europe as such, largely vanished.  

Despite the rhetoric and the many conferences with their (self-) reas-
suring statements and promises, accession prospects seem unambiguously 
bleak for South East Europe (SEE) countries. The enthusiasm and political 
will have evaporated, and, most crucially, the EU policy and strategies 
have failed to acknowledge the emerging new world order.  

But really has nothing changed in the last two decades? 
— On the one hand, no: Slovenia (May 2004) and Croatia (July 

2013) have become full-fledged EU member-states. 
— But on the other, yes: the other SEE countries remain in the EU’s 

waiting room. 
Resistances to rethinking and renewing European strategies for South East 
Europe can be traced back to the first EU–Western Balkans Summit, held 
in November 2000 in Zagreb. After the second EU–Western Balkans 
Summit organised in the framework of the Thessaloniki European Council 
(June 2003), the Center for Applied Policy Research (CAP) identified that 
progress regarding South East Europe had reached a stumbling block and 
called therefore for a “determined rethinking and a renewal of European 
strategies for South Eastern Europe”.1 

It is important, however, to include another dimension: further com-
pleting the EU integration process would certainly be a way to renew the 
pan-European dynamic and thus also to reconnect with and renew “early 
regionalism” (see below). As we will discuss, a pan-European vision sets 
the bilateral and multilateral issues, as well as regional integration and 
cooperation, in a coherent and significant framework for an efficient deve-
lopment of economic, political and cultural cooperation (see Chapter 2.3). 
Additionally, a pan-regional approach such as this represents a bold vision 

1  Centrum für angewandte Politikforschung, The Next Europe: Southeastern Europe 
after Thessaloniki (Munich: CAP, 2003), p. 1. 
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for South East Europe, and also for Europe as a whole. Fredrik Söderbaum 
recalls the main features of pan-regional movements:  

 
Pan-regional movements were usually motivated by a mixture of geopolitical, so-
cio-economic, cultural (sometimes even racial) and, to some extent, functional 
beliefs and goals. They were multidimensional and reflected shared ideas and goals 
of political and intersocietal unity rather than intergovernmental regionalism in a 
more narrow sense.2 

 
It would be a mistake to think “early regionalism” is outdated. Today’s 
Organisation of American States (OAS) can be traced back to the 1889–90 
regional cooperation in the Americas. It is the oldest still working organi-
sation of this kind in the world. Thus, albeit rebranded, pan-regional mo-
vements may become relevant in the new world order (see Part 3).  

Encompassing the years 2000 through to 2017, the first aim of this 
book is to focus on two intertwined processes: the EU integration and the 
regional cooperation in their relation to SEE. Obviously, the nexus bet-
ween both is as complex as it is manifold. It is thus crucial to envision a 
framework that encompasses the multi-layered structure of regional co-
operation and EU integration.  

The following key issues will be discussed throughout this volume:  
 
_ in the view of the EU, “regional cooperation” is a key to, and a for-

mal conditionality for, EU integration;  
_ both, in SEE, are more top-down than ground-up driven processes;3  
_ both are widely perceived in SEE as exogenous products (push fac-

tor), and so there is an obvious lack of regional “joint ownership”; 
_ both encompass a set of dimensions: politics, economics, security 

and culture; 
_ both refer to different scalar processes and strategies active at diffe-

rent levels; 
_ but they differ inasmuch as EU-integration specifically addresses the 

state-level while regional cooperation processes may involve provin-
ces and regions (micro-regions), and/or states, and/or various (part 
of) states (macro-regions). 

 
These are some of the typical issues broadly discussed, but most of the 

                                                             
2  Fredrik Söderbaum, Rethinking Regionalism (Basingstoke: Palgrave, 2016), p. 20. 
3  For an effective ground–up approach, see the volume (focusing on the Scandina-

vian countries) edited by Herald Baldersheim, Ave Vergard Haug and Morten Øg-
ård, The Rise of The Networking Region (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2011). 
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scholars tend to split what I consider to be intrinsically linked. The gap 
between the EU and regionalism studies, as well as between their respec-
tive scholars, may partly explain this. 

Furthermore, while in South East Europe, “integration” is almost ex-
clusively related to the European Union accession process, the term ought 
instead to be understood in a much broader sense, as a process that establi-
shes, confirms and deepens the EU membership. Here “territorial coope-
ration”, intended as partnerships established between the regional or local 
authorities of one state and the equivalent authorities in one or more other 
states, plays a key role in the perspective of a qualitative integration stra-
tegy. The New Regionalism Approach (NRA) — developed from the mid-
1980s on, notably by the seminal work of Björn Hettne and Fredrik 
Söderbaum — offers an adapted conceptual framework in its advocacy of 
a multi-layered and comprehensive understanding of regionalism, which is 
not bound to the Westphalian state-centred approach. The NRA, further 
developed in the framework of the “comparative regionalism”, highlights 
a multi-dimensional and pluralistic type of regionalism, as well as new 
institution designs and the active role of non-state actors. 

Additionally, we have to consider that many regional cooperation 
initiatives involve at the state level countries (or regions belonging to sta-
tes) that are not yet EU member-states and are also non-EU countries. 
Accordingly, regional cooperation programmes had been developed from 
the mid-2000s on in the respective frameworks of the Instrument for Pre-
accession Assistance (2006) and the European Neighbourhood Policy 
(2007). Regional cooperation thus developed specific programmes treating 
in a different way both “internal borders” — separating adjoining territo-
ries of (forthcoming) member states — and “external borders” — delimit-
ing member states from non-EU countries. The former anticipate and ac-
company the accession process of incoming EU member-states, while the 
latter play a substantial role in “managing” the new “East–West” divide.  

Nothing is really new here. Since its early stages, regional cooperation 
and integration had been largely related to reconstruction and reconci-
liation as illustrated by the following milestones that belong to the “old 
regionalism” era (see Table 2, p. 23): the creation of the European Coal 
and Steel Community in 1951, of the Common Market in 1957, of the 
German–Dutch Euregio and of the European Economic Community 
(Treaty of Rome) in 1958, of the Regio Basiliensis and of the Franco–
German reconciliation (Elysée–Treaty) in 1963.  

The key element in the next stage — which corresponds to the “new 
regionalism” phase initiated by the White Paper on internal markets 
(1985), the Single European Act (1986), and the fall of the Berlin Wall 


