
 

 

 

★ ROMANIA  Mihai Sebe 

Soul search, national and European identity and politics in a time 

of trouble 

Highlights 

★ Despite almost ten years within the European 

Union, Romania’s accession is not yet complete. It 

is not part of the Schengen zone and has yet to 

enter the Eurozone (planned for 2019). Moreover, 

a core problem remains in the ownership of the 

necessary reforms to catch up with the rest of the 

EU and to reform the public authorities.  

★ Romanian attitudes vis-à-vis the EU are 

consistently favourable but this is not sufficient 

evidence of an appreciation for the European 

Union as it reflects a distrust in national 

institutions. Nevertheless, more could be done 

in the national curricula at school to better 

promote the EU. A greater knowledge base in 

Romania would help the country reach its true 

potential within the EU.  

★ Romania is a firm believer in further integration. 

It supports an EU energy policy, common 

foreign policy and a strengthened Eurozone. 

There is also a belief that the EU should better 

defend its achievements, such as the four 

freedoms, as it helps better legitimise the 

European Union in the eyes of citizens. 

 

Building Bridges project 

This paper is part of the Building Bridges Paper 

Series. The series looks at how the Member States 

perceive the EU and what they expect from it. It is 

composed of 28 contributions, one from each 

Member State. The publications aim to be both 

analytical and educational in order to be available 

to a wider public. All the contributions and the full 

volume The European Union in The Fog are 

available here. 
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What does your country hope to gain from 

its membership to the European Union? 

Romania’s accession to the European Union 

has been a long standing dream of a 

traumatised society after more than half a 

century of either right wing or left wing 

dictatorships. The late 1930s found Romania in 

a precarious geopolitical position with no real 

allies and at the mercy of two great continental 

superpowers (Nazi Germany and Soviet 

Russia). Following the 1939 Ribbentrop-

Molotov Pact, the country was partitioned, 

and, at the end of WWII, the country was 

forced into communism under Soviet rule. 

Since the 1989 Revolution, the Romanian elite 

has striven to secure a more favourable 

bargaining position.  

The Romanian leadership thereafter tried to 

join the two major democratic blocks that could 

secure a free and democratic future: NATO and 

the European Union.1 If the security concerns 

were satisfied by gaining access into NATO in 

2004, the more complex socio-economic 

stability is yet to be fully achieved, even after 

more than seven years since joining the 

European Union in 2007. 

For many Romanians belonging to the 

European Union has now become a daily reality 

with a high number of advantages – both 

economic and social ones that have started to 

become so common that we tend to ignore them. 

Moreover, European Union accession has also 

offered security and diplomatic advantages.2 

Even if opposition leaders such as Alina 

Gorghiu, co-president of the National Liberal 

Party, the main opposition party, share a rosy 

outlook, the process of obtaining advantages 

from the European Union and full integration is 

not yet complete. The main objective of any 

future liberal government will be the “reduction 

of the development differences to zero” between 

Romania and the European Union.3 

From official speeches it is clear that there are 

still two main issues to be solved that can be 

defined as key gains from the European Union 

membership – the euro adoption and access to 

the Schengen Area. 

The Eurozone accession statements of the 

Romanian Government now advance the date of 

2019 as a set goal for adopting the single 

currency. Romania also needs to join the banking 

union to ensure a more disciplined fiscal and 

financial system.4 

As for the Schengen Area, it is a reminder of 

the existence of a two speed Europe – where the 

periphery (Romania) is held apart from the 

more developed core (Western Europe). For 

many officials it has become a symbol of 

Romania’s lack of full integration into the 

European Union. It is a visible element of the 

differentiation that still exists and of the risks 

that threaten the freedom of movement. For a 

former communist country whose economy 

and social stability often depended on the 

remittances sent by Romanians working 

abroad, it is also a sign of the still frail role 

Romania has in the European Union – whereby 

its level of influence does not match the size of 

its population nor territory. 

The former chief negotiator for Romania’s 

accession to the EU, Vasile Puscaș 

summarised, in 2015, the three main reasons 

why Romanians wanted to join the European 

Union: cease being a cordon sanitaire (buffer 

zone) between two geopolitical blocks; become 

a part of the internal market; and be part of an 

area where the chances for development are 

higher for our citizens.5 

Yet years later there are still things that 

need to be done. The main problem is the 
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ownership of necessary reforms and working 

procedures within Romania’s authorities. 

Relatedly, the management and therefore 

absorption of Structural Funds remain a 

sensitive issue. 

Being a part of the European Union means 

being part of a larger framework meant to 

ensure prosperity and economic welfare. The 

security dimension only emerged with the 

Ukraine crisis, which led Romanians to see the 

EU as an additional layer to their security. 

In that sense reinvigorating the Eastern 

Partnership and basing it on sound principles 

while keeping all the options on the table is a 

good solution. Moreover, the EU sanctions on 

the Russian Federation proved to be a good 

deterrent by causing economic stress that 

severely affects its assertive foreign policy. 

Do you think that the European Union 

appears to be a clear project in your 

country? If not, what are the main reasons? 

Romania has always been a Europhile 

country. Polls suggest a high rate of confidence 

in the European Union institutions, higher even 

than for national authorities. Yet, this may not 

be a clear sign regarding what the EU really 

means, but rather a sign of distrust in the 

national administrative system. 

With a large percentage of the population 

living in rural areas, high unemployment and 

poverty problems and often a low interest in 

political issues, the Romanian public has not 

been subjected to much information regarding 

the European Union, which is often coloured by 

politicians’ views.  

What characterises the Romanian attitude is 

its favourable impression and strong support of 

the European Union as seen by various opinion 

polls6 even if Romanians’ perception of the 

European Union is somewhat misleading – for 

many, the EU is associated with human rights 

and freedom of movement and with peace with 

neighbouring countries. 

One of the last European Union polls show 

that 37% of Romanians tend to trust the 

European Union as opposed to only 30% who 

trust the Romanian Parliament, while only 29% 

trust the national government.7 

Yet, the European Union is not only about 

human rights and freedom of movement nor is 

it only about economic security. It is also about 

values and the fight for promoting the national 

interest. This is not yet fully understood and 

this is perhaps why the feeling of being pro-

European Union is so strong. Romania, unlike 

other countries, has entered the Union with a 

poor socio-economic background, marked by 

rising inequalities and poor administration that 

have made Romanians perceive European 

Union integration as a positive development.  

Moreover all the current difficulties are 

being blamed on national politicians. 

Yet, we must remember that it takes two to 

tango, and step by step the younger generation 

will take into consideration the way the 

European Union family relates to us in addition 

to national feedback. 

This will also necessitate the debunking of a 

common misunderstanding, widely spread in 

Romania, that the European Union brings 

benefits without constraints. This is, in my 

opinion, another sign of the misunderstanding 

of the European Union project – that too many 

hopes and expectations are invested in it. If we 

put an end to these illusions, Romania will be 

able to formulate a more realistic policy vis-à-

vis the European Union. 
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Which degree of integration seems 

adequate to the position and ambitions of 

your country both politically and 

economically? 

Romania has yet to attain the full degree of 

influence it deserves within the EU, given its 

size and population. What is important is never 

being left behind, a prognosis that remains 

difficult to attain considering the country is not 

yet part of the Eurozone and the Schengen area.  

In regard to the European Union, the official 

position of the new government repeatedly 

stated by the incoming Prime Minister Dacian 

Cioloș is: “Romania is a part of the European 

Union and not an annex”.8 The country’s main 

problem in his opinion is not the European 

Union process as such, but rather the lack of 

efforts made to understand it. 

First and foremost Romania must create 

some sort of political mechanism that would 

prevent internal political debates from 

continuing to influence our European Union 

politics. Too often internal political debates 

affect foreign policy decisions, which creates 

confusion among Romania’s partners. 

A clear example is the current refugee crisis 

whereby the internal political discourse as well 

as the internal power games (impending local 

and parliamentary elections in 2016) have made 

the entire public discourse very reserved. 

Romania’s government opposed the idea of 

“compulsory quotas” of refugees, talking 

instead of “voluntary quotas”, leaving the 

country in the company of other Member States, 

such as Hungary. This attitude also had a direct 

effect over the Schengen Area negotiations as 

the inability to have a pro-European position 

hampered our negotiation advantages.9 

Romania also has an important decision to 

take with regard to the “Brexit” issue. A first 

answer was provided by Romanian president 

Klaus Iohannis at his meeting in Bucharest with 

Donald Tusk, president of the European Council. 

The main position presented was that the 

Romanian administration fully endorses Tusk’s 

Proposal, having reservations only with the 

chapter on freedom of movement and social 

benefits, as the Romanian president clearly 

underlined that it must not affect the rights of the 

Romanian workers in the United Kingdom.10  

Things are fluid in the current context, but 

Romanian politics must strive for more 

consistency at the European Union level in 

order to insulate internal political disputes as 

much as possible, so that they do not interfere 

with negotiations at the European Union level.11 

According to you, how could we 

strengthen the idea of belonging to a 

common European Union public sphere 

among your national citizens? 

Education is and remains essential for 

creating a common core of educated citizens to 

strengthen the idea of belonging to a common 

European Union public sphere 

We need to develop activities that promote 

the European Union spirit and values among our 

youth. We should pay more attention to creating 

an adequate curriculum for all stages of the 

educational cycle and promote EU studies. 

The European Union also needs to be more 

present in the day to day debates. The EU 

institutions must amplify their efforts to better 

communicate directly with national citizens, 

without the mediation of national authorities. 

All too often we see local leaders claiming that 

good decisions taken at the European Union 

level and applied nationally are theirs, while 

they blame the European Union for all the 

negative decisions that need to be taken. 
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Also the European Union needs to tackle its 

democratic deficit by engaging ordinary 

citizens in the decision-making process from 

the very beginning. It must develop flexible 

communication and interaction procedures that 

can be accessed by anyone no matter their level 

of education or knowledge.  

Also the European Union must stand firm 

and protect what has already been achieved, 

such as the Schengen Area and the four 

freedoms. One of the best incentives for creating 

a sense of belonging is to allow people to travel 

and circulate freely throughout the European 

Union. This may be undermined as a result of 

the Brexit debate since the social rights of 

Romanian workers in the United Kingdom may 

come under threat. The European Union must 

act decisively so that there is no discrimination 

between EU citizens.  

Last but not least, the European Union must 

try to have a Eurozone which contains all the 

willing European Member States. Having a 

single currency is a great stimulus for the 

perception that we are all together in the same 

family. Efforts should be made to consolidate 

the Eurozone governance in order to avoid 

further problems. 

The European Union must also try to 

develop some common symbols – other than 

the ones already in place - that may be 

propagated among the national citizens and 

thus create a sense of belonging and of a 

European Union identity. 

And this brings us to another delicate topic 

regarding Romanians working in European 

Union institutions (according to some unofficial 

estimates there are approximately 2,000 in the 

European Union institutions and 500 in 

lobbying organisations),12 and that is the 

question of creating a core of leading experts 

that might take part in any European Union 

project - a group of experts that besides 

promoting the European Union values would 

also act as a liaison between the country and the 

rest of European Union institutions. 

Which policies would you deem essential 

to conduct at the European Union level in 

order to better legitimise the European 

Union project? 

Trying to identify which policies should be 

conducted at the European Union level in order 

to better legitimise the European Union project 

is a tricky endeavour given the fact that 

priorities differ for each country. 

In my opinion, it is crucial to start with those 

basic policies that ensure mutual knowledge 

and an increase in the level of tolerance among 

European Union citizens. 

It is essential to develop and enforce the four 

major liberties and create a truly unique 

European Union economy. It is important to 

have an integrated labour market where 

Romanian (as well as Polish, British etc.) 

workers can go and work anywhere within the 

European Union without fear of losing basic 

social rights and salary. Labour legislation 

should be harmonised to create a minimum set 

of common standards for all employees. 

There is also a role to play for the so-called 

“Erasmus generation”, which needs to do more 

at the European Union level to instigate the 

mutual recognition of diplomas and eliminate 

the national “monopolies” on education and 

recognition of diplomas. A doctor from 

Romania must be able to have the same basic 

skills and competences as a doctor from any 

other country. He or she must be able to work 

anywhere in the European Union without 
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having to pass lengthy equivalence exams or 

other time-consuming and expensive courses.  

The European Union must also be about 

solidarity, in energy for instance. In a world 

where we are both the actors and the victims of 

a “game of pipelines”, we need secure energy 

sources all year long. We need to develop a 

European Union level energy policy that ensures 

fair treatment for all member states and common 

rules for negotiations with third parties. 

The European Union must also do more to 

develop a strong common foreign policy. In a 

world where the voice of the Member States may 

slowly fade away, we need to develop common 

resources for creating an effective foreign policy 

for the benefit of European citizens. 

The European Union is also about 

democracy and the representative character of 

its main institution. We must try to develop an 

electoral reform of the European Parliament 

elections that would satisfy all the needs of 

more representation and democratic 

legitimacy. European Union citizens must feel 

like they are real stakeholders in the democratic 

process and that decisions come from the 

grassroots and not top down. 

The last couple of years have marked a sad 

wave of high level criticism regarding the way 

the EU functions. In the context of the refugee 

crisis we have seen a crumbling of EU rules and 

norms to an unimaginable level. We have thus 

seen in Romania the recurrence of some 

keywords that have become real mantras in 

regard to policy elites’ rhetoric on the European 

Union: vision, coherence, rigour, better 

planning etc. 

“As President, however, I must be honest and say 

that I expect more from the functioning of the 

European mechanisms. I want more coherence from 

the European Union, more vision, and more 

strategy. The European project is not just a slogan, 

and the European Union is not just a set of 

bureaucratic mechanisms. A united Europe is the 

materialised vision of a world that is more 

prosperous, more united and closer to its citizens. I 

want more efficient management within the 

European institutions, greater coherence, better 

planning, and more rigour in what concerns the 

European agenda.”13 

We also need continuous and well-

developed security policies at the EU level in 

conjunction with NATO and the USA in order 

to ensure security and prosperity. The next EU 

Global Strategy must therefore take into 

consideration the sensibilities of the Eastern 

Member States and ensure a comprehensive 

action pack for the extended Black Sea Region. 

The Ukrainian crisis and the Russian economic 

sanctions revealed a European Union where, all 

too often, the interests of Member States 

regarding necessary actions are divergent. 
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