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ASTRA KURME: EU IS NOT INTERESTED IN ACCEPTING STATES WITH LOW SECURITY, UNSAFE FRONTIERS AND INTERNAL PROBLEMS 

A year after the recent and largest extension of the EU, Chisinau authorities are more interested in Baltic states' experience of adhesion and integration into the European family. Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania, which fifteen years ago were declaring their independence from Russia, managed to reach the European standards and to be recognized as EU full-right members. 

Astra Kurme, the Under-Secretary of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Latvia who chaired the Department of European Integration of the Latvian Ministry of Foreign Affairs in the pre-adhesion period, told REPORTER.MD some details from the experience of her country on the way to integration. 

How did Latvia manage in such a short time to become EU member? 

At the beginning of the ’90s when we started the negotiations on the Free Trade Agreement with the EU, the purpose of integration did not exist, but in the ’95-’97s, when it became clear the EU is ready to look at us from another angle, we submitted the request of adhesion. Back then we did not hope to manage to integrate into the EU earlier than 2010-2015, because the EU living standards were much more different than ours, but several factors determined our success. First of all, we received substantial aid, both financial and moral, from the European states. The most important donors were Denmark, Sweden and Finland – our neighbors that waited for us to become independent even from soviet times. As till the independence, in 1991 we did not have Ministry of Foreign Affairs, our diplomats were not ready for negotiations with the EU, but our neighbors offered us a lot of advises, we have learnt how to negotiate, how to interpret the documents from Brussels and how to answer in the same language. At the negotia 

tion table we had the feeling that we discussed not with another side but in the bosom of our family. 

How does the attitude of older EU member-states towards the newly accepted states evolve after the adhesion? 

Till becoming EU members all are friends, and after the integration the relations between the member states change, getting new shades, and the game is moderated differently. In the EU, being partner with other 24 states, you must cooperate with them in distributing financial means, which is much more difficult than till the adhesion, because nobody helps you now, all are on equal terms. 

Why are donor states interested in supporting countries that are not EU members? 

EU is not interested in accepting weak states, with low security, unsafe borders, internal problems, so that the new member states could create problems for other states. If we were weak at the present time, we couldn’t ensure the security of the EU borders, couldn’t control migration and organized crime. There is also the economic aspect – the EU does not want to be invaded by low-priced labor force, cheap products that do not correspond to the European standards, so as not to create black holes in the European common market that means hundreds and thousands of pages of legislation. EU will watch closely for two years how our economy is developing, for not to admit the slightest possibility of affecting other members, but penalties are applied for any non-compliance, even borders can be closed. 

For instance, Romania and Bulgaria, which were invited to adhere to the EU, have still many problems to solve, especially in the field of justice and internal affairs, and if they do not comply with the EU requirements till January 2007, their adhesion will be postponed. There is no doubt in this respect. The EU is neither sensitive nor friendly. 

Which were “the sacrifices” made by Latvia to integrate into the EU? 

We had to put everything in order in a very short time. It is a good thing in a way because our politicians didn’t have time for games, but they had very clear objectives and very strict rules. We hope people appreciate now the results of these reforms that were very repulsive for the society. The most unpleasant process was the reduction of expenditure for social assistance. All the budgetary incomes were invested in the economic reform so as to comply with the EU requirements. The Government spent no extra dollar, Euro or lat for the social system and all these measures are extremely unpopular. Nevertheless, Latvia’s population has pronounced in favor of adhesion during the referendum. 

Which will be the policy of Latvia towards Moldova after the integration in EU? 

Moldova is an important state in our foreign policy. It is a small and flexible state, like our country, and the problems of a small state can be solved easier when there is political will. When we sent the first familiarization mission to Moldova, we didn’t know what results it could have, but our diplomats returned very optimistic from Chisinau. They said that Moldova is willing to make reforms. So far, we have identified six projects of cooperation with the authorities of the Republic of Moldova to be financed by our Government, among which there are projects in the field of customs and penitentiary system. 

What are Moldova’s chances of becoming part of the EU? 

We are optimistic about Moldova’s chances of integration into the EU because 15 years ago we started from the same point. We can help you only to prepare certain documents – decisions and laws, in compliance with the European standards, so that they are adopted by the Moldovan authorities, but we cannot influence or force their implementation as this is a political decision by the Parliament. Besides, it also depends on the direction to be taken by Ukraine. 

The EU is like a machine the lacks feelings – if you comply with the standards and prove you’ve managed to implement them you become member of this family, but if you say you want to integrate but you don’t fulfill the commitments - you remain outside. 

At the same time, I want to underline that the issue of the next states to become members is not raised at present because the EU confronts now a more serious problem: the rejection of the European Constitution by two states. 

In addition, the EU has understood that if a problem remains unsolved until respective state’s integration into the EU, it isn’t settled afterwards. On the contrary, it becomes more acute. That’s why the Transdniestrian issue must be settled as soon as possible. 

Why do you think our countries have developed so differently in the last 15 years? 

As regards the integration into the EU, we wonder ourselves sometimes how you succeeded. It is a narrow path to there. It is possible to a certain extent that our integration was determined by the will of the great powers, but I think the most important factor that propelled us was when we managed to have the Russian military presence withdraw from Latvia. From that moment our country wasn’t influenced from outside and this fact was our greatest success as since then we go peacefully on our own way. 

Didn’t the Latvian negotiators fear that displaying a tough attitude towards Russia, the country could pass through an energy crisis? 

I see no danger here. Why should we fear? We have forests, we have wood for heating... 

This interview was conducted with the support of the LATO (Latvian Transatlantic Organization) and Euro-Atlantic Association of Moldova. 

