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Introduction 

I have been asked many times by foreigners why Romanians and Bulgarians 

generally show reticence to one another. Maybe one possible answer can be 

found in history.  

In the times of socialism Romania and Bulgaria had different vectors of their 

foreign policy. Romania was a curious case of an Eastern Block country, which 

develops relations with the USA, Great Britain, China and Israel, while keeping 

distance from the Soviet Union. At the same time Bulgaria was relying on strong 

relations with Moscow in the times of Brezhnev, but searched for other foreign 

policy and economic allies such as West Germany and Japan in the époque of 

Gorbachov.  

A lot of Romanians remain loyal to the 70s’ notion that Bulgarians is simply 

another word for Russians (a nation that generally provokes unpleasant feelings 

to to the north of the Danube), missing the fact that Bulgaria has entered NATO 

and the EU in the meantime. Another impediment to the bilateral relations could 

probably be the fact that in the World War One or in the Second Balkan War, 

Romania and Bulgaria were on opposing sides of the conflicts and territorial 

issues were created that needed to be resolved. But national egoisms somehow 

get obsolete, when both nations are faced with the serious tasks of economic 

development and European cohesion. Times they are a-changing and it is 

necessary to ask if it is only the historic intertia that prevents both nations from 

redesigning their relationship for the good.  

Apparently both states continue to view their foreign policy priorities differently 

even today, even though both nations are part of NATO and the EU. With regard 

to the Black Sea region Romania generally aims to isolate Russia, keeping in 

mind its strategic interests in the Republic of Moldova and the importance of the 

strategic relationship with the United States. Having the same foreign affiliates 

from the West, Bulgaria is much more open to engaging Russia and trying to 

form a durable and equal regional cooperation between all the Black Sea 

countries. Romania and Bulgaria’s bilateral foreign policy relations and their 

divergent views on regional cooperation in the Black Sea are one of the main 

topics of this book. It is noticeable that Bucharest and Sofia do not act on their 

own in the region, but they place themselves within larger Western interests, 

when they try to withstand a regional initiative.  
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Another place of divergence, apparently, is the cross-border infrastructure 

development – or the lack of it. Both countries spent decades having only one 

bridge over the Danube, built due to the strategic imperatives of the Eastern 

block in 1954 (after Turkey’s and Greece’s entrance in NATO in 1952). It took 

13 years to complete the second bridge (at Vidin-Calafat), which was agreed 

upon in 2000. There are various signs that there is divergence of national 

priorities with regard to infrastructure development too. It is only in recent 

months that a certain greater level of talks on infrastructural developments 

takes place between both governments.  

One observed tendency is that this Romanian-Bulgarian reluctance to cooperate 

is generally overcome only when a greater foreign power exherts pressure on 

both countries to collaborate. It is also notable that the people of both countries 

apparently engage one another with more courage than the politicians or the 

experts do. That’s how the bilateral commerce has reached 3,88 billion euro in 

2016. The number of Romanian tourists in Bulgaria is almost 1,1 million per 

year, with more than 400 000 Bulgarians travelling to Romania in 2016. But 

even though these numbers are promising, anyone communicating cross border 

can spot there is a lack of interest towards the neighbor in large segments of the 

populations, especially among Romanians. It looks like both nations interiorize 

the life and contradictions of the West, but are not familiar with those of the 

fellows on the other side of the Danube, in spite of both societies’ proximity in 

terms of development and problems.  

I argue that both Romanian and Bulgarian people need to reinvent themselves, 

including the relationship with the neighbor, for several reasons. Romanians 

and Bulgarians can live a better life, if they open their hearts and minds to their 

respective region, if they are active subjects of their cross-border life, if they 

learn from experience and enrich their identity by communicating with the 

neihgbour, no matter how disappointing these contacts could be sometimes. I 

think that in the long term this reinvention can help overcoming the national 

egoisms.  

It is the quest for Romanian-Bulgarian appropriation, understanding and even 

joint action that has been driving me to make my blog “The Bridge of 

Friendship” and to create this digital book. The book intends to reach anyone 

who wants to broaden his knowledge on recent foreign policy and 

infrastructural relations between Romania and Bulgaria. Hopefully, the book 

will contribute to the formation of a community of people interested in cross-

https://ro.wikipedia.org/wiki/Podul_Calafat-Vidin
https://ro.wikipedia.org/wiki/Podul_Calafat-Vidin
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border relations. There is beauty in passion and what greater passion that 

overcoming prejudice, historic inertia, national complexes, etc. It is utopia that 

moves the world forward, and I have the feeling Romanian-Bulgarian 

engagement could be a great utopian effort. But what is utopian today, could be 

completely realistic tomorrow.  
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A. Infrastructure Development  

Romania and Bulgaria have infrastructural connections that don’t respond to 

both countries’ necessities and to the EU connectivity requirements. As a result 

of various logistical problems if one is to travel from Rousse (a Bulgarian city 

on the border with Romania) to Buchrest through train, at this moment he may 

have to spend three hours or more to pass the distance of some 70 km, because 

train doesn’t travel the shortest way. Passing the Rousse-Giurgiu bridge could 

also be an obstacle, not only because of the limited capacity of the bridge, but 

also because of car queues and customs’ work organization. These are problems 

at places where at least there are infrastructural connections, but the overall 

problem is the insufficient number of bridges, ferryboats, crossing points and 

other “hard” infrastructure.   

The two nations are still indebted to their border areas populations, because 

both states fail to create the necessary conditions for cross-border economic 

development and communication, leaving the border regions in poverty and 
social backwardness.  

In the autumn of 2017 a new crossing point – Kainarja – Lipnitsa, was opened 

in Dobruja. Also, after the summer of 2017 a few Romanian-Bulgarian meetings 

of officials took place, where the construction of a new bridge close to Rousse-

Giurgiu was discussed. There have been announcements that both countries will 

look for investors who are to finance the construction of another Rousse-

Giurgiu and Nikopol-Turnu Măgurele bridges and Constanța – Varna highway.  

It is good news that will for development of cross-border infrastructure is being 

shown. However, what Romanians and Bulgarians in the border regions have 

been provided with until now are only intentions and words. The real work on 

the few projects that have been realized so far takes place incredibly slow. The 

Vidin-Calafat Bridge took 13 years to be completed. The Rousse-Giurgiu gas 

pipeline failed to be built from the first attempt, because of poor engineering 

and it needed another construction try. Even after it became operative, this 

pipeline can work only in Romania’s direction, because there is no compression 

station on the Romanian side of the border, to send gas to Bulgaria.  

One of the reasons for the difficulties in infrastructural development between the 

two nations is that border regions are not quite developed economically and 

their citizens don’t press the central governments to build the necessary roads 

and bridges. According to the Bulgarian vice prime minister Krasimir 

Karakachanov Northern Bulgaria has attracted 8 times less investment in 

comparison to Southern Bulgaria. The explanation is not only the smaller 

population centers in the North, but also the lack of infrastructure. At the same 

http://www.nineoclock.ro/govts-of-romania-bulgaria-hold-joint-meeting-in-varna-reiterate-will-to-cooperate-for-infrastructure-development-pm-tudose-romania-bulgaria-two-stability-and-safety-oases-of-citizen/
http://epicenter.bg/article/Borisov--Nov-most-nad-Dunav-shte-poeme-udvoen-trafik-ot-stroyashtite-se-patishta-Severna-Balgariya/137197/2/0


8 
 

time in Romania the developed regions are Transilavania and Banat, while 

Southern Romania is generally a bastion of social conservatism and poverty. 

People on both sides of the border would gain from opening to one another, but, 

apparently, they don’t put sufficient pressure on the governments to link their 

regions to the neighbours on the opposite bank of the river Danube. At the same 

time Romanian and Bulgarian strategists accuse the other side for the lack of 

goodwill for development of joint infrastructural projects. That’s how the 

infrastructure development issue has been hitted like a can down the road for 
decades.  

As far as the status quo of the first ten years after two countries’ accession to the 

EU is concerned, the following two texts make a good summary. The first one is 

an analysis on Romania and Bulgaria’s infrastructural relations and problems, 

which was published in the Crotian left portal “Bilten”. The second one is a 

short take by a Romanian blogger with liberal convictions on the mutual 
Romanian-Bulgarian need for cross-border infrastructural development.  

However, times are a-changing on this issue as well. The car traffic along the 

Rousse-Giurgiu bridge amounted to 700 000 automobiles in 2016, but reached 

1 370 000 automobiles in the first 8 months of 2017. Apparently, rising flows of 

cargos and people put pressure on governments to take steps for infrastructural 
development.  

The recently announced initiative for regular Romanian-Bulgarian 

intergovernmental sessions should be followed with attention as it probably 

implies that finally both nations realize the urgency to act together. State 

machines by definition are slow to act, but their collaboration is necessary, 
because the call of time is pressing.  

http://news.bnt.bg/bg/a/trafikt-prez-dunav-most-pri-ruse-se-e-uvelichil-dvoyno-za-godina
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Romania and Bulgaria walk in different 

directions on cross-border collaboration 

 

The energy and infrastructure relations between the two countries are 

marked by the general reluctance to develop them. While flows of people 

and cargo grow at the border crossings, the price for the lack of mutual 

projects is to be paid by the people of their underdeveloped border regions 

Vladimir Mitev 

This In a shorter version, this article was published on 31 January 2017 on the 
Croatian portal “Bilten”. It is published here in its full version.   

On the Sunday evening of 8th January 2017 Bulgaria requested urgent help with 

electricity deliveries from Romania „for needs of prevention” amid temperatures 

between -11 and -16 degrees Centigrade. According to the national private tv 

channel BTV as of 19:00 the same day the consumption of electricty reached an 

unprecedented amount for the last 20 years: 7700 MWh. 

 
The New Europe Bridge (Vidin - Calafat) (photo: Uwarf, CC BY-SA 3.0, Wikipedia Commons) 

http://www.bilten.org/?p=16792
http://www.accuweather.com/en/bg/sofia/51097/january-weather/51097
http://btvnovinite.bg/article/bulgaria/v-studovete-bihme-20-godishen-rekord-za-konsumacija-na-tok-obzor.html
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It was also revealed that in the very same evening Bulgaria attempted to “wake” 

the so-called “frozen reserve” of a few coal power plants, which usually are not 

active, but stand ready to start generating electricity. While in the beginning 

there were difficulties in activating those plants, the process eventually was 

successful and the electrical system managed to meet the greater needs of the 

population. 

Romania refused the Bulgarian request citing its own “delicate situation” with 

regard to electricity production and supply. Justifying his government`s refusal, 

the Romanian energy minister Toma Petcu pointed out that he expected 

electricity consumption to amount to more than 9500 MWh and natural gas 

consumption – to reach 74 million cubic meters per day amid the colds that have 

set the temperatures in Romania between -10 and -15 degrees and in some 

places at -29 degrees Centigrade. 

In fact, Bulgaria refused similar Turkish and Greek requests for electricity 

exports. The Bulgarian Ministry of Energy announced that there had been a 

record consumption of natural gas too – 16 million cubic meters per day. 

It is curious that these times of dire straits for the Romanian and Bulgarian 

governments take place while both countries continue their electricity exports to 

their neighbours. On 10th January at 8 o`clock in the morning the whole capacity 

of the Romanian electricity export network to Hungary of 438 MWh had been 

occupied. The overall amount of the Romanian electricity exports at 11:15 on 

the same day was 1000 MWh, “a figure which has been often reached in the 

recent times”, writes the Economica.net. 

Bulgaria continued to send electricity in the coldest days to countries like 

Serbia, Macedonia, Greece and Turkey, with a certain part of the power being its 

own export and another being a retranslation from the Romanian electricity 

system. Sofia started limiting its electricity exports only from 13th January on. 

The Bulgarian authorities rushed to assure the nation that asking for electricity 

help from the northern neighbour is something which is in no way extraordinary. 

The then-acting energy minister in resignation Temenuzhka Petkova even 

underlined that the cap on electricity exports is business as usual and no one 

needs to worry. 

However, the Bulgarian social networks on the cold evening were busy sharing 

and commenting on news about the Romanian refusal to back up Bulgaria and 

the impression the Bulgarian energy system has encountered certain problematic 

moment.Discussion spread even though the Romanian difficulties were 

generally met with understanding in the Bulgarian media. The Bucharest – 

http://www.segabg.com/article.php?id=837646
https://www.realitatea.net/bulgaria-a-cerut-romaniei-ajutor-de-urgen-a-pe-furnizarea-de-energie-electrica-romania-a-refuzat_2020685.html
http://www.euractiv.com/section/energy/news/romania-turns-down-emergency-power-supply-request-from-bulgaria/
http://www.cross.bg/iznosa-petkova-bulgariya-1531147.html#.WHZEtFz2Q50
http://www.segabg.com/article.php?id=837646
http://www.economica.net/romanii-aprind-becul-ungurilor-toata-capacitatea-de-export-catre-ungaria-e-ocupata_131412.html
http://eso.bg/?did=52#Новини
https://trud.bg/теменужка-петкова-всички-аварии-са-от/
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Constanta highway and other important roads in South-Eastern Romania 

remained closed for long time due to the heavy wind and snow… 

Achievements and disappointment in the countries` bilateral projects 

The media discourse about the cold and the various energy and infrastructure 

difficulties of both nations unveils without much effort that both Romania and 

Bulgaria face similar difficulties. It is no secret that their social problems, levels 

of income, etc. also are strikingly similar, putting them in the bottom of various 

EU rankings. Both countries have been treated as a group by Brussels and 

comparisons between them on various economic and other indicators are easy to 

be found in various articles in the Romanian and the Bulgarian media. 

Still, there is at least one more thing that unites both nations – a certain 

reluctance to cooperate. The energy and infrastructure projects can serve as a 

good example of this overall lack of commitment and interest. 

Of course, the picture is more nuanced after Romania and Bulgaria joined the 

EU. In 2013 the New Europe Bridge across the Danube was opened for 

circulation. It linked by road and railway the Bulgarian town Vidin and the 

Romanian town Calafat. 

Also, in November 2016 the gas interconnector Rousse – Giurgiu (the other 

place where a bridge with road and rail connection across the Danube 

exists)  was unveiled with an annual maximal capacity of 1,5 billion cubic 

meters of natural gas and a diameter of 500 mm. 

However, even these achievements in the bilateral energy and infrastructure 

integration, realised with EU financial and political backing, show the 

aforementioned reluctance to cooperate. The gas interconnector at this moment 

is only one-directional – from Bulgaria to Romania. A compressor station must 

be constructed on the Romanian side of the border so that the pressure in 

pipeline is increased and gas could flow to Bulgaria too. Temenuzhka Petkova 

expects that in 2 years time  the interconnector will start working in both 

directions, supplying Bulgaria with up to 4 million cubic meters of gas per day. 

In other words, Bulgaria still did not achieved almost anything with regard to its 

long cherished diversification of the natural gas sources. While some tend to 

blame Bucharest for the odd way of „one-way interconnectedness” there are also 

hints that the Bulgarian government might not have negotiated well on this 

issue. 

On the other hand, the New Europe Bridge (also known as Danube Bridge 2) is 

a success in itself. It has become the shortest way from Northern Greece to the 

http://www.evz.ro/ultimele-date-despre-urgia-viscolului-si-gerului-infotrafic-ora.html
http://www.vidincalafatbridge.bg/en/
http://www.segabg.com/article.php?id=830293
http://www.romaniajournal.ro/gas-flow-via-romania-bulgaria-interconnector-to-be-postponed-until-2019/
http://www.romaniajournal.ro/transgaz-bulgarian-side-has-proposed-a-lower-gas-flow-capacity-via-giurgiu-ruse-pipeline/


12 
 

Central and Western Europe and has redirected at least a part of the Greek cargo 

traffic which had been passing traditionally through Macedonia and Serbia. 

However, the bridge took 13 years to be built after the signing of the treaty for 

its construction between Sofia and Bucharest. The construction process was 

sped up only after the entrance of both countries in the EU as a result of 

European pressure. Romania was generally reluctant to build the bridge, because 

it shortens the distance and time that foreign cars and trucks, destinated for 

Central and Western Europe, spend on Romanian soil. 

Today, the traffic is huge, and an income of more than 20 million euro has been 

generated in the first nine months of 2016 from fees upon the passing motor 

vehicles by the company that manages the bridge. But the road and railway 

infrastructure that links to the bridge on its both sides remains to be developed. 

The mayor of Calafat Lucian Ciobanu and citizens of Vidin expressed their 

dissatisfaction that the promised economic revival of the underdeveloped region 

around the bridge is yet to come.  

Both countries to blame for border regions` underdevelopment 

In April 2016 Maria Chakarova – the director of the “Strategic development and 

investment projects” Department in the Bulgarian National Company “Railway 

Infrastructure”, declared that the upgrade of the railway that leads to Vidin “has 

not stopped to be a priority”, but at this moment “it has no positive economic 

value”, because “between Calafat and Craiova, in Romania, the railway is not 

electrified”. “The logic demands from us to work on the railway Vidin – Sofia 

parallel to our Romanian colleagues` work on their side”, believes Chakarova, 

while also noting that the Romanian part “is currently doing what Bulgaria has 

already done – preliminary surveys about the modernization of the railway from 

Calafat  to the Hungarian border”. 

However, her analysis omits the fact that under the governance of the recently-

resigned GERB-dominated government of Boyko Borisov the Bulgarian State 

Railways (BDZ) company has become a disaster. The railway transport in 

Bulgaria is not attractive at all for the citizens of the country and the few 

passengers who use the services of the BDZ constantly complain of delays, poor 

quality of the service and other problems. 

Bulgaria makes investments in highways and railway infrastructure, including 

EU funds, but these investments are limited to Southern Bulgaria, which is 

economically more advanced than Northern Bulgaria. While it can be argued 

that the grand transport corridors from Istanbul and Thessaloniki through Sofia 

to the West are worthy of being developed because of their economic potential 

http://www.cvlpress.ro/24.10.2016/romania-si-bulgaria-se-pot-dezvolta-bine-impreuna-in-ue-podul-calafat-vidin-la-trei-ani-de-la-deschidere-impactul-asupra-economiei-locale/
http://www.dw.com/bg/видин-мостът-и-излъганите-надежди/a-37053313
http://infrastructure.bg/news/2016/04/01/2735005_mariia_chakurova_nkji_prez_april_obiaviavame_turg_za/?ref=rss
http://bnr.bg/vidin/post/100653741
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and importance to Europe, the Northwestern Bulgaria where is Vidin continues 

to be the poorest and most underdeveloped region of the EU. 

North-Eastern Bulgaria is also generally a place of lower economic activity, in 

part because of lack of investment in infrastructure. Rousse – a city of 140 000 

people on the border with Romania, located less than 70 km away from 

Bucharest, realizes more and more that its natural economic center is the 

Romanian capital. The whole region between Rousse and the Black Sea port of 

Varna seems to be understanding the same fact. 

The Bucharest airport “Otopeni” is massively used by the people of this part of 

Bulgaria, while their tourist excursions, business relations and university studies 

in Romania flourish. A similar opening to the neighbors of the south has been 

observed among Romanians in recent years. Approximately one million 

Romanians visit Bulgaria as tourists every year and a large part of them goes to 

the Bulgarian resorts at the Black Sea. 

All these transfrontier flows of people need an upgrade of the existing 

infrastructure. The Bridge of Friendship at Rousse-Giurgiu is constructed in 

1954 and has only one lane in each direction, apart from the railroad. Often the 

capacity of the bridge or the capabilities of the border crossing points on its two 

sides can’t answer the amount of traffic from both countries, from the Middle 

East, and from Western and Eastern Europe that wants to cross the Danube. 

Romania and Bulgaria have signed an agreement for the construction of two 

more bridges between them and one of them is set to be between Silistra and 

Călărași – 120 km to the east of Rousse. At this moment it`s another frequently 

used crossing point by ferryboat, because the Bucharest – Constanta highway is 

located nearby. However, there’s been no announcement and signs of action on 

the construction of the bridges or other agreed upon infrastructural projects such 

as e.g. a joint water electricity plant on the Danube. 

Looking in different directions 

It can be argued that generally Bulgaria is more eager than Romania to boost the 

bilateral cooperation. But the reluctance to act can be seen on both sides of the 

Danube. While there’s been advance in the construction, the development and 

the planning of some littoral countries’ respective parts of a highway circling the 

Black Sea, Romania and Bulgaria still can’t agree where it should pass on their 

territory. Generally, Bulgaria has been willing to see it entering its territory at 

Silistra via the aforementioned yet-to-be-constructed bridge. But Romania 

thinks it would be better if this highway passes through Northern Dobruja. 

https://ec.europa.eu/eipp/desktop/en/projects/project-60.html
https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/black-sea-countries-complete-preparations-ring-tahir
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There is a lack of agreement also on the Romanian desire to construct a 

submarine electricity power line upon the shelf of the Black Sea that could 

connect its Dobruja-located Cerna vodă nuclear plant with the Turkish market. 

This cable needs to pass through Bulgarian economic waters, but Sofia rejects it 

for the time being. 

In the present circumstances Romania, Bulgaria and Turkey are in the European 

network of system operators for transmission of electricity. The countries in the 

network allow without any impediments the transfer of electricity from one 

neighbour to another, charging standard transit taxes. In other words, Bulgaria 

neither can, nor is eager to stop the Romanian export to Turkey. Sofia argues 

additionally that should a cable pass upon its sea shelf this would mean the end 

of surveys for energy resources in Bulgarian waters. Nevertheless, Romania 

insists on its objective to have a direct electricity cable to Turkey. 

What could be amazing to a foreign reader is that Romania and Bulgaria – two 

member-states of the European Union joined it without achieving an agreement 

upon the borders of their economic zones in the Black Sea. An aquatory of up to 

350 sq.km is still under dispute with no resolution on the horizon. This 

unresolved question puts certain limits on the shelf exploration and could 

potentially influence other developments and balances in the Black Sea. 

The Romanian-Bulgarian divergence on the energy and infrastructural issues 

might be explained also with the priorities of the nation`s foreign policies. The 

strategists of Bucharest`s foreign policy see the nation’s future on regional level 

in expansion of the relations with Poland. Apart from the eternal vector of 

interest towards the Republic of Moldova, they look to the West and to the 

North, and much less to the South. At the same time Bulgaria’s foreign policy 

priorities appear to be shifting under different foreign ministers, but generally 

Sofia is more active politically with regard to its southern neighbours – Greece 

and Turkey, and in the Western Balkans. 

And the good news is…. 

The hope for Romanian-Bulgarian relations in any sphere of activity could come 

not so much from governments, but from the people of the two countries. 

Romania has been the third largest trade partner of Bulgaria in the EU after 

Germany and Italy for years, with a trade turnover that according to preliminary 

studies has surpassed 3,5 billion euro in 2016. As of 2015, there were more than 

2100 Bulgarian firms registered in Romania and 2500 Romanian firms 

registered in Bulgaria. 

Cultural and interpersonal communication is also on the rise and could be 

observed especially in Rousse where there are regularly exhibitions, poetry 

http://www.economica.net/cablul-submarin-dintre-romania-si-turcia-va-fi-dublat-de-fibra-optica-pentru-schimbul-de-date-intre-tari_96544.html#n
http://www.temanews.com/index.php?p=tema&iid=706&aid=16006
http://nsi.bg/bg/content/7503/по-основни-търговски-партньори
http://nsi.bg/bg/content/7503/по-основни-търговски-партньори
http://focus-news.net/opinion/2016/03/16/37377/bronislav-denev-stiv-rumaniya-rekordnite-nad-1893-mlrd-evro-e-iznosat-na-balgariya-kam-rumaniya-za-2015-godina.html
https://movafaq.wordpress.com/2016/05/23/гюргево-и-русе-изграждат-мостове-на-пр/
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readings, theatre plays, concerts with participation of Romanian artists. Also, 

there are transborder communities who communicate intensely, promote 

collaboration and overcome national egoisms. 

All these economic and cultural accumulations might eventually bring about a 

change of mind for both countries’ governments in the future.  There is certainly 

some rationale behind each nation’s reluctance to act bold on bilateral issues. 

There are historical, cultural and political stereotypes that continue to form the 

basis of Romanians and Bulgarians’ mutual understanding. Rivalry between 

Bucharest and Sofia also forms an important part of these states’ rationale vis-à-

vis the bilateral relations. 

But also there is an economic and humane logic behind a reciprocal and 

equitable opening. 10 years after Romania and Bulgaria’s integration to the EU, 

there is a need for new thinking, as the old one keeps people and regions 

underdeveloped. Up until a few years ago, there were only 3 public motor 

vehicle transport lines that connected directly Rousse and Bucharest daily, apart 

from the railway lines, the taxis and the so-called shared cars (where people in 

the social networks who may even don’t know one another in advance organize 

a travel). At present, the number of the daily public transport bus/microbus lines 

has risen to 9 lines, and 2 of them link Varna directly to Bucharest too. In other 

words, the people of the countries already set a rising pace of Romanian-

Bulgarian interconnectedness. Will the politicians follow?  

https://movafaq.wordpress.com/2016/05/23/гюргево-и-русе-изграждат-мостове-на-пр/
https://movafaq.wordpress.com/2016/06/29/михай-малаймаре-ние-сме-единственият/
https://movafaq.wordpress.com/2016/05/07/румънски-разказ-за-блуса/
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The Bridge of Friendship and Great 

Romano-Bulgaria

The Bridge of Friendship between Rousse and Giurgiu (photo: http://www.michev.net, CC BY-

SA 3.0, via Wikipedia)  

Both countries, which are divided by Danube lose, because they haven’t 

developed the necessary infrastructure and the consciousness that the road 

ahead is all about their mutual connection 

Sorin Ionița 

This article was published at Sorin Ionița’s blog on 17 December 2016 – four 

days after he gave an interview to the blog “Bridge of Friendship”. The subtitle 
is written by the blog “Bridge of Friendship”.  

My interview about the election results in Romania, was published in the 

Bulgarian press. My friend Vladimir from Rousse develops this worthy blog, 

called “The Bridge of Friendship”, where he publishes bilingual about 

Romanian-Bulgarian issues.  

We have talked with him that In the absence of the formidable language barrier 

– and in the case of Romanians, the Cyrillic alphabet – both nations would have 

http://www.michev.net/
http://ionitas.ro/podul-prieteniei/
https://movafaq.wordpress.com/2016/12/16/sorin-ionita-partidul-social-democrat-a-ales-moderatia-si-a-castigat/
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fast discovered how close they are in terms of institutions, structural problems, 

society, customs, cuisine, good and bad traits and recent histry. Or maybe even 

their older history is common: the Danubean zone was for more than a 

millennium and a half a space for Vlaho-Slavic coexistence. The ethno-cultural 

intransigence and closed borders are only a recent invention.  

What neighbours do influences us a lot. I think this is exactly the idea behind the 

European Union we want to construct, isn’t it? For example, Bucharest is a 

natural center of attraction, entertainment and weekend shopping for more than a 

million and a half of the people who live in Bulgaria’s North-East region.  

But this region suffers because, apart from the always overburdened Bridge 

Giurgiu-Rousse, it doesn’t have faster connections to the Romanian capital and 

to the Otopeni Airport, used so much by our neighbours. It should have been 

expanded to have four lanes (or another bridge should be built close to it). 

Another bridge must be constructed at Călărași-Silistra, where there is a 

maximal demand by the traffic on both sides. Bucharest must construct its ring 

road-highway that will provide direct acces to the Otopeni airport. That is how 

joint economic growth for the entire economic region of Southern Romania and 

Northern Bulgaria will be achieved.   

https://movafaq.wordpress.com/2016/10/17/a-fost-acesta-un-imperiu-vlah-la-sud-de-dunare/
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A. Foreign Policy Interactions 

Another example for a difficult Romanian-Bulgarian cooperaition are the 
attempts for foreign policy regional cooperation in the Black Sea region. 

To the West Black Sea is sometimes described as a “Russian lake” in a negative 

sense, but this is an emotional and a shallow way of looking at the situation in 

the region. After Romania and Bulgaria joined the EU in 2007, Black Sea 

became also a sea of the EU, even though it is still the only European sea, where 

the EU hasn’t established a respective macroregion, through which to 
appropriate it.  

Besides Russia, which affirms itself in the region, including after Crimea’s 

annexation, the other big regional power is Turkey. Remaining outside the EU, 

Russia and Turkey meet difficulties in their current relations with the group of 

the 28 EU states. What could they Romania and Bulgaria do with regard to the 

Black Sea region? It is another question, on which both EU member-states 
differ. 

Romania sees itself as a pillar of Atlantism and tries to isolate Russia in the 

region, because of different reasons: Bucharest’s interest in the Republic of 

Moldova, the desire to be an American and Western subcontractor in the region, 

etc. At the same time Bulgaria, another NATO and EU member-state, sees to a 

greater extent its national interest in communicating with Russia and in 

contributing to lowering of regional tensions. There is an opinion that for 

Bulgaria the best external conditions are when the big powers are in agreement, 
and not in conflict.  

In an attempt to realize its vision for Black Sea security in 2016, during Dacian 

Cioloș`s technocratic government (November 2015- January 2017) Romania 

tried to form an advanced naval presence in the Black Sea of the three riverain 

states which are also NATO members– Romania, Bulgaria and Turkey. In 

Romanian governmental documents the initiative was also called a NATO fleet 
and it had a clear anti-Russian orientation.  

The Romanian president Klaus Iohannis visited Bulgaria on 15 and 16 June 

expecting to receive Bulgarian support for the Romanian initiative.  However, 

this support was unexpectedly denied. Only one month later there was an 

attempted coup in Turkey, which led to further distancing of the president Recep 

Erdogan from his NATO allies and brought him closer to Russia. At the end of 

the day, the idea for a NATO fleet in the Black Sea was not realized.  
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The beginning of Trump’s mandate in the White House and the triggering of the 

Brexit clause somehow put both Romania and Bulgaria in a new situation in the 

spring of 2017. It was now Bulgaria, or rather its foreign policy expert 

community that felt it needed to come out with initiatives that could give 

political weight to the future Bulgarian presidency of the EU (the first half of 

2018). One such idea was the proposal for the creation of an EU macroregion 

of the Black Sea. If realized, it meant more intensive regional cooperation and 

more funds for cross border projects. It also meant lowering of the tensions in 

the region, and engaging Russia and Turkey, two countries which at this 

moment have a somehow uneasy relationship with the Western European core of 
the EU.  

Apparently the initiative remained solely at the level of expert and didn’t entail 

much inspiration in Bucharest. Romania’s foreign policy establishment is not 

interested in engaging Russia, at least not before the West has lifted the 

sanctions and reengaged it in its turn. This is how the Bulgarian expert initiative 

didn’t quite blasted off and remained also unadopted or adopted only vaguely at 

the level of Bulgarian government for the time being.  

The history of these Romanian and Bulgarian attempts for finding support in 

one another and its failures can be tracked in the articles of the following 

section. Just as is the case of infrastructural development, Romanian-Bulgarian 

mutuality or divergence is a function of both nations’ foreign policy visions, but 

it also reflects the dynamic international environment, which still remains in 

flux.    
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2016: Romanian failed initiative for NATO 

fleet in the Black Sea region 

The failure of Iohannis in Sofia 

Calls for resignations have appeared in 

Romania after the adventure with the 

joint Black Sea fleet. Paradoxically, 

everyone could benefit from the 

situation, with the exception of the two 

presidents, who will have to be consoled 

with one state medal each 

Vladimir Mitev 

This article was published on 20 June 
2016 on the site of “A-specto” Magazine. 

Has the Bulgarian president Rossen 

Plevneliev deserved the national medal 

“Romanian Star”, which he received on 15 

June by his Romanian counterpart Klaus 

Iohannis? And what are the merits of 

Iohannis for the Bulgarian state, who has 

been in power for a year and a half, but 

received the medal “Old Mountain” with a 

decoration?  

Romania and Bulgaria’s mass media focused on the geopolitical dimensions of 

the failed idea for anti-Russian fleet in the Black Sea and remained silent 

regarding all the many open questions which Iohannis’s visit to Bulgaria left 

unanswered. In the first day of the visit, while they both answered a question 

from the press, the Romanian president and his Bulgarian counterpart declared 

joint actions (check in the appendix “Unedited from the sources”) in support of 

the Romanian idea for a fleet under the umbrella of NATO in the Black Sea, 

where Turkey must also participate. In the second day – on 16 June, noon, the 

Bulgarian prime minister Boyko Borisov, the defense minister Nikolay Nenchev 

and the president Plevneliev rejected together the idea of such a military 

structure, “the way it was proposed”, namely without NATO’s consent.  

A few hours later in the town of Marten, Iohannis makes important clarifications 

so that he could correct “the interpretations that appeared”. “Nobody intends to 

The Romanian president Klaus Iohannis (foto: Senat 

Rzeczypospolitej Polskiej CC BY-SA 3.0 PL via 
Wikipedia) 

http://a-specto.bg/sofiyskiyat-proval-na-yohanis/
http://www.senat.gov.pl/
http://www.senat.gov.pl/
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create a NATO fleet. This is a stupidity. NATO can’t and doesn’t want to create 

such a fleet in the Black Sea”, said Iohannis, vindicating his idea, which in fact 

has been referring to joint naval training and exercises of the three Black Sea 

members of NATO – Romania, Bulgaria and Turkey. The opinion of the 

Romanian prime minister Dacian Cioloș was also heard – coming from 

Bucharest. According to him, what has been discussed in Sofia has not been a 

fleet, but collaboration in the Black Sea under the NATO umbrella between the 

riverain member states of the military pact.  

In order to understand what’s happened, we should take into account the many 

contexts, in which the case is getting unfold.  

The international context 

The idea for a NATO fleet in the Black Sea was expressed in January 2016 by 

the Romanian defense minister Mihnea Motoc, but has been unofficially 

discussed for almost a year. In April Motoc clarifies that Romania, Ukraine, 

Georgia and the USA could enter this fleet. “The problem” is that it is not 

juridically possible for a non-littoral state to keep its military ships in the Black 

Sea for more than 21 days. That is how a permanent rotation of the naval fleet 

becomes necessary for the NATO member states who don’t belong to the Black 

Sea, not to mention its costliness.  

The idea of some of the regional states which try to be leaders in the 

confrontation with Russia – Romania, Ukraine or Turkey, is “to saddle” NATO 

upon their ships, in other words to advance the Alliance in their confrontation 

with Moscow, explains the former deputy foreign minister Lyubomir 

Kyuchukov in an interview for the Bulgaria on Air TV. Whatever the format of 

such an anti-Russian naval alliance in the Black Sea is, it will be led by Turkey, 

which has the largest fleet among all possible participants. However, until now 

Sofia has always diplomatically resisted Ankara’s attempts to unite the regional 

fleets under its guidance, even though as a NATO ally Bulgaria participates in 

joint naval exercises with its southern neighbor.  

Romania hoped to receive support for its idea on regional level and thus to form 

a lobby for the forthcoming NATO summit in Warsaw (on 8 and 9 July 2016), 

where the project for an anti-Russian fleet in the Black Sea was expected to be 

approved. However, now Iohannis claims that the idea was never about a fleet, 

but about exercises of the three NATO Black Sea countries.  

The Romanian context 

The former president Traian Băsescu declared on his Facebook wall after 

Iohannis’s visit in Sofia: “An unpleasant failure in Sofia. President Iohannis 

http://www.gandul.info/stiri/cum-a-ajuns-romania-de-la-flotila-nato-in-marea-neagra-la-o-prostie-15499462
http://www.gandul.info/stiri/iohannis-o-flota-nato-la-marea-neagra-este-o-prostie-15498477
http://www.bgonair.bg/brjuksel-1/2016-06-18/bryuksel-1-18062016
https://www.facebook.com/PresedinteleTraianBasescu/posts/1292165607463654
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went to the Bulgarian capital in order to obtain Bulgaria’s consent for the 

creation of a NATO fleet (Romania, Bulgaria, Turkey) in the Black Sea. How 

has it been possible that president Iohannis has gone to Sofia with a 

preannounced goal, and to receive a public rejection from Bulgarians there? Mr. 

Iohannis has fallen victim to an incompetence and has created a negative 

political event, which is difficult to evaluate with regard to Romania’s authority 

both in NATO and the EU. A president doesn’t visit another country in order to 

be snubbed by his partners. He makes the visit at the moment, when there is a 

detailed and shared understanding. The goal of the visit is only to validate and 

sign what has been agreed upon earlier. Under normal circumstances in this 

moment the foreign minister Lazar Comanescu, the defense minister Mihnea 

Motoc, the director of SIE (the foreign intelligence – note of the editor) Mihai 

Răzvan Ungureanu and the foreign policy and national security advisors should 

no longer occupy their positions.” 

What Băsescu calls incompetence, is interpreted in ”Evenimentul Zilei”, a 

newspaper he is in friendly terms with as a sign that institutions don’t support 

Iohannis. “There are officials in the Romanian state who have been obliged to 

guarantee that Klaus Iohannis will not fall into a situation in which he will be 

vulnerable. They should have negotiated with the Bulgarian side in advance and 

advise him to reject the visit at the slightest sign of rejection”, explains the 

journalist Silviu Sergiu. He points out that Lazăr Comanescu, Mihnea Motoc, 

Mihai Răzvan Ungureanu, Bogdan Aurescu (presidential advisor on foreign 

policy) and general Ion Oprișor (president advisor on national security) must 

answer the following question: how has Romania fallen in such an 

uncomfortable situation on international level and to carry the responsibility in 

accordance with their level of guilt. Sergiu believes that the highest 

responsibility lies with SIE.  

This hypothesis has its importance, because in the weeks before Iohannis’s visit 

in Sofia his contradictions with the SIE head Ungureanu grew. They were 

connected with publications against the head of state in media, considered close 

to SIE officeres, and with the presidential demand for the spy’s resignations, 

sent through... sms.  

It’s been written in the recent years that the former prime minister and 

presidential candidate in 2014 Victor Ponta was a collaborator of SIE. The 

victory of Iohannis at the presidential elections in November 2014 was a blow 

on the security lobbies in Romania, which continue to make efforts to recover 

and strengthen their influence. After the Sofia failure the impresion of lack of 

foreign policy professionalism, embodied by Iohannis, is affirmed.  

The Bulgarian context 

http://www.evz.ro/o-intrebare-logica-dupa-umilirea-lui-iohannis-in-bulgaria-il-mai-asculta-institutiile-pe-comandantul-suprem.html
http://www.dcnews.ro/victor-ponta-ofi-er-acoperit-sie-traian-basescu-eroare-majora-taxata-dur_456423.html
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The case unfolds in a specific internal political context both in Romania and in 

Bulgaria. It looks like the winner here is the prime minister Boyko Borisov after 

whose intervention the Bulgarian positions changed by 180 degrees. Wasn’t it 

his way to make meliorate both internal affairs before the elections, and 

international affairs in comparison with the helpleslly naive believer in 

Altanticism Plevneliev? The people’s appreciation suddenly started flowing 

towards Borisov – the very same man who gave the foreign ministry to Daniel 

Mitov, the defense ministry – to Nikolay Nenchev, and the presidency to 

Plevneliev. This tide of popular affection shows that the events of 16 June have 

given results. In the worst case, Bulgaria avoids a new confrontation with 

Russia. Bulgaria isn’t apparently interested to lose the Russian tourists or its 

chances to create a regional gas hub with Russian help.  

The regional context 

In Romania opinion makers help Borisov to obtain the desired image. They call 

him systematically a “russophile”, because he has rejected the idea for anti-

Russian fleet in the Black Sea. Obedient Bulgarian media has tried to create the 

impression that the relations with Turkey are worsened as a result of the 

premier’s activities. However, the newspaper “Capital” quoted the Turkish 

embassy that the agreement on refugees readmissions hasn’t been revoked. In an 

interview for Radio Plovdiv, general-major Sabi Sabev – president of the Union 

of Officers from the Reserve “Atlantic” and former representative of the country 

in the military command of NATO in Bruxelles, described the case with 

Iohannis’ visit as a “hybrid operation”, without pointing out who has ordered 

this action and what are his goals.  

In fact, until this moment NATO doesn’t officially endorse the idea of an anti-

Russian fleet under its umbrella in the Black Sea. There are NATO member 

countries which do not support the militant approach towards Russia. On 18 

June 2016 the German foreign minister Frank-Walter Steinmeier scorned 

NATO’s exercises in Poland and the Baltic states, comparing them with “sabre 

rattling” and warmongering”. The close relations of Borissov with the German 

rulers might be a part of the explanation behind what happened in Sofia.   

But the big answer of the question “Why?“ is connected with the USA. When 

Romania made its proposal for an anti-Russian fleet in the Black Sea, the 

Turkish prime minister was still Ahmet Davutgolu – a figure, which is more 

acceptable in the West than the following heads of government. After 

Davutoglu’s resignation Ankara’s problems with kurds, neighbours and West 

have reached a news peak.  

Even thought Turkey is a NATO member, it tries to undermine Alliance’s 

mission in the Aegian sea, which aims to prevent human trafficking. It’s not 

http://www.hotnews.ro/stiri-esential-21084812-rasturnare-situatie-bulgaria-premierul-declara-impotriva-initiativei-romaniei-creare-unei-flote-comune-nato-marea-neagra.htm
http://bnr.bg/plovdiv/post/100704947/flotiliata-beshe-kratka-hibridna-operacia-sreshtu-balgaria
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2016/06/18/german-foreign-minister-accuses-nato-of-warmongering-against-rus/
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coincidental that Bulgarian politologists who are famous for their antipathy 

towards Russia now explain that an eventual Bulgarian support of the initiative 

for anti-Russian fleet in the Black Sea will practically entail its subordination to 

the Turkish regional ambitions. “Bulgaria is a sovereign country and our 

security is a function of the Bulgarian national interests, and not of the ambitions 

for Turkish Black Sea hegemony”, writes the expert Ognyan Minchev on his 

blog.  

Resolution 

It is possible that the USA have appreciated that there’s no further need to 

increase Turkey’s influence in the region and that a greater Turkish role in the 

Black Sea will not be beneficial to NATO. However, Bucharest could hardly 

have been able to make a step back from its own proposal. At the same time 

Sofia could have been looking for ways to signal independent position.  

There are various Western lobbies and not all of them are willing to reach a 

direct confrontation with Russia at any price. Paradoxically, that is perhaps why 

all the factors involved might have been interested to resolve the proposal for 

confrontation with Russia in the best possible way. As a result of all that’s 

happened, Bucharest proves once again that is a reliable American ally in the 

region, in comparison with Sofia, which in its turn shows greater flexibility. 

Bulgaria demonstrates that it follows its national interests, instead of going into 

ideological extremes. Everyone is playing his own game.  

For the tandem of regional “hawks” Plevneliev – Iohannis (both lacking deep 

roots in the state apparatus of their own countries) the consolation of the 

exchanged toys, in this case high state medals, remains.  

 

Unedited from the sources 

During the press conference on 15 June 2016 after the meeting between 

Plevneliev and Iohannis in Sofia a journalists asks both presidents: 

Are you going to have a joint position at the NATO summit in Warsaw, which 

supports the permanent naval presence of NATO in the Black Sea? Are there 
any chances of success for this measure, if we consider the Russia’s hostility?  

The more important part of Bulgarian president Rosen Plevneliev’s answer, 

as it is uploaded on the site of the Romanian presidency, is the following:  

https://ognyanminchev.wordpress.com/2016/06/16/българия-нато-черно-море/
http://www.presidency.ro/ro/media/agenda-presedintelui/declaratie-de-presa-comuna-cu-presedintele-republicii-bulgaria-domnul-rosen-plevneliev
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Bulgaria will support not only verbally, but also in effect any effort for the 

improvement of security in the region. This works for our strategic interest. 

Bulgaria will contribute to the creation of this NATO structure in Romania and 

will expect the decision to be taken in Warsaw. Yesterday you have also heard 

the position of Bulgaria’s defense minister, Mr. Nickolay Nenchev, after his 

meeting in Bruxelles with his Romanian colleague. Bulgaria supports the 

initiative and will participate with up to 400 troops on the principle of rotation. 

But it will not do only this. Our Romanian friends had a new initiative, which we 

support. It is called the regional naval initiative in the Black Sea. It has defense 
goals, and we, obviously, will support this new initiative of Romania.  

The answer of Romanian president Klaus Iohannis: 

This maritime initiative in the Black Sea comes in the context in which the whole 

world recognizes the exceptional strategic importance of The Black Sea location 

in this part of the world. We don’t want to go back to the Cold War and no way 

we are getting ready for an attack against anybody. But we want to be in a 

situation in which we could protect ourselves and prove we are here. That is 

how the naval initiative in the Black Sea must be viewed. We think it is natural 

for the Black Sea riverain states to take part in it. As I have underlined many 

times in other cases as well, Romania not only receives security. We want to 

participate, to offer in our turn security to the region. And then in this initiative 

we believe that apart from Romania and Bulgaria Turkey will also participate 

with a lot of enthusiasm.  We wanted to create the initiative locally, but to 

receive in short time NATO’s umbrella, because we are member states of the 

Alliance. Maybe we shall start with simple military exercises, with trainings and 

with compatibility drills and will see how everything evolves over time. It is 

important to present this initiative to our allies in NATO and to start convincing 
them that it is beneficial to the whole Alliance.   

The Romanian president Klaus Iohannis declares in Marten, Rousse 

district, on 16 June 2016: 

“This initiative, which I presented both  to the president and the premier of 

Bulgaria, aims at cooperation under the form of joint exercises and trainings of 

Romanian, Bulgarian and Turkish naval forces. We believe that this initiative 

has to be under the umbrella of NATO, because the three riverain states – 

Romania, Bulgaria and Turkey are members of NATO. It is possible that some 

wrong understanding about the NATO fleet concept has appeared. Nobody 

intends to create a NATO fleet. This is a stupidity. NATO can’t and doesn’t want 
to create its own fleet in Black Sea.  

The former Romanian president Traian Băsescu wrote in Facebook on 17 

June 2016: 

http://www.gandul.info/stiri/iohannis-o-flota-nato-la-marea-neagra-este-o-prostie-15498477
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“An unpleasant failure in Sofia. The president Iohannis went to the Bulgarian 

capital in order to receive Bulgaria’s consent for the creation of a NATO fleet 

(Romania, Bulgaria, Turkey) in the Black Sea. How has it been possible that 

president Iohannis has gone to Sofia with a preannounced goal, and to receive a 

public rejection from Bulgarians there? How did the Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs, the Ministry of National Defence, the advisors of the president prepared 
to receive Bulgaria’s consent? Why SIE hasn’t stopped the president?  

Mr. Iohannis has fallen victim to an incompetence and has created a negative 

political event, which is difficult to evaluate with regard to Romania’s authority 

both in NATO and the EU. A president doesn’t visit another country in order to 

be snubbed by his partners. He makes the visit in the moment when there is a 

detailed and shared understanding. The goal of the visit is only to validate and 

sign what has been agreed upon earlier. Under normal circumstances in this 

moment the foreign minister Lazăr Comanescu, the defense minister Mihnea 

Motoc, the director of SIE (the foreign intelligence – note of the editor) Mihai 

Răzvan Ungureanu and the foreign policy and national security advisors should 

no longer occupy their positions.”  
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How did Romania travelled the distance 

between “a NATO fleet in Black Sea” and 

“a stupidity” 

The American ambassador in Romania Hans Klemm announced in February 2016 that the 

USA’s naval presence would never rival the Russian naval presence in the Black Sea (source: 

Public Domain via Wikipedia)  

What are the echoes from “the failure in Sofia” within the Romanian 

international relations expert community? The Gândul website gathers 

opinions of some of the most respected analysts among the northern 

neighbours and explains how the idea for a NATO fleet in the Black Sea has 

evolved 

Andrei Luca Popescu 

This article was published on 17 June 2016 at the “Gândul” website. The 

subtitle was added by the Bridge of Friendship blog. There are shortenings and 
small editions in the text.  

http://www.gandul.info/stiri/cum-a-ajuns-romania-de-la-flotila-nato-in-marea-neagra-la-o-prostie-15499462
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In January 2016 the Ministry of National Defense announced that among its 

strategic priorities is objective with code number K-22: the initiative for the 

formation of a “Naval group of NATO in the Black Sea, called also Allied Fleet 

in Black sea / Black Sea Fleet”. The Defense Minister Mihnea Motoc, who had 

recently been sent from the Romanian embassy in London to the technocratic 

government in Bucharest started in March the technical negotiations with 

Bulgarians on this issue. The initiative was discussed with the Turks too.  

It is right that neither Mihnea Motoc, nor any other Romanian official has ever 

said publicly the word „fleet” publicly. Maybe because it sounds too agressive. 

Other, softer words were used. But the project had been negotiated for months 

with Sofia and Ankara and was encouraged by the strategic partner of Romania 

– the USA, which has even minimalised its containment force in the Black Sea 

against Russia. Thus Washington showed that the Romanian-Bulgarian-Turkish 

regional naval project would be much more efficient and avoid the restrictions 

imposed by the Montreux Treaty, which doesn’t allow military fleets of non-

riverain states to station more than 21 days in the Black Sea.  

Three weeks before the NATO summit in Warsaw, where this project had to 

receive support from the Alliance, it looks like Romania makes a step back after 

the political leaders in Sofia have rejected categorically this kind of initiative 

that would act against Russia. In Bucharest, on Thursday, president Klaus 

Iohannis has put the full stop in a trenchant manner, which is not characteristic 

for him. “No one creates a NATO fleet. This is a stupidity. It is all about only 

naval exercises”, explained the Romanian president.  

There are joint naval exercises which have been taking place in recent years 

under the NATO umbrella in the Black Sea. The USA, but also Bulgaria, Turkey 

and other allies take part in them. So what is the regional project of Romania? 

Where has the objective K-22 died?  

Sources from the Ministry of National Defense have explained to Gândul that 

everything was in order while Klaus Iohannis was in Sofia. Both presidents – 

Plevneliev and Iohannis, issued statement that didn’t show any 

misunderstanding. But something happened after that. “We don’t know what. 

But it wasn’t for good”, the sources said. They go with the version that at high 

level there was never a talk about a permanent “fleet” of NATO in the Black 

Sea, but about naval exercises on rotational principle, just as it is done with 

NATO’s air and terrestrial forces in Romania.  

What is the Romanian naval project in NATO? “It is a fog all over” 

“It is a fog all over. It is not only an issue of communication. I think that there 

was fog in the head of those who take the decisions. They didn’t know what they 

http://gov.ro/fisiere/programe_fisiere/MApN_Plan_strategic.pdf
http://www.gandul.info/stiri/iohannis-o-flota-nato-la-marea-neagra-este-o-prostie-15498477
http://www.gandul.info/stiri/iohannis-o-flota-nato-la-marea-neagra-este-o-prostie-15498477


29 
 

want. There might have been no plans and I fear this possibility. In fact, they 

have publicly endorsed the idea about the fleet, people have bought it, it 

sounded fine. Was it announced officially? Well, haven’t you heard it is not 

official? So, it isn’t? We thought it is, but we were told it is nothing. I fear 

nothing is clear. This is a tragedy. In fact, there is no plan for Warsaw. There is 

no fleet. There are joint exercises, probably just as the Baltic states were 

conducting in the 90s among themselves. They exist even now. That’s why I say 

that there seems to be nothing. Everything was in our mind. A big delusion”, 

comments for Gândul the foreign policy expert Armand Goșu.  

Romanian officials always spoke about the advanced naval presence of NATO 

in the Black Sea. They never used the word fleet or flotilla, in spite of the 

official document of the Romanian government, which announces this same 

thing as a strategic priority. However, the naval presence of NATO in the Black 

Sea has existed constantly for the last two years, after Russia annexed Crimea, 

and the joint exercises guarantee a quasi-permanent naval presence of 

Americans and other allied forces in the Black Sea. The goal is to contain 

Russia.  

“Have a look at Mihnea Motoc’s declarations. He said it clearly. It is absolutely 

clear that they have wanted a fleet in the Black Sea. It is also clear that 

there exists reticence about this idea and it exists not only in Bulgaria. 

NATO is determined to strengthen the Northern flank and to accept flexibility in 

the Black Sea. Now, we do nothing else, but to offer another argument for that. 

If you know that there is such a division, you have to try not to show it 

through messages. It amounts to a lack of professionalism to go out and to 

say – wait a minute, you are stupid, you haven’t understood. Advanced 

presence in the Black Sea doesn’t mean exercises. Let us not consider each 

other idiots”, explains the former foreign minister Cristian Diaconescu for 

Gândul.  

“It is a catastrophe on external plan. The problem is not that the president 

doesn’t understand certain words, but that until today we have supported and 

debated a non-existing project. Only now the president has told us that there’s 

nothing”, believes Armand Goșu.  

In spite of that, Armand Goșu says that Romania has a plan for the Warsaw 

summit, which it doesn’t want to unveil publicly, because the topic of “the fleet” 

in Black Sea is sensitive, especially for Russia. It is difficult to believe that 

Romania thought that it could succeed to sustain successfully such an important 

initiative after only 5 months of preparations, while the Baltic states or Poland 

have worked hard starting from 2014 so that they could obtain military 

assurances from the USA and NATO.  



30 
 

“Romania certainly has something for the Warsaw summit, but it isn’t public. 

There are negotiated issues. I can’t imagine we will go there with nothing. What 

was thrown publicly with the fleet is a false project. The true project is secret. It 

can’t be otherwise. Romania – a big country close to Ukraine can’t allow 

itself not to propose something at NATO’s table. It is out of the question not 

to have something, otherwise it will disqualify itself, it will lose even the 

small amount of respect it used to have. The “fleet” project was for the large 

public. But you can’t launch a project only 5 months in advance. There is no 

normal state, with diplomatic experience, which advances such a project”, adds 

Armand Goșu.  

A diplomatic failure or bad public communication, magnified by Bulgaria? 

Divisions have appeared in these conditions, in which in Bucharest it was 

claimed that Romania works for a fleet/regional naval unit of NATO in the 

Black Sea, but in Sofia the idea was rejected trenchantly by the Bulgarian 

president and prime minister. The premier has said that such a thing can’t be 

discussed and that only joint exercises in the Black Sea are possible. After that 

Klaus Iohannis repeated the same thing in Bucharest. The former president 

Traian Basescu accused Klaus Iohannis of “humiliating failure”.  

The same idea is supported by the former first diplomat Cristian Diaconescu, 

who believes that Romanian decision makers didn’t known how to calculate 

their movements, or at least they have publicly left this impression.  

“We are talking about a policy of a NATO state, called Romania, the largest on 

the Eastern flank, which presupposes that it must be sensibly engaged in a 

security project, that it must have an absolute view over all elements of the 

regional and internal context. In Bucharest they must have known how many 

and what steps should be made with regard to Bulgaria. The fairy tales 

about exercises are only a useless subterfuge. The topic is clear. There is a 

serious threat on the NATO’s Eastern flank from the East. This is generally 

recognized. We are waiting for decisions to be taken in Warsaw which are to 

counteract and contain these threats. Today, while we discuss, the northern flank 

– Poland, the Baltic states, have taken measures and have worked coherently. At 

the southern flank there are countries which can’t unite behind a regional project 

– Romania, Bulgaria and Turkey. It was expected from us to come out together”, 

says Cristian Diaconescu for Gândul.  

The former foreign minister estimates that at the NATO summit a decision for 

“two-track approach” will be taken. So, there will be a division in the 

approaches of the north-eastern and at the south-eastern flank. 

http://www.gandul.info/politica/basescu-despre-esecul-jenant-al-lui-iohannis-privind-flota-marii-negre-15498662
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“It’s not about a war, about the fire force, but about positioning, which would 

show the Russian Federation the fact that if it considers an attack on a state from 

the flank, it will attack NATO. If NATO approaches the north and the south 

differently, this is problematic. Now we have open a window of opportunity, 

we and Bulgarians. The stories about how interested Bulgarians are in that are 

issues which we discuss publicly and in the press. Institutions should know 

exactly how much and until where they must go. When you send a president, 

in other words the supreme institution (there’s nothing above him), you 

must have a solution and it must be applied. We can do something sectorial – 

at the level of a major state, for naval commands. Or we could recognize the 

facts and go to Bruxelles to say – we can’t reach an agreement with them, 

maybe you will have the resource to make them do something. The variant 

which was applied is the worst”, claims Diaconescu.  

On the other hand, the former presidential advisor Iulian Forta believes that the 

impression for break up was created mostly by Bulgaria and not by Romania. In 

his view the idea that Romanians have gone in Sofia with the project for a fleet, 

which was rejected, doesn’t withstand the test of truth.  

“This is Bulgarian internal game. As far as I know what Romanians offered 

Bulgariand and Turks was naval cooperation in the military affairs of the Black 

Sea. I see a fracture between the Bulgarian premier and the president. The 

president has been trenchant in the last period, while Borisov has a way limited 

space for maneuver, because he has a fragile majority and depends on pro-

Russian parties. I don’t take Bucharest’s side, because I don’t understand 

what does the government want at the Warsaw summit. But Bulgarians 

said it clear at a conference in Bucharest: Russia is not perceived as a threat 

in Bulgaria”, explains Iulian Fota for Gândul.  

The chronology of a fleet which was born dead 

- January 2016: The Ministry of National Defense announces at the 

website of the Romanian government the strategic priorities for 2016. 

Among them is “The launch of an initiative for the creation of a Naval 

group of NATO in the Black Sea, called also Allied Fleet in the Black Sea 

/ Black Sea Fleet”. No attached costs are specified. The period for 

accomplishing this activity is February – October 2016.  

- February 2016: The American ambassador in Bucharest, Hans Klemm, 

shows that Russia invests massively in the development of its military 

capabilities in the Black Sea and will dominate this region until 2020, in 

opposition to the current efforts of the USA and NATO in the permanent 

placement of a rotational naval force in the Black Sea. In this context the 

American official claims that the burden for the counteracting of these 

threats will fall on the shoulders of Romania, Bulgaria and Turkey, the 

http://gov.ro/fisiere/programe_fisiere/MApN_Plan_strategic.pdf
http://gov.ro/fisiere/programe_fisiere/MApN_Plan_strategic.pdf
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three NATO allies at the Black Sea, which will have to strengthen their 

naval capabilities. Klemm added that the American presence in the zone 

“will not reach the level at which it will be able to rival the Russian naval 

presence”, in spite of the American efforts in 2017, which are related with 

the quadrupling the budget for the European Initiative on Reassurance.  

- March 2016: An expert delegation from the Ministry of National 

Defense, led by Mihnea Motoc goes to Sofia, where it starts the technical 

negotiations on this issue. Discussions with Turkey are also arranged. It is 

being talked about “a common capacity for defense” in the Black Sea, 

under NATO umbrella.  

- April 2016: The defense minister Mihnea Motoc talks in an interview for 

Hotnews about the Romanian initiative in the Black Sea, without saying 

exactly what are Romania’s intentions:  

“It is an initiative which refers to the maritime component, to the 

maritime dimension of the modern concept for defense, which is proposed 

by NATO for the Eastern flank, respectively it is about an advanced allied 

presence which is to be rotational, quasipermanent, not obligatory 

permanent, with a multinational character and with the possibility to 

obtain the sufficient strengthening’s of the necessary volume and level of 

availability for the missions’ completion.” 

Also, in an interview for Agerpres, Motoc speaks about the way in which 

the exercises will be organized: “The main issue we think about is the 

evaluation of the existing naval capabilities at the level of riverain allied 

states and evaluation of the accumulated experience in the program of the 

intense exercises and naval preparation in the last period – which starts 

from the illegal annexation of Crimea and goes until today. We want to 

put all these elements in a systemic preparation framework and to realize 

the exercises together with the other allies. The framework will consist of 

our allies in the Black Sea, but is also open to other allies which are not 

littoral states and which are already present in Black Sea exercises: the 

USA, Great Britain, France. This is also a framework open to littoral 

states which are partners of NATO.”  

- May 2016: The system for anti-rocket defense USA-NATO at Deveselu is 

declared operational. Prime Minister Dacian Cioloș speaks together with 

Jens Stoltenberg, the secretary general of NATO, about this project: “It 

was the initiative of Romania and we were very active in the construction 

of this NATO presence in the Black Sea. We understand that in order to 

make this structure exist, we need the participation of other Romanian 

partners. We have discussions with our Bulgarian neighbors and our 

Turks friends so that we could create this presence together. Once that this 

presence is created through exercises, we hope that we will also have the 

participation of other allies at these Black Sea exercises. Our intention is 

to present this project at the Warsaw summit.   

http://www.gandul.info/stiri/ciolos-proiectul-flotei-comune-la-marea-neagra-va-fi-sustinut-la-summitul-nato-15313340
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- June 2016: After the events that took place in Sofia on 15th  and 16th  June 

in Sofia, the Romanian president Klaus Iohanis declares in the town of 

Marten, Ruse district, on 16th June: “This initiative, which I presented 

both to the president and to the prime minister (of Bulgaria) is an 

initiative which aims at practical cooperation in the zone of the joint 

exercises and the training of the Romanian, Bulgarian and Turkish naval 

forces. This is the so-called naval initiative, which refers to the naval 

forces, to joint exercises and training. We believe in this initiative. 

Finally, it must be under the umbrella of NATO, because all the three 

riverain states – Romania, Bulgaria and Turkey, are NATO allies. That is 

probably why, a wrong understanding has appeared – about the NATO 

fleet. No one creates a NATO flote, this is a stupidity. NATO can’t and 
doesn’t want to station its own fleet in the Black Sea.”  

http://www.gandul.info/stiri/iohannis-o-flota-nato-la-marea-neagra-este-o-prostie-15498477
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Mr. Kyuchukov, the idea for the creation of an European strategy for the 

Black Sea region, which could become an initiative of Sofia in the times of 

the Bulgarian presidency of the EU in the first half of 2018 was presented at 

a round table, organized in April 2017 in Sofia by The Institute for 

 

Lyubomir Kyuchukov (photo: Petar Ganev) 

https://movafaq.wordpress.com/2017/04/13/kyuchukov-interview-black-sea-en/
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Economy and International Relations, The Friedrich Ebert Foundation and 

The Bulgarian Diplomatic Society. What is the essence of this idea? What 

are the concrete actions of the EU and of the regional countries that could 

entail its materialization? 

The proposal which was launched by ambassador Bisserka Benisheva and me is 

that Bulgaria, in the frame of its presidency of the Council of the EU, should 

accept as its political priority the development of a Black Sea agenda of the EU. 

In other words, this is a long-term strategy of the EU for the Black Sea region. 

Additionally, a few years ago the European Parliament approved a resolution 

which urged for such an action. In 2003 Greece put as a priority of its 

presidency the accession of the Balkans in the EU. As a result, the Thessaloniki 

Agenda was promulgated and it has determined the European policy towards the 

region ever since. The Mediterranean Union was formed in the times of the 

French presidency in 2008. It comprises the 28 member-states of the EU and the 

15 states of the North Africa and Middle East. Additionally, the EU has its own 

strategy for the Baltic region with advanced forms and an established 

collaboration network which also includes Russia. It looks like the only 

“ownerless” sea of the EU is the Black Sea. 

After 2013, the geopolitical confrontation in the Black Sea region is 

expanding. At this moment Turkey and Russia have complicated relations 

with the EU, while Ukraine and Russia are in a conflict. To what extent the 

initiative for a European strategy for the Black Sea region and for a more 

intensive regional cooperation is possible to be realized in these conflictual 

conditions? How would it be possible for this initiative to influence the 

contradictions inside the region and between the EU and the constituent 

countries of this region? 

Problems are present and they are numerous: the conflict in Ukraine, Crimea, 

the all too many frozen conflicts in the post-Soviet space, the escalation of 

tensions and arms race of the Cold War type, the frictions along the geopolitical 

power lines of conflictuous interests, the risks caused by the international 

terrorism and radical islam, and so on. Even the very counting of these many 

conflicts themselves shows that it is not enough if they are simply stated as 

facts, but it is also necessary to find an active and joint solution for them. A 

passive position will resolve none of these problems. For the EU to be a relevant 

factor in the region, it must have a proactive, united and consistent position. It 

should formulate its clear strategic goals. In the present moment the EU has 

lowered its activity in the dimensions of the region. It has put the emphasis upon 

the security problems, including in the frame of NATO, while at the same time 

an increased, although tumultuous collaboration between the two regional 

https://trud.bg/българският-приоритет-черноморски-д/
https://de.wikipedia.org/wiki/Versprechen_von_Thessaloniki
https://de.wikipedia.org/wiki/Versprechen_von_Thessaloniki
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powers – Russia and Turkey, takes place. All that makes the debates about the 

creation of a EU strategy not only necessary, but also tardy1. 

The Bulgarian vice prime minister Denitsa Zlateva has participated with a 

speech at the aforementioned round table. What is the position of the 

Bulgarian government about the idea? To what extent the idea is known in 

the European countries and in the countries of the Black Sea region? How 

is it seen by them?  

For such an idea to become a state policy, it needs to be recognized most of all 

by the government and by the state institutions. In the frames of the debates the 

idea was supported by the vice prime minister who is also responsible for the 

European affairs. But it is the new Bulgarian government that is going to 

stipulate the final position upon the proposal. The next steps would be its 

consultations with other member-states of the EU that are interested in the 

matter. It is natural that the first states to be consulted are Romania and 

Germany. Together with them Bulgaria has outlined the Black Sea Synergy 10 

years ago. Consultations must be held with the European Commission and with 

the other two countries of the threesome with which Bulgaria forms a group in 

the times of its presidency of the EU – Estonia and Austria, for the Black Sea to 

be included as a topic in the agenda of these presidencies. It’s positive that 

Austria has been traditionally active in the frame of the Danube partnership, and 

with regard to the connection of the Danubean and the Black Sea regions. Also, 

after the Austrian presidency comes the Romanian one. And Bucharest has 

always wanted to play an active role in the Black Sea region. In other words, the 

creation of a Black Sea strategy of the EU could begin in the times of the 

Bulgarian presidency of the EU and to finish with its approval in the times of the 

Romanian one. 

In 2008 the EU promulgates with the leading role of Germany, Romania 

and Bulgaria the concept of the Black Sea Synergy. What are differences 

between the current initiative and the Black Sea Synergy? What makes 

necessary the upgrade of the latter 10 years after its start? 

                                                           

1  https://youtu.be/JzNlYA2gcJA Lyubomir Kyuchukov was interviewed on 8 April 2017 

by the emission ”Saturday 150” of the Bulgarian National Radio. The topics of discussion 

were basically two – the idea for a European strategy towards the Black Sea and the 

existential choice confronting the Balkans. The interview is in Bulgarian and has English and 

Romanian subtitles. 

 

http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_MEMO-10-78_en.htm?locale=en
https://youtu.be/JzNlYA2gcJA
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The Black Sea Synergy was an important moment in EU’s turn to the South-

East. It professed an inclusive approach with the participation of all the 

countries from the wide Black Sea region and spurred many concrete forms of 

multilateral cooperation with the active participation of the EU. On the other 

hand, the Black Sea Synergy didn’t have a serious financial resource, which 

additionally limited its effectivity. It suffered strongly as a result of the political 

confrontation in the region, as the attention was turned with priority towards 

another European policy – the Eastern Partnership. However, it embodied an 

exclusive approach towards Russia and Turkey. 

The tenth anniversary of the Black Sea Synergy urges for an analysis and a 

recapitulation of its effectivity be made and for a solution to its future be found. 

I believe that they Synergy should be reactivated by way of receiving an 

additional financial and institutional resource, while at the same time it is 

upgraded and becomes a practice mechanism for the realization of the wider and 

long-term strategic approach of the EU towards the region of the Black Sea, as it 

is embodied in the Black Sea Agenda. 

It looks like in the EU there is a surge of the regional communication – for 

example in the Mediterranean forms of dialogue or in the frame of the 

Group of Visegrad. To what extent the initiative of the Black Sea 

euroregion is an answer to this tendency of regionalism in the European 

politics? How could it become a part of the plans for redefinition of the 

Union? 

The EU is amidst a period of hard debates about its future. No matter how many 

are the scenarios – 5, as the White Book of the European Commission states, 15 

or even 55, in reality there are only two possible directions: backwards towards 

the Europe of the nations (for me it rather means “Europe of nationalisms”) and 

forwards, towards a new level of integration. For the time being the idea for 

Europe of the different speeds dominates. It allows for the preservation of the 

union of the Union after Brexit, but also sets more serious problems and 

divisions for the future. In difference to this approach, the ideas for the 

development of a more active regional cooperation and interaction doesn’t form 

new levels of integration, but help in the search for common positions and 

approaches towards problems of common interest for a new member-states of 

the EU. Seen from this point of view, the formation of a Black Sea macroregion 

couldn’t serve such functions, as two member-states of the EU, and countries, 

which aren’t members of the Union, would participate in it. 

The EU in general supports the creation of macroregions that aim to search for 

solutions of common problems for the countries of a certain geographic region, 

for development of the collaboration and reaching of an economic, social and 

territorial cohesion. At this moment there are four European macroregions: 

http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_MEMO-10-78_en.htm?locale=en
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Eastern_Partnership
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/sites/beta-political/files/white_paper_on_the_future_of_europe_en.pdf
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Baltic (with the participation of the Russian regions), Danubean, Adratico-

Ionian and Alpean. The creation of the Black Sea macroregion could become the 

carrying construction of the Strategy of the EU for Black Sea and an effective 

instrument for its implementation, as the macroregion have access to the 

European Structural and Investment Funds. 

However, in South-Eastern Europe there is a place for regional collaboration in 

the frame of the EU. Two years ago together with the former foreign minister 

Solomon Passy launched the idea for the creation of a Group B-5 (or “Balkan 

Visegrad”) with the participation of Bulgaria, Romania, Greece, Croatia and 

Slovenia (in case it is interested). The Group of Four’s example from Central 

Europe is convincing enough for the role and the advantages of a similar 

collaboration. 

Romania and Bulgaria have been perceived for quite some time as a group 

by their European partners. But it looks like instead of forming a duo in 

their bilateral communication, they have their differences. What could be 

the parameters of a more active bilateral collaboration and with reference 

to the Black Sea, if the region is defined not as a security challenge, but as a 

place of mutual profitable economic projects in the spirit of regional 

collaboration?  

Following the power of a not quite understandable logic in the times of both 

countries candidacy and in the first years of their EU membership, Bulgaria and 

Romania seemed to have been more competing, than collaborating. There is an 

explanation behind this phenomenon, but it could hardly serve as a vindication – 

both countries were under pressure by the need to finish the necessary reforms, 

by the Mechanism for Cooperation and Verification, and by the serious internal 

problems. There is hardly a more natural cooperation in the frame of the EU 

than the one between Romania and Bulgaria – both through the prism of 

common problems, which they have to solve (the abolishment of the MCV, the 

accession in Schengen, possibly in the Eurozone, the security in the region of 

the Black Sea and Balkans, and so on) and regarding the coordination and the 

protection of joint ideas and initiatives in the frame of the EU. It is of major 

importance for both countries to try to change two things. First is the attitude 

towards them as problematic members of the EU. Second is the image of our 

region as an European periphery, which generates more problems that the added 

value it brings to the whole EU. The creation of infrastructure for practical 

bilateral and multilateral connections in the region and of a network of forms for 

discussion and cooperation, in spite of the many problems and conflicts here, is 

an obligatory premise for this.  

http://eiri.bg/vevishegradve-na-balkanite/
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Mr. Pirinski, at a round table in Sofia in the beginning of April 2017 you 

presented the idea for the creation of a Black Sea Euroregion, which could 

become a part of the political initiatives of the Bulgarian presidency of the 

EU in the first half of 2018. What is the essence of your idea? What are the 

results that you expect to be obtained by the Black Sea countries and by the 

EU following its accomplishment?  

The essence of the idea which was discussed at the conference on 3 April 2017 

in Sofia was that an attempt could be made for Bulgaria and Romania as Black 

Sea member states of the EU to initiate the development of the so-called 

Macroregional strategy for the Black Sea region. In conformity with the 

common definition, a macroregional strategy is an integrated framework which 

is approved by the European Council and aims at the overcoming of challenges 

 
Georgi Pirinski (photo: Veni Markovski, CC BY-SA 3.0, via 
Wikipedia Commons) 

https://movafaq.wordpress.com/2017/05/03/pirinski-interview-en/
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in a certain geographical region. These challenges affect member states and third 

countries which are placed in it. All of them collaborate altogether more 

intensely so that they could achieve economic, social and territorial cohesion. 

As it is known, the first strategy of this kind was proposed ten years ago by the 

Baltic states of the EU and led to the creation of the EU macroregion for the 

Black Sea in 2009. Three more macroregions of this kind were created in the 

following years – the Danubean, the Alpean and the Adriatico-Ionian. The 

forces who initiated those regions were the corresponding member states of the 

EU, while third countries of the given region became participants. 

It is believed that such an integrated framework offers two basic advantages. 

The first is the successful dealing with problems which the countries cannot 

resolve separately. The second is the outlining of a common vision for the future 

of the region. The idea is to achieve the best possible results by way of 

coordinating policies and resources which the EU gives to a certain region, 

without asking for new expenditures, institutions or norms. 

What are the similarities and the differences between the idea for a Black 

Sea euroregion and other initiatives for regional cooperation in the regions 

close to Bulgaria such as the Black Sea Synergy, the Organization of the 

Black Sea Economic Cooperation, the Eastern Partnership and the 

Parliamentary Assembly of the South-East Europe? 

Such a strategy for the Black Sea region would be a development of the Black 

Sea Synergy and of the Eastern Partnership – two EU programs which cover the 

countries in the region. These programs’ involvement in a common strategic 

framework with the participation of all the Black Sea countries would 

undoubtedly contribute to a more effective use of the financial resources of these 

programs in the name of the goals for sustainable development of the coastal 

territories of the corresponding countries and the region as a whole. 

The activity of the Organization of the Black Sea Economic Cooperation in the 

last 25 years could be used as practical experience of the regional cooperation in 

spheres of priority such as transport, tourism and ecology. The South-East 

European Cooperation Process and its Parliamentary Assembly could also bring 

about the realization of the Black Sea macroregional cohesion through 

synchronization of initiatives and programs that have common objectives and 

roles. 

How the idea for a Black Sea Euroregion fits into the debates for reform of 

the EU where apparently there is a tendency for regionalism – e.g. in the 

framework of the Mediterranean dialogue or among the countries of the 

Visegrad Group? 
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The macroregional approach is a promising form of sustainable development 

promotion and of security strengthening in the corresponding regions in the 

context of the discussion for the development of the EU and more specifically as 

part of the European territorial cooperation. The macroregional approach has its 

own place as a specific framework for the combination of programs and 

resources of the EU that are directed at this region and principally is different as 

a format from the Visegrad Group. 

Since Romania and Bulgaria started following the path of European 

integration, they have been perceived as a group by their West-European 

partners. But it looks like instead of forming a duo in their bilateral 

communication, they have their differences. What is the potential that you 

see for Romanian-Bulgarian foreign policy interaction in the forthcoming 

years? How the successive presidencies of the EU by Bulgaria, Austria and 

Romania in 2018 and 2019 could influence the concept for a Black Sea 

Euroregion? 

The successive presidencies of the Council of EU by Bulgaria and Romania in 

the first halves of 2018 and 2019 offer a real possibility for both countries to 

initiate and argument for a project of a Black Sea macroregional strategy that 

could be seriously discussed and approved by the European Council. This 

possibility would be favoured by the Austrian presidency which will take place 

between the Bulgarian and the Romanian one, as Austria is a Danube country 

with a leading role in the Danubean European macroregion – and linked directly 

to the processes of the Black Sea region. 

As EU member states Bulgaria and Romania have their responsibility and role 

for the realization of the common goals of the Union in support of peace and 

sustainable development. Both countries have clearly overlapping interest in 

acting practically upon the realization of these goals in the Black Sea region. 

Now, Bulgaria and Romania get the chance to bring about these goals’ 

achievement to the benefit of all the countries in the region.  
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Washington. His book Rival 

Power: Russia`s Influence in 

Southeast Europe appeared at 

the Yale University Publishing House in August 2017. He is the author of many 

books, scientific articles, reports, media articles on the topics of the foreign 

policy of the EU, the Balkans, Turkey and Russia. Doctor Bechev has obtained a 

doctorate from the Oxford University and has specialised in Harvard and in the 
London School of Economics.  

This interview was published on 20 April 2017 on the Bridge of Friendship 
Blog.  

Mr. Bechev, after the referendum that has supported the Brexit and after 

the election of Trump as the American president changes, which are called 

with the formula ”Europe of the different speeds”, began to take place in 

the UE. Parallel to the pace of these changes forces outside the EU – China, 

Russia and Turkey exhert a rising economic influence over the Central and 

Southeast Europe. What should be the Bulgarian answer to the changing 

international environment and to the tendency of ”Europe of the different 

speeds”?  

 
Dimitar Bechev (photo: Dimitar Bechev) 

https://movafaq.wordpress.com/2017/04/20/bechev-bulgaria-eu-interview-en/
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“Europe of different speeds” has been a reality for quite some time, as there 

were member-states which were not included in the Eurozone and Schengen. 

After the Brexit the gravity point is moving additionally towards the Eurozone. 

The Bulgarian answer should be directed at actions for a rapid adoption of the 

common currency. In a short-term perspective – integration to the banking union 

is also necessary. In my view, the relations with China, Russia and Turkey are 

not so directly relevant. 

As we approach 2018, discussions and commentaries about the necessary 

political initiatives and accents that would fill with content the Bulgarian 

presidency of the EU are growing. Some of the proposed ideas put an 

emphasize on migration, the external borders of the EU and education. 

There are also suggestions about more active European actions in the Black 

Sea region. What topics and ideas should form the political essence of the 

Bulgarian presidency of the EU? 

Unfortunately, the discussion is preoccupied with mundane-logistical questions 

and the priorities remain behind, in case they are discussed at all. Surely, the 

topics put forward by the Bulgarian presidency must be vital for Bulgaria. The 

future relations and institutional arrangement of the connections between the 

countries of the common currency and those who stay away from the Eurozone 

could be one topic of this kind, aiming to avoid the marginalization of countries 

such as Bulgaria. 

One of the tendencies which have been observed in the EU in the recent 

times is the expansion of regional communication – e.g. in a Mediterranean 

format or in the circles of the Group of Visegrad. To what extent the 

Romanian-Bulgarian relations and the regional collaboration in the Black 

Sea region could be a viable Bulgarian answer to the tendencies of 

regionalism and communication “in clubs” within the EU? 

I am skeptical. After all, in 2007 Bucharest and Sofia launched the so-called 

Black Sea Synergy – a strategy adopted then by the European Commission (The 

European Commission proposes to the European Parliament and to the Council 

of the EU the “Black Sea Synergy” initiative in April 2007. The European 

Parliament adopts a resolution supporting it in January 2008. Its official start is 

at the EU and the Black Sea Countries’ foreign ministers summit in Kiev in 

February 2008 –editor’s note). I see no real results from this strategy. The truth 

is that the EU has a network of bilateral relations with the countries of the Black 

Sea region that aim at a closer integration – e.g. Ukraine, Georgia and Moldova. 

The regional formats usually have a supplementary importance, but in this 

concrete case it is not quite clear what could be achieved. 
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Foreword 
 

There is an opinion that Bulgaria lacks a foreign policy. Certainly, there is a 

foreign ministry, there are embassies and diplomats that are coordinated by the 

government in Sofia. But still, one can read in the serious media and hear on the 

national TVs heavyweight foreign policy experts, contemplating about 

Bulgaria’s lack of subjectivity in its foreign policy affairs. 

The opinion is that having become a part of the EU Bulgaria has turned its 

foreign policy agenda in a mere retranslation of Brussels’ official line. The 

thesis is further supported by the apparently unshifting political balances in the 

internal politics, which are named with the formula of stability. To strengthen 

even further the notion of stagnancy and ever-stronger status-quo, Bulgaria is in 

a currency board with the national currency – the lev, pegged to the euro. That 

means that just as the political and foreign policy systems operate in a state of 

reduced or shared sovereignty (with Brussels), the Bulgarian National Bank 

lacks certain number of tools to influence the economy. 

As a Bulgarian and as a journalist focused on international relations, I do enjoy 

the exercise of trying to make sense of what is going in my country’s foreign 

policy. The election of Donald Trump and the triggering of the Brexit clause are 

major international events, which undoubtedly influence anybody in the EU. But 

to what extent do they show that the times of atemporality (in other words the 

lack of dynamics and change) for Bulgarians are gone? Would they serve as a 

wake-up call or as an imperative for greater foreign policy activity?  

As I’ve been searching for clues in the first months of 2017, I came across the 

reports about two conferences that took place in Sofia in the beginning of April. 

Both of them were organized by the same entities – The Friedrich Ebert 

Foundation, The Economics and International Relations Institute (a Bulgarian 

foreign policy think-tank which unites the elder generation of diplomats and 

experts), the Bulgarian Diplomatic Society (another NGO of the elder 

generation of diplomats). The first one was focused on the Black Sea Agenda of 

the EU (and the European member states of the region), while the other one 

dealed with Bulgaria and Balkans (titled “Between leadership ambitions and 

abdication”). Both of them seemed to give signs that one of the key lobbies 
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among the Bulgarian foreign policy experts attempts to outline policy proposals 

for the forthcoming new Bulgarian government and its expected presidency of 

the Council of the EU in the first half of the 2018.  

I realized three interviews with diplomats and analysts of various age and 

background, attempting to understand what are the options Bulgaria has and is 

Sofia rising sufficiently to the levels of the regional and international challenges.  

This article is the result of my searches and I hope that it gives the Romanian, 

Bulgarian and international reader better tools to understand what are the 

debates Bulgaria has, and what is the meaning that various Bulgarian experts 

bring to the EU table of foreign policy options.  

 

European and Bulgarian context 
 

The Brexit referendum and Donald Trump’s success in the American 

presidential elections has spurred existential searches inside the EU about its 

future. On one hand, the EU core of states no longer can rely so much upon the 

Anglo-Saxon world, which is moving to distancing itself from them. On the 

other hand, the triggering of Brexit is perceived by Germany and other European 

countries as a chance to move the EU project forward.  

The White Paper on the Future of Europe2, published by the European 

Commission in March 2017, presented five possible scenarios3 for the EU’s 

future: 

1. “Carrying on” (i.e. following the current path, no particular changes); 

2. “Nothing but the single market” (i.e. the EU refocuses on the single 

market alone, not on areas like migration, security and defense); 

3. “Those who want to do more do more” (i.e. one or more coalitions of the 

willing integrate deeper, a Europe of multiple speeds); 

4. “Doing less more efficiently” (i.e. all 27 integrate deeper on certain 

issues, including non-market ones, but do less on others). 

5. “Doing much more together” (the most pro-integration scenario, the EU 

integrates much deeper on many areas, with increased political union). 

                                                           

2  https://ec.europa.eu/commission/sites/beta-

political/files/white_paper_on_the_future_of_europe_en.pdf 

3  http://verfassungsblog.de/five-scenarios-for-europe-understanding-the-eu-commissions-

white-paper-on-the-future-of-europe/ 

https://ec.europa.eu/commission/sites/beta-political/files/white_paper_on_the_future_of_europe_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/sites/beta-political/files/white_paper_on_the_future_of_europe_en.pdf
http://verfassungsblog.de/five-scenarios-for-europe-understanding-the-eu-commissions-white-paper-on-the-future-of-europe/
http://verfassungsblog.de/five-scenarios-for-europe-understanding-the-eu-commissions-white-paper-on-the-future-of-europe/
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In the Rome Declaration (March 2017) the EU rulers stipulated their preference 

for the formula „Europe of the speeds” (Multi-speed Europe). The declaration 

stated: „We will make the European Union stronger and more resilient, through 

even greater unity and solidarity amongst us and the respect of common rules. 

Unity is both a necessity and our free choice. Taken individually, we would be 

side-lined by global dynamics. Standing together is our best chance to influence 

them, and to defend our common interests and values. We will act together, at 

different paces and intensity where necessary, while moving in the same 

direction, as we have done in the past, in line with the Treaties and keeping the 

door open to those who want to join later. Our Union is undivided and 

indivisible.” 

Another outcome of the rearrangements in international relations is the growth 

of regional dialogue. An example of this tendency is the intensification of the 

Mediterranean dialogue among the regional EU member states4 5. Greater 

communication can also be observed in the frame of the Group of Visegrad6.  

These changes and tendencies inside the EU take place as Bulgaria has been 

searching for its place and vectors of foreign policy inside the Union. The first 

notable action Bulgaria made after its accession to the EU was to recognize 

Kosovo in 2008 together with Croatia and Hungary, separating itself from the 

group of Greece and Romania that have not recognised the Balkan state until 

today. Starting with 2009, the Bulgarian foreign policy oscillated between 

orientations towards the Middle East, the Eastern Partnership and the anti-

Russian line. The traditional regions of Bulgarian interest – the Balkans and the 

Black Sea, remained behind as priorities due to different reasons.  

Signs of changes emerged shortly before the attempted coup in Turkey, when in 

the summer of 2016 the Bulgarian prime minister Boyko Borisov rejected the 

proposal for the creation of a NATO flotilla in the Black Sea (between Turkey, 

Romania and Bulgaria). In November 2016 general Rumen Radev won the 

Bulgarian presidential elections, and became the head of the state in January 

2017. He promised a policy that recognises to a greater extent the national 

                                                           

4  http://www.naftemporiki.gr/story/1145928/athens-declaration-of-the-1st-mediterranean-

eu-countries-summit 

5  http://ufmsecretariat.org/3rd-southern-eu-countries-summit-ufm-plays-a-central-role-in-

the-consolidation-of-euro-mediterranean-regional-cooperation/ 

6  https://visegradpost.com/en/2017/03/04/visegrad-group-wants-a-better-europe/ 

http://www.naftemporiki.gr/story/1145928/athens-declaration-of-the-1st-mediterranean-eu-countries-summit
http://www.naftemporiki.gr/story/1145928/athens-declaration-of-the-1st-mediterranean-eu-countries-summit
http://ufmsecretariat.org/3rd-southern-eu-countries-summit-ufm-plays-a-central-role-in-the-consolidation-of-euro-mediterranean-regional-cooperation/
http://ufmsecretariat.org/3rd-southern-eu-countries-summit-ufm-plays-a-central-role-in-the-consolidation-of-euro-mediterranean-regional-cooperation/
https://visegradpost.com/en/2017/03/04/visegrad-group-wants-a-better-europe/
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interest. While Boyko Borisov is well received both in Berlin and Ankara, 

Rumen Radev – an English, German and Russian speaker, leaves the impression 

he is a respected partner both in the USA and in Russia, while his first foreign 

visits were to Brussels and Berlin.  

 

Schools of thought in Bulgaria’s foreign policy 

community 
There are basically two large schools of thought in Bulgaria’s foreign policy 

expert community. The question about what the Bulgarian answer to EU’s 

changes might be is one that can serve as an indicator about how both groups 

think.  

The first group, that can be called „The Young” are experts that have affirmed 

themselves after Bulgaria’s integration in NATO and the EU and generally 

belong to the right wing of the political spectrum. These analysts want a deeper 

integration of Bulgaria into the integrations circles of the EU, such as: the 

banking union, the Eurozone, Schengen, the energy union and so on. Their goal 

is Bulgaria not to remain a periphery of the EU. Some of the notable 

represenatives of this group are Dimitar Bechev, Vessela Cherneva and 

Vladimir Shopov.  

The second group that can be called „The Elder” are diplomats that have studied 

in Moscow, but have later specialised in the West. They have successfully 

negotiated Bulgaria’s accession to NATO and the EU. They search for the 

Bulgarian answer to „Multi-track Europe” in a greater activity on regional level 

in the European context. Their goal is for Bulgaria to be a member-state of the 

EU with its own added value. Some of the notable represenatives of this group 

are Lyubomir Kyuchukov, Georgi Pirinski and Valentin Radomirski.  

Both groups participate actively in the discussion not only about the changes in 

the EU and the Bulgarian response to them, but they also try to create policy 

content for the Bulgarian presidency of the Council of the EU (the first half ot 

2018). The ideas of both group deserve to be researched to a greater extent.  

The young 
A. Dimitar Bechev 

Among the bright minds in Bulgarian foreign policy expert community is 

Dimitar Bechev, who has in fact been affirming himself on international level 

for quite some time. He has a doctorate from the Oxford University and 
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specialisations at Harvard and the London School of Economics. At this moment 

he is a professor at the University of North Carolina and is also a senior 

researcher at the Atlantic Council, Washington. Bechev has written numerous 

publications of various kind on the foreign policy of the EU, the Balkans, 

Turkey and Russia. Bechev is also a classical representative of the young group 

among the Bulgarian foreign policy analysts.  

Bechev believes that after Brexit „the gravity point of the EU is moving 

additionally towards the Eurozone”7. That is why the Bulgarian answer to the 

changes in the EU should be directed at actions for rapid adoption of the 

common currency. Also, in the short-term perspective – the integration to the 

banking union is also necessary.  

In Bechev’s view the Bulgarian presidency of the EU should focus on the future 

relations and institutional arrangement of the connections between  the countries 

of the common currency and those who stay away from the eurozone. The goal 

of such activity should be avoiding the marginalisation of countries such as 

Bulgaria. This approach is necessary, because according to Bechev „the 

relations with China, Russia and Turkey are not so directly relevant” to the 

Bulgarian foreign policy equation. Additionally, Bechev doesn’t quite see what 

more could be achieved by Romania and Bulgaria if they put emphasis on the 

regional cooperation in the Black Sea region. 

B. Vessela Cherneva  

Another established voice of the young cohort of Bulgarian foreign policy 

experts is Vessela Cherneva. At this moment she is director general of the 

Bulgarian office of the The European Council for Foreign Policy8. She has a 

MA in International Relations at the University of Bonn, Germany. Cherneva’s 

professional career is connected with the Bulgarian Ministry of Foreign Affairs. 

She works at the headquarters of the ministry in Sofia (1998-2000) and as an 

employee at the Bulgarian embassy in Washington (2000-2003). Her final 

position for the Bulgarian government is Spokesman of the Bulgarian Ministry 

of Foreign Affairs (2010-2013). In the period 2004-2006 Cherneva works at The 

International Commission on the Balkans9 chaired by Giuliano Amato.  

                                                           

7  https://movafaq.wordpress.com/2017/04/20/bechev-bulgaria-eu-interview-en/ 

8  http://www.ecfr.eu/ 

9  http://www.balkan-commission.org/ 

https://movafaq.wordpress.com/2017/04/20/bechev-bulgaria-eu-interview-en/
http://www.ecfr.eu/
http://www.balkan-commission.org/
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Just as the other young experts, Cherneva is worried that Bulgaria may be 

marginalized inside the changing EU, if it doesn’t act bold on its additional 

accession to the integrationist circles of the Union. In Cherneva’s view Bulgaria 

should develop and propose ideas and initiative in this direction until 

September-November 2017. The timing allows for pushing for those ideas while 

Bulgaria is the country-president of the EU in the first half of 2018.   

Some possible directions of activity10 are: 

1. The Eurozone – Bulgaria’s budget is stable, and when it adopts the euro 

the bank bankruptcies will be avoided 

2. Schengen plus – a community for advanced cooperation with the 

member-states of the Schengen. Bulgaria could help them with its 

position about the EU borders’ protection  

3. European Prosecution – look at 4 

4. Common European Defense – the initiatives 3 and 4 probably could be 

realized only within groups of interests and not at the level of the whole 

EU 

5. Energy Union – the region of South-East Europe is interested in energy 

independence 

The elder 

A.  Lyubomir Kyuchukov 
Lyubomir Kyuchukov is the most prominent among the elder foreign policy 

experts. He has graduated from the Moscow State University in International 

Relations and has specialised in the Georgetown University in Washington. He 

started his diplomatic career in the Bulgarian embassy in Romania (he speaks 

Romanian). He has been a deputy foreign minister (2001-2009) and ambassador 

to the UK (2009-2012). A long time, he has been the president of the Economics 

and International Relations Institute, based in Sofia.  

In two interviews Kyuchukov gave after the aforementioned April conferences 

in Sofia – one to the Bulgarian National Radio11 and the other – to the blog 

“Bridge of Friendship”12, he outlined a bold policy proposal for the Bulgarian 

                                                           

10  

http://www.ecfr.eu/sofia/post/five_opportunities_for_bulgaria_to_participate_in_the_future_of_eu

rope 

11  https://youtu.be/JzNlYA2gcJA 

12  https://movafaq.wordpress.com/2017/04/13/kyuchukov-interview-black-sea-en/ 

http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_MEMO-17-1551_en.htm
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/atyourservice/en/displayFtu.html?ftuId=FTU_6.1.2.html
https://ec.europa.eu/energy/en/topics/energy-strategy-and-energy-union
http://www.ecfr.eu/sofia/post/five_opportunities_for_bulgaria_to_participate_in_the_future_of_europe
http://www.ecfr.eu/sofia/post/five_opportunities_for_bulgaria_to_participate_in_the_future_of_europe
https://youtu.be/JzNlYA2gcJA
https://movafaq.wordpress.com/2017/04/13/kyuchukov-interview-black-sea-en/
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presidency of the EU – the push for the adoption of a European strategy for the 

Black Sea region. The rationale behind the proposal is that after 2013 the Black 

Sea region has seen a rise in tensions, which asks for an attempt of reducing 

them through collaboration initiatives. In Kyuchukov’s view there is no military 

solution to the many frozen conflicts in the post-Soviet space. At the same time 

the countries with interests in the region don’t have the time to wait, hoping that 

conflicts would be somehow resolved without greater implication and 

cooperation in the region.  

“The Black Sea is the only one European sea which has remained ownerless”, in 

other words, which is not assigned a macroregional strategy by the EU, says the 

foreign policy expert. He reminds that in 2008 Germany, Romania and Bulgaria 

have pushed successfully for the Black Sea Synergy initiative and its 10th 

anniversary requires making a recapitulation and boosting it with additional 

funds and policy content.  

“There is hardly a more natural cooperation in the frame of the EU than the one 

between Romania and Bulgaria – both through the prism of the common 

problems, which they solved (the abolishment of the MCV, the accession in 

Schengen, possibly in the Eurozone, the security of the Black Sea and Balkan 

region, and so on) and regarding to the coordination and the protection of joint 

ideas and initiatives in the frame of the EU”, Lyubomir Kyuchukov further adds 

as he contemplates on the need for regional cooperation in the European context. 

B. Georgi Pirinski 
Georgi Pirinski is currently a member of the European Parliament and another 

well-known member of the elder circles of Bulgarian foreign policy expertise. 

He is also well known as a diplomat in the region. He has been president of the 

Bulgarian parliament (2005-2009), foreign minister (1995-1996) and member of 

six Bulgarian parliaments (1990-2013). He has graduated from the High 

Economic Institute “Karl Marx” in Sofia.   

Pirinski develops an idea that compliments the one presented by Lyubomir 

Kyuchukov. Pirinski supports the creation of an European macroregion around 

the Black Sea and the development of a macroregional strategy of the EU in this 

region13.  

The diplomat and politician belives that the Bulgarian presidency of the EU (the 

first half of 2018) and the Romanian one (the first half of 2019), together with 
                                                                                                                                                                                     

 

13  https://movafaq.wordpress.com/2017/05/03/pirinski-interview-en/ 

https://movafaq.wordpress.com/2017/05/03/pirinski-interview-en/
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the Austrian one in-between them, offers Sofia and Bucharest the chance to 

initiate and defend this project for macroregional strategy in the Black Sea 

region. In Pirinski’s view both countries “have their responsibility and role for 

the realization of the common goals of the Union in support of peace and 

sustainable development”. He defines the goal of such common activity in a 

more abstract way. In his view it should be connected with overcoming of 

problems the regional countries can’t resolve on their own and separately. 

The EU strategy for the Black Sea as a 

regional initiative 
The idea for EU strategy towards the Black sea region deserves more attention, 

as it is a chance for countries such as Romania and Bulgaria to give added value 

to the EU as a whole. Some of the reasons behind this policy proposal were 

already outlined as the opinion of the elder analysts for Bulgarian activity were 

presented. But there are other arguments for it too.  

The elder experts believe that the advanced regional cooperation could bring 

about the creation of a common vision for the Black Sea region. Additionally, it 

could assign to it larger EU funds for regional and sustainable development. 

More importantly, economic cooperation in its various forms would reduce the 

tensions in the region, a development that could be beneficial to any of the 

riverain states. Currently, there are four European macroregions – the Baltic, the 

Danubean, the Alpean and the Adriatico-Ionian, and they include also non-

member states as participants14.  

Historically, there have been numerous forms of cooperation in the Black Sea 

region. The aforementioned Black Sea Synergy is an inclusive initiative that 

unites all the littoral countries, including Russia and Turkey, which have 

difficulties in their relations with the EU at this moment. After the Crimea 

referendum, the outburst of the war in East Ukraine and the strengthening of the 

Turkish-EU tensions of the last years, the Eastern Partnership replaced the Black 

Sea Synergy as the preferred from of collaboration by the EU. The Black Sea 

Synergy was also never funded sufficiently.  

The involvement of the Synergy and of the Partnership in “a common strategic 

framework with the participation of all the Black Sea countries without any 

doubt would help for the more effective use of the financial resources of these 

                                                           

14  https://movafaq.wordpress.com/2017/05/03/pirinski-interview-en/ 

https://movafaq.wordpress.com/2017/05/03/pirinski-interview-en/
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programs in the name of the goals for sustainable development of the coastal 

territories of the corresponding countries and the region as a whole.”, claims 

Georgi Pirinski15.  

In his turn, Lyubomir Kyuchukov believes: “The Synergy should be reactivated 

by way of receiving an additional financial and institutional resource, while at 

the same time it is upgraded and becomes a practice mechanism for the 

realization of the wider and long-term strategic approach of the EU towards the 

region of the Black Sea, as it is embodied in the Black Sea Agenda.”16 

These attempts of changing regional moods from rivalry and conflict towards 

cooperation will not be facile even if the EU supports them. Certainly, the need 

for mutual trust recovery will come first.   

For me as a foreign affairs journalist, another issue of interest apart from the 

fine-tuning of the EU policy in the Black Sea region is the Romanian-Bulgarian 

cooperation in a wide spectrum of spheres. There is the impression that in spite 

of the great commercial turnover between the two countries (3,88 billion euro in 

2016), they still don’t stress enough the energy and infrastructural cooperation17. 

Common activities with regard to the Black Sea region could be an initiative 

that could bring about greater mutual coordination and action.  

 

 

Conclusions 

The changes in the EU stir greater debates and searches for action within the 

Bulgarian foreign policy expert circles.  

The group of the young believes that Sofia should do anything possible not to 

remain a periphery in the EU that is being changed and redefined. Therefore, it 

is imperative for Sofia to ask for integration into the different circles of the EU: 

the Eurozone, banking union, energy union and so on, so that it becomes a part 

of the Europe’s heart. The young experts believe that there is no alternative to 

the advanced integration of Bulgaria inside the European structures, because 

“the relationships with China, Russia and Turkey are not relevant direct”. In the 

                                                           

15  https://movafaq.wordpress.com/2017/05/03/pirinski-interview-en/ 

16  https://movafaq.wordpress.com/2017/04/13/kyuchukov-interview-black-sea-en/ 

17  https://movafaq.wordpress.com/2017/02/09/romania-bulgaria-cross-border-collaboration-

en/ 

https://movafaq.wordpress.com/2017/05/03/pirinski-interview-en/
https://movafaq.wordpress.com/2017/04/13/kyuchukov-interview-black-sea-en/
https://movafaq.wordpress.com/2017/02/09/romania-bulgaria-cross-border-collaboration-en/
https://movafaq.wordpress.com/2017/02/09/romania-bulgaria-cross-border-collaboration-en/
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young’s view Bulgaria is powerful and modern to the extent of its integration 

and mix with the countries and the interests of the core of the EU.  

The group of the elder believes that Sofia’s attempts to play the role of a 

subcontractor of the West in the Middle East or with regard to other distant 

spaces and topics don’t bear fruit. Bulgaria should be the subject of its own 

foreign policy, in other words to have its own thought and initiatives, instead of 

seeing its participation in the EU as a merely technical activity. Therefore, the 

elder believe that Bulgaria could give added value to the EU only in its 

traditional regions of interests: the Balkans and the Black Sea. This fits well 

with the overall tendency of regionalistion taking place in the EU and I the whoe 

world.  

Among the possible vectors of Bulgarian response to the changes in the EU is 

the idea for macroregional strategy for the Black Sea, which also encompasses 

greater regional cooperation. The new Bulgarian government, which took office 

on 4 May 2017, is the one that is expected to offer responses to the various ideas 

that were formulated by the expert community. The Bulgarian answer to the EU 

changes at a state level has certainly become clearer in 2017, as Bulgaria 

prepares for its presidency of the Council of EU. My personal take is that 

probably a mix of various ideas and policy vectors would be given the chance. 

Hopefully, some of them would be also connected with greater Romanian-

Bulgarian cooperation.  
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Why president Radev’s visits in Bucharest 

and Athens mattered 

The Bulgarian president Rumen Radev (left) and his Romanian conterpart Klaus Iohannis at the 

Cotroceni Palace in Bucharest (photo: Vladimir Mitev)  

The Bulgarian head of state signaled to his European partners that 

Bulgaria can give the EU added value in the two regions where “it weights” 

– the Western Balkans and the Black Sea 

Vladimir Mitev 

This article was published on 29 June 2017 on”Baricada” website.  

The press conference of the presidents Rumen Radev and Klaus Iohannis can be 

watched and listened to in Bulgarian here. The same conference is available in 

Romanian language here.  

http://baricada.org/2017/06/29/radev-visit-bucharest-athens/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BgDh9p9_ebg
http://www.presidency.ro/ro/media/agenda-presedintelui/declaratia-de-presa-comuna-a-presedintelui-romaniei-domnul-klaus-iohannis-cu-presedintele-republicii-bulgaria-domnul-rumen-radev
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The big Bulgarian TV networks put the same emphasis upon the visit of 

president Rumen Radev in Bucharest – that “airplanes are not sausages”. The 

coloured expression was one of a few strongly ironic messages of the general, 

directed at the rising number of his public critics in Sofia, who accuse him of 

exercising ill-intended influence in such a way that Bulgaria buys Swedish 

fighters “Gripen”, instead of the American-made F-16. 

It is well understood that there is a pressure for scandal news, especially when it 

comes from an international visit in Bucharest. But the mediatic covering of 

Radev’s visit focused too much upon the quarrel and upon the agenda as seen 

from Sofia. It missed a few other developments, that were not so spicy as 

sausages. 

First, apparently, the Bulgarian foreign policy is experiencing an unseen activity 

in the last years. The prime minister Borisov has recently made visits in Ankara, 

Brussels and Berlin, while he hosted in Sofia his Macedonian peer Zoran Zaev. 

In his turn, the president Radev was a guest in Athens, and was on 28-29 June in 

Bucharest. With or without important news from these meetings, they show that 

Bulgaria looks like it can’t afford anymore to keep its foreign policy in a state of 

atemporality (or otherwise said – lack of events, vision and vectors of foreign 

policy activity). 

Secondly, Greece and Romania are the only neighbours of our country that are 

EU members. At the same time they are states with which Bulgaria develops 

strong economic relations. 14 000 Greek firms have been registered at the end of 

2016 in Bulgaria. Even if a large part of them don’t undertake real activity, the 

overall Greek capital is among the large employers in our country. The trade 

turnover with Greece in 2016 has amounted to 3 billion euro. In the last year 

Bulgaria has been visited by 1 100 000 Greeks, while 1 200 000 Bulgarians have 

gone in the southern neighboring state for a vacation. 

The Romanian-Bulgarian economic relations also show positive dynamics. In 

2016 the trade turnover reached 3,88 billion euro. Almost 1 100 000 Romanian 

tourists have visited Bulgaria, while the Bulgarian tourists in Romania have 

reached 400 000. The Bulgarian firms that have been registered in Romania are 

some 2 300 with an overall capital of 154 million euro in May 2017. 

These statistical data unveil important details about the context in which Radev 

made his Balkan visits. It became clear that he has discussed at both places the 

mutual gas connectivity, the accession to the Schengen space, the protection of 

the EU’s external frontiers in the pressing context created by migrants. 

In Athens the Bulgarian president underlined that it is important for the gas 

interconnector (bidirectional pipeline) with Greece to be completed in time – 

http://btvnovinite.bg/article/bulgaria/rumen-radev-gripen-ne-sa-krenvirshi-proizvezhdat-se-po-porachka.html
https://nova.bg/news/view/2017/06/28/186301/румен-радев-грипен-не-са-кренвирши-произвеждат-се-по-поръчка-видеоснимки/
http://infomreja.bg/radev-v-atina-bylgariq-i-gyrciq-sa-primer-za-dobrosysedski-otnosheniq-na-balkanite-40065.html
http://www.mediapool.bg/tri-ot-chetiri-gratski-firmi-v-bulgaria-sa-fantomi-news257921.html
https://lm.facebook.com/l.php?u=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.onrc.ro%2Fstatistici%2F2017%2Fmai%2FRap%2520Sinteza%2520Statistica_Investita%2520Straina_Mai_2017_ro.doc&h=ATNwmSVSSdUWRMPLJQnJtzM_8vkb-PRUsnmosx6OuIl-4tnNpek6M8nfQwPJvquRlf5fmKnd51SEkaHgFQMmDDZOrmV3hf3XDUKJkIvlV7QxccAJxHzO32ugX_5T-IWN-ZBF3Dxt4WgbpiIEvpiLux3AeMLwrO_EXBFi4CfZCUj874Uo0crF9qFvUqfM523Xfe5dKUtj9OV6jzsUb_GY8_BioLKnPPfOlU3zOyzhGLDcTsDAaPExM0o51Duv3N3gg4QQkFcmYsj5Rm5C4l7Pe_Xl0wnNrCcWxociwbVeS_ZuYL1mwnRNkUPudj6UzolpzPDSbMg_G84urR-G6CbVFMQmRLhfvMYLQkeUliNXBQ2TqdcFnjgBM-kYfhqvsu4k1FImkTSKYLoNfJnqgMBei6f5KyRCICefh91cq_CI9LXzV-Lnj_1_TBRa67vNPn7ZCm14Pvb2LS_AhCJEuNwxqo5b4vmbQcW0uwXsRTnwkQ8r2CkHrxwm4JtkBIS-uYfiM-coy7qNRR2vxsQzil91U6jL0mcuTnaniXrmLzNWJKsWnDp251fkv5o
https://lm.facebook.com/l.php?u=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.onrc.ro%2Fstatistici%2F2017%2Fmai%2FRap%2520Sinteza%2520Statistica_Investita%2520Straina_Mai_2017_ro.doc&h=ATNwmSVSSdUWRMPLJQnJtzM_8vkb-PRUsnmosx6OuIl-4tnNpek6M8nfQwPJvquRlf5fmKnd51SEkaHgFQMmDDZOrmV3hf3XDUKJkIvlV7QxccAJxHzO32ugX_5T-IWN-ZBF3Dxt4WgbpiIEvpiLux3AeMLwrO_EXBFi4CfZCUj874Uo0crF9qFvUqfM523Xfe5dKUtj9OV6jzsUb_GY8_BioLKnPPfOlU3zOyzhGLDcTsDAaPExM0o51Duv3N3gg4QQkFcmYsj5Rm5C4l7Pe_Xl0wnNrCcWxociwbVeS_ZuYL1mwnRNkUPudj6UzolpzPDSbMg_G84urR-G6CbVFMQmRLhfvMYLQkeUliNXBQ2TqdcFnjgBM-kYfhqvsu4k1FImkTSKYLoNfJnqgMBei6f5KyRCICefh91cq_CI9LXzV-Lnj_1_TBRa67vNPn7ZCm14Pvb2LS_AhCJEuNwxqo5b4vmbQcW0uwXsRTnwkQ8r2CkHrxwm4JtkBIS-uYfiM-coy7qNRR2vxsQzil91U6jL0mcuTnaniXrmLzNWJKsWnDp251fkv5o
http://www.dnevnik.bg/bulgaria/2017/06/23/2994838_rumen_radev_poiska_gazovata_vruzka_s_gurciia_da_e/
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until the end of 2019, and new crossing points to be opened along Bulgaria’s 

southern border. 

Radev had a similar message in Bucharest. The president reminded his hosts that 

Romania has to build a compressor station, which would allow it to export 

natural gas to Bulgaria. In this moment the Rousse – Giurgiu gas pipeline is one-

directional and can only export natural gas to the north of the Danube. The 

general also announced that the opening of new border crossing points, new 

ferryboat connections and new bridges has been discussed. Similar topics were 

discussed during Bulgaria’s foreign minister Ekaterina Zaharieva visit in 

Bucharest in the beginning of June. However, there are no concrete accords for 

the creation of new connections, such as the second Rousse – Giurgiu bridge. 

During the Bulgarian head of state’s visits to Greece and Romania there were no 

concrete agreements, but the visits played their diplomatic role, as they allowed 

for a new politician such as Radev to get to know his colleagues from abroad 

and to learn firsthand which are the difficult topics and what are the possibilities 

for a breakthrough in the bilateral relations. 

The Romanian-Bulgarian meetings traditionally confirm the constructive spirit 

and the ascending direction of the bilateral relations. A contention point is 

Romania’s desire for the communities in Bulgaria which use language related to 

Romanian to have an easier access to education, conducted in Romanian. After 

Iohannis underlined this desire at the press conference, Radev diplomatically 

answered that all citizens are equal before the law in Bulgaria and that the 

Bulgarian state makes everything possible to protect anybody’s rights. 

In other directions the dialogue between the two heads of state was much more 

productive. During his presidential campaign Radev declared he supports the 

Romanian fight against corruption. So, on the election day he was recognized 

and voted for by voters with right convictions as well. On 28 June in Bucharest 

the president confirmed his opinion that the Romanian fight against corruption 

“has proven its efficacy”. 

In Bulgaria Romanian successes in this direction are often used as a flag for 

calls for personal changes in the judicial system. The characteristic traits and the 

organization of this system in the case of the northern neighbour are however 

rarely discussed. Most likely, they are understood by very few people. In this 

case Radev has congratulated the anticorruption activity on the other side of the 

Danube, as he pointed out the successes in high-level politicians’ condemnation 

and in the confiscation of property through decisions of the court. However, he 

added that there are peculiarities in any country. E.g. the Romanian judicial 

system is different from the Bulgarian one and that is why “we can’t copy it”. 

The principles of the Romanian fight against corruption however can however 

https://www.president.bg/news3826/balgariya-i-rumaniya-shte-rabotyat-za-razvitieto-na-energiynata-i-transportna-infrastruktura-koyato-svarzva-dvete-darzhavi.html&lang=en
https://www.president.bg/news3826/balgariya-i-rumaniya-shte-rabotyat-za-razvitieto-na-energiynata-i-transportna-infrastruktura-koyato-svarzva-dvete-darzhavi.html&lang=en
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be used, and in the words of Radev he’s got “the support of Iohannis” and the 

two heads of state are going to exchange experience in this direction in the 

future. 

There is an established tradition, dating back to the Ceaușescu’s times that in the 

minds of Romanians, Bulgaria is strongly connected to Russia. When Radev 

was elected as Bulgarian president on the same date with its Moldavian 

counterpart Igor Dodon, the Romanian media was flooded with maps that 

showed our northern neighbor surrounded by countries in red – symbol of the 

Russian influence. Asked by a journalist from Antena 3 TV (media usually close 

to the social democrats) how does he see Russia, Radev responded that he fights 

for diversification of natural gas’ routes and sources, so that Bulgarians could 

have more freedom in their decision-making processes and lower prices. At the 

same time the head of state quoted a thought of NATO’s secretary general Jens 

Stoltenberg according to which “the lines of communication with Russia should 

be opened”, so that “tensions are reduced” and “the eventual risks lowered”.  In 

his turn, Iohannis assured several times in the last year since the missile shield at 

Deveselu was activated in 2016 that the installation has only a protective 

purpose, and that NATO is a defense alliance, which has no intention to attack 

Russia. 

Both in Greece and in Romania Radev met representatives of the Bulgarian 

community. In Romania he expressed the eagerness of the state to help the 

Bulgarians in Bucharest to have once again a church, after the church “St. Ilia” 

was taken away from them in 2009. Romanian Bulgarians have asked for state 

help, so that the offices of the brothers Hristo and Evlogi Georgievi – currently 

in a dire condition and in control of the Romanian state, to become a museum of 

the Bulgarian Revival in Bucharest and of the friendly Bulgarian-Romanian ties. 

Both Balkan visits of the Bulgarian president resemble one another at least in 

one more way. They are a sign for a greater regional activity of Bulgaria 

together with the respective partner – Greece or Romania. During Radev’s visit 

in Greece a part of the discussions was connected with the future of the Western 

Balkans, including Macedonia. In their turn, Romania and Bulgaria are two key 

member states of the EU in the Black Sea region. While the prime minister 

Boyko Borisov launched the idea of Bulgaria’s Eurozone accession, after 

“different speeds” started emerging officially in Europe, it looks like Radev 

chooses an alternative answer to the European changes, with Bulgaria giving 

added value to the EU in the two regions where it “has weight”. 

The personality of the politician Rumen Radev could be interesting for the 

journalists, but not in connection with his strong irony and colourful 

expressions. Five months past his inauguration, he continues to remain both an 

Euroatlanticist, and a supporter of the “open door” to Russia. He supports the 

https://www.president.bg/news3827/rumen-radev-ukrepvaneto-na-vrazkite-na-sanarodnitsite-ni-v-chuzhbina-s-balgariya-e-prioritet-na-prezidentskata-institutsiya.html&lang=en
https://www.president.bg/news3827/rumen-radev-ukrepvaneto-na-vrazkite-na-sanarodnitsite-ni-v-chuzhbina-s-balgariya-e-prioritet-na-prezidentskata-institutsiya.html&lang=en
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Romanian fight against corruption, he is ready to get to know its peculiarities, 

but at the same time he doesn’t want to blindly follow the already existing 

foreign experience. In the times of his election campaign he might have sounded 

like a supporter of walls against migrants, but today he lobbies for bridges, 

border crossing points and ferryboat connections with Bulgaria’s  European 

neighbours. 

There is something more, which has remained unnoticed by many of the media 

that have reported Radev’s visits. The Bulgarian economy and business are more 

and more connected with Greece and Romania. The trade turnover of 7 billion 

euro among these countries in 2016 suggests the existence of a lot of news about 

the ever-closer Romanian-Bulgarian and Greek-Bulgarian communication, news 

that remain to be written.  
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Romania and Bulgaria – a friendship with 

contradictions inside the EU 

 

The Romanian journalist from the PS News website Dan Nicu comments 

the idea regarding a more intensive Romanian-Bulgarian cooperation in the 

Black Sea region 

Dan Nicu 

This article was published on 18 July 2017 on the Romanian website PS News. 

The author – Dan Nicu, analyses the contradictions of the Romanian-Bulgarian 

foreign policy relations and comments on the idea of creating of a European 

macroregion in the Black Sea. In his analysis, he uses articles and informations 
previously published by The Bridge of Friendship Blog.  

Dan Nicu has a BA in Political Sciences and a MA in Political Theory and 

Analysis from the National School for Political and Administrative Studies in 

 
Bulgaria and Romania (photo: Public Domain) 

http://psnews.ro/romania-si-bulgaria-prietenie-cu-nabadai-in-ue-exclusiv-181981/
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Bucharest (year of graduation: 2012). Currently, he is a journalist for the news 

portal PS News. Dan Nicu reads and understands Bulgarian.  

Starting from April2017, a new foreign policy idea which includes Romania 

started to take shape in Bulgaria. It is the initiative for the creation of a European 

macroregion for the Black Sea, which according to the vision of foreign policy 

experts from Sofia is to include Bulgaria and Romania.  

I will approach this topic putting it in the context of the actions of the official 

institution in Bucharest, but also discussing opinions which I have found in the 

Romanian foreign policy community with reference to the Black Sea. I will start 

with Bucharest’s vision and continue with Sofia’s one, and after that I will 

evaluate the success chances of the Bulgarian project in the context of the 

Romanian-Bulgarian bilateral relations’ evolution. 

After president Iohannis’ visit to Washington on 9 June 2017 and the historic 

meeting with his American counterpart Donald Trump, there are voices in the 

Romanian foreign policy community that have interpreted the Romanian 

diplomatic success as a moment that could mark the distancing of Romania from 

its perceived inferior status in the EU, a status which is shared with Bulgaria, 

without implying that Bulgaria and Romania can’t cooperate in the future in 

bilateral projects and with other EU member states, even more that such 

cooperation is already taking place.  

Petrișor Peiu, an economist and expert of the University Foundation for the 

Black Sea (FUMN) confirms in a comment on the site of the Foundation, 

published on 14 June 2017: 

”The historic meeting between Klaus Iohannis and Donald Trump at the White 

House means for us the end of the „Romania and Bulgaria” period... In fact, 

Donald Trump returned Romania to the first tier group of states, in other words 

the group of the close friends of the USA, of the global partners of 

Washington... Romania has the option either to choose to enlarge the Visegrad 

group (from the actual V4 formula to the new V6 formula, including Romania 

and Bulgaria) or to ignore the ”Warsaw and Budapest rebels` plans” and to get 

closer to Berlin and Paris… But what we have to work upon most is to reduce 

the discrepancies between us and Central Europe, called also the Viserad Group. 

Politically, America perceives us in a group with Poland (the other champion of 

Atlantism) and, maybe symbolically, Donald Trump will go on 6-8 July to 

Wroclaw to a V4 reunion in order to consolidate the Central and East European 

world: the so-called format “The Trimarium Initiative” (Baltic, Adriatic and 

Black Sea). In fact, it is the relaunch of the Intermarium project, which has 

existed before the World War Two and was an obsession for Central and Eastern 

Europe’s federalization against Berlin and Moscow.  

http://fumn.eu/9-iunie-2017-nu-este-sfarsitul-istoriei/
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PS News presents now two opinions from the Bulgarian foreign policy 

community: 

The first view on the topic of Romanian-Bulgarian relations, which we 

present, belongs to Lyubomir Kyuchukov – director of the Institute for 

Economy and International Relations in Sofia: 

At the FUMN site, Kyuchukov is presented with the following biography: 

Lyubomir Kyuchukov is a Bulgarian diplomat and foreign policy expert. He has 

graduated from the Moscow State Institute of International Relations and has 

specialized in the Georgetown University in Washington. He has started his 

diplomatic career as an attaché in the Bulgarian embassy in Bucharest. He has 

been deputy minister of foreign affairs, a member of the Council for European 

and Euroatlantic Integration at the Bulgarian presidency institution, a member 

of the Council for Eurointegration at the Council of Ministers of Bulgaria. In the 

2009-2012 period he was the Bulgarian ambassador to London. At this moment 

he is director of the Institute for Economy and International Relations. He 

speaks English, Russian, Romanian, French and can satisfactory make use of 
Italian.  

This is what Lyubomir Kyuchukov says in an interview, published on FUMN’s 

site on 13 April 2017 with the permission of the interviewer (the Bulgarian 

journalist Vladimir Mitev, who is the owner of the “Bridge of Friendship  blog. 

A blog about the Romania-Bulgaria duo): 

“Two years ago together with the former foreign minister Solomon Pasy we 

launched the idea for the creation of a B-5 Group (or “Balkan Visegrad”) with 

the participation of Bulgaria, Romania, Greece, Croatia and Slovenia (in case it 

is interested). The example of the Group of Four from Central Europe is 

sufficiently convincing regarding the role and the advantages of a similar 

collaboration… Following the power of a not quite understandable logic in the 

times of both countries’ candidacy and in the first years of their EU membership 

Bulgaria and Romania seemed to have been competing more than collaborating. 

There is an explanation behind this phenomenon, but it could hardly serve as a 

vindication – both countries were under pressure to finish the necessary reforms, 

compelled by the Mechanism for Cooperation and Verification, by serious 

internal problems. There is hardly a more natural cooperation in the frame of the 

EU than the one between Romania and Bulgaria – both through the angle of 

common problems, which they try to solve (the abolishment of the MCV, the 

accession in Schengen, possibly in the Eurozone, the security in the region of 

the Black Sea and Balkan regions, and so on) and with regard to the 

coordination and the protection of joint ideas and initiatives in the frame of the 

EU. It is of major importance for both countries to try to change two things. The 

http://fumn.eu/lyubomir-kyuchukov-europa-trebuie-sa-aiba-strategie-pentru-regiunea-marii-negre-singura-mare-europeana-momentan-fara-stapan-audio/
http://fumn.eu/lyubomir-kyuchukov-europa-trebuie-sa-aiba-strategie-pentru-regiunea-marii-negre-singura-mare-europeana-momentan-fara-stapan-audio/
https://movafaq.wordpress.com/2017/04/20/bechev-bulgaria-eu-interview-en/
http://eiri.bg/vevishegradve-na-balkanite/
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first is their perception by other member countries as problematic EU members. 

The second is the image of our region as a European periphery, which generates 

more problems that the added value it brings to the whole EU. The creation of 

infrastructure for practical bilateral and multilateral connections in the region 

and of a network of forms for discussion and cooperation, in spite of the many 

problems and conflicts here, is an obligatory premise for this outcome. 

Another diplomat, member of the European parliament and expert on 

international relations from Bulgaria – Georgi Pirinski, formulates much clearer 

the perspectives of Bulgaria in its relation with Romania inside the EU.  

The Bridge of Friendship Blog presents the following biographical note about 

Pirinski: 

Georgi Pirinski is born on 10th September 1948 in New York. He was the 

Bulgarian deputy minister of foreign trade between 1980 and 1989. He was a 

member of the Bulgarian parliament in the period 1990-2013. He was the 

foreign minister of Bulgaria (1995-1996) and president of the National 

Assembly (2005-2009). He became a member of the European parliament in 
2014.  

Pirinski speaks about his initiative, which was presented in April in Sofia about 

the creation of an European macroregion Romania-Bulgaria in the interview, 

which was published by the Bulgarian journalist Vladimir Mitev on 3 May 

2017: 

“Mr. Pirinski, at a round table in Sofia in the beginning of April 2017 you 

presented the idea for the creation of a Black Sea Euroregion, which could 

become a part of the political initiatives of the Bulgarian presidency of the 

EU in the first half of 2018. What is the essence of your idea? What are the 

results that you expect to be obtained by the Black Sea countries and by the 

EU following its accomplishment?  

The essence of the idea which was discussed at the conference on 3 April 2017 

in Sofia was that an attempt could be made for Bulgaria and Romania as Black 

Sea member states belonging to the EU to initiate the development of the so-

called Macroregional strategy for the Black Sea region. In conformity with the 

common definition, a macroregional strategy is an integrated framework which 

is approved by the European Council and aims at the overcoming the challenges 

from a certain geographical region. These challenges affect member states and 

third-party countries involved in them. Together they all collaborate stronger so 

that they could achieve economic, social and territorial cohesion. 

https://movafaq.wordpress.com/2017/05/03/pirinski-interview-en/
https://movafaq.wordpress.com/2017/05/03/pirinski-interview-en/
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As it is known, the first strategy of this kind was proposed ten years ago by the 

Baltic states of the EU which led to the creation of the EU macroregion for the 

Black Sea in 2009. Three more macroregions of this kind were created in the 

following years – the Danubean, the Alpean and the Adriatico-Ionian. The 

forces that initiated the creation of those regions were the corresponding 

member states of the EU, while third party countries of those particular regions 

became participants. 

It is believed that such an integrated framework offers two basic advantages. 

The first is the successful dealing with problems which the countries cannot 

resolve separately. The second is the outlining of a common vision for the future 

of the region. The idea is to achieve the best possible results by way of 

coordination of the policies and the resources which the EU gives to a certain 

region, without asking for new expenditures, institutions or norms.” 

Romania and Bulgaria, “brothers in arms” in EU? 

Bulgaria will be the rotational president of the EU in the first six months of 2018 

and it will be followed by Romania in the period 1 January – 1 July 2019. In the 

second half of 2018, the EU presidency will be supplied by Austria, which is a 

reverain state with reference to Danube has geopolitical interests in The Black 

Sea region.  

In this context it needs to be reminded that except Croatia, Romania and 

Bulgaria are the newest member states of the European Union. They have joined 

the EU on 1 January 2007, before Croatia, which is the last state to become parts 

of the club on 1 July 2013.   

Romania and Bulgaria have signed a common accession treaty to the EU on 25 

April 2005, according to Wikipedia. The agreement between these two states 

and the EU meant that they were to join on 1 January 2007. After that, the EU 

official documents recognize two groups of countries – those which have joined 

in 2004 (A-10) and Romania and Bulgaria (the EU enlargement of 2007).  

At the central level of the EU, there is also a certain expectation that Romania 

and Bulgaria should coordinate their projects and regional initiatives in the EU.  

Notwithstanding, Romania, which has a higher living standard in comparison to 

Bulgaria (in 2017 Romanian minimal salary is 322 euro in comparison to 235 

euro in Bulgaria, according to Eurostat, quoted by Mediafax), has undertaken 

diplomatic efforts to overcome this status. It hasn’t managed to do it so far, if we 

take into consideration that it will not enter in the Eurozone in 2019 as it was 

initially planned and still hasn’t managed to enter the Schengen space, even 

https://ro.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tratatul_de_aderare_2005
https://ro.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tratatul_de_aderare_2005
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though it is obliged under the EU rules to do it in the forseeable future, just as 

Bulgaria.   

President Iohannis’ visit to Washington in June 2017 and his following meeting 

with the American president Donald Trump on 9 June could be interpreted as 

the first signal that Romania is becoming more prominent in its strategic 

relationship with the USA and NATO and that Bucharest starts to be decoupled 

from Sofia.  

As far as the EU is concerned, Bruxelles makes constant efforts to sustain the 

cohesion of its 28 member states. There are initiatives for regionalization, such 

as “Two-track Europe”. This initiative envisions that states from the old nucleus 

of the EU – the 15 members that joined the European project before 2004 and 

those that became members of the Eurozone are to save their cooperation 

format, while the rest are to save their national currency. The two-track 

approach will induce different levels of integration between them. Central and 

Eastern Europe is to safeguard its actual international norms of cooperation 

inside the EU. There will not be two EUs, but a permanent differentiation 

between Western Europe, on one side, and Central and Eastern Europe, on the 

other side.  

Romania and Bulgaria will remain close partners in the EU, but there are 

old problems, which are not resolved 

The first official meeting between Romania’s president Klaus Iohannis and his 

Bulgarian counterpart Rumen Radev took place inside the Cotroceni Palace on 

28th June 2017. The two heads of state commented in their speeches the 

partnership between Romania and Bulgaria in the EU and NATO, the bilateral 

relations in the fields of energy and security, but also their collaboration in the 

first semester of the next year, when Bulgaria will become president of the EU. 

According to the presidential speeches, the accession to the Schengen space 

remains the main foreign policy objective of Bucharest and Sofia. 

The Bulgarian president spoke about what Sofia considers “the Romanian model 

of fighting against corruption”, which he has positively evaluated, expressing his 

desire that Bulgaria will conduct experience exchanges with Romania regarding 

the fight against corruption.  

However, the Bulgarian authorities are still reluctnt to the use of Romanian 

languages in the schools of the regions close to Danube, where ethnic 

Romanians live – avoiding the issue. The Bulgarian president declared that “In 

Bulgaria all the citizens have equal rights, regardless of ethnos, religion or 

mother tongue, and the Bulgarian state makes everything possible to protect the 

rights of its citizens”. Radev has expressed this official presidential position in 

https://movafaq.wordpress.com/2017/07/06/press-conference-radev-iohannis-bucharest-ro/
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Sofia in an answer to Iohannis’s call that Bulgaria should provide access to 

education in Romanian language to the ethno-cultural Romanian-speaking 

community of Bulgaria, which is known both under its contemporary ethnic 

name (Romanians) and under its archaic name “Vlahs”.   

According to the official data from the last census conducted in Bulgaria (2011), 

in the neighbouring state there are 4464 ethnic Romanians. 866 of them are 

declared Romanians and 3598 – Vlahs 

The authorities of both states will have difficulties in realizing a program for 

bilateral cooperation, which is to answer the desires, expressed by officials and 

experts, when there are still unresolved issues in the bilateral agenda. But even 

the way they are now, the Romanian-Bulgarian relations are presently at their 

with reference to the last decade.  

http://censusresults.nsi.bg/Census/Reports/2/2/R9.aspx
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Maria Grapini: Romania and Bulgaria 

must increase their economic, cultural and 

educational exchanges so that they could 

use the possibilities in EU 

Maria Grapini during the Romanian-Bulgarian forum in Rousse, Bulgaria on 20 October 2017 

(photo: Maria Grapini, EP)  

The Black Sea macroregion is an initiative which will encourage the 

economic development of Romania and Bulgaria and means cooperation 

with all the states in the Black Sea zone to the extent that they respect the 

signed contracts with the EU 

Maria Grapini is a member of the European parliament from the Group of the 

Progressive Alliance of Socialists and Democrats in the European Parliament. 

She is the co-president of the Intergroup for small and medium enterprise. 

Among other activities, she is a part of the Delegation at the Parliamentary 

Assembly Euronest and is a part of the Delegation to the Parliamentary 

Committee for Association EU – Moldova. Before entering in politics, Maria 
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Grapini was active as expert and manager in the textile industry in Romania. 

Between 2012 and 2014 she was a delegated minister for small and medium 
enterprise, business environment and tourism.  

The blog “The Bridge of Friendship” presented the idea for the creation of a 

Black Sea macroregion of the EU through interviews with the member of the 

European parliament Georgi Pirinski and the foreign policy expert and former 

deputy minister of foreign affairs Lyubomir Kyuchukov in the spring of 2017. On 

9 October 2017 the deputy minister of transport, informational technologies and 

comunications Velik Zanchev declared in the Permanent Representation of 

Bulgaria to the EU that one of the priorities in the project for programme for 

the Bulgarian presidency of the EU is ”an integrated macro-regional approach 

to the Black Sea region”. This means that Sofia will try to imporve the transport, 

communicational and infrastructural connectivity in the region.  

This interview was published on 26 October 2017 at the site “Baricada”. 

Mrs. Grapini, at the Romanian-Bulgarian cross-border forum „10 years in 

EU: Future Perspectives”, which took place on 20 October 2017 in Rousse, 

Bulgaria, you expressed your support for the creation of a European Black 

Sea macroregion. How the creation of this euroregion will be useful for 

Romania, Bulgaria, the Black Sea region and EU?  

The Black Sea macroregion will encourage the economic development of 

Romania and Bulgaria, will lead to a better connectivity with Western Europe 

and will improve the infrastructure of both countries. 

The realisation of the idea for a European macroregion of the Black Sea 

would mean a decrease of confrontation between Western countries, among 

which are Romania and Bulgaria, and the strong regional actors, such as 

Russia and Turkey. To what extent Romania sees its national interest in 

greater collaboration within the Black Sea region, instead of opting for 

isolation of Russia or Turkey? 

The creation of a Black Sea macroregion, similiar to what already happened in 

the Baltic Sea zone, doesn’t mean confrontation, but cooperation with all the 

states in the Black Sea region, including Turkey and Russia to the extent in 

which both states respect the signed contracts with the EU. 

Even if steps towards the creation of a Black Sea macroregion would be 

made on European level, how should Russia’s and Turkey’s trust be gained 

and what role could Bucharest and Sofia play in this process? 

https://movafaq.wordpress.com/2017/05/03/pirinski-interview-en/
https://movafaq.wordpress.com/2017/05/03/pirinski-interview-en/
https://movafaq.wordpress.com/2017/04/13/kyuchukov-interview-black-sea-en/
https://movafaq.wordpress.com/2017/04/13/kyuchukov-interview-black-sea-en/
https://www.mtitc.government.bg/en/public-relations-and-protocol/novini/deputy-minister-velik-zanchev-connectivity-and-sustainable-development-black-sea-region
https://www.mtitc.government.bg/en/public-relations-and-protocol/novini/deputy-minister-velik-zanchev-connectivity-and-sustainable-development-black-sea-region
http://baricada.org/2017/10/26/maria-grapini-romania-bulgaria-interview-en/
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Russia’s and Turkey’s trust must be based on the recognition of neighbouring 

states’ independence and sovereignty, on the respect towards the EU treaty and 

towards the negoatiated agreements. The economic development in the Black 

Sea zone can play an important role in the economic development of Romania 

and Bulgaria. Both countries can contribute greatly to the development of EU’s 

relations with Turkey and Russia.   

How does the current state of the duo Romania-Bulgaria looks 10 years 

after both countries accession to the EU, when it is looked upon from 

Bruxelles? Which are the successes in our two people’s bilateral relation in 

the last decade? Aren’t we still away from the realisation that we could 

create economic dynamic and modern thinking in our societies through 

cooperation in economy, infrastructure and culture? 

As I sad at the conference in Rousse, I think that our countries haven’t used 

sufficiently the possibilities in the last 10 years. Together, we could develop 

additionally the economic relations and we might propose common projects to 

the European Commission. We are now on the good road. Our two governments 

have meetings. We work on common infrastructural projects and on the 

Danubean Strategy. 

We have to increase also the cultural and educational exchanges so that we 

could change the mentality of some citizens in our countries, so that people 

could understand correctly democracy and the need to be implicated in order to 

bring about change.  
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 Conclusions 

The digital book „The Difficult Cooperation: Romania and Bulgaria’s Foreign 

Policy Exchanges and Infrastructural Projects after a decade in the EU” is to 

remain open-ended, as, hopefully, there will be further initiatives (and 

corresponding fractures) in the bilateral and regional relations. As of the 

autumn of 2017 there have been declarations that both governments are set to 

conduct regular joint sessions – a sign of mutuality, which needs to be 

strengthened by results.  

Romania and Bulgaria have been together in the EU for a decade, which could 

be interpreted as a relatively large time of life without firm borders. However, 

the simple placing of the two nations together in a common space can’t 

contribute much to their closeness and to the realization of common projects if it 

is not coupled by the pertained change of mind and heart, which are to create 

sincere reciprocal interest. It looks like at least for some Romanians and 

Bulgarians the falling of borders has brought about a hardening of the 

stereotypes about one another. It is always tempting to know the other only as 

much as he/she confirms what you already know about him/her and more 

importantly about yourself.  

But those who are able to give birth to the future are not the ones who become 

mysanthropists as a result of knowing the world and who live in a sterile and 

static world, fearing change. It is the new space and the new truth that could 

vitalize both nations, which are confronted with all the problems of modern 

world in terms of labour precariousness, deficits of health and pension systems, 

and other types of insecurity. The process of knowing, communicating and 

acting together with the other is in fact only the beginning of one’s entry into the 

modern world. 

I hope that this digital book would serve as a snapshot of a moment in time in 

the relations between two nations that deserve to live better, both together and 

separately. I would like to thank the authors and media, which have earlier 

allowed the republication of their articles on my blog, and which are now 

included in the book: Sorin Ionița, Dan Nicu and PS News, Andrei Luca 

Popescu, Clarice Dinu and  Gândul, Bilten, A-specto and Baricada. I hope that 

they and many others will find it meaningful to write even more on Romanian-

Bulgarian issues and I hope that time after time my blog will be a place of 

reference, when somebody wants to read and reflect on our two countries! 


