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Executive Summary

EU accession constitutes one of the key factors in
positively transforming the relations between the EU
and the Eastern candidate states, Ukraine and Moldo-
va. Over the past year, the EU has broadly approved
the policies pursued by Kyiv and Chisindu. Despite
corruption incidents (in the energy sector,” weapons
smuggling,? etc.) recorded in the two countries in
2025, EU officials showed strategic restraint in their
assessment of the domestic situation in Ukraine and
Moldova. The EU’s caution stems from security con-
cerns on the ground: the Russian military offensive in
Donbas and via destructive airstrikes nationwide in
Ukraine, as well as Russia’s hybrid interference in the
presidential and parliamentary elections in Moldova
in 2024 and 2025, respectively. Instead, the EU's polit-
ical attention was consumed by the goal of finalising
screening procedures with the two candidate states
and bringing them closer to opening accession talks,
despite the Hungarian veto having obstructed inter-

nal EU consensus. The containment of geopolitical
risks is more important in the EU’s rationale for en-
largement towards the east than an orthodox ap-
proach to reforms on the ground.

The good progress on all 35 accession enlargement
chapters made a meaningful contribution to the dis-
cussion of Ukraine’'s and Moldova's ability to com-
mit and deliver. There are, however, aspects of the
enlargement process that concern minority rights
(social cohesion), the fight against corruption (institu-
tional integrity), and economic governance (compet-
itiveness) that will impact the two candidate states’
membership prospects. If fixed, these aspects can in-
crease the attractiveness of these candidate states to
the EU. Unavoidably, in addition to qualitative internal
reforms, moving forward with EU accession also re-
quires geopolitical harmony within the EU and clarity
on the territorial integrity of Ukraine and Moldova.



The present policy paper explores three aspects
deemed essential for advancing towards EU mem-
bership: blind spots in domestic reforms, the intra-EU
“veto” implications, and sensitivities regarding terri-
torial integrity.

Firstly, light is shed on developments in minority
rights, anti-corruption policies, and economic gov-
ernance that enable the state to mobilise society and
the economy more easily towards the goal of EU ac-
cession. Secondly, the implications of the “veto” by
EU Member States are assessed to look beyond the
technical criteria, which usually refer to a mechanical
evaluation of the transposition of legislation. Lastly,
the policy paper examines the absence of territori-
al integrity in Ukraine and Moldova, drawing on the
precedent set by Cyprus.

The policy paper concludes with several recommen-
dations aimed at supporting EU accession efforts
by removing the irritants to national unity, enhancing
the stability of state institutions, and optimising eco-
nomic resources. It proposes practical strategies to
handle the “veto” and territorial concerns, helping to
prevent future political barriers — within EU Member
States - to Ukraine’'s and Moldova’s EU accession.



Ukraine'’s reforms:
internal and external

pressures

A. National
minority rights

Along with a market economy capable of withstand-
ing competition pressure and the capacity to assume
member state obligations, the EU accession’s Copen-
hagen criteria require the protection of human rights,
particularly those of minorities.? It is worth remember-
ing that Russia invoked the alleged restrictions on the
linguistic rights of the Russian-speaking population,
among others, to justify its aggression in 2014 and
2022. Ukraine’s last census, conducted in 2001, indi-
cated that the Russian minority is the largest, account-
ing for 17.3% of the total population.* However, more
recent studies by the Council of Europe, involving the
population living in Ukraine, show that 94% identify as
ethnic Ukrainians, compared with 2% as Russians (1%
as Romanians, 1% as Hungarians, 1% as Moldovans,
etc.).® Compared with the 2001 census, the share
of self-identified Russians fell from 17% to only 1%,
reflecting the erosion of a sense of belonging to the
Russian minority due to Russia-caused war atrocities,
further awakening of Ukrainian identity, and war-re-
lated population displacement. The situation of the
Russian minority was subject to legal scrutiny by the
2023 Venice Commission in the light of the adoption
of the 2022 Law on National Minorities.® Apart from
reiterating that the constitutional prescription to pro-
tect the Russian language (Article 10), along with that
of other national minorities, should not be deprived,’
the Venice Commission warned against depriving mi-
nority languages (including Russian) while promoting
the Ukrainian language.® It was acknowledged that
during wartime, Kyiv may make temporary exceptions
to the privileged status of the Russian language, moti-
vated by the urgency of national security. While other
national minorities have a working dialogue with the
central authorities,® the ongoing Russian aggression

complicates the situation of the Russian minority.
In addition to banning war propaganda,’® the new
Ukrainian legislation on “National Minorities” of De-
cember 2022 prohibits promoting Russia in a positive
light (Article 5)."

During the opening of the EU-Ukraine Inter-Govern-
mental Conference (IGC - representing the accession
conference with the candidate states), in June 2024,
the EU underscored Ukraine’s commitment to con-
duct policy changes within the Action Plan to protect
national minorities.'? The respective Action Plan was
adopted in May 2025. Its development was inclusive,
involving the key civil society representatives, such as
the Council of Public Associations of National Minor-
ities.”® This measure was recommended by the 2024
Enlargement Report,™ and its fulfilment was consid-
ered progress under the “Fundamentals” cluster.’
Apart from the national mechanism to protect minori-
ty rights (including monitoring), Ukraine is also expect-
ed to implement bilateral agreements on minorities
with EU Member States,'® especially with those that
consider Ukrainian policies in this field insufficient.

Currently, the issue of minority rights protection is a
flashpoint in relations between Ukraine and Hungary,
and it sparks adverse reactions among the far-right
opposition forces in Romania. Among the political-
ly delicate files is the closure of schools teaching in
Hungarian, following the 2017-2019 education and
language legislation.”” In 2025, Hungarian officials
openly linked the situation of the Hungarian minority
in Transcarpathia to Ukraine’s prospects for EU ac-
cession.” Kyiv confirmed that the Hungarian side’s
requests on the minority issue were incorporated in
the above-mentioned Action Plan on minorities and
suggested that this matter could be at the core of a
future formalised strategic dialogue.” The dialogue
on minorities was, however, compromised in May
2025 by the fallout from the Ukrainian Security Ser-



vice (SBU) uncovering a spying network, allegedly co-
ordinated by the Hungarian military intelligence in the
Transcarpathian region of Ukraine.?°

Although more discreetly, the Romanian side also
articulated a number of objections to Ukraine’s na-
tional minority policies. Two years after the 2022 es-
tablishment of legislation in this field, the Romanian
government sent an official letter to Kyiv, requesting
that it ensure the Romanian minority’s right to learn
in the mother tongue. The concerns raised by Roma-
nia imply an alleged reduction in the number of lyce-
ums teaching in Romanian in the Cernduti region.?
The Ukrainian Embassy in Bucharest reported that 63
educational units in the Cernauti region teach in Ro-
manian, either partially or fully, reiterating its official
commitment to guarantee the linguistic rights of all
minorities.?? To further accommodate dialogue with
Romania, avoiding the minority issue from becom-
ing a hurdle in the EU accession process, Ukraine's
Rada updated the European Charter for Regional or
Minority Languages (ratified in 2003), removing Mol-
dovan and Russian from the protected languages.?
Consequently, with the removal of Moldovan, Ro-
manian is now the only language taught in Ukraine,
unlike before when both Moldovan and Romanian
were taught in the Western regions Ukraine. This is
also consistent with Moldova’s inclusion of Romani-
an in Article 13 of its constitution in March 2023.24
Overall, the removal of the Moldovan language name
serves Romania’s long-standing objective of unifying
Ukrainian linguistic policies to promote Romanian
identity,® in opposition to the Soviet-inherited and
Russia-instrumentalised “Moldovan identity”. The
sovereignist Eurosceptic forces - the Alliance for the
Union of Romanians — have up to a 36% lead in vote
preferences ahead of the 2028 legislative elections.?¢
Consequently, Ukraine could also expect future com-
plications in the minority file from the Romanian side,
as it has with Hungary today.

To prevent bilateral relations from being inflamed in
a rapidly politicised environment, institutionalised
mechanisms (comprising the Council of Europe, civ-
il society, and state institutions) to monitor respect
for minority rights in Ukraine are imperative. This will
help ensure unbiased evidence-based evaluations of
Ukraine’s fulfilment of obligations under the “funda-
mentals” cluster. More verifiable data and periodic
measurements of public support for minority poli-
cies in regions predominantly populated by national
minorities will help counter political criticism and an-
ti-Ukrainian coalitions within the EU institutions from
nationalist forces in Europe, as well as disinformation
and other hybrid interference from the Russian side.

B. Anti-corruption policy

As one of the clusters of the accession negotiations
that opens first and closes last, the “Fundamentals”
cluster entails the fight against corruption, as part of
Chapter 23 on Judiciary and Fundamental Rights. In
March 2025, the EU Commission confirmed Ukraine’s
preparedness for opening this cluster.?’” Following
that, the EU’'s enlargement package confirmed the
progress achieved in the fields covered by the “funda-
mentals” cluster, including the anti-corruption policy
framework. However, despite underlining the “suc-
cessful and timely” meeting of the criteria for open-
ing the “fundamentals”, the EU Council committed to
exercising vigilance regarding the political independ-
ence of Ukraine’s key anti-corruption institutions: the
National Anti-Corruption Bureau of Ukraine (NABU),
the Specialised Anti-Corruption Prosecutor’s Office
(SAPO), and the High Anti-Corruption Court.?®

The sense of alert invoked by the EU is not acci-
dental. Its concerns were prompted by civil society
protests in July 2025 against President Volodymyr
Zelenskyy’s legal steps that would expose anti-cor-
ruption agencies’ activities to political interference.?
Earlier signs of political influence were the criminal
procedures by the law enforcement bodies — the Se-
curity Service of Ukraine (SBU) and the Prosecutor
General's Office — against NABU staff, which led to
a crisis in late July 2025.3° At least 15 employees of
NABU faced allegations of offences related to traffic
accidents and collaboration with Russia’s proxies.®
To proceed further with the alleged cleansing of Rus-
sian collaborators, as asserted by the Ukrainian intel-
ligence,*? the National Security and Defence Council
(NSDC), under Zelenskyy, proposed a bill modifying
the Criminal Code (bill Nr 12414) to put the NABU
and SAPO under the political control of the Prose-
cutor’s Office. This decision was deemed as putting
their independence from the Presidential Office at
risk. Consequently, these anti-corruption agencies
would have undermined their political autonomy in
conducting investigations into high-level corruption.
The amendments were approved by Zelenskyy's par-
ty majority in the Parliament and hastily signed into
law by Zelenskyy on 24 July.®® The concerted ac-
tions against NABU and SABO, involving Zelenskyy,
sparked protests in Kyiv, Lviv, Odesa, and Dnipro, initi-
ated by civil society.®* However, it was not until the EU
reminded Kyiv that the independence of NABU and
SAPO is indispensable for the EU accession that the
Ukrainian central authorities reversed the actions. 3%
Furthermore, the external pressure came from the US
and G7, which play a critical role in Ukraine’s defence
against Russian aggression.®® To address the con-
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cerns of the EU and protesting civil society, Zelenskyy
approved legal changes guaranteeing the independ-
ence of the anti-corruption agencies.*’

The protection of NABU and SAPO from political
interference in July 2025 demonstrated the effec-
tiveness of anti-corruption efforts in Ukraine within
a couple of months. In November, the two institu-
tions unveiled a high-level corruption case involving
the mismanagement of public enterprises through
arranged contracts in the energy sector (JSC “Ener-
goatom”).®® The scheme was valued at 100 million
US dollars and reportedly involved Tymur Mindich, a
close ally of Zelenskyy, Deputy Prime Minister Oleksii
Chernyshov, and Justice Minister Herman Halush-
chenko, among others. While denying his guilt, unlike
other accused persons, Mindich managed to flee to
Israel.®® In response to this event, Zelenskyy took
political steps to distance himself from Mindich, im-
posing sanctions ranging from freezing his assets to
banning him from any economic activity.*® The traces
of this corruption scandal led to Zelenskyy’s office
chief, Andriy Yermak, who was identified in 1,000
hours’ worth of audio tapes with Mindich, taken by
NABU for 15 months.*' After facing enormous public
pressure following the NABU searches at Yermak's
apartment (among other 70 sites searched by the
NABU detectives), Zelenskyy dismissed him by a de-
cree signed on 29 November 2025.42 The vacant post
was taken in early January 2026 by Kyrylo Budanoy,
the head of the Main Directorate of Intelligence of the
Ministry of Defense of Ukraine of the Ministry of De-
fence of Ukraine. The appointment of Budanov could
stem from public trust* and serves as reassurance to
Western partners that restoring integrity to Ukraine’s
top institutions is Zelenskyy’s political priority. Such
signals carry equal weight for the EU accession pro-
cess and the peace talks.

The EU’s preoccupation with this policy area stems
from the language it used in the last Enlargement Re-
port for 2025. Without providing details, the EU ac-
knowledged that some 2024 recommendations were
partially implemented. It is, however, also underlined
that work in this field is not over. The EU Commission
pointed out that Ukraine must preserve the independ-
ence of NABU and SAPO and expand it to all catego-
ries of decision-makers, without prior approval from
the Prosecutor's Office.** The work of the anti-cor-
ruption agencies, as revealed by the Mindich-relat-
ed corruption scandal, shows exposure to both at-
tempts at political interference and informal groups
associated with top politicians, revealing high risks
of the re-oligarchisation of Ukraine once the war is
over. The full functionality of NABU and SAPO, includ-

ing institutional appointments, accountability before
parliament, and independence from politically con-
trolled law enforcement agencies, plays a critical role
in horizontal and vertical, multi-dimensional reforms,
equally during war and peacetime. Without robust
anti-corruption institutions, Ukraine will struggle to
ensure a stable influx of the much-needed interna-
tional financial aid for post-war reconstruction and
economic recovery.

C. Economic governance

A dynamic and well-governed economy is essential for
identifying internal resources to keep the population
rooting for EU accession and for structural reforms
to keep rolling. The EU can help financially, but future
Member States also have to become competitive
economies on their own. There is no room for doubt
that the war circumstances reduce Ukraine’s ability
to perform at its pre-war level. Russian occupation of
about 20% of the territories, with port infrastructure,
mineral extraction sites, farmlands, etc., also caused
the fluctuation of the Ukrainian population, with 3.7
million people internally displaced and 4.38 million
refugees.** Additionally, the air strikes carried out by
Russia continued to inflict destruction on Ukraine's
critical infrastructure, especially in the energy field.
The estimates show that Russia launched 11,466
missiles between 2022 and 2024, of which about
83% were intercepted daily. In the first months of the
war, dozens of Russian missiles were used, and from
March 2025 onwards, the number rose to more than
100 missiles daily directed at Ukraine.*¢ To this are
added the aerial-guided bombs and the strike drones,
which are cheaper and more frequent, enabling them
to surpass the anti-missile defence system. Accord-
ing to some estimates, in only nine months of 2025,
Ukraine registered up to 37,000 Russian airstrikes.*’
The number of airstrikes intensified in the first two
weeks of January 2026, with about 130 guided bombs
and more than 200 drones per day, and a total of 60
cruise missiles and 32 ballistic missiles.*®

The estimated cost of the damages from February
2022 to the end of 2025 was 195 billion US dollars.*®
The social costs to the Ukrainian budget are also
measurable when analysing people with disabilities,
whose number rose to 117,000, or around 4% of the
total 2.8 million people with special needs, since Feb-
ruary 2022.5°

The ongoing war destructions restrain the perfor-
mance of the economy. Real GDP growth plunged to
0.9% in 2025, from 2.9% in 2024 and 5.5% in 2023



(in 2022, GDP declined by 32.2%). The account deficit
was also fuelled, rising from 5.3% of GDP in 2023 to
8.4% in 2024. Partly due to the destruction of power
generation capacities from Russian airstrikes, elec-
tricity prices rose, pushing inflation further up, from
3.3% in 2024 to 14.1% in July 2025.5" This created
some additional pressure on the population, as much
as on the entire economy.

Ukraine’s economy has benefited substantially from
the EU support throughout the war. From February
2022 to December 2025, the EU’'s aid amounted to
195 billion euros, of which 65% was in grants and in-
kind aid for budget expenses, military, and humani-
tarian assistance.®? Notably, the EU also pledged to
allocate 54 billion euros until 2027 under the Ukraine
Facility program for reconstruction and modernisa-
tion. This is accompanied by mixed loan aid from the
EU and the G7 for budget support, totalling 50 billion
euros. By April 2025, the EU used up to 4 billion euros
from frozen Russian assets to finance Ukraine’s cur-
rent needs. Despite failing to overcome the Belgian
objection to the direct use of Russian assets, valued
at 210 billion euros, to fund Ukraine, the EU turned
to international markets to borrow 90 billion euros
for military aid to Ukraine.5® Apart from financial aid,
Ukrainian exports would have faced a crisis without
the additional trade facilities and conditions for en-
tering the EU market offered from June 2022 to June
2025, followed by the upgraded Deep and Compre-
hensive Free Trade Area (DCFTA) in October 2025.5

The EU is focused on helping Ukraine protect its crit-
ical infrastructure from Russian airstrikes because
it is estimated that 97% of the time they hit the ci-
vilian infrastructure.5® The EU involves the European
Investment Bank (EIB) and its EU for Ukraine (EU4U)
Fund, established in 2023 to finance the urgent infra-
structure rebuilding and reconstruction projects, with
funds allocated by 16 EU Member States. Ukraine’s
economic recovery will be delayed as long as the risk
of Russian airstrikes destroying the rebuilt infrastruc-
ture persists. The EU military aid, worth 69.3 billion
euros, also included air-defence systems. To protect
its critical infrastructure, Ukraine acquired new air-de-
fence capabilities outside the EU, such as the US
Tempest® and British Raven systems,%” which target
UAVs and other low-flying aircraft. The comprehen-
sive integration of Ukraine into the Security Action
for Europe (SAFE) instrument, with an initial budget
of 150 billion euros, could be consequential for the
technological integration of Ukraine’s military industry
into European security systems, with effects on the
protection of the critical infrastructure. On top of that,
the SAFE mechanism enables Ukraine’s participation

in the joint procurement of weapons® and other fu-
ture projects, including in national plans submitted by
15 Member States.*® Access to these conditions can
help Ukraine spend less on anti-drone® or anti-missile
systems and protect more critical infrastructure, aid-
ing the ailing economy in recovering faster before the
war ends. SAFE can also improve Ukraine’s transport
connectivity and operability with Europe by prioritis-
ing multi-modal corridors that the EU aims to make
available for short-notice and large-scale military mo-
bility. To build a “Military Schengen”, the EU pledges
to spend up to 18 billion euros by 2028 to upgrade the
capacity of the trans-European transport networks.*"
Enhanced transport connectivity through the EU’s in-
vestment in the “Eastern Corridor”, including Poland,
Romania, and Moldova, can also be used for Ukraine’s
commercial purposes as Ukraine prepares to inte-
grate further into the EU’s internal market.

Access to EU financial aid, on the one hand, as well
as the recovery of critical infrastructure into more re-
silient assets, are essential to making the Ukrainian
budget sustainable. Both cheap energy and acces-
sible transportation routes, if protected from Rus-
sian airstrikes by anti-missile UAV systems, can help
Ukraine’s export-driven economy (in 2024, almost
1/3 of the economy derived from the export of goods
and services). Therefore, good coordination among
the European Peace Facility, the Ukraine Facility, and
the EIB’s Ukraine Fund (EU4U) is necessary to ensure
that the recovered infrastructure is not exposed to
destruction. Finally, joining the SAFE financial mech-
anism can additionally provide Ukraine with more
affordable military capabilities and infrastructure op-
portunities to stimulate its economic potential, even
if the war drags on.

Conclusions

The overall progress of Ukraine’s EU accession, con-
sidering Russia’s ongoing military aggression, reflects
credit on the Ukrainian authorities. The mobilisation
of effort to pursue the requirements for opening the
accession negotiations has been considerable, given
the budgetary, institutional, and societal constraints.
The measures taken to address concerns related to
minority rights were approved by the EU, but they have
not yet fully resolved all EU Member States’ concerns.
Hungary is maintaining its objections, as part of a
broader strategy to block Ukraine’s EU accession. Re-
cent shortcomings in preventing high-level corruption
incidents raise serious questions about the sustaina-
bility of the country’s reforms in this field. The correc-



tions were made only under the combined pressure
of local civil society and external partners, without
which the independence of the anti-corruption agen-
cies could have been at risk. One of the most pressing
issues is economic governance, because Ukraine's
state budget relies on external assistance, which is

highly volatile. Ukraine's economy is affected by Rus-
sia’s destruction of power generation and transport
infrastructure, which requires recovery and modern-
isation to operate at the speed needed to meet the
economic criteria for EU membership.



Moldova's reforms:
the told “ups” and
the unnoticed “downs”

A. National minority rights

Ethnic minority rights issues represent both a gov-
ernance challenge and a strategic vulnerability. Al-
though legal protections for minority rights exist,
the coexistence between the majority and minority
groups requires a political consensus. The Moldo-
van authorities have found solutions to address
sensitive issues related to the rights of certain mi-
norities. The main struggle was to separate the dia-
logue with large minorities from the local politicians
involved in illegal activities (electoral corruption and
illegal party financing).

The legal and institutional framework for the pro-
tection of minority rights is not fully in place. In the
2025 enlargement report,5? the EU noted that the
Moldovan authorities had not ratified the European
Charter for Regional or Minority Languages, which
remains pending since the last EU assessment in
2024.%3 In the past, the postponement of ratification
was explained by attempts to maintain the Russian
language’s monopoly as the language of inter-ethnic
communication.®* The legal context and the ethnic
composition of the population changed the position
of the Russian language. In 2018, the Constitutional
Court ruled that the 1989 Law on the Functioning of
the Languages, which gave the Russian language the
status of an inter-ethnic language. was outdated and
therefore had no legal effect.®® This happened at a
time when the Russian minority constituted only 4%
of the overall population. In 2020-2021, the open-
ly pro-Russian Socialist Party adopted a law that, if
entered into force, would restore the position of the
Russian language. The law was adopted without pub-
lic consultation.%® This law didn’t have the chance to
materialise because it was declared unconstitutional
by the Constitutional Court.®” Furthermore, the cen-
sus data show a decline in the Russian minority from

5% in 2004 to 4% in 2014 and 3% in 2024. The decline
is observed across all ethnic minorities — Ukrainians,
Gagauzians, Bulgarians, among the most numer-
ous — that have traditionally been Russian-speaking,
accounting for 15.2% of the total population.®® These
changes create fertile ground for ratifying the Euro-
pean Charter for Regional or Minority Languages, en-
suring uniform respect for minorities’ rights.

The positive commitments of the Moldovan author-
ities to respect minority rights are reflected in the
2025 Enlargement Report. At the same time, the EU
remarked that attention should be paid to the suffi-
ciency of the budgetary funds that Moldova should
ensure to provide multilingual education. The finan-
cial aspect can put at risk the recognised progress
in increasing hours of teaching Ukrainian, Gagauz,
Bulgarian, and Russian languages. The financial con-
straints put at risk the functioning of the University
“Grigorii Tamblac” in the Taraclia territorial unit, which
is predominantly populated by the Bulgarian minori-
ty. The Moldovan government adopted a decision to
liquidate the university due to a decline in student
numbers, which affected public budget financing. To
preserve higher education in the Bulgarian language,
Bulgaria has offered to open a branch of the Bulgari-
an University “Angel Kanchev” in Taraclia, hiring part
of the teaching staff from the liquidated university
and providing material support, scholarships, etc.%°
This measure can improve the quality of studies in
the Bulgarian language, reducing the use of the Rus-
sian language in the higher education system.

The situation in the Gagauz Autonomous Territori-
al Unit (hereinafter referred to as “Gagauzia”) is the
most pressing, illustrating how a minority identity can
be instrumentalised for political advantage by pitting
a predominantly minority-populated territory with ter-
ritorial autonomy against the central authorities. The



factor fuelling cleavages between the majority and
minority remains distinct geopolitical preferences.
The 2014 controversial referendum, which contra-
dicted the Gagauz autonomy mandate, showed that,
with a turnout of 70%, 98.4% of Gagauzian inhabit-
ants voted to join the Customs Union (the precursor
of the Eurasian Economic Union), and 97.2% voted
against the EU.”® This negative trend against the EU
was also observed in the pro-EU accession referen-
dum in October 2024, where 50.1% (749,719 votes)
supported the inclusion of EU accession in the consti-
tution (Article 140 (1)),”" while 49.9% (739,155 votes)
were against.”? The results in Gagauzia mirrored the
2014 predisposition, reaching 95% (54,862 votes).
More than in 2014, the outcome of the referendum
in Gagauzia, as in the rest of the country, was influ-
enced by Russian disinformation campaigns.

The representation of the Gagauzian minority self-ad-
ministration faced a crisis following the victory of the
“Shor” political party’s candidate, Evghenia Guful,
in the 2023 elections for the executive power. The
central authorities blocked Gutul's participation in
the Moldovan government, as prescribed by law, cit-
ing links to llan Shor, who was convicted of banking
crimes in 2010-2014 and was responsible for the
theft of a sum comparable to 15% of the then-GDP.
Shor’s political influence over Gagauzia harmed dia-
logue with central authorities and external partners.
Due to the links with Shor, various representatives
of the executive power of the autonomy — Evghenia
Gutul, luri Cuznetov, llia Uzun, and Mihail Vlah - fell
under international sanctions for being involved in
the Russian destabilisation of Moldova.”®

Healthy relations between Gagauzia and Chisindu
(the central authorities) are essential because auton-
omy depends on allocations from the central budget.
In 2025 accounted for 58% of the autonomy’s budget,
worth about 908 million Moldovan lei or up to 45
million euros.” The effects of the lack of construc-
tive dialogue between Gagauzia and Chisindu were
observed in a brief episode in October 2023, when
the central authorities changed the Fiscal Code (Ar-
ticle 6), transferring responsibility for the VAT refund
for businesses operating in Gagauzia from the cen-
tral budget to the autonomy’s budget.”s Only in March
2024, following the Constitutional Court’s decision,”
was the annulment of the fiscal preferences for
Gagauzia suspended, ending a measure that the rep-
resentatives of the legislative body of Gagauzia - the
People’'s Assembly — described as “discriminatory”.””

Relations between Gagauzia and the central authori-
ties could improve after the elections of the new com-

position of the People’'s Assembly. The electoral pro-
cess is, however, marred by a legal blockage. Initially
scheduled for 22 March, the day of the elections was
suspended.” The Supreme Court of Justice ruled that
the Gagauzian legislative authority did not appoint
the members of the electoral body in accordance with
Moldovan electoral legislation. The expired mandate
limits the Gagauz legislator's competencies, which is
why it cannot make legal changes to align with Moldo-
va's new 2023 Electoral Code.” The latter was swiftly
changed by Moldovan authorities in late 2022-early
2023 without fully respecting the transparency pro-
cedures.® Without these changes, the autonomy’s
legislature is unable to establish the Central Electoral
Council of Gagauzia as an integral part and a hierar-
chically lower institution in the Moldovan electoral
system. Failing to resolve this legal deadlock could
lead to Moldova’s Parliament intervening to appoint,
through legislative modifications, the Central Elec-
toral Commission of Moldova,®' which is in charge
of the autonomy elections, putting the 1994 law on
the Gagauzian autonomy under strain. This sours the
dialogue between Chisinau and the autonomy, which
suspects the central authorities of limiting the auton-
omy’s competences.

On the contrary, some progress is being made in free-
ing the autonomy from Russian influence. The convic-
tion of former Assembly chair Dmitrii Konstantinoy,
who is wanted by the police, for embezzling public
funds, helped unblock the situation, reducing Rus-
sian proxy llan Shor’s influence.®? It is in Chisindu’s
interest to ensure the good and timely organisation
of elections to renew the People’'s Assembly, whose
mandate has legally expired,®® as a way to reduce the
influence of Shor’s political network in the Gagauzian
legislative body. In this sense, if the Court of Appeal
upholds the sentence for complicity in the illegal fi-
nancing of the “Shor” Party against the current Bash-
kan of Gagauzia, Evghenia Gutul,® and she is impris-
oned, the post of the executive will become vacant.
Consequently, the autonomy could hold elections for
both the People’s Assembly and the executive. The
electoral renewal in the autonomy could lead to the
resumption of the Working Group between the Peo-
ple's Assembly and the Moldovan Parliament, which
had been suspended in 2023 by the Shor-led majority
in the Gagauz legislative body.

With the restoration of dialogue platforms, Chisinau
will have no visible obstacle to engaging with auton-
omy and winning public support. Pro-Russian views
have had a strong historical presence, from the 2014
referendum to the 2023 political embodiment of
Shor’s influence in Gagauzia. If Chisinau manages to
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renew the “social contact” with the largest pro-Rus-
sian ethnic group — the Gagauzians — this will set the
tone for the rest of the minorities. Although it consti-
tutes only 4% of the population, the Gagauz minori-
ty’s political decisions can be consequential for Mol-
dova'’s successful integration into the EU. The hidden
power of Gagauzia stems from the 1994 law on the
status of the Gagauz autonomy, which grants it the
right to external self-determination if Moldova were
to lose its independence (Article 1, point 4).8° The risk
prevention related to Gagauzians seeking self-deter-
mination relies on the political goals of those in the
Moldovan government. While EU accession itself
is unlikely to provoke a desire for separation from
Moldova among Gagauzians, political support for a
referendum on reunification with Romania, which re-
ceived backing from Moldovan President Maia San-
du, could create another source of tension between
Chisinau and Gagauzia.®¢

Building confidence in relations with national minori-
ties, particularly with Gagauzia, remains a top priority
for the Moldovan authorities. In addition to avoiding
politically polarising decisions, there is a need to
counter disinformation and malign external influence
to safeguard national cohesion. Comprehensive dia-
logue and efforts to foster trust in central state insti-
tutions should be accompanied by the development
of robust state capacities to deliver minority-related
policies and to prevent measures that could lead
to economic marginalisation or educational limita-
tions. By putting in place such inclusive approaches,
Chisindau can explore its applicability to the Transn-
istrian conflict settlement, which should also be ad-
dressed within the EU accession process.

B. Anti-corruption policy

Anti-corruption reform is the core credibility test for
Moldova's EU path. The vetting of judges and prose-
cutors marks a meaningful break from past practic-
es, yet outcomes remain uneven. Improving anti-cor-
ruption policies is one of the underlying arguments
in Moldova's quest for EU membership. The vetting
of judges and prosecutors signals a break with past
practices, yet results remain fragile, and the system
has limited resources to deliver on the current backlog
of cases. While institutional reform has progressed
on paper, the political cost of pursuing high-level cor-
ruption cases remains high. High public expectations
of the anti-corruption reforms have been fuelled by
an overly optimistic political discourse of the govern-
ment about their outcomes. This doesn't align with

the system'’s inefficiency in real life, creating grounds
for reform fatigue. Without a sustained record of final
convictions against high-level actors who don't target
only the opposition, Moldova’s anti-corruption agen-
da risks being perceived as selective or symbolic.

The EU has sent mixed signals about the anti-cor-
ruption policy. The EU underlined the adoption of
the 2024-2028 National Integrity and Anti-Corrup-
tion Program as a sign of progress. Yet it describes
how inter-institutional collaboration is affected by
disputes among anti-corruption agencies, thereby
undermining the credibility of the reform.®” The EU’s
2025 enlargement report overlooks the acknowledge-
ments by the former Chief Anti-Corruption Prosecu-
tor Veronica Dragalin of attempts by the exponents
of the government, particularly the president and the
prime minister, to exert political influence over the ac-
tivity of the Anti-Corruption Prosecutor’s Office. In her
allegations of April 2025, Dragalin explicitly refers to
political interference when she was asked to present
a list of prosecutors who must pass vetting.® After
her resignation in February 2025, Dragalin revealed
alleged political involvement dating back to her ap-
pointment in 2022.

The conflict between the government and the anti-cor-
ruption agency had a long history. The culmination of
tensions stemmed from the dissatisfaction of the
Moldovan President and other top politicians, who ar-
gued that the anti-corruption fight is inefficient, there-
by allowing foreign interference and vote buying.®
In her response to the criticism, Dragalin noted that
37 anti-corruption prosecutors could not do much to
counter such offences.?® The conflict reached a peak
when Dragalin opposed the draft bill of the ruling party
(Action and Solidarity Party) to merge the Anti-Corrup-
tion Prosecutor’'s Office and the Prosecutor’s Office
for Combating Organised Crime and Special Cases
(PCCOCS) to improve the fight against corruption.
Dragalin’s resignation did not prevent the ruling major-
ity from pursuing the merger, but it revealed that the
institutional stability in the anti-corruption field can be
undermined by unpredictable legislative changes.®"

The shortcomings in planning the anti-corruption
reform within the revision of the institutional frame-
work were also noted in the Venice Commission’s
critical assessment of the proposal to merge the two
aforementioned anti-corruption agencies into a new
Prosecutor’s Office for Anti-Corruption and Combat-
ing Organised Crime (PACCO) in late December 2025.
This negative assessment was based on a visit by
the Venice Commission’s experts to Chisinau, where
they learned about the conflict between Dragalin and
the government led by the Action and Solidarity Party
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(PAS).*2 The assessment notes that there are no con-
vincing arguments demonstrating that the disman-
tling of the Anti-Corruption Prosecutor’s Office would
help better fight hybrid threats linked to electoral
corruption, as suggested by the PAS-led majority
that advocates for the law on merging.®® The Venice
Commission concludes that, by making these insti-
tutional changes, the specialised prosecutors could
be removed, thereby weakening the future agency’s
anti-corruption capacities. Among other weak spots
in the proposed merging plan is that the current in-
vestigations will be at risk, as will the independence
of the anti-corruption prosecutors undergoing vet-
ting, who could be transferred to lower-ranking posi-
tions under the current version of the law. The Venice
Commission'’s verdict raises valid concerns about the
long-term viability of anti-corruption policies. Similar
conclusions were drawn by the International Mone-
tary Fund in its December 2025 overview, which un-
derlines that the anti-corruption reforms have been
“uneven”.®* The more controversial the way the re-
forms are carried out in this field, the more likely they
are to be revised immediately after the current gov-
ernment changes.

The problematic situation within the work of the an-
ti-corruption agencies might send the wrong signals
about the state’s capacity to act duly. The sentenc-
es already issued against the Shor-linked politicians
on grounds of illegal party financing prove that po-
litical corruption can be fought. Similarly, the restart
trial against the former President Igor Dodon on the
2019 corruption case,®® which involved the now-ar-
rested ex-oligarch Vladimir Plahotniuc, reiterates
that high-level corruption is not tolerated. However,
as revealed by Veronica Dragalin’s data, it is not ful-
ly clear whether the anti-corruption agencies felt full
independence to investigate all officials, regardless
of whether they are linked to the opposition or the
government. Apart from the corruption cases involv-
ing Moldovan public funds, a separate focus on coun-
tering corruption is warranted by the large amount
of EU financial aid of 1.9 billion euros pledged for
Moldova from 2025 to 2027. The EU's attention to
this dimension of corruption explains why the chief
of the European Public Prosecutor’'s Office (EPPO),
Laura Codruta Kovesi, reiterated her support for help-
ing Moldova to counter corruption and protect EU
funds during a meeting with the Minister of Justice,
Vladislav Cojuhari, in November 2025.%

Efforts to improve anti-corruption policies face at-
tempts to politicise the process to fit political dis-
course, which can lead to errors both within the EU
and among the domestic public. Nevertheless, the
National Anticorruption Centre has managed to de-

tect cases of corruption during the utilisation of
public and European funds in regional infrastructure
projects, involving mayors from 8 city halls across at
least eight territorial administration units out of 32.%7
The government tends to fall into the trap of pop-
ulism, in which anti-corruption agencies are punished
for the overall inefficiency of other state agencies in
more effectively fencing off malign interference, as
shown by the almost lost 2024 EU integration ref-
erendum. The accurate accounts of international or-
ganisations (such as the Venice Commission) have
confirmed that the reforms intended to improve the
anti-corruption agencies are not well thought through,
posing risks of derailing the existing work to fight cor-
ruption. Apart from the urgent depoliticisation of the
anti-corruption institutions, another pressing issue is
to ensure a transparent mechanism for tracing the
use of EU funds, for which there is already a working
framework with the EU’s prosecutor agency.

C. Economic governance

Moldova’s economy has shown meagre econom-
ic growth in recent years. The war in neighbouring
Ukraine created complications in multiple ways, spi-
ralling the energy inflation, disrupting the trade flows,
and mounting hybrid interferences from Russia. Ac-
cording to the Moldovan National Bureau of Statis-
tics, exports of goods fell in nominal terms from 4.3
billion US dollars in 2022 to 3.5 billion US dollars in
2024, with the trade balance deficit reaching 30.3%
in January—October 2025.9¢ Only with the EU did the
trade balance worsen by 59% (1.1 billion US dollars)
in January—November 2024, compared to the previ-
ous year.”® This signalled that the higher production
costs are affecting the Moldovan producers. Natu-
rally, Moldovan goods had to compete with cheaper
Ukrainian goods, particularly due to the devaluation of
the hryvnia (from 36.7 Ukrainian Hryvna /US dollars
in 2022 to 41.9 Ukrainian Hryvna/US dollars in late
2025),'%° which was imperative to keep the country
afloat. With almost 67.3% of goods exported to the
EU in 2024, Moldovan producers face competition
from Ukraine, which increased the EU’s share of its
agri-food exports from 28% in 2021 to 52% in 2024.7

One of the biggest difficulties faced by the Moldovan
authorities was the rise in gas prices, which increased
threefold in 2022'%2 compared to the previous year
(from 10.26 Moldovan lei to 29.3 Moldovan lei for
m3).7% Stabilised at 16,74 Moldovan lei per m3 (0.8
euros per m3), including VAT, in late 2025,'°* the gas
tariff remains almost four times higher than before
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the full-scale war in the region broke out (4.4 Mol-
dovan lei per m3). The gas debt dispute with Russia,
involving Russia’s demand for around 700 million US
dollars in historical debts, was rejected by the Mol-
dovan side,' as Moscow refused to find alternative
routes to supply gas bypassing Ukraine.' Initially,
this destabilised Moldova's gas supplies and prices,
and later, the energy generation based on Russian gas
in the Transnistrian region.”

The economic growth was slow in 2023-2024, of
1.2% and 0.1% respectively, following the -4.6 decline
in 2022.% The opposition fuelled the hypothesis
that, due to the low GDP growth forecast for 2025,
the Moldovan authorities released the new statisti-
cal data on 30 September, after the elections, rather
than on the usual 15 September date.'®® Although the
National Bureau of Statistics rejected the allegation,
citing “technical issues”,"? the reported GDP growth
for 2025 was low (around 1%),"" and if it had been
presented before the 28 September parliamentary
elections, it could have likely hurt PAS's results.

The energy crisis, which also affected the Transnis-
trian region,"? and overall inflation, which reached
an annual 30% in 2022,"® without being offset by an
equal increase in salaries and social payments in the
public sector, exacerbated absolute poverty. The rate
for 2023 was at a historical high of 30% of the popu-
lation in 2024,"* with a particularly high incidence in
rural areas. This caused an increase in internal mi-
gration within Moldova towards the capital, Chisinau,
and abroad. Consequently, the 2022 emigration rate
reached 241,000 people since the 2022 Russian
aggression against Ukraine. Overall, approximately
400,000 Moldovans have left the country between
2014 and 2024.115 116 117 Equally, the impoverishment
of the population has also created fertile ground for
its instrumentalisation as part of Russia’s malign
interference (“poverty weaponisation”) through Ilan
Shor’s linked political forces.®

With EU support, Moldova received a fast-track to syn-
chronise with the European Network of Transmission
System Operators for Electricity (ENTSO-E), alongside
Ukraine, in February 2022,"° and to pay temporary
special allocations to the population to cover energy
costs for vulnerable categories. The diversification of
gas supplies from Romania — and, more recently, on
the basis of the “vertical corridor” (reverse flow of the
Trans-Balkan Pipeline) - allowed Moldova to obtain
gas at European prices,'® which constituted anoth-
er step towards energy independence from Russian
supplies. The unbundling in the gas sector, with the
transfer of transmission networks from Moldovagaz,

in which Gazprom holds 50% of the shares, to state-
owned Energocom,'?' as well as the implementation
of EU strategic gas-reserve standards, increased the
country’s energy security. However, gas prices remain
high for both consumers and businesses, undermin-
ing living standards and the competitiveness of local
production, and indirectly affecting the affordability
of goods on the local market.

Economic governance is under pressure due to the
budget deficit and public debt. More investment is re-
quired to relaunch growth. This requires an increase
in taxes and a reduction in spending, as well as at-
tracting external investments. Among the cuts adopt-
ed by the Moldovan authorities is the reduction of the
maximum value of the energy compensation amount
(from about 70 euros to 50 euros) and the addition
of new criteria when analysing the solicitations from
780,000 consumers (about 1/3 of the 2.4 million pop-
ulation). This decision was approved by the Interna-
tional Monetary Fund, which, however, warned that the
Moldovan government should increase its revenues
to cover the costs of public administration reform.'?2
Following the IMF’s last assessment on 17 Decem-
ber 2025, the government decided to freeze the hiring
of 17,000 civil servants until the end of 2026. That
is meant to decrease the expenses, which, without
new hiring, are estimated to be almost 3 billion Mol-
dovan lei (or more than 150 million euros) higher in
2026 than in the previous year (reaching 32.8 billion
Moldovan lei or 1.6 billion euros).' The budget defi-
cit is continuously increasing, with an estimated 20
billion Moldovan lei (almost a billion euros) in 2026,
with internal public debt the biggest challenge, given
higher interest rates than for external financial aid,
which is becoming scarcer. Thus, the internal pub-
lic debt increased from 62.5 billion Moldovan lei in
2022 to more than 80 billion Moldovan lei (or 4 bil-
lion euros) in 2025.%* The IMF also projects that the
external debt will accelerate, from 57.5% of GDP in
2024 to 69% in 2028. The EU’'s Growth Plan for Mol-
dova foresees 1.9 billion euros, paid in tranches, 400
million of which will be in grants, between 2025 and
2027. The limitation on inflows of cheaper foreign
loans is also complicated by the IMF’s decision not
to disburse a tranche of 170 million US dollars. This
stemmed from Chisindu’s non-compliance in the fis-
cal field and in good governance,'® which concerns
the above-mentioned inter-institutional tensions be-
tween the anti-corruption agencies and the political
power exponents.'?6

Moldova's economic situationis stable butnotin good
shape, due to limited access to cheap loans, high en-
ergy prices, and a shrinking workforce. External aid
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is conditional on the implementation of reforms, and
the IMF appears to be a much stricter enforcer of
good governance conditionality (anti-corruption pol-
icies) than the EU. While trade integration with the EU
has increased, Moldova's capacity to compete with-
in the single market remains constrained by higher
production costs, including energy affordability and
the availability of the labour force. There is an urgent
need to focus on economic growth to prevent pov-
erty from being instrumentalised by malign external
actors to influence a country’s politics and security
positioning, beyond the EU accession process.

Conclusions

Moldova's EU accession process is driven by strong
political will but constrained by structural weakness-
es and geopolitical factors, including interference
from Russia. Democratic institutions function but re-

Field Ukraine

main vulnerable; anti-corruption reform is ambitious
but fragile; and economic governance lags political
commitment and strategic thinking beyond electoral
cyclicality. Without deeper institutional consolida-
tion, tangible anti-corruption results, and sustained
investment in the state’'s economic capacity, while
maintaining big donors (such as the IMF), Moldova’s
accession progress risks stagnation. To ensure a
stable pro-EU social base, the country needs to deliv-
er economic growth while avoiding new inflationary
shocks, especially in the energy sector. Problematic
economic governance can be easily instrumentalised
through a hybrid of external interference, including
disinformation that associates EU accession with the
population’s impoverishment.

Comparative overview of the vulnerabilities to be ad-
dressed in Ukraine and Moldova across the analysed
policy areas: national minority rights, anti-corruption
policy, and economic governance

Moldova

National
minority rights

* The turning of minority issues into collateral
damage of bilateral state mistrust linked
to national security and attempts at
instrumentalising the minority (Hungary)

* Persisting mistrust regarding the
implementation of linguistic minority rights
(Romania and Hungary), exploited by
Russian disinformation campaigns

» Non-ratification of the European Charter
for Regional or Minority Languages, which
doesn'’t create external pressure to ensure the
protection of linguistic rights

+ The adequacy of budgetary resources to
guarantee functional education in the minority
languages

Anti-corruption

* Risks of politicisation of anti-corruption
agencies

 The need for external (donor) and internal
(civil society) pressure to keep the
authorities’ legislative activity in the anti-
corruption field in check

+ High-level corruption involving top
politicians and external funds directed to
protect critical infrastructure

* Risks of politicisation of anti-corruption
agencies

Shortcomings in the legislation intended to
revise the institutional framework of anti-
corruption agencies, which can undermine
their independence and efficiency

+ Absence of traceable mechanisms to monitor

the use of EU funds and mitigate corruption
risks

Economic
governance

* Overreliance on external aid
+ Geopolitical “veto” within the EU on
receiving sustainable financial aid

+ Deterioration and need for recovery of post-
war critical infrastructure (energy, transport,
etc.)

+ Growing public deficit, not covered by
significant economic growth

+ “Poverty weaponisation” due to a growing
share of the population living in absolute
poverty

* Inability of the government to fulfil the
conditionality on fiscal and good governance
issues to access cheaper loans (IMF)
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Geopolitical “vetoes”:
Hungarian factor and the
“one package” challenge

The EU’s enlargement process faces a key vulnerabil-
ity stemming from its reliance on unanimity among
the 27 Member States. Hungary has demonstrated
an evident political willingness to challenge consen-
sus on Ukraine’'s EU membership. While objecting
to a country’s accession is within a Member State’s
sovereign rights, Viktor Orban’s government explicitly
used its veto not just to gain concessions from Kyiv
but also to cast doubt on Ukraine’s entire accession
process. The electoral victory of the Tisza political
party, led by Péter Magyar, at the legislative elections
on 12 April is set to change Hungary’s utilisation of
the veto vis-a-vis Ukraine, which had previously been
shaped by the Orban government.’?’

Before April 2026, Hungary's blocking raised ques-
tions about the “unanimity” principle, which is explic-
itly mentioned in Article 49 of the Treaty on European
Union and is legally binding only for the acceptance
of a candidate state. However, at the institutional
level, the Member States within the EU Council can
invoke unanimity when deciding on every stage of the
accession negotiations, from their initial launching to
the adoption of the accession treaty.'?®

Orban’s excessive use of the veto against Ukraine
raised red flags because it aligns with Russia’s mili-
tary strategy of undermining Ukraine’s motivation to
defend, which is deeply anchored in the aspiration
for EU membership. The alarming assumption is that
the Hungarian pattern could spread to the rest of the
Member States as political forces with Eurosceptic
views on enlargement emerge. Unlike the previous
blockages, which reflected individual demands from
the candidate states — Greece and Cyprus vs. Tiirki-
ye or Bulgaria vs. North Macedonia — the Hungarian
“veto” is perceived as an extension of Russian hybrid
interference. The EU Commissioner for Enlargement,
Marta Kos, has admitted that, if extrapolated to all EU
Member States, up to 150 “vetoes” could hypotheti-
cally arise per candidate state for opening and closing
the chapters.'® Although the 2020 revised enlarge-
ment methodology makes the process more dynam-
ic, opening the chapters more quickly,'*° the “unanim-
ity” still keeps it in check, especially if the sensitive
issues in the “fundamentals” cluster (minority rights,
anti-corruption, economic criteria, etc.) touch on polit-
ical sensitivities in certain Member States.

The deployment of the “veto” against Ukraine is high
before the opening of the negotiations becomes
even possible. The collateral victims of Hungary’s
anti-Ukrainian stance, however, are the other can-
didate states, including Moldova. As underlined by
the failure to adopt the annual conclusions on the
enlargement at the General Affairs Council’'s reunion
on 16 December 2025, the Hungarian delegation re-
jected the document, alleging that it is “unbalanced
and unrealistic” vis-a-vis Ukraine.”™® To mitigate the
political consequences, the 26 Member States (ex-
cluding Hungary) backed the conclusions of the
Danish Presidency in the EU Council (without fulfill-
ing the unanimity requirement). 2 The solution to
adopting the conclusions repeated the previously set
precedents, even though Hungary was circumvented
in the signature of the European Council’'s statement
on Ukraine in March 2025.7 If the blocking countries
are smaller Member States and employ “unanimity”
in isolation, the EU can always find a technical solu-
tion to move forward. In other words, strong political
determination in Brussels can advance the enlarge-
ment process. Thus, despite the Hungarian veto, the
EU committed to preparing the post-screening steps,
outlining the list of reforms and setting benchmarks
to measure progress.

The “veto” targeting Ukraine also creates complica-
tions for the candidate states — such as Moldova -
that agreed to pursue EU membership in tandem
with Ukraine. The “one package” approach has been
approved by the Moldovan government, without any
pressure from Kyiv or Brussels. Not considering de-
coupling at the early stage of accession leaves Moldo-
va exposed to the risk of depending on how relations
between Ukraine and Hungary develop. There is a firm
conviction that, after the opening of the negotiations,
Moldova's accession path will be examined separately
from Ukraine’s. However, the Hungarian approach is to
divide Ukraine from the rest of the candidate states —
the Western Balkans, Moldova, and Georgia.™*

Going into “one package” with Ukraine suits Mol-
dova's strategic goals of not undermining Ukraine’s
ability to defend against Russia, as Moldova's 2024
national security strategy and 2025 defence strat-
egies define Russia as “an existential threat” to the
country’s independence'® and statehood.'3¢

The examination of the effects of coupling with
Ukraine should also consider the peace talks and the
20-point peace deal, as per the version of 28 Decem-
ber 2025,'*” which backs EU membership equally by
the US and Ukraine.’®® In light of this, EU member-
ship serves as a security guarantee, even if it may
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be sufficient to deter Russia from future aggressive
actions.”™® If a guaranteed EU accession is part of a
peace agreement, the EU will need to find legal ways
to bypass Hungary's veto. If this commitment is ful-
filled, Moldova's coupling with Ukraine could lead not
only to the opening of EU accession chapters but also
to faster membership, provided it can join Ukraine in
a “one package”. The Ukrainian officials — the Deputy
Prime Minister for European and Euro-Atlantic Inte-
gration, Taras Kachka - unveiled the plans to com-
plete the accession negotiations quickly, including the
drafting of the Accession Treaty, by the end of 2028.74

Overall, the inclusion of EU membership in the peace
deal could counterbalance the Hungarian veto. Even if
Viktor Orban prolongs his mandate after the legislative
elections in April 2026, the US, as the guarantor of the
enforcement of the future peace deal, will push Hun-
gary to ease its opposition to Ukraine. Consequently,
Moldova’s choice to stay in tandem with Ukraine now
can pay off later by joining the EU, if the conditions
are met (reforms, political compatibility, and geopolit-
ical alignments). The risks of being dragged back by
Hungary’s blockade of Ukraine should also be taken
into account, obliging Moldova to develop an individ-
ual “plan B” for the scenario in which either the peace
deal fails or Orban’s renewed mandate inspires Hun-
gary to continue blocking Ukraine.

Territorial issues:
de-occupation and
conflict settlement or
the “Cyprus precedent”?

Alongside the performance in meeting the quality
criteria for domestic reforms and overcoming the
Hungarian veto while going down the road in a “in
package” format, Ukraine and Moldova are facing a
challenge to their territorial integrity. In both cases,
parts of the national territory are under Russian con-
trol through territorial occupation or a “frozen con-
flict”. Since 2014, Russia has occupied about 20%
of Ukraine militarily and through hybrid actions dur-
ing the annexation, while Moldova’s territory, where
Russia has effective control as per the 2004 Europe-
an Court of Human Rights’ ruling (/lagcu and others
versus Moldova and Russia), constitutes 12% within
the Transnistrian separatist region.' The lack of cer-
tainty regarding the effective control of the national
territory shall not, however, constitute an insurmount-
able obstacle, as Cyprus joined the EU despite being
divided for decades.

The EU'’s decision to accept Cyprus as a divided state
in 2004 under Protocol No. 10 of the 2003 Accession
treaty. This created a precedent that can serve as a
guide for the accession of Ukraine and Moldova, both
of which face unresolved territorial issues involving
Russia. As shown in the Cypriot case, strong politi-
cal leverage within the EU is required to secure EU
membership for a country lacking complete territo-
rial integrity. Cyprus’s most decisive advocate in the
EU was Greece, which, in the early 2000s, signalled
that it could use its blocking power to halt the entire
2004 enlargement process unless non-reunified Cy-
prus was included. This approach compelled the EU
to accept Cyprus’s accession without its prior territo-
rial reintegration. A comparable dynamic could arise
in the cases of Ukraine and Moldova, whose political
leadership has declared the objective of complet-
ing accession within the next four years (by 2030),
despite the continued occupation of Ukrainian terri-
tories by Russian forces and the persistence of the
Transnistrian conflict in Moldova. In the absence of
a similar political accommodation from the EU, the
accession of both countries would remain blocked
until territorial integrity is restored — an outcome that
appears unattainable in the short term and largely de-
pends on developments in Russia.

A second dimension revealed by the Cyprus model
concerns the EU’s requirement for regulatory control
over the movement of people and goods across are-
as beyond effective state control. In Cyprus, this con-
dition was institutionalised through the Green Line
Regulation (Regulation No. 866/2004)."#? It obliges
the Republic of Cyprus to monitor all flows into the
Turkish-controlled area via nine EU-approved cross-
ing points, with two additional points planned, and to
enforce strict limits on non-commercial trade of up
to 260 euros per person per crossing.’* Commercial
goods must be accompanied by documentation is-
sued by the Turkish Cypriot Chamber of Commerce
and comply with EU product standards. For Moldova,
a comparable mechanism already exists through the
EU Border Assistance Mission (EUBAM),*4 which has
been operational since 2005 and could be adapted to
monitor flows across the Transnistrian segment. For
Ukraine, however, replicating the Cypriot model would
require more sophisticated international monitoring
arrangements to regulate movement across the oc-
cupied territories and to protect the integrity of the EU
internal market following accession. The mechanism
for Ukraine will depend on the status of the occupied
territories and the outlook for the demilitarised zone
(“Korean approach”). Unregulated flows of goods and
people could create gaps in the countering of smug-
gling (goods, drugs, weapons, etc.) and human traf-
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ficking, which represent serious security weakness-
es to be addressed before Ukraine and Moldova are
accepted, with parts of their national territories under
Russian control.

Finally, the Cypriot precedent demonstrates the im-
portance of an international security and peace-
keeping framework in enabling accession without
territorial reintegration — an issue that is particularly
salient for Ukraine and, to a lesser extent, Moldova.
The UN Peacekeeping Force in Cyprus,' deployed
since 1964 and reinforced after the 1974 armistice,
maintained approximately 908 personnel in 2025 and
is responsible for securing the 180-kilometre buffer
zone dividing the island. Supported by British Forc-
es under Operation TOSCA from the Sovereign Base
Areas of Episkopi and Dhekelia,'*® the mission has
played a central role in preventing the resumption of
hostilities between an EU member state and de fac-
to authorities backed by an external power. In the
Ukrainian context, any application of the Cyprus mod-
el would require an even more complex international
security arrangement, given the scale of the conflict
and Russia’s status as a permanent member of the
UN Security Council. Discussions about the multina-
tional forces to be deployed in Ukraine (peacekeeping
efforts) as part of the security guarantees indicate
that some EU Member States are ready to use bilater-
al and coalition-based formats to provide a non-UN ci-
vilian presence resembling a peacekeeping mission.
Without such security mechanisms, the accession
of Ukraine and Moldova would expose the EU to an
unprecedented security environment, including “grey
areas” under Moscow’s control within the borders of
future Member States.

In both cases, the way the territorial issue can play
out depends significantly on Russia’s ability and inter-
est in sabotaging EU accession through the occupied
territories. Unlike Ukraine, Moldova’s EU membership
will also depend on its continued independence. The
reunification with Romania has resurfaced in public
conversation, driven by the exponents of the Moldo-
van government,'¥ raising the question about the
effectiveness of EU integration as a factor in consoli-
dating statehood in Eastern Europe.

Conclusion and policy
recommendations

Ukraine’s EU accession process has advanced un-
der extraordinary wartime conditions, demonstrating
strong political commitment and resilience. Under

pressure from civil society-sparked street protests
and fears of alienating Western supporters, Kyiv ac-
celerated the pending institutional anti-corruption
reforms. Although the war’s destruction of Ukraine’s
energy and port infrastructure reduced its pre-war
competitiveness, the EU’s financial aid and access
to the European market kept Ukraine’s public budget
more manageable during wartime. Both to align with
EU standards in the field of human rights and to pre-
vent the instrumentalisation of the minority issue by
right-wing forces in EU Member States and by Rus-
sia in the post-war period, in coordination with the
Council of Europe, Ukraine committed to combating
ethnic discrimination. Moving towards the EU goal
requires resolving the dialogue with Hungary and
finding a mechanism for joining the EU without effec-
tively controlling the Russia-occupied territories. The
future peace deal on Ukraine, including the security
guarantees attached to it, constitutes a determining
factor in shaping the pace of EU accession.

High points have marked Moldova’s trajectory of EU
accession. The high level of trust from the EU insti-
tutions allows the Moldovan government to avoid a
high-demanding stance on implementing rule-of-law
policies. Nevertheless, other international organisa-
tions, such as the IMF and the Venice Commission,
have highlighted various shortcomings in the anti-cor-
ruption reforms. Although diversifying energy imports
eliminated the country’s unilateral dependence on
Russia, this came at the cost of price stability, af-
fecting living conditions and the economy’s export
potential. Furthermore, budgetary spending designed
to increase votes in elections highlighted the nega-
tive effects of short-termism in the management of
the public budget, which is also affected by corrup-
tion in the use of national and European funds. The
ethnic minority issue exposed a weakness that Rus-
sian interference exploited, including through “pover-
ty weaponisation”, necessitating urgent corrections to
the dialogue between Chisindu and Gagauzia to se-
cure public support and build mutual trust and social
cohesion nationwide. Lastly, Moldovan decision-mak-
ers leave room for interpretation regarding the poten-
tial suspension of statehood in favour of reunification
with Romania, despite the EU’'s optimistic assess-
ment of Moldova's progress so far in EU accession.

Recommendations:

To balance internal constraints and external pres-
sures, the EU, Ukraine, and Moldova shall address the
realities on the ground rather than postpone their set-
tlement until after the war ends.

17



The EU is recommended to take the following steps:

* A comprehensive reassessment of the condition-
ality mechanism applied so far is urgently needed
to ensure that progress on structural reforms (es-
pecially in the anti-corruption field) is strictly linked
to the assistance provided. As of now, when the
EU mentions conditionality, it is not supported by
clear measurement of the two countries’ imple-
mentation of the requirements, including in the EU
enlargement reports.

» Launching investigations by EPPO and the Euro-
pean Courts of Auditors into the EU financing to
Ukraine and Moldova to identify whether the ex-
ponents of the ruling party, who in both countries
have not changed over the past five years, were not
involved in the embezzlement of the EU funds.

 Drawing lessons from the vibrant and outspoken
Ukrainian civil society, the EU should encourage
Moldovan non-governmental organisations to
ensure objectivity in assessing the progress of
reforms, thereby contributing to better use of EU
funds and to both rigour and independence from
political influence.

* A particular focus of the EU in supporting the EU
accession in Ukraine and Moldova should become
the economic performance of the governments in
the two countries, both in terms of the good admin-
istration of the public funds and the explicit delivery
for countering poverty, which will help to reduce the
leverage for hybrid interference by Russia through
“poverty weaponisation”.

» Present an explicit legal and political interpreta-
tion of the territorial integrity issue, the absence
of which fuels speculation about the impossibility
of Ukraine and Moldova joining the EU. Admitting
that the Cypriot precedent is applicable, provided
certain conditions are met (control of the flow of
goods and persons, the security dimension, etc.),
will eliminate the counterargument that, without
full effective control of national territory, the two
countries are doomed to remain in the waiting
room for candidate states.

« Explicit, coordinated communication among
Ukrainian and Moldovan authorities on the ongoing
enlargement process is necessary to mitigate the
negative impact of the Hungarian veto on Ukraine’s
accession. Equally important for Brussels is to
establish a transparent and unbiased monitoring
process for the national minority policies imple-
mented by the national authorities in Ukraine and
Moldova, to provide evidence of progress against
populist attempts by national forces in the EU to
obstruct enlargement to the East.

Despite the external pressures, Ukraine and Moldova
face some tough homework to advance towards EU

membership, for which the following measures can
help:

« The anti-corruption agencies in both countries
need protection from political interference, which
undermines their capacity to combat high-level cor-
ruption that has been shown to involve elements of
the current ruling elites (Ukraine) or is suspected of
posing such a risk (Moldova). To ensure a credible
anti-corruption agenda, the two candidate states
must take into account the recommendations of
the Venice Commission, which consistently advo-
cates the political independence of anti-corruption
agencies, both in the appointment of management
and in the vetting of anti-corruption prosecutors.

* Reliance on external aid creates structural weak-
nesses for these countries, leaving them vulnerable
to a loss of credibility among EU donors, especially
given the withdrawal of US funds, both directly and
indirectly through US allocations to various interna-
tional organisations. This means that Ukraine and
Moldova have to prove that they fulfil the condition-
ality requirements to avoid losing access to cheap-
er loans (from the IMF, etc.), which could lead to
more borrowing on the local market at higher inter-
est rates, affecting the balance of payments.

Countering poverty and establishing a fairer “social
contract” should become a priority of the national
security and economic strategies to prevent the fall
of public support for the EU integration, using the
billions pledged by the EU in support of Ukraine and
Moldova in the coming years for investment and
real economic development, and less to cover the
current expenses.

* Furthermore, the authorities in Ukraine and Moldo-
va should openly address the technical solutions
developed in response to the Hungarian veto, espe-
cially in light of recent political changes in Hungary,
requesting a transparent mechanism to communi-
cate the technical and political steps identified by
the EU to national publics to prevent loss of interest
in EU-related reforms. In both cases, the commit-
ment to national minority policies aligned with the
European Charter for Regional and Minority Rights
(implemented in Ukraine, ratified by Moldova) can
reduce the politicised approach observed from the
Hungarian side under the Orban government prior
to 2026 and improve dialogue with the local author-
ities run by minorities (Gagauzia), respectively.

« Lastly, the territorial issue should not be a hidden
topic in either of the candidate states, which can
have a clearer communication strategy about the
enlargement irreversibility with national territories
occupied still by Russia, to prevent it from being
used by the Eurosceptic and/or pro-Russian forces
as a political obstacle in the EU accession process.
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