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Promotion of Good Governance and 

Democratic Values in Eastern Europe 

The History of the European Union 
The European Union represents the 

culmination of efforts dating back 

centuries to unite and integrate the 

European continent. While most efforts to 

unify the continent have been through 

military conquest and expansion before 

World War II, the European Union has 

sought unity by establishing shared 

institutions and a sense of shared history, 

as well as economic integration. The most 

direct forerunner of the European Union is the European Coal and Steel Community (ECSC), which 

was created by the Treaty of Paris signed in 1951.1 The original members were West Germany, the 

Netherlands, Belgium, Luxembourg, France and Italy. The foundation of the ECSC led to the 

establishment of a whole host of cooperative bodies, such as the European Atomic Energy 

Community, in the subsequent years.2 Among the many objectives of the ECSC it tried to: eliminate 

trade barriers between members, introduce common agricultures and transit frameworks, establish a 

European investment bank, and foster closer relationships amongst its members.3 Over the following 

half century, the ECSC expanded to encompass most of Western Europe, including Spain, Denmark, 

Greece, and the United Kingdom.4  

EU Expansion East 

With the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989 and the recession of the Cold War in the following years, 

more countries became interested in joining the ECSC. By 1993, the ECSC became the European 

Union with the signature of the Maastricht Treaty, which was guided by four freedoms: the freedom 

of movement of goods, services, people, and money.5 After the entrance of Finland, Sweden, and 

Austria in 1995, Eastern European countries, many of them former members of the Eastern bloc, 

began to agitate for entrance into the European Union. Desperate to join the European Union and 

move out of the political orbit of the Russian Federation, 10 nations joined the European Union in 

2004.6 While the European Union has helped bring stability, democracy, and economic reforms to the 
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region, many questions remain regarding the organization’s success in integrating the region.7 In 

many ways the expansion into Eastern Europe has helped expand the European Union but has not 

successfully created equality between West and East. On issues as mundane as the improvement and 

development of rail networks, Eastern European member nations seriously lag behind members in 

Western Europe.8 These inequalities that exist harm the European Union’s ability to foster closer 

relationships amongst its members. 

 Despite the persistent inequalities among member nations, many former communist nations 

that have joined the European Union are content. However, some countries in Eastern Europe still 

remain outside the organization. Its current official candidates in the region are Serbia, Montenegro, 

Albania, and Macedonia; with Bosnia & Herzegovina, Kosovo and Ukraine also being considered.9 For 

many political leaders in the region, joining the European Union is the end goal of their 

administrations. Countries spend years trying to conform to stringent guidelines in order to join; yet 

in spite of these efforts, the European Union faces many threats to its mission in Eastern Europe. 

The Current Situation 
Conditions for membership 

In order to understand many of the current issues facing the European Union’s mission to improve 

governance and promote democracy in Eastern Europe, it is crucial to understand how a nation can 

join the European Union, what reforms must be introduced, and how long the process takes. Broadly 

joining the European Union has three stages: 1) Candidate for membership; 2) Opening of formal 

membership negotiations; and 3) Acceptance into the European Union.10  First defined in 1993, the 

Copenhagen criteria requires countries to have: stable institutions guaranteeing democracy, the rule 

of law, human rights and respect for and protection of minorities; a functioning market economy and 

the capacity to cope with competition and market forces in the European Union; the ability to take 

on and implement effectively the obligations of membership, including adherence to aims of political, 

economic and monetary union.11 Many countries have to introduce certain reforms through 

legislation in order to meet these standards and the European Union monitors each nations’ 

progress.12 However, after completing negotiations and being permitted to join the European Union, a 

country cannot be kicked out from the European Union, even if they violate the membership 

criterion; no removal process exists.13 Currently, there is little the European Union can do to hold its 

members accountable if they begin to violate its membership requirements.  
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The Democracy Deficit 

Increasingly, citizens of the European Union feel as if their voice does not count in the European 

Union. These individuals feel as if the institution 

controls and organizes their lives with little input 

from them or their neighbors. This phenomenon can 

be observed in the decrease in voter turnout for 

European Parliament elections. Since the first 

election in 1979, turnout has decreased in each 

election.14 Additionally, European members have 

often resorted to referendum on the implementation 

of key European treaties. In several cases, the 

European Union has instructed countries that voted 

against the treaty to hold a second referendum. For 

example, in 1992 Denmark narrowly rejected the 

Maastricht Treaty in a referendum. However, the 

European Commission and other member states, who 

felt Denmark had voted incorrectly, put political 

pressure on Denmark, forcing them to have a second 

referendum in which they passed the Treaty.15 This 

perceived democratic deficit has made many nations 

interested in holding a referendum on their 

membership in the European Union, a clear signal 

that the organization must reform.   

Given this democratic deficit, how can the 

European Union expect its member nations to continue to live-by democratic values? In order to 

implement good, effective and transparent governance the European Union must seek to reform its 

own structures and institutions. Through these efforts, the European Union can offer all of its 

members, not just those in Eastern Europe, a pathway forward. Making the European Union more 

responsive to its citizens will make the organization more credible in the eyes of its members and, 

therefore, make its efforts to promote good governance and democratic values more successful and 

more palatable to the citizens of member states.    

The Rise of Populism and Authoritarianism in East Europe 

Since the financial crisis of 2008, populist and authoritarian policies have become enacted in many 

countries in Eastern Europe, such as Hungary, the Czech Republic, Poland, Slovakia, Romania, 

Montenegro, and Serbia.16 While the rise of populism and authoritarianism is different in each 
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country, it shares several common traits: anti-immigrant and anti-minority rhetoric, attacks on the 

free press, and efforts to curtail freedom of speech as well as academic freedoms.17 It also often, but 

not always, manifests itself through anti-EU rhetoric and opposition to sanctions and other policies 

that oppose Russia.18 For many governments, the European Union is a convenient rhetorical enemy 

because to them, the European Union seeks to impose its will on the member states; an imposition 

that they argue is a violation of their sovereignty. The effectiveness of the attacks against the 

European Union are enhanced by the organization’s perceived democracy deficit.  

Russian Meddling 

Beginning with the invasion of Crimea, Russia has continued to intervene throughout the affairs of 

the European Union. Russia has intervened in elections across the organization, seeking to bring 

Eurosceptic (or those who are doubtful of the European Union, its motivations, and the power it has 

accrued) politicians and parties to power. While these electoral interventions have mostly focused on 

Western Europe—with France, the United Kingdom, and Italy all targeted—Russia has also given 

economic and political support to some authoritarian regimes in Eastern Europe.19 But Russia has not 

just meddled in European elections, also engineering cyberattacks against the critical infrastructure 

and business of European Union members.20  Russia has sought to challenge the European Union in 

many ways and some regimes in Eastern Europe have worked to blunt sanctions and other European 

Union efforts to oppose Russia. In many ways, Russia views its rhetorical support of populist and 

authoritarian regimes and political parties as an investment to internally weaken the European 

Union.  

Case Studies 
Hungary 

In what is perhaps the most prominent example of poor governance and the challenge to democratic 

values within the European Union is Hungary. Viktor Orban’s Fidesz party won 53% of the vote in 

2010 but were granted 68% of Hungary’s parliamentary seats. This allowed Orban to become Prime 

Minister and also gave Fidesz the power to amend the constitution without any input from 

opposition parties. The promptly introduced 10 amendments to the constitution, before deciding to 

rewrite the constitution completely. Their new constitution reduced the independence of the 

judiciary by: allowing Fidesz to pack the court with its own supporters; reducing the ability for the 

constitutional court to review the constitutionality of laws; and forcing 200 existing judges, mainly 

appointed by opposition parties, to retire.21 Additionally the new constitution redrew parliamentary 

districts in such a biased way that an analysis of election results of 2002 and 2006 along these new 

district lines reveals that the party that won the most votes in both elections would not have won 
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enough seats to control parliament.22 Instead, the Fidesz party would have easily won control of 

parliament despite winning neither a majority nor a plurality of the votes. Moreover, to prevent 

changes to the new constitution, all policy matters must be decided by a two-thirds majority, 

essentially making it impossible for any future party to change the constitution or enact new policies 

even if they were to win a majority in parliament.23 These attacks on the democratic, pluralistic fabric 

of Hungary’s political system, once considered one of the successes of the European Union, has also 

accompanied crackdowns on NGOs, the civil service and an uptick in rhetoric against minorities, 

such as immigrants and refugees, the Roma, and the Jewish and LGBTQ community.24 Orban has 

effectively created a single-party state, with little credible opposition. Unsurprisingly, Fidesz 

maintained their super majority in parliament in the 2018 elections, despite winning less than 50% of 

the vote. 

 Accompanying this erosion of democratic values is a similar deterioration in governance. 

Orban has decided that nearly $1.4 billion, with nearly 40% of that from the European Union, will go 

to development projects in Balaton.25 While on the surface that is not negative, analysis have revealed 

that most of this money will be invested in properties owned by business partners, close friends, and 

family members of Orban.26 Additionally, Orban has sought to steer public money and contracts 

towards select businesses, enriching them at the expense of taxpayers of Hungary and the European 

Union. The European Union’s anti-fraud office (Office européen de lute antifruade, OLAF) has asked 

Hungary to repay about $1 billion of European Union money due to misuse and other crimes.27 

However OLAF does not have the ability to enforce its orders and few European Union member 

nations have sought to press Hungary to reimburse the funds nor sought to prevent Hungary from 

future abuses.  

Czech Republic 

In the nearby Czech Republic, the recent turn towards authoritarianism and a threat to the free-press 

has challenged perception of the country’s commitment to the values and objectives of the European 

Union. For example, from 2017 to 2018, the country dropped 11 places in the Reporters Without 

Borders’ global press freedom index.28 Two trends within the country contributed to this dramatic 

drop, which left it behind countries like South Africa and Namibia: a high degree of media 

concentration and the rhetoric of the recent government against journalists and the free-press. For 

example, President Miloš Zeman has brandished a fake AK-47 at reporters and often refers to them as 

manure and hyenas.29 By positioning journalists as the enemy of the state, the Czech government 
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seriously weakens a key democratic value. This type of rhetoric is symptomatic of broader issues with 

the free press and criticism of the government. In 2016, before the country’s recent tumble in the 

global press freedom index, a group of lawmakers attempted to pass a law making it illegal to defame 

the president.30 Additionally, the media has become concentrated in the hands of a few influential 

Czech businesspeople, including Prime Minister Andrej Babiš, who owns about half of the country’s 

media.31 This consolidation of the media into the hands of a few individuals, including one who is 

actively involved in the government, makes it difficult for the press to hold the Czech government 

accountable for its actions. 

This crisis in the Czech free press comes at a time in which the country has turned towards 

more populist and authoritarian policies; a turn that is startlingly reminiscent of Hungary’s evolution 

of the past decade. In the presidential Czech elections held in January 2018, the nation reelected 

President Zeman.32 Zeman ran his campaign on anti-EU and anti-immigrant rhetoric, none of which 

should be surprising given his close ties to Russian businesses, which has repeatedly sought to help 

Zeman.33 Russian oligarchs have reportedly donated frequently to his presidential campaigns as well 

as provided political advice and consultants. In return, Zeman has repeatedly spoken out in favor of 

Russia and against imposing harsh sanctions against the nation, even as they invaded and occupied 

Crimea and engineered cyberattacks against other members of the European Union.34 Meanwhile, 

despite not winning a majority and being unable to form a coalition, Prime Minister Babiš is being 

given an opportunity to form a governing majority; an opportunity which many believe contravenes 

the nations existing parliamentary laws.35 Babiš’ election comes despite allegations that he used a 

shell-company to siphon 2 million Euros worth of EU subsidies directed to small businesses for 

himself.36 However, due to parliamentary immunity, even if these allegations were proven true, he 

would never face punishment. Taken together, the challenges to the free press, the corruption of the 

government, and its close ties to Russia demonstrate a deterioration in the Czech Republic’s 

commitment to democracy and the values of the European Union. Despite making great strides to 

improve its governance in order to join the European Union, the Czech Republic is now considered 

more corrupt than it was in 1996, according to the World Bank.37 

Scope of the Issue 
This issue is large in scope but must be tackled by this committee in order to create a more stable and 

equal European Union. On one hand this body must decide how to promote good governance and 
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democratic values in Eastern European countries that remain outside of the European Union. While 

there are many potential pathways for the European Union, it might begin tackling this issue by 

reforming its membership requirements and providing more thorough technical assistance to its 

member candidates and nations interested in membership. Furthermore, many Eastern European 

nations are members of the European Union. To improve governance and democracy, the European 

Union must work to improve its institutions so that it is more responsive and its decisions are more 

transparent to the average citizen. Additionally, the organization must continue to review the initial 

membership criterion to ensure that all nations are living up to the ideals that they agreed to respect 

when they became members. The erosion of good governance and the rollback of democratic values 

seen throughout Eastern Europe over the past decade is a direct danger to European unity and 

threatens the effectiveness and stability of the entire European system.  

Questions to Consider 
• To what extent can the European Union foster good governance and a respect for democratic 

values in existing members nations?  

• To what degree should current requirements for membership be reevaluated?  

• In what ways can the European Union implement enforceable regulations that will improve 

governance and promote democratic values? 

• To what extent is the democracy deficit responsible for the success of authoritarian and 

populist politics, and how should the deficit be addressed? 

• How can the European Union encourage nations to abide by the Rules of Agreement?  

 


