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There is a tendency in some political discourse now to say that, because 
the Constitution that was meant to prepare for enlargement failed to be 
ratified, the enlargement process has now hit a roadblock called 
‘absorption capacity’. An alternative narrative is that the Constitution 
proposed some useful but marginal systemic changes, but its ratification 
was badly mismanaged by some political leaders. In the meantime, the 
EU has not experienced gridlock, and its current major political issues 
have nothing to do with enlargement. The vague idea of ‘absorption 
capacity’ is better de-constructed into more precise and objective 
components such as the capacity of the EU’s internal market, labour 
market, budget, eurozone and institutional system to absorb new member 
states, society’s capacity to absorb immigration and the EU’s capacity for 
assuring its strategic security.  
 

Key words: capacity, immigration, Council, strategy, political, 
cohesion, changes 
 

The term “absorptive capacity” has slid into the official usage of the 
EU without being rigorously defined, yet with the implication that it stands 
for an objective reality. The term is being used frequently in political debate 
alongside two other loaded and ill-defined expressions: “enlargement 
fatigue’ and demands to define the EU’s ‘final frontiers’. The concept first 
appeared in official texts in the conclusions of the Copenhagen summit of 
1993, which stated: 

- the Union’s capacity to absorb new members, while maintaining 
the momentum of European integration, is an important consideration in the 
general interest of both the Union and the candidate countries’. 
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- debate around this term reached a new intensity after the big 
enlargement of 2004 and 2007, and rejection by France and the Netherlands 
of the draft Constitution in May 2005. At the June 2006 meeting of the 
European Council summit, ‘absorption capacity’ became one of the most 
controversial issues, results some conclusions: the European Union 
reaffirmed that it will honor its exiting commitments and emphasized that 
every effort should be made to protect the cohesion and effectiveness of the 
Union. It will be important to ensure in future that the Union is able to 
function politically, financially and institutionally as it enlarges, and to 
further deepen the Europe’s common project. Therefore the European 
Council had, at its meeting in December 2006, a debate on all aspects of 
further enlargements, including the Union’s capacity to absorb new 
members and further ways of improving the quality of the enlargement 
process on the basis of the positive experiences so far. It recalls in this 
connection that the pace of enlargement must take the Union’s absorption 
capacity into account.  

The Commission is invited to provide a special report on all relevant 
aspects pertaining to the Union’s absorption capacity, at the same time as it 
presents its annual progress reports on enlargement and pre-accession 
process. This specific analysis should also cover the issue of present and 
future perception of enlargement by citizens and should take into account 
the need to explain the enlargement process adequately to the public within 
the Union. “Enlargement fatigue” is an honestly vague political sentiment. It 
might be a passing mood. Given some period of rest, and with experience of 
the recent enlargements and some institutional changes, the European body 
politic might be refreshed and no longer fatigued. The huge recent 
enlargement of the EU to 27, understandably leads to desires to pause and to 
gain experience of how the enlarged EU is functioning. 

“Absorption capacity” is also vague and ill-defined, but the problem 
here is that it is being used in official texts of the EU, whose language 
should have precise legal, economic or political meaning. At present the 
expression is being used at times as a seemingly objective cover for general 
political sentiments that are hostile to further enlargements. Yet, for 
example, the recent French and Dutch referenda failures showed how 
difficult it is to interpret what these two populations were voting against. 
Was it against the Constitution, or enlargement, or globalization, or 
immigration, or just an expression of domestic political tensions? 
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1. Capacity of goods and service markets 

 
The single market for goods and services poses no real problem. 

Member states of the European Economic Area (EEA) are already 
completely integrated with the EU. Turkey is also integrated to a high 
degree given its customs union with the EU. The remaining Balkan states 
have very small and weak economies, and the only issue is their capacity to 
develop competitive economies. Ukraine is potentially more important, and 
a free trade regime is already being planned. However, a sustained fast 
growth by the Ukrainian economy would surely be a plus for the EU both 
on economic and political grounds. 

The major competitive challenge for the EU economy comes from 
Asia. In this respect, the EU’s enlargement into Central and Eastern Europe 
is an advantage, helping Europe adjust to the global challenge. Integration 
of the nearby new member states into the European supply chain allows 
European companies to profit from some low labor cost opportunities, and 
helps them improve their global competitively with relatively smooth 
adjustments. The alternative is for European enterprises to fail in the global 
competition. Enlargement is therefore part of the solution, not the problem. 

The services market has recently been the subject of intense political 
debate and negotiation of the EU services directive, given the context of 
enlargement. In public opinion this has connected with the now 
mythological “Polish plumber”, a character who is much appreciated in 
most EU states where this trade is poorly supplied. For better or worse, EU 
leaders have chosen to be very cautious in only partly opening the service 
sectors to fully open-market competition, retaining the principle of national 
regulation rather than that of the home country. This law therefore dampens 
considerably the possibility for cross-border competition in service trades. It 
makes the notion of absorption capacity in this sector as well practically 
irrelevant. Nonetheless the political debate in some EU countries has shown 
a gross confusion of the problems of globalization with EU enlargement, 
which political leaders have tended to echo rather than correct. 
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2. Capacity of the labour market to absorb new member states 
 

The labor market is a more controversial matter. The EU has been 
taken by surprise by the amplitude of migration in the first year since the 
2004 enlargement to those member states that did not retain restrictions. For 
example, recent reports tell of 600,000 migrants into the UK mainly from 
Poland and 200,000 into Ireland with many from Latvia. These are large 
figures for the countries concerned, but have been amplified for the 
countries of immigration because other member states were not opening 
their labor markets at the same time. Even so, such developments have to be 
put into perspective. The three countries that have not restricted labour 
flows from the new member states – Ireland, Sweden and the UK – have all 
exhibited steady or high economic growth and declining unemployment. 

The labour inflows will have eased the risk of labour market 
constraints on non-inflationary growth. The more restrictive member states 
may have deprived themselves of the best of the new migrants, and some 
are now opening up as a result. Emigration has however begun to cause 
concern in the labour-exporting states, with reports in such countries as 
Latvia and Poland of increasing difficulties for enterprises to recruit what 
they need. This leads to employers in these countries beginning to realize 
that they will have to pay higher wages to attract well-qualified people back. 

The Czech government has introduced a “jobs for foreigners” 
website to attract workers from other countries too. This problem is 
however an example of a positive dynamic model of integration with labor 
market mobility, and eventually with return migration, being part of the 
process of upgrading the workforce and fostering convergence of living 
standards. This is part of a positive integration and development model, and 
hardly a problem of absorption capacity.  
All Central, Eastern and South-Eastern European countries face serious 
problems of demographic decline, in the same way as for the EU-27. This 
declining trend is now set to continue, and to intensify steadily from 2010 to 
2030, by which time the demographic shrinkage of the labor force may 
reach 0.5% per year. The EU knows that it is facing serious problems ahead 
for the financing of social security entitlements as a result of these 
demographic trends. However, on the whole, the EU member states have 
neither prepared adequately for this, nor have they yet been hit with its full 
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impact on public finances and the economy’s potential for non-inflationary 
economic growth. 

Immigration is one of the options to mitigate this demographic 
deficit. In the context of the present debate about EU enlargement, there are 
limited possibilities for migration from the post communist states of eastern 
and South-Eastern Europe, since their own demographic problems are so 
serious. Among actual or potential accession candidates, Turkey is the main 
potential resource, although even here there is a sharp decline in the 
population of working age in prospect: while the population of working age 
is today growing at a rate of about 1.4% per year, this will go into steep 
decline and become even negative around 2025. Nonetheless there could 
remain a potential migration from Turkey to the EU in the intervening 
period of some amplitude, although in the hypothesis of Turkish accession 
in 2009, 2012 or 2015, and seven more years of labor restriction thereafter, 
there would not be free movement until Turkey’s own demographics had 
radically changed. 

The demographic decline in the new member states is also so severe 
that they may come to want to attract immigrants. The easiest source would 
be Ukraine and Moldova, but these countries themselves are suffering even 
more serious demographic deficits. Turkey might help here also in these 
circumstances. 
 

3. Capacity of the EU institutions to function with new member states 
 
First, the daily routine of the EU’s decision-making process has so far not 
shown any major signs of the predicted institutional gridlock. Secondly, 
many of the problems that have surfaced have resulted from disagreements 
between the main ‘old’ member states, and would probably not have been 
avoided with the Constitutional Treaty in place. Rather than a revolution of 
the EU’s institutional set-up, the Constitutional Treaty would have meant 
only an important evolutionary step. In relation to today’s institutional status 
quo, the question of absorption capacity can be discussed quite concretely. 
The Constitution also proposed a change from the current triple majority to 
a double majority of voting. This system, which introduced a majority of 
55% of member states together with a majority of 65% of the population, 
was conceived to make the formation of blocking minorities more difficult. 
Calculations have proven that under the current system of triple majority 
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voting rules, the formation of blocking minorities is in theory indeed much 
easier. However, none of the fears about the formation of such blocs has 
materialized. 

In the Pillar I economic policy field, the EU has reached something 
like a steady-state systemic condition. The euro and the single market both 
exist, and have become matters of routine policy management and marginal 
systemic changes. The new member states will only gradually accede to the 
euro, and this is in itself a mechanism for managing the relationship 
between widening and deepening. There is no evidence of gridlock in the 
Councils of Pillar I attributable to enlargement. The main issues of re-
animating the Lisbon agenda and revising the Growth and Stability Pact are 
matters essentially fought out between different tendencies in the old 
member states. The new member states have been highly interested parties 
in getting the new financial perspectives for the budget adopted, but this was 
done after a period of hard bargaining and a touch of the usual “crisis”. 

In the Pillar II domain there seems already to be a mutation in the 
behavior of the Council bodies. Real inter-governmental debate in the 
Council of foreign ministers of 27 member states on a typically long and 
complex agenda has become impossible. That threshold has been passed, 
but without the sometimes-predicted gridlock disaster. On the contrary it is 
reported by participants in the foreign ministers Council that the 
proceedings have moved into a more business-like mode, with issues 
prepared beforehand, tabled for decision, and debate reduced effectively for 
seriously dissenting voices to be expressed. No tendency has been observed 
of the new member states blocking initiatives of the former 15. There has 
been a steady expansion of ESDP operations. At the same time, there is a 
greater role for the central coordinating bodies to prepare decisions, a 
combination of the Presidency, the Council Secretariat (which has virtually 
become an actor itself) and the Commission. Unanimity rules, but votes are 
hardly ever taken. These developments suggest considerable institutional 
flexibility and that evolutionary adaptation is underway. Outstanding 
systemic issues, such as double-hating of the High Representative and Vice-
President of the Commission, remain to be settled. Experience with the 
now-numerous ESDP missions is reinforcing the consensus among the 
member states and institutions that this is necessary, in order to resolve 
complex problems of Commission-Council coordination. Presumably the 
politically opportune time will be found in due course to do this. 
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In the Pillar III domain of justice and home affairs, the case for 
systemic changes is a bigger issue, as this is a new area searching for an 
adequate decision-making model. There are evident problems today in the 
unanimity requirement for new legislation. However it has been 
disagreement among the large ‘old’ member states, not the new ones, that is 
inhibiting progress. There is widespread recognition that a merger of Pillars 
III into Pillar I is needed, and the area reserved for unanimity should be 
reduced. The draft Constitution would have helped here. So the question 
will no doubt return to the agenda in any case, given the continuing tensions 
over terrorism and immigration from the South. The overarching, long-term 
institutional issue is how the EU of very many member states (30 to 40) 
might be able to function adequately without the member states becoming 
the political equivalent to the 50 states of the United States. The old large 
member states of the EU reject the idea of becoming mere Floridas or 
Idahos. However this comparison with the United States can be quite 
revealing, if one considers the major difference in size distribution of states. 

However, as some of the examples cited above have shown, 
decision-making in the Councils of the EU may show a capacity to adapt to 
a large number of member states, devising acceptable and adequate ways to 
prepare formal decision-making outside the crowded formal Council 
meetings. These evolutions may be matters of behavioral change within 
given institutions and structures, rather than matters of constitutional 
change, given also that there exist procedures for ‘enhanced cooperation’ 
between coalitions of the willing groups of member states. The strength of 
these possible tendencies is a matter of speculation, yet sufficiently well 
founded to qualify static notions of institutional “absorptive capacity” even 
in the absence of a new treaty. 

The EU has invested hugely, in terms of finance, political energies 
and reputation, in turning the Balkans around definitively into a region that 
converges on modern European values. Bit by bit this is happening, as the 
non-EU space becomes smaller and smaller and now in 2008 will be 
entirely surrounded by EU member states.  

 
CONCLUSIONS 

 
• The capacity of the EU’s internal market and euro zone to absorb 

new member states is positive. The tendency in some public debate to 
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confuse the positive economic effects of enlargement with the much more 
problematic challenges of globalization need to be corrected by effective 
communication. 

• The labour market has seen some bubbles of migratory flows to 
those EU states that opened their labour markets from the new member 
states without delay. By the time the EU’s labour market might become 
completely open to a major further enlargement (i.e. beyond 2020), the EU 
will be confronted with very serious demographic problems of labour 
shortages and social security deficits, for which some immigration could be 
helpful, with Turkey as the only plausible source among potential accession 
candidates. 

• The failure of the Constitution may have held back some useful 
institutional improvements, but in its absence the EU’s decision-making 
processes have not run into a state of gridlock. Partial improvements under 
the Nice Protocol ease the problem of enlargement for the Commission and 
Parliament, and in the Council there are some signs of adaptation to the new 
situation with many more member states.  
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