
BRIEFING 
Tracking the EU Commissioners’ commitments 
September 2022

Policy Department for External Relations 
Directorate-General for External Policies of the Union 

PE 639.326 – September 2022 EN

OLIVÉR VÁRHELYI 
Commissioner 
Neighbourhood and Enlargement 

This briefing follows up the commitments made by the commissioner since 2019. 

Commitment State of play 

Western Balkans 

“When it comes to the rule of law in the Western 
Balkans, we have very clear criteria that they 
have to meet [...] we need to intensify work with 
our Western Balkan neighbours to achieve 
more.” 

In February 2020, the Commission introduced a new 
accession methodology. Negotiations on ‘the 
fundamentals’ – the rule of law, economic criteria and 
public administration reform – are now the first 
negotiation chapters to be opened and the last to be 
closed.  
The Commission adopted an ‘Economic and 
investment plan for the Western Balkans’ in October 
2020. 
The programming framework under the Instrument 
for pre-accession assistance (IPA) III Regulation 
adopted in 2021 includes a section on the rule of law. 
Budgetary flexibility allows the Commission to link 
disbursements to the annual assessment of pre-
accession countries’ performance; the countries are 
expected to deliver in priority areas, including the 
rule of law. 
In Bosnia and Herzegovina, where political stalemate 
has threatened stability and rule of law, the 
Commissioner said that investment agreements 
worth EUR 600 million would be signed ‘only after the 
return to the full functioning of State institutions’.  
Despite the new emphasis on ‘the fundamentals’ and 
the specific case of Bosnia and Herzegovina, the 
Commission’s ‘Economic and investment plan for the 
Western Balkans’ mentions conditionality only once. 
In general, it remains unclear how the Commission 
will apply conditionality for the rule of law. 

https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/document/download/ef0547a9-c063-4225-b1b4-93ff9027d0c0_en?filename=enlargement-methodology_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/document/download/ef0547a9-c063-4225-b1b4-93ff9027d0c0_en?filename=enlargement-methodology_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/sites/near/files/communication_on_wb_economic_and_investment_plan_october_2020_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/sites/near/files/communication_on_wb_economic_and_investment_plan_october_2020_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/system/files/2022-01/C_2021_8914_COMMISSION_IMPLEMENTING_DECISION_EN.pdf
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A32021R1529&qid=1649343184502
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A32021R1529&qid=1649343184502
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/commissioners/2019-2024/varhelyi/announcements/speech-commissioner-varhelyi-situation-bosnia-and-herzegovina-european-parliament_en
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/commissioners/2019-2024/varhelyi/announcements/speech-commissioner-varhelyi-situation-bosnia-and-herzegovina-european-parliament_en
https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/sites/near/files/communication_on_wb_economic_and_investment_plan_october_2020_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/sites/near/files/communication_on_wb_economic_and_investment_plan_october_2020_en.pdf
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The European Court of Auditors’ Special Report of 10 
January 2022, titled ‘EU support for the rule of law in 
the Western Balkans: despite efforts, fundamental 
problems persist’, notes that the EU’s support has had 
little overall impact on fundamental rule of law 
reforms in the region. The European Parliament’s 
enlargement resolutions call on the Commission to 
implement the recommendations of the ECA report 
and link EU funding more closely to progress on the 
rule of law. 

Eastern Partnership 

“I will work on proposals for the Eastern 
Partnership’s long-term policy objectives, to be 
presented [...] ahead of the Eastern Partnership 
Summit in Brussels in June 2020.” 

In March 2020, the Commission and the High 
Representative for Foreign Affairs and Security 
Policy / Commission Vice President (HR/VP) issued a 
joint communication on the ‘Eastern Partnership 
policy beyond 2020’. This was followed up by an 
‘Economic and investment plan’ for the region 
adopted in July 2021. 
Following the Russian invasion of Ukraine in February 
2022, and the subsequent requests for EU accession 
by Ukraine, Moldova and Georgia, the Commission 
stepped up its political dialogue with those countries 
and revised funding for Ukraine. 

Southern neighbourhood 

“We will renew our partnership with the 
Southern Neighbourhood based on the ‘more for 
more’ principle while focusing on the economic 
development of our partners.” 

The  'A new Agenda for the Mediterranean', a joint 
communication of the Commission and HR/VP, was 
adopted in February 2021 as a follow-up to 
Commission President Ursula von der Leyen’s 2020 
Letter of Intent.  
The communication was accompanied by an 
‘Economic and Investment Plan for the Southern 
Neighbours’. 

Turkey 

“Turkey is an important partner for the EU and 
we have a strong interest in cooperating 
effectively with Turkey. However, this will not 
prevent me from giving unambiguous messages 
on issues such as the serious backsliding on rule 
of law and fundamental freedoms, the illegal 
drilling in the Mediterranean or the military 
incursion in Syria. I will also continue our strong 
support to civil society”. 

Commissioner Várhelyi and HR/VP Josep Borrell 
contributed to a reflection about Turkey by 
publishing a joint communication on the 'State of 
play of EU-Turkey political, economic and trade 
relations ’on 22 March 2021. The document was 
acknowledged by the European Parliament in its 
resolution of 19 May 2021. 

https://www.eca.europa.eu/Lists/ECADocuments/SR22_01/SR_ROL-Balkans_EN.pdf
https://www.eca.europa.eu/Lists/ECADocuments/SR22_01/SR_ROL-Balkans_EN.pdf
https://www.eca.europa.eu/Lists/ECADocuments/SR22_01/SR_ROL-Balkans_EN.pdf
https://www.eca.europa.eu/Lists/ECADocuments/SR22_01/SR_ROL-Balkans_EN.pdf
https://eeas.europa.eu/sites/eeas/files/1_en_act_part1_v6.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/IP_21_3367
https://www.politico.eu/article/eu-examine-ukraine-moldova-georgia-membership-bid/
https://www.politico.eu/article/eu-examine-ukraine-moldova-georgia-membership-bid/
https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/european-neighbourhood-policy/countries-region/ukraine_en
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_21_426
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/state_of_the_union_2020_letter_of_intent_en.pdf
https://eeas.europa.eu/sites/eeas/files/joint_staff_working_document_renewed_partnership_southern_neighbourhood.pdf
https://eeas.europa.eu/sites/eeas/files/joint_staff_working_document_renewed_partnership_southern_neighbourhood.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/joint-communication-european-council-state-play-eu-turkey-political-economic-and-trade-relations_en
https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/joint-communication-european-council-state-play-eu-turkey-political-economic-and-trade-relations_en
https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/joint-communication-european-council-state-play-eu-turkey-political-economic-and-trade-relations_en
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-9-2021-0243_EN.pdf
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External financing instruments 

“...allow for proper parliamentary scrutiny in the 
governance of IPA III and of the Neighbourhood, 
Development and International Cooperation 
Instrument (NDICI). I would insist in particular on 
the need for proper and regular strategic 
discussions with the European Parliament on the 
situation of and EU support to all partners within 
my portfolio and will always stand ready to 
actively participate in any such discussions”. 
“I am committed to ensuring appropriate 
parliamentary scrutiny and keeping you 
informed of my work in a timely and 
comprehensive manner. For example, we will 
have to work closely to finalise the future 
financing instruments (Neighbourhood, 
Development and International Cooperation 
Instrument and Instrument for Pre-Accession 
Assistance III)”. 

The Commission facilitated agreements on the 
Neighbourhood, development and international 
cooperation instrument (NDICI)-Global Europe and 
IPA III regulations; adopted the related NDICI-GE and 
IPA III delegated acts; and began to program the 
disbursements.  
The 2021 Commission declarations attached to the 
NDICI-Global Europe and IPA III regulations, 
established regular high-level geopolitical dialogues 
with the European Parliament. 
Commissioner Várhelyi appeared in both dialogues – 
to discuss NDICI-Global Europe with Parliament’s 
Foreign Affairs (AFET) and Development (DEVE) 
committees in June and October 2021, and IPA III with 
AFET in October 2021.  
While Parliament welcomed the geopolitical 
dialogues in a resolution from February 2022, it also 
pointed to the need to ‘receive relevant preparatory 
documents sufficiently on time and with an adequate 
level of detail in order to carry out a meaningful 
scrutiny’.  

 “I will make sure that there is a regular flow of 
information to Chairs of relevant parliamentary 
committees and I will ensure to continue our 
exchanges with parliamentary delegations and 
working groups.” 

Although the timing, structure and 
comprehensiveness of preparatory documents 
provided to the European Parliament ahead of the 
second Geopolitical Dialogue improved, the AFET 
committee recalled its request to receive detailed 
indicative annual and multiannual budget 
breakdowns within each thematic priority and the 
implied total regional and country allocation 
estimates. Several requests for more details on 
modulation and suspension mechanism, as well as 
detailed indicative annual and multiannual budget 
breakdowns, have remained unanswered. 
It remains to be seen to what extent the Commission 
takes into account Parliament’s positions, expressed 
during and following the dialogues. 

Gender equality 

“I am strongly committed to strengthening 
gender equality and women's and girl's 
empowerment in the Neighbourhood and 
Enlargement regions’ ... and to ‘supporting 
gender equality through our financial 
assistance”. 

On 25/11/2020, the Commission and the HR/VP 
issued a joint communication on the Gender Action 
Plan III, which promised that 85 % of all new external 
actions would contribute to gender equality and 
women's empowerment by 2025.  
Thematic priorities for assistance under IPA III funding 
include promoting gender equality and empowering 
women and girls. Gender equality is to be 
mainstreamed throughout the implementation of 
the IPA III Regulation.  

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A32021R0947
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A32021R0947
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/eli/reg/2021/1529
https://webgate.ec.europa.eu/regdel/#/delegatedActs/1698
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32021R2128&from=EN
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv%3AOJ.CI.2021.226.01.0004.01.ENG&toc=OJ%3AC%3A2021%3A226I%3AFULL
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv%3AOJ.CI.2021.380.01.0004.01.ENG&toc=OJ%3AC%3A2021%3A380I%3AFULL
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/AFET-OJ-2021-06-15-1_EN.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/AFET-OJ-2021-10-11-1_EN.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/AFET-OJ-2021-10-25-1_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-9-2022-0039_EN.html
https://ec.europa.eu/international-partnerships/system/files/join_2020_17_en_final.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/international-partnerships/system/files/join_2020_17_en_final.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/enlargement-policy/overview-instrument-pre-accession-assistance_en
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A32021R1529&qid=1649343184502
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AFET has requested putting greater emphasis on 
addressing challenges in the area of gender equality 
(among others) under the IPA III funding. 
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