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Understanding EU Enlargement: What It Is and
What It Means

The enlargement of the European Union (EU) is one of the defining processes of European
integration. As a cornerstone of the EU’s evolution, enlargement involves the expansion of the

* % %

ol Union’s membership through the accession of new countries. Created in 1957 by six countries

* * . .
* Ml (France, Germany, Italy, Luxembourg, Netherlands and Belgium), the European Union has gone

* % through seven enlargements to reach 27 member states in 2025. This article explores what EU

enlargement is and why it matters.

What Is EU Enlargement? ? .)

[ ]
The process of joining the European Union involves several well-defined steps that typically take
many years to complete. Only countries that are in Europe can apply to join the EU.

EU enlargement refers to the process by

which European countries join the European >> Political Stability: Demonstrating stable

Union. It is a structured and institutions that guarantee democracy, rule of

rigorous process, governed by criteria and law, human rights, and respect for minorities.
conditions designed to ensure that new

members align with the Union’s

legal, economic, and political frameworks. >>> Functioning Market Economy: The ability to

This process begins when a country applies compete in the EU’s single market.
for membership to the Council of the EU.

Once the application is received, the Council

asks the European Commission to assess the 22> Adoption of the EU Acquis: Aligning national
country's ability to meet the Copenhagen legislation with EU laws and obligations.
criteria:
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If the Commission’s opinion is positive, the
Council must unanimously agree to grant the

country candidate status. Each chapter must be individually

Once candidate status is granted, formal negotiated and “closed” when the
accession negotiations begin, divided into 35 candidate country has shown it
different policy chapters can meet EU standards in that

covering areas from agriculture to taxation. area. Throughout this process, the

EU provides significant support
and guidance to help the
candidate country implement

Only after all these steps are completed, and the treaty necessary reforms. When all

is ratified by all parties, can the candidate country chapters are closed and both sides

officially join the European Union as a full member state. are satisfied, an accession treaty is

The entire process typically takes at least a decade, drawn up and must be ratified by
though the exact duration depends on how prepared the every existing EU member state
country is when it begins and how quickly it can and the candidate country.

implement required reforms.

The Mechanics of Enlargement:
The enlargement process follows several key steps:
1. Application for membership
2. Candidate status approval
3. Negotiations on 35 chapters of EU law (the acquis
communautaire)

4. Implementation of required reforms
5. Unanimous approval by existing member states
6. Ratification of accession treaty
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What Does EU Enlargement Mean?

Enlargement represents more than just the geographic expansion of the

Union. It is a political, economic, social and cultural transformation with

profound implications for both the EU and the acceding countries:

For the EU: Enlargement extends
the reach of the Union’s values and
policies, fostering stability and
prosperity in neighbouring regions.
It strengthens the EU’s geopolitical
influence and enhances
cooperation
on global challenges like climate
change, security, and migration.
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For Candidate Countries: Joining
the EU is an opportunity for
political stability, economic

development, and
improved governance. Access to
the single market, funding from EU
programs, and inclusion in
decision-
making are significant incentives.




