Europe faces enormous challenges and has to overcome them in the medium term: the development and economic growth, the unemployment, the competition as a result of globalisation, the security and social cohesion. 

Furthermore, there is the enlargement issue. At present, one of the most complex issues regarding the future of Europe is its geographic boundaries. How far can and should Europe go? The enlargement policy will, therefore, have a crucial importance in the future European Union decision-taking.

Enlargement does not represent a threat to the European Union; an enlarged and unified Europe may better meet global challenges. Unity in diversity can and should be considered an added value in this more and more globalised world.

In 1993, the Copenhagen European Council laid down a group of criteria as regards the accession of Central and Eastern European candidate countries. Candidates had to meet all the criteria in order for the accession to be successful:
· At the political level: stable institutions capable of ensuring democracy, the rule of law, human rights and the respect for minorities. 

· At the economic level: a viable market economy. 

· The adoption of the acquis communautaire: approval of the different political, economic and monetary objectives of the European Union. 

These are the accession criteria, which have to be met with a view to creating the necessary conditions to carry out a gradual and harmonious integration. Nevertheless, it is necessary to bear in mind that, before moving towards new enlargements, integration must be strengthened in order to fulfil the expectations of citizens.
At present, Europe has 25 Member-States, which represent about 500 million citizens.

As from January 2007, the European Union will have two new Member-States: Romania and Bulgaria (let us hope that the accession process will develop normally, as we all desire). The common European Space will have 30 million people more and, for the first time in the history of the Union, it will have an interior sea, the Black Sea. This enlargement of the European Union is very important considering its historic meaning to the European peoples and what it may represent to any future enlargements, especially in the area of the Western Balkans and Turkey.
Future enlargements (Turkey and Croatia are already candidate countries) are as important and necessary as the enlargement to Macedonia, Albania, Serbia and Montenegro, Bosnia and Kosovo. Some of these countries have already started negotiations towards Association and Stabilisation Agreements. Nevertheless, common sense and prudence tells us that, in those cases, apart from verifying whether requirements are accomplished by the candidate countries, it is necessary that the Union adapts to its recent enlargement and overcomes the current political and economic difficulties of the European Union.

And as I mentioned above, if today we are almost 500 million individuals, in the future we will be many more. I believe that the accession of new Member-States will allow the European Union to be one step closer to become a decisive landmark in the XXIst century. However, I cannot ignore that we face an important group of challenges; in my opinion if enlargement is well managed, the enlargement process will be one of the most powerful and efficient political instruments of the European Union. 

As Kalergi declared in 1923 “The European Question will only be solved by means of the union of Europe's nations.”
I conclude with a wish: that the union of all citizens may always result in an added value for each person. We should always be guided by this principle, as the polar star guides navigators in the discovery of new futures.

Maria de Lurdes Ruivo 
(Member of Parliament to the Assembly of the Republic, Socialist Parliamentary Group) 

Vienna, 23 May 2007
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