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Text of interview with EU Expansion Commissioner Olli Rehn by Christoph B. Schiltz; place and date not given, entitled "The EU prospect is a reform engine" published by German newspaper Die Welt on 10 April[Schiltz] 
How will the European Commission decide whether Romania and Bulgaria should accede to the EU in 2007 or in 2008?
[Rehn] I will inform the Parliament and the Council about that on 16 May. In Romania and Bulgaria, important progress has been made. But it is necessary to continue the reform efforts and to increase the pace. Romania has made progress in combating corruption. But now there should also be tangible results such as investigations, the filing of charges and convictions. Moreover, there is still a backlog in the integration of minorities and the establishment of a functioning legal system. 
[Schiltz] And in Bulgaria?
[Rehn] In Bulgaria, the efforts to combat organized crime are not yet sufficient. As regards the reform of the legal system, too, only minor progress has been made. The efforts must be intensified. The legal system must become more transparent and more efficient. Doubts about the independence of the judiciary must be eliminated.
[Schiltz] There is intensive discussion about the EU's ability to take in new members. What are the Commission's criteria for the EU's absorption capacity?
[Rehn] The absorption capacity is nothing static, but a dynamic process. The Copenhagen Criteria of 1993 already require that the EU's ability to take in new members be taken into account when deciding on further expansion. Absorption capacity means that the EU must remain efficient; the EU members must be able to cope financially with the entry of a new country, and the political goals of the EU must not be jeopardized by the accession. This includes growth and institutional reforms.
[Schiltz] Where do the borders of Europe lie?
[Rehn] The borders of Europe are determined by values rather than geographical conditions. Of course, the geographical situation defines the boundaries, but the borders are determined by values.
[Schiltz] What does this mean in concrete terms?
[Rehn] Every European country that respects values such as democracy, human rights and the rule of law can apply for membership. This does not mean that we have to accept every country. But it would be wrong to definitely close the door by drawing a line on the map that determines Europe's borders forever. With this, we would squander many strategic options.
[Schiltz] Which options?
[Rehn] For the EU states, it is important that stability, security and democracy spread in their immediate neighbourhood. For the states of the Western Balkans, on the other hand, it is decisive to have a reliable prospect of EU accession in order for them to adhere to the reforms. The EU prospect is a reform engine; it is the glue that makes the Balkans states stick to the peaceful path.
[Schiltz] Nevertheless, many people are afraid of an overstrained EU.
[Rehn] With the expansion in 2004, we have successfully united western and eastern Europe. Now we are in the process of reunification with southeastern Europe. We have to find a balance now between our security interests and the people's concerns. I do not underestimate this challenge. But at the same time, we should not lose sight of reality: in the Balkans states, there are 20 to 25m people - this is feasible for the EU with a total population of 450m.
[Schiltz] When will the Balkans countries accede?
[Rehn] They will become members of the EU as soon as they fulfil the strict accession criteria. Substance is more important than a timetable. The expansion is not a high-speed but an express train.
[Schiltz] Will the EU adhere to the accession of the countries of the Western Balkans?
[Rehn] Since the Thessaloniki summit of 2003, the Balkans states have had a specific prospect of accession. Once they have done their homework, the member states must keep their promise: pacta sunt servanda [pacts must be respected]. We have to be rigorous, yet fair.
[Schiltz] More expansion means less integration of the EU.
[Rehn] What makes you think that? The history of the EU shows that expansion and integration do not contradict each other. Since 1989, the number of EU members has more than doubled, from 12 to 25. At the same time, the political and economic integration has made progress. Just think of the Schengen Agreement and the introduction of the euro.
[Schiltz] The European Parliament has suggested a new intermediate stage on the path towards expansion, a so-called EEA-plus [upgraded European Economic Area].
[Rehn] I know the concept of the European Economic Area (EEA) very well; we practiced that in Finland for over a year. The EEA is the right thing for economically and politically developed countries, but it is not appropriate for the Western Balkans. There, the societies are split, and efficient political institutions still have to be developed. There is, in fact, a sort of intermediate stage for the Balkans states: the Stabilization and Association Agreements should prepare them for accession. But they are not an alternative to accession.
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