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This paper refers to the possible interaction between the European Union and the Black Sea 

region, following the consequences the international and financial crisis placed upon the Eastern 

neighbourhood of the Union. It provides a comprehensive picture on the economic situation in 

the Black Sea area, correlating the economic realities from the field with the required domains of 

policy actions.  

The research performed tries to reveal the impact the economic crisis had on the Black Sea 

region, to identify the suitable sectors of cooperation following the recognition of the common 

challenges and problems. Moreover, it offers a quick insight for the possible future interaction of 

the region or the countries within with the European Union or at intra-region level. 

The paper complements and enhances other researches (not that many though) on the subject. It 

studies previous researches, it uses the valuable information offered by the most comprehensive 

international economic data bases and it takes into account the present framework of dialogue 

developed by the European Union for its Eastern neighbours.  

The research methodology included quantitative and qualitative approaches. The analyses of the 

international literature and the interpretation of the data covered a range of fields pertaining to 

the European economy. The reading of the information processed was made in a personal key 

and it was correlated in an integrated, systematic and interdisciplinary manner. The instrument 

of Opinion Survey was used in two circumstances: in one case, elements were extracted from an 

existent poll, while in another a personal Survey was created to further inquire on the theme. 

The results of the research are of interim and final nature. The final results highlight the 

economic overview of the Black Sea region, pointing out the challenges and the risks on short, 

medium and long term. As a response to these challenges and risks, several common domains of 

dialogue can be identified, including a cooperation attempting to boost growth, competitiveness 

and productivity at the level of the entire region, through a sustainable development strategy. An 

important conclusion relates to the relevance of the European Union, as a main partner for the 

area. The Survey on the interaction European Union – Black Sea region generates interim 

results. Its limitation is given by the relatively small number of respondents. 

The implications of the paper can be reflected in the political decision-makers field and in the 

policy-debate domain; the findings could be used by economic operators. The research offers a 

good portrait of the economic realities of the region, it tries to link the possible cooperation 

between the European Union and the Black Sea region with the concrete needs and it offers an 

insight from the region for an eventual future interaction of the above mentioned actors.   
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I. Introduction  

The field of the research covers the domain of international relations. The theme of the paper 

relates to the cooperation between the European Union and the Black Sea region, area with a 

recognized growing strategic and economic relevance. It considers a neighbourhood composed 

by ten states: Bulgaria, Greece, Romania, Armenia, Azerbaijan, Georgia, Republic of Moldova, 

Ukraine, Turkey and Russian Federation.  
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The subject occupies a significant place on the international agenda. It became quite frequent in 

the European think-tanks policy-discussion, given the recognized role the region plays in the 

global energy equation, as well as in the context of the global political influence / power game. 

The paper represents a personal contribution to the research and to the debate in the field. 

The objectives of the research are multiple. The questions the paper tries to respond refer to the 

following aspects: to what extend the economic crisis affected the Black Sea region, if so, are 

they common challenges encountered for all countries in the area so that various and specific (at 

the same time) sectors of cooperation could be envisaged in the relationship with the European 

Union? The research also indicates interim findings concerning the possible future interaction 

between the European Union and the region. The paper analyses the impact of the international 

economic crisis on the states and, hence, the region, determining similar concerns for the 

countries, even if in different degrees. It demonstrates that there are common risks on short, 

medium and longer term. These challenges can be associated (if there is willingness towards their 

resolution) with actions on same domains, in the attempt to pursue reforms, resolve common 

problems and generate sustainable economic growth, international competitiveness and improved 

productivity. Last, but not least, it indicates an advantageous approach for the intra-region 

cooperation.  

 

II. Literature analysis 

Despite the growing acknowledged importance of the Black Sea region, in the present, there is 

still little policy-oriented research on the state of play, challenges and opportunities for the 

interaction in and with this geographical area. Moreover, the impact of the recent international 

financial and economic crisis is less highlighted, this having a significant implication on the 

shaping and the concrete “business as usual” of the European Union - region interaction, as well 

as on the intra-region cooperation. 

As reflected in a previous analysis (Gavras 2010: 5-29), the Black Sea region economic growth 

registered starting with the year 2000 suffered a strong negative impact due to the global 

economic crises. The damage (varying from country to country) begun to be noticed quite 

suddenly in the last quarter of 2008. The study reflects the important consequences on the 

financial systems of the countries in the region; it also indicates that the banking systems resisted 

better than expected and it highlights the need for changes (1). The recommendations regard the 

fiscal and individual bank level, some structural aspects and suggestions designed to promote 

economic development in the area through cooperation. Concerning the dialogue with the 

European Union, the study offers a brief highlight of the evolution of the relationship; very few 

recommendations are made. It is worth to mention that the analysis refers to the Black Sea region 

in general, without specifically indicating the countries taken into account. However, it can be 

deducted (Gavras 2010) that the area considered includes the countries the present article tackles. 

Regarding the cooperation at the regional level, a less positive outlook can be noticed, while a 

question mark is placed on the efficiency of the main structure operating in the area. There is no 

preference of the author for a future cooperation with a specific regional organization. 

An extremely recent publication articulates a perspective on the Black Sea regional cooperation 

and the process of policy coordination amongst the countries, but not in an attempt to draw the 

interaction as a response to the economic crisis implication. It points out that there is no general 

definition of the Black Sea as a regional entity and it underlines the meaning of the Black Sea 

Economic Cooperation. It emphasizes the European Union as being the structure the region is 

looking to and examines the various cooperative schemes in the Black Sea sub-regionalism, 

including the role of the European Union (Manoli 2012: 1-12). 

According to the Annual Report 2009 elaborated by the Black Sea Trade and Development Bank, 

there is a difference in the decline registered by the economies of the region as shown by the 

main financial and key economic indicators, as a consequence of the crisis. The prospects for 
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growth during next years are moderate, while it is foreseen a greater degree of variation in the 

growth rates. The report presents few recommendations in order to boost growth, along with the 

general advised line regarding measures taken by governments (structural reforms) to increase 

productivity and efficiency (Black Sea Trade and Development Bank). In the Annual Report 

2010 elaborated by the Black Sea Trade and Development Bank, the economic and financial 

indicators reflect a process of recovery, even if the positive growth is situated at a lower level 

than the one observed during the crisis previous years. The recommendations envisage the need 

to develop local financial systems. As the Black Sea Trade and Development Bank represents the 

financial pillar of the Black Sea Economic Cooperation, the reports deal with a Black Sea region 

considered from the point of view of this inter-governmental regional structure (2). 

The considerations related to the challenges the region faces and to the required reforms meant to 

preserve the gains, sustain long-term growth and strive for convergence with the European Union 

income levels and living standards contained by the Black Sea Trade and Development Bank in 

its vision for long-term strategic framework 2010-2020 are similar (even if more concise 

presented) to the ones evocated in the analysis belonging to Gavras. 

The Global Competitiveness Report 2010-2011 and the Global Competitiveness Report 2011-

2012 provided relevant information that proved useful in building a more comprehensible 

imagine of the picture represented by the economies of the countries in Black Sea region in the 

past years (World Economic Forum).  

Last, but not least, for this paper were available pertinent elements on the official website of the 

European External Action Service. The framework of dialogue designed in less than a decade by 

Brussels with a heterogeneous region encompasses bilateral, as well as multilateral tracks, all 

trying to accommodate in a more or less successful manner, the needs of the individual actors and 

of the entire area in general (European External Action Service).  

The present paper complements the research highlighted above, deepening the analysis related to 

the impact of economic crises on the Black Sea region. It identifies problems common to all 

countries (even if in a different degree), determining thus concerns relevant for the whole 

geographic area. In this context, the common challenges will generate possible future cooperation 

domains with the European Union or at intra-regional level. The paper does not reflect 

recommendations regarding the most appropriate way to interact between the actors mentioned 

here, this being an item treated separately by the author in a follow-up research. 

 

III. Research methodology 

The research methodology includes both quantitative, as well as qualitative approaches. They 

were applied seeking two purposes: to create the theoretical and scientific support for the 

research (mainly through documentary study) and to systemize, analyze and interpret the data 

reflecting the economic realities with a view to reach the proposed objectives. The literature 

studied belongs either to internationally recognized experts in the field or to international 

structures with well-known reputation in economic assessment. The works incorporate pertinent 

contributions both to the development of the subject, as well as to the perspective of the 

relationship between the European Union and the Black Sea region.  

For an enhanced analysis of the economic current state of play of the region, including the impact 

of the international financial and economic crisis, the World Bank data system and the Reports on 

Global Competitiveness were accessed. Given the interdisciplinary feature of the theme, various 

domains were taken into account, especially related to European economy. The literature 

revision, the analysis and the interpretation of the data are personal and correlated in an 

integrated, systematic and interdisciplinary manner. A particular focus was placed on the 

examination of the economic evolutions in the region, associated with the relationship European 

Union – Black Sea region theme through the perspective of the supposed interest of the countries 
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from the region to obtain, on medium and long term, increased international competitiveness, 

higher productivity and economic efficiency, hence economic growth. 

A significant relevance was also granted to the factors considered by managers as most 

problematic in conducting their businesses in the states belonging to the area. The information 

was extracted from the 2011 World Economic Forum’s Executive Opinion Survey.  

A quick insight on the interaction European Union – Black Sea region and its perspective was 

considered essential for the overall framework. For this purpose, an Opinion Survey with 16 

questions was opened starting with February 2011 to respondents from the countries in the area. 

So far, 154 answers where received from subjects representing academia, private-sector 

operators, officials. The tool is useful, as it is expected to reflect the view and the ownership of 

the region on the future of the cooperation with the European Union. 

 

IV. The results of the research  

The results of the research can be placed in two categories: interim and final. 

The conclusions drawn from the analysis of the economic indicators included in the World Bank 

data system are final, accurate and justify the evaluation of the impact of the economic crisis on 

the states of the Black Sea region and on the entire area. They also provide an engine in 

identifying the possible future sectors of cooperation. 

One first conclusion of the economic research is that the region will continue to present, for a 

long time to come, the feature of heterogeneity. This will have a consequence on the attempt to 

design compact long-term policies for the area as a whole, to obtain the consent of the states to 

cooperate along those policies and to implement them. 

The main economic overview conclusions can be summarized in the followings. 

For the years following the crisis, the general trend at the regional level consisted in a slow 

recovery, with positive values for the annual economic growth (even if lower than in other 

similar developed regions of the world). The highest rate in 2010 was registered by Turkey 

(8.9%) and the lowest by Bulgaria (0.2%). The exception was Greece, the country pursuing the 

negative rate from previous years (- 4.5%). Even if the economic growth rates were mainly 

positive, few countries succeeded to notably advance in the global classification of the world 

most competitive economies for 2011: Turkey, Georgia, and, to a certain extent, Azerbaijan and 

Armenia. Romania and Greece had the worst drop amongst the world economies. That suggests a 

stringent need at the region level of economic measures destined to improve the productivity and 

the international competitiveness.   

The inflation (GDP deflator), even if varied in the values registered, with few exceptions 

(Greece, Bulgaria) kept its negative influence of the prices instability (with impact on the social 

dimension), inducing a drop in the population purchasing power. 

With the exception of Turkey, for the rest of the countries, the public foreign debt / GDP levels 

increased, as a result of the borrowings made in order to finance the governmental spending. 

Greece continued to maintain values over 100% for this indicator. 

The unemployment stayed high, the significance being that an improvement in this sector 

depends on profound structural reforms.  

The external performance of the economies in the region got better at the region level as a whole; 

the external trade continued to play an important role in the GDP formation. Pending on the 

economies’ international ventilation, the countries of the Black Sea region demonstrate a very 

good degree of international openness of their economies (especially R. Moldova and Bulgaria, 

with values for the indicator over 100%). 

The foreign direct investments show a general decreasing trend, with values under the previous 

years’ levels. It is not expected a substantial improvement on short term if the economies of the 

western European countries, as well as the region ones (Russia for instance), do not recover from 
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the crisis and if the macroeconomic and business environment of the receiving states does not 

ameliorate. 

The remittances from the migrant workers registered an increased dynamic, over the 2007 level 

in some cases (Georgia, Armenia, Azerbaijan, Ukraine), but with record drops for others (Greece 

and Romania). 

The brain drain phenomena continued to affect the area, with the notable exception of Azerbaijan 

and, to a less extent, Georgia. There is an accentuated tendency in the migration of the potential 

labour force with pessimist forecasts for the years to come and negative impact on the economic 

development on longer term. 

On short term, the region can face the same risks as the ones faced by other world similar 

economies: new tensions on European economies and financial markets, volatile capital inflows, 

rise in the food prices, escalation in the energy prices (the majority of the Black Sea region states 

being net energy importers). All these questions could be translated in a possible agenda of 

discussion between the European Union and the region. 

On medium and longer term, there is a need to pass to actions meant to manage the structural 

challenges in all economies (associated with the longer term risks), even if in different degrees: 

the fiscal sustainability and the problem of the governmental spending, development of a sound 

local bank system, transformation or a mix of the social security, education and health system in 

order to tackle the labour force issue (quantity and quality), investments to ensure the foundation 

for further economic development.  

Another important final conclusion is that the European Union remains the main commercial 

partner for the Black Sea region (primary destination for the exports and the imports), the main 

source generating foreign direct investments, the major loan provider, the principal supplier of 

official development assistance, the main source of remittances and the major destination for the 

brain drain phenomena. A recovery in the European Union’s economy will have a positive 

impact on the economy of the Black Sea region. 

The research individuated a series of factors common to all states (even though in a various 

weight), factors considered by managers as most problematic aspects in conducting their 

businesses in the region. These are as follows: policy instability, corruption, access to financing, 

inefficient government bureaucracy, government instability/coups, inadequate supply of 

infrastructure, inadequately educated workforce, tax regulations, tax rates, inflation, poor ethic in 

national labour force, foreign currency regulations, restrictive labour regulations, crime and theft, 

poor public health.  

That means that the problems, hence the potential areas of a further cooperation between the 

European Union and the Black Sea region consist in a mix of sectors encompassing and inter-

linking the democracy and rule of law aspects with economic (including commercial) and 

financial themes, as well as social, education and health issues. The complexity of the framework 

and the multitude of the problems needing a solution induce the idea that for the area it would be 

useful an integrated regional vision seeking to achieve a sustainable development area, with an 

intelligent, competitive and coordinated economy. Such strategy would allow the region to 

obtain, on medium and long term, increased international competitiveness and higher 

productivity. This represents yet another possible field of future dialogue with the European 

Union. 

Concerning the interaction European Union – Black Sea region, the available results of the 

Survey indicate the preference for a further coherent, unique and structured way of cooperation. 

They also show that the actual interaction is effective to certain extent (56.3%) and that a future 

cooperation could take place under the European Neighbourhood Policy chapeau (70%) on a 

bilateral, as well as a multilateral track. A format at the Black Sea region level as a whole is 

favoured (50%). The interaction should concentrate on economic aspects, but also on fields as 

infrastructure, environment and tourism. The development of the economies of the region lacks 
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adequate financing (68.8%), a harmonized /unified economic and commercial framework (25%), 

trained human resources (18.8%) and encounters political difficulties (12.5%). 

The Survey on the interaction European Union – Black Sea region presents the limitation given 

by the relatively small number of respondents (despite the long period granted for answers and 

the various attempts to engage the addressees). However, it is relevant from a double angle: 

firstly, it shows that the general interest in the region a genuine and real cooperation European 

Union – Black Sea region is somehow diminished and, secondly, it indicates the need to better 

develop the interaction and to stronger disseminate the concrete cooperation exits. The results of 

this Survey are interim findings and could be used in a follow-up dedicated research.   

 

V. Conclusions 

The research has implications in the field of international economic relations, including for the 

political decision-makers interested in seeking and applying adequate foreign policy actions in 

the Eastern neighbourhood. In an equally important manner, it enriches the analysis on the most 

appropriated interaction sectors in the relationship European Union – Black Sea region with a 

contribution reflecting the needs derived from the economic realities in the field. It also confirms 

that the European Union should pursue its combined approach towards the region, on a 

multilateral track, developed in parallel with a bilateral dimension. 

This paper complements similar preoccupations from other researchers in this area and 

contributes to the policy discussion on the theme. For the economic operators, it highlights the 

countries better situated from the perspective of a potential investment decision, as well as the 

factors posing problems for doing business and domains needing economic action. 

The study can be seen as a unique source of insight and a qualitative portrait of each country’s 

economic and business environment, as well as an understanding of the overall regional situation 

or how it compares with the state of play in other countries. The paper also draws the attention to 

the need of a greater coherence, determination and real, concrete action in practice regarding the 

cooperation between the countries in the Black Sea region. It points out that there is a need for an 

acknowledgment of the problems common to all (the crisis affected all). These can be solved 

even if the degree of impact on each country’s economy is different, because the achievement of 

sustainable growth, increased international productivity and competitiveness are goals shared at 

region level. A new understanding and innovative concepts of interaction (perhaps solidarity 

principle) may prove useful in drawing the intra-region interaction. 

 

VI. Notes 

(1) The data reflect evolutions until 2008. The analysis includes projected figures for 2009 and 

few predictions for 2010. 

(2) The countries considered in the Reports of the Black Sea Trade and Development Bank are: 

Albania, Armenia, Azerbaijan, Bulgaria, Georgia, Greece, Republic of Moldova, Romania, 

Russian Federation, Serbia, Turkey, Ukraine. 
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