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T he EU has failed to grasp 
Putin’s intentions, says 
Štefan Füle, EU Com-

missioner in charge of Enlarge-
ment and Neighbourhood poli-
cy, in an exclusive interview with 
New Europe. 

The EU misunderstood him 
"many years ago, when Putin said 
that the biggest catastrophe of the 
20th Century was the dissolution 
of the Soviet Union, then in 2008, 
at the NATO-Russia summit in 
Bucharest, when he said that Uk-
raine was an "artificial country”.

"I am very concerned”, says 
Füle, "to see a policy of "mana-
geable chaos" being introduced 
in Ukraine. Where exactly are the 
limits of “manageable"? To what 
extent can one “manage" chaos? 
I would hate to see anyone pla-
ying games with the purpose of 
determining who is going to pay 
the biggest price for Ukraine: Mo-
scow or Brussels? We are not into 
that kind of game."

Štefan Füle also details the 
following steps for consolida-
ting Moldova and Georgia, and 
announces that Albania might 
finally receive the candidate sta-
tus at the EU Council in June, 
when Moldova and Georgia will 
sign their own Association agree-
ments. “But it is up to the member 
states” to take the final decision, 
concedes Štefan Füle. 

“Is Azerbaijan our strategic 

partner in energy? Yes, it is!” says 
Fule, hoping to expand strategic 
relations, adding that he will visit 
with Oettinger and may accompa-
ny President Barroso.

Füle also dwells at length on 
the way he managed to maintain 
the momentum of enlargement: 
"The most challenging job I had 
in the last two and a half years was 
how to keep the enlargement alive 
at a time when the basic instinct of 
the whole European Union and of 
the members states was to focus 
on the economy, the finances and 

the crisis in the Eurozone. The-
re were a number of ways to do 
it. We have probably chosen the 
most difficult one: to strengthen 
the credibility of the process. In 
the last two and a half years, we 
went from a box-ticking exercise 
to a project of political transfor-
mation. Track record matters, and 
I am very happy to see the first 
small results.”

One main result of this has 
been the start of the negotiations 
between Serbia and Kosovo.

Štefan Füle speaks at New Europe Studios
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A bold agenda for 
the next Parliament

The European elections “will be decisive for 
the future of the European Parliament,” says 
Gianni Pittella MEP and Vice-President.
With populist parties rising, he says “it is there-
fore essential that all pro-European political 
forces” should rally and not be defensive.
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Do you trust this man?
Saying that a merger of two airlines 
does not harm competition, because 
one of them would have gone out of 
business soon anyway, is like a crimi-
nal court acquitting a murderer of a 
cancer patient on the grounds that 
since the victim was anyway going to 
die, the murderer had caused “no ad-
ditional negative effect”.

 But this is exactly what the 
Commission’s Vice-President in 
charge of competition policy Joaquín 
Almunia did in the Aegean and 
Olympic airlines merger that led to 
the creation of a monopoly.

Latvia’s 
experience in the 
euro changeover
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a partner for 
regional growth

“ T he business world has changed. 
Today, there are no borders and 
no currencies. The definition of 

competitiveness has also evolved; we can’t 
boost enterprises through the traditional an-
nual fairs or other old-fashion tools. We need 
to encourage regional business and small 
and medium enterprises towards a constant 
dialogue with their counter partners and in-
troduce them to new stakeholders. Therefore, 
it is with great honour that I accept to be in 
charge of the AER Business Community”. 
This statement by Giovanni Chiodi, Pres-
ident of the Abruzzo Region (Italy), got 
the attention of New Europe. Throughout 
this supplement we will focus our atten-
tion on how to get new business opportu-
nities without the European Commission 
support, neither National Governments 
but through regional authorities. 

For those who don’t know this associa-
tion, established in 1985, the Assembly of 
European Regions is the largest indepen-
dent network of regions in wider Europe. 
In fact, AER brings together nearly 230 
regions from 35 countries and 15 inter-
regional organisations. All regions within 
Council of Europe states can join this 
network. Regions are defined as authori-
ties immediately below the level of central 
government, with a political power of rep-
resentation, as embodied by an elected re-
gional Assembly. In the past few weeks, we 
got to know its current views through its 
Secretary General, Pascal Goergen and 
we’ll soon have a chat with its President, 
Hande Özsan Bozatli, who is also the 
Vice-President of the Metropolitan area of 
Istanbul.

This Assembly launched its Business 
Community last 8 April 2014. The main 
purpose is to establish concrete and sustain-
able links between the private sector and 
regional authorities from its member re-
gions. In other words, it seeks for a win-win 
partnership by helping companies to get in 

touch with new markets and to extend their 
network at the regional level. A level consid-
ered by AER as very accessible and flexible, 
making it a privileged interlocutor for grow-
ing business. This Community is composed 
on the one hand of a privileged pool of co-
founders and other members from the pri-
vate sector. On the other hand, it gathers dy-
namic, open-minded and innovative SMEs 
that are looking for internationalisation and 
new markets.

All of these companies are included in 
AER’s activities where they can find op-
portunities for interregional economic 
exchanges, share best practices and inno-
vative ideas, as well as improve their cor-
porate image and reputation.

Today, it can already rely some co-
founding members such as Brussels Air-
lines, Volvo, Accor Hotels, UNICAP Tele-
vision and BNP Paribas Fortis. One of 
them shared testimony: “The Volvo Group 

– whose vision is to be the world leader in 
sustainable transport solutions – welcomes 
the opportunity to cooperate with the As-
sembly of European Regions. This experi-
ence will provide us with a better insight of 
regional mobility challenges and transport 
needs so that, together, we will be able to de-
velop sustainable European Regions” stated 
Frédérique Biston, Vice-President of 
Volvo Group. 

Some concrete projects have already 
come out from these partnerships, such as 
the “European Regions” campaign, brand-
ed by AER and led together with UNICAP 
Television.

“European Regions” will be a series of 
documentaries inviting television viewers 
to discover a region through its heritage, 
whether it is tangible or intangible, cul-
tural, architectural, historic, touristic, in-
dustrial or gastronomic.  Each episode will 
show the industrial heritage, namely the 

region’s growth, by highlighting its eco-
nomic assets and innovative businesses. 
One part will also be dedicated to educa-
tion. A student will guide the viewer, invit-
ing him or her to visit the university world 
and meet foreign students. 

The end of each episode will highlight 
the different modes of transportation and 
infrastructure available in the area, such 
as regional airports, high speed trains, etc. 
The aim of “European Regions” is to en-
courage familiarity and dialogue between 
cultures as well to promote tourism and 
discovery of the highlighted region. “Eu-
ropean Regions” will also lead the view-
ers to a wealth of undiscovered culture. 
With its unusual places and memorable 
interviews.

This project is truly the essence of this 
Community to put companies and region-
al authorities together in order to create 
innovative ideas, growth and jobs.

Giovanni Chiodi, 

President of the 

Abruzzo Region 

(IT), took officially 

the charge of the 

“AER Business 

Community” in 

Pescara in 

April 2014. 

NEW EUROPE
The Assembly 
of europeAn 

A pArTner for regionAl growTh

regions

The AER Business Community

www.neweurope.eu
May 2014

A new europe SpeciAl SuppleMent 

Piketty or 
not Piketty?

by  chriStoS KiSSAS, phd Page  03

Štefan Füle on Russia, Ukraine, Moldova, Georgia, Azerbaijan and more
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partnership with Azerbaijan that we 
do not talk more about the country. 
This I say objectively. The point here 
is that the Eastern Partnership is not a 
straight jacket that we have put on our 
Eastern partners in order to suit one, 
or a small group of them. 

No, it’s a framework, and a set of 
policies based on certain principles. 
We apply them to all pour partners, 
with Belarus on one side, and Mol-
dova and Georgia on another side, 
but also to Azerbaijan. Azerbaijan has 
to find its place in forging its relations 
with the EU. Is Azerbaijan our strate-
gic partner in energy? Yes, it is!… Are 
we ready to expand this strategical 
importance or dimension to other ar-
eas? We are, on the condition that one 
of those areas be the area of human 
rights and fundamental freedoms.

New Europe: Then why isn’t 
Armenia never criticised? After 
all, Armenia still occupies part of 
Azerbaijan’s territory and is now 
joining the Customs Union with 
Russia. We only hear criticism 
about Azerbaijan, and not about 
Armenia.

Štefan Füle: We are not criticis-
ing countries for the choices they 
make. Our task is to empower each 
country to make sovereign choices, 
not to criticise them for their sover-
eign choices. When we are looking 
at how those countries are imple-
menting the commitments they have 
undertaken — we have jointly estab-
lished the Eastern Partnership—, am 
I happy that I am called so many times 
to pay attention to this or that breach 
of human rights in Azerbaijan? No, I 
am not happy.

New Europe: The Balkans, 
now. You have been very active in 
the Balkans. We’ve seen Serbia be-
coming a success story - they have 
started negotiation with Kosovo; 
then, we have Montenegro. How 
did you manage to achieve such a 
result, given that it had been drag-
ging on for years?

Štefan Füle: Thank you for this 

question. The most challenging job I 
had in the last two and a half years was 
how to keep the enlargement alive at 
a time when the basic instinct of the 
whole European Union and of the 
members states was to focus on the 
economy, the finances and the crisis 
in the Eurozone. There were a num-
ber of ways to do it. We have prob-
ably chosen the most difficult one: to 
strenghten the credibility of the pro-
cess. In the last two and a half years, 
we went from a box-ticking exercise to 
a project of political transformation. 
Track record matters, and I am very 
happy to see the first small results.

New Europe: How about Alba-
nia? Why is it kept at arms length?

Štefan Füle: That’s a good ques-
tion. Whatever you do, at the end of 
the day, it‘s up to the local politicians 
of any country to use the chance 
given to them and to deliver on the 
expectations. Unfortunately, in Al-
bania, in the past, when there were 
elections — I’m not talking about 
the recent parliamentary elections—, 
it happened often to have not one, 
but two winners, and it usually took 
some time for these winners to figure 
out who had to be in charge. They 
would not join their forces when it 
came to the European agenda. I hope 
now that all the time we’ve lost in 
the past is over. I see Albania getting 
closer and closer to the decision of 
the member states on granting it the 
candidate status. Our recommenda-
tion will go in the positive direction. I 
hope the member states will find that 
our arguments are strong.

New Europe: Will it happen 
this year?

Štefan Füle: It should happen 
this June, during the European 
Council.

New Europe: This is already a 
scoop.

Štefan Füle: It will be up to the 
member states.

New Europe: But when will the 
enlargement stop? Where are the 
borders of Europe? How far can the 
enlargement go?

Štefan Füle: It can continue as 
long as there will be a point where ar-
ticle 49of the Lisbon treaty will meet 
the consensus of the member states. 
Article 49 speaks about what a Euro-
pean country is, it sets out the condi-
tions for becoming an EU member. 
For accepting any country, one needs 

the consensus of all member states. 
It‘s a combination of these two ele-
ments, so don’t look for geographical 
criteria to define the external borders 
of the EU. Look for the combination 
of these two elements.

New Europe: Are you still in fa-
vour of Turkey’s accession?

Štefan Füle: I’m in favour of eve-
ry European country that knocks on 
our door, wanting to share our values 
and to become a member of our club, 
and sharing the same rules to be given 
the chance to become a part of that.

New Europe: One final topic. 
How could Europe be so wrong 
in the case of Ukraine and of Rus-
sia’s intentions? I’m thing of the 
way in which in Vilnius unexpect-
edly Yanukovych refused to sign 
the Agreement, after which things 
went so fast that everybody was 
taken by surprise.

Štefan Füle: I don’t agree, I don’t 
think we were wrong in the case of 
Ukraine. As I said, our Eastern Part-
nership is not about our ambition 
to impose anything on our partners. 
Our policy is to help our partners to 
deliver on their own ambitions, and 
this is what we have been doing in 
Ukraine from the very beginning. We 
have been trying to interact with the 
Russians, to have them understand 
that this is a win-win solution, and 
that this Association agreement of 
ours is to the advantage not only of 
our neighbours, but also to the neigh-
bours of our neighbours. But we have 
probably underestimated what Presi-
dent Putin was trying to tell us already 
many years ago, when he said that the 
biggest catastrophe of the XXth cen-
tury was the dissolution of the Soviet 
Union. Secondly, in 2008, at the NA-
TO-Russia council summit in Bucha-
rest, when he said that Ukraine was an 
“artificial country”. It’s very sad for me, 
at the end of my term, to see that our 
policy has met such a resistance. I am 
very concerned to see this policy of 
“manageable chaos” being introduced 
in Ukraine. Where exactly are the lim-
its of “ managable”? To what extent 
can one “manage” chaos? I would hate 
to see anyone playing games with the 
purpose of determining who is going 
to pay the biggest price for Ukraine: 
Moscow or Brussels? We are not into 
that kind of game.

New Europe: So we basically 
misunderstood Putin’s personality.

Štefan Füle: We have to learn 
from this.

By Dan Alexe

New Europe has interviewed Štefan Füle, 
EU Commissioner in charge of Enlarge-
ment and Neighbourhood policy, a port-
folio that has him in permanent contact 
with the field of EU foreign policy, cov-
ered by the High Representative Cath-
erine Ashton. “If you look at the news, 
that portfolio of High Representative, and 
also my portfolio, will have a lot to do in 
the next six months”, said Štefan Füle. “It’s 
going to make us busy until the last mo-
ment.“

New Europe: Why do we need two 
different jobs, Enlargement and High 
Representative, to cover what is very 
often the same field? They frequently 
overlap.

Štefan Füle: They do not overlap, 
they actually interact. They are using dif-
ferent instruments. I represent the com-
munity instruments, the policies such 
as defined in the treaties… Catherine 
Ashton coordinates the common security 
policy. Now, what has has happened in the 
past was that the persons in charge of the 
two jobs were actually pursuing separate 
tracks.  Now, for the first time after the 
Lisbon treaty, we are using the same set of 
instruments, and we are somehow mov-
ing in the same direction, interacting with 
each other, reinforcing each other. It’s a 
huge change.

New Europe: You are the first en-
largement Commissioner coming from 
an Eastern European country. That 
means knowing the Russian mentality 
and the Russian language, knowing East-
ern Europe. Was that an asset for you?

Štefan Füle: I think it is an advan-
tage if one deals simultaneously with the 
enlargement portfolio and also with the 
neighbourhood portfolio. I think it is 
also an advantage to come from a coun-
try which has undergone this huge trans-
formation process called “enlargement”. 
To have that experience and to be able to 
offer solutions to our partners and candi-
date members allows you to bring in your 
personal experience… In other words: 
it allowed me to present not only what 
was in my mind, but also what was in my 
heart. So, yes, it helps.

New Europe: Then how come we 
have a Commissioner in charge of ex-
ternal affairs — the High Representa-
tive— who doesn’t speak any foreign 
language? You, for instance, you do 
speak Russian and other languages, 
and you say this is useful.

Štefan Füle: Who doesn’t speak any 
foreign language?

New Europe: Catherine Ashton.

Štefan Füle: Oh, come on. I heard 
her speaking foreign languages. It’s not 
about that, it is not about whether you 
know two, or three or four languages. It’s 
about your ability to lead the 28 member 
states in an area where we only now de-
fine what’s uniting us, and to coordinate 
our national foreign policies.

New Europe: So, you need rather 
administrative qualities.

Štefan Füle: You need the qualities of 
a politician, of a good manager, and of an 
excellent negotiator.

New Europe: Let’s get concrete: 
what are the next steps in Moldova and 
Georgia?

Štefan Füle:  The next steps are the 
very important trips of both governments 
to Brussels. President Barroso and the 
college of Commissioners have invited 
the prime ministers and the respective 
members of the governments of the two 
countries for discussions. We will start 
with Moldova on 15 May, then we will 
have Georgia on 21 May. This is actually 
only a small part of a very active political 
calendar. Another extremely important 
event will, of course, be the signing of 
the Association agreement with the two 
countries…

New Europe: Which will happen 
sometime now in spring, before sum-
mer.

Štefan Füle: The heads of states and 
governments have made it absolutely clear 
that they want us to create the conditions 
for those agreements to be signed before 
the end of June… and we will deliver on 
it. The next stage will be to ensure the 
conditions of application. We don’t want 
those agreements to have an effect only in 
one or two years, but as soon as possible.

New Europe: In order to make sure 
that these two countries, Georgia and 
Moldova, do not fall into Russia’s arms, 
as it happened with Belarus a long time 
ago, and with Armenia recently, when 
it decided to join the Customs Union 
with Russia.

Štefan Füle: Listen, I know that from 
a certain angle it seems almost logical to 
say that. But the Eastern Partnership has 
never been about some zero sum game, it 
has never been about Moscow and Brus-
sels. It has been about empowering our 
partners to take their own sovereign deci-
sions about their own orientation, about 
their future, without imposing on them 
our ambitions, but by helping them to de-
liver on their own ambitions. If their am-
bition is to get closer to the EU — and in 
the case of some of our Eastern Partners 
even at a certain time to become member 
states — then it is our duty, and not only a 
moral one, to help them on that road.

New Europe: How about Azerbai-
jan? We hear very rarely nowadays about 
Azerbaijan. You spoke harshly about 
Azerbaijan recently, criticising the situa-
tion of human rights there. But we don’t 
hear such criticism about Azerbaijan 
from President Barroso, or from other 
Commissioners. By the way, Barroso and 
Oettinger go to Azerbaijan next month, 
and last time Barroso was there, there 
was no criticism from his side about the 
situation of human rights. Why do you 
have two sets of policies in the college of 
Commissioners?

Štefan Füle: I will go there as well in 
May with my colleague Gunter Oettinger, 
and I might also accompany President 
Barroso. I spoke with the President of 
Azerbaijan two weeks ago, I spoke with 
Azeri ministers ten days ago. There are 
no two policies on Azerbaijan. I agree 
with you that it is to the detriment of our 

We have underestimated what Putin was telling      us - interview with Štefan Füle
“At the NATO-Russia council summit in Bucharest, Putin told us that Ukraine was an “artificial country”.”

 Štefan Füle makes a point at New Europe Studios
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Regional aid for the 
future of SMEs in the 

European Union

By Philippe Kotsaridis
Economist - Tax Adviser

The Economist‘s lab

Ensuring high levels of employment, productivity and 
social cohesion in an ever-changing world will require 
the European Union to become a smart, sustainable and 
innovative economy. Of course, this is the desired ideal. 
You should know that the European Union now has 
over 20 million small and medium sized enterprises 
(SMEs), which combined represent a whopping 99% 
of European companies. SMEs are a key driver of eco-
nomic growth, innovation, employment and social in-
tegration. The European Commission is eager to help 
entrepreneurs succeed by improving the environment 
in which SMEs operate to enable them to develop their 
full potential in an economic sphere that is now global 
and hyper-competitive.
What practical help can the EU offer?
The European Commission is interested in the welfare 
of everything that touches and affects entrepreneurship 
and SMEs throughout Europe. It deals with support 
mechanisms for SMEs. It works both for the established 
entrepreneurs, as well as the budding entrepreneur with 
a start-up, paying special attention to women entrepre-
neurs, for example, and to handicrafts and companies in 
the social economy.
All actions in favour of SMEs and entrepreneurship are 
grouped within a single framework called the Small Busi-
ness Act for Europe (or SBA for short), under which all 
EU member states are committed to work alongside the 
European Commission.
The SMEs need strategic and financial support at the lo-
cal level. This is why the Commission also works to help 
the member states and regions to develop policies to pro-
mote entrepreneurship, improve the situation of SMEs 
throughout their lifecycle and help them to access new 
markets.
The ultimate goal of state regional aid is to support 
economic development and employment. The guide-
lines contain rules allowing the member states to draw 
up maps of regional aid valid for the period 2014-2020. 
These maps mark the geographical areas and show the 
extent that each member states can support new invest-
ments made by SMEs and set aid ceilings for companies 
in these eligible regions. These maps will come into ef-
fect in July until the end of 2020. 
On the one hand, Brussels is easing controls and fa-
cilitating the procedures for obtaining funds of smaller 
amounts. Larger projects will continue to be closely 
monitored.
If the priority of this strategy is to accelerate the end of 
the crisis, it also aims to lay the foundations for sustain-
able growth.
This strategy sets objectives in the following key ar-
eas: employment, research and development, climate 
change and environment, education, poverty and social 
exclusion.
However, in practice, access to regional aid is not always 
obvious. This is why it is important to ensure that this 
information is widely disseminated.
View the map of your area online  
(http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/index_en.cfm).
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