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Foreword 
  

There is an opinion that Bulgaria lacks foreign policy. Certainly, there is a 

foreign ministry, there are embassies and diplomats that are coordinated by 

the government in Sofia. But still, one can read in serious media and hear on 

the national TVs heavyweight foreign policy experts, contemplating about 

Bulgaria’s lack of subjectivity in its foreign policy affairs. 

The opinion is that having become a part of the EU Bulgaria has turned its 

foreign policy agenda as a mere retranslation of Brussels’ official line. The 

thesis is further supported by the apparently unshifting political balances in the 

internal politics, which are named with the formula of stability. To strengthen 

even further the notion of stagnancy and ever-stronger status-quo, Bulgaria is 

in a currency board with the national currency – the lev, pegged to the euro. 

That means that just as the political and foreign policy systems operate in a 

state of reduced or shared sovereignty (with Brussels), the Bulgarian National 

Bank lacks certain number of tools to influence the economy. 

As a Bulgarian, and as a journalist, focused on international relations, I do enjoy 

the exercise of trying to make sense of what is going in my country’s foreign 

policy. The election of Donald Trump and the triggering of the Brexit clause are 

major international events, which undoubtedly influence anybody in the EU. 

But to what extent do they show that the times of atemporality for Bulgarians 

are gone? Would they serve as a wake-up call or as an imperative for greater 

foreign policy activity?  

As I’ve been searching for clues in the first months of 2017, I came across the 

reports about two conferences that took place in Sofia in the beginning of April. 

Both of them were organized by the same entities – The Friedrich Ebert 

Foundation, The Economics and International Relations Institute (a Bulgarian 

foreign policy think-tank which unites the elder generation of diplomats and 

experts), the Bulgarian Diplomatic Society (another NGO of the elder 

generation of diplomats). The first one was focused on the Black Sea Agenda of 

the EU (and the European member states of the region), while the other one 

dealed with Bulgaria and Balkans (titled “Between leadership ambitions and 

abdication”). Both of them seemed to give signs that one of the key lobbies 
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among the Bulgarian foreign policy experts attempts to outline policy proposals 

for the forthcoming new Bulgarian government and its expected presidency of 

the Council of the EU in the first half of the 2018.  

Given that I don’t live in Sofia at this moment, but in Rousse, the largest 

Bulgarian city on the Danube, located just 70 km to the south of Bucharest, I 

immediately sensed the favourable situation to overcome my lack of 

information about the Bulgarian foreign policy. I set forth to realize a research 

of mine about the answers of Bulgarian foreign policy experts to the changes of 

the EU. I realized three interviews with diplomats and analysts of various age 

and background, attempting to understand what are the options Bulgaria has 

and is Sofia rising sufficiently to the levels of the regional and international 

challenges.  

This article is the result of my searches and I hope that it gives the Romanian, 

Bulgarian and international reader better tools to understand what are the 

debates Bulgaria has, and what is the meaning that various Bulgarian experts 

bring to the EU table of foreign policy options. I enjoyed my work, I was 

received well in the Romanian parliament at the times of this article’s 

presentation and I thank the organisers of the conference “European space – 

quo vadis?...” for being open and supportive of me.  

 

The European and the Bulgarian context 
 

The Brexit referendum and the success of Donald Trump at the American 

presidential elections spurred greater existential searches inside the EU about 

its future. On one hand, the EU core of states no longer can rely so much upon 

the Anglo-Saxon world, which is moving to distance itself from them. On the 

other hand, the triggering of Brexit is perceived by Germany and other 

European countries as a chance to move the EU project forward.  

The White Paper on the Future of Europe1, written by the European 

Commission, presented five possible scenarios2 for the EU’s future: 

1. “Carrying on” (i.e. following the current path, no particular changes); 

                                                           
1
 https://ec.europa.eu/commission/sites/beta-political/files/white_paper_on_the_future_of_europe_en.pdf 

2
 http://verfassungsblog.de/five-scenarios-for-europe-understanding-the-eu-commissions-white-paper-on-the-

future-of-europe/ 

https://ec.europa.eu/commission/sites/beta-political/files/white_paper_on_the_future_of_europe_en.pdf
http://verfassungsblog.de/five-scenarios-for-europe-understanding-the-eu-commissions-white-paper-on-the-future-of-europe/
http://verfassungsblog.de/five-scenarios-for-europe-understanding-the-eu-commissions-white-paper-on-the-future-of-europe/
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2. “Nothing but the single market” (i.e. the EU refocuses on the single 
market alone, not on areas like migration, security and defense); 

3. “Those who want to do more do more” (i.e. one or more coalitions of the 
willing integrate deeper, a Europe of multiple speeds); 

4. “Doing less more efficiently” (i.e. all 27 integrate deeper on certain 
issues, including non-market ones, but do less on others). 

5. “Doing much more together” (the most pro-integration scenario, the EU 
integrates much deeper on many areas, with increased political union). 

In the Rome Declaration (March 2017) the EU rulers stipulated their preference 

for the formula „Europe of the speeds” (Multi-speed Europe). The declaration 

stated: „We will make the European Union stronger and more resilient, 

through even greater unity and solidarity amongst us and the respect of 

common rules. Unity is both a necessity and our free choice. Taken individually, 

we would be side-lined by global dynamics. Standing together is our best 

chance to influence them, and to defend our common interests and values. We 

will act together, at different paces and intensity where necessary, while 

moving in the same direction, as we have done in the past, in line with the 

Treaties and keeping the door open to those who want to join later. Our Union 

is undivided and indivisible.” 

Another outcome of the rearrangements in international relations is the 

growth of regional dialogue. An example of this tendency is the intensification 

of the Mediterranean dialogue among the regional EU member states3 4. 

Greater communication can also be observed in the frame of the Group of 

Visegrad5.  

These changes and tendencies inside the EU take place as Bulgaria has been 

searching for its place and vectors of foreign policy inside the Union. The first 

notable action Bulgaria made after its accession to the EU was to recognize 

Kosovo in 2008 together with Croatia and Hungary, separating itself from the 

group of Greece and Romania that have not recognised the Balkan state until 

today. Starting with 2009, the Bulgarian foreign policy oscillated between 

orienations towards the Middle East, the Eastern Partnership and the anti-

                                                           
3
 http://www.naftemporiki.gr/story/1145928/athens-declaration-of-the-1st-mediterranean-eu-countries-

summit 
4
 http://ufmsecretariat.org/3rd-southern-eu-countries-summit-ufm-plays-a-central-role-in-the-consolidation-

of-euro-mediterranean-regional-cooperation/ 
5
 https://visegradpost.com/en/2017/03/04/visegrad-group-wants-a-better-europe/ 

http://www.naftemporiki.gr/story/1145928/athens-declaration-of-the-1st-mediterranean-eu-countries-summit
http://www.naftemporiki.gr/story/1145928/athens-declaration-of-the-1st-mediterranean-eu-countries-summit
http://ufmsecretariat.org/3rd-southern-eu-countries-summit-ufm-plays-a-central-role-in-the-consolidation-of-euro-mediterranean-regional-cooperation/
http://ufmsecretariat.org/3rd-southern-eu-countries-summit-ufm-plays-a-central-role-in-the-consolidation-of-euro-mediterranean-regional-cooperation/
https://visegradpost.com/en/2017/03/04/visegrad-group-wants-a-better-europe/
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Russian line. The traditional regions of Bulgarian interest – the Balkans and the 

Black Sea remained behind as priorities due to different reasons.  

Signs of changes have become to appear a short time before the attempted 

coup in Turkey, when in the summer of 2016 the Bulgarian prime minister 

Boyko Borisov rejected the proposal for the creation of a NATO flotilla in the 

Black Sea (between Turkey, Romania and Bulgaria). In November 2016 general 

Rumen Radev won the Bulgarian presidential elections, and became the head 

of the state in January 2017. He promised a policy that recognises to a greater 

extent the national interest. While Boyko Borisov is well received both in Berlin 

and Ankara, Rumen Radev – an English, German and Russian speaker, leaves 

the impression he is a respected partner both in the USA and in Russia, while 

his first foreign visits were to Brussels and Berlin.  

 

Schools of thought in Bulgaria’s foreign 

policy community 
There are basically two large schools of thought in Bulgaria’s foreign policy 

expert community. The question about what the Bulgarian answer to EU’s 

changes might be is one that can serve as an indicator about the two group’s 

thinking.  

The first group that can be called „the young” are experts that have affirmed 

themselves after Bulgaria’s integration to NATO and the EU and generally 

belong to the right part of the political spectrum. These analysts want a deeper 

integration of Bulgaria into the integrations circles of the EU, such as: the 

banking union, the eurozone, Schengen, the energy union and so on. Their goal 

is for Bulgaria not to remain a periphery of the EU. Some of the notable 

represenatives of this group are Dimitar Bechev, Vessela Cherneva and Vladimir 

Shopov.  

The second group that can be called „the elder” are diplomats that have 

studied in Moscow, but later have specialised in the West. They have 

negotiated with success Bulgaria’s accession to NATO and the EU. They search 

for the Bulgarian answer to „The Europe of the speeds” in a greater activity on 

regional level in the European context. Their goal is for Bulgaria to be a 

member-state of the EU with its own added value. Some of the notable 
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represenatives of this group are Lyubomir Kyuchukov, Georgi Pirinski and 

Valentin Radomirski.  

Both groups participate actively in the discussion not only about the changes in 

the EU and the Bulgarian response to them, but also try to create policy 

content for the Bulgarian presidency of the Council of the EU (the first half ot 

2018). The ideas of both group deserve to be researched to a greater extent.  

The young 
A.  Dimitar Bechev 

Among the bright minds in Bulgarian foreign policy expert community is 

Dimitar Bechev, who has in fact been affirming himself on international level 

for quite some time. He has a doctorate from the Oxford University and 

specialisations at Harvard and the London School of Economics. At this moment 

he is a professor at the University of North Carolina and is also a senior 

researcher at the Atlantic Council, Washington. Bechev has written numerous 

publications of various kind on the foreign policy of the EU, the Balkans, Turkey 

and Russia. Bechev is also a classical representative of the young group among 

the Bulgarian foreign policy analysts.  

Bechev believes that after Brexit „the gravity point of the EU is moving 

additionally towards the Eurozone”6. That is why the Bulgarian answer to the 

changes in the EU should be directed at actions for rapid adoption of the 

common currency. Also, in the short-term perspective – the integration to the 

banking union is also necessary.  

In Bechev’s view the Bulgarian presidency of the EU should focus on the future 

relations and institutional arrangement of the connections between  the 

countries of the common currency and those who stay away from the 

eurozone. The goal of such activity should be avoiding the marginalisation of 

countries such as Bulgaria. This approach is necessary, because according to 

Bechev „the relations with China, Russia and turkey are not so directly 

relevant” to the Bulgarian foreign policy equation. Additionally, Bechev doesn’t 

quite see what more could be achieved by Romania and Bulgaria if they put 

emphasis on the regional cooperation in the Black Sea region. 

                                                           
6
 https://movafaq.wordpress.com/2017/04/20/bechev-bulgaria-eu-interview-en/ 

https://movafaq.wordpress.com/2017/04/20/bechev-bulgaria-eu-interview-en/
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B. Vessela Cherneva 
Another established voice of the young cohort of Bulgarian foreign policy 

experts is Vessela Cherneva. At this moment she is the director general of the 

Bulgarian office of the The European Council for Foreign Policy7. She has a MA 

in International Relations at the University of Bonn, Germany. Cherneva 

professional career is connected with the Bulgarian Ministry of Foreign Affairs. 

She works at the headquarters of the ministry in Sofia (1998-2000) and as an 

employee at the Bulgarian embassy in Washington (2000-2003). Her final 

position for the Bulgarian government is Spokesman of the Bulgarian Ministry 

of Foreign Affairs (2010-2013). In the period 2004-2006 Cherneva works at The 

International Commission on the Balkans8 chaired by Giuliano Amato.  

Just as the other young experts, Cherneva is worried that Bulgaria may be 

marginalized inside the changing EU, if it doesn’t act bold on its additional 

accession to the integrationist circles of the Union. In Cherneva’s view Bulgaria 

should develop and propose ideas and initiative in this direction until 

September-November 2017. The timing allows for pushing for those ideas 

while Bulgaria is the country-president of the EU in the first half of 2018.  

Some possible directions of activity9 are: 

1. The Eurozone – Bulgaria’s budget is stable, and when it adopts the euro 

the bank bankruptcies will be avoided 

2. Schengen plus – a community for advanced cooperation with the 

member-states of the Schengen. Bulgaria could help them with its 

position about the EU borders’ protection  

3. European Prosecution – look at 4 

4. Common European Defense – the initiatives 3 and 4 probably could be 

realized only within groups of interests and not at the level of the whole 

EU 

5. Energy Union – the region of South-East Europe is interested in energy 

independence 

 

                                                           
7
 http://www.ecfr.eu/ 

8
 http://www.balkan-commission.org/ 

9
 http://www.ecfr.eu/sofia/post/five_opportunities_for_bulgaria_to_participate_in_the_future_of_europe 

 

http://www.ecfr.eu/
http://www.balkan-commission.org/
http://www.ecfr.eu/sofia/post/five_opportunities_for_bulgaria_to_participate_in_the_future_of_europe
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The elder 
A. Lyubomir Kyuchukov 

Lyubomir Kyuchukov is the most prominent among the elder foreign policy 

experts. He has graduated from the Moscow State University on International 

Relations and has specialized in the Georgetown University in Washington. He 

started his diplomatic career in the Bulgarian embassy in Romania (he speaks 

Romanian language). He has been a deputy foreign minister (2001-2009) and 

ambassador to the UK (2009-2012). For long time, he has been the president of 

the Economics and International Relations Institute, based in Sofia.  

In two interviews Kyuchukov gave after the aforementioned April conferences 

in Sofia – one to the Bulgarian National Radio10 and the other – to the blog 

“Bridge of Friendship”11, he outlined a bold policy proposal for the Bulgarian 

presidency of the EU – the push for the adoption of a European strategy for the 

Black Sea region. The rationale behind the proposal is that after 2013 the Black 

Sea region has seen a rise in tensions, which asks for an attempt at reducing 

them through initiatives for collaboration. In Kyuchukov’s view there is no 

military solution to the many frozen conflicts in the post-Soviet space. At the 

same time the countries with interests in the region don’t have the time to 

wait, hoping that conflicts would be somehow resolved without greater 

implication and cooperation in the region.  

“The Black Sea is the only one European sea, which has remained ownerless”, 

in other words, which is not assigned a macroregional strategy by the EU, says 

the foreign policy expert. He reminds that in 2008 Germany, Romania and 

Bulgaria have pushed successfully for the Black Sea Synergy initiative and its 

10th anniversary requires making a recapitulation and boosting it with 

additional funds and policy content.  

“There is hardly a more natural cooperation in the frame of the EU than the 

one between Romania and Bulgaria – both through the prism of the common 

problems, which they solve (the abolishment of the MCV, the accession in 

Schengen, possibly in the Eurozone, the security in the region of the Black Sea 

and Balkans, and so on) and with regard to the coordination and the protection 

                                                           
10

 https://youtu.be/JzNlYA2gcJA 
11

 https://movafaq.wordpress.com/2017/04/13/kyuchukov-interview-black-sea-en/ 
 

https://youtu.be/JzNlYA2gcJA
https://movafaq.wordpress.com/2017/04/13/kyuchukov-interview-black-sea-en/
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of joint ideas and initiatives in the frame of the EU”, adds further Lyubomir 

Kyuchukov, as he contemplates on the need for regional cooperation in the 

European context. 

Georgi Pirinski 
Georgi Pirinski is at this moment a member of the European Parliament and 

another well-known member of the elder circles of Bulgarian foreign policy 

expertise. He is also well known as a diplomat in the region. He has been 

president of the Bulgarian parliament (2005-2009), foreign minister (1995-

1996) and member of six Bulgarian parliaments (1990-2013). He has graduated 

from the High Economic Institute “Karl Marx” in Sofia.   

Pirinski develops an idea that compliments the one presented by Lyubomir 

Kyuchukov. Pirinski supports the creation of an European macroregion around 

the Black Sea and the development of a macroregional strategy of the EU in 

this region12.  

The diplomat and politician belives that the Bulgarian presidency of the EU (the 

first half of 2018) and the Romanian one (the first half of 2019) together with 

the Austrian one in-between them give Sofia and Bucharest the chance to 

initiate and defend this project for macroregional strategy in the Black Sea 

region. In Pirinski’s view both countries “have their responsibility and role for 

the realization of the common goals of the Union in support of peace and 

sustainable development”. He defines the goal of such common activity in a 

more abstract way. In his view it should be connected with overcoming of 

problems the regional countries can’t resolve on their own and separately. 

The EU strategy for the Black Sea as a 

regional initiative 
The idea for EU strategy towards the Black sea region deserves more attention, 

as it is a chance for countries such as Romania and Bulgaria to give added value 

to the EU as a whole. Some of the reasons behind this policy proposal were 

already outlined as the opinion of the elder analysts for Bulgarian activity were 

presented. But there are other arguments for it too.  

The elder experts believe that the advanced regional cooperation could bring 

about the creation of a common vision for the Black Sea region. Additionally, it 
                                                           
12 https://movafaq.wordpress.com/2017/05/03/pirinski-interview-en/ 

https://movafaq.wordpress.com/2017/05/03/pirinski-interview-en/
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could assign to it larger EU funds for regional and sustainable development. 

More importantly, economic cooperation in its various forms would reduce the 

tensions in the region, a development that could be beneficial to any of the 

littoral states. At present, there are four European macroregions – the Baltic, 

the Danubean, the Alpean and the Adriatico-Ionian, and they include also non-

member states as participants13.  

Historically, there have been numerous forms of cooperation in the Black Sea 

region. The aforementioned Black Sea Synergy is an inclusive initiative that 

unites all the littoral countries, including Russia and Turkey, which have 

difficulties in their relations with the EU at this moment. After the Crimea 

referendum, the outburst of the war in East Ukraine and the strengthening of 

the Turkish-EU tensions of the last years, the Eastern Partnership replaced the 

Black Sea Synergy as the preferred from of collaboration by the EU. The Black 

Sea Synergy was also never funded sufficiently.  

The involvement of the Synergy and of the Partnership in “a common strategic 

framework with the participation of all the Black Sea countries without any 

doubt would help for the more effective use of the financial resources of these 

programs in the name of the goals for sustainable development of the coastal 

territories of the corresponding countries and the region as a whole.”, claims 

Georgi Pirinski14.  

In his turn, Lyubomir Kyuchukov believes: “The Synergy should be reactivated 

by way of receiving an additional financial and institutional resource, while at 

the same time it is upgraded and becomes a practice mechanism for the 

realization of the wider and long-term strategic approach of the EU towards 

the region of the Black Sea, as it is embodied in the Black Sea Agenda.”15 

These attempts at change of the regional spirits from rivalry and conflict 

towards cooperation, will not be easy to take place even if the EU supports 

them. Certainly, there will be a need for recovery of trust.  

For me as a foreign affairs journalist another issue of interest apart from the 

fine-tuning of the EU policy in the Black Sea region is the Romanian-Bulgarian 

cooperation in a wide spectrum of spheres. There is an impression that in spite 

of the great commercial turnover between the two countries (almost 4 billion 

euro for 2016), they still don’t do much on the energy and infrastructural 

                                                           
13

 https://movafaq.wordpress.com/2017/05/03/pirinski-interview-en/ 
14

 https://movafaq.wordpress.com/2017/05/03/pirinski-interview-en/ 
15

 https://movafaq.wordpress.com/2017/04/13/kyuchukov-interview-black-sea-en/ 

https://movafaq.wordpress.com/2017/05/03/pirinski-interview-en/
https://movafaq.wordpress.com/2017/05/03/pirinski-interview-en/
https://movafaq.wordpress.com/2017/04/13/kyuchukov-interview-black-sea-en/
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cooperation16. Common activities with regard to the Black Sea region could be 

an initiative that could bring about greater mutual coordination and action. 

Conclusions 

The changes in the EU stir greater debates and searches for action inside the 

Bulgarian foreign policy expert circles.  

The group of the young believes that Sofia should do anything possible so that 

it doesn’t remain a periphery in the EU of changes and redefinition. Therefore, 

it is imperative that Sofia asks for integration into the different circles of the 

EU: the Eurozone, banking union, energy union and so on, so that it becomes a 

part of the Europe’s heart. The young experts believe that there is no 

alternative to the advanced integration of Bulgaria inside the European 

structures, because “the relationships with China, Russia and Turkey are not 

relevant direct”. In the young’s view Bulgaria is powerful and modern to the 

extent of its integration and mix with the countries and the interests of the 

core of the EU.  

The group of the elder believes that Sofia’s attempts to play the role of a 

subcontractor of the West in the Middle East or with regard to other distant 

spaces and topics don’t give fruit. Bulgaria should be the subject of its own 

foreign policy, in other words to have its own thought and initiatives, instead of 

seeing its participation in the EU as a merely technical activity. Therefore, the 

elder believe that Bulgaria could give added value to the EU only in its 

traditional regions of interests: the Balkans and the Black Sea. This fits well with 

the overall tendency in the EU and the world for regionalism.  

Among the possible vectors of Bulgarian response to the changes in the EU is 

the idea for macroregional strategy for the Black Sea, which encompasses also 

greater regional cooperation. The new Bulgarian government, which took office 

on 4 May 2017, is the one that is expected to give its response to the various 

ideas that were formulated by the expert community. The Bulgarian answer to 

the EU changes at a state level will certainly become more clear within 2017, as 

Bulgaria prepares for its presidency of the Council of EU. My personal take is 

that probably a mix of various ideas and policy vectors would be given the 

chance. Hopefully, some of them would be also connected with greater 

Romanian-Bulgarian cooperation.  

                                                           
16

 https://movafaq.wordpress.com/2017/02/09/romania-bulgaria-cross-border-collaboration-en/ 

https://movafaq.wordpress.com/2017/02/09/romania-bulgaria-cross-border-collaboration-en/

