
Five biggest challenges and threats for the functioning and the legitimacy of the European 

Union from the perspective of Croatia 

 

Croatia has benefited from the membership in the EU in the past eight years and accession has 

largely boosted not just Croatian economy, but its political stability, and along with NATO 

membership, further strengthen its national security. Notwithstanding, Croatia as a member of the 

EU shares most of the challenges and threats that the rest of the Union faces. These threats could 

affect the functioning of the EU, and undermine its legitimacy in the continent and globally, with 

direct impacts on Croatia as a member of the EU. This paper aims to look into the five biggest 

challenges and threats facing the EU, from Croatia’s perspective, divided in 5 points. 

1. Frozen process of EU enlargement  

The process of accession of the six Western Balkans countries came to a standill, and the latest 

statements from top EU official lead to a conclusion that none of these countries could join the EU 

before 2030. The vacuum left by the EU left an opportunity for growing influence of global powers 

and regional players outside Europe. Insecure perspective of EU accession also turns the focus of 

WB6 countries from the EU and reforms, and their government lack the ambition to tackle the 

growing problem of organized crime and omnipresent corruption. The abandoned will for further 

EU enlargement comes from vulnerabilities of the EU, which is reflecting upon its future model 

of functioning after Brexit. This represent a challenge not just for fragile democracies of the WB6, 

but also for the democratic character of the EU as it ceased to adamantly promote democratic 

values in its own neighborhood. The challenge of the frozen enlargement process might only 

change in the mid-term, and it affect the EU as a whole, and among members states primarily 

Croatia who was long birders and strong political and economic links an interests in WB6. To a 

lesser extent Slovenia and countries bordering the WB6 are also affects.  The threat is more of a 

intangible nature, as it affects EU’s democratic values and its image in the continent and in the 

world. 

2. Challenge of growing influence of global and regional powers 

Building up on the first set of challenges and threats if the growing influence of global powers 

China and Russia and regional power Turkey. These powers are rapidly filling up the vacuum left 

by the EU in Europe’s soft underbelly, the Balkans. Further to this, the influence of these powers 

is also growing in Croatia, which is becoming more attractive to these powers. Croatia can act as 

an entry point to the EU, and at the same time the country receives the highest level of financial 

support from EU funds measure by per capita, and will invest billions allocated by the European 

Commission into infrastructure projects, interesting primarily to Chinese and Turkish companies. 

Chinese company CRBC is already finish Croatia’s flagship project Pelješac Bridge, and Turkish 

Cengiz signed the contract for construction of the railway connecting the city of Koprivnica with 

the Croatian-Hungarian border. Both projects are over 400 million euros worth and more than 80% 

co-financed by the EU. Nomination of these companies in strategically important projects in 

Croatia have sparked and outcry in Brussels. Croatia is also attractive due to its location on the 

crossroad of the Balkans, the Mediterranean and Central Europe. This strategic position was 



recognized by Russian companies which are dominant in energy sector of Croatia, but also 

sprawling their influence in food production, retail and financial sectors. The challenges and 

threats coming from these three countries are not just limited to Croatia, but rather these powers 

challenge the whole of the EU. Unresolved conflict in Ukraine is a threat to security of the whole 

of Europe, and Nord Stream 2 pipeline has divided the EU on supporters and opponents of this 

project. Turkey’s foreign policy is growing assertive not just in the Western Balkans but also in 

the South Caucasus, the Aegean Sea and in the MENA region, frequently placing it at loggerheads 

with the EU. Chinese companies are strengthening their leverage across Europe, and the EU is not 

clear how to deal with China on geopolitical battleground. In March 2019 the European 

Commission has referred to China as a “systemic rival” and in parallel in December 2020 the 

Comprehensive Agreement on Investment (CAI) between the EU and China was reached, though 

still not ratified. Considering this, Croatia shares similar challenges and threats coming from the 

outside as the EU faces as a whole. Weighing and evaluating these point, it can be concluded that 

the threats coming from these powers present this biggest challenge to EU’s security. These threats 

are due equally to the nature of the foreign policies conducted by these countries and to EU’s own 

vulnerabilities. These set of threats will not undermine the democratic character of the EU, but 

they can undermine EU’s stability, security especially in its periphery and shatter its influence not 

just globally but in it immediate neighborhood. The challenges posed by these powers are here to 

stay in the long term, and with a gowning dynamic and intensity. These threats have a universal 

character, meaning they are not just challenging Croatia, or meaning they are coming through 

Croatia, but they challenge most of the EU member states and the EU as a block. These challenges 

have a primary financial and material nature as they rivalry between the EU and these powers will 

define who will make gains in trade and energy and whose corporations will dominate key sectors. 

3. Changing borders in Europe  

Initiative to change borders in Europe pose a serious threat to European peace and stability. These 

initiatives are strongest and most formulated in WB6 primarily in relations between Kosovo and 

Serbia, with the proposed exchange of territories between countries as a solution to the status of 

Kosovo. Further to this, there are initiatives to divide Bosnia and Herzegovina, as is the case with 

the non-paper presented by the Slovenian Prime Minster Janez Janša. These initiatives are 

primarily formulated by powers outside the EU – namely the United States and the United 

Kingdom. Regardless of the shared community framework within NATO, theses initiatives are a 

potential threat as they could shake the already fragile stability in the WB6. Any upheaval or 

disruption of stability and security in WB6 would directly impact primarily Croatia, but also the 

rest of the EU. But it is not just the Balkans where these initiatives are worded, as most of Europe 

as prone to some kind of border alternation. Other examples are border disputes between Greece 

and Turkey in the Aegean sea, independence initiatives of province of Catalonia in Spain, impacts 

of Brexit on Irish border, disputes in the North Sea between France and the UK, growing 

nationalism in Hungary which lost a significant part of its territory a century ago. Any of these 

initiatives, especially in the case of Kosovo and B&H would have a destructive effect on the EU, 

after its hard-won success to unite most of the continent and bring peace and stability. This threat 

is less significant comparing to point 2., and more significant comparing to point 1., and is due 

primarily to the nature of the threat itself. It cannot undermine EU’s democratic character 



imminently, but it can shatter EU’s stability, and the relevance of this challenge will grow steadily, 

making it a long-term challenge. If primary affects certain states, but in the long-term it could have 

universal affects, and is primarily of immaterial nature. 

4. Democratic deficit in the EU 

The EU and its institutions have been a target of criticism for a democratic deficit. The citizens 

fear that the institutions of the EU are far from their reality, and that policies created in Brussels 

do not necessarily follow the interests of all stakeholders of any size – whether they be big 

corporations, from the EU or the outside, or SMEs. Smaller member states are also afraid of having 

their interests overridden by bigger members. Democracy and solidary are key European values 

and at the core of EU’ cohesion. Creating a super-structured EU would distance it from its citizens 

and ultimately undermine its foundations and the objectives rooted at the very begging of the 

European integration. Democracy is also EU’s best defense in face of threats coming from 

authoritarian regimes like Russia and China. Looking from Croatia’s and other smaller members 

perspective, qualified majority voting (QMV) should also be modified only in a way that the voice 

of smaller states in not overridden. Evaluating the four points, this point should be place in the 

middle, just below points number 2. and 3., and is a result of EU’s own vulnerability. It threatens 

the democratic character of the EU in the long-term; it has a universal character and is of intangible 

nature.  

5. Lack of EU’s unity and global voice 

EU has been a success story when it comes to building common values and s single market, but 

the Common Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP) is still far from becoming a real EU foreign 

policy. This is a major problem of the EU which is a trading and economic super-power but with 

no or little political power in the global arena, even in its neighborhood. There are still big divisions 

among members states in approaching different issues, including energy security, approaching 

other global powers like Russia and China, or tackling the migrant crisis. New EU’s Global 

Strategy will have to deal with these issues, but creating the credible CFSP is still far from being 

reached. This is a challenge that undermines EU’s unity, credibility in the world, and ability to 

tackle major problems its issues. Looking at it from the Croatian perspective, it also creates 

uncertainty and eventually instability, not just for it but for other, primarily smaller member states 

too. Evaluating this challenge among other four, it should be put on the last place. Notwithstanding, 

as this challenge is evolving from EU’s own vulnerability, and faced with the changing global 

environment and growing global threats and challenges, it is poised to grow in the long run. It has 

a universal character, and is of immaterial nature, and in the long-term it has an ability to 

undermine the democratic character of the EU. 
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