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EU enlargement is formally assessed 
through adopting the acquis in national 
legislation. The transport sector howev-
er, highlights an important dynamic: 
candidate countries are already becom-
ing functionally integrated into the EU 
transport area before membership. This 
functional integration can advance in 
parallel with the formal accession 
process, through projects of the Trans-
European Transport Network (TEN-T), 
the Connecting Europe Facility (CEF) 
for Transport, and Solidarity Lanes. 

Long-term investment in cross-border 
connectivity can make the enlargement 
process more credible and can provide 
tangible benefits before membership, 
such as economic development, strate-

gic alignment and military mobility. 
However, this network development 
should not be seen as an alternative to 
acquis implementation. It should pro-
ceed in parallel with formal reforms in 
order to preserve the incentives for full 
EU membership. 

The current assessment architecture for 
EU enlargement remains predominant-
ly national and chapter-based. This is 
necessary for monitoring legal obliga-
tions, but insufficient for measuring 
corridor performance. The EU should 
add a corridor-based layer of monitor-
ing that better captures how connectivi-
ty can strengthen the credibility of the 
enlargement process, both for candi-
date countries and for the EU.
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Key Recommendations

Systematise Network Assessments 

The European Commission should comple-
ment formal acquis-based assessments sys-
tematically with the network-level assess-
ments such as the Transport Community’s 
TEN-T assessments and Solidary Lanes stud-
ies, identifying priority corridors and network 
bottlenecks. 

Enhance Pre-Membership 
Participation 

For the Western Balkans, the European 
Commission should provide negotiating can-
didate countries with meaningful participa-
tion opportunities before membership. This 
could include official association with CEF 
Transport, building on the associated member 
participation of Ukraine and Moldova or for-
mal participation in the European Union 
Agency for Railways (ERA). 

Link Integration Benchmarks 

The European Commission, together with the 
Transport Community, should cooperate on 
complementing the recently announced 
roadmap with clear benchmarks linking pro-
gressive functional integration in transport 
with progress towards membership. It should 
connect identified priority transport measures 
to reforms under the acquis. 

Target Corridor Bottlenecks 

Cross-border investment packages should 
target the functioning of entire corridors and 
their binding bottlenecks rather than treating 
infrastructure primarily as a collection of 
country-specific projects. This should include 
coordinated investments on both sides of EU-
candidate borders. 

Maximise Inclusive Growth 

Corridor development should generate visible 
benefits for economic centres, logistics nodes 
and regions in candidate countries, so that 
functional integration is tied to domestic eco-
nomic benefits and societal connectivity with 
the EU. DG MOVE and EU Delegations 
should strengthen the cooperation with 
Chambers of Commerce and logistics compa-
nies and civil society in the region. 

Boost EU Capacity 

EU Member States should invest in their own 
integration capacity and should go ahead with 
reciprocal commitments and the transport 
systems and corridors on the EU side. The 
European Commission should support 
this through offering finance 
mechanisms such as WBIF 
and CEF. 

https://www.politico.eu/article/eu-membership-action-plans-montenegro-ukraine-moldova-albania/
https://www.politico.eu/article/eu-membership-action-plans-montenegro-ukraine-moldova-albania/
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Mario Draghi described transport as “a vector 
of integration”. He called for future EU en-
largement countries to be embedded more 
closely in TEN-T, including Ukraine, Moldova 
and the Western Balkans. Harmonised trans-
port networks connect regional economic cen-
tres, strengthen supply-chain resilience, pro-
vide opportunities for military mobility and 
provide better access to the Black Sea, the 
South Caucasus, Central Asia and beyond. 
Geopolitical uncertainty has offered even more 
incentives for such integration.

Discussions around EU enlargement have re-
turned to the foreground and while both the 
EU and the enlargement countries assess their 
readiness for integration, this raises a question 
about what “readiness” for enlargement actu-
ally means. Do we mean legal alignment with 
the acquis, or the functional integration of cor-
ridor-wide transport networks?

EU transport legislation alone accounts for 
about 25% of the EU acquis, bringing it to the 
centre of the enlargement discussion. The 
Commission’s annual Enlargement Reports 
assess legal alignment and implementation 
with the candidate country as the main report-
ing unit. In transport, they recognise cross-
border dependencies, but the architecture re-
mains organised around a national negotiation 
process and separate acquis chapters. Yet, 
functional integration is crucial for corridor 
performance. For instance, in the acquis for 
Ukraine, Chapters 14 and 21 are not yet for-
mally opened, while functional integration al-
ready provides clear economic benefits; Sol-
idary Lanes have already materialised €304 
billion in trade since May 2022.

The value of functional integration is also visi-
ble in the Transport Community which aims to 
integrate candidate-country transport markets 
into the EU, based on identical systems and 
standards. In an interview with its director, 
Matej Zakonjšek, the transport integration 
process is described as “very complex and 
vast” because of the amount of legislation that 
must be transposed. Yet, he argues that Eu-
ropean transport networks can only function 
fully when the Western Balkans, Ukraine and 
Moldova operate as integral parts of them. 

Reducing average waiting times at border 
crossings for truck drivers in the Western 
Balkans by three hours could raise GDP by up 
to 3% in each Western Balkan economy over 
the medium term. EU Accession was predicted 
by the World Bank to amplify this GDP rise by 
an additional 6% and also neighbouring EU 
Member States could experience significant 
economic gains from increased trade with the 
Western Balkans. 

Functional Integration 
Before Accession

Candidate countries already increasingly oper-
ate under EU transport rules, connect to EU 
corridors, enter customs and transit systems 
and participate in EU transport markets before 
accession. This gradual functional integration 
allows for monitoring with EU regulations be-

Analysis

“Geopolitical uncertainty has 
offered even more incentives for 
such integration.”

https://commission.europa.eu/document/download/ec1409c1-d4b4-4882-8bdd-3519f86bbb92_en?filename=The%20future%20of%20European%20competitiveness_%20In-depth%20analysis%20and%20recommendations_0.pdf
https://commission.europa.eu/document/download/ec1409c1-d4b4-4882-8bdd-3519f86bbb92_en?filename=The%20future%20of%20European%20competitiveness_%20In-depth%20analysis%20and%20recommendations_0.pdf
https://x.com/KubiliusA/status/2104980065909866948
https://www.transport-community.org/news/transport-community-joins-eu-connectivity-agenda-platform-to-strengthen-regional-and-cross-regional-connectivity/
https://enlargement.ec.europa.eu/enlargement-policy/strategy-and-reports_en
https://transport.ec.europa.eu/news-events/news/solidarity-lanes-latest-figures-july-2026-2026-08-19_en
https://transport.ec.europa.eu/news-events/news/solidarity-lanes-latest-figures-july-2026-2026-08-19_en
https://www.transport-community.org/
https://en.interfax.com.ua/news/interview/1160895.html
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/entities/publication/3855be3d-5088-412c-82c5-0ff38ab14f4d
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/entities/publication/3855be3d-5088-412c-82c5-0ff38ab14f4d
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/eli/reg/2024/1679/oj/eng
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fore accession. The gradual integration process 
is described as a possible way to accelerate 
candidate part ic ipation, bringing in-
frastructure to common performance stan-
dards and creating spillovers for other sectors. 
The extension of the TEN-T to the Western 
Balkans can create such spillover effects.

Recent assessments such as in Serbia illustrate 
the gap between relatively advanced formal 
alignment and incomplete operational materi-
alisation. The 2025 Serbia enlargement report 
assesses Serbia as having a high level of align-
ment with the rail acquis, but formal adoption 
of the EU Technical Specifications for Interop-
erability is still pending and the European Rail 
Traffic Management System (ERTMS) is not 
yet fully implemented. On a regional scale, 
only 17% of the Western Balkan Core Rail 
Network meets the operating-speed standard 
and ERTMS deployment is only 2.62%.  The 
2025 TEN-T Annual Report shows the opera-
tional side: ERTMS is operational on the re-
constructed Belgrade–Subotica line, but fur-
ther deployment in Serbia is still planned. 
High acquis alignment therefore does not au-
tomatically mean interoperability across the 
network. 

“High acquis alignment there-
fore does not automatically 
mean interoperability across the 
network.”

In Ukraine and Moldova, we observe the oppo-
site, where functional integration materialising 
while enlargement reports still identify impor-
tant alignment gaps. Ukraine still needs fur-
ther alignment in road and rail transport, 
while Moldova remains only partially aligned 
in road transport and has no existing rail-in-
teroperability regulations. Nevertheless, both 

countries have moved even further within the 
EU’s frameworks. Association with the Con-
necting Europe Facility allows actors from 
Ukraine and Moldova to apply independently 
for EU funding. Solidarity Lanes, established 
to keep Ukraine’s imports and exports flowing 
in the face of Russia’s full-scale invasion of 
Ukraine, go even further. The Commission ex-
plicitly links their long-term development of 
Solidarity Lanes to Ukraine’s reconstruction 
and future Single Market integration. This 
shows how geopolitical necessity can acceler-
ate governance. The EU can harness the mo-
mentum by advancing network integration 
while reforms and chapter implementation 
continue simultaneously.

The Western Balkan Five-Year Rolling Work 
Plan notes that infrastructure development 
alone is not enough and describes transposing 
the acquis into national law as only the first 
step, before implementing those rules for 
TEN-T compliance. Yet, in reality, in-
frastructure development and acquis imple-
mentation can advance in parallel. Chapter 21 
of the Ukraine Enlargement Report explicitly 
states that network development should occur 
“in parallel to the implementation of reforms.”

A bigger risk is that offering benefits before 
full accession could give leeway to partial ac-
cession alternatives such as merely Single 
Market access. In the context of the Western 
Balkans, these alternatives could become sub-
stitutes for full membership and would be 
detrimental for the region’s future. Transport 
can provide a practical way to provide concrete 
benefits before membership, while more diffi-
cult reforms continue.

https://www.clingendael.org/sites/default/files/2025-02/Report_Gradual_integration_of_candidate_countries_into_European_Union.pdf
https://www.transport-community.org/transport-observatory/ten-t-policy/ten-t-in-western-balkans/
https://www.transport-community.org/transport-observatory/ten-t-policy/ten-t-in-western-balkans/
https://www.transport-community.org/transport-observatory/ten-t-policy/ten-t-in-western-balkans/
https://enlargement.ec.europa.eu/serbia-report-2025_en
https://www.transport-community.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/05/Five-year-Rolling-Work-Plan-digital.pdf
https://www.transport-community.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/05/Five-year-Rolling-Work-Plan-digital.pdf
https://www.transport-community.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/12/TEN-T-Report-WB-Web-1.pdf
https://www.transport-community.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/12/TEN-T-Report-WB-Web-1.pdf
https://enlargement.ec.europa.eu/ukraine-report-2025_en
https://enlargement.ec.europa.eu/moldova-report-2025_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/funding-tenders/opportunities/docs/2021-2027/cef/guidance/list-3rd-country-participation_cef_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/info/funding-tenders/opportunities/docs/2021-2027/cef/guidance/list-3rd-country-participation_cef_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/info/funding-tenders/opportunities/docs/2021-2027/cef/guidance/list-3rd-country-participation_cef_en.pdf
https://transport.ec.europa.eu/news-events/news/solidarity-lanes-latest-figures-july-2026-2026-08-19_en
https://transport.ec.europa.eu/news-events/news/solidarity-lanes-latest-figures-july-2026-2026-08-19_en
https://ecfr.eu/article/the-emergency-lane-how-the-eu-can-speed-up-its-crisis-responses/
https://ecfr.eu/article/the-emergency-lane-how-the-eu-can-speed-up-its-crisis-responses/
https://ecfr.eu/article/the-emergency-lane-how-the-eu-can-speed-up-its-crisis-responses/
https://ecfr.eu/article/twin-track-how-to-move-ukraines-eu-accession-along/
https://ecfr.eu/article/twin-track-how-to-move-ukraines-eu-accession-along/
https://www.transport-community.org/reports/five-year-rolling-work-plan-for-development-of-the-indicative-ten-t-extension/
https://www.transport-community.org/reports/five-year-rolling-work-plan-for-development-of-the-indicative-ten-t-extension/
https://www.transport-community.org/reports/five-year-rolling-work-plan-for-development-of-the-indicative-ten-t-extension/
https://enlargement.ec.europa.eu/ukraine-report-2025_en
https://www.delorscentre.eu/en/publications/detail/publication/towards-enlargement-how-to-rebuild-trust-in-the-eu-accession-process
https://www.delorscentre.eu/en/publications/detail/publication/towards-enlargement-how-to-rebuild-trust-in-the-eu-accession-process
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Network Development 
as Strategic 
Commitment

Investment in regional transport systems can 
contribute to credibility in EU enlargement. 
Advancing transport is of strategic importance 
for the EU to strengthen its presence in the re-
gion and helps create path dependencies in 
geopolitical orientation. Enlargement coun-
tries receive long-term investments such as the 
multi-year TEN-T project pipelines in the We-
stern Balkans, the Iași–Ungheni–Chișinău–
Odesa TEN-T axis in Moldova and railway 
connections according to European gauge 
widths in Ukraine. The scale of these invest-
ments gives these commitments substantial 
financial weight. Material investment cannot 
guarantee membership, but it can make the 
integration trajectory more tangible by creat-
ing sunk assets, common standards and insti-
tutional relationships. This addresses one of 
the bigger challenges of EU enlargement: the 
loss of credibility when visible integration 
stagnates.

In addition, advancing transport connectivity 
in the enlargement region provides the EU 
with strategic comparative advantages. Follow-
ing attacks affecting Black Sea and Danube 
traffic, Ukraine, Romania, Moldova and the 
European Commission confirmed willingness 
to activate additional alternative routes. Vari-
ous analytical reports such as IISS, ECFR and 
the European Parliament’s EPRS alert to the 
importance of military mobility and cross-bor-
der integration for dual-use infrastructure and 

for moving forces over long distances towards 
eastern Europe.

Besides, functional integration can provide po-
litical weight to strengthen the EU’s own ab-
sorption capacity. Von der Leyen has already 
alerted to building a “true Transport Union” 
during the recent Connecting Europe Days. 
Enlargement reports show that various border 
projects require the implementation of coordi-
nated efforts, such as Moldova’s links with 
Romania in the Ungheni-Iași connections, 
North Macedonia’s cooperation with Bulgaria 
in Corridor VIII and CEF investments in soli-
darity lanes that require the cooperation with 
Poland, Slovakia, Hungary and Romania. This 
creates incentives to advance network devel-
opment, including the EU’s own absorption 
capacity.

Strategic Network 
Readiness

To harness the advantages of convergence of 
transport systems, networks and standards, 
the EU should approach network development 
in a more holistic, regional and corridor-based 
way. It can identify cross-border challenges 
through proposing key actions for corridor de-
velopment, similar to or aligned with the 
EBRD Study on sustainable transport connec-
tions with Central Asia.

Consider, for instance, the enlargement report 
for Moldova. Chapter 14 assesses road and rail 
interoperability; Chapter 21 assesses TEN-T 
connectivity with Romania and Ukraine; and 
Chapter 29 assesses customs interoperability, 
such as the New Computerised Transit System 

“The network only functions well when all dimensions of integration 
work well together.”

https://evz.ro/autostrada-iasi-ungheni-chisinau-odesa-tot-mai-departe-lucrarile-ar-putea-incepe-in-2030.html
https://evz.ro/autostrada-iasi-ungheni-chisinau-odesa-tot-mai-departe-lucrarile-ar-putea-incepe-in-2030.html
https://transport.ec.europa.eu/news-events/news/new-eu-funded-railway-line-brings-ukraine-even-closer-eu-2025-09-05_en
https://transport.ec.europa.eu/news-events/news/new-eu-funded-railway-line-brings-ukraine-even-closer-eu-2025-09-05_en
https://transport.ec.europa.eu/news-events/news/new-eu-funded-railway-line-brings-ukraine-even-closer-eu-2025-09-05_en
https://www.delorscentre.eu/en/publications/detail/publication/towards-enlargement-how-to-rebuild-trust-in-the-eu-accession-process
https://www.delorscentre.eu/en/publications/detail/publication/towards-enlargement-how-to-rebuild-trust-in-the-eu-accession-process
https://transport.ec.europa.eu/news-events/news/solidarity-lanes-stronger-cooperation-safeguard-ukraines-access-world-markets-2026-07-29_en
https://transport.ec.europa.eu/news-events/news/solidarity-lanes-stronger-cooperation-safeguard-ukraines-access-world-markets-2026-07-29_en
https://transport.ec.europa.eu/news-events/news/solidarity-lanes-stronger-cooperation-safeguard-ukraines-access-world-markets-2026-07-29_en
https://www.iiss.org/ja-JP/publications/strategic-dossiers/progress-and-shortfalls-in-europes-defence-an-assessment/capability-vignette-military-mobility-in-europe/
https://ecfr.eu/article/showstoppers-how-to-fix-europes-military-immobility-and-improve-deterrence/
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document/EPRS_BRI%282025%29775860
https://enlargement.ec.europa.eu/enlargement-policy/glossary_en#accession-criteria
https://enlargement.ec.europa.eu/enlargement-policy/glossary_en#accession-criteria
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/es/speech_26_2005
https://enlargement.ec.europa.eu/enlargement-policy/strategy-and-reports_en
https://enlargement.ec.europa.eu/enlargement-policy/strategy-and-reports_en
https://transport.ec.europa.eu/transport-themes/international-relations/study-sustainable-transport-connections-central-asia_en
https://transport.ec.europa.eu/transport-themes/international-relations/study-sustainable-transport-connections-central-asia_en
https://transport.ec.europa.eu/transport-themes/international-relations/study-sustainable-transport-connections-central-asia_en
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and preparations for the Common Transit 
Convention. A truck or train, however, will ex-
perience these issues simultaneously. The 
network only functions well when all dimen-
sions of integration work well together.

Importantly, corridor performance should not 
be aimed merely at EU-centric transit, but 
must provide advantages for economic centres 
in enlargement countries themselves. The 
strategic value of enlargement will be stronger 
when connectivity integrates candidate 
economies rather than simply passing through 
them. The EBRD Central Asia study followed 
this logic by identifying connections between 
major cities and economic centres in the re-
gion, while also focusing on the connections to 
Europe. The recently launched Cross-Regional 
Connectivity Agenda Platform mobilises In-
ternational Financing Institutions for connect-
ing the EU with Ukraine, Moldova towards the 
Black Sea, South Caucasus and Central Asia. A 
corridor-level assessment layer could comple-
ment existing structures such as TEN-T, CEF 
and WBIF. This would be particularly relevant 
as the Global Europe component of the next 
EU Budget incorporates instruments such as 
IPA III and the Western Balkans Facility. The 
financing architecture already moves partly in 
this direction. CEF allocates 78% of its trans-
port funding to projects about cross-border 
connectivity and harmonised traffic-manage-
ment systems. 

“The strategic value of enlarge-
ment will be stronger when con-
nectivity integrates candidate 
economies rather than simply 
passing through them.”

A national chapter-based assessment is re-
quired to monitor legal alignment under the 
acquis, but it cannot by itself monitor the func-
tion of enlarged European networks. Corridor-
based monitoring should complement the EU 
acquis by assessing strategic network readi-
ness, so that functional integration can ad-
vance in parallel with the formal accession 
process. 

https://enlargement.ec.europa.eu/news/eu-launches-connectivity-agenda-platform-strengthen-links-between-europe-and-central-asia-through-2026-06-23_en
https://enlargement.ec.europa.eu/news/eu-launches-connectivity-agenda-platform-strengthen-links-between-europe-and-central-asia-through-2026-06-23_en
https://enlargement.ec.europa.eu/news/eu-launches-connectivity-agenda-platform-strengthen-links-between-europe-and-central-asia-through-2026-06-23_en
https://commission.europa.eu/strategy-and-policy/eu-budget/long-term-eu-budget/eu-budget-2028-2034_en
https://commission.europa.eu/strategy-and-policy/eu-budget/long-term-eu-budget/eu-budget-2028-2034_en
https://commission.europa.eu/strategy-and-policy/eu-budget/long-term-eu-budget/eu-budget-2028-2034_en
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/HTML/?uri=CELEX:52025DC0516
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