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For Tbilisi, Kyiv Holds the 
Trio Key
EU Enlargement - Regional 
Approach in Action

All seven successful waves of the EU en-
largement had a regional dimension. In 
1973, Denmark, Ireland, and the United 
Kingdom joined the European Community 
for the first Northern Enlargement. They 
were followed by the Southern/Mediter-
ranean enlargement, with Greece (1981), 
Spain, and Portugal (1986) joining the 
community. After the end of the Cold War, 
the Community smoothly incorporat-
ed Finland, Austria, and Sweden in 1995, 
which, even though geographically dis-
tant, fit in the economic EFTA region. The 
Central and Eastern European ‘big bang’ 

enlargement came in two waves, with the 
Czech Republic, Cyprus, Estonia, Hunga-
ry, Latvia, Lithuania, Malta, Poland, Slo-
vakia, and Slovenia knitting ties with the 
European Union on the same day in May 
2004 and Romania and Bulgaria joining in 
2007. Croatia’s EU accession in 2013 can 
be considered either the end of the Cen-
tral and Eastern European enlargement or 
the start of the Balkan accession, depend-
ing on the point of view. 

All past waves of enlargement 
clearly show that when it comes to 
the accession of the new member 
states, the regional approach pre-
vails over that of the individual.
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The pause between the waves of enlarge-
ment varied from a minimum of three to 
a maximum of nine years. Now is the lon-
gest period (11 years) in EU enlargement 
history that the club has not enlarged. 
The Western Balkan countries (Albania, 
Bosnia-Herzegovina, Kosovo, Montene-
gro, North Macedonia, and Serbia), as well 
as Eastern Partnership’s Georgia, Moldo-
va, and Ukraine, are queuing up. All past 
waves of enlargement clearly show that 
when it comes to the accession of the new 
member states, the regional approach 
prevails over that of the individual, even if 
the EU’s formal approach is based on the 
principle of individual merit. 

This means that Georgia does not have 
much choice but to unite forces with oth-
er countries of the region in its European 

quest. The key question is which ones.

Even though Türkiye and the EU have 
been engaged in accession negotiations 
with fits and starts since October 2005, 
the process has stalled after 2018, mainly 
due to the democratic backsliding in the 
country. It does not look like the accession 
process will be unfrozen anytime soon. 

Armenia and Azerbaijan are also not the 
best partners for Georgia’s European vo-
cation. Azerbaijan pursues a multi-vector 
and balanced foreign policy strategy. The 
EU is Azerbaijan’s leading trading part-
ner, scoring first for exports and second 
for imports. However, strong trade links 
are not mirrored in politics as Azerbaijan 
does not seek EU membership. 
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Armenia, while having successfully ne-
gotiated the Association Agreement, in-
cluding a Deep and Comprehensive Free 
Trade Area with the EU, decided to stick 
with the Russian-led Customs Union in 
the end. On 3 September 2013, while vis-
iting Putin in Moscow, then-President 
Serzh Sargsyan announced a detour from 
the European course. The current Prime 
Minister Nikol Pashinyan is indeed more 
sympathetic to Armenia’s European fu-
ture, especially after Azerbaijan’s victory 
in Nagorno-Karabakh; however, whether 
Pashinyan will manage to make another 
U-turn away from Moscow to the EU is 
still anybody’s guess.

The regional Association Trio’s 
debut was promising, but Georgia 
has recently been drifting away.

Thus, short of alternatives in its imme-
diate neighborhood, Georgia has little 
choice but to push engagement with oth-
er countries of the Black Sea region, like 
Ukraine and Moldova, which have the 
same foreign policy goals of EU member-
ship. This was also reflected in Georgia’s 
last Foreign Policy Strategy 2019-2022 (the 
new one has yet to be adopted). The docu-
ment stressed the need to strengthen the 
trilateral cooperation between Georgia, 
Ukraine, and Moldova. The regional As-
sociation Trio’s debut was promising, but 
Georgia has recently been drifting away.

       
      

Evolution of Trio Format

In December 2019, the civil society plat-
forms of three associated countries signed 
the memorandum on cooperation that 
aimed to push the governments to estab-
lish regional cooperation among Georgia, 
Ukraine, and Moldova. The trio format 
got an endorsement from the European 
Parliament. The Euronest Parliamentary 
Assembly, co-chaired by Lithuanian MEP 
Andrius Kubilius in December 2019, ad-
opted the resolution On the Future of the 
Trio Plus Strategy 2030: Building a Future 
of Eastern Partnership. Later, Kubilius and 
his cabinet published the memo stress-
ing the need for EU institutions and the 
Member States “to come out with a much 
more ambitious agenda to provide a new 
momentum of EU integration process for 
the Association Trio.” 

In December 2019, the Foreign Ministers 
of Ukraine, Georgia, and Moldova issued 
a joint statement calling for the EU to 
introduce differentiation in the Eastern 
Partnership format. That statement also 
stressed that “considering the will of our 
people, we will consider applying for the 
EU membership in accordance with arti-
cle 49 of the Treaty on European Union.” 

The Association Trio was officially inau-
gurated in May 2021 with the signature of 
the memorandum of understanding (MoU) 
in Kyiv between the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs of Ukraine and Georgia and the 

https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/IP_13_740
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/IP_13_740
https://www.president.am/en/press-release/item/2013/09/03/President-Serzh-Sargsyan-and-President-Vladimir-Putin-joint-statement/
https://www.president.am/en/press-release/item/2013/09/03/President-Serzh-Sargsyan-and-President-Vladimir-Putin-joint-statement/
http://www.epgencms.europarl.europa.eu/cmsdata/upload/439b3edc-e523-4a0e-a9bc-e6c8db51ed75/NEST_8th_urgency_resolution_EN.pdf
https://elpnariai.lt/wp-content/uploads/2021/09/EaP-Beyond-Westlessness.pdf
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Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Europe-
an Integration of the Republic of Moldo-
va. The document referred to the right 
of three countries to apply for EU mem-
bership based on the EU Treaty article 49. 
The memorandum also set the modalities 
of cooperation by setting up the trilateral 
consultation formats, establishing Associ-
ation Trio coordinators at MFAs, and hold-
ing regular Association Trio meetings at 
experts, senior civil servants, and minis-
ter levels. The memorandum put the main 
emphasis on cooperation between the 
Trio and EU but fell short of strengthen-
ing the trilateral cooperation among the 
countries. Three years after it was signed, 
little is known about how Trio countries 
apply MoUs in real life and how the exist-
ing modalities operate.
 
Afraid of Trio countries losing interest in 
the Eastern Partnership, the European 
External Action Service representative, 
commenting on the MoU signature, made 
a cautious statement - on the one hand, 
recognizing the fact of the signing of the 
memorandum but on the other hand, 
stressing that those countries need to fo-
cus on the implementation of the Associa-
tion Agreements. 
 
The cooperation on EU integration be-
tween the three countries was nothing 
new. It started even earlier among the 
legislative bodies of Georgia, Moldova, 
and Ukraine. In 2015, the three coun-
tries’ Chairs of the EU and Foreign Affairs 

Committees signed the joint declaration 
launching the Inter-Parliamentary Coop-
eration Initiative (IPCI). This cooperation 
deepened when, in June 2018, the Chairs 
of the Parliaments of Georgia, Moldova, 
and Ukraine signed an agreement to es-
tablish an inter-parliamentary assembly. 
The first session of the assembly took 
place in Tbilisi in 2018. 

In July 2017, ahead of the Eastern Partner-
ship Summit, the three Parliaments sent 
a joint statement to the European Parlia-
ment calling it to “adopt a resolution be-
fore the EaP Summit reflecting political 
support and reaffirming the appeal to the 
European Council to opening the perspec-
tive of membership to the three Associat-
ed Countries in line with Article 49 of the 
Treaty of the European Union.” This was 
followed by a joint communique of senior 
members of the Parliaments of the three 
countries calling on the European Union 
to open the EU membership perspective. 

The cooperation of the Trio countries 
gained further political weight once the 
Presidents of Georgia, Moldova, and 
Ukraine, in the presence of the European 
Council President in the Georgian Black 
Sea city of Batumi, signed the declaration 
in July 2021 stressing that “accession to 
the European Union is a goal that unites 
three states” and that they “stand united 
in their determination to work towards 
achieving acknowledgment of the Euro-
pean perspective for Georgia, Moldova, 

https://mfa.gov.ua/en/news/association-trio-memorandum-understanding-between-ministry-foreign-affairs-georgia-ministry-foreign-affairs-and-european-integration-republic-moldova-and-ministry-foreign-affairs-ukraine
https://www.euractiv.com/section/eastern-europe/news/newer-eu-members-support-associated-trio-as-champions/
https://old.civil.ge/files/files/2015/Joint_Declaration-MPs-May5-2015.pdf
https://new.parlament.md/content/2017-07-03%20Joint%20statement%20Geo%20Mld%20Ukr%20LAST.pdf
https://old.civil.ge/files/files/2017/MDGEUA-Communiqu%C3%A9.pdf
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and Ukraine opening the way for future 
membership of three states in the EU.” It 
was the first time the European Coun-
cil President mentioned the „Trio“ to de-
scribe the Georgia, Moldova, and Ukraine 
cooperation format.  

The Batumi meeting was followed by the 
online meeting of the three Trio Prime 
Ministers in November 2021, ahead of the 
Eastern Partnership Summit in Decem-
ber 2021. Slowly but steadily, the EU also 
started to change its standing on the Trio. 
Ahead of the Summit, the President of the 
European Council, Charles Michel, held 
a separate meeting with the Prime Min-
isters of the Trio countries. It followed 
the recognition of the Trio format by EU 
Member States. The EaP Summit decla-
ration stressed that the “EU acknowledg-
es the initiative of the Trio of associated 
partners Georgia, the Republic of Moldova 
and Ukraine, to enhance the cooperation 
with the EU, and takes good note of the 
increased coordination amongst them on 
matters of common interest related to the 
implementation of the Association Agree-
ments and the DCFTAs, and on coopera-
tion within the Eastern Partnership.”

Russia’s unprovoked and unjusti-
fied full-scale invasion of Ukraine 
brought a new reality to the Trio 
format.

Russia’s unprovoked and unjustified full-
scale invasion of Ukraine brought a new 
reality to the Trio format. On 28 February 

2022, Ukraine made a bold step by apply-
ing for EU membership. Georgia and the 
Republic of Moldova followed on 3 March 
2022.  

But just as the possibility of EU mem-
bership became real, the Trio format has 
wavered. On the one hand, the relations 
between official Tbilisi and Kyiv got in-
creasingly strained in the context of Rus-
sia’s aggression. On the other hand, the 
diplomatic relations between Tbilisi and 
Chisinau remained low-key. 

Kyiv’s position on Trio also 
changed as Ukrainians engaged 
in multi-dimensional resistance 
against Russia on the land, sea, 
air, and diplomatic fronts.

Kyiv’s position on Trio also changed as 
Ukrainians engaged in multi-dimensional 
resistance against Russia on the land, sea, 
air, and diplomatic fronts. Ukraine pushed 
for special treatment from Brussels at 
the expense of the earlier efforts to pro-
mote the regional format. The feeling has 
emerged that for Kyiv, the Trio was be-
coming an anchor that could weigh down 
Ukraine and keep it stuck in the EU wait-
ing room, with underperforming Georgia 
and, to a lesser extent, Moldova.

Georgia-Ukraine Relations 
Undermine the Trio Format 

After the United National Movement 
(UNM) lost power in Georgia in 2012, some 

https://www.euractiv.com/section/eastern-europe/news/newer-eu-members-support-associated-trio-as-champions/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/53527/20211215-eap-joint-declaration-en.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/53527/20211215-eap-joint-declaration-en.pdf
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of the former officials went to Ukraine and 
were appointed to high political posts in 
Kyiv and Odesa. The now-ruling Georgian 
Dream party launched criminal investiga-
tions against many of them and demanded 
– unsuccessfully - their extradition from 
Ukraine. The harsh exchanges of the first 
years later softened, leading to the sign-
ing of the agreement in 2019 to establish 
a high-level strategic council of Ukraine 
and Georgia. The body aimed to cover 
four main areas: political, trade & eco-
nomics, defense & security, and cultural & 
humanitarian. The working groups set up 
in each direction were to be led by the rel-
evant ministers, ensuring a high level of 
comprehensive bilateral dialogue. Howev-
er, this cooperation never took off. 

The former President of Georgia, 
Mikheil Saakashvili, is the main 
apple of discord between Kyiv and 
Tbilisi.

The former President of Georgia, Mikheil 
Saakashvili, is the main apple of discord 
between Kyiv and Tbilisi. Saakashvili made 
an unusual move in 2016 – giving up Geor-
gian citizenship in exchange for Ukraine 
becoming the governor of Ukraine’s Ode-
sa region. Wanted in Georgia for largely 
politically motivated charges, Saakashvi-
li smuggled himself to the Georgian port 
of Poti in 2021, two days before the local 
elections. He was swiftly arrested, leading 
him to declare a hunger strike. The for-
mer President’s health started to deteri-
orate, which prompted Georgian authori-

ties to move him to the prison hospital. In 
July 2023, Ukrainian President Volodymyr 
Zelenskyy called on the Georgian author-
ities to transfer  Saakashvili to Ukraine 
for necessary treatment and care. Zelen-
skyy’s words - “right now, Russia is killing 
Ukrainian citizen Mykhailo Saakashvili at 
the hands of Georgian authorities,” show 
the depth of the problem.
 
Russia’s aggression against Ukraine in 
February 2022 further spoiled Tbilisi-Ky-
iv relations. The war erased the shades 
of grey, leaving Georgia only two choices 
- either unequivocally and fully support 
Ukraine and condemn Russia’s actions 
(something Kyiv expected) or side with 
Russia. The Georgian authorities tried to 
pursue a middle-ground pragmatic pol-
icy, supporting Ukraine diplomatically 
and through humanitarian actions but 
distancing from joining Western-im-
posed sanctions and military assistance. 
This policy was justified by the absence 
of security guarantees from the European 
Union or NATO, putting Georgia at risk of 
Russian reprisals. 

The rhetoric of then-Prime Minister of 
Georgia, Irakli Gharibashvili, however, 
poured fuel on the fire. A few days after 
the invasion started, he promptly declared 
that Georgia would not join EU sanctions 
so as not to cause significant financial 
and economic damage to Georgia. He de-
nounced the sanctions as ineffective and 
declared that there was nobody to stop 

https://jam-news.net/zelenskyy-on-saakashvili/
https://libmod.de/wp-content/uploads/LibMod_IP_Georgia.pdf
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Russia from bombing Kyiv. He also repeat-
ed Moscow’s line that Ukraine’s quest to 
join NATO was the reason for Russia’s ag-
gression. Even though Georgia provided 
humanitarian assistance to Ukraine, ac-
cepted and supported Ukrainian refugees, 
and joined diplomatic efforts and state-
ments on Ukraine at various international 
fora, the political rhetorical support was 
muted. 

The Georgian Government’s 
rhetoric and mistreatment of 
Saakashvili resulted in Ukraine 
recalling its Ambassador from 
Georgia and expelling the Geor-
gian Ambassador from Kyiv.

The Georgian Government’s rhetoric and 
mistreatment of Saakashvili resulted in 
Ukraine recalling its Ambassador from 
Georgia and expelling the Georgian Am-
bassador from Kyiv. The Georgian side 
balked at this extreme escalation of dip-
lomatic relations and held Ukraine re-
sponsible. Official Kyiv went further, ac-
cusing Georgia of aiding Russia to evade 
Western sanctions without presenting 
the evidence. The lack of evidence did 
not prevent Kyiv from blacklisting Geor-
gian businessmen, including the ones 
closely affiliated with Bidzina Ivanishvili. 
Tbilisi’s standing on “not joining, but also 
not violating” the Western sanctions was 
strengthened after the joint visit of EU, 
UK, and US sanctions envoys to Tbilisi in 

June 2023. All three stated that the Geor-
gia authorities were taking the necessary 
measures against sanction evasion. 

The Georgian Prime Minister is among 
the very few leaders of Europe who have 
not visited Kyiv since the eruption of the 
war. He claimed that “going to Ukraine for 
the sake of going is useless.” The ruling 
party imposed three preconditions for a 
high-level visit to Kyiv. Namely, Ukraine 
should bring back the Georgian ambas-
sador to Kyiv, take back the allegations 
of Georgia aiding Russia to evade sanc-
tions, and fire former Georgian officials 
from high positions in the government 
of Ukraine. The visit of the Georgian par-
liamentary delegation to Ukraine in April 
2022, led by the Chair of the Parliament, 
remains the only physical manifestation 
of solidarity in official Georgia-Ukraine 
relations.    

Despite deteriorating political ties be-
tween Ukraine and Georgia, trade rela-
tions were on the rise until 2022. After the 
signature of the Deep and Comprehensive 
Free Trade Areas (DCFTAs) with the EU, 
Ukraine and Georgia amended the bilat-
eral trade agreement, paving the way for 
a functioning triangle of diagonal cumu-
lative trade between the European Union, 
Ukraine, and Georgia.

https://civil.ge/archives/481594
https://civil.ge/archives/481594
https://mfa.gov.ge/en/news/366765-sagareo-saqmeta-saministros-gantskhadeba?fbclid=IwAR3ZAwzAe2MLiIAFSSgyVT_fDLMIrNwLndhk997Qa3GAMjU8amc5cw41pog
https://www.eeas.europa.eu/delegations/georgia/transcript-press-point-eu-sanctions-envoy-mr-david-o%E2%80%99sullivan_en?s=221
https://civil.ge/archives/475153
https://www.geostat.ge/en/modules/categories/35/external-trade
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Georgia-Ukraine trade in goods
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Georgia-Moldova trade in goods
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Georgia-Moldova Relations Do 
Not Help the Trio Format 

Georgia-Moldovan relations can be char-
acterized as a “No News” policy. Moldova is 
the only Eastern Partner country that does 
not have an Embassy in Tbilisi. Since 2012, 
the two countries have only exchanged 
high-level visits once - the Prime Minis-
ter of Georgia visited Chisinau in October 
2018, and the President of Moldova visited 
Georgia in July 2021. These rather negligi-
ble political ties are also reflected in trade 
relations. The trade turnover figure (USD 
238 million) between Moldova and Geor-

gia for almost 11 years (2012-2023) is far 
less than Georgia-Ukraine trade (USD 326 
million) for January- November 2023. 

Since the outbreak of the war, Moldova 
has stopped investing in the Trio format; 
instead, it is trying to support Ukraine 
in the war and bandwagon Ukraine into 
the EU. Moldovan support for Ukraine is 
far more significant than Georgia’s. Since 
February 2022, Moldova received 852,548 
Ukrainian refugees, and over 100.000 
Ukrainian refugees chose to settle in the 
country as of November 2023. This made 

https://www.geostat.ge/en/modules/categories/35/external-trade
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the poorest European country, with a 
population of just 2.5 million, the largest 
recipient of Ukrainian refugees per capita. 

Just like Georgia, Moldova stated it would 
not join in the restrictive measures 
against Russia after Moscow’s aggression 
in Ukraine. However, the political rheto-
ric and support drastically differed from 
Tbilisi’s. Shortly after, however, Moldovan 
authorities reassessed their previous de-
cisions and started implementing sanc-
tions against Russia. As of November 2023, 
Moldova had joined four out of six sanc-
tion packages affecting citizens or legal 
entities from the Russian Federation. As 
Moldova’s Foreign Minister Nicu Popescu 
put it: “There are still some sanctions 
packages that are being analyzed for their 
economic impact on Moldova. Our goal is 
to maintain the stability and security of 
our country. Absolutely all decisions on 
Moldova joining new sanctions are ana-
lyzed.”

Trio Without an Engine

Coming up with a Trio format took a while 
and a great deal of effort. Diplomatic in-
vestment to get the Trio’s recognition 
from the EU was also quite impressive. 
Initially, the main focus of the Trio was 
getting the European perspective and the 
right to EU membership rather than pro-
moting internal political and economic 
cooperation between Georgia, Moldova, 
and Ukraine. 

It is in the core interest of Tbilisi 
to restart the Trio format.

Ukraine, the real engine of the Trio, lost 
interest in the format after the eruption 
of the full-scale war and the submission 
of its EU membership application. Kyiv 
does not see the Trio as having added 
value anymore. It tries to pave the way 
to EU membership independently rather 
than deliberately acting as a locomotive to 
drive Georgia and Moldova into the club. 

Considering, on the one hand, the histo-
ry of EU enlargement, where the regional 
approach prevails over the individual one, 
and the reality that none of Georgia’s im-
mediate neighbors aspire to go towards 
the EU, Georgia has little choice but to re-
vitalize the Trio format. It is in the core 
interest of Tbilisi to restart the Trio for-
mat, but it can only happen if the bilat-
eral problems with Kyiv are solved and 
the support for Ukraine matches Kyiv’s 
expectations. Tbilisi has to get the key to 
the Trio engine in Kyiv; otherwise, it risks 
being cut off from the region and staying 
alone on the European integration path■

https://data.unhcr.org/en/situations/ukraine/location/10784
https://www.eurointegration.com.ua/eng/news/2023/11/15/7173627/

