Membership

'Ongoing expansion is a major characteristic of the European Union, with a total membership of 27 countries
“as 0f 2009. The European Union began with six members in 1957: Belgium, France, Germany, Italy, Luxem-
“bourg, and the Netherlands. Denmark, Great Britain, and Ireland joined in the early 1970s; Greece in 1981;
Portugal and Spain in 1986; and Austria, Finland, and Sweden in 1995. Ten countries joined on May 2, 2004:
Cyprus (Greek part), the Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Malta, Poland, Slovakia and
‘Slovenia. Bulgaria and Romania joined on January 1, 2007.
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Several countries are currently under consideration as candidates for membership, including Croatia, Mace-
donia, and Turkey. Turkey is controversial for many reasons, including its relatively low Gross Domestic
Product of about 9,000 euro, considerably less than the EU average. Turkey has been questioned because of
its history of authoritarian governments. Turkey’s candidacy also brings up the question of whether or not it
is actually a European country since most of the country is technically in Asia. A deeper issue is the largely
Muslim population of Turkey. If the EU is mainly an economic organization, then it shouldn’t matter that all
Turkey’s religious leanings are quite different from those of current members, whose populations are over-
whelmingly Christian. However, if the EU fulfills its other pillars (justice and home affairs, and common
foreign and security policy), some fear that reli gious differences could hinder the integration process.

Even though the political and economic muscle of so many countries united is considerable, this rapid inte-
gration presents many difficult issues for the EU. F irst, organizational issues abound. Structures that work
for six countries do not necessarily operate smoothly for 27. Second, the expansion brings in many former
communist countries whose economies were relatively weak by the end of the 20t century. Older member-
states worry that immigrants from the east will flood their labor markets and strain their economies. EU
supporters believe that these problems will be overshadowed by the benefits of common markets, currencies,
political policies, and defense.

In order to be accepted for membership, candidate nations must provide evidence to meet three important
criteria:

¢ astable and functioning democratic regime
e amarket-oriented economy

® willingness to accept all EU laws and regulations






