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Abstract. The article provides a comprehensive analysis of the phenomenon of flexible integration
in the European Union, with particular emphasis on the relationship between the concepts of "flexible
integration"and "enhanced cooperation.” It substantiates the argument that flexible integration is broader
in scope and encompasses various forms and mechanisms of uneven development of integration processes.
The study examines the practice of applying flexible integration in key areas of EU activity, notably within
the Economic and Monetary Union, the Schengen Area, common policies, and transitional arrangements for
new member states. It demonstrates that, unlike flexible integration, the mechanism of enhanced cooperation
has clearly defined areas of application and cannot extend to fields of exclusive EU competence or undermine
the functioning of the common internal market. Particular attention is paid to debates concerning the
appropriateness of using enhanced cooperation in the economic, social, environmental, security, and legal
spheres. Emphasizes the dual nature of flexible integration, which simultaneously facilitates the advancement
of integration and creates potential risks to the unity of the Union. It is argued that enhanced cooperation
should be applied selectively — primarily in new areas of cooperation or where it aligns with the common
objectives of European integration and does not generate discrimination among member states.
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IMMOCUJIEHA CHIBIPAILSI BCUCTEMI THYUYKOI IHTET PALIIT
€BPOIIEMCBHKOI'O COI0O3Y

Anomauyia. Cmamms npuceésyeHa KOMNIeKCHOMY AHANI3y eHYUKoi iHmeepayii K 00H020 3 KAU08UX
mexaHizmie pozeumky €eponeticbkoco Cowo3y, a makodc 3 SICY8AHHIO CYMHOCMI, MedC I NepcneKmus
3aCMOCY8AHHs THCmMpPYMenmy nocuienoi cnienpayi. Posmedicogyemovcsa nowammsa «2Hyyka inmeepayisy i
«nocunena cnisnpaysy, 0080054U, WO nepule € 3HAYHO WUPWUM 3a 3MICMOM 1 OXONIOE 6CI0 CYKYNHICHb
BUHSAMKIB, NEPEXIOHUX DEeNCUMIE Ma BaAPIAMUSHUX (HOpM Yuacmi 0epicas-uieHié y CHIIbHUX NOAIMUKAX
€C. Ilocunena cnienpays, Hamomicms, po3ii0AEMbCs K THCMUMYYIani308anHutl Mexanizm no2iuoneHHs
inmezpayii 6 okpemux cghepax 3a yuacmio 0OMedceH020 KONA KPaiH, AKUU MA€E 4imKo 8U3HAYEHI YMO8U mMd
0OMedIcen s, 3aKpinieni 8 ycmanosuux 0ocoeopax €sponeticokoeo Cor3y.

IIpoananizosano icmopuuny npaKmuky 3aCmocy8anHs cHyYKoi inmezpayii, 30kpema y ¢hopmi GUHAMKIE
07151 OKpeMUX 0epAHcas-yleHis, nepexioHux nepiodis 0 Hosux uierie €C, a maxodic y pamKax maxkux npoexKmis,
axk Exonomiunuu i eanromuuu cors, Illencencorka 30na, €8poneticokuil eKOHOMIYHULU NPOCMIP | CRi6Npays y
cghepi cninvroi 308HIWHBOI ma be3nekosoi nonimuxu. Ilokazano, wo eHyuxa inmeepayis GakxmuiHo npoHU3ye
eci Hanpsamu oisinohocmi €C i cyeye iHcmpymMeHmom NOOONAHHS NONTMUYHUX, eKOHOMIYHUX MA THCIUMYYIUHUX
PO30IdNCHOCMEL MIJIC 0epIHca8amu-yileHaMU.

Ocobnugy yeazy npuoineHo aHanizy cgep MONCIUBO20 3ACMOCYBAHHA NOCULEHOI Chiénpayi.
O01pyHmMOoBaHO, WO BOHA He MOHCE BUKOPUCMOBYBAMUCS 8 2aly3:X suKatouHoi komnemenyii €C i He noguHHa
niopusamu  pyukyionysanus CRilbHO20 GHYMPIUWHBO2O PUHKY, NPUHYUNU eKOHOMIYHOI ma coyianbHoi



/283 / Current Problems of Sustainable Development / Vol. 2, Ne 9, 2025

32YpMOBAHOCMI, A MAKOHC C80D00U Nepecy8anHs moeapie, nociye, kanimaniis i poboyoi cunu. Pazom 3 mum
PO3210A0MbCSL HAYKOBT OUCKYCIL 000 NOMEHYIUHOT OOYLTbHOCIE NOCUIeHOi cnienpayi y cghepax coyianbHol,
no0amKkoB8oi, eKono2iuHoi NOAIMUKU, OOCTIOHNCEHb | MEXHONI02IUHO20 PO3BUMKY, IHpacmpykmypu, be3nexu,
noniYelcbKo20 ma cy0080-npagosoo cnispodbimuuymsea. Iliokpecitoemocs cynepeunugicms oyiHOK wooo ii
3acmocyeants 6 mexcax Exonomiunoeo i 6anommnozo coro3y, 308HIUHbOI NOTTMUKU Ma MiepayiuHux NUMAaHb.

Haczonowyemuvcs na oyanicmuuniti npupooi enyykoi inmezpayii, Ka, 3 00H020 O6OKY, CHPUSLE NOOATLULOMY
no2nubIeHHI0 €8PONeNiCcbKol inmezpayii, a 3 IHWO020 — CMBOPIOE PU3UKU (pazmenmayii ma ociadienHs
eonocmi Corosy. Ilocunena cnienpays po3enioaemuvcs sAK NOMeHYiliHa albmepHamuéa CUcCmemi GUHAMKIS,
npome ii BUKOPUCMAHHA MAE OVMU BUBANCEHUM, OOMENCEHUM I CNPAMOBAHUM HA OOCACHEHHs CRIIbHUX
inmezpayiiunux yineu €C 6e3 OucKpuMinayii Midxc 0epicasamu-yieHamu.

Knwuoesi cnosa: esponeiicoka inmezpayis, eHyuka inmezpayis, nocuiena cnienpays, €eponeucbkuti
Coro3, incmumyanizayis nocunenoi cnienpayi, eKOHOMIYHUL [ 8anNOMHULL co103, €8ponelcvke eKOHOMIUuHe
CniemMosapucmaeo.

Formulation of the problem. Flexible integration is considered a component of the integration process
characterized by unequal participation of Member States in integration projects, determined by their willingness
or capacity to participate. It implies unequal rights and obligations for participants and leads to the creation of
various configurations within or outside the EU, with possible involvement of third countries.

The emergence of flexible integration is due to the combination of divergent vectors of EU development
— namely, the expansion of the number of countries participating in European integration and the deepening
of integration processes. The increase in the number of European Economic Community (EEC) / European
Union members inevitably led to growing heterogeneity of interests and capacities within the grouping.
In turn, the deepening of integration and its extension to new areas of cooperation objectively intensified
these contradictions and revealed significant differences among participants in their understanding of the
goals and objectives of integration. In such a situation, it became necessary to search for alternative paths of
EEC development that could help avoid stagnation and internal division within the EU. The use of flexible
integration mechanisms makes it possible to overcome deadlock situations and move integration forward.

Analysis of recent research and publications. Western scholarship contains an extensive historiography
devoted to the theoretical and practical aspects of flexible integration. Until the early 1990s, studies on this topic
were relatively few and unsystematic. Among them are the works of Dahrendorf [1], Grabitz [2], Ehlermann
[3], and Wallace [4]. The signing of the Maastricht Treaty marked the starting point of an intensive debate on
the possibilities of applying flexible integration in the EU, often intertwined with discussions on the future
development of a united Europe.

Emphasizing the need for a theoretical justification of the long-term consequences of flexible integration
in the EU, A. Kolliker, drawing on existing integration theories and analysis of EU development, proposed his
own theoretical model explaining the impact of flexible integration on EU development [5]. Kdlliker considers
“differentiation” in a broad sense — of which flexible integration is a component — and "unification" within the
EU as two main trends in the development of the European Union. Through the interaction of these trends, the
author seeks to construct the logic of differentiated integration.

The concept of flexible integration evolved slowly and gradually over more than three decades following
the first enlargement of the Community. With the establishment of the European Union in the early 1990s,
the issue of applying flexible integration became central in debates about the future structure of the EU. A
significant body of research assesses the use of flexible integration throughout the development of the EEC/
EU. C.D. Ellermann [6] and H. Wallace [4] view flexible integration as a component of integration dynamics.
According to A. Kolliker, differentiation is a powerful tool for overcoming deadlock situations. However, the
presence of a centripetal effect — whereby previously skeptical member states join the more advanced group —
largely depends on the specific area of cooperation [5, p. 282].

The purposes of the article. The purpose of the article is to examine and analyze existing practices of
applying and implementing flexible integration and its specific form — enhanced cooperation — across various
areas of EU activity.

The main material presentation. First, it is necessary to note the fundamental difference between the
concepts of "flexible integration" and "enhanced cooperation." The former encompasses the full range of
exceptions from the general rules of progressive and uniform EU development. The latter implies deepening
integration in specific areas through cooperation among certain EU member states and has strictly defined
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parameters and conditions set out in the EU’s founding treaties. Thus, the Economic and Monetary Union
(EMU) can be considered a classic example of combining different types and forms of flexible integration, but
it is not an instance of enhanced cooperation, since it falls within the exclusive competence of the Community
and therefore outside the scope of enhanced cooperation. To date, enhanced cooperation has not been applied
even once, whereas flexible integration has existed in the EU for decades. Accordingly, the concept of flexible
integration is broader and includes various variations, including enhanced cooperation.

The formalization of uneven advancement of integration processes through provisions on enhanced
cooperation sparked intense debates about possible areas of its application in the EU. Interest in this issue is
understandable, as it is precisely here that theory meets practice with potentially far-reaching consequences.
However, it is important to distinguish between the application of flexible integration in general and enhanced
cooperation in particular.

Flexible integration, in the form of various opt-outs, has been applied and continues to be applied across
different areas of EU development. Examples include all opt-outs granted to the United Kingdom, Denmark,
Ireland, and Sweden, as well as transitional periods for new Member States of a temporary nature. Another
variant of flexible integration involves projects not encompassing all Member States or including third
countries—such as the economic and monetary union (EMU), the Schengen Area, the European Economic
Area, and various forms of cooperation within the Common Foreign and Security Policy / European Security
and Defence Policy (CFSP/ESDP). It is important to note that the ideal form for advancing integration is a
multi-speed model, where all states share a common goal and gradually join existing Union projects. The
expansion of the euro area and the Schengen Area illustrates this process well. Slovenia introduced the euro in
2007 after meeting the necessary criteria; Malta and Cyprus followed in 2008; Slovakia joined on 1 January
2009. The Schengen Area expanded in December 2007 to include nine states (all countries that joined the
EU in 2004 except Cyprus). In December 2008, Switzerland — whose population had previously approved
the move in a referendum — abolished passport controls at its borders with the EU. Regional groupings with
possible involvement of third states, such as the Mediterranean cooperation and the "Northern Dimension,"
may also be considered within the framework of flexible integration. In fact, flexible integration mechanisms
are used in all areas of EU activity.

With regard to enhanced cooperation — whose mechanism is clearly defined in the EU’s founding treaties
— the situation is fundamentally different. Its areas of application are severely limited. Enhanced cooperation
must not lead to changes in EU-wide legislation. Researchers have noted that enhanced cooperation should not
be widely applied; its scope should be restricted. In those areas where it may be used, advancing countries must
be confident that its application genuinely serves their interests [7, p. 8]. For example, stricter environmental
standards should not reduce the competitiveness of the countries adopting them. Enhanced cooperation should
primarily be applied in areas where member states’ advancement aligns with the common goals of integration
and raises no doubts about its usefulness.

Some scholars link the application of enhanced cooperation to qualified majority voting (QMV),
suggesting that in areas governed by QMYV, enhanced cooperation may not be necessary [7, p. 8]. Indeed, in
theory, QMYV should minimize the need for enhanced cooperation. In practice, however, there is a significant
difference between the number of votes required to adopt a decision under QMV and those needed to establish
enhanced cooperation. Enhanced cooperation is particularly promising in areas where cooperation is only
beginning to develop or where progress depends on unanimity among member states [8, p. 23].

Enhanced cooperation does not apply to areas of exclusive Community competence, including the
customs union, monetary policy for euro area states, common commercial policy, competition rules necessary
for the functioning of the internal market, and the conservation of biological resources under the common
fisheries policy. Consequently, the EMU cannot be considered an example of enhanced cooperation. Enhanced
cooperation cannot affect European citizenship and must not promote discrimination among Member State
nationalities.

Enhanced cooperation may be applied in areas of shared competence between the Community and
member states, the list of which is quite extensive. However, in areas directly affecting the common internal
market — taxation, social policy, environmental policy, and consumer protection — the advisability of
enhanced cooperation is often questioned. According to Helen Wallace and Frangoise de La Serre, enhanced
cooperation should not be applied in areas such as the common agricultural and fisheries policies, common
commercial policy, competition policy, cohesion policy, and transport policy, as they are too interlinked and
form a single block of common Community policies. Moreover, these areas require a high degree of financial
solidarity, which also argues against the use of enhanced cooperation [8, p. 27]. Practically all researchers
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and, importantly, member states agree that the single internal market is the least suitable area for enhanced
cooperation. Potential disruptions within the EU internal market could threaten the integration process itself,
as the single market is the cementing foundation of the EU. Thus, enhanced cooperation should not affect the
functioning of the internal market, including the free movement of goods, services, capital, and labor, nor
the EU’s common agricultural and fisheries policies; it must respect the principles of economic and social
cohesion of the Union [9].

By contrast, researchers at the Centre for European Policy Studies (CEPS) argue that enhanced
cooperation is possible in areas directly related to the EMU, particularly employment, social, and tax policies.
Such contradictory assumptions support the view of British researcher Ben Hall that the expansion of enhanced
cooperation’s practical scope will depend on the degree of distortion of internal market rules — especially in
competition policy — that member states are willing to tolerate [7, pp. 29-30].

Potential application of enhanced cooperation generally meets no opposition in the following areas:
research and technological development, transport and trans-European networks, industry, tourism, education
and vocational training, culture, public health, and youth policy. Enhanced cooperation is also acceptable
in indirect taxation, particularly in energy and environmental fields. Areas such as corporate law, social
policy, energy, and env1r0nrnental standards may also be open to enhanced cooperation. Overall, enhanced
cooperation in infrastructure development, environmental protection, industrial cooperation, and research
appears logical. The main condition for its application in these fields should be the absence of discrimination
against participating states compared to other Member States—for example, higher environmental standards
should not undermine competitiveness.

Prior to the signing of the Amsterdam Treaty, enhanced cooperation appeared most promising in foreign
and security policy. However, during the 1996-97 Intergovernmental Conference, this area was excluded
from its possible application. The treaty introduced the possibility of constructive abstention, whereby a state
unwilling to participate refrains from voting without preventing others from adopting a decision. The Nice
and Lisbon Treaties extended enhanced cooperation to the CFSP/ESDP. Today, enhanced cooperation appears
quite feasible in practical actions within the CFSP/ESDP, provided they do not contradict the EU’s general
principles and strategies — particularly with regard to EU-led operations and missions. Closer cooperation in
military technologies, arms development, and production is possible and already exists.

Most Schengen states negatively perceive any actions that could undermine the group’s internal cohesion.
Therefore, closer cooperation within Schengen is more likely for operational actions than for projects affecting
the group’s structure [10, pp. 21-25]. The use of enhanced cooperation in combating illegal immigration
elicits mixed assessments. On the one hand, given regional specificities, such cooperation may be useful—for
example, joint maritime patrols by Mediterranean countries, for whom the issue is far more pressing than for
Northern or Central European states. On the other hand, creating different regimes for illegal immigrants within
the EU could be short-sighted, potentially redirecting flows toward countries with less stringent requirements
[10, p. 20]. Enhanced cooperation in border control is therefore undesirable.

In police cooperation among EU Member States, enhanced cooperation appears to have few opponents.
This is due to several factors: deeper cooperation in this area is urgently needed; it is difficult to envisage
negative effects on common Community objectives; non-participating countries would not be significantly
politically disadvantaged; and there is a long-standing tradition of bilateral or trilateral cooperation. An
example of enhanced cooperation could be the creation of a special police corps to address specific tasks
within participating states [11, p. 28], ideally in close coordination with Europol. Enhanced cooperation also
seems feasible in judicial matters, such as information exchange or the harmonization of sanctions.

As arule, a member state’s position on enhanced cooperation depends on its status in a given policy area
and its domestic political context. For instance, France proposed culture, education, a single currency, and the
environment as areas for "deepened cooperation of an inner group" [9]. Great Britain identified internal and
external security as the most appropriate areas and emphasized the need for European Parliament involvement

[9].

Overall, the potential scope of enhanced cooperation is quite diverse. However, the idea remains
prevalent that enhanced cooperation should primarily be applied either in new areas of cooperation or in new
directions within established policy areas.

Conclusions. Flexible integration has a dual nature. On the one hand, it has helped overcome obstacles to
EU development; on the other, unequal rights and obligations undermine the principle of uniform progress and
pose a potential threat to the Union’s unity. Although flexible integration has largely remained the exception
rather than the rule, it is evident that flexibility has been used to advance integration within the European
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Union.

Various types and forms of flexible integration have been applied and continue to be applied across
virtually all areas of EU cooperation. Enhanced cooperation, institutionalized as one of the EU’s foundational
principles, has strictly limited areas of application. Even where permitted, its use may produce both positive
and negative effects. Therefore, enhanced cooperation should be applied primarily in areas where member
states’ advancement aligns with common integration goals and raises no doubts about its usefulness, effectively
serving as a replacement for the previously practiced system of opt-outs.

References

1. Dahrerdorf R. A Third Europe? Third Jean Monnet Lectures / European University Institute.
Florence, 2022. 306 p.

2. Abgestufte Integration: Eine Alternative zum herkdmmlichen Integrationskonzept? / Ed. by E.
Grabitz. Strasbourg; Kehl a.-Rhein: N.P. Engel Verlag. 2021. 411 s.

3. Ehlermann C.D. How Flexible is Communities Law? An Unusual Approach to the Concept of
“Two Speed”. Michigan Law Review. 1984. Vol.82, N 2. P.1274-1293.

4. Wallace H. and Riley A. Europe: The Challenge of Diversity. Chatham House Papers 29. London,
Routledge, 2015. 100 p.

5. Kolliker A. Flexibility and European Unification. The Logic of Differentiated Integration. Oxford,
2023. 323 p.

6. Ehlermann C. D. Differentiation, Flexibility, Closer Cooperation: The New Provisions of the
Amsterdam Treaty. URL: https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/epdf/10.1111/1468-0386.00052 (accessed
November 28, 2025).

7. Hall B. How Flexible Should Europe be? CER. London, 2021. P. 5-38.

8. La Serre F. de, Wallace H. Flexibility and Enhanced Cooperation in the European Union: Placebo
Rather Than Panacea? Notre Europe. Research and Policy. Paris, 1997. Paper N 2. P. 18-38.

9. Bulletin Quotidien Europe / Europe. Agence Internationale d’Information pour la Press. Brussesls,
1996-2009. 93 p.

10. Monar J. Flexibility and closer co-operation in an emerging European migration policy:
opportunities and risks. CeSPI. Roma, 2021. October. 96 p.

11. Dehousse F., Coussens W. Flexible Integration: Potential Applications? Integrating Europe:
Multiple Speeds - One Direction? EPC Working Paper. London, 2004. N 9. P.2-38.



