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FRIEND OR FOE OF THE EU?
O L G A S H U M Y L O - Tapiola
The customs union formed by Russia, Belarus, and Kazakhstan in 2010—the largest
in the world by territory—is becoming very real. Though hurdles remain, member
states are eliminating non-tariff barriers to trade within the union, moving toward a
common external tariff, and fine-tuning a joint customs code. As the customs union’s
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European Union (EU) should attempt to understand the project and find ways to
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Russia drives the union’s development, but
Belarus and Kazakhstan joined voluntarily
and have some say.
The Eurasian Economic Commission, the
union’s single regulatory body, has been
declared the member states’ representative in
regional and global trade talks.
Despite its achievements, the project is not
yet a genuine customs union. Members
erect protectionist barriers, seem reluctant
to give the supranational body authority,
and have allowed exemptions to the rules.
Moscow must take the lead in building trust
among members.





The union agreed in principle to implement
Russia’s World Trade Organization
commitments, but Belarus and Kazakhstan
may not actually do so.
Members promised to harmonize the
union’s standards with EU and international
regulations. Still, local standards prevail.
Moscow wants Ukraine to become a
member, but Kyiv has to decide between
the customs union and the EU.
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The EU must overcome its fears and misperceptions. For some EU member states, the customs
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union is Moscow’s new attempt to rebuild its empire. But this is not just a political project; the union has
a practical side. The EU must accept that members were not coerced to join.
Brussels should engage with customs union staff at the technical level. The EU should edu-

cate union staff about how EU standards function to help ensure that member states comply with high
international standards.

The EU should convince member states to apply EU-Russia trade commitments within the
union. That would pave the way for the EU, which does not currently recognize the customs union, to

negotiate trade matters with the Eurasian Economic Commission.

The EU should seperate Ukraine from its relations with the customs union and reassess
its policy toward the post-Soviet space. If the EU separated its geopolitical fear of losing Ukraine

to Russia from its relations with the customs union, tensions between Brussels and Moscow could ease.
More broadly, the EU must realize that the European model may not apply to the entire post-Soviet space.
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