
 

Let Russia join the EU! 

Mainz, February 21,2024    │    Dieter Wermuth 

Anyone reading this headline will probably think that I am naïve, without a sense of today’s 

political realities. Maybe, but historically and even culturally Russia is part of Europe, and 

European countries are entitled to join the European Union. I don’t subscribe to the view 

that Russians, perhaps for genetical reasons, want to be governed by autocrats – because 

this has indeed been the case for centuries, except for the short period of the nineties, the 

Yeltsin years. In his novel “The Sun also Rises” Hemingway once wrote the following 

dialogue. “How did you go bankrupt? Bill asked. Two ways, Mike said. Gradually, and then 

suddenly.” 

People often think that in some countries things will never change, that the state will always 

be able to control its citizens, and that opposition is futile. This is today’s prevailing view of 

the Russian situation. But the sudden, unexpected demise of long-time dictators is actually 

not such a rare event. Think of the Mullahs’ removal of the Persian Shah in 1979, or of the 

scores of coups which brought down, from one day to the next, brutal long-term strongmen 

in Africa, or the unexpected fall of the Berlin wall and the end of the Soviet Union. To be 

sure, it is almost impossible to predict whether and when history will take such a leap next 

time. 

I suggest that Western democracies should prepare for the unthinkable, for the possibility 

that Russia’s dictatorial system will implode one day. The aim must be to prevent a new 

dictator following the old one. There may be, probably for a short period only, the 

opportunity to achieve a fundamental change of the political system. It could well be the 

democratic alternative of the European Union: freedom and a much higher standard of living 

for Russia and peace in the rest of Europe Why spend so much on the military if there is an 

attractive alternative? In 2024, Russia will probably spend €113 billion on its army, air force 

and navy while the EU will come close to something like €290 billion (Germany €71bn). Most 

of this money will not be needed if Russia and the EU decide to cooperate rather than 

prepare for war. 

EU membership must be on the basis of the so-called Copenhagen criteria of 1993. These 

require the following: 

- “stability of institutions guaranteeing democracy, the rule of law, human rights and respect 

for and protection of minorities; 

- a functioning market economy and the ability to cope with competitive pressures and 

market forces within the EU; 

- the ability to take on the obligations of membership, including the capacity to effectively 

implement the rules, standards and policies that make up the body of EU law (the acquis), 

and adherence to the aims of political, economic and monetary union.” 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=LEGISSUM%3Al14536
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I am convinced that most Russians would be more than happy if they could live in a country 

with such rules and institutions. The advantages of EU membership (or some other sort of 

association) must be communicated clearly and frequently to the Russian population, via the 

internet or something like Radio Free Europe. People must be aware that there is an 

attractive alternative. This is the task of the EU’s foreign policy makers. 

 

nominal GDP per capita 

 2000 2023*) 
average annual 

change 

 Euro % 

Russia 2,045 12,091 8.0 

Belarus 1,136 7,009 8.2 

Poland 4,881 19,671 6.2 

Romania 1,809 16,871 10.2 

Czechia 6,525 28,796 6.7 

Germany 25,892 48,746 2.8 

France 24,278 40,768 2.3 

Italy 21,803 34,557 2.0 

Spain 15,975 30,319 2.8 

Netherlands 28,382 57,768 3.1 

Sweden 32,140 52,028 2.1 

Denmark 33,349 62,607 2.8 

*) partly own estimates 
sources: Eurostat, OECD, IMF, own calculations ©UR 

 

EU membership would have enormous economic advantages for Russia. Last year its 

nominal GDP per capita was about €12,100 while Poland, Romania and the Czech Republic 

were at €19,700, €16,900 and €28,800, respectively. The three countries had joined the EU 

in 2004 (Poland and Czechia) and 2007 (Romania). Unlike Russia, none of them is blessed 

with large amounts of natural resources. The reduction of military spending alone would be 

a big boost for national income. Note that spending on arms and soldiers does not 

contribute much, if any, to the growth of potential GDP and the standard of living. 

From an EU perspective, the integration of the Russian economy is a big deal, but not one 

that cannot be managed. Going by our calculations on the basis of OECD and EU Commission 

statistics, Russia’s nominal GDP was just 12 percent of the EU’s. 

This is the equivalent of the aggregated communist countries which joined the EU in 2004 

and later. It can be done. Moreover, an enlarged EU would be significantly less dependent 

on energy imports from countries outside of Europe. 
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In military terms, Russia is a superpower, but in economic terms it is just a teenager. But 

within the EU it has the potential to increase its global standing and economic weight – and 

the general standard of living. Germany’s nominal GDP at market exchange rates was 2.35 

times larger than Russia, even though its population was just 84 million, compared to 

Russia’s 144 million. These numbers show the extent of Russia’s misallocation of human and 

other resources. No one can eat nuclear bombs. 

How the integration of Russia can be accomplished has been described by twelve French and 

German scientist last year. They have presented a model of four concentric circles, with euro 

area countries at the core and less integration at the outer circles. The study was not 

specifically aimed at the future of Russia in Europe, but a very useful blueprint nonetheless. 

Have a look at my post on this topic from last October. In any case, it is once again 

worthwhile to think out of the box. How could a step-by-step integration look like, taking 

into account the specific conditions and needs of Russia? 

This would clearly be a mega project. The EU constitution would have to be modernized in 

the process, a task which is long overdue. 
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©URsources: AMECO, OECD; own calculations, design & research: Uwe Richter

*) in euro at market exchange rates   – **) based on EU Commission and OECD estimates

**)

https://wermutham.com/2023/10/25/market-commentary-the-european-union-economically-a-giant-politically-still-a-dwarf/

