
Conference
Report

ASPEN-GMF 
BUCHAREST FORUM 2024
The Era of Twin Revolutions

Alina Inayeh, Rapporteur



  

 2 

 
 
 
 

Organizers: Aspen Institute Romania 
The German Marshall Fund of the US 

 

 
With the 
support of: 

  
NATO Public Diplomacy Division 
USAID 
Ministry of National Defense 
Embassy of Greece 
Embassy of Sweden 
 

 

 
Knowledge 
partner: 

 
The Aspen Institute US 
Aspen Institute Kyiv 
Aspen Institute Central Europe 
Aspen Ananta Centre India 
 

 
Center for the Governance of 
Change at IE University Madrid 
Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung (KAS) 
College of Europe Tirana Campus 
HRCC 
 

 
Main 
Partners: 

 
PPC Romania 
Google 
UniCredit 
Rompetrol 
Qualcomm 
 

 
Coca Cola 
OMV Petrom 
Uber 
Premier Energy 
 

 
Partners: 

 
Lockheed Martin 
Mastercard 
E.ON 
 

 
Electroalfa 
MSD 
Enevo Group 
 

 
Supporters: 

 
Aqua Carpatica 
Cotnari 
  

 

 
Media 
Partners: 

 
Pro TV 
DC Media Group 
Curs de Guvernare 
 

 
Calea Europeană 
KissFM 
 

 

 
  



  

 3 

 
 

Table of Contents 
 

Foreword ..........................................................................................................................4 

Summary ..........................................................................................................................6 

Geopolitical Context .........................................................................................................7 

Trans-Atlantic Relation ............................................................................................................. 7 

NATO and EU security............................................................................................................... 8 

Reconstruction of Ukraine ........................................................................................................ 9 

Economic Security of the Black Sea ......................................................................................... 10 

EU Enlargement and Western Balkans – Is the EU Ready for 2028? .......................................... 10 
Case study – Montenegro .............................................................................................................................11 
Case study – Greece .....................................................................................................................................12 

Technological revolution ................................................................................................. 12 

AI and developing economy ................................................................................................... 12 

Digital divide, nobody is left behind. ....................................................................................... 14 

Central and Eastern Europe and the Black Sea ................................................................. 15 

Capital markets in the region .................................................................................................. 15 

Boosting European competitiveness – IMEC ............................................................................ 16 

Green transition ............................................................................................................. 17 

European Energy .................................................................................................................... 18 

Circular economy ................................................................................................................... 19 

Disinformation and technology ....................................................................................... 19 
 

  



  

 4 

  

 Foreword 
 

The Aspen-GMF Bucharest Forum has been placing not only Romania but all the 
adjacent regions on stage, encouraging a conversation about how we can shape our future. 
We have to think about our Founding Fathers, we have to think of our values, and we also 
have to think of the Aspen idea, launched in 1949 when the Aspen Institute US was founded, 
the same year when NATO was established at the end of the second World War. Thinkers, 
philosophers, business leaders, diplomats, and politicians met back then to try to think about 
how we avoid in the future the horror of war, the tragedy, and the desperation of war. After 
75 years we are back to the same conversation on how we can make sure that transition from 
the current world order to the new one in the making will happen with stiff competition, 
indeed, but avoiding war and destruction.  

 
The Great Power competition is not new, it has been part of human history ever since 

we started to organize ourselves in structured communities. When you look back in history, 
similar transitions from one hegemon and from one system of organizing societies and world 
affairs to another almost always happened through war. What we have been seeing in 
Ukraine over the past two years is a very troubling signal that there are revisionist powers like 
Russia and others that are tempted to bully into the new old order through war. And that is 
more than just Ukraine. One day they will be joining us in NATO and the EU, but this is just a 
glimpse of one of the avenues the world would take. We should avoid a different trajectory 
by all means, and that is why a just and durable peace in Ukraine is the symptom of how a 
new balance of power will be shaped in the world. More than the natural obligation to help a 
heroic nation preserve its independence and sovereignty and choose freely its future, how 
we act now is an indication of how the reorganization of the world would eventually look like. 
For Romania, there is nothing more precious, more stringent, and more urgent than to have 
all our neighbors from Georgia to Ukraine to the Western Balkans as part of our family of 
democratic free nations. This is what Romania has to embark on because being surrounded 
by friends and hopefully allies is in the country’s best interest. 

 
The Republic of Moldova is another symptom of how this sometimes underground, 

unseen but violent hybrid war over the shape of the New World Order is unfolding. We have 
seen that Russia is using a toolbox of a total hybrid war against the West, full scale from 
espionage and sabotage from assassination to disinformation, from bribing voters to 
intimidation and covert operations. There is a massive toolbox that Russia is using every day, 
adding more gas on the fire on real domestic social and political issues in our own countries. 
The Kremlin exacerbates existing inter-ethnic, political, racial, social, economic, and cultural 
tensions, and it has a very sophisticated technique to inflate them and create destabilization 
within our societies. This is where the Aspen Institute and our values come into play because 
dialogue between competing factions of our societies is what we do best. That is why the role 
and the mission of the Aspen Institutes around the world, from New Zealand to Japan and 
India, and to Europe and North America and we hope in Africa, is to be part of the 
conversation we should have inside our societies. 
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There is something else that is happening as we speak: competition for world affairs 
is an all-or-nothing game. This is the real competition: who would provide our citizens with a 
better model of organizing our economies, and our social contracts, and who would gain the 
trust of our citizens?  This is the trap this time around, and subversive actions are also part of 
the game. There is something radically new in this new competition for global dominance and 
the reorganization of world affairs, of our economies and our societies: the hyper-turbo 
activation of technological revolutions, in the plural, at the same time. We have never seen 
this before. This is changing so much of everything we do, from defense and national security 
to how one runs a small business, to how we compete for AI.  

 
The Mendeleev table is invented as we speak, changing the very essence of our 

industrial models, of everything we do and everything we share. The technological revolution 
is also changing the social contract and the organization of work, and how our employees, my 
generation, the young generation, and the generations to come are coping with such change. 
We know that when too much change comes at once there is always a temptation to 
withdraw, to get anxious, to get frightened, and to start having extreme reactions and go to 
the easy populist solutions, that are no solutions. They are only meant to calm down, 
superficially and by nurturing illusions, exploiting the reflex of human nature to withdraw 
from and deny a reality that is changing too fast. 

 
The very essence of our economies, of our social contracts, of our democracies is 

under pressure. We have to go back to the period of 1949 and Spinelli and the others who 
created and invented the European Union and start thinking about what we do with our 
societies.  We need to find the right solution for us, a balance between security and economy, 
technology, and society, and stop the pendulum from swirling in all directions. 

 
There is also a way in which we have to shape the future of Europe, which is also in 

the making.  The war Russia started in Ukraine triggered a new reality, a new strategic and 
political reality in Europe and I think we need to have the courage to complete the work. 
Europe would not be whole, free, and at peace until and unless we have Ukraine, Georgia, 
and the Western Balkans in the family. We have to make sure that we double down in offering 
them a better deal than the others. Next year there will be parliamentary elections in Moldova 
and there again will be a ferocious fight for influence and derailing the Republic from its 
European path. We must make sure that we talk not only to the ones who are convinced 
about the European future but also to those who have questions, those who fear Russia, and 
those who can be intimidated. We have to do a better job of talking not only to the Romanian-
speaking population of the Republic of Moldova but also to Russian speakers.  

 
We need to better defend freedom, democracy, and the rule of law. Others will try to 

tell us that authoritarian regimes are more efficient than democracies; superficially yes, they 
can mobilize resources in a far more vertical and sometimes more disciplined way than 
democracies, but in the end, human nature loves freedom and hates subjugation and slavery. 
We have to be faithful to these values, and they will prevail. 
 
 
 Mircea Geoană, 2024 
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 Summary 
 
 The Aspen-GMF Bucharest Forum continues to serve as a key space for critical 
discussions, fostering both deep reflection and a challenge to conventional thinking. This 
year’s conversations spanned pressing global and regional issues, emphasizing both 
challenges and solutions across multiple dimensions. 
 

The green transition remains a central topic, underscoring its complexity but also the 
incremental progress being made - like constructing a skyscraper, brick by brick. The 
conversation has evolved from just addressing obstacles to recognizing the regulatory and 
investment tools needed for long-term sustainability. 

The discourse on artificial intelligence has moved beyond the theoretical stage, as it is 
happening, and the challenge is to keep up. The Forum explored AI’s role in governance, 
security, and economic transformation, highlighting both public sector measures and local 
community engagement. A telescopic approach shaped the conversations, addressing both 
great. 

The discussions centered on the intersection of global conflicts, economic shifts, and 
localized security challenges. Key focal points included geopolitical and security threats, 
notably the war in Ukraine, the rise of disinformation, and concerns over energy security. The 
discussions underscored the hybrid nature of modern threats, including economic warfare, 
digital vulnerabilities, and the strategic importance of the Black Sea region. Regulatory 
frameworks and institutional responses emerged as key enablers of resilience.  

Whether in energy markets, digital security, or disinformation countermeasures, a 
structured and long-term approach is necessary to navigate today’s volatile landscape. The 
decline of democracy worldwide was a recurrent theme, with discussions on how to fortify 
institutions, regulate digital platforms, and uphold democratic resilience. Participants 
emphasized that democracy must not only be defended but also proactively reinforced 
through civic engagement and international cooperation.  

 
The Aspen-GMF Bucharest Forum reaffirmed its role as a platform for addressing the 

world’s most pressing issues, balancing high-level strategic outlooks with practical, localized 
solutions. The key takeaway is that progress is possible through sustained effort, adaptability, 
and collaboration. 
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 Geopolitical Context 
 
 Starting with the annexation of Crimea by Russia in 2014, the world entered a new 

geopolitical stage, with the international legal order bluntly challenged. The invasion of 
Ukraine in 2022 further transformed the world into one of volatile geoeconomics and 
security. The polarization between, to simplify, Russia and allies versus the West, obvious 
after 2022, and the use of not only military but also hybrid tools of war transformed the war 
in Ukraine from a local kinetic to a total war - one that renders new approaches to security. 

 First, it requires solidarity and strategic coordination between like-minded partners. 
The past two and a half years have seen the determination of allies to stand with Ukraine, 
despite their respective internal politics and economic difficulties. Undoubtedly, more would 
have been better. 

 Second, the scope and scale of security in the region need to be enhanced, and a 
regional security arrangement to extend from the Baltics to the Mediterranean, including 
Israel, is imperious, but is yet to be designed. The region has revealed once again its strategic 
importance as a vital corridor for energy, food, and security. The Black Sea and, inherently, 
the Danube have become strategic objectives not to be ignored again. 

 Third, the total war forces us to redefine the concept of victory, aiming for a just and 
sustainable peace. For total peace to be achieved, the West needs to step up on the other 
war – against disinformation.  

 Fourth, the public, especially in Europe, needs to be accustomed to the cost of security 
as a public good. This involves reconstructing Ukraine, not only logistically but also as a 
resilient, democratic society. While economically feasible, it remains to be seen if it is also 
possible politically. 
 

 Trans-Atlantic Relation 
 

With the re-election of Donald Trump to the White House, the trans-Atlantic relation 
has come back to a more transactional, less-value-based stage. Divergence of views on 
collective security and economic relations will influence the relation, as the current US 
President sees Europe more as a competitor than a partner. While in the past 8 years, Europe 
has moved closer to autonomous security, its dependence on the US, especially in the field of 
nuclear, remains high.    

Protectionism and the rise of extremism and isolationism will impact the relationship, 
with stronger extremist camps both in the US and the EU. The upcoming elections in Germany 
will test the strength of the extremist actors and the resilience of German society, as have 
elections in Romania just recently done. 

In an à la carte world order, as current, cooperation between the US and the EU is 
even more important. The views of the new President in the White House may well test this 
cooperation, allowing malign actors to more successfully infiltrate both the politics and 
economy of the trans-Atlantic space. 

Both the US and the EU need to forge strong alliances, including in trade. It is time to 
view and integrate the Global South as a partner. This requires a change of optics, as well as 
alignment of EU and US actions if not interests. 
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 NATO and EU security 
 

For Europe, the war in Ukraine and its consequent reconstruction remain the main 
issues. Throughout the war the EU has supported Ukraine militarily, economically, in a 
humanitarian way, creating solidarity corridors, and implementing sanctions against Russia. 
The war has also prompted the EU to finally reduce its energy dependence on Russia by 
diversifying its sources of energy and preparing for the green transition. EU has also 
understood the need for a more serious approach to its security, including the revival of the 
defense industry. Countries in the EU mobilized to better protect those closer to the front 
line, i.e., the French battle group with Belgian, Italian, and Spanish troops in Romania. EU also 
undertakes military operations in areas within Europe (Kosovo) and outside Europe (Africa). 
The war has made Europe understand the importance of reinforcing NATO and of defense of 
Europe by Europeans.  

However, there is no EU security outside NATO, which makes the relationship with the 
US even more important. More so not only in the field of military defense, but also in 
strengthening the defense industry and integrating technology, including AI. EU should not 
decouple from the US, even if the technological gap is widening. EU needs to invest more in 
dual-use technologies and needs to move faster. To be resilient, one needs to support troops, 
and for this, one needs industry and strategic resources.  

NATO military exercises in Europe are of great importance not only as a show of 
military might, but also as a reminder of trans-Atlantic unity, and their planning for the next 
years is a sign of resilient cooperation. Exercises need to remain powerful and successful. At 
the same time, both NATO and the EU need to do better in changing the mindset and widen 
the concept of security, to fully counter that of a total war. The political and direct implication 
of North Korea in the war in Ukraine proves once more that the camps are larger, and the 
hybrid attacks prove the tools are more than military.  
 

For the EU to strengthen its security within NATO, it needs to: 
• Have public opinion support. There needs to be better communication with the public 

in the EU on security threats, including disinformation, and the need to invest in 
security. Security will have to be seen as a public good, that requires resources, on the 
one hand, and accountability on the other. Societal resilience against acts of hybrid 
warfare becomes more important as these acts increase in intensity and 
sophistication.   

• Provide the budget for security. To do so, political will and economic might are not 
enough, the public needs to support security spending, and preparing the public 
becomes even more relevant. 

• Europeans have to understand that security allows each of us to keep our way of living 
– freedom of movement, individual and collective rights, principles, and values.  

• Remain credible. EU needs to do what it said it would do, both in regard to security, 
but also enlargement.  

• Strengthen the golden triangle - government, people, and armed forces. 
• Change your mentality and get out of sleepwalking. 
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 Reconstruction of Ukraine 
 

In the 33 months of the war, Ukraine and its allies were able to ensure logistical chains 
and supply to the Ukrainian forces and the non-combatant population. The Ukrainian army 
bravely rendered the Russian Black Sea fleet unfunctional, exhausted the Russian missile 
arsenal, and halved Russian attack forces. This is still not enough to win the war; a victory 
would entail clarity on Ukraine’s future in NATO and on regional security. 

In the meanwhile, however, reconstruction of Ukraine is underway, despite huge 
challenges: 

• 8 million refugees have left the country, leading to a massive loss of workforce. 
• There are now 5 million Internally Displaced Persons in Ukraine. 
• There is now a clear understanding that this is a war of attrition - the longer it lasts, 

the more difficult to reconstruct while fighting. 
• Wars have always been a fertile ground for corruption, and Ukraine makes no 

exception. Fighting corruption has become a priority, a double daunting task when the 
war requires a slim and streamlined bureaucracy. 
 

Despite hardships, Ukraine succeeded to: 
• Start building a resilient and sustainable economy, especially in the field of energy. 
• Move closer to having all institutions in place for the immediate beginning of recovery, 

a move that needs to be mirrored by donors. 
• Ukraine’s overall GDP halved because of the loss of 15% of territory, but it has 

increased by 5% in the Ukrainian-controlled territory. 
• Create new centers of growth, as in Chernivtsi and Lutsk. 

 
There are measures still to be taken, both by Ukraine and the donor community, to have  
everything in place and ready for the massive reconstruction once peace is achieved: 

• There continues to be a need for corridors to connect Ukraine with countries in 
Europe. 

• Postponement of the shocks of liberalization of tariffs and taxes. 
• Prevent further damage to the energy infrastructure. 
• Generate more streams of revenue, including by increasing cross-border flows and 

exports. 
• There will, hopefully, be plenty of foreign aid for Ukraine, yet of equal importance is 

the ability to disburse it such as to generate reconstruction dynamics. Learning from 
the Marshall Plan, it was not only money but the ability to invest it that made a big 
difference in achieving results. The countries that made better policy decisions, such 
as Germany, recovered better, in comparison with the UK, which decided to spend the 
Marshall Aid to recover and not invest in the renewal of the economy.  

• There is a need for expertise on EU accession, especially from Central Europe. 
• To minimize and eventually eradicate corruption, Ukraine needs to continue to 

streamline public procurements and asset declaration. 
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 Economic Security of the Black Sea 
 

The war in Ukraine heightened the importance of the Black Sea region not only for the 
military security of the continent but also for its economic security. The region became an 
important corridor and source of energy, and, with consequent infrastructure development, 
an important trading route and logistical hub.  
 

The war forced the region, and indeed Europe and the US, to adapt to what has also 
become an economic war. For even better adaptation, the region has to: 

• Continue to find ways to keep supply chains open. To avoid bottlenecks, new 
partnerships need to be forged, with like-minded partners. Enemies should not be 
allowed to restrain or block supply chains. The war, and its economic implications, 
have taught the world that supply chains are a security issue. 

• Governments need to do better in sharing information, protecting infrastructure, and 
promoting opportunities.  

• It is high time for innovation in all fields of the economy, including the defense 
industry. 

• In times of war, quantity matters.  
• Take advantage of the connectivity the war created at the regional level, and further 

develop it for economic purposes.  
• Not only the Black Sea, but the Danube is also important for security and trade. The 

development of the Danube as a commercial route highly benefits the region and 
allows the continent to further diversification of its economic corridors. 

• The Baltic, Black Sea, and the Aegean corridor need to be further developed for dual 
use, so the region can fully develop into a north-south, east-west hub for energy and 
trade. For this, storage facilities have to be developed throughout the region. 

• A regional approach is important, and so is cooperation in smaller formats. 
 

Earlier this year, Romania and Bulgaria launched a white paper advocating to the EU the 
adoption of a holistic approach to the region. In addition to more funding for joint projects, 
human capital, and cross border projects a holistic approach would create the much longed-
for synergies and economies of scale at the regional level. Collective action, purchase, and 
planning will be required to put this approach into practice. 

 
 

 EU Enlargement and Western Balkans – Is the EU Ready for 2028? 
 

In the Western Balkans, both the Union and the six candidate countries need to reach 
a balance between regional and individual approaches. The region is diverse in its integration 
to trans-Atlantic institutions - three of the Western Balkan countries are NATO members and 
all six are at different stages of the EU accession process. Not all six, though, share the 
direction of EU foreign policy, and the region remains vulnerable to Russian and Chinese 
influence, as well as to complicated bilateral relations.  

Western Balkans, however, are back to center stage and there is a new momentum to 
their EU accession. The delayed process, however, has affected the enthusiasm towards EU 
membership, and currently, even if the process has been restarted, public support varies 
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greatly from one country to another. In Montenegro and Albania, it remains high, while it is 
lower in the other four.  

The relationship that Western Balkan countries have now with the EU is very different 
than in the past. The cold shoulder has been replaced by political closeness, and intensive and 
meaningful meetings, feeding into the enthusiasm lost in the decade of “waiting room”. The 
real change is that citizens can enjoy the benefits of the EU (free travel) and funding (through 
accession funds) even before a country becomes a member, and this has a high social impact. 

Enlargement is not a regional concern, and its impact will be felt throughout the EU. 
Not only do countries in the Western Balkans need to prepare for accession, but so does the 
Union. The candidate countries have to create the institutions, laws, and processes that align 
with and can adhere to the acquis communautaire. They need to develop their absorption 
capacity of the enlargement funds and secure the support of their populations throughout 
the process. In turn, the EU also needs to prepare for the impact and develop its capacity to 
integrate each and all new members. EU needs to reform – institutionally, its decision-making 
process, and major policies (e.g., cohesion and CAP, budget, rule of law) so it can become a 
Union of, eventually, 35 countries. These reforms have to be agreed between the 27 
members, a process that is neither politically nor institutionally easy. 

In the case of Western Balkans, the equation of EU accession is complicated by 
unresolved bilateral issues. Bilateral disputes that were not resolved back when the EU and 
the US had better leverage are even more difficult to solve now when the environment is 
more difficult. Policies that deal with bilateral disputes need to be designed, and diplomatic 
tools have to be employed, as without resolutions to these conflicts there will be no 
enlargement. 

It is important to remember that Western Balkans is not a laboratory, policies cannot 
be tested without changing the social-political dynamics in the region. Today we contemplate 
the result of 10 years of delayed commitment from the EU. Both the EU and the Western 
Balkan need to reform at the same pace. In the upcoming years, Albania and Montenegro can 
hopefully join without a treaty change, but not the others. 

The war in Ukraine created a special momentum for enlargement and changed the 
attitude on the ground in the Western Balkans, and public opinion has shifted towards more 
support for the enlargement. The region remains increasingly exposed to hybrid threats, with 
low institutional power, the rise of extremism, and ethnonationalism.  

The adoption of the Growth Plan for the Western Balkans has contributed to the shift 
in public attitude. The rule of law and economic and human development are aligned, and a 
country cannot wait until one is achieved to start the other. The results of this renewed 
approach to development and EU integration will be seen in the upcoming years, with 
hopefully the membership of at least one of the six countries.   

 

 Case study – Montenegro 
 

Having waited for the accession for 13 years, Montenegro developed the Waiting 
Room Fatigue. In 2022, with the invasion of Ukraine, everything changed, as a new way of 
thinking about enlargement got roots in Brussels, with the understanding that the safety and 
security of Europe lie in the unity of the continent. And Montenegro regained its enthusiasm.  

By the end of 2026, the country aims to close all negotiation chapters. And in the 
process, it promotes both the technicalities and the values of being an EU member. It 
continues to advocate in Brussels that enlargement is the essence of the EU and the best 
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policy of the EU. Incoming pre-accession funding allows citizens to feel the benefits of being 
in the European club and creates the closeness that was missing in the past decade.  

After these 2 and a half years, however, should enlargement be paused, there will be 
no more faith in the promises of the EU, and the EU should understand this. Researchers and 
NGOs also need to understand this. As geopolitics goes, if the EU leaves a place like the 
Balkans outside of the EU for a long time, others will want to be there. 

 

 Case study – Greece 
 

Greece’s recovery after the 2009 crisis has been nothing short of impressive. The 
country has set itself to shape its future as a reliable hub for energy and trade. Over the past 
years, Greece proceeded to strengthen ties with the world through innovative partnerships 
and create synergies. It is striving to become export-driven, investment-friendly, and globally 
competitive. In 2023 Greece experienced the most notable enhancement in the business 
environment, increasing its investment grade and moving towards sustainable development 
through green and digital transformation. Greece is one of the important entry points of gas, 
including LNG, and oil to Europe. The interconnectors help distribute gas throughout 
Southern and Central parts of Europe. 

Greece developed storage facilities in Alexandropolis, to further have it transported 
to the North, East, and West of the continent. It also brings green electricity from Egypt and 
the Middle East and develops the transport infrastructure to allow for it – electric 
interconnectors and cables, including high voltage. Greece’s geography, with access to the 
Aegean and Mediterranean, will be used further to enhance the country’s role as an energy 
hub. 

Through a combination of using synergies and enhancing investments, further developing 
partnerships and ventures, Greece continues to develop and progress. 

 

Technological revolution 
 

 AI and developing economy 
 

According to a study recently developed in Romania by Google, the potential of 
generative AI can be quantified to €16 billion in 10 years, 5% of GDP, and 42% of jobs 
increased in their efficiency through complementarity with AI. Development is even more 
impressive in the public sector, with a potential of a  €660 million gain in Romanian public 
administration with the advancement of generative AI. The use of AI will also improve and 
streamline the workflow, access to public data, queries, and payment of taxes. 69% of workers 
in public administration can make better use of their jobs by using AI. 

Despite the obvious benefits, EU companies are lagging in adopting AI compared to 
their US counterparts, and the EU is risking becoming a laggard in this respect. AI has been 
around for some time, and it has already been applied in many entrepreneurial settings for 
years, yet there is a reluctance in extending and expanding its use.  

For a wider and more integrated use of AI in the EU, a change of approach is needed. 
As EU competitiveness is the main goal of the coming years, then one of the objectives should 
be to catch up in the beneficial use of AI. For this, the EU should reconsider its approach to 
risk-taking and focus on the benefits while mitigating the negatives. Companies and public 
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administrations should experiment with AI and motivate the workforce to double down and 
integrate them. This leads to the overall question of how to turn the European economy into 
an ecosystem that encourages entrepreneurial capacity and views AI as a chance to boost 
productivity, and hence increase competitiveness. 

The shift in approach cannot come from business alone, as entrepreneurship does not 
live in a vacuum, it needs to rely on good governance and civic engagement. These three 
components are interlinked and need to function in synergy. As the EU is discussing the 
challenge of digitalization, AI is the next frontier. 

In addressing the use of AI, governments need also be mindful of the digital gap. Over 
50% of the population in the EU has only basic digital skills, a challenge in the wider use of AI 
in public administrations and the private sector. Furthermore, 50% of EU territory lags in 
Internet connection. These statistics should be seen as a challenge to be addressed, and not 
yet one more obstacle against the use of AI. Digitalization and AI need both technology and 
humans, so the connection has to cover more territory and citizens have to have the skills and 
education to be able to use the technology. AI is also a good tool for participation, yet again 
it can only be justly used if citizens have the ability and possibility to use it. 

As a downsize, AI gives the solution before one understands the problem. For the right 
and most beneficial use of AI, one has to be able to discern what AI gives. This is where digital 
hygiene and critical thinking are key, yet little is being done to enhance them at the EU level. 
“Stop, Think, Act” should be the new slogan of all internet users. 

Currently, only 17% of EU companies are using AI. There are international companies 
that use AI in other parts of the world, but not in the EU, because of overregulation and 
legislative instability. EU should consider not seeing AI as a threat but as a huge potential. 
However, so far, the focus has been on regulating AI, with over 100 pieces of legislation in the 
past 5 years. This legislative instability prevents further innovation and investments in 
enhancing the use of the technology. As pointed out in Mario Draghi's report, EU 
overregulation does not help with its competitiveness, and this is especially true in the use of 
AI. 

Central and Eastern Europe holds good potential in innovation overall, and the use of 
AI, in particular. Yet the region needs to be more vocal, and it needs more unicorns. Funding 
and policies should aim at allowing for their development, as unicorns are the result of a long-
term plan. On a larger scale, the EU needs a plan on how to stay competitive. Currently, vision 
is lacking and there is a reluctance to embrace change. 

There are also undebatable risks in using AI, mainly when it comes to protecting 
democracy, and more action is needed in this field. Yet for the business sector regulation 
needs to be more pragmatic, and investors need to understand what drives growth. EU should 
push for innovation rather than start regulating something that is yet underdeveloped. 
Regulation should not block change but aim to avoid mismanagement of data, and for this, a 
better understanding of the real risks is needed.  

AI is a great tool in cyber security as well, as it can help calibrate the deployment of 
cyber security to make it more efficient, so people are upscaled quicker and systems are 
calibrated to better detect malfunctions and breaches. There is the AI curse - if we do not use 
AI in cybersecurity then we are overwhelmed by our adversaries who are using it.  The 
complexity of cyberattacks has grown exponentially, so the protection needs to follow suit. 
For best protection, reactive mode is not enough, hence innovation and its application remain 
key. In cyber security, 90% of controls are human, and only 10% are AI. Encryption and the 
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big fundamentals are human, and without good solid process procedures and people AI will 
not yield anything.  

Not only cyber security but also resilience must be an objective: the ability for 
companies to figure out how they can sustain an attack while the attack is ongoing and how 
to sustain it and come back very quickly and very effectively. Once one develops the ability to 
be adaptive and to be balanced in approach once fundamentals are implemented, resilience 
becomes a part of the process. 

AI has come to have multiple uses, from threat detection but not necessarily response, 
to predictive analysis, threat intelligence, and human behavior prediction. Yet the human 
factor remains paramount, in designing, monitoring, and further developing AI, as well as in 
ensuring the ethics of its use.  

 

 Digital divide, nobody is left behind. 
 

There is a need to democratize the internet, as it is not everywhere and not at the 
same affordable price. The access to the Internet in the EU is 93.1%, 97% in the US, 36% in 
Africa, and 39% in Asia. In Africa, the internet speed is very low and costly, and in rural areas, 
only 16% have access to the Internet. Paradoxically, Africa is, in fact, the continent of the next 
billion users. Connectivity and access in underprivileged areas must become a policy 
objective, as the Internet creates jobs and allows for E-learning, especially in rural areas. 

There is a divide between people who have access to the Internet, but also between 
nation states on the type of access – free or censored. In these parameters, there are already 
two camps, China and the like, and the rest of the world.  

AI could contribute to bridging the divide, but it could both divide and unite. The more 
one interacts with AI, the better it finetunes to one’s interest. The result may be single human 
islands, and generative AI has the negative potential of creating these islands. Yet it also 
augments one’s abilities, as it allows for customized education to enhance one’s skills and 
talents.  

To bridge the digital divide, not only cost reduction but also constant high bandwidth 
with access to the Internet is needed. To complement the infrastructure with the needed skills 
and digital hygiene, the cooperation between governments, businesses, and NGOs is 
paramount. The governments have to create the legal framework and conditions, and for this, 
they need to work hand in hand with entrepreneurs. Governments should be active in this 
regard, as it is a matter of national security to rebuild one country’s economy and it is the 
SMEs and entrepreneurial spirit to focus it on.  

This brings on the alignment issue – are the objectives of all Internet agents aligned? 
Obviously not, and this should not be used as an excuse against the broad availability of the 
Internet. Needed proof can be embedded in prefabricated parameters, but this needs to be 
done transparently and ethically. 

China’s actions in Africa in enlarging the use and availability of the Internet are of 
concern. China is aiming to replace American technology with Chinese solutions, with all their 
caveats. At the recent China-Africa summit, it pledged USD 50 billion over 3 years to advance 
its digital solutions, and a digital partnership between China and 26 countries in Africa was 
sealed.  
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Central and Eastern Europe and the Black Sea 
 

 Capital markets in the region 
 

The Draghi report outlines that capital fragmentation is the single most important 
factor impeding the increase of EU competitiveness. The US and China, on the other hand, 
have national capital markets to which companies have access. Capital fragmentation is 
stronger in Central and Eastern Europe, as their newer financial markets are still developing. 

European Investment Bank facilitates the flow of capital throughout the EU. It 
pioneers in terms of financial instruments and attracts capital from outside the EU for 
European companies. EIB raises funds on capital markets, and currently, 40% of EIB bonds are 
purchased by investors outside the EU. The Bank has outstanding bonds worth €240 billion. 
EIB issues bonds in 20 currencies. For capital markets to function, one needs regulatory 
stimulus but also to come up with the supply. The EIB invests in infrastructure, regional 
cohesion, and integration of a single market, and it also looks into innovative products, as well 
as the use of proceeds. The Bank created a climate awareness bond 10 years ago before the 
market even showed demand for such a product. Only 10 years later, the market picked up, 
and it is now above €1 trillion. Following its innovative outlook, the EIB is now issuing 
Sustainability Awareness bonds financing environment-friendly projects. This is proof that 
products can be used to stimulate the market.  

The Capital Markets Union provides for harmonized rules, but the goal of integrating 
national capital markets into a genuine single market is yet to be achieved. Businesses in the 
CEE countries are at a higher disadvantage, as their national markets are undercapitalized. 
Who would invest in CEE? Investment funds are harmonized, but pension and insurance are 
not. They are nationally regulated, so they invest in their countries, not CEE. Banks are 
dependent on market economies. Most CEE banks are subsidiaries of multi-national banks 
and do not use local markets to securitize. This puts SMEs at a significant disadvantage, as 
they struggle to access international markets due to limited demand and a lack of available 
capital. In these countries, commercial and development banks play a more significant role 
than capital markets.  

Policies encouraging bank investment in CEE markets should consider local business 
reality. In Poland, there is an ongoing discussion on how much capital banks should be in the 
financial mix. The aim is to change the structure of the local financial market and have 50% of 
the banks under Polish ownership, with a clear distinction between subsidiaries and local 
banks. Polish Development Bank also helps shape the economy, in addition to growing the 
local investor base. Banks traditionally have issues with SMEs because of risk, and 
development banks guarantee programs to mitigate the risk.  

In Romania, 30% of the population is financially excluded. This percentage could be 
reduced through digitalization, but the fundamentals of financial education also need to be 
addressed. Digitalization could, on the other hand, contribute to budgetary stability through 
better collection of taxes, as there is a direct correlation between e-payments and the level 
of fiscalization. The more e-payments are used, the more efficient tax collection becomes. 
Digitalization also supports business growth, as it enables the expansion of loyalty programs. 

 
What is needed to ensure economic growth in Eastern Europe? 
• People - investments in the next generation of financial leaders and entrepreneurs. 
• Assess specific problems, find specific answers, and advocate them at the EU level. 
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• Embrace digitalization to drive efficiency and cost savings. 
• Create functioning capital markets, and bridge the gap with investments. 
• Foster a growth mindset and strengthen regional cooperation. 

 
 

 Boosting European competitiveness – IMEC  
 

India has become one of the most interesting and important geopolitical actors of 
today, aiming to expand its global influence through enhancing its economic potential. In 
2023, India and seven partners, including the EU, signed the agreement to launch the India-
Middle East-Europe Economic Corridor (IMEC). The seven partners are the US, the UAE, Saudi 
Arabia, France, Germany, Italy and the EU. The corridor plans to bolster economic 
development by fostering connectivity and economic integration between Asia, the Persian 
Gulf, and Europe. The receiving port in Europe is Trieste, after reconsideration of the port of 
Piraeus, as its substantial Chinese influence defended the very purpose of IMEC – to counter 
China’s Belt and Road initiative.  

The IMEC corridor builds on the I2U2 partnership between India, Israel, the UAE, and 
the US, which was launched in 2022. At the time, it was built on the geopolitical framework 
created by the Abraham Accords. With the current situation in the Middle East, the Middle 
East-Europe component of the corridor is uncertain, and its implementation depends on a 
resolution of the current conflict.  

The 3 Seas Initiative can be linked to IMEC, enabling east-west and north-south trade 
and transportation corridors. This would make Romania an even more interesting entry point, 
and further enhance the importance of the port of Constanta. Yet peace in the Middle East 
remains the key component of the puzzle. 

Romania, at least at this point, has little interest in IMEC, and it is developing the port 
of Constanta and subsequent infrastructure as part of the Middle Corridor, which connects 
Central Asia to Europe. The Middle Corridor is designed not only for the transportation of 
goods but also for energy and digital. Constanta is the largest container harbor in Eastern 
Europe, so it is an excellent entry point for Asia to the continent.  

IMEC is designed not only for the transport of goods, but also for energy, clean 
hydrogen, and data. Moreover, IMEC is a network, not a line. Among other goals, it boosts 
infrastructure and competitiveness not only in the countries it crosses but also in those 
around it. 

As with other planned corridors, the key is to generate demand. Deeper trade 
integration and clear steps on standardization would help create demand in Europe. 
Currently, the FTA between India and the EU is floundering, but trade is flourishing, with the 
EU as India’s largest trade partner.  

IMEC is primarily private sector-led and based on the need for trusted partners. As 
geopolitics become polarized, economic and technological choices are influenced by 
geopolitical ones. IMEC corridor, hence, is a good alternative for India to China-Pakistan. EU, 
on the other hand, needs to remain competitive. Near-shoring, friend-shoring, and on-shoring 
will not replace the need for trade and imports, so the connection with important trading 
partners, with IMEC as an example, remains of economic importance.  
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Green transition 
 

Many companies and governments in the EU see the green transition as an obligation 
rather than an opportunity, as they focus on the difficulties it encompasses, and not on the 
long-term benefits. For utility companies, it primarily serves as a necessary push. Energy 
companies in the EU, including Romania, shifted to decentralized production through 
prosumers. This teaches everyone a new lesson - energy is not only a public good but as a 
public service.  

The shift to green energy comes with a human resource challenge, and it makes recruiting 
difficult. Yet the transition should be seen both as a push and an opportunity, as it allows for 
business sustainability. To achieve the transition, one needs to look at the entire value chain 
and understand that transition comes with massive investments. It does, however, allow for 
the opportunity of a new business model, with energy efficiency as an intrinsic part of energy 
transition. The new trends are here – electrification, heat pumps, and intense acceleration 
towards further electrification. 

Businesses tend to discount the future, prioritizing short-term gains over long-term 
benefits. In the short run, green transition is a challenge, looking at the costs and the difficulty 
in sustaining supply. In the long term, however, it represents an opportunity for first movers, 
as they will recover the costs and be ahead of the game. 

As in every field, regulation must foster transition, not hinder it. Currently, it is not 
homogenous, and it does not encourage investments. In Romania, the government plays the 
role of funder and is yet to develop the right regulations, as a combination of sticks and 
carrots. Capital is needed to enter the market, and Romania needs to shift from grants to 
investments. A clear priority is the transfer to low-cost green energy, especially given the 
instability of prices. In April 2025, the price cap will end, and the following period will need to 
be managed wisely. More green energy could be a solution, and Romania is developing a good 
number of projects. The transition to green energy is also catalyzed by technological advances 
in the field - as an example, the Big Wind project in Vaslui, which now uses 6 MW turbines 
instead of 2 MW ones.  
 

To efficiently finance the green transition, there is an obvious need for: 
• Legislative stability, including financial framework – investors need clarity on returns. 
• Digitalization of the grid and consumer relations.  
• Reduced bureaucracy in accessing EU funds and green loans from banks.  
• Facilitate consumer access to energy efficiency solutions.  

 
Transition is not complete if it only involves energy production; consumption also needs 

to become green. Currently, the energy sector is undergoing decarbonization, but not 
transportation. The number of individual cars is not decreasing, and governments need to 
encourage citizens to rely less on one-passenger vehicles. Public transit partnerships are one 
solution. For example, in Poland, Uber is partnering with the airport and train stations. 
Financial incentives can help change consumer behavior. Again, the example of Uber is 
relevant, as it now works to reduce the cost for drivers to go electric.  

To achieve the zero-emission goals, support from policymakers is needed, as transition 
implies a whole ecosystem. Consumers play an important role, and the public understanding 
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of the need for green energy is on the rise. For example, Uber now operates 182,000 e-
vehicles worldwide. The interest of the consumer needs to be further cultivated, but the 
positive trend is there. 

The transition must be equitable, just, and timely. Romania is well ahead in energy 
transition, but affordability is very low, with some of the highest energy costs in Europe. With 
the exploration of offshore and onshore resources, the costs of transition will be reduced. 
The transition must also include nuclear energy, yet this remains a difficult conversation 
within the EU. The conversation about green transition has to include the sustainable supply 
of raw materials, and this is yet missing. 

The EU Green Deal dominates discussions in the sector, but it seems everybody agrees 
with it because nobody understands it. It must be made clear both to EU officials and to 
businesses there is no Green Deal without increasing EU economic competitiveness, and the 
tension between the two has not yet been eased or sufficiently addressed.  

The energy transition is not a cost, it is an investment. Some countries understand it 
better, and, in 2023, China installed more solar panels than the rest of the world combined. 
The real question for a company to ask itself is if it prioritizes short-term revenues or long-
term market sustainability. If a large utility company can change its business model, then a 
startup can do so more easily.  

 

 European Energy 
 

Energy security has evolved over the past few years to energy independence and 
consequently, resilience. They all define access to sustainable reliable, uninterruptible energy 
through a system that can handle disruptions. Two forces are shaping the energy market 
today – the energy crisis and the war in Ukraine. This has brought innovation and resilience 
to the forefront of the discussion. For Europe, mostly affected by the two forces, energy 
transition is the key to becoming independent and having energy at home. The transition will 
be successful if the EU can transform supply for tomorrow and create demand for today.  

From a company’s perspective, sustainability implies a change in capacity and change 
in supply. It also asks for a conducive environment for investments, one that is characterized 
by predictability. Not certainty, as this is impossible, but predictability. A conducive 
environment also implies transparency and consultation. 

Energy transition provides for the current stage where there continues to be a need 
for gas, and in this regard, the EU remains a net importer. Gas is acceptable in the transition 
to green energy due to its lower carbon footprint than other fossil fuels. 

The Draghi report indicates that alongside supply chain disruptions there is an increase 
in prices. A balance needs to be struck between the affordability of prices and the generation 
of income that allows for further investment. Banks must step in to allow for capital for energy 
projects. To counter the increase in prices, the EU needs to increase manufacturing capacities 
to near-shore. The Black Sea region thus emerges as an important source and transit of 
energy, both fossil and green. 

Energy security implies secure energy sources, but also secure infrastructure – grids, 
storage, and transit. The war in Ukraine heightened the importance of this aspect, and it is 
now embedded in national and collective security plans. Constant and uninterrupted 
provision of energy also asks for the modernization of infrastructure. More cooperation in the 
region would increase economies of scale and help lower costs. Energy security also relies on 
the right mix of energy, which should include nuclear power. This brings back the issue of 
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safety, which makes for the current difficult debate in the EU on the pros and cons of this type 
of energy.  

Financial instruments for the energy sector have to be easily available. An Energy 
Efficiency Fund would be a good idea in this regard, provided it is managed transparently and 
with limited bureaucracy.  

 

 Circular economy 
 

In light of economic and geopolitical changes, economic models with both a positive 
environmental and successful financial impact are emerging. The concept and practice of 
circular economy are more and more embraced in the EU. Increased attention is also given to 
green urban economies. Rejuvenation in cities also creates jobs, while asking for investments 
in transportation and cycling. Yet these generate little growth, hence capacity of 
manufacturing (including trams and bicycles) needs to be retained to ensure more 
growth.  Increased urbanization is expected. Sustainable growth will therefore need to focus 
on resource deployment and circular economy as general principles. This raises the question 
of the type of policies needed to support sustainable growth. 

Sustainable growth involves recycling, with its two main components – collection and 
reuse. Recycling has been somewhat successfully increased in Romania through financial 
stimulus, with the PET bottle collection for money machines. Recycling of other materials 
rests low, however, as the culture of recycling not for money but for environmental causes 
remains largely unembraced by the population. Furthermore, for recycling to be successful, 
collection machines or other recycling storages have to be installed nationwide to facilitate 
citizen access, and this infrastructure is still lagging.  

Romania also lacks the capability to process all recycled materials. The concept of 
economic circularity is getting attention, but the necessary supply chains and processes are 
still to be developed. Government policies to boost the circular economy are needed, 
followed by the relevant infrastructure. Successful examples could be better publicized, to 
prove that environmental action and growth can be reconciled.  

 

Disinformation and technology 
 

One of the lessons learned in the last few years, since disinformation became a threat to 
security, is that, in the information war, “the liar” has more opportunities and no boundaries. 
Malign actors are using social weaknesses such as poverty, weak institutions, and low levels 
of trust, feeding pessimism regarding the EU and democracy. They are trying to keep a state 
captured. Each hesitation in support of democratic forces is used against democracy itself. 
Malign actors exploit historical traumas, cultural biases, and anxieties of a state and region. 
In the case of Russia, it uses Cold War rhetoric of confrontation of great powers. It weaponizes 
the case of Ukraine to scare people. 

Malign actors aim especially at those segments of the population that feel excluded. They 
tend to destabilize the information space and the right to correct information. The scale of 
disinformation reached unprecedented levels, as the easiness to disseminate disinformation 
increased. Democracies face the challenge of combating disinformation democratically. They 
are more vulnerable and the target of concerted attacks. It is democracy itself that Russia is 
constantly attacking.  
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Recent elections in Romania are the unfortunate perfect case study of an attack on 
democratic processes. With the German elections upcoming, Romania is a case study to learn 
from. Having been subjected to disinformation for the last years as well, the German public 
lacks context - it sees pieces of disinformation but misses the big picture. The German 
government is reluctant to fight Russian propaganda for fear of backlash on democracy itself. 
It also lacks institutions and bodies to address it and is not employing civil society accordingly 
to fill this gap. The involvement of civil society could be a game changer, yet civil society itself 
is not focused on this.  

 
What can then be done to better address disinformation? 
• Strengthen societal awareness. Media education for all groups of society needs to be 

increased, and civic education needs to be brought back. 
• Enhance international cooperation. Establishing networks to exchange methods is 

needed, and the creation of a toolkit would help. 
• A whole-of-society approach. Fighting disinformation is important, but also increases 

societal resilience. 
• Structured and sustained approach. A one-off improvised response may address a 

certain situation, but not the problem itself.  
• Understand and engage. Monitor and analyze, cooperate, and engage.  
• Boosted the social media presence of benign actors, including in the Russian language. 
• Engagement of international institutions with organizations and media.  
• Involve media, including journalists from Russia and Belarus.  
• Cooperation between institutional partners. 
• Develop powerful stories and use platforms to challenge the adversarial narrative. 
• Yet most importantly for individual governments - to address the very grievances and 

weaknesses that make one country and population vulnerable and prone to 
disinformation. 

• Better regulate platforms and how algorithms work, encourage professional 
journalism. 

• Debunking and pre-bunking work. Closing open doors work – looking for platforms 
and closing them.   

• Meta, YouTube, X, and TikTok should be regulated. Visibility should be given to trusted 
sources. 

• The number of shares and comments is now an unreliable indicator of the correctness 
of the news, so maybe algorithms have to be changed.  

• Consolidate our institutions and become legitimate to our audiences.  
• Platforms are centered around profit. Enemies use algorithms. Ethical algorithms 

should be developed – create a feed which is relatively close to the opinion landscape. 
AI should be used widely to find out more about disinformation and algorithms. AI can 
also be used for video materials and screening of social media, flagging, and blocking 
the share button.  

• Popularize the wide use of community notes denouncing fakes. 
 

The difficulty of addressing disinformation also rests with measuring success. As long as 
fighting disinformation remains a reactive activity, success can only be measured in avoiding 
or mitigating a certain attack, as the cases of Moldova and Romania proved. As in every war, 
success rests with the very definition of victory – proofing one country and its population 
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against disinformation. This calls for long-term plans that include building critical thinking and 
digital hygiene.  

The global decline of democracy needs to be reversed. We we must uphold democratic 
values, strengthen the rule of law and transparency, and foster international cooperation 
while remaining vigilant, not naive. We must learn from and support each other. Make 
attributions to disclose what authoritarian regimes are doing while staying true to values. It 
is important to be clear on what we stand for, and not against. Each individual can be an 
ambassador to what living in a democracy represents.  
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