
The Lisbon Treaty and Bulgaria

How the 2009 reform of the European Union reshaped Bulgaria's place in 
Europe

Signed 13 December 2007  ·  In force 1 December 2009



Context: A New Member Meets a New Treaty

January 2007

Bulgaria joins the EU under the Treaty of Nice, together with Romania.

March 2008

Bulgaria's National Assembly ratifies the Lisbon Treaty by an overwhelming majority (195–15) — among the 
first member states to do so.

December 2009

The Treaty enters into force. For Bulgaria, most of its EU membership has been lived under Lisbon rules.



Bulgaria's Voice in the EU Institutions

European Parliament
Lisbon set Bulgaria's seats at 18 MEPs (17 today after Brexit-era 
reallocations), with the Parliament gaining real legislative power over 
almost all EU law.

European Commission
Bulgaria kept one Commissioner per member state — Kristalina 
Georgieva's humanitarian-aid and budget portfolios raised the country's 
profile.

Council voting
“Double majority” (55% of states, 65% of population) replaced Nice's 
weighted votes from 2014.

17 Bulgarian MEPs in the European 
Parliament

1 Commissioner guaranteed for 
Bulgaria

1.5%
of EU population — Bulgaria's 
weight under double-majority 
voting



A New Role for the National Assembly
Lisbon made national parliaments direct actors in EU law-making for the first time.

Subsidiarity control

The National Assembly receives every 
draft EU law and has 8 weeks to 
object if the EU is overstepping —
the “yellow card” procedure.

Scrutiny committee

A dedicated European Affairs 
Committee now vets Bulgaria's 
positions before ministers vote in 
Brussels.

Treaty change veto

Simplified treaty revisions and 
“passerelle” clauses can be blocked 
by any single national parliament, 
including Bulgaria's.



What Changed for Bulgarian Citizens

Charter of Fundamental Rights

Became legally binding — Bulgarians can invoke it before Bulgarian 
courts and the EU Court whenever EU law applies.

European Citizens' Initiative

One million signatures across member states can ask the 
Commission to propose legislation; Bulgarian campaigns have joined 
several ECIs.

Justice & home affairs

Police and judicial cooperation moved to normal EU law, with full 
Court of Justice jurisdiction — significant given Bulgaria's rule-of-law 
monitoring (CVM).

Right to petition & transparency

Stronger access-to-documents rules and a clearer right of petition 
to the Parliament and Ombudsman.



Energy, Economy and Cohesion

A new EU energy competence (Art. 194 TFEU)
Lisbon created an explicit legal basis for EU energy policy built on solidarity —
directly relevant to Bulgaria, historically almost fully dependent on Russian gas. 
The 2009 gas crisis, weeks after Lisbon took effect, made this concrete: EU-
backed interconnectors (notably with Greece) and diversification followed.

Cohesion policy anchored in the Treaty
“Territorial cohesion” became a treaty objective, reinforcing structural funding 
for the EU's poorest member state — tens of billions of euro across successive 
budget periods.

Energy solidarity clause — a Bulgarian 
priority in every EU energy debate since 
2009

~€12bn+

in EU structural & cohesion funds 
allocated to Bulgaria in 2014–2020 
alone



Bulgaria in EU Foreign Policy After Lisbon

One EU voice abroad

A permanent European Council President and a High Representative with a diplomatic service (EEAS) — small 
states like Bulgaria speak through a stronger collective voice.

Enlargement leverage

Lisbon streamlined accession procedure; Bulgaria uses its member-state veto position in Western Balkans 
enlargement (e.g., the North Macedonia dispute).

Solidarity & defence clauses

Mutual assistance (Art. 42.7 TEU) and solidarity clauses complement NATO membership and Black Sea security 
concerns.



Limits and Challenges

Diluted formal weight

Double-majority voting rewards population size; Bulgaria (~6.4m people) lost relative voting power compared 
with the Nice formula and must build coalitions to matter.

Rule-of-law pressure

Lisbon's stronger justice framework sharpened scrutiny of Bulgarian courts and anti-corruption efforts, prolonging 
the Cooperation and Verification Mechanism until 2023.

Implementation gap

New rights and funds only matter if absorbed — Bulgaria has repeatedly ranked low on funds absorption and 
Charter awareness.



The Balance Sheet for Bulgaria

Gains Costs & constraints

• Binding fundamental-rights protection

• Guaranteed Commissioner and parliamentary 
role

• Treaty-based energy solidarity and cohesion 
policy

• Stronger collective EU voice serving a small 
state

• Reduced relative voting weight in the Council

• More qualified-majority areas = fewer national 
vetoes

• Intensified rule-of-law scrutiny

• Benefits depend on administrative capacity to 
absorb them



Conclusion

The Lisbon Treaty is the constitutional framework of nearly all of Bulgaria's EU membership.

It traded a modest loss of formal voting weight for stronger rights, institutions and solidarity 
mechanisms that favour smaller member states.

Its full value for Bulgaria depends less on the Treaty's text than on domestic capacity: rule of 
law, administration, and funds absorption.

“Lisbon did not just change the EU Bulgaria had joined — it defined the EU Bulgaria actually 
lives in.”
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