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1
 The policy brief uses public opinion data of a nationally representative survey conducted and financed by the Open Society 

Institute – Sofia (OSI-Sofia). The field work took place in March 2015 with 1178 interviews conducted in Bulgaria. Data from previous 
OSI-Sofia surveys and Eurobarometer is also used.  
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High support for EU membership, but with a niche for anti-EU political platforms 
 

The context of the 2015 survey  

 

This survey of attitudes of Bulgarians towards the EU comes at a time when the country marks the 10th anniversary of 

Bulgaria signing its Treaty of Accession with the EU on 25 April 2005. Bulgaria joined the EU effectively on 1 January 

2007 and is now in its 9th year of membership. Accession to the EU has been a trully momentous achievement that 

crowned the desire to ”return to Europe” with its symbolyc and tangible benefits.  

But the country has remained the poorest EU member state with 45 GDP per capita in PPS with EU28=100. It has been 

under the so-called Cooperation and Verification Mechanism (CVM) of the EU because of deficits in judiciary, fighting 

corruption and organized crime. As OSI-Sofia’s own European Catch-Up Index (www.TheCatchUpIndex.eu ) shows 

Bulgaria has not been very successful in catching-up with the desired levels of development of the older member states 

in the areas of economy, quality of life, democracy or governance.  

One line of thought would suggest that Bulgaria’s failure to catch-up with the rest of the EU may cause disaffection with 

EU by projecting Bulgarians’ frustration with their government and well-being onto EU membership and blaming 

“Brussels”. Alternatively, Bulgarians might look to the EU and Brussels as an external center of control that might 

improve the situation in the country or serve as the only model to follow suited for the country.   

The aftermath of the global economic crisis still affects the country, the inability of the EU to rein in the Greek crisis, the 

changed geopolitical context with the conflict in Ukraine are additional factors that directly or indirectly might affect 

perceptions about the EU. The geopolitical competition has given rise to alternative narratives that defy the consensus 

on a “European way of development” within the EU.  

The current survey registers the attitudes of Bulgarian citizens about EU membership itself, key aspects of the 

membership process and key projects for the further integration into the EU.  

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.thecatchupindex.eu/
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Assessment of EU membership experience: 64,4% positive and 21,8% negative reviews 

In 2015, the vast majority of Bulgarians – 64,4% - continue to assess positively the EU membership of their country. 

About a fifth of respondents – 21,8% - assess the experience as negative. The trends have remained unchanged over the 

last three years with a very slight improvement in 2015 over 2014. But the situation is much better in comparisson to 

the attitudes in 2008 – one year after the 2007 accession, when approval and disapproval has less than 3% differently. 

Apparently, over the years the citizens of Bulgaria have come to recognize the benefits of EU membership.  

 

The supporters of the center-right parties of the Reformist Bloc (RB) and GERB (Citizens for the European Development 

of Bulgaria) remain the most appreciative of membership with virtually all Reformist Bloc supporters - 93%, followed by 

GERB supporters with 82%. They also have least negative opinions about membership. There is no surprise here as the 

center-right voters in Bulgaria have consistently been more pro-European.  
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The data for nationalist parties somewhat defies conventional logic as their voters have quite a positive assessment of 

EU membership. This is valid as for the supporters of the Patriotic Front (PF) coalition made up by VMRO and the 

National Front for the Salvation of Bulgaria, which features 67% - or above the average of 64% - approval rate as well as 

for the opposition Ataka party supporters with approval rate of membership at 64%. Part of the explanation for the first 

three parties (RB, GERB, PF) may lie in the fact that they are the currently governing parties. But this does not explain 

the high approval among Ataka voters whose leadership has lately been condemning the EU and the West in general. It 

should be noted that there seems to be internal rift among Ataka supporters as it features the second highest negative 

share – 33% - about EU membership.  

The three least positive groups about EU membership are the supporters of the opposition Movement for Rights and 

Freedoms (MRF), a Turkish-minority party, with 56%, the non-voters with 54% and the supporters of the Bulgarian 

Socialist Party (BSP) with 52%. The supporters of the socialists are also the most negative about EU membership with 

36% compared to the 22% of the total.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Bulgarians are among the EU nations that tend to trust the EU much more that the EU28 average and respectively, 

have less distrust in it. The image of the EU in Bulgaria is considerably favorable than the EU28 average; the 

negative attitudes are less pronounced.  
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Reaffirming the support for EU membership: 62% would vote for it, but 21,4% would reject it 

 

Bulgarians remain consistently in favor of EU, with over 62% asserting that they would vote in favor of EU membership 

should it be put to the vote again. There is a decrease of about 7% in support to membership in 2015 and 2014 in 

comparison to 2013, accompanied by a 5% increase of unfavorable potential votes, which increased from 16,2% in 2013 

to 21,4% in 2015.  

There are some similarities, but also differences in the answers to (a) assessment of EU membership and (b) whether the 

respondents would vote for it, if necessary. The breakdown of result by party affiliation shows the voters of the center-

right Reformist Bloc, GERB and the nationalist Patriotic Front as top supporters of membership.  
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However, the opposition MRF supporters would also vote in favor of EU membership – with about 63 and only 6,7% of 

them would not support it. This is despite the fact that they have been more critical in its assessment with a share of 

56% positive and 23% negative respectively.  

This leaves the voters of the socialists (BSP), non-voters and the nationalists of Ataka as the most skeptical in EU 

membership. But even in these cases, the supporters of EU membership outnumber those critical of it.   

Voting for an exit from the EU: this political niche increases to 17% 

It seems that the share of those who would support a party in favor of Bulgaria’s exit from the EU is increasing, though 

they remain under a fifth of respondents. In the period 2013-2015, there is an increase of nearly 2/3 of those who would 

vote for a party that supports Bulgaria exiting the EU. In 2015, an estimate of 17% would support for an openly anti-EU 

party compared to 11,5% just two years ago. At the same time, there is a nearly 11% decrease in the share of those, who 

would not vote for an anti-EU country.  

 

This means that there is a space for an anti-EU party or party running on anti-EU platform. The voters of the socialists 

and the nationalists have the largest shares of people, who would vote for Bulgaria’s exit from the EU. But even in these 

cases, the supports of membership outweigh by nearly 50% the proponents of exit. I.e. Ataka has 36% in favor of exit vs 

58% against exit from the EU; BSP has 26% for exit compared to 50% for membership; the Patriotic Front has 26% vs 

55%. It is indicative that the MRF supporters have the smallest share of “exit” votes despite being critical of 

membership.  
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An issue of trust: confidence in national and European institutions compared  
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Bulgarians have trusted Brussels more than their national government and this have not changed over the years. In 

2015, share of people who trust the EU institutions is 41,7% compared to just 12,4% of those who trust more the 

national government. There is an increase in the trust of EU institutions by 5% compared to 2014, but it is nearly 

identical to the result in 2011 and 2013. The trust in the national institutions has hit another low, decreasing from 16% 

in 2012 to 12,4% in 2015. The share of people, who trust both the European and the national institutions, has not varied 

too much over the years.  

What is troubling is that nearly a fifth of respondents trust neither the EU nor the Bulgarian institutions.  
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The socialist voters are those with the lowest trust in EU instituions with 19,4%, beating the scepticism of even the 

nationalists of Ataka, which has 30,3% “more trust in the EU”. The socialist voters are also the ones with the highest 

share of trust in the Bulgarian institutions with nearly 30%, outperforming as the supporters of the two nationalist 

parties (Ataka, PF) as well as the voters of the currently ruling center-right GERB and Reformist Bloc as coventional logic 

would suggest. Ataka’s supporters – with 30%- and the non-voters – with26%- have the largest share of distrust towards 

both the Bulgarian and the European institutions.   
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Benefits of EU membership 

 

The top three benefits of EU membership, according to Bulgarians, are (a) job opportunities; (b) opportunities for 

travelling abroad; (c) education opportunieis.  

It is interesting to note there is a change in the ranking over the years. Access to EU funds comes forth in 2015, after 

being third in 2013 and 2014. But “education” opporunities rose to 3rd place after being fifth or sixth down the ranking.  

And while in 2008 “introducing rules and lawfulness” was thrid in the list, consequently it went down the list, as 

probably Bulgarians do not harbor high hopes that the rule of law problems will change solely by being a EU member 

state.  
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Schengen and Eurozone membership: the unfinished integration projects 
 

Support for Schengen entry reasonably high, but has decreased over time 

Schengen and Eurozone membership are the two unfinished projects of Bulgaria’s further EU intergation. While most of 

the newer member states have joined in, memberships for Bulgaria are not envisaged in the short-term.  

As accesstion to Schengen and the Eurozone have been delayed for years, the public support has decreased over time. 

The support for Schengen entry has been dropping, and has lost 13% in the period 2011-2015 – from 67,3% to 54,3% 

respectively. Opposition to Schengen entry has increased too from 6,2% in 2011 reaching 16% in 2015.  

 

 

The top reason for disapproving Schengen membership is the concern that it will be a security threat. This is probably 

due to the increased migration pressure from the Middle East and North Africa region and especially the war in Syria 

with 65,2% supporting the construction of a wall on the border with Turkey to stop illegal migration (surveys also show 

high concern of Islamic terrorism among the public).  
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There is support for the Eurozone and keeping the lev pegged to the euro, but not to ditching the lev yet 

Another unfinished major European integration project for Bulgaria is accession to the Eurozone. The current survey has 

three related questions on the issue: 

 Whether the respondents support changing the Bulgarian currency lev for the euro. 

 Whether the respondents support the currency board, existing for over 15 years, which peggs the lev to the 

euro. 

 And a direct question if they support Bulgaria joining the Eurozone. 

The survey shows that 42,1% support Eurozone membership, and 30,3% disapprove it. The main supporters are among 

the Reformist Bloc voters – nearly 67%, GERB – nearly 59% and the Patriotic Front – 45,2%, which are currently in the 

governing coalition.  

 

It is interesting to note that support is lower among the opposition parties and non-voters. Among the groups of the 

socialist, nationalist voters and the non-voters there is nearly parity between acceptance and rejection of the Eurozone 

– with the BSP voters nearly 38% in favor and 34% against, while Ataka’s voters show support of 43% and 45,5% 

disapproval.  
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But there is a certain paradox: as respondents approve Eurozone membership with 42,1%, only 18,6% support changing 

the lev with the euro. It seems that Bulgarians demonstrate a somewhat abstract support for further European 

integration, but this support might get hesitant when they are asked to weight in specific projects.  

Support for exhanging the national currency with the single European currency has been steadily decreasing over the 

years, while opposition has grown. For example, support has shrunk twofold in the period 2011 – 2015 from 33,8% to 

18,6%. Opposition has grown by 12% in the same period – from 45,2% to 57,6%.  

But the survey shows somewhat more favorable attitudes to changing the lev with the euro in 2015 compared to the 

previous two years. It remains to be seen whether this slight improvement will become a positive trend.  

 

According to respondents, there are two main reasons for disapproving adoption of the euro and abandoning the lev: 

first, Bulgaria is considered unprepared; second, it is thought that prices will increase. Expectations about negative 

effects on the economy, trust in the national currency, paying other country’s bills, etc. play a relatively minor role with 

less than 10%.  
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Part of the explanation why Bulgarians do not want to ditch the lev may be that the currency board has been in 

existance for more than 15 years.  As the lev is pegged to the euro, it seems that the situation works just fine for over 

46%, with about 21% opposing the currency board. About a third of respondents do not know. The support for the 

currency board remains at the levels of 2014 and 2011 and there was a small peak to nearly 56% in 2013. The opposition 

to the currency board varies between 21% and 25% so the 2015 survey shows some improvement over the previous 

year.  

 

 

  



May 2015  EU membership and Bulgarian public opinion in 2015  
 

15 
 

 

POLICY 

BRIEF 

47 
 

This policy brief series is a product of the European Policies 

Initiative (EuPI) of the Open Society Institute – Sofia. It is based on 

a nationally representative public opinion survey conducted and 

financed by the Open Society Institute- Sofia, with field work in 

March 2015.  

 

The views expressed herein are those of the author and do not 
necessarily reflect the position of the Open Society Institute –Sofia.  

Please, check EuPI’s web-site at www.eupi.eu regularly for new 
policy briefs, other publications and events. You can subscribe to 
EuPI’s updates via the RSS or the subscription services at the 
bottom of the web-page.  

© 2015, Open Society Institute – Sofia 

 

About the author  

Marin Lessenski is Program Director and a policy analyst of the 

European Policy Initiative (EuPI) of the Open Society Institute – 

Sofia. E-mail: mlessenski@osi.bg  

 

May 2015 
 

About EuPI 

The European Policy Initiative (EuPI) aims at 

stimulating and assisting new Member States 

from CEE to develop capacity for constructive 

co-authorship of common European policies at 

both government and civil society level. As a 

new priority area of the European Policies and 

Civic Participation Program of Open Society 

Institute – Sofia, EuPI will contribute to 

improving the capacity of new Member States 

to effectively impact common European 

policies through quality research, policy 

recommendations, networking and advocacy. 

The initiative operates in the ten new Member 

States from CEE through a network of experts 

and policy institutes. 

 

Contact Address: 

56 Solunska Str. 

Sofia 1000 

Tel.: (+359 2) 930 66 19   

Fax: (+359 2) 951 63 48 

E-mail: eupi@osi.bg 

Web: www.eupi.eu 

Web:www.TheCatchUpIndex.eu 

www.eupi.eu 
 

http://www.eupi.eu/
mailto:mlessenski@osi.bg
mailto:eupi@osi.bg
http://www.eupi.eu/
http://www.thecatchupindex.eu/

