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FOREWORD

T

he Western Balkans, the region that
encompasses the Republic of Albania, Bosnia
and Herzegovina, the Republic of Kosovo, the
Republic of North Macedonia, and the Republic of
Serbia, are where contradictory tendencies prevail.
While some of these countries are seeking rapid
integration with the European Union, the others
gave up hopes of becoming new EU member states,
opting for rapprochement with Russia, though they
avoided it in the past. In addition comes the EU’s
indecision over whether to add new states to the
bloc. Such a state of affairs is highly unfavorable,
especially in the current geopolitical climate. Not only
is the cordiality between the European Union and the
Western Balkans desirable, but it is also of paramount
importance for maintaining stability across the region.
What EU member states should understand is that
the Western Balkans are tantamount to the bloc’s new
ready markets while their prospective membership
may help sustain democratic order in yet another part
of Europe. An alternative scenario for the Western
Balkans could consist in their sailing closer to Russia,
economic dependence on China’s growing presence
across the region, and Turkey’s rebuilding of what was
its influence throughout the area. The following report
attempts to outline the already existing conditions in
the region as well as provide recommendations that
may help reach a consensus within the community
and launch actions, though already belated, aimed
at admitting the Western Balkans into the European
Union.
Due to its turbulent past, historians referred to the
Balkans, a region located in Southern Europe, as
the Balkan powder keg. Washed by four seas - the
Adriatic, the Ionian, the Aegean and the Black - the
strategically located part has been a battlefield for
great power competition. The mid-19th century saw
the rise of nationalist movements in the Balkans
and their attempts to liberate from Turkish Ottoman
control. Since then, the Balkans have struggled
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with political changes that came after, including the
breakup of Yugoslavia that fueled a series of internal
ethnic and national conflicts. The rows broke out
in 1991 after the Serb-dominated Yugoslavian army
lashed out in Slovenia, and then also in Croatia and
Bosnia and Herzegovina. In 1995, the rival factions in
the ethnic warfare met at the invitation of President
Bill Clinton in the U.S. city of Dayton to bash out a
peaceful solution. The peace deals underpinned the
current administrative structure and the political
system of Bosnia and Herzegovina while empowering
NATO to oversee peace-building efforts across the
region. This proved indispensable because ethnic
Albanians opposed Serbs in 1998 in what was named
as the Kosovo war. The campaign ended in 1999,
with a peace agreement signed thanks to NATO’s
intervention.
Once Greece (1981), Bulgaria and Romania (2007)
as well as Croatia (2013) joined the European Union,
an issue arose with the bloc’s policy towards other
countries of the region known as the Western
Balkans - Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina,
Montenegro, Kosovo, North Macedonia, and Serbia.
The preliminary, albeit vital, step was the EU’s
decision to launch the stabilization and association
process in 1999, a strategic framework that offered
a gradual rapprochement of the Western Balkan
countries with the European Union. In the aftermath
of a series of historical disruptions that allowed
EU accession to begin, the countries of the region
were forced to tilt toward a democratic system, and
rebuild their economies and institutions. Also, it was
of utmost importance to defuse tensions between
neighboring countries. In consequence, having given
in to tremendous pressure from Greece, Macedonia
agreed to change its name to the Republic of North
Macedonia, and Serbia opened a political dialogue
with Kosovo.
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Thus, with the mere idea of EU membership,
Brussels got a powerful tool for exerting and - most
importantly - stabilizing influence across the region.
With their ethnic and religious diversity, cooperation
unfolded differently between the European Union
and the individual countries throughout the area. In
consequence, each of these countries is at a different
stage of their EU accession talks. The bloc’s failed
membership negotiations with the countries that
lag behind their peers in the EU negotiation process
sparked a big wave of disappointment with the
European project that swept across the southern
region of the continent.
In the face of Brexit and the European migrant crisis,
the EU is yet again confronting a long-lasting dilemma
dating back to the bloc’s early beginnings - or
whether to morph into a confederation or federation.
However, as it stands, further European integration is
becoming more and more cumbersome. The EU is torn
over between these who are in favor of welcoming
Western Balkans in the bloc - including Germany and
Poland that are part of the Berlin Process - and those
that balk at seeing Western Balkan countries joining
the EU: Denmark and the Netherlands. Countries that
defy further EU enlargement processes yet ought to
remember than lengthy accessions talks are likely to
make external players like China, Russia and Turkey
rise in importance across the region.
In addition comes ubiquitous populism, which is also
a weighty matter. In the wake of failed accession
talks, the Western Balkans saw anti-European political
parties winning huge popularity. An overriding
concern is that new general elections will produce
irreversible changes for the countries concerned. EUsceptic parties promote alternative alliances, as best
exemplified by Serbia, the biggest of all the Western
Balkan states, and its recent joining of the Eurasian
Economic Union (EAEU).
In order to maintain influence in the region, the
European Union should express satisfaction over the
visible progress made by the Western Balkans to
build democracy and stability. A Balkan Schengenstyle area is one of the initiatives that deserve to be
mentioned. The idea of an inclusive regional Schengen
and cooperation among the six Western Balkan
countries resembles robust partnership between the
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countries that joined the bloc back in 2004. With a
strong region comes a minimized risk of internal spats,
a factor that dismisses an argument of those being
against further EU enlargement rounds, saying their
joining would transfer their domestic rows straight
into the European Union.
There are other worthwhile institutions, including the
EU-endorsed Energy Community that bring together
the European Union as well as its Central and Eastern
European neighbors. Incorporating the Western
Balkans into the bloc is tantamount to the region’s
energy security and its chance to sail away from
Russia. The European Union, for its part, sees new
members as a resource base while it distinguished
an opportunity they can offer to exert an impact on
countries that may host major oil and gas pipelines
from Russia, including the projected South Stream
energy link or European infrastructure projects.
One of the region’s major pain points is its poorly
developed road network. Newly emerged actors like
China are sensitive to the society’s unmet needs by
building new infrastructure links in local areas, thus
compelling the Western Balkans to request lending for
investments. This contributes to the ever-deepening
budget deficit of the countries while boosting their
reliance on Chinese lending. What serves as a key step
for the Western Balkans is to implement the Berlin
Process agenda that embraces regional cooperation
while complementing the EU’s enlargement policy.
At the forefront remains the Connectivity Agenda,
a tool devised to nurture mutual ties and exchange
experiences in areas like social or economic policy.
With its agenda, the Berlin Process launched a
number of initiatives and projects in spheres like
transport and infrastructure while setting a path for
building civil society. Unlike the case of other actors,
these countries’ close links to the European Union
go hand in hand with traditional values built upon
foundations of rule of law, including respect for
human rights, thus standards that external players fail
to abide by.
The following paper outlines the EU financial
assistance to the Western Balkans, a mechanism that
hinges on formal and legal requirements as EUsourced funds can be assigned exclusively to foster
economic growth and democracy. The Western Balkan
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countries are allowed to pursue distinct developmentrelated goals, depending on the progress made in
accession talks. Only candidate countries have access
to the wide range of possibilities offered up by the
EU’s five development areas. Bosnia and Herzegovina
as well as Kosovo are eligible for no more than two
financial components.
As emphasized in the following paper, any attempts to
halt the process of EU integration might either inhibit
or nullify all the reforms that have already taken
place in the Western Balkans. Indeed, the European
Union should begin an in-depth dialogue with the six
countries concerned in an effort to maintain influence
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in the region. It is vital that the bloc agree on actions
in a bid to formulate a common position on the future
of the Western Balkans. It is of profound significance
for the European Union to strengthen cooperation
within the Berlin Process while perhaps encouraging
other EU member states to play a role in a wider
cooperation. In July 2019, Poland, who back then
held a presidency over the Berlin Process, hosted the
Western Balkans summit in its western city of Poznan,
an event that demonstrated the bloc’s enlargement
plans being still on the table. The European Union
sees the membership of the Western Balkans both as
a guarantee for an increased potential worldwide and
a tool for keeping stability throughout Europe.

New Direction

CONTENTS

1

INTRODUCTION

10

2

THE IMPORTANCE OF THE WESTERN BALKANS FOR THE EUROPEAN UNION

13

3

STAGES OF INTEGRATION OF THE WESTERN BALKANS WITH THE EU

15

4

BERLIN PROCESS

16

5

EU’S FINANCIAL SUPPORT FOR THE WESTERN BALKANS

19

6

REGIONAL INTEGRATION OF THE WESTERN BALKANS

21

7

CHARACTERISTICS OF THE WESTERN BALKAN COUNTRIES

22

8

DILEMMAS OF EU MEMBER STATES

30

9

ENERGY SECURITY OF THE WESTERN BALKAN COUNTRIES

34

10

INFRASTRUCTURE IN THE WESTERN BALKANS

37

11

INTERESTS OF CHINA, RUSSIA AND TURKEY IN THE WESTERN BALKANS

39

12

POLITICAL CONSEQUENCES OF FAILED EU ACCESSION TALKS WITH ALBANIA
AND NORTH MACEDONIA

42

13

CONCLUSIONS

43

newdirection.online

@europeanreform

The Crisis of European Integration Process in the Western Balkan Countries

1

INTRODUCTION

W

ith the accession of Bulgaria and Romania
in 2007, the Western Balkans have formally
become a region placed within the bloc.
The area has seen multiple instances of political
instability since the downfall of Yugoslavia. A durable
country back in the Cold War era, Yugoslavia brought
an element of coherence to Southeastern Europe,
despite being located outside two major political
blocs, socialist and capitalist. The country’s collapse
incited rifts between its republics that broke wide
open amidst a set of national, cultural and religious
factors.
Nonetheless, with the emergence of nationalist
narratives in the 1980s came heightened tensions
between the nations of former Yugoslavia, including
its Bosniaks (Bosnian Muslims), Croats and Serbs.
Strains rose high in the 1990s between Serbs and
Albanians, taking these two in a state of the Kosovo
war. The conflict’s geographical proximity to the
European Economic Community and the European
Union as its immediate successor prompted the bloc
to get politically involve in the region that brought
problems like organized crime, illegal migration or
refugee-related issues.
In its core strategy towards the region the European
Union sought to uphold democratic reforms and
the rule of law throughout the nations that found
themselves under the Cold War-era socialist regime.
An isolated nation in Europe, Albania in particular
morphed into a country marked by totalitarian
features while keeping with the cult of personality.
In an effort to sustain democratic reforms across
these nations, the European Union did its utmost
to encourage them to reshuffle their systems by a
promise of the prospective EU membership.
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The countries’ ability to satisfy EU eligibility criteria
would be equivalent to long-lasting democratic
changes in their respective political systems. Had
the European ceased its actions in a move that could
lead to the breakdown in the integration process,
the Western Balkans would have seen a region-wide
increase in nationalist and secession tendencies.
The bloc’s current positive undertakings aimed at
integrating the region so far came in the context of
European integration. With the dialogue between
Serbia and Kosovo and the former country’s full
cooperation with the International Criminal Tribunal
for the former Yugoslavia (ICTY), Belgrade was
allowed to launch accession talks with the European
Union. Serbia formally began negotiations for EU
membership in 2014. Among those that faced a similar
challenge was North Macedonia that came to an
agreement with Greece over its official name, hoping
to lift Athens’s objections over Skopje’s joining NATO
and launching negotiations with the European Union.
In Albania, there have occurred far-reaching changes
in its justice system, as further outlined in the paper,
in an attempt to open its first negotiating chapter
with the bloc. Nonetheless, the Western Balkan
country was barred from beginning accession talks
with the EU, despite its earlier political efforts to pass
through adequate reforms and establish dialogue with
neighboring nations, after Denmark, France and the
Netherlands vetoed Tirana’s way toward the European
Union. Such was also the case of North Macedonia
that saw its start date for EU membership talks
blocked by a French veto.
The following article is a result of concerns over the
sustainability of the EU’s integration process with
the Western Balkans. Once based on a conditionality
approach, the EU’s earlier decisions brought specific
actions taken by the Western Balkan nations.
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The entire process being somewhat in a standstill
mode, even despite Albania’s and North Macedonia’s
continuous efforts to meet the bloc’s accession
criteria, runs the risk of slowdown in reforms and
the pullout of previous achievements leading to
maintain stability in the region. North Macedonia
settled the dispute with Greece over the country’s
use of the name ‘Macedonia’ only on condition
that accession talks began. The EU’s backing away
from its earlier promises to start negotiations
left a bitter feeling of disappointment with the
process of European integration. North Macedonia’s
parliamentary elections, slated to take place later
this year after the resignation of the country’s proEuropean cabinet, could see a group of nationalist
anti-European political parties triumphant. Thus,
it seems indispensable to picture top threats
arising from the EU’s withdrawal from the idea of
European integration, one of which could be political
destabilization throughout the region. Bereft of
support from Brussels, the Western Balkan nations
may forge alliances with China, Russia or Turkey. This
might happen despite the fact that none of these
countries offers comparable mechanisms to those
granted by the European Union. Both China and
Russia are trying their best to establish their sphere
of influence in the region. Moscow sees its ability
to exert an impact on the political situation in the
Western Balkans as a chance to keep with its sphere
of influence throughout Europe, an alliance that serves
as a counterweight to the European Union and the
North Atlantic Alliance.
In the bloc’s eyes, the Western Balkans are a source
of plausible conflicts that may trigger a refugee crisis
in Europe or allow crime groups to penetrate EU
territory. Destabilization efforts may be linked to other
countries’ interference in the region. Phenomena like
Serbia’s mounting military cooperation with Russia or
China’s advanced economic expansion may provoke
some unwanted occurrences. With its foothold on
European soil, China will have a greater capability to
press on with its economic advancement into the EU
markets than it has had so far. Current trade exchange
between the European Union and China requires
many logistics operations, along with cooperation
with third countries. The Western Balkans’ economic
subordination to what Beijing expects will extend
the range of China’s economic expansion, allowing
the country to use its infrastructure projects across
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the region to control economically vital transport
corridors running from north to south. What might
present yet another threat to the region are Moscow’s
actions targeted at backing far-right milieus in
Republika Srpska, one of the two entities of Bosnia
and Herzegovina, Montenegro, Serbia, and North
Macedonia. These circles stand against the EUendorsed liberal values while seeing Russia as its
defender. Moscow voiced support for Serbia on
Kosovo issue while denouncing the name-changing
deal with Greece in North Macedonia. In Bosnia and
Herzegovina, senior Russian officials opened an
independent diplomatic dialogue with Republika
Srpska in an apparent bid to undermine the country’s
central authorities in Sarajevo. Russia’s actions in the
Western Balkans represent a threat to its internal
cohesion while being targeted at the EU’s regional
interests. Turkey has not yet specified its geopolitical
goals in the Western Balkans. For now, it is to be
assumed that Ankara will follow its policy within
bilateral ties with some of the region’s nation, a step
that yet may foster political stabilization within the
Western Balkans. By pulling out of the policy of
European integration, Turkey will perhaps seek to
establish somewhat a political and military foothold
throughout the area to create a mightier sphere of
influence.
For the purposes of the present report it may
be noted that the in-depth process of European
integration is the only way to bring stability back
to the region. The European Union is capable of
controlling the pace of the process and the quality
of the already implemented reforms. The more
advanced the process is, the more controlling tools
the European Union has at its disposal. This could
pertain to EU funding for projects. When in accession
talks, the EU holds an advanced dialogue with a
candidate country. The bloc’s financing-for-reforms
mechanism does not refer to any lax principles of the
rule of law while being based on the actions taken by
the state’s administrative bodies. It seems that with
EU enlargement talks being underway, the European
Union unleashes its greatest potential for persuasion
against a candidate country. Failure to open accession
talks with Albania and North Macedonia has set a
dangerous precedent for the region’s ambitions to
consolidate the integration process. Having embarked
on a tough accession process, Montenegro and Serbia
may see a similar outcome of negotiations currently
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being underway. What should be noted is that under
current rules, EU member states must unanimously
agree to allow candidate countries to progress at
each stage of accession. This means that one state is
enough to bar another from being admitted even if
the latter is fully qualified as a candidate country. As
for nations that are least integrated with the European
Union, the bloc’s decision to put off their accession
talks might bring their internal democratic reforms
to a standstill, with their prospective EU membership
being nothing but a mere illusion.
Thus, it is appropriate to acknowledge that the
first vital shift in the region’s process of European
integration was the Union’s decision to suspend
talks with Albania and North Macedonia. Since then
the European Union has been torn over whether to
enlarge the bloc by admitting the Western Balkan
nations. Countries like Denmark, France and the
Netherlands that banned the Western Balkan states
from entering the EU voiced a great deal of scepticism
toward any plans to enlarge the EU eastwards. They
are fearful of letting into the bloc any states seen
as politically volatile, with their democratic reforms
often referred to as facade. On the other side of
the barricade are all Visegrad Group countries and
Germany that consider the EU’s integration efforts
a project stepping up stabilization in Central and
Eastern Europe.
With their geopolitical importance, the Western
Balkans have morphed into a strategic arena of
struggle for a couple of regional powers and the two
global ones. The region is part of the EU’s geopolitical
project that seeks to incorporate into the bloc the six
Western Balkan states, all of which are now forming
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an enclave sandwiched between EU member states.
Among other mighty player are Russia, Turkey, China,
and the United States.
Moscow has devised a plan to pry both the EU and
NATO away from the region. The Western Balkans are
for Russia its sphere of influence, pushing on an idea
of close cultural ties with mainly-Orthodox nations like
Montenegro, North Macedonia, and Serbia.
Turkey, in turn, has outlined a far less blunt political
assumption as for its activity throughout the Western
Balkans. Ankara is chiefly focusing on enhancing
its position through an economic expansion, taking
actions aimed at countries that hold cultural or
religious resemblance like Albania or Bosnia and
Herzegovina, as well as at Serbia whom Ankara has
long antagonized.
Beijing is following its policy of economic expansion
as part of its New Silk Road project, looking to install a
China-controlled logistics hub in the Western Balkans,
thus quite close to the European Union. Finally, the
United States perceives the Western Balkans as
an area of vital strategic importance for the North
Atlantic Alliance, both in the face of Russian activities
and instabilities in the Middle East.
It is worthwhile remembering that the EU integration
of the Western Balkans consists in their merging with
the bloc, with the latter having a set of adequate tools
for sustaining the area’s political situation. Alternative
alliances with China, Russia, or Turkey do not establish
the region’s long-lasting ties that could deem
attractive in the long run.
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2

THE IMPORTANCE OF THE WESTERN
BALKANS FOR THE EUROPEAN UNION

I

n the aftermath of Bulgaria and Romania joining
the European Union in 2007, the Western Balkans
emerged as an enclave within the enlarging EU,
a move that helped them achieve status of a bloc’s
critical partner, from geopolitical perspective and to
guarantee security in the south of Europe.
The Western Balkan region encompasses the countries
that emerged with the breakup of Yugoslavia:
Montenegro, Bosnia and Herzegovina, North
Macedonia, Kosovo, Serbia, and Albania. Western
Balkans is a term used in the European Union to refer
to six countries that are covered by EU enlargement
policy, offering them prospective EU membership
after having met the accession criteria.
Owing to their location, the Western Balkans are a
vital partner for the European Union in infrastructure
and energy projects. During the Cold War, both
Yugoslavia and Albania were aligned with the Eastern
Bloc. Nonetheless, the Yugoslav-Soviet spat stemmed
from the former’s country ambition to become
independent of the Eastern Bloc’s influence seeking
to keep up with the socialist model in its politics
and economy. Then Yugoslavia sought to establish
the Non-Aligned Movement, a forum of world states
without capitalist powers nor socialist states. During
the Cold War, Albania was ruled by Enver Hoxha’s
dictatorship that did not yet follow the path of
liberalization, even after Joseph Stalin’s death and
the limiting of the cult of the leader, a well-known
tradition in other countries aligned with the Eastern
Bloc.
Upon the formation of the European Union, the
European Economic Community got involved in the
region along with the breakup of Yugoslavia.
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The 1990s Yugoslavia war took a heavy toll on the
region’s development and its laborious attempts
to build a new framework for cooperation with the
European Union. Though the military campaign took
place in Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia, and Kosovo,
their consequences were felt and resented also in
neighboring countries. Montenegro and Macedonia,
now renamed as North Macedonia, struggled with the
Kosovo refugee crisis while tensions ran high between
the two nations and the ethnic Albanian minority
living nearby. A successor state to former Yugoslavia,
Serbia was subject to sanctions imposed amidst
its political role in fomenting war that ravaged the
Western Balkans. In response to Serbia’s belligerent
actions, the North Atlantic Alliance launched the
bombing campaign during the 1999 Kosovo War.
In the wake of the dissolution of Yugoslavia, the
Western Balkans lacked sufficient support in their
process of rebuilding economic and political bonds.
The EU’s toughest challenge was to nurture actions
that both sought to drift these countries closer to
the bloc and ramp up cooperation in the region,
albeit no longer within one state - as was the case of
Yugoslavia - but with each country separately. After
the breakup of the former Yugoslavia there emerged
a couple of countries whose economic and political
potential could be referred to as relatively scarce.
With a population of roughly 7,000,000, Serbia has
become the biggest country in the Balkans.
Bringing the Western Balkans into the orbit of the
EU’s influence was and still is a guarantee of stability
across Central and Eastern Europe. With destabilizing
tendencies comes a real possibility to transept
regional threats to those EU member states that
border the Western Balkans.
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Suffice it to recall the 2015 refugee crisis when high
number of migrants arrived in the European Union
overland from Bulgaria, Croatia or Hungary as these
three neighbor the Western Balkan area. It is only
through close cooperation with the European Union
that analogous crises could be prevented from
spreading all around the bloc.

The European Union holds vital economic interests in
the Western Balkans, a region located at a crossroads
between Northern and Southern Europe. Thus, it is in
the EU’s best interest to create strong communication
and energy infrastructure throughout the region. The
area should be seen as an underutilized investment
market.

WESTERN BALKANS, SOURCE: WARSAW INSTITUTE
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3

STAGES OF INTEGRATION OF THE
WESTERN BALKANS WITH THE EU

I

n talks with the Western Balkan countries that
have expressed a wish to join the European
Union, the EU first launched the Stabilisation
and Association Process (SAP), a framework for
supporting the region’s gradual rapprochement
with the bloc, its adoption of part of the union law
and intensified economic cooperation. Brussels held
the process bilaterally with each of the countries to
join. The Stabilisation and Association Agreement
(SAA) constitutes the core framework of relations
between the European Union and the Western Balkan
countries. These provide for the establishment of free
trade areas with the countries concerned, financial
assistance to carry out the necessary reforms as well
as political dialogue. In addition to the Copenhagen
criteria, or a set of rules that define whether a country
is eligible to join the bloc, the SAA obliges countries
that aspire to become a member state to cooperate
with the International Criminal Tribunal for the former
Yugoslavia (ICTY). This referred chiefly to Serbia,

Croatia, and Bosnia and Herzegovina. Serbia was
granted the status of a candidate for European Union
membership following its full cooperation with the
ICTY in the hunt for Ratko Mladic, the former Bosnian
Serb military commander, found guilty of committing
war crimes in Bosnia and Herzegovina during the
1990s war.
The process of European integration reached its
higher levels after the 2003 European Council in
Thessaloniki reaffirmed that all SAP countries were
potential candidates for entry. Their prospective
joining of the European Union served as an incentive
to bring about democratic reforms. But their
rapprochement with the European Union varied
according to a country’s performance. Since the EU’s
most recent enlargement round involving Croatia’s
accession in 2013, there are no fixed dates or firm
deadlines for EU accession of the Western Balkan
countries.

LAUNCH OF FIRST JOIN INTEGRATION IN THE WESTERN BALKANS, SOURCE: EUROPEAN BORDER AND COAST GUARD AGENCY 21.05.2019
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In 2014, Jean-Claude Juncker, then the President
of the European Commission, said “there will be
no further enlargement during the mandate of this
Commission,” thus between 2014 and 2019.1 In a EU
strategic paper for the Western Balkans, the European
Union was preparing to pledge a 2025 deadline for
the next wave of enlargement, with Montenegro
and Serbia, the region’s two nations that are most
advanced in their negotiating process.

With its stance, the European Commission struck
fear into the region over the fate of further bloc
expansions and its ability to maintain influence
throughout the region. In 2014, Germany rose to the
challenge by submitting a proposal to launch the
Berlin Process, an initiative aimed at stepping up
dialogue with the Western Balkan nations that took its
name after a city where it came into existence.

4

BERLIN PROCESS

T

he Berlin Process is an intergovernmental
cooperation initiative with a goal to stimulate
economic situation in the Western Balkans and
improve infrastructure and economic development,
both in the region and with the European Union. High
in the initiative’s program is its connectivity agenda,
or a core mechanism laying out the foundations of

civil society as a basic prerequisite for development.
The initiative runs complementary to the process of
European integration while having no intention to
emerge as an alternative project. But the very core
of the Berlin Process is to make the Western Balkans
stay within the orbit of the EU’s influence. Bereft
of an EU’s constructive offer and having awakened

WESTERN BALKANS SUMMIT 2019, SOURCE: T.MARKOWSKI, MINISTRY OF FOREIGN AFFAIRS, 05.07.2019, POZNAŃ

1
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The Juncker Commission’s ten priorities,
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/IDAN/2019/637943/EPRS_IDA(2019)637943_EN.pdf
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an interest from the world’s mightiest players, the
Western Balkans would have no other choice than
to forge a new strategic alliance with China, Russia,
and Turkey. Given the pace of reforms in the Western
Balkan countries, the years 2014–2019 failed to bring
plausible accession prospects to any of these nations.
Changes that occurred in the Western Balkans were
subordinated to the process of EU accession while the
EC’s projected slowdown in the negotiations posed
a setback to the region’s pro-European elites. These
spearheaded election campaigns in the hope that the
lure of European Union membership would attract
voters. The politicians’ stance on the joining of the
European Union stemmed from their willingness to
push through some unpopular decisions, including
Serbia’s recognition of Kosovo as a sovereign state
or Macedonia’s name change process to the one that
Greece could accept. With its new name of North
Macedonia, Skopje was looking to appease Athens
that had a right to veto the neighbor’s EU and NATO
accession bid.
In a post-Brexit Europe, the initiative includes nine
EU members, i.e.: Austria, Bulgaria, Croatia, France,
Greece, Germany, Poland, Slovenia, Italy, as well
as the European Commission along with a number
of worldwide financial and regional institutions,
among which are the European Investment Bank
(EIB) and the European Bank for Reconstruction and
Development (EBRD).
Countries of the Berlin Process targeted their strategy
on improving road, maritime and air connection
across the region by defining core network corridors
linking the Western Balkans with the European Union.
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The EU’s stance on the Western Balkans was to
prevent feasible conflicts from arising in the region.
The bloc’s plan to expand infrastructure and energy
connections aimed to bolster economic ties between
countries, a somewhat similar strategy to that which
paved the way for creating the European Communities
shortly after the end of World War II. On the shores of
an internationalized industry, a stable political order
could be attained in accordance to the rule of law,
with the establishment of the European Union as its
final stage. In a nutshell, countries that nurture mutual
trade ties have no reason to spark fresh spats.
What emerged as a threat to European security was
the 2016 refugee crisis that broke out after migrant
flows arrived in Europe from the Middle East, mainly
Syria. The Western Balkan Route has been one of
the main migratory paths into Europe. But for EU
aid, the Western Balkans could have been pushed at
the brink of destabilization. An analogous situation
occurred back in the 1990s when the refugee crisis
brought about adverse changes to North Macedonia’s
internal policy. In 2001, tensions soared high in the
Macedonian town of Tetovo after police forces clashed
with an ethnic Albanian minority that accounted for
a quarter of the country’s whole population. Some
360,000 ethnic Kosovar Albanians fled into the
country, among whom were insurgents of the Kosovo
Liberation Army (KLA). The main cause for incidents
though, was the repression by the Macedonian
authorities over the use of the Albanian language in
Macedonia and the ban of the use of the Albanian
flag, as well as their restrained access to public
services.
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5

EU’S FINANCIAL SUPPORT FOR
THE WESTERN BALKANS

F

rom 2007 onwards, the Instrument for PreAccession Assistance (IPA) replaced a series
of European Union programmes and financial
instruments for candidate countries or potential
candidate countries, namely PHARE, PHARE CBC,
ISPA, SAPARD, and CARDS. IPA is made up of five
different components:
1. Assistance for transition and institution building;
2. Cross-border cooperation (with EU Member States
and other countries eligible for IPA);
3. Regional development (transport, environment,
regional and economic development);
4. Human resources (strengthening human capital
and combating exclusion);
5. Rural development.
The IPA beneficiary countries are EU candidate
countries (Albania, Montenegro Serbia and North
Macedonia in the Western Balkans), eligible for all five
components of IPA. Potential candidate countries in the
Western Balkans (Bosnia and Herzegovina and Kosovo)
are eligible only for the first two components.
The IPA 2007–2013 (IPA I) financial assistance is yet
subject to a legal framework. In North Macedonia, the
implementation of the program could be performed
efficiently and soundly only after the country took
efforts to decentralize its state administration. The
European Commission’s approach stemmed from
its concerns over the undemanding criteria for grant
allocation. Unfortunately, with the decentralized
administrative units came the failure of a newly
imposed system, barring North Macedonia from
receiving EU funds to finance further reforms.
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In turn, numerous instances of deficiencies in
earmarking EU funds prompted Serbia to establish an
audit authority, an office tasked with managing IPA
projects in compliance with the country’s financial
ordinances with regulations issued by the European
Parliament and the European Council.
What Belgrade found cumbersome in allocating its
funds under IPA I were too vague objectives that in
practice proved difficult to measure. These were only
for Montenegro and Serbia that began their accession
talks earlier, in 2012 and 2014 respectively, that set
explicit goals that helped these two unblock further
negotiating chapters. It is to be assumed that the
EU’s pressure on the Western Balkan countries that
had their accession process opened is stronger than
on those whose membership preparations are not so
advanced. How demanding these goals may be is best
illustrated by Bosnia and Herzegovina’s lost financial
assistance back in 2013. The bloc’s decision came out of
Sarajevo’s lack of political will to take action at various
levels of state administration and the country’s failure
to cooperate with the ICTY. In consequence, Bosnia
and Herzegovina was refused €45 million in allocations
under IPA II (2014–2020).
In its strategy paper for financing projects under the
IPA II instrument, the European Commission arrived
at conclusions coming out of the biggest problems on
how these countries’ projects were bankrolled between
2007 and 2013. In addition to a conditionality principle
came the EC’s decision to assign IPA II funds to regional
projects whose clear-cut goals facilitated their ultimate
verification.
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Albania received over €600 million in allocation under
IPA II to bankroll some of its state-wide projects, with
the biggest sums of some €300 million assigned to the
country’s effort to democratize its public institutions
and foster the rule of law. High among other priority
sectors were any projects intended to enhance
Albania’s business competitiveness.2
Bosnia and Herzegovina received over €550 million
in IPA II allocations, of which more than €300 million
were specifically earmarked for improving the country’s
competitiveness and economic growth. An indicative
allocation of over €230 million was given to strengthen
Bosnia and Herzegovina’s democracy and rule of law.3
Montenegro’s Indicative funding allocation was roughly
€280 million, with the improving of competitive and
economic growth (€171 million) and the strengthening
of democratic institutions and the rule of law (€107
million) shortlisted among top4 priorities.
Kosovo claimed over €330 million in allocations to
build up its competitiveness and economic growth
while €260 million to render its public service more
democratic.5

2
3
4
5
6
7
8
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North Macedonia secured €600 million in grants under
the IPA II financial program, with the priority sectors
being related to its economic competitiveness and
growth (€420 million) as well as democratic institutions
and the rule of law (€180 million6).
The region’s biggest country, Serbia got a financial
assistance worth some €1.5 billion, with its top sectors
pointed to as better business competitiveness and
higher economic growth (€850 million) and the
democratic institution-building and the rule of law
(€700 million7).
When mapping out a strategy for the Western Balkans,
the European Union devoted much room to the
region’s economic development and democratization.
Most of these states need support to develop their
respective economies; suffice it to mention that their
average salaries hit roughly €500, or twice as less than
in Slovenia where the average monthly salary is over
€1,100.8 But what remains a core prerequisite before
joining the EU is the reforming of state administration
to bring it in line with EU-wide standards. It is not
for nothing that projects related to justice and
administrative projects score high on the EU’s agenda
under its IPA financing mechanisms.

https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/instruments/funding-by-country/albania_en
https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/instruments/funding-by-country/bosnia-herzegovina_en
https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/instruments/funding-by-country/montenegro_en
https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/instruments/funding-by-country/kosovo_en
https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/instruments/funding-by-country/north-macedonia_en
https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/instruments/funding-by-country/serbia_en
https://www.novinite.com/articles/199131/
The+Lowest+Average+Wage+in+the+Western+Balkans+Is+in+North+Macedonia%2C+Bulgaria+Ranks+on+the+Third+Place
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6

REGIONAL INTEGRATION
OF THE WESTERN BALKANS

I

n October 2019, the leaders of Albania, North
Macedonia and Serbia agreed to allow passportfree travel for their citizens and a faster crossborder flow of goods. Dubbed a Balkan version of
the European Schengen zone, the initiative was by
no means intended to offer an alternative to EU
membership, but to complement it. A region inhabited
by roughly 20 million people, the Western Balkans are
far more attractive in the eyes of foreign investors as
the entire region taken together than each country
individually, none of which has large population nor
limitless economic potential. The new regulations seek
to bolster the Central European Free Trade Agreement
(CEFTA) that has seen some incongruities since
Kosovo imposed a customs tariff on products coming
from Serbia and Bosnia and Herzegovina.
The so-called mini-Schengen in the Western Balkans
allowed citizens of the founding countries to travel
between the states only using an identity card. In
addition comes the free movement of goods, services
and capital, and people as the last are eligible to cross
the zone’s internal borders. But in order to become
fully operational, the free movement of goods and
people requires the involvement of all the Western
Balkan countries. However, so far the remaining
EU aspiring countries, including Kosovo, have been
reluctant to join.
The Western Balkan mini-Schengen initiative might
run in parallel to the region’s process of European
integration currently being underway. The abolition
of border controls should reduce operating costs
by 7 percent to 9 percent.9 The initiative offers up a
range of political advantages. Until recently the main
obstacle barring the Western Balkan nations from
their further integration were conflicts between them

9

arising from the 1990s war. The brand-new integration
project is a grassroots initiative undertaken by a
Western Balkan state, yet with no EU mediation
efforts. What could be presumed is that the newly
constructed regional economic structures will revamp
the Western Balkans’ position in the market as an area
for foreign investment projects. With no hurdles to the
movement of people, local labor markets will become
wholly flexible.
The Balkan version of the European Union’s borderfree Schengen area might be viewed as an attempt
to build up the nations’ effectiveness in their talks
with the European Union. The bloc’s decision to halt
enlargement negotiations with Albania and North
Macedonia served somewhat as a warning signal for
the Balkans that the European Union is not ready
to accommodate new members. Nonetheless, with
their increased regional cooperation the Western
Balkan nations might mirror the efforts undertaken
back in 2004 by the Visegrad Group countries,
prompting Brussels to keep the door open for further
enlargements.
In short, the Balkan response to the Schengen area
is the region’s most ambitious region-wide project
whose success might increase its political and
economic attractiveness in the EU’s eyes. Meanwhile,
once brought into life, the brand-new project is likely
to alter the negotiating position of individual Western
Balkan nations in their talks with the European Union.
Europe’s integrations with countries with populations
ranging from 600,000 in Montenegro to 7,000,000
in Serbia, the most populous of all Western Balkans
nations, seems little attractive for the bloc to run the
risk of regional conflicts to be transposed onto the
European stage.

https://forsal.pl/artykuly/1438819,mala-strefa-schengen-na-balkanach-zachodnich.html
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7

CHARACTERISTICS
OF THE WESTERN BALKAN
COUNTRIES

T

he Western Balkan countries are currently at
different stages in their relationship with the
EU. Montenegro and Serbia began accession
talks with the European Union. North Macedonia and
Albania had their hopes dashed after France, Denmark
and the Netherlands formally vetoed opening their
membership negotiations in October 2019. Bosnia and
Herzegovina formally applied for EU membership in
2016. Kosovo, for its part, signed the Stabilisation and
Association Agreement (SAA) in 2016.
Give their location and political pressure from other
states, including Germany, the Western Balkan
countries are highly likely to join the European Union

in the long run. Their prospective EU membership
has already been corroborated at many EU summits.
The region’s remaining outside the European Union
poses a geopolitical challenge for the bloc, especially
being an enclave surrounded by EU member states.
Key routes linking the south and the north run from
Central Europe to Greece via the Western Balkans.
The region’s isolation could incite a number of
threats related to the development of the gray zone
or uncontrolled migrants flows from territories of
Bosnia and Herzegovina, Montenegro, Kosovo, North
Macedonia or Serbia to the European Union.

Albania: a country positioned on the Adriatic and
Ionian Sea, with a total surface area of 28,748 square
kilometers, and a coastline of 362 kilometers. It has a
length of borders of about 691 kilometres. Albania’s
population is 3,057,220 while its GDP per capita
averages $12,500.

Albania stemmed from these three’s concerns over
the country’s current state of democracy, especially
plausible links between political parties and crime
groups. Those who argued against Albania’s accession
talks accused the country of political corruption, a
move that fell afoul of Albanians.

Albania is the only country outside former
Yugoslavia’s borders covered by the process
of European integration. Albania was officially
recognized by the EU as a “potential candidate
country” in 2000. The country started negotiations
on a Stabilisation and Association Agreement (SAA)
in 2003, and these were successfully agreed and
signed in 2006. In 2014, Tirana became an official
candidate for accession to the EU, hoping to see
accession talks formally begin in 2019. The process
came to a standstill amidst the decision of France, the
Netherlands and Denmark to veto expansion of the
bloc. Their rejection to begin membership talks with

Since the European Union granted Albania the
status of EU candidate country, the bloc’s attention
has shifted to the country’s justice system. After
the demise of the Enver Hoxha regime in the late
1980s, Albania did not have a lustration process
while its justice system, like other state bodies, was
not properly controlled by independent watchdog
authorities. The country was bothered persistently
with corruption while with the system’s lack of
a transparent framework it failed to earn public
trust. Under pressure from the European Union and
the United States, Albania implemented a major
justice reform. With the amendments emerged new

22

New Direction

Julia Grzybowska, Jakub Lachert

WESTERN BALKANS, SOURCE: WARSAW INSTITUTE

newdirection.online

@europeanreform

23

The Crisis of European Integration Process in the Western Balkan Countries

institutions that would oversee all changes taking
place throughout Albania. In 2016, Tirana gave in to
international pressure and public opinion by pushing
through a package of reforms that comprised 46
constitutional updates and new legal institutions
tasked with monitoring the country’s judiciary.
Albania’s newly elected institutions were appointed
to nominate general prosecutors as well as judges in
the Constitutional Court and the Supreme Court. The
International Monitoring Operation, a monitoring body
set up with judges and prosecutors from EU member
states, has continued to oversee the vetting process of
judiciary members in Albania. The operation is tasked
with monitoring how these new institutions work,
albeit it has no executive functions.
In Albania, there are three constitutional entities
currently in charge of assessing Albanian judges:
the Independent Qualification Commission (KPK),
the Appeals Chamber and the Public Commissioner.
These were established back on June 17, 2017, by the
Albanian parliament. Founded in July 2017, the High
Inspectorate of the Declaration and Audit of Assets
and Conflict of Interest assumed responsibility for
ensuring the lustration process. The body gathered
information on the assets of 775 judges and
prosecutors, with the data later compared with their
randomly selected personal property statements.
In turn, the Justice Appointments Council (KED) is
Albania’s most important monitoring body, tasked
with assessing candidates running for offices in both
the Constitutional Court and the Supreme Court.
The Justice Appointments Council is composed of
nine members who are in charge of analyzing both
formal capabilities and moral features of people
who apply for positions in the country’s top legal
authorities. Members of the Council are nominated by
representatives of the state’s leading legal institutions:
two judges from the Constitutional Court, one judge
from the High Court, one prosecutor from the General
Prosecution Office, two judges and two prosecutors
from the Courts of Appeal and one judge from the
Administrative Court.
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The country’s two newly established institutions,
the High Prosecutorial Council (KLP) and the High
Judicial Council (KLGJ), suggest candidates for the
positions of the prosecutor general or the judges
of the Supreme Court to the president. The High
Prosecutorial Council is made up of 11 members, five
of whom come from outside the system; they serve as
lawyers, scholars or civil activists. The remaining six
spots are for the prosecutors who remain subject to
verifying proceedings. The Council’s top mission is to
select the country’s new prosecutor general. The High
Judicial Council is also involved in the vetting process
while having the task of selecting a candidate to the
Supreme Court.
In conclusion, Albania saw a series of sweeping
changes to its justice system, a revolutionary step
that presented a challenge for the country’s political
elite. Delays in establishing new institutions brought
about some hurdles, as in December 2017 when the
country’s officials haggled over the appointment of
a new prosecutor general. The parliament’s picking
of the country’s interim top law enforcement official
yet raised the ire of the opposition whose members
spoke out against any actions taken by the ruling
socialist party, labelling them as unconstitutional.
Suffice it to say that the delegation of the European
Union and the United States to Albania drafted a
written legal opinion, an indispensable condition
to approve the country’s choice for a new chief
prosecutor. Delays in enacting new reforms stem from
Albania’s political climate and a spat between the
opposition Democratic Party of Albania and the ruling
Socialist Party of Albania. The top line of division
in the country is defined by mutual accusations of
corruption between the country’s senior officials. The
opposition Democratic Party of Albania accused Edi
Rama’s government of previous electoral fraud and
corruption in a move that sparked off a wave of angry
protests in March 2019, with the opposition expressing
its ire against Rama’s cabinet. Nonetheless, it is worth
saying that Albania is one of the few Western Balkan
nations that managed to reach a consensus over the
country’s integration efforts with the Euro-Atlantic
community with all political factions.
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North Macedonia: a landlocked country, with a total
surface area of 25,713 square kilometers. It has some
838 kilometers of boundaries. North Macedonia’s
population is 2,118,945, and its GDP per capita
averages $14,900.
North Macedonia is the second country to have
launched membership talks with the European Union.
Skopje’s top political challenge on its way toward the
joining of the European Union was its name feud with
neighboring Greece. The Greek government did not
recognize the name “Macedonia” for the state with
its capital in Skopje, arguing it referred to the Greek
historical heritage linked to the person of Alexander
the Great. Meanwhile, the name “Macedonia”
referred to one of Greece’s administrative regions,
or Macedonia and Thrace, that borders the Republic
of Macedonia. This gave Athens a serious cause for
concern as Greece remained fearful of any territorial
claims to be submitted by its neighbor. After
Macedonia declared independence, the country was
internationally recognized, also by the United Nations,
as the Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia, or
FYROM.
Finally, Athens and Skopje signed a landmark deal in
June 2019. Inked by the two countries on the banks
of Lake Prespa - a body of water that straddles the
borders of North Macedonia and Greece - the accord
stipulated that Macedonia’s constitutional name
was changed to the Republic of North Macedonia
while Greece could no longer undermine Skopje’s
enlargement talks with the European Union and
NATO. The name-changing compromise stirred up
controversy amongst North Macedonian right-wing
politicians calling it a sellout, as well as Greece’s farright circles whose members denounced the newly
reached status quo as a betrayal of the country’s
Hellenic heritage.
Since its electoral victory back in 2017, North
Macedonia’s ruling Social Democratic Union of
Macedonia faced its biggest challenge of an
accelerated dialogue with the European Union, with
a need to lift the Greek veto seen as a prime goal.
Skopje pictured its decision to change the country’s
name as the sole possibility to unleash accession
talks with the bloc. Some 57 percent of Macedonians
support EU accession. On North Macedonia’s domestic
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political stage there is only one party that speaks out
against the country’s enhanced European integration
and its recent name change - Janko Bacev’s United
Macedonia party, currently without MPs. It is worth
saying that the party is reported to have links to the
Kremlin whose top goal is to pry the Western Balkan
states away from the European Union and NATO.
With all political factors as mentioned above, France’s
objection to EU enlargement talks with North
Macedonia seems nothing but a mistake. At the
October 2019 European Council summit in Brussels,
France emerged as the only EU country opposing
the opening of accession negotiations with North
Macedonia. France’s blocking the start date for EU
membership talks for Skopje raised the ire of a group
of European officials. Meanwhile, North Macedonia
saw the fall of Zoran Zaev’s pro-European cabinet.
Earlier the former prime minister had pledged that
the country’s name change would pave its way for
the opening of the first negotiation chapter with the
European Union. France’s veto was met with bitter
disappointment from North Macedonians who called
the process of EU integration into question. North
Macedonia’s parliament set April 2020 for an early
legislative election. Skopje’s bitter disappointment
with its current ties with the European Union may
bring about some political shifts that could spark
a slowdown in the dialogue between Skopje and
Brussels, like it was the case between 2006 and 2016.
North Macedonia’s main opposition party is the
Internal Macedonian Revolutionary Organization–
Democratic Party for Macedonian National Unity,
simplified as VMRO-DPMNE, which was in power
between 2006 and 2016. Back then, the party was led
by Nikola Gruevski, a top official who stepped down
amidst accusations of corruption and wiretapping
of the country’s opposition politicians. With the
Gruevski-led party in power, North Macedonia
witnessed a series of shortcomings in freedom of
the media and actions against corruption as well
as electoral irregularities. The scale of the problem
grew bigger, prompting the European Commission to
dub North Macedonia a state of systemic corruption.
With the ouster of the VMRO-DPMNE party in 2017,
Skopje could make further efforts to step up dialogue
with the European Union and NATO. Because of the
blocked start of EU accession talks and the call for
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a snap election, the future of North Macedonia’s
dialogue with the bloc remains up in the air. The
VMRO-DPMNE party says it is ready to renegotiate
the Prespa accord in an apparent bid to wage its
election campaign. Though Skopje’s pullout of the
treaty seems unlikely, the mere fact of riding high
on the wave of nationalist narratives may reveal
destabilizing tendencies in North Macedonia.

with the country’s Albanian population. Under his
cabinet, an ethnic Albanian, Talat Xhaferi, took up
the post of the speaker of the North Macedonian
parliament while Albanian became the second official
language throughout the country. Actions like the
name-changing deal with Greece were perceived by
the VMRO-DPMNE opposition party as a betrayal of
North Macedonia’s national interest.

What served as yet another critical issue for
maintaining stability in Macedonia is its ethnic
Albanian population that represents nearly 25 percent
of the country’s whole population. The Albanians
in North Macedonia uphold their country’s pursuits
for EU membership because it guarantees respect
for their rights as a national minority. The Albanian
minority cares most about its rights to include
Albanian as the language of instruction in schools
and public institutions in all regions inhabited by
the Albanian ethnic majority. The potential victory
of right-wing parties, whose politicians scoffed at
an agreement with Greece, might incite internal
conflicts between the Albanian minority and the
North Macedonians. Suffice it to recall that tensions
soared high under the VMRO-DPMNE’s rule, chiefly
between the Albanians and the state administrative
agencies, like was the case in 2015 Kumonovo clashes
when eight police and 14 Albanians were killed. So it
is to be assumed that the right-wing parties’ victory
in the April 2020 election might weaken the political
position of the Albanian minority. The government of
Prime Minister Zoran Zaev pledged decent relations

With all political factors as mentioned above, France’s
objection to EU enlargement talks with North
Macedonia seems nothing but a mistake. The start of
membership talks with Skopje would be tantamount
to a success of the country’s pro-European ruling
party that could press on with further democratic
changes. In its negotiation process, the European
Union would have a set of adequate political tools for
salvaging interests of the Albanian minority inhabiting
North Macedonia. Political reshuffles that may occur in
North Macedonia could prompt society to turn away
from European integration, a move that is likely to
end up with Skopje’s strategic cooperation with actors
like Russia. Under such a scenario, tensions may run
high between North Macedonians and Albanians.
Viewed by right-wing groups as the country’s foreign
cultural element, the Albanian minority will make a tilt
towards Albania and Kosovo in hope of nurturing the
idea of Greater Albania. It is a concept that seeks to
unify the lands that many Albanians consider to form
their national homeland. North Macedonia’s Albanians
inhabit primarily the country’s northern and western
regions bordering Albania and Kosovo.

Montenegro: a country positioned on the Adriatic
Sea, with a total surface area of 13,812 square
kilometers, and a coastline of 293.5 kilometers. It has
a length of borders of 680 kilometers. Montenegro’s
population is 614,249, and its GDP per capita averages
$17,800.

The country’s challenges mirror those of the whole
region: corruption threat or limited media freedom,
including physical assaults on journalists or bomb
attacks against opposition dailies. These run in parallel
with the country’s determined efforts to press on with
its EU enlargement talks.

Amongst other Western Balkan nations, Montenegro
is most advanced in its path toward EU membership.
Only Montenegro and Serbia began accession talks
with the European Union. Of all Western Balkan states,
Montenegro is the only one not to have any borders
disputes with neigboring countries. Podgorica started
EU membership talks in 2012. Out of a total of 33
negotiation chapters, 32 chapters were opened for
negotiations by May 2019.10

What poses the biggest threat to Montenegro’s EU
integration is Russian meddling in its foreign policy.
Staged in the autumn of 2016, a foiled coup attempt
included plans to assassinate the country’s proEuropean Prime Minister Milo Djukanovic and prevent
Montenegro from joining NATO. These efforts were
made in vain as the country was officially welcomed
as the military bloc’s newest member in 2017. Those
who served a pivotal role in plotting the coup were

10 https://europeanwesternbalkans.com/2019/12/05/montenegro-to-open-its-final-chapter-with-eu-serbia-only-the-second-this-year/
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both Russian intelligence officers and Serbian
nationalists. Since 2012, Djukanovic centered his
country’s policy on rapprochement with the West, a
move that fueled the anger of Moscow. In the eyes of
Russia, Montenegro, an Orthodox state, thus close to
the Russian culture, emerged as a strategic partner
throughout the region.
Under the Montenegrin visa-free regime for Russian
citizens, these were allowed to invest in the country’s
real estate sector and boost Montenegro’s tourism
sector. Despite these two’s close economic ties,
Djukanovic imposed sanctions on Russia in a gesture
of solidarity with the European Union after Russian
military forces had seized Crimea in 2014. The
country’s stance marked its utmost loyalty toward
the bloc, a step that Brussels did not require. This
was followed by Djukanovic’s decision to launch
membership talks with NATO, quite contrary to
Russia’s interests across the region. In Montenegro,
roughly 25 percent of the population declare
themselves as Serbs who repudiated the country’s
drifting towards better ties with NATO, especially in
the wake of the 1999 bombing campaign in Serbia

during the Kosovo war. Among those that sought to
thwart Podgorica’s bid for NATO membership was the
pro-Russian opposition Democratic Front, a party that
voiced criticism over both Montenegro’s accession
to Western blocs and any punitive measures the
country had introduced against Russia. Owing to its
skilfully followed policy, Montenegro became a new
NATO member state in 2017 while the position of the
pro-Western ruling Democratic Party of Socialists of
Montenegro seems to remain unthreatened.
Despite many hurdles in adapting reforms to the
state’s political system, Montenegro has been on the
track with its pro-Western course in foreign policy.
Nonetheless, the 2019 banning of Albania and North
Macedonia from starting EU accession talks might
send somewhat an alarming signal to Montenegrin
society. Some EU member states say that internal
reforms are a top condition before the next
enlargement round occurs. It is worthwhile noting
that with its accession talks brought to a standstill,
Montenegro risks internal destabilization, especially
amidst strong pressure from Moscow.

Serbia: a landlocked country, it covers a total area of
77,474 square kilometers. Serbia’s total border length
amounts to 2,322 kilometers. Serbia’s population is
7,078,110, and the country’s GDP per capita totals
$15,110.

part in joint exercises, with its last-year edition, known
as Slavic Shield 2019, hosted by Serbia. A battalion of
S-400 surface-to-air missile systems and a battery of
Pantsir-S air defense missile systems were among the
military hardware than took part in the drills.

Serbia is the second Western Balkan state to have
launched EU membership negotiations. 17 negotiation
chapters have now been opened for negotiations
out of a total of 35 by May 2019.11 Belgrade launched
its EU accession talks in 2014 shortly after signing
an agreement to normalize its ties with Kosovo.
Nonetheless, with the accord did not come Serbia’s
recognition of Kosovo, its breakaway former province.

In addition to Serbia’s military ties with Russia comes
yet another reason for concern for the European
Union - a free-trade agreement (FTA) Belgrade inked
with the Eurasian Economic Union (EAEU) on October
25, 2019, in Moscow. The bloc includes Armenia,
Belarus, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, and Russia. The
EAEU is a project steered by Russia, serving a role
of the Eurasian alternative to the European Union.
By joining the EAEU, Serbia did not breach the EU
rules at the current stage of talks yet politically it is
drifting toward the Russian Federation. Economically
Serbia does not reap much benefits from its inking
of the deal with the Russian-led economic bloc, with
its trade with the Eurasian Economic Union totalling
less than 1 percent.13 Belgrade said it would pull out
of the EAEU after having been accommodated by

While in dialogue with the European Union, Belgrade
has close ties with the Russian Federation. In its
cooperation with Moscow, Serbia focuses on defenserelated issues. Belgrade buys Russian-made weapons.
In 2019, Serbia signed a deal to purchase four
Russian-made Mi-35 and three Mi-17 military transport
helicopters.12 The two countries’ military forces take

11 https://europeanwesternbalkans.com/2019/12/05/montenegro-to-open-its-final-chapter-with-eu-serbia-only-the-second-this-year/
12 https://www.defence24.pl/dostawy-i-cwiczenia-rosja-wspiera-serbska-armie
13 https://www.osw.waw.pl/pl/publikacje/analizy/2019-11-06/serbia-w-eurazjatyckiej-unii-gospodarczej
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the European Union, though European Commission
officials claim Serbia should align its economic and
defense policies with those of the bloc.
Serbia’s free-trade agreement with the EAEU coincided
with the veto against the opening of EU accession
negotiations with Albania and North Macedonia.
With its newly inked deal with the Russian-led bloc,
Serbia might have sought to notify Brussels it had a
geopolitical alternative to EU integration. This would
yet prompt the European Union to step up its dialogue
with Belgrade, seeing a potential threat related to
Serbia’s opting out from the process, and the state
could morph into Russia’s “political satellite” where the
European Union has its interest.

Bosnia and Herzegovina (B&H): a country bordering
the Adriatic Sea along its 20-kilometer coastline. The
country has a total surface area of 51,197 kilometers
while its length of borders is 1,543 kilometers. Bosnia
and Herzegovina’s population is 3,849,891, while
its ethnic composition is as follows: Bosniaks (50.1
percent), Serbs (30.8 percent), Croats (15.4 percent).
The country’s GDP per capita totals $12,800.
Along with Kosovo, Bosnia and Herzegovina is a
country that achieved the slowest process in EU
integration. A country with a complex administrative
structure, Bosnia and Herzegovina consists of two
independent entities: the Federation of Bosnia
and Herzegovina and Republika Srpska. While the
former statelet is populated by Bosnian Muslims and
Croats, the country’s ethnic Serbs live in Republika
Srpska. Due to the country’s ethnic diversity and the
emergence of antagonizing political parties, Bosnia
and Herzegovina finds it bothersome to work towards
an agreement, a situation that makes it inefficient at
the central level. The 2018 general election brought
victory for Bosnia’s largest parties representing
interests of their respective ethnic communities.
In Republika Srpska, the Alliance of Independent
Social Democrats, a party whose political agenda
promoted social democratic values and Serbian
nationalism, took most of the seats. Under its rule,
Republika Srpska is sailing towards a breakup from
the authorities in Sarajevo by forming alliances with
Serbia and Russia.

Among fundamental challenges Belgrade needs
to encounter on its path toward EU membership
are normalized relations with Kosovo. Though
Brussels has not obliged Belgrade to recognize
Kosovo’s independence as an essential step toward
membership, Serbia’s ties with its former province
cannot pose a threat to stability in the region.
With Pristina’s bid for EU membership, Belgrade’s
recognition of Kosovo as an independent state might
soon become a vital prerequisite.

Election results among Bosnians and Croats were
easy to predict, too. The Croatian Democratic
Union won the most votes of Croats while the Party
of Democratic Action secured the most votes of
Bosniaks. Since Bosnia and Herzegovina declared
independence, these political factions have advanced
their national interests. The ethnic parties carved
out clientelism fiefdoms, with one-third of jobs in
the public sector and the unemployment rate hitting
roughly 20 percent.14
Bosnia and Herzegovina’s problems stem from
the 1990s warfare. The state’s newly created
administrative system was aimed at preventing
any ethnic clashes from breaking out between the
three dominant nations. It sought to see each party
having its independent political representations, i.e.
Republika Srpska floats outside the state’s central
authorities. With a population of 3 million people,
Bosnia and Herzegovina has three presidents, 13
prime ministers and as many governments, more
than 180 ministers that are completely unable to push
through adequate reforms. Bosnia and Herzegovina’s
administrative division favors the country’s three
dominant national groups while barring other ethnic
minorities, including Roma people, from holding key
positions in the country. Within this system, there is
the constant discrimination against ethnic minorities,
which remains in contravention of EU community law.

14 https://www.osw.waw.pl/pl/publikacje/analizy/2018-10-17/bosnia-i-hercegowina-po-wyborach-utrwalenie-paralizu-panstwa
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Failure to open accession talks with Albania and
North Macedonia in October 2019 may stall Bosnia
and Herzegovina’s process of European integration.
Efforts that Skopje and Tirana put in while adopting
far-reaching reforms have yet not translated into the
launching of enlargement talks with the European
Union. Until recently, prospects of European
integration were the most powerful incentive to
pass through democratic reforms throughout the

Western Balkans. On June 1, 2015, the SAA entered
into force, establishing a close partnership between
Bosnia and Herzegovina and the European Union. In
February 2016, the country applied for membership
of the European Union to the European Commission.
Brussels yet failed to take any further steps toward
Sarajevo as Bosnia and Herzegovina fulfils its
obligations under the SAA to a small extent.

Kosovo: a landlocked country, defined in a total area
of 10,887 square kilometers. Its total borders stretch
for a total of 714 kilometers. The country’s population
is 1,907,592, with its GDP per capita hitting $10,900.

In October 2019, the Western Balkan country
held snap elections following the prime minister’s
resignation. Ramush Haradinaj stepped down as
prime minister after being summoned for questioning
by the International Criminal Tribunal for the former
Yugoslavia (ICTY) following the court’s accusations
of war crimes. The left-wing Vetevendosje, or Self
Determination Movement party, won snap elections,
with 25 percent of the vote. The group is making
efforts to oust the UN administration mission from
the country. President Hashim Thaci’s Democratic
Party of Kosovo (PDK) got 21.27 percent of the vote
while Ramush Haradinaj-led Alliance for the Future
of Kosovo (AAK) came after, with 11.5 percent of
the vote. Until recently these two formed a coalition
government. With the latest poll, the Serb List, a
Belgrade-endorsed minority political party in Kosovo,
took all ten seats assigned to the Serbian minority
in Kosovo’s parliament. This is the sole Serb-backed
faction able to emerge on the nation-wide political
stage.

Kosovo’s joining of the European Union seems most
bleak of all the Western Balkan nations. Countries like
Serbia, Russia, China as well as EU’s Spain, Slovakia
or Romania refused to acknowledge Kosovo as an
independent state.15 What remains the toughest
challenge for the Western Balkan country is to
develop an adequate framework for its cooperation
with Serbia, allowing Kosovo to join the United
Nations, Interpol or UNESCO. As long as China and
Russia do not recognize Kosovo’s legitimacy, it has no
chance of joining the United Nations.
Kosovo’s internal situation is struggling, with some 30
percent unemployed. Serbia obstructs its international
recognition while there is little response from the
European Union. Kosovo is the most corrupt state
in the Western Balkans, according to Transparency
International. What grapples the country’s economy
is the lack of foreign investments, an outcome of the
state’s volatile political situation.

15 Serbia’s 2006 Constitution states that Kosovo is an integral part of Serbia
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8

DILEMMAS
OF EU MEMBER STATES
The EU’s main dividing lines for the bloc’s
enlargement in the Western Balkans vary according to
a country’s position. There are those that refused to
back the region’s bid for EU membership, regardless
of how advanced its reforms are. Amongst them,
it seems, there is chiefly France that last October
vetoed the opening of accession talks with Albania
and North Macedonia. Paris’s stance comes out
of some internal preconditions, with a majority of
French public opinion scoffing at accommodating
new nations, especially in the wake of the bloc’s
post-Brexit fragility. French political elites voiced
bitter disappointment over the 2007 joining of the

European Union by Bulgaria and Romania as well
as the challenges in reforming the justice system
that followed suit. Thus, France’s objection over the
European integration of the Western Balkans may
stem from the country’s fear that the states will not be
properly verified in terms of the rule of law under the
current negotiation process. Hence, French President
Emmanuel Macron called for enacting appropriate
mechanism to oversee the EU negotiation process.
From a geopolitical standpoint, France may, however,
be fearful of the growth in Germany’s political
significance with which the Western Balkan nations
maintain strong trade ties.

CONFERENCE „WESTERN BALKANS: INFRASTRUCTURE AND ENERGY FROM A GEOPOLITICAL PERSPECTIVE”.
SOURCE: WARSAW INSTITUTE, 29.05.2019, WARSAW
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Other countries that are wary of the region’s bid for
integration are the Netherlands and Denmark, both of
which assess the type and scope of EU cooperation
for each country separately. While Amsterdam and
Copenhagen gave their green light for opening
accession talks with North Macedonia, they opposed
beginning EU membership discussions with Albania
amidst growing doubts over the rule of law. The
Netherlands operates under the “strict but fair”
principle. The state has diplomatic representations
in all Western Balkans countries with the exception
of Montenegro. All embassies host a rule-of-law
coordinator fully dedicated to the issue and tasked
with carefully monitoring how further reforms are
pushed through in the Western Balkan countries. The
Dutch government’s actions came forth with certain
distrust in the European Commission whose strategy
is believed by the Dutch to be politically grounded.
Amsterdam’s refusal to begin talks with Albania while
giving the green light for North Macedonia to launch
the process aimed at picturing the government’s
objectivity. Like the other “old” European Union
countries, the Netherlands balked at adding new
nations to the bloc in 2004, 2007, and 2013. Dutch
society was unwilling to see new enlargements, also
when voters overwhelmingly rejected a UkraineEuropean treaty on closer political and economic
ties. The Netherlands’ conservative stance on the
European integration of the Western Balkans may be
linked to the 1995 Srebrenica massacre. Back then,
Dutch troops who remained in the region under the
aegis of the United Nations handed Bosnian people
to Bosnian Serb forces, thus delivering them to death
or persecution. The International Criminal Tribunal for
the former Yugoslavia said in a ruling the Netherlands
was partially guilty of the genocide. In the face of
such circumstances, it can be assumed that the Dutch
state administration avoids any steps that could
politicize the EU integration process of the Western
Balkans.
Denmark’s holdout to begin membership talks with
Albania and North Macedonia arose from similar
assumptions that those of the Netherlands, or its rigid
sticking to the EU rules while having a dialogue on
further enlargements.
In this respect, attention should be drawn to EU
countries that refused to acknowledge Kosovo’s
sovereignty. The EU states that do not recognize
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Kosovo’s independence are Cyprus, Greece, Spain,
Slovakia, and Romania. This causes a tough challenge
for the country’s EU aspirations while leading to spats
during EU-wide summits, especially those attended by
Kosovar politicians. At the 2018 EU-Western Balkans
summit, Spain said it would not take part in talks
alongside the leader of Kosovo, a country that Madrid
refused to accept as a sovereign entity. This stance
crushes the EU policy’s coherence toward the region,
in particular as in regards to the burning issue of
cooperation between Serbia and Kosovo.
There are different reasons behind the nonrecognition of Kosovo as an independent state.
Spain is consumed by an internal spat with its two
separatists regions of the Basque Country and
Catalonia. With its recognition of Kosovo’s statehood,
Madrid could give these two an incentive to claim
their secessionist aspirations, especially in the
latter community. The Republic of Cyprus denied
acknowledging the independence of Northern Cyprus
whose legal status resembles that of Kosovo.
Romania did not recognized Kosovo’s legitimacy
amidst its close economic ties with Serbia. In 2016,
Kosovo inked the SAA with the European Union,
yet without the participation of the bloc’s member
states. Bucharest rebuked the EU’s decision, hailing
it as the European Commission’s forcing all states to
acknowledge Kosovo’s independence.
Slovakia, with a sizeable Hungarian minority within its
territory and whose members claim political rights,
is - just like the Republic of Cyprus or Spain - reluctant
to set a precedent in international law, or “the Kosovo
precedent” also used by Russia in the matter of the
independence of Georgia’s breakaway regions of
Abkhazia and South Ossetia.
These countries are not in a direct conflict with
Pristina, and their stance on Kosovo’s EU ambitions
hinges on political conditions in the Western Balkans,
like improving relations between Serbia and its
former province. These countries, with the exception
of Spain, lie close to Kosovo and Serbia. They see
the developing of links between north and south
as beneficial, so it can be assumed that these will
pose no hurdle to the region’s integration with the
European Union once Belgrade and Pristina settled
the burning issue of the latter’s independence.
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Spain’s stance on the Western Balkans remains to a
large extent determined by the Kosovo issue. Madrid
is afraid that Catalonia will follow suit of Kosovo’s
steps. Hence, from a Spanish perspective, any
initiatives attempting to expand the European Union
preclude Kosovo’s EU integration as a sovereign state.
Neither Cyprus nor Spain has political and economic
interests throughout the Western Balkans, and such
is the case of other countries that refused to formally
accept Kosovo’s statehood.
A leading trade partner for most Western Balkan
states, Germany has launched a number of initiatives
towards the region. A German-led forum, the Berlin
Process sought to keep the Western Balkans within
the EU’s zone of influence, at a time when the bloc
could no offer any of the region’s nations to join
its ranks. Berlin’s interests throughout the Western
Balkans are linked to its aid for the nations to tackle
the migration crisis. The Western Balkans were a
transit route for migrants coming from the Middle
East to Germany and other Western European states.
What is a critical factor in Berlin’s involvement in
the Western Balkans are its concerns over Russia’s
stepping up its political significance across the
region. With Moscow’s activities come destabilizing
outcomes; the Kremlin upholds efforts made by
right-wing parties in North Macedonia or Serbia, and
backs an independence effort by Republika Srpska,
one of the two entities of Bosnia and Herzegovina,
which may stoke discord in the region. From a Berlin
perspective, sowing disharmony throughout the
Western Balkans may incur more losses to Germany
than pursuing a policy targeted at incorporating the
region into the European Union.
A consensus emerged between Germany’s biggest
political groups over the future of the Western
Balkans’ bid for membership. Of all German parties,
only the far-right populist Alternative for Germany,
or AfD, is reluctant to see any other new countries
joining the bloc.
Germany’s viewpoint vis-a-vis the Western Balkan
issue might come out of its sizeable 1.5-million
national minority having its roots in the successor
states of Yugoslavia and Albania. Germany was a
leading European Union country in terms of the
number of accepted asylum applications from citizens
of Western Balkans states. After a visa-free regime
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was established in 2009, the number of asylum
applications received by Germany soared high,
totalling 150,000 in 2015. Due to numerous abuses,
as the procedure allowed asylum seekers to stay in
Germany as their applications were being examined,
the European Union informed the Western Balkan
countries it might pass through relevant restrictions.
Italy is another EU country to have pledged support
for the region’s EU aspirations. Rome has historical
ties to the Western Balkans while seeing a regional
security of paramount importance for stability in
southern parts of Europe. Italy remains active in the
Western Balkans, both when economic and political
issues are at stake. Its presence has taken on different
forms, both as part of bilateral cooperation with
countries, as well as within regions. Italy’s regions
located on the coast of the Adriatic and Ionian Sea
are in full cooperation with their Western Balkan
counterpart within a new EU Strategy for the Adriatic
and Ionian Region. In the Western Balkans, Italy’s top
partners are Serbia - the region’s biggest market - and
Albania that Rome sees as a migrant challenge, with
its diaspora of 500,000 ethnic Albanians living in Italy.
As a consequence of the 1990s economic collapse,
Italy had been the main migration target for the
Albanian people.
Italy is not embroiled in any disputes with Western
Balkan candidate countries to enter the bloc. Rome
in the past banned accession talks over border
disputes with Croatia and Slovenia. In its approach
toward other countries in the region, Italy displays a
somewhat encouraging stance, buoying them to pass
through further reforms that could move them closer
to EU accession.
It is worth mentioning the role of the Visegrad Group
(V4) countries. Though Slovakia earlier had been
pictured as a country that refused to acknowledge
Kosovo’s sovereignty, it is of vital significance to
underpin the joint commitment of the Czech Republic,
Hungary, Poland, and Slovakia in initiatives aimed at
integrating the Western Balkans with the European
Union.
The V4 countries delivered joint declaration about the
region’s rapprochement with the bloc, considering
the Western Balkans to be of tremendous importance
for EU integration in the near future. The Western
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Balkan nations enjoy the backing of the International
Visegrad Fund, a donor initiative seeking to back
reforms in areas like culture, education, innovative
solutions or regional cooperation. The support springs
from both the sense of cross-regional solidarity and
the possibility of economic expansion in the region.
Economic issues are particularly at stake for the Czech
Republic, Hungary, and Slovakia. In turn, Poland’s
diplomatic efforts remain focused on security related
matters.
Of all the Visegrad Group countries, Poland is the
only one to have joined the Berlin Process. At the July
2019 Western Balkans Summit in Poznan, Poland, a
meeting held within the Berlin Process initiative, the
Polish government outlined EU integration efforts of
the Western Balkans as a process concluding those
made by Central European states. With no direct
economic interests in the region, Poland sees the
Western Balkans as a promising part of the continent
that - once admitted to the European Union - will be

able to join the Three Seas Initiative, a regional drive
jointly established by Croatia and Poland in 2015. The
Three Seas Initiative has twelve member states along
an axis from the Baltic Sea to the Adriatic Sea and the
Black Sea. Among them there are Austria, Bulgaria,
Croatia, the Czech Republic, Estonia, Lithuania, Latvia,
Poland, Romania, Slovakia, Slovenia, and Hungary.
What could be assumed is that Poland will develop
cooperation with the Western Balkans, with the
Three Seas Initiative as a platform featuring countries
around the region. The goal of the drive is to create
greater cohesion within the European Union, through
infrastructure projects and closer transatlantic ties.
Those Western Balkan nations that are attempting to
join the bloc - thus excluding Serbia - are holding a
serious transatlantic dialogue while being committed
to developing infrastructure projects in the region.
The Three Seas Initiative will therefore boil down
to fostering political and economic interests of the
Western Balkan states.

WESTERN BALKANS SUMMIT 2019, SOURCE: T.MARKOWSKI, MINISTRY OF FOREIGN AFFAIRS., 04-05.07.2019, POZNAŃ
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ENERGY SECURITY OF THE
WESTERN BALKAN COUNTRIES

I

n 2005, the European Union established Energy
Community, an international organization whose
overall purpose was to integrate the Western Balkans’
electricity market in the hope of supporting non-EU
Central and Eastern European countries to join the
European energy infrastructure. Incorporating the
Western Balkan nations into the Energy Community is
also critical for the European Union, allowing the bloc to
add these countries to its plans to build European energy
interconnectors, like that between Serbia and Bulgaria, as
an alternative solution to Russian-sourced energy flows.
Though the construction of Russia’s South Stream
gas pipelines stalled, the Western Balkan states,
strategically located at the crossroads of energy links
running from Russia or Azerbaijan to Western Europe,
compelled Brussels to develop an appropriate legal
framework with transit countries.
Of all the Western Balkan countries, Albania has lowest
CO2 emissions to the atmosphere. Though the lion’s
share of the country’s domestically produced electricity
comes from hydroelectric power plants, the country is
not self-sufficient in this respect. Albania is the largest
producer of crude oil in the Western Balkans, with total
output of 1.06 million tons in 2016, of which 872,000
tons were exported. The Western Balkan state has
no link to the European natural gas network while its
fuel output totalled 34 million cubic meters in 2015.16
Albania is the only Western Balkan state to hold natural
gas reserves that are fully used to meet the state’s
domestic demand. Albania is only an oil exporter,
sending 18,200 barrels per days. Albania has two
refineries, exporting 3,250 barrels of oil per day. 17

Bosnia and Herzegovina’s domestic energy sector
relies on lignite supplies from five mines located near
the power plants of Tuzla (715 MW), Kakanj (466 MW),
Gacko (300 MW), Ugljevik (300 MW) and Stanari (300
MW), close to the town of Doboj, the last of which
became operational in 2016. China-sourced loans will
soon contribute to constructing Bosnia’s five more
power utilities, also in Tuzla and Banovici, bankrolled
respectively by the China Exim Bank and the Industrial
Bank.18 Bosnia and Herzegovina is housing more and
more solar energy projects. The country’s first wind
farm - the 50.6 MW Mesihovina facility in Herzegovina,
financed by Germany’s KfW - started operating in
2018.19 Bosnia and Herzegovina is unable to produce
all energy, with its imports attaining some 31 percent.20
Bosnia and Herzegovina and North Macedonia have
no natural gas sources, which forces them to import
Russian-sourced fuel via the Beregovo–Horgos–
Zvornik gas link. Bosnia and Herzegovina has no
oilfields, either. It imports 18,480 barrels per day. Yet it
disposes of two refineries, Brod and Modrica, both of
which export 4,603 barrels a day.21
Montenegro’s electricity needs are mainly met by the
225 MW lignite power plant at Pljevlja and the 307
MW Perucica and 342 MW Piva hydropower plants.
The government in Podgorica is looking to build more
wind power stations and hydroelectric power plants.
As for the latter, the European Commission lodged an
objection to Montenegro’s ambitions to develop the
Moraca and Komarnica hydropower plants, claiming
these both threaten valuable natural areas conserved
under the Natura 2000 network.22

16
17
18
19
20

https://bankwatch.org/beyond-coal/energy-sector-in-albania
https://www.worldometers.info/oil/albania-oil/
https://bankwatch.org/beyond-coal/the-energy-sector-in-bosnia-and-herzegovina
https://bankwatch.org/beyond-coal/the-energy-sector-in-bosnia-and-herzegovina
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php?title=File:Net_imports_of_energy_and_energy_dependency,_2007,_2012_
and_2017_CPC19.png
21 https://www.worldometers.info/oil/bosnia-and-herzegovina-oil/
22 https://bankwatch.org/beyond-coal/the-energy-sector-in-montenegro
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ELECTRIC POWER PLANTS AND TRANSMISSION LINES IN THE WESTERN BALKANS, SOURCE: WARSAW INSTITUTE
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Podgorica has no gas deposits, which forces the
country to import fuel from Russia. Neither is the
country self-sufficient in energy as its energy imports
total 40 percent.23 Montenegro has neither oilfields
nor refineries. Its fuel consumption is 6,448 barrels
per day.
Kosovo’s electricity generation is to a great extent
dependent on two lignite power stations of Kosovo
A (five units with 800 MW installed) and Kosovo B
(two units with 678 MW installed). Kosovo produces
only 2 percent of its power from hydroelectric power
plants. Renewable energy comes mainly from wood
combustion. In Kosovo, there is just one small wind
farm with a capacity of 1.35 MW.24 The country is not
self-sufficient in energy, with its energy imports of 30
percent. Pristina has neither oilfields nor refineries. Its
fuel consumption averages 6,448 barrels per day.25
In North Macedonia, there are power plants, both
coal and hydroelectric. Its overall electric power
generation capacity comes from two thermal power
plants with a total of 800 MW installed capacity, eight
large and several small hydropower plants with 650
MW capacity. The Western Balkan state has two open
cast lignite mines in Oslomej and Suvodol whose
annual capacity is estimated at 7 million tons and with
deposits for the next fifteen years. Notwithstanding
that, North Macedonia is incapable of producing all
energy it needs, which compels it to import roughly
56 percent26 to satisfy its domestic needs. The state
has no oilfields. The country’s only refinery exports
142 barrels per day.27

Like other Western Balkan states, Serbia relies its
energy security on coal-sourced electricity, accounting
for 70 percent of its total energy output, and the
remaining 30 percent is generated in hydropower
plants. Serbia’s electricity demand is satisfied from
domestic production. The country’s coal reserves
amount to 4.5 billion tons. Approximately 50 percent
of Serbia’s electricity comes from the Nikola Tesla and
Morava power plants, both of which consume annually
about 30 million tons of coal. Though Serbia has
demonstrate a commitment to develop its renewables
that would account for 27 percent of total electricity
output by 2020, the country so far has failed to meet
its obligations. No plan to build a large hydropower
utility has yet been submitted while most of such
facilities would be sited in protected areas. Serbia
imports 33 percent of its energy28 from elsewhere.
Like in neighboring Kosovo, Serbia’s remaining
renewables are limited to using wood for space
heating. Serbia’s gas resources are small, making the
country import most of this raw material. The country
has oilfields, with an estimated export of 74,350
barrels of ready fuel per day. Energy imports total
40,980 barrels per day. Serbia’s two existing refineries
are sited in Pancevo and Novi Sad.29

23 https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php?title=File:Net_imports_of_energy_and_energy_dependency,_2007,_2012_
and_2017_CPC19.png
24 https://bankwatch.org/beyond-coal/the-energy-sector-in-montenegro
25 https://www.indexmundi.com/kosovo/oil_exports.html
26 https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php?title=File:Net_imports_of_energy_and_energy_dependency,_2007,_2012_
and_2017_CPC19.png
27 https://www.indexmundi.com/macedonia/oil_exports.html
28 https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php?title=File:Net_imports_of_energy_and_energy_dependency,_2007,_2012_
and_2017_CPC19.png
29 https://oec.world/en/profile/country/srb/
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10

INFRASTRUCTURE
IN THE WESTERN BALKANS

D

ue to its historical conditions and territorial
fragmentation, the Western Balkan region
struggles with a number of hurdles in
developing road infrastructure, especially at the
regional level. To construct infrastructure, in particular
road connections, the Western Balkans remain
dependent on loans granted by both the European
Union and a group of individual states, like China
and its infrastructure initiatives under its New Silk
Road initiative. The project’s goal is to push China’s
economic expansion across Europe, with the Western
Balkans as a favourable logistics base between
Western Europe and the Greek port of Piraeus,
with China’s COSCO Shipping group as a majority
shareholder.
From a EU perspective, the infrastructure
development in the Western Balkan region is aimed at
integrating Western Balkans with the bloc, achieving
the progress in political stabilization following the
1990s wars.
Compared to its Western European as well as Central
and Eastern European peers, the Western Balkans
have risen as a region that grapples with considerable
delays in implementing infrastructure projects. As
reported, regional infrastructure spendings remain
at the level comparable to those of the countries of
the Commonwealth of Independent States, which
has come in the aftermath of wars and the slowdown
in the region’s EU integration process. First Western
Balkan states are unlike to join the European Union
sooner than until 2025. Infrastructure processes
may yet be accelerated due to the Berlin Process.
Launched in 2014, the initiative aimed to engage in
infrastructure projects linking different parts of the
region, with special regard to building cross-border

road connections. In 2018, the European Union put
into action its Instrument for Pre-Accession Assistance
(IPA) program in order to bankroll infrastructure
projects in the Western Balkans, including the region’s
critical transport hubs. The main mechanism for
upholding Western Balkans infrastructure investments
is the Western Balkans Investment Framework (WBIF)
whose primary goal consists in integrating funds
from various sources, including individual states and
the European Union (IPA). EU member states are the
biggest investors in WBIF-financed projects. Under its
2009–2018 agenda, the EU-funded initiative allocated
grants for developing cross-border infrastructure
projects.
The main traffic routes running through the Western
Balkans are implemented through the Trans-European
Transport Network policy. Of the nine trans-European
traffic corridors, two are being built in the Western
Balkans: one linking the Baltic and the Adriatic Seas
while the other running along the Mediterranean axis.
These allow constructing road links between countries
of the region like this between Albania and Croatia via
the Mediterranean Corridor or that from Albania to
Bulgaria, through North Macedonia.
Also, the EU investment plan provides for expanding
two quays in the Albanian port of Durres under the
TEN-T (Trans-European Transport) Core Network,
worth a total of €27.7 million. Bosnia and Herzegovina
saw the expansion of the three sections of its
Mediterranean corridor running from the country
to Croatia (€33.8 million). Last but not least, road
connections between Macedonia and Albania as well
as Macedonia and Bulgaria are developed within the
framework of the Via Carpatia project, worth some
€22.9 million.30

30 https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/sites/near/files/connectivity-agenda-2018-sofia-summit.pdf
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In Montenegro, the EU-funded investment project will
also build the €42.1 million Mediterranean corridor
linking the country with Albania and Croatia and the
€13.7 million Eastern railway link between Montenegro
and Serbia. The EU’s support for Serbia generated
around €41.4 million allocated for constructing a
motorway to Kosovo as part of the Eastern corridor.
With a key geographical strategic position at the
crossing of trade routes from west to east and from
south to north, the Western Balkans have a reputation
of a major investment area. Yet time delays in building
road, rail, maritime and aviation infrastructure pose a
tough challenge for their integration.

Also, the greatest challenge consists in selecting the
best path of development and balancing infrastructure
spendings, especially in the regional dimension.
Nonetheless, Spain spent millions of euro in EU
funding on what its infrastructure did not need: ghost
airports or highways that are not being fully used.
The biggest threat that the Western Balkans are now
facing is, however, to become reliant on Chinese loans
as the Middle Kingdom has consequently pursued
its economic interests on European soil. To meet the
region’s infrastructure needs, the European Union
requires a dynamic strategy for its investment policy.

ROAD OF MONTENEGRO AMONG ROCKS AND TUNNELS, SOURCE: FREEPIK
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INTERESTS OF CHINA, RUSSIA AND
TURKEY IN THE WESTERN BALKANS

W

ith 20 million inhabitants, the Western
Balkans could emerge as an attractive
market for investment that - once fully

integrated - would no longer spark issues arising from
the legacy of the 1990s Balkan wars. It is no wonder
that this is where many foreign interests clash.

Montenegro’s debts towards China is estimated at 80
percent, North Macedonian – 20 percent, Bosnia and
Herzegovina’s – 14 percent while Serbian – 12 percent.
China’s infrastructure investments are targeted at
implementing Beijing-led projects to link Asia and
Western Europe, with the Western Balkan region
serving as an economic foothold for China.

CHINESE FLAG, SOURCE: FLICKR

Besides the European Union, China is a major
infrastructure investor. Beijing’s infrastructure
investments in the Western Balkans are implemented
as part of a broader political context within the 16+1
sub-regional cooperation platform encompassing the
Baltic States, Central Europe and the Balkans. Beijing’s
strategy for the region consists in granting loans
for infrastructure that could not be put into practice
without foreign-sourced bankrolling.
Though the European Union awards grants that are
said to be more economically advantageous for the
Balkan countries, China’s offer has no bureaucratic
restrictions. Nonetheless, taking out China-sourced
loans leads to ever-creasing state budget deficits and
economic dependencies towards Beijing.
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So far the region’s biggest infrastructure projects is
a Chinese-backed high-speed railway link between
Budapest and Belgrade, worth over $1 billion. In
May 2017, Serbia’s government received a $300
million loan from China’s Exim Bank. Beijing hopes
to expand infrastructure between the Greek port of
Piraeus and Western Europe, treating the Western
Balkans as a transit zone. A majority stake package
in the port authority was purchased by China Ocean
Shipping Company (COSCO). In addition, Beijing
plans to expand highway connections in North
Macedonia and Montenegro. Chinese undertakings in
the Western Balkans do not deem as a key element
of public debate, hence consequences of the region’s
dependence so far have not emerged as a concern for
state administration.
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Beijing is looking to install a China-controlled logistics
hub in the Western Balkans, a facility tasked with
advancing the country’s economic grip on Europe.
From a Chinese perspective, the Western Balkans,
an area bereft of a robust institutional tie with the
European Union, could morph into a good place to
invest, with all projects that do not necessarily need
to be in line with strict transparency rules as those
prevailing within the bloc.

While the countries of the region are struggling to
bring about reforms, they may see Chinese financial
aid as somewhat politically advantageous. In turn,
China provided the Bosnia and Herzegovina’s
Republika Srpska with its assistance and help in
constructing highways after the president of the
entity Milorad Dodik was blacklisted by the U.S.
administration as he had undermined the postwar
order set up by the Dayton peace agreement.

For China, issues pertaining to the democratization
of the region do not come as a critical argument
while they decide whether to leave its mark in a
given country or not. The Western Balkans have
seen an increased Chinese footprint, benefiting from
Beijing-offered loans, far more attractive than those
outlined by the European Union as they come with no
preconditions.

All in all, Beijing’s commercial advance throughout
the Western Balkans seeks to foster the country’s
infrastructure links, highly monopolized by Chinese
business. What seems the biggest threat for
maintaining stability in the region is its drawing away
from democratic reforms while tying close to Chinesefunded projects.

With its energy related projects in the Western
Balkans, Russia looks to reaffirm its political position
throughout the region rather than press ahead with
economic expansion. Due to geographical distance
from the Western Balkans, Moscow seems unlikely to
continue on its expansion drive in the sector as is the
case of China and its New Silk Road.

RUSSIAN FLAG, SOURCE: FLICKR

Russia, in turn, does not bankroll any infrastructure
related projects in the Western Balkans. High on
Russia’s economic agenda toward the region are
its gas and oil pipelines, though. Moscow is most
interested in keeping its political influence in countries
linked to Russia through a network of cultural
connections like Orthodox Christian populations of
Montenegro, North Macedonia, and Serbia.

40

In short, Russia sees the Western Balkans as the last
stronghold for its geopolitical influence in Europe,
alongside some former Soviet republics. Moscow’s
underlying assumption is that the Western Balkan
nations should remain outside NATO and the
European Union. Of all the countries in the region,
Serbia remains the Kremlin’s leading strategic partner,
with its political dialogue running in parallel with
Brussels and Moscow.
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build a 17-kilometer section of a motorway along
with a bridge on the Sava River linking Belgrade and
Sarajevo.31 The Western Balkans is a vital place for
invesment for Turkey’s flag carrier, Turkish Airlines.
Teamed with Air Serbia, Turkey is boosting the
number of flights to Bosnia and Herzegovina and
Serbia.

TURKISH FLAG, SOURCE: FLICKR

Turkey, for its part, is most likely to develop road
networks through the region. Ankara has put roughly
€1 billion in building a section of the highway linking
Sarajevo with Serbia’s mainly Muslim Bosniak region
of Sandzak. Also, Turkey has spent €250 million to

What could not be ruled out is that if the European
Union ceases further activities in the Western Balkans,
other players like Turkey, Russia, and China will take
its place.

Having ditched its EU integration pursuits, Turkey
embarked on efforts to redefine its role in Europe.
Despite the Western Balkan countries’ close cultural
connections with Turkey over their formerly being
under the Ottoman rule, Ankara’s strategy for the
region so far has focused on nothing but economic
cooperation. From a Turkish perspective, any
cooperation with the Western Balkans goes smoother
as they remain outside the bloc while not being
burdened with the union law, also in areas like trade.

This state of matters would yet boil down to hindering
the region’s process of democratic reforms and its
heavy economic reliance on new trade partners.

31 https://balkaneu.com/turkey-to-construct-two-motorways-linking-belgrade-with-sarajevo/
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POLITICAL CONSEQUENCES
OF FAILED EU ACCESSION TALKS WITH
ALBANIA AND NORTH MACEDONIA
The suspension of EU accession talks with Albania and
North Macedonia unleashed a wave of disappointment
throughout the Balkans. French President Emmanuel
Macron, who inflicted the rebuff on these two’s bid
for EU membership, argued the bloc’s enlargement
process needed substantial restructuring, with way
more stringent procedures. The French veto is of great
concern for other countries - like Montenegro and
Serbia - that are about to launch membership talks
with the European Union. What they believe is that
bringing EU membership negotiations to a standstill
might stem from a desire to halt the whole process. As
it turned out, the EU’s decision to allow a country to
open talks did not guarantee its joining of the bloc. This
stage, however, is where Brussels has most tools for
exerting political influence on a candidate country.

The political destabilization of the Western Balkans
might put the European Union in a far graver challenge
than any other threats arising close to the bloc. The
Western Balkans are the soft underbelly of Europe, and
potential spats across the region may spark a sudden
influx of refugees heading toward the European Union
from the Western Balkans. Brussels’ lose of influence
throughout the Western Balkans might solidify that of
China, Russia or Turkey. They could push the region’s
states into their political and economic clutches under
different conditions than those offered by the European
Union. Beijing and Ankara are seeking to expand their
influence across the region through loans as well as
infrastructure and energy projects.

EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT IN STRASBOURG, SOURCE: PXHERE.COM

42

New Direction

Julia Grzybowska, Jakub Lachert

13

CONCLUSIONS
Recent political changes within the Western Balkans
were directly related to the European integration
process. The lure of European Union membership
motivated the countries of the region to adopt
democratic reforms. The bloc’s actions within the
Berlin Process would boil down to the possibility
of stepping up the EU’s strategy for the Western
Balkans. Even though the pace of reforms in the
countries left much to be desired, these underwent
a series of political transitions under pressure from
Brussels: North Macedonia settled a long-lasting row
with Greece over its name, Albania pushed through a
justice system reform, while Serbia opened a political
dialogue with Kosovo, its former province.
Notwithstanding the above, countries like France,
Denmark and the Netherlands brought further
enlargement talks with North Macedonia and Albania
to a standstill. This is so for two reasons. Afflicted
by the UK’s withdrawal from the European Union,
the European Union seeks internal consolidation,
while opening the door to new states with volatile
democratic systems might deliver a blow to the bloc’s
cohesion. The second reason is Brussels’ experience
after Bulgaria and Romania joined the EU. None of
them put in place sufficient reforms in negotiation
talks, while their accession to the bloc was determined
to no small extent by political matters rather than
purely substantive ones.
It is worthwhile to bear in mind that Europe’s decision
to halt membership talks with Albania and North
Macedonia may lead to fatal consequences for the
whole region. North Macedonia’s right-wing parties,
which are building up their position, are more likely
to renegotiate the name-changing deal with Greece,
and opt for revoking reforms towards the Albanian
minority living in the country. Albania, in turn, may
ditch its justice system reforms, thus stalling the
transparency-building process currently underway.
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Both Albania and North Macedonia should see their
EU negotiation talks resumed as soon as possible
in the last-ditch effort to kick off negotiations with
Brussels. It is only with such action taken by the bloc
that these two nations could maintain pro-European
sentiments within its societies. On the other hand,
accession talks serve as a pivotal element of the EU’s
pressure on candidate countries. In the negotiation
process, the European Commission has retained over
implemented reforms while being able to enforce
them.
The situation might see a shift occuring after the
European Commission recommended to re-open
accession talks with Albania and North Macedonia
on March 2. Both countries have delivered further
tangible and sustainable results as for their ruleof-law related reforms, the EU’s executive said in a
statement. Ana Pisonero, the European Commission
spokesperson, noted that in its updated approach, the
institution took into account the revised methodology
for reforms adopted by the two Western Balkan states
that came up to France’s expectation. It seems that
the EC’s position is of critical importance for the fate
of the region’s integration process, provided that EU
member states reach a consensus at the EU-Western
Balkans Summit in Zagreb in May 2020, held under
Croatia’s presidency of the Council of the European
Union.
Halting the process of European integration could
either stall or revoke reforms already put in place or
enforce a change in policies of other countries across
the region. In consequence, Serbia, which has no
clear-cut perspective of European Union membership,
may lack political will to hold a peace dialogue with
Kosovo, a country that receives no support from many
right-wing circles in Serbia.
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The Western Balkan state is an example of a country
that added a profound voice over currently suspended
membership talks with Albania and North Macedonia.
Belgrade saw Brussels’s decision as an attempt to
bar all Western European nations from joining the EU
accession process. Serbia opted for concluding a freetrade zone agreement with the Eurasian Economic
Union. There is no doubt that Belgrade’s joining of the
EAEU derived from purely political purposes as the
European Union remains Serbia’s top trade partner.
When inking a deal with the Russian-led initiative,
the Western Balkan state looked to show it had
both a political and economic alternative to the EU
integration process.
Montenegro’s policy stands in stark contrast to
Serbia’s. The most advanced in its negotiations with
the European Union, Podgorica distances itself from
alternative geopolitical solutions like a free-trade
agreement with the Eurasian Economic Union. The
question remains open whether Montenegro will
join the bloc alone, as the first state, or a political
decision will be made to admit the Balkan nations of
Montenegro and Serbia into the bloc within the same
enlargement round.
It is vital to speed up the EU’s dialogue with countries
such as Montenegro or Serbia. While being at different
stages of EU integration, both states should get a
clear-cut membership perspective and be informed
when they could join the bloc.
Bosnia and Herzegovina’s uneasy political division
impedes the possibility of creating a more
constructive framework for EU cooperation. Prospects
for Bosnia and Herzegovina and Kosovo joining the
European Union seem very bleak. Both have been
recognized by the EU as potential candidate countries.
Yet their administrative structures are developing in
parallel within some national groups. Neither Kosovo’s
Serbian nor Albanian communities have developed a
framework for cooperation in EU-wide projects.
Bosnia and Herzegovina’s current political system
distributes power between the state’s three ethnic
constituent peoples, namely Croats, Bosniaks and
Serbs, in order to maintain peace. The system posed
a hurdle to the efficient management of the state
that is struggling with too many officials selected
according to their national belonging. Under the
very same system, ethnic minorities like the Roma
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people have limited rights while being prohibited
from running for local and national offices. Yet
another pressing problem comes with Bosnia’s two
entities, the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina
and Republika Srpska, de facto running independently
one from another. In the latter statelet, Bosnian
Serbs living close to the Serbian border managed to
develop a high level of administrative independence.
Republika Srpska’s ruling Alliance of Independent
Social Democrats (SNSD) pictures a somewhat hostile
attitude towards the European Union while focusing
on strengthening ties with the Russian Federation.
As for Kosovo, the country is the most corrupt
country in the Western Balkans. In addition comes
Serbia’s effective policy of blocking Pristina’s joining
of international organizations, pushing Kosovo to the
margin. The country has no foreign direct investments,
a solution that is tantamount to the high rate of
unemployment.
Despite the fact that both Bosnia and Herzegovina
and Kosovo have a long way to go before joining the
European Union, it is worth equipping these two with
an appropriate reform roadmap in an effort to bolster
their chance of starting accession talks with the bloc
sometime in the future.
Located within the European Union, the Western
Balkans might produce some problems with their
remaining outside the bloc. Once the EU loses
oversight of the region, this may spark off political
instability. With no control of the Western Balkans,
other actors like China, Russia and Turkey will leverage
their influence across the region. The Balkans are
a battleground for Moscow where it is waging the
hybrid war, a situation which may present a threat to
EU countries. Beijing, in turn, is attempting to build a
logistics facility before kicking off Chinese commercial
presence in Europe, while Turkey is pressing ahead
with infrastructure projects.
In short, the Western Balkans has seen an increase in
nationalist sentiments amid their disappointment with
the EU’s policy.
With the benefits related to the EU integration of
the Western Balkans, it is first and foremost critical
to underpin all possibilities the region offers up to
European investors. A well-connected area with its
roots in the European Union, the Western Balkans
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could foster freight transport from north to south
while stretching from the Black Sea to the Adriatic
Sea, especially for energy projects.
Brussels should pledge support for a Balkan version of
the European Union’s border-free Schengen area, as
the idea should assume profound importance, pushing
the Western Balkans close to the European Union.
Once integrated, the six Western Balkan nations will
not produce any internal conflicts that EU member
states seem to fear most.
What seems plausible is that some EU countries seek
to phase out any irregularities within the region well
before launching membership talks. With Montenegro
and Serbia’s earlier experience of their path to EU
accession, it is only at the stage of negotiations that
Brussels wields all controls tools for pushing through
reforms.
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And the failure to agree on opening EU accession
talks with Albania and North Macedonia sent a
warning signal to the region’s states that opened
membership negotiations do not necessarily go hand
in hand with successful accession. For instance, Turkey
began accession talks with the European Union back
in 2005, while the country’s membership process has
stalled ever since.
The EU’s activities throughout the Western Balkans
require a mutually agreed and thought-out strategy
based on the enlargement process that so far
has allowed keeping stability in the region. An
indispensable step would be to upgrade the existing
roadmaps for the Western Balkan states, while taking
into account EU member states’ doubts over the
bloc’s enlargement. Otherwise, Brussels is doomed to
lose its influence across the region for the benefits of
other top world players, with peace and democratic
reforms low on their list of priorities.
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