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Introduction

This report has been prepared within the framework of a project 

on “In search of a new paradigm: the Western Balkans and the 

EU integration” carried out by demosEUROPA – Centre for Eu-

ropean Strategy with the support of the Embassy of Austria in 

Poland, the Austrian Cultural Forum and the European Com-

mission Representation in Poland. 

Authors of this report – Adam Balcer, Director of the Programme 

“The EU and the new global contract” at demosEUROPA – Centre 

for European Strategy and Veton Surroi, President of the Foreign 

Policy Club in Kosovo – argue that further integration with the 

European Union is the key to democratisation and development 

of the Western Balkans. 

In the fi rst part of this report, entitled “Putting European house 

in order: the EU and the Western Balkans” Adam Balcer analyses 

situation in the Western Balkans region. He stresses the weak-

nesses and strengths of different Western Balkan countries. 

The author argues that a substantial progress in democratisa-

tion and modernisation has been achieved in the Western Bal-

kans since the 1990s. However, the region still fi nds itself in 

the middle of the transition process. It suffers from insuffi cient 

management capabilities and democratic credentials of the po-

litical elite. This is why, the Balkans need the EU’s continuous 

engagement and support. 
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The second part of this report “100 years of yearning: Alba-

nians and the EU on the verge of the 21st century” written by 

Veton Surroi, a prominent Albanian intellectual from Kosovo, 

provides a voice from the region. The Albanians have been cho-

sen as a case study because they are the most dispersed na-

tion in the Western Balkans – they live in four different states 

(Albania, Kosovo, Macedonia, Serbia). They also constitute the 

largest Western Balkan diaspora in the EU. Veton Surroi argues 

that the continuous state-building process has kept the Alba-

nians in a limbo between the East and the West (despotism vs. 

liberal democracy). Moreover, the fact that the Albanians live 

in an “incomplete state” zone in the Western Balkans torpe-

does greater integration with the EU. And, according to Sur-

roi, integration with the EU is essential for the development of 

Albania. 

The publication of this report was possible thanks to fi nancial 

support from the Austrian Forum of Culture. The views ex-

pressed in this publication refl ect the views of its authors only. 
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Putting European house
in order: the EU 
and the Western Balkans

Main Thesis
1.  The Western Balkans need EU’s continuous engagement 

and support. A substantial progress in democratisation and 

modernisation has been achieved in the Western Balkans2 since 

the 1990s. However, the region still fi nds itself in the middle of 

a transition process. It suffers from insuffi cient management 

capabilities and democratic credentials of its political elite. 

2.  The enlargement process provides the EU with the best toolbox 

for its engagement with the Western Balkans and also with the 

most attractive incentive for the reforms in the Western Balkan 

states. This process, despite a certain slowdown, is still ongoing, 

but several serious problems remain to be solved. Bosnia’s inter-

nal political system, Kosovo’s status, Macedonia’s name dispute 

and interethnic relations in all three countries constitute the most 

important challenges for the regional stability. Unfortunately, in 

each of the above cases, the EU is part of the problem. 

3.  European Union’s engagement in the region is still mostly 

focused on ensuring the so-called “small stability”. What is 

Adam Balcer1
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more, Brussels too often makes compromises with politi-

cians in the Western Balkans. The Western Balkan politics 

is still characterized by weak European vocation and feeble 

democratic and ethic credentials (i. e. high level of corrup-

tion). Sustainability of the EU’s strategy towards the Western 

Balkans seems dubious, taking into account that the long-

term genuine stability in the region depends on democratic 

values and the rule of law. 

4.  At fi rst glance, small size of economies and population of 

the Western Balkans cannot make this region the top priority 

for the EU. However, their importance should not be under-

estimated. The region is one of the most important areas of 

the EU’s CFSP and CSDP and a signifi cant fi eld of interaction 

with other international political actors. During the present 

decade, the EU’s international position will depend, to some 

extent, on its ability to cope with the region’s problems. 

5.  The infl uence of Turkey, China and Russia in the Western Bal-

kans has raised substantially in the recent years. At the same 

time, the EU’s leverage in the region is blurry. There is no 

stakeholder (such as Germany in case of the big bang enlarge-

ment – Central Europe) that would push the integration with 

the region forward. As a consequence, the EU’s magnetism in 

the short and medium term perspective can be contested by 

other players. In the long term perspective, the EU accession 

does not have a credible alternative for the Western Balkans. 

I.  The glass half empty or half full? 
Situation in the region

An eagle’s eye view on the Western Balkans provides us with 

a mixed picture. Since the 1990s, the region has achieved a rad-

ical improvement. The region can no longer be perceived only as 

a burden for the EU, as it also possesses certain assets, which 

can strengthen the EU’s soft power. On the other hand, the re-

gion still faces serious challenges and its road towards the EU 



9

will be bumpy and full of fl ip-fl ops. In the worst-case scenario, 

signifi cant setbacks cannot be excluded. The glass is therefore 

rather half full, but it will be quite challenging to make it com-

pletely full. 

Over the hump

Between 1991 and 2001, the Western Balkans saw the most 

bloody armed confl icts in Europe since the World War II. How-

ever, since the beginning of the 21st century, the risk of large-

scale military confl icts in the Western Balkans has been prac-

tically reduced to zero. Ordinary crime has decreased to EU 

levels. Despite serious shortcomings, the Western Balkans are 

an example of the most successful post-confl ict reconstruction 

in the world in the post-cold war period. A substantial increase 

of internal stability in the Western Balkans has been confi rmed 

by the Index of Failed States published every year by the Foreign 

Policy and the Foundation for Peace, which measures internal 

stability of countries. Moreover, according to the opinion polls, 

great majority of local population is against the use of violence 

to achieve their national goals. The level of interethnic social 

interactions, political and economic cooperation between dif-

ferent nations, the integration of minorities into the social and 

political life have increased dramatically since the war period.3 

 

 

The Index of Failed States 2012

Source: Foreign Policy 

Country Place 

Albania 118 

Bosnia 79

Serbia/ Kosovo 89

Macedonia 109

Montenegro 133
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Greater military stability was accompanied by the democrati-

sation process. In 2000, none of the Western Balkan coun-

tries was recognised by the Freedom House as a free country. 

In 2012, two countries (Montenegro and Serbia) were given 

a status of a free country, all the other countries in the region 

were categorized as partly free countries (see Appendix). 

Before the crisis, the Western Balkans had been experi-

encing one of the highest economic growths in Europe. 

They actually started catching-up with Central Europe. The 

progress of building the rule of law has certainly been the 

most modest, though it should not be underestimated. For 

instance, Macedonia improved its score in “the Corruption 

Perception Index” in the years 2003-2010 from 2.3 to 4.1. It 

also advanced from the 81st to the 22nd position in the years 

2006-2012 in the “Easy of Doing Business” ranking issued 

by the World Bank. A particularly positive and promising de-

velopment in the region is the renaissance of the regional 

economic cooperation, particularly among the former Yu-

goslavian countries. The economic ties within the Western 

Balkans are much stronger than within the Maghreb and the 

Eastern Partnership area. Although, the EU’s attraction in 

the Western Balkans has been weakened by the recent cri-

sis, the EU remains the key point of reference for all the 

Western Balkan countries and the only game in town in the 

long term perspective. 

Flawed democracies and economies 

Despite the undeniable progress, there are still serious chal-

lenges in the Western Balkan countries concerning democracy, 

economy and the rule of law. In 1997, when the EU accession 

process started in Central Europe, all countries from this re-

gion (excluding Slovakia) were described by the Freedom House 

as free countries and all of them has been given better scores 

than the current best performing countries in the Western Bal-

kans (Montenegro and Serbia). Back in the late 90s, all Central 

European countries – excluding Slovakia – were recognised by 

the Freedom House as having fully free media. At the moment, 
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no single country from the Western Balkans is recognised to 

have fully free media. In recent years, certain retreats on the 

democratisation and state-building processes, can be observed 

in the region. For instance, with regards to the freedom of me-

dia in Macedonia or to the independence of the central bank 

in Serbia.4 The most recent elections in Kosovo in 2010 were 

marred with frauds on the local level. Since the fall of commu-

nism none of the elections in Albania have been recognized by 

the international monitors as free and fair. Despite certain im-

provement of cross-party cooperation under the EU’s pressure, 

Albania remains deeply politically polarized. On the other hand, 

it should be noted, that the quality of Romania’s and Bulgaria’s 

democracies (which joined the EU in 2007) is very similar to the 

Serbian one and to a large extent to the Montenegrin one. 

The Western Balkan states are also substantially poorer than 

any EU member state. Romania, the poorest member state of 

the EU is richer than Montenegro – the most developed coun-

try in the Western Balkans. Pre-crisis high growth rates in the 

Western Balkans were fuelled by domestic demand fi nanced 

through capital infl ows from abroad. However, this growth was 

coupled with a low level of domestic savings. In a consequence, 

the vulnerability of the Western Balkans to the external shocks 

increased. The global economic crisis had a negative impact 

on the region through four main factors: sharp decline in FDI, 

decrease of foreign bank lending, global-scale exports col-

lapse and reduction in remittances.5 According to the IMF pro-

jections, Serbia, Montenegro and, to a smaller extent, Albania 

will experience a slow-down of growth (around 2%) in next fi ve 

years. In this period, Albania and Serbia will also have to cope 

with a substantial increase of already relatively high public 

debt. Macedonia has the most stable economic indicators in 

the region (low current account defi cit, low infl ation and low 

general government gross debt) and, besides Kosovo, the most 

promising perspectives of the economic growth. The Achilles 

heel of the Western Balkan economies, excluding Macedonia, 

is also a very high current account defi cit (up to 20% of GDP). 

The region’s economic problems are to a large extent of struc-

tural nature. Since the fall of communism, the region has been 
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coping with the highest level of registered unemployment in 

Europe and with corruption.6 Conditions for doing business 

in the Balkan region are unfavourable. Productivity rates are 

one of the lowest in Europe. Innovativeness is also lagging be-

hind the EU average. An ineffi cient agriculture sector employs 

a lot of people. Education system in the region is in a very bad 

shape. However, these fi gures should be treated with caution. 

The Western Balkan states perform better in certain domains 

than Bulgaria and Romania. For instance, labour productiv-

ity rate per employee is substantially higher in Macedonia 

than in Bulgaria or Romania. According to the EU Innovation 

Scoreboard 2013 (assessing the level of innovativeness of the 

European economies), Serbia performs better than Bulgaria, 

Croatia, Greece, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Macedonia, Malta, 

Poland, Romania, Slovakia and Turkey.7 

Burden of hyper-ethnicity 

The scale of ethnic and political differences in the region needs 

to be noted. Despite ethnic cleansing and migration, several 

Western Balkan countries (Bosnia, Macedonia, Montenegro) 

remain the most ethnically diverse in Europe and other (Serbia, 

Albania, Kosovo) are home to large minorities. Montenegro is 

a genuine civic state in the region, but at the same time the 

smallest state in the Western Balkans and therefore its positive 

impact on the region is very limited. Due to internal deep ethnic 

cleavages, Bosnia (which since 1995 remains under an inter-

national protectorate) is the biggest challenge in the Western 

Balkans. It is a dysfunctional state, a very loose and complex 

federation composed of Republika Srpska and the Federation of 

Bosnia and Herzegovina consisting of ten cantons. Republika 

Srpska undermines state level institutions, openly advocating 

for its secession. The Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina is 

a bureaucratic Leviathan (10 cantonal governments) ruled by 

political elite – Croat and Bosniak parties. The country is not 

able to ensure equality of all citizens before the law. Several in-

ternational agreements concerning human rights, though rati-

fi ed, remain a dead letter there. The most indicative example 

of Bosnia’s conundrum is the fact that after the parliamentary 
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elections in 2010 it took fourteen months to form a government 

and that this government failed after six months in offi ce. 

Several serious unresolved bilateral problems are still hamper-

ing the development of bilateral and multilateral cooperation 

in the region. The most diffi cult issue is Serbia’s relations with 

its neighbours. Belgrade does not recognize Kosovo’s indepen-

dence. Despite successful negotiations on technical issues with 

Prishtina, Serbia continues an international campaign against 

the recognition of Kosovo’s independence. The status of Koso-

vo’s Serbs constitutes another challenge. In April 2013, Kosovo 

and Serbia reached an agreement on this issue, however its 

implementation can meet serious problems. 

Serbia is very supportive of the Republika Srpska in Bosnia. This 

undermines Serbia’s offi cial support for Bosnia’s integrity and 

sovereignty.8 A border demarcation between Serbia and Bosnia 

remains unresolved.9 Legal status of Orthodox religious insti-

tutions in Macedonia and Montenegro is also an issue for the 

relations of those states with Serbia.10 A great majority of Serbs 

and many Serbian politicians think that a recognition of the 

Montenegrin language as the offi cial language in Montenegro 

undermines the position of Serbian language in this country.11 

Ethnic and religious reconciliation is still a pending issue in the 

Western Balkans. According to the opinion polls all Western 

Balkan nations admit that during the wars their co-nationals 

committed certain crimes but they underestimate their own 

responsibility and they overestimate crimes of their former 

enemies. Certain politicians, play an ethnic card and deny 

responsibility for war crimes committed by their own nation. 

Far-right and Islamic radicals have never succeeded in carry-

ing out large-scale terrorist attacks in the region. They were, 

however, responsible for murders, assaults and riots. Northern 

Kosovo remains the most important fl ashing point in the region. 

Prishtina, the KFOR and the EUFOR lack full control over this 

part of the country, inhabited predominantly by Serbs who get 

support from Belgrade. In effect, in recent years Northern Ko-

sovo has become, on many occasions, an arena of armed inci-
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dents and unrest between Serbs and Albanians or international 

forces. On the other hand, Kosovo’s Serbs in some parts of Ko-

sovo, are exposed to discrimination and encounter problems 

with free movement, and sometimes are victims of Albanian 

assaults. In Spring 2012, an ethnically motivated violence be-

tween ethnic Macedonians and Albanians erupted in Macedo-

nia. Several people were killed and many wounded. 

Ethnically and culturally the Western Balkans are a unique part 

of Europe. Muslims constitute of around 40% of the region’s 

population. They are a majority in three countries (Albania, Bos-

nia, Kosovo) and they represent large minorities in Montenegro 

and Macedonia (20–35%). Because of a higher natural growth 

rate, Muslims share in the region’s population will increase 

substantially in the future. Most probably, it will have a seri-

ous impact on inter-ethnic relations and increase a pressure on 

reshuffl es of political systems. The Albanians will become the 

most populous Western Balkan nation (surpassing the Serbs) 

in the coming decades. It seems that due to higher fertility and 

migrations, Bosniak share in Bosnia’s population will rise con-

siderably while Serbs’ and Croats’ population in Bosnia will fall. 

Macedonia is defi nitely heading towards bi-national state of the 

Albanians and the Macedonians. 

The integration of the Gypsy communities will constitute another 

social and political challenge for the region. The fertility rate in 

the Western Balkans is the highest among the Gypsy communi-

ties, which constitute large minorities in Serbia, Macedonia, Ko-

sovo and Albania. Part of them identify themselves as Roma, but 

the majority declares other ethnic affi liations. Their share in the 

entire population of the region will increase in the coming de-

cades. And this will have implications for social cohesion and, to a 

smaller degree, for political landscape. The Gypsy people are defi  

nitely poorer and less educated that the rest of the society. The 

economic and social gap between highly internally diverse Gypsy 

communities and other Western Balkan societies is substantially 

more profound that the discrepancy existing between Muslim 

diasporas and “native” societies in Western Europe. Moreover, 

integration of the Gyosy people poses a larger challenge for the 
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Western Balkan states due to their weaker economic and institu-

tional capacities and serious social and economic problems oc-

curring in the Roma communities. The immigration of Western 

Balkan Gypsies to the EU can be another source of friction be-

tween the EU member states and the Western Balkan countries.

Diff erent geopoliti cal sympathies 

Western Balkans, besides Eastern Europe, remain the most 

pluralistic part of Europe from the geopolitical point of view 

due to Russia’s and Turkey’s influence, increasing Chinese 

involvement and large regional differences concerning at-

titudes to the USA. The Albanians – though the majority of 

them identifies with the Islam and more conservative world-

view in comparison to the Western mainstream system of 

values – are definitely the most pro-American nation in Eu-

rope and enthusiastic supporters of the EU accession. Bos-

niaks support the EU and treat the USA as their main protec-

tor, but simultaneously they have a great sympathy towards 

the Muslim world and a relatively critical approach towards 

the West. The Serbs locate themselves on completely oppo-

site side. The Serbian political elite and the Serbian society 

– in Serbia and Republika Srpska in Bosnia – in great majority 

are against the accession to NATO. In this respect, Serbia 

is a unique case among the post-communist states in Cen-

tral Europe. According to the opinion polls, the Serbs are the 

most pro-Russian society in Europe, besides the post-Soviet 

space.12 Serbian political elite, to a certain degree, follows 

the social mood (i.e. pro-Russian feelings). For instance, the 

president of Serbia Tomislav Nikolić, has declared recently 

that the only country he loves more than Russia, is Serbia.13 

A level of sympathy towards China is also of a high level in 

Serbia. Serbs distinguish themselves also as definitely the 

most euro-sceptic nation in the region. In Serbia, the sup-

port for the accession to the EU has fallen down recently to 

around 40-45% and opposition towards it currently exceeds 

35%. This stance is strongly correlated with Serbia’s least 

positive approach towards Germany in the region. Serbian 

support for the accession can decrease further.14
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Serbia has the largest economy (GDP and GDP per capita), pop-

ulation and military potential in the region. The Serbs are the 

largest nation inhabiting neighbouring states (in Bosnia around 

30% of population, in Montenegro almost 30% of population, in 

Kosovo around 7% of population). In effect Serbia is the main 

regional stakeholder (trade partner and investor in abovemen-

tioned states). At the same time, it has the largest number of 

bilateral problems with other Western Balkan states.15 This 

situation poses a certain challenge to the Euro-Atlantic per-

spective of the region due to Serbia’s most ambivalent attitude 

towards the West.

The Balkan Connecti on

The region continues to cope with threats related to the soft se-

curity. The most important threats to the Western Balkans are 

organized crime and religious and nationalist extremists prone 

to violence. Organised crime is based on close cooperation be-

tween regional mafi a structures — contrary to ethnic divides. 

The Western Balkans do not generally constitute a very favour-

able environment for crime and political radicalism. The region 

is relatively well-developed in this respect in comparison with 

many other parts of the world. For instance, only a small minority 

of South East Europeans face life-threatening poverty. The level 

of education in the region is generally high. The Western Balkan 

societies are more egalitarian than many EU countries. Demo-

graphic pressure does not have a decisive leverage on levels of 

crime and political extremism in the region. In fact, the natural 

growth rates in the Western Balkans are diminishing. To sum 

up, the soft security challenges are not of an endemic nature, 

but rather artefacts of the post-communist transition process 

and ethnic confl icts that arose after the collapse of Yugoslavia. 

However, there are economic, social and political factors exist-

ing in the region, that are fostering organized crime and radical-

ism. The fi rst factor is the inequality in a continental dimension 

(the EU’s prosperity vs. Western Balkan poverty). The second 

factor are the geographical characteristics of the region. The 

shortest heroin route from Afghanistan to Europe traverses the 

Balkans and fuels the great majority of Europe’s heroin market. 
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Simultaneously, large diasporas of the people from the West-

ern Balkans live in the EU. Specifi c social structures existing in 

the region are sometimes exploited by the regional mafi as. In 

some rural parts of the Western Balkans, especially among the 

Albanians, a typical social feature is a strong and closed family 

network (extended families) based on the elements of custom-

ary law (a principle of family loyalty, honour killings). Ethnic Al-

banian heroin traffi cking is arguably the single most prominent 

Western Balkan criminal problem in Europe. However, it should 

not be overestimated. The Albanian mafi a is decisively weaker 

to the Italian, Russian or Turkish/Kurdish one. Both the number 

of Albanian criminals arrested and the amount of heroin con-

fi scated have declined substantially in the last few years due to 

the decrease of their prominence. 

The crucial factor, which contributed to the development of or-

ganized crime is the weak structure of the state as the legacy of 

communism and war. High levels of corruption emerged as the key 

symptom of state structure weakness. Kosovo is the most serious 

challenge in the Western Balkans in terms of the fi ght against or-

ganized crime. Kosovo’s belated stabilisation, due to the political 

reasons, took place later than in other Western Balkan countries.16 

Bosnia holds the second position in the region (after Kosovo) with 

regard to the challenge posed by organized crime.

Lights in the tunnel 

The integration with the Western Balkans is perceived in the 

EU mostly as an obligation, as a sort of a burden and not as 

a potential asset. Meanwhile, the previous waves of enlarge-

ment had a positive narrative and geostrategic vision. For in-

stance, the “big bang” enlargement (2004-2007) was presented 

as a historic reunifi cation of Europe after the Cold War. It was 

also seen as a substantial increase of the EU’s leverage on the 

global scene due to the accession of 12 new states with dynamic 

economies and more than 100 million inhabitants. 

The Western Balkans can also be perceived as a signifi cant 

asset for the EU. Unfortunately, awareness of this fact is very 
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limited in Europe. The assets of the Western Balkans are the 

following: 

•  the most secular and pro-Western Muslim communities in 

the Islamic World

•  multi-religious nations composed of Muslims and Chris-

tians 

•  two relatively effi cient multiethnic states 

•  high level of the Gypsies’ integration in some Western Bal-

kan states

• know-how of political and economic transition 

The future of the EU’s leverage on the global stage will de-

pend to a large degree on its ability to facilitate democratisa-

tion and modernisation of the Arab world and integrate Muslim 

diasporas living in Europe. The fact that the Western Balkans 

are a homeland of large native Muslim communities – a unique 

phenomenon in Europe – has an extremely high relevance in 

this context. The accession of the Western Balkans to the EU 

would bring a strong symbolic geopolitical message. 

The Arabs and the Europeans (partly due to the Arab spring) 

are in the strong need of positive examples of the Muslim-

Christian coexistence. There is no better place to find evi-

dence of these phenomena than the Western Balkans. Cur-

rently, three nations, which are multi-religious, are located in 

the Balkans: the Albanians, the Montenegrins and the Gypsy 

people. The existence of three multi-religious nations in one 

region is a unique situation in the world. Indeed, the Balkan 

Muslims are the best proof that being a Muslim does not nec-

essarily imply anti-Western feelings. It can mean an ability 

to coexist with people of other religions, to coexist with the 

Christians and to identify with the Western system of values 

(democracy). The Muslims from the Western Balkans seem 

to be naturally predestined to play a role of ambassadors of 
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Europe in the Muslim world, particularly the Albanians and 

the Slavic Muslims from Montenegro. Albania, due to its in-

ternal religious diversity, can become a source of inspiration 

for Lebanon, Syria or Egypt. The crucial precondition for the 

success of modernisation and democratisation of the Mus-

lim world lies in its ability to accommodate people of differ-

ent outlooks and mindsets. Indeed, people of Muslim cultural 

background living in the Balkans, thanks to the secular po-

litical model, are characterized by a huge diversity as far as 

their worldview, system of values or level of religious practice 

are concerned. In consequence, they could attract the interest 

of other Muslim communities. In attempt to find appropriate 

models of integration for their Muslim immigrants, EU coun-

tries should pay much more attention to the legacy of Islam 

in the Western Balkans. It is very indicative that the Muslims 

from the Balkans who settled down in Western Europe con-

stitute the best integrated Muslim communities in the EU. In 

this regard, particularly Montenegrin experience can be use-

ful for the EU. The Slavic Muslims identify very strongly with 

the statehood of Montenegro founded on the civic definition of 

political nation and many of them gradually accept Montene-

grin ethnic identity.

Currently, in the Balkans we can fi nd two relatively effi cient 

(on the political and administrative level) and very multi-ethnic 

states: Montenegro and to a lesser degree Macedonia. In case 

of the latter, the main serious shortcoming is the already de-

scribed lack of suffi cient ethnic cohesion on the social level. Both 

states have been built on different political models. Macedonia 

is a consensual democracy where ethnic communities enjoy 

extensive wide competences. On the other hand, Montenegrin 

political elite created a strong civic state identity. From the point 

of view of the effi cient interethnic cooperation, on the political 

level, Macedonia and Montenegro can play a role as a source of 

inspiration, not only for many non-European multiethnic coun-

tries but also for some of the mature European democracies. 

For the majority of Central European members of the EU, the 

integration of large Gypsy communities living in miserable con-
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ditions on the margins of society is a very serious challenge. 

The expulsion of Gypsy immigrants to France and Italy in 2011 

confi  rmed that also Western European states cannot success-

fully deal with this problem. In this aspect, again the Western 

Balkans can be treated as a potential point of reference for the 

EU states. In fact, the huge Gypsy communities living in the 

Western Balkans are the best integrated Gypsy people in Eu-

rope, particularly in Serbia and Macedonia. 

After the Arab Spring, the EU re-launched its Neighbourhood 

Policy putting emphasis on political conditionality and on the 

assumption that the EU should support democratisation and 

modernisation of its neighbours. A transfer of the European 

know-how related to political and economic transition of Cen-

tral Europe in the 1990s, to the European Neighbourhood has 

been one of the important instruments of the EU soft power. 

In this context, it would be useful to add the experience of the 

Western Balkans’ transition into a “manual of transition” pre-

pared by the EU for the ENP countries. Certainly, the Western 

Balkans’ transition is an ongoing process which still cannot 

be called a success story. Nevertheless, its main advantage 

stems from its recent and unfinished character that provides 

an opportunity to draw lessons simultaneously from failures 

and successes. Moreover, NGOs from the Western Balkans 

have already established networks of cooperation with Arab 

and East European partners seeking inspirations for transi-

tion of their countries.

II.  An Audit of Power: The EU’s 
leverage in the Western Balkans
Why do the Western Balkans matt er?

The Western Balkans, due to geographic proximity and strong 

economic and social links with the EU, remain the EU’s back-

yard with the largest potential for immediate negative spill-

over to the EU. The Western Balkans are the most vulnerable 
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part of Europe after the Eastern Neighbourhood countries. 

With regard to soft security, the Western Balkans are the main 

transit route for heroin smuggling to the EU. Relatively strong 

mafias from the region are active in the EU. The recent global 

financial crisis and the present difficulties in the eurozone 

have highlighted the interdependence of national economies 

both within and beyond the EU. In effect, economic problems 

of the Western Balkans could cause the domino effect and 

contagion and could have negative spillovers into some EU 

countries (Slovenia, Croatia17, Greece, Bulgaria, Hungary and 

then Austria, Romania) and by default having destabilizing 

impact on the entire Union.

The European Union has taken the responsibility for 

democratisation, modernisation and stability of the Western 

Balkans through the enlargement process and the Common 

Security and Defence Policy. From the point of view of the 

EU’s strategic vision, an accession of the Western Balkans 

should be recognized as a fulfilment of the EU’s long term 

goal – unification of Europe. The CSDP has been launched 

in the region and the Western Balkans maintain a status 

of the largest deployment area within the EU missions. In 

April 2013 almost 50% of the staff active in the EU’s mis-

sions were engaged in the Balkans. The EULEX mission in 

Kosovo is the largest and the most important EU mission 

with a unique and unprecedented mandate (responsibility 

for an actual state-building). The EU’s role in the region will 

increase in the coming years because, most probably, NATO 

will transfer the authority over its mission in Kosovo to the 

EU. Bosnia is an exceptional example of an international 

protectorate. The EU institutions and its member states-

constitute the majority in the Steering Board of the Peace 

Implementation Council, an international body tasked with 

supervising political situation in the country. Next, the West-

ern Balkans are an area of the most intensive military coop-

eration between the EU, NATO and the US. In that respect, 

the Western Balkans can be called the testing ground for 

CSDP, because its development seems highly improbable 

without assistance from NATO and the US. Despite certain 
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problems and tensions between Brussels and Ankara, the 

region represents also a unique case of Turkey’s regular and 

extensive engagement in the EU missions. Indeed, Turkey 

is the largest non-EU contributor to the EU missions. Close 

cooperation in the Western Balkans could become the para-

digm for the cooperation between Turkey and the EU, within 

the CFSP especially with respect to the CSDP. However, the 

future of the cooperation between Turkey and the EU, both in 

general and in the Western Balkan region, seems to depend, 

to a large extent, on Turkey’s EU accession process and the 

unresolved Cyprus problem.

To sum up, the global dimension of the EU’s engagement in 

the Western Balkans can be defined as a test case for the EU’s 

aspirations to exercise wider international influence. If the 

problems of the Western Balkans remain unsolved, the rele-

vance of the EU as international actor can be severely under-

mined Setbacks in the Western Balkans’ Stabilisation would 

also have negative repercussions for the EU’s aspirations to 

play a role of the main provider of security in Europe. 

The stalemate of transition in the Western Balkans can also 

hit the most efficient instrument of the EU foreign policy – the 

enlargement process. It is worth reminding that the main-

tenance of the EU’s credibility on the international arena is 

very much needed in the current difficult times, when the EU 

finds itself in the serious crisis. As the European Commission 

rightly stated, “The dramatic events in the Southern Medi-

terranean and the Middle East, as well as the fragility of the 

ensuing situations, underline the importance of a pole of sta-

bility and democracy in South-East Europe, solidly anchored 

in the EU’s enlargement process.”18 

The importance of the Western Balkans for the EU derives also 

from the uniqueness of the region as a home of the largest na-

tive Muslim communities in Europe. Their fate brings a rela-

tively strong attention of the Muslim world. At the same time, 

the EU’s relations with the Muslim countries – particularly with 

Turkey and the Arab neighbours – represent one of the key top-
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ics of the EU foreign policy. The Western Balkans have become 

for the EU an important fi eld of interactions with Turkey, Russia 

and to a lesser degree China. 

The Western Balkans are important for the EU also because of 

the process of building the Southern Gas Corridor. The South 

Stream gas pipeline project, promoted assertively by Russia 

and supported by several European states, will go through Ser-

bia. The Trans Adriatic Pipeline (the TAP) consortium, one of the 

rival projects to the South Stream, assumes that the pipeline 

will be built from Greece, across Albania and the Adriatic Sea 

to Italy. The project also envisages the construction of storage 

facilities in Albania. The TAP is supposed to be unifi ed with the 

Ionian-Adriatic Pipeline, designed to run from Albania, through 

Montenegro, along the coast to Croatia.

Integrati on with the pluralisti c EU

The Western Balkans are a region where the EU has the stron-

gest leverage in the world in all dimensions: economic, politi-

cal, security and social. By default, the Western Balkans have 

already become very strongly integrated with the EU. The EU 

is defi nitely the most important source of FDI, remittances and 

ODA in the Western Balkans. It is also the main trade partner 

and top destination for the students from the region.19 A huge 

diaspora from the region lives in the EU and sends large amount 

of remittances to the region.20 

Immigrants from the Western Balkans live mostly in Italy, 

Greece, Germany, Sweden and Slovenia. Two countries (Ko-

sovo, Montenegro) use euro as their national currencies and 

Bosnia has the national currency fixed to the euro. Bosnia 

and Herzegovina’s currency operates under a board regime, 

effectively delegating monetary policy to the European Cen-

tral Bank. The Macedonian denar is also, in fact, fixed to 

the euro. However, the region’s practical integration with 

the EU has also negative ramifications because the West-

ern Balkans are very strongly exposed to possible negative 

spillover from the EU. This vulnerability derives from the 
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particularly strong economic ties with EU member 

states, which were hit by the crisis (Greece, and 

to a smaller degree Italy, Slovenia, Hungary, Ro-

mania, Croatia and Bulgaria).21 The EU’s relations 

with the region will substantially increase together 

with Croatia’s accession. Croats constitute one of 

constitutional nations in Bosnia (around 12–15% of 

the population) as well as locally relevant minori-

ties in Serbia (Vojvodina) and Montenegro. Croatia 

is a very important investor and trade partner for 

the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina and to 

a smaller degree for Republika Srpska, Serbia and 

Montenegro.22 Croatia is also home to large com-

munities of Croats originating from Bosnia and 

Serbia, as well as Serbs, Bosnians and other West-

ern Balkan nations. 

Within the Big Six, namely the six largest countries 

of the EU (Germany, France, the UK, Italy, Spain, Po-

land) only Germany and Italy perceive the region as 

an important in their foreign policy agenda and play 

a role of stakeholder in the region. Germany’s cru-

cial importance was confirmed by its decisive role 

in the impressive progress of Kosovo-Serbia talks 

on technical issues. Germany is the most important 

trade partner for the region, having relatively large 

share in trade balances of all Western Balkan states 

(from 5% in Albania to 17% in Macedonia). After EU 

institutions and the US, Germany allocates the larg-

est amount of development aid in the region.23 Ger-

many also plays a role of the most significant host 

country for labour immigrants from the Western 

Balkans, sending huge amounts of remittances to 

the region. Germany is also the main contributor to 

the EULEX and the KFOR missions in Kosovo.24 Italy 

is the second most important trade partner for the 

Western Balkans and even more significant investor 

than Germany.25 Italy possesses a particularly strong 

leverage in Albania.26 
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EU’s engagement in the Western Balkans is very multipo-

lar. No EU member state has dominating economic lever-

age in the region as Germany had in Central Europe. For 

instance, Germany’s share in Serbia’s trade balance – the 

largest economy in the region – slightly exceeds 10%. With 

regard to the investment, Germany’s position is behind sev-

eral EU member states or at least at the similar level.27 

There are many middle and small EU states (Austria, Slove-

nia, Hungary, Greece, Croatia – future member) with a con-

siderable economic leverage in the region and contributing 

significantly to its stability.28 Currently, almost all of them 

– especially Greece – cope with serious economic problems. 

Austria has the largest investments in the Western Balkans, 

occupying a strong position in all Western Balkan coun-

tries’ FDI stocks.29 Austria contributes substantially to the 

regional stability, by providing the EUFOR mission in Bosnia 

with the second largest contingent, and one of the largest in 

case of the KFOR.30 Austria is also one of the most popular 

destinations for the Western Balkan students.31 Although, 

Slovenia and Greece are behind Austria in the FDI stocks of 

the region, they significantly surpass Austrian share in the 

region’s trade turnover.32

The enlargement sti ll alive, but…. 

Until 2007, the enlargement used to be the most effective in-

strument of the EU foreign policy in its neighbourhood. Now-

adays, a greater Western Balkans’ integration with the UE is 

facing substantial challenges due to the enlargement fatigue 

of the EU member states and the lack of suffi cient progress 

or even setback in reforms in the region. These two trends are 

mutually interdependent. In fact, the enlargement process has 

slowed down in the recent years. On the other hand, the vision 

of the EU loss of relevance and credibility is a huge exaggera-

tion. In recent years, the EU has achieved several successes in 

the Western Balkan states. 

The enlargement fatigue emerged in the EU after the accession 

of 12 new countries and after the launch of Turkey‘s accession 
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negotiations. The main disappointment was Romania’s and 

Bulgaria’s failure to substantially decrease widespread cor-

ruption. Obviously, the economic crisis additionally strength-

ens the enlargement fatigue. Many Europeans believe that the 

pace of enlargement was too fast and they rightly point to the 

fact that the accession of Bulgaria and Romania took place even 

though they had not fulfi lled the required criteria. Unfortunate-

ly, European citizens of “the old 15” are rather uniformed about 

the benefi ts brought by the last wave of enlargement. One of 

the misunderstandings with regards to the Western Balkans is 

a tendency to assume that the Western Balkan candidates are 

supposed to become EU members tomorrow, and not within 

a couple, or even a dozen of years. Situation in the Western 

Balkan countries is often portrayed in the EU media in gloomy 

Mini Progress Report 

Between 2009 and 2010, the EU granted a visa-free travel to Albania, Bosnia, 

Macedonia, Montenegro and Serbia. These countries managed to fulfi l all of 

the EU’s requirements. In December 2010, the EU approved the candidate 

status to Montenegro. The arrests and transfers of the main war criminals 

to the International Criminal Tribunal from the former Yugoslavia (ICTY) in 

2011, removed a major stumbling block from the European path of Serbia. 

The dialogue between Belgrade and Prishtina on practical issues, which had 

been established in 2010, substantially accelerated in 2011 and resulted in 

tangible results in 2012 and 2013. In consequence, in January 2012, Koso-

vo launched a dialogue on visa-free regime with the EU and in March 2012 

Serbia received the EU candidate status. In February 2012, Bosnia adopted 

the State Aid Law, the Census Law and the Law concerning military pro-

perty, responding partly to the EU’s requirements. In March 2012, the EU, 

recognizing the progress of reforms in Montenegro, started the accession 

negotiations with Podgorica. In Autumn 2012, in view of Albania’s substan-

tial progress towards fulfi lling the political criteria for membership35, the 

European Commission recommended that the Council should grant Albania 

the status of the candidate country, “subject to completion of key measu-

res in the areas of judicial and public administration reform and revision of 

the parliamentary rules of procedure”. At the same time, the Commission 

has adopted a Communication on a Feasibility Study for a Stabilisation and 

Association Agreement with Kosovo. The EU assessed that the SAA can be 

concluded between the EU and Kosovo despite the lack of recognition of its 

independence by fi ve EU member states. The negotiations on the SAA will 

be launched once Kosovo makes progress in meeting a number of short 

term priorities. In April 2013 the European Commission recommended 

a commencement of accession negotiations with Serbia and talks on the 

Association Agreement with Kosovo.
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colours. Negative developments are sometimes exaggerated 

while the positive ones are neglected. 

The EU perceives the enlargement mostly as a tool to fi ght 

against this pathology. For instance, the accession negotia-

tions with Montenegro will focus particularly on the chapters 

on judiciary and fundamental rights and justice, freedom and 

security, which will remain open until Montenegro’s accession 

to the EU. 

In difference to Turkey’s accession, a general consensus in the 

EU regarding the membership of the Western Balkans exists. 

However, the devil is in the detail. There is no agreement within 

the framework of the EU on one fundamental question: what 

are the most appropriate tools to achieve the Europeanization 

of the Western Balkans. It seems that the substantial part of 

the EU political elite prefers to prolong the process, arguing 

that the region needs considerably more time to fulfi l all nec-

essary criteria and implement reforms. Many European politi-

cians assume that the region’s instability can be kept under the 

control because its potential of destabilisation has substantially 

decreased. On the other hand, Western Balkans’ problems are 

challenging enough to discourage the EU from undertaking 

more decisive actions.

However, EU’s approach sometimes creates an impression 

that it plays for time and avoids to cope with problems. The 

failure of this approach is particularly evident in Bosnia. In 

the region, this approach is perceived as hiding the intention 

to keep the Western Balkans countries in the EU’s waiting 

room for ages. Certainly, the genuine implementation of the 

necessary reforms in order to avoid Bulgaria’s or Romania’s 

scenario is very important. However, the artificial prolon-

gation of enlargement can weaken the social and political 

support for the membership in some of the Western Balkan 

countries. It can also partly undermine partly the credibility of 

the European perspective. These tendencies have already had 

a negative impact on the determination for internal reforms 

in some of the countries aspiring to the EU, for instance in 
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Macedonia. In the end, the state of perpetuated internal stag-

nation may provoke instability (social unrest, political turmoil 

or even armed incidents in some countries), because the per-

spective of accession is the indirect major stability anchor for 

the Western Balkan states. Indeed, more and more virtual 

character of the enlargement process, in case of some coun-

tries (Bosnia, Kosovo), brought an impression that, in fact, 

their situation does not differ significantly from the Eastern 

Partnership countries. The possible deterioration of inter-

nal situation in some of the Western Balkan countries that 

are lagging behind the peloton (e.g. Bosnia), may also have 

a negative impact on the more advanced countries aspiring 

to the EU. The links between the EU on the one hand, and 

Western Balkans on the other, are so strong that decoupling 

the EU from their problems (through the establishment of 

“sanitary cordon” supposed to bring a small stability) would 

create a superficial and artificial stability. The postponement 

of a pro-active and problem-solution approach can lead to an 

accumulation of problems. 

The EU treats the enlargement process as an integral ele-

ment of its stability mission. Stabilisation is perceived as 

a basic prerequisite to democratisation, however the latter 

seems to be hijacked by the security concerns. What is more, 

an ethnic principle dominates in the state institutions in al-

most all Western Balkan countries. This principle prioritizes 

collective national rights and identities over individual civic 

rights. It hampers the development of liberal democracy in 

the region. 

Hitti  ng the wall 

Despite certain undeniable successes in the region, the EU has 

not managed to solve three fundamental problems: Macedo-

nia’s name dispute, the Kosovo status and its European per-

spective and the reform of political system in Bosnia. The EU’s 

engagement has a key importance for fi nding solutions to these 

problems, but at the same time the EU and its members are, to 

a certain degree, part of the problem. 
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For example, the EU officially declares that Kosovo is on its 

way towards European Union. However, Kosovo’s European 

perspective (particularly its accession to the EU) is under 

a great question mark, because its independence has not 

been recognized by five EU member states (Cyprus, Greece, 

Spain, Romania, Slovakia). In theory, the general frame-

work of requirements is the same for all candidates. How-

ever, “while, the Western Balkan countries were generally re-

quired to adopt and/or implement legislative acts of a variety 

of kinds depending on the current state of affairs in each of 

them, Kosovo is confronted with a list of much more concrete 

and specific criteria. In this vein, listing a number of ‘new’ 

benchmarks for Kosovo means the application of a new set 

of evaluation standards. This, as a result, makes the process 

more difficult, open-ended, and discretionary.”36 Moreover, in 

difference to other Western Balkan states, the Kosovo road-

map for visa liberalization with the EU envisages “full involve-

ment of the Council and member states in developing and, 

if necessary, amending this roadmap.”37 The possibility of 

amendments introduces uncertainty into the process. 

Although, in 2009 the European Commission assessed that 

Macedonia sufficiently met the political criteria and recom-

mended the opening of negotiations, Macedonia has not started 

the accession negotiations yet. The main obstacle is a dispute 

with Greece on the name of a country, the language and finally 

the “copyright” to the heritage of the ancient Macedonia. Ath-

ens are subsequently blocking the entire accession process of 

Macedonia. Although in 1995, Greece agreed not to block the 

membership of Macedonia in international organizations, in-

cluding the EU. Macedonia’s right to launch negotiations with 

the EU was indirectly confirmed by the International Court of 

Justice in December 2011 – the case of objections to Macedo-

nia’s accession to NATO.38 Since 1995, negotiations over the 

name issue under the UN auspices has been taking place, 

unfortunately without positive outcome. However, Macedonia 

has been recognized under its constitutional name „Republic 

of Macedonia” by more than 130 states, including the US, the 

UK, Brazil, Russia, China and India. Still, more than 15 states 
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still use the name of “Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedo-

nia”. Within the EU, 9 states (including inter alia Germany, 

France and Spain) belong to the above-mentioned group. In 

effect, neither the EU  nor any of the EU member states, has 

not engaged in the mediation between Skopje and Athens. It 

seems that a very serious recession in Greece makes the EU 

even more reluctant to make pressure on Athens because of 

so-called Golden Dawn factor, namely the fear of nationalistic 

backlash under the Acropolis. 

To make matters worse, in Autumn 2012 Bulgaria joined 

Greece in vetoing the opening of EU accession talks with 

Macedonia. The great majority of Bulgarian politicians as 

well as regular citizens insist that Macedonians are actually 

Bulgarians and that their language is a Bulgarian dialect. 

Bulgaria urged Skopje to stop what it called an “anti-Bul-

garian campaign”, citing an “ever more nationalistic rheto-

ric, discriminatory attitude towards the citizens who define 

themselves as Bulgarian and obstacles to Bulgarian busi-

nessmen.”39 In fact both countries, violate rights of Mace-

donian and Bulgarian national minorities respectively, by 

denying their existence and creating serious obstacles for 

cultivation of their cultures. 

Bosnia is the only Western Balkan country (except from Ko-

sovo which has been independent for only four years and it 

is not recognized by five EU member states), which has not 

submitted an application for the candidate status yet. Bos-

nia’s application for the candidate status is conditioned by 

Brussels by reforms aiming at the establishment of a func-

tional state. Currently, one of the main obstacles on Bosnia’s 

path towards the EU is the delay in harmonizing the Bosnian 

constitution with the European Court of Human Rights rul-

ing on ethnic discrimination against the principle of equality 

before the law. 

Since the end of the war, the progress in building a functional 

state in Bosnia has been pushed forward by an external pres-

sure (mainly by the EU and the US). Unfortunately in recent 



31

years, the EU engagement in Bosnia has been more an ad hoc 

political interventionism and inconsistent conditionality. There 

has been a lack of long-term strategy. 

Although, the internal situation in Bosnia is the most chal-

lenging in the region and is deteriorating, in 2012 the EU 

ended its police mission and radically decreased its military 

mission in this country. The Peace Implementation Council 

Steering Board is increasingly divided between those mem-

bers who believe the EU’s enlargement toolbox will be suf-

ficient (Germany, France, Italy, Russia and the EU institutions 

themselves), and those who are increasingly sceptical and 

frustrated by this approach (the US, the UK, Turkey, Japan, 

Canada). The latter group’s commitment is, to a certain de-

gree, diluted by its reluctance to engage decisively in Bosnia, 

due to preoccupation with many other more serious problems 

occurring in other parts of the world. 

The EU’s involvement in Bosnia’s conundrum can increase 

after Croatia’s accession to the EU, but not necessarily. Al-

though relations between Croatia and Bosnia are consid-

erably better than between Bosnia and Serbia, important 

unresolved problems such as demarcation of borderlines 

or transit through the Bosnian city of Neum, could severely 

undermine the Croatian-Bosnian cooperation. On the other 

hand, the recent agreement between Zagreb and Sarajevo 

(February 2013) on Bosnia’s access to Ploče seaport and 

border management gives a hope that the bilateral prob-

lems can be solved. 

Croatia’s accession can open a new front of tensions between 

Zagreb and Belgrade. Croatia and Serbia face the court lawsuits 

before the International Court of Justice concerning the Appli-

cation of the Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of 

the Crime of Genocide. Croatia fi led the suit against Serbia in 

1999 and Serbia did the same against Croatia in 2010. There 

are also border disputes with regard to islands on the Danube 

river. Last but not least, status of minorities and refugees also 

causes friction in the Croatian-Serbian relations. 
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III.  We are not alone:
The third players in the region

The EU often presents the region as its domestic affair. How-

ever the region became an arena of intensive interaction with 

several third players: Turkey, Russia, China and the US. Their 

engagement takes a wide variety of different forms to which 

the EU must adapt its policy. From the perspective of the EU 

interests in the region, the most challenging is Russia’s en-

gagement. On the other hand, the largest overlapping occurs 

between the EU’s Turkish and American agendas. 

Turkey: soft  security and the Ott oman legacy 

Turkey constitutes a unique case among the third players be-

cause, as a partly Balkan state and former regional power, it 

is to a large degree the “native” stakeholder. In difference to 

Russia and China, Turkey is a very important contributor to the 

security of the region and plays an important role in soft pow-

er dimension (education, development aid, etc). The Western 

Balkans are one of the priorities of the Turkish foreign policy. 

Despite insuffi cient coordination and an increasingly indepen-

dent course of the Turkish foreign policy, in general Turkey acts 

in the region in cooperation with the EU (particularly the UK) 

and the US. Possible permanent crisis in Turkey’s accession to 

the EU would defi nitely have a negative impact on cooperation 

between Brussels and Ankara in the Western Balkans. On the 

other hand, strong bonds and common interests between the 

West and Turkey should prevent a long term “cold war” sce-

nario between Ankara and Brussels in the region. In fact, the 

Western Balkans could become the most likely place where 

a reconciliation process between Turkey and the EU would be 

launched. Turkey does not have suffi cient potential to torpedo 

the EU’s agenda in the Western Balkan region. Its leverage in 

the region is decisively smaller than the EU’s. However Turkey 

may signifi cantly hamper the EU interests in the region, par-

ticularly in case of substantial slowdown of the enlargement 

process in certain Western Balkan countries (Albania, Bosnia, 
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Kosovo, Macedonia) resulting in an increase of euro-scepticism 

among the Balkan Muslims and ethnic Macedonians. Therefore, 

the prospect of EU membership is a vital issue, which links Tur-

key and the Western Balkan countries. 

Turkey’s leverage in the Western Balkans derives mostly from 

the legacy of the Ottoman Empire, namely a heritage of around 

450 years of the Turkish Ottoman rule over almost the entire 

Western Balkans. What is more, Turkey hosts several million 

people who, at least partly, have roots in the Western Balkans. It 

is worth reminding that due to demographic trends the share of 

Muslims in the religious structure of the Western Balkans will 

substantially increase in the coming decades. Inevitably, close 

historic links between Muslim communities from the Western 

Balkans and Turkey contribute to a very strong identifi cation of 

Albanians and Bosnians with Turkey.40 

Turkey is one of the important economic stakeholders in the 

Western Balkans, but its economic ties with the region are 

certainly below their potential. Turkey is an important trading 

partner for Kosovo and Albania.41 It has also held an important 

share in foreign direct investment (FDI) infl ows into several 

Western Balkan states in recent years (Albania, the Federation 

of Bosnia and Herzegovina, Kosovo, Macedonia, Montenegro). 

Turkish investments and projects are often located in the key 

areas in the Western Balkans, such as the construction of air-

ports and strategic highways. Turkey is also an important do-

nor of the ODA in the region, especially in the above-mentioned 

states. The largest recipient of the Turkish ODA is Kosovo. The 

special bond between Turkey and the Muslims of the Western 

Balkans is being reinforced by a relatively large number of 

Muslim students from the Western Balkans in Turkey (around 

2000). Turkey is also a popular touristic destination for West-

ern Balkan people. According to the statistics, in 2012 there 

were more than half a million visits to Turkey from the Western 

Balkans. In difference to Russia and China, Turkey as a mem-

ber of the Southeast European Cooperative Initiative (SECI) and 

the Regional Cooperation Council (RCC) can be called a local 

stakeholder. In the case of Bosnia (Federation), Kosovo and 
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Macedonia, Turkey plays the role of their main protector in the 

international arena (e.g. lobbying for their international recog-

nition or accession to the international organizations). In 2010, 

Turkish lobbying helped Bosnia being granted the status of 

NATO candidate. Turkey is also the main advocate of Macedo-

nia’s bid to NATO. On a number of occasions, Turkey has acted 

as a supporter of Western Balkan countries in their relations 

with the EU. For instance, Turkey took a very critical approach 

to the EU over its tolerance of Greece blocking the Macedonia’s 

accession process. 

Despite the evident special relationship with Balkan Muslims, 

Turkey is also successful in reaching out to the non-Muslim ac-

tors. Turkey’s ability to build good relations with almost all the 

political actors in the region earned it favourable opinions, and 

an image of at least neutral country among most of Christian 

nations of the Western Balkans.42 The remarkable improvement 

in Turkish-Serbian relations took place in 2009. This paved the 

way for Turkey’s contribution to a rapprochement between 

Bosnia and Serbia. Republika Srpska in Bosnia is the only re-

gional actor, which has bad relations with Turkey. Its negative 

approach to Turkey results from Ankara’s assertive support for 

the Bosnian national interests. 

Turkey is also an important contributor to the region’s secu-

rity and stabilisation. Since the early 1990s, the Turkish Armed 

Forces and the police have been present in almost all EU, NATO 

and UN military and civilian missions in the Balkans. And this 

continues today, through such missions as EUFOR/ALTHEA, as 

well as EULEX and KFOR in Kosovo.43 Another aspect of Tur-

key’s contribution to the stability of the region are its efforts in 

training and equipping Western Balkan military and police forc-

es. After the war in Bosnia, all the Croatian and Bosnian sol-

diers of the Army of the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina, 

and a huge part of the offi cers of the Albanian and Macedonian 

forces, were trained in Turkey. In this respect, Turkish armed 

forces have become one of the most signifi cant “caretakers” of 

Kosovo’s security forces. 



35

Turkey’s interest in regional stability also involves fi ght against 

organized crime and religious extremism. Turkey plays a very 

effective role in the fi ght against heroin smuggling through the 

Region, constituting 16% of global heroin interceptions.44 Ac-

cording to the World Drug Report 2010, “Once heroin leaves 

Turkish territory, interception effi ciency drops signifi cantly. In 

the Balkans, relatively little heroin is seized, suggesting that the 

route is exceedingly well organized and riddled with corruption. 

In 2008, the countries and territories that comprised South-

East Europe (a total of eleven countries, including Greece and 

Cyprus) seized 2.8 metric tons (mt) of heroin. This is in sharp 

contrast to what is seized upstream in Turkey (15.5 mt in 2008). 

In other words, for every kg seized in the South-East Europe, 

nearly 6 kg are seized in Turkey.”45 Turkey provides training to 

the police forces of some Western Balkan countries (Albania, 

Bosnia, Kosovo, and Macedonia) and supports an increase of the 

regional cooperation in combat against the organized crime.46 

Turkey restrains an extremist Islamist infl uence of the Middle 

East on Balkan Muslims.47 The Presidency of Religious Affairs 

of the Republic of Turkey (Diyanet İşleri Başkanlığı) acts as a key 

patron for the mainstream Muslim religious structures in the 

Balkans through fi nancial aid and training. In 1995, the Diya-

net established the Eurasian Islamic Council, which gathered 

Muslim communities from the Western Balkans, other parts of 

Europe and the former Soviet Union. 

Russia: pipelines and Slavia Orthodoxa 

The Western Balkans occupy the secondary place of the list of 

Russian foreign policy priorities. Nevertheless, its importance 

should not be underestimated. Its location in Europe, the most 

important area of Russia’s economic and political activity in the 

world and an unfi nished character of its integration with the 

EU and NATO make the Western Balkans an attractive destina-

tion for Russian diplomats and businessman. The importance 

of Western Balkans in the Russian foreign policy agenda also 

derives from its role as a transit route for the South Stream, the 

key gas pipeline between Russia and the EU. The region’s Eu-

ropean perspective makes the Western Balkans even more at-
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tractive to Russia, because Russia’s engagement can be treat-

ed as an investment in the future (new friends in the EU). The 

Western Balkans are treated by Moscow as a proxy playground 

in a wider geopolitical competition with the EU and the US. 

The Kremlin expects to swap part of its assets in the Western 

Balkans for the Western concessions in other regions that are 

more important for Russia, particularly the post-Soviet space. 

Russia has undoubtedly the strongest economic leverage in Re-

publika Srpska, in Bosnia and in Serbia. Moscow’s investment 

in the economies of both countries is located predominantly in 

the energy sector. In 2012 Russia was the second most impor-

tant trade partner of Serbia. Its share in the Serbian total trade 

turnover is 10%. Moscow is also a relatively important source 

of fi nancial support for Serbia (loans on favourable conditions), 

but it does not constitute a serious alternative to the EU in this 

dimension.48 Russia’s share in Serbia’s FDI net infl ows between 

2005 and 2012 accounted for no more than 5%. 

In 2009, Gazprom bought controlling stakes in NIS, Serbia’s oil 

company. According to the agreement with the Serbian govern-

ment, Gazprom also modernised NIS’s businesses by 2012. NIS 

is the main source of revenue for the Serbian budget (around 

25%). Gazprom also fi nanced building of the gas storage in 

Banatski Dvor, the largest storage in the Balkans and the fi rst 

facility of South Stream gas pipeline project. At the end of Octo-

ber 2012, Gazprom and Serbia signed the fi nal investment deci-

sion on South Stream. In effect, Russia’s investment in Serbia 

can increase substantially in the coming years. The value of this 

investment is estimated at 1.5 billion euro. 

Russia is defi nitely the most important trade partner of Republi-

ka Srpska (almost 20% share in its trade turnover). In the recent 

years Russia has also become the main investor in Republika 

Srpska of Bosnia. Russia’s share in the total volume of FDI in 

Republika Srpska approaches 25% of the FDI stocks. The main 

investor is Zarubezhneft, a Russian state company which owns 

the Bosanski Brod oil refi nery, an oil producing plant, and many 

fi lling stations. In 2012 the Russian company announced that it 
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will invest in the refi nery 760 million euro until 2016. Last but 

not least, in September 2012, Banja Luka signed an agreement 

with Gazprom concerning construction of the South Stream 

pipeline branch from Serbia to Republika Sprska. Russia has 

also a relatively strong position in Montenegro’s economy, par-

ticularly in tourism and real estate market.49 However its le-

verage has recently weakened, due to an ongoing dispute be-

tween Oleg Deripaska, a Russian oligarch and the Montenegrin 

government concerning ownership of the KAP, an aluminium 

processing plant which is the biggest single contributor to Mon-

tenegrin GDP and the largest exporter.50 

Russia’s alliance with Serbia and Republika Srpska is based on 

its strong support to Serbian policy related to the status of Kos-

ovo and the constitutional setup of Bosnia. In reciprocity Serbia 

has never joined the European Union in its position on Geor-

gia’s problem at the meetings of the OSCE Permanent Council. 

Serbia also voted against the UN General Assembly Resolution 

recognizing the right of internally displaced persons to return 

to Abkhazia. Thanks to that, in April 2013 Serbia received an 

observer status at the Collective Security Treaty Organization, 

a military alliance leaded by Russia. 

Moscow’s asset in the region is a widespread sympathy towards 

Russia among the Orthodox Christian, particularly among 

Serbs. Indeed, the Russian Orthodox Church is the key part-

ner for the Serbian Orthodox Church. Russia’s signifi cance for 

Western Balkans is completely negligible as far as development 

aid, remittances and scholarships are concerned. 

China: power plants and highways 

China’s interest in the Western Balkans is based mostly on the 

economic measures. Beijing perceives the region as a gateway 

to the EU. Certainly, China is not the key player in the region, 

nevertheless its engagement has increased considerably in the 

recent years and, most probably, this trend will continue. Chi-

na’s attractiveness for the regional states stems from its enor-

mous market, lack of political conditionality and the largest 
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foreign exchange reserves in the world (source of investments 

and loans). The Chinese economic engagement in the Western 

Balkans should be placed in a wider regional context, namely 

Beijing’s relations with South and Central Europe. Generally, 

China sees both regions as easy gates to the EU. 

At the summit in Warsaw in April 2012, which gathered Chi-

na and Central European states (including inter alia Albania, 

Bosnia and Herzegovina, Macedonia, Montenegro and Serbia) 

Beijing decided to establish a 10 billion USD special credit line 

for the Chinese and the local businessman that want to do busi-

ness in Western Balkans. China is particularly engaged, or is 

intending to engage in energy sector (coal power plants, so-

lar energy, hydropower) and infrastructure (highways, bridges) 

in Serbia and Republika Srpska.51 Taking into consideration the 

agreements already signed between Chinese companies and 

local governments or bids submitted by the Chinese side, a very 

substantial rise of China’s investment in energy sector in Mace-

donia and Montenegro can be expected in the coming years.52 

China is already a relatively important player in the energy sec-

tor in Macedonia.53 

The Chinese-Serbian relations are not limited to economic is-

sues only. Serbia’s offi cial foreign policy strategy strategy is 

based on four pillars: relations with the EU, Russia, the US and 

China. Belgrade declares that all four directions are of equal 

importance in the Serbian foreign policy. In practice, relations 

with the US are defi nitely the weakest pillar. China established 

a strategic partnership with Serbia in September 2009. In con-

sequence, Serbia supports Beijing on such issues as the EU’s 

declarations condemning human rights violations in China, 

particularly concerning Tibet and Xinjiang. In response, China 

supports Serbia in its fi ght against Kosovo’s independence. 

The US: NATO and development aid 

The US is a very important player in the Western Balkans region. 

Without its engagement it would have been impossible to end the 

wars and to assure the stabilisation of post-confl ict environment.



39

Washington’s contribution was manifested through its military en-

gagement (interventions, NATO missions54), decisive support for 

NATO enlargement, key assistance to reforms of security sector 

in the Western Balkan countries, conducted within the framework 

of NATO accession process. Albania joined the Alliance, Monte-

negro gained the candidate status in 2009, Macedonia’s entrance 

has been blocked by Greece since 2008, Bosnia which received the 

Membership Action Plan (MAP) in 2010, got stuck in the internal 

gridlock and Serbia is not interested in the accession. What is im-

portant though, NATO accession in the Western Balkans, cannot 

play the same role as the road to the EU.

Certainly, the Western Balkans are not the top priority for the 

US foreign policy agenda. What is more, the US is not an im-

portant investor or trade partner for the Western Balkan states. 

Nevertheless, its economic leverage should not be neglected. 

For instance, the US is the second most important donor of the 

ODA to the region (after the EU institutions). The US involvement 

plays particularly prominent role in the case of Kosovo.55 The 

most important assets of the US in the region, are its images of 

hard player which cannot be challenged without consequences. 

Defi nitely, the US have large respect among the regional politi-

cal elites. No matter if it is based either on fear or admiration, it 

certainly is bigger than the respect that the EU has. 

IV. To-do list for the EU 
Soft  Bulldozer Style 

The Europeanization of the EU candidate countries from the 

Western Balkans will not come through an artifi cial prolonga-

tion of the enlargement process, but through a genuine deter-

mination of local elites to implement the necessary reforms 

and through a stronger EU involvement. The sooner the West-

ern Balkans will be modernised and democratised the better 

for the EU. A new assertive ‘bulldozer style’ approach is needed 

in the EU’s policy towards the region. The motto of the EU’s 

new strategy should be: “we are participants, not observers” 
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in the reform processes. The Western Balkan countries need 

more assistance and attention of the EU than the previous can-

didates. Brussels should fi nally accept that some problems (i.e. 

Bosnia) will remain unresolved without the EU’s direct involve-

ment, whether we like it or not. The European bulldozer should 

be more assertive in using soft “sticks” towards the elites of 

Western Balkan countries who are not eager to obey the rules 

of the European game or are not showing enough determina-

tion in the implementation of reforms (sanctions, arrests and 

dismissals in Bosnia or Kosovo, freezing the enlargement pro-

cess and fi nancial funds). 

Democracy fi rst 

The EU should focus mostly on democracy building process in 

the Western Balkans. Without a genuine democratisation there 

will never be a long-term stability in the region. The EU should 

enhance its cooperation with a pro-democratic civil society in 

the Western Balkans, and through this mechanism contribute 

to creating pressure on politicians. The EU should decisively in-

crease its support for the Civil Society Facility, placing a greater 

emphasis on smaller grants directed to grass-root civil society 

organizations. The focus on local communities can be the fi rst 

stage towards an increase of the civil awareness on account-

ability of local political elites. 

Economy, stupid!

The EU should promote a revision of economic agendas in the 

Western Balkans. Their priorities should include: fi scal consol-

idation, improvements of productivity through capital deepen-

ing, amelioration of investment climate (rule of law), attracting 

foreign investments, boosting domestic savings, focus on the 

supply side of economy, increase of effi ciency of public adminis-

tration and investments in infrastructure. The EU should oblige 

the Western Balkan states to produce national convergence 

strategies (with acquis communautaire) concerning issues like 

reform of education, liberalization of the labour market, in-

vestment in research and development and energy effi ciency. 
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Clearly, the EU should fi nancially support an implementation of 

these priorities. The European Investment Bank (EIB) and other 

international fi nancial institutions should also commit funds to 

large cross-border regional infrastructure projects. 

Investi gati on journalism and zero tolerance to corrupti on 

The fi ght against corruption in the Western Balkans requires new 

instruments. Besides emphasis on judiciary and police reform, 

the EU should substantially increase support for investigative 

journalism by providing media with larger fi nancial aid, organi-

zational assistance and protection against government pressure. 

Brussels should launch a dialogue on media with the Western 

Balkan states such as the already established dialogue on jus-

tice and home affairs. As for the fi ght against corruption, the EU 

should reconsider support for radical measures e.g. dissolution 

of entire institutions (police, judiciary) and establishment of com-

pletely new structures. Georgia’s experience has proved that the 

radical break with the past can bring the breakthrough in fi ght 

against corruption even in the allegedly hopeless cases.56 

The PR exercise 

The EU must also tart promoting itself better in the Western 

Balkans. The EU is perceived by Western Balkan societies most-

ly as an economic project (fi nding itself in crisis) and as a very 

soft player. Brussels can gain attraction of local population by 

putting emphasis on the EU as a source of democratic values 

(individual rights), transparency (fi ght against corruption) and 

accountability of the government. The emphasis on civilization/

political framework of EU integration is important also in geo-

political context because the third players in the region – Rus-

sia, China and to a much lesser degree Turkey – avoid the politi-

cal conditionality. An amelioration of the enlargement’s image 

in the eyes of European public opinion is also of key importance. 

The EU institutions must launch a comprehensive information 

campaign focusing on the benefi ts of further enlargement and 

an acceleration of its pace addressing fears and lack of knowl-

edge existing among the EU citizens.
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The asserti ve EU under the German leadership 

An impressive progress in Kosovo-Serbia dialogue has been 

achieved thanks to Germany’s assertive engagement. It confi rmed 

that a decisive leadership of the main EU players can bring the 

substantial progress. The EU and Germany should keep pressure 

on both sides to achieve the implementation of the fi nal agreement 

on the most sensitive issue, namely the status of Kosovo Serbs, 

particularly in the North. Taking into account Germany’s strong 

position in the EU, Berlin’s fi rm stance would be more than wel-

come with regards to Macedonia’s and Bosnia’s stalemate. In the 

case of Macedonia, Germany should convince Greece to an idea 

of conditional accession negotiations with Skopje. They should be 

based on assumption that no accession will take place without 

fi nding solution to the name dispute. This issue should be treated 

as an internal European affair, therefore the EU should also take 

over the responsibility for talks on this issue between Greece and 

Macedonia, which are currently conducted under the UN umbrel-

la. In the case of Bosnia, Germany should fi nally accept that the 

fundamental issue of constitutional reforms must be solved fi rst, 

before the conditionality rule can be effi ciently implemented. The 

Bosnian Gordian knot can only be cut through the imposition of 

key reforms by the EU or under its immense pressure. Readjust-

ment of Germany’s position in the Peace Implementation Council 

would be a game changer. Probably it would bring a domino effect 

within the EU. The shift of power will enable the EU together with 

the US and Turkey to prepare a new road map for Bosnia which 

will foresee placing the so-called European provision in the Bos-

nian constitution (no ethnic veto in case of legislation related to 

acquis), the replacement of the Offi ce of High Representative by 

the EUSR with the Bonn prerogatives (this post requires appoint-

ing a European former politician of the highest rank) and Serbia’s 

accession process conditioned on Belgrade’s support for internal 

reforms in Bosnia. The EU must persuade Belgrade to pursue the 

same policy towards Sarajevo as Zagreb does (support for inte-

gration of Bosnian Croats into Bosnia’s state structures). In Bos-

nia, the EU also has to launch a rule of law mission, similar to the 

EULEX in Kosovo but with a smaller contingent. In case of staunch 

resistance of the Republika Srpska towards the reforms, the EU in 
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cooperation with the US must be ready for a surge, namely an im-

mediate increase of its military presence in the country. 

A special track for Kosovo and… the EU in Kosovo 

A very important issue is to prepare and introduce a ‘special 

track accession’ for Kosovo, which cannot differ signifi cantly 

from the model applied towards the other candidates. Too many 

deviations from the path of other candidate states will under-

mine the European perspective of Kosovo. Its purpose ought 

to be, in fact, Kosovo’s membership in the EU. Most probably 

Serbia will not be willing to recognize Kosovo’s independence 

before its accession. In order to avoid internal divisions in the 

EU on the issue of Kosovo, the EU must endorse the principle 

that, excluding the recognition of Kosovo, all other issues con-

cerning the EU policy towards Prishtina can be vetoed only by 

the substantial majority in the European Council. In fact it can 

be a fi rst step towards the reform of the CFSP. 

Piran Bay, never again 

Croatia’s accession to the EU can strengthen the EU’s infl uence 

in the region. However, it might be the case that once Croatia 

becomes an EU member state, it will use its membership as 

a leverage against aspiring Western Balkan countries in cas-

es such as: internal affairs in Bosnia (Bosnian Croats’ status) 

or border disputes with Bosnia and Serbia. The EU cannot af-

ford to repeat the scenario of Croatia-Slovenia dispute on the 

delimitation of territorial waters (Piran Bay). The EU should 

demand from Zagreb to ratify the Croatia-Bosnia 1999 border 

agreement. Particularly Germany should make it clear, that any 

sabotage of the EU policy in the region will bring a serious de-

terioration of bilateral relations. 

(Neo)Ott omans as bobbies and lords of bazaar

The EU should link the Turkish accession process and these 

of the Western Balkan countries to the issue of the region’s 

stabilisation. A part of this process could be an establish-
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ment of a special mechanism, such as trilateral summits 

between the EU, the Western Balkan countries and Turkey. 

The main topics of each summit should be cooperation be-

tween all the actors in coping with the security challenges 

of the Western Balkans, common implementation of acquis 

and economic cooperation. 

K.u.K Monarchy and the Western Balkans 

A closer cooperation between Slovenia-Croatia-Austria-Hun-

gary could also be benefi cial to the region. The “quartet” should 

focus particularly on promoting the regional economic coop-

eration in the Western Balkans. They should closely cooperate 

with the Visegrad Group countries. 

B&B: the Balti c and the Balkans 

The EU should try to fi nd among its member states new attrac-

tive interlocutors for the Western Balkan partners. The Baltic 

republics due to similar size of population and economies and 

several similar challenges (the post-communist social legacy, 

large ethnic minorities, relatively high unemployment rate, 

relatively high level of corruption in Lithuania and Latvia, huge 

labour immigration) as well as their recent accession to the 

EU (know-how of transition, implementation of acquis) can be 

the most emphatic partners in the EU for the Western Balkans. 

Moreover, they can be a source of inspiration for the Western 

Balkan states. Their strengths are the following: very fast pace 

of growth before the crisis, robust and tangible recovery, very 

open and liberal economies, very effi cient use of EU’s funds, 

and last but not least, high level of innovation and rule of law in 

case of Estonia.

FBI as a model: the new role for the US 

The EU must strengthen its partnership with the US in the re-

gion. The US and the EU law enforcement agencies should sup-

port and assist reforms of their counterparts in the region and 

should increase a scope of cooperation with the Western Bal-
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kan institutions fi ghting against the organized crime (common 

operations). In fact, the US possesses the most comprehen-

sive know-how in this dimension, larger than the EU member 

states. 
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33  In 2009 Albania and Montenegro had to wait seven and nearly four and a half 

months respectively for the European Council to convey their application to 

the European Commission for conferring a candidate status. In comparison, 

Macedonia in 2004 was much less prepared for the start of negotiations than 

Montenegro is today and a little bit less than Albania, but it waited for the 

Council’s decision only about two months. Although, the European Commis-

sion recommended in October 2011 the European Council to launch the nego-

tiation accessions with Montenegro and admit a candidate status to Serbia, it 

happened respectively in March and in June 2012.

34  Until now the dialogue achieved an establishment of freedom of movement 

across major part of the Kosovo-Serbian border, both for persons and cars 

based on the integrated border management. Belgrade agreed to provide 

Prishtina with copies of land registries and personal documents. Both sides 

accepted mutual recognition of each other’s university diplomas. Prishtina 

and Belgrade ended the trade embargo..Belgrade agreed to provide Prish-

tina with copies of land registries and personal documents. Serbia recognized 

Kosovo Custom stamps which use formula “Customs of Kosovo”. Belgrade 

accepted Prishtina’s participation in regional organizations. Finally, Kosovo 

and Serbia reached a compromise on the status of Kosovo Serbs, although the 

talks on the implementation are going on. Negotiations are continuing also 

on energy cooperation issues – electricity transmission, implementation of 

the Energy Community treaty and telecommunications issues – landline and 

mobile phone services in North Kosovo and roaming.

35  In July 2012 Albania’s ruling coalition and opposition under intense pressure 

from the European Union voted fi nally electoral reforms after three years of 

political wrangling. In September 2012 the Albanian parliament voted through 

under pressure from the EU constitutional changes that curbed immunity for 

lawmakers and government offi cials.

36  Group for Legal and Political Studies, Kosovo and Visa-free travel regime: 

a policy report by the group for legal and political studies ― The increas-

ing EU Member States’ scepticism and regional experiences, November 2012, 

p. 18. http://legalpoliticalstudies.org/download/Policy%20Report%2005%20

2012%20eng.pdf
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37  Visa liberalization with Kosovo. Roadmap, p.3 http://eeas.europa.eu/delega-

tions/kosovo/documents/eu_travel/visa_liberalisation_with_kosovo_road-

map.pdf

38  In December 2011 the Court ruled fi fteen to one – the Greek judge was the 

sole dissenter – that Greece has breached the 1995 by blocking Macedonian 

application for NATO membership at the Bucharest NATO Summit in 2008.

39  Bulgaria to block start of Macedonia-EU talks, http://www.eubusiness.com/

news-eu/bulgaria-macedonia.lch

40  According to the Gallup Balkan Poll, around 75 % of them have declared 

that they feel similar to Turks in terms of mentality and culture. Gal-

lup Balkan Monitor, Insights and Perceptions: Voices of the Balkans, 2010.

http://www.balkan-monitor.eu/index.php/dashboard.

41  Its share in Kosovo’s trade turnover is around 8 %, of that of Albania around 

6 %. The world economic crisis caused a signifi cant drop of Turkey’s share in 

Bosnia’s trade volume from 4% to more than 2,5%. In Bosnia, Bosniak can-

tons are the most important trade partners for Turkey. By default Turkey has 

a larger share in their trade volume. In case of Macedonia Turkey’s share in 

its trade turnover is around 3,5%. On the other hand, Turkey still has a strong 

position in terms of its export capacity to the region. A remarkable example 

of this is that Turkey’s export to Bosnia increased by 250 % in 2007.

42  According to the Gallup poll, Macedonians, among non-Muslim inhabitants of 

Western Balkans, have a particularly positive attitude towards Turkey. Around 

80 % of them perceive Turkey as a friendly country. Gallup Balkan Monitor, 

Insights and Perceptions (accessed May 4, 2011).

43  The Turkish police and offi cials in EULEX in Kosovo form around 4% of the 

international contingent. In the EUFOR/ALTHEA military mission, the Turks 

formed around 35% of the contingent. In KFOR, Turkish contingent consti-

tutes 7,5 % of the force.

44  UNODC, World Drug Report 2010 (New York: United Nations Publication, Sales 

No. E.10.XI.13, 2010),p. 46. http://www.unodc.org/documents/wdr/WDR_2010/ 

World_Drug_Report_2010_lo-res.pdf 

45  UNODC, World Drug Report 2010, p. 57.

46  In November 2009, the SECI and the RCC signed a “memorandum of under-

standing” to develop cooperation in preventing and combating cross border 

organized crime and promoting the principles of the rule of law and strength-

ening regional cooperation.

47  Turkey, as the leader of the Organization of the Islamic Conference, is a mem-

ber of the Steering Board of the Peace Implementation Council, an organiza-

tion responsible for the implementation of Dayton Peace Accords in Bosnia 
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and Herzegovina.

48  In 2010 Russia granted a 200 million USD loan for Serbia used for budget 

support. At the beginning of 2013 Russia approved a loan of 800 million USD 

for modernisation of Serbian railway network. In April 2013 Moscow granted 

a budget loan of 500 million USD. 

49  Around 30000 Russians have bought real estates in Montenegro. Russian 

tourists account for 10% of all foreign tourists visiting Montenegro. 

50  In February 2012 the Montenegrin government took over from Oleg Deripas-

ka, without his consent, controlling stakes in the KAP. 

51  In December 2010 Serbia and China signed an almost 345 million USD con-

tract for an overhaul of coal-fi red Kostolac B power plant which will be con-

ducted by a Chinese company. In Autumn 2012 Serbia applied for a Chinese 

government loan to add a new unit to Kostolac power plants and expand a coal 

mine that feeds it. The project is worth 700 million USD. The new bloc, when 

completed, will be the fi rst newly-built electric power system in the country 

in the past 30 years. In September 2011 Serbian municipality of Vranje signed 

an agreement with a Chinese company that envisages a 300 million euro in-

vestment in solar energy sources in the region. This is the largest investment 

ever in the region of south Serbia. In June 2012 the China Development Bank 

approved a 350 million euro loan for a company from Republika Srpska which 

will build a power plant in Stanari. A Chinese company is constructing a key 

bridge over the river Danube worth 170 million euro to connect Belgrade’s 

municipalities of Zemun and Borca. At the end of 2012 the Serbian govern-

ment asked China for a long-term 1.10 billion USD loan to fi nance two high-

ways. Both are supposed to be built by Chinese companies in cooperation with 

local partners.

52  In April 2011 Macedonia signed Memorandum with the People’s Republic 

of China Development Bank and the Chinese company CWE concerning the 

Vardar Valley Project. The Vardar Valley project envisages the construction 

of 12 hydro-electric power plants, generating a total of 325 Megawatts, along 

Macedonia’s biggest river. It is the largest energy project in the country, es-

timated at 1.5 billion euro. China is also negotiating with Macedonia on con-

ditions of its participation in Cebren-Galiste Hydropower Station Project. In 

October 2012 a Chinese company submitted an offer to invest 300 million euro 

in the construction of a new thermo central in Montenegro (second unit within 

Pljevlja Steam Power Plant).

53  In 2009 the Chinese company fi nalized the construction of Kozjak hydropower 

plant. It is the Macedonian largest hydropower project. Chinese government 

provided Macedonia with around 90 million U.S. dollars (almost 60% of the 

investment) in fi nancial support in the form of loans for this project.

54  The US contribution to the KFOR mission in Kosovo despite its substantial 

decrease has not lost relevance (1st contingent, 15% of servicemen).
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55  The US’ share in the ODA received by the Western Balkan countries has been 

averagely on the level of 6-9% of the entire aid in recent years. In case of Ko-

sovo it has been approaching 25%. 

56  Georgia was perceived as a failed state before the Rose Revolution. The level 

of corruption at that time was much higher than in the Western Balkans.
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2
Case study
A hundred years of 
yearning: the Albanians and 
the EU in the 21st century

Main thesis
1.  One hundred years ago, the lack of a unifi ed Albanian nation 

state has engaged the Albanians in the Balkans in continu-

ous and dispersed state-building process, delaying their ca-

pacity to establish functioning institutions.

2.  A dispersed energy in the state-building has kept the Alba-

nians in a limbo between the East and the West (despotism 

vs. liberal democracy).

3.  The Albanians live in an “incomplete state” zone in the 

Western Balkans. This continuously torpedoes their greater 

integration with the EU.

4.  Integration with the EU is essential to the development of 

Albania. 

Veton Surroi1 
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Celebrati on of incompleti on

In November 2012, the Republic of Albania celebrated the 

100th anniversary of the declaration of independence from 

the Ottoman Empire (28th of November 1912). One hundred 

years ago, Albanian leaders fulfilled their dream to become 

a European nation state by declaring independence in Vlorë. 

And, by doing so, they chose a new path for the country – 

away from the multinational Ottoman Empire and towards 

the Western family of European nation states. Hundred years 

later this celebration can be characterized as a celebration 

of incompletion.

The nation state declared one hundred years ago failed to unite 

the majority of the Albanians living in the Balkans. Today, there 

are almost as many Albanians living in neighbouring states as 

there are living in Albania. The nation state declared a hundred 

years ago has spent more time experimenting with “Eastern” 

models (despotism, communism) than with the “Western” ones 

(liberal democracy). At one point, Albania was even drawing an 

inspiration from Mao’s China. 

Albania celebrated its hundredth anniversary without reaching 

a symbolic stage of relationship with the EU – the status of a 

candidate country. Albania is incompletely Albanian, incom-

pletely Western and incompletely European.

Minoriti es are closer to Europe

There are two categories of Albanians close to the European 

Union. The first category are people who are now spread 

from Tallinn to Lisbon, and from Rhodes to Dublin – the 

emigrants (probably about one fourth of the Albanian na-

tion). The second category are the indigenous Albanians of 

Montenegro and Serbia, countries that have acquired candi-

date status and that will become member states of the EU 

one day. Both categories are minorities. The first category 

are the new minorities – people who emigrated to post-war 

Europe and decided to stay there. These people require spe-
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cial cultural rights in the new states of residence (and in 

many cases, of citizenship). The second category constitutes 

traditional minorities, people who have found themselves in 

that position when the former Yugoslav republics became 

independent states.

In between, there are the Albanians from Macedonia, caught in 

the midst of their own demographics. They are prolifi c enough 

not to be a traditional minority, but not numerous enough to get 

a status of fully-fl edged nation equal to ethnic Macedonians. 

The hard lesson for the Albanians in the 21st century is that the 

closer to the European Union they are, the smaller their infl u-

ence (political power) is. 

Building many states at the same ti me

One of the basic problems that the Albanians faced in their 

history has been a 100-years long process of parallel state-

building exercises. Almost half of the Albanian nation has been 

kept out of those state-building exercises (excluding a short 

period of the Greater Albania between 1941 and 1944, which 

was a satellite state of Axis powers encompassing most of 

Kosovo and Western Macedonia). For the Albanians in Kosovo, 

this meant a painful process of state-building in the Kingdom 

of Serbia and Montenegro (1912-1918) and then in the royal 

Yugoslavia (1918-1941). In the communist Yugoslavian Fed-

eration, the Kosovo Albanians were recognized as a national 

minority until 1968, although with a tendency to be treated as 

a nation different from their co-nationals living in Albania. Af-

ter that, the Kosovo Albanians enjoyed national autonomy as 

“genuine” Albanians. But in 1989 they were stripped of it and 

forced to remain within the framework of the collapsing Yugo-

slavia dominated by Serbia until 1999. In 1999 Kosovo became 

an international protectorate. And finally in 2008, almost a 

century after the independence of Albania, Kosovo achieved 

its own independence. 

The fate of the Albanians of Montenegro, Serbia and Macedonia 

was similar to the fate of those of Kosovo, but after 1968 their 
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paths began to diverge signifi cantly. The former became mi-

norities in the socialistic republics that gained independence 

in 1991 and the latter became minorities in 2006, when Kosovo 

proclaimed its independence. During this hundred years, the 

Albanians participated (as subjects and objects) in many state-

building and ideological processes. The process of state-build-

ing is still ongoing in case of Kosovo and, to a certain degree in 

Macedonia. In the Balkans, there is no comparable historical 

experience of this sort, and the nearest comparison in Europe 

would be the German nation.

Unfi nished business, incomplete states

The dispersed state-building has not only left Albania incom-

plete. Two other states remained incomplete, with their clear 

respective differences. The Republic of Macedonia had to go 

through a difficult period of state-building as an independent 

state, only to find that it has still a fundamental problem with 

one of its neighbours, Greece, and in consequence, with the 

identity of the nation state. Greece has successfully obstruct-

ed the membership of Macedonia in NATO as well as the ac-

cession talks between Skopje and the EU. The Greeks has not 

recognized the constitutional name of Macedonia neither has 

it accepted the identity of the majority of the population as 

ethnic Macedonians. 

This incompletion of the identity of the country had a double 

negative impact. It has further nurtured a populist movement 

within the country (identifi ed with the ruling party – VMRO-DP-

MNE). This movement focused its attention on building the Eu-

ropean identity through an almost “theme park” effort of adop-

tion of Alexander the Great and the ancient Macedonia. It has 

created a stagnation in the country’s integration aspirations 

with the West. 

In Kosovo however, the degree of state incompletion is much 

more extensive and drastic in nature. Almost 20% of its ter-

ritory is not under control of the state institutions. Incom-

pletion of territorial identity is accompanied by a problem 
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with its international legitimacy. Even though Kosovo has 

been recognized by almost 100 states (among them the most 

powerful Western states), some countries (such as Russia 

and China) block the UN membership of Kosovo. Finally, 

the country’s European legitimacy is being blocked by five 

EU member states, which have not recognized the indepen-

dence of Kosovo. 

The zone of the “incompletes”

The Albanians are not alone in their problem of incomplete 

statehood. They are quite interlinked with two open projects of 

the Serbian nation state building. Bosnia and Herzegovina is 

a dysfunctional state without a constitutional legitimacy of its 

own, still running an armistice deal achieved in Dayton, Ohio in 

1995. The deal legitimized the creation of the Republika Srpska, 

responsible for ethnic-cleansing in the region. 

Republika Srpska, functioning as a separate entity of a dysfunc-

tional state keeps the Serbian state-building process open. 

Serbia can also be characterised as an incomplete state. Fur-

thermore, by keeping open partition policies in Bosnia and in 

Kosovo the Serbian state-building process is not discarding ir-

redentism, a precedence that would drive Albanians towards 

the Preševo valley and Macedonia.

The ramifi cations of this policy are twofold. On the one hand, 

they serve to paralyze the growth of institutions of the state, as 

in the case of Bosnia and Herzegovina as well as in the case of 

Kosovo, or to continuously pressure countries such as Mace-

donia with an impending partition scenario. On the other hand, 

they serve to create a bigger discrepancy between Serbia and 

the rest of the “incomplete states”. 

The EU as a nati onalist objecti ve

A hundred years ago, the goal of the Albanian leaders was 

to build a state that would be Albanian, Western, and there-

fore European. Since then none of these objectives has been 
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achieved. What is more, the fi rst objective has changed and oth-

ers are being reformulated. The failure to create an Albanian 

state that would encompass the vast majority of the Albanians 

has already created a dispersed state-building process for the 

Albanian nation.

Pursuing the objective of correcting all the mistakes made dur-

ing last hundred years in forming Albania (with the majority 

of the Albanian population in the Balkans) would be an enor-

mous endeavour for the Albanian nation. It would entail cre-

ating an administrative and an economic capacity to make the 

new country more functional than the present one. This process 

cannot be conducted within the present political demographics. 

Albania is still in the process of consolidating its own institu-

tions after the collapse of the state in 1997, and more recently 

it is repeatedly failing to fulfi l the basic Copenhagen criteria of 

a functioning democracy. 

In the last two decades, the basis for the state-building policy 

was the assumption that the Albanians will be united in a united 

Europe. A question of the European integration, for Albanians, 

has therefore become the question of overcoming the initial 

defi cit of the Albanian state.

What the Albanians are discovering nowadays is that the way 

to inter-Albanian communication through a unified Europe 

project is much more complicated than they thought. The way 

to such a reality is long, involves reforms, and requires the 

state-building process to be finalized. There must emerge a 

state that is at peace with itself and its neighbours, institu-

tionally sufficient to be part of the EU. Furthermore, that way 

leads to the objective of becoming part of the EU, an ever-

changing organism, one that has an uncertain future, and is 

defined as “work in progress”.

How to get out of the hybrid zone?

Albanians are engaged in a dual challenge: (1) state-building, i.e. 

still unanswered questions of sovereignty and territoriality (Kos-
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ovo), (2) networking, i.e. making structural transformations of the 

countries so that they can become part of the European Union. 

To describe the situation, which the Albanians found themselves 

in, one would need a dual defi nition of their borders. Firstly, the 

borders of their ethnicity (Kosovo with its northern territories 

inhabited by the Serb minority) and secondly, the border of their 

identity – crossing the bridge towards their Western identity.

The fact that the Albanians are committed to their unifi cation 

within the EU, as well as that they are the most pro-American 

and pro-European society in Europe today, does not mean that 

the road of Albania towards its European/Western identity is a 

given. During the current decade, the Albanians are going to be 

a part of the Western Balkans, that is left behind in the European 

integration. This is due to the fact that they live in an “incomplete 

state” neighbourhood, next to Serbia which is in a privileged po-

sition towards the UE. Coincidentally or not, the Albanians in 

their majority in Albania and Kosovo will be in the same stagnat-

ing club with Bosnia and Herzegovina, and probably with Mace-

donia too – a Muslim majority country with either dysfunctional 

state or identity problems, or both at the same time.

The Albanians will be under three forms of infl uence from the 

East. Firstly, under the infl uence of Turkish economy, which 

perceives markets of the Western Balkans as a natural habitat. 

Secondly, under the infl uence of a neo-Ottoman Turkish for-

eign policy, that perceives the space of the former Empire as its 

natural habitat. And thirdly, under the infl uence of the political 

Islam, that is already making inroads, especially in Macedonia, 

trying to undermine the Albanian ethnic identity in favour of the 

religious one.

One could argue that such an Eastern push could have little 

infl uence on the Western strategic orientation of the Albanians, 

but cautious analysis will show that a combination of a distant 

European membership perspective, incomplete statehood and 

a close Eastern political, economic and religious pressure, can 

serve as a diversion. 
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For Albania, which has a hybrid system of not entirely function-

ing democratic institutions combined with authoritarian ten-

dencies, such a diversion could cause a pause in reforms, and 

self-justifi cation for such a pause (“we want economic growth, 

like Turkey, not reforms, like the EU member states”). 

For those in the EU that want to have a longer pause in the 

enlargement process, such a diversion would be good. For 

the Albanians, it could mean a change of the historic targets 

and an involvement in a geopolitical scheme to which they 

do not belong. 

Last time the Albanians were in the process of doctrinarian de-

bates that infl uenced their nation was one thousand years ago, 

during the Great Schism that divided the Christian church in 

two. They were not very well aware of what was happening at 

that times. They only found out that their own church was divid-

ed in two, and that they would need to suffer the consequences 

of somebody else’s decision. The debate of whether Turkey is or 

is not a European country is not the Albanians’ business. They 

may however feel the consequences of falling out of this debate, 

if they are not fi rmly in the driving seat of their own European 

integration process.

The vicious circle of stagnati on

In the new context, it is strategically important for the Albanians 

to go back to the basics of their decision from before 100 hun-

dred years. A deep historic decision to be Albanian, Western 

and European, needs to be readdressed today. And as we have 

seen, Albanianism, for the last 20 years has been strategically 

described as a unifi cation within a united Europe. 

The closer integration of Albania, Kosovo and Macedonia with 

the EU becomes both a national goal for the Albanians, as well 

as a project for the unifi cation of Europe. But is this really true 

for the EU and the Albanian elites? Judging from the actions, 

there seems to be a mutually unspoken consent that the West-

ern Balkans are not yet ready to be European. 
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There is a consensus within the EU that Albania is a hybrid 

state, not ready for a candidate status, being a combination 

of electoral democracy and autocracy with undemocratic in-

stitutions. There is a consensus within the EU that there is 

no agreement whether Kosovo is independent or not. This 

in turn leads to a consensus that things will remain as they 

are until they somehow change. Finally, there is a consensus 

within the EU that the Republic of Macedonia is not a wor-

thy issue for the EU to unify its stance and help the country 

move forward towards integration. In short, there is a con-

sensus throughout Europe that the situation in the Western 

Balkans is characterized by a status quo, which is consid-

ered as a positive development after the disintegration of 

Albania in 1997, the war in Kosovo 1998-1999 and the war in 

Macedonia in 2001. 

Albania may be described as a democracy in which there is 

freedom but not all the votes are counted and the courts are 

to a large degree controlled by political powers or under the 

pressure of criminals and petty oligarchs. The government is 

not focused genuinely on reforms, but rather on outwitting the 

Europeans who ask for them.

Kosovo is governed by a fraudulent elite who disperses all of 

the public money in dubious and corrupt-ridden projects. This 

happens under the silent consent of an international com-

munity that asks for basic stability, only to justify its pres-

ence in the country. In Macedonia, the society is driven deeper 

and deeper into its own stagnation, creating a self-supporting 

mechanism for the government, which is the main provider of 

jobs, in order to stagnate more. The Albanians are caught in 

a vicious circle of stagnation: in Albania, Macedonia and Ko-

sovo, the elites are not making decisive movements towards 

EU integration, because it helps them to perpetuate power. 

The EU spins this vicious circle by not creating suffi cient pres-

sure and/or incentives for change in those countries. And it does 

not, because it is caught more and more in an introspection, the 

accession process is not anywhere near to be a priority.
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Lessons for the future 

A hundred years after Albania’s declaration of independence, 

the Albanians are again about to discuss their statehood. Today, 

not so much about borders or the fl ag, but rather its functional-

ity and its democratic composure – in short, the quality of the 

state. Or rather states, since clearly, during these 100 years of 

yearning, they have understood that there will be more than 

one state in which they will live indigenously. However, having 

the EU’s future as a national priority, the Albanians themselves 

should become the initial transformers, the agents of change, 

who will provide the ideas for the new policies.

In Macedonia, the stagnation with the name issue has seriously 

paralyzed the country’s Western aspirations. By and large, the 

country has much higher capability for transforming its institu-

tions to the EU standards, than the rest of the region. But on 

the other hand, it is also caught in identity politics, which move 

it to regression. The Albanians in Macedonia need to develop a 

joint position among themselves. Such a position would consist 

of three points:

a)  The condition for Albanian participation in the integration 

process with NATO and the EU.

b)  Consensual participation of the Albanians and the Macedo-

nians in resolving the name dispute, within a self-imposed 

limit of time.

c)  Review of the Ohrid Agreement, with support from the guar-

antors of the Agreement, to fulfi l all the unresolved issues.

The EU could be helpful with these initiatives, by devising a 

policy that would, on one hand, incentivise Macedonia, and on 

the other, raise the issue of Macedonia to a high priority in the 

debate of EU member states with Greece. 

The European Commission in October 2012 recommended that 

Albania should be granted EU candidate status, but subjected 
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to the completion of key measures in certain areas. According 

to the Commission, “Continuing political dialogue on reform re-

mains necessary in view of ensuring the smooth functioning and 

further strengthening of the country’s democratic institutions. 

Parliamentary elections in Summer 2013 will be an important 

test of the new electoral law and of continued cross-party com-

mitment to reform”.2 If Albania fails to conduct the fi rst ever, 

free and fair elections in 2013 and to fulfi l all the 12 requests of 

the EU, it will have to develop a new policy, that will be inspired 

by the movements to change the elites, similar to the ones of 

Meciar’s Slovakia or Tudjman’s Croatia.

And however diffi cult this looks for Albania, an even more dif-

fi cult it is for Kosovo, where a dual track is needed from the EU. 

On the one side, Kosovo, in its European aspirations, is kept 

hostage by Serbia, and on the other, it is being kept hostage 

by its own heavily criminalized elites in power. The fi rst track 

for Kosovo is similar to the Albanian one. The government in 

Kosovo is based on electoral fraud and state capture. The fi rst 

track needs to identify ways of electoral change to set basic 

democratic standards. The second track should be focused on 

bringing the confl ict between Kosovo and Serbia to an end. A 

negotiation process between Prishtina and Belgrade has to 

end up, with the full normalization of the relations without the 

precondition of mutual recognition. The policy in Kosovo may 

be even more diffi cult, as the two tracks are hardly comple-

mentary – a good negotiation with Serbia needs a clear, demo-

cratically mandated authority in Prishtina. At the same time, 

sorting things out with Serbia is essential for the development 

of democracy in Kosovo, and indeed a precondition for a more 

dynamic, and deeper relationship with the EU. 

1  Veton Surroi, President of the Foreign Policy Club in Kosovo. 

2  European Commission,  Enlargement Strategy and Main Challenges 2012-

2013, 10.10.2012, p. 15. http://ec.europa.eu/enlargement/pdf/key_docu-

ments/2012/package/strategy_paper_2012_en.pdf
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Appendix: 

 

 

Level of registered unemployment in 2012

Quality of Economy 

Level of registered unemployment in 2012

 Source: Statistical offices 

 Source: The World Bank, Doing Business 2013 

Country Unemployment rates (%) 

Albania 13

Bosnia 43

Kosovo 41

Macedonia 30

Montenegro 19

Serbia 25

Country Position

Albania 85

Bosnia 126

Kosovo 98

Macedonia 23

Montenegro 51

Serbia 86
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Level of Corruption 

Quality of democracies 

 Source: Transparency International, Corruption Perception Index 2013

 
1-2,5 – free country, 3-5 – partly free, 5,5-7 – non free
Source: Freedom House, Freedom in the World in 2013

Country Level of corruption 

Albania 31

Bosnia1 42

Kosovo 33

Macedonia 43

Montenegro 41

Serbia 39

Country Level of Freedom

Albania 3

Bosnia 3

Kosovo 4,5

Macedonia 3

Montenegro 2,5

Romania 2

Serbia 2
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Level of registered unemployment in 2012

Media Freedom 

 

0-30 – free, 31-60 – partly free, 61-100 – non free
Source: Freedom House, Freedom of the Press 2013

1  Bosnia’s score in the recent Corruption Perception Index seems to 

be too optimistic taking into consideration its previous very weak 

performance. 

2  Kosovo’s score is too severe. Taking into account situation in other 

countries 4 points will be a more appropriated note. It seems also 

that Bosnia or Macedonia were treated in too lenient way.    

Country Level of Freedom

Albania 49

Bosnia 49

Kosovo2 49

Macedonia 56

Montenegro 36

Romania 42

Serbia 36
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