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Executive summary

The integration of the Western Balkan countries into the European Union (EU)
remains a slow process. The EU’s focus on the war in Ukraine and sanctions on
Russia has negatively affected these countries’ motivation to proceed with the
reforms needed to join the EU. Their aim is to become part of the EU family, but
a real commitment and productive interaction from both sides that will lead
to such an integration is an essential requirement. This Geneva Paper aims to
develop recommendations for what can be done to allow the Western Balkan
countries to join the EU as soon as possible.
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I. Introduction

The war in Ukraine that started on 24 February 2022 led the European Union
(EV) to focus its attention primarily on what was happening in Ukraine and
sanctioning Russia for its aggression against a European country. Such a
situation has overshadowed the Western Balkans' attempts to join the EU,
although it has not stopped the overall EU integration process. In the same year
of Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, Albania and North Macedonia managed, after
several years’ delay, to get the green light to open accession negotiations with
the EU, while Bosnia and Herzegovina (BiH) was awarded the much-awaited
candidate status. Both Ukraine and Moldova also took a major step forward in
the EU negotiations process, not only receiving candidate status in June 2022,
but opening membership talks in December 2023, which was not the case for
BiH. The progress of Ukraine and Moldova has in the meantime strengthened
the belief that the EU is more interested in integrating these two countries into
its structures than the Western Balkans. In the meantime, discussions between
Serbia and Kosovo? in the long and problematic process of normalizing their
relations made little if any progress, while North Macedonia’s EU future is still
awaiting Bulgaria’s demands to be resolved.

This Geneva Paper is based on the belief that the integration of the Western
Balkans into the EU will remain a slow process and that the EU’s focus on the
war in Ukraine and sanctions on Russia has increased the lack of motivation of
the Western Balkans to proceed with the reforms required for EU membership.

The paper is an attempt to explain the influence of the new geopolitical
situation after the start of war in Ukraine on the EU integration process of the
Western Balkan countries, as well as the various ongoing unresolved disputes
between neighboring countries in the region and the slow implementation of
the reforms that the EU has requested. It will do so by attempting to answer
the following questions:

* Is the war in Ukraine encouraging the EU to end its enlargement fatigue,
which has increased the Western Balkans’ lack of motivation to implement
the necessary reforms?

* What are the consequences for the Western Balkans of Ukraine and Moldova
opening accession talks with the EU?

« How has Russian influence in the Western Balkans been demonstrated
after the start of the war in Ukraine?

* How can the Western Balkans’ ambitions for EU membership be achieved?

During this research, in order to achieve a more objective assessment, the author
conducted exchanges of views and informal conversations with representatives
of international organisations, members of academia, and experts mainly based
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in Geneva, Bern, and Zurich. Their comments are given anonymously in the
course of the paper.

With the intention of better understanding and analyzing the EU’s enlargement
policy, of the several theories that aim to explain the integration process and
its results, priority is given in the paper to the theory of intergovernmentalism,
which emphasizes the importance of EU member states’ views in EU deci-
sion-making vis-a-vis the EU integration process.

The main period covered by this study is from the start of the war in Ukraine
in February 2022 to the EU’s decision to open talks with Ukraine and Moldova
in December 2023, with complementary data about the Western Balkans and
EU dating back to the 1990s.

A structural-functional analysis was also undertaken to analyse the structural
factors that enable the implementation of EU policy towards the Western
Balkan countries in terms of their EU integration path. In addition to this
analysis, a comparison is made between the extent to which the Western
Balkan countries have implemented the reforms required by the EU for their
membership. Regional relations affecting individual Western Balkan countries’
path towards EU membership are also analyzed. Desk research covering
academic studies, reports and official documents referring to the topic was
undertaken to collect data.
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II. The theoretical debate between “inter-
governmentalism” and “supranationalism”
in understanding EU enlargement policy

With the intention of better understanding EU enlargement policy, this sec-
tion analyses the theoretical debate between intergovernmentalism and
supranationalism.

However, it is first necessary to understand what the enlargement of an
organization like the EU embraces. Schimmelfennig and Sedelmeier define “the
enlargement of an organization as a process of gradual and formal horizontal
institutionalization of organizational rules and norms”.2 In this definition,
“institutionalization means the process by which the actions and interactions
of social actors come to be normatively patterned”* while “horizontal institu-
tionalization is when institutions spread beyond the incumbent actors, that
is, when the group of actors whose actions and relations are governed by the
organization’s norms becomes larger”.®

Schimmelfennig and Sedelmeier embed their theoretical analysis of enlarge-
ment in the current international relations debate between rationalist and
sociological or constructivist institutionalism.® Rationalist institutionalism is
based on the theory of intergovernmentalism while sociological or constructivist
institutionalism is based on the theory of supranationalism.

Schimmelfennig and Sedelmeier note that “in rationalist institutionalism, the
causal status of institutions generally remains secondary to that of individual,
material interests”, while “in the constructivist perspective, institutions shape
actors’ identities and interests”” They further explain that as in all rationalist
theories, “states favor the kind and degree of horizontal institutionalization
that maximizes their net benefits”® In analyzing rationalist institutionalism,
Schimmelfennig also refers to the thinking of one of the prominent theorists
of the related school, Andrew Moravcsik, who claims that “liberal intergov-
ernmentalism explains the major turning points in the history of European
integration more convincingly than alternative theories”® Moravcsik’s main
claim is that “state preferences and international outcomes emerge from
distributional conflict and reflect patterns of bargaining power at the domestic
and the international level”'® As he further notes, in the case of the EU’s
eastern enlargement,” “the ‘drivers’ were in a clear minority, with only Britain,
Denmark, and Germany advocating an early and firm commitment of the EU
to enlargement”'?As Moravcsik emphasizes, “According to intergovernmen-
talism, this situation did not necessarily block a decision to enlarge because
intergovernmental bargaining intervened between the constellation of national
preferences and the international policy outcome' Buonanno and Nugent
also suggest that intergovernmentalism is state-centred.™
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While further elaborating on sociological or constructivist institutionalism,
Schimmelfennig and Sedelmeier have further stated that, according to this
theory,

enlargement politics will generally be shaped by ideational, cultural
factors with the most relevant of these factors being the community or
cultural match, that is, the degree to which the actors inside and outside
the organization share a collective identity and fundamental beliefs.’®

Nuget also notes that supranationalism “takes inter-state relations beyond
»16

cooperation into integration, and involves some loss of national sovereignty”.
Even if it cannot be strictly stated that EU enlargement is based on pure
rationalist institutionalism (because ideational and, cultural factors, as empha-
sized by constructivists, are also important), the paper will mainly refer to
rationalist institutionalism or intergovernmentalism in explaining the EU
policy of enlargement with regard to the Western Balkans. EU states have not
abandoned their power of independent decision-making, which remains one of
their priorities vis-a-vis the EU as an institution. The paper will therefore argue
that its members states and not the EU as an institution play a primary role
in decision-making. In other words, the theory of rationalist institutionalism
or intergovernmentalism is used in this paper because it provides a more
appropriate approach to explaining the EU policy of enlargement as it affects
the Western Balkans.

In the case of this region, the cost and benefit approach as anticipated in
rationalist institutionalism or intergovernmentalism clearly indicates that the
overall state of development of the Western Balkans, which continues to be
affected by the wars of the 1990s in the former Yugoslavia, is not very attractive
to either EU member states or the EU as an institution. As we will see below,
the EU and its members seem to be willing to financially support the Western
Balkans and even to enable some of the steps required by the EU integration
path, but still leave the countries of the region many steps removed from
membership. Besides the necessary reforms needed to allow the Western
Balkans to progress towards membership, the EU has been insisting that the
problems that specific countries still have with their regional neighbors should
be resolved before they can join the organization. Simultaneously, however,
it has been unable to affect the policies of the countries experiencing such
problems, i.e., Serbia and its relations with Kosovo, Serbia with Croatia, and
North Macedonia with Bulgaria. A further complication is that the process of EU
decisions-making requires that any decision on membership must be approved
by every member state, which is a clear indicator that the theory of rationalist
institutionalism or intergovernmentalism best explains the challenges that the
Western Balkan countries face in their attempts to join the EU.
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III. The Western Balkans: geographical
definition and regional relations

"This is the hour of Europe .... If one problem can be solved by
the Europeans, it is the Yugoslav problem.""

Jacques Poos, Luxembourg foreign minister and
European Commission chairperson, 1991

The “Yugoslav problem” took on a new and more ominous meaning with the
disintegration of the then-Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia (SFRY) caused
by the secession of Slovenia, Croatia, what was then Macedonia, and BiH. This
led to the creation of the mentioned states in the Western Balkans currently
consisting of Albania, BiH, Montenegro, North Macedonia, Serbia and Kosovo.

Slovenia’s and Croatia’s declarations of independence on 25 June 1991 effec-
tively ended the SFRY’s existence. By April 1992 the further declarations of
independence by two other republics, the then-Macedonia and BiH, left only
Serbia and Montenegro within the federation, which was called the Federal
Republic of Yugoslavia (FRY). Following the Dayton Peace Agreement in 1995,
BiH, while still defined as one state, was subdivided into two entities, i.e.,
Republika Srpska and the Federation of BiH, together with the autonomous
District of Brcko (which technically “belongs” to both entities).

The disintegration of the SFRY led to a series of wars. Croatia experienced
war in 1991, while BiH was devastated by several years of war from 1992 to
1995. Four years later clashes started in Kosovo after it attempted to secede
from Serbia, which resulted in the 1999 NATO bombing of the FRY. Macedonia
experienced armed conflict in 2001 between its security forces and the Albanian
National Liberation Army militant group. In 2003 the FRY became the State
Union of Serbia and Montenegro, but ceased to exist in 2006 with Montenegro’s
declaration of independence, a split that occurred without any violence or
clashes.” Albania did not belong to either the SFRY or the FRY.

Because the aim of this paper is to analyse the state of Western Balkan countries’
paths to EU integration, it will focus on relations within the Western Balkans
that hinder specific countries’ progress towards EU membership. The primary
focus will be on relations between Serbia and Kosovo, Serbia and Croatia, and
North Macedonia and Bulgaria. In all three cases, when their progress towards
EU membership is at issue, the theory of intergovernmentalism applies.
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A. Serbia and Kosovo

Kosovo’s unilateral declaration of independence in February 2008 deepened the
long-lasting crises that had arisen between the Serbs and Kosovo Albanians.™
Since then, Serbia has refused to recognise the independence of Kosovo and
considers it to be part of its territory, as was stated for the first time in the
preamble to the 2006 Constitution of Serbia.?°

A crisis occurred in July 2011, when Kosovo police attempted to seize control of
two border crossings in the Serb-run north Kosovo at Jarinje and Brnjak, which
led to the murder a policeman in clashes with local Serbs.?' This showed the
necessity for Belgrade and Pristina to focus on seeking a solution that would
allow the normalisation of their relations. With the support of the EU, two
years later the Belgrade-Pristina Agreement on the normalisation of relations
between Serbia and Kosovo was signed in Brussels in April 2013.22

The agreement was not implemented, especially the first six items of the total
of 15, which refer to the establishment of an association or community of
Serbian municipalities in Kosovo,?® and the process of normalisation was further
hindered by the lack of mutual understanding between Belgrade and Pristina.

Subsequent years saw additional tensions arising between Serbia and Kosovo,
but some attempts were made to find a solution such as a land swap defined as
a “border correction or demarcation”, which was “shyly pushed both by Serbian
President Aleksandar Vucic and his Kosovo counterpart, Hashim Thaci”.?* The
most commonly discussed scenario was that north Kosovo would be recognised
as part of Serbia and the mainly ethnic-Albanian-populated part of southern
Serbia would join Kosovo.?® The idea did not survive, receiving only formal US
support, a categorical rejection from Germany and scepticism from the EU.2®

The situation almost resulted in direct conflict between Belgrade and Pristina
in January 2017, when Belgrade attempted to send a train bearing on its sides
the inscription “Kosovo is Serbia” into Kosovo and stated that it intended to
establish a regular railway line from Serbia to the Serbian enclave in Kosovska
Mitrovica.?” Feelings provoked by the inscription and the Serbian Orthodox
Church icons in the train’s interior done by Russian artists caused Kosovo to
deploy police forces along the border to prevent the train from crossing into
Kosovo, which forced the then-Serbian president, Tomislav Nikoli¢, to order a
halt to the service.?? One year later, the arrest in Kosovo of the then-director of
Serbia’s Government Office for Kosovo, Marko Djuri¢, in March 2018 resulted in
a further escalation of violence. Djuri¢ had entered Kosovo to attend a meeting
in north Mitrovica, defying a ban from the Kosovo authorities prohibiting him
from doing s0.2° More than 30 people were injured in clashes with police when
they were protesting Djurié’s arrest, who was immediately deported.3®

In 2020 the then-US president, Donald Trump, increased the focus on Belgrade-
Pristina negotiations via the signing in Washington on 4 September of two
documents on the normalisation of economic relations between the parties.?

10
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The major parts of the documents dealt with the implementation of US foreign
policy towards Israel. Pristina and Belgrade did not sign these documents with
each other, but each bilaterally with Washington. The related agreements did not
have the support of the EU and became almost irrelevant when Trump lost the
2020 presidential elections. These agreements stated that Serbia had to move
its embassy in Israel from Tel Aviv to Jerusalem, where there would also be a
Kosovo diplomatic mission, and Israel would recognise Kosovo as an independent
country. Israel recognised Kosovo officially by establishing diplomatic relations
in February 2021, while Serbia, instead of moving its embassy from Tel Aviv to
Jerusalem, opened a chamber of commerce in Jerusalem in November 2021.
The EU stated that many of the projects included in the Washington deals
were already being developed under the EU’s Investment Framework in the
Western Balkans,®? such as the construction of a Nis-Pristina highway funded in
part by the European Bank for Reconstruction and Development and the EU.33

In February 2023, in Ohrid, North Macedonia, Belgrade and Pristina verbally
agreed®* to the Agreement on the Path to Normalisation between Kosovo and
Serbia®® and the annex referring to the implementation of the agreement.®®
It has been reported that relevant amendments to these documents will be
included in the Chapter 35 negotiation dealing with Kosovo’s®? and Serbia’s
EU negotiation framework, and in the agenda of Kosovo’s Special Group on
Normalisation as foreseen in item 3 of the annex.28 The agreement anticipated
the development of good-neighbourly relations between Serbia and Kosovo,
and among other things included the following article: “Neither Party will block,
nor encourage others to block, the other Party’s progress in their respective
EU path”3? It is also relevant to note that the agreement anticipates that the
EU-led dialogue process should lead to a legally binding agreement on the
comprehensive normalisation of relations.*® The agreement and the related
annex do not refer to the 2013 Brussels Agreement.

How far Belgrade is willing to go with the implementation of verbal agreement
has been recently clarified by Serbia’s outgoing first deputy prime minister and
foreign minister, Ivica Daci¢, who stated that Serbia will accept neither Kosovo’s
independence nor its membership of the UN.*' So far, Pristina has avoided
establishing the agreed Association/Community of Serbian Municipalities, with
the Kosovo prime minister, Albin Kurti, conditioning it on Serbia’s recognition
of Kosovo’s independence.*?

In the meantime, Belgrade’s influence over the north Kosovo Serbs*® remains
high both politically and economically. The Serbian government’s Office for
Kosovo said in November 2022 that it was signing contracts to pay the 3,500
police officers, judges, and other public servants in four Kosovo municipalities
who had resigned over their claims “that EU-mediated agreements between
Serbia and Kosovo in Brussels [we]re being breached”. 4* These payments are
estimated to cost Serbian taxpayers up to EUR 60 million.*® Those who had
resigned emphasized that “Kosovo must withdraw a decision to make Serb
drivers with Serbia’s vehicle plates exchange them for Kosovo plates, and finally

"
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establish the long-awaited Association of Serbian Municipalities”.?® Tensions
in the city and across north Kosovo escalated in December 2022 when ethnic
Serbs erected barricades and blocked major roads and border crossings to
protest against Pristina’s decision to mandate the replacement of Serbia-issued
identity documents and vehicle number plates.*” Serbia and Kosovo then agreed
that the deadline for the change of number plates would be postponed, while
Serbia would stop issuing number plates to north Kosovo Serbs.*®

The continuous escalation then de-escalation of the various crises in north
Kosovo has transformed the ongoing and seemingly never-ending talks between
Belgrade and Pristina into something more like crisis management meetings than
discussions on the implementation of the deals that have been reached. On 29
May 2023, 30 NATO troops from the KFOR peacekeeping mission were injured
in violent clashes with protesting Serbs in Zvecan, Leposavi¢ and Zubin Potok
that started one day after the newly elected mayors of these Serb-majority
municipalities whom Pristina had acknowledged as legitimately elected took
their oaths of office following elections that Serbs boycotted.*®

In such a pessimistic situation, the clashes in Banjska, north Kosovo in September
2023, during which one Kosovo policemen and three Serb gunmen lost their
lives, constituted the worst escalation of violence in north Kosovo since the July
2011 crises. The clashes in Banjska occurred at a time when the last round of
EU-mediated Belgrade-Pristina talks had ended unsuccessfully and while Kosovo
was still subject to the conditions the EU had imposed on Pristina in June 2023.5°

The Serbian president accused Kosovo of terrorising north Kosovo Serbs, which
in the Banjska case had rebelled,*" while the Kosovo prime minister accused
Serbia of trying to annex the country's Serb-majority north and that the deadly
clashes in Banjska were part of this plan.5?

Basically, Belgrade and Pristina still remain far from reaching a mutual agree-
ment on the normalisation of their relations. As long as Serbia continues to
insist on and prioritise its refusal to recognise Kosovo’s independence and
Kosovo continues to claim the opposite, it will be almost impossible to find a
common language between them. The parliamentary elections held in Serbia
in December 2023 that led to another four-year term in power for the Serbian
Progressive Party of President Vuci¢ are not expected to lead to a change in
Serbian policy towards Kosovo.

B. Serbia and Croatia

With regard to relations between Serbia and EU member Croatia, in early June
2016 Croatia blocked the opening of Chapter 23 of Serbia’s EU entry negotiations
dealing with the judiciary and human rights in Serbia, in terms of which EU
membership negotiations require “Serbia to abolish the regional jurisdiction
of Serbian courts in war crimes cases and to reserve seats for the Croatian

12




The Prospective of the Western Balkans to the EU Membership

minority in the Parliament”>® The majority of EU countries noted that these
were bilateral issues that had not been set as conditions for the opening of
negotiations.5* Lacking the support of the other 27 EU member states, all of
which had approved the opening of Chapter 23, Croatia withdrew its objections
and gave the green light for opening the chapter.>®

Despite Zagreb and Belgrade having promised to work together on minority rights,
border issues and searches for missing persons from the war in the 1990s,%¢
much still needs to be done in these areas, with Zagreb always having the power
to either hinder Serbia’s EU path or assist in the process if it wishes to do so.

C. North Macedonia and Bulgaria

North Macedonia’s path to the EU was first challenged by Greece and currently
by Bulgaria, both of which are EU members.

After having resolved in 2018 the issue of the country’s use of the name
“Macedonia”, which was disputed by Greece,’” North Macedonia found itself
facing a new challenge from Bulgaria. In 2020 Bulgaria blocked EU accession
negotiations with North Macedonia by accusing®® it of not having implemented
the provisions of the Treaty on Friendship, Good Neighbourly Relations and
Friendly Cooperation signed in 2017 between the two countries.?® This document
aimed to develop the overall bilateral relations between the two countries,
including committing Bulgaria to support North Macedonia’s path to EU and
NATO membership.6? Even if it is not clear which part of the agreement
North Macedonia is accused of failing to implement, it can be assumed that
the disagreement is more about historical facts referring to Bulgarian and
Macedonian identities that are still matter of debate.®’ In June 2022, under
EU pressure, Bulgaria lifted its veto on North Macedonia joining the EU, which
awarded the latter candidate status in the same month, while noting that it
expected “North Macedonia must include Bulgarians in its constitution ‘on an
equal footing with other people’”.62 The failure to reach the necessary support to
amend the constitution to fulfil this requirement means that North Macedonia
is heading for presidential and parliamentary elections in April and May 2024,
respectively, with the likelihood of no green light being given by Bulgaria for
North Macedonia’s further progress on the EU path.

In the meantime, the war in Ukraine has not affected relations between the
countries in the region in terms of further challenges to their path to EU
membership, with the exception of Kosovo-Serbia relations. Kosovo officials
have apparently found similarities®® between Russian annexations of territories
in Ukraine and Serbia’s policy towards Kosovo, especially after the Banjska
clashes in north Kosovo in September 2023.%4

However, seen from the perspective of the Western Balkans, the war in Ukraine
has resulted in the EU placing a higher focus on this country (and, for that matter,
on its EU integration process) than on the Western Balkan accession process.

13
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IV. Challenges of EU enlargement for the
Western Balkans

A. The current approach of the EU and Western Balkans
to the enlargement process

“The future of the Balkans is within the European Union.”%®

Declaration of the EU-Western Balkans Summit,
Thessaloniki, 21 June 2003

“Promises must be kept towards the Balkan countries, to which
we have been promising [EU] membership for 20 years.”®®

German chancellor Olaf Scholz, May 2023

Various European countries first started cooperating in an economic plan back in
1951 by forming the European Coal and Steel Community, and then, in 1957, the
European Economic Community and the European Atomic Energy Community.
Only six countries were members of these communities (Belgium, Germany,
France, Italy, Luxembourg and the Netherlands). The current manifestation of
this European desire for greater unity, the EU, has 27 member states that joined
it during several stages of enlargements, with the only country ever having
withdrawn from EU being Britain in 2020.%7 The integration of the Western
Balkans has been a factor of EU enlargement policy for at least 20 years, but
with no end currently in sight.

Figure 1: The Euro-Atlantic integration of the Western Balkans®®

Serbia
m EU: 2012 - candidate; 2014 - opened talks
NATO: PfP-2006; military neutrality - 2007

Bosnia and Herzegovina
EU: Dec. 2022 - candidate;
NATO: PfP-2006; military neutrality of RS - 2017

Montenegro
EU: 2010 - candidate; 2012 - opened talks
to NATO: 2017

Albania
EU: 2014 - candidate; July 2022 - opened talks
to NATO: 2009

Kosovo

EU: not recognised by 5 members; applied for membership in
Dec. 2022

NATO - KFOR since 1999

North Macedonia
EU: 2005 - candidate; July 2022 - opened talks
to NATO: 2019

14
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From 2005 (when the first state from the Western Balkans, North Macedonia,
achieved candidate status) to 2023, none of the Western Balkan states has
joined the EU, including the two front runners, Serbia and Montenegro, which
respectively opened talks on EU membership in 2014 and 2012 (see Figure 2).

The EU has continued to economically support and develop the region, but the
EU accession process remains complicated. The EU is the Western Balkans’
leading trading partner, with EU-Western Balkans trade constituting almost
70% of the region’s total trade®® (see Figure 3).

Figure 2: Western Balkan countries main trading partners, 20217

Exports Imports

QOther
\ 156 %

Russia
39%

United Kingdom
39%

Turkey
72%

EU
57.9 %

China
1.6 %

81.0 %

Source: Eurostat (online data code: Comext data code - DS-056697)

eurostat@

Furthermore, the ongoing EU-led Berlin Process, launched in 2014, aims to
improve the regional integration of the Western Balkans as part of a process
designed to accelerate the entire region’s closer alignment with the EU.”! The
November 2022 Berlin Process summit also clearly demonstrated the EU policy
of providing financial support to the region by announcing a EUR 1 billion energy
support package for the Western Balkans.”® The new EU growth plan for the
region was elaborated at the Berlin Process leaders’ summit held in Tirana,
Albania, in October 2023, involving a “6 billion Euro ($6.3 billion) investment
package, 2 billion euros ($2.1 billion) of grants and 4 billion Euros ($4.2 billion)
of loans””® However, the EU made clear the necessity of the required reforms
being implemented in the Western Balkans in order for the financial support
package to become active. The European Commission president, Ursula von
der Leyen, was quoted as saying that “Funds will be relieved upon delivery of

reforms”.7*
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The EU is expecting the Western Balkans to make reforms in the areas of
fundamentals,” the economy and democratic institutions. It is also expecting
the Western Balkan countries to resolve their bilateral problems before joining
the Union (see above).”® No Western Balkan country has so far implemented
all the related reforms, with some moving faster than others.

Serbia has been an EU candidate country since 2012. Since the opening of
Serbia’s accession negotiations in January 2014, 22 out of 35 chapters have
been opened, two of which (Chapter 25 on science and research and Chapter
26 on education and culture) have been provisionally closed.”” The overall
pace of negotiations is reported to “depend in particular on the pace of rule
of law reforms and on the normalization of Serbia’s relations with Kosovo”."®
As described in section 3.2, Serbia’s path to the EU was halted in early June
2016, when Croatia blocked the opening of Chapter 23 on the judiciary and
human rights in EU-Serbia membership negotiations. As further noted above,
the majority of EU countries shared the opinion that these were bilateral issues
not related to the EU negotiation process. In this case, the theory of integov-
ernmentalism can be used to explain Serbia’s progress on the EU integration
path in terms of its being hindered by the decision of one EU member, Croatia,
and also by the fact that EU member states did not support Croatia’s attempts
to hinder Serbia’s progress, because it was not in their interests to do so.

A very important factor in EU-Serbia relations is the requirement for Serbia’s
foreign policy to align with that of the EU, which is currently not the case. In
2021 Serbia’s alignment with EU Common Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP)
positions was assessed at 64%,”® while in 2022 it dropped to some 44%.8°
Following the Russia invasion of Ukraine in February 2022, Serbia did not support
the sanctions the EU imposed on the Russian Federation.®! Serbia has also
not only failed to align its foreign policy with the CFSP’s position on Russia,
but also on China. This can be explained by the fact that, like Russia, China,
which is a permanent member of the UN Security Council, has not recognised
the independence of Kosovo. In March 2020 the Serbian president, Aleksandar
Vucic¢, in a letter sent to the Chinese president, Xi Jingping, emphasised that
“his country firmly supports China in safeguarding national sovereignty and
security on Hong Kong affairs”2 In the same year, Belgrade did not support the
EU’s condemnation of China’s treatment of the Uyghur people in its Xinjiang
province. Instead Serbia had supported China’s declaration describing its
violation of the human and minority rights of the Uyghur people as a part of the
“fight against terrorism and extremism”.8® Belgrade’s support for China is not
surprising, at least partly because China has rapidly become one of the largest
investors in Serbia. While from 2010 to 2015 its “investment in Serbia amounted
to a mere €189 million, paling in comparison to the robust inflow of [foreign
direct investment] from EU countries, which exceeded €7.2 billion during the
same period”®* by 2022 “Chinese investment in the country had reached the

level of the combined investment of all 27 European Union member states”®®
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Serbia has made some progress in implementing the reforms required by the
EU in terms of its judicial system, and fighting corruption and organised crime,
but still needs to improve its laws on freedom of expression.®® In terms of the
economic criteria for EU entry, Serbia is evaluated as having achieved “between
a good and moderate level of preparation and has made some progress in
developing a functioning market economy”.8?

Despite these limited gains, the EU has continued to financially help Serbia.
Under the Instrument for Pre-accession Assistance 2021-2027 (IPA I1ll), a first
financing decision of EUR 12214 million was adopted for Serbia at the end of
2021 to support the EU accession process.®®

Montenegro has been an EU candidate country since 2010, and opened accession
negotiations in 2012. Thirty-three negotiating chapters have been opened, three
of which (Chapter 25 on science and research, Chapter 26 on education and
culture, and Chapter 30 on external relations) have been provisionally closed.®®
In terms of foreign relations, Montenegro is fully aligned with the EU sanctions
imposed on Russia.?®

With regard to reforms that have been archived thus far, Montenegro’s judicial
system is moderately prepared, and the country has reached some level of
preparation in the areas of dealing with corruption and organised crime, and of
freedom of expression.?! In terms of economic criteria, Montenegro has made
has made moderate progress in developing a functioning market economy.®2
Under the Instrument for Pre-accession Assistance 2021-2027 (IPA 1lI), a first
financing decision of EUR 32.41 million was adopted at the end of 2021 to
support Montenegro’s EU accession process.??

Even if though it was one of the first EU candidate countries in the Western
Balkans, North Macedonia, which was awarded this status in 2005, could
only open accession talks in 2022. As mentioned above, under EU pressure,
Bulgaria gave the EU the green light to open accession talks with North
Macedonia in 2022, but only on condition that the Macedonian constitution
should be changed to include the Bulgarian minority on an equal footing as
the other peoples inhabiting the country. As in case of Croatia’s blocking of
Serbia’s accession progress (section 3.2), Bulgaria is also creating barriers to
North Macedonia’s progress to EU integration out of a desire to protect its
national interests, which is another example of the relevance of the theory of
intergovernmentalism. North Macedonia cannot proceed on the EU path without
the consent of Bulgaria, and in this case the EU as an institution apparently
cannot force Bulgaria to change its position, but rather only influence it to do
so, and then only partially.

In terms of the reforms that North Macedonia has implemented, its judicial
system has reached a moderate level of preparation, and has achieved moderate
progress in the fight against corruption and organised crime, and some level of
preparation in the area of freedom of expression.? In terms of the economic
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criteria for entry, North Macedonia has made some progress and has achieved
a good level of preparation in developing a functioning market economy.®® In
terms of foreign policy, it has reached 100% alignment with EU CFSP positions.?®

Under the Instrument for Pre-accession Assistance 2021-2027 (IPA I11l), a first
financing decision of EUR 90.45 million was adopted at the end of 2021 to
support North Macedonia’s EU accession process.??

Albania has been an EU candidate country since 2014, but took a further eight
years to open accession negotiations with the EU.

Like that of North Macedonia, Albania’s foreign policy is fully aligned with
the EU’s CFSP, including in terms of sanctions on Russia.?® Albania’s judicial
system has reached a moderate level of preparation for EU integration, and has
reached some level of preparation in terms of corruption, organised crime, and
freedom of expression.®® Regarding the economic criteria for EU entry, Albania
has made good progress and has been moderately successful in developing
a functioning market economy.’® It is also being helped financially by the
EU. Under the Instrument for Pre-accession Assistance 2021-2027 (IPA I11), a
first financing decision of EUR 64.9 million was adopted at the end of 2021 to
support Albania’s EU accession process.'!

Kosovo applied for EU membership in December 2022, but is expected to face
stiff challenges, because it is still not recognised as an independent state
by five EU members (Cyprus, Greece, Romania, Slovakia and Spain). These
countries’ refusal to recognise Kosovo’s independence is based on their national
interests, because each of them deals with similar cases to that of Kosovo,'?
thus confirming that the theory of integovernmentalism can be also used to
explain Kosovo’s lack of progress towards EU accession, because these states’
approach to the issue is primarily determined by their self-interest.

The EU-Kosovo Stabilisation and Association Agreement (SAA) has been in force
since April 2016, while a second phase of the European Reform Agenda was
adopted in October 2021 to further guide the implementation of EU-related
reforms under the SAA framework.'®® Kosovo has aligned its foreign policy with
that of the EU, including sanctions on Russia.'®*

In terms of the reforms that it has committed to, Kosovo is currently still at an
early stage, with some level of preparation in the fight against corruption and
organised crime, and in developing a functioning market economy.®®

An amount of EUR 63.96 million was allocated to Kosovo by the Instrument
for Pre-accession Assistance (IPA) 2021 for the first year of implementation of
required EU reforms, while for 2022 the IPA allocation was fixed at EUR 62.25
million to support overall reforms in Kosovo.'®

Bosnia and Herzegovina was granted candidate status in 2022. Following
its application for EU membership in February 2016, BiH was required to
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undertake key reforms set out in the Commission Opinion of May 2019, which
covers democracy/functionality, the rule of law, fundamental rights, and public
administration reform.'®?

BiH is at an early stage of preparation as regards its judiciary, fight against
corruption and organised crime, and the establishment of a functioning market
economy, while no progress has been made in the areas of guaranteeing
freedom of expression and of the media.'® In addition, difficulties in BiH’s
ability to function as an integrated state are caused by one of the entities
into which the country is divided, i.e. the Republika Srpska entity. As of spring
2022, Republika Srpska political parties had blocked the establishment of the
required legislative and executive institutions at the state level, and had also
obstructed the implementation of EU sanctions on Russia, with which BiH
had formally aligned.'®

BiH is also benefitting from EU financial assistance. In 2021 it was awarded
EUR 73 million under the Instrument for Pre-accession Assistance 2021-2027
(IPA 111).11°

Figure 3: Which non-EU states most want to join the EU?""
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While among other European non-EU member states the citizens of Western
Balkan countries most strongly support EU membership (see Figure 3), the share
of survey respondents who expect EU integration has further declined.”? The
path to EU integration seems to be a very long one, which has led to Western
Balkan accession fatigue.
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Figure 4: National opinions of selected EU members on how many Western Balkan
countries should join the EU in the next decade'?
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Equally, in 2019, 40% of the citizens of Germany, Austria, France and the
Netherlands said they were unwilling to see the Western Balkans joining the EU
in the next ten years (Figure 4). This affects EU member states’ decisions about
EU enlargement, because the process lacks the support of a large proportion
of their respective electorates.

In light of all that has been said thus far, it is clear that the Western Balkans’
path to full EU membership is a long one. The region’s countries still need
to complete reforms, but the progress of some of them towards the EU will
continue to be hindered or blocked by bilateral issues that the countries in
question lack the political will to resolve.
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B. The impact on the Western Balkans of Ukraine and
Moldova being awarded EU candidate status

About Ukraine: “They are one of us and we want them in.”"*

Ursula von der Leyen, European Commission president,
February 2022

“Ukraine is progressing. The [Western Balkan countries also]
have to follow this path at the same pace.”"®

Josep Borrell, EU foreign policy chief, May 2023

The war in Ukraine has motivated the EU to express its intention to speed up
Ukraine’s accession to the EU. Similarly, due to the geopolitical changes caused
by the war, it can be assumed that Georgia’s and Moldova’s applications were
also speeded up.

Therefore, in June 2022 the European Council granted the status of candidate
country to Ukraine (which had applied for it in February of that year) and
Moldova (which had applied for candidate status in March the same year),
while it also recognised Georgia’s EU membership aspirations (the country
also applied for candidate status in March 2022)."¢ In December 2023 the EU
opened accession talks with Ukraine and Moldova (but not BiH) and granted
candidate status to Georgia.""” The three candidate countries’ EU integration
processes had started several years earlier. In February 2014 the European
Parliament passed a resolution referring to the three countries, noting that
“the EU Treaty allows any European country to apply to become a member
of the EU provided that it adheres to the principles of democracy, respects
fundamental freedoms and human and minority rights, and ensures the rule of
law”.""® However, former European Commission president Jean-Claude Juncker
had criticised the possibility of Ukraine joining the EU, lambasting the country
as massively “corrupt”™®

June 2023 marked 20 years since the Western Balkan countries were declared to
be prospective EU members at the EU-Western Balkans Summit in Thessaloniki,
while EU officials have reportedly stated recently that

Ukraine is rapidly implementing reforms leading it to membership in
the European Union ... while the Western Balkan candidates are lagging
behind instead of moving at the same speed, and if they do not catch
up, Ukraine and Moldova could overtake them.'?®

A public opinion survey carried out a month after the start of the war in Ukraine
showed that there is a high support for Ukraine (but not the Western Balkans)
joining the EU among the public in Germany, France, Italy and Spain (respectively,
46%, 42%, 45% and 60%). As can be seen in Figure 5, average support for the
Western Balkans joining the EU is 15% lower than that for Ukraine.'®!
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Figure 5: Support for Ukraine joining the EU in selected European countries,
March 2022'%2
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When speaking about membership prospects, the EU has apparently decided
to refer at the same time to Ukraine, Moldova, Georgia and the Western Balkans.
But the Western Balkan countries are dissatisfied with Ukraine, Moldova and
Georgia being apparently more privileged on the EU membership path, even
though, like the Western Balkans, they are still far from actual membership.

C. Russian influence in the Western Balkans, the chang-
ing geopolitics of the war in Ukraine, and ongoing EU
enlargement fatigue

“The Western Balkans are part of Europe. And they are
certainly not a chip to be used by Putin.”12

Josep Borrell, EU foreign policy chief, March 2023

The slow progress towards EU accession, which reflects several years of
so-called “enlargement fatigue” (the last country to join the EU was Croatia
in 2013), has left an open space in the Western Balkans for other geopolitical
actors to enter and exert influence. Because this section is focused on Russian
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influence in the Western Balkans after the start of the war in Ukraine, other
geopolitical players present in this region will not be taken into consideration.'?*

Russia seems to be more focused on preserving the status quo in the Western
Balkans, retaining its presence there and blocking further NATO expansion.

The EU Agency for the Cooperation of Energy Regulators date for 2023 shows
that Russia's energy-related influence is greatest in Serbia, North Macedonia,
and BiH, where it supplies close to 100% of gas needs and owns several assets,
while Kosovo, Montenegro, and Albania currently consume little or no Russian
gas, and future supplies are likely to come from Azerbaijan rather than Russia.'®®

Russia is apparently more interested in political connections and foreign policy
support in Serbia and Republika Srpska (the Serbian entity of BiH), and less
so in Montenegro, North Macedonia, Kosovo, and Albania. Russian connections
with Serbia and Republika Srpska remain positively affected by the belonging
to the same religion, i.e. Orthodoxy, which is not the case in Montenegro and
North Macedonia, which have been claiming that Russia is negatively interfering
in their internal affairs.?®

Russia firmly opposes Kosovo independence.'7 Also, Russia has been using its
status as a permanent UN Security Council member to support Serbia, including
in 1994 and 2015, when Moscow vetoed two UN Security Council resolutions
condemning violence by Bosnian Serbs (the latter resolution labelled the 1995
Srebrenica massacre as genocide).® In return for Russian support, two months
after the start of the war in Ukraine, Serbian president Aleksandar Vuci¢ was
quoted as saying that his country has reached a favourable three-year deal
with Russia for supplies of natural gas at a price three times lower than what
Europe is paying.'®

Both Serbia and Republika Srpska have refused to impose sanctions on
Moscow,'®® despite Belgrade officially affirming the territorial integrity of
Ukraine.”® The war in Ukraine has nevertheless led to complete interruption of
traditional military exercises between Serbia and Russia.'®*? Equally, Serbia has
imposed a moratorium on its holding military exercises with foreign partners
since February 2022."2 The only exemption has been an exercise with NATO
held in Serbia in June 2023."34

Unlike the official Belgrade approach, which due to the war in Ukraine has
tried to restrict cooperation with and official visits to Russia, the president of
Republika Srpska, Milorad Dodik, has visited Moscow and met Vladimir Putin
in September 2022 and May 2023."%% |n January 2023 Dodik even awarded
Putin the Medal of Honour of Republika Srpska, the entity’s highest honour,
for his “patriotic concern and love”'® a gesture that did not go unappreciated
by Moscow. Six months later, in June, the Putin awarded Dodik the Order of

Alexander Nevsky, an award that the Serbian president had received in 2019."37
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The Serbian population’s support for Russia remains high, despite the war in
Ukraine. A survey conducted recently by the London-based Henry Jackson
Society has shown that 66.3% of Serbian respondents blame Ukraine for the
conflict and see the US government and NATO as the main culprits behind
the war (82.4% and 84.8%, respectively), while 78.7% are against imposing
sanctions on Russia."®®
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V. Policy recommendations and
conclusions

“EU members never had any intention of enlarging the union
and ... neither Bosnia and Herzegovina nor Serbia ever had
any interest in joining.”'3®
John C. Kornblum, former US ambassador to Germany,
October 2021

“It is time to move forward. ... | believe we must be ready - on
both sides - by 2030 to enlarge.”'4°

Charles Michel, European Council president,
September 2023

Despite the EU’s promised commitment to enlargement and belief that this
can be achieved by 2030, as well as the significant financial help that it has
given to the region’s countries, the accession of the Western Balkans remains
a highly complicated process that, if it continues to be blocked by unresolved
bilateral issues, might be realistically unfeasible. The process is without doubt
characterised by intergovernmentalism, because the accession process of one
country to the EU depends primarily on the decisions of all the member states.

The accession of new member states to the EU is possible if the state in
question fulfils two conditions: “1. it must be a European state; 2. it must
respect the common values of the Member States and undertake to promote
them”. Even if it might look easy to fulfil these two conditions, accession is
not granted automatically, but rather depends on “the adequate preparation
of the applicant country concerned and on the EU's capacity to integrate the
new member”'2 Both these requirements are subjected to the evaluation of
the EU itself, i.e. its existing member states.’®

This fact alone makes Western Balkan countries’ accession to the EU almost
a mission impossible, because the probability of all member states agreeing
to the Western Balkans joining the Union remains low (see Figure 4).

Bearing all these complicated processes of EU membership in mind, and after
analysing the current geopolitical situation causing the EU to focus on the
war in Ukraine and not on the Western Balkans, which is still struggling to
make the necessary reforms and normalise neighbourly relations, the author
found it useful to exchange opinions with about 15 representatives of the
international community on the issue of the possible EU membership of the
Western Balkans.'#*
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It became evident during these discussions that all of them were in favour of
the Western Balkans joining the EU, but did not when and how it would happen.
They all also agreed that Russia is not interested in seeing this region join the
EU, because this would reduce Russia’s influence in the region. What differed
were the experts’ reasons and suggestions for why and how the Western Balkans
could or could not become a part of the EU family. The author classified these
suggestions and elaborations into seven groups:

Group 71 was sceptical about the chances of the Western Balkans achieving EU
membership any time soon. Its members noted that the region has become a
theatre for great-power rivalry, and also emphasised that the end of the war
in Ukraine will define the future of European security and that there will likely
be no clear winner.'®

Group 2 did not see an EU membership future for the Western Balkans, and felt
that the region would end up forming part of the EU’s neighbourhood policy
and not its enlargement policy. Some members of the group also claimed
that EU accession is not possible, because the process is too complicated.®
However, they agreed that the EU will still have to support the Western Balkans,
because the region is part of Europe.

Group 3 perceived the situation in Ukraine as a priority for the EU, which has
therefore put the accession of the Western Balkans on the back burner. Some
members of the group had no idea when the Western Balkans would join the
EU.147

Group 4 (with more supporters) could also not determine when membership
might occur, but noted that before they could become part of the EU, the
countries of the Western Balkans needed to implement the required reforms,
including those dealing with the rule of law, corruption and human rights, and
resolve their bilateral political issues.™® This group strongly believed that when
the reforms had been implemented, accession would be feasible.

Group 5 was of the opinion that enlargement cannot take place without the
EU first being restructured and becoming stronger. Its members suggested,
however, that both sides must seriously engage in the enlargement process, with
the EU supporting energy financing, steps to fight inflation and reconstruction
in the region.®

Group 6 saw no appetite for enlargement among current EU members, but
suggested that the Western Balkans should not wait for Brussels, but rather
engage in building links between academic institutions and civil society that
could strengthen the pathway to the EU."S°

Group 7 doubted that a path would be found that would allow the Western
Balkans to become part of the EU, and felt that the region might remain a
secondary group.’™’
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Taking all the above into account, this paper makes the following recommen-
dations for how the EU and the Western Balkans could become engaged in an
accelerated EU accession path.

Both sides must be wholeheartedly committed to the process to make
the Western Balkans part of the EU.

The Western Balkans must fulfil all the reforms required by the EU to accel-
erate the region’s overall development and enhance regional cooperation.
The more developed the entire region becomes, the easier it will be for
its constituent countries to meet and even compete with the standards
the EU has set. The Western Balkan countries need to understand that
reform should be undertaken not because of the EU, but because of the
region’s people.

The EU must regain its credibility in the Western Balkans, which must not
stay in the accession waiting room for decades or be allowed to become
a background issue because of unclear proposals or accession models
characterised by multiple complex stages.

The EU must not condition the speed of the Western Balkan accession
process on the resolution of the region’s bilateral problems, especially if
an EU member is involved, and the Union should use its influence so that
bilateral problems do not prevent the progress of the candidate country.
The delayed green light for Albania and North Macedonia due to the latter’s
dispute with the EU state Bulgaria is a negative example in this regard,
while the exercising of EU influence to encourage its member Croatia
to give the green light for Serbia’s accession talks is a positive example.
Serbia-Kosovo relations must not prevent each side’s path to the EU, since
it is well known that both Serbia and Kosovo have completely different
opinions on the status of Kosovo statehood. More creative solutions need
to be found to resolve this dilemma.

Non-EU players will continue to exert their influence in the region for
as long as EU membership does not become a reality. Having great and
regional powers investing and being present in this region is useful only
as long as the region’s countries also have a chance of joining the EU.

The situation in Ukraine must not be allowed to be the EU’s prime focus,
and the Western Balkans’ accession process should be given equal levels
of effort and attention, otherwise the impression will continue to be given
that the EU is prioritising the accession paths of Ukraine, Moldova and
Georgia. The wars in the Western Balkans in the 1990s must not be forgotten,
as well as the long years of the stabilisation process that followed. EU
membership will continue and strengthen that process, while delayed or
denied EU accession will only undermine it.

The EU must communicate with the Western Balkans as a unified institution.

27




The Prospective of the Western Balkans to the EU Membership

* The EU must create an efficient mechanism that motivates reforms in the
Western Balkans and aligns financial incentives with the reform process.

However, in order for all these recommendations to be fulfilled, two interrelated
suggestions should also be considered:

* The EU needs to set a deadline (i.e. month or year) for the accession of
each Western Balkan state by asking each of the candidate countries when
it estimates it can join the EU after completing the required reforms. This
would be a perfect motivation for the Western Balkans to progress rapidly
with the reforms needed to join the EU. Public opinion, including civil
society, would exert more pressure on local politicians to accelerate the
reforms and keep their promises of their respective countries joining the
EU. In the meantime, the EU would be relieved of the accusation that it
is suffering from enlargement fatigue, because each Western Balkan state
would have to state when it thinks it will be ready to join the Union. The
long drawn-out accession process has lasted for years and will continue
to demotivate the Western Balkans unless something is done to revitalise
its countries’ desire to join the EU.

* In order for the accession of the Western Balkans to the EU to become
possible and not remain a long, complicated, uncertain process, the EU
must restructure the ratification system and opt for a large consensus
rather than requiring all member states to ratify a new member. This would
be a clear indicator that the EU really wants to enlarge itself and not only
offer the promise of EU membership.

The process of achieving EU membership remains a complicated one that
cannot be accelerated in the near future due to the ongoing global and regional
challenges Europe and the world face. As long as the war in Ukraine continues,
EU enlargement will not be a central focus of the Union, but rather the issue of
the alignment of candidate countries with EU foreign policy. In the meantime,
with EU “enlargement fatigue” well under way, other non-EU states such as
Russia and China will continue to influence the politics of the Western Balkans.

In such an atmosphere, the unresolved bilateral issues in the region remain a
challenge, and will continue to prevent the states involved from progressing
towards EU membership, demotivating them even further. More creative ways
need to be found to resolve these issues.

EU membership is still the aim of the Western Balkans, but this will remain only
a pipedream until both the EU and the Western Balkans mutually agree to make
real time-defined commitments to make the enlargement path a shorter one.
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