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It has long been assumed that the EU would take 
the lead in the transformation of the Western 
Balkans. Yet this assumption is no longer un-
challenged. While the EU’s enlargement process 
seems to have lost momentum, other external 
players – notably Russia, China, Turkey and the 
Gulf states – have come to play a more promi-
nent role in the region. 

Yet the Western Balkan states do not only face 
exogenous challenges: most of them are still 
struggling to consolidate their democratic sys-
tems. In its annual country reports, the European 
Commission has expressed concerns over their 
‘backsliding’ with regard to the separation of 
powers, political interference in the work of the 
judiciary, and a weak record of fighting high-
level political corruption. Some Balkan gov-
ernments seem willing to silence critical media 
outlets and ‘capture’ state institutions. Indeed, 
public trust in the political system and state in-
stitutions is at a historic low.  

With the recent publication of a Joint 
Communication on ‘A strategic approach to 
resilience in the EU’s external action’, the 
European External Action Service (EEAS) and 
the Commission have further developed the no-
tion – first articulated in last year’s EU Global 

Strategy (EUGS) – of resilience as both a guid-
ing concept and a strategic priority. The broader 
intention of the EU is to foster state and societal 
resilience in its neighbouring countries and sur-
rounding regions – and thereby also improve 
the Union’s own (internal) resilience. 

In the case of the Western Balkans, improving 
resilience requires a careful analysis of how the 
enlargement process (the EU’s main framework 
of engagement with the region) can be adapted 
and improved in order to maintain its trans-
formative power, as well as ensure that reforms 
are both sustainable and irreversible. 

Mapping fragilities 

The Western Balkans region encompasses a di-
verse set of states. While Montenegro is advanc-
ing in its accession negotiations, the EU’s inte-
gration process of the former Yugoslav Republic 
of Macedonia has come to a standstill due, inter 
alia, to the name dispute with Greece. For more 
than two years, Skopje has experienced a severe 
political crisis, with the former government of 
Prime Minister Nikola Gruevski facing allega-
tions of mass surveillance and wiretapping, as 
well as high-level corruption. The formation, in 
May 2017, of a new government comprised of 
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the main opposition and a party dominated by 
ethnic Albanians now presents an opportunity 
to return to ‘normal’ politics. 

The risk of ethnic tensions meanwhile is higher 
in those countries with contested constitutional 
arrangements and ethnically diverse populations 
such as Bosnia and Herzegovina. In one high 
profile example, the government of Republika 
Srpska, one of Bosnia’s constitutional and legal 
entities, is threatening to hold an independence 
referendum in 2018. 

The Western Balkan countries – just like the 
unhappy families from Anna Karenina’s famous 
opening line – are therefore all fragile in differ-
ent ways, and their progress (or lack thereof) 
has been determined by a complex interplay of 
domestic and international factors. The EU has 
been and remains the key for the region’s stabil-
ity and transformation. Since the Thessaloniki 
summit in 2003, the EU has promised to accept 
the Western Balkan states if they comply with 
the accession criteria. These are more compre-
hensive compared to previous enlargements, 
and are now known as ‘Copenhagen Plus’ cri-
teria. The promise of the region’s eventual EU 
integration was reiterated on several occasions, 
most recently by the EU heads of state and gov-
ernment in March 2017. Yet, the enlargement 
context has become less favourable. The EU has 
been absorbed by its multifaceted crises and 
multiple challenges, and the rise of Eurosceptic 
and anti-immigration parties makes the Union’s 
expansion a more contested issue. 

The EU’s standing in 
southeastern Europe 
is also being eroded by 
the altered geopoliti-
cal context. Opposed 
to NATO enlargement 
and pursuing a more 
assertive foreign poli-
cy, Russia has upgrad-
ed its relations with 
most Western Balkan 
states by targeting 
government elites 
and societal groups which are dissatisfied with 
‘mainstream’ politics. The Russian government 
does not pursue a comprehensive strategy com-
parable to the EU’s enlargement policy. Instead, 
it focuses primarily on key areas such as energy, 
foreign policy alignment, and media and com-
munications. Russia wields particular influence 
in Serbia, the only country in the region which 
is not seeking to join NATO. 

Russia also started to become more active in the 
former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia after the 
country’s failed attempt to join NATO in 2008. 
Moscow then backed the conservative govern-
ment in 2015 when it came under pressure from 
protests over allegations that it had violated the 
rule of law. In line with the executive in Skopje, 
Russia framed these protests as a Western at-
tempt to topple an elected government (and the 
same convergence of messaging happened again 
a few weeks ago when protesters stormed in the 
Parliament building). 

Russia’s engagement, however, has also met op-
position: from the Montenegrin government, 
for example, which accused Russia of orches-
trating a coup d’état on the day of the elections 
earlier this year in a bid to prevent the country 
from joining NATO. Furthermore, other exter-
nal actors which are increasingly present – such 
as China, Turkey and the Gulf states – are (for 
the time being at least) adopting stances that are 
compatible with the region’s desire to integrate 
with the EU.  

Internal drivers

It is not only the intensified competition for 
influence among international actors that is a 
source of fragility in the Western Balkans. The 
region is also struggling with a rise in authoritar-
ianism, with incumbent governments unwilling 
to relinquish power and resources. According to 
Freedom House data, four out of the six coun-
tries have a weak compliance record in terms 
of democratic standards. Institutions like the ju-

diciary are vulnerable 
and have come under 
increasing pressure 
by ruling elites, while 
the most contentious 
issues are related to 
tackling widespread 
corruption and ensur-
ing the independence 
of democratic institu-
tions and watchdogs. 

These developments 
have increasingly been framed as ‘state capture’. 
The European Commission used the term for 
the first time in its 2016 annual report on the 
former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia, when 
it spoke openly of its ‘concerns’ regarding the 
matter. Skopje’s political crisis demonstrates the 
dangers for a government that is unwilling to 
accept political and judicial scrutiny. With the 
political debate becoming highly polarised and 

‘...other external actors which are 
increasingly present – such as China, 

Turkey and the Gulf states – are (for the 
time being at least) adopting stances 
that are compatible with the region’s 

desire to integrate with the EU.’  
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conducted on parallel tracks, upholding the 
constitutional order becomes a serious chal-
lenge. Meanwhile, the lack of accountability and 
the growing culture (and mentality) of impunity 
are becoming ever more entrenched. 

Perhaps the crisis in the former Yugoslav Republic 
of Macedonia is an extreme case in point, but it 
does reflect a wider problem. Galvanising emo-
tions and capitalising on ethnic tensions is a 
tried and tested strategy for nationalist politi-
cians across the region to divert attention away 
from large-scale corruption and administrative 
misconduct – in short, bad governance. There 
is still legal progress 
being made in the 
countries’ rapproche-
ment with EU stand-
ards, but these laws 
are often subsequently 
hollowed out and re-
placed with more in-
formal procedures. 
Paradoxically, this 
may worsen the closer 
candidate countries come to actual accession 
because of the need to adapt to EU standards, 
on the one hand, and the weakness and/or un-
willingness of governments to implement har-
monised legislation (especially in the rule of law 
domain), on the other. 

Economic growth and development is also frag-
ile. According to data from the European Bank 
for Reconstruction and Development, the gap 
in terms of prosperity between the EU and the 
Western Balkans is not getting any narrower. In 
terms of purchasing power parity, GDP per cap-
ita in the Western Balkans is only half that of the 
EU’s easternmost member states, while it is only 
a mere quarter of the EU’s richest members in 
Western Europe. Improving the economic situ-
ation in the region will entail difficult reforms, 
improving trust with external investors and in-
creased cooperation within the region itself. 

There are other sources of vulnerability, too. 
The Western Balkans was at the forefront of 
the 2015/2016 migration crisis when hundreds 
of thousands of migrants crossed southeastern 
Europe on their way further north, and were 
presented as key partners for northern EU mem-
ber states in efforts to close the ‘Western Balkan’ 
route in early 2016. 

Beyond the refugee crisis, the issue of migration 
from outside and within the region remains a 
salient one. Many citizens from the region opt 

for a new life abroad, impacting local demo-
graphics and causing severe ‘brain drain’. One-
third of those born in Bosnia-Herzegovina live 
now abroad, for exmaple, and it is only slightly 
less in the case of Albania. Young people are 
not only frustrated with the lack of opportuni-
ties and economic hardship, they also struggle 
with schooling and education: the OECD com-
parative survey of educational systems (known 
as PISA) painted a particularly dire picture in 
Skopje and Pristina, for instance. 

Strengthening resilience 

The point of depar-
ture for any attempt 
to improve resilience 
has to be a clear objec-
tive and vision. What 
goals does the Union 
want to achieve in the 
region? Any policy has 
to begin with a com-
mon understanding 
of the drivers of fragil-

ity, whether endogenous or exogenous. The EU 
has still considerable influence on the countries’ 
policies and institutions: joining the EU has re-
mained a popular objective and public opinion 
polls reflect this fact. The citizens of the Western 
Balkans feel that there is no credible alternative 
to the Union’s enlargement policy, regardless of 
the stronger engagement of other international 
actors. 

Yet the EU can engage more. Even if full EU ac-
cession is not a realistic short-term prospect for 
these countries, the Union could upgrade its 
commitment to their EU integration. Brussels 
could increase public pressure to reform and 
fight corruption: jeopardising the independence 
of the judiciary, oppressing the free media and 
preventing opposition parties from expressing 
their views has to come at a cost.

The Western Balkans could, for instance, be 
part of the European-wide border and migration 
management system which is gradually taking 
shape (inter alia, with the reform of border con-
trols and the Dublin system, as well as the inter-
nal relocation mechanism for asylum seekers). 

Opening up the EU’s structural and investment 
funds to the Western Balkans could also be ben-
eficial for all parties involved, and this may even 
be possible in the pre-accession period. In the 
same vein, the EU could also grant access to 
some of its EU instruments prior to accession. 

‘The EU has still considerable 
influence on the countries’ policies 
and institutions: joining the EU has 
remained a popular objective and 

public opinion polls reflect this fact.’ 
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The Union could also boost its credibility by 
supporting particular rule-of-law operations in 
the region. In Albania’s reform of the judiciary, 
for instance, the EU has been given an observ-
er role in the vetting of judges. Although it is a 
somewhat unusual practice to give an interna-
tional organisation an active role in a seemingly 
trivial procedure within the judiciary (such as 
the hiring or firing of judges), it is at this stage 
that many rule of law violations occur. The EU’s 
involvement can only enhance the presently low 
levels of credibility of the Albanian judiciary in 
the eyes of the public. 

State vs societal resilience? 

According to the EUGS, a resilient state is a 
safe state. Security is understood as a condi-
tion for prosperity and democracy – and vice 
versa – and the EU seeks to foster both state 
and societal resilience. This is a particular chal-
lenge in the Western Balkans as citizens’ trust in 
governments and state institutions is low. The 
relationship between governments clinging to 
power and their citizens has become ever more 
problematic, with young people realising how 
difficult it is to gain access to jobs and other op-
portunities if they do not belong to the same 
ideological camp as the government. 

Does improving state resilience therefore occur 
to the detriment of societal resilience? States 
need backing from their citizens to remain le-
gitimate: from this perspective, civil society 
organisations are key players as they represent 
people who come together to pursue shared ob-
jectives and ideals. In the Western Balkans, they 
often find themselves in a precarious situation, 
sidelined politically and under-resourced finan-
cially. The Commission and EU member states 
could support them at critical junctures so that 
they remain active in a dialogue with the state 
authorities. 

The EU would also benefit from upgrading its 
public naming and shaming, especially in the 
areas of its interest such as the rule of law, as the 
Commission did last year by labelling the ac-
tivities of Gruevski and his government as ‘state 
capture’. It can also more pro-actively engage 
with Russia’s disinformation campaigns and 
‘soft’ cultural penetration by further expanding 
the scope of the East StratCom Task Force to the 
Western Balkans and targeting audiences that 
are particularly susceptible to hostile messaging. 

Finally, the principle of local ownership inher-
ent to the EU’s concept of resilience needs to be 

treated with caution. The underlying rationale is 
that the governments of third countries should 
not become dependent on EU-induced reforms 
and assistance. In the Western Balkans, howev-
er, the promotion of this principle may be (and 
has been) seen as a sign of disengagement. If 
clarity is not provided, this may feed a narrative 
that the EU is not serious about enlargement. 

Communication is strategic

Communication is essential in fostering re-
silience. And, here, the EU could do better.  
According to official data from the Serbian 
European Integration Office, from 2000 to 2015 
the international development assistance grants 
provided by the EU (including aid from bilat-
eral and multilateral development partners and 
international financial institutions) amounted 
to more than €2.7 billion, which is significantly 
more than any other donor. However, a signifi-
cant number of Serbian citizens (27%) are con-
vinced that Russia is the biggest donor. 

Indeed, there is a clear correlation between lo-
cal resilience and the level of EU engagement. 
Increased EU engagement and timely political 
interventions are critical to achieving results in 
the region. Disengaging from the region is an 
open invitation for other external actors to ex-
pand their operation in and exert influence on 
all countries. Whenever the EU has maintained 
an intensive and credible engagement with the 
Western Balkans (as, for instance, with the visa 
liberalisation process), the desired results were 
achieved. 

In addition to a renewed regional focus and 
pressure for reforms, the EU could simultane-
ously develop and promote country-specific 
risk and resilience analysis. Looking at how to 
address fragility and foster resilience in spe-
cific countries – building on the recent Joint 
Communication released by the EEAS and the 
Commission – is a promising way to start afresh 
in a region of high strategic importance for the 
EU.
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