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and how to fix them   
Ediz Topcuoglu and Raquel Ugarte Díez

The Conference on the Future of Europe (CoFoE) aims at lay-
ing the groundwork for fundamental change to the architec-
ture of the European Union (EU). It provides an opportunity 
for a radical rethinking of EU internal and external policies. 
Regarding the latter, a case in point is the EU’s approach to-
wards the ‘Western Balkans’, a technocratic geographical 
designation invented by the EU to encompass the six Balkan 
countries that are not members of the Union. In the frame-
work of CoFoE, the Commission has taken steps to include 

citizen representatives of Western Balkan candidate coun-
tries into the plenary debates. While this is commendable, it 
remains a symbolic measure that does not address the fun-
damental demands of the governments and publics of the 
region for a proportionate voice in the affairs of the conti-
nent. Such ownership only seems possible within the frame-
work of EU membership or a fundamentally modified EU ap-
proach to the region. A new approach is also needed due to 
the fragility of the region’s European aspirations, highlighted 
by, for instance, accession processes fraught with bilateral 
conflicts between candidates and EU member states, re-
newed calls for a break-up of Bosnia and Herzegovina (here-
inafter Bosnia) as well as lingering crises in Montenegro and 
Kosovo.  
This policy brief examines the challenges of the EU’s approach 
to the region, with a strong emphasis on the enlargement pro-
cess, as well as the EU’s image and role and how they af-
fect the region from the perspective of local actors. The anal-
ysis shows that the current structure of relations is unsustain-
able and concludes on proposals aimed at enhancing the con-
sistency of EU action both to improve its image and to breathe 
new life into the region’s European aspirations.  
Enlargement: out of energy   

The Balkans have weighed heavily on the European conscious-
ness since the breakup of Yugoslavia and the conflicts that en-
sued. The lack of a coordinated European response to the vi-
olence was one of the main drivers of the development of a 
European security and defence policy. It allowed the EU and 
its member states to effectively take over peacekeeping and 
peacebuilding roles from the United States in the early 
2000s. Simultaneously, regional reconciliation in the Western 
Balkans was increasingly tied to the prospect of accession, 
which was hoped "would empower progressive forces in 
these countries and create space for domestically driven re-
form movements” (Vogel 2018). Evidently, while this two-fold 
EU approach has contributed to fostering a fragile peace in the 
Western Balkans, its current relations with the countries in 
the region do not provide the necessary incentives for a dura-
ble resolution of regional conflicts.   

Executive Summary 
> The Conference on the Future of Europe (CoFoE) 

provides a useful opportunity to rethink EU en-
largement, and notably the course of the EU’s en-
largement policy towards the Western Balkans.  

> Enlargement has largely disappeared from the 
Union’s agenda as constant crises have taken pri-
ority. For the Western Balkans, neither the EU in-
stitutions nor its member states have been able 
to commit to offering more than a ‘European per-
spective’. As a result, Western Balkan countries 
find themselves with fewer allies inside the EU 
while being faced with low public support for 
their accession in the original EU-15.  

> This lack of support for enlargement has contrib-
uted to a politicization of a supposedly primarily 
technical accession process. This  has significantly 
diminished the EU’s credibility in the region.  

> To redynamise the enlargement process, we pro-
pose two recommendations that could be in-
cluded in a potential treaty reform stemming 
from the conclusions of the CoFoE:  changes to 
voting rules in the Council, as well as the region-
alisation of the accession processes of the West-
ern Balkans. These two measures could reinvigor-
ate this process, enhance the EU’s credibility,  and 
facilitate the resolution of regional issues.  
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A key concern is that enlargement has moved from the top 
of the EU’s political agenda in the run-up to the Eastern ‘big 
bang’ enlargement (Miščević and Mrak 2017) to an issue that, 
even when it appears, is not a priority for either the EU or its 
member states. Two decades ago, the enlargement to the 
Western Balkans was seen as “much more effective 
and cheaper … than to run international protectorates and 
military occupations in the region" (European Commission 
2002, in  Economides et al. 2017). Today, economic and polit-
ical crises in Europe, as well as changes in the institutional and 
political configurations within the EU, have meant that mem-
ber state publics and elites no longer buy into the idea 
that enlargement is unequivocally positive. Prior to the 
2004/2007 enlargements, most EU citizens supported the 
idea of increasing EU membership. Recently, however, the 
2019 winter Standard Eurobarometer showed that in many of 
the ‘old’ EU member states, a growing number of respondents 
opposed further enlargement, even in countries that would 
economically benefit from the accession of the Western Bal-
kans like Germany or Austria. 

While the European Commission has traditionally advocated 
for enlargement, the accession process is governed intergov-
ernmentally. Member states decide unanimously whether to 
advance or not at every stage, from decisions to open negoti-
ations to agreeing to close negotiations on each chapter of 
enlargement talks. It is therefore particularly important to un-
derstand the reasons why member states have lost interest in 
the accession of the Western Balkan countries.  

Why accession is on the political backburner 

Enlargement has been dropped from the top of EU agendas 
principally due to external crises and diverging domestic pri-
orities within the EU. Additionally, the shift away from a re-
gionalised to a state-by-state approach to enlargement has 
been a key determinant in the current lack of progress. 

A key explanatory factor was the economic crisis that started 
in 2008. This is evident when surveying the priorities of the 
countries that held the Council Presidency after 2009. Since 
then, and unlike during the 2004 enlargement, the financial 
cost of enlargement has regularly been highlighted by mem-
ber states when discussing the Western Balkans. Additionally, 
and also unlike in the 2000s, EU representatives have deliber-
atively avoided any kind of ‘rhetorical entrapment’ that would 
render opposition to such an enlargement impossible. 

As a result, the Western Balkans are missing powerful allies 
inside the EU who would make their case for member-
ship. The most vocal supporters of enlargement were often 
newer and smaller Eastern member states. Yet, these coun-
tries often have less of a voice and therefore a harder 
time convincing larger states that it is in their long-term geo-
strategic and economic interest to enlarge the Union. Some of 
the larger new members have also changed their position or 
been isolated. While Poland, for example, could have played 
a bigger role in advocating for enlargement, its standing in 
the Council has degraded substantially due to the ongoing dis-
pute regarding the rule of law. Similarly, the 2018 Bulgarian 

Council Presidency, which aimed to be a ‘Balkan presidency’, 
received a mixed assessment for its ability to advance this 
agenda. Croatia, arguably the best-placed smaller member to 
bring enlargement to the agenda, has had to focus on other 
challenges during its Council Presidency following the out-
break of the Covid crisis in early 2020. Hence, with each new 
crisis, the hope of making the Western Balkans a central is-
sue has been dashed.  Moreover, when members do advocate 
for enlargement, it is often not a high priority issue compara-
ble to Greece’s engagement for Cyprus prior to 2004. By con-
sequence, no EU member using its veto power to block acces-
sion needs to worry about retaliatory action by pro-enlarge-
ment members in other policy areas.  

Procedural differences between the accession processes of 
the current candidates and those that joined in the 2004 en-
largement also work against the Western Balkans. Unlike at 
that time, the accession of Western Balkan countries to the 
EU is not timed to coincide. Candidate countries can thus not 
play member states off against each other to generate mo-
mentum. Moreover, in the 1990s and early 2000s, Central and 
Eastern European member states were able to unite their ef-
forts (e.g. Visegrad 4 group) or rely on member states like Ger-
many to push the process forward vigorously. Today, Western 
Balkan candidate countries do not benefit from that same 
unity because of their history of conflict. The EU’s piecemeal 
approach to each candidate is at odds with its attempts at re-
regionalising the area following the breakup of Yugoslavia. In-
deed, the ‘Western Balkans’ as geographic entity is entirely an 
EU invention.  This regionalised approach implies, however, 
that decisions relating to any of the six countries substantially 
impact decisions in the others. Albania’s recent protests 
against Bulgaria’s veto concerning North Macedonia is a case 
in point. The consequences of a politically motivated ap-
proach that one EU member state takes towards a Balkan can-
didate country can thus have negative repercussions for the 
entire region. 

Additionally, general ‘accession fatigue’ among EU member 
states acts as a multiplier of these disadvantages, especially 
because migration has become a key issue in many EU coun-
tries. Indeed, the domestic preferences of its members have 
even led to the EU reneging on deals it had agreed to carry 
out, as in the case of visa-free travel for Kosovars. Finally, do-
mestic politics is playing a growing role in enlargement deci-
sions not only because some EU members have bilateral prob-
lems with candidates (Greece and Bulgaria with North Mace-
donia, Croatia with Serbia etc.) but also due to certain coun-
tries’ belief that the current architecture of the Union cannot 
support new members either politically (France) or financially 
(the Netherlands).  

All these elements imply that the incentives for the EU-27 to 
resolve differences within and without each country are 
low. EU leaders have rhetorically affirmed their commitment 
to integrating the region, but the EU has been unable to 
‘speak with one voice’ on this issue. Indeed, the implicit con-
tract that existed between the EU and the Western Balkans 
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has eroded as progress in technical reforms has been slow and 
EU members have at times vetoed advancement in the acces-
sion talks for purely political reasons throughout the 
2010s. Alternative formats based on member state initiatives 
like the ‘Berlin process’, a German initiative to boost political 
and civil society dialogue in the region and finance projects 
towards regional connectivity projects, have had some suc-
cess but can also be seen as detracting from the membership 
perspective and further contribute to the regionalisation of 
the space. In the long run, this fissure with the EU increasingly 
produces destructive effects within each Western Balkan 
country and in the region on the whole, given how deeply re-
gional reconciliation has been tied to the prospect of further 
EU integration. This might also help explain why nostalgia 
for Yugoslavia is at an all-time high in the region (except in Ko-
sovo), and why there is a steadily growing polarization of the 
issue of membership along Serb/non-Serb, Orthodox/non-Or-
thodox sectarian lines as in Montenegro and Bosnia (Keating 
and Ritter 2017; Crowcroft and Duric 2021).  

An ineffective foreign policy tool  

As an incentive for reforms, accession, while still a powerful 
instrument and the nominal goal of all countries in the region, 
does not carry the same weight as in the 2000s. The external 
incentives model that was effective to some extent in the Eu-
ropeanization of the Central and Eastern European countries 
no longer works in the same way since the EU has to a certain 
extent lost its credibility when it promised rewards for costly 
reforms. Besides the protracted accession process, the finan-
cial crisis, the UK’s departure from the Union, and disappoint-
ing economic growth for Croatia post-accession have all con-
tributed to lessening the EU’s credibility in the Balkans. More 
recently, illiberal contestation of EU values from inside the 
Union has also undermined those that see the EU as a guaran-
tee against authoritarian encroachment. While support for 
the EU among the publics in the region remains high overall, 
enthusiasm for accession has dampened somewhat over the 
past years as the membership prospects seem more distant 
than ever. Indeed, an internal EU working document obtained 
by various media organisations admitted: “We need to 
acknowledge that despite the steadfast commitment to EU in-
tegration ... the people in the region are experiencing a sense 
of deep disappointment in the enlargement process”.  

Given the changing cost-benefit calculations about an en-
largement to the Western Balkans among both the EU-27 and 
the countries in the region, the question is if enlargement can 
remain a potentially effective EU foreign policy tool for the re-
gion at all. At this point, it seems obvious that as a mechanism 
for promoting stability in the region, the prospect of accession 
has been disappointing.  In the case of Bosnia, membership 
has not proven to be a sufficient incentive for the various do-
mestic actors to overcome their differences and fulfil the Day-
ton Agreement requirements, which are a prerequisite for ac-
cession negotiations to start. Equally, the normalisation of re-
lations is a pre-requisite for Serbia’s and Kosovo’s accession 
processes but has not materialised. Conversely, in Albania and 

North Macedonia, where domestic divisions were more or 
less successfully overcome in the 1990s and 2000s (with assis-
tance from the EU), the start of accession negotiations has 
been vetoed regularly by individual EU members, namely 
Greece, France, the Netherlands, and Bulgaria. Finally, Mon-
tenegro, which is the most advanced country in the region in 
terms of negotiations, faces an uncertain future due to its do-
mestic politics. An attempted coup by pro-Serbian and pro-
Russian elements within the Montenegrin state in 2016 and 
growing vocal opposition to the country’s Western orienta-
tion among the Serbian minority, which constitutes nearly 
30% of the population, have led to a political polarization.   

Overall, the candidate countries seem stuck between the 
promise that fulfilling technical criteria will eventually lead to 
their accession and the reality that the fate of each candidate 
depends on individual political decisions in each and every EU 
member state capital. This disconnect between expectations 
and reality has fuelled Euroscepticism in candidate and poten-
tial candidate countries. This phenomenon had al-
ready been observed in the last years of the Croatian negoti-
ations to join the EU and left many puzzled. While nega-
tive Croatian public opinion did not hinder the ratification of 
the accession treaty by referendum (albeit with a very low 
turnout), public opposition to accession in countries where 
the processes are less advanced is already hardening, leading 
to alternative regional integration efforts such as the Open 
Balkan initiative led by Serbia. Indeed, governments often 
have little to show for making costly sacrifices in the name of 
accession. In North Macedonia, for example, the Prespa ac-
cord with Greece, which settled the dispute regarding the 
country’s name, was not rewarded by a decision of the Coun-
cil of the EU to open negotiations.  

Much of the disappointment with the EU is also down to the 
fact that Western Balkan countries applied to join a very dif-
ferent Union from what it is today. Formal membership to the 
club no longer guarantees equal rights to its members. Euro-
sceptic forces in the Western Balkans (and beyond) can point 
to Romania’s and Bulgaria’s difficulties in joining the 
Schengen area and the ‘cooperation and verification mecha-
nism’ they are subject to, which ties EU structural funds to ju-
dicial reform. Conversely, if it is indeed possible to join the Un-
ion without having completed all the acquis, they wonder why 
it is not then possible to allow the current candidate countries 
to join the EU, too.  

The EU’s rhetorical emphasis on a “credible European per-
spective” for the Western Balkans (European Commission 
2018) thus at best confuses and at worst frustrates candidate 
countries while serving only to delegitimise the EU with each 
successive political veto.  By the admission of Western Balkan 
leaders themselves, the EU is less and less a positive aspira-
tion and more and more seen as the only alternative West-
ern Balkan countries have if they wish to improve their (com-
paratively) dire economic and political state. While this nega-
tive motivation might still keep those countries engaged in the 
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process, it does not produce the same political drive for sub-
stantive reforms that a true positive desire would. The conse-
quences of such a lack of genuine motivation can be observed 
when considering examples of how EU-driven reforms have 
been unable to deliver desired outcomes across the region. 

The negative repercussions of ineffective EU-driven reforms 
– recent examples  

Based on the unwarranted assumption that efficiency will lead 
to legitimacy of EU-driven reforms, and often simply lacking 
knowledge of local dynamics, EU-led reform processes regu-
larly touch upon politically sensitive areas, without addressing 
the root causes of those sensitivities. Several examples illus-
trate this. The case of police reform in Bosnia is emblem-
atic because the EU’s representative in the country is also the 
High Representative charged with sweeping executive powers 
by the Dayton accords. Hence the EU has the possibility to en-
force its desired system by decree in Bosnia. Yet, far from a 
purely technical matter, police powers have a deeply signifi-
cant political importance throughout the region, both be-
cause they represent the regalian power of the state and be-
cause of how critical police forces were during the dissolution 
of Yugoslavia and the role of the police in the subse-
quent conflicts. In Slovenia and Croatia, the customs officers 
and police forces were the first officials to defect from the Yu-
goslav ranks, reimposing internal borders and changing uni-
forms to signal the independence of their nations. Ethnic Serb 
police officers also participated in the Bosnian genocide. As a 
result, local Serb authorities in Bosnia have done their utmost 
to resist the implementation of EU-induced reforms, which, 
rather than simplify the complex security architecture in the 
country, have made it even more dysfunctional. 'Europeanisa-
tion by decree' in this, as well as more recent examples like 
the Bosnian Genocide Denial Law, introduced on the last day 
of High Representative Inzko’s term and now being revised to 
try and reduce tensions, serve to further convince the Repub-
lika Srpska authorities that the EU is a biased actor and rein-
forces Serbian nationalist victimhood narratives.   

More broadly, the EU’s relationship to Serbia and Serb minor-
ity groups is ever closer to becoming a fault line in the re-
gion as Serbian nationalists increasingly claim that the EU is 
on the side of their local rivals. The most prominent argument 
made by Serbian nationalists is that the EU is selective when 
it comes to the application of international law. Since the dis-
solution of Yugoslavia, NATO and the EU have justified their 
various military and civilian interventions in the internal af-
fairs of Western Balkan countries with the help of interna-
tional law and the accepted use of coercive force, particularly 
in the period immediately after the cold war. Nevertheless, 
NATO’s intervention in Kosovo in 1999 and the subse-
quent EULEX Kosovo did not have UN backing, mainly due to 
Russian opposition in the UN Security Council. Acting without 
a UN mandate in Kosovo has placed the EU in a somewhat 
contradictory position. On the one hand, it is in favour of Ko-
sovar independence based on the right to self-determination 

– the fact that four EU member states do not recognise Ko-
sovo has not prevented the EU from engaging substan-
tially with it on an ad hoc basis. On the other hand, the EU is 
entirely opposed to Bosnian-Serb demands for independence, 
while some member states have gone as far as suggesting us-
ing sanctions pre-emptively against local separatist leaders. 
Serbia itself has pointed to a ‘double standard’, given that it 
does not dispute the territorial integrity of Bosnia (at least for-
mally) while the West disputes its own authority in Kosovo.  

Finally, while Serb/non-Serb conflicts predate the interfer-
ence of the EU, perceived discrimination is contributing to-
wards anti-EU sentiment among Serbian minorities. Indeed, 
there is a growing correlation between ethnic divisions and EU 
sentiment throughout the region (Centre for Insights in Sur-
vey Research, 2020). In Montenegro, while pro-independence 
and pro-EU sentiment are solid (both have around 80% sup-
port), Serbian nationalists traditionally dominate the opposi-
tion and are distinctly anti-Euro-Atlanticist. The referendum 
to declare independence, won by just a fraction of a 
point above the required threshold in 2006, is still mired by 
accusations of voter fraud. Furthermore, anti-Serbian senti-
ment helps fuel President Djukanovic’s coalition, which lost 
power for the first time in August 2021. Since then, public dis-
course has been increasingly divided on Serb/non-Serb lines, 
including through violent protests over the past few 
years. In June 2021, the Montenegrin parliament passed the 
Srebrenica genocide denial law in line with its pledge to pro-
tect human rights and minority rights as part of the imple-
mentation of EU acquis. This drew criticism from Serbia, 
and, in September, following protests and counterprotests in 
Montenegro, President Djukanovic joined Croatia’s President 
Milanovic in condemning Belgrade for “reviving national-
ism” in the region (Kajosevic 2021).  

All these developments mean that – in the absence of a clear 
membership perspective and EU reform proposals that more 
adequately take account of regional sensitivities – the EU in-
creasingly risks becoming a vehicle for interethnic rivalries in 
the Balkans, hence losing its traditionally otherwise excellent 
position of broad-based support.  

Recommendations: adjusting to reaffirm EU-Western Balkan 
relations  

The EU is certainly not to blame when it comes to the many 
historic conflicts that plague the Balkan region. Indeed, most 
of them predate the European Communities, and the EU has 
engaged in the region with a view to mitigating these prob-
lems. However, despite these good intentions, the tool-set 
and mechanisms that have characterized EU engagement 
have at times been inadequate and counterproductive. The 
enlargement process, often hailed as the EU’s most successful 
foreign policy, can no longer be used to that effect because it 
produces promises which member states are patently no 
longer willing to keep. This fuels resentment which can trans-
late into Euroscepticism and hostility towards the EU.   

A simple change in the voting structure of enlargement-re-
lated decisions can help overcome this issue. The current 
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CoFoE can lay the groundwork for a treaty change in this di-
rection or lead to an agreement to use the passerelle clause 
of Art. 48(7)TEU to change the voting system on enlargement 
decisions. Currently, unanimity governs the whole process. 
Member states therefore feel like they can go along with any 
given step in the procedure with the knowledge that they can 
veto at any stage. This, however, creates false hopes among 
the publics of candidate countries. As a remedy, we suggest 
that EU members vote on opening accession negotiations by 
unanimity but that all subsequent decisions, to open or close 
chapters and to admit the candidate, should be decided by 
qualified majority. This would mean that member states 
would keep the right to veto any new members but must 
make a genuine commitment when deciding to start the pro-
cess rather than vote according to short-term political incen-
tives. Candidate or accession countries would also be reas-
sured that they have the backing of all member states to join 
in principle if they make genuine progress, thus increasing in-
centives and eliminating the fear that a political decision 
might mean their efforts are naught.  

Additionally, in the Western Balkans, where commitments 
have already been made, the EU should act towards changing 
the incentive structure by grouping the candidates together 
as in the case of the big bang enlargement of 2004. A ‘no one 
joins until everyone joins’ approach would allow for local ac-
tors to work together to iron out issues. Serbia could for ex-
ample use its influence in Bosnia to increase the cooperation 
of local Serb authorities. Equally, Montenegrin authorities 

would have greater incentives to find consensus domesti-
cally. This kind of approach could therefore help unblock the 
accession processes in the region and lead to substantial re-
gional cooperation. States that are lagging behind their neigh-
bours would face not only EU pressure but also local pressure 
to implement the acquis, producing a ‘race to the top’.  

To practically implement this proposal, a ‘reset’ of the existing 
processes would be necessary, giving EU members one last 
unanimous vote on the principle of expanding the member-
ship. Depending on the state of negotiations, Montenegro 
could be exempted from this as its process is already well on 
its way and may actually finish (unlike Turkey’s for example). 
If member states were to vote ‘no’ in this once-in-a-genera-
tion decision, it would at least clarify the situation for the can-
didate countries (within and outside of the Western Balkans) 
so that they can act accordingly. For them, it may be better to 
know sooner rather than later when frustrations are bound to 
be even higher.  

If the EU-27 do not wish to enlarge the Union, then alternative 
forms of engagement with the region will need to be found to 
foster regional reconciliation and stability. The EU could polit-
ically and financially support a deep level of regional integra-
tion between the Western Balkan countries that takes inspi-
ration from the EU acquis. The offer has to be convincing, 
however, – or else other major powers will gain even more 
ground in this EU neighbourhood region. 
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