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 What were the main reasons for co-funding the European Policy Centre (CEP) in 2011 in

Belgrade and engaging in think tanks in general?

 

    CEP was founded as a result of a couple of years of discussions and brainstorming among a

group of colleagues, all working at that time either for the government (as civil servants) or for

international organisations, on various aspects of Serbia’s EU accession process. We were

frustrated by how slow the pace of reforms and of the process was and at the same time we saw the

government’s policymaking process as based on whim of ministers and their advisers and rarely

informed by evidence. We decided to leave the administration and start a think tank, with the

idea of improving the policymaking processes and the quality of policy advice the government

gets in the design and implementation of reforms in the EU accession process. Our objective was

to support Serbia’s transformation into a capable and credible future EU member state.

 

How impactful are think tanks and more specifically the CEP on governmental reforms and

the public debate in your country?

 

Pursuing a career in a think tank in the Western
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       The level of impact has varied over the years. Whereas at the

time of CEP’s establishment the main reasons for low impact of

think tanks were related to the lack of supply from the think tank

community and poorly designed policy processes in the

government, more recently this has changed. In the period from

2012 to roughly 2015 there seemed to be an increasing

understanding of the need to design policies based on evidence and

several reforms in that direction were initiated and partly

implemented. 
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The end of the year is upon us and professional development is likely at the heart of the

students' concerns. The Friends of the Balkans Society is committed to bringing its support

and shedding light on the think tank sector in the Western Balkans. Ms. Milena Lazarevic - co-

founders and Programme Director at the European Policy Centre, an independent, non-profit

think-tank based in Belgrade - has kindly accepted to share its experience and to answer our

questions on the matter. 



What are the main skills and qualities needed to enjoy a valuable career in a think tank?

    

     There are quite a few qualities needed to create a good think tanker. Some of them are absolute

prerequisites, like good analytical and research skills as well as strong writing skills. Excellent

English is another must for anyone we hire at CEP. Several other qualities are also important,

though perhaps not as indispensable as the first group I mentioned. In that group, I would put

good communication and public presentation (public speaking) skills and a developed sense of

team work. Nobody has everything when they start, and we work a lot with our team members to

develop those skills that are weaker. 

 

Could you elaborate on your personal experience regarding women’s career within the

Serbian civil society sector both in terms of opportunities and obstacles

      

      I can honestly say that being a woman in the Serbian civil society is a very positive experience.

In fact, our civil society is even significantly women-led, as several major CSOs (and think tanks)

are managed by strong women. I have never experienced any systemic obstacles in my work. In

my role, I have felt empowered as a woman, I’ve spoken at numerous international conferences

and events and often felt quite in demand in a way, as in many other countries there is a severe

underrepresentation of women at director positions in think tanks and the civil society more

generally. The downside of the job, as a woman, has been the work-life balance, which has been a

persistent problem. When I had my second son, two years after founding CEP, I had no time to

stop working. I was raising the baby and working in parallel. Projects and initiatives don’t stop for

our families and often our skills and roles can’t easily be replaced for six months or a year, which

makes it difficult to enjoy a proper maternity leave.
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 "I can honestly say that being a woman in the Serbian civil

society is a very positive experience. In fact, our civil society is

even significantly women-led, as several major CSOs (and

think tanks) are managed by strong women"

However, in the past few years the situation has deteriorated, as the overall appetite of the

government for external advice – especially any form of criticism – has gone down. This has been

accompanied by a shrinking space for public debate and dialogue on sensitive issues, especially

rule of law, democracy, freedom of the media and other fundamental reform issues. This has also

impacted on how we as a think tank operate, as our strategies are now increasingly shifting

towards creating impact via mobilizing the public or external conditionalities.



My role as Programme Director, also charged with CEP’s internationalization, requires a lot of

travel and I have had to sacrifice many days and nights with my children in order to do an

excellent job for my think tank. The lockdown we’ve experienced due to the Covid-19 pandemic

has grounded me for two months now and, although I am aware that our international projects

and initiatives will be somewhat affected by the situation, I have also enjoyed the extra time I’ve

been given as a mom. I am also grateful for the flexibility that my job provides, as the working

hours aren’t strict and a part of the job can be done successfully from home, which can come in

quite handy when you are a mother of young children who sometimes get sick or have school

plays during working hours.
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    “Goodbye Bosnia, welcome (Bosnian Serb) exit“ – Milorad Dodik, Serbian Member of the

Presidency of Bosnia and Herzegovina, has never hidden his intentions to disintegrate Bosnia and

Herzegovina. He repeatedly invoked secession every time he needed it to justify his political actions.

And there is no reason to believe this time is different. Dodik reiterated his threats after the

Constitutional Court ruled this month that unclaimed land was property of Bosnian state rather than

Republika Srpska's. One could say that he is the Donald Trump of the Balkans, with regards to his

communicative abilities. Nonetheless, those threats are just this: Threats. His interest in maintaining

the actual status-quo (Federation on one side, and Republika Srpska on the other) is high. He knows

very well that if it secedes, Republika Srpska will not have the same advantages it enjoys now, under

the Dayton Accord. 

 

    The US reacted pretty quickly to those threats by stating that full respect for the Dayton Agreement

(and territorial integrity) is expected from Republika Srpska. Dodik replied to this denying that he

had any intention whatsoever to threaten anyone but that it was necessary for Republika Srpska to

claim its own rights and that the US were not entitled to impose solutions. He obviously referred to

the US continuous influence in the country and, in his view, “mixing themselves into Serb affairs”.

 

     Why is this important? As long as Bosnia and Herzegovina's political élite is only led by its own

interests, the perspective of European integration will remain far away and, realistically speaking,

BiH can expect to stay in this limbo for long.

Secession or recession for Bosnia and
Herzegovina?
 Federica Woelk



     The pandemic has confirmed the existing weaknesses of the governmental coalition between

Vetevendosje and the LDK and led on 25 March to the overthrow of Kurti’s government thanks to the

motion of no-confidence adopted by the Parliament. But the political forces had hard time reaching a

consensus on the exit strategy to be preferred. From a legal perspective, the majoritarian party

(Vetevendosje in that particular case) was to be mandated by President Thaci - from the LDK - to

form a new coalition. But more than a constitutional issue, this is mostly about politics.

 

       Albin Kurti has been continuously advocating for new election, even though his line  does

challenge the health requirements and necessary social distancing. In so doing, the former Prime

Minister has confirmed its initial political line giving priority to people’s sovereignty and the rule of

law. But from a strategic viewpoint, Kurti had very little chance to find coalition partner at that stage.

Furthermore, Kurti did not benefit from the US political support, which is highly influential in the

country. By contrast, the LDK leader, Isa Mustafa, called on pragmatism and the need for a newly

formed coalition under his leadership. The old-established politician had consulted indeed the other

parties and succeeded in finding new allies to build the sacrosanct coalition.

 

      In April, the President handed a mandate to the LDK to form a new government arguing that Kurti

had not responded to his request yet despite the urgency of the situation. In response,

demonstrations were planed in May across the capital to oppose that decision. Largely criticised for

endangering people's health on behalf of democracy, Kurti claimed that his party was not behind the

protests, while refusing to condemn such behaviours.

 

       On 28 May, the Constitutional Court shut down debate and stated that President Thaci was

allowed to appoint a new Prime Minister, rejecting at the same time Kurti's interpretation of the

constitution. In early June, the Parliament confirmed the newly mandated Prime Minister, Avdullah

Hoti (LDK) and his LDK-NISMA-AAK-Srpska lista coalition.

 

     The battle is not over yet. For the former Deputy Prime Minister Haki Abazi, the Court's decision is

a clear manifestation of state capture. Vetevendosje launched a new online petition, which so far has

been signed by 46,000 citizens. Hoti's government does not benefit from a large support among the

population and is facing a strong opposition, should it be on the streets or within the Parliament. Let's

recall that only 61 parliamentarians out of 120 agreed on the newly formed government and that

relying on the Srpska lista is a very risky move...
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      In the last few months a great many things were reshaped by COVID-19, and the highly anticipated

Zagreb Summit on 6 May was no exception. The Croatian EU Presidency has put a lot of energy in

keeping the enlargement procedure on the top of the EU agenda, and the Zagreb Summit between

the EU leaders and the Western Balkans leaders was supposed to be an event of great symbolic

significance to celebrate the EU’s new enlargement methodology and its renewed engagement with

the region. At the end of the day, the summit was held as a video conference, and the leaders of the

EU and its Member States, along with the Western Balkans countries reaffirmed their “unequivocal

support for the European perspective of the Western Balkans” in the closing declaration.

 

     The EU leaders also decided to mobilise EUR 3,3 billion as a support to tackle COVID-19 and the

post-pandemic recovery. Even though this means the relabelling of already existing sources, it is

naturally welcomed by a similarly positive communication from the side of the receiving countries.

The parties also agreed on import coordination and unlimited trade of medical protection gears. This

can be welcomed as a significant step forward compared to the initial protectionist response of the

EU that banned the export of medical equipment outside of the Union, provoking serious criticism

from the Western Balkans leaders. 

       

     From the communication viewpoint, it is a positive sign that the Zagreb Declaration contains a

more detailed paragraph on addressing disinformation and other hybrid activities, highlighting the

role of cyber security and strategic communication, and adding resilience-building as a new element

compared to the Sofia Declaration. Another positive development is that despite the fact that two

years ago in Sofia the representatives of Spain refused to participate in the talks while

representatives of Kosovo were present, this time all Member States decided to fully take part in the

talks. The Summit was also attended by European Commission President Ursula von der Leyen,

European Council President Charles Michel, European Parliament President David Sassoli, and in

the shadow of COVID-19, the leaders also discussed the topics of regional cooperation,

socioeconomic recovery, good neighbouring reactions and security and migratory challenges. 
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EU-Western Balkans Zagreb Summit
 Annamaria Levai



      Most experts agree that the Zagreb Summit was important to express the EU’s intention to keep

the Western Balkans in their scope of interest, however, the summit was also criticised by many

experts that instead of delivering a concrete promise on the EU accession of the candidate countries,

the closing declaration only includes the usual vague promise on the European perspective of the

region. Other analysts would have liked to see more focus on rule of law issues, as on the very day of

the Summit, the Freedom House downgraded Serbia and Montenegro to the category of hybrid

regimes for the first time since 2003. Not surprisingly, apart from calling the Western Balkans

leaders to make sure that fundamental democratic values are respected and implemented even

during the extraordinary measures that are put into place to fight the pandemic, the Declaration

does not specifically address the rule of law issues of the Western Balkans countries. 

 

     Similarly on the European Council’s decision about opening negotiations with Albania and North

Macedonia, the Zagreb Summit was also overshadowed by COVID-19. It was not the celebratory event

it was supposed to be, but nevertheless managed to express the parties’ intention to continue

working together towards the European perspective of the Western Balkans, whatever that might

mean.

 
Picture

European Western Balkan, "Zagreb Declaration 6 May 2020", 06 May 2020, 

 https://europeanwesternbalkans.com/2020/05/06/zagreb-declaration-6-may-2020/
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