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Executive Summary
This research looks into the progress made by the Western Balkans (WB) countries towards 
implementing their commitments since the WB Summits in London and Poznań held in 2018 and 
2019, as part of the Berlin Process launched in 2014. It is divided into three thematic units: the first 
is an overview of the Berlin Process, focusing on the London and Poznań Summits and the specific 
pledges made by the governments on several topics within the respective declarations and chairs’ 
conclusions. The second part follows the progress made on the particular pledges, based on i) recent 
findings from research and analysis conducted on behalf of various organisations and/or governmental 
institutions; ii) the results of interviews; iii) the perspective of regional, local, and international 
media. The third part consists of recommendations, stemming from the findings of both primary and 
secondary research.   

Findings point to the direction that despite existing challenges and gaps, the Berlin Process as a whole 
has had a considerable positive impact on the Region. It has managed to redirect the focus of the EU 
back on the Western Balkans Six (WB6) countries and start a high-level dialogue on equal terms 
between EU-WB6 leaders, reviving the region’s declining interest in EU integration. It has placed the 
Region on a stable position on the EU infrastructure map, united the regional civil society under joint 
causes, and highlighted the role of citizens and youth in promoting dialogue and social change. It has 
also brought the issue of reconciliation and transitional justice back on the table, raising it as a matter 
not only of regional but also international importance, as emphasised within the proceedings of the 
2020 Zagreb Summit. 

Overall, since the London Summit in 2018, the WB6 countries have been taking small, yet positive 
steps towards the implementation of their pledges defined in the chairs’ conclusions and Summits’ 
declarations. Evidence shows, however, that specific factors are slowing down or discouraging 
progress: 

	 In many cases, there is political ambition, but no genuine will. During the Summits, political 
leaders may take pledges under international pressure but still engage in contradicting actions 
within their local context. Ongoing bilateral disputes, translated often into controversial 
measures sabotaging each other’s progress, certainly do not serve the spirit of good 
neighbourly relations, cooperation, and peace.  

	Specific pledges made in the field of security and the fight against organised crime have 
been unrealistic in the way they were initially planned, in terms of both time and capacity. 
Governments may allegedly exhibit a willingness to promote reforms but lack the institutional 
infrastructure, the know-how or the skilled workforce to achieve a certain goal within the 
designated time frame. This phenomenon also applies to the field of energy. Despite the 
dramatic implications of pollution on citizens’ health, the WB6 countries are yet to break 
their coal dependency. Consequently, green energy has been among the latest priorities of the 
EU-WB6 dialogue, something highlighted in the Zagreb Summit. 

	Entrenched habits, stereotypes and obsolete mentalities of ‘doing things’ get in the way of 
achieving progress and interregional cooperation. Ethnic and linguistic alliances, inequality, 
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blame-culture and nationalist rhetoric spreading division still exist within the WB6 societies. 
The same can be said about corruption, one of the most pressing challenges for the region.

	The Berlin Process has no built-in steering and monitoring mechanism and hosting member 
states, ad hoc, have no authority to act in an oversight capacity. The absence of an adequate 
and reliable monitoring mechanism, and of legally binding provisions within the Berlin 
Process, make it challenging to ensure follow-up action and hold governments accountable 
for not fulfilling their pledges. While it is possible to a certain extent to assess the technical and 
economic progress made within the Berlin Process, it is extremely difficult to evaluate social 
change.

	There is a lack of clarity on how the ‘stocktaking’ of each Summit takes place and how previous 
Summits inform the agendas of the forthcoming Summits. Evidence shows that every Summit 
has either added a new topic or prioritised a certain area, reflecting the host country’s foreign 
policy, national interests and relevance to the Region.

	Without true reconciliation and dialogue, interregional cooperation - which is the cornerstone 
of the Berlin Process - will never be fully achieved. 

The above-mentioned challenges have effects on the economy of the region. Coupled with severe gaps 
in infrastructure, they lead to a deepening mistrust by citizens towards their national governments and 
state institutions, and contribute to outwards mass migration, especially among youth. 

The findings show that the WB6 governments need to intensify their efforts to turn their pledges into 
concrete action. The role of citizens and civil society is paramount in this endeavour: governments 
need to embrace and support people and organisations, as foreseen by the declarations of all Summits. 
WB6 countries need to invest in their most significant asset, the young generation. To prevent brain 
drain, citizens should be given concrete reasons to stay and contribute to the Region’s welfare and 
development. It is critical to give incentives to young entrepreneurs, enhance education and connect 
it to the real needs of the global labour market and the digitalised world, and support science and 
research by encouraging the creation of synergies through the exchange of good practices and know-
how among the region and beyond. This should be done in parallel with promoting democracy, human 
rights and the rule of law, in order to build towards a sustainable economy and environment.  



Introduction

Setting the research
This research had been initially designed in a period when there were no visible signs of a global crisis 
that would change the norms and standards of our realities. The implications of coronavirus have a 
tremendous effect on human lives and a dramatic toll on global economies, the long-term effects of 
which cannot be yet calculated. At the same time, the emergency shed light on the great inner strength 
moving people and societies. The role of youth and the civil society in the WB6 has been essential in 
the management of the crisis. There have been many stories of individual or collective initiatives,1 
often self-organised,2 which have covered institutional and technical gaps through self-invented, yet 
effective, solutions. Citizens and civil society organisations (CSOs) have also used social media in 
creative ways to spread information, dissolve scaremongering and fake news, self-organise and provide 
help to vulnerable groups by engaging into a new type of activism.3 Or ‘emergency online youth work’4 
aimed at raising awareness, and facilitating cooperation among the business sector, local authorities, 
CSOs and ordinary citizens. 

The pandemic has been an opportunity to self-assess one’s strengths and weaknesses, to redefine 
visions and change the way of doing things. It would be unfair to focus only on the flaws brought to 
light and choose to ignore the positive narratives emerging through the crisis, especially at a societal 
level. The COVID-19 crisis has revealed the huge potential that lies in the development of a shared 
value system in the region. Public health, closely interconnected with education, environment and 
energy, transcends borders and ethnicities, socioeconomic status and ideological stances. The fact that 
in a crisis of this magnitude citizens of the WB6 needed each other to cope with insufficiencies in the 
health and education sector5 is one of the many examples highlighting the added value of investing in 
the ‘public good’ beyond borders and pursuing a substantial connection.     

The impact of the pandemic in the six states of the Western Balkans has been extremely severe, not 
only at an economic level but also in political, societal and human terms.6 The coronavirus found the 
majority of the WB6 countries in politically unstable situations, right before elections, as in the case 
of Serbia or North Macedonia, and/or within an intense inner polarization, notably seen in Bosnia 
and Herzegovina, Kosovo and Montenegro. The COVID-19 crisis functioned as a magnifying glass7, 
exposing structural deficiencies and institutional weaknesses in the Region. From failing health care 
systems, vulnerable economies and obsolete educational systems to a malfunctioning labour market. 
The absence of adequate state mechanisms and human capital able to manage an emergency, and severe 
gaps in security, leave space for power abuse and human rights violations. The lack of meaningful 
and sustainable investment in research and technology and the dominance of manipulatable media8 
platforms generating fake news9 deepen the pre-existing mistrust between states and citizens.10  

The controversial handling of the crisis by the WB governments has revealed the superficiality 
of reforms undertaken in the last years with regards to rule of law and democracy. These reforms 
have proven to be insufficient to fight a deep-rooted inclination towards nationalist rhetoric, 
scaremongering and polarisation as usual tactics in times of crisis in the hands of strongmen.   

1
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The significant gaps in infrastructure, the corruption sabotaging the efficiency of WB6 institutions, 
and the outbreak of the pandemic exposed a Region which was completely vulnerable and unable to 
support its citizens. On top of the absence of adequate mechanisms that could help support the WB6 
countries in a potential emergency of this magnitude, the COVID19 crisis also revealed a void created 
by those who had left the Region in the previous years in search of better opportunities abroad. The 
immense shortage in medical, technical or operational staff, as well as other trained experts of different 
capacities, is a manifestation of the WB6 governments’ failure to invest in their biggest asset, human 
capital and particular youth. 

The COVID-19 crisis has been a hard lesson for both the WB6 and the EU, whose soft power in the 
Western Balkans was severely impaired by the exposal of its vulnerability and lack of solidarity in a 
time of crisis,11 and its initial unpreparedness to support the region,12 which left plenty of room for 
third countries to consolidate their presence.13   



Berlin Process: 
vision and scope 
Launched in 2014, the Berlin Process constitutes an ambitious initiative with the vision of supporting 
the six countries of the Western Balkans towards enhanced regional cooperation and EU integration. 
On the 28th of August 2014, the German Chancellor Angela Merkel hosted a High-Level Conference 
on the Western Balkans in Berlin, aimed at providing a vis-à-vis forum of communication for EU and 
WB6 leaders. This initiative shone as a beacon of hope14 at a time when the region was experiencing 
enlargement fatigue, that was slowing down the WB countries’ integration process.15 

The four main goals of the Process as outlined in the Final Declaration by the German Chair in 2014 
were:

	To make real progress in the reform process; 

	To resolve outstanding bilateral and internal issues; 

	To achieve reconciliation within and between the societies in the region;

	To enhance regional economic cooperation and lay the foundations for sustainable growth.

Two additions suggested by the WB civil society in 2018 were: 

	To make additional progress in the rule of law (specifically to address issues such as corruption, 
lack of media freedom and state capture);

	To make additional progress with regards to security (to address the challenges stemming 
from migration, such as the ongoing refugee crisis, brain drain and mass migration (legal or 
irregular) from the WB6).

The timing of this project has been highly symbolic since its inception: launched a hundred years after 
the outbreak of the First World War and on the 10th anniversary of the biggest enlargement wave of the 
European Union to Central and Eastern Europe. The main significance of the initiative was Europe’s 
commitment to promoting peace and security by resolving outstanding bilateral and internal issues, 
promoting reconciliation within and between the societies in the region, boosting regional economic 
cooperation and laying the foundations for sustainable growth.16 The word ‘process’ itself alluded to the 
‘continuum’ that chancellor Merkel had referred to when clarifying that the particular initiative will be 
a long-term procedure.17

The EU member states involved in the Process embarked on cooperation with the WB6 countries to 
support reforms and mechanisms that would eventually lead to stronger social, economic and political 
bonds within the Region as well as facilitate the procedure towards a potential EU entry. The Berlin 
Process positioned the EU’s ambition to be the facilitator of stability, reform, and democratisation in 
the Western Balkans through a different approach to the adoption of the acquis communautaire.

The Berlin Process is unique in the fact that it is the only high-level political initiative focused on 
the six WB countries, where the EU member states involved negotiate directly with the six distinct 
WB governments. Similar previous initiatives to build synergies between the EU and the WB6 states 

2
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had not delivered the desired outcomes, due to a number of parameters, among which, the lack of a 
predefined, long-term agenda, the absence of a coherent plan of action featuring concrete follow-up 
proposals or even the stakeholders unavailability to be fully engaged, which in the case of the EU could 
be translated into an inability to grasp the cultural profile and sociopolitical dynamics of the Region 
and to fully engage member states in supporting the WB, whereas for the WB partners meant a lack of 
genuine political will to proceed into daring reforms required within the democratization process.18 19 

It has taken a cross-sectoral approach by directly including civil society and business sector partners. 
This level of inclusivity has contributed significantly to the process. The involvement of CSOs in the 
official negotiations was consolidated after the London Summit. The practice has given new impetus to 
the Process, quelling criticism of a top-down approach limited to certain political and academic circles. 
This criticism is often raised about these types of processes. 

The Berlin Process has laid the groundwork for various good practices in the WB, some of which are 
featured in other sections of this report. It has also managed to produce institutions which are the 
outcome of joint initiatives. Such institutions include the Chamber Investment Forum, established in 
2017, the Regional Youth Cooperation Office (RYCO), established in 2016, and the Western Balkans 
Fund (WBF), established in 2015.20 

Despite challenges and gaps further elaborated below, the Berlin Process has achieved - via its annual 
meetings - in keeping the WB6 countries engaged in a discussion between their neighbours and the 
other EU member states involved. What is expected in the future from both sides is to deliver on their 
promises and take the necessary steps to move the Berlin Process forward by translating pledges into 
concrete action.    

The Western Balkans Summits in London and Poznań:  
Symbolism, criticism and the elephant in the room
All the 20 interviewees for this research have been unanimous with regards to one point: the Berlin 
Process has been a useful and needed initiative. Although all respondents saw an added value in the 
Process as a whole, there were divergences of opinions with regards to the certain current practices, 
and recommendations about how to improve this going forward. Nevertheless, this unanimity is an 
optimistic starting point to discuss the future of the Berlin Process.  

The 2018 and 2019 WB Summits in London and Poznań came shortly after the official announcement 
of the so-called “Berlin Plus” Agenda, an extension of the initial Process originally planned to 
culminate in 2018. The continuation of the process signifies the EU’s willingness to further support the 
WB towards integration. The road to membership required WB6 countries to exhibit notable progress 
in designated fields, but despite the important steps taken towards this direction, there was ‘still a 
lot of unfinished work regarding the Commission’s suggestions on “perspective 2025”, to quote the 
exact phrase employed by the then President of the European Commission Jean-Claude Juncker.21  
In order to further support action, the London and Poznań Summits aimed to enrich the original 
Western Balkan agenda by adding more topics,22 focusing on Economy, Regional Cooperation and 
Connectivity. These three pillars have been the thematic backbone and compass of the Process since 
the very beginning. 

Both Summits attempted to delve deeper into issues that ‘had been present all along the Process but 
had never been directly or adequately addressed’, as one of the interviewees23 commented. Another 
respondent characterized these topics as ‘complex, controversial matters, still seen as taboos’:



BERLIN PROCESS:  	 11 
OVERVIEW OF THE PROGRESS BY THE SIX WESTERN BALKANS COUNTRIES SINCE LONDON AND POZNAŃ SUMMITS

We would meet and discuss during the Summits, yet, all of us knew that there 
was an elephant in the room that we pretended not to see: bilateral disputes, 
missing persons, corruption, tolerance to organised crime and extremism, frail 
rule of law...These were ugly realities that everyone was aware of, but no one 
would broach. Failure, however, to touch upon these plagues was partly to blame 
for the slow progress exhibited in the Region with regards to reforms. These topics 
had to be put back on the table. 

The selection of the UK and Poland to host the WB Summits in 2018 and 2019 has been a topic of 
debate. Concerning London, many of its critics had seen a paradox in appointing the organisations 
of an event promoting EU integration to a country which was about to leave the EU.24 The chaotic 
background of Brexit, was certainly not the brightest example for any WB6 country aspiring to join 
the EU. The Western Balkans Summit took place in London amid Brexit turmoil; rapid political 
developments25 occurring on the same days in the UK monopolised the media and overshadowed the 
Summit. Furthermore, there was an ambiguity in organising a Western Balkan Summit in a country 
outside the Schengen zone,26 where visa requirements make travelling for the citizens of the WB6 
extremely hard.27 

By offering to organise a high-level event right before leaving the EU, the UK hosts were giving 
meaning to the mantra that, ‘though Britain is leaving the EU, it is not leaving Europe’.28 Despite Brexit, 
the UK Government was demonstrating its commitment to the WB6.29 Nevertheless, after the London 
Summit, the UK seems detached from the geopolitical developments in the Region.30 Support coming 
from the UK has been mainly financial and technical. The UK committed to spending around 40 
million pounds on technical assistance; and doubling this amount to 80 million a year by 2020-2021.31 

The selection of Poznań to be the next host also raised eyebrows, at least in the beginning. Poland, 
however, exhibited a concrete interest in the Berlin Process32 and in becoming ‘a constructive actor 
in the Region’.33 The Polish engagement has been manifested in figures, starting with the results of 
the Poznań Summit itself, compared to London, for instance. The Chair’s Conclusions of the Heads’ 
meeting of the London Western Balkans Summit, dated 10 July 2018, has been a 2-page document, 
briefly mentioning the main points of the Summit.34 The equivalent document produced in Poznań has 
been an 11-page long text, where pledges are presented extensively and there is a reference to follow 
up suggestions.35 There is also a symbolism in the drafting of the conclusions: the weight that each 
topic has had on the agenda of each Summit is evident in the place it occupies in the body of the final 
document. For instance, ‘security’ is at the bottom of the Chair’s conclusions in Poznań, whereas at the 
London document, it is featured as the first chapter right after the traditional reference to the pillars of 
the Berlin Process: ‘shared European values, prosperity, connectivity and regional cooperation.’ 

In light of the Poznań Summit approaching, Polish organisers had gone the extra mile to prepare 
an agenda responding to the current profile of the Region. Some of the experts interviewed for this 
research have shared the backstage of the preparatory phase:

Weeks before the Summit, the Polish organisers sent people in the Western  
Balkans to map challenges and progress in the region. Their colleagues went  
visiting places, interviewing people, preparing themselves…  
The Polish were taking this very seriously.36

In this endeavour, Poland had the advantage of the know-how gained within the Visegrad 
group.37  Despite being the only country of the Visegrad quartet participating in the Berlin Process, 
the experience in systemic and economic transformations was an extra asset. In time, Poland found 
its niche in the Process. The Polish partners showed specific interest in pursuing a breakthrough in the 
field of energy, specifically, i) in finding ways to reduce and eventually leave coal production, ii) to help 
these regions recover and embrace green forms of energy.  
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The Zagreb Summit, that took place online on the 6th of May 2020 built upon the previous Summit, 
highlighting however, unity and solidarity between EU and WB6 states. This manifested in the 
‘unequivocal support for the European perspective of the Western Balkans’38 and the provision of 
financial assistance to handle the negative repercussions of the pandemic in the Region. Economy, 
connectivity, resolving of bilateral disputes, green energy and digitalisation are among the topics 
addressed. In matters of symbolism, the terms selected to be featured in the textual body of the 
declaration39 indicate the EU’s eagerness to express its support; it is not a coincidence that the word 
’support’ appears quite frequently. According to the declaration, ‘the EU is determined to further 
intensify its engagement at all levels’.  

The London Summit:  
Revisiting Reconciliation and Security 
The London Summit came after Berlin (2014), Vienna (2015), Paris (2016) and Trieste (2017) Summits 
in the framework of the Berlin Process, as well as the 25 February 2018 London European Bank for 
Reconstruction and Development (EBRD) Western Balkans Investment Summit; 18 April 2018 Skopje 
Digital Summit and 17 May 2018 Sofia EU-Western Balkans Summit. The Summit took place among 
the celebration of one of the success stories of the Berlin Process, the signing of the historic Prespa 
Agreement between Greece and North Macedonia on 17 June 2018.    

The London Summit introduced new topics and actors. Following a legacy of being - along with 
Germany and the United States - one of the top providers of hard security guarantees in the Region 
ever since the collapse of Yugoslavia40, the UK put security along with economy and reconciliation on 
the top of the London Summit agenda,41 viewing these three as complementary factors enhancing each 
other when systematically tackled in combination. It is noteworthy that the London Summit concluded 
with joint declarations42 signed by both WB6 and EU leaders, on i) regional cooperation and good 
neighbourly relations within the Berlin Process; ii) missing persons, and iii) war crimes. This did not 
happen at the Poznań Summit.    

Discussions about security revolved around measures to prevent and fight organised crime and 
corruption, exploring, also, the role of the police, civil society and citizens in raising the standards 
on the rule of law. One of the key resolutions of the London Summit with regards to security was 
the endorsement of the  Roadmap43 for a sustainable solution to the illegal possession, misuse and 
trafficking of Small Arms and Light Weapons and their ammunition in the Western Balkans, and 
the agreement that the implementation of the commitments set by the document is essential.44 The 
Roadmap aims to ‘serve as a guiding and consensual document developed and owned by the regional 
authorities, in achieving a sustainable solution to the illegal possession, misuse and trafficking of 
SALW/firearms, and its ammunition, in the Western Balkans.’45  Approximately two months before the 
London Summit, on 28-29 May 2018, authorities of the WB met in Tirana, at the 9th Regional Meeting 
of the SALW Commission. A final draft of the Roadmap was officially sent to the German Federal 
Foreign Office and was subsequently incorporated into the agenda of the Berlin Process. The official 
adoption of the Roadmap took place during the London summit. 

The WB governments also voiced their commitment to fight corruption by signing anti-corruption 
pledges (further elaborated in this report under Anti-corruption pledges). The WB6 countries have a 
long, gloomy record of corruption affecting each branch of the public and private sector46. The culture 
of corruption is embedded deeply in Balkan societies, manifesting itself daily in the form of bribery, 
nepotism, favouritism and doing business or politics within clientele relations.47 48 49 

Concerning good neighbourly relations, the London Summit was vocal with regards to taking concrete 
actions to promote Reconciliation, which was viewed as the mainstay of meaningful and sustainable 
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regional cooperation, based on mutual understanding and trust. Civil society and the youth sector 
were identified as important actors in the accomplishment of these objectives. 

Issues of legacy were brought back to the discussion, such as transitional justice and the facilitation 
of investigations over the fate of missing persons and victims from the recent bloody wars which had 
devastating consequences in the region. Before the Summit, there were vigorous conversations over 
the future of RECOM50. The coalition for RECOM was advocating the agreement on establishing this 
interstate commission in July 2018 at the London Summit 51, while the favourable stance projected 
through the regional media52 created the impression that there would be a positive development. 
Despite this, four of the six WB6 governments did not sign the declaration,53 and the UK Foreign 
Ministry amended the agenda of the Summit omitting the signing ceremony of the Declaration.54 
The issue of RECOM emerged again recently in the context of the Zagreb Summit, which took place 
on 6 May 2020 via video conference due to the COVID-19 pandemic. On the 19th of June 2020, 
The European Parliament, urged the Western Balkan countries to comply with their international 
obligations in the prosecution of war crimes and the determination of the fate of missing persons, and 
to support, RECOM.55 

Brain drain and mass migration from the WB6 countries were among the key topics addressed in the 
London Summit. The WB6 leaders pledged to invest in improving quality in education and connecting 
the formal educational system with the labour market, taking into account the dynamics of a globalised 
and digitalised world. Focus was given to the creation of the necessary standards in the Region which 
would allow young people to prosper in their own countries. In this context, emphasis was put on the 
need to invest further in research and innovation. The involved parties also recognised the values of 
ongoing vocational training, international learning experience and the importance of making use of all 
educational possibilities available in an increasingly globalised context.

The Poznań Summit:  Expanding the Agenda
The Poznań Summit agenda identified economy and connectivity as key priority areas. Facilitation of 
people’s mobility was viewed as a vital aspect in fostering a regional economic area.  

Among the topics that emerged was the need to engage in more digital integration, as agreed within 
the Consolidated Multi-annual Action Plan for a Regional Economic Area in the WB6 in 2017. The 
WB6 governments committed to enrich their digital integration agenda and take the steps needed to 
promote cybersecurity and broadband development. 

The WB6 committed to supporting Education, Research and Innovation in the Region. With regards 
to education, progress had already been made after the London Summit and the endorsement of the 
Declaration on Recognition of Higher Education Qualifications,56 which sets forward an automatic 
recognition model for higher education qualifications and study periods spent abroad. 

The declaration on Mutual Recognition of Professional Qualifications was expected to be adopted 
during the Poznań Summit, but this did not come into fruition at this stage, as according to the Chair’s 
Conclusions, ‘negotiations of a Mutual Recognition of Professional Qualifications were not possible 
to be completed in time for the Poznań Summit’57. Insights from the interviews undertaken for this 
research confirmed unofficial comments that the declaration failed to be adopted due to bilateral 
disputes between Kosovo and Serbia. According to interviewees, the same happened with some other 
agreements relative to trade that failed to be adopted in Poznań allegedly due to Serbia’s withdrawal.       

As a complementary measure to address youth migration and brain drain in the Region, leaders 
in Poznań agreed on the need to foster entrepreneurship, with a focus on youth and social 
entrepreneurship. It was the first time that social entrepreneurship was mentioned in a WB Summit. 
Discussions also focused on ways to support projects initiated by youth, vulnerable or minority 
groups and making good use of the Youth Guarantee Scheme, a €10 million initiative launched by the 
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European Commission and the European Investment Fund at the beginning of 2019. The scheme has 
been designed to support youth employment in the WB and is expected to leverage investment of at 
least €60 million for young people in the Region, aiming to strengthen their entrepreneurial capacity 
and provide job opportunities. 

A highlight of the Poznań Summit was the Western Balkans Business Forum, which brought together 
representatives of Governments, the Business sector and civil society. 

The Think-Tank Forum was also a novelty, designed on a methodology alluding to the Visegrad 4 
approach of organising meetings. Based on the principle that joint work could bring results in the 
Region, the Polish presidency of the Berlin Process initiated meetings of experts in the Think-Tank 
Forum format where experts from the WB were included in the network of analytical organisations 
from the EU. 

With regards to energy and ecology, the ‘Clean Energy Transition Declaration’ highlighted the need 
for the WB6 countries to reduce their dependence on coal and provide the necessary institutional 
and structural framework that will allow investment on sustainably, eco-friendly forms of energy. The 
Summit also set the ground for the preparation of the “Green Agenda” for the WB. 

The WB6 officials also committed to making provisions for the gradual smart transformation of cities. 
The Forum of Cities and Regions “Investing in Western Balkans-Investing in Europe” that took place 
between 4-6.06.2019 featured many good practices and research findings of smart specialisation and 
investment opportunities in the Western Balkans, as well as discussions about the EU’s macro-regional 
strategy in the Region.58 



Delivering  
on promises 
This chapter juxtaposes the pledges undertaken by the WB6 governments  
in each thematic category with the progress made after the London and Poznań Summits. 

EU-WB6: European values and EU integration  
Alluding to the 2003 ‘Thessaloniki promise’ of a European perspective for the WB, one of the core 
ambitions of the Berlin Process has been to gradually prepare the WB countries to enter the EU by 
assisting them in reaching certain standards at a social, economic, political and institutional level that 
would allow them to be eligible to engage in membership talks with the EU. Although it had been made 
clear by the EU Commissioner Jean-Claude Juncker back in 201459 that there would be no enlargement 
provisions until 2019, the vision of EU accession has been a driving force for the WB6 stakeholders and 
the respective citizens. Consequently, the key EU actors in the Berlin Process have used the prospect of 
EU entry as a carrot and stick, to either motivate WB6 countries and to hold them accountable for not 
making enough progress with regards to pledges taken.  

Let us briefly go back to the period before the outbreak of the COVID-19 crisis, to trace where the 
EU-WB6 relations were with regards to geopolitical developments and steps taken towards the EU 
integration process. 

At the beginning of 2020, Brussels looked like an optimistic place, having survived losing its second-
largest economy, Britain. The news about the opening of accession talks with Albania and North 
Macedonia received a warm welcome in the Region, counterbalancing the bitterness experienced 
after the block of Albania and North Macedonia EU membership bids60 in October 2019. The French 
President Emmanuel Macron had addressed the EU Summit, stating that WB countries were ‘taking 
pledges’ but not implementing the necessary reforms that would allow membership talks to begin. 
President Macron61 claimed that the two candidate countries had not exhibited sufficient progress in 
areas such as migration management,62 economic policy, human rights, anti-corruption measures and 
the rule of law.63 

A few months later, in March 2020, the new European Commission, gave the green light to open 
accession talks with the two countries, identifying 2020 as a ‘key year for the EU-Western Balkans 
relations’.64 In a triumphant official announcement, positioning the EU  as an institution that ‘delivers 
on its promise’, the Commission praised the two candidate countries for doing ‘what was asked of 
them’.65 The same announcement was voicing a firm message towards the WB as a whole, emphasising 
that ‘the present and the future’ of the region ‘is in the EU’. 

The EU’s decision to open the negotiations with Albania and North Macedonia in a time of crisis was a 
diplomatic move within its new geopolitical agenda. The EU aimed at ‘restoring’ its name and influence 
in the Region after the damage caused by the October 2019 accession block, a move characterised by 
the outgoing European Commission president, Jean-Claude Juncker, as a “historic mistake”. In other 
words, the EU had to find a remedy to regain credibility and revitalise its fading relationship with the 

3
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Western Balkan countries and their citizens, who had been ‘waiting long for something positive to 
happen’.66  

A feeling of general disappointment among WB6 governments and societies67 had added to the 
re-emerging Euroscepticism68 and nationalism in the region69 , serving as an extra tool in the hands of 
authoritarian politicians.70 71 72 These political figures, often connected with dark pages of the history, 
attempted (and at times succeeded) to further consolidate their power during the pandemic by 
taking anti-democratic public measures and manipulating the media to spread division and entrench 
nationalism73 74 75, feeding on anti-European narratives, as suggested by the latest report issued by the 
European External Action Service (EEAS) in April 2020.76 

By reviving the hope of accession, accompanied with a generous package of financial aid,77 coming 
with some delay,78 the EU aimed, to mitigate Euroscepticism among WB6 societies79 , a strategy which 
seems to be efficient judging from the figures provided at the latest Balkan Barometer.80 

In addition, the EU tried to counterbalance the growing influence of other powers in the Region, such 
as China,81 the Gulf Countries, and Russia, which have employed their ‘COVID-19 diplomacy’ as part 
of a wider strategy of increasing influence in the Balkans,82 that started several years ago.83 84 85 In this 
respect, the EU mobilised a package of over €410 million in reallocated bilateral financial assistance to 
support the Western Balkans during the coronavirus emergency.86 

The EU has manifested its support to the WB6 countries mainly in the form of financial and/or 
technical aid. Large scale infrastructure projects have been made possible thanks to EU funds and 
can be included in the list of tangible outcomes of the Process. Among these are the Adriatic Ionian 
Corridor (AIC)87  and the Trans Adriatic Pipeline (TAP)88. One of the most recent projects celebrated 
a few weeks before the COVID-19 outbreak was the beginning of the construction of the 2.4 kilometre 
Tunnel at the Ponirak-Vraca subsection part of the Corridor Vc Highway project, near Zenica in 
Bosnia-Herzegovina, in which the EU committed to investing €31 million.89

What has also been expected from the WB6 countries are deeper social reforms, supporting the 
democratisation process through the adoption of the acquis and enabling the consolidation of 
meaningful regional cooperation and good neighbourly relations. Exploring the potential of human 
capital within the Berlin Process has been vital in this sense, translated into the involvement of youth 
and civil society as promoters of social change and seen as an investment in people’s mobility. EU 
support has often been missing this social aspect, which can have a meaningful and sustainable impact 
on citizens and societies. This applies not only to local and regional projects but also to larger EU 
programs that have proven to be beneficial for students, researchers and young entrepreneurs - such 
as the Erasmus Plus Program - offering life-changing experiences to EU citizens. Opportunities for 
WB6 citizens are much more limited and when present, they tend to be available only to people whose 
passport allows them to travel more easily, without going through the lengthy and costly procedures 
of acquiring a visa. Travelling is even more difficult for citizens of Kosovo; with Kosovo being the only 
country with no visa-free regime in place, Kosovars face lengthy and bureaucratic procedures to obtain 
a visa.90 

Connectivity and Interregional Cooperation  
as drivers of economic growth
Connectivity has been a central aspect of the Berlin Process and has come to symbolise the aspiration 
of laying the foundations of infrastructure that will enable a dynamic interconnection of governments, 
institutions, businesses and people within the Region; a multi-layered, interactive system with solid 
extensions to the EU and other international entities. Connectivity within the Berlin Process has 
acquired a status which goes beyond economic growth touching on societies and citizens, seen as 
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agents of change. In this sense, any progress made on Connectivity and Interregional Cooperation 
should be examined on three levels: the political, the economic and the social.

One of the most important gains for the Region stemming from the connectivity agenda is that the 
Western Balkans managed to secure a spot in the transport and energy connectivity map of the EU.91 
In the last few years, there has been some needed investment in heavy infrastructure. It’s important to 
note that the current poor state of infrastructure negatively affects transport, trade and tourism in the 
region.92

Economic growth in the region has been slow, yet visible93. Following a gradual slowdown since 
mid-2018, economic activity reaccelerated in the Western Balkans in the third quarter of 201994, 
where the annual real GDP growth averaged 4.1%, up from 2.9% in the previous three months. Real 
GDP was expected to grow between 3.0% and 3.8% in 2020, if it had not been for the pandemic. The 
foundation of the Western Balkans Chamber Investment Forum (WB6-CIF) has been essential for 
boosting business and investment in the Region. In the Poznań Summit, leaders renewed their support 
and welcomed the establishment of the WB6–EU Business Platform, which aims at enhancing the 
competitiveness of the WB economies. The WB6 representatives also committed to supporting the 
Regional Investment Reform Agenda and to intensifying regional cooperation efforts in the area of 
financial markets diversification, by making good use of the immense opportunities offered within the 
realm of technological and digital development. 

In this context, the Online Investment Platform95 is one of the good practices in the field of regional 
cooperation aimed at attracting foreign investment, a key driver of growth in emerging markets. The 
platform uses the dynamics of a digitalised world to facilitate market access and raise the region’s 
attractiveness to foreign direct investment, by showcasing investment opportunities, as well as the 
macroeconomic performance and experience of each WB6 with domestic and foreign investment. The 
project was developed by the regional chamber of commerce and the Chamber Investment Forum, 
bringing together the national chambers of the six Western Balkan countries. Launched at the London 
Summit with the endorsement of the European Bank for Reconstruction and Development (EBRD), 
the platform provides a ‘one-stop-shop’ for foreign investors interested in the Western Balkans, 
featuring information on the legal and regulatory frameworks in the six countries. 

Another good practice has been the regional roaming agreement, which entered into force on the 1st 
of July 2019,96 significantly reducing roaming charges. As a next step, a roadmap for lowering roaming 
charges between the EU and Western Balkan countries has also been agreed.97

In the sector of heavy infrastructure, large strategic projects such as the Adriatic Ionian Corridor 
(AIC) and the Trans Adriatic Pipeline (TAP) are being implemented within the connectivity agenda, 
often with controversy and heated public debate.98 Some of the lessons learnt are that transparency is 
indispensable for the success of any connectivity project and that the connectivity agenda should be 
complemented by a regional framework promoting the rule of law and good governance.99

Despite the progress being made, the full potential of an interconnected region remains unexplored 
due to various factors. Firstly, governments’ delay in undertaking the institutional, legal and trade 
reforms that facilitate development. As discussed further below, bureaucracy, inconsistency and 
corruption are issues that continue inhibiting progress in the region and discouraging investment.100 

Secondly, the WB6 countries may claim that they are ready to take steps forward,101 yet their policies 
are ambivalent when it comes to  promoting economic growth.102 The 16.6.2020 European Parliament 
Recommendation is a warning that ‘growth in the Western Balkans is slowing down after a short-lived 
revival in investment in previous years, and that the contribution of investment and exports towards 
growth is fading’.103 In this context, governments need to find more efficient ways to overcome de 
facto challenges evident in a region consisting of small emerging market economies, such as lack of 
competitiveness, limited fiscal space and constrained access to financing.104 105 According to the latest 
report of the International Monetary Fund (2020), the Western Balkan region ‘has not fully availed 
itself of this driver of growth and convergence’ and continues exhibiting ‘a lack of openness, reliance on 
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low-value products, and weak competitiveness’, factors which ‘largely explain the insignificant role of 
trade and exports in the region’s economic performance’.106 The WB6 should reinforce their efforts to 
provide incentives for investments, in which a deceleration is expected as a consequence of the negative 
impact that the lockdown has had on enterprise revenues and supply chains, combined with the 
negative repercussions of the pandemic on the economies of the principal foreign investment actors.107   

Thirdly, connectivity and growth are hindered by ongoing bilateral disputes. There is an obvious 
inconsistency in the geopolitics of the WB6 states: on the one hand, large and costly strategic projects 
are being designed to connect the WB6 countries by reducing travel time and on the other hand, 
governments sabotage each other by imposing new barriers discouraging business and tourism.108 
The ongoing debate over the 100% tariff on Serbian products by Kosovar authorities is a characteristic 
case of incongruent political stances.109 Another example of this ‘multi-level game’ is the refusal of the 
Serbian state-owned company EPS to recognise Kosovo sovereignty on its electricity network.110 

The European Parliament briefing of February 2019 notes that ‘Not only does Serbia refuse to 
recognise Kosovo but it has actively lobbied against Kosovo’s recognition by other countries. In 2018, 
the Serbian Foreign Ministry claimed that it had convinced 12 countries to withdraw their recognition, 
although this claim has been disputed by Kosovo. Serbia also succeeded in blocking Kosovo’s bids to 
join UNESCO and Interpol.’111 

Furthermore, heated debates over the dangerous idea of land-swap between Serbia and Kosovo, 
rather than serving the idea of connectivity, generate, instead, deeper division and a rise in nationalist 
rhetoric. Finally, the drawing of new borders in the Balkans would legitimise existing aspirations to 
create new, ethnically clean states.112 In the past, such aspirations have mostly ended in bloodshed.113

The movement of WB6 citizens inside the region continues to be challenging due to passport 
restrictions, as in the case of travelling between Kosovo and Serbia, and BiH and Kosovo. Governments 
need to understand that roads,114 tunnels and railways will not serve WB6 countries fully unless 
provisions are facilitating the free movement of people, goods and services inside the region.

While it is possible to a certain extent to measure the technical and economic progress made within 
the connectivity agenda by measuring the number of infrastructural development projects completed 
and treaties signed, it is extremely difficult to evaluate change from a social perspective. As it has been 
repeatedly stated in documents and official speeches, the success of the connectivity agenda relies on 
creating synergies, not only on a governmental and institutional level but also on people-to-people 
level, strengthening connections and cultivating values and attitudes that will allow true connectivity.   

Despite these challenges, the progress made during the past years regarding people-to-people 
contact, manifested mainly in the youth sector,115 shows that one of the biggest achievements of the 
Berlin Process is ‘soft connectivity’. Ambitious infrastructure projects and economic welfare can 
only be viable in strong and prosperous societies, governed by rule of law and democratic principles. 
Unity among the region is vital and should be achieved through honest dialogue and critical 
reflection. In this endeavour, the role of empowered youth and strong civil society is also crucial, as 
suggested by the outcomes of the Zagreb Summit in 2020 and the subsequent European Parliament 
Recommendation.116

 Security and the fight against crime and terrorism 
Security and the joint fight against organised crime is one of the priorities of the regional cooperation 
agenda. In the last two years, the WB6 have made progress with regards to security-related reforms.117  

In the London Summit,118 the WB6 countries signed the Joint Declaration on the Principles of 
Information-Exchange in the field of Law Enforcement, and also endorsed the Roadmap119 for a 
sustainable solution to the illegal possession, misuse and trafficking of Small Arms and Light Weapons 
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(SALW) and their ammunition in the Western Balkans.120 The long-term agenda of the Roadmap 
foresees that by 2023 the contracting parties will have fully harmonised their national arms control 
legislation with the EU legal framework, taking into account parallel international agreements/
standards. The goal is that within the next four years the WB6 countries will have ensured efficient, 
strong and compatible legal frameworks for arms control across the WB, with clear provisions for 
direct and effective operational cooperation.

Reforms, however, seem to be moving at a slow pace, as suggested by the EC 2019 report, urging 
WB6 governments to ‘ensure better and concrete results in the joint fight against firearms trafficking’. 
According to the same report, ‘Western Balkans partners’ national legislation has generally been 
brought in line with EU law but the revision of the Firearms Directive and its implementing measures 
requires partners to make legislative amendments, especially on the standards for deactivation and 
marking of firearms’.121 It also notes that the region lacks a clear and effective action plan focused on 
tangible deliverables, featuring country-specific operational objectives, more detailed performance 
indicators, as well as a clear steering and budgetary structure. On the ground, inadequacies and 
shortcomings have been observed in border checks between Western Balkan countries.122 Technologies 
in the field of forensics seem to vary significantly from country to country, whereas, lack of concrete 
monitoring schemes and systematic research impede the gathering of clear information. Harmonised 
data collection on firearms seizures in particular, continue to be one of the ‘stumbling blocks both in 
the EU and in the Western Balkans’.123

The European Commission report suggests that the Roadmap should be viewed as a comprehensive 
guide for future policy in the region. A solid legal framework, in combination with a coordinated 
regional strategy for the prevention and countering of organised crime in the WB can contribute 
significantly to peace and security. 

There is an impression however, that WB6 countries take certain steps showing the spirit of good 
cooperation in an attempt to ‘please Brussels’ but without genuine intention to address the security 
concerns in the region.124 The WB6 governments are yet to deliver on their security commitments125 
and carry out the legal and institutional reforms that they have agreed to. Regional cooperation in the 
field of security is also being hindered by entrenched social tendencies, such as reciprocal mistrust 
among WB6 societies, post-conflict trauma, as well as an adherence to an obsolete mentality of opting 
for ‘alliances’ with counterparts of shared linguistic, ethnic and cultural bonds.126 Ongoing political 
instability in the region is also taking its toll. 

Anti-corruption pledges 
In the London Summit, the Western Balkans governments took pledges to address corruption.127 
Five WB6 countries, namely, Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Kosovo, North Macedonia and 
Montenegro, signed anti-corruption pledges. Serbia joined the cause in 2019. 

Each country signed an anti-corruption agreement, according to which they pledge to expose 
and punish corruption in all sectors: public or private partnerships, public procurement and open 
contracting, tax, beneficial ownership, etc. The governments committed to supporting schemes such 
as the Extractive Industries Transparency Initiative. By signing the pledge, WB6 governments bind 
themselves to enhance institutional integrity, media credibility and anti-corruption education. It 
is expected of them to show a spirit of cooperation with the international oranisations that will be 
supporting and monitoring the process. Full implementation of all Group of States against Corruption 
(GRECO) recommendations promptly is a prerequisite.

The Berlin Process anti-corruption pledges highlight the importance of addressing this plague through 
a cross-sectorial, bottom-up approach, a tendency which has, generally, not been the case in the region, 
where ‘anticorruption initiatives and institutional solutions have typically been top-down efforts 
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based on templates recommended by international actors’.128 In this context, whistle-blowers, civil 
society and ordinary citizens have been identified as important actors for the success of this endeavour 
within the Berlin Process. WB6 governments have agreed to encourage citizens and employees to 
report corruption and promote action including by law enforcement on the information provided. 
They pledged to protect whistle-blowers, who take personal risks to provide critical information, and 
to work constructively with CSOs in research, monitoring or reporting of misdeeds, implementing 
anti-corruption education and outreach programmes engaging organisations in the public and private 
sector, as well as in talks and dialogues on preventive measures. The WB6 governments committed to 
ensuring that their local media can report on corruption issues objectively and independently.

Environment and Energy 
Taking action on mitigating environmental pollution has been viewed as an urgent priority in a 
region suffering from high levels of air pollution and water and soil contamination.129 In the Summit 
discussions, the WB6 governments had expressed their willingness to launch national strategies, 
consisting of concise steps, that would gradually allow their countries to transition to greener forms 
of energy. One of the pledges taken is to reduce the WB6 countries’ dependency on coal, within 
the framework of the EU Just Transition policy for coal mine regions in the Western Balkans.130

The European Bank for Reconstruction and Development (EBRD) has been financing large-scale 
renewable energy projects providing alternative energy sources to traditional coal, and modernising 
district heating networks across the region.131 Some of the most notable projects supported are the 
following: 

In Albania, the modernisation of Korporata Elektroenergjetike Shqiptare (KESH). In Kosovo, 
the Kitka and Bajgora wind farms. In Montenegro, the Krnovo wind farm, the first private wind farm in 
the country and at the time of financial close also the first private wind farm in the WB region. In North 
Macedonia, ESM and in Serbia, the 158MW Čibuk wind farm in Dolovo; as well as the Kovacica wind 
farm. 

There are also various other smaller scale good practices that offer a promising outlook.132

Despite the region’s potential, green energy production is not being fully explored.133 Solar energy 
and wind power remain underdeveloped sectors, whereas there have been reported cases of arbitrary 
intervention in natural landscapes to the expense of the local ecosystem and inhabitants’ welfare, as 
in the case of the controversial construction project in mountain Sharr, at a river potent of providing 
hydroelectric power.134 

WB6 states keep using, to a large extent, coal power plants, having as the main argument the high cost 
of green investments. According to research conducted recently by the ‘CEE Bankwatch Network’135, 
governments in the region are failing to deliver on their promises to abide by pollution control 
requirements for large combustion plants’. 

In the previous years, various WB6 capitals had won the title of the most polluted capital in Europe. 
Lamentably, this trend remains until today. On March 27, 2020, in the heart of the pandemic and with 
traffic in the streets paralysed due to the quarantine measures, Belgrade was classified as the most 
polluted city in the world.136

The COVID-19 outbreak further exposed the effects of pollution on citizens’ health. According to 
the BiEPAG report on the impact of the global pandemic on the Western Balkans, citizens living 
in contaminated areas have proven to be more prone to developing serious or even fatal health 
conditions, stemming from respiratory problems connected to the air pollution generated by old and 
inefficient power plants.137 
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Amidst this gloomy situation, the news about EU’s decision to support Green Diplomacy in the Region 
has been a ray of hope. Following upon the pledge to prepare a Green Agenda for Western Balkans, 
as stated in the Chair’s Conclusions of the Poznań Summit, concrete steps were made within the 5th 
Energy and Climate Committee meeting, which was organized online by the Energy Community 
Secretariat.138 

Research and Innovation in the  
service of Regional Economy 
Even though we observe concrete steps being taken towards enhancing Research & Innovation, it is 
still an area where significant improvement is needed, particularly with regards to forging stronger 
connections between research and the private sector. Although there are numerous documents 
available (reports, press releases etc) referring to previous years, recent and updated sources are scarce. 
The 5th edition of the Balkan Barometer launched in June 2020 by the Regional Cooperation Council 
provides a general overview over the progress in the Region and its EU orientation139, yet, documents 
available on research infrastructure refer mainly to 2018. This can be interpreted as an illustration of 
the short-lived motivation exhibited by the WB6 countries right after the London Summit. During 
the Summit, WB6 leaders appeared willing to support the development of policies granting access to 
researchers from the region into existing research infrastructures (RIs) and to cooperate with each 
other to develop national R&I Roadmaps which would form the basis for a regional map of R&I. 

As the World Economic Forum findings suggest, ‘innovation funds have been successful but they 
are still too fragmented to have the necessary scale’.140 The Region could benefit from making good 
use of Research & Innovation to encourage entrepreneurship and prevent brain drain, notably by 
supporting SMEs, which are seen as promising actors for the future of the WB6 economies.141  SMEs in 
the Western Balkans make up 99% of all firms, producing approximately 65% of total business sector 
value-added and account for 73% of total business sector employment.142 The EU has committed to 
supporting SMEs experiencing severe cash-flow problems as a result of the pandemic with a financial 
package.143 144

Especially in the aftermath of the pandemic, the WB6 could benefit greatly from funds for targeted 
research missions creating new and more sustainable pathways for growth.145

Towards this direction, a joint project that the WB6 leaders agreed to support in the Poznań Summit, 
but has remained mainly on paper, is the launch of the Regional Research Cooperation Hub, a platform 
aspiring to enable networking and the establishment of constructive synergies among researchers. The 
project includes the creation of a regional research infrastructure map and the completion of regional 
open-access protocols to research infrastructure.146 These services initially aspired to be available in 
time for the next Western Balkan Summit, in 2020, but plans have been put on hold. 

Research and innovation go hand in hand with digitalisation.147 One of the points discussed at the 
2020 Zagreb Summit is the need to accelerate the implementation of the digital agenda for the Western 
Balkans148 and to bring the benefits of the digital transformation to citizens faster.149 

The immense possibilities that a digitally connected region could offer to its people became even more 
evident during the lockdown when the WB6 citizens relied on the digital world more than ever before 
for working, studying, communicating and performing transactions online. This development also 
led to WB6 citizens growing more aware of their ‘digital rights’ and the regional civil society has been a 
frontrunner in educating the public about ‘digital freedom’.150 
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Summarising, it is essential that the WB6 governments deliver on their promises to support mobility, 
exchange of information and the creation of synergies with partners inside and outside the Region, as 
well as to exhibit tangible progress in the following domains151:  

(i).	 the use of smart specialisation tools, methods and approaches to design and implement 
innovation strategies; 

(ii).	 vocational training and specialisation oriented to the current needs of global and digitalised 
markets;

(iii).	 conducting capacity-building activities aimed at technology transfer, through specialised 
training courses, thematic workshops, vocational training on tools and resources specifically 
designed to assist the academic institutions in the regional economies;

(iv).	 support to transnational synergies in the context of EU macro-regional strategies;

(v).	 investment in data quality enhancement.

Civil society 
The inclusion of the Civil Society Forum in 2018 as an integral part of the annual Summits, 
complemented by the official inauguration of CSOs as partners in the region for all the national, 
regional and European stakeholders was a major step which recognised the paramount role of civil 
society in promoting the objectives of the Process. 

The creation and development of the Civil Society Platform for Democracy and Human Rights 
(CSP)152 is proof of the potential of citizens and civil society to promote social change in the Region, 
respond critically to nationalist narratives of division, and build bridges of cooperation, especially in 
times of crisis, such as the COVID-19 pandemic153.

The inclusion of civil society in the Berlin Process is something to be celebrated. However, it should 
be mentioned that presence of civil society was, at least in the beginning, somewhat decorative. The 
Vienna Summit, for instance, featured civil society representatives in a tokenistic role. Progress had 
been made by the London Summit, where CSOs had a more substantial role, although they did not get 
much interaction with political leaders. In Poznań, CSOs had a continuous and more active presence.    

Both the London and the Poznań Summits consolidated the role of civil society in the promotion of 
Reconciliation by addressing underlying bilateral issues causing dispute and discouraging dialogue, 
and actively supporting youth cooperation in the region through activities not only targeting youth but 
also led by youth.  

The biggest achievement of the Berlin Process with regards to the regional civil society, has not 
been to just include CSOs in the dialogue, but rather to unite them under one cause. It is a frequent 
phenomenon to see CSOs in the WB divided: competing for funding instead of cooperating, sharing 
information only within their networks, and limiting their work to certain topics and geographies, 
especially if these are more prone to be approved by donors. CSOs are adjusting to a hard reality 
that does not offer them alternative options. Civil society in the Western Balkans is facing several 
serious challenges, such as a shrinking civic space,154 limited capacity and resources 155, donor-driven 
work within short-term international projects, often defining CSOs’ survival. Criticism or suspicion 
towards the CSOs’ role and work, and all the adversities that stem from engaging in difficult tasks 
such as monitoring, raising awareness or even fighting corruption and organised crime further 
hinder their work.156 A vital part of CSOs’ activity consists of youth work, usually at a grass-roots level. 
Nevertheless, youth work in the WB is generally not officially recognised as an academic branch or 
profession. People conducting grassroots youth work are either working under another title (social 
worker, consultant, pedagogue etc) or are working as volunteers, usually unregistered and unpaid. 
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Civil society in the WB is at times viewed as a separate sector, detached from the state and the formal 
education system. The main reason is that its voice echoes bitter truths and challenges rigid stereotypes 
and entrenched habits.157 CSOs in the WB often diversify their tactics to draw attention to deficiencies, 
misdeeds or potential threats. They become whistle-blowers, watchdogs, citizens’ advocates, exposing 
misdemeanours by pointing the finger at people and institutions. This is not an easy task. There are 
many cases where activists in the Region have been harassed, falsely accused, or intimidated by the 
authorities and other powerful individuals.158 

As suggested by the experts interviewed for this research, in combination with the findings of the 
latest regional policy brief,159 CSOs would be more effective if firstly, their projects were long-term, 
so that they can have a measurable effect; secondly, their activities were not donor-driven, but 
independent both financially and ideologically; thirdly, if there was a cross-sectoral approach in 
place, whereby CSOs would work with local authorities and educational institutions, reporting to the 
relevant governments and institutions involved. In this way, youth work would stand a chance of being 
translated into youth policy. 

Reconciliation 
The vision of reconciliation has always been present in the background of the Berlin Process, 
often insinuated as a presupposition for the consolidation of sustainable regional cooperation. 
Reconciliation has been ‘the elephant in the room’, vocally uttered in the London Summit, when 
discussions revolved around topics such as the fate of missing persons, transitional justice, or tolerance 
to crime. 

Reconciliation is a ‘loaded’ term, open to several interpretations. Interviewees state that the 
reconciliation agenda within the Berlin Process has been too vague and obscure to the people directly 
involved. This is attributed to the fact that there has never been a clear methodology within the Process 
on how to address and overcome root causes related to history, memory and trauma. These obstacles to 
the accomplishment of cooperation and interconnection remain to be overcome.

The efforts made by Greece and North Macedonia could serve as an example for other countries of 
the region frozen in conflict. The Prespa Agreement between Greece and North Macedonia was one 
of the highlights of the Berlin Process, resolving a long-standing dispute over the latter’s name. The 
agreement was signed on 12 June 2018, on the banks of Lake Prespa, uniting three countries: Albania, 
Greece, and North Macedonia.

Ever since the signing of the agreement, the two countries have exhibited progress by taking steps to 
foster regional cooperation in the fields of economy, business, investment, R&I, transport, commerce 
and energy. Findings of research conducted within the synergy of ELIAMEP (Greece) and Analytica 
(North Macedonia) suggest that ‘there is an overwhelmingly positive disposition in stakeholders from 
both countries when it comes to the need for furthering and strengthening cooperation’.160

Connectivity and mobility have been further improved by re-establishing flights between the capitals 
Skopje in North Macedonia and Athens in Greece, operated by Aegean Air, almost one decade after 
air transport between the two capitals had stopped due to the dispute caused by the then-naming of 
the Skopje airport ‘Alexander the Great’. North Macedonia changed not only the name of its airport, 
but also the name of the highway connecting it with Greece on the border of Gevgelija, which was 
symbolically renamed ‘Highway of Friendship’. The Prespa agreement is significant, as it paved the 
way for North Macedonia to re-start negotiations for EU and NATO membership. North Macedonia 
became a NATO member in March 2020.  

Further institutional and technical reforms to support regional cooperation and connectivity between 
the two countries are on the way. Nevertheless, the most challenging part of the Prespa agreement, 
which will probably need time and systematic bilateral efforts before producing sustainable results, 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Greece
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/North_Macedonia
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Macedonia_naming_dispute
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is the aspect of Reconciliation. The success of the agreement at a social level lies in building bridges 
between the people of the two countries by investing substantially in the fields of research, education, 
culture and the civil society, as specified under the Prespa Agreement.161 The official establishment of 
BYCO (Bilateral Youth Cooperation Office) in January 2020162 has been a ray of hope for the future of 
the countries’ bilateral relations by empowering youth and civil society. It will be interesting to see if 
the Greek government will proceed into the steps that the North Macedonian side has already taken, 
establishing a local office and a follow-up agenda. 

Soon after the signing of the Prespa agreement, in September 2018, a separate, Joint Inter-Disciplinary 
Committee of Experts on historic, archaeological and educational matters was established. The 
principal task of this body is to revise school textbooks, maps and teaching guides to ensure that no 
school textbook or auxiliary material contains any irredentist/revisionist references.163  

North Macedonia has taken similar steps to normalise its relations with another EU-member, 
Bulgaria164 attempting to solve a long dispute over the ‘Macedonian’ language and ethnicity. The 
process involves discussions to find ways to investigate and revise controversial issues of language, 
religion and identity.  

It is open to question whether the rest of the WB countries are ready to follow the example of North 
Macedonia. The tragedies of the 1990s are still open for many people in the region, especially the ones 
with missing relatives or suffering the long-term effects of war and trauma. According to the figures 
provided by the International Center for Transitional Justice,165 an approximately 140,000 people were 
killed and almost 4 million displaced during the wars. Rape and torture were among the notorious 
tools used for ethnic cleansing.166 Political leaders have often misused people’s pain and confusion to 
consolidate their nationalistic narrative of division and achieve more power and influence. Stereotypes 
and misconceptions over neighbouring nations pass on from generation to generation, poisoning 
young people with invisible threats and ‘enemies, employing a distorted view of reality to communicate 
certain misconceptions they cultivate a collective ‘tradition’ or ‘legacy’, defining one’s patriotism, 
morality and honour.167 168 169 It is in the younger generation, however, that the Berlin Process has set its 
hopes for reconciliation. 

Youth Policy and Youthwork  
Important steps had been taken before the London and Poznań Summits to promote regional cooperation 
via young people, among which the “Positive Agenda for the Youth of the Western Balkans”, initiated 
by Slovenia at the Brdo Summit in 2015 and reconfirmed by the Vienna Summit in 2015. Concrete 
recommendations to support the youth sector were drafted at the Western Balkans Youth Conference 
“Connecting Youth” in Paris on 4th July 2016, which preceded the Summit of Heads of State and 
Government of the Western Balkans.170 Certainly, one of the most promising success stories has been the 
establishment of the Regional Youth Cooperation Office (RYCO) in 2016. Opportunities for youth in the 
WB to travel, network, improve their skills and meet people all over the world via funded programs have 
been provided by the Erasmus Plus project of the European Union and other institutions and donors, 
such as the Youth Department of the Council of Europe, SALTO, FES, and USAID among others.

The Action Plan on Youth Policy created within the Berlin Process aspired on the one hand to foster the 
role of youth and youth work in promoting peace, stability and cooperation in the region, and on the 
other hand to start a meaningful dialogue among young people all over Europe. This dialogue is based 
on shared European values such as democracy, rule of law and the respect of human rights. In this 
context, various youth initiatives connected with the Berlin process continue being realised. 

Most pieces of research and analysis conducted within the Berlin Process focus exclusively on the 
perspectives of the leaders involved. In May 2018, a few months before the London Summit, the 
EU-Western Balkans Youth Summit took place in Podgorica. Young activists and policymakers sat on 
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the same table with WB6 political leaders and representatives of EU institutions to discuss their vision 
of the Berlin Process, by focusing specifically on reconciliation and regional cooperation through 
education, research and youth policy. Looking at the participants’ message to the policymakers, 
European institutions and the youth work field, one of the key ideas reflected is the need for an equal 
relationship between Europe and the Western Balkans171, based on solidarity and mutual respect of 
each other’s history and cultural uniqueness. 

It is often difficult to assess the quality and effect of youth projects in the Region due to factors, such 
as lack of visibility, limited or distorted dissemination of results, as well as different understandings 
of what constitutes youth participation or youth work.172 When the discussion comes to European 
integration and adoption of EU values at a societal level, figures indicate that “although the number 
of projects linked with the Berlin process is on the rise, the project activities and exchanges are taking 
place mainly within the region”.173

Building on a ‘Better Region Starting With Youth’174:  
the work of RYCO
After the London Summit, the WB6 countries renewed their commitment to support RYCO, and in the 
next months proceeded to deliver on their promise. The local RYCO branch in Skopje was inaugurated 
shortly after the London Summit. The WB6 countries (each country according to its share), continued 
financially supporting RYCO. Using these funds, supplemented with funds from international donors, 
RYCO implemented grass-roots and capacity building projects and seminars targeting and involving 
youth within the Region, in Europe, and beyond, such as the case of the study-visit in Japan. 

In the past two years, RYCO has been affected by a series of unfortunate political and internal 
incidents, such as Serbia’s ousting of its own Youth Representative in the Governing Board meeting in 
Prishtina in March 2019, chaired by Kosovo within the rotating presidency system. Political instability 
in countries like Bosnia and Herzegovina and Kosovo, or the outbreak of the pandemic at the time 
when RYCO was preparing its agenda also proved to be a challenge. Despite adversities, RYCO is 
an organisation working systematically on reconciliation through youth mobility and intercultural 
dialogue, having recently launched close synergies not only with CSOs and activists but also with 
educational practitioners of the formal schooling system. Revising formal education is an aspect of 
reconciliation that needs further focus and improvement, mainly due to the difficulties of entering 
the formal schooling system, interfering with the teaching approach and the presence of ideological 
content in school curriculums. Investing further on capacity-building strategies with teachers and 
students in schools all over the Region, as it has been doing so far,175 can facilitate in-depth, long-term 
change within the WB6 societies and pave the way for genuine reconciliation. 





Conclusion and  
Recommendations
Monitoring and visibility 
Documenting the countries’ progress with regards to pledges made in designated domains is a 
challenging task, mainly due to the absence of adequate and reliable monitoring mechanisms endorsed 
by all parties involved. Data is usually scattered among official documents and pieces of research/
analysis, making it hard to have a comprehensive and holistic view even in areas where progress could 
be measured by tangible results. Fragmented information can be retrieved in reports, press releases, 
policy briefs and other technical documents, found on the official Berlin Process website and in the 
websites of host countries or the respective organisations publishing the documents. Many of these 
texts represent exclusively the views of the author or the official stance of a country, which may be 
different than that of the EU or other WB6 countries. Further academic research on the progress of the 
Berlin Process would be beneficial.

In certain cases, the progress made cannot be depicted in figures, especially when it comes to 
evaluating social change. This is the case when measuring the countries’ progress with regards to 
human rights, diversity, intercultural dialogue, peacebuilding or interaction with neighbouring 
countries, vital components of the regional cooperation and essential for the promotion of the 
so-called ‘European values’. There is very vague information concerning how far the WB countries have 
progressed with regards to the adoption of the pillars of the acquis, as stated in both the London and 
Poznań Summit Chair’s conclusions. This is probably due to the difficulty of measuring non-tangible 
goals connected with individual and collective change.  

A concrete recommendation is for people and institutions involved in the Berlin Process to set up 
efficient monitoring and evaluation mechanisms. Contracting parties should agree on when, how and 
by whom monitoring and evaluation will take place. Realistic projects with realistic goals should be the 
target and monitoring and evaluation should be continuous, happening before, during and after the 
process. 

Along with a monitoring and evaluation framework to capture progress made, it is essential to 
guarantee better communication in-between Summits and meetings, to better inform the agenda for 
future Summits. So far, there is a lack of clarity on how the ‘stocktaking’ of each Summit takes place and 
how previous Summits inform the agendas of the forthcoming Summits. Better communication and 
visibility would be beneficial for the entire process. 

Follow up and implementation
With regards to follow up actions, evidence shows that part of the recommendations agreed upon 
within declarations, usually the ones requiring rigid reforms and sacrifices,176 remain only on paper. 
The remedy for this phenomenon is to adopt concrete and realistic plans of action, oriented to the 
standards of each country. 

4
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Commitment and responsibility 
There are no legally binding provisions within the Berlin Process putting real pressure on governments 
to deliver on their promises. The offer of potential EU membership is no longer as effective as it was 
when the process was launched, when all partners had the enthusiasm to engage in a propitious 
endeavour. WB6 country representatives co-sign declarations featuring a list of recommendations in 
the form of a ‘should-do’ list, which have no clear follow-up plan or simply do not reflect the region’s 
reality. Their countries’ failure to perform would be attributed to several misfortunes or the EU not 
recognising the effort being made in the region.177 

The non-binding nature of a declaration provides a margin for lack of follow-up action. Depending 
exclusively on the contracting parties’ goodwill, it does not have the gravity of a legally binding 
agreement that could later hold governments accountable for not fulfilling their pledges. But then, it all 
comes down to a matter of principles and accountability. The example mentioned below is probably a 
fit illustration of what the ‘European values’ stand for, as explained by one of the experts interviewed: 

In our context, if you get your Prime Minister to commit to a pledge, then it is 
exceedingly difficult to go back on that. It is a matter of values and it would mean 
losing face.178 

This phrase, uttered by a UK official, who happened to have a lived experience in the WB, and thus, 
insight to the regional culture, could be a starting point of how the EU could engage with its WB6 
partners through the principles of intercultural dialogue, which are ‘active listening’ and ‘learning 
from each other’. Nevertheless, whether conscious or not, the EU’s stance towards the WB6 partners 
has been somewhat patronising or didactic179  from the start of the Berlin Process. We come to this 
conclusion by looking at some characteristic features surrounding the Process: the setting of the WB 
meetings (reflecting EU standards and internal EU politics); the selection of countries to host the 
WB Summits, none of which has taken place in the WB so far, although this is about to change; the 
language used (ranging from the emphasis given to ‘European values’ as an infallible panacea for good 
deeds and successful partnerships, and  the tone used when assessing the WB countries’ progress, even 
when the latter have done well.180 

Cohesion and coordination 
If one looks at the WB Summits retrospectively as a sequence of interconnected events on a timeline 
aiming to a certain direction, it becomes evident that these events are neither of equal quality nor of 
analogous impact on the cumulative progress of the Process as a whole. In this sense, there have been 
oscillations in the dynamics of the Berlin Process. 

The quality of each Summit has been largely dependent on the interests and priorities of each host 
country. Every Summit has either added a new topic or prioritised a certain area, reflecting the host 
country’s foreign policy, national interests and relevance to the Region. France’s focus had been on 
climate change and energy; Austria concentrated on connectivity; the UK, based on its experience 
in the region, prioritised security and re-opened the debate for missing persons, war crimes and 
reconciliation; whereas, economy and connectivity were on the top of the agenda introduced by Italy 
and Poland, with the first focusing on initiatives to boost investment and the latter exploring further 
the role of people-to-people diplomacy. 
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Consistency 
At times, WB6 leaders’ behaviour has been inconsistent, firstly, in respect of the pledges taken towards 
the EU, and secondly, concerning the way they have treated their neighbours throughout this shared 
journey. While the Berlin Process was at its peak, the WB6 governments proceeded into political 
actions that sabotaged each other’s progress and divided the people. Consistency is a key factor in the 
success and viability of the Berlin Process. Both EU and WB6 leaders should exhibit their commitment 
with a genuine will and concrete actions. 

To conclude, it remains pertinent for all stakeholders to bear in mind that the true impact of this 
initiative will only become visible in the future. 

There have been many discussions on how to ‘stretch’ the Process or build upon its legacy. It is 
interesting also to see whether there will be a parliamentary dimension in the Berlin Process 
perspective. The next Summit will be hosted by Bulgaria and North Macedonia and this will hopefully 
foster a greater sense of ownership over the process for the Western Balkans.
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Annex 1:  
Research Methodology 
The research is an initiative of the Balkan Forum, on behalf of the Civil Society Platform for 
Democracy and Human Rights. The platform is an independently organised regional consortium of 
35 civil society actors in the six countries of the Western Balkans, working across borders and sectors, 
in support of each other and government, to co-develop the region united by a shared desire for 
peace and stability. Aspiring to be the ‘institutional memory of the Berlin Process’,181 an empowered 
citizens’ movement building the social, political, and economic foundations of democratic societies 
based on human rights and rule of law, the CSP has committed to assuming greater responsibility for 
monitoring the Berlin Process agendas, holding the WB6 governments accountable for implementing 
recommendations from the Berlin Process Summits and meeting EU integration criteria. This research 
is one of the actions taken within the network’s pledge to conduct ongoing assessments and evaluation 
of progress towards implementing the aforementioned commitments. It aims to map good practices, 
but also challenges and existing gaps, and use lessons learnt as a basis for the creation of new strategies 
and mechanisms, as foreseen by the Berlin Process Summit Recommendations.182 

The largest part of the research has been based on a desk review of documents relevant to the Berlin 
Process, with a special focus on the outcomes and follow up of the London and Poznań Summits. 

The research has taken into account institutional, social and geopolitical developments, feedback 
received by participants/experts involved in the process, as well as the framework defined in the 
policy and communication documents and materials related to the Berlin Process and the respective 
commitments of the WB countries involved. Given its timeline, the research was conducted before 
and during the COVID-19 crisis, thus commenting on the socio-political and economic impact of the 
pandemic.

It has also been complemented by 20 personal interviews with experts, stakeholders, politicians and 
researchers, as well as members of youth organisations and civil society networks, coming from the six 
countries of the Western Balkans and EU countries directly involved in the Western Balkan Summits. 
The outputs of the interviews have been enriched with findings coming from personal interaction of 
the author with interviewees in relevant EU-WB meetings, lived experience in the Region, as well as 
personal observation and informal discussions with participants in regional projects implemented 
within the Berlin Process. 

The profile of interviewees covers a wide geographic span. Special attention has been given on 
maintaining a balance between the amount and quality of interviews conducted with experts coming 
from the six Western Balkan countries, and from countries that have either hosted Western Balkan 
Summits or have been meaningfully involved in the process. 

Concerning gender balance, the domination of male interviewees justifies the recommendation to 
include more women in high-rank positions within the Berlin Process, something expressed by various 
people who contributed to the research. 

In more specific terms, this report presents the key findings based on a desk review of documents 
relevant to the Berlin Process and from 20 theme-guided, semi-structured, and open in-depth 
interviews conducted from February to June 2020. The pandemic changed the course of the research 
during the period of the quarantine, shifting part of its focus on the new reality shaped in the Region 
through the crisis. Almost all interviews were conducted online, except for the few that took place 
before the lockdown. What is also interesting is that certain interviews were conducted twice, before 
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and during the COVID-19 crisis, providing useful insight on shifts in priorities and mentalities in the 
dawn of this new reality. 

The interviews were confidential, as the research adhered to an academically acknowledged Code of 
Ethics.183 

Every research has its limitations and people sometimes tend to provide ‘politically correct’ or ‘socially 
acceptable’ answers, especially when asked about issues connected with social values, history or politics 
(a phenomenon described by Timur Kuran as ‘preference falsification’184). The general impression from 
the interviewees’ input, however, has been that the interviewees involved have been very willing to 
share their experience and insight, even if this meant at times admitting that certain things could have 
been different.
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