
ISSN 2337-0556 (Print)  
 ISSN 2337-0572 (Online) 

Vol 1, Issue 2,  October 2012 

SIPARUNTON 
International Journal of 

Interdisciplinary Research  

 
 
 
 

==================================================================================================== 

Copyright © Center for Science, Academic Research and Arts – CSARA (Qendra për shkencë, kërkime akademike dhe arte Csara)-This is an open 
access article distributed under the Creative Commons Attribution License, which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any 
medium, provided the original work is properly cited. 

XHUVANI Erjola & KANE Edit - Integration of Western Balkans towards EU 

Integration of Western Balkans towards EU 
 

Erjola XHUVANI, Dr.Proc;  
Vitrina University, Faculty of Law,  

Edit KANE, Dr.Proc 
Vitrina University ,Faculty of Social Sciences  

Abstract 

In 2003 the EU declared that “the future of the Balkans is within the European Union”. Initially it adopted a 
generous strategy that liked the timetable for accession to the pace of reform in the Western Balkans. Accession 
is now explicitly dependent on factors outside the control of candidate and potential members. There is a mutual 
interest of EU member states and the Western Balkans to implement reforms and to form a framework for 
long‐term stability which can counteract these negative trends. The EU offered a European perspective for these 

countries, which proved to be an essential part of the long‐term, democratic state‐building process. 

To give a detailed view of this process, challenges and obligations that should be faced during this long road, I 
drafted the article on the integration of WB towards EU.  

I will point out the reasons why the Europe was doubtful about Western Balkan EU membership, the willingness 
and the positive results of WB with regard to EU membership. Based on these outcomes I will explain why the 
EU decided to develop its enlargement policy towards the Western Balkans.  The aim of this article is to 
introduce to the reader the mutual reasons of cooperation between the WB countries and the European Union.   

Keywords: Integration of Western Balkans, European policies, European Union, EU enlargement, potential 
candidate countries 

 
1. Introduction to the European Integration 

Process 
The countries of the Western Balkans are committed to 
integrating into the European Union. The focus and effort of 
their institutions are directed at meeting the criteria in order 
to achieve this goal. These countries’ membership in the 
European Union would provide a great opportunity to 
become part of a community of nations that aims to 
advance peace through economic, political and cultural co-
operation between member states. The European Council 
held a meeting in Thessalonica on 19 and 20 June 2003 

and adopted the “Thessalonica Agenda1 for the Western 
Balkans: Towards European Integration” where a series of 
instruments including the European Partnership were 
promoted to intensify the Stabilization and Association 
Process in the region. The countries of the Western 
Balkans, including Kosovo, were promised a European 
perspective at this summit.  
The Council’s declaration set out the extent of its 
commitment to the Western Balkans and what it expected 
in return for closer integration: “The EU reiterates its 
unequivocal support to the European perspective of the 
Western Balkan countries.  

                                                           
1
 The Thessaloniki agenda for the Western Balkans: “Moving. towards 

European Integration” 
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/ueDocs/cms_Data/docs/pressdata/en/gen
a/76201.pdf 

The future of the Balkans is within the European Union. 
The ongoing enlargement and the signing of the Treaty of 
Athens in April 2003 inspire and encourage the countries of 
the Western Balkans to follow the same successful path.  
Preparation for integration into European structures and 
ultimate membership into the European Union, through 
adoption of European standards, is now the big challenge 
ahead. The speed of movement ahead lies in the hands of 
the countries of the region. The countries of the region fully 
share the objectives of economic and political union and 
look forward to joining an EU that is stronger in the pursuit 

of its essential objectives and more present in the world2”. 
The European Commission produced an ‘Enlargement 
Strategy Paper’, setting out the extent of its commitment to 
the Western Balkans which built upon those agreed at 
Thessaloniki in 2003. It recognized that: “The journey 
towards membership has value in itself, even in cases 
where accession is many years away. This journey is often 
difficult, so it is essential for the EU to stay engaged 

throughout the process and committed to the outcome3”. 

                                                           
2
 

http://ec.europa.eu/enlargement/enlargement_process/accession_process
/how_does_a_country_join_t he_eu/sap/thessaloniki_summit_en.htm 
3
 2005 Enlargement Strategy Paper, Communication from the 

Commission, 9 November 2005, COM 
(2005) 561 final, p3, http://eur-
lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/site/en/com/2005/com2005_0561en01.pdf 
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The EU’s strategy for the Western Balkans contained a 
number of key elements which flow through and dictate 
dealings with potential candidate countries. These were as 
follows: 
1. Regional Co-operation: Although tailored country 
strategies are considered important, there is also a strong 
regional dimension to the EU’s strategy which is based on 
a recognition that the Western Balkans as a whole needs 
to improve intra-political and economic relations if each 
individual country is to move forward. 
2. Conditionality: EU support is conditional upon ongoing, 
satisfactory and verifiable progress towards meeting EU 
standards in a broad range of policy areas. 
3. Tailored Country Strategies: Each country will progress 
towards the goal of accession based on its own merits, 
irrespective of how other countries in the region are 
progressing. Roadmaps for each country, along with 
priority areas for action are specific to each country and the 
situation that it is faced with. 
Regional Co-operation 
The creation of a free trade area covering the whole South 
East Europe region, would “replace the complicated 
system of 31 bilateral trade agreements in South East 
Europe with a single pact”. Talks to extend the existing 
Central European Free Trade Agreement (CEFTA) began 
in April 2005 and concluded successfully in December 
2006. Consequently, the existing CEFTA members: Croatia 
and Macedonia, have been joined by: Albania, Bosnia-

Herzegovina, Serbia, Montenegro, Moldova, and Kosovo4. 
Conditionality 
In its 2005 Enlargement Strategy Paper the EU highlighted 
the importance of ‘conditionality’ by stating that 
“Enlargement policy needs to demonstrate its power of 
transformation in a region where states are weak and 
societies divided. A convincing political perspective for 
eventual integration into the EU is crucial to keep their 
reforms on track. But it is equally clear that these countries 
can join only once they have met the criteria in full”. 
 
Tailored Country Strategies 
The main vehicle for delivering on the Thessaloniki 
agenda, and its subsequent enlargement strategy, is 
known as the Stabilization and Association Process (SAP). 
Initiated in 1999, it amounts to a long-term framework or 
‘road-map’ for relations with the Western Balkan states and 
aims to deliver stabilization and a swift transition to a 
market economy, the promotion of regional cooperation 
and the prospect of EU accession. Under the SAP, each 
Western Balkan state is offered preferential trade 
agreements and assistance, financial and otherwise, in 
promoting democratization, institution building and political 
dialogue. In return, each state is obliged to agree on a 
package of EU measures designed to induce widespread 
political, economic and institutional reform. 
There are two main stages in the SAP. During the first 
phase, the EU helps to implement a free trade area and 

                                                           
4http://ec.europa.eu/trade/issues/bilateral/regions/balkans/pr050406_
en.htm”Agreement on Amendment of and Accession to The Central 
European Free Trade Agreement” 

supports individual states in their attempts to build 
institutions and adopt reforms in line with EU standards.  
During this time, the Commission issues annual reports 
assessing what progress has been made. Once the EU is 
satisfied that each state is sufficiently stable (politically, 
economically and institutionally), it will recommend that the 
second stage of the process starts. This second stage 
involves the creation of a Stabilisation and Association 
Agreement (SAA) between with the EU and each individual 
state. 
a. Stabilisation and Association Agreements 
SAA are at the centre of the Stabilisation and Association 
Process. They place relations between the EU and the 
individual country on a formal footing and create a 
contractual relationship of mutual rights and obligations. 
They also help to prepare each Western Balkan country for 
future membership by introducing EU rules across a whole 
range of policy areas well ahead of accession. This is part 
of what is known as the ‘pre-accession’ stage, during which 
time countries are regarded as ‘potential candidate 
countries’.  
The process for negotiating an SAA is largely common to 
all potential candidate countries but the speed at which 
each is concluded depends entirely upon the individual 
country and how quickly it is able to implement reforms 
demanded by the EU. In practice, the EU tries to conclude 
negotiations as quickly as possible so as to minimize the 
state of limbo that can occur during SAA negotiations. The 
successful negotiation and conclusion of an agreement 
allows a potential candidate country to show that it is able 
to sustain more advanced relations with the EU. 
b. European Partnership Agreements 
After the SAA is signed, the reform process continues on 
the basis of the obligations contained in it and in a more 
detailed agreement which is agreed between the EU and 
each state. This is known as a “European Partnership 
Agreement”. A Partnership Agreement, like an SAA, 
applies to one country only and is tailored to its specific 
needs. It includes a list of short and medium term priorities 
for reform and outlines the financial and technical 
assistance that the EU will provide to the potential 
candidate country. 
c. Regular Progress Monitoring 
Benchmarks for progress are included in the Partnership 
Agreements and the EU produces annual reports that 
assess the extent to which potential candidate countries 
fulfil what are known as the “Copenhagen Criteria”.  
Each country has to demonstrate that it has stable 
institutions guaranteeing democracy, the rule of law, 
human rights and respect for protection of minorities, the 
ability to adopt the EU’s rules and standards (the body of 
law known as the ‘acquis communautaire’), a functioning 
market economy, the capacity to cope with competition and 
market forces in the EU, and finally, the capacity to take on 
the obligations of membership, including adherence to the 
objectives of political, economic and monetary union. 
d. From ‘Potential Candidate’ to Candidate Country 
Only once the EU is satisfied that sufficient progress has 
been made in the areas outlined above will it considers 
granting the country in question ‘candidate status’. It is at 
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this point that the process towards accession can 
accelerate. If the Council agrees to open membership 
negotiations at this point, monitoring will continue and a 
‘negotiating mandate’ will be agreed.  
This document acts as the framework for the accession 
negotiations and lists some 35 different policy areas 
(“chapters”) where the candidate country must reach EU 
standards. Before negotiations can be opened on each 
different chapter, the Commission conducts a ‘screening 
process’. This is a technical analysis of the candidate 
country’s laws and regulations to help identify areas where 
there may be problems that need to be addressed.  
All chapters have to be closed before candidate countries 
can move to the final stage of the accession process. 
During the final stage of the accession process, the results 
of the negotiations are incorporated in a draft Accession 
Treaty. Once it has been signed, the Accession Treaty is 
submitted to the Member States and to the acceding 
country to be ratified. When the ratification process is 
complete and the Treaty takes effect, the acceding country 
becomes a Member State. 
d. Financial support 
The EU supports the candidate and potential candidate 
countries during their integration processes through a 
system of financial assistance. Until 2006 EU funding to the 
Western Balkans was distributed largely via the CARDS 
(Community Assistance for Reconstruction, Development 
and Stabilization) programme, which aimed to support the 
participation of the countries of the Western Balkans in the 
Stabilization and Association Process. In the period 2000-
2006, €4.6 billion was provided to this region for 
investment, institution-building, and other measures to 
achieve four main objectives: 
1. Reconstruction, democratic stabilization, reconciliation 
and the return of refugees; 
2. Institutional and legislative development, including 
harmonization with European Union norms and 
approaches, to underpin democracy and the rule of law, 
human rights, civil society and the media, and the 
operation of a free market economy; 
3. Sustainable economic and social development, including 
structural reform; 
4. Promotion of closer relations and regional cooperation 
among countries and between them, the EU and the 
candidate countries of central Europe. 
However, in 2007 the EU decided to change funding 
arrangements. From 2007 until 2013, the EU’s strategy will 
be funded by a financial programme known as the 
“Instrument for Pre-Accession Assistance’ (IPA). The main 
aim of the IPA is to: 
[…] support institution-building and the rule of law, human 
rights, including the fundamental freedoms, minority rights, 
gender equality and non-discrimination, both administrative 
and economic reforms, economic and social development, 
reconciliation and reconstruction, and regional and cross-
border cooperation. The IPA is based on “strategic multi-
annual planning established in accordance with the broad 
political guidelines set out in the Commission's 
Enlargement package”. This includes a multi-annual 

indicative financial framework (MIFF)5. The MIFF takes the 
form of a table presenting the Commission's intentions for 
the allocation of funds for the three forthcoming years, 
broken down by beneficiary and by IPA component, on the 
basis of the needs and the administrative and management 
capacity of the country concerned and compliance with the 
Copenhagen criteria.  
 

2. The integration process of potential candidate 
countries  

Potential candidate countries have to successfully 
implement the SAA and then to apply for the candidate 
status. As follows, I have pointed out the achievements and 
weakest points of the potential candidate countries, 
Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina and Kosovo in their 
integration road towards EU. 
 
Albania 
As the last of the Eastern European states to overthrow 
communism and with a legacy of international political 
isolation, Albania’s experience of interaction with the EU is 
relatively not so long. In 1992 it entered into a Trade 
Agreement with the EU and in the intervening years has 
worked, with varying degrees of success, to implement 
domestic reforms in a bid to move towards EU standards.  
On 12 June 2006, after three years of negotiations, Albania 
and the EU concluded an Agreement on a Stabilization and 
Association Agreement. It was an important milestone in 
Albania’s quest for EU membership and, in the opinion of 
one commentator, “the most important political event of 
Albania’s 15-year transition from a particularly brand of 

communism6”. 
The Albanian integration process has faced some delays 
during the last year. Actually Albania is implementing the 
Stabilization and Association Agreement, but seems it is 
making steps in place. Actually Albania's domestic political 
scene has been dominated by the continuation of the 
political stalemate and further confrontational 
developments. The latest local elections, although 
assessed as competitive and transparent, were marked by 
shortcomings.  
The most important think that the political forces should do 
in Albania, in order to overcome this obstacle, is to re-
establish and maintain a level of political dialogue that 
would allow the proper functioning of key democratic 
institutions, notably the parliament, and progress on the EU 
integration path. The significant shortcomings identified in 
the last two elections warrant the preparation of a 
comprehensive electoral reform that would benefit 
consensus among political parties. It is important for 
Albania's political parties to commit to a structured and 
sustained process of working together on European 
reforms. 
Albania has not been successful in meeting the political 
criteria for membership and the twelve key priorities for the 
opening of accession negotiations. There have been some 
improvements in fighting organized crime, treatment of 

                                                           
5 http://europa.eu/scadplus/leg/en/lvb/e50020.htm 
6 ‘One Step Closer’, Transitions Online, 15 June 2006 
 



Vol 1, Issue 2, 
 October 2012 

ISSN 2337-0556 (Print) 
ISSN 2337-0572 (Online) 

 

SIPARUNTON 
International Journal Journal of Interdisciplinary Research 

==================================================================================================== 

449 

detained persons in prisons, and on rights of the child, but 
still in some fields like the judiciary, anticorruption policy, 
property rights and improving the living conditions of the 
Roma community it needs to do much more. All these 
changes and developments should be done in order that 
Albania should gain the new status, that of candidate and 
starts a new phase, that of opening of EU accession 
negotiations. 
One strong achievement of Albania, which was welcomed 
by the Albanians, is linked to the granted visa-free access 
to the Schengen area, as a result of the fulfillment of EU 
requirements in the visa liberalization dialogue. 
 
Bosnia and Herzegovina  
Although Bosnia’s bid for closer ties with the European 
Union has been many years in the making, it was not until 
25 November 2005 that talks on an SAA were opened. 
Progress on defense and police reform, as well as a new 
public broadcasting law, was among the key factors which 
convinced the EU to press ahead with negotiations. The 
first round of talks, which began on 25 January 2006, went 
well. However, the EU subsequently made it clear that the 
pace and conclusion of these negotiations depended upon 
continued progress and reform in key areas such as police 
restructuring and, in particular, full co-operation with the 
International Criminal Tribunal for the Former Yugoslavia 
(ICTY). 
Actually the actions of the political actors reflect a lack of a 
common understanding on the overall direction and future 
of the country and its institutional setup. They still needs to 
find a consensus for ensuring and improving the 
functioning of the institutions, while safeguarding the 
interests of its constituent peoples, especially in view of the 
country's widely shared EU aspirations.  
The process of establishing executive and legislative 
authorities following the last elections still has to be 
completed with the formation of the State-level 
Government. This long delay has been hampering Bosnia 
and Herzegovina's much needed reforms which would 
allow the country to make further progress towards the EU. 
The speed of the reforms has been very slowly anyway. 
Some good results were achieved, notably concerning 
achievements which led to the country being granted visa-
free access to the EU  citizens in December 2010.  
A sensitive point is the Compliance with the European 
Convention on Human Rights as an essential requirement 
of the Interim Agreement and the Stabilisation and 
Association Agreement. In this respect, the persistent delay 
in harmonizing the Constitution with a European Court of 
Human Rights' ruling on ethnic discrimination regarding 
representation in the institutions of the country remains an 

issue of serious concern7. Another important step to 
undertake by Bosnia and Herzegovina is also the adoption 
of a state level census law and speeding up reforms to 
facilitate the country’s EU integration process.   
But still it needs to improve in order to meet outstanding 
objectives, to facilitate the transition from a country with an 
international system of governance and security towards a 

                                                           
7
 Sejdić-Finci vs. Bosnia and Herzegovina case, December 2009. 

country with domestic institutions in full ownership of their 
political and legislative process- in line with the 
requirements for a country aspiring to become a member of 

the EU8. Overarching these issues is the need for a stable 
political environment.  
The establishment of the Structured Dialogue on Justice, 
as well as experience from the reforms that were carried 
out under the visa liberalization process show the way 
forward: by adopting a European approach of dialogue and 
compromise and focusing on the EU agenda, the country 
will be able to gradually move from paralysis and 
confrontation to cooperation, and from international 
supervision to its EU future. 
 
Kosovo 
In a period of early parliamentary elections and lengthy 
elections of a new President by parliament, little progress 
took place as regards the reform agenda. The government 
has demonstrated commitment to Kosovo's European 
perspective, including through sustained efforts in areas 
such as visa and trade and the establishment of a National 
Council for EU Integration. But still it needs to be done 
more to tackle organized crime and corruption. Regarding 
public administration it needs to improve in order to meet 
EU standards. Also the implementation of judicial reform 
remains a big challenge for Kosovo. 
An EU facilitated dialogue between Pristina and Belgrade 
was launched, which was considered also the key that kept 
fringed the relations between EU and Belgrade. This 
dialogue aims at promoting cooperation, achieving 
progress on the path to the EU and improving the lives of 
people. It was conducted in a generally constructive spirit 
and has led to agreements on several issues: freedom of 
movement of goods and persons, civil registry and 
cadastre.  
Under this spirit of cooperation, Kosovo Serbs took part in 
the Kosovo census and their participation in the recent 
general elections increased. On the other hand, in northern 
Kosovo inter-ethnic tensions and incidents persist. 
Separate Serb structures, supported by Belgrade, opposed 
the census and encouraged the boycott of the elections 
organised by the Kosovo authorities.  
Pursuit of solutions through dialogue, and rejection of 
unilateral actions and violence, is the only possible basis 
for moving ahead in Kosovo. Kosovo shares the European 
perspective of the Western Balkans. In March, the 
Commission issued its proposal for a framework 
agreement allowing Kosovo to participate in EU 
programmes, one of the key initiatives announced in the 
2009 Kosovo communication.  
 

                                                           
8
 These cover 5 objectives: 1) Acceptable and sustainable resolution of 

the issue of apportionment of property between State and other levels of 
government; 2) Acceptable and sustainable resolution of defence 
property; 3) Completion of the Brčko Final Award; 4) Fiscal sustainability; 
and 5) Entrenchment of the rule of law(demonstrated by adoption of a 
National War Crimes Strategy, of a Law on Aliens and Asylum and of a 
National Justice Sector Reform Strategy), as well as two specific 
conditions: 1) signing of the Stabilisation and Association Agreement 2) a 
stable political situation. 
 



Vol 1, Issue 2, 
 October 2012 

ISSN 2337-0556 (Print) 
ISSN 2337-0572 (Online) 

 

SIPARUNTON 
International Journal Journal of Interdisciplinary Research 

==================================================================================================== 

450 

3. Conclusions 
The prospect of EU membership constitutes the most 
powerful political asset for enhancing stability and good-
neighbourly relations in the Western Balkans. It has worked 
as a carrot to initiate and sustain reforms, and it represents 
a framework for conflict settlement and an effective 
incentive for improving regional cooperation.  
Giving up the project of South-Eastern enlargement would 
seriously endanger the stabilization process in the region. It 
would discourage EU-oriented transition, discredit reform-
oriented elites and risk creating a Balkan ghetto on 
Europe’s South-Eastern periphery. It is very much in the 
EU’s own interest to continue and even speed up the 
accession process of these countries. In contrast, any form 
of political marginalization could inflict considerable harm 
on the Union (trans-border organized crime, migration 
flows, inter-ethnic tensions, and so on). 
The Western Balkan countries need the political prospect 
of EU accession and assistance in accomplishing the 
reform process. Therefore, it is of paramount importance to 
maintain this prospect and ensure that there are no 
intermediate steps on the road to membership. Any other 
option would seriously undermine the stabilization process 
and instigate a vicious circle of disappointment, frustration 
and destruction.  
Accession prospects would motivate both political elites 
and citizens more effectively if there was a clear EU 
integration framework (roadmap) to guide potential 
candidates, each at their own pace, towards full 
membership.  
This leads the WB countries to the following 
recommendations: 

 an explicit political commitment to maintain the 
prospect of full EU membership (no intermediate 
contractual steps or any form of ‘membership lite’)  

 a strong determination by countries of the region to 
continue implementing reforms and to comply with EU 
conditionality  

 the transformation of the pre-accession process into a 
concrete integration framework (setting an indicative 
target date for membership, setting clear conditions 
and benchmarks to measure progress)  

 a new focus of assistance on employment and poverty 
reduction, addressing issues of development and 
growth in a much more targeted manner (for instance, 
by designing a regional cohesion programme); setting 
up a regional investment facility established in 
collaboration with the European In-vestment Bank 
(EIB) and the EBRD; and designing a European social 
strategy for the Western Balkans to support 
employment  

 decentralization of assistance and an enhanced 
capacity development approach (co-financing of 
projects; focusing of assistance on learning 
processes rather than on mere guidance on the 
EU legislation). 

The Western Balkans still have a long way to go before 
they can realistically expect to be accepted as full 
members of the EU. However, there is no reason to believe 
that an intelligent combination of political incentives 
(integration framework) and an adequate and refocused 
assistance package could not contribute to overcoming the 
last divisions within Europe. 
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