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1. Background

During his speech in the informal meeting of the Ministers of Foreign Affairs of the

Southeast European Cooperation Process (SEECP) on 9 October 2009, the Greek Prime

Minister George Papandreou declared that a new dynamic in the integration process of

the Western Balkan countries was indispensable. In his address, Papandreou stated:

“...after the Thessaloniki Agenda of 2003, we need a new roadmap of accession for the Western

Balkans; a roadmap which foresees an accession date, and the year 2014 could be a date which is

both symbolic and also realistic...one hundred years from the beginning of the First World War,

with the aim of giving an end to divisions and conflicts in the region.”

However, such ambitious proposal lingered not only unsupported by the other EU

Member States but also ignored in some of cases. One year later, the Greek Minister of

Foreign Affairs Dimitrios Droutsas asserted the so-called “Thessaloniki II” initiative in

his speech at the European Policy Centre in Brussels on 22 November 2010. Such

initiative would include the organization of a Summit between the EU and Western

Balkan countries, during the Greek Presidency of the EU in 2014. According to him,

such Summit might single out 2018 as the year of accession of the Western Balkans in

the EU. The year 2018 entails the symbolic of the end of the First World War. At the

same time, the Summit would adopt several essential instruments and an indicative

timeframe in order for the accession of these countries to become reality.

This policy paper aims at analyzing the proposal of “Thessaloniki II” and the chances it

has to give an impetus to the EU accession process. An assessment of the results of the

Thessaloniki Agenda of 2003 and the path towards EU of the Western Balkan countries

shall be made alongside an analysis of the standpoint that the EU institutions have

taken with regard to this process. This paper also lays out some suggestions for the EU

and the Western Balkan countries aiming at having an expedited enlargement process.
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2. Thessaloniki 2003 or “Thessaloniki I”

The EU outlined a more structured policy towards the Western Balkans, with the

launching of the Stabilization and Association Process (SAP) in 1999 and during the

Zagreb Summit in November 2000. Meanwhile, upon taking over the EU Presidency in

January 2003, Greece made it clear that Western Balkans would be high on its agenda.

The cabined of then Foreign Minister Papandreou published a strategy paper on the

Western Balkans, which unfolded an ambitious agenda and articulated the conviction

that Greece, as a direct neighbour of the countries of the region, would make a

prominent difference in its efforts to advance their accession in the EU1.

2.1 International situation in the verge of the Thessaloniki Summit

When making an analysis of the international situation in 2003, it has to be stressed that

Greece’s daring initiative coincided with the developments taking place beyond the

Balkans. In the EU annals, 2003 shall be remembered as the year in which treaties for

the accession of ten new countries were signed. In December 2002, the Copenhagen

European Council signalled the completion of the enlargement process for the ten new

countries and also specified the accession date for the two countries which were

‘lagging behind’: Romania and Bulgaria (year 2007). Meanwhile, countries of the

Western Balkans felt left-aside. The prospect for further enlargement looked gloomy.

Such lack of clarity came as reflection of significant global changes as well as of the

situation of the Western Balkans: caught in between the EU and the USA. International

attention shifted towards Middle East, whereas the Western Balkan countries felt that

they could no longer have a preferential treatment by the West. In the EU, between

France and Germany on the one hand and USA on the other hand, there existed

divergences on the war in Iraq or the International Criminal Court2. Despite such

divergences and the tectonic movement in global politics, the EU-USA cooperation with

1 See, Priorities of the Greek Presidency for the Western Balkans www.eu2003.gr/en .
2 All countries of the region were confronted with a hard choice to make, related to the International

Criminal Court, because the USA insisted to sign with them bilateral agreements for the exclusion of the

American citizens from the jurisdiction of the Court. Also, the majority of the Balkan countries supported

the war in Iraq and were called by the administration of the former President Bush “the new Europe”,

which was not received well by some EU Member States, especially by France.
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regard to the Western Balkans was further developed. An illustration of such

cooperation was the launch of the EU peacekeeping mission in Bosnia and Herzegovina

in January 2003, as well as the taking over from NATO of peacekeeping responsibilities

in Macedonia, in March of the same year.

Seen from this geopolitical angle, the Greek EU Presidency succeeded in strengthening

the democratic accomplishments of the EU in the Western Balkans. Greece’s wish and

ambition for a new commitment of the EU in the region was materialized, because as it

will be shown below, the Thessaloniki Summit injected optimism and concrete steps

towards EU integration. According to the Greek Minister of Foreign Affairs: “The value

of the Thessaloniki Agenda does not consist solely in the stabilisation and association process

described in the Agenda. It also lies in the political vision held up to the Balkan peoples: that one

day hatred would belong to the past and everyone would enjoy freedom and prosperity in one

unified European space”3.

2.2 Proposals of the Thessaloniki Summit of 2003 for the Western Balkans

Western Balkan countries played an active role in the verge of the Summit. The heads of

states of the region used all diplomatic channels to emphasise their ambitions with

regard to the Thessaloniki results. Therefore, in a meeting organized in Ohrid, on 2 June

2003, they requested to the EU to provide a clear accession perspective and also

concrete steps and instruments4.

The Thessaloniki Summit affirmed in a clear manner the European perspective of the

region.

In his opening speech, Commissioner for External Relations, Chris Patten stated that:

"Thessaloniki will send two important messages to the Western Balkans: The prospect of

3 See, speech of the Greek Minister of Foreign Affairs Dimitris Droutsas at the European Policy Centre

(EPC): “A new European agreement on the Balkans and Turkey: Greece’s role”, 22 November 2010

www.mfa.gr
4 Countries of the region requested the Commission to cover issues of the Western Balkans which until

then were covered by the External Relations Directorate General (RELEX), by the Directorate General of

Enlargement (ENLG). It was also requested to channel the remaining enlargement funds of 2004 in the

CARDS programme.
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membership of the EU is real, and we will not regard the map of the Union as complete until you

have joined us”.5

Based on this political commitment, the Summit approved the necessary instruments

for integration of the Western Balkan countries in the EU, by making use of the

previous experience with the Central and Eastern European countries which were part

of the enlargement process.

 The Stabilization and Association Process was confirmed and further strengthened

as the enlargement-oriented framework of the Western Balkan countries.

 Adoption of the European Partnership, which contains the priorities of the process

tailored to the specific needs of each country. The financial assistance of the pre-

accession process is distributed in accordance with the priorities listed in the

European Partnership. The implementation of such priorities would be

monitored on yearly basis by the EC Progress Reports.

 Strengthening of political co-operation in the area of Common Foreign and Security

Policy, which consists in the formalization of a high level multilateral political

forum between the EU and countries of the region. The forum takes place

annually. Moreover, it was decided that the Western Balkan countries would

associate themselves with certain EU declarations and common positions in the

framework of the Common Foreign and Security Policy.

 Enhanced support for institution building through Twinning Programmes and

TAIEX, participation in the community programmes of scientific research and

education as well as increased EU financial support for the region, through the

CARDS programme.

 Commitment for the liberalization of the visa regime of the EU for citizens of the

Western Balkan countries, upon completion of the reforms for strengthening of

the rule of law, reliable identification documents, border control, fight against

organized crime, corruption and illegal migration.

5 Thessaloniki Declaration EU-Western Balkans Summit, 21 June 2003.
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The Thessaloniki Summit conveyed the message that progress of the countries of the

region towards European integration would be dependant on the merits of each

country in fulfilling the Copenhagen criteria. Full cooperation with the International

Criminal Tribunal for the Former Yugoslavia, as well as regional cooperation, was

important prerequisites.

However, there was another side of the medal in the deep message conveyed by former

commissioner Patten: “We in the European Commission will do all we can to help you

succeed. But membership must be earned. It will take the sheer hard work and applied political

will of those in power in the region. How far you proceed along the road towards European

Integration, and how fast, will be up to you". Therefore, the principle of conditionality was

placed at the epicentre of the enlargement consensus.

2.3. Results of Thessaloniki 2003

The result of the Thessaloniki Summit was positive in its essence and justified the

expectations about the region. Although the level of political commitment did not mark

a major breakthrough, the Stabilization and Association process was enriched with the

necessary elements and was transformed into a more coherent and appropriate

framework for the EU enlargement, similar to the framework which was used for the

ten countries of Central and Eastern Europe. More importantly, the Thessaloniki

Agenda assigned a bigger role to the Commission6, thus, turning the evaluation of

progress of the Western Balkan countries towards the EU accession, into an annual

ritual.

The visa liberalization process, which stemmed from the Thesaloniki Summit, clearly

demonstrates that when there is political will and a clear vision, results will be concrete

and tangible. Such process proved that when Western Balkan countries found

themselves in front of an agenda which was concrete, realistic and with clearly defined

6 The European Commission publishes every year the Enlargement Package, which includes the

Enlargement Strategy for the Western Balkan region as well as individual Progress Reports for each of the

countries. The Enlargement Strategy is submitted to the European Council and Parliament. This

document analyses the progress of enlargement process and defines the priorities and proposals for

objectives in the upcoming year.
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tasks and timelines, they were urged in a healthy competition to fulfil the benchmarks

embedded in the Visa Liberalization Roadmap.

Notwithstanding the above mentioned achievements, the enthusiasm of Thesaloniki

2003 for an expedited accession agenda of the Western Balkan countries in the EU, gave

way to disappointment and recognition that this process would be neither simple nor

rapid. The member state building process in the region continues to encounter

difficulties, as a result of the lack of democratic culture of the political leaders, non-

competitive economies, fragile democratic institutions, corroding corruption,

unemployment and what is worse, from unsolved bilateral disputes, which have

become a crucial part of the enlargement process agenda. Such problems, which are

obstructing the process of democratization and transformation of the region, could be

addressed by a strategic and better structured approach of the EU policies in the region.

Almost eight years after the Thesaloniki Summit, with the exception of Croatia, the

accession of the Western Balkan countries in the EU does not seem close. Failure to

adopt the EU Constitutional Treaty and delays in the adoption of the Treaty of Lisbon

almost paralyzed the enlargement process. The High-Level Meeting EU-Western

Balkans which was held in Sarajevo on 2 June 2010 brought nothing new7, except for the

reconfirmation of the “European perspective” which has already been present in the EU

strategy for the Western Balkans for a long time. On the other hand, representatives of

the countries of the region did not preliminarily reach a common position on what they

intended to request in concrete terms to the European partners, as they did prior to the

Thessaloniki Summit.

Consequently, the Sarajevo Declaration was gloomy as regards the instruments,

financial prospect and the indicative timeline needed by the Western Balkan countries

as a chance for them to move from the “waiting room” where they have been standing

for longer than a decade now, to the “preparation room” for accession into the EU.

7 Sarajevo Declaration, EU-Western Balkans High-Level Meeting, 2 June 2010.
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3. The Greek Proposal for the Western Balkans during their EU presidency in

2014

3.1 The proposed platform for a “Thessaloniki II”

The EU policy on the Western Balkans is the most typical example of what the

European Council on Foreign Relations8, considers “the wait and see” approach, which

is limited to a technocratic process and is not able to be transformed into a factually

political and transformative process.

In the past, Italy, Austria and Slovenia have pushed for an acceleration of the EU

accession process of the Western Balkan countries, by insisting in a clear definition of

their path towards state-building alongside an indicative timeframe for their accession

into the EU. Meanwhile, Greece tries to provide the instruments for the accession

perspective of the Western Balkan countries into the EU. During its EU Presidency in

the first half of 2014 Greece aims to organize an EU-Western Balkans Summit; therefore

a “Thessaloniki 2014” as a follow up to “Thessaloniki 2003”, which according to the

Greek Minister of Foreign Affairs must include the:

 Adoption of a political declaration of the Summit, which will determine an indicative

timeframe for the conclusion of the accession process of the Western Balkan

countries in the EU (aiming for the year 2018).

 Strengthening of the regional cooperation between Western Balkan countries and the

EU, by consolidating platforms of present cooperation under the South East

European Co-operation Process (SEECP) and Regional Cooperation Council

(RCC) in the field of energy, transportation, environment, etc.

 Establishment of mechanisms which will enable the accession process to be

successful, by setting up working groups and by assigning mentor states for the

candidate countries. This can be achieved by:

8 See, ECFR policy brief, “Beyond wait-and-see: The way forward for EU Balkan Policy”, Heather Grabbe,

Gerald Knaus and Daniel Korski, May 2010, www.ecfr.eu
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- Setting up specialised preparatory groups with members from

candidate countries and member states;

- Secondment of civil servants from EU Member States to provide

expertise;

- Organization of joint trainings and workshops;

- Continuously assessing the progress and closely cooperating with the

European Commission.

The materialization of such measures would inject positive energy and would facilitate

the accession of the Western Balkan countries in the EU. Moreover they would put into

practice the EU regional policy for the Western Balkans, functional also to the

implementation of the “EU 2020” strategy. Athens aims to transform the enlargement

topic into a crucial engagement for Europe, by implementing specific instruments, by

having realistic objectives and by encouraging at the same time sustainability of reforms

in the Western Balkans. In parallel with the ‘Thessaloniki II’ initiative, the existing

enlargement instruments need to be swiftly applied, aiming at a full inclusion of the

Western Balkan countries in the European currents.

The undertaking of the above stated measures implies that 2014 shall find all Western

European countries seated around the negotiation table for EU accession and that

“Thessaloniki II” shall approve the final steps for accession of the countries of the

region in the EU. Understandably, Greece withdrew from the proposal made one year

ago, when it identified the year 2014 as the target date for the accession of the Western

Balkan countries into the EU. The new proposal seems much closer to reality and

moreover, an indicative timeline such as year 2018 serves better as an impetus to

intensify the process on both sides: on the EU side, by reinforcing and better structuring

the enlargement strategy and as far as countries of the region are concerned, it allows

for implementation and completion of the reforms, which are the key to success

towards the integration path.

3.2 Reactions to the “Thessaloniki II” proposal

Although the EU has not articulated yet an official reaction with regard to the Greek

initiative, some diplomats of EU Member States have expressed in informal circles, their
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doubts on such initiative, especially because the position of Greece is perceived by them

as contradictory in itself9. In fact, on the one hand, Greece asks for an expedited

integration in the EU of the Western Balkan countries, but on the other, it blocks the

accession of Macedonia into NATO and the opening of accession talks with the EU, due

to the dispute on the name.

Moreover, the perception of the general public in Western Balkans on the role of Greece

is divided, something that could harm the initiative in itself10. Greece is considered as

the staunchest supporter of the European integration of Serbia. However, on the other

side, it is considered as a dissenter of the European integration of Albania, Macedonia

and Kosovo. The blocking of Macedonia towards its Euro-Atlantic integration path,

failure to recognise Kosovo even following the International Court of Justice advisory

opinion on the declaration of independence of Kosovo and failure to reach a common

understanding with Albania on several issues of mutual interest, seem to be some of the

main reasons which contribute to such perception towards Greece.

Presently, the only accession which is considered by the EU Member States as feasible

in the near future is that of Croatia. Meanwhile, a well defined timeframe for the other

Western Balkan countries is still inexistent. Nevertheless, the Greek diplomacy has

started to set up the main stakes of “Thessaloniki II”, by trying to obtain the consensus

of the countries chairing the EU Presidency for 2011. Thus, the meeting between the

Greek and Hungarian Ministers of Foreign Affairs on 25 November 2010 confirmed the

determination to strengthen the European perspective for the countries of the region,

during the Hungarian EU Presidency in the first half of 2011. Another concrete objective

of the Hungarian Presidency is conclusion of the accession talks with Croatia, during

the first half of 2011.

It would be desirable that Hungary and Poland, as two of the former-communist

countries which acceded into EU in 2004, considered as a priority the application of the

appropriate instruments, aiming at keeping a focused perspective for the EU accession

of the Western Balkan countries, by paving the way in a concrete manner for

9 WAZ Euobserver, 23.11.2010: Greece will fix dates for Balkan EU membership..

http://euobserver.com/9/31326
10 See, Gallup Balkan Public Opinion Survey on questions related to Perceptions about the great supporters

and opponents of Balkan countries EU accession process.
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‘Thessaloniki II’. The granting of the candidate status together with the approval of a

roadmap on the possibility to open accession talks with the Western Balkan countries,

the inclusion of Kosovo in the visa liberalization process and negotiations for a

Stabilisation and Association Agreement within a reasonable timeline, would be

considered as encouraging signals for the materialization of the European perspective

of the region.

Unfortunately, countries of the region have neither reacted nor synchronised their

stances, except for the Serbian Minister of Foreign Affairs, Jeremic, who enthusiastically

greeted the Greek proposal11. Perhaps, once the proposal from the Greek side will

become official, diplomacies of other countries will react as well. They have to make

simultaneous use of the enlargement process instruments as well as of the existing

regional forums of the Brdo Process, Regional Cooperation Council, SEECP, etc.

Countries of the region must consider preparations for “Thessaloniki II” as a unique

opportunity to revitalise the enlargement process which has slowed-down, by avoiding

at the same time practices of the past, where mere organization of a meeting was

considered as a positive sign for the region and every concrete result deriving from the

meeting would be considered as a bonus.

4. Main factors which influence the enlargement policy

A change has been witnessed in the EU enlargement policy, especially following the

enlargement of 2004 and 2007. The European Union has become more cautious and

circumspect with regard to enlargement promises. The EU-Croatia negotiation process

was for the first time accompanied by the application of the conditionality principle for

the opening and closing of every chapter of acquis communautaire. Applications for EU

accession of Macedonia and Montenegro were accompanied by a distinction between

the granting of the candidate status and the opening of accession talks, whereas in the

11 Declaration of the Serbian Minister of Foreign Vuk Jeremic during the meeting of the Ministers of

Foreign Affairs of the Black Sea Economic Cooperation (BSEC) in Thessaloniki, 27 November 2010.
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case of Albania, not even with the granting of the candidate status12. Meanwhile, the

European Commission, which plays the role of “mediator” between the applicant

country and the EU Member States, cannot disregard the mood of the latter, which are

the main decision-makers.

At present, the main factors influencing the enlargement process, apart from the status

of reforms in the countries which aim to access the EU, are constituted by the following:

 The financial and economic crisis

After more than one year from it start, the financial and economic crisis has not been

overcome yet. Whilst the situation in Greece continues to be difficult, scenarios of a

potential bankruptcy are drawn for Ireland and maybe Portugal and Spain as well13.

The Euro, as the symbol of EU is in danger. The main concern is not whether a new

crisis is looming in the horizon but whether there exists a long term future for the euro

without a strict fiscal coordination, because the fiscal irresponsibility of some EU

Member States has threaten the whole euro zone. The solution of the financial crisis and

the adoption of preventive measures for the future will remain a top priority in the EU

agenda for a considerable time, therefore, overshadowing other issues such as the

integration of the Balkans.

 Deepening versus widening of integration

The main purpose of the Lisbon Treaty, which entered into force on 1 December 2009,

was to make the European Union more democratic, transparent and efficient in its

decision making process, thus, paving the way to the further enlargement process of the

EU. However, the successful implementation of the institutional novelties provided by

the Lisbon Treaty has shifted the attention of the EU from the widening to the

deepening of integration process, aiming at the implementation of common policies by

12 In relation to this, see the EMA Policy Paper, “Scenarios of an Application: On the verge of the Opinion

of European Commission on Albania's Application for EU Membership”, November 2010, www.em-

al.org
13 In relation to this argument and the consequences of the EU financial crisis see Paul Krugman, “Can

Europe be saved?” The New York Times Magazine, 12 January 2011.
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the Member States. Such process might result in a decline of the human and financial

resources dedicated to the enlargement process.

 Bilateral disputes

Whereas the Stabilization and Association Process entails conditionality and regional

co-operation, the accession process is in its essence, bilateral14. Bearing in mind this fact,

EU Member States have insisted that interstate disputes concerning applicant countries

must be solved before the latter become member states. The EU finds it difficult to

welcome applicant countries prior to solving such disputes. The EU tries to avert the

Cyprus precedent, which joined the club, despite the fact that the island still continues

to be divided.

Macedonia is waiting for the green light to open accession talks with EU since 2005,

merely because of its name dispute with Greece. Disputes on the border between

Slovenia and Croatia slowed down progress of the latter towards the EU. Kosovo, as the

newest state of the region is not part of a visa liberalisation process and does not have a

stabilization and association agreement, due to the fact that it has not been recognised

by five EU Member States. Moreover, the delineation of the maritime boundaries

between Greece and Albania might be put on the table as an issue which needs to be

resolved prior to the accession of Albania in the EU.

In the case of Western Balkans, interstate disputes might bring about a spiral effect as

well as another division between the avant-garde countries which are expected to join

the EU sooner and the countries which are lagging behind. Thus, Croatia and Serbia

have not still found a compromise with regard to the borderline and the navigation

rights in the Danube River. Croatia and Bosnia and Herzegovina are unsatisfied with

the existing maritime boundaries that they share, which has been agreed in 1999. The

above stated disputes may be put forward by Croatia to be solved within the

enlargement process once Croatia joins the club. Moreover, Serbia and Bosnia and

Herzegovina have not still solved the territorial disputes between them, which were

carried over from the Yugoslavia times.

14 In relation to this argument see EPC Policy Brief, “A bridge over troubled borders: Europeanizing the

Balkans”, Rosa Balfour and Dijana Basic, November 2010 www.epc.eu
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The complex nature of cross-border issues has turned into an additional obstacle for the

enlargement process, because the EU Member States consider that the solution of

interstate disputes with the applicant countries is more feasible because of the leverage

they exercise through this process. On the other hand, up to now, the enlargement

process has not yet introduced concrete political instruments in order to address such

issues in the context of regional cooperation.

 Enlargement fatigue and disappointment

Sailing upstream is more difficult for the enlargement ship than sailing in the conditions

of favourable winds, particularly when the new candidate or potential candidate

countries come from a region facing many challenges such as the Balkans15.

The poor performance of Bulgaria and Romania in fulfilling the accession criteria has

resulted in less enthusiasm over an expedited enlargement with other countries.

Moreover, in some cases, it has been accompanied with enlargement disappointment.

Signs of fatigue and disappointment were noticed among the “EU heavyweights” and

as a consequence, procedures for the future aspiring countries are strengthened.

Accession process of Croatia is a vivid example of this policy. The EU monitors

carefully the fulfilling of benchmarks prior to the opening and closing of every chapter

in the accession talks. Now, the key word of the EU is: “only countries which are 100%

ready may join the EU”.

Therefore, it has to be recognized that the supply of membership shall be less

favourable this decade that it has been in the last two. As a consequence, the main

challenge is for the accession “request” to continue to be a powerful magnet for

development, transformation and modernization of the Western Balkans.

15 According to the Greek Minister of Foreign, “the Balkans region is small in size but large in problems”.

See, speech of the Greek minister of Foreign Affairs Dimitris Droutsas at the European Policy Centre: “A

new European agreement on the Balkans and Turkey: Greece’s role”, 22 November 2010, www.mfa.gr
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5. Challenges of the countries of the region in their progress towards the EU

With the exception of Croatia, none of the Western Balkan countries has started

accession talks with the EU, although eight years have passed since the Thessaloniki

Summit, the same number of years needed by Central and Eastern European countries

to conclude the accession talks.

Croatia is close to completion of the accession talks and is expected to conclude them

and become an EU Member State upon signing the accession treaty in the year 2013.

It appears that Macedonia will remain a candidate country without a clear date for the

start of accession talks even during 2011, because finding of a compromise with Greece

on the name issue seems unlikely in the near future. At the same time, implementation

of the Ohrid Agreement remains a challenge for the European future of Macedonia.

The latest political changes in Montenegro aim at the opening of accession talks within

2011. To this purpose in December 2010 Montenegrin authorities have approved an

action plan and have set up an inter- ministerial ad hoc committee chaired by the Prime

Minister and working groups for the seven benchmarks listed in the Opinion of the

European Commission.

Albania has the opportunity to catch up on lost time and to be granted the candidate

status followed by the opening of accession talks, provided that it solves the political

stalemate and addresses the 12 benchmarks listed in the Opinion of the European

Commission. Albanian authorities have recently approved an action plan in response to

the 12 benchmarks listed in the Opinion of the European Commission.16 The meeting of

the EU-Albania Stabilization and Association Council which is expected to be held in

July 2011 shall be based on the findings of the analytical report of the Commission as

well as in the conclusions of December 2010 of the European Council.17 Conclusions of

the EU-Albania Stabilization and Association Council and of the Stabilisation and

Association Committee (to be held in March 2011) shall serve as a starting point for the

16
Approved by the Inter-ministerial Committee on European Integration, 31 January 2011.

17 Letter of Stefan Fule, Commissioner for Enlargement and European Neighbourhood Policy to Prime

Minister of Albania, Sali Berisha, Strasbourg, 18.01.2011.
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annual assessment of the European Commission which is expected to be published in

October 2011. The political situation in this newly-started year does not appear

promising.

Serbia nurtures hopes of being granted the candidate status and getting a date for the

opening of accession talks with the EU within 2011. Serbian authorities submitted to the

European Commission on 31 of January, the answers of the EC Questionnaire, which

will serve as the basis for the assessment of the latter with regard to Serbia’s accession

in the EU. Everything shall be dependent on the close cooperation with the

International Criminal Tribunal for former Yugoslavia, which implies foremost the

arrest of the most wanted Mladic and Hadzic.

Parliamentary elections of October 2010 in Bosnia and Herzegovina failed to produce a

government capable of implementing the necessary reforms and which would enable at

the same time the closing of the Office of the High Representative. Unfortunately,

instead of converging efforts for the composition of a government which would take

decisive steps towards the European integration of the country, the ethnic communities

are attempting separation.

Kosovo the newest country of the region, has not only failed to progress towards

European integration, but it also continues to be the “black hole” of the Western

Balkans. The year 2011 appears discouraging as regards the opening of dialogue on the

visa liberalization with the EU which was made reality for the other five countries of the

region, or even for the opening of negotiations for a stabilization and association

agreement. Moreover, main challenges ahead of Kosovo are the addressing of

drawbacks witnessed in the latest parliamentary elections and a more firm fight against

corruption and organised crime.
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6. “Thessaloniki II” – a necessary impetus for a more credible enlargement

process

The essence of the Enlargement Strategy which was adopted by the Council of the

European Union in December 2010 is credibility18. In order for the enlargement process

to be successful, it has to remain credible for all involved parties, for the aspiring

countries but also for the EU Member States. EMA considers that credibility from the

EU Member States perspective is symbolized by the rigorous implementation of the

conditionality policy towards the aspiring countries. Whereas for the aspirant countries,

credibility must be translated into the provision by the EU of a roadmap with well defined

instruments as well as an indicative time-frame for their accession in the EU.

If sometime ago some pseudo-optimists in the Balkans hoped that it was no longer

necessary to take the Copenhagen criteria so seriously when aiming at a fast paced

progress towards the EU, time proved them wrong. The Copenhagen criteria have been

confirmed as the key element in the EU enlargement doctrine. But, on the other hand,

the determination of an indicative time-frame for the accession of the region in the EU does not

fall into contradiction with the conditionality policy19. On the contrary, it can serve as a

catalyser for the implementation of the reforms. The visa liberalization process is a vivid

example, accounting for it.

In the present context, the Greek proposal for a “Thessaloniki II” for the Western

Balkans has an overriding value because it strengthens the credibility of the

enlargement process by reopening discussions on how this process may be enriched, by

applying at the same time the existing instruments in a timely manner. EMA believes

that granting of the candidate status and inclusion in the ‘screening process’ of all the Western

Balkan countries, encouraged by the positive experience of the visa liberalization process,

would find all countries of the Western Balkans gathered around the table of accession

negotiations by 2014.

18 Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament and the Council, Enlargement

Strategy and Main Challenges 2010-2011, Brussels, 9.11.2010, COM (2010) 660 final.

19 Some EU officials have voiced their concern that the launching of dates for an EU accession might be

internally used by politicians in the region during electoral campaigns.
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The “Thessaloniki II” proposal for the Western Balkans increases the credibility of the

enlargement process because it addresses the need for a more precise debate on such

process, thus shifting from the wishful thinking that someday, something will happen.

The determination of concrete parameters for European integration would inject

positive energies which would lead to an accelerated accession of the Western Balkans

into the EU and return of the enlargement topic in a vital commitment of the EU.

However, based on the factors analysed in this policy paper and which mostly, do not

count in favour of the enlargement process, EMA shares the opinion that a

“Thessaloniki II” must not be taken for granted by the Western Balkan countries.

Therefore, passivity must be replaced by cooperation in order for “Thessaloniki II” not

to remain merely a political meeting, but to be accompanied by concrete instruments

which provide more clarity on how the EU integration process should proceed.

EMA suggests that the Western Balkan countries take advantage of these three years to

promptly make an assessment and to draft national and regional strategies on how

should “Thessaloniki II” look like in their view and what concrete commitments can

Western Balkan countries undertake. This requires the revitalization of the existing

regional forums, as well as close cooperation with the EU Member States and EU

institutions in order to jointly establish the milestones of “Thessaloniki II”. Western

Balkan countries need also realise the importance of early advocating for a

“Thessaloniki II” with regard to the drafting of the EU Financial Prospective 2014 –

2018. If enlargement of the EU in the region is to be completed within this indicative

time-frame, the abovementioned Financial Perspective should take into account a

possible accession of the Western Balkan countries as well.

Expression of political will on the part of Western Balkan countries on this process

should be supported by the undertaking of concrete reforms related to member state

building process, something which would be welcomed by the EU Member States and

EU institutions.

Such move would motivate the EU Member States to support the Greek proposal for a

“Thessaloniki II” by determining in a clear manner the mechanisms and timeframe for

the integration of the Western Balkans in the EU.


