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Abstract

As it moves towards European integration, striving to meet EU requirements, the Western Balkans must
overcome the prejudices and shadows of the past, while facing the challenges imposed by internal and
external developments. This paper aims to assess the degree of progress made in areas such as democracy,
economic development and security in the region. Through the comparative data, it is sought to shed more
light on the trajectory that the region should follow in the new geopolitical conditions created. The analysis
of the main internal indicators is balanced with the impact stemming from developments outside the region.
Thus, it is intended to understand whether the framework of conditions that the EU has set for the region is
sufficient and guarantees a rapid membership of the latter in the EU. Or in the face of new geopolitical
developments, a new faster integration course is needed for the Western Balkans region.
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1. Introduction

Southeastern and Eastern Europe underwent significant changes in the 1990s. Scholars use the term
"wave" for this group of countries that moved from an undemocratic regime to a democratic regime.
In these three decades, the countries of Southeastern Europe have focused on consolidating a
democratic format. Despite efforts, international institutions that measure various aspects of
democratic regimes continue to label some countries in this region as hybrid democracies, malignant
democracies, partial democracies, etc. Some democracy indicators in recent years have shown a lower
rating in the countries of Southeastern Europe due to the difficulties they face.

The countries of the region, even though three decades have passed, have still not fulfilled the
necessary reforms and conditions for a possible membership. According to many scholars, the
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structure of EU incentives should be reshaped in order to help functioning of a more effective
process. The EU needs to build a more comprehensive strategy for the integration of the Western
Balkans into the European mainstream (Tegja, E, 2014:91).

Challenges such as the EU’s emphasis on the future enlargement of the Western Balkan
countries, Russia’s interest in the region, etc., show that Southeastern Europe requires continued
attention.

The aim of this paper is to present a comprehensive analysis of democracy in Southeastern
Europe and its status in terms of specific democracy indicators.

This paper aims to assess the state of democracy in Southeastern Europe over the past years by
addressing questions such as: Is democracy at risk in Southeastern Europe? and what challenges does
democracy currently face in these countries? In doing so, it aims to identify both barriers and
potential pathways for democratic development in the region. Methods that can improve our
understanding of democratic performance include the internal dynamics within the Southeastern
European region, alongside the broader international context. This includes the perspective of
integration, especially for membership in the European Union, as well as initiatives undertaken by
various international actors to exert influence in this part of Europe.

2. Challenging Times for Western Balkans

Both inside and outside the EU, the integration project appears to be going through challenging
times. SEE nations continue to face numerous obstacles in their efforts to establish democracy. The
Balkans are still having trouble putting transitional reforms into practice, but they are hopeful that
things will work out. Marku and Tegja (2024) emphasize that citizens in the Western Balkan region
do not have in-depth knowledge about the integration processes and the initiatives undertaken in
support of them. Thus, the lack of information and especially the lack of awareness of young people
about the purpose of the initiatives in question leads to their low participation in these processes
(Marku, A., Teqja, E., 2024:145).

“Efforts to encourage and familiarize citizens of the region with this process seem to be stronger
from the European Union, than within the Western Balkan countries” (Ibid).

The data shows that countries in the region have differences in the way they have fulfilled the
reforms required to integrate into the EU at different speeds towards their common goal. (The
Growth Plan for the Western Balkans, 2023)". Croatia successfully established a stable democracy and
joined the European Union in 2013. In contrast, Serbia's journey towards democracy has been
significantly slower and more intricate. BiH, having emerged from the war, continues to be a divided
nation, with substantial reforms only taking place post-2000, largely due to the influence of
international representatives (European Parliament Briefing, 2023). Meanwhile, North Macedonia is
facing fragility and critical inter-ethnic tensions. Kosovo, which proclaimed its independence in 2008,
is facing challenges in achieving international recognition.

Soren Keil emphasized that the perspective depends on fulfillment of the standards that these
countries must meet, which are now individual for each of the countries. (Keil, 2012).

Many states remain disputed internally and externally.

Bosnia Herzegovina, Kosovo, and North Macedonia are struggling to consolidate their states but
still, politics remains focused on inter-ethnic issues. (Bieber and Keil, 2010).

Researchers like Sedelmeier see a connection between the path towards democratic
consolidation of the countries of the region and the influence that European institutions have exerted
in these three decades (Sedelmeier, 2019:2).

In three decades, solid efforts have been made in undertaking sustainable economic reforms,

! https://neighbourhood-enlargement.ec.europa.eu/enlargement-policy/growth-plan-western-balkans_en
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law enforcement, etc.

Sotiropoulos, emphasizes that actors such as political elites and also business groups linked to
these elites and who benefit from the public sector are looking at and using democratic liberalism in
the function of their economic interests (Sotiropoulos, 2015).

Other reasons similar to the above have certainly complicated the transformation of economies
into consolidated market economies in the region. (Ibid).

Some of Balkan Barometer 2023, Public Opinion edition main findings are:

“-51% are not satisfied with the economic situation

-27% say corruption is the biggest problem

-75% do not trust political parties”

Based on the characteristics of this Balkan Barometer journey, 2022 in terms of political
transformations sees a division between the momentum created after the democratic changes in the
region in the 2000s and the subsequent period, describing it as the consolidation of unconsolidated
democracies (Balkan Barometer 2023).

Countries in the region are trying to improve important indicators for the consolidation of
democracy in terms of the implementation of the law, but the road remains long. The World Justice
Project (WJP) Rule of Law Index for 2023, reflects the need to do more in this direction as it is seen that
Bosnia and Herzegovina is ranked 75th this year, Kosovo (58th), Montenegro (57th) and North Macedonia
(67th). While Serbia ranked 93rd (93rd) and Albania (gist) seem to need to make more efforts in terms of
strengthening institutions (Transparency International, 2023). For experts like Daianu, institutions are the
foundation on which the economic progress of the region is built (Daianu, 2008).

3. Emigration, a Phenomenon that Has Returned Strongly in WB

Comparing the Western Balkans with other regions in Europe, Vradi¢ estimated that only a few of
them are more affected by immigration than the Western Balkans (Vradi¢, 2019).

According to the Barometer 2023, emigration remains still a concern, 26% of the region believe
‘brain drain’ is a risk to their country’s future. Westminster Foundation report, 2019 underlines that,
four in five young Serbs have considering to migrate.

Returning to the reasons for emigration, unemployment remains one of the fundamental
causes. Because of this prolonged process people choose to leave their countries. (European
Commission, 2019).

Many studies define the main reasons for youth displacement are unemployment and
corruption. The lack of employment opportunities is seen as one of the fundamental causes of
emigration in the region (King et al. 2013).

During the last decades, the population in the Western Balkans has decreased in number and
increased in age. In the 30 years, the six Western Balkan countries have lost about a tenth of their
population. To some extent, this is a consequence of the wars of the 199os. By the middle of the
century Albania, Montenegro, and Macedonia lose a large portion of their population - almost a
tenth. This situation can be particularly problematic for small countries, with little incoming
immigration to offset, while immigration has left a disadvantaged age structure in the region. All
countries have an aging population, 15% aged 65 and older. This is projected to rise to 26% by the
middle of the century (Vracié, 2019).

The problem of poverty is evident in the Western Balkans (Veselinovi¢ and Makojevi¢, 2014).

Referring to Euroactiv, the percentage of Albanians that think corruption is an issue increased
significantly from 2022, when it was just 27%, ranked in third place after Serbia with 28%, Bosnia and
Herzegovina with 34% and North Macedonia, where it is 26%. (Ibid).

According to the Regional Cooperation Council Balkan Barometer Survey 2023, 38% of
Albanians think corruption is a big problem for the country (Eurobarometer survey 2023).

Studies from the region underline that EU should focus on strengthening the states of the
region rather than being satisfied with fragile stability. (Marku, Tegja, 2024).
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4. Methodology

The paper relies on quantitative, qualitative and secondary data to assess the development and
current state of democracy in the region of South-Eastern Europe. For this purpose data from Balkan
Barometer 2022 and 2023, Eurobarometer 2023, OECD, 2023, are used. A comprehensive analysis of
democratic performance in these countries, focusing on significant indicators such as economic
stability, unemployment or trends in the departure of people from the region is accomplished.

Statistical analysis are done to study the relationship between a series of indicators such as
Democracy Index, Economy and Economic growth, Unemployment, Corruption perception, Support
for EU membership, etc. with the desire of Balkan citizens to leave the country and live abroad. For
this purpose, the data of Euro barometer survey, 2023 and the Balkan Barometer 2023, is used.
Furthermore, analysis addresses emerging factors in the region, such as emigration, which has
significantly intensified in the Western Balkans.

5. Findings and Discussion

We studied the progress of net migration for the Western Balkan countries for the period 2017-2023.
For this, we relied on OECD data (2022). These data are presented in table no. 1. Interannual
fluctuations in migration values can be observed for all countries. Some of them, have the highest
values for this period and an increase in migration values can also be observed after the start of the
war in Ukraine.

Table 1: Net Migration in Western Balkans

Year

RS 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023
Bosnia&Herzegovina -2255 0 -16000 -26840 . -500 -14600
Montenegro 937 937 937 938 -937  -480 -10000
North Macedonia 163 225 -276 -755 -22182 -1000  -300
Albania -14904 -15027 -23096 -16684 -32853 -10600 -25000
Serbia 0 0 0 0 0 -9999 -10000
Kosovo 294 -16603 -25919 -2821 . -5000 -29000
Total -17639 -32342 -66228 -48038 -55972 -27579 -88900

Source: OECD, (2023). Labour Migration in the Western Balkans: Mapping Patterns, Addressing
Challenges and Reaping Benefits; The Economist Intelligence Unit, 2019, 2020.

In an effort to find the reasons behind migration in the Western Balkans, we studied the relationship
between a series of indicators such as Democracy Index, Economy and Economic growth,
Unemployment, Corruption perception, Support for EU membership, etc. with the desire of Western
Balkan citizens to leave the country and live abroad. For this purpose, we use data from the Euro
barometer survey, 2023 and the Balkan Barometer 2023. It was difficult to find strong links between
these indicators and migration, but it was interesting that there is a good connection (R*>= 0.603*)
between the positive perception of Balkan citizens about the performance of the economy and their
desire to live abroad (Figure 1). At first glance, this seems absurd. But it seems that improving
economic conditions, at least in the initial phase, increase the opportunities to travel abroad and find
even better opportunities. Meanwhile, among the analyzed indicators, it seems that the uncertainty
resulting from the war has an important impact (R*= 0.670*) on the desire to live abroad (Figure 2).
Thus, it can be concluded that more than economic reasons, it is aspects of life security that

496



E-ISSN 2240-0524 Journal of Educational and Social Research Vol 15 No 2

ISSN 2239-978X www.richtmann.org March 2025

encourage the inhabitants of the Western Balkans to leave their homeland. Perhaps, to some extent,
improving economic conditions opens up more opportunities to move from the country in search of
safer and better living conditions in all aspects.
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Figure 2: The correlation between the desire to live abroad and the uncertainty of war
5.1 What about new influences in the region?

As a region where geopolitical and strategic interests compete, the Western Balkans has faced various
security challenges in recent years, especially since Russia’s war in Ukraine which has affected its
stability and development.

Some of the main security challenges include: Ethnic and political tensions, integration
challenges, conflicts, diplomacy and international cooperation, interethnic relations, economic
challenges, religious radicalization, etc.

The protracted and difficult transition of the Western Balkans has its roots not only in the
historical legacy, but also in the ethnically based conflicts and local wars that followed. The presence
of the international community in the region, especially in Bosnia and Herzegovina, Kosovo and
North Macedonia, through peacekeeping missions and development programs have contributed to
the growth of peace and security in the region. But today the shadow of insecurity has returned to
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these countries.

Regarding geopolitical challenges, today the vast majority of Balkan countries are members of
NATO, and all countries are involved in the process of European integration.

Tomja and Dumani underline that while it cannot be denied that the EU has been successful in
easing tensions in regions where nations have fought against each other for centuries, it was
powerless in the crises of the Western Balkans, where US military assistance was the key to solving
problems (Tomja, A., Dumani, A. 2023).

Researchers believe that the time has come for the Peace and Dialogue Project in the Region to
become a European emergency.

The Peace and Dialogue Project in the Region can be accelerated through the economic
integration of the region, but this integration must be genuine, comprehensive, equitable and
proportional. Currently, it seems that the countries of the region are influenced by geopolitical
developments. From this perspective, Borakaj and Gashi assess that concerns about global peace and
state sovereignty contribute to the increased participation in social actions of citizens in the region
(Borakaj, D, Gashi, J. 2025).

If Euro-Atlantic Integration slows, the region opens doors for other influences. (Zotaj, 2019).
Powers like Russia and China have increased their presence in the region.

However, we see that the EU and its impact in the region is and remains incomparable
compared to other powers (Lehne, 2023).

Measuring trust in the EU varies across the Western Balkans, Eurobarometer survey, 2023,
revealed that trust in the EU in Kosovo is 63%, Bosnia and Herzegovina, 57%, and Montenegro, 54%.
In North Macedonia, 48% people trust the EU, and in Serbia, 32% of people tend to trust the EU
(Eurobarometer survey, 2023).

The National Security Strategy, a White House Strategy in 2022, determine that Balkans, The
National Security Strategy, a White House Strategy in 2022, determines that the Balkans will witness
the rivalry between Russia and the West (National Security Strategy, 2022).

Given these conditions, several regional leaders advocate for rapid integration of the Western
Balkans.

5.2 The entrance strategy

Historically, the European integration process has produced stability and economic prosperity. This
has been verified since before the fall of the Berlin Wall, in the 1980s when European integration
served as an important instrument for strengthening the democracies of southern Europe in Greece,
Spain and Portugal. In the 1990s and 2000s, the process of European integration was the main engine
of democratic reforms and economic progress for the countries of Central and Eastern Europe. Now it
is time to see similar developments in the Western Balkans. The war in Ukraine has not only, not
shaken the EU's commitment to the integration of the Western Balkans but, has created a new
moment of consolidation and political engagement in all member states. This momentum has also
made the issue of the future of Bosnia and Herzegovina and Kosovo, and further of Ukraine, Moldova
and Georgia, be viewed in a new light.

EU membership is becoming an old dream of the Western Balkan countries, which has its
origins since the fall of the Berlin Wall, in the early 1990s of the last century. Albania and North
Macedonia are the two countries that recently joined the train of negotiations for membership in the
European Union. Turkey, Serbia and Montenegro had started this journey much earlier and today
they are in very different situations from each other.

The history of EU membership has shown that the fate of candidate countries depends greatly
on the will of the political leaderships of these countries. In the history of the European Union, it is
indisputable that the fate of EU membership is always in the hands of the will of the country's
political leadership. EU member states and governing structures have emphasized that candidate
countries should join on the basis of individual merits and the concrete work they do to implement
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the necessary reforms and meet the conditions for membership.

The situation in the Western Balkans appears to be very heterogeneous; Montenegro has
opened all negotiation chapters and has temporarily closed 3 of them. The country is working to
progress towards their full closure; Albania has just opened the first chapter of accession negotiations
with the European Union, in October 2024; North Macedonia, after opening negotiations, was
blocked by Bulgaria, which insisted that the problems of identity and the Macedonian language must
first be clarified. Serbia and Turkey have opened the negotiations since 2005 but still do not have a
clear perspective for their membership.

In the group of Western Balkan countries, Montenegro now seems to have a clearer perspective
of membership. According to some optimistic forecasts, it is possible that this small country, in a
period of 2-3 years, will fully complete the negotiation process. Likewise, after the opening of the first
chapter of the accession negotiations and the separation of the accession process from North
Macedonia, Albania has started to have a more optimistic perspective and the objective of closing the
negotiations in a period of 5-6 years is considered realistic. As for Serbia and North Macedonia,
domestic political problems and disputes with neighboring countries have darkened their perspective
and seem to delay these countries in the accession process.

The EU already has a rich experience from the enlargement process with the former communist
countries. This experience has helped to build a framework for negotiations with the Western Balkan
countries as well as to have specific guidelines for each country. Taking into account the specificities
of each country, the negotiating framework consists of the principles of governance of the accession
negotiations, the content of the negotiations and their procedure. In all cases, the objective is that the
aspirant countries fully adapt the EU acquis and that upon accession they achieve its full
implementation.

To be successful in the accession process, candidate countries are required to create a specific
legislative framework and have the appropriate structures to use pre-accession funds. The effective
use of funds requires strategic planning and intersectional cooperation. In this process, especially for
infrastructure projects, the preparation of high-quality documents and close cooperation with local
government authorities play an important role.

The war that broke out in Ukraine in February 2022 initially caused a certain amount of
confusion in the Western Balkans region, accompanied firstly by fears of destabilizing the region and
secondly by concerns about the EU's deviation of attention. The European Union seemed unprepared
for this development, and on this occasion its weaknesses in terms of institutions and security
instruments were also revealed. But these very weaknesses highlighted even more clearly the
geopolitical importance of the enlargement process and brought the issue of the integration of the
Western Balkans into the EU to the top of the political agenda, effectively turning Ukraine war into a
catalyst for the renewal of the integration process.

The increase in the number of member states is occasionally highlighting difficulties in
decision-making. But if the European Union is experiencing difficulties at a time when it has 27
members, what will happen when they will become more than 30? This brings to the agenda the
discussions about the “EU’s absorption capacity” and has increased doubts about whether the EU is
sufficiently prepared to further increasing the number of member states. Various scholars and senior
European politicians have discussed from time to time the need to reassess the unanimity principle.
This means that not only the Western Balkan countries must carry out important reforms in order to
be admitted to the EU, but the EU itself also needs institutional reforms in order to be better
prepared for a new wave of enlargement that will apparently change the political landscape of the
union.

The point is that such restructurings related to the management of power and the reductions of
the blocking possibilities of small countries are never easy to achieve. This situation has led to an
increase in the number of Euro skeptics both in Europe and in the Western Balkan countries.
However, it can be said that political groups in favor of European Union enlargement continue to be
dominant and they are a guarantee for the successful accession of the Western Balkan countries.
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Western Balkans face multiple security challenges, including ethnic and political tensions,
integration challenges, conflicts, diplomacy and international cooperation, interethnic relations,
economic challenges, religious radicalism, etc. The countries are facing internal challenges such as
corruption, organized crime, institutional and political weaknesses, as well as external challenges
such as the influence of Russia, China and other geopolitical actors in the region.

The full integration of the Western Balkan countries into the EU and NATO remains essential
to ensure the stability and sustainable development of the region. Euro-Atlantic attention and
engagement in the Eastern European space and the South-Eastern flank of trans-Atlantic security
remain vital and irreplaceable.

However, the integration process is progressing slowly and the West has been criticized for
supporting “stabilocracies” instead of full democracies. To address the challenges, a renewed and
structured commitment from international actors is needed, as well as concrete actions from
countries in the region to fight corruption, strengthen institutions, and promote regional
cooperation.

Due to ongoing issues with upholding the rule of law and the continued dysfunction of
accountability mechanisms (such as the media and organized civil society), the nations in the area
are still not fully functional democracies.

Researchers such as Balfour and Stratulat estimate that strengthening regional cooperation
remains a prerequisite for the progress of integration processes (Balfour and Stratulat, 2011).

The EU is aware of developments in the region and beyond and, based on the latter, is reviewing
the strategy for the WB's membership in the EU (European Commission, 2023).

Pridham presents several geopolitical arguments that emphasize the need for political stability
and acceleration of the Balkan integration processes (Pridham, 2008:13).

For now, Berlin process is the one and the only who can give hope on European continuity of
the region.2

6. Conclusions

Western Balkan nations are experiencing a distinct trend in their international relations. Although
they share a common communist history, the countries within this geographical area have progressed
at varying rates towards the establishment of democratic systems. Nonetheless, significant challenges
persist.

The political and economic landscape in the region has been marked by a gradual but steady
pace of progress. Despite these data we see a concerned situation about emigration in the Western
Balkans. Until recently, the main reason why people left the region was mostly the poor economic
situation and the protracted process of EU integration. They were clear that enlargement was
unlikely to happen in the near future. Consequently, many of them chose to leave. The situation
today remains the same with regard to leaving the region, but the reason has changed. Although the
trust and appreciation of people in the six Western Balkan countries has increased regarding the
improvement and consolidation of the economy in the region, people are choosing to leave again.
The data shows that now, the main reason for leaving is related to security in the region. It is
precisely the uncertainty and fear of future conflicts in the region, as a result of the new geopolitical
situation created. The Russian invasion of Ukraine has increased the attention of the region's citizens
to security issues. The latter become even more sensitive in the conditions when efforts to strengthen
democracy have seen progress that leaves much to be desired. Meanwhile, the fear of possible
Russian influence in some of the countries of the region, accompanied by distrust in the political
elites that lead the region, are seen as strong reasons why people are leaving the region to ensure a

2 Conclusions and Agreements - Berlin Process Summit 2023 in Tirana
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more secure future for themselves and their families.

In these conditions, the entire region is trying to transform its political and economic systems,
supported by the European Union. For its part, the EU is actively reshaping or reorienting its
governance structures and processes in a way that responds to the new geopolitical context that is
impacting the region.

The stability and prosperity of the Western Balkans and the entire SEE area depend heavily on
the EU’s stance on future enlargements.

The Russian invasion of Ukraine and recent geopolitical developments are acting as catalysts for
the Western Balkans’ integration processes to gain momentum. The United States and the European
Union are concerned about the threat posed by the presence of China and Russia in the region.

The EU accession process could be redesigned because it needs to produce results, even though
the Europeans have put in place serious procedures like the Berlin Process to build trust and motivate
the region's elites and citizens to meet the necessary requirements. These demands must now be
confronted with the urgency produced by security issues in the region and the need to address them
through accelerating the region's integration into the EU.
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