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“Back on the Agenda: EU Enlargement and Western Balkans” project was organized by the
Centre for European Perspective (CEP) (Slovenia) with the support of the International
Visegrad Fund and in cooperation with the Institute for Foreign Affairs and Trade (IFAT)
(Hungary), EUROPEUM Institute for European Policy (Czechia), Slovak Foreign Affairs
Association (SFPA) and Polish Institute of International Affairs (PISM).
A two-day event brought together representatives of young generation and civil society
representatives from the 6 countries of the Western Balkans (WB): Albania, Bosnia and
Herzegovina, Kosovo*, Macedonia, Montenegro and Serbia; and V4 partner organization
representatives from Hungary, Czechia, Slovakia and Poland.
On 10 April 2018, Visegrad cafe discussion and policy boot-camp focused on the topics of
democratization (corruption, democratic reforms, rule of law), social affairs
(unemployment, education, brain drain), youth participation (youth representation,
activism, giving the youth a voice) and reconciliation (peacebuilding, intercultural dialogue,
interstate relations) were discussed as a result of the stage-setting essays, written by the
young participants.
On 11 April 2018, a public debate followed at the European Commission, where young
participants and think tank representatives discussed their policy proposals with the EU and
national decision-makers:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Mr Maciej Popowski, Deputy Director-General for Neighbourhood Policy and Enlargement
Negotiations, European Commission;
Dr Gorazd Justinek, Executive Director, Centre for European Perspective
Mr Molnár Balázs, Deputy State Secretary, Office of the Prime Minister of the Republic of
Hungary;
Mr Peter Grk, National Coordinator for the Western Balkans, Ministry of Foreign Affairs of
the Republic of Slovenia;
Ms Marlène Bartes, European Commission – Directorate-General for Education, Youth,
Sport and Culture;
Mr Albert Sesé Ballart, European Commission – Directorate-General for Education, Youth,
Sport and Culture
Ms Anita Toien Johansen, European Commission – Directorate-General for Education,
Youth, Sport and Culture
Ms Tanja Fajon, Member of the European Parliament

The publication in front of you summarizes the conclusions of the project and delivers policy
recommendations in the four fields:
•
•
•
•

PARTICIPATION
SOCIAL AFFAIRS
DEMOCRATIZATION
RECONCILIATION

* This designation is without prejudice to positions on status, and is in line with UNSC 1244 and the ICJ Opinion on
the Kosovo Declaration of Independence.

Western Balkans really seems to be back on the EU’s agenda as suggested by the recently
released strategy of the European Commission (EC) for 'A credible enlargement perspective for
and enhanced EU engagement with the Western Balkans’, followed by President of the EC
Juncker’s visit to the region and the upcoming Sofia Summit (where the EU leaders will meet
with their Western Balkan counterparts for the first time after fifteen years). This trend as well
as challenges and obstacles that the WB countries need to overcome in order to achieve the
possible objectives envisaged by ‘the Strategy’ were in the center of attention at the public
debate organized by the Centre for European Perspective which took place in the European
Commission’s Charlemagne building in Brussels on 11th April 2018.
The public event was preceded by a closed round of discussions with youth representatives
and think tank and Civil Society Organizations’ (CSOs) representatives from the Western
Balkans taking place the previous day. The participants were to discuss each of the four large
topics – democratization, participation, reconciliation and social affairs – moderated and
guided by representatives from partner V4 think tanks. In an enthusiastic, passionate and
sometimes even heated discussion, the participants identified key obstacles the youth and civil
society in general are facing in each area and then followed by articulating a set of concrete
and precise recommendations addressed to the European Commission’s representatives
attending the debate on the second day of the event. In the field of participation of young
people on political processes, the most frequently mentioned obstacles were a lack of a proper
legal, institutional and structural framework in place, lack of motivation of youth to
participation, role of civic education, deep differences between the capital and remote regions
or lack of proper financial instruments adjusted for the needs of youth organizations and young
people in the region.
On the day of the public debate, after an introduction by the chair Zoran Nechev from
Macedonian Institute for Democracy “Societas Civilis” and short introductory remarks by Dr
Gorazd Justinek, Executive Director of CEP, and Maciej Popowski, the Deputy Director-General
for Neighborhood Policy and Enlargement Negotiations, the youth representatives presented
the conclusions and set of recommendations in each of the four discussed areas. After each
presentation a brief discussion followed. The recommendations received in general a warm
response from the EC’s representatives and some of them will be further developed and taken
into serious consideration in further policy formulations.
In the area of ‘participation’, the recommendations revolved around the approach to the youth
as an active agent in the policy-making process, reallocation of resources to civic education
and support to young researchers and creating a more enabling environment for youth
organizations and youth activism.

Youth is active agent in the policy-making process, which is why reallocation of resources to civic
education and support to young researchers and creating a more enabling environment for
youth organizations and youth activism are crucial steps towards stronger youth participation in
the region.
In the field of participation, we propose the following policy recommendations:

1. We need to put youth on the political agenda. There is a need to recognize youth as
contributor to policy-making not only as receivers. Their perspective should be mainstreamed in
different governmental policies not only on youth. This recommendation can be achieved
specifically by:
•
•

•
•

•

Enhancing or establishing the legal framework (when there is no law at all for youth)
and drawing strategic goals for youth;
There is a need to consider the youth NGOs as part of the greater civil society. Youth
NGO-s should be looked as a spectrum of civil society and as relevant stakeholders that
should be consulted at the local and central level like another NGOs;
Central and Local governance should focus on more policies addressing the great
discrepancy on youth needs and interests, according to their living conditions;
Tackle brain drain and hopelessness amongst the youth by delivering more services,
quality education and undertaking employment policies targeting specifically the
youth;
Make use of already existing youth frameworks at the regional and EU level such as the
EU Structured Dialogue, Regional Youth Cooperation Office, Western Balkans Youth
Cooperation Platform, Civil Servants exchange initiated under Berlin Process.

2. Re-allocation of available sources of funding and intensifying the communication with the
governments to meet the commitments on:
•

•

Better education with emphasis on civic education to grow better citizens. Quality
education that meets the needs of the labor market and is oriented towards learning
skills, like professional school, vocational trainings etc.;
Endorsing research amongst recent graduates to build a structure of research. The
governments of the WB need to meet the ‘3% budget allocation to education and
research’ commitment. Use and pair existing frameworks of cooperation with new
ones. Examples: under the Berlin Process were initiated the Joint Science Conference
or WB Research Foundation based in Trieste;

3. Provide a more enabling environment for youth:
•

•

•

There is an emergent need to facilitating law procedures on how youth NGOs can
register or be maintained. They should no longer be treated as companies or as
operating under the same circumstances;
Public and Private actors should have more tailor-made calls for project for youth
NGOs. These NGOs tend not to have the human resources, neither the experienced CVs to meet the current requirements. In addition, donors should include more calls that
target youth problems and youth NGOs;
Opening the European Solidarity Corps scheme to the other youth from the WB, and
not only those coming from FYROM, Norway or Turkey.

Brain drain is one of the most pressing issues in the Western Balkan countries. Though it also may
some positive effects – for instance, it helps to decrease unemployment rate, since there are limited
job opportunities for youngsters on the labour market or enables them to acquire new skills abroad
– negative consequences prevail. However, brain drain is not only one of the reasons of still quite
poor economic development in the region but can also be considered as a result of several
deficiencies in other policies. Especially education and unemployment play a significant role. The
fight with high unemployment and necessity to reform education system were also mentioned by
the participants as two most important challenges in social affairs.
Is the education system in the countries of the region really so dysfunctional if so many doctors,
engineers and other professionals manage to find jobs in the EU member countries? According to
the participants of the workshop, the response is yes, since only a tiny minority of them really work
in their respective fields of expertise. Most of the educational systems in the region are oldfashioned and based on archaic curricula, while mobility programs for students and teachers have
limited capacity. Another problem is that the most talented teachers leave schools and universities
and opt for jobs in the private sector or leave their countries – this is particularly true in case of IT
specialists. Also, a balance between social and natural sciences is missing which means that
students opt for subjects which have a higher prestige in the society (law, economy). However,
later they have difficulties to find appropriate jobs since the demand on the labour market for this
type of jobs is rather limited. In case of some education institutions it is quite simple to acquire
a diploma, so there also is a problem framed as an “inflation of certificates“ in the WB countries.
Dual education and vocational trainings only are at the very early stage of development.
As for unemployment, it is closely interconnected with education. There is a significant mismatch
between the demand on the labour market and supply on the side of education system practically
in all WB countries. Due to the lack of systematic support for entrepreneurial activities in WB
countries, young people in the region prefer to be employed in the public sector than to start any
business activity. A job in a public sector is considered as the best option by significant part of
youngsters, since it brings at least certain stability and perspective in their lives. The lack of financial
resources and supportive measures in general is considered as the main obstacle for start-up
activities, which are booming in many EU countries. On the other hand, older generation has
significant problems to compete on the labour market due to their “Computer illiteracy “.
In light of the above, one could conclude that the Western Balkan countries still have a (very) long
way to go in order to improve the status quo. Problems they are facing, however, concern also
other EU countries, especially the ones from Central Europe, though to a different extent. The most
important part of the whole story nevertheless is a proper identification of measures that can be
employed without delay.

In order to stop the brain drain process in the Western Balkans, important reforms in the area
of social affairs need to be done. These include changes in the education system, as well as the
fight with high unemployment that requires changes in the labour market. Only a successful
implementation of reforms can reverse a negative trend that is characteristic for all six
Western Balkan countries, though to a different degree.
Education system and labour market in each of the countries are closely connected. In order to
achieve tangible results, reforms are recommended to be implemented simultaneously.
In the field of social affairs, we propose the following policy recommendations:
1. Education system:
•

•

•

Governments in all WB countries are recommended to modernize their education
systems in order to meet requirements of XXI century. Modernization process should
include both changes in the curricula, as well as in methodology. Besides universities,
attention should also be paid to secondary education.
Proper attention should be paid to the maintenance of balance between natural and
social sciences since existing misbalance results in the mismatch between the demands
on the labour market and supply of universities. Students perceive social sciences to be
more “trendy” – especially when it comes to law and economy, while natural sciences
are not considered to be attractive. A high number of students at some universities
leads to the “inflation of certificates”, which means that some diploma do not have a
real value on the labour market.
Governments are recommended to initiate campaigns among students that would aim
to increase their interest to study subjects/fields for which there is a demand on labour
market.

2. Dual education and vocational training
•

•

Dual education should be introduced more intensively in education systems. A
balanced partnership with the private sphere/private companies can not only lead to
the improvement of quality of schools/universities, but can also help them to satisfy
better the demand on the labour market.
Vocational training should become an important part of education system.

3. Skills, competences and mobility
•

•

•
•

Computer literacy should be taught on different levels, in order to increase the
competitiveness of especially older population on the labour market. IT specialists at
the universities should be granted such working conditions that would prevent them to
leave the country or join the business sphere.
Mobility programs, especially in the framework of Erasmus Plus, should more focus on
teachers/professors mobility. More visiting fellowships should be granted to WB
teachers/professors in EU universities, while it is also desirable to attract skilled
academicians to spend some time in the WB countries as well. Application procedures
for all kinds of mobility programs should be simplified and paperwork reduced.
Internships at the EU institutions and staff mobility programs can possibly be extended
in order to satisfy the demand on the side of WB countries.
EU should improve communication about its programs. Besides capitals, smaller
regional centres should also be taken into consideration while developing information
campaigns.

4. Labour market
•

•
•

•

•

More state support should be directed to increase the business skills of the youngsters
and their motivation to start their own businesses. As of now, job in a public sector is
considered to be the preferred choice, just because it provides more stability for
employees, but once adequate supportive measures for the business sector will be
introduced, the reality might change.
Generally, conditions for business activities should improve, including financial ones
Agriculture and agricultural businesses employ significant part of the population in WB
countries, which also means that specific and well targeted supportive instruments
aimed at agricultural sector are worth to be considered.
It would be desirable if more internships for civil servants from the Wester Balkan
countries and staff mobility programs at the EU institutions will be available. The
current quotas are too low to satisfy the needs, on the other hand there are certain
financial limitations on the side of the EC.
The development of business culture and entrepreneurial mindset in the WB countries
should be supported. Special mentorship programs in the business sector should be
introduced.

The most comprehensive topic of the event was democratization that was strongly interconnected
with the other three topics (social affairs, participation and reconciliation). The participants of the
groups touched upon various aspects of democratization that highlighted the complexity of the
challenge and how the institutional reforms carried out within the framework of the European
integration process are embedded and influenced by the socio-economic circumstances in the
Western Balkans.
Political interference in various segments of everyday life of the citizens and operation of public
institutions was particularly outlined by the think-tank and youth representatives. The low level of
living standards, the high unemployment rate (particularly among the young generations) and the
high share of public employment within the labour market that is strongly under political control
create a vicious circle and heavy dependency structures in these countries that are hard to
overcome. The participants welcomed the European Commission’s strategy for the Western
Balkans that was published in February 2018. According to them, the Commission managed to
properly map the problems of the region (corruption, elements of state capture, political
interference in public administration, judiciary, etc.) and they hoped that the more vocal and
straightforward language of the strategy will be followed by similarly strong actions. They
emphasized the need to increase the independence of the state institutions and the judiciary in
order to enhance public trust in the state and government structures. Although the judicial and
public administration reforms have been launched and institutional frameworks to fight corruption
have been set up in most of the countries, the political will to make these institutions operational
is missing. Consequently, the implementation and real changes are lagging behind that increase
the frustration of the society and the motivation of the citizens to migrate to Western Europe.
The participants considered it important to develop the instruments of the European Commission
in a way that increases transparency and accountability. They believed that as there are many
similar challenges ahead the Western Balkan countries, experience with regard to use of different
instruments and tools could contribute to the development of similar EU instruments for the
Western Balkan countries and clarification of standards, indicators and expectations towards state
institutions. Some also pointed to the necessity of impact assessment of the reform projects
beyond the financial audit procedures.
The participants also believed that it is necessary to develop the culture of inclusive dialogue within
these countries. They underlined that the reform process could be enhanced by the stronger
involvement of the civil society – as well as business – in the reporting and monitoring process that
should be realized within the framework of a structured dialogue. Dialogue should be also
facilitated among the different political actors. The participants believed that socialization of
political elites of the Western Balkans could be enhanced by an increased involvement into EU level
discussions and policy-making. Last but not least, it was also mentioned it is necessary to encourage
citizens’ participation and increase their awareness. For this reason, it is of utmost importance to
protect the independence of media and promote development of education system, including civic
education.

Support of democratization in the Western Balkans is a complex challenge that has been always
in the focus of the EU enlargement process towards the region. However, the European
integration process started to lose strength in this field which is highlighted by the slow pace of
implementation of the reforms in the field of rule of law, public administration and judiciary as
well as fighting corruption. Although independence of many institutions is uaranteed by the legal
framework, political interference remained widespread. Media representatives and journalist as
well as civil society actors that criticize the abuse of powers and offices are often under pressure
or shall work under hostile circumstances. This is even the case with those countries that are
forerunners in the EU integration processes.
There are several obstacles to the reforms. The reform process is strongly influenced by the
socio-economic circumstances in the Western Balkans. High unemployment rate and low living
standards increase the dependence of the people on those institutions and structures that are
under control of political elites. Consequently, the widespread political control in employment
makes it even harder to make the political system accountable to its citizens. Meanwhile the
political will is missing to change this situation.
Despite the difficult situation, there are positive examples that demonstrate that active
participation of citizens can make changes in the life of their countries. Nonetheless, there is
an urgent need in the Western Balkans to enhance dialogue among the different actors,
including the government and opposition parties, civil society actors, the media and business
sector.
The Commission’s strategy sets clear timeframe – at least for two front runners Serbia and
Montenegro – and a list of expectations of the EU toward the region. Moreover, it foresees an
Action Plan in Support of the Transformation of the Western Balkans, including six regional
level flagship initiatives. In spite of the document being bold and detailed, there is still
uncertainty how the EU will try to enhance the implementation of the reforms and what type
of instruments the EU will put in place.
In the framework of democratization, we propose the following policy recommendations:

1. Democratization and the EU
•

•
•

•

The EU should work in partnership with the CSOs and state institutions to develop –
sector- and country-specific – action plans related to the strategy based on the
conditions, the political circumstances, and the needs of the given country.
The EU should provide sharp and concise and detailed in-depth reports and make clear
what it expects from the countries of the region.
The EU should apply the same (or at least very similar) approach to the countries in the
region – non-papers, action plans for chapter 23 and 24, expert missions (peer-review
missions).
The EU should empower CSOs by supporting establishment of regional thematic fora
(rule of law, judiciary).

2. Democratization and civil society
•

CSOs in the region should help the European Commission in establishing reporting and
monitoring tools that are necessary for the EU related reforms.

3. Democratization and the state institutions
•
•
•

Structured cooperation with CSOs in the EU integration process (sectoral) should be
established.
The state should engage with a broad dialogue that involves all societal groups and all
relevant actors (including CSOs, businesses, opposition parties, etc.).
The state institutions should insist on the socialization of political elites in the EU level,
beyond EU –WB Summit and Berlin Process.

Independence of state institutions that are capable and willing to serve the citizens’ needs in
a professional manner is not only necessary for complying with the European integration
process. Migration from the region is also a widespread phenomenon and the lack of trust in
state institutions increase the frustration of the citizens that makes these people leave. In order
to slow down this tendency and to speed up the EU integration process, the Western Balkan
countries need to make immediate changes and show real commitment towards the required
reforms.

Reconciliation between the countries and the nations of the Western Balkans is of high importance
not only for friendly co-existence and honest cooperation in the region, but it is also significant for
the EU integration process. The European Commission in its document from February 2018, entitled
‘A credible enlargement perspective for and enhanced EU engagement with the Western Balkans’,
points directly to reconciliation – together with good neighbourly relations and regional cooperation
– as to prerequisites for accession.
Reconciliation as a challenge that requires both responsible political leadership and further
substantive efforts was further reconfirmed in the Commission’s Communication on EU
Enlargement Policy in April 2018. The constant need for intensified efforts to overcome this
challenge has been proved by every day events in the Balkans. The mid-April incident in Belgrade
that led Croatia’s parliament delegation to cut short their visit to Serbia is among other
misunderstandings throughout the region.
Having the Western Balkans back on the EU enlargement agenda should be used to help solving
the reconciliation problems. Yet, there is a number of factors which influence the need and the will
for reconciliation, and the place it occupies in the hierarchy of national priorities among the
countries of the region. Firstly, the issue seems to cause less problems in Albania, Macedonia and
Montenegro than in Bosnia and Herzegovina, Kosovo* and Serbia. Moreover, although Croatia is
already part of the EU, it seems it belongs to the latter group, too. Secondly, the difference occurs
also in the concept itself. Reconciliation is being understood as normalization of relations on
political and social level is some countries, and as reparations – among other interpretations – in
the others. Thirdly, the meaning of the word ‘reconciliation’ seems to differ itself in its semantic
nature among the languages in the Western Balkans.
In such circumstances, the regional cooperation on reconciliation experiences a handful of
challenges. At the same time, once they are jointly dealt with properly, they may bring sustainable
results. With such approach it seems reasonable to involve Regional Youth Cooperation Office
(RYCO) and RECOM – a regional commission for the establishment of facts about war crimes and
other serious violations of human rights committed in the former Yugoslavia – among other
initiatives, in order to facilitate actions aimed at the reconciliation process in the Western Balkans.
It is also crucial to honour the legacy of International Criminal Tribunal for former Yugoslavia to
facilitate the process, as well.

In the framework of facilitating the reconciliation process in the Western Balkans, we propose
the following policy recommendations:
1. Regional Youth Cooperation Office (RYCO) has included reconciliation in its statute as one of
the long-term goals to be achieved and to constantly work for. RYCO itself presents a unique
model of functioning, since it has in its Governing Board 12 members: 6 young professionals
dealing with politics, coming from civil society and 6 ministers in charge for youth, education and
sport. The Governing Board is the highest decision-making body in the structure. The comanagement, transparency and the independence of the Secretariat from the governments is a
crucial point for RYCO good work and impact. In order for RYCO to be more successful in
reconciliation area:
•

•

•

International and EU support for RYCO is constantly needed, including in financial
terms, as well as support for creating synergy with similar institutions, since it has all
the components to show the real situation of youth engagement in the Western
Balkans and not to become an overlapping initiative or programme;
There is a need for know-how in terms of intercultural dialog, competence and capacity
building not only for RYCO staff and professionals but also for youth organizations, high
schools, non/formal groups and individuals which are legible to apply and profit from
RYCO programme It is important to develop methods on non-formal education spectre
which are relevant to our context and needs.
Youth workers, researchers, professors and activists which have been working on
reconciliation in the Western Balkans must be approached by RYCO itself and its
partners to insure the quality and engagement coming as bottom up initiative through
synergy.

2. RECOM is a proposed regional commission for the establishment of facts about war crimes
and other serious violations of human rights committed in the former Yugoslavia from 1 January
1991 until 31 December 2001. The Coalition for RECOM – with over 2,000 organizations and
prominent individuals from the post-Yugoslav space – has been advocating for the establishment
of RECOM, and is supported by signatures of over 580,000 citizens of the formerly conflicted
countries. In order to set up this intergovernmental commission:
•

Political support is needed to reach an agreement of the prime ministers of the postYugoslav countries leading to establishment of this intergovernmental commission on
the occasion of the Western Balkans Summit in London. The mission of the future
RECOM will be to find out the facts and clarify the circumstances about war-related
victims in former Yugoslav countries, whose number is estimated at 130,000. Facts and
circumstances of deaths and disappearances of around 35,000 victims have been

gathered by the CSOs from the Coalition for RECOM, and by the ICTY. The future
intergovernmental Commission, the RECOM, should find out the remaining facts,
building on these legacies.
•

The initiative to establish RECOM started as a civil society initiative. However, a joint,
inter-governmental imprint is needed in order to reach unanimous agreement about
the facts and thus narrow the space for inflammatory nationalistic narratives for the
future and contribute to regional security. The establishment of facts will enable the
reforms of the educational programmes across the region in the parts pertaining to
recent history. Finally, it will contribute to sustainability of economic regional projects,
by creating basis for mutual trust.

3. Reconciliation process is closely linked to justice. Without diminishing the process of bottomsup approach in the issue of regional reconciliation, there is an emerging need to urge national
courts of the former Yugoslavia to continue delivering justice for war crimes that took place
during the conflicts in the Balkans in the 1990s based on judicial records of the United Nations
International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia. This court proved to be a platform in
which victims could express their grievances and in which suspects were provided with the right
to a fair trial. While the court handed out sentences to individuals who held the greatest
responsibility for atrocities and war crimes during armed conflicts in the former Yugoslavia and
violations of the international humanitarian law, there is a number of individuals that have not
been formally under trial.
In order to deliver justice for war crimes that took place during the conflict in the Balkans in
1990s following steps should be taken:
•

Strengthening the capabilities of the domestic judiciaries, especially of the office of the
war crimes persecutor, while accentuating mutual cooperation between respective
judiciaries.

•

Providing support to the United Nations Mechanism for International Criminal
Tribunals in order to provide a comprehensive strategy of persecuting individuals under
the ‘pyramid indictment strategy’, sharing Judicial Records of the ICTY with domestic
judiciaries and providing expert support during case investigation.

•

There is a need to urge the governments of former Yugoslav countries to secure the
conditions for further work on persecuting the war crimes by honouring the legacy of
ICTY.
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