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'Political leadership, EU enlargement and regional cooperation' key 

to future of south east Europe 
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While south east Europe has struggled with the fallout from the economic crisis, the 

example of Croatia and the increased dialogue between neighbours provides hope for the 

future, argues Goran Svilanovic. 

 

The economic and financial crisis, along with the difficult heritage of 1990s, shows the fragility 

of transitional democracies in south east Europe, particularly in the western Balkans. The 

struggle between going forward and lagging behind is continuously taking turns in our region. Its 

average GDP in 2010 stood at only 36 per cent of the EU's average. It is a scary figure and it 

shows how drastic the influence of the economic and financial crisis is on this region. 
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It also means that the gap has been widening, and the region has been unable to catch up with the 

more developed parts of Europe. It reveals potential for further frustrations and instability. This 

is neither in the region's nor in Europe's best interest. 

 

Not everything is bleak, of course. Positive examples offer a guideline to the future. Croatia, as a 

member of the EU since July this year, is the region's major success story: In the process, the 

country has demonstrated the importance of dialogue and cooperation with neighbours. 

Domestically, civil society, media and ordinary people have become less and less tolerant to 

issues such as corruption and nepotism, and take a much more active role in demanding a 

societal change and accountability from state institutions. 

 

In the dialogue facilitated by the EU, Belgrade and Pristina have reached very important 

agreements which are to be implemented in good fate. Consequently, Serbia has been given a 

date to start accession talks and Kosovo to start preparation of the stabilisation and association 

agreement with the EU. Montenegro has recently started EU accession talks. In Albania, we have 

seen elections which brought a change and have not been contested. 

 

Almost two decades after the end of wars in the western Balkans, ordinary people want to focus 

on present challenges; they want immediate actions to be taken by the authorities. The economic 

and financial crisis has made lives of the poorest impossible and practically destroyed the middle 

class. The majority are unemployed. Those who do have jobs, work for low salaries with 

constant fear of unemployment. 



Economy, a good standard of living, the ability to afford good education for children, the ability 

to get good healthcare is the need of every person in our region, as elsewhere in Europe. When 

that is under threat or inaccessible, people yield to destructive tendencies: they tend to seek 

solutions outside institutions, nationalism rises, corruption flourishes. 

 

We see three ways to counter the mentioned challenges. The first are wise national leaders who 

look beyond daily politics, who genuinely want to see their countries move forward, who have a 

vision and courage to take bold decisions. This is already happening: bilateral and multilateral 

meetings on the highest level have intensified across the region recently. These meetings 

increase trust and confidence, prepare ground for resolving bilateral issues and open up 

possibilities for practical cooperation. The brave politicians need support both within and outside 

the region, while they take responsibility for their countries' destiny, and try to seize 

opportunities for progress. 

 

Second, use EU enlargement as a powerful tool to counter negative tendencies. Yes, the primary 

responsibility for our region rests with us who are from the region, but the outside incentive is 

still necessary. EU enlargement is the most important such incentive. Events of the recent past 

have revealed that EU membership does not solve all problems and that accession-related 

reforms should be coupled with sound economic, fiscal, social and other structural policies that 

will help our countries reach an equal footing with the rest of the European family. Still, EU 

accession remains one of the most relevant stability policies for the western Balkans. The EU's 

key financial pre-accession support mechanism, the instrument for pre-accession assistance 

(IPA) can play an important role in this context. 

 

We want to achieve a maximum level of consideration for the region's interests in designing the 

IPA II, for the 2014-2020 period. We want the region's voice to be heard. We expect that the 

Regional Cooperation Council, (RCC) will be consulted in the process of making decisions about 

the use of these funds at the regional level. This is a practical way to maintain EU integration 

dynamics, while at the same time enhancing the region's stability. This also testifies to the EU's 

permanent support and commitment to the inclusion of the entire Balkans, just like it was 

decided 10 years ago in Thessaloniki. 

 

The third way is regional cooperation, as an important EU membership precondition, but also as 

a means to foster dialogue, exchange and stability among the countries. The countries of the 

region are aware of the advantages of regional cooperation and the unavoidable and necessary 

links between and among them. regional cooperation and good neighbourly relations are also 

part of the stabilisation and association agreement signed by countries aspiring to become EU 

members. The RCC contributes to preparing European commission's reports that evaluate 

progress of the countries in the accession process. 

 

This last point leads me to the RCC and what we have been doing, and intend to do, in order to 

help improve the situation in our region. Over the last five years of the RCC's existence, we saw 

important steps forward in connecting the region: joint infrastructural projects, constant increase 

of the level of cultural exchange, cooperation in the fields of justice, home affairs, security, 

education, science, healthcare, media. And we all know that the improvement of cooperation, of 



economic and cultural bonds also leads towards economic growth, which in turn helps eradicate 

corruption and strengthens stability and the rule of law. 

 

The RCC has played an important role in this process, and will continue to do so. We will 

continue to work on creating an environment where, with respect to mutual differences, we will 

be able to adjust our own interests to those of our neighbours, and profit from that synergy. We 

are proud to have ensured all-inclusiveness in our activities, to show that the region is able to 

take responsibility for its own future and create conditions for overall progress in the spirit of 

tolerance and cooperation. We find it important to foster regional stability for the sake of citizens 

in our region and the quality of their lives. We believe that by advancing European and Euro-

Atlantic integration we will reach that goal faster. 

 

For several years now, the RCC has paved the road for the south east Europe (SEE) 2020 growth 

and development strategy. We have been actively working on it since November last year, when 

ministers of economy from the region adopted the strategy's main targets. Our basic goal is to 

improve living conditions in our region and bring back the region's focus on the competitiveness 

and development of each country and the entire region. In that sense, this document leans on the 

EU's Europe 2020 strategy. 

 

Let me mention the most important goals of the strategy to be reached by 2020: employment 

growth from 39 per cent to 44 per cent, boost of total SEE trade in goods and services from 

€94bn to €210bn, the rise of the region's GDP from 36 per cent to 44 per cent of the EU average. 

We also want to see an increase of overall annual foreign direct investment flows to the region 

by at least 160 per cent and an additional 300,000 highly educated people on the job market, with 

a realistic perspective of getting decent jobs. To make this happen, production, trade, 

investments and education must be improved, and our national governments must be far more 

efficient than they are nowadays. 
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