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Foreword

“To maintain weight in a world that is changing fast,
we need to leverage our relations. Cooperation is
the crux of the matter.”

Majlinda Bregu, RCC Secretary General

| said this on the first day of my tenure as the RCC Secretary General, but little
did | know how strongly these words would resonate now almost six years later.

The immense tableau of change that has swept across our globe has deeply
stirred the waters of the entire world, including our region. Since 2019, the world
has been a whirlwind of change and we have navigated through landscapes that
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none could have foreseen, landscapes that have reshaped the very essence of
our societies. Unprecedented technological advancements have reshaped indus-
tries and lifestyles, while global politics have seen rising tensions and shifts. The
outbreak of war in Ukraine marked the first major conflict on European soil in this
century, reshaping geopolitical dynamic. Economically, the globe faced the wrath
of a pandemic, leading to recessions that tested and is still testing the resilience
of every market.

Yet, in a whirlwind of such strong global and all-encompassing transformations,
regional cooperation proved to be a safe vessel in a storm, and | am proud and
privileged to have been at the helm of one of the driving forces of that vessel, the
Regional Cooperation Council.

Our course was charted by the twin stars of opportunity and obligation. We have
been tasked with not just witnessing change but spearheading it. Our initiatives
have aimed to not only respond to immediate challenges but to anticipate the
road ahead, ensuring that our region is not left behind as the world leaps towards
new norms of economic and environmental sustainability.

Throughout my tenure, the RCC has been a crucible of innovation and action
and the regional cooperation has made a significant impact across our region.
We’ve championed the economic transformation of our economies, propelled its
green transition, and empowered region’s human capital, especially of women
and youth. Through the implementation of the Common Regional Market our re-
gion is now more connected than ever. Yet, while the results are promising, there
is still a long way ahead and the focus on regional cooperation must intensify as
our future prospects are deeply intertwined with it. The success of regional inte-
gration through the Common Regional Market hinges on smooth operation, free
from regional disputes, as it serves as a conduit to the EU Single Market and EU
membership.

Whereas as of end-2023, levels of real GDP in the Western Balkans surpassed the
pre-pandemic levels, poverty returned to its declining trend, and employment
rates reached a record high of 60.5% in 2023, marking an over 9% increase in the
last three years, one has to be careful thinking about the reasons behind it that
are multifaceted. With one fifth of the Western Balkans population living abroad
we also know that emigration and brain drain from our region is a constant.

As | was penning this foreword | received the data from the new and yet unpub-
lished Balkan Barometer. It shows that 71% of our youngsters consider leaving
their home economies. It also shows a further decline, a steep one as well, of the
support of Western Balkan citizens to EU membership. With 54% of Western
Balkan citizens supporting the EU membership the sentiment still remains largely
favourable across the region. But an 8-point drop since 2021 is a stark reminder
of the frustrations many feel about the pace of progress and a call to action. On
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a good note, the percentage of those thinking that the EU accession will never
happen dropped by 5%, from 23 to 18%. So, optimism is there, but it comes less
easily. Developing the region’s potential will require new sources of dynamism
and transformation to overcome deep-seated social, institutional and environ-
mental challenges.

As | reflect on the changes that drove us to where we stand now, it is clear that
the region is markedly different from six years ago. Yet, the path ahead is one of
continued change and challenge. So, as we cast our gaze forward we should not
be discouraged of the arduous path and the steep ascent. Because the essence of
our journey lies not in the avoidance of hardship but in the embrace of possibility.
In every whisper of change, there is the potential for success. In every challenge,
there is the seed of unprecedented opportunity. Let us nurture these seeds, and
together, with regional cooperation as a shining star, watch them grow into the
very embodiment of our goals. Let the changes around us not daunt but inspire
us to mould them into stepping stones towards our collective future where each
challenge we encounter, each obstacle we overcome, brings us closer to the re-
alisation of our shared aspirations.

To truly realise the potential of our shared aspirations and embrace the winds of
change, let us hold fast to Winston Churchill’s wisdom: united we stand strong,
divided we falter. Together, through steadfast collaboration and unyielding com-
mitment, we will turn the tides of challenge into channels of triumph.



Executive Summary

Last twelve months have been rather
eventful, not least when it comes to the
EU and regional integration. Throughout
this period, RCC’s activities have clearly
illustrated the momentum that the Re-
gional Cooperation Council (RCC) as an
organisation gained over the years and
its importance to all stakeholders. We are
pleased to report that the implementation
of our Strategy and Work Programme
(SWP) 2023-2025 was smooth and that
it is on good track to be fully realised.

Regional Cooperation Council has invest-
ed great efforts to move forward with its
mobility and digital agendas, and we are
currently moving full steam ahead to de-
velop the second iteration of the Com-
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mon Regional Market (CRM) Action Plan,
which will stand as an important pillar of
the EU’s Growth Plan for the Western
Balkans. Our work in South East Europe
continues through the implementation
of the South East Europe 2030 Strate-
gy and our role as the operational arm of
South East European Cooperation Pro-
cess (SEECP) chaired by Podgorica and
Skopje over the reporting period. In the
past year, we continued to measure the
pulse of our societies by means of Bal-
kan Barometer and SecuriMeter surveys,
adding to our toolbox also a special edi-
tion of the Balkan Barometer addressing
consequences and implications of the
war in Ukraine.

15th Regional Cooperation Council Annual Meeting took place in Budva on 4
June 2023 (Photo: RCC/Armand Habazaj)
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In the year to date we have been indeed
hard at work across our agendas - from
digital, women empowerment, to secu-
rity and innovation, which was reflected
in the plethora of successful events such
as Balkathon, Butterfly Innovation Award,
Jumbo Security Conference, Western
Balkans Digital Summit, and Western Bal-
kans Women Entrepreneurs of the Year,
to name just a few.

Engagement with young people and
students is extremely important for RCC
to spread the message as far and wide as
possible and to empower the youth. Sec-
retary General of RCC was invited to give
several lectures at renowned universities
(including College of Europe, Michigan
State University, International Universi-
ty of Sarajevo, University of Athens, and
University of Zagreb) where she familiar-



(Photo: RCC/Jerome Hubert)

ised students with the regional coopera-
tion in South East Europe and in Western
Balkans in particular, and discussed im-
portant issues for the young. In line with
our efforts to support students, RCC also
sighed a Memorandum of Understating
(MoU) with College of Europe (CoE) to
offer one scholarship per year to one stu-
dent from an SEECP Participant to study
at the recently opened College of Europe
campus in Tirana. In the reporting period,
we also offered a great number of oppor-
tunities for internships, welcoming sev-
en young people at the RCC to expand
their experience and knowledge after the
studies.
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RCC Secretary General Majlinda Bregu with Federica Mogherini, Rector of the Col-
lege of Europe during lecture at the College of Europe in Bruges, in October 2023

It is important to note that in the past
twelve months we have witnessed a salvo
of positive news regarding EU enlarge-
ment. These breakthroughs range from
holding the first intergovernmental con-
ferences opening the accession negotia-
tions with North Macedonia and Albania,
opening accession negotiations with Bos-
nia and Herzegovina, granting visa liber-
alisation to Kosovo*, opening EU acces-
sion talks with Ukraine and Moldova, to
granting candidate status to Georgia. In
December last year yet another EU-West-
ern Balkans Summit was held, which has
become a traditional forum to discuss im-
portant issues of EU accession.

* This designation is without prejudice to positions on status, and is in line with UNSCR

1244/1999 and the ICJ Opinion on the Kosovo declaration of independence.
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rana (Photo: RCC/MIA)

Important signal regarding EU enlarge-
ment came in November last year, when
the European Commission launched the
Growth Plan for the Western Balkans,
designed to extend benefits of EU mem-
bership to our region before official acces-
sion, and more recently when the Reform
and Growth Facility was approved by the
European Parliament and the Council. The
Plan aims to stimulate economic growth
and accelerate socio-economic conver-
gence, supported by a commitment of 6
billion EUR in grants and loans.

Yet, with every piece of positive news
comes significant effort. Numerous small
steps are necessary to lay the ground-
work for more significant progress to-
wards our ultimate goal: EU accession.
Our path is clear - advancing individual
reform agendas and completing the Com-

Signing of the agreement under the Common Regional Market (CRM) Action Plan’s
mobility agenda took place at the Berlin Process Summit, on 16 October 2023 in Ti-

mon Regional Market as stepping stones
towards the EU Single Market, which will
lead to full EU membership. Although the
path is well-defined, the real challenge is
ensuring that prompt actions align with
this clear vision, as integration within the
region is essential for accessing the EU
Single Market.

In this context, it is worth mentioning
that, after Skopje and Tirana, the Leaders
of the Western Balkans adopted another
Joint Declaration in Kotor, underscoring
the crucial role of the Common Regional
Market in fostering economic integration
within the region. This Joint Declaration
marks a significant step, outlining key pri-
ority areas, along the way as we prepare
the new Action Plan for the Common Re-
gional Market.



RCC and CEFTA were invited to coordi-
nate, in close cooperation with other re-
gional partners, as well as the relevant au-
thorities of the WB economies and Prime
Ministers’ Sherpas, the preparation of the
second iteration of the Common Regional
Market Acton Plan, based on the agreed
priority areas. The second phase of the
CRM Action Plan should act as a bridge
to the EU’s Single Market across multiple
sectors, and the priority areas are defined
as follows: 1) Free movement of goods; 2)
Free movement of services; 3) Horizontal
trade measures; 4) Human capital devel-
opment; 5) Business enabling environ-
ment and competitiveness; and 6) Digital
transformation.

One example of a measure that can po-
tentially greatly improve internal region-
al integration as well as Western Balkans

1 World Bank data

MAY 2023 - MAY 2024 w

RCC Secretary General speaking at the Western Balkans Leaders’ Summit in Kotor
on 16 May 2024 (Photo: RCC/Danilo Papic)

phase-in into the EU Single Market is
progress towards the Single Euro Pay-
ments Area (SEPA), with the goal of
making payment transactions within the
economies as fast and economical as
possible. Every year the Western Balkan
economies spend 6 times more than EU
to settle international payments but the
region’s path towards SEPA membership
will allow fast, safe and efficient payments
and bring up to 500 million EUR benefits
annually’.

On the mobility agenda, in the report-
ing period, a significant milestone was
reached with the signing of the Agree-
ment on Recognition of Professional

Qualifications for Nurses, Veterinary

Surgeons, Midwives, and Pharmacists
in the CEFTA context at the Tirana Ber-
lin Process Summit in October 2023. This



https://www.berlinprocess.de/uploads/documents/joint-agreement-recognition-of-professional-qualifications-nurses-veterinary-surgeons-midwives-and-pharmacists-bp-summit-2023_1697628897.pdf
https://www.berlinprocess.de/uploads/documents/joint-agreement-recognition-of-professional-qualifications-nurses-veterinary-surgeons-midwives-and-pharmacists-bp-summit-2023_1697628897.pdf
https://www.berlinprocess.de/uploads/documents/joint-agreement-recognition-of-professional-qualifications-nurses-veterinary-surgeons-midwives-and-pharmacists-bp-summit-2023_1697628897.pdf
https://www.berlinprocess.de/uploads/documents/joint-agreement-recognition-of-professional-qualifications-nurses-veterinary-surgeons-midwives-and-pharmacists-bp-summit-2023_1697628897.pdf
https://www.berlinprocess.de/uploads/documents/joint-agreement-recognition-of-professional-qualifications-nurses-veterinary-surgeons-midwives-and-pharmacists-bp-summit-2023_1697628897.pdf
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landmark Agreement not only expanded
the list of mutually recognised profes-
sions in the region but also aligned with
EU legislation. By doing so, it aimed to
facilitate workforce mobility and address
evolving labour market dynamics and de-
mographic shifts in the Western Balkans.

RCC also diligently facilitated work on the
implementation of Mobility Agreements
that entered into force in the preceding
period. Efforts towards implementing the
Agreement on Recognition of Higher
Education Qualifications have already
commenced with the Joint Commission
(JCHEQ) established. Despite the prog-
ress made, certain Agreements in the
mobility portfolio are still pending full
implementation. Notably, the Agreement
on Recognition of Professional Qualifi-
cations for Doctors of Medicine, Dental
Doctors, and Architects in the CEFTA

Regional Summit on Growth and Convergence Plan took place in Tirana on 29
February 2024 (Photo: RCC/Armand Habazaj)

context awaits the final adoption of Terms
of Reference by the CEFTA-RCC Joint
Working Group. The Agreement on Free-
dom of Movement with Identity Cards
in the Western Balkans was ratified, and
its implementation has begun across five
Western Balkan economies (with excep-
tion of Bosnia and Herzegovina). The
Commission responsible for overseeing
the implementation was established in
July 2023 and formalised its operation-
al framework through the adoption of
approved Rules of Procedure (RoP). Ac-
cording to the data obtained by RCC, the
number of entries/exits of citizens trav-
elling with their ID cards within Western
Balkans for the period 1 October 2023 - 31
March 2024 is approximately 13 million.

In persisting with our efforts to foster
educational exchange and freedom of
movement for youth in the region, the ne-



gotiations for the Agreement on Access
to Higher Education and Admission to
Study in the Western Balkans (working
title) were officially launched in April 2024
by RCC as the facilitator and coordinator.
The agreement aims to streamline access
to higher education across Western Bal-
kan economies and promote academic
mobility within the region.

After the introduction of Roam Like at
Home model in the region in 2021, the
focus of work in the roaming area was
switched to the reduction of roaming
charges between the WB and the EU. The
Regional Cooperation Council led the ne-
gotiations process, supported by the Eu-
ropean Commission. The reporting peri-
od has seen an important breakthrough
in the roaming portfolio with the start
of implementation of EU-WB Roam-

ing Declaration, signed by 38 operators

from the region and the EU, leading to
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reduced roaming charges, starting on 1
October 2023. Taking into account that
the operators could choose the way how
to introduce the reductions, most of them
reduced the prices of roaming packages,
many of them significantly, while some
operators even cut the regular prices of 1
GB by more than 99%, meaning their cus-
tomers no longer experience “bill shocks”.

Over the course of the reviewed period,
we have continued implementing mea-
sures agreed under the Green Agenda
for the Western Balkans (GAWB). A new
technical framework has transformed the
RWG on Environment into the Region-
al Working Group on the Green Agenda
for the Western Balkans (RWG GAWB),
outlining its operational framework to ful-
fil its mandate as per the GAWB Action
Plan. The RWG on GAWB serves as a plat-
form to guide the implementation of the
Sofia Declaration and the GAWB Action

The reduction of data roaming charges between EU and the Western Balkans,
signed at the EU-Western Balkans Summit in Tirana on 6 December, 2022, has
officially taken effect on 1 October 2023 (Photo: RCC/Armand Habazaj)


https://neighbourhood-enlargement.ec.europa.eu/system/files/2022-12/eu-wb-roaming-declaration.pdf
https://neighbourhood-enlargement.ec.europa.eu/system/files/2022-12/eu-wb-roaming-declaration.pdf
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Plan. It leads technical discussions, lays
the groundwork for the Annual Ministe-
rial Conferences on GAWB including the
first conference in October this year—and
ensures the crucial deliverables associat-
ed with the GAWB within the Berlin Pro-
cess are achieved. Within this framework,
several significant deliverables led by the
RCC were achieved, notably the endorse-
ment of the Regional Joint Statement on

Preventing Plastic Pollution, including

Marine Litter by Western Balkans Lead-
ers at the Tirana Berlin Process Summit in
2023. This important regional document
reflects the commitment of the region to
protect biodiversity and water ecosys-
tems by addressing plastic pollution in-
cluding marine litter, based on best circu-
lar economy practices to prevent, reduce,
reuse, and recycle.

Tirana (Photo: RCC/Armand Habaza))

Importantly, the launch of the West-
ern Balkans Green and Circular Econo-
my Stakeholders Platform initiates and
maintains active public-private dialogues
focused on implementing the circular
economy pillar of the Green Agenda, spe-
cifically targeting plastic pollution and
the prevention of plastic waste.

On the margins of the Tirana Berlin Pro-
cess Summit in October 2023, RCC also
organised the first Local Self-govern-

ment (LSG) Forum, which provided a

platform for structured regional dialogue
among LSGs on the implementation of the
GAWB Action Plan at the local level and
exchanging insights on green and digital
transitions. The public-private dialogue
initiated through the WB Green and CE
Stakeholders Platform fosters exchange
to ensure green and digital transition.

First Local Self-Governments Forum: Unlocking the Future: Innovate, Eco-vate,
Elevate - Western Balkans Unite for Smart Cities took place on 12 October 2023 in


https://www.berlinprocess.de/uploads/documents/regional-joint-statement-on-preventing-plastic-pollution-including-marine-litter-bp-summit-2023_1697614083.pdf
https://www.berlinprocess.de/uploads/documents/regional-joint-statement-on-preventing-plastic-pollution-including-marine-litter-bp-summit-2023_1697614083.pdf
https://www.berlinprocess.de/uploads/documents/regional-joint-statement-on-preventing-plastic-pollution-including-marine-litter-bp-summit-2023_1697614083.pdf
https://www.rcc.int/news/845/tirana-rcc-to-host-the-first-regional-local-self-governments-forum
https://www.rcc.int/news/845/tirana-rcc-to-host-the-first-regional-local-self-governments-forum

Under the SEECP umbrella, in July last
year, Podgorica handed over the helm of
the South East European Cooperation
Process to Skopje. Over the reporting
period, several important meetings were
held under the SEECP auspices, including
the informal meeting of Ministers of For-
eign Affairs in New York, and the meeting
of Ministers of European Affairs in Skopje
in March this year.

RCC continues to refine its strategic focus,
as demonstrated by the ongoing update
of the SEE2030 Strategy, which aims to
align regional priorities with current chal-
lenges. In 2024, the RCC launched this up-
date in communication with the SEE2030
National Coordinators. As part of this
updating exercise, RCC will also conduct
consultations with various stakeholders in
the SEE region, ranging from parliament
members and youth organisations to ac-
ademic institutions and think tanks. After
gathering and compiling feedback from
all SEE Participants, RCC plans to hold
final consultations with pertinent interna-
tional and regional organisations.

The backbone of the revitalised SEE2030
monitoring is developing Inclusive
Growth Index (IGI) for SEE based on
available data and in line with European
standards. RCC contracted technical as-
sistance to prepare a proposal on |Gl and
technical preparations of SEE |Gl were
completed under the auspices of SEE
Statistical Network.

In the reporting period, RCC conducted
the third edition of its SecuriMeter sur-

vey across the Western Balkan econo-
mies, engaging more than six thousand
respondents. The survey’s aim is to un-
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derstand better citizens’ perceptions of
the main security challenges and assist
practitioners and governments in making
informed decisions and evidence-based
policies to respond to emerging challeng-
es. The key findings of the latest SecuriM-
eter, presented at the 8" Jumbo Security
Conference, were important in informing
practitioners and shaping responsive and
effective security policies. More than 60%
of Western Balkan citizens rank organised
crime as their top security concern, which
goes hand in hand with corruption with
55% of region’s citizens believing the level
of corruption has increased. When speak-
ing about migration, 70% of our citizens
agree our region should shelter migrants
needing protection, but majority, 80%
of them, believes EU should do more to
share the burden. RCC recommended an
extended SecuriMeter involving all 13 SEE
economies that would provide a full infor-
mation source on the SEE peoples’ per-
ceptions of human security.

In line with this data, in our latest Bal-
kan Barometer survey, young individu-

als were asked about the areas they feel
should receive greater focus from their
governments. Job opportunities were
identified as a key area by 47% of respon-
dents, while 38% emphasized education
and 26% prioritised safety. The survey
also uncovered that more than 70% of
participants aged 18-25 contemplate re-
locating and working abroad, while 75%
of the population does not trust political
parties. Almost three quarter of business-
es in the Western Balkans see EU mem-
bership as a good thing, 11% more than
last year, reaching an all-time high since
2015.

The 8t Regional Security Coordination

Conference (also known as the Jumbo

Security Conference), held in Rome in

November 2023, focused on the theme
- Secure the Future: Building Resilience
through Collaboration. This conference

Eighth Regional Security Coordination Conference taking place in Rome on 14-15
November 2023 (Photo: RCC: Mario Sayadi)


https://www.rcc.int/balkanbarometer/publications
https://www.rcc.int/balkanbarometer/publications
file:///C:\Users\kastrati\AppData\Local\Microsoft\Windows\INetCache\Content.Outlook\87RN5A9Z\Jumbo%20Post%20Conference%20Report%202023%20digital.pdf
file:///C:\Users\kastrati\AppData\Local\Microsoft\Windows\INetCache\Content.Outlook\87RN5A9Z\Jumbo%20Post%20Conference%20Report%202023%20digital.pdf
file:///C:\Users\kastrati\AppData\Local\Microsoft\Windows\INetCache\Content.Outlook\87RN5A9Z\Jumbo%20Post%20Conference%20Report%202023%20digital.pdf

aimed to tackle security challenges in
South East Europe, especially in the
Western Balkans. Organised jointly by
the RCC, International Relations Service
of the Office for Coordination and Plan-
ning of Police Forces of the Ministry of In-
terior, and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs
and International Cooperation of ltaly, the
event gathered over 100 participants and
55 speakers. It facilitated a vital exchange
of ideas among representatives of West-
ern Balkan economies, ltaly, EU Member
States, and international organisations.

The Regional Cooperation Council has
continued to foster an innovation cul-
ture in the Western Balkans through its
successful orchestration of the region-
al Butterfly Innovation Award (BIA) for

the second consecutive year. The BIA en-
courages creative individuals and organ-
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isations to create scalable, market-driv-
en solutions. By highlighting successful
innovations and supporting twin green
and digital transformations, the BIA sig-
nificantly contributes to the economic
development of the region. Teams from
all Western Balkan economies were rec-
ognised in six categories, including green
industries, STEM, women, universities,
and youth at a ceremony RCC organised
with the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Bul-
garia, held in Sofia.

Moreover, in our continued efforts to em-
power women and girls, the RCC organ-
ised the third edition of the Western Bal-
kans Women Entrepreneurs of the Year

in March 2024 in Sarajevo. The event,
which received more than 250 nomina-
tions, awarded six women entrepreneurs
and recognised another six with a spe-

Winners of the regional Butterfly Innovation Award 2023 with RCC Secretary General
Majlinda Bregu and Deputy Prime Minister and Minister of Foreign Affairs of Bulgaria
Mariya Gabriel, in Sofia on 12 December 2023 (Photo: Mario Tcvetkov)


https://www.rcc.int/pages/172/regional-butterfly-innovation-award-2023
https://www.rcc.int/pages/173/western-balkans-women-entrepreneurs-of-the-year
https://www.rcc.int/pages/173/western-balkans-women-entrepreneurs-of-the-year
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cial prize. These awards acknowledged
women entrepreneurs making significant
impacts in areas such as societal norms,
health promotion, Balkan cuisine, wom-
en’s empowerment, mental health aware-
ness, and family business development.

Western Balkans Women Entrepreneurs of the Year 2023 and recipients of Special
Jury Recognition in Sarajevo on 12 March 2024 (Photo: RCC/Armin Durgut)

Cybersecurity has been another area of
focus, with the RCC co-organising with
the European Commission a High-Lev-
el Cybersecurity Conference “Towards a

resilient cyberspace in the Western Bal-

kans” in June 2023 to address regional

RCC Secretary General addressing the high-level conference on cybersecurity in the
Western Balkans, in Brussels on 29 June 2023 (Photo: RCC/Jerome Hubert)


https://www.rcc.int/events/1542/high-level-cybersecurity-conference-towards-a-resilient-cyberspace-in-the-western-balkans
https://www.rcc.int/events/1542/high-level-cybersecurity-conference-towards-a-resilient-cyberspace-in-the-western-balkans
https://www.rcc.int/events/1542/high-level-cybersecurity-conference-towards-a-resilient-cyberspace-in-the-western-balkans
https://www.rcc.int/events/1542/high-level-cybersecurity-conference-towards-a-resilient-cyberspace-in-the-western-balkans

cybersecurity challenges. This initiative
complements RCC’s efforts in digital
transformation, as evidenced by the or-
ganisation of the Balkathon competition
and the Western Balkans Digital Sum-
mit (WBDS) that took place in Sarajevo,
which foster technological innovation,
digital transformation, cybersecurity, and
cooperation in general. The 6% WBDS
concluded the first cycle, while in March
2024, preparations for the next cycle
kick-started with the first meeting of the
WBDS Steering Committee for the organ-
isation of WBDS 2024.
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RCC Secretary General Majlinda Bregu and Deputy Director for General European
Matters at Federal Ministry for European and International affairs Thomas Stoelezl
with the Members of No Border Orchestra at the Champion of Regional Cooperation
dr. Dr Erhard Busek ceremony in Budva on 05 June 2023 (Photo: Armand Habazaj)

Continuing our successful cooperation
from last year, together with the Feder-
al Ministry for European and International
Affairs of Austria (BMEIA) we will support
organisations or individuals from South
East Europe through the flagship 2023
Champion of Regional Cooperation Dr

Erhard Busek Award. This year, the finan-

cial support for the awardee will be dou-
bled to 10,000 EUR.


https://www.rcc.int/championofregionalcooperation
https://www.rcc.int/championofregionalcooperation
https://www.rcc.int/championofregionalcooperation
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General Trends in Regional Cooperation

Two trends in the region threaten to ex-
acerbate political and socio-economic
tensions, and what is even more worry-
ing, they are interconnected. The issues
of depopulation and economic conver-
gence/divergence in South East Europe
certainly predate the reporting period,
but the sense of urgency caused by the
current geopolitical anxieties brings them
into clearer focus. As any potential solu-
tion might take years to come to fruition,
the overall feeling is that time is already
ticking away.

According to World Bank and United Na-
tions data, compiled by BIRN?, based on
current projections, by 2050, Bulgaria’s

population is expected to decrease by
38.6% from its 1990 level. Similarly, Ser-
bia, Croatia, and Romania are projected
to see reductions of 23.8%, 22.4%, and
30.1%, respectively. Moldova has already
experienced a population decline of
33.9% compared to 1990. While specific
figures and percentages may differ, the
trend of population decline is consistent
across nearly all economies in the South
East Europe, though some are more af-
fected than others. In addition, COVID-19
pandemic asymmetrically affected econ-
omies and populations in Europe and it
only exacerbated the problems of eco-
nomic divergence, inequality and depop-
ulation.

2 Judah, Tim, BIRN: “‘Bye-Bye, Balkans: A Region in Critical Demographic Decline”
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Graph 1: Taken from EBRD (2024): Can the Western Balkans converge towards EU

living standards?

While labour mobility in general is a good
thing, and Regional Cooperation Council
strives to increase it in the region, it is evi-
dent that South East Europe, and Western
Balkans in particular, demonstrate signs
of structural depopulation and long-term
demographic decline.

Demographic decline is not evenly distrib-
uted and tends to be more pronounced in
rural and remote areas. These areas are
particularly affected by the loss of young-
er population who migrate to urban cen-
tres or abroad for better educational and
employment opportunities. The ongoing
demographic shifts are closely linked to
economic conditions, availability of ser-
vices, and basic development indicators.
A worrying statistics is that 71% of young
people in Western Balkans consider leav-
ing abroad, according to RCC’s recent Se-
curiMeter.

Comprehensive strategies that include
improving local and regional economic

conditions, enhancing infrastructure, and

possibly leveraging other instruments
could provide new opportunities for sta-
bilising and revitalising these affected
economies and reversing the depopu-
lation trend. This lies at the essence of
South East Europe 2030 Strategy and is
closely linked to efforts to catch up with

the EU average in economic terms.

Depopulation and economic divergence
compared to the EU standard are so in-
terwoven that it is almost impossible to
discern cause and effect in this negative
spiral of population and economic de-
cline. Another crucial policy, this time for
the Western Balkans, that approaches
the issue from the economic point of view
in hope that improved job opportunities
and economic growth would reverse de-
population is the EU’s Growth Plan for
the Western Balkans and one of its main
pillars - Common Regional Market.
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Graph 2: Taken from EBRD (2024): Can the Western Balkans converge towards EU

living standards?

The graph above shows that on average,
Western Balkan economies are just slight-
ly over one third of GDP (PPP) per capita
of the EU’s average, while 11 EU Member
States that joined in 2004 and later are at
three quarters of that average. With the
current pace of anaemic growth, it is ob-
vious that it would take decades before
Western Balkans catches up with the EU.
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That can be concluded from the following
graph.

Efforts to close the convergence gap be-
tween the region and the European Union
are at the core of the EU’s Growth Plan
and the recently adopted financial ve-
hicle titled Reform and Growth Facility.
Early access to certain sectors of the EU
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living standards?
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Dimitar Miladinov)

Single Market, together with the direct fi-
nancial support are supposed to reverse
economic downgrade and thus prevent
further brain drain and depopulation. In
this context, it is worth reminding our-
selves what sort of boost accession to the
EU provides to economies. A decade pri-
or to the accession date, eight current EU
Members States converged with the EU
average merely by 7 percentage points,
while in the decade after their GDP (PPP)
per capita rose by 13 percentage points
compared to the EU average.
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The Secretary General of the Regional Cooperation Council (RCC), Majlinda Bregu,
took part at the Western Balkans Meets EU, a WB leaders’ meeting dedicated to the
Growth Plan for the Western Balkans in Skopje on 22 January 2024 (Photo: RCC/

Regional Cooperation Council aims to
contribute to improving economic growth
and convergence with the EU, not least
through the completion of the Common
Regional Market and the implementation
of its South East Europe 2030 Strategy.
Improving economic opportunities and
creating conditions for growth and jobs
constitute the first step to stemming de-
population and creating a perpetual virtu-
ous circle of economic development and
brain (re)gain.
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Support to the Implementation of Regional

Programmes

A. Western Balkans

Common Regional Market
(CRM)

Al. Economic Competitiveness

A1.1. Investments and Financial Markets

Over the past year, Regional Cooperation
Council continued to facilitate regional di-
alogue on investment policy through the
Joint Working Group on Investments
(JWGI). Under the facilitation of the RCC
and with the technical support of coun-
terparts, a set of guiding principles for
the Regional Investment Screening Stan-
dards, aligned with the EU framework, has
been agreed upon in principle through
technical-level consultations. These stan-
dards will be one of the deliverables for
the upcoming Berlin Summit. They will
serve as a baseline for Western Balkan
economies to develop their own invest-
ment screening mechanisms, which are
expected to provide the legal basis for
screening investments that threaten the
security and public order of their respec-
tive economies. The RCC together with
the World Bank also continued its capac-
ity-building efforts for investment poli-
cymakers in collaboration with its coun-
terparts by supporting programmes that
sought to improve both technical and
negotiation skills necessary for achieving
balanced outcomes in the negotiation of

International Investment Agreements
(I1As), aligned with the European Union
model. The RCC has contributed to en-
hancing transparency for investors and
informing decision-making regarding the
incentive regime by creating a detailed
regional inventory of investment in-
centives, including fiscal, non-fiscal, and
sector-specific incentives, building on the
previously developed database. Addition-
ally, the RCC supported investment pro-
motion efforts in the Western Balkans by
providing regional promotional materials
and initiating another round of support
for investor lead generation campaigns.
The World Bank supported the prepara-
tory phase of the campaigns.

In regard to financial markets, during the
reporting period, reconfirmation of the
Western Balkans’ commitment to the
Single Euro Payments Area (SEPA) has
been a significant development, includ-
ing the endorsement of the Joint State-
ment at the Tirana Berlin Process Sum-
mit in 2023. Meanwhile, the majority of
Western Balkan economies have made
significant progress towards meeting
the SEPA criteria and are positioned to
apply for membership in either 2024 or
2025. The Payment Services Directive
2 (PSD2) is the critical legislation in the
harmonisation process within the EU pay-
ments market, particularly concerning
the requirements for joining SEPA. The
Western Balkan economies have large-


https://www.berlinprocess.de/uploads/documents/joint-declaration-of-intent-regional-climate-partnership-bp-summit-2023_1697614107.pdf
https://www.berlinprocess.de/uploads/documents/joint-declaration-of-intent-regional-climate-partnership-bp-summit-2023_1697614107.pdf

ly transposed PSD2, especially the pro-
visions pertinent to SEPA. The RCC has
contributed to this process by providing
the regional platform for tracking prog-
ress and discussing common issues relat-
ed to membership.

Harmonisation of the licensing regime
for non-bank payment service provid-
ers (PSPs) in the Western Balkans along
with the adoption of the European Pay-
ments Council (EPC) QR code standards
in payment transactions were initiated
under the auspices of the Working Group
on Financial Markets (WGFM). These ini-
tiatives were well-received and marked
for further discussion. For the licensing
regime harmonisation, it was agreed that
a phased approach would be most effec-
tive. This approach would involve iden-
tifying specific steps that have potential
for mutual recognition. Harmonising the
licensing regime is expected to level the
playing field, increase competition, and
lead to more cost-effective and expedit-
ed payments, while adopting the EPC QR
Code standards would ensure a seamless
transaction experience for all parties in-
volved.

With the consent of Western Balkan
economies, the RCC has taken on the
responsibility to initiate dialogue with
PayPal to facilitate the expansion of inter-
national payment services (both sending
and receiving) in Western Balkan econ-
omies where these services are either
only partially available or completely un-
available, and to support formal authori-
sation for internal payments across the
region. A letter explaining the issue and
extending the request for cooperation to
solve it has been prepared by the RCC,
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endorsed by Western Balkan economies,
and shared with PayPal. Meanwhile, those
Western Balkan economies that managed
to enable both inward and outward inter-
national PayPal payment services have
shared their knowledge with the others.
Moreover, sustainable finance topics such
as green taxonomy and green bonds, and
financial inclusion topics like financial lit-
eracy have been introduced at the techni-
cal level, and efforts to establish regional
cooperation in these areas are underway.

A1.2. Industrial Development and
Sustainable Tourism

During the reporting period, RCC’s work
on Industrial Development focused main-
ly on creative industries, green and circu-
lar economy value chains, and entrepre-
neurship support (with particular focus
on women entrepreneurship and women
economic empowerment).

On Creative Industries (Cls), RCC worked
along two main directions:

a) it enhanced support to regional
creative events by bringing the
policy dialogue on creative indus-
tries closer to the creative industry
stakeholders;

b) it facilitated
together with city

regional dialogue
authorities
through the Creative Cities Strat-
egy. This strategy was kicked off
with a dedicated regional work-
shop organised in October 2023 in
Tirana to highlight the importance
of creative cities in the region and
sum up the lessons learnt from
European Cities of Culture and

of Youth in the Western Balkans
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(such as Tirana, Skopje, Novi Sad,
etc.). The workshop brought to-
gether policy-makers, cultural ac-
tivists, artists, and entrepreneurs
to share experiences, insights, and
best practices drawn from the re-
gion and beyond.

On the Green and Circular Economy (CE)
Value Chains, following the mapping of
green and circular economy stakeholders
in the WB, RCC expanded synergies be-
tween the CRM initiatives and the Green
Agenda for the Western Balkans actions
on the Circular Economy pillar. This re-
sulted in the launch of the Western Bal-
kans Green and Circular Economy Stake-
holders Platform, which brings together
public and private sector representatives
as well as regional and international or-
ganisations to create synergies on circu-

RCC workshop on “Creative Cities in the Western Balkans” took place in Tirana on 3
October 2023 (Photo: RCC/Henri Koci)

lar economy activities and strengthen ef-
forts towards green transition by sharing
good practices.

The reporting period in the Sustainable
Tourism agenda has been notable for
efforts to elevate the region’s standing
within the vast tourism market. The con-
clusions and suggestions of the Tourism
Expert Group (TEG) meeting in Novem-
ber 2023 in Podgorica touched upon
both progress and challenges in the realm
of sustainable tourism for the economies.
Last year’s exceptionally successful tour-
ism season in the Western Balkans is a
case in point, signalling a robust uptick
with an average increase of 23% in tour-
ist arrivals and 27.5% in overnight stays
region-wide. This success notwithstand-
ing, there is a shared recognition among
the economies of the need to sustain and



2024 (RCC/Henri Koci)

even accelerate tourist inflow against the
backdrop of the dynamic global tourism
market.

The consensus among TEG members was
the critical need to enhance competitive-
ness by carving out a distinct regional
identity, advocating for the strategic de-
velopment of a Western Balkan regional
brand. This initiative is poised to not only
draw tourists and investors but also to
foster unity and collaborative spirit across
the Western Balkan economies.

In February 2024 in Tirana, addressing
these strategic priorities, the RCC or-
ganised Regional Tourism Forum within
the framework of the Tourism and Trav-
el Show Albania, focusing on Elevating
Tourism, Empowering Sustainability. This
comprehensive platform was developed
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RCC organized Regional Tourism Forum at Tourism Travel Show Albania in February

to evaluate the region’s potential and ex-
plore its ability to adopt advanced tour-
ism branding strategies. It brought to-
gether a cross-section of stakeholders,
including ministry officials, academicians,
organisational bodies, and the private
sector, underscoring the critical role of
regional branding in promoting economic
advancement and interregional coopera-
tion. The forum’s outcome reinforced the
urgency of focusing on regional branding,
culminating in the active development of
a Roadmap towards Regional Branding

currently underway.

A2. Human Capital Development

A2.1. Research and Innovation Area

The Western Balkans’ innovation perfor-
mance increased during the past twelve
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months. As an illustration, the uptake of

Horizon Europe programme opportu-

nities significantly increased in the re-
porting period, compared to the Horizon
2020 programme. In the first two years
of Horizon Europe, the region attract-
ed 107 million EUR through 630 grants.
The region’s participation was especially
productive in agri-food and energy fields,
and least productive in the Innovation Pil-
lar with only 2 million EUR absorbed. Out
of 500 participating organisations in vari-
ous projects, 20% account for SMEs.

However, the region must invest signifi-
cantly more given that all economies are
emerging innovators according to the
European Innovation Scoreboard 2023
(EIS). The region performs above the EU
average (in 2023) in product and busi-
ness process innovators indices, and rea-
sonably well in employment impacts and
environmental sustainability. Serbia’s in-
novation performance is above the aver-
age of the Emerging Innovators accord-

ing to EIS, while the remaining economies
are below half of the EU average. The Bal-
kan Barometer data show that only 12%
of businesses have received public and/
or donor financial support for innovation
activities during the past three years.

The RCC continued coordinating research
and innovation-related activities through
its Western Balkans Innovation and Re-
search Platform. The RCC closely collab-
orated with various stakeholders ranging
from WGs on Research and Innovationand
Open Science to Policy Answers Horizon
Europe project and the Rectors’ Forum of
South East Europe and Western Balkans.
The RCC’s regional map of research and
innovation infrastructure gained con-
siderable traction and was applauded at
various events such as the Joint Science
Conference in the framework of the Ber-
lin Process and Policy Answers project
regional workshops. Experts from the re-
gion suggested a regular updating of the
document and creating an online data-

RCC continues coordinating research and innovation-related activities through its
Western Balkans Innovation and Research Platform


https://research-and-innovation.ec.europa.eu/funding/funding-opportunities/funding-programmes-and-open-calls/horizon-europe_en

base tool for boosting regional collabora-
tion and mobility of researchers. Such a
hub would be an add-on to the successful
Platform’s website designed to streamline

regional innovation and research devel-
opments. The RCC co-organised with the
Policy Answers two workshops dedicated
to research infrastructures and the mobil-
ity of researchers. Consequently, the RCC
assisted in designing and promoting a
regional pilot initiative on researcher mo-
bility and an innovation voucher scheme
inaugurated in 2024. Also, the RCC as-
sisted Eureka Network in designing and
launching a ring-fenced call for the WB in
early 2024. In addition, the RCC coordi-
nated regional open science initiatives
by promoting key activities of the Euro-
pean Commission and the UNESCO Rec-
ommendation on Open Science.

In the reporting period, the RCC assumed
an active role through two policy vehicles
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As part of the regional Network of Women in STEM, RCC successfully implemented
a regional STEM role-models campaign #ChooseSTEMFuture

in formulating recommendations on sci-
ence, innovation, higher education and
mobility for the Leaders convened at the
Tirana Berlin Process Summit in October
2023. First, through the Thematic Work-
ing Group: Advancing Inclusive Regional
Mobility and Catalysing Mobility-Driven
Innovation and Knowledge Transfer in
Western Balkans which was a part of the
2023 Tirana Civil Society and Think Tank
Forum. Second, through the 7" Annual
Conference of Stakeholders of the Sci-
ence, Education, Research and Innovation
Chapter of the Berlin Process.

The RCC completed the Support Pro-
gramme for the development of Dig-
ital Innovation Hubs (DIHs) in the WB
in 2023. The Support Programme emu-
lated a widely successful “Cross-border/
boundary pipeline development for Tech-
nology Transfer Offices in the Western
Balkans” model implementedin 2022. The


https://www.balkaninnovation.com/
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Programme’s goal was twofold. First, to
assist DIHs’ collaborative efforts towards
the preparation of joint project propos-
als for funding and capacity-building
schemes offered by the EU. Most of the
participating DIHs (or DIHs in the making)
joined consortia created to bid for the EU
funds in 2024. The second goal was to
enable regional networking among DIHs.
The participants agreed the Programme
was exceptionally useful, informative and
practical. To encourage a multiplier mod-
el tested in previous years, the RCC hon-
oured the region’s request by introducing
the Follow-up Support Programme for
the Development of DIHs in the WB in
early 2024,

The RCC also successfully continued the
promotion of innovation culture in the
region through the regional Butterfly
Innovation Award (BIA). For the sec-
ond time, the RCC successfully organised
the BIA which aims to encourage the re-
gion’s creative individuals and organisa-
tions to develop innovative, scalable, and
market-based solutions. By showcasing
successful innovative achievements and
embracing twin green and digital trans-
formations, the BIA helps boost the re-
gion’s economic development. Teams
from all WB economies received awards
for their innovative solutions in six cat-
egories ranging from green, industry
to STEM and women to university and
youth, at a ceremony co-organised with
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Bulgaria,
held in Sofia.

As part of the regional Network of Wom-
en in STEM, the RCC successfully imple-
mented a regional STEM role-models
campaignh #ChooseSTEMFuture via so-

cial media. The campaign was designed
to attract high-school girls and young
women to participate in STEM education
and careers. It featured successful wom-
en from all Western Balkan economies.
The campaign was implemented with-
in the RCC’s wider efforts of supporting
women’s economic empowerment and
reached over 7.2 million people in the
Western Balkans. In addition to this, the
RCC created an interactive online plat-
form that allows matchmaking between
mentors and mentees. The platform will
support both the Network of Women in
STEM and the Network of Women in En-
trepreneurship.

The RCC published a foresight study Un-
leashing the Potential for Competitive-

ness: Trends in the Western Balkans.

The study rests on the Strategic Fore-
sight method and features trends that
are expected to have implications on the
region’s competitiveness until 2035 (en-
abling environment, human capital, mar-
kets and the innovation ecosystem). It
also outlines potential implications that
these trends could have on future chal-
lenges and opportunities for inclusive
growth in the region.

In the reporting period, RCC also joined
forces with the United Nations Economic
Commission for Europe (UNECE) to sup-
port the WB through the UNECE Trans-
formative Innovation Network (ETIN).
The ETIN is a strategic platform and meet-
ing place for peer learning, collaboration
and exploration of applicable policies and
practices. It creates value for its affiliat-
ed stakeholders in promoting innovative
processes to increase competitiveness
and accelerate sustainable transforma-


https://www.rcc.int/pubs/178/unleashing-the-potential-for-competitiveness-trends-in-the-western-balkans#:~:text=RCC%27s%20Foresight%20study%2C%20%22Unleashing%20the,Western%20Balkan%20(WB)%20economies.
https://www.rcc.int/pubs/178/unleashing-the-potential-for-competitiveness-trends-in-the-western-balkans#:~:text=RCC%27s%20Foresight%20study%2C%20%22Unleashing%20the,Western%20Balkan%20(WB)%20economies.
https://www.rcc.int/pubs/178/unleashing-the-potential-for-competitiveness-trends-in-the-western-balkans#:~:text=RCC%27s%20Foresight%20study%2C%20%22Unleashing%20the,Western%20Balkan%20(WB)%20economies.

RCC’s foresight study, “Unleashing
the Potential for Competitiveness:
Trends in the Western Balkans,” uses
the Strategic Foresight method to
highlight trends impacting the region’s
competitivenessuntil 2035, focusing on
enabling environment, human capital,
markets, and innovation ecosystem,
and outlines their implications for
future inclusive growth

tion of societies. Through this framework,
the RCC and UNECE co-organised two
thematic workshops in Montenegro and
Geneva. In addition to ETIN, the region
could benefit from the introduction of a
sub-regional Innovation Policy Outlook
(IPO) for the Western Balkans.

A2.2. Women’s Economic Empowerment
and Regional Network of Women in
STEM

As part of the promotional initiative and ef-
forts to strengthen the Regional Network
of Women in Entrepreneurship, in the re-
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porting period, RCC organised the third
edition of the Western Balkans Wom-
en Entrepreneurs of the Year in March
2024 in Sarajevo. Following more than
250 nominations, the event recognised
six women entrepreneurs from the region

across the areas of green entrepreneur-
ship, creative entrepreneurship, tourism,
ICT, young entrepreneurs and a new cat-
egory referring to the power of social me-
dia and communication in doing business:
social star woman entrepreneur. Given
the high number of nominations and the
increased interest in the initiative, as well
as to meet the objective of supporting as
many women entrepreneurs in the region,
especially young entrepreneurial enthusi-
ast, the judging panel this year introduced
a novelty by providing additional six Spe-
cial Jury Awards. This special recognition
was extended to women entrepreneurs
from the region that work to reshape so-
cietal norms towards women in business,
promote healthy lifestyles, promote Bal-
kan cuisine, empower women, increase
awareness on mental health issues and
developed a family business.

To further support women economic em-
powerment, and in particular contributors
to the Regional Networks of Women in
Entrepreneurship and Women in STEM,
RCC initiated the creation of an interac-
tive online platform to allow matchmak-
ing between mentors and mentees and
will fulfil one of the recommendations
of both Networks: need for mentorship,
coaching and education. The platform’s
demo version has been consulted with
both Networks during April 2024 and it
will support both the Network of Wom-
en in STEM and the Regional Network of
Women in Entrepreneurship.


https://www.rcc.int/news/868/rcc-announces-western-balkans-women-entrepreneurs-of-the-year-for-2023#:~:text=Sarajevo%20%2D%20Western%20Balkans%20Women%20Entrepreneurs,ICT%20Woman%20Entrepreneur%3B%20and%20Marija
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Following a thorough research commis-
sioned, RCC published a study on Wom-
en_Entrepreneurship in the Western

Balkans: stocktaking on constrains and

good practices, including a comprehen-

sive list of economy-specific recommen-
dations on next steps towards women
entrepreneurship support, as well as rec-
ommendations for regional actions and
support to facilitate easier integration of
women entrepreneurs into regional and
EU value chains. Following intense con-
sultations with public institutions, civil
society representatives and partner or-
ganisations in 2023, key recommenda-
tions highlighted the need to make use of
regional platforms, such as the RCC-co-
ordinated ones, to tackle challenges and
address policy needs by strengthening
stakeholders links under the objectives of

Western Balkans Women Entrepreneurs of the Year 2023 award ceremony took
place in Sarajevo on 12 March 2024 (Photo: RCC/Jasmin Sakovic)

the Common Regional Market, conduct
sectorial research on key value chains
where women empowerment could make
a difference, develop programmes that
include mentoring, coaching and better
financing instruments for women entre-
preneurs, support institutions in develop-
ing dedicated promotional programmes
for women entrepreneurs, etc.

Additionally, to support regional dialogue
and enhance coordination between poli-
cymakers and private sector, RCC brought
together the Working Group on Industrial
Development (WGID) and the Regional
Network of Women in Entrepreneurship
(RNWE) to discuss on the recommenda-
tions of the study as well as brainstorm
based on other needs and challenges and
agree on join next actions, medium- to
long-term. The RNWE was considered as


https://www.rcc.int/pubs/158/women-entrepreneurship-in-the-western-balkans-stocktaking-on-constraints-and-good-practices
https://www.rcc.int/pubs/158/women-entrepreneurship-in-the-western-balkans-stocktaking-on-constraints-and-good-practices
https://www.rcc.int/pubs/158/women-entrepreneurship-in-the-western-balkans-stocktaking-on-constraints-and-good-practices
https://www.rcc.int/pubs/158/women-entrepreneurship-in-the-western-balkans-stocktaking-on-constraints-and-good-practices

RCC'’s study on Women
Entrepreneurship in  the Western
Balkans examines constraints, best
practices, and provides economy-
specificandregionalrecommendations
to support and integrate women
entrepreneurs into regional and EU
value chains

a useful platform to develop further re-
gional dialogue on women economic em-
powerment, share best practices among
the economies of the region and enhance
networking at the regional level.

Lastbutnotleast, in orderto support good
practices in the region and connect the
region’s women entrepreneurs as much
as possible, during the reporting period,
RCC enhanced partnerships with various
organisations and institutions. Thus, RCC
joined the Women’s Entrepreneurship
Days 2023 in May 2023 in Sarajevo, which
showcased a number of panels and work-
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shops with topics varying from access to
finance, to female leadership, human re-
sources and skills, etc. and included busi-
ness women networks from the Western
Balkans, Greece, Turkiye, diaspora and
regional and international partner organi-
sations. In addition, RCC joined the Angel
Investors Summit taking place in October
2023 in Sarajevo. The event showcased
start-up pitches and good practices from
the region, while highlighting the need for
access to finance for entrepreneurs in the
region and strengthening the network of
angel investors as a viable source of alter-
native funding.

A2.3. Free Movement of People

Over the last year, significant strides have
been made in advancing the agenda of
freedom of movement of people in the
Western Balkans region. The foundation
for enhanced mobility and professional
recognition was laid with the successful
signing of three mobility agreements in
2022 at the Berlin Process Summit. These
agreements set the stage for further co-
operation and collaboration among West-
ern Balkan economies.

The Agreement on Freedom of Move-
ment with Identity Cards in the Western
Balkans was effectively ratified and the
implementation started in five Western
Balkan economies, with smooth execu-
tion reported so far According to the data
obtained by RCC, the number of entries/
exits of citizens travelling with their ID
cards within Western Balkans for the pe-
riod 1 October 2023 - 31 March 2024 is ap-
proximately 13 million. The Commission
overseeing the implementation of the
Agreement was constituted in July 2023
and formalised its operational framework
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with the approved Rules of Procedure.
All Western Balkan economies are repre-
sented in the Commission, while the right
to vote is reserved only to the economies
in which the Agreement has entered into
force.

A significant milestone was reached with
the signing of the Agreement on Recog-

nition of Professional Qualifications for

Nurses, Veterinary Surgeons, Midwives,

and Pharmacists in the CEFTA context

at the Tirana Berlin Process Summit in
October 2023. This landmark Agreement
not only expanded the list of mutually
recognised professions in the region to
seven but also aligned with EU legislation,
specifically EU Directive 2005/36/EC. By
doing so, it aimed to facilitate workforce
mobility and address evolving labour

Agreement on Recognition of Professional Qualifications for Nurses, Veterinary
Surgeons, Midwives, and Pharmacists in the CEFTA context was signed at the Tirana
Berlin Process Summit in October 2023 (Photo: RCC/Armand Habazaj)

market dynamics and demographic shifts
in the Western Balkans. Thus far, Albania
and Montenegro notified the depositary
about the ratification of the Agreement.

Despite the progress made, certain agree-
ments are still pending full implementa-
tion. Notably, the Agreement on Recog-
nition of Professional Qualifications for
Doctors of Medicine, Dental Doctors,
and Architects in the CEFTA context
awaits the final adoption of Terms of Ref-
erence by the CEFTA-RCC Joint Working
Group. Overcoming administrative hur-
dles and ensuring alignment with regula-
tory frameworks remain crucial steps in
moving forward with the implementation.
Efforts towards implementing the Agree-
ment on Recognition of Higher Ed-
Qualifications have

ucation already

commenced. In July 2023, the Joint Com-
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mission was established and respective
Rules of Procedure are in place. These
initiatives represent tangible initial steps
towards the full implementation of the
Agreement and the promotion of aca-
demic mobility within the region. Though
the JCHEQ already held three meetings,
the implementation of the Agreement is
currently in deadlock. At the latest meet-
ing on 16 May 2024, the Joint Commission
concluded that an agreement on the joint
list of Higher Education Institutions (HEI)
subject to the Agreement could not be
reached due to differences on the sub-
mitted lists. The Joint Commission pro-
poses this issue to be discussed at higher
political level. Until finding a political solu-
tion of the bilateral issue, the implemen-
tation of the Agreement is suspended.
Next steps include continuing to support
the work of the Joint Commission and
supporting implementation of the Agree-
ment in line with the needs discussed and
agreed upon by the Commission.

Another instrumental tool in the imple-
mentation of the Agreement is the Re-
Recognition Database (RRD)
which aims to facilitate the recognition

gional

of higher education qualifications. It has
been recognised that three economies
have their own online internal systems for
recognition of qualifications and a mod-
el of merging their systems with RRD has
been negotiated and agreed in Novem-
ber 2023 in Skopje. RCC has engaged a
consultant to support the connection of
the systems. However, to date, the RRD
has been populated only with data from
two economies. RCC continues to stand
ready and support all economies with the
implementation of the model.

In persisting with the endeavours to ad-
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vance regional cooperation and foster
educational development, the negotia-
tions for the Agreement on Access to
Higher Education and Admission to
Study in the Western Balkans (work-
ing title) were officially launched in April
2024 by RCC as the facilitator and coordi-
nator. The Agreement aims to streamline
access to higher education across West-
ern Balkan economies and promote aca-
demic mobility within the region. Contin-
ued collaboration and commitment from
all stakeholders will be essential in attain-
ing the Agreement’s objectives and pro-
moting academic excellence throughout
the Western Balkans. After holding two
rounds of negotiations in Tirana (4 April)
and Brussels (15 May) it is expected that
the forthcoming meeting on technical ne-
gotiations to take place on 20 and 21 June
in Budva will finalise the technical draft
text of the Agreement before its signing
at the Berlin Process Summit in October
2024.

Efforts to align with European Standards
and Guidelines for Quality Assurance
have been actively pursued with RCC’s
assistance in cooperation with Education
Reform Initiative of South Eastern Eu-
rope (ERI SEE). Collaborative meetings
between quality assurance agencies, ac-
creditation bodies, and the Agency on
Science and Higher Education of Croatia
(ASHE) have explored pathways for re-
gional alignment with key priorities ex-
pected to be further realised in 2024.

Building on these efforts, a continuation
of an agreement initiated at the margins
of the Quality Assurance Ministerial in
Skopje in September 2023, RCC and ERI
SEE, in partnership with the Quality As-
surance Agency Scotland (QAA) and the
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European Association for Quality Assur-
ance in Higher Education (ENQA), jointly
organised a study visit for the WB QAA
to QAA Scotland in March 2024. The pur-
pose of this visit was to furnish essential
information to the WB QAA representa-
tives and prepare them for the ENQA re-
view process and future membership in
ENQA.

AS. Digital Integration and
Implementation of the Digital
Agenda for Western Balkans

Within the framework of RCC’s digital
portfolio from May 2023 until May 2024,
regular meetings and intensive consulta-
tions with WB and EU telecommunica-
tions operators continued with the aim to
ensure swift implementation of the roam-
ing charges reduction between the EU
and WB. In line with the EU-WB Roam-
ing Declaration signed by 38 operators
from the region and the EU at the EU-WB
Summit in December 2022, the first data
roaming charges reductions started on
1 October 2023. In that regard, the price
of 1 GB of data in at least one product of-

fered to the widest number of consumers
by each signatory of the Declaration is
lower than 18 EUR as of 1 October 2023°.
EU and WB operators used different ways
to ensure full compliance with the Decla-
ration and most of them introduced the
reductions through the decrease of roam-
ing package prices to be used in EU/WB.
Three operators from three economies
went even further and reduced regular
price of mobile data in roaming in the EU,
thus avoiding bill shocks for their custom-
ers (i.e. the customers can enjoy good

prices while roaming in the EU without
even buying a roaming package). Two of
these three operators reduced the regular
prices of 1 GB by more than 99%. At this
moment, all WB operators as well as 75%
of EU operators signatories of the Decla-
ration already have data roaming prices
in line with the price cap envisaged in the
Declaration for the period 2026-2027, i.e.
14 EUR per 1 GB. Regional Cooperation
Council is maintaining regular consulta-
tions with the signatories of the Declara-
tion with the view to extend the roaming
services covered by the Declaration (i.e.
include voice and SMS) and consider
additional reductions of the price caps
agreed in May 2023. The initiative is open
to other WB and EU telecommunications
operators, hence in consultation with EC,
Regional Cooperation Council is promot-
ing widely the benefits of the Declaration
through regular meetings with telecom
operators’ associations to encourage oth-
er EU operators to join.

The economies are working on the imple-
mentation of policy reforms in the tele-
com sector, agreed to be implemented
in the Roadmap for Lowering Roaming
Charges between the EU and WB. Re-
gional Cooperation Council is monitoring
the implementation of policy reforms in
2024, i.e. providing the overview of the
state of play in telecom sector in the re-
gion. The latest report was discussed
with WB institutions in December 2023
with the aim to define the next steps and
required support to expedite implemen-
tation, while the next report will be pre-
pared mid-2024. In order to foster the
implementation of policy reforms related

3 The price cap for 1GB agreed by the signatories of the EU-WB Roaming Declaration for 2026 is

4 EUR and 2028 is 9 EUR
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to broadband developments and bene-
fit from the EU best practices, regional
TAIEX workshop for representatives of
WB institutions on the implementation of
the very complex EU Broadband Cost Re-
duction Directive was organised in Feb-
ruary 2024, based on the needs of the

economies.

Structured dialogue between institutions
from WB economies and telecom oper-
ators kick-started in June 2023 with the
round table “Towards an enhanced con-
nectivity in the Western Balkans” organ-
ised by the Regional Cooperation Coun-
cil. The roundtable gathered around 50
representatives coming from WB and EU
institutions, and telecommunications op-
erators. It discussed various topics in the
field of connectivity, including broadband
and 5G developments, permit granting
procedures in the region, etc. The event
concluded that the challenges of the
economies are very similar in this regard
and that regular regional meetings of this
kind are very important to be held.
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EU-WB Roaming Declaration has been signed by 38 operators from the region and
the EU at the EU-WB Summit in December 2022 and the first data roaming charges
reductions started on 1 October 2023 (design: RCC/Edin Sabljica)

In order to facilitate the discussions be-
tween public and private sector regard-
ing the improvement of business environ-
ment in the telecom sector in the WB, the
Advisory and Coordination Group (ACG)
is established. In the reporting period,
two meetings of the ACG were organised
(September 2023 and January 2024) to
discuss main challenges and priorities to
improve business environment in telecom
sector. Among other challenges, permit
granting procedures in the region were
considered as the biggest hurdle for de-
ployment of telecommunications net-
works, hence regional actions in this re-
gard will be proposed in the next period
following best practices of EU MS.

Based on the methodology prepared and
agreed upon by the members of the WB
Multi-stakeholder Working Group on Dig-
ital Skills, a survey of digital skills gaps
and needs of the employees working in
public administration at central and lo-
cal level in the WB economies was carried
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out. Taking into account that the survey
was done online and was voluntary, the
interest of employees at central and local
level varied between the economies. For
that reason, the assessment was prepared
in mid-2023 for Albania and Serbia for
both levels and for Bosnia and Herzegov-
ina and North Macedonia for the central
level only. Based on the results of the as-
sessment, there are no major differences
on the needs for training related to digital
skills between central and local levels as
well as between the economies. The big-
gest gaps are observed in the area of cy-
bersecurity, i.e. familiarity with the proto-
cols on cybersecurity, protecting devices,
protecting personal and data privacy and
protecting health and well-being. Small-
er gaps related to the competencies for
collaborating and sharing through digital
technologies as well as using advanced
formatting functions have also been ob-
served. Building up capacities of the em-
ployees in identified areas would contrib-
ute to a more capable administration and
easier adaptation to new technologies.
Maintaining structured regional dialogue
on cybersecurity has been among the
main priorities of the Regional Cooper-
ation Council work during the reporting
period. Regional dialogue on cybersecuri-
ty is enabled through regular meetings of
the CSIRTs, dedicated panel discussions
within the context of Digital Summit and
the regional conference on cybersecurity,
initially introduced in 2018.

The RCC, in cooperation with the Euro-
pean Commission (EC), organised the
High-Level Cybersecurity Conference:
Towards a Resilient Cyberspace in the
Western Balkans that was held in Brus-
sels in June 2023. The conference gath-

ered more than 130 participants, coming
from WB ministries and agencies respon-
sible for cybersecurity, EC, donors, in-
ternational organisations, NGOs, private
sector, and academia who exchanged
views on the outstanding challenges and
needs in the field of cybersecurity and ex-
plored how to best address them through
a whole-of-government and whole-of-so-
ciety approach. For the first time a
high-level conference on cybersecurity
was established with the aim to transform
it as an annual gathering of ministers and
high-level representatives from WB econ-
omies and beyond to chart the regional
actions and priorities in the area of cy-
bersecurity and in line with EU priorities
and developments. The conference high-
lighted the needs for strengthened ca-
pacities on cybersecurity through formal
and non-formal education, enhanced net-
working of stakeholders from the region
and beyond to enable peer-to-peer learn-
ing and experience sharing, increased
awareness of cyber threats in particular
for children and elderly people, necessity
to coordinate efforts and donor support
based on WB economies’ needs, etc.

Cybersecurity was one of the topics at
the meeting of the Ministers of Internal
Affairs of the Berlin Process, held in Tira-
na in September 2023, where through the
Conclusions of the meeting the Ministers
called for an ongoing high-level dialogue
on cybersecurity and closer coordination
at the regional level, as facilitated by the
Regional Cooperation Council.

In addition, cybersecurity was recognised
as a priority at the EU - WB Summit, held
in Brussels in December 2023, where
through the Summit Declaration, the EU



reiterated the need to enhance collec-
tive cybersecurity in collaboration with
the Western Balkans, including through
coordinated operational and technical
support, and involvement of the region in
EU cybersecurity mechanisms. The EU-
WB Summit Declaration also acknowl-
edged the facilitating and coordinative
role of the Regional Cooperation Council
in maintaining a structured regional dia-
logue on cybersecurity.

In an effort to structure needs assess-
ment and identification in the area of cy-
bersecurity, in November 2023, the RCC,
Integrative Internal Security Governance
(I1ISG) and EC started consultations on a
new initiative for the region, integration
of the cybersecurity features into the
IISG database, which will additionally
facilitate coordination of cybersecurity
activities at regional level. The initiative
aims to improve regional dialogue on cy-
bersecurity by exchanging needs at the
economy and regional levels through a
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RCC, in cooperation with European Commission organised the High-Level
Cybersecurity Conference: Towards a Resilient Cyberspace in the Western Balkans
in Brussels in June 2023 (Photo: RCC/Jerome Hubert)

non-public framework/platform, as well
as enabling a user-friendly framework/
platform for simplified and open donor
coordination for cybersecurity projects/
initiatives in the Western Balkans. Con-
sultations with the WB economies on the
matter were held in February and March
2024, where the initiative was well re-
ceived by the economies.

Furthermore, in May 2024, the RCC sup-
ported the Western Balkans Youth Cyber
Camp organised by the National Author-
ity for Electronic Certification and Cyber
Security of Albania, aiming to enhance
the use of digital skills in the area of cy-
bersecurity for youth and students aged
18 to 22, studying in the fields of cyberse-
curity, IT or ICT, or who have an interest
in cybersecurity. The Youth Cyber Camp
aimed to improve information sharing on
cybersecurity, covering an overview of
current cybersecurity landscape in the re-
gion, with a focus on engaging students
in cybersecurity, enhancing their knowl-



ANNUAL REPORT OF THE RCC SECRETARY GENERAL

edge and practical Cyber Exercises, as
well as engaging in real simulations using
the Cyber Drill platform. 48 young people
from all Western Balkan economies par-
ticipated in the WBCC, accompanied by
professors and experts from CSIRTs from
WB economies.

In continuing our efforts to support young
people from the Western Balkan region,
the fourth edition of the RCC flagship ini-
tiative Balkathon - Smarten Up for the
Future competition was organised in Sa-
rajevo on 3 October 2023. Start-ups, en-
trepreneurs, students, digital innovation
hubs, scientific parks, universities, and
SMEs from all Western Balkan economies
were invited to propose and develop in-
novative digital solutions as a response to
the challenges of our everyday life. AlImost
70 applicants competed in the areas of
sustainable tourism, green economy, and
entrepreneurship. Jury members award-

ed seven teams as winners of Balkathon
2023. Since the beginning of the compe-
tition, over 300 applications have been
received. Out of these, 15 solutions were
successfully developed and marketed,
while 7 are under development. Prepara-
tions for the 5% regional competition be-
gan in March 2024, while the registration
of applications opened on 21 May 2024.

The 6t Western Balkans Digital Summit
(WBDS) was held in Sarajevo on 4 and 5
October 2023 and concluded the first cy-
cle of WBDS that started in 2018, during
which each WB capital city hosted the

WBDS. Following the practice of all pre-
vious WBDS, the RCC assisted closely the
WBDS host to organise the event by fa-
cilitating the preparations of WBDS, for-
mulating its conclusions, and organising
and participating in various panels during
the event. These panels covered top-
ics such as cybersecurity, digital skills of
public administration employees, and in-

Balkathon - Smarten Up for the Future competition was organised in Sarajevo on 3
October 2023 (Photo: RCC/Armin Durgut)


https://digitalsummitwb6.com/
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RCC Secretary General Majlinda Bregu giving a statement on the occasion of the 6th
Western Balkans Digital Summit, in Sarajevo on 4 October 2024 (Photo: RCC/Jasmin

Sakovic)
teroperability within the Western Balkan Association, WB economies and private
region. In December 2023, the RCC initi- sector on the organisation of a new cycle
ated consultations with EC, German Fed- of WBDS. Preparations for the 7t WBDS
eral Ministries, German Eastern Business commenced with the first WBDS Steering

RCC’s Acting Head of Programme Department Pranvera Kastrati speaking at the
high-level exchange and learning week on data protection in Brussels in September
2023 (Photo: RCO)
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Committee meeting held in March 2024.

The RCC, in cooperation with the SIGMA/
OECD Programme, Eastern Partnership
Regional Fund for Public Administration
Reforms (led by GIZ), and the Regional
School of Public Administration (ReS-
PA), organised the high-level exchange
and learning week on data protection in
Brussels in September 2023. High-level
data protection officials from the Western
Balkans and Eastern Partnership Region
exchanged views on common challeng-
es and approaches in this regard with
the EU counterparts. The high-level ex-
change enabled identification of common
needs regarding data protection, in par-
ticular those related to capacity building

The first Western Balkans Digital
Economy and Society Index (DESI)
2022 Report, developed under the RCC
umbrella, provides DESI calculation for
2021 and 2022 (Design: RCC/Samir
Dedic)

of respective institutions, established the
network of data protection experts from
WB and Eastern Partnership, deepen the
understanding of respective EU rules and
practices on the matter, etc. Following
the positive feedback from the econo-
mies, in cooperation with the same part-
ners, the RCC started preparations for
the next round of the high-level exchange
and learning week on data protection,
which is planned to take place in Septem-
ber 2024.

A valuable tool for tracking progress
of digital transformation in the region,
stemming from Digital Summit Conclu-
sions and Common Regional Market Ac-
tion Plan, to support formulation of evi-
dence-based policies in WB economies
and enable comparison with the EU was
published in May 2023. The first West-
ern Balkans Digital Economy and Soci-

ety Index (DESI) 2022 Report, developed
under the RCC umbrella, provides DESI
calculation for 2021 and 2022. In April
2024, the RCC started the preparations
for the WB DESI 2024 Report by organ-
ising a regional consultation meeting with
the WB economies regarding the new EU
approach on the matter and online plat-
form/dashboard.

A4. Sustainable Growth and
Climate Change Resilience

RCC invests significant efforts in con-
tinuing to implement aspects of the
Green Agenda for the Western Balkans
(GAWB) that are under its remit. During
the EU-Western Balkans Summit held in
December 2023 in Brussels, the EU reit-
erated its dedication to assisting the re-
gion in implementing the Green Agenda
and meeting climate targets set in various
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agreements. A commitment of EUR 1 bil-
lion in grants, with 90% already distrib-
uted, was made to stabilise energy prices
and propel the energy transition. Addi-
tional EUR 500 million in grants through
the Western Balkans Investment Frame-
work (WBIF) aims to bolster renewable
energy and enhance energy infrastruc-
ture.

In the reporting period, the 2023 Berlin
Process Summit discussions emphasized
environmental awareness, focusing on
the Green Agenda for the Western Bal-
kans. The endorsed Joint Declaration
of Intent between the Leaders of the
Western Balkans and Germany stressed
the need for green transition and private
sector investment in energy efficiency, re-
newables, and sustainable development.
Participants highlighted the importance
of regional cooperation amidst geopolit-
ical uncertainty and conflicts in Europe.
Additionally, they recognised the Region-
al Cooperation Council’s role in coordinat-
ing the Green Agenda’s implementation
and urged support for local governments
to align with EU standards.

The progress in implementing GAWB
varies throughout the WB region, due
to differing stages of EU accession and
approaches to green transitions among
economies, as shown in the Report on the
Implementation of the GAWB for 2022,
published by RCC mid-2023. The Report
offers a comprehensive overview of the

Green Agenda’s implementation status,
shedding light on specific targets and
goals across its seven thematic Road-
maps: Climate Action, Energy, Sustainable
Transport, Circular Economy, Depollution,
Sustainable Agriculture, and Protection of
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Nature and Biodiversity.

Key findings include the following: West-
ern Balkan economies aim to meet EU
Climate Law standards by 2025, but face
challenges inimplementing the Emission
Trading Scheme (ETS) and addressing
socioeconomic impacts, just transition,
and energy poverty. Limited alternative
fuel infrastructure, underdeveloped intel-
ligent transport systems, and railway mar-
ket regulations hinder progress, alongside
minimal renewable energy adoption in
transport and climate resilience in infra-
structure. Waste management, air quali-
ty, and water management require align-
ment with EU standards, while integrated
soil protection and food safety policies
are in development. Systematic integra-
tion of restoration planning into conser-
vation strategies and legislation is lack-
ing. The region is exploring Nature-Based
Solutions (NbS) to enhance ecosystem
and community resilience.

During the reporting period, a new tech-
nical framework has transformed the
RWG on Environment into the Regional
Working Group on the Green Agenda
for the Western Balkans (RWG GAWB),
outlining its operational framework to ful-
fil its mandate as per the GAWB Action
Plan. Effective regional coordination has
emerged as important for the success-
ful implementation of the Green Agenda
for the Western Balkans Action Plan. This
coordination is facilitated by the RCC,
through the inter-governmental platform
of the RWG GAWB, along with horizon-
tal collaboration with donors, businesses,
international organisations, regional proj-
ects, local self-governments (LSGs), and
non-governmental organisations (NGOSs).
Comprised of civil servants representing
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RCC’s Report on the Implementation
of the GAWB for 2022 offers a
comprehensive overview of the Green
Agenda’s implementation status,
shedding light on specific targets and
goals across its seven themes (Design:
RCC/Samir Dedic)

ministries in charge of climate change and
environment from Western Balkan econ-
omies, the RWG GAWB is tasked with
guiding the implementation of the seven
components of the Sofia Declaration. It
leads technical discussions and lays the
groundwork for the Annual GAWB Min-
isterial meeting, as well as the crucial
deliverables associated with the GAWB
within the Berlin Process.

Within this framework, several signifi-
cant deliverables led by the RCC were
achieved, notably the endorsement of the
Regional Joint Statement on Preventing

Plastic Pollution, including Marine Litter

by Western Balkans Leaders at the Tira-
na Berlin Process Summit in 2023. This
important regional document reflects
the commitment of the region to pro-
tect biodiversity and water ecosystems
by addressing plastic pollution including
marine litter, based on best circular econ-
omy practices to prevent, reduce, reuse,
and recycle. In December, the RCC col-
laborated closely with Western Balkan
economies to develop a comprehensive
Regional Action Plan, in alignment with
the Joint Statement, outlining six goals,
26 measures, and 100 activities aimed
at translating political commitments into
tangible actions for conserving marine
and riverine environments, marine re-
sources, and ecosystems at both regional
and economy levels.

At the RWG GAWB meeting in November
2023, facilitated by the RCC, the Western
Balkan economies delved into additional
concrete measures regarding climate ad-
aptation. They also discussed the state
of implementation of the Regional Joint
Statement on Preventing Plastic Pollu-
tion, including Marin Litter. Furthermore,
they addressed matters related to mon-
itoring and reporting under the GAWB
Action Plan, its potential revision, and
identified priorities for 2024. The meeting
expanded to include the Working Group
on Industrial Development (WGID) to en-
hance collaboration between the CRM
Regional Industrial Area and the GAWB
Circular Economy pillar in implementing
the GAWB Action Plan regionally.

In October 2023 in Tirana, RCC organ-
ised the first Local Self-government
(LSG) Forum, which provided a platform
for structured regional dialogue among
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LSGs. The LSG Forum focused on discuss-
ing the implementation of the GAWB Ac-
tion Plan at the local level and exchanging
insights on green and digital transitions.
The event led to the conclusions reached
by 13 NALAS Associations reaffirming
local-level commitments to implement
environmental and sustainable devel-
opment policies and facilitate the green
transition. These conclusions serve as a
foundational framework for subsequent
meetings to be organised in the course of
implementing the Green Agenda for the
Western Balkans Action Plan.

In February 2024, the RCC organised the
Western Balkans Coordination Meet-
ing in Pristina with an in-kind support of
the EU4Green and WBCIF. This gather-
ing explored regional needs, addressed
funding gaps, enhanced coordination
and fostered knowledge sharing among
donors, businesses, industrial sector and
WB economies to propel the Western
Balkans towards climate neutrality by
2050 through CE transition in line with CE
Roadmap, CRM, and the GAWB Action
Plan. The February 2024 meeting specif-
ically focused on the Circular Economy
pillar of the GAWB, addressing challeng-
es and opportunities in implementing cir-
cular economy principles. It emphasised
the importance of enhanced coordina-
tion among donors, businesses, industri-
al sector, and Western Balkan economies
to foster sustainable development. The
WB Coordination Meeting delivered three
main outputs:

1. Enhanced and Harmonised Donor

Support Framework,

2. Improved Regional Knowledge

Sharing on CE Transition, and
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3. Strengthened and Formalised Re-
gional Cooperation.

In December 2023, the RCC, in collabora-
tion with the International Union for Con-
servation of Nature (JUCN), convened the
10t regular meeting of the Biodiversity
Task Force of South East Europe (BDTF
SEE). The meeting centred on the thor-
ough review of the Terms of Reference
(ToR) and Rules of Procedure for the Bio-
diversity Task Force (BDTF SEE) as well
as on the strategic direction for the de-
velopment of the Western Balkans Bio-
diversity Report and Biodiversity Strate-
gy. During this reporting period, the RCC
has worked closely with the Biodiversity
Task Force, resulting in the development
of an Analytical Paper providing strate-
gic guidance for the development of the
Western Balkans Biodiversity Strategy
and Action Plan. This strategy aligns with
the EU 2030 Biodiversity Strategy, EU
Green Deal, and the Kunming-Montreal
Global Biodiversity Framework.

The RCC'’s priorities until the end of 2024
in the domain of environment and green
agenda encompass several key initiatives.
These include, among others, finalising
the 2023 Report on the Implementation
of the GAWB Action Plan, initiating revi-
sions to the GAWB Action Plan, prepar-
ing the WB Climate Adaptation Roadmap
and organising the first high-level minis-
terial meeting on the Green Agenda. The
latter is of particular significance.

The 2023 Annual Report on the Imple-
mentation of the GAWB Action Plan will
offer a comprehensive overview of prog-
ress across all seven components outlined
in the Sofia Declaration. It will include a
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narrative explanation of key parameters
and propose corrective measures where
necessary. This report will be presented
to the Ministers for their endorsement,
providing guidance for future efforts and
potential corrective actions in the upcom-
ing year.

Furthermore, in addition to ongoing op-
erational-level dialogues, Annual Min-
isterial Meeting on the Green Agenda
will assess progress made in the preced-
ing year using monitoring and reporting
mechanisms established by the RCC and
regional partners. Based on these assess-
ments and identified priorities, ministe-
rial meeting will provide implementation
guidelines for the upcoming year through
joint statement.

The anticipated revision of the GAWB Ac-
tion Plan, spearheaded by the RCC, will
facilitate a comprehensive stock-taking
analysis, progress assessment towards
2030 commitments, necessary change
proposals, and alignment with the over-
arching Growth Plan for energy market
integration and climate resilience. One
specific task outlined in the GAWB Ac-
tion Plan is the preparation of the West-
ern Balkans Climate Adaptation Road-
map. This roadmap will offer a long-term
vision for establishing a climate-resilient
region capable of adapting to the inevi-
table impacts of climate change by 2050.
The Roadmap will serve as a compre-
hensive tool to address shared needs,
delineate collaborative activities aimed
at enhancing regional climate resilience,
and identify potential financial resourc-
es. It will provide actionable recommen-
dations for advancing regional efforts in

RCC Secretary General Majlinda
Bregu opening the first Local Self-
Governments Forum: Unlocking the
Future: Innovate, Eco-vate, Elevate -
Western Balkans Unite for Smart Cities
took place on 12 October 2023 in
Tirana (Photo: RCC/Armand Habazaj)

mitigating the transboundary impacts of
climate change. The WB Climate Adap-
tation Roadmap will delineate additional
measures aimed at enhancing climate re-
silience in the region, aligning with guide-
lines from the IPCC and UNFCCC.

Ab. Projects

Ab.1. Western Balkans Youth Lab Project
(WBYL)*

Reporting period coincided with the end
of phase 1and start of phase 2 of the West-

ern Balkans Youth Lab (WBYL), which

4 This project is funded by the European Union, grant number IPA/2019/409-790
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continued to ensure safe space for youth
and policy-makers to co-create policies,
which are to benefit young people of the
region. Since First Youth Policy Lab on
Youth Unemployment proved successful
in 2022, the Second Youth Lab on Mental
Health lasted for one year and a half and
finished in June 2023, with organisation
of the Final Regional Conference in Bel-
grade. The process resulted in 1) Youth
Component of Mental Health Action Plan
2023-2026 and Assessment of Youth
Mental Health Services; 2) Framework
for development and implementation of
promotional and preventive activities in
the area of Mental Health; 3) Administra-
tive Instruction Amendment on Mental
Health; 4) Programme for Youth Mental
Health and Guidelines for Youth Workers;
5) Youth Mental Health Strategy 2023-
2025; 6) Coordination Body for Youth
Mental Health; and 7) several campaigns
on mental health in the region.

Additionally, the Project organised the
Third
Meeting in December 2023. The event

Informal Donor Coordination
gathered representatives of youth or-
ganisations, line ministries and donors
supporting youth in the region. Building
on the successes of the initial two meet-
ings and incorporating recent insights on
youth needs in the region, the Third Infor-
mal Donor Coordination Meeting aimed to
sustain momentum by shaping the trajec-
tory of the Informal Donor Coordination
Mechanism on the Youth Agenda through
ensuring sustainability, fostering shared
ownership, and leveraging the potential
of the Donor Assistance platform. As to
ensure sustainability of the Mechanism,
involved stakeholders expressed their will
and commitment to take over the role of
coordinator of the Mechanism.
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In December 2023, RCC’s WB Youth Lab
project co-organised the second edition
of the EU Balkan Youth Forum (EUBYF),
organised by the Regional Cooperation

Council in cooperation and with funding
of the Italian Ministry of Foreign Affairs
and International Cooperation. The Fo-
rum was organised in Novi Sad gathering
more than 30 young people from West-
ern Balkans and European Union. Par-
ticipants engaged in a comprehensive
debate and exploration of the region’s
prospects within European integration,
focusing on three main areas: regional in-
tegration, environmental protection, and
human capital development.

During this period, WBYL prepared six
economy reports and one comparative
report on Mapping of Youth Policies and

Identification of Existing Support and

Gaps in Financing of Youth Actions in

the Western Balkans, published in Janu-

ary 2024. The reports comprehensively
review the existing framework for youth
policy, programmes, and mechanisms for
youth participation in region. They also
highlight support and financial gaps in
youth initiatives. The reports show that
WB economies have made progress
in the implementation of participatory
mechanisms that ensure youth voices in
policymaking processes. However, al-
though most economies approved and
implemented an economy-wide strategy
on youth, actual meaningful participa-
tion varies across the region. Further to
this, comparing to 2020, there is notable
progress in consolidating the legal and
policy frameworks. All WB economies
have enacted youth laws to boost social
standing of youth, promote youth organ-
isations and facilitate youth participation.


https://www.rcc.int/news/861/the-second-eu-western-balkans-youth-forum-hosted-by-the-rcc-ends-in-novi-sad
https://www.rcc.int/docs_archive
https://www.rcc.int/docs_archive
https://www.rcc.int/docs_archive
https://www.rcc.int/docs_archive
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In order to provide space for young peo-
ple and those working with youth from
the WB to discuss youth-related issues
from different perspectives, WB Youth
Lab supported participation of 20 young
people from the region at Bridging the
Gap High-Level Dialogue which was held

in Parliament of Albania in February 2024.
Bridging the Gap initiative promotes dia-
logue between civil society and elected
representatives from the region and from
the European Union. The event was co-or-
ganised by the European Parliament’s
Mediation and Dialogue Support Unit and
the European Commission’s DG NEAR to-
gether with the WB Youth Lab project.

Ab.2. Integrative Internal Security
Governance (IISG)s

Integrative Internal Security Governance
(IISG) is a regional mechanism repre-
senting strategic EU-Western Balkans
security partnership and strong regional
ownership, with all Ministries of Interior/
Security from the region being stakehold-
ers in this process. The aim of IISG is to
contribute to regional security through its
three pillars: Counterterrorism (WBCTi),
Counter-Serious Crime (WBCSCi), and
Border Security (WBBSiI).

As the operational hand of the IISG pro-
cess, within the reporting period, the
[ISG Secretariat continued to provide
support to the development of products
and strengthening several processes as
agreed amongst the regional partners un-
der the IISG Terms of Reference, namely:
e To map the security needs in the
WB region in all three pillars - de-

velopment of Biennial Needs Map-
ping Report;

e To map responses to security
needs in the WB region in all three
pillars - development of Annual
Response Mapping Report;

e To map current projects, activi-
ties, and initiatives (actions) im-
plemented by IISG members from
a regional perspective - develop-
ment of the IISG Database, which
is only available to members of the
I1ISG process; and

e To analyse whether needs are ad-
equately addressed in order to
prevent duplication and gaps in
responses, and to propose and fa-
cilitate potential synergies.

In this respect, in the period May 2023 -
May 2024, the following was implement-
ed:

The 7th IISG Board meeting was held in
December 2023. As the highest deci-
sion-making body, the Board adopted
products such as the first Annual Re-
sponse Mapping Report on three pillars
for Year 1 (i.e. 2021). Methodology was
approved at the previous Board meeting
and followed the needs mapping prog-
ress made by partners. More than 50% of
the needs from the list were reported in
all three pillars as competed or in process.
The reports consist of information gath-
ered by partners, obtained through desk
review done by the Secretariat, consulta-
tions in each capital to check individually
the reported need status as completed or
in process, and finally from the regional
working group.

5 This project is funded by the European Union, grant number IPA 2020,/414-918
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In the second Annual Response Map-
ping Report on three pillars for Year 2
(i.e. 2022) the second year was report-
ed as “cumulative reporting” by having
included all responses versus the needs
listed in the needs mapping report. The
process followed the same methodology
and steps as for the first year. In this re-
port, more than 75% of the needs were
reported as completed through the re-
sponse mapping process. Reports were
sent to all WB partners one month prior
to the Board meeting to allow them to
have a full review, even though those re-
ports were cleared during the consulta-
tions at economy-level thematic meetings
as well as during the regional meetings in
all three pillars.

The 1ISG Database is reported as com-
pleted in the Analytical Report on the
IISG Database. Currently, there are 84
ongoing projects reported in the data-
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First Local Self-Governments Forum: Unlocking the Future: Innovate, Eco-vate,
Elevate - Western Balkans Unite for Smart Cities took place on 12 October 2023 in
Tirana (Photo: RCC/Armand Habaza))

base. IISG Secretariat analysed the proj-
ects individually and referred them to the
database following the filters of needs
per each partner to allow stakeholders to
grasp the project dynamics versus needs
listed by beneficiaries. The next year’s
agenda is foreseen to conduct deeper
analysis of the database to be able to re-
flect on possible gaps and duplications.
It is important to mention that the Sec-
retariat plans to organise stakeholder co-
ordination meetings in each WB capital
annually in order to familiarise them with
database information and make full use of
it. The IISG Secretariat reported that da-
tabase will be updated on quarterly basis
by adding new projects.

The Secretariat reported all its activi-
ties to the Board, in the Annual Report
for 2022, covering the time from the 6"
Board meeting (June 2022) until the 7t
Board meeting (December 2023). The



ANNUAL REPORT OF THE RCC SECRETARY GENERAL

(Photo: RCC/Andi Qarri)

annual activity report was prepared and
send earlier to all members, covering the
year 2022 as scheduled.

The Annual Plan for 2024 adopted at the

Board meeting aims to:
e Complete needs mapping report-
ing for second edition (as per ToR);

e Conclude the third report on the
responses;

e Complete database analysis.

As part of the next year’s plan, IISG Sec-
retariat reported to include the region-
al network of National Coordinators on
CT/P&CVE which is currently supported
by GIZ and supervised by Sarajevo-based
Regional CT Advisor from EU. As part of
the discussion on the next year’s plan-
ning, I1ISG Secretariat reported concerns
on cyber-security and the need to better
address the cooperation in this area.

RCC Secretary General Majlinda Bregu opening the Western Balkans Coordination
Meeting dubbed Revolve to Evolve - Go Circular on 8 February 2024 in Pristina

Activities planned to be implemented in
the next period include:
e Second Biennial Needs Mapping
Report;

e Third Annual Response Mapping
Report;

e Updating the IISG Database and
analysing support;

e Revising the methodology on be-
coming a member;

e Developing Rules of Procedures
for the overall work of the IISG;

e Developing Methodology for the
work of the Support Group.



Ab.3. Employment and Social Affairs
Platform (ESAP 2)

The Employment and Social Affairs Plat-
form (ESAP 2) project has officially end-
ed on 31 December 2023. Simultaneously
to its last activities, the RCC worked with
European Commission (EC) Directorate
General for Employment, Social Affairs
and Inclusion (DG EMPL) on preparations
of the application for the third phase of
the project, i.e. ESAP 3.

The final ESAP 2 project activities that fall
in the reporting period were undertaken
with the partners from the Western Bal-
kan Network Tackling Undeclared Work,
and pertained to distribution of final de-
liverables, obtaining partners’ feedback
and approval. These deliverables include
reports on two thematic regional work-
shops on under-declared work and on
platform work, in Tirana, and Nicosia,
held in September and October 2023,
respectively. The reports identify individ-
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Participants of the ESAP 2 hybrid event Western Balkans 4 Decent Working and
Living, Skopje, 27-28 April 2023 (Photo RCC ESAP2/Stefan Bozarov)

ual economy practices and challenges in
tackling both under-declared and plat-
form work and offer potential improve-
ments in the performance of enforcement
authorities by replicating good practices
from the peers in region and Europe. Ad-
ditionally, reports from Mutual Assistance
Projects (MAPs) initial visits and their fol-
low-ups were shared with the partners,
approved by them and published in the
online Members’ Corner. Moreover, ESAP
2 Leading Expert on Undeclared Work
has developed an interactive tool for en-
forcement authorities from the region in-
volved in the Network. The tool is aimed
at assisting Labour Inspectors and Tax
Authorities in their day-to-day work to
identify good practices from both Euro-
pean peer Network and the region, and
explore modalities on how to enhance
their own work based on these.
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In November 2023, ESAP 2 published
regional report on practices with classi-
fication and recording of Labour Market
Policies (LMPs) Aligning Western Balkan

Labour Market Policy Databases with

the EU Guidelines containing roadmaps

Alignment (Photo RCC/Henri Koci)

Regional Workshop on Under-declared Work-envelope wages (Photo RCC/Henri

on how to align these processes with the
EU methodology and Eurostat reporting
criteria. The regional overview finds that
the most significant gap between EU
guidelines and current LMP classification
practices in all economies of the Western

Regional Workshop on Western Balkans Labour Market Policy and Roadmayps - EU


https://www.rcc.int/pubs/167/aligning-western-balkan-labour-market-policy-databases-with-the-eu-guidelines
https://www.rcc.int/pubs/167/aligning-western-balkan-labour-market-policy-databases-with-the-eu-guidelines
https://www.rcc.int/pubs/167/aligning-western-balkan-labour-market-policy-databases-with-the-eu-guidelines

Balkans is present in mixed interventions.
In plastic terms, it means that by current
practices in the region a series of labour
market interventions is classified as ac-
tive labour market measures such as cli-
ent services, job creation, employment

MAY 2023 - MAY 2024 “

Study Visit to Employment Service Slovenia - (Photo RCC)

incentives, unemployment assistance,
etc. making it difficult to track public
spending and effectiveness of individual
interventions. The Eurostat methodology
classifies labour market interventions into
precisely defined classes (i.e. services, di-

Study Visit to Labour Inspectorate of Cyprus (Photo RCC/Henri Koci)
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rect job creation, training, start-up incen-
tives, etc.), clearly defining their scope.
The report greatly benefited from inputs
and insights of Public Employment Ser-
vices (PES) from the region, and it helped
them compare their practices with those
of other PESs from the region. In the re-
porting period, there were two region-
al workshops organised on the topic of
alignment of LMP databases with the Eu-
rostat guidelines. Both workshops aimed
at identifying challenges that PES offices
inthe region facein their alignment efforts
but also at exploring available modalities
of gradual adjustment of the existing da-
tabases to reflect better classification and
more quality, comparable data. On top of
that, in December 2023 ESAP 2 organised
a two-day study visit for representatives
of PESs from all Western Balkan econo-
mies to Employment Service of Slovenia
(ESS). ESS hosts presented their system

and approach to classification and re-

cording of LMPs, decision-making based
on monitoring of performance and eval-
uation of the policies and measures, IT
solutions, etc. As the result of the Study
Visit, ESS and ESAP 2 project sent a let-
ter of recommendation to the Chair of the
European PES Network to involve PESs
from the region in its work. The letter was
positively assessed and joint activities of
European and Western Balkans’ PESs will
be envisaged in line with the provisions
of the EU Growth Plan. The other regular
activities in this final stage of the project
included regular update of Observatory
on employment in the Western Balkans

database as well as of Social Scoreboard

database presenting data on region’s
performance regarding implementation
of the European Pillar of Social Rights
(EPSR).


https://www.esap.online/observatory/home
https://www.esap.online/observatory/home
https://www.esap.online/social_scoreboard/?action=social_scoreboard
https://www.esap.online/social_scoreboard/?action=social_scoreboard

B. Political Cooperation,
Good Governance and
Security

B1. Political Cooperation

Between May 2023 and May 2024, within
the political scope of work, the RCC con-
centrated on its statutory duties. During
this period, the RCC supported the Pod-
gorica Chairmanship-in-Office (C-i-O) in
all its initiatives and closely collaborated
with the current Skopje C-i-O within the
Troika framework. Under the Podgorica
C-i-0O, three meetings of the SEECP Po-
litical Directors in May and June 2023 fo-
cused on drafting the SEECP Podgorica
Summit Declaration, ahead of the SEECP
Summit.

(Photo: RCC/Ognen Acevski)
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In early June 2023, two ministerial meet-
ings—SEECP Ministers of Foreign Affairs
and SEECP Ministers of European Af-
fairs—were also convened under the Pod-
gorica C-i-O. These meetings discussed
the current state and future of region-
al cooperation in South East Europe. At
the meetings, the Draft SEECP Summit
Declaration was approved, and the An-
nual Report of the RCC’s Secretary Gen-
eral was endorsed. The SEECP Summit
took place on 27 June 2023 in Podgori-
ca, where the SEECP Podgorica Summit
Declaration - praising the work of Re-
gional Cooperation Council among other
things - was adopted, and RCC’s Annual
Report for 2022-2023 received approval.
The Summit Participants affirmed their
strong commitment to regional cooper-
ation and praised Regional Cooperation
Council “as a focal point for streamlin-
ing the endeavours of different regional
cooperation platforms”.

Meeting of SEECP Ministers of European Affairs held in Skopje on 27 March 2024
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(Photo: Danilo Papic)

In July 2023, as part of the Podgorica
SEECP Chairmanship activities, the city of
KolaSin - during the Gavro Vukovi¢ Sum-
mer School of Diplomacy - was a host
to the SEECP Junior Diplomats Forum
(JDF), a flagship activity under SEECP
umbrella, that was co-organised by RCC,
UNDP and the German Development Co-
operation (Gl2).

RCC/Armand Habazaj)

RCC Secretary General addressing the SEECP Summit in Podgorica on 27 June 2023

On 1 July 2023, Skopje assumed the
Chairpersonship-in-Office of the SEECP
from Podgorica, adopting the theme
Bridging Divides, Building Trust. In col-
laboration with the Skopje C-i-0O, the RCC
co-organised an annual working break-
fast for SEECP Ministers of Foreign Af-
fairs in New York during the UN General
Assembly’s High-Level Week in Septem-

Meeting of SEECP Ministers of Foreign Affairs held in Budva on 5 June 2023 (Photo:



RCC/Lydia Lee)

ber 2023. Here, discussions centred on
SEECP’s role as a regional organisation
amidst the challenging geopolitical cli-
mate marked by Russia’s war in Ukraine
and growing enthusiasm for EU enlarge-
ment.

SEECP Ministers of European Affairs
meet in Skopje on 27 March 2024 where
the participants endorsed Joint State-
ment on Enhanced Regional Cooper-
ation, Trust-Building, and Accelerated
EU Integration. Also, SEECP Meeting of
Ministers of Interior/Internal Affairs/
Citizen Protection/Security was held on
03 April 2024 at which a Joint Statement
from the Ministerial Meeting of the South
East European Cooperation Process on
the enhancement of Security Coopera-
tion was adopted.

MAY 2023 - MAY 2024

RCC Secretary General Majlinda Bregu and Gabriel Escobar, Deputy Assistant
Secretary (DAS) at the SEECP Ministerial Breakfast, co-organised by the RCC and
Skopje SEECP Chairpersonship-in-Office, in New York on 21 September 2023 (Photo:

In the first half of the Skopje SEECP
Chairpersonship-in-Office two events
were organized - Western Balkans Minis-
terial Conference Quality and Quality As-
surance in Higher Education - Trends and
Developments in the EU and the Western
Balkans, hosted by the Ministry of Edu-
cation and Science, and the International
Forum for Sustainable Entrepreneurship
in Creative Industries, hosted by the Min-
istry of Culture and UMPAKI.

Based on the RCC'’s statutory provisions,
Skopje C-i-O opened a new call for the
selection and appointment of the Sec-
retary General of RCC in March 2024.
C-i-O of Skopje considered that it will
open a possibility for a new push in the
process of selection of SG of RCC.

Throughout this reporting period un-
der Skopje’s C-i-O, five meetings of the
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SEECP Political Directors were conduct-
ed. The RCC is committed to supporting
Skopje Chairpersonship-in-Office and
SEECP Troika in their ongoing and up-
coming activities.

B2. SEE2030 Strategy

The SEE2030 Strategy implementation,
since its adoption, was predominantly de-
voted to horizontal actions. In the course
of the previous period, the SEE2030
governance structures and networks
were created and their rules of proce-
dure adopted. Furthermore, the main
implementation cycles of the Strategy,
namely monitoring, programming and
reporting, were launched. Those cycles,
except (gquantitative) monitoring, have
been functioning without major delays or
interruptions. On the other hand, several
constraints and bottlenecks confronted

Ognen Acevski)

in the implementation of these cycles re-
quire a thorough review to assess their
effectiveness and impact. Given no major
breakthrough happened in the pending
constraints and due to the unavailability
of sufficient budget for the implementa-
tion of these cycles, their effectiveness
and impact are significantly limited, and
their vertical penetration remained at the
surface.

On several occasions, RCC emphasized
that the activities carried out by the RCC
mostly focused on the horizontal level to
kick-start the SEE2030 in the first year.
The political level ownership of SEE2030,
which is fully a SEECP-owned process -
as it was initiated by the SEECP Chair-
personship-in-Office of 2019 and adopt-
ed by SEECP in 2021- lies with the SEECP
Participants.

Amer Kapetanovic, Head of RCC’s Political Department speaking at the meeting
of SEECP Ministers of European Affairs in Skopje on 27 March 2024 (Photo: RCC/



The whole implementation of SEE2030
is based on a bottom-up approach. In
its third year of implementation, which
the SEE2030 Strategy entered into, the
Strategy imperatively foresees a regu-
lar updating exercise to ensure the rel-
evance of its priorities with the current
challenges of the SEE region. Therefore,
in March 2024, RCC’s Secretary Gener-
al launched the updating procedure of
SEE2030 through her communication to
SEE2030 National Coordinators. All SEE
economies were invited to launch inter-
nal communication with their relevant
government institutions on SEE2030 and
organise the consultation meeting with
RCC. In the framework of the updating
exercise, the RCC will also hold consulta-
tions with other public and private sector
stakeholders in the SEE region, from SEE
economies’ parliaments to youth organi-
sations to academia and think-tanks. As
the last cycle of consultation, RCC will
meet with the relevant international and
regional organisations once all feedback
from SEE economies is collected and
comprised.

Despite the RCC’s stringent commitment
to the conceptual principles of SEE2030
as adopted by the Board, any tangible
success could not be reached. Factually,
SEE2030 has remained at the horizontal
level and its penetration to the level of
SEE economies is almost non-existent.
Its localisation could not even start. The
international and bilateral donors’ at-
tention to SEE2030 has been extremely
weak.

The latest Annual Implementation Re-
port (AIR), adopted by the Monitor-
ing Committee and endorsed at the
SEECP Summit in June 2023, hinted at
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what types of adjustment RCC consid-
ers necessary. Nevertheless, the success
of those adjustments whatever they be
needs imperatively to rely on the politi-
cal level visibility of SEE2030. Initiating
flagship projects is therefore deemed
the most efficient way to make the po-
litical-level visibility of SEE2030 content
strong. The AIR adopted by the Mon-
itoring Committee suggests devoting
the upcoming implementation period to
advance SEE participants’ commitment
to a higher political level. The second
AIR also strongly emphasizes the impor-
tance of aid effectiveness and increas-
ing the SDGs responsiveness of Official
Development Assistance (ODA).

The third recommendation refers to the
RCC-SEECP-SEECP Parliamentary As-
sembly (SEECP PA) coordination. Ac-
tive lead to be taken by the SEECP PA to
promote the roles of parliaments in the
implementation of SEE2030, SDGs, and
Agenda 2030, as stipulated by the con-
clusions of their latest Plenary Session in
Budva, will be another key component
of the aid effectiveness related efforts
of SEE2030. In this regard, inviting the
representatives of the rotating SEECP
PA Chairpersonship to the SEE2030
Monitoring Committee meeting has been
started as aninitial step to strengthen the
interlocution between SEECP PA and the
SEE2030 implementation. The rotating
chairpersonships of SEECP PA and the
Chairs of General Committee on Justice,
Home Affairs and Security, and of Gen-
eral Committee on Social Development,
Education, Research and Science invited
RCC SEE2030 Coordinator to inform the
SEECP parliamentarians on the progress
in the implementation of SEE2030.
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Human security and resilience in South
East Europe appear as one of the up-
coming main priorities following the
wave of deadly natural disasters in the
region before or during the reporting pe-
riod, and the increase in traditional and
non-traditional security threats causing
feelings of insecurity for people. Accord-
ing to the latest RCC’s SecuriMeter, 44%
of the respondents do not consider the
Western Balkans as a secure region to
live in. The same survey also reveals that
73% of the respondents consider organ-
ised crime as the main factor of insecu-
rity. Ethnic-based armed conflict (50%)
and radical ethnic-based discrimination
(32%) are other two leading factors, after
organised crime, the individuals in West-
ern Balkans deem among the top four
factors behind their feeling of insecurity.

Other human security factors directly
related to the standards of living are
also important points of concern accord-

SEECP Summit held on 27 June 2023 in Podgorica (Photo: RCC/Danilo Papic)

ing to the individual level of data collect-
ed by RCC’s SecuriMeter. As reported at
the 5" Monitoring Committee meeting of
SEE2030 held in Athens on 28 November
2023, the RCC’s regular survey on securi-
ty situation in Western Balkans, SecuriM-
eter, already provides significant insights
into the people’s perception over sever-
al dimensions of human security as the
survey involves more than 60 different
indicators ranging from general security
perceptions to several quality of life de-
terminants. For the moment, the RCC’s
SecuriMeter involves only the Western
Balkan economies of the South East Eu-
rope. At the fifth Monitoring Committee
meeting, RCC recommended an extend-
ed SecuriMeter involving all SEE econo-
mies that would provide a full information
source on the SEE peoples’ perceptions
of human security, the priority which will
be incorporated into the - to be updated
- SEE2030.
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Mean value of quality of life indicators in WB=2.5 (red line)
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After the 5" Monitoring Committee meet-
ing, RCC co-organised with TEPAV (The
Economic Policy Research Foundation
of Turkiye) a regional panel on human
security and resilience in South East Eu-
rope in Ankara in December 2023. The
panel on human security and resilience
was the first gathering of SEE2030 think-
tank dialogue mechanism, called T4SEE,
the creation of which was adopted at the
fourth Monitoring Committee meeting in
Podgorica in June 2023. The T4SEE pan-
el on human security and resilience was
opened by Ankara’s Deputy Foreign Min-
ister, who announced in his speech Anka-
ra’s voluntary additional financial con-
tribution of 40,000 EUR to SEE2030.
The official confirmation of Ankara’s ad-
ditional contribution earmarked to the
implementation of SEE2030 was then
conveyed to RCC and other SEE2030 Na-
tional Coordinators in December 2023.

For the sake of being responsive to the
needs stated by the SEE economies relat-
ed to the regional cooperation on SDGs
at the previous Monitoring Committee
meetings, the second AIR adopted by

the SEE2030 Monitoring Committee
recommends focusing on regional net-
working and peer-learning meetings be-
tween SEE economies. Considering this
recommendation, upon the initiative of
Athens, RCC and Athens organised the
first peer-learning meeting of SEE par-
ticipants to exchange their experiences
in the preparation of Voluntary Reviews
on 19 April 2024. At the meeting, it was
announced that Sarajevo will also make
an additional financial contribution to
the SEE2030 Strategy on a voluntary
basis by 10,000 EUR this year and more
for the following years.

As mentioned on several occasions, RCC
had to delay significantly the quantita-
tive monitoring of SEE2030 due to its
limited human resources and financial
capacity so far allocated for the Strate-
gy in the last two years. The majority of
RCC’s available resources was devoted
to facilitate establishing the SEE2030
governance structures and steering the
Strategy horizontally. Regarding the ad-
opted recommendations of the second
AIR and the importance of monitoring
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in the overall steering of the Strategy,
RCC readjusted its resource allocation in
a way to accelerate and strengthen the
monitoring cycle. The backbone of that
revitalised SEE2030 monitoring is devel-
oping an Inclusive Growth Index (IGl)
for SEE based on available data and in
line with European standards. RCC has
already contracted technical assistance
to prepare a proposal on IGI. The tech-
nical preparations of SEE IGl were com-
pleted under the auspices of SEE Statis-
tical Network (SSN).

The final technical report of SEE IGI and
its findings together with the methodol-
ogy were submitted to the political level
approval of SEE economies. According
to the technical level preliminary out-
puts of SEE IGI, the RCC’s definition of
inclusive growth is sustainable econom-
ic growth that reduces poverty and in-
equality, empowers women, improves
social inclusion, and reduces depopula-
tion through enhancing the quality of life
for all. SEE IGI foresees benchmarking
the SEE region with the remaining 22
Member States of the EU in three pil-
lars of SEE2030 (prosperity, people, and
peace and partnerships) disaggregated
into eight components (i.e. education,
health, standards of living, productive
employment, natural resources, quality
of institutions, and stability). Once the
political level adopts SEE IGI, the index
will become an integral part of SEE2030
guantitative monitoring, and its policy
reporting will be submitted to the gover-
nance structures of SEE2030 and SEECP.

Upon the recommendation of the 5t
Monitoring Committee, RCC gives more
importance to the international visibility




of SEE2030. In this context, RCC organ-
ised a side event on human security and
resilience in the SEE region on the mar-
gins of UNECE’s regional forum on sus-
tainable development on 12 March 2024.
At the side event, RCC, the representa-
tive of UNPFA and Bucharest delivered
a presentation. In addition, a representa-
tive of youth organisations in the region
was invited to give the perspective of
young people on human security condi-
tions in the region.

B3. Parliamentary Cooperation

In order to guarantee participation of
region’s legislative bodies in regional
cooperation matters, the RCC supports
parliamentary forums. In this context, the
RCC in cooperation with the South East-
ern and Eastern Europe Clearinghouse
for the Control of Small Arms and Light

(Photos: RCC/Armand Habazaj)
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Weapons (SEESAC), Parliamentary Fo-
rum on Small Arms and Light Weapons
(PFSALW), and Parliament of Albania or-
ganised the Regional High Level Meet-
ing “Enhancing parliamentary awareness
and action for more peaceful and sus-
tainably developed societies - implemen-
tation of the Roadmap for a sustainable
solution to the illegal possession, misuse
and trafficking of Small Arms and Light
Weapons (SALW) and their ammuni-
tion in the Western Balkans”. The meet-
ing held in Tirana in June 2023 gathered
SALW control experts and parliamenta-
ry representatives from the region, with
a view to increase parliamentary com-
mitment, understanding, and action on
Small and Light Weapons control.

The Parliamentary Conference on the
role of the Parliaments in the Berlin Pro-
cess was held in Tirana in October 2023,
in the framework of the Albanian chair-

RCC Secretary General speaking Majlinda Bregu at the Parliamentary Conference
on “The role of the Parliaments in the Berlin Process” on 13 October 2023 in Tirana
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manship of the Berlin Process and with
the support of the RCC. The Conference
that brought together parliamentari-
ans from all Western Balkan economies
commended the key role of the Region-
al Cooperation Council in facilitating the
implementation of the Common Region-
al Market and the Green Agenda for the
Western Balkans, and for its efforts in
supporting and facilitating a stronger
role of the Parliaments in the Berlin
Process and other regional integration
agendas. Also, the Conference invited
RCC Secretariat to continue its support
also through effective communication
with the Parliaments of the region on the
progress related to regional integration
agenda.

In the reporting period, the RCC support-
ed the Conference of the Parliamentary
Committees on European Integration/
Affairs of the Countries Participating in

RCC Secretary General Majlinda Bregu at the Parliamentary Conference on “The role
of the Parliaments in the Berlin Process” on 13 October 2023 in Tirana (Photos: RCC/

the Stabilisation and Association Pro-
cess in South East Europe (COSAP),
held in Podgorica on 12-14 May under the
Chairmanship of Montenegro. The 19t
COSAP meeting highlighted the impor-
tance of regional cooperation also in the
context of favourable political moment
for reviving the European integration
process of the Western Balkans.

Moreover, the role of RCC in supporting
the parliaments of the region was also
recognised in the Joint Statement of
the Leaders’ Summit One Region, Com-
mon Vision held in Kotor, Montenegro
on 15 and 16 May 2024, which invited the
RCC and other regional stakeholders to
continue the support and facilitate in-
volvement of Parliaments in the Berlin
Process and other regional integration
agendas.



B4. Good Governance

In the reporting period, RCC facilitated
ongoing regional dialogue and institu-
tional cooperation in justice as part of
the implementation of Good Governance
and Rule of Law. This includes regular ac-
tivities of the Western Balkans Working
Group on Justice (WB WGJ), South East
Europe Judicial Training Institutes (SEE
JTI) Network, and South East Europe
Association of Mediators (SEE AM) Net-
work. These RCC-led networks, unique
in the region, foster mutual trust among
judiciaries, contributing to the develop-
ment of a Western Balkans justice area.
During the reporting period, the Region-
al Cooperation Council also organised
the 16" meeting of the Western Balkans
Working Group on Justice (WB WGJ) in
September 2023 in Podgorica. The 16"
meeting of the WGJ focused on the legis-
lative reforms of mutual legal assistance
in civil and commercial matters and the
role of digitalisation of judiciary in facil-
itating cross-border/boundary judicial
cooperation in the Western Balkans.
Members of the WGJ and invited experts
discussed and assessed the current prog-
ress and challenges in both these fields in
the context of economic development of
the region but also in the context of EU
accession and modernisation of justice
systems of the Western Balkans.

Also, the findings of the regional assess-
ment The State of Play of Judicial Coop-

eration in Civil and Commercial Matters

in the Western Balkans were presented

and discussed. This regional assessment
prepared by RCC, in cooperation with
GlZ, analysed the current state of play
and recommended sequenced steps to
promote enhanced judicial cooperation

This regional assessment prepared
by RCC, in cooperation with GIZ,
analysed the current state of play
and recommended seqguenced
steps to promote enhanced judicial
cooperation in Western Balkans as a
prerequisite for economic integration
(Design: RCC/Samir Dedic)

in Western Balkans as a prerequisite for
economic integration. In this context,
overcoming the heterogeneity of vari-
ous systems and fostering mutual confi-
dence and recognition via closer judicial
collaboration amongst Western Balkan
authorities is considered essential for the
regional market-building process.

The 7" meeting of the South East Europe
Judicial Training Institutes (SEE JTI)
Network took place in December 2023
in Tirana, organised by the RCC in close
cooperation with the Albanian School
of Magistrates. The meeting brought to-
gether the SEE JTI Network participants,


https://www.rcc.int/pubs/166/regional-assessment-of-the-state-of-play-of-judicial-cooperation-in-civil-and-commercial-matters-in-western-balkans
https://www.rcc.int/pubs/166/regional-assessment-of-the-state-of-play-of-judicial-cooperation-in-civil-and-commercial-matters-in-western-balkans
https://www.rcc.int/pubs/166/regional-assessment-of-the-state-of-play-of-judicial-cooperation-in-civil-and-commercial-matters-in-western-balkans
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representatives of DG NEAR, European
Judicial Training Network (EJTN), CoE
HELP Programme, European Commis-
sion for the Efficiency of Justice (CEPEJ),
European Centre for Judges and Law-
yers (EIPA), GIZ and international judicial
experts, with the aim to discuss issues
of mutual relevance and agree on the
objectives of the Network’s activities in
the upcoming period. The meeting also
facilitated a more regular exchange and
coordination among donors in order to
increase cooperation, avoid future dupli-
cation and overlapping, and identify pos-
sible synergies for future collaboration.

The regional conference titled Media-
tion in the Context of EU Accession was
organised by the RCC in cooperation
with CSSP - Berlin Centre for Integrative
Mediation on 11-12 December in Skopje.
The Conference brought together rep-
resentatives of the most relevant bodies

concerned with mediation, i.e. Ministries
of Justice, Judicial Councils, and Medi-
ation Associations/Chambers. Through
the combination of working group ses-
sions and panel discussions, the Confer-
ence provided a space for professional
exchange on promoting the amicable
settlement of disputes by encouraging
the use of mediation and ultimately pro-
moting a balanced relationship between
mediation and judicial proceedings.

A new study commissioned by RCC titled
Fostering Cross-Border/Boundary Medi-

ation Excellence - Towards Harmonised

Quality Standards and Best Practices in

Civil and Commercial Dispute Resolution

across South East European Jurisdictions

was also presented and discussed during
the Conference. By focusing on the EU
perspective, inter-domestic instruments,
private international law, and the unique
dynamics of SEE jurisdictions, the study
aims to provide a nuanced understand-
ing of the challenges and opportunities
in this domain. The study highlights the
commendable practices existing in the
SEE region, such as the voluntary nature
of mediation, continuous alignment of
domestic mediation laws with inter-do-
mestic standards and EU directives en-
suring that mediation frameworks remain
relevant and effective over time, and
flexibility in court procedures allowing
for the transition from litigation to medi-
ation at various stages.

The 17t meeting of the Western Balkans
Working Group on Justice was organ-
ised in April 2024 in Durres, Albania. The
meeting sustained the regional dialogue
initiated by this working group on the
mutual legal assistance and best interna-


https://www.rcc.int/pubs/177/fostering-cross-borderboundary-mediation-excellence--towards-harmonised-quality-standards-and-best-practices-in-civil-and-commercial-dispute-resolution-across-south-east-european-jurisdictions
https://www.rcc.int/pubs/177/fostering-cross-borderboundary-mediation-excellence--towards-harmonised-quality-standards-and-best-practices-in-civil-and-commercial-dispute-resolution-across-south-east-european-jurisdictions
https://www.rcc.int/pubs/177/fostering-cross-borderboundary-mediation-excellence--towards-harmonised-quality-standards-and-best-practices-in-civil-and-commercial-dispute-resolution-across-south-east-european-jurisdictions
https://www.rcc.int/pubs/177/fostering-cross-borderboundary-mediation-excellence--towards-harmonised-quality-standards-and-best-practices-in-civil-and-commercial-dispute-resolution-across-south-east-european-jurisdictions
https://www.rcc.int/pubs/177/fostering-cross-borderboundary-mediation-excellence--towards-harmonised-quality-standards-and-best-practices-in-civil-and-commercial-dispute-resolution-across-south-east-european-jurisdictions

tional practices with a view to promote
enhanced judicial cooperation in West-
ern Balkans as a prerequisite for eco-
nomic integration of the region.

In this context and aiming to contin-
ue contributing to the improvement of
cross-border/boundary judicial coopera-
tionin the Western Balkans in compliance
with the functioning of the European
Union, a model of a bilateral agreement
on civil and commercial matters was
presented and discussed with the par-
ticipants. Economies in the region will
continue to use their prerogatives in the
negotiation of bilateral agreements but
they will be able to adopt this model to
the local legal practice and their interests
in bilateral relations with greater preci-
sions and safeguard the integrity of the
legal institutes of international judicial
assistance in civil and commercial mat-
ters.
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BS. Security

Over the reporting period from May 2023
to May 2024, the Regional Cooperation
Council has advanced its initiatives to en-
hance security cooperation across South
East Europe. This period saw significant
efforts in orchestrating large-scale con-
ferences and conducting comprehensive
surveys to gauge public sentiment on se-
curity issues.

The RCC conducted the third edition of
SecuriMeter survey (the annual Public

Opinion survey on security perceptions)
between 14 May and 2 June 2023 across
the Western Balkan economies, engaging
6,023 respondents. The survey aims to
understand better citizens’ perceptions
of the main security challenges, includ-
ing organised crime, terrorism, corrup-
tion, irregular migration, impact of glob-
al geopolitical tensions, etc., and assist

Ognjen Markovic, Team Leader of the RCC’s Western Balkans Youth Lab addressing
the Seminar on Mental Health in Montenegro, June 2023 (Photo: RCC)


https://www.rcc.int/download/docs/Securimeter%202023_final.pdf/7d7006ee96e45a40455622cdc08edea8.pdf
https://www.rcc.int/download/docs/Securimeter%202023_final.pdf/7d7006ee96e45a40455622cdc08edea8.pdf
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practitioners and governments in making
informed decisions and evidence-based
policies to respond to emerging chal-
lenges. The key findings presented at
the 8t Jumbo Security Conference were
important in informing practitioners and
shaping responsive and effective securi-
ty policies.

The Balkan Barometer - Special Secu-

rity Edition, published in September
2023, provided a detailed analysis of
the socio-economic impacts of the war
in Ukraine on the Western Balkans, re-
vealing significant public and business
concerns about economic security and
the rise of cybersecurity threats. In this
context, the report comes as a specific
additional instrument along with oth-
er reports commissioned by RCC, such
as the Balkan Barometer and SecuriMe-
ter, the objective of which is to provide
updated information on citizens and/or
business perceptions across a wide array

Participants of the “Bridging the Gap” initiative in Brussels, 25-27 April 2023 (Photo

of policy areas pertinent to the Western
Balkans. The report consists of two main
parts: Public Opinion Survey, with 3,000
participants from Western Balkan econo-
mies with 32 questions posed, and Busi-
ness Opinion Survey - a survey of busi-
ness perceptions in each of the Western
Balkan economies with a total of 600
companies, and a total of 24 questions.

The 8™ Regional Security Coordination

Conference, themed Secure the Future:
Building Resilience through Collabora-
tion, convened in Rome in November
2023, focusing on addressing security
challenges in South East Europe, notably
the Western Balkans. Organised through
collaborative efforts by the RCC, Inter-
national Relations Service of the Office
for Coordination and Planning of Police
Forces of the Ministry of Interior, and
Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Interna-
tional Cooperation of Italy, the confer-
ence hosted over 100 participants and
55 speakers from diverse backgrounds,


https://www.rcc.int/pubs/161/balkan-barometer-2022--special-security-edition-impact-of-the-war-in-ukraine-on-the-western-balkans-public-and-business-opinion
https://www.rcc.int/pubs/161/balkan-barometer-2022--special-security-edition-impact-of-the-war-in-ukraine-on-the-western-balkans-public-and-business-opinion
https://www.rcc.int/news/853/bregu-brain-drain-is-becoming-not-just-human-capital-but-security-issue-too
https://www.rcc.int/news/853/bregu-brain-drain-is-becoming-not-just-human-capital-but-security-issue-too

Participants of the “Bridging the Gap

fostering dialogue among Western Bal-
kan economies, ltaly, EU Member States,
and international organisations.

Aligned with SecuriMeter 2023 findings,
the conference addressed critical themes,
including violent extremism, organised
crime, migration, and cybersecurity,
while exploring human security and inte-
gration of Al and innovative technologies
in policing for the first time. The 8% Re-
gional Security Coordination Conference
included one thematic panel dedicated
to the regional exchange between the
Ministries of Interior and Ministries of Jus-
tice of the Western Balkans at the level of
leaders of working groups for Chapters
23 and 24, thus laying the groundwork
for enhanced regional cooperation. It fo-
cused on how Western Balkan economies
are navigating the challenges posed by
delivering on Chapter 23 and Chapter 24
of the acquis. Acknowledging the diverse
stages of progress across economies, the
consensus among panellists was that this
platform provided a valuable opportu-
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" initiative in Tirana, Februar 2024 (Photo RCC)

nity for shared discussions and experi-
ences, given the common aspiration for
full EU membership. The significance of
collaborative dialogue was emphasized,
recognising the inherent support that
economies could extend to one another
in overcoming shared challenges.

The accompanying report titled Western
Balkans Security Synopsis: Reflections &

Recommendations from the 8t Regional

Security Coordination Conference 2023

(Post-Conference Report), published by

the RCC, provides a comprehensive sum-
mary of the discussions, introducing new
chapters that analyse the security land-
scape and trends in the Western Balkans.
It includes observations and preliminary
recommendations aimed at enhancing
future editions of the conference. This
publication reflects the collaborative
spirit of the event, emphasizing the role
of mutual support and shared knowl-
edge in strengthening regional security
dialogue.


https://www.rcc.int/download/docs/Jumbo%20Post%20Conference%20Report%202023%20digital.pdf/f45f7d0830e104688a5010aa5ee98e1a.pdf
https://www.rcc.int/download/docs/Jumbo%20Post%20Conference%20Report%202023%20digital.pdf/f45f7d0830e104688a5010aa5ee98e1a.pdf
https://www.rcc.int/download/docs/Jumbo%20Post%20Conference%20Report%202023%20digital.pdf/f45f7d0830e104688a5010aa5ee98e1a.pdf
https://www.rcc.int/download/docs/Jumbo%20Post%20Conference%20Report%202023%20digital.pdf/f45f7d0830e104688a5010aa5ee98e1a.pdf
https://www.rcc.int/download/docs/Jumbo%20Post%20Conference%20Report%202023%20digital.pdf/f45f7d0830e104688a5010aa5ee98e1a.pdf
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The RCC has strengthened its security
initiatives by co-chairing meetings and
supporting activities with initiatives of
South East European National Security
Agencies (SEENSA) and SEE Military
Intelligence Chiefs (SEEMIC). These
platforms are aimed at enhancing secu-
rity frameworks and intelligence sharing
across the region, underlining the RCC'’s
facilitating role in enhancing regional se-
curity networks.

In the framework of the 2023 South East
Europe National Security Authorities
(SEENSA) co-chairmanship of Monte-
negro and the Regional Cooperation
Council, the 13t Meeting of the Heads of
National Security Authorities of SEE was
held in Ohrid on 28 August 2023. During
the meeting, the Heads of SEE NSAs dis-
cussed the way forward for SEENSA and
shared their views on the future of the
platform. Participants were invited to ex-
plore their expertise necessities and pri-
orities, and communicate concrete pro-
posals on results-driven activities to the
RCC. The RCC reaffirmed the support to
practical suggestions and possible ini-
tiatives that would stem from the NSAs
themselves and would lead to a mean-
ingful regional cooperation. Bulgaria
assumed the 14" SEENSA co-chairman-
ship. As a follow-up to the commitment
undertaken by SEENSA participants at
the 13" meeting of Heads of NSAs, in the
period 28-31 May, the current co-chair -
the NSA of Bulgaria organised a training
seminar in the field of personnel security
for experts from SEENSA participating
economies.

The 15" meeting of the SEE Military Intel-
ligence Chiefs (SEEMIC) was held under

the Bulgarian and RCC co-chairmanship
on 10 October 2023 in Sofia. An open
source intelligence assessment report
on the “External threats to the security
of the SEEMIC region” was adopted by
the Heads of Military Intelligence Chiefs.
The report is intended to provide the po-
litical and military decision-making bod-
ies with timely, relevant and comprehen-
sive intelligence picture on the subject.
During this year’s co-chairmanship of
the platform by Croatia, representatives
of RCC and Defence Intelligence Agen-
cy of Croatia met in February 2024 with
a view to coordinating SEEMIC activities
during 2024. The first SEEMIC WG under
the co-chairmanship of Croatia met on
12 March 2024. All participants agreed
to work towards preparation of the next
OSINT assessment report on the top-
ic proposed by Croatia titled “Security
threats for the SEEMIC region emanating
from Emerging Disruptive Technologies”.

During the reporting period, RCC repre-
sentatives participated in activities in the
framework of SEDM process (SEDM Min-
isterial Meeting held in November 2023
in Ankara, Turkiye and the SEDM Coordi-
nation Committee held in March 2024 in
lasi, Romania).

The RCC has laid foundational plans for
the upcoming 9t Regional Security Co-
ordination Conference and the 2024 edi-
tion of the SecuriMeter survey. Through
these comprehensive efforts, the RCC
remains dedicated to maintaining and
strengthening the security framework
of the Western Balkans, facilitating the
region’s integration into the European
Union, and enhancing overall regional
stability and security cooperation.



C. Horizontal Activities

C1. Programming, Monitoring,
Coordination

In the previous year, 9t edition of Balkan
Barometer Public and Business Opinion

Surveys was presented in mid-July 2023
marking a departure from its tradition-
al presentation style. Balkan Barometer
results spotlighted business and public
opinions in regard to each of the distinct
CRM priority areas, such as regional in-
vestment area, regional digital area, la-
bour mobility and upskilling, and indus-
trial and innovation area, but also green
agenda’s reflections on businesses.

Over the years, Balkan Barometer has
solidified its position as an indispensable
and extensively referenced source, pro-
viding current insights into the percep-
tions and attitudes of both the general
public and businesses. Its credibility is
underscored by its extensive use by poli-
cymakers, academia, businesses, civil so-
ciety, and decision-makers alike.

In preparation for the 10t edition of
the Balkan Barometer in 2024, RCC
launched the process for the data col-
lection and analysis in October 2023,
and the implementation started in Janu-
ary 2024. Questionnaires were refined in
preparation for this jubilee edition of the
Balkan Barometer. With the field phase
concluding in April, 2024 attention now
turns to developing the narrative analysis
and launching the results. Balkan Barom-
eter is scheduled for release and promo-
tion by June 2024. This edition promises
to shed light on selected questions, un-
veiling trends observed over the past de-
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cade. In order to further strengthen the
women economic empowerment agen-
da, in the reporting period RCC under-
took a gender analysis of its annual sur-
veys - Balkan Barometer and SecuriMeter
- to ensure a gender perspective in both
surveys and provide views that are more
balanced amongst men and women.

Permanent and structured regional dia-
logue on CRM and GAWB implementa-
tion was maintained throughout the re-
porting period. During the PM Sherpas’
meetings (May and September 2023,
February and April 2024), RCC used the
opportunity to share the state of play in
the implementation of respective region-
al agendas under CRM and GAWAB, elab-
orate on the implementation of the deliv-
erables of Berlin Process Summit (Tirana
Summit in 2023 and upcoming Berlin
Summit in 2024), inform on challenges
encountered, and express its full com-
mitment to expedite all related process
ahead of Berlin Process Summits.

The CRM report on implementation for
2022 was published in May 2023, thus
representing a joint endeavour of the RCC
and its partners, CEFTA, WB Chamber In-
vestment Forum (WBCIF) and Transport

Community Treaty (TCT), together with
valuable contributions of the responsible
line ministries/agencies in each of the
WB economies. The report outlines the
notable regional accomplishments within
each of the four CRM policy areas: Re-
gional Trade Area, Regional Digital Area,
Regional Investment Area, and Regional
Industrial and Innovation Area, as well as
key achievements at economy level. RCC
started working on the Final Report for
CRM 2021-2024.


https://www.rcc.int/balkanbarometer/home
https://www.rcc.int/balkanbarometer/home
https://www.rcc.int/balkanbarometer/home
https://www.rcc.int/pubs/157/common-regional-market-report-on-implementation-for-2022
https://www.rcc.int/pubs/157/common-regional-market-report-on-implementation-for-2022
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Implementation of CRM entered its final
year and RCC has initiated the process
of developing the second phase of Com-
mon Regional Market (CRM2) through
the preparation of the strategic frame-
work and respective timeline for the fi-
nalisation of the Action Plan 2025-2028
in due time to allow endorsement at Ber-
lin Process Summit on 14 October 2024.
The strategic framework, including initial
ideas on the potential areas of CRM2,
was launched by RCC Secretary General
at the Western Balkans Meets EU meet-
ing held in Skopje in January 2024.

In developing the CRM Action Plan 2025-
2028, RCC is taking a fully participato-
ry, inclusive and transparent approach,
including through structured and per-
manent consultations with regional part-
ners (CEFTA, WBCIF and TCT), EC and
more importantly with WB economies.
The consultations with the later are held
in two levels: technical level through ex-
isting regional working groups in respec-
tive agendas and political level through
WB Leader’s Summit and PM Sherpas.

Consultation approach and method-
ology with civil society, international
organisations and partners as well as
with international financial institutions
(IFIs) on CRM2 is discussed widely with
the regional partners to ensure timely,
transparent and inclusive consultation
process. To enable swift preparation of
CRM2 and in line with inputs and sugges-

tions from WB economies, RCC has coor-
dinated the work with regional partners
to prepare the main building blocks for
CRM2 and the way forward until the fi-
nalisation of the Action Plan 2025-2028.
In-depth consultation with PM Sherpas
(February and April 2024) on the main
building blocks was carried out, also out-
lining benefits and expected results un-
der each building block. To inform on the
key milestones for timely preparation of
the CRM2, RCC Secretary General sent
out official letters to the WB Prime Min-
isters to ensure timely finalisation of the
Action Plan 2025-2028.

Following the contribution and consul-
tation with WB economies, RCC and re-
gional partners proposed the main build-
ing blocks of CRM2 ahead of the Leaders’
meeting in Kotor on 14 May 2024. At the
WB Leaders Summit in Kotor, WB lead-
ers committed themselves to endorse
the CRM Action Plan 2025-2028 at the
Berlin Process Leaders Summit in Oc-
tober 2024, and agreed to put empha-
sis on the following priority areas: free
movement of goods, free movement of
services, horizontal trade measures, hu-
man capital development, business en-
abling environment and competitiveness
and digital transformation. WB Leaders
also invited the RCC and CEFTA to co-
ordinate, in close cooperation with oth-
er stakeholders, and prepare the Action
Plan for the second phase of Common
Regional Market, including a timeline for
implementation and measurable results.



C2. Communication

This segment provides an overview of the
progress made in the past year, detailing
the strategic communication initiatives,
outcomes, and the broader impacts of
these efforts on regional cooperation.

Enhancement of Regional Cooperation
Awareness

The communication efforts of RCC con-
tinued to underscore the importance of
inclusive and sustainable regional coop-
eration. This was materialised through
various campaigns, events, and digital
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content that highlighted the econom-
ic and social benefits derived from en-
hanced cooperation within the region.

Promotion of EU Integration and Benefits

A key focus of our communication ef-
forts has also been on promoting the
EU’s dedication to the region, alongside
the tangible benefits of EU integration.
Communication efforts included success
stories that illustrate the cultural and
economic advantages of EU integration,
tailored to resonate with both regional

and EU audiences.

The RCC prioritizes clear communication about its flagship products and goals using
simple language and success stories, thereby increasing support from political and

public spheres.

13
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RCC refreshed its website leveraging modern communication tools and platforms to

reach a diverse audience

Enhanced Communication on RCC
Activities

The RCC has prioritised clear and acces-
sible communication about its flagship
products, activities and goals. This in-
volved the use of simple language and
sharing of success stories that resonate
well with the regional audience, there-
by increasing support from political and
public spheres.

Tailored Communication Action Plans

To align with the strategic goals outlined
in the RCC’s Work Programme 2023-
2025, detailed Communication Action
Plans were developed for each RCC flag-
ship product and activity, from Common
Regional Market agendas and results,
WB Green Agenda, to regional coordina-
tion monitoring mechanisms, SEE2030

Strategy and security cooperation. These
plans were tailored to the specific dy-
namics of each activity/product/result
and corresponding target audience, en-
suring coherent and effective communi-
cation.

Innovative Communication Practices and
Tools

The RCC has leveraged modern commu-
nication tools and platforms to reach a
diverse audience. This includes the use of
enhanced digital communication, social
media strategies, and traditional media
channels in the region and beyond. Tar-
geted communication activities were de-
signed to engage specific groups, includ-
ing youth, government agencies, and the
European Union, fostering a deeper con-
nection and understanding of the RCC’s



mission. Engagement on social media
platforms was intensive, particularly fo-
cusing on engaging multimedia content
to attract a younger demographic and
increase overall user engagement.

Projects and Initiatives

The RCC has actively promoted the ac-
tivities under the RCC-implemented and
EU-funded projects. Through promoting
the activities of these projects, the RCC
has managed to enhance the visibili-
ty and impact of EU and organisation’s
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communication efforts, fostering great-
er regional collaboration and support.
In line with previous years, the RCC sup-
ported important regional initiatives and
successful projects whose positive im-
age and reputation contribute to raising
awareness of regional cooperation and
EU integration among the general public.

Performance Metrics and Impact

The effectiveness of RCC’s communica-
tion strategy is reflected in the substan-
tial increase in digital engagement met-

RCC's communication efforts emphasized the importance of inclusive, sustainable
regional cooperation through campaigns, events, and digital content showcasing its
economic and social benefits
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rics. The RCC website views have surged
by 33%, with new users increasing by 86%.
We produced 59 news releases and 22 in-
terviews, articles, op-eds, vlogs, and vid-
eo podcasts that were published across
various media in the region and beyond.
Media engagement remained steady with
close to 7000 media reports recorded
on RCC activities during this period. The
RCC'’s social media presence saw signifi-
cant growth across platforms. Facebook
reached over 2 million people, achieving
11.4% growth in interactions and a172% in-
crease in engagement, with 29 thousand
likes and 32 thousand followers. Our Ins-
tagram profile continued to attract inter-
est, achieving a reach of 2.2 million users,
with over 15,700 interactions and 22,000

To align with the RCC’s 2023-2025 Work Programme, detailed Communication
Action Plans were developed for each flagship product and activity, tailored to their
specific dynamics and target audiences for coherent and effective communication.

profile visits. Our video content on Insta-
gram amassed 2.1 million views, with 1.3
million organically. X (Twitter) impres-
sions stood at nearly 224,000; LinkedIn
attracted over 8,000 page-views, while
YouTube channel received 391,392 views
and TikTok garnered 45,779 views.

Challenges and Forward Outlook

While notable progress has been made,
challenges remain in ensuring consistent
engagement across all segments of the
target audience. Going forward, the RCC
plans to refine its communication ap-
proaches based on feedback and evolv-
ing regional dynamics to ensure even
greater inclusivity and impact.



In the period from May 2023 to May 2024,
the RCC had successfully implemented
its communication strategy, significant-
ly advancing regional cooperation and
EU integration narratives. With contin-
ued dedication to refining and expand-
ing its communication efforts, the RCC
is well-positioned to further its role as a
pivotal organisation in fostering regional
cooperation and integration in SEE. This
ongoing commitment is essential not only
for the region’s present challenges but
also for its long-term aspirations towards
EU membership.

(Photo: RCC/Jerome Hubert)
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C3. Extending partnerships

In an effort to extend cooperation and
partnerships with other organisations, in
July 2023 in Brussels, the Regional Coop-
eration Council entered into a Memoran-
dum of Understanding (MoU) with the
European Economic and Social Com-
mittee (EESC). The RCC is dedicated to
collaborating with the EESC, the EU’s ad-
visory body that represents civil society,
on policy initiatives designed to engage
civil society and enhance regional coop-
eration.

In an effort to extend cooperation and partnerships with other organisations, in July
2023 in Brussels, the Regional Cooperation Council entered into a Memorandum of
Understanding (MoU) with the European Economic and Social Committee (EESC)
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In April 2024, upon RCC Board’s approv-
al, a Memorandum of Understanding was
signed with the College of Europe (CoE)
to offer one scholarship to a student from
an SEECP Participant to attend the Mas-
ter’'s programme at the recently opened
CoE Campus in Tirana.

Continuing our successful cooperation
from last year, together with the Feder-
al Ministry for European and International
Affairs of Austria (BMEIA), we will support
organisations or individuals from South
East Europe through the flagship 2023
Champion of Regional Cooperation Dr
Erhard Busek Award. This award, inspired
by European values and principles, aims
to recognise and encourage outstanding
contributions to regional cooperation.

This year, the financial support for the
awardee will be doubled to 10,000 EUR,
reinforcing our commitment to fostering
collaboration and development in the re-
gion. The Champion of Regional Coop-
eration Dr Erhard Busek Award not only
highlights the importance of regional co-
operation but also serves as a beacon of
support for initiatives that drive positive
change and strengthen ties in South East
Europe. More details about the award can
be found here.

Regional Cooperation Council was hon-
oured to have been invited by our part-
ners to a number of meetings and events,
including the World Health Organisation,
UNECE Regional Forum on Sustainable
Development, discussions on the Western

Memorandum of Understanding was signed with the College of Europe (CoE) to
offer one scholarship to a student from an SEECP Participant to attend the Master’s
programme at the recently opened CoE Campus in Tirana


https://www.rcc.int/championofregionalcooperation#:~:text=The%20Champion%20of%20Regional%20Cooperation,by%20European%20values%20and%20principles.

Balkans accession to the European Union
and the role of regional cooperation and
RCC at the Elcano Royal Institute in Ma-
drid, TRATOLOW Ministerial on green
transition and energy sustainability in Vi-
enna, etc.

To enhance efficiency and avoid redun-
dancy in its activities, the RCC continued
working closely with relevant civil society
organisations and relevant international
and regional partners. This includes es-
tablishing robust relationships with or-
ganisations such as CEFTA, Western Bal-
kans Chamber Investment Forum, United
Nations Development Programme, Coun-
cil of Europe, and World Health Organi-
sation, among others. Moreover, while
the RCC Secretariat sustains relationships
with the South East Europe Cooperation
Process Participants and RCC Board Par-
ticipants, it also develops ties with the Eu-
ropean Union institutions and associated
entities based in Brussels.

The Brussels Liaison Office (LO) of the
Regional Cooperation Council, during the
reporting period, engaged in a series of
meetings and events aimed at enhanc-
ing regional cooperation, supporting the
EU enlargement process, and promoting
presence of RCC in EU institutions.

The Liaison Office facilitated multiple
high-level engagements including intro-
ductory and regular meetings with am-
bassadors, deputy heads of missions, and
diplomats from EU permanent represen-
tation and delegates in working groups,
as well as representatives of European
Union institutions such as President of
the European Council Charles Michel’s
cabinet and the European External Action
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Service’s Regional cooperation desk, to
name just a few. Significant meetings also
took place with UNOPS to explore syner-
gies between RCC activities and ongoing
UN projects, with the Friends of Europe
to revitalise cooperation and focus on the
Western Balkans at the EU-Western Bal-
kans Summit, NALAS, and with DAI/US-
AID concerning the EU ACCELERATE bid
which presents potential collaboration
opportunities for the RCC.

In addition to these diplomatic efforts, the
Liaison Office played a role in analysing,
processing, and distributing vital docu-
ments pertinent to the EU enlargement
agenda. This includes insights from brief-
ings and summaries of European Commis-
sion enlargement reports. The reporting
period also saw substantial involvement
of LO in key summits and public debates
that centred around the enlargement pro-
cess and policy impacts on the Western
Balkans, demonstrating RCC’s active par-
ticipation in shaping and driving forward
the enlargement discourse.

These activities underscore the LO’s in-
strumental role in facilitating discussions
and policies that aim to integrate West-
ern Balkan economies more closely with
the EU, reflecting RCC’s ongoing commit-
ment to fostering regional cooperation
and supporting EU integration efforts.
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Abbreviations

ACG Advisory and Coordination
Group

BDTF SEE Biodiversity Task Force of

South East Europe

BIA Butterfly Innovation Award
BMEIA Federal Ministry for Euro-

pean and International Affairs of Austria

CEFTA
Trade Agreement

CEPEJ
the Efficiency of Justice

Central European Free

European Commission for

Ci Creative Industries

CE Circular Economy

CoE College of Europe

C-i-O Chairpersonship-in-Office
CRM Common Regional Market
CRM2 Second iteration of the
CRM Action Plan

CSOs Civil society organisations
DIHs Digital Innovation Hubs
DG Directorate General

DG NEAR Directorate General for
Neighbourhood and Enlargement Nego-
tiations

EC European Commission
EIPA European Centre for Judg-
es and Lawyers

EJTN European Judicial Training
Network

ENQA European Association for

Quality Assurance in Higher Education

EPC European Payments Coun-
cil

EPSR European Pillar of Social
Rights

ERI SEE Education Reform Initia-

tive of South Eastern Europe

ESAP
Affairs Platform Project

Employment and Social

ESS Employment Service of
Slovenia

ETS Emission Trading Scheme
EUBYF EU-Balkan Youth Forum
FDI Foreign Direct Investment
GAWB Green Agenda for the
Western Balkans

GlZ Deutsche Gesellschaft fur

Internationale Zusammenarbeit

ICT Information and Commu-
nication Technology

IFls International Financial In-
stitutions
1ISG Integrative Internal Securi-

ty Governance

JWGI Joint Working Group on
Investments

LMPs Labour Market Policies

LO Liaison Office

MAPs Mutual Assistance Projects
MoU Memorandum of Under-
standing

NALAS Network of Associations
of Local Authorities of South East Eu-
rope

OECD Organisation for Economic
Cooperation and Development

PD Political Directors

PES Public Employment Ser-
vices

PSPs Payment Service Providers
RCC Regional Cooperation
Council

RNWE Regional Network of

Women in Entrepreneurship

RoP Rules of Procedure



RWG GAWB Regional Working Group
on Green Agenda for the Western Bal-

kans

SDGs Sustainable Development
Goals

SEE South East Europe

SEE IGI South East Europe Inclu-
sive Growth Index

SEE JTI South East Europe Judicial
Training Institutes

SEE2030 South East Europe 2030
Strategy

SEECP South East European Co-
operation Process

SEEMIC SEE Military Intelligence
Chiefs

SEENSA Meeting of the Heads of
South East Europe National Security
Agencies

SEPA Single Euro Payments
Area

SSN Statistical Authorities Net-
work

SWP Strategy and Work Pro-
gramme

TEG Tourism Expert Group
TEPAV Economic Policy Research
Foundation of Turkiye

TCT Transport Community
Treaty

ToR Terms of Reference
UNECE United Nations Economic
Commission for Europe

WB Western Balkans

WBBSi Western Balkan Border
Security initiative

WBCIF Western Balkans Chamber
Investment Forum

WBCSCi Western Balkan Counter

Serious Crime initiative
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WBCTi Western Balkan Counter
Terrorism initiative

WBDS Western Balkans Digital
Summit

WBYL Western Balkans Youth
Lab Project

WGFM Working Group on Finan-
cial Markets

WGID Working Group on Indus-

trial Development
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