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The Western Balkans and UK/EU/US Cooperation 
 

The Western Balkans is a key region in 

security, defence, economic and political 

terms. It is at an important geopolitical 

position at the heart of Europe and the 

Western world; however, it is largely not 

integrated into Euro-Atlantic structures and 

there is a relatively limited engagement from 

key Western countries.  

The UK, with its current focus on ‘Global 

Britain’, often seems to leave a Europe-shaped 

hole in its strategy. While it was good to see 

Prime Minister Boris Johnson referring to the 

Western Balkans in his Parliamentary 

statement last year on the FCO/DfID merger, 

concrete steps need to be taken in 

cooperation with our partners. 

On the other hand, France and Germany 

appear exhausted with the enlargement of 

the EU, though they do offer a potential 

solution with President Macron’s idea of a 

‘Europe of circles’ - a concept that could be 

expedited for this region as part of a solution 

to continue supporting its pro-democratic 

direction.  

Nevertheless, the Western Balkans are 

currently seeing increasing interest and 

involvement from other global powers, 

including Russia, China, and Turkey. 

Considering the importance of the Western 

Balkans and our strategic interests in the 

region, it is essential for the UK to engage 

further with the countries of this key area. To 

ensure effective impact it is also important to 

cooperate with allies, especially the EU 

(including both the European institutions and 

EU member states) and the USA, given their 

involvement in the region. 

The Western Balkans are at a key moment in history 

which will decide their future direction for the long-

term. The UK and its partners must move quickly 

and firmly to support the democratic direction of 

the Western Balkans and offer a clear strategic 

advantage to the region in contrast to short-term 

gains offered by other actors. 

 
The Western Balkans Today 

The Western Balkan countries constitute the only 

geographical core region of Europe that is not 

integrated into the European Union. In addition, 

Bosnia and Herzegovina, Kosovo and Serbia are also 

not members of NATO. This undefined status can 

increase the risks for the broader stability of the 

West which would have an impact on UK strategic 

interests. 

 
The European Union is the main vehicle for 

integrating Western Balkan countries, politically, 

economically and socially into the Euro-Atlantic 

world. However, since the EU-Western Balkans 

Summit in Thessaloniki on 21st June 2003, only one 

country has joined the EU (Croatia, 2013). 

Montenegro and Serbia are in the process of 

membership negotiations that seem stuck. North 

Macedonia and Albania are official candidates, but 

membership negotiations are still not open. Bosnia 

and Herzegovina is a potential candidate and will 

require a lot of support in state-building before 

taking further steps. The accession of Kosovo is on 

the current agenda for the enlargement of the EU, 

however even the screening process has not 

started. The UK and its allies need to focus more 

attention on this region and help address the 

economic, political, security and strategic issues. 
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In this context it was encouraging to see the 

Bulgarian, Croatian and Slovenian Presidencies of 

the Council of the EU focusing on the region and 

calling Western Balkans Summits. Future 

Presidencies should continue making the Western 

Balkans a priority, as well as engaging the UK and 

US in dialogue and practical support for the region. 

For example, an initiative was hosted by Bulgaria, 

where the 2020 Summit of the EU and the Western 

Balkans took place in the capital Sofia. The Summit 

adopted two key action plans – on a green agenda 

to support renewable energy, and on a common 

regional market (more on these under ‘Economy’). 

 
Nevertheless, the engagement in the Western 

Balkans remains mostly from the countries of 

surrounding regions. While their efforts are 

commendable, their work should be supported by 

other Western countries. 

 
Security and External Competition  

 

According to the 2019 Munich Security Report, 

Chinese and Russian influence in Western Balkan 

countries is rising. The report underlines how 

Moscow sees the Balkans as a critical part of a 

new "great game," which may help weaken the 

West. Russia is suspected of interference in the 

Montenegrin and North Macedonian elections. 

The pro-Russian narratives are solid and present 

in Serbia, and that can be a fertile ground for the 

spread of anti-Western sentiments. Serbia also 

has a very well-developed relationship with Russia 

in defence matters. In recent years they have 

been buying MiG-29 fighter jets, tanks, and other 

combat vehicles from the Russian Federation. 

 

In addition, the same report states that China is 

intensifying its influence by penetrating the region 

with capital and loans for infrastructure projects. 

China almost put Montenegro into a debt trap 

with its highway construction loan. Beijing is also  

present in Serbia with the loans and construction for 

the Belgrade-Budapest railway and the purchase of a 

Serbian steel mill and copper mines. Furthermore, 

China is building its biggest cultural centre in the 

region in Belgrade. 

 
Turkey is also trying to increase its influence in the 

region, especially through aid and Yunus Emre cultural 

centres. It is also growing its influence economically, 

by developing trade exchange with all Western Balkan 

countries and by increasing investments. Though it is 

still lagging in the power competition, Turkey's shift 

from Atlanticism, to its new, more pragmatic, 

approach needs to make Western powers more aware 

of Erdogan's influence in the region, as in some cases 

it can run counter to Western security interests. 

 
The strategic position of the Western Balkans for the 

Western world is why Russia, China and Turkey are 

trying to gain ground in this region. If they solidify 

their presence, that can be a security threat for the 

Western alliance within its own neighbourhood. 

Russian influence can be the most destabilising factor, 

especially after the coup attempt of pro-Russian 

extremists in Montenegro in 2016 and the disruptive 

role of pro-Russian politician Milorad Dodik in Bosnia 

and Herzegovina. 

A potential restrictive enlargement policy by the 

European Commission could demotivate Western 

Balkan countries for further EU integration, pushing 

them to rely more on the above-mentioned 

alternative actors. 

 Organised Crime  
 

The under-developed anti-corruption institutions and 

judiciary, the developing rule of law culture, and the 

potentially weakened independent institutions in the 

region can make Western Balkan countries more 

vulnerable to well-organised criminal enterprises. 

These could establish stronger bases near the heart of 

Europe with which to run criminal networks 

throughout the EU as well as in the UK. 
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The UK, the USA, and the European Union 

need to focus more on the Western Balkan 

region as there could be significant 

repercussions if it becomes unstable and 

potentially an exporter of insecurity. NATO is 

a very good security framework, however it is 

not broad enough in other respects, as rival 

powers have various forms of political, 

economic, trade, investment and soft power 

influence that undermine Western positions in 

the region. 

  Political Issues 

From the point of view of the Western 

Balkans, the Euro-Atlantic direction, 

manifested through EU and NATO 

memberships, offers important stability 

anchors and economic prosperity benefits 

after the disastrous ethnic wars during the 

1990s. These networks can also be perceived 

as a tool for reconciliation in a war-torn 

region. But, without a clear path to 

membership, waiting could incentivise 

Western Balkan countries to water down  

unpopular reforms and cooperate further 

with external rival powers. 

 
From the point of view of the UK and its 

partners, it is concerning to see that the 

enthusiasm for a Western direction of the 

countries in the region has reduced. 

Enlargement is a divisive issue in NATO and 

especially in the EU, and the internal reforms 

of the Union have overshadowed attention 

to this region. From the European Union’s 

point of view, it is evident that enthusiasm 

for new members is lower than 15 years ago 

during the run up to the `Big Bang`. 

 

For example, even though North Macedonia 

solved it's complicated and long-lasting 

name dispute with Greece as a condition for 

further EU integration, the EU did not open  

membership negotiations. When France blocked the 

start of membership talks with North Macedonia on 

October 18th 2019, this obstacle damaged the 

European Union’s credibility in the eyes of the Western 

Balkan governments.  

 

President Macron’s concept of a ‘Europe of circles’ was 

very welcome as a potential alternative for the region 

because a path to establishing closer ties with the EU 

needs to be found. The West must help Western 

Balkans countries to secure further connections with 

the EU as a pre-emptive measure against other 

geopolitical forces. 

 

An example of successful cooperation between key 

Western powers in support of the region is the Berlin 

Process for the Western Balkans. This is a network of 

several EU Member States, the United Kingdom, the 

European Commission and the six Western Balkan 

countries (Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Kosovo, 

Montenegro, North Macedonia, and Serbia).  

The initiative aims to deepen cooperation in the region 

and to help the Western Balkan countries as they make 

their way into the EU. This project should receive 

stronger attention from the participating actors and 

result in practical actions. 

 
Economy 

Bilateral trade relations between the UK and Western 

Balkan countries are in the early phases and can be 

improved.  

Currently the Western Balkan countries are 

performing almost all their trade exchange with the 

EU or between each other. Therefore, Western 

Balkan countries are dependent on European 

markets and in general on foreign direct investments 

from the West. Even with the rising Chinese 

economic presence in the region, no other political 

power can economically match the EU in the 

Western Balkans. Around 70% of the Western Balkan 

trade volume is accounted for by the European 
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Union. The combined GDP of the Western 

Balkan countries represents 1% of EU GDP 

(smaller than the GDP of Slovakia). 

 
However, in the case of joining the European 

Union, these countries would be the most 

impoverished members and the net receivers 

of structural and cohesion funds. It would 

mean more states that are net receivers, and 

it would possibly entail more immigration 

from this region to other parts of Europe. 

 

One way to reduce the above concerns is to 

increase investments and grants for this 

region. 

 

The economies of the six Western Balkans 

countries are very small compared to Western 

developed nations, and even a relatively 

limited investment increase can make a 

significant impact. The US and UK can help in 

this process.  

Another way to support the region is to help 

increase economic integration and the 

lowering of financial and legislative barriers 

between the Western Balkan countries 

themselves. This will help increase trade, 

grow the economies of the region, as well as 

ease their integration into the harmonised 

markets of the EU. 

 
The Western Balkans will also benefit 

significantly if the IMF, the World Bank, EBRD 

and other International Financial Institutions 

(IFIs) make more contributions to support 

advanced reforms, primarily to maintain 

economic and financial stability.  

 

The Green Agenda for the Western Balkans, 

for example, is a an already existing and very 

positive initiative that can also benefit from 

the support of the UK and US. 

 

The 2020 summit of the EU and the Western 

Balkan countries adopted the Green Agenda. 

Two important action plans were passed in 

Bulgaria — one a common regional market 

and the other a green agenda to unlock the 

renewable energy potential of the region. 

 

A further key aspect of the Agenda is the 

reduction of the reliance on coal. The share 

of coal in electricity generation in the 

Western Balkan countries currently amounts 

to an average of 70%. The US, for example, 

can help Western Balkan countries to 

transition to liquified natural gas as a 

temporary solution on the path of becoming 

more sustainable in their energy 

consumption.  

 

A new World Bank estimation showed that a 

complete, Schengen-like decrease of the 

interstate obstacles could add 3 billion US 

dollars of added value annually in the 

Western Balkans. That can increase the 

economic growth of the whole region. The 

Open Balkans initiative between Albania, 

North Macedonia and Serbia can be a good 

framework for further economic integration 

in the area. 

European Union membership is still the best 

way for the economic convergence of the 

Western Balkans. Nevertheless, in the 

meantime, there are mechanisms that the 

EU, the UK, and the US can implement or 

support with a similar effect and no political 

cost. More investments and assistance for 

the economic integration between Western 

Balkan countries could be a relative quick 

win. The United Kingdom and United States 

can support this process more decisively. 

 
Conclusion 
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This is a crucial time for the Western Balkans and 

their democratic direction.  

The countries of the region are experiencing strong 

political pressure, both externally and internally, 

and face a challenging task in implementing 

structural reforms and focusing on a stronger Euro-

Atlantic foreign policy, while resisting other powers 

and simultaneously keeping crime and terrorism at 

bay. 

The UK, EU and US must follow the example of the 

neighbouring countries of the Western Balkans and 

provide more practical support to the region, as 

well as clear perspectives for membership of NATO 

and of the EU. 

The Western Balkan countries will also need to 

invest a lot of work and political capital in solving 

long-standing diplomatic disputes, and in 

developing stronger economic ties - between each 

other and with their Western partners.  

It is important for the UK, the EU, and the US to 

support these processes and to work in close 

cooperation with each other, for their efforts to 

have a synchronistic effect. This is the only way to 

be an effective counterbalance to the strength 

and commitment of several other large 

economies, including China, Russia and Turkey, 

that have significant resources and a strong focus 

on the region.  

 

There is no time to waste in opening a new 

chapter in the combined efforts of the UK, the EU, 

and the US in their relations with the Western 

Balkans. We are living in a decisive time full of 

geopolitical risks, but there is a lot of scope and 

potential for the Western Balkans and their 

Western partners to deliver practical actions in 

order to turn these risks into opportunities. 
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The Conservative European Forum (CEF) was launched in January 

2021 by Rt Hon. Sir David Lidington KCB CBE and Stephen 

Hammond MP. CEF is committed to strengthening political, 

economic, social, environmental and security cooperation 

between the UK and the democracies of Europe. Closer strategic 

cooperation, to tackle shared challenges, will make all parties safer, 

more prosperous and more influential on the world stage. 
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