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Introduction 

The European Union (EU) enlargement policy has a special place within the EU’s foreign 

policy. EU enlargement is at the heart of the European integration project and is widely 

considered one of the EU’s most successful policies1. Being one the most effective foreign 

policy tools, this policy is deeply connected to the ideas of democratisation and economic 

transformation2. Historically, the European perspective served as the key driver for the 

democratic transformation of European countries through the dissemination of European 

values, rules, and standards. Consequently, the EU enlargement policy turned the EU into a 

significant international actor and a normative power by systematically increasing its ability to 

influence the political and economic transformation of the neighbouring countries3. 

Simultaneously, the goal of the enlargement process is also in fostering European integration4. 

Each enlargement influences the institutional system of the EU and pushes EU Member States 

to engage in in-depth discussions about the future shape of the Union. Thus, the EU enlargement 

policy can be considered to be a driving force of European integration, since it not only widens 

but also deepens the integration process. 

Since its inception, the EU has grown from the six founding Member States to a community of 

27 European countries united around common values and a common vision of the future. The 

EU’s transformation from an exclusively Western European organisation into the leading pan-

European institution-building force makes the enlargement policy a key political process of 

transnational relations for the entire European region5. Following the end of the Cold War, the 

EU, through its enlargement policy, engaged in a complex process of democratic and economic 

transformation of Central and Eastern Europe, which culminated in the accession of twelve 

states into the EU in the period of 2004–2007. The ‘Big Bang’ enlargement of 2004 saw the 

Central European states of Poland, Hungary, Slovakia, and Czechia, together forming the 

Visegrad Group, joining the EU, which marked their ‘return to Europe’. 

However, the Western Balkan countries, belonging to the wider Central and Eastern Europe 

region, did not share the fate of the Visegrad Group in their European integration process. The 

 
1 Ker-Lindsay, James, Ioannis Armakolas, Rosa Balfour, and Corina Stratulat. “The National Politics of EU 
Enlargement in the Western Balkans.” Southeast European and Black Sea Studies 17, no. 4 (2017): 511–22. 
2 Sjursen, Helene. “A Certain Sense of Europe? Defining the EU through Enlargement” European Societies 14, 
no. 4 (2012): 502–521. 
3 Sedelmeier, Ulrich. “Enlargement. Constituent Policy and Tool for External Governance,” in Policy-making in 

the European Union, eds. Helen Wallace, Mark A. Pollack, Christilla Roederer-Rynning, and Alasdair R. Young 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press), 407–435. 
4 Sjursen, op. cit. 
5 Schimmelfennig, Frank, and Ulrich Sedelmeier. “Theorizing EU Enlargement: Research Focus, Hypotheses, and 
the State of Research.” Journal of European Public Policy 9, no. 4 (2002): 500–528. 
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Western Balkan region is covered by the EU enlargement policy since the early 2000s, which 

serves as the main tool of the EU’s engagement in the region’s stabilisation and 

democratisation. The Western Balkans are seen as the priority region of the current enlargement 

agenda, which also includes three Eastern European states, namely, Ukraine, Moldova, and 

Georgia, as well as Turkey. However, only Croatia, a country formerly considered as Western 

Balkan, has so far joined the EU in 2013. Since then, EU enlargement to the region has 

practically halted its progress. 

By and large, the Visegrad Group and the Western Balkans display certain similarities. Being 

geographically close to each other, both regions share the recent historical experiences of the 

authoritarian communist rule and the subsequent efforts to overcome its legacy through their 

efforts in democratic and economic transition. Moreover, both regions have comparable 

characteristics on a macro-regional level, as well as on the national level of individual countries. 

The Visegrad Group states are among the most vocal supporters of EU enlargement and are 

actively engaged in the promotion of the Western Balkans’ EU accession. The Western 

Balkans’ European integration is among the national interests and foreign policy priorities of 

the Visegrad states, which is reflected in their enlargement policies. Taking the aforementioned 

similarities into account, the Visegrad Group countries can positively influence the Western 

Balkan countries’ European integration by serving as an example of a successful democratic 

and economic transformation. 

Research on EU enlargement has become a significant part of the academic inquiry into the 

nature of European integration and the role of the EU on the international level. The topic has 

been addressed in the works of renowned scholars specialising in the research of European 

integration, such as Frank Schimmelfennig, Ulrich Sedelmeier, and Helene Sjursen6, among 

others. Schimmefennig and Sedelmeier have contributed to the research on EU enlargement by 

introducing several important concepts. They defined four main dimensions of enlargement: 

the EU enlargement politics, the EU Member States’ enlargement politics, applicant states’ 

enlargement politics, and the impact of enlargement on the EU7. The EU Member States’ 

enlargement politics dimension is particularly relevant for the aims of this thesis. 

Theoretical reflections on EU enlargement have concentrated mainly on the analysis of factors 

prompting the EU to engage in democratisation and stabilisation of its neighbourhood by 

offering a European perspective. Researchers from the realist school of thought have pointed 

 
6 Sjursen, op. cit. 
7 Schimmelfennig and Sedelmeier, op. cit. 
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out that the main factor determining EU enlargement is the national interests of the EU Member 

States8. Adrian Hyde-Price views EU enlargement as an instrument used by influential EU 

Member States to exert hegemonic power, thus shaping their neighbourhood with the aim of 

achieving long-term strategic and economic benefits9. While EU Member States’ cost-benefit 

analyses of the EU enlargement process determined their approach on the enlargement 

decisions, they also defined the main argumentation patterns of European political actors on 

national and European levels10. From the realist perspective, the main justifications to support 

EU enlargement concentrate around economic and geostrategic arguments. Baldwin, Francois, 

Portes11, and Schimmelfennig12, among others, see economic arguments behind EU 

enlargement as a tool for the expansion of the EU single market with its four freedoms. 

Regarding geopolitical and geostrategic arguments, Higashino13, Grimm and Okka14, and 

Juncos15 have highlighted the role of the EU enlargement policy as a stabilisation tool for 

neighbouring countries, which raises the security of both EU Member States and aspirant 

countries. As Moravcsik and Vachudova argue, the enlargement process can be characterised 

as an asymmetric interdependence connecting the EU Member States and candidate countries16. 

Constructivists, on the other hand, explain the EU Member States’ engagement in the EU 

enlargement process by highlighting a different set of arguments. From their perspective, 

enlargement is seen as the process of community building through the accession of countries 

sharing common values and principles. For example, Góra17 describes how the constructivist 

perspective stipulates that the decision to proceed with the Eastern enlargement was taken 

because it concerned the identity issue of who belongs to the European civilisation of values. 

 
8 Vachudova, Milada Anna. Europe Undivided: Democracy, Leverage and Integration after Communism. Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2006. 
9 Hyde-Price, Adrian. “‘Normative’ Power Europe: A Realist Critique.” Journal of European Public Policy 13, 
no. 2 (2006): 217–234. 
10 Sjursen, Helene. “The EU as a ‘Normative’ Power: How Can This Be?” Journal of European Public Policy 13, 
no. 2 (2006): 235–251. 
11 Baldwin, Richard E., Joseph F. Francois, Richard Portes, Dani Rodrik, and István P. Székely. “The Costs and 
Benefits of Eastern Enlargement: The Impact on the EU and Central Europe.” Economic Policy 12, no. 24 (1997): 
125–176. 
12 Schimmelfennig, Frank. The EU, NATO and the Integration of Europe: Rules and Rhetoric. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2007. 
13 Higashino, Atsuko. “For the Sake of ‘Peace and Security’? The Role of Security in the European Union 
Enlargement Eastwards.” Cooperation and Conflict 39, no. 4 (2004): 347–368.  
14 Grimm, Sonja, and Lou Mathis Okka. “Stability First, Development Second, Democracy Third: The European 
Union's Policy towards the Post-Conflict Western Balkans, 1991–2010.” Europe-Asia Studies 67, no. 6 (2015): 
916–947. 
15 Juncos, Ana E. “The European Union and the Western Balkans.” Chapter. In EU Security Strategies, edited by 
Jerry Sperling, 1st ed., 49–66. Routledge, 2017. 
16 Moravcsik, Andrew, and Milada Anna Vachudova. “National Interests, State Power, and EU Enlargement.” 
Perspectives, no. 19 (2002): 21–31. 
17 Góra, Magdalena. Legitymizacja i kontestacja polityki zagranicznej Unii Europejskiej na przykładzie polityki 
rozszerzenia i Europejskiej Polityki Sąsiedztwa. Kraków: Wydawnictwo Uniwersytetu Jagiellońskiego, 2019. 
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The argument of ‘historical justice’ of the Eastern enlargement was significant as well, as 

discussed by Schimmelfennig18 and Sjursen19. The issue of the EU’s role in the transformation 

of neighbouring countries through the process of EU enlargement has featured in reflections on 

normative aspects of European integration. The success of the Eastern enlargement served as a 

confirmation of the EU’s role as a ‘normative power’, a concept introduced by Ian Manners20. 

The concept of ‘normative power Europe’ characterises the EU as a powerful actor in 

international relations that is concentrated on the promotion of universal and European values 

as a tool to influence other actors21. In this respect, analyses of the EU enlargement policy have 

contributed to the empirical verification of the ‘normative power’ concept in the works of 

Lavenex and Schimmelfennig22, and Noutcheva23, among others. 

The research on EU enlargement to the Western Balkans is especially significant for the current 

context of enlargement, as the region is essentially the priority region of the policy. The Western 

Balkans’ EU enlargement features prominently in the works of Milada Vachudova, who 

analyses the influence of the EU enlargement policy on the region24 and the influence of the 

Western Balkan states’ national interests on their accession process25. 

An extensive body of literature has been dedicated to the reasons why the EU, as a unified 

political entity, has wanted to enlarge, and how this process has been undertaken. However, 

despite the fact that national enlargement policy agendas are crucial drivers in this unified 

support towards enlargement, relatively little research has been done on the factors determining 

individual EU Member States’ support or opposition to the EU enlargement process. Yet the 

issue of the EU Member States’ national policies on the Western Balkans’ EU enlargement in 

particular has gained prominence in the literature in recent years. Particularly noteworthy is the 

extensive study on the national politics of EU enlargement conducted by James Ker-Lindsay, 

Ioannis Armakolas, Rosa Balfour, and Corina Stratulat26. This research analyses how domestic 

political concerns and national politics affect the way in which EU Member States approach 

 
18 Schimmelfennig, The EU, NATO and the Integration of Europe, op. cit. 
19 Sjursen, “A Certain Sense of Europe?”, op. cit. 
20 Manners, Ian. “Normative Power Europe: A Contradiction in Terms?” JCMS: Journal of Common Market 

Studies 40, no. 2 (2002): 235–258. 
21 Ibidem. 
22 Lavenex, Sandra, and Frank Schimmelfennig. “EU Democracy Promotion in the Neighbourhood: From 
Leverage to Governance?” Democratization 18, no. 4 (2011): 885–909. 
23 Noutcheva, Gergana. European Foreign Policy and the Challenges of Balkan Accession: Conditionality, 

Legitimacy and Compliance. London: Routledge, 2014. 
24 Vachudova, Milada Anna. “EU Enlargement and State Capture in the Western Balkans.” The Europeanisation 

of the Western Balkans, 2018, 63–85. 
25 Vachudova, Milada Anna. “EU Leverage and National Interests in the Balkans: The Puzzles of Enlargement 
Ten Years On.” JCMS: Journal of Common Market Studies 52, no. 1 (2013): 122–138. 
26 Ker-Lindsay et al., op. cit. 
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enlargement to the Western Balkans27. Several scholars contributed to this study, such as 

Theresia Töglhofer and Cornelius Adebahr focusing on Germany28, and Natascha Wunsch 

analysing the case of France29. Beáta Huszka30 analyses the main aspects of the EU enlargement 

policy of Hungary, a EU Member States which is included within the scope of this thesis. The 

research has demonstrated that there is a variety of factors shaping individual Member States’ 

attitudes towards the EU enlargement policy and specifically towards the Western Balkans’ 

enlargement. These factors include economic connections, security concerns, ties to the region 

and individual accession states, general foreign policy priorities, and national ideological 

approaches towards European integration in general31. However, despite the substantial 

similarities between the Visegrad Group and the Western Balkans, the systematic analysis of 

the Visegrad EU Member States’ national enlargement policies towards the Western Balkans 

has not received adequate attention. 

Therefore, this thesis aims to analyse the Visegrad Group countries’ approaches to the Western 

Balkans’ EU enlargement. The analysis examines the place of the Western Balkans in the 

foreign policies of the Visegrad countries in the context of EU enlargement by looking at their 

policy preferences and relations with the Western Balkan countries. The Visegrad countries are 

analysed both individually and collectively as the Visegrad Group. The thesis focuses on several 

research objectives. Firstly, the research seeks to identify the factors motivating the Visegrad 

countries’ support of EU enlargement to the Western Balkans and examine which factors 

dominate their support. Secondly, the research seeks to assess how these factors influence the 

Visegrad countries’ approach to the Western Balkans’ EU enlargement by following the 

theoretical underpinnings of EU enlargement. Thirdly, the research seeks to examine how the 

Visegrad Group’s approach to the Western Balkan countries influences the Western Balkans’ 

EU accession process. Consequently, the research addresses the following research questions: 

Research question 1: What factors dominate the Visegrad Group’s approach to EU enlargement 

to the Western Balkans?  

Research question 2: How do these factors influence the Visegrad Group’s enlargement policies 

towards the Western Balkans?  

 
27 Ibidem. 
28 Töglhofer, Theresia, and Cornelius Adebahr. “Firm supporter and severe critic – Germany’s two-pronged 
approach to EU enlargement in the Western Balkans.” Southeast European and Black Sea Studies 17, no. 4 (2017): 
523–539. 
29 Wunsch, Natasha. “Between indifference and hesitation: France and EU enlargement towards the Balkans.” 
Southeast European and Black Sea Studies 17, no. 4 (2017): 541–554. 
30 Huszka, Beáta “Eurosceptic yet pro-enlargement: the paradoxes of Hungary’s EU policy.” Southeast European 

and Black Sea Studies 17, no. 4 (2017): 591–609. 
31 Ker-Lindsay et al., op. cit. 
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Research question 3: What influence does the Visegrad Group have on the Western Balkans’ 

EU accession process? 

The analysis is primarily based on the case study method, which is widely used in social 

sciences, since it allows for an in-depth study of each case and aims to explain the similarities 

and differences between them. Lune and Berg define case studies as “in-depth qualitative 

studies of one or few illustrative cases”32. The focus on the qualitative nature suggests that while 

case studies are intended to explain how the research subject operates within a particular 

context, their results can also be put on a more global scale33. Still, generalisation may be 

regarded as one of the main limitations of the case study approach, which focuses on empirical 

results of a single case34. In other words, such research is undertaken to study the unique nature 

of a case, and not because it represents other cases. However, when applied to EU Member 

States’ national enlargement policies, the results of the case study method may serve as a sound 

basis for generalising about possible factors determining EU Member States’ stances on the EU 

enlargement policy and their implications on the process itself. The comparative case study 

method is used for this research to analyse the Visegrad Group countries’ approaches to the 

Western Balkans’ EU enlargement in order to identify the similarities, differences, and 

particularities across the cases. Additionally, the analysis is complemented by the empirical 

discourse-oriented perspective to evaluate the enlargement discourses of Members of the 

European Parliament from the Visegrad Group countries in the context of the Western Balkans’ 

EU enlargement process. 

The case study of the Visegrad countries’ approaches towards the Western Balkans’ European 

integration contributes to the research on the national enlargement policies of EU Member 

States and the research on EU enlargement in general. The case study of the Visegrad Group 

countries’ enlargement policies towards the Western Balkans offers valuable insights into their 

impact on the EU enlargement process and their stances on the future of European integration. 

Moreover, the analysis of the Visegrad Group’s collective approach towards the Western 

Balkans helps to explore the level of coordination of the Visegrad countries’ enlargement 

policies. 

Chapter 1 of the thesis discusses the Western Balkans’ EU enlargement process, specifically 

highlighting the significance of the Western Balkans for the EU. It offers a brief review of EU 

 
32 Lune, Howard, and Bruce L. Berg. Qualitative Research Methods for the Social Sciences. Pearson Education 
Limited, 2017. 
33 Ibidem. 
34 Gray, David E. Doing Research in the Real World. London: SAGE Publications, 2018. 
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enlargement policy instruments and initiatives concerning the Western Balkans’ enlargement, 

and analyses the current state of the Western Balkans’ accession process, along with the main 

challenges the region is facing. Chapter 2 presents the thorough analysis of the Visegrad 

countries’ approaches to the Western Balkans’ EU enlargement. Subchapter 2.1. analyses the 

significance of EU enlargement as a foreign policy priority for the Visegrad Group countries. 

Subchapter 2.2. examines the Visegrad Group’s coordinated efforts, specific initiatives, and 

collective contribution to the EU accession process of the Western Balkan countries. 

Subchapter 2.3., divided into four thematic subchapters about each of the Visegrad states, 

analyses the place of the Western Balkans’ EU enlargement among the foreign policy 

preferences of the individual Visegrad countries, as well as their relations and cooperation with 

the Western Balkans in the context of EU enlargement. Chapter 3. employs the qualitative 

discourse analysis method to analyse enlargement discourses of the Visegrad Group countries’ 

Members of the European Parliament. The discourse analysis in this chapter seeks to 

empirically evaluate justifications used by political actors from the Visegrad Group to promote 

the Western Balkans’ enlargement on the European level. The thesis concludes with empirical, 

theoretical, and practical implications of the research, evaluating the results and the problems 

encountered and providing the general assessment of the Visegrad Groups’ role in the process 

of EU enlargement. 
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1. The Western Balkans and the European Union enlargement 

1.1. The significance of the Western Balkans for the European Union 

The Western Balkans is a group of countries located on the Balkan peninsula in Southeastern 

Europe. The term ‘Western Balkans’ is a political neologism, which has generally been used 

by the EU institutions to refer to the part of the Balkan region that includes non-EU countries 

only35. At present, the Western Balkans comprise six states in Southeastern Europe, namely, 

the Republic of Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, the Republic of Kosovo*36, Montenegro, the 

Republic of North Macedonia, and the Republic of Serbia, sometimes collectively referred to 

as the WB6. All of these countries aim to become EU Member States in the future. Currently, 

the Western Balkan region is considered one of the priority regions of potential EU 

enlargement. The WB6 have the EU membership perspective and are covered by the EU 

enlargement policy.  

The Western Balkans were declared the priority of EU enlargement at the Thessaloniki 

European Council Summit in 2003. The European perspective is currently recognised for all of 

the Western Balkan countries. The countries are at different stages in their EU accession 

process. Albania, Montenegro, North Macedonia, and Serbia, are recognised as official 

candidates for EU membership and have started membership negotiations with the EU. Bosnia 

and Herzegovina and Kosovo* are recognised as potential candidates.  

In recent years, the process of EU enlargement to the Western Balkans has effectively stalled 

and cannot boast of visible progress. Overall, since the Eastern enlargement of 2004–2007, the 

EU enlargement process has been slowing down, which saw only Croatia, considered a Western 

Balkan country at the time, joining the EU in 2013. The current WB6 have been in the 

enlargement queue for years. North Macedonia was granted candidate status back in December 

2005 and had been waiting for membership negotiations to start for almost seventeen years until 

July 2022. Montenegro, Serbia, and Albania are also in the membership queue for a long time, 

since a candidate status was given to them in 2010, 2012, and 2014, respectively. This situation 

led to considerable disappointment among the Western Balkan societies. 

 
35 Croatia was considered a Western Balkan country before joining the EU in 2013. For the purpose of this thesis 
and in line with the current EU definition of the Western Balkan region, Croatia is not referred to as a Western 
Balkan country and is not included in this thesis. 
36 All references to Kosovo in this text, whether the territory, institutions, or population, shall be understood in full 
compliance with United Nations Security Council Resolution 1244 and without prejudice to the status of Kosovo. 
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As of 2022, EU enlargement is generally supported by the EU citizens37. The Russian invasion 

of Ukraine contributed to an increase in a positive attitude towards the perspective of further 

widening of the EU. Yet, large segments of the population and political elites from several 

Western European countries tend to have a negative attitude towards the potential EU 

enlargement to the Western Balkans, the issue known as enlargement fatigue. Before 2022, the 

share of EU citizens having positive and negative attitudes towards EU enlargement was 

virtually equal38. High-level policymakers from these countries, affected by enlargement 

fatigue, often follow suit in opposing the Western Balkans’ EU accession. This is evidenced by 

the reluctance of France and the Netherlands to proceed with the opening of the membership 

negotiations with North Macedonia and Albania in October 2019. Despite reasonable concerns 

about the state of democracy, the rule of law, human rights protection, freedom of speech, and 

corruption issues in the candidate countries, their accession is also seen negatively for 

sentimental reasons connected with the stigmatisation and perception of the Balkan region as a 

volatile place with constant conflicts. This situation needs to be addressed by answering the 

underlying question, why do the Western Balkans matter? 

The crucial importance of the Western Balkans for the EU stems first of all from its strategic 

location, and consequent implications for the whole system of European security. Being a 

European region, the state of affairs in the Western Balkans directly affects and concerns the 

EU. Due to the troubled recent past of brutal wars and conflicts and the present of still unhealed 

interethnic relations, the Western Balkan region is perceived as a region with a high potential 

for destabilisation. The Western Balkans also play a highly significant role in tackling other 

security challenges for the EU, such as uncontrolled migration and fighting terrorism. The 

stable security situation in the Western Balkans is essential for the stability of the EU and the 

future of European integration. For this reason, the EU has taken a leading role in the process 

of long-term stabilisation through democratic and economic transformation. The main tool for 

it is the EU enlargement policy.  

The Western Balkans can be seen as a ‘geopolitical gap’ on the map of the EU. The region is 

located just in between Central European and Southeastern European EU Member States, and 

consists of politically vulnerable and economically underdeveloped countries, weakened by 

interethnic conflicts and a lack of strong democratic institutions. Since the early 1990s, the 

Western Balkan region became a place of geopolitical rivalry, where a large number of 

 
37 European Commission. “Standard Eurobarometer 97. Summer 2022. Public opinion in the European Union.” 
Eurobarometer Survey, September 2022. https://europa.eu/eurobarometer/surveys/detail/2693. 
38 European Commission. “Standard Eurobarometer 96. Winter 2021–2022. Public opinion in the European 
Union.” Eurobarometer Survey, April 2022. https://europa.eu/eurobarometer/surveys/detail/2553. 

https://europa.eu/eurobarometer/surveys/detail/2693
https://europa.eu/eurobarometer/surveys/detail/2553
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influential actors of international relations with different geopolitical goals have been involved. 

The role of strategic and geopolitical factors has significantly increased in recent years. In the 

context of the ongoing full-scale Russian invasion of Ukraine, the possibility of destabilisation 

and escalation is once again seen as real. The tensions between Russia and the West have 

escalated to levels unseen since the end of the Cold War, and the Western Balkans continue to 

be one of the ‘frontlines’ of this rivalry. Russia’s revisionist attempts and the threat it poses to 

the law-based system of international relations are putting a strain on European unity, and are 

intended to destabilise and weaken the EU. Despite the fact that three of the Western Balkan 

countries, namely, Albania, Montenegro, and North Macedonia, are members of NATO, the 

Alliance membership does not guarantee ultimate protection from Russia’s destructive 

influence and attempts at provoking internal tensions, particularly in the cases of Montenegro 

and North Macedonia. The situation is even more precarious in Bosnia and Herzegovina, 

Serbia, and Kosovo*, who are not NATO members. Therefore, the Western Balkan countries, 

none of which are EU Member States and half of which are NATO members, are a weak spot 

in the European security architecture. 

Russian influence in the region has traditionally been strong. At the turn of the 21st century, this 

influence was weakened. With time, Russia sought to restore its influence by concentrating its 

attempts on taking advantage of cultural and historical links, and economic and energy-

dependence weaknesses. As was the case in the 19th century, Russia still appeals to the 

Orthodox Christians heritage in the religiously sensitive environment of the Balkan region. This 

is especially noticeable in the case of Serbia, where cultural, historical, and religious affiliation 

with Russia, together with the shared position on the Kosovo dispute, serve as the main drivers 

of the anti-Western sentiment. The ruling political elites of Republika Srpska of Bosnia and 

Herzegovina are even more Russian-oriented and rely upon Russian support to sustain their 

political interests. To a lesser extent, similar trends can be observed in Montenegro and North 

Macedonia, where Russia exerts its influence primarily through religious agents and nationalist 

circles. Russia retains certain economic presence in the Western Balkans, especially in the 

energy sector. 

The Chinese People’s Republic, commonly referred to as China, is also getting actively 

involved in the region. The Chinese cooperation with the Western Balkan countries is 

concentrated on providing huge investments in infrastructure projects as part of the Belt and 

Road Initiative. Chinese investments are not conditioned upon European values, functioning 

democratic political system, and the rule of law mechanisms. China’s involvement in the region 
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can result in a very strong influence on the Western Balkan countries, particularly on their 

democratic transition.  

The influence of Turkey in the region is also steadily growing. At present, Turkey’s prospects 

of EU membership are diminishing, which can be attributed to its continuous backsliding in 

democratic governance, caused by the rule of the incumbent President of Turkey Recep Tayyip 

Erdoğan. Erdoğan's administration has been marked with increasing authoritarianism, 

promotion of socially conservative policies, censorship of free speech, and expansionist foreign 

policy. In its foreign policy towards the Western Balkans, Erdoğan's Turkey seeks to establish 

its own sphere of influence based on the legacy of the Ottoman Empire39. Turkey projects its 

influence chiefly over the Muslim populations of the region, most notably in Bosnia and 

Herzegovina, Kosovo*, Albania, North Macedonia, and the Serbian region of Sandžak. The 

efforts are focused on economic and cultural presence, such as investments in infrastructure, 

cultural monuments, and religious sites, together with its involvement in the energy sector. 

When the EU policy towards neighbouring regions is not effective, the United States of 

America (US) comes into play and takes the leading role in the process of democratisation of 

the region. At times, the US is more effective in exerting influence over the EU’s immediate 

neighbourhood than the EU itself. The role of the US, a traditional partner of the EU, is very 

significant for the Western Balkans. It was the US that created the modern security structure in 

the Balkans and played a key role in ending the Yugoslav Wars in the 1990s. One example of 

the US’s role in the region is the conclusion of the Dayton Agreement, establishing peace in 

Bosnia and Herzegovina while at the same time imposing a burdensome internal structure in 

the country and the international community’s control over it. Another example is the US policy 

on the Kosovo issue during and after the Kosovo War. The US military base in Kosovo* serves 

as a significant manifestation of this country’s influence in the Western Balkans. The 

proclamation and recognition of Kosovo*'s independence is one of the most controversial and 

contentious issues of Balkan politics. On the one hand, it can be stated that, as of this moment, 

the recognition of Kosovo*’s independence has contributed to bringing stability to the region. 

However, the Kosovo issue is still not finally settled and the effects of the recognition on long-

term peace in the Western Balkans remain unclear. 

That said, the stabilisation and European integration of the Western Balkans is the responsibility 

of the EU's foreign policy. After all, one of the declared main goals of European integration is 

 
39 Öztürk, Ahmet Erdi, and Samim Akgönül. “Turkey – Forced Marriage or Marriage of Convenience with the 
Western Balkans.” Chapter. In The Western Balkans in the World: Linkages and Relations with Non-Western 

Countries, eds. Florian Bieber and Nikolaos Tzifakis, 227–240. London: Routledge, 2019. 



 12 

bringing peace to the European continent. For this reason, the democratisation of post-

communist European countries is a natural goal of the EU foreign policy. Yet, the inability of 

the EU to exert any real influence on the democratic and economic transformation in the 

Western Balkan countries creates opportunities for other actors of international relations to 

influence the region in ways which suit their geopolitical interests. Slowing down the process 

of European integration of the Western Balkans puts the credibility of the EU enlargement 

policy at stake. Speeding up this process is necessary to confirm the EU’s role as a normative 

power and a key political actor in Europe and its neighbourhood, and to improve its prestige in 

the international arena. A failure of the EU enlargement to the Western Balkans would mean 

that the EU is incapable of stabilising countries in its immediate neighbourhood, not to mention 

more distant countries and regions. This would adversely affect the perception of the EU as an 

influential actor of international relations.  

 

1.2. The Western Balkans EU enlargement: instruments and initiatives 

The process of EU enlargement to the Western Balkan countries has played a key role in the 

stabilisation of the region by mitigation of internal conflicts and implementation of systemic 

political and economic reforms. The region is already strongly integrated with the EU in social 

and economic spheres. Despite the setbacks of the Western Balkans’ European integration 

process and considerable disappointment among the countries’ populations, it should be 

emphasised that the membership perspective still serves as an incentive to continue the 

implementation of reforms and strengthen regional cooperation. 

The EU is the main actor involved in the process of stabilisation and development of the 

Western Balkan region. The EU’s involvement in the Western Balkans traces back to the 

foundation of the Union. In fact, it was within the context of the conflict in ex-Yugoslavia, 

former members of which now constitute the core of the Western Balkan region, that the 

Common Security and Defence Policy (CSDP) of the EU was born40. The region thus became 

an important area for the implementation of its missions. The EU played an active role in 

attempting to de-escalate the situation in the Balkans, though not always effectively. The EU 

participated in the conclusion of the Dayton Agreement, ending the Bosnian War in 1995. 

During successive crises, the involvement of the EU was becoming more and more active. The 

EU played a key role in stabilising the situation in Kosovo. It positively influenced the 

 
40 Balcer, Adam. Direction: Balkans! The Significance and Potential of Poland’s Cooperation with the Western 

Balkan States. Kraków: Klub Jagielloński. Ministry of Foreign Affairs Republic of Poland, 2019. 
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settlement of the conflict between Macedonians and Albanians in 2001 in North Macedonia41. 

Finally, it helped to achieve a bloodless ‘divorce’ of Serbia and Montenegro in 2003–2006. 

Currently, the EU Member States have the consensus that the Western Balkan countries belong 

to united Europe. 

The European perspective of the Western Balkans was recognised for the first time at the 

European Council summit in Santa Maria De Fiera in June 2000. The 2003 EU – Western 

Balkans summit in Thessaloniki formally awarded the status of potential candidates to the 

Western Balkan countries and set European integration of the region as a priority of EU 

enlargement. 

The Western Balkans enlargement process follows the EU enlargement procedure established 

as an institutionalised foreign policy tool within the framework of the EU enlargement policy. 

The legal basis of the EU enlargement policy is Article 49 of the Treaty of the European Union 

(TEU), which outlines the role of the EU institutions in the enlargement process and defines 

the fundamental criterium for EU accession. The article states that “any European state which 

respects the values referred to in Article 2 and is committed to promoting them may apply to 

become a member of the Union”42. 

A crucial element of the EU enlargement policy is the policy of conditionality based on the 

Copenhagen criteria. The Copenhagen criteria are the fundamental criteria upon which the 

eligibility of a country to join the EU is conditioned. These criteria were laid down as a 

historical decision at the Copenhagen European Council Summit in June 1993. There are three 

Copenhagen criteria: political, economic, and legislative. The political criteria foresee the 

requirement for candidate countries to have stable governmental institutions guaranteeing 

adherence to the values of democracy, the rule of law, and high standards of human rights 

protection, including the protection of minorities. The economic criteria require candidate 

countries to have a functioning market economy of a sufficient level to have the capacity of 

being competitive within the EU market. The legislative criteria foresee the requirement for 

candidate countries to bring their legislation into accordance with the so-called acquis 

communautaire, the legal acts which form the body of European law. 

The political process of enlargement consists of three stages: the association stage, the candidate 

stage, and finally, the negotiations stage43. Before a country applies for EU membership, it 

 
41 At that time known as the Republic of Macedonia per the state constitution or the Former Yugoslav Republic of 
Macedonia (FYROM) per the UN-accepted designation. 
42 Consolidated Version of the Treaty on European Union. Official Journal of the European Union, C115/13, 
Article 49, 2008. 
43 Sedelmeier, op. cit. 
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typically signs an Association Agreement (AA). AAs are meant to help candidate countries 

prepare for achieving a candidate status and eventual subsequent full membership in the EU. 

AAs cover a wide range of issues, such as trade-related issues, political dialogue and 

cooperation, adherence to democratic principles, legal system harmonisation, and cooperation 

in areas such as environment, transport, industry, customs, and justice and home affairs. Once 

a country applies for EU membership it can be granted a candidate status based on the 

assessment by the European Commission. Dependent on a country’s progress in adjusting to 

the Copenhagen criteria and AA provisions, the Commission further proposes to start 

membership negotiations with a candidate country.  

The negotiations stage can be divided into two phases. The first phase is preparatory and is 

known as screening. The second phase is the negotiation as such. The screening process is 

carried out jointly by the Commission and each of the candidate countries. This process allows 

these countries to get familiar with the acquis communautaire, indicates their existing level of 

alignment with EU legislation, and outlines plans for further harmonisation. The screening 

foresees an examination of the acquis together with a candidate state in order to determine 

major gaps between the legislation, as well as potential difficulties the candidate countries could 

encounter in the implementation of the acquis. The goal of the screening procedure is to identify 

the areas of the acquis in which progress is needed to make the candidate countries’ legislation 

compatible with the EU law. These areas are divided into chapters. The results of the screening 

of a chapter show whether this chapter could be opened for negotiations or whether further 

progress is still required before.  

Negotiations are based upon the principle that each candidate country must adopt the entire set 

of existing EU legislation. The acquis itself is not negotiable. Negotiations concern the process 

of adoption, for example, how and when to implement the acquis. In principle, accession 

negotiations are conducted individually with each candidate country. After several rounds of 

negotiations, once the Commission and a candidate country have both agreed that the country 

has reached a sufficient level of readiness in a specific area, the chapter may be closed. All 

chapters, however, are closed only provisionally. A chapter may be reopened for further 

negotiations depending on political developments in the EU or a candidate country. Once the 

negotiations stage is complete, a Treaty of Accession will be signed. Such a treaty must then 

be ratified by all of the EU Member States and the candidate country. Once all necessary 

ratifications are completed, the candidate country joins the EU on the date specified in the 

treaty. 
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A significant element of the enlargement process is the financial assistance provided by the EU 

to candidate countries. In 2006, the Instrument for Pre-Accession Assistance (IPA) was created. 

It replaced several EU assistance programmes and financial instruments with one single 

instrument and legal framework. IPA supports candidate countries and potential candidates in 

key political, institutional, social and economic reforms with financial and technical help in 

order to adapt them to the EU standards. 

In addition, the EU has developed specific policy tools to engage in the stabilisation of the 

Western Balkan region with the goal of its future accession. The most prominent example is 

the Stabilisation and Association Process (SAP). The SAP is the EU’s policy framework 

designed for its cooperation with the Western Balkan countries. The SAP was established in 

1999 and formally endorsed at the European Council meeting in Zagreb in November 2000. 

The SAP aims at stabilising the region by establishing a free-trade area, promoting regional 

cooperation, and preparing the countries for eventual EU membership. The progress of SAP is 

merit-based. Financial aid, practical support and other forms of EU involvement depend on the 

fulfilment of conditions imposed by the EU on individual Western Balkan countries. These 

conditions usually require carrying out reforms to facilitate and enable further integration of a 

Western Balkan country into the EU. This means that the more reforms a country implements, 

the more aid and support it can obtain from the EU. At the same time, only the fulfilment of all 

conditions will enable full EU membership. 

The Stabilisation and Association Agreement (SAA) is the most important element of the SAP. 

SAA is a form of AA designed specifically for the Western Balkan countries in the context of 

the SAP. SAA provides a legal framework for the relations between the Western Balkan states 

and the EU. The provisions of SAA relate to both political and economic issues that facilitate 

the EU accession process and deeper European integration of the Western Balkans. SAA 

regulates in detail matters related to political dialogue, regional cooperation, compliance with 

the EU values, economic relations, expansion of markets, and harmonisation of legislation. 

SAA also defines mechanisms for implementation, administration, and monitoring of the 

relations in all areas covered by SAA and establishes grounds for technical and financial 

support. The signing of an SAA is conditional upon a country’s progress in the SAP. 

SAAs were concluded separately with individual Western Balkan countries. North Macedonia 

is the first Western Balkan country that signed SAA, in 2001, and the first country in which 

SAA has entered into force, in 2004. The SAA with Albania was signed in 2006 and entered 

into force in 2009; with Montenegro – signed in 2007 and entered into force in 2010; with 
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Serbia – signed in 2008 and entered into force in 2013; and with Bosnia and Herzegovina – 

signed in 2008 and entered into force in 2015. The SAA with Kosovo* was the first SAA signed 

after the Lisbon Treaty, which conferred a legal personality to the EU, entered into force. 

Consequently, unlike previous SAAs, Kosovo*’s SAA was signed exclusively with the EU, 

meaning it did not need to be ratified by each EU Member State individually. The SAA with 

Kosovo* was signed in 2015 and entered into force in 2016. 

The new enlargement strategy for the Western Balkans entitled “A credible enlargement 

perspective for and enhanced EU engagement with the Western Balkans” was introduced by 

the European Commission in February 201844. The long-awaited Strategy sent a signal to the 

Western Balkan countries that the EU is making genuine efforts to renew its engagement in the 

region. At the same time, the document is very critical of the WB6, pointing out a number of 

structural weaknesses which stem from the lack of progress in reform implementation. Three 

priority areas where reforms are essential to moving forward in the EU accession process are 

highlighted in the Strategy: the rule of law, competitiveness, and regional cooperation and 

reconciliation. The Strategy considers Montenegro and Serbia as frontrunners in the accession 

process and has set 2025 as the potential year of their accession. However, taking current 

developments into account, accession in this time frame is extremely unlikely. The Strategy 

also introduces specific actions that the EU has committed itself to take in the following years 

to support the transformation efforts of the Western Balkans in areas of mutual interest. An 

Annex entitled “Action Plan in support of the transformation of the Western Balkans” includes 

six flagship initiatives: strengthening the rule of law, reinforcing engagement on security and 

migration, supporting socio-economic development, increasing transport and energy 

connectivity, launching a Digital Agenda for the Western Balkans, and supporting 

reconciliation and good neighbourly relations45. 

It is important to highlight that it is the context of the Western Balkans’ enlargement which 

prompted the EU to adopt its new enlargement methodology in March 2020. The new 

methodology is designed to make the enlargement process more credible and dynamic and the 

conditionality clearer. The new methodology envisages a division of chapters into six thematic 

 
44 European Commission. “Communication From the Commission to the European Parliament, the Council, the 
European Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions. A Credible Enlargement 
Perspective for an Enhanced EU Engagement with the Western Balkans.” February 6, 2018, 
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/default/files/communication-credible-enlargement-perspective-western-
balkans_en.pdf. 
45 European Commission. “A credible enlargement perspective for and enhanced EU engagement with the Western 
Balkans: six new flagship initiatives to support the transformation of the Western Balkans.” Publications Office of 

the European Union, August 31, 2018, https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/e3f0797b-28cb-
11e8-b5fe-01aa75ed71a1. 

https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/default/files/communication-credible-enlargement-perspective-western-balkans_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/default/files/communication-credible-enlargement-perspective-western-balkans_en.pdf
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/e3f0797b-28cb-11e8-b5fe-01aa75ed71a1
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/e3f0797b-28cb-11e8-b5fe-01aa75ed71a1
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clusters46. The first cluster named “Fundamentals” concerns the crucial chapters, namely, 

Chapter 23 “Judiciary and fundamental rights”, Chapter 24 “Justice, Freedom and Security”, 

Chapter 5 “Public procurement”, Chapter 18 “Statistics”, Chapter 32 “Financial control”, as 

well as the fundamental issues regarding economic criteria, the functioning of democratic 

institutions, and public administration reform47. The other five clusters are entitled “Internal 

Market”, “Competitiveness and inclusive growth”, “Green agenda and sustainable 

connectivity”, “Resources, agriculture and cohesion”, and “External relations”, and concern the 

related chapters48. The revised methodology was primarily designed for the negotiation 

frameworks of North Macedonia and Albania, but Montenegro and Serbia decided to adopt the 

proposed changes as well. 

There are other initiatives undertaken by the EU Member States to support regional cooperation 

in the Western Balkans. The Berlin Process is notable in this respect. The Berlin Process is 

complementary to the EU enlargement policy in the Western Balkans and serves as a platform 

for high-level cooperation between official representatives of the WB6 and their counterparts 

from the Berlin Process host countries. The participants include nine EU Member States, 

namely, Austria, Bulgaria, Croatia, France, Germany, Greece, Italy, Poland, and Slovenia, and 

the European Commission. The Process was set up in 2014 on Germany’s initiative. Western 

Balkan Summits held annually are the main platform for meetings of the participants. The 

annual presidency in the Berlin Process rotates among the host countries. The main goals of the 

Berlin Process were defined as the resolution of outstanding bilateral and internal issues, 

achieving reconciliation within and between the societies in the region, enhancing regional 

economic cooperation, and laying the foundations for sustainable growth49. One of the 

initiatives of the Berlin Process is launching the Common Regional Market structured around 

the four freedoms in the Western Balkans. 

The EU plays an important role in the stabilisation of the Western Balkans by participating in 

military and civilian missions in the region. Currently, armed forces of EU Member States 

participate as part of the EU-led EUFOR Althea military operation in Bosnia and Herzegovina, 

intended to oversee the military implementation of the Dayton Agreement. The largest civilian 

mission ever launched under the EU’s CSDP is the rule of law EULEX Kosovo mission, aimed 

at supporting and coordinating rule of law institutions of Kosovo*. Police and judicial personnel 

 
46 European Commission, “A Credible Enlargement Perspective for an Enhanced EU Engagement with the 
Western Balkans” 
47 Ibidem. 
48 Ibid. 
49 “The Goals of the Berlin Process.” Berlin Process, accessed November 12, 2022,  
https://www.berlinprocess.de/en/the-goals. 
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from EU Member States is deployed as part of EULEX Kosovo. Earlier, the EU participated in 

the EUFOR Concordia peacekeeping mission and EUPOL PROXIMA police mission in North 

Macedonia and EUPM (European Union Police Mission) in Bosnia and Herzegovina. The EU 

also contributed to stabilisation, regional cooperation, and political and economic reforms in 

the Western Balkans within the frameworks of a number of initiatives, such as the Southeastern 

European Cooperation Process (SEECP), Southeastern European Cooperative Initiative 

(SECI), the Adriatic-Ionian Initiative, and particularly the Stability Pact for Southeastern 

Europe, which had unprecedentedly enormous importance for interstate relations in the Western 

Balkans and laid at the foundations of the SAP. 

Concerning the Kosovo issue, the EU acts as the most committed advocate of the normalisation 

of relations between Serbia and Kosovo*. The EU-facilitated Belgrade-Pristina dialogue is a 

key effort in this regard. The Dialogue, launched in March 2011, is held in Brussels and is 

facilitated by the European Union High Representative, the Vice President of the European 

Commission, and the European External Action Service (EEAS). The main objective is 

achieving the normalisation of relations between the parties, including enhancing regional 

cooperation and economic connections. 

 

1.3. Challenges in the process of the Western Balkans’ European integration  

Despite making a positive contribution to the overall stabilisation and development of the 

region, the EU enlargement policy towards the Western Balkans has not fully achieved its 

desired outcomes. The reason for that lies in both insufficient efforts of the Western Balkan 

governments to carry out necessary reforms and the weakening of the EU’s commitment to the 

region. The Western Balkan countries are still facing a number of fundamental challenges. The 

most significant challenges include bilateral disputes and lack of reconciliation between the 

Western Balkan countries, political instability, destructive influence of undemocratic foreign 

states, the issue of state capture, persistent problems with the rule of law, human rights 

protection, freedom of speech, prevalent corruption and organised crime. These systemic 

problems operate similarly in all Western Balkan countries, negatively affecting their process 

of democratic transformation. It should also be noted that the enlargement fatigue among the 

major EU Member States and the lack of commitment leading to formation of ‘stabilitocracies’ 

instead of democracies in the Western Balkans are the problems that originate from the EU 

side, thus diminishing the bloc’s credibility. 
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The most crucial challenge for the EU enlargement in the region is the presence of severe 

interethnic conflicts and the lack of reconciliation between the Western Balkan countries. The 

ethnoreligious structure of the Western Balkan countries is extremely complex. Some countries 

of the region are among the most ethnically mixed countries in Europe. Relations between the 

major ethnic groups are strained and are marred by the living legacy of the 1990s wars and 

continuous political disagreements. Therefore, the potential for instability in the region is 

considered high. The two most important security issues are the unresolved Kosovo conflict 

and the internally divided and dysfunctional political system of Bosnia and Herzegovina. 

Resolving interethnic conflicts in the Western Balkans and establishing good relations between 

the region’s countries and ethnic groups is a crucial task of the EU enlargement policy and the 

SAP in particular.  

As already mentioned, the Western Balkan countries are at different stages in their EU 

accession process. Four of them are negotiating candidates, namely, Albania, Montenegro, 

North Macedonia, and Serbia. Montenegro and Serbia are considered frontrunners in the EU 

accession process and are most advanced in their membership negotiations. Montenegro and 

Serbia started their membership negotiations in June 2012 and January 2014, respectively. 

Montenegro has all negotiation chapters opened and three provisionally closed, while Serbia 

has eighteen chapters opened and two provisionally closed.  

Montenegro has, arguably, the best opportunity of achieving full membership in the EU in the 

near future. The country has the best level of preparation to acquis communautaire among the 

candidate countries. Also, it aligns its foreign policy with the EU and has generally good 

bilateral relations with its neighbours. However, there is still a number of issues raising 

concerns about Montenegro’s prospects. As of November 2022, Montenegro is still going 

through a political crisis. The latest European Commission Montenegro Progress Report of 

October 2022 highlighted “political tensions, polarisation, [and] the absence of constructive 

engagement between political parties”50. The internal situation is further complicated by anti-

Western, pro-Serbian, and pro-Russian sentiments displayed by a considerable part of the 

Montenegrin society, which serve as a destabilising factor. The report also stated that despite 

making progress in reforming the judicial system and fighting against corruption and organised 

crime, these areas still need considerable improvement51. Another issue is the unilateral 

 
50 European Commission. “Montenegro 2022 Report. Communication from the Commission to the European 
Parliament, the Council, the European Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions. 2022 
Communication on EU Enlargement policy.” October 12, 2018, https://neighbourhood-
enlargement.ec.europa.eu/montenegro-report-2022_en. 
51 Ibidem. 

https://neighbourhood-enlargement.ec.europa.eu/montenegro-report-2022_en
https://neighbourhood-enlargement.ec.europa.eu/montenegro-report-2022_en
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adoption of the euro by Montenegro as its official currency, although this is not seen as a 

particularly significant obstacle to Montenegro’s EU accession process and is expected to be 

resolved through the negotiations process.  

The case of Serbia is much more difficult. Being a negotiating candidate, Serbia, in recent years, 

has demonstrated tendencies of democratic backsliding. State power is getting increasingly 

concentrated in the hands of President Aleksandar Vučić and his Serbian Progressive Party 

government. Under his rule, Serbia has been steadily sliding away from its proclaimed 

European integration goals. The European Commission Serbia Progress Report of October 

2022 highlighted the ongoing problems with media freedom, freedom of expression, freedom 

of assembly, handling of war crimes, human rights records concerning minorities, as well as 

corruption, organised crime, and money laundering52.  

The most crucial and complex issues in the Serbian EU accession process remain its foreign 

policy alignment and its opposition to Kosovo*’s independence. The latest indicator of Serbia’s 

clear lack of compliance with the EU foreign policy is the decision to refuse to join the EU-

imposed sanctions on Russia for its invasion of Ukraine. The Kosovo issue is even more 

pressing and impedimental to Serbia’s accession process. Serbia considers Kosovo*’s unilateral 

proclamation of independence illegal and refuses to recognise its independence considering 

Kosovo an integral part of Serbia’s territory as the Autonomous Province of Kosovo and 

Metohija. Currently, the normalisation of relations with Kosovo* is one of the preconditions to 

Serbia’s EU membership. Serbia has threatened to reject its potential EU membership 

altogether if the recognition of Kosovo* is listed as a precondition53.  

Overall, the prospect of EU membership is not seen favourably by Serbian society anymore. 

According to the Ipsos poll from March 2022, for the first time in years, a majority of Serbs is 

opposed to joining the EU, with 44 per cent of participants being against membership and 35 

per cent in favour54. The support is even lower if the recognition of Kosovo* is set as a 

precondition for the membership. Therefore, Serbia’s commitment to European integration is 

called into question. Together with the aforementioned problems with the rule of law and 

 
52 European Commission. “Serbia 2022 Report. Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, 
the Council, the European Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions. 2022 
Communication on EU Enlargement policy.” October 12, 2018, https://neighbourhood-
enlargement.ec.europa.eu/serbia-report-2022_en. 
53 Vasović, Aleksandar. “Serbia Ready to Sacrifice EU Membership over Kosovo Deal.” Reuters, June 18, 2020, 
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-serbia-russia-kosovo-idUSKBN23P2G0.  
54 Mastilović Jasnić, Ivana. “Prvi Put u Istoriji Većina Građana Srbije Protiv Ulaska u EU. Veliko Istraživanje 
Ipsosa: Ključni Razlog Za to Su Pritisci Iz Brisela Koje Trpimo Zbog Rusije.” Blic, April 21, 2022, 
https://www.blic.rs/vesti/politika/prvi-put-u-istoriji-vecina-gradjana-srbije-protiv-ulaska-u-eu-veliko-
istrazivanje/71wlnbr.  

https://neighbourhood-enlargement.ec.europa.eu/serbia-report-2022_en
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worsening situations with civil liberties, the lack of foreign policy alignment and the impasse 

in the process of normalisation of relations with Kosovo* have seriously put the current 

progress of Serbia’s EU accession process under the risk of obstruction or even termination. 

North Macedonia and Albania are slightly behind in their EU accession process. In July 2022, 

both countries finally opened membership negotiations and are currently undergoing the 

screening procedure. North Macedonia is the first country among the WB6 to sign the SAA and 

to become a candidate, which happened in 2004 and 2005, respectively. However, the progress 

of this country in its EU accession process was obstructed for years because of disputes with 

neighbouring countries, particularly Greece and Bulgaria. The country’s former official name, 

the “Republic of Macedonia”, was the object of a dispute with Greece between 1991 and 2018. 

The name dispute was the biggest obstacle to the accession process, which resulted in Greece 

vetoing EU and NATO accession talks between 2008 and 2019. In 2018, the Prespa agreement 

with Greece was reached, under which the country would change its name to the "Republic of 

North Macedonia". As part of this deal, Greece explicitly withdrew its previous veto against 

North Macedonia’s EU accession. After the issue was resolved, the European Commission gave 

its formal approval to start accession talks with North Macedonia and Albania in March 2020. 

However, the initiation of membership negotiations of North Macedonia was again blocked, 

this time by Bulgaria’s dispute over identity, history, and language. Bulgaria negates the 

existence of a separate Slavic Macedonian language, judging it instead as a dialect or a separate 

standardised form of the Bulgarian language. North Macedonia is also accused of historical 

revisionism and denial of the Bulgarian identity in the country. In June 2022, France put 

forward a proposal to solve the dispute between the two countries. The same month, Bulgaria's 

parliament approved lifting the country's veto on opening EU accession negotiations with North 

Macedonia. In July 2022, North Macedonia’s parliament also approved the French proposal, 

allowing the negotiations to commence.  

The inclusion of the resolution of bilateral historical and cultural disputes into the EU accession 

process highlights the significance that interethnic conflicts still have in the Balkan region. 

Accepting painful compromises to the disputes with Greece and Bulgaria helped North 

Macedonia to move forward in its EU accession process. However, even today this does not 

lead to ultimate stability, as such manipulations with the identity question may backfire with 

illiberal nationalist opposition gaining support among the disappointed population. 

Nonetheless, the current progress was highly regarded by the EU. The European Commission 

North Macedonia Progress Report of October 2022 praised the country’s efforts in 

strengthening democracy and the rule of law, and its commitments to the EU’s common foreign 
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policy55. Additionally, North Macedonia still faces problems similar to other Western Balkan 

countries, such as corruption and organised crime, but is making continuous progress in tackling 

these challenges.  

Albania is coupled with North Macedonia in its accession process, causing it to wait for the 

resolution of North Macedonia’s bilateral disputes in order to start its own EU membership 

talks. In comparison with North Macedonia, Albania’s problems with corruption and organised 

crime are more substantial. The European Commission Albania Progress Report of October 

2022 noted progress in these areas, while also stating that the situation with corruption and 

organised crime is still concerning. The Report pointed out areas of freedom of expression and 

media freedom as problematic and called for the continuation of judicial system reforms56. 

Bosnia and Herzegovina and Kosovo* are both recognised as potential candidates and are at 

the back of the queue of the EU accession process. Bosnia and Herzegovina formally applied 

for EU membership in February 2016, while Kosovo* has not yet applied for EU membership. 

The European integration of Bosnia and Herzegovina and Kosovo* poses a significant 

challenge for all the parties involved due to complicated situations in their internal and foreign 

politics.  

Bosnia and Herzegovina is the most ethnically mixed country in the Western Balkans. The three 

largest ethnic groups in Bosnia and Herzegovina are Bosniaks, Serbs, and Croats, constituting 

50.1 per cent, 30.7 per cent, and 15.4 per cent of the country’s population, respectively57. The 

three ethnic groups have traditionally been separated by religious differences, since Bosniaks 

are Sunni Muslims, Croats are Catholic Christians, and Serbs are Orthodox Christians. 

Nationalist sentiments within the three ethnic groups led to the devastating Bosnian War, 

spurring huge animosity between their representatives, the effects of which are felt until this 

day. This hostility has stirred up ethnonationalist tendencies of the political elites and obstructed 

meaningful progress in achieving reconciliation and reforming the political system.  

Bosnia and Herzegovina has arguably the most complicated political structure in the whole of 

Europe. The political system of Bosnia and Herzegovina was created by the Dayton Agreement, 

 
55 European Commission. “North Macedonia 2022 Report. Communication from the Commission to the European 
Parliament, the Council, the European Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions. 2022 
Communication on EU Enlargement policy.” October 12, 2018, https://neighbourhood-
enlargement.ec.europa.eu/north-macedonia-report-2022_en. 
56 European Commission. “Albania 2022 Report. Communication from the Commission to the European 
Parliament, the Council, the European Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions. 2022 
Communication on EU Enlargement policy.” October 12, 2018, https://neighbourhood-
enlargement.ec.europa.eu/albania-report-2022_en. 
57 According to the last population census in Bosnia and Herzegovina.  
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which foresaw the three ethnic groups accepting a painful compromise in order to bring an end 

to the Bosnian War. The system was designed to accommodate these ethnic groups within a 

single state and is heavily conditioned by their interests. Although such a political system was 

meant to become a temporary solution while searching for a better option after the peaceful 

settlement, it is still in force. The constitution of Bosnia and Herzegovina, which is an annexe 

to the Dayton Agreement, defined Bosniaks, Croats, and Serbs as “constituent peoples”, while 

all other national minorities are referred to as “Others”58. This fact serves as the best example 

of how inherent the interethnic relations between the three biggest ethnic groups of Bosnia and 

Herzegovina are to the functioning of the state. The conflicts between the three ethnic groups 

are the primary reason for the dysfunctionality of the state. Although achieving reconciliation 

between them is a challenging endeavour, it remains the most crucial task for the future of 

Bosnia and Herzegovina and its European integration. 

The administrative division of the country adopted in the Dayton Agreement is also extremely 

complicated. Bosnia and Herzegovina is divided into two autonomous administrative units, so-

called entities of equal status – the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina (FBiH) and Republika 

Srpska. The ethnic structure of the country determined the entities’ political nature. The FBiH 

was intended as the Bosniak-Croat entity, while Republika Srpska as the Serb entity. The FBiH 

is further divided into ten autonomous cantons. Moreover, a few years after the signing of the 

Dayton Agreement, another administrative unit was added to the system of administrative 

division of Bosnia and Herzegovina – the Brčko District, a self-governing district in the 

northeast of the country. The entities have been assigned a wide range of competences, while 

the authorities at the state level have limited powers. Each administrative unit, whether an 

entity, a canton, or the Brčko District, has its own constitution, government, and assembly and 

has a number of exclusive competences. Thus, the bureaucratic apparatus of the state is 

extremely burdensome for decision-making and economic relations, which consequently 

enhances corruption and nepotism instead of combating them. 

The system of central government is also extremely complex and is based on the division of 

power between the three ethnic groups and the entities. According to the Dayton Agreement, 

the Presidency of Bosnia and Herzegovina is comprised of three representatives of the 

constituent nations and serves as the collective head of state. Elections to the Parliament of 

Bosnia and Herzegovina are also based upon ethnic and territorial criteria and quotas, with the 

FBiH electing Bosniak and Croat members of parliament, and Republika Srpska electing Serb 
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members. A citizen of Bosnia and Herzegovina who wants to become a member of the 

Presidium or the Parliament must identify as a representative of one of the constituent peoples 

and be elected from the territory of the respective ethnic group’s entity. According to the 

constitution, a representative of another ethnic group cannot become a member of the Presidium 

or the Parliament59. The Dayton Agreement has also provided the international community with 

wide authority in civil, military and political matters. The institution of the High Representative 

for Bosnia and Herzegovina, together with the Office of the High Representative (OHR) in 

Bosnia and Herzegovina, was created to oversee the civilian implementation of the Dayton 

Agreement. The High Representative has substantial powers over the internal politics of Bosnia 

and Herzegovina, including veto powers in particular matters. 

Due to its clear ethnocentrism, the constitutional system of Bosnia and Herzegovina can hardly 

be considered compatible with the principles of democracy. A systemic constitutional reform 

seeking to create a functioning and democratic political system is of key importance for the 

future of Bosnia and Herzegovina. The preservation of the country’s territorial integrity and the 

success of its EU aspirations depend on the constitutional system reform. Constitutional reform 

is not explicitly identified by the EU as a precondition for starting membership negotiations, 

but it is clear that systemic reform is crucial for Bosnia and Herzegovina to fulfil its obligations 

under the SAA. However, meaningful progress has not been achieved despite the continuous 

engagement of the international community. The reason for this is, predictably, the 

unwillingness of ethnocentric political elites to give up their power over decision-making 

processes. Additionally, Bosnia and Herzegovina suffers from the problems typical for the 

Western Balkan countries, such as corruption, issues with media freedom and freedom of 

speech, as well as complicated relations with neighbouring countries.  

Unfortunately, internal ethnic divisions only seem to increase with time. This is especially 

noticeable in the case of Republika Srpska. The political elites and a big part of the society of 

this entity are opposing the centralisation of state power. In fact, the idea of secession of the 

entity from Bosnia and Herzegovina is openly and continuously voiced by high-level politicians 

from Republika Srpska. A particularly vivid example is Milorad Dodik, the ex-President and 

Prime Minister of Republika Srpska, the incumbent Serb Member of the Presidency of Bosnia 

and Herzegovina, and a long-term leader of the Alliance of Independent Social Democrats 

(SNSD), the most influential Serb party in the country. Dodik has served as the political leader 

of Bosnian Serbs in various capacities since 1998. In October 2022, Dodik was declared the 

winner of Republika Srpska general elections and is on course to assume the office of the 
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President of the entity again in November 2022. Dodik’s separatist policies are the biggest 

destabilising factor for the existence, proper functioning, and democratic transformation of 

Bosnia and Herzegovina. He has openly called for secession on multiple occasions and 

threatened to hold an independence referendum. The latest turn in this saga is the political crisis 

of Dodik’s own making, caused by his intentions to form a separate army, judiciary, and tax 

authority in Republika Srpska60. Announced in September 2021, this plan would severely 

diminish the sovereignty and territorial integrity of Bosnia and Herzegovina. Additionally, 

Dodik’s reliance on Russian political support is concerning. In September 2022, Dodik visited 

Moscow to meet the Russian President, where he endorsed the Russian invasion of Ukraine.  

Adding further to the list of internal destabilisation factors of Bosnia and Herzegovina, Bosnian 

Croats can be mentioned. A considerable part of Bosnian Croats supports the division of the 

FBiH and the creation of a separate, exclusively Croat entity. The most notable proponent of 

this scenario is Dragan Čović, the leader of the Croatian Democratic Union of Bosnia and 

Herzegovina (HDZ BiH), the largest Croat party in Bosnia and Herzegovina. Bosnian Croats 

are the smallest of the three constituent peoples, which raises concerns about their position 

becoming undermined within the state’s political system. This idea is also potentially 

threatening to Bosnia and Herzegovina’s territorial integrity and state power, though to a lesser 

extent than the Bosnian Serb separatism. 

The reformation of the constitutional and administrative systems of Bosnia and Herzegovina is 

an incredibly difficult task. Chances of the country's disintegration are still high, and finding a 

compromise between the three constitutional nations about constitutional reform does not look 

realistic anytime soon. Any constitutional reform aimed at increasing the power of central 

institutions would result in a reduction in the powers of the entities, which the Bosnian Serbs 

are extremely unlikely to agree to. Systemic and constitutional reform without broad consensus 

is impossible, which excludes maximalist changes, such as abolishing existing entities, 

establishing a practically new system of administrative division, or withdrawing ethnic criteria 

for participation in the state’s government. The reform should instead focus on achieving a 

more transparent system of organisation of the central government and uniformity of the 

structure of internal divisions of the entities. The whole reformation process requires active and 

genuine involvement of the EU while depending on the interest and goodwill of political elites 

of the constituent nations in the first place. The EU enlargement process should serve as the 

best incentive for this change. 
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In June 2022, the European Council affirmed its readiness to grant the candidate status to Bosnia 

and Herzegovina and invited the European Commission to report on the implementation of the 

14 key priorities set out in 2019 by the Commission61. In October 2022, the European 

Commission, in its Progress Report, recommended candidate status to be granted to Bosnia and 

Herzegovina by the European Council on the understanding that certain conditions are met62. 

These conditions foresee the country undergoing major reforms, including judicial amendments 

and the law on conflicts of interest. These reforms should revitalise the process of a deeper 

reformation of the constitutional system of Bosnia and Herzegovina, which is essential for 

achieving further steps in the country’s EU accession process. 

The EU accession of Kosovo* is also a complicated process. Kosovo* faces a number of 

challenges, the most important of which is the issue of Kosovo*’s international recognition. 

Kosovo* is not recognised as a sovereign state by Serbia, the country Kosovo* proclaimed 

independence from, which considers it as its constituent Autonomous Province of Kosovo and 

Metohija. Moreover, five EU Member States do not recognise Kosovo*’s independence, 

namely, Spain, Greece, Cyprus, Romania, and Slovakia. Serbia accepts the governing authority 

of the Kosovo* institutions as a part of the 2013 Brussels Agreement of Principles Governing 

the Normalisation of Relations, the first agreement signed within the framework of the 

Belgrade-Pristina dialogue. The Agreement envisages the establishment of the Community of 

Serb Municipalities, a planned self-governing association of Serb-majority population 

municipalities in Kosovo*. The association has not been formed since, with Kosovar leading 

politicians, such as the incumbent Prime Minister Albin Kurti, voicing concerns about its 

formation threatening Kosovo*’s sovereignty and territorial integrity, and violating Kosovo*’s 

constitution63. As of now, the Belgrade-Pristina dialogue has stalled without leading to any 

comprehensive normalisation of relations between the parties.  

Another challenge for Kosovo* is the question of visa liberalisation with the EU. Kosovo* 

remains the only potential candidate or candidate without a visa liberalisation regime in place, 

meaning its citizens have to make a visa to enter the EU. Back in 2018, the European 

Commission stated that Kosovo* had met all benchmarks set out in the Visa Liberalisation 
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Roadmap and should be granted visa liberalisation64. However, this requires the unanimous 

approval of the EU Member States, which is hard to achieve considering that five EU countries 

still do not recognise Kosovo*. The European Commission Kosovo* Progress Report of 

October 2022 stated that Kosovo* has made progress but needs to intensify its efforts to fight 

corruption and strengthen democracy, public administration, and the rule of law65. The report 

also remarked that the stability of the political institutions and the political environment have 

positively improved. One more issue is that Kosovo*, similarly to Montenegro, unilaterally 

adopted Euro as its currency. Meeting the convergence criteria is essential before Kosovo* can 

enter the EU and the eurozone. However, the most critical issue is the normalisation of relations 

with Serbia, without which Kosovo* cannot proceed in its EU accession process. 

Additionally, there are several issues challenging the EU enlargement to the Western Balkans 

that originate from the EU side. One of the main challenges, in this respect, is the enlargement 

fatigue. The enlargement fatigue is broadly understood as the unwillingness of EU Member 

States to accept new members66. The core of this problem is the traditional debate between 

widening and deepening. The enlargement fatigue is caused by the reluctance of several major 

EU Member States to prioritise EU enlargement, citing problems with the integration capacity 

and ‘democratic deficit’ of the EU67. The integration capacity means the ability of the EU to 

integrate new members into the EU’s institutional system. Proponents of deepening emphasise 

that a significant institutional reform which would fix the disparities in the institutional system, 

such as a complicated voting system and the composition of the European Commission among 

others, should be conducted before accepting new members68. Noteworthy, the enlargement 

fatigue may reflect domestic rather than European considerations and provoke a potential 

conflict between strategic and value-based considerations about the enlargement69. 

The enlargement fatigue often translates into a lack of commitment to the Western Balkans. 

The most notable example in this regard is France, which traditionally prioritises further 

deepening of the European integration process instead of widening of the EU. France famously 

blocked the start of membership negotiations with North Macedonia and Albania in October 
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2019, citing the slow path of reforms and concerns about the rule of law, corruption, and 

backsliding of democracy70. The Netherlands and Denmark supported France in blocking 

Albania. A crucial element of the enlargement fatigue is the unpopularity of further EU 

enlargement among certain EU Member States’ societies, which further complicates the 

Western Balkans’ EU enlargement. In this regard, France is again notable, with only 40 per 

cent of people supporting the enlargement and 46 per cent opposing it, according to the last 

Eurobarometer survey71. The level of support for EU enlargement is even lower in Austria, with 

only 33 per cent in favour and 56 per cent against72. Before the full-scale Russian invasion of 

Ukraine, citizens of many pre-2004 enlargement EU Member States held negative views about 

EU enlargement. According to the Winter 2021-2022 Eurobarometer survey, in France, 

Germany, Austria, the Netherlands, Belgium, Luxembourg, Denmark, Sweden, and Finland the 

percentage of opposing EU enlargement was higher than supporting it73.  

There are several possible reasons for unfavourable opinions about the Western Balkans’ 

enlargement among the EU Member States’ policymakers and societies. First of all, the reason 

is a negative stereotype about the Western Balkan region as an unstable and undeveloped place. 

Although, this vision is fuelled by the lack of progress in the resolution of bilateral conflicts 

between the Western Balkan states. Secondly, it is the lack of visible successes in the 

democratic and economic transformation of the Western Balkans. The third reason is connected 

to the EU conditionality’s role in maintaining the democratic standards in EU Member States. 

Democratic backsliding in certain EU Member States, particularly Poland and Hungary, has 

raised concerns about the strength of the EU conditionality. Consequently, some EU Member 

States are wary of potentially similar processes occurring in the Western Balkan states in the 

case of their eventual EU accession. 

The lack of commitment of influential EU Member States has negatively affected the 

effectiveness of the EU enlargement policy and weakened the credibility of the EU, further 

damaging its capacity to make a meaningful impact on the reform processes in Western Balkan 

countries. As a consequence, the EU enlargement policy loses its credibility as the catalyst of 

the democratic and economic transformation of the region. Instead of experiencing pivotal 

democratic reforms, the WB6 have slowly developed into ‘stabilitocracies’, that is, countries 

with obvious democratic shortcomings claiming to work towards democratic reform and offer 
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stability74. The lack of EU Member States’ commitment further encourages corrupt populist 

political elites to maintain their authoritarian grip on Western Balkan countries’ political 

structures and societal institutions, while undermining the EU accession process, hindering 

progress on reforms and weakening civil society. Undemocratic foreign powers use this 

situation to their advantage, presenting their visions of social and economic relations as 

attractive alternatives that, unlike those of the EU, do not require political reforms. 

Due to the aforementioned challenges, the EU enlargement to the Western Balkans has 

effectively stalled in recent years. Western Balkan societies are seriously frustrated by the 

slowdown of the accession process. This situation causes disbelief in the EU’s willingness to 

fulfil its promises of the European future for the region. Nevertheless, public opinion in the 

Western Balkan countries is still overwhelmingly supportive of European integration. Despite 

setbacks, the Western Balkan countries have demonstrated strong commitments to United 

Europe and made serious political compromises to get closer to EU membership. 

The success of the Western Balkans’ EU accession process depends on both progress of the 

states in political and economic reforms, as well as on genuine commitment and political will 

from the EU and its Member States. The Russian invasion of Ukraine has made European 

policymakers realise that stability in their immediate neighbourhood matters, thus once again 

raising the importance of the EU enlargement and increasing attention towards the Western 

Balkans. The Western Balkan states should use this opportunity to make valuable progress on 

their EU accession path. The progress in reforms can stifle the opposition of several EU 

Member States’ political elites and societies to EU enlargement. At the same time, a lot depends 

on the ability of the EU to be a ‘normative power’ capable of spreading European values and 

democratic norms to its neighbourhood, together with its active engagement on multiple levels 

in the process of reforms in the Western Balkan countries. To achieve this, the EU Member 

States supporting enlargement, such as the Visegrad Group countries, should increase their 

efforts to positively influence the Western Balkan states’ democratic and economic 

transformation and promote their interests on the European level. 
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2. The Visegrad Group’s relations with the Western Balkan countries in 

the context of the European Union enlargement 

2.1. The European Union enlargement as the Visegrad Group’s foreign policy 

preference 

The Visegrad Group, also known as the V4, is an alliance of four Central European states – 

Poland, Czechia, Slovakia, and Hungary. The Visegrad Group was formed on 15 February 1991 

at a meeting of the President of Czechoslovakia Václav Havel, the President of Poland Lech 

Wałęsa and the Prime Minister of Hungary József Antall in the Hungarian town of Visegrad. 

The most important pillar of the V4 cooperation is the common interest of its members in 

successful EU and NATO integration, increasing the political weight of the Central European 

region within these alliances, and the economic development of the region.  

The Visegrad Group is a unique and noteworthy example of cooperation between European 

countries. In comparison with other regional cooperation initiatives in Europe, the Visegrad 

Group is known for its loose institutionalisation. The Visegrad cooperation has a strong political 

dimension and is multi-layered, consisting of mutual periodical contacts at all levels – from the 

highest-level political summits, and expert and diplomatic meetings, to activities of regional 

non-governmental organisations (NGOs), think-tanks and research bodies, cultural institutions 

and numerous networks of individuals75. Official summits of V4 prime ministers are held every 

year. Between these summits, one of the V4 countries holds the annual presidency and is 

responsible for drafting a one-year plan of action.  

The so-called weak institutionalisation in the case of the V4 means higher flexibility. It allows 

the V4 countries to act independently in their foreign policies and react promptly to external 

developments according to their national interests while keeping the possibility of adopting 

common positions in the areas where the V4 countries find a common ground76. The common 

positions are not legally binding, which allows perceiving the Visegrad Group as a coordination 

mechanism and cooperation platform77. The low level of institutionalisation and the high level 

of flexibility is one of the reasons why the V4 became an inspiring model of regional 
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cooperation for the neighbouring countries aspiring to EU membership78. However, the 

informality of the cooperation together with its vague goals and lack of coordination 

mechanisms has hindered the Group’s ability to become an influential alliance with a common 

position on the EU level79. 

An important element of the Visegrad Group’s activity on the international level is the 

cooperation with non-V4 partners in the V4+ format. The V4+ format involves meetings of 

Visegrad prime ministers and foreign ministers with respective representatives of another 

country or a group of countries. The V4+ format proved to be effective while developing 

cooperation with the partners in the EU, in neighbouring European regions, and beyond Europe. 

Cooperation with states aspiring to EU membership in the V4+ format is of particular 

importance. It allows the Visegrad Group countries to present themselves as advocates of the 

EU’s ‘open-door’ policy, as well as to transfer their know-how about democratic transformation 

and European integration80. 

European integration is designated as top priority of the Visegrad Group from its foundation. 

The 1991 Visegrad Declaration is the first programme document of the Visegrad Group, which 

formed the basis of the cooperation. The Declaration defined full integration into the European 

political, economic, security, and legal system, building democratic states based on the rule of 

law and human rights protection, and creation of a free market economy as the main objectives 

of the Visegrad cooperation. The goal of European integration, as well as other objectives, was 

to be achieved by coordination of efforts81. Thus, the Visegrad Group did not take shape of a 

bureaucratised international organisation. The goals and cooperation mechanisms of the 

Visegrad Group were strengthened in the 1999 Contents of Visegrad Cooperation. According 

to this document, each V4 member state has to present concrete goals and tasks of the Visegrad 

cooperation in their annual presidency programmes. 

Poland, Slovakia, Czechia, and Hungary became members of the EU in 2004. Despite fulfilling 

the main objective of the 1991 Visegrad Declaration, the Visegrad Group did not cease to 

cooperate. In 2004 in the Czech town of Kroměříž, the prime ministers of V4 signed a new 

Visegrad Declaration. The document defined two main objectives of cooperation: strengthening 
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the Central European identity and acting on the European level82. The V4 member states 

confirmed their commitment to the process of the EU enlargement. They declared readiness to 

help the states aspiring to become full members of the EU by sharing knowledge and experience 

about the accession process. The V4 countries also expressed commitment to using their 

regional and historical experiences to contribute to the formulation and realisation of the EU 

policy towards Eastern and Southeastern Europe83. In the Guidelines on the Future Areas of 

Visegrad Cooperation attached to the Visegrad Declaration, the cooperation with third countries 

aspiring to join the EU was designated as one of the four priority areas84. Three others are the 

Visegrad level, the EU level, and the NATO level. 

The foreign policy priorities of each Visegrad state are not always the same. Poland is naturally 

more involved in cooperating with its Eastern European neighbours, particularly Ukraine, and 

views them as the primary target of the EU enlargement effort. Hungary is gravitating towards 

the Balkans and concentrates on the promotion of the Western Balkans’ rapid accession to the 

EU. The main goal of Czechia and Slovakia is the promotion of democratic values in the world, 

particularly in the EU neighbourhood, meaning they are equally interested in the European 

integration of both Western Balkans and Eastern European countries. Such a situation, however, 

does not hinder the V4 states’ mutual support for the European enlargement policy and 

European integration of both groups of countries and cooperation in this matter.  

The V4 countries’ national interests determine their support for European enlargement. In this 

regard, utility-based priorities, such as national security interests, geostrategic factors, and 

economic connections, are the key motivations for the Visegrad Group to support the EU 

enlargement. The V4 countries border the Western Balkans and Eastern Europe, the two priority 

regions of potential EU enlargement. The Visegrad Group is economically connected with these 

regions, which makes the expansion of the EU single market desired for trans-border 

cooperation and economic development. A shared border makes these regions crucial for the 

Visegrad Group’s security, and their EU accession would increase it.  

It may even be assumed that the changing security architecture in Eastern and Southeastern 

Europe in the 1990s had a strong impact on the very concept of the Visegrad cooperation.  

Before the 1990s, the idea of deep regional cooperation in Central Europe was not 
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unequivocally supported by Poland, Hungary, and Czechoslovakia, a single state at that time, 

because of differences in geopolitical priorities. In the 1990s, the state of affairs in Yugoslavia 

kept on deteriorating, and the USSR started the process of disintegration after the restoration of 

independence of the Baltic states. The situation in Yugoslavia pushed Hungary and 

Czechoslovakia to seek closer ties with Poland, which in turn was more open to cooperation 

because of instability to its East85. As a result, the security situations in the current potential EU 

enlargement regions helped the Central European countries realise the utmost importance of 

sticking together in the face of common challenges. Consequently, stability in the Western 

Balkans and Eastern Europe is still seen as a guarantee for stability in the Central European 

Visegrad Group. 

Value-based priorities also play an important role. Whenever crises and internal problems of 

the EU diverted attention away from the enlargement policy, the Visegrad Group countries 

stressed that this policy is the EU’s most effective foreign policy tool for the democratic 

transformation of the EU Southern and Eastern European neighbours, as was the case with the 

Central European states themselves86. The Visegrad Group is regarded as a successful example 

of post-communist democratic and economic transformations, which is especially attractive for 

the Southeastern and Eastern European countries aspiring for full EU membership87. For them, 

the V4 serves as a source of know-how about the European accession process and membership 

negotiations. The Visegrad Group consider sharing their experiences in democratisation and 

the EU accession with the neighbouring regions as their foreign policy priority. The idea of the 

post-communist ‘return to Europe’, expressed during the V4 countries’ own EU accession 

process, also contributes to the Visegrad Group’s perception of these neighbouring regions as 

essential parts of Europe and their possible accession as historical justice. 

The V4 countries regard the EU enlargement policy as a policy area where they can successfully 

‘upload’ their national interests and strategic foreign policy goals to the European policy level. 

Active engagement in the process of the EU enlargement allows the V4 countries to represent 

themselves as important players and agenda shapers on the European level and to strengthen 

their position in various negotiations within the EU. Poland’s promotion of enhanced 

cooperation with Eastern European states and Hungary’s promotion of the Western Balkans’ 

EU enlargement are particularly noticeable examples of this. Furthermore, Hungary and Poland 

have specific national ideological approaches towards European integration, traditionally 
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preferring widening over deepening. This enables these states to perceive the EU enlargement 

policy as a policy which they can lead in order to gain more influence on policymaking on the 

EU level and shape the direction of European integration. Hungary’s and Poland’s pro-

widening stance is visible in the prioritisation of rapid enlargement rather than enlargement 

based on EU conditionality, as discussed in the next chapters. 

An integral part of promoting the national interests of individual Member States at the European 

level is coalition building. Among the Eastern enlargement countries, the Visegrad Group is the 

only major coalition that has shown consistency in the coordination of positions and interests 

within the European collective decision-making process88. This is emphasised by the fact that 

according to the EU Coalition Explorer, all Visegrad countries are found among each other’s 

top five strategic partners89. However, the V4 is not united on all European policies and is far 

from united on the issue of the future of European integration90. The reason for that is the 

decline in democratic standards and the functioning of the rule of law system in Hungary and 

Poland. This situation has impeded the Visegrad cooperation on the EU level, as Czechia and 

Slovakia do not support Polish and Hungarian actions directed at opposing European values. 

Nevertheless, the Visegrad countries declare consensus in their support of the EU enlargement 

policy. The EU enlargement to new countries with similar national interests offers new 

possibilities for coalition building. 

Successful coalition building has important implications with regards to the EU system of 

qualified majority voting. Qualified majority voting (QMV) in the Council of the EU is a 

complex and peculiar political process. The gradual EU enlargement, especially the Big Bang 

enlargement of 2004 with the Visegrad Group joining the EU, has changed the balance between 

small and large EU Member States. The 2001 Treaty of Nice revised the QMV criteria taking 

the expected enlargement of 2004 into account and favoured small states disproportionately91. 

The current QMV criteria were set up by the Lisbon Treaty and are regulated by Article 16 of 

the TEU and Article 238 of the TFEU. A proposal is adopted by a qualified majority, which is 

reached when 55 per cent of the Member States (15 out of 27) vote in favour and when the 

population of the Member States in favour of the proposal exceeds 65 per cent of the total EU 
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population. To reject a proposal, a blocking minority of countries must consist of at least four 

Member States, with a population of at least 35 per cent of the EU population. 

The Lisbon Treaty´s new QMV system has significantly emphasised the power of the largest 

Member States to influence the decision-making process92. The new QMV system removed the 

mechanism of fixed weighted votes. Therefore, the demographic changes in the Member States, 

the potential EU enlargement or withdrawal of a Member State, as in the case of the UK, will 

automatically reflect on the weights of Member States' votes in QMV93. If the Treaties 

regulating the QMV mechanism in the Council of the EU are not reviewed, small Member 

States will remain weakened in the QMV. In that case, the only possible way that would lead 

to the strengthening of small Member States in the QMV is the EU enlargement to other small 

states, for example from the Western Balkans. Most of the V4 countries are small, so the EU 

accession of new small countries would influence their possibilities to project power and 

‘upload’ their shared national interests to the European policy level. 

 

2.2. The Visegrad Group’s collective approach to the Western Balkans’ European 

integration process 

Since their accession to the EU, the Visegrad Group countries have been among the most active 

European actors advocating for further EU enlargement to the Western Balkans. On the political 

level, the Visegrad Group has proved to be a staunch supporter of the Western Balkans’ 

European integration and a committed advocate of these countries’ interests on the EU level. 

The Visegrad Group countries continuously call on the EU to accelerate the Western Balkans’ 

European integration. At the same time, the V4 encourages the Western Balkan countries to 

intensify their reform efforts and provide assistance by offering their experience of political and 

economic transformation and the EU accession process. 

The V4 countries are active in their support of the Western Balkans’ European integration both 

bilaterally and in the common framework of the Visegrad Group. Close cooperation with the 

region has been high on the Visegrad Group’s agenda for years. V4 Annual Presidency 

programmes regularly designate the Western Balkans as one of the Group’s main foreign policy 

priorities. The V4 activity in the process of the Western Balkans’ European integration is 

focused on supporting successful political and economic transformation and strengthening ties 

between the Western Balkans and Central Europe. As noted by Jelica Minić, a Serbian expert, 
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“The V4 can be a bridge for the Western Balkans. Maybe the Visegrad Group could not play 

the role of the top driver, but it can better understand problems of Western Balkans and 

approach them on a more equal footing than other big European countries”94. 

The support for the European integration of the Western Balkans is entrenched in various 

Visegrad Group documents, such as the Kroměříž Declaration of 200495, the Bratislava 

Declaration of 201196, all presidency programmes of the V4 since 200497, and joint ministerial 

statements. The V4 is the only regional initiative in the EU that maintains a regular dialogue 

with the Western Balkan countries. Since 2009, regular summits of the foreign ministers of the 

Visegrad Group and their counterparts from the Western Balkan countries have been taking 

place in the V4+WB6 format. The V4+WB6 format is very flexible and gives a lot of freedom 

to choose the issues under discussion. Such summits allow political issues to be discussed in a 

broader perspective and often follow the goal of supporting the European aspirations of the 

Western Balkan countries and the creation of organisational platforms for meetings with wider 

groups of EU Member States. V4+WB6 summits are often attended by representatives of the 

European institution, particularly the European Commission, and other EU Member States. 

The V4’s support for the European enlargement to the Western Balkans is motivated by 

multiple factors. Geographical, historical, cultural, and to a large extent linguistic proximity 

makes the Visegrad Group a natural advocate for the Western Balkans’ European integration. 

The Visegrad Group serves as a successful example of regional cooperation between the states 

with different, often traumatic, historical experiences. The Visegrad Group countries boast of 

experiences in their transitions to democracy and a free-market economy, together with the EU 

accession process, particularly membership negotiations. The V4 countries consider these 

experiences unique and easily transferrable to the Western Balkans due to their relatedness to 

the region’s context.  

The security aspect is a crucial determinant of the importance of the Western Balkan 

enlargement for the Visegrad Group. All of the V4 members are engaged in the EU and NATO 

peacekeeping missions in the region to varying degrees. Their activities include peacebuilding 
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efforts in Bosnia and Herzegovina and supporting the normalisation of relations between Serbia 

and Kosovo* in the framework of the EU-led Belgrade-Pristina dialogue. 

Potential instability in the Balkans, a region sadly known for its interethnic conflicts, has the 

potential to affect the long-lasting peace and successful cooperation between the Central 

European states. Particularly important in this regard are the contexts of Bosnia and 

Herzegovina’s internal divisions and ethnic minorities’ aspirations and the strained relations 

between Serbs and Albanians because of the Kosovo dispute. A possible escalation in the region 

is undesired among the V4 countries, as it would likely ignite calls for revision of European 

borders along ethnic lines, creation of high-level autonomies in regions densely populated by 

ethnic minorities, or even imperialist sentiments to control territories ruled at some points in 

history. Consequently, the stability in Bosnia and Herzegovina, Kosovo*, and the whole of the 

Western Balkan region is crucial to the stability of the Visegrad Group countries and the wider 

Europe. 

The issue of ethnic minorities and borders is a particularly sensitive subject for V4 countries 

due to their recent historical experiences. Czechia had a dramatic experience in the past when 

the German minority was used by Nazi Germany to legitimise the annexation of large parts of 

the Czech territory. At the time, in 1938, Western European powers decided to appease the 

aggressor and signed the infamous Munich Agreement, which saw Czechoslovakia ceding large 

swathes of its territory to Germany. Soon after, Slovakia had a similar experience with the 

Hungarian minority living in the south of the country, when it was transferred to Hungary by 

the First Vienna Award. These events rewarded aggressive expansionist policies, which, as a 

result, contributed to inciting World War II. On the other hand, a considerable part of Hungarian 

society still has a sense of grievance for the lost historical possessions, the so-called Trianon 

trauma. The Trianon treaty, concluding World War I for defeated Hungary, saw it losing two-

thirds of territory it possessed at that time. As a result, today, millions of Hungarians live outside 

the borders of Hungary in neighbouring states. Hungary positions itself as a defender of 

Hungarians abroad, which is often used by political leaders of the country to escalate their 

rhetoric and demands concerning the status of the Hungarian minorities. Poland also 

experienced huge territorial and population changes during the last century, by being subject to 

the aggression of Germany and the USSR, while exercising its expansionist claims to 

Czechoslovakia. Nevertheless, Poland, Czechia, Slovakia, and Hungary managed to overcome 

their troublesome and conflicted past, engaging in successful regional cooperation within the 

framework of the Visegrad Group, which, in its turn, contributed largely to the successful 

reconciliation between these states.   
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The Central European Visegrad model of reconciliation and cooperation is useful in improving 

the relations between ethnic communities in the Western Balkans. Painful historical 

experiences in the Western Balkans are more recent, which consequentially makes them more 

divisive and impedimental to cooperation. However, due to the cultural and historical proximity 

to the Western Balkans, the V4 countries have a better understanding of the regional context. 

This fact contributes to the assumption that the V4 serves as an inspiration for the Western 

Balkan countries and is capable of positively influencing the region by engaging in cooperation 

and helping to determine and offer more suitable solutions to overcome the divisions. The 

cooperation between the Western Balkan states inspired by the Visegrad Group model of 

cooperation is a desired result of the experience and know-how transfer. 

The economic dimension of cooperation between the V4 and the Western Balkan countries is 

also important. Geographical proximity determines the interest of the Visegrad Group in 

economic cooperation with the Western Balkans. V4 is seeking to expand the European market 

to the region, which is mutually beneficial. The markets of the Western Balkan countries are 

rapidly developing and undergoing the processes of privatisation. These factors provide an 

opportunity for the V4 to play a more active role in the economy of the region98. The Western 

Balkan countries are the priority countries of the Official Development Assistance (ODA) 

programmes for Hungary, Slovakia, and Czechia99. Poland is an exception in this regard due to 

the difference in foreign policy priorities. The Visegrad Group countries are cooperating with 

the Western Balkan countries in various sectors, such as infrastructure and energy, aiming to 

interconnect Central and Southeastern Europe and form long-term sustainable transborder 

economic ties. 

The parliamentary dimension of cooperation between the V4 and the Western Balkans so far 

has not been very intensive100. Since 2016, the Parliament of Poland periodically organises 

summits of presidents of parliaments of Central and Eastern European countries. These summits 

have been sporadically attended by representatives of parliamentary authorities of all the 

Visegrad Group countries and the Western Balkan countries except Kosovo*. The topics under 

discussion are the democratic transition in post-communist European countries, strengthening 

parliamentary cooperation, the role of parliaments in international politics, security, energy 

infrastructure, and transport policy101. Parliamentary speakers from the Visegrad Group 
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countries were invited to take part in the 2019 and 2021 Conferences of Parliamentary Speakers 

of Southeastern European Countries organised by the Parliament of Hungary, which gathers 

parliamentary speakers from Hungary and Western Balkan counties. The main topic of these 

conferences was the future of the EU enlargement policy102.  

It can be argued that the Visegrad cooperation has already become an inspiration for the 

development of various regional initiatives in the Western Balkans. One of the most prominent 

examples is Central European Free Trade Agreement (CEFTA), and its extension to the 

Western Balkans in 2006 (the so-called CEFTA 2006). CEFTA originated as a free trade 

agreement between the V4 countries but later spread beyond the Visegrad Group’s borders, 

when other Central and Eastern European countries, namely Slovenia, Romania, and Bulgaria, 

became its members.  

CEFTA enabled its parties to prepare institutionally to enter the EU single market. The main 

goals of CEFTA are to expand mutual trade in goods and services, eliminate barriers to trade 

between the countries involved, and foster investment in the region. CEFTA aimed at 

harmonising provisions on trade policy issues, such as competition rules and state aid, with the 

EU acquis communautaire. Once the V4 countries and other Central and Eastern European 

partners achieved full membership in the EU, CEFTA became irrelevant for them as they joined 

the EU single market. The fact that CEFTA helped them to advance in their economic 

transformation and to prepare for the successful EU accession served as an inspiration for the 

Western Balkan countries.  

The original CEFTA agreement was signed by Poland, Hungary and Czechoslovakia on 21 

December 1992 in Kraków. At first, the possibility of accession of other states was not foreseen. 

In November 1994, at the meeting of V4 prime ministers in Poznań, the Poznań Declaration 

was signed, in which the criteria for the admission of new countries to CEFTA were formulated 

for the first time. The potential member had to have an association agreement with the EU, be 

a signatory to the GATT (later WTO membership), and have free trade agreements with CEFTA 

countries. Thus, Slovenia joined CEFTA in 1996, Romania in 1997, Bulgaria in 1999, and 

Croatia in 2003. The original CEFTA members – the V4 countries – and Slovenia joined the 

EU and left CEFTA in 2004, while Croatia, Romania, and Bulgaria remained its members. 

North Macedonia103 joined the original CEFTA in January 2006.  
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As most of the Central European members of CEFTA had left the agreement by joining the EU, 

it was decided to extend CEFTA to the Western Balkan countries. The expansion of CEFTA to 

include the Western Balkan countries was associated with the Stabilisation and Association 

Process (SAP), as well as with the Stability Pact for Southeastern Europe – a plan for 

democratisation, consolidation of security and economic reconstruction on the basis of 

cooperation between the countries of the region and integration with international political and 

economic structures – the result of which was the creation of a network of bilateral free trade 

agreements between the countries of the region. On 19 December 2006, at the South East 

European Prime Ministers Summit in Bucharest, the new Central European Free Trade 

Agreement (CEFTA 2006) was signed by the remaining Western Balkan countries, as well as 

the Republic of Moldova. United Nations Mission in Kosovo (UNMIK) signed the agreement 

on behalf of Kosovo* in accordance with United Nations Security Council Resolution 1244 and 

still represents it104. CEFTA 2006 was substantially amended and specially designed to include 

new countries from Southeastern Europe. Following the necessary ratification processes, 

CEFTA 2006 entered into force across the various parties between July and November 2007. 

After Romania and Bulgaria joined the EU in 2007, and Croatia in 2013, the WB6 and Moldova 

remain the parties to the agreement. 

The EU considers regional cooperation between Southeastern and Eastern European countries 

as proof that they can successfully cooperate and integrate within the larger EU. Cooperation 

within CEFTA serves as proof that the Western Balkan countries are capable of sustaining 

extensive economic with each other and other European countries. Therefore, CEFTA can be 

considered one of the most efficient examples of the V4 know-how transfer to the Western 

Balkans105. It proves that a model of cooperation developed for the Visegrad Group countries 

can be successfully implemented in the Western Balkans. 

The cooperation within CEFTA became a push for a further enhancement of the economic 

integration between the Western Balkan countries. In November 2020, under the Berlin 

Process, the Western Balkan countries agreed to establish the Common Regional Market. This 

initiative aims towards the formation of a common regional market and is built upon the CEFTA 

Agreement106. In parallel, three CEFTA countries, namely Serbia, North Macedonia, and 

Albania, are moving ahead with the Open Balkan initiative aiming to establish the so-called 

 
104 Balkan Policy Research Group (BPRG). Policy Report. Kosovo’s Contested Representation in CEFTA – A 

Political and Legal Overview, 2021, https://balkansgroup.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/11/Kosovos-Contested-
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Mini Schengen between these states, which implies the application of the four freedoms of the 

European Single Market in mutual economic relations. 

The biggest problem for the functioning of CEFTA 2006, which simultaneously is one of the 

most contentious issues of Western Balkan politics, is the status of Kosovo*. Kosovo* in 

CEFTA is still represented by the United Nations Interim Administration Mission in Kosovo 

(UNMIK). Changing Kosovo*’s representation in CEFTA is a complex legal issue with 

tremendous implications. After the declaration of independence, Kosovo* intensified its 

resistance to the UNMIK representation, while Serbia and Bosnia and Herzegovina increased 

their efforts to obstruct Kosovo*’s participation, as they blocked the entry and transit of the 

products of Kosovo107. After the 2012 Agreement on Regional Representation and Cooperation 

– signed in the framework of the EU-led Belgrade-Pristina Dialogue – came to life, Kosovo* 

managed to replace UNMIK in some initiatives, but not in CEFTA. Three members of CEFTA, 

namely Serbia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, and Moldova, refuse Kosovo*’s full representation in 

CEFTA. The government of Kosovo* failed to proactively engage in the process, and the EU 

has never treated this issue with priority108. 

Examples of the V4’s successful know-how transfers with the Western Balkan countries are 

not limited to CEFTA. The Visegrad Group provides expertise in managing twinning projects, 

the efficient use of pre-accession funds, the cooperation of NGOs, and scholarships for students. 

In this respect, the International Visegrad Fund (IVF) plays a crucial role. The IVF, established 

in 2000, is considered to be the only existing institution of the Visegrad Group. The aim of the 

IVF is to support the development of cooperation in culture, scientific exchange, research, 

education, exchange of students, development of cross-border cooperation and promotion of 

tourism109. The IVF represents the civic dimension of the Visegrad cooperation and provides 

financing for activities of NGOs and individual citizens. 

The IVF started opening to non-Visegrad applicants in 2004 after the adoption of the Kroměříž 

Declaration and the Guidelines on the Future Areas of Visegrad Cooperation. The Western 

Balkans soon became one of the main long-term priority regions. The IVF developed a special 

grant programme focused on cooperation between the civil societies and NGOs from the V4 

and the Western Balkans with projects supporting democratic transformation, good governance, 

regional cooperation and reconciliation. The IVF facilitates contacts between NGOs and public 

administration of the V4 and the Western Balkan countries and enables student exchange 
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between the two regions. Serbia, North Macedonia, and Albania are the major recipients of the 

fund. Since 2013 the IVF has been awarding grants to NGOs from the Western Balkans, and 

since 2014 it has been sponsoring study visits to V4 countries for officials from this region 

(mobility programme for civil servants). However, the impact of these projects is marginal due 

to the limited resources available for cooperation with the Western Balkans110. This is best 

illustrated by the number of officials from the region who took part in this programme in 2014-

2018: there were only a little over 30 of them, from only two countries111.  

Most importantly, the example of the IVF directly inspired the creation of a similar model of 

regional cooperation for the Western Balkan countries. After more than five years of 

negotiations, the Western Balkans Fund (WBF), based in Tirana, was established in 2017. The 

idea of establishing a fund in the Western Balkans originated at the V4+Slovenia summit in 

Prague in 2011, held under the Czech V4 Presidency112. The same year, the initial plan of the 

WBF was developed by an international group of experts on civil society and regional 

cooperation from the International Centre for Democratic Transition (IDCT) in Budapest113. 

The WBF was formally established at another annual V4+WB6 summit in Prague in November 

2015, when the Agreement on the Establishment of the WBF was signed114. 

The WBF, modelled after the institutional and procedural know-how of the IVF, is an important 

instrument for enhancing regional cooperation in the Western Balkans115. The WBF is financed 

by the governments of the interested countries of the region, as well as the V4. The objectives 

of the WBS are the development of closer cooperation and strengthening of ties between the 

Western Balkans Contracting Parties, their integration into the EU, and common presentation 

to the third countries116. These objectives are pursued through the promotion and development 

of people-to-people contacts, cooperation among civil society organisations, cross-border 

cooperation, cultural cooperation, scientific exchanges, and research cooperation in the field of 

education117. The relevance of the WBF was also recognised by the EU, as it was directly 
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mentioned in the Sofia Declaration of the 2018 EU-Western Balkans Summit118. Therefore, the 

IVF can be considered another major successful example of the V4’s know-how transfer. 

Another initiative of the Visegrad Group aimed to strengthen the exchange of ideas and know-

how is the V4-Western Balkans Expert Network on the Rule of Law and Fundamental Rights. 

The aims of the initiative are to be achieved by creating a pool of experts from both regions. 

The network was established on the initiative of the 2012-2013 Polish V4 Presidency. 

The Visegrad Group and the Western Balkan countries have developed cooperation in the 

framework of various multilateral initiatives. An example of the multilateral platform of 

cooperation shared by V4 and Western Balkan states is the Central European Initiative (CEI). 

The CEI is the largest and oldest forum of regional cooperation and political dialogue in Central, 

Eastern and Southeastern Europe. The origin of the CEI lies in the creation of the Quadragonale 

initiative founded in 1989 in Budapest by Italy, Austria, Hungary and Yugoslavia. In 1990, 

Czechoslovakia was admitted and the initiative was renamed Pentagonale. In 1991, with the 

admission of Poland, it became Hexagonale. The current members of the initiative are the V4 

states, Western Balkan states of Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Montenegro, North 

Macedonia and Serbia, as well as Austria, Bulgaria, Croatia, Italy, Moldova, Romania, 

Slovenia, Ukraine, and Belarus, which is now suspended. The main objective of the CEI is to 

work towards European integration and sustainable development through regional 

cooperation119. The CEI cooperates at the institutional level through a four-pillar system 

comprising governmental, parliamentary, economic and local dimensions. The CEI promotes 

good governance, rule of law and sustainable economic development for stability, social 

cohesion, environmental sustainability, security, and prosperity120. The CEI is the oldest format 

of multilateral cooperation between the Visegrad Group and the Western Balkans, which can 

serve as the confirmation of the natural gravity between them. 

Another multilateral initiative where the Visegrad Group and the Western Balkan countries 

participate jointly is the Chinese-led 14+1121 format. 14+1 format is an initiative of the Chinese 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs intended to promote business and investment relations between 

China and countries of Central and Eastern Europe, such as the Visegrad Group states, the 

Western Balkan states except for Kosovo*, as well as Bulgaria, Croatia, Greece, Romania, and 
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Slovenia. The format's goals are to promote the Chinese Belt and Road Initiative and enhance 

cooperation in the fields of infrastructure, transportation and logistics, trade and investment. 

In the sector of justice and home affairs (JHA), the Visegrad Group and the Western Balkans 

participate together in the Prague Process. The Prague Process is a targeted migration dialogue 

and a policy process promoting migration partnerships among its 50 members from Europe and 

Central Asia. The process was initiated during the Czech EU Presidency at the 1st Prague 

Process Ministerial Conference in April 2009. The 2nd Ministerial Conference was hosted by 

the Polish EU Presidency in Poznan in November 2011. The 3rd Ministerial Conference was 

held in Bratislava in September 2016 under the Slovak EU Presidency. The 4th Ministerial 

Conference took place in Prague in October 2022 under the Czech EU Presidency. The Prague 

Process is focused primarily on migration and asylum issues. Its objectives, as declared by the 

joint declarations, are strengthening cooperation in migration management, developing 

principles for close migration partnerships between their countries, and cooperating in 

preventing and fighting illegal migration122. 

From the beginning of the 2015 migration crisis, the V4 countries have stressed the need for 

intensive communication with the Western Balkan countries, which are part of the so-called 

Balkan route for refugees. At the V4+WB6 summit in Prague in November 2015, foreign 

ministers of the Visegrad Group and the Western Balkan countries shared their views on 

specific cooperation mechanisms and adopted a joint declaration. In this declaration, the V4 

leaders committed themselves to coordinate procedures with the Western Balkan states and 

search for common European solutions. One of the outcomes of the meeting was a letter from 

the V4 foreign ministers supporting the European integration of the Western Balkan 

countries123. 

Multilateral cooperation between the V4 and the Western Balkans is visible in the energy sector. 

In January 2010, the Visegrad Group countries together with Bosnia and Herzegovina, Serbia, 

Croatia, Bulgaria, Romania, and Austria signed the Declaration of the V4+ Energy Summit 

held in Budapest. The summit initiated the creation of several working groups, including a 

group on north-south interconnection124.  

States from both the Visegrad Group and the Western Balkans participate in the EU Danube 

Strategy (EUSDR), one of the EU macroregional strategies. Hungary, Slovakia, and Czechia 

 
122 Prague Process. “What is the Prague Process?” Accessed November 12, 2022,  
https://www.pragueprocess.eu/en/about. 
123 Strážay, Tomáš. “V4 2015: neľahké hľadanie odpovedí na európske výzvy.” Ročenka zahraničnej politiky 
Slovenskej republiky, 2016. 
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from the V4, and Bosnia and Herzegovina, Montenegro, and Serbia from the Western Balkans 

are part of the EUSDR, together with Germany, Austria, Slovenia, Croatia, Bulgaria, Romania, 

Moldova, and Ukraine. The EUSDR is a long-term policy of the EU intended to develop 

coordinated policies and actions in the area of the Danube River Basin. The Strategy is focused 

not on funding, but rather on enhancing closer cooperation within the area. The EUSDR 

addresses a wide range of issues divided among 4 pillars and 12 priority areas, focusing on 

improving transport connections, energy connections, culture and tourism cooperation, water 

quality, biodiversity and other environmental issues, socio-economic development, and 

security125. 

One more perspective dimension of cooperation between the Visegrad Group and the Western 

Balkans is the Three Seas Initiative. The Three Seas Initiative was established on the initiative 

of Poland and formally proposed by Poland and Croatia in 2016. It brings together 12 EU 

Member States located between the Adriatic Sea, the Baltic Sea, and the Black Sea, namely, 

Poland, Slovakia, Czechia, Hungary, Austria, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Romania, Bulgaria, 

Slovenia, and Croatia. The Western Balkans are regarded as an important region for this format 

of cooperation since four of its members are neighbours of Western Balkan countries. 

Currently, participation in the Initiative is fully available only to the EU Member States but it 

can be assumed that the Western Balkan countries will join the initiative once they complete 

their EU accession process. However, the Three Seas Initiative can already be beneficial for the 

Western Balkan states, as it promotes multilateral cooperation between Central Europe and the 

Western Balkans and coordination on their European integration path from EU Member States 

supporting enlargement126 At the Three Seas summit in Bucharest in September 2018, the Three 

Seas Business Forum was inaugurated, to which private companies and public institutions from 

various countries, including the Western Balkan ones, were invited. In the final declaration of 

the Three Seas summit held in Slovenia in June 2019, the participant countries directly 

confirmed their openness to enhance partnership with the Western Balkan states127. 

Representatives of companies from the Western Balkans also took part in the second Three 

Seas Business Forum. 

However, despite previously positive influence, the Visegrad approach towards the region is 

now losing its legitimacy and credibility because of the worsening state of democracy in the V4 

countries of Hungary and Poland. These developments are undermining the reputation of the 

 
125 EUSDR. “One Strategy – 12 Priorities.” Accessed November 12, 2022, https://danube-region.eu/about/priority-
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Visegrad Group as a model of successful democratic transformation, regional cooperation and 

reconciliation and are weakening the V4’s legitimacy as an advocate for the democratic 

transformation of the Western Balkans and their integration into the Euro-Atlantic structures.  

The current state of affairs in the Visegrad Group and changes in the approach towards the WB6 

of some of its members suggest that the support for the democratisation of the Western Balkans 

may not be as strong and genuine as it is claimed. Hungary is particularly noticeable in its futile 

attempts to strengthen its influence in the region and promote illiberal ideology at the cost of 

impeding the required reforms upon which the EU accession is conditional. Such an attitude 

rather empowers state capture in the Western Balkans by serving as an example for the 

autocratic rulers and corrupt political elites in the region of the effective exploitation of the 

benefits of EU membership without consequence. Western European leaders can get cautious 

about further enlargement due to the concern of new members becoming ‘troublemakers’ for 

the EU akin to Hungary and Poland. 

The V4 countries need to be vigilant about this trend since their shared policy towards the 

Western Balkans is something they take pride in, seeing it as an example of their ability to 

successfully influence policymaking at the EU level. The current challenges threaten to erode 

the credibility of the Visegrad Group’s involvement in the Western Balkan region even further 

and deepen the perception of it as a ‘toxic’ alliance. Saving the reputation of the V4 and 

positively influencing the Western Balkan region in the process of its European integration 

should be in the interest of its members. Despite primary responsibility for their positive image 

lying on the V4 states themselves, the success of this task, however, depends mainly on the EU, 

which needs to find ways to enforce rule of law and respect for principles of liberal democracy 

in its Member States to prevent similar developments in the Western Balkan countries. 

 

2.3. The Western Balkans in the Visegrad Group countries’ foreign policies 

2.3.1. The Western Balkans in the foreign policy of Poland 

Poland is a consistent supporter of EU enlargement. The EU enlargement policy is supported 

on the political level, while the public opinion of the Polish population regarding the EU 

enlargement enjoys high support. According to the data from the Summer 2022 Eurobarometer 

survey, 75% of Poles are in favour of the EU enlargement policy128. This is the third highest 

percentage of EU enlargement support in the EU currently, after Lithuania and Malta.  

 
128 European Commission, “Standard Eurobarometer 97” 
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The Western Balkans are considered an important region for Poland. Poland supports European 

integration of the Western Balkans and is an advocate of rapid EU enlargement to the region. 

From the Polish perspective, the acceleration of the accession process will lead to a 

comprehensive political and economic transformation of the Western Balkan countries129. The 

generally positive stance on the Western Balkans’ enlargement, however, does not always 

translate into active policy towards the region. Poland still does not fully perceive the Western 

Balkans as an attractive area for political expansion. According to the data from the 2020 EU 

Coalition Explorer survey, the enlargement policy towards the Western Balkans is in the 

fourteenth place among EU policy priorities, drastically lower than for the fellow V4 states130. 

In comparison, Eastern Europe and Russia policy is the first on the list of Poland’s political 

priorities. Despite not being on the top of the list of foreign policy priorities, Polish diplomacy’s 

interest in the Western Balkans and its involvement in cooperation with the region are 

constantly growing. 

European integration of the Eastern European countries, particularly Ukraine, is Poland’s 

longstanding priority in the context of the EU enlargement. The prioritisation of Eastern Europe 

over the Western Balkans in terms of enlargement is determined by geographical, geopolitical 

and historical factors, and the implications they have for the country’s security. Poland is 

located to the north of the remaining V4 countries, which are separated by the mountain ranges 

of the Sudetes and the Carpathians. Such a location has a huge influence on the country’s 

geopolitical priorities, making Poland naturally lean towards the East-West direction. Among 

the V4 states, Poland is the only country which borders Belarus and Russia in its exclave of 

Kaliningrad, previously known as Königsberg, as part of the region of East Prussia. The borders 

with these political rivals are lengthy. Russian policy and military actions towards Polish 

eastern neighbours and their consequences constitute a direct threat to Polish security. 

History plays a major role in the prioritisation of the Eastern European vector of Polish foreign 

policy as well. For a long period of its history, both during the royal and the early 20th century 

republican periods, Poland used to control huge parts of the present-day territories of Ukraine 

and Belarus. Such a historical connection has created numerous ties between those countries. 

There is still a substantial number of ethnic Poles or people with Polish origins living in the 

territory of Ukraine and Belarus. Another historical aspect determining Polish prioritisation of 

the East-West axis is Poland’s historical role as a place of clashing interests of aggressive bigger 
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powers from the West and the East. As a result, Poland is naturally seeking to maintain a 

constructive relationship with Germany to its West and to strengthen its security to its East.  

These factors have determined the main goals of Polish foreign policy. At the start of its post-

communist transition, Poland’s main goal was to become part of the West by joining the EU 

and NATO and subsequently gaining influence there. At the same time, the East has always 

been a region of the utmost importance for Poland’s national security and its development as 

an influential European power. Since the collapse of the Eastern Bloc, Polish foreign policy 

continued to be focused along the East-West axis. Being far bigger in size than the remaining 

V4 countries, Poland perceives itself as a country capable to be an influential regional leader. 

Poland’s goal was to break away from the Russian sphere of influence and become a regional 

power capable of influencing the post-Soviet independent states of Eastern Europe by sharing 

its experience of democratisation and Europeanisation.  

Poland is, in fact, the core actor driving the EU’s Eastern policy after the country’s accession 

to the bloc, contributing to the formation of the Eastern Partnership (EaP) within the European 

Neighbourhood Policy (ENP). Poland proposed the initiative to create the eastern dimension 

within the ENP, presenting it as an individual proposal, rather than a common V4 one, with an 

attempt to present itself as an influential independent actor131. The support to Eastern European 

countries on their European path has dominated Polish foreign policy to a large extent, while 

the neighbouring areas to the south of Poland were not prioritised or given enough attention. 

The North-South axis has gained weight in the foreign policy of Poland relatively recently. 

Poland has the potential to become an influential power in the Western Balkans given the 

dynamics of its economy, close geographic location, cultural and historical ties, and status 

within the EU and NATO132. In recent years, Poland started increasing its involvement in 

various regional projects and initiatives directed at cooperation with the Southeastern European 

countries. Poland’s involvement in the Berlin Process and the Three Seas Initiative are the 

foundations of the increasing activity of Polish diplomacy in the Western Balkans. 

Poland, as a country that has gone through a long process of political and economic 

transformation and has consistently pursued strategic foreign policy goals, supports similar 

efforts made by other countries, including those in Southeastern Europe. Polish experience in 

the socio-political transformation, the successful process of accession negotiations with the EU 

and the implementation of the EU’s conditionality requirements is a valuable asset for know-
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how transfer. Poland can offer expert assistance and share its experience with other European 

countries having European aspirations, such as the Western Balkan countries. It was also widely 

assumed in Poland that successful EU enlargement of the Western Balkan countries would help 

bring the next stage of enlargement to the Eastern neighbourhood closer. However, due to the 

recent events connected to the Russian full-scale invasion of Ukraine, this country, as well as 

Moldova and Georgia, was granted the European perspective. Nevertheless, this fact does not 

obstruct Polish support for the Western Balkans’ EU enlargement. 

The main factors motivating Poland to support the Western Balkans’ EU enlargement and 

increase its interest and influence in the region are security and geostrategic considerations. The 

Western Balkans play a crucial role for Polish national security due to the involvement of 

foreign powers important for Poland from a geopolitical standpoint, such as the US and Russia. 

The EU and NATO enlargement to the Western Balkans are seen by Poland as the most 

important instrument for the region’s stabilisation133. Therefore, Poland considers the 

stabilisation of the Western Balkans and their Euro-Atlantic integration as its strategic goals.   

The security of the Western Balkans and their integration into the EU and NATO are of the 

utmost importance to Poland in the context of increasingly aggressive Russia. Being the main 

threat to Polish security, Russia perceives the region as one of the main areas of its political 

rivalry with the West. In the Polish context, stability in the Western Balkans is perceived as a 

crucial condition to guarantee the security of the entire Europe, and Central Europe in particular. 

The potential instability in the Western Balkans would cause the deterioration of the security 

of the EU Member States with EU external borders. Any possible destabilisation in the Western 

Balkans would also affect the main priority of Polish foreign policy – Eastern Europe. As the 

attention of the EU and NATO is now concentrated on helping Ukraine, the instability in the 

Western Balkans, particularly in Kosovo* and Bosnia and Herzegovina, is the desired scenario 

for Russia, which is seeking to open the wounds of recent conflicts to destabilise, weaken, and 

divide the whole EU with the aim of diverting the aid provided to Ukraine to counter the Russian 

invasion. At the same time, Poland sees the US as its particularly important ally and a crucial 

player in the area of European security. Poland is one of the most reliable allies of the US in 

terms of security cooperation, contributing to the US military missions abroad and closely 

cooperating within NATO. The support for a deeper inclusion of the Western Balkan countries 

in cooperation with NATO strengthens Poland’s relations with the US and goes hand in hand 

with the countries’ European integration. 
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The prioritisation of security in the cooperation with the Western Balkans and the promotion of 

their EU accession has been confirmed by Polish officials on multiple occasions. Most recently, 

at the Western Balkans Summit in November 2022, Polish Prime Minister Mateusz Morawiecki 

highlighted security as the main factor determining the crucial importance of the Western 

Balkans’ EU enlargement for Poland and the EU and expressed his satisfaction by the fact that 

three of the six Western Balkan countries are members of NATO, calling it “the expansion of 

the security space”134. He stressed the necessity to counter the growing influence of foreign 

actors in the region and called on the EU to “fill the void” by accelerating the Western Balkans’ 

EU enlargement135. Morawiecki also emphasised, “Today we are at a moment of very profound 

interdependence between what is happening in the south of our continent, in the west, in the 

north and, above all, what is happening in the east”, pointing at the importance of the stability 

in Eastern Europe for the stability of the Western Balkans, and vice versa136. 

Poland aspires to play a more important role in both the EU and NATO, which determines its 

interest to be involved in their structures operating in the region. Poland is significantly 

involved in the EU and NATO missions in the Western Balkans. The security dimension is a 

policy area to which Poland has been committed the most over time. However, this involvement 

does not lead to a significant role of Poland in determining the security policy of the EU and 

NATO in the Western Balkans137.  

During the last decade of the 20th century, more than 10,000 Polish soldiers have served in 

various security missions in the Western Balkans. The following are the United Nations (UN) 

missions in which Poland was a participant: UNPROFOR (1992–1995), UNMIBH in Bosnia 

and Herzegovina (1995–2002), UNPREDEP in North Macedonia138 (1995–1999), UNMIK in 

Kosovo* (since 1999)139. The NATO missions with Poland’s participation include IFOR/SFOR 

(Stabilisation Force) in Bosnia and Herzegovina (1996–2004), AFOR (NATO's Albania Force) 

in Albania (1999), Essential Harvest/Amber Fox/Allied Harmony in North Macedonia (2001–

2003), KFOR in Kosovo* (since 1999)140. The EU security and civil missions with Poland’s 

 
134 Kancelaria Prezesa Rady Ministrów Rzeczypospolitej Polskiej. “Premier Mateusz Morawiecki na Szczycie 
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participation include EUFOR Concordia in North Macedonia (2003), EUPM in Bosnia and 

Herzegovina (2003–2012), EUPOL Proxima in North Macedonia (2004–2005), EUFOR Althea 

in Bosnia and Herzegovina (since 2004), and EULEX in Kosovo* (since 2008)141. 

Currently, there are three missions in the Western Balkans in which Polish soldiers and 

policemen are taking part: KFOR and EULEX in Kosovo*, and EUFOR Althea in Bosnia and 

Herzegovina. Poland has the seventh largest contingent in KFOR, of which Poles make up 6% 

of personnel. The Polish contingent is also one of the largest in the EU military mission EUFOR 

Althea, which also accounts for around 6% of the forces. The EU mission in Kosovo (EULEX) 

currently has 500 members, 340 of whom are police officers. Polish police officers, numbering 

95 people, form the largest national police contingent.  

Polish citizens used to hold key positions in international structures in the Western Balkans142. 

Former Prime Minister Tadeusz Mazowiecki served as the UN Special Envoy in Bosnia and 

Herzegovina in 1992–1995. Henryk Sokalski was Head of Mission of UNPREDEP in North 

Macedonia in 1995–1998. In 2000–2005, Marek Nowicki held the position of the International 

Ombudsman in Kosovo*. However, the role of Poland in the security structures of the EU and 

NATO in the region is not a leading one, which means that at the moment Poles do not hold 

key managerial positions. The highest position currently held by a Pole is the head of the 

operational pillar of EULEX. 

Despite considerable progress in the cooperation with the Western Balkan countries and the 

growing interest in it, the bilateral relations of the highest level between Poland and individual 

countries of the region still have not developed into strong and permanent connections143. 

Leading politicians of Poland and the Western Balkan partners rarely pay official visits to each 

other’s countries. Visits of Polish presidents and prime ministers are often limited to visiting 

Polish contingents or participating in multilateral conferences. President Lech Kaczyński 

visited the Western Balkans three times, while President Bronisław Komorowski twice. The 

incumbent President Andrzej Duda has visited the region only once so far when in 2019 he 

visited Bosnia and Herzegovina and Albania to participate in a regional summit144. At the same 

time, his visit was the first in history that a Polish president visited Albania. Prime Minister 

Donald Tusk visited Serbia twice, and Montenegro and Kosovo* once. Prime Minister Beata 

Szydło, in turn, paid one visit to the Western Balkans, to Albania. This was the first-ever visit 

by a Polish Prime Minister to Albania. The incumbent Prime Minister Mateusz Morawiecki has 
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not yet visited any of the countries of the Western Balkans. In January 2019, a visit to Bosnia 

and Herzegovina was planned, where he had to meet the Bosnian prime minister and the Polish 

contingent in EUFOR Althea. However, the visit was cancelled due to the Prime Minister’s 

illness145. Presidents and prime ministers of the Western Balkan countries also very rarely come 

to Poland. Their visits to the country are often connected with meetings of international 

organisations or initiatives and multilateral rather than bilateral. In 2017 the Prime Minister of 

Albania visited Poland for the first time in 13 years. The last time the Prime Minister of Serbia 

visited Poland was in 2013. In 2018, the Prime Ministers of North Macedonia and Warsaw met 

in Warsaw for the first time in history146. 

On the other hand, the activity of Polish foreign ministers in the Western Balkans increased 

significantly in recent years. For example, in 2022, Foreign Minister Zbigniew Rau paid official 

visits to all the Western Balkan countries. In June 2022 he visited Albania, Montenegro, and 

North Macedonia, and in July 2022 he visited Serbia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, and Kosovo*. 

In the recent history of Polish foreign policy such an intensity of meetings with the Western 

Balkan partners was unprecedented147. The growing interest of Poland in the Western Balkans 

is confirmed by the establishment of the Skopje (2010), Belgrade (2017), and Tirana (2018) 

conferences by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs148. These conferences are aimed at sharing the 

Polish experience from the accession process to the EU. The format of the conferences involves 

annual meetings of experts on European integration coordinated by the Polish Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs. Subject matters of the meetings are indicated by the Western Balkan partners 

themselves. 

One of the most contentious issues in Western Balkan politics is the recognition of the 

independence of Kosovo*. The positions of individual Visegrad Group member states differ on 

this matter. Poland’s position on this issue is specific as well. Although Poland has recognised 

Kosovo* as an independent state, like 23 of the EU members, at the same time it is the only one 

of these countries that did not establish diplomatic relations with Pristina. As a result, the 

bilateral relations between Poland and Kosovo* have no intensity. As Poland has not yet 

established diplomatic relations with Kosovo*, there are no legal grounds to provide Polish 

citizens with consular assistance in Kosovo*. Hungary represents Poland in Kosovo* in 

consular matters, including helping Polish citizens arrested and injured in accidents or as a 
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result of violent crimes149. However, the level of relation has recently been upgraded. On 8 

November 2022, the Polish government concluded an agreement with the government of 

Kosovo* in the form of an exchange of notes on the establishment of consular relations150. 

Poland’s decision to recognise Kosovo* was made in the context of Polish relations with the 

US and rivalry with Russia151. However, Poland's attitude towards Kosovo*'s independence is 

somehow distanced and, in a way, contradicts Warsaw’s declared support for the US foreign 

policy in Europe. Such a position stems mainly from the cautious reaction of a large part of the 

Polish political elite of the country to 2008 Kosovo*’s declaration of independence. The reason 

for the following reaction is the belief that such an act could be treated by Russia as a pretext 

to legitimise aggressive actions against the post-Soviet states by supporting separatist entities. 

Such an opinion was expressed by the then President Lech Kaczyński152. In fact, Russia is the 

only country which has steadily recalled the so-called Kosovo precedent to legitimise its actions 

directed at dividing the neighbouring countries it formerly colonised. On the contrary, the 

government of Poland, led by the then Prime Minister Donald Tusk, supported the recognition 

and made the respective decision. 

The Western Balkans’ enlargement is important for Poland also in the regional Visegrad 

dimension. Poland actively supports common statements and actions directed towards the 

Western Balkans. On the initiative of the Polish Presidency in the Visegrad Group in 2016-

2017, a decision was made to establish a Visegrad Network of Experts on the Rule of Law and 

Fundamental Rights for the Western Balkans153. It aims to support the democratic 

transformation processes in the region and share experiences to help in the accession 

negotiations with the EU. 

At times, the activity of Hungary, a fellow Visegrad Group country, presents a specific 

challenge for Poland. Contemporary Hungary has a different policy towards the Western 

Balkans, which is often inconsistent with the EU and Polish policies. Despite historically close 

relations between Poland and Hungary, which are frequently boosted by the current rule of law 

problems present in both states, the national interests of Poland in the Western Balkans are at 

odds with the interests of the current Hungarian leadership. The most acute question concerns 
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Budapest's uncritical support for the decisively pro-Russian and anti-Western elites of 

Republika Srpska of Bosnia and Herzegovina, which frequently threaten the prospect of the 

European integration of Bosnia and Herzegovina and the security of the entire Western Balkans 

region. In the context of the Russian security threat amidst the ongoing invasion of Ukraine, 

support for this entity’s pro-Russian vector poses a serious threat to the stability of the region, 

as well as a direct threat to Polish strategic interests and national security.  

Another important dimension of cooperation with the Western Balkans is the Three Seas 

Initiative, which may be even more important for Poland than the common approach to the 

region within the Visegrad Group’s framework. Poland has played an important role in the 

formation of the Three Seas Initiative format being its initiator and the main promoter. The idea 

of this format was influenced by the early 20th century Polish geopolitical concept of 

Intermarium, which envisioned the unification of countries of Central and Eastern Europe 

situated between the Black, the Baltic, and the Adriatic Seas into a single political entity. The 

Three Seas Initiative aims to enhance the regional dialogue and design common development 

projects between the parties. The initiative was launched in 2015 by the formal proposal of 

Poland and Croatia. In the context of relations with the Western Balkan countries, the fact that 

Poland’s most active partner in this forum is Croatia is of key importance. Croatia has strong 

relations with the Western Balkan states in multiple dimensions. Considered a Western Balkan 

country before it joined the EU, Croatia has historical, cultural, social, political, economic, and 

geographical ties to the region. Croatia shares borders with three Western Balkan countries, 

namely Bosnia and Herzegovina, Montenegro, and Serbia. This makes Croatia an important 

economic partner for most countries in the region, especially Bosnia and Herzegovina. 

In October 2022, President Duda, during the official visit of Montenegrin President Milo 

Đukanović, offered Montenegro to become a cooperating partner of the Three Seas Initiative154. 

The main topics of discussion were military and energy security, support for Ukraine, and 

European integration. At the meeting, Polish President confirmed that Poland supports 

European integration of Montenegro and other Western Balkan states and declared commitment 

to the EU’s ‘open door’ policy155. Poland sees the Three Seas Initiative as the main tool for 

promoting its interests and raising its influence in the Western Balkan region. If Montenegro 

becomes a cooperating partner of the Initiative, it will be the second country with such status 

after Ukraine which was granted a cooperating partner status at the Three Seas Summit in Riga 
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in June 2022. The cooperating partnership is a new type of partnership within the framework 

of the Three Seas Initiative created for non-EU countries aspiring to join the EU156. 

The Berlin Process is another important initiative for Poland in its engagement in the Western 

Balkans’ EU enlargement process. For Poland, participation in the Berlin Process can be 

considered a breakthrough in cooperation with the Western Balkan countries. Poland was 

invited to this format by Germany in 2018, which made Poland one of the ten EU Member 

States participating in the Process alongside the Western Balkan countries and the European 

Commission. Poland was designated to hold the rotating Presidency of the Process for the 2019 

year. The practical dimension of the Polish Presidency concerned the organisation of the Berlin 

Process summit in Poznan on 4-5 July. During the summit, Poland presented its own experience 

of political and economic transformation, accession negotiations and practical application of 

EU funds. Four priorities of the Polish Presidency of the Berlin Process were economy, 

interconnected infrastructure, the civil dimension (including civil society, think tanks, youth 

and culture), and security. 

Poland demonstrates certain activity in the parliamentary dimension of cooperation with the 

Western Balkan states. Since 2016, annual summits of presidents of parliaments of Central and 

Eastern European countries have been held in Poland on Poland’s initiative. These summits 

have been attended by representatives of parliamentary authorities of all the Western Balkan 

countries, except Kosovo*. Among other initiatives, the “Carpathian Europe” format can be 

mentioned. The format was established in 1999 on the basis of a Polish initiative. Central 

European countries located along the Carpathian Mountains range take part in the format. Thus, 

among the Western Balkan countries only Serbia participates in the initiative. However, this 

format does not have a significant practical impact on Poland's cooperation with the region and 

with Serbia in particular. 

One more form of cooperation between Poland and the Western Balkans in the context of the 

EU enlargement is the Academy of Enlargement which was created by the Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs of Poland in 2015157. The task of the Academy of Enlargement is to work on a wide 

range of issues important in the process of adaptation to the acquis communautaire. The 

subjects covered are foreign affairs, European integration, security, agriculture, economy, and 

justice and home affairs. The Academy involves annual training courses for officials from the 

Western Balkans. In 2017, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Poland established the 
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“Reconciliation and Remembrance” seminar. It aims at sharing the experience of Polish-

German reconciliation as an example to inspire the improvement of relations between the 

Western Balkan countries and ethnic groups158. 

The economy does not play a significant role in Poland’s support of the Western Balkans’ 

enlargement. The economic ties of Poland with the Western Balkan countries are developed 

only to a limited extent. Due to their size and limited demographic potential, the countries of 

the region do not play an important economic role for Poland and are not seen as attractive 

markets to expand159. If measured in purchasing power parity (PPP), the economies of all the 

Western Balkan countries combined are more than four times smaller than the GDP of Poland 

alone. The total share of the Western Balkan countries in the Polish trade balance is negligible 

and comprises less than 0,5% of its total trade. According to Polish statistical data, Serbia 

accounts for nearly 60% of trade with the countries of the region, while Bosnia and Herzegovina 

and North Macedonia each account for 15%160. The trade in services between Poland and the 

Western Balkan countries is also limited. Polish foreign direct investment (FDI) in the region 

is negligible as well. Serbia is the main destination for Polish investors and accounts for 85% 

of Polish FDI in the Western Balkans161. Polish FDI in the region constitutes only 1% of all 

Polish direct investment abroad. At the same time, Poland does not rank among the top ten most 

important trading partners of any Western Balkan country, except Serbia. The intensification 

of economic cooperation between Poland and the Western Balkan countries is a significant 

challenge due to the lack of promotional infrastructure in the region162. The potential for the 

development of trade relations is limited by insufficiently developed communication 

infrastructure on the North-South axis, such as road and rail. This makes the Three Seas 

Initiative framework crucial for the development of communication and energy infrastructure 

between Poland and Southeastern Europe163. 

The Western Balkans were never seen as a priority of Polish development policy. Poland 

provides the Western Balkan countries with very modest financial resources. The lack of funds 

for Polish development aid in the Western Balkans significantly reduces the influence of Polish 

public diplomacy in the region. Polish participation in the Berlin Process has raised Poland’s 

contribution to the region in terms of financial aid. During the Polish Presidency in 2019, more 

than 100 political, social, cultural and publishing projects were carried out. Poland donated 
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more than 1,5 million euros to infrastructure projects in the Western Balkans region, supporting, 

among others, projects to fight corruption164. 

Social relations between Poland and the Western Balkan countries are not at a high level as 

well. Poland’s ties with the Western Balkan countries in terms of labour migration and 

academic cooperation are also limited. The number of economic migrants from the region 

working in Poland is very low. A similar situation is observed in higher education, as the 

number of students from the region in Poland is minimal. An important area of cooperation in 

the social dimension between Poland and the Western Balkan countries is tourism. Poland plays 

an important role in the tourist sector of the region. The tourist sector occupies a significant 

place in the economies of such Western Balkan countries as Montenegro and Albania, which 

are the main destinations for Polish tourists in the Western Balkans. In 2018, Polish tourists 

accounted for almost 4,5% of overnight stays of foreigners in the region, which makes them the 

sixth largest foreign tourist group165. In North Macedonia, Poland holds first place among the 

EU Member States and third place generally by the number of tourists, which constituted 5% 

of all foreign tourists staying in the country166. In Albania, almost 3% of foreign tourists came 

from Poland, which gave them third place among the EU countries and fifth generally167. Each 

year the number of Polish tourists in the region is growing, which increases awareness about 

the Western Balkans in Polish society and interest in greater involvement of Poland in the 

region. 

Overall, Poland supports European integration of the Western Balkans and considers the region 

important, first of all for its significance for Polish and European security. However, the lack 

of defined political and economic interests in the Western Balkans result in a limited role in the 

shaping of the EU enlargement policy towards the region. Poland’s influence mainly boils down 

to political declarations of willingness to cooperate and share experience in democratic and 

economic transformation and the process of the EU accession. The region’s security dimension 

is the only sphere in which Poland can boast of significant contribution. 

Polish involvement in the cooperation with the Western Balkans differs significantly from that 

of other Visegrad partners. In general, Hungary, Slovakia, and Czechia have higher levels of 

engagement in the region and are more active both in bilateral cooperation and the Western 

Balkans’ enlargement promotion. Poland is less involved in common activity with the Visegrad 
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Group and prefers to pursue its goals in cooperation with the region through other platforms, 

such as the Berlin Process and the Three Seas Initiative. 

 

2.3.2. The Western Balkans in the foreign policy of Hungary  

The Western Balkans is a particularly important region in the foreign policy of Hungary. There 

is a political consensus in Hungary on the support of the EU enlargement to the Western 

Balkans. The EU enlargement enjoys huge support from the Hungarian public as well. 

According to the data from the Summer 2022 Eurobarometer survey, 70% of Hungarians are in 

favour of the EU enlargement policy168. This is currently the sixth highest percentage of EU 

enlargement support in the EU after Lithuania, Malta, Poland, Spain and Latvia, and on the 

same level as Slovenia. According to the data from the 2020 EU Coalition Explorer survey, the 

enlargement policy towards the Western Balkans is in second place among EU policy priorities, 

standing behind only the migration policy169. 

Hungary is the only V4 country which has a direct border with the Western Balkans, as it 

directly borders Serbia. As a consequence, the Hungarian border with Serbia is an external 

border of the EU. Hungary also borders Croatia, which puts Bosnia and Herzegovina in close 

proximity. The geographical location makes Hungary a natural advocate for the Western 

Balkans EU integration due to the strategic importance of the region for Hungarian geopolitical 

and economic interests. Budapest stands on the position that the security of the Western Balkans 

is a genuine European security interest, and that the fastest way to achieve the security of the 

Western Balkans is through European integration170. 

Hungary’s interest in the Western Balkans is determined not only by its geographical proximity 

to the region but also by centuries-long historical connections. Hungary intermittently ruled 

over different parts of the territories of the present-day Balkan countries. Particularly notable is 

the Hungarian rule over Vojvodina, which was integrated directly into the Kingdom of 

Hungary, as well as over half of present-day Croatia as the autonomous Kingdom of Croatia-

Slavonia within the Kingdom of Hungary. Serbia and Croatia remain the most important Balkan 
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countries for Hungary171. These historical connections play a substantial role in the context of 

Hungarian relations with the Western Balkan countries. 

In the 20th century, Hungary, as part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, was in conflict with the 

Serbs in both World Wars. When the Socialist Federative Republic of Yugoslavia started to 

disintegrate, Hungary endorsed the independence of Slovenia and Croatia, fearing the 

emergence of a powerful and increasingly nationalist Serbia172. During the wars of 1991-1995, 

Hungary remained neutral and accepted many refugees from the former Yugoslavia, including 

ethnic Hungarians from Vojvodina. During the Kosovo crisis in 1999, and shortly before the 

NATO bombing of Yugoslavia, Hungary became a member of the Alliance and made its 

airspace available for its new allies. 

The question of the Hungarian minority is one of the crucial issues determining the Hungarian 

policy towards the Western Balkans. The Hungarian “national policy” is a fundamental 

principle of its foreign policy. This policy implies that the Hungarian state is responsible for 

protecting the interests of Hungarians not only within, but also outside of Hungary173. One of 

the aims of this policy is to promote the strengthening of self-determination rights of 

Hungarians in neighbouring countries preferably by the creation of Hungarian national 

autonomies174. There is a 250,000-large Hungarian minority in the Serbian autonomous region 

of Vojvodina175. Hungarians constitute a majority in the north of the region and are the second 

largest ethnic group in Vojvodina after Serbs. The Hungarian language is recognised as an 

official language in Vojvodina. The willingness to stabilise the region and ensure the security 

of the Hungarian minority is one of the most important factors determining the Hungarian 

support for the EU enlargement to the Western Balkans. 

The European integration and NATO membership of the Western Balkan states remain the main 

long-term goals of Hungary’s foreign policy towards the region. Hungary supports the opening 

of all negotiation chapters with Serbia and Montenegro176. Hungary was also very active in 

encouraging the EU institutions and other EU Member States to start accession negotiations 

with North Macedonia and Albania as soon as possible. After the Brexit referendum in the 

United Kingdom, the Hungarian government declared that enlargement is “the most important 
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tool for the EU to be strengthened” and encouraged the EU to speed up the enlargement177. 

Hungary also calls on the Visegrad Group to support the European integration of the Western 

Balkans more actively. 

Hungary’s support for the European integration of the Western Balkans is not limited to merely 

frequent declarations for the need to accelerate this process. Hungary is proactive in its efforts 

to achieve this goal. Hungary played a decisive role in the quick completion of accession 

negotiations with Croatia, a Western Balkan country at that time, in June 2011, shortly before 

the end of the Hungarian presidency of the Council of the EU178. Hungarian diplomat Olivér 

Várhelyi currently serves as the European Commissioner for Neighbourhood and Enlargement. 

Hungary is engaged in various regional cooperation formats with the Western Balkan states. 

Under pressure from the United States of America (USA), Hungary joined the Southeastern 

European Cooperative Initiative (SECI) in 1996, being the only V4 country to do so179. SECI 

is a multilateral regional initiative initiated by the EU and the USA within the framework of the 

Organisation for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE). SECI aims at strengthening 

regional cooperation, developing a sustainable economic strategy for the Southeastern Europe 

region, focusing on trans-border cooperation programmes and projects in the fields of 

development of infrastructure, trade, traffic, security, energy, environment and the private 

sector, and facilitating further European integration of its members. All of the Western Balkan 

states are members of the initiative, except Kosovo*, which is an observer. 

In 1999, Hungary also started the so-called Szeged Process within the Stability Pact for 

Southeastern Europe. The Szeged process was launched to support the democratisation of 

Serbia and strengthen its independent media but later extended its scope to include all the 

Western Balkan countries. Since 2004, the focus of the process has been the European 

integration perspective and promoting regional cooperation by strengthening relations between 

municipalities, developing cross-border projects, facilitating cooperation between Euroregions, 

trade development, promoting liberalisation, encouraging investment, and promoting judicial 

reforms180. 

One more achievement of Hungary is the initiation of multilateral parliamentary cooperation 

with the Western Balkan states. The Conference of Parliamentary Speakers of Southeastern 

European countries was established in 2004 on the initiative of Hungary. The biennial 
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conference is organised by the Hungarian National Assembly and is held in the Hungarian 

Parliament. The conference gathers parliamentary speakers from Hungary and the Western 

Balkans. Speakers of parliaments of autonomous regions of the Western Balkan countries can 

also take part in the conference. The conference has enabled the exchange of information 

between the parliaments of Southeastern European countries181. 

Hungary is engaged in NATO missions in the region. Hungarian soldiers have participated in 

IFOR and SFOR operations in Bosnia and Herzegovina since 1996, and currently are part of 

the EUFOR Multinational Battalion. The Hungarian embassy in Podgorica served as NATO 

Contact Point before Montenegro acceded to the Alliance in June 2017182. Hungary was also 

responsible for the supervision of civilian flights after the reopening of airspace over Kosovo* 

in 2014183. The Hungarian contingent in Kosovo* is the third largest among the operational 

forces of the international KFOR mission184. From the beginning of November 2021, the 

Hungarian armed forces’ delegation in the UN’s KFOR mission acquired the commanding 

position185. This occasion signifies the first time a Central European state reached the highest 

position in any leading UN mission. 

In terms of security, another argument that Hungary has used to accelerate the enlargement 

process is the 2015 migration crisis and general concerns about illegal migration. The issue of 

migration is treated as the most important security threat by the Hungarian government. 

Hungary has emphasised the key role of the Western Balkan states in controlling one of the 

main migration routes to the EU, the so-called Balkan route, on multiple occasions to motivate 

support for the Western Balkans rapid accession. The Hungarian Minister of Foreign Affairs 

Péter Szijjártó stated that by expanding the EU to include the countries of the Western Balkans, 

serious stability could be given to the region186. According to Szijjártó, it is crucial to stop mass 

illegal migration, and stable Western Balkans can resist migration pressure better187. 

The economy is one more important reason for and sphere of the Hungarian engagement in the 

Western Balkans. Due to the region’s proximity, Hungary is interested in expanding the 
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European single market to the Western Balkans, which would strengthen the Hungarian 

economy. Hungary already has big influence on the economies of the Western Balkan countries 

contributing to their development due to its investments and logistical ties. Hungarian Export 

Promotion Agency (HEPA) is an effective tool for the economic influence of Hungary on the 

region. HEPA helps with general export activities through the operation of special financial 

instruments in the target region of the Western Balkans, mainly in Serbia, Bosnia and 

Herzegovina, and Montenegro188. HEPA was able to create the Western Balkans Investment 

Support (WBIS) – a grant which can be used by the beneficiary organisations for the 

development of a subsidiary or majority-owned joint venture operating in the target 

countries189. Hungary also provides support to the Western Balkans in their green transition 

through the well-developed agricultural sector of Hungary. The Hungarian government has 

launched the Western Balkans Green Centre (WBGC), which is a know-how kickstart for 

sustainability in the region190. Through WBCG the Western Balkan countries can receive 1,2 

million euros of investments to proceed with the green transition. 

Hungary organises various cultural events promoting Hungarian art and culture in the Western 

Balkan countries. Hungarian authorities have organised several lectures informing about the 

Visegrad Group’s model of cooperation and the European integration process experiences. 

Hungary provides students from the region with the opportunity to study in Hungarian higher 

education institutions, offering a substantial number of scholarships in the Stipendium 

Hungaricum scholarship programme. 

Despite the EU accession of Western Balkan countries being a long-term political priority of 

Hungary, nowadays it is rather hard to separate the genuine national interests of Hungary from 

the interests of the current Hungarian government led by Prime Minister Viktor Orbán and his 

Fidesz party. Measures taken by Hungary in the Western Balkans indicate a change in the 

country’s approach to the region. The current government’s promotion of the Western Balkans 

European integration pursues goals determined by its ideology and political interests, which 

often clash with the interests of other Visegrad and EU countries. Hungary, represented by the 

Fidesz government, has different motivations for its engagement in the Western Balkans. The 

backsliding of democracy in Hungary and persistently increasing authoritarian tendencies of 

Victor Orbán’s rule is a noticeable matter of concern for the EU. On 15 September 2022, the 

European Parliament in its resolution stated that Hungary could no longer be considered a full 

democracy and had become a “hybrid regime of electoral autocracy”, citing a breakdown in 
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democracy, fundamental rights, and the rule of law191. This situation also affects Hungary’s 

enlargement policy, which is driven by its government’s ideological approach towards 

European integration. 

Hungary’s engagement in the domestic politics of the Western Balkans can hinder achieving 

the objective of rapid EU accession of the countries of the region. It is based on supporting 

selected political parties, even if it is done at the expense of the security, stability and progress 

of European integration of the Western Balkan countries. Orbán engages explicitly with 

partners displaying characteristics compatible with his illiberal ideology, facilitating state 

capture in the WB6. Orbán’s vision of influential Hungary instrumentalises “traditional values” 

sentiment in Central Europe as a tool to achieve political power to challenge the influence of 

the dominant Western EU Member States and the whole system of liberal values. The idea of 

Orbán is to create a coalition of potentially like-minded countries in the EU. From this 

perspective, despite seemingly reasonable criticism of the Western EU Member States for 

slowing down the Western Balkans European integration, Hungarian calls to speed up their 

accession look like efforts directed at weakening and dividing the EU by stirring up anti-

democratic sentiments and sabotaging reforms in candidate countries. Such measures 

previously unknown in Hungary’s policy towards the region became increasingly visible. This 

is particularly evident in the relations with Serbia, Republika Srpska of Bosnia and Herzegovina 

and North Macedonia.  

Orbán in his speeches has harshly criticised the EU over its attitude towards Western Balkan 

states. His appeals were made in a trademark populist style. His speech at the Conference of 

the Parliamentary Speakers of Southeastern European countries and the V4, held on 21 

September 2021 in Budapest, is a perfect example of Orbán’s ideology and grievances. He 

accused the Western EU Member States of perceiving the Balkans as a buffer zone “with which 

Western Europeans protect their own peaceful, safe, prosperous and comfortable lives”192. He 

also snubbed the West for not helping the Balkan countries to fight the invaders from outside, 

accusing them of willingness to keep military conflicts within the Balkans so that those conflicts 

do not slip to Western Europe. As an example, Orbán highlighted the Battle of Kosovo of 1389, 

where, according to him, Serbs were helped to face the invading Ottomans only by Hungarians 

and Poles. Addressing the Western Balkan states, Orbán said, “if you ask whom you can count 
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on in the European integration of the Balkans, I have to say that you can count on the same 

people as in the Battle of Kosovo”193.  

In his speech, Orbán described the V4 and Central Europe as an emerging centre of political 

and economic dominance in the EU. In his opinion, this will also extend to the EU enlargement 

policy, where pro-enlargement V4 countries will dominate the decision-making process. At the 

same time, Orbán stated that “for Hungary, the most important argument for EU membership 

is […] that it gives access to markets”. This statement exposes Orbán’s negative stance towards 

further deepening of European political integration and sends a message to Western Balkan 

illiberal politicians that once their countries join the EU, they can exploit the economic benefits 

of the Union while ignoring political alignment and democratic values. In this regard, one more 

accusation made by Orbán was that Western European countries “only want to skim off the top 

of the economies of the Balkans, to gather profit-making opportunities”. He stated that the V4 

“looks upon the Balkans not only as a simple economic target but as an enormous opportunity 

with which we can enlarge Central Europe” and that “for the peoples of the Balkans the road to 

the EU leads through Central Europe”194. Such a speech is an attempt to stir up the anti-Western 

anti-liberal sentiment among the Western Balkan countries, which Orbán wishes to exploit for 

his political goals by making Central Europe a group of influential illiberal states. This rhetoric 

directly endangers the process of democratisation of the region and consequently its European 

integration progress. 

Among the Western Balkan countries, Serbia is the main priority of the Hungarian foreign 

policy. This can be confirmed by a number of bilateral visits of politicians of various ranks in 

recent years. Prime Minister Victor Orbán and Foreign Minister Péter Szijjártó visited Serbia 

multiple times in 2020 and 2021. Szijjártó has already visited Serbia three times in 2022. The 

most recent visit occurred in September 2022, when he attended a summit of the Open Balkan 

initiative in Belgrade. The highest-level politicians have openly voiced support for Serbia’s 

rapid accession to the EU on multiple occasions195. According to Orbán, “the EU needs Serbia 

more than Serbia needs the EU”196. Szijjártó emphasised that Hungary supports Serbia in 

everything, economically and politically, as well as on the road to EU membership. 
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The Hungarian relations with Serbia were complicated in the past, but are considered friendly 

in the present. The current Hungarian governmental officials often call the current state of 

bilateral relations a historic peak. During a visit to Belgrade in March 2022, Foreign Minister 

Szijjártó highlighted the importance of peaceful coexistence in Central Europe and stated that 

Hungary and Serbia managed to turn a former hostile relationship into a strategic partnership 

and even friendship197. During a meeting with the Serbian minister of foreign affairs Nikola 

Selaković in Szeged in April 2022, Szijjártó reiterated his praise of “excellent” relations with 

Serbia and turning historical animosity into friendship. The rhetoric of the Hungarian Foreign 

Minister alludes to the Visegrad context of peaceful coexistence and overcoming interethnic 

conflicts, yet the real reasons for such relations stem from the pragmatic interests of both 

countries’ governments. 

According to the foreign minister Szijjártó, Hungary has economic, security and affinity reasons 

for supporting the European integration of Serbia. The economic reason, which applies to the 

whole region, is that the economic growth rate of the Western Balkans exceeds the growth rate 

of the EU, and the integration of the rapidly growing economies is necessary for increasing 

European competitiveness198. Trade levels between the two countries are constantly improving. 

In the Western Balkans, most of the Hungarian capital is currently invested in Serbia. Foreign 

Minister Szijjártó emphasised that significant investments are being made in the fields of 

agriculture, food processing, and the engineering industry199. As of 2022, Hungary is Serbia's 

third most important EU trading partner after Germany and Italy. Prime Minister Orbán sees 

strengthening of the Serbian-Hungarian economic relations as a tool to accelerate Serbia’s path 

to the EU200.  The Serbian investigative media outlet CINS has reported that Hungary has 

invested more than 70 million euros in Serbia in recent years to expand its influence201. To 

increase trade cooperation even further, new transport infrastructure is projected. As of 

November 2022, the Belgrade-Budapest high-speed railway, a flagship project under the 
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Chinese Belt and Road Initiative, is in the process of construction and is expected to be 

completed by 2025. The reconstruction of the Szeged-Subotica railway is also underway and is 

expected to be completed by the end of 2022. Foreign Minister Szijjártó also stated that the 

maintenance and development of smooth traffic between Serbia and Hungary is extremely 

important for bilateral relations. Modernisation of transport infrastructure must give impetus to 

even further development of trade cooperation. 

The next reason behind the support is security. According to Szijjártó, Hungary considers 

Serbia a key player in terms of the stability of the Western Balkan region. He underlined that 

“a stable and rapidly developing Serbia means a stable and rapidly developing Western 

Balkans”202. Szijjártó pointed out that since Hungary is interested in the stability of the Western 

Balkans, it supports the Belgrade-Pristina dialogue and hopes that the outcome of the dialogue 

will be mutually beneficial and based on a mutual agreement203. For Hungary, the question of 

security also includes the issue of migration. Illegal migration is one of the most crucial bilateral 

issues which is frequently raised at the highest level of relations between the states. Foreign 

Minister Szijjártó pledged to help Serbia to protect its border multiple times during the official 

visits to Serbia204. Similar assurance to protect Serbia's southern borders in the form of technical 

or personal contribution was given by prime minister Orbán205. Serbia’s accession to the EU 

would mean that Hungary’s southern border would no longer be the EU’s external border. As 

a result, the level of Hungary’s security would increase. 

The energy sector is also crucially important for Hungarian-Serbian relations. Both Serbia and 

Hungary are willing to cooperate with Russia in the energy sector, and have cooperation 

agreements with the Russian Gazprom in place. Such relations with Russia are labelled as 

“pragmatic”206. From the Hungarian point of view, the fact that no natural gas arrived in Central 

Europe from the south threatened the region's energy security207. In order to increase the 

amounts of gas flowing to the countries from the south, the TurkStream gas transportation 

corridor was established and opened in January 2020, and infrastructure capable of receiving 6 
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billion cubic metres of gas was created on the border of Hungary and Serbia208. During his last 

visit to Serbia in September 2022, Foreign Minister Szijjártó stated that TurkStream is “the only 

safe transit” of gas to Hungary and praised the Western Balkan states for ensuring “a safe and 

reliable transit”209. In October 2022, Hungary and Serbia have agreed to build a pipeline to 

supply Serbia with Russian crude oil210. 

The region of Vojvodina is one of the key factors determining Hungarian interest in Serbia and 

its European integration. Vojvodina is seen as a link connecting the two states, which is used 

by Hungary to increase its influence in Serbia. According to Szijjártó, Serbia provides the 

widest range of rights to the ethnic Hungarian minority inhabiting the region, which creates the 

affinity reason for supporting Serbia’s European integration211. Prime Minister Orbán also 

regards the system of protecting the rights of national communities as exceptional and 

unparalleled. During his meeting with Serbian Prime Minister Ana Brnabić in Subotica in April 

2019, he stated that “if the national minorities policy that Serbia is pursuing was common 

throughout Europe, then the whole of Europe would have much less tension. and you could live 

your life more happily and calmly”212. During the visit to the Serbian town of Palić, situated on 

the border with Hungary, in June 2020, Petér Szijjártó praised the role of the Alliance of 

Vojvodina Hungarians (VMSZ), the largest Hungarian minority interests political party in 

Serbia, in the development of the region. According to Szijjártó, only VMSZ can ensure further 

successful Serbian-Hungarian cooperation and strong representation of Hungarian interests in 

Serbia213. The chairman of VMSZ, István Pásztor, has described Viktor Orbán as a “natural, 

unquestionable ally”, and also voiced his hope that Fidesz would remain in power in 

Hungary214. Hungary greatly contributes financially to the development of Vojvodina as well, 

increasing its economic influence in the province and Serbia as a whole.  

 
208 Magyarország Nagykövetsége Belgrád. “A Szomszédos Országok Közül Szerbiával Van A Legjobb Kapcsolata 
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In the relations with Serbia, Orbán firmly supports the current government led by President 

Aleksandar Vučić, who displays similar authoritarian, populist and illiberal traits. Orbán 

described Hungary and Serbia as proud countries with strong national feelings, a strong cultural 

self-awareness, and a culture based on Christianity, which they want to preserve215. One more 

issue bringing Orbán’s Hungary and Serbia together is their noticeable support of Russia at the 

time of the Russian full-scale invasion of Ukraine in 2022. Hungary has so far joined the 

sanctions but has impeded on their adoption process and is openly calling to lift them, while 

Serbia refused to join the European sanctions on Russia altogether.  

The special “illiberal” relationship between the two states was formalised in Budapest on  

8 September 2021, when the Prime Ministers of Serbia and Hungary, Ana Brnabić and Viktor 

Orbán, respectively, signed an agreement on cordial relations and strategic partnership216. The 

Serbian Ministry of Foreign Affairs statement said that the agreement will create institutional 

frameworks for further improvement of relations between Serbia and Hungary and realisation 

of joint projects in many areas217. At the signing procedure, Orbán said that Hungary and Serbia 

are tasked by history to “defend Europe again” from “invading” migrants and that their common 

goal is to “protect and rebuild Central Europe”218. According to Vladimir Međak, the vice-

president of the European Movement in Serbia, by advocating Serbia’s membership in the EU, 

Orbán is not only strengthening Hungary’s influence in Serbia and the region, but also 

improving his country’s position in Brussels by presenting itself as an important player in the 

Western Balkans219. 

It can be stated that Orbán sees Serbia as a potential illiberal ally, which can help him destabilise 

the EU and push forward with his vision of conservative illiberal Europe. This explains the 

statements about the importance of rapid EU accession of Serbia and its absolute readiness to 

become a full member. In June 2021, Orbán even included the immediate accession of Serbia 

into the EU as one of seven steps of his proposed vision to reform the EU, which also included 

points to weaken the EU institutional system, particularly the European Parliament, strengthen 

the role of national parliaments and national constitutional courts, and remove the concept of 

 
215 Magyarország Nagykövetsége Belgrád. “Szerbiának És Magyarországnak Együtt Kell…”, op. cit. 
216 Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Republic of Serbia. “Strategic Partnership Agreement signed between Serbia 
and Hungary.” September 8, 2021, https://www.mfa.gov.rs/en/press-service/news/strategic-partnership-
agreement-signed-between-serbia-and-hungary. 
217 Ibidem. 
218 Stojanović, Milica. “Serbia, Hungary Will ‘Rebuild, Protect, Central Europe’, Orbán Says.” Balkan Insight, 
September 8, 2021, https://balkaninsight.com/2021/09/08/serbia-hungary-will-rebuild-protect-central-europe-
orban-says. 
219 Čačić, Darko. “Vucic and Orban formalise their ‘special relationship’.” Euractiv, September 10, 2021, 
https://www.euractiv.com/section/enlargement/news/vucic-and-orban-formalise-their-special-relationship. 

https://www.mfa.gov.rs/en/press-service/news/strategic-partnership-agreement-signed-between-serbia-and-hungary
https://www.mfa.gov.rs/en/press-service/news/strategic-partnership-agreement-signed-between-serbia-and-hungary
https://balkaninsight.com/2021/09/08/serbia-hungary-will-rebuild-protect-central-europe-orban-says
https://balkaninsight.com/2021/09/08/serbia-hungary-will-rebuild-protect-central-europe-orban-says
https://www.euractiv.com/section/enlargement/news/vucic-and-orban-formalise-their-special-relationship


 69 

“ever closer union” from the founding documents of the EU220. From this perspective, strong 

pro-Serbian lobbyism by Orbán’s government, in reality, is harmful to Serbia and its European 

integration. While Serbian accession to the EU is in Hungary’s strategic interest, it is illiberal 

Serbia that the current Hungarian government wants to join the EU immediately. However, this 

image of Serbia, promoted by Hungary, only hinders its EU integration process221. The 

accession of such a state is impossible not only due to not fulfilling the Copenhagen criteria and 

being incompatible with the European values, but also because it is undesirable for most of the 

EU members. 

Hungary is also very active in its support of the European integration of Montenegro. 

Montenegro and Hungary cooperate in various fields, such as tourism, investments, innovations 

and culture. Hungary provides expert assistance in the process of negotiating the accession 

chapters. Hungarian officials have frequently stated that both Montenegro and Serbia should be 

accepted to the EU before 2025. In October 2020, Victor Orbán emphasised that Hungary 

continues to support the rapid admission of all Western Balkan countries, but especially Serbia 

and Montenegro222.  

Orbán attempts to weaken democracy in Montenegro. The Fidesz government supports the 

Social Democratic Party of Montenegro, which has been the main government force since the 

early 1990s223. Its long-standing leader, Milo Đukanović served either as prime minister or as 

president since 1991, except for a total of about four years. Currently, he is serving as the 

President of Montenegro. Đukanović is frequently seen as a corrupted and undemocratic 

politician, who is frequently accused of abuse of power and alleged involvement with organised 

crime and money laundering.  

Orbán said, that, in a political sense, the Hungarian government sees Montenegro as a Central 

European country224. This may serve as an indication of the Hungarian government’s support 

for cooperation with Montenegro and other Western Balkan countries within extended Central 

European cooperation initiatives, such as the Three Seas Initiative, as well as the 

implementation of the Visegrad practices of cooperation. Most importantly, such a perception 
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is compatible with the idea of Orbán to turn the whole of Central and Southeastern Europe into 

a group of potentially like-minded illiberal countries to challenge the Western EU members as 

well as core European values which the Union is built upon.  

The position of Hungary on the relations with Kosovo* has its specificities as well. Hungary 

was one of the first few states to recognise Kosovo* as an independent country back in 2008. 

The reason behind this decision may be attributed to the Hungarian “national policy”. The 

independence of Kosovo* was supported, as it resonated with the Hungarian foreign policy 

goal of promoting the creation of Hungarian autonomies in neighbouring countries225. 

Hungarian relations with Kosovo* are on a good level. As already mentioned, Hungary is a 

leading country in the KFOR mission, holding the commanding position. Hungary and 

Kosovo* also develop cooperation in the economy and cultural spheres. In February 2022, 

Foreign Minister Szijjártó paid an official visit to Kosovo*. 

Hungary expresses its full support for the European integration of Kosovo*. Prime Minister 

Orbán said that Hungary will assist Kosovo* on its European path and will be engaged in 

encouraging Member States of the EU, which have not yet recognised Kosovo*, to do so226. 

Yet, there is one partner in the region carrying more significance for the foreign policy of 

Hungary – Serbia. Although Hungary recognised Kosovo*’s independence, it abstained during 

the vote on the accession of Kosovo* to Interpol. Hungary also accepted the establishment of 

the Kosovo* military with reservations, which were particularly important for Serbia227. Close 

relations between Orbán and Vučić can negatively affect the Hungarian-Kosovan relations, as 

the relations with Serbia are seen as more strategically important by the current Hungarian 

leadership. Further strengthening of the illiberal relations with Serbia may result in hampering 

the progress of the Belgrade-Pristina dialogue and consequently the perspectives of the 

European integration of Kosovo*. 

Hungary fully supports Albania joining the EU. Hungary provides experts to the Albanian 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs to assist in the integration process228. The volume of trade between 

Hungary and Albania is also steadily growing. For example, in 2018 the turnover of goods 
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increased by 35 per cent to 114 million euros229. Hungarian companies have become some of 

the most serious players in Albania in recent years. The speed of growth of Hungarian 

investments in Albania is remarkable. For example, the Hungarian low-cost carrier Wizz Air 

started operating in Albania in April 2017 with only the route Tirana-Budapest. Consequently, 

it has transformed the Tirana airport into its base, with flights to over 52 destinations, occupying 

a substantial 51 per cent share of Albania’s market230. OTP Bank, the largest commercial bank 

in Hungary, acquired a 100 per cent stake in Societe Generale Bank Albania in 2019 and in the 

Albanian subsidiary of the Greek Alpha Bank in December 2021231. In Albania, Orbán’s 

partners with the right-wing Albanian Democratic Party of the former Prime Minister Sali 

Berisha, who is now its chairman. The party has remained in opposition since 2013 after 

Berisha’s resignation. His undemocratic government, accused of widespread electoral 

violations, has caused Albania to fall behind in the process of European integration232. In May 

2022, Orbán sent a letter to Berisha, in which he assured Berisha that he would remain 

committed to defending shared Christian-conservative values, even though the majority of 

Albania’s population is Muslim, and wished him success233. 

Hungarian relations with North Macedonia are the clearest example of Orbán’s destabilising 

approach to the region. In his rhetoric, Orbán has blamed the Western EU Member States for 

slowing down North Macedonia’s European integration process and made calls for an 

immediate start of the accession negotiations with the country. However, the Hungarian 

involvement in North Macedonia’s internal politics demonstrates a different approach. The 

Hungarian Prime Minister supports the largest opposition party, VMRO-DPMNE, which often 

acted undemocratically while being in power from 2006 to 2017234. Before the 2017 local 

elections in North Macedonia, Orbán expressed his support for the former Prime Minister and 

party leader Nikola Gruevski at an election rally in Ohrid. Gruevski, supported by the 

Hungarian government, ignored opinions from the European Commission and the European 

Parliament critical of the direction of democratic development of North Macedonia235.  
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In May 2018, Gruevski was sentenced to two years in prison for abusing power in a corruption-

related manner236. On 10 November he did not appear for the start of his two-year sentence. On 

13 November, Gruevski announced that he had fled to Hungary, where he applied for political 

asylum. Later, Albanian police confirmed that Gruevski had passed through Albania, 

Montenegro and Serbia before arriving in Hungary with the aid of the Hungarian government, 

which escorted him using Hungarian diplomatic vehicles237. On 20 November 2018, just one 

week after applying, Gruevski was granted political asylum by the Hungarian authorities, 

despite an international arrest warrant previously issued by Interpol. The grounds for asylum 

have not been made public, and the legality of the whole procedure of granting asylum is in 

question238. By granting asylum to Gruevski, Hungary formed a precedent, as the EU Member 

States have never granted asylum to a politician convicted in a country aspiring to membership 

before239. As a result, Hungary harbours the convicted fugitive politician without any sanction 

or substantive response from the EU. This situation confirms that Hungary, contrary to Orbán’s 

declarations, does not positively contribute to the Euro-Atlantic integration of the Western 

Balkans, a long-term strategic goal of Hungarian foreign policy for almost three decades240. 

In June 2018, in a video recording addressed to supporters of VMRO-DPMNE, Orbán called 

for blocking the compromise with Greece in the dispute over the name of the state, reached by 

the social democratic Prime Minister Zoran Zaev. The implementation of this compromise 

agreement was a condition for resuming North Macedonia’s EU and NATO integration process. 

Orbán’s appeal to block this long-awaited compromise was, in fact, a call for delaying the 

integration of North Macedonia into the EU and NATO. In this way, Hungary also hampers the 

Visegrad Group policy towards the Western Balkans. In June 2018, the V4 issued a joint 

declaration praising North Macedonia for its agreement with Greece. Meanwhile, Hungary, by 

calling to block the compromise, undermined the value of such declarations and put a strain on 

the Visegrad Group’s engagement in the region241. 

The Hungarian government’s policy towards Bosnia and Herzegovina can also be described as 

divisive and threatening. The public change of attitude and the involvement in the internal 

politics of Bosnia and Herzegovina is one of the most striking developments of the Hungarian 
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Western Balkan policy. Orbán’s closest ally in Bosnia and Herzegovina is Milorad Dodik, a 

Serb Member of the Bosnian Presidency, former long-term President and Prime Minister of 

Republika Srpska and a long-term leader of SNSD, the most influential Serb party in the 

country. Dodik has spent years championing a secession of the Republika Srpska from Bosnia 

and Herzegovina. Hungary’s open sponsorship of Dodik’s secessionist regime directly assists 

his attacks on the sovereignty and territorial integrity of Bosnia and Herzegovina. Orbán’s 

policy jeopardises the common security efforts of the EU, NATO, and the UN in the country, 

which puts the whole architecture of security in the Western Balkans at risk and can cause 

further adverse consequences for the security in the whole of Europe. 

Dodik has been threatened with sanctions by EU officials for his escalating threats of secession. 

However, Orbán has already foreclosed the possibility of EU-level sanctions. Echoing previous 

comments on the matter from Foreign Minister Szijjártó, Orbán explicitly stated that Hungary 

will veto any such initiative242. Orbán described Serbia and Republika Srpska as “key to the 

stability of the Western Balkans” and urged the new German government to integrate the region 

into the EU rather than punish it, which “could lead to even bigger problems”243. Instead, the 

Hungarian government provided Republika Srpska with 100 million euros in financial 

assistance. According to Orbán, the finances are provided as part of Hungary’s Responsible 

Neighbourhood policy to enhance stability in the region244. The implication of such actions is 

the financial sponsoring of the attempted break-up of Bosnia and Herzegovina. From the 

perspective of Orbán’s interests, such actions can be understood as blackmailing of EU 

institutions and the Member States. The logic behind it is following: either Bosnia and 

Herzegovina is granted the path into the EU as a dysfunctional illiberal state with the potential 

to help Orbán threaten the unity of the bloc, or Bosnia and Herzegovina is ascending into 

secession chaos which endangers the security in the Western Balkans. 

In November 2021, Orbán paid a surprise visit to Banja Luka, a de-facto administrative centre 

of Republika Srpska, in the middle of a political crisis caused by Dodik’s threats to form their 

own army, judiciary, and tax authority in the entity, severely diminishing the state power of 

Bosnia and Herzegovina. The Hungarian Prime Minister’s meeting with the Bosnian Serb 

political leader has triggered speculation about possible private business deals or secret 
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negotiations about the fate of Bosnia and Herzegovina245. On 12 December 2021, the Bosnian 

investigative outlet Istraga published leaked documents that appeared to show a remarkable 

degree of coordination between Olivér Várhelyi, the EU’s Enlargement Commissioner, and the 

secessionist authorities in Banja Luka246. The documents suggested that Várhelyi was aware of 

Dodik’s planned secession-related activities weeks ahead of the Bosnian media, public, or even 

key government officials247. The same day, Orbán, during a briefing, made comments on the 

security situation in Bosnia and Herzegovina, presenting Bosnian Muslims as a security threat 

and a challenge to the European integration of the country248. He stated, “I am doing my best 

to convince Europe’s great leaders that the Balkans may be further away from them than from 

Hungary, but how we manage the security of a state in which 2 million Muslims live is a key 

issue for their security too”249. Such divisive rhetoric can hardly be considered helpful to the 

peace and stabilisation efforts in Bosnia and Herzegovina and the Western Balkan region. On 

13 October 2022, Dodik met Orbán and Várhelyi again in Budapest. 

The role of the Enlargement Commissioner Várhelyi is also a point of concern about the 

Hungarian influence on the EU enlargement policy. European commissioners have to be 

impartial to any EU Member State’s interest. In his rhetoric, Várhelyi is loyal to the European 

Commission, yet the Commissioner’s actions demonstrate only a slightly hidden promotion of 

Orbán’s agenda in the Western Balkans. In his relations with the Western Balkan countries, 

Várhelyi approaches the same leaders Orbán relies on in his foreign policy towards the region. 

Most noticeably, Várhelyi has reportedly stated that the acceleration of Serbia’s accession is 

his key priority, and has continuously played down the rule of law concerns while assessing 

Serbia’s progress250. Várhelyi’s partiality is confirmed by the abovementioned engagement in 

Bosnia and Herzegovina’s internal politics and close contacts with Bosnian Serb leader Dodik. 

It can be thus stated that Várhelyi’s actions undermine the credibility of the European 

Commission and the EU conditionality in the eyes of EU Member States and aspirant countries. 
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Nevertheless, it is the Hungarian who holds the portfolio of the Enlargement Commissioner, 

thus providing Hungary and personally Orbán with a crucial say in the EU enlargement policy. 

Another striking development of Orbán’s policy towards the Western Balkans is the rapid 

expansion of influence on media in the region. Since 2017 there has been a rush of investments 

in Western Balkan media by Hungarian businesses closely associated with Hungary’s ruling 

Fidesz party. The evidence suggests that these investments are part of a broad political strategy 

of influencing media and supporting Orbán’s ideological allies251. Particularly, this trend is 

noticeable in North Macedonia, where Hungarian companies have bought several key outlets 

close to the authoritarian former prime minister Nikola Gruevski and his conservative VMRO 

DPMNE party252. Since 2017, Hungarian interests have taken over the news websites Kurir.mk, 

Deneshen.mk, and Vistina.mk, as well as the news portals Lider.mk, Republika.mk, and 

Netpress.com.mk253. These acquisitions were done by Péter Schatz and Ágnes Adamik, who 

according to findings by the Balkan Investigative Reporting Network (BIRN), both previously 

worked for the Hungarian state broadcasting company MTVA, which was formed in 2011 after 

Orbán came to power254. Since then, the mentioned media outlets have engaged in increased 

influencing of North Macedonian public opinion by undisguisedly supporting VMRO DPMNE, 

spreading conservative nationalist narratives opposing the EU and liberal democracy, and 

promoting negative attitudes toward migrants.   

Significant amounts were invested in Hungarian-language media in Serbia’s Vojvodina. 

VMSZ, the most influential Hungarian minority political party supported by Fidesz, is 

increasingly powerful in the Hungarian National Council (MNT). In 2010, the MNT decided to 

set up a newspaper council to oversee the editorial policy of Magyar Szó (Hungarian Voice), 

the most important daily published in Hungarian in the country255. In 2011, Magyar Szó’s 

editor-in-chief Csaba Pressburger was dismissed, which symbolised MNT’s power grab over 

the editorial office of Magyar Szó and opened the possibility to similar takeovers at the TV and 

radio broadcasters of Pannon RTV and the weekly Hét Nap (Seven Days)256. These three outlets 

were founded as public media by MNT, and are thus indirectly controlled by VMSZ through 

its majority in the council257.  
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In 2021, Hungary’s 4iG PLC, owned by Gellért Jászai, a Hungarian billionaire with close links 

to Orbán, acquired ONE Telecommunications, Albania’s second-largest mobile phone 

operator, and 80 per cent of the shares of ALBtelecom, Albania’s leading fixed-line internet 

and TV operator258. 4iG is also involved in the Hungarian expansion in Montenegro by buying 

100 per cent of the country’s largest mobile phone operator, Telenor Montenegro, in December 

2021259. In addition, also in December 2021, it also struck a deal to purchase 70 per cent of 

TeleGroup Banka Luka, an IT company in Bosnia-Herzegovina260. 

Traditionally, Hungary is the Visegrad country most actively promoting the Western Balkans’ 

European integration. Various factors are motivating this support, ranging from pragmatic 

factors such as geographical proximity, national security, economic ties, and the Hungarian 

minority interests, as well as value-based factors such as historical ties to the region. Yet 

currently, the Hungarian support for the Western Balkans’ enlargement is largely motivated by 

the government’s priorities and ideological approach towards European integration and 

European values. 

Orbán government’s actions in the Western Balkans have demonstrated the dramatic 

turnaround from the long-term Hungarian policy towards the region. Not only does Orbán’s 

involvement delay the process of the European integration of the Western Balkan countries but 

it also threatens the region’s security. In this aspect, Hungarian policy in the Western Balkans 

has turned out to be convergent with the Russian approach, which aims to disrupt the European 

integration process by maintaining disputes in the EU’s immediate neighbourhood and within 

the EU. Such attitude is at odds with the Visegrad Group’s policy, consisting of constant support 

for bringing the perspective of EU membership closer to the Western Balkan countries. 

Intentionally or not, the Orbán government’s actions serve Russian interests. Similar elements 

in Hungarian foreign policy can be observed outside the Western Balkans as well. They are 

visible, for example, in the Hungarian approach to Ukraine both before and during the full-scale 

Russian invasion. 

Hungary still has the deepest relations with the Western Balkan countries and is the most active 

in its engagement with the region among the Visegrad Group members. However, despite 

declarations of support for the Western Balkans enlargement and the historical importance of 

the region to Hungary explained by multiple factors, the current government’s policy 

contradicts the long-term Hungarian foreign policy, the V4 policy and the EU enlargement 
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policy towards the region, and is harmful to the Western Balkan states’ progress in the process 

of European integration. The current Hungarian government’s approach to the region promotes 

anti-democratic ideology, damages the rule of law-based conditionality, and enhances state 

capture in the Western Balkans. Orbán’s Hungary is on the path to becoming a rogue state for 

the EU. It is already seen as an undemocratic state. If Hungary’s democratic backsliding is not 

addressed with proper measures, there is a high chance Orbán will be able to enhance his 

divisive efforts.  

 

2.3.3. The Western Balkans in the foreign policy of Slovakia 

The Western Balkans have a special place in the foreign policy of Slovakia. The engagement 

of Slovakia in the Western Balkans goes far beyond the regional dimension. The importance of 

the Western Balkan region is evidenced by its constant mention in the strategy papers of the 

Slovak foreign policy261. The Western Balkans’ European integration is also frequently 

presented as one of the main goals of the Slovak foreign policy by Slovak political leaders of 

the highest level. In March 2004, EU enlargement to the Western Balkans was declared as one 

of the Slovak post-accession priorities by the then Prime Minister Mikuláš Dzurinda262. 

Historical and cultural ties play a serious role in the context of Slovak engagement in Western 

Balkan politics. As is defined by Milan Nič, “the Balkans are geographically, linguistically, and 

historically the closest post-conflict region to Slovakia. Slovaks and many Balkan nations 

shared centuries of being part of the same Habsburg monarchy, which competed with Turks 

and Russians over the position of the hegemon in the region”263. It should be mentioned that 

there is a considerable Slovak minority of around 50,000 people264 in the Serbian autonomous 

region of Vojvodina. The Slovak language is recognised as one of the official languages of 

Vojvodina, being the third in the region by the number of speakers. This is why historical and 

cultural factors are important to consider in the context of the Slovak interest in EU enlargement 

to the Western Balkans. 

Historically good relations between Slovakia and the Western Balkan countries are not the only 

reason why Slovakia sees the region’s European integration as its main specialisation at the EU 

level. The promotion of the Western Balkans’ European integration and the advance of the 
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process of Europeanisation in the region are systematically mentioned as top priorities of 

Slovakia in annual reports on Slovak foreign policy regardless of restrained position of many 

capitals of Western Europe265. Such commitment demonstrates that the Western Balkans are a 

strategic priority for the Slovak foreign policy, which simultaneously serves as a key element 

in gaining prestige and recognisability of Slovakia on the wider European and Transatlantic 

levels. 

European integration of Eastern European countries is also fully supported by Slovakia. The 

incumbent Slovak government is increasingly active in and committed to providing necessary 

support to Ukraine in its resistance to the Russian aggression, sometimes even temporarily 

sacrificing its own defence capabilities, despite Slovak political leaders and society having a 

historically favourable stance on Russia. Slovakia has deep historical ties with Western Ukraine 

due to their similar historical experiences, such as being part of the Habsburg monarchy. 

Moreover, the Zakarpattia region of Ukraine was part of Czechoslovakia between the World 

Wars. This also could determine prioritisation of Eastern Europe as a strategic region for the 

Slovak foreign policy. However, Slovakia did not position itself as an expert in Eastern 

European affairs, choosing Western Balkans instead. The disproportion in the engagement of 

the Slovak foreign policy in Western Balkan and Eastern European affairs is visible and 

substantial266. 

The specificity of small states’ political behaviour in the international arena can serve as another 

important factor motivating the prioritisation of the Western Balkans’ European integration267. 

The Western Balkan region, being a peculiar area in the foreign policy of the EU, does not 

attract as much attention from the bigger European states as Ukraine. This situation created a 

geopolitical vacuum, in which a small state, Slovakia in this case, could raise its significance 

and gain influence on the European level. In this way, Slovakia could offer its services to help 

solve Western Balkan issues on the EU scale, at the same time not getting into competition with 

bigger partners. Such a stance leads to a recognition of Slovakia as a regional expert on Western 

Balkan affairs. 

The support for the Western Balkans’ European integration became a key element in the 

Europeanisation process of the Slovak foreign policy. This process goes hand in hand with 

reducing the weaknesses of being a small state. The importance of the Europeanisation process 

to achieve the goals of Slovak foreign policy is confirmed by several high-level Slovak 

 
265 Bajda, op. cit. 
266 Ibidem. 
267 Ibid. 



 79 

politicians. For example, the former Prime Minister Mikuláš Dzurinda emphasised that a 

European-scale debate creates a chance to be heard and to achieve the support of the whole 

Union if an interesting project is presented, for example, in the area of the EU enlargement to 

the Western Balkans268. The former Foreign Minister Eduard Kukan stressed that an important 

element of successful Europeanisation is the preparation of specialists, who can share their 

knowledge with the EU institutions. In this context, he mentioned that Slovaks had managed to 

achieve the position of the experts on Western Balkan affairs, which gives them high prestige 

on the European stage269. As a consequence of Slovakia being recognised as an expert on 

Western Balkan affairs, full integration of these countries is the main goal of the 

Europeanisation of Slovakia’s foreign policy. Potential accession of the Western Balkan states 

to the EU should lead to the strengthening of Slovakia’s position in the EU. 

The Slovak support for the Western Balkan EU accession is not limited merely to political 

declarations. Slovak diplomats are involved both directly and indirectly in the stabilisation of 

the region. Their activities are closely connected to the EU and other international 

organisations’ involvement in the region. Since Slovakia joined the EU, the country’s 

diplomacy has managed to export a number of diplomats specialising in Western Balkan affairs 

to the Union level. That is concrete proof of Slovakia’s interest in the region and the reason 

why Slovak diplomats are seen as highly competent experts possessing deep knowledge about 

the region270.  

Miroslav Lajčák, the former Foreign Minister of Slovakia is particularly noticeable in this 

context. Lajčák has a long experience of working directly in the Western Balkans and is highly 

familiar with the regional context. In 2001–2005, he worked as the Ambassador of Slovakia to 

the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia (renamed the State Union of Serbia and Montenegro in 

2003), with accreditation also in Albania and North Macedonia271.  

The participation of Slovak diplomats in the process of dissolution of the State Union of Serbia 

and Montenegro can be considered another large contribution to the stabilisation process in the 

Western Balkans272. In 2006, Lajčák served as an envoy of the EU High Representative for the 

Common Foreign and Security Policy Javier Solana in Montenegro. In this capacity, he oversaw 
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the whole process of the Montenegrin independence referendum273. Another Slovak diplomat, 

František Lipka, was appointed the chair of the referendum commission. 

In July 2007, Lajčák was appointed the High Representative for Bosnia and Herzegovina 

(OHR) and EU Special Representative for Bosnia and Herzegovina (EUSR). His tenure lasted 

for a year and a half until March 2009. During this time, he developed a reputation as a skilled 

expert in Western Balkans politics. During his period in office, in June 2008, Bosnia and 

Herzegovina signed its SAA with the EU. As the High Representative, Lajčák pursued a more 

active and interventionist approach than Christian Schwarz-Schilling, his predecessor in the 

position of the High Representative. One of the priority issues on Lajčák’s agenda was police 

reform. A Draft Protocol on police reform proposed by him was rejected by the political elites 

in both entities of Bosnia and Herzegovina. Lajčák attempted to use the Bonn powers274 to 

advance the reform, which triggered a boycott of the state institutions by Bosnian Serbs275. 

Although Lajčák did not back down, the then EU High Representative for the Common Foreign 

and Security Policy Javier Solana instructed to diffuse the tensions276. A declaration that made 

relatively minor reforms was signed by the governing coalition of Bosnia and Herzegovina. 

The reforms were declared sufficient by the EU to sign SAA with this country. Lajčák aimed 

to revive the pull of the EU conditionality on Bosnian political elites but, in the end, had to be 

contented only with minor changes. 

After leaving the position of the High Representative for Bosnia and Herzegovina and EU 

Special Representative for Bosnia and Herzegovina, Lajčák was appointed as Foreign Minister 

of Slovakia. During his time in the office (from January 2009 to July 2010 and from April 2012 

to March 2020), he continued to be highly engaged in Western Balkans affairs, particularly with 

Bosnia and Herzegovina. For example, in October 2019 he invited both Milorad Dodik and 

Dragan Čović, the Serb and the Croat members of the Presidium of Bosnia and Herzegovina at 

the time, to Bratislava for international mediation to endorse the search for a solution to the 

political stalemate blocking the state institutions277. On 2 April 2020, the Council of the EU 

appointed Lajčák as the EU Special Representative for the Belgrade-Pristina Dialogue and other 
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Western Balkan regional issues278. The initial mandate was for 12 months. From 1 April 2021, 

his mandate was extended until 31 August 2022, and then again until 31 August 2024279. 

Another former Slovak Foreign Minister Eduard Kukan was engaged as a special envoy of the 

UN Secretary-General for the Balkans in 1999–2001. In 2009, after being elected to the 

European Parliament, he became a rapporteur for the Western Balkans.  

Slovakia’s position on the recognition of Kosovo* is quite specific. It is drastically different 

from the positions of other Visegrad Group countries and the majority of the EU Member States. 

Slovakia is the only V4 country that does not recognise the independence of Kosovo* and one 

of the five EU Member States not to do so. As is known, the Kosovan parliament unilaterally 

proclaimed the independence of Kosovo* on 17 February 2008. After that, within days Kosovo* 

received wide international recognition. For example, such countries as the USA, the UK, 

France, Turkey, and Albania recognised Kosovo*’s independence the following day. Despite 

the growing number of countries recognising Kosovo*, Slovakia has not accepted the unilateral 

proclamation of independence.  

The differing stance of Slovakia towards Kosovo*’s independence is just partially connected to 

the assessment of the security situation in the Western Balkans and historically good relations 

with Serbia. More important concerns are connected to the issue of breaching international law 

and the principle of territorial integrity of sovereign states. As the former President of Slovakia 

Ivan Gašparovič put it, “the unilateral revision of borders has no basis in the international law 

and cannot be seen as a stabilising factor”280. In the Slovak opinion, achieving the stabilisation 

of borders was crucial before engaging in any closer union creation attempts281.  

The appeals to the principles of international law in the context of Kosovo* have an internal 

aspect. Slovakia did not conceal the fact that the example of Kosovo* can be contagious not 

only in the context of the status of Abkhazia and so-called South Ossetia but also in other 

territories of dense settlement of ethnic minorities, particularly the Hungarian minority of 

Slovakia. Slovak experts were particularly concerned with the perspective of delimitation of 
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borders according to ethnic boundaries282. These opinions revealed the fear of Slovaks that in 

the worst-case scenario the spreading of this principle can lead to the escalation of demands of 

the Hungarian minority which constitutes a majority in the south of Slovakia. These fears 

resembled the Romanian position on Kosovo*’s independence. Romania had similar reasons 

not to recognise Kosovo*, as it could see how the Hungarian minority managed to seek more 

powers using different international organisations to achieve the goal of increasing their 

autonomy283.  

Most of Slovakia’s political leaders followed their state’s political position on the independence 

of Kosovo*. For example, Robert Fico, the Slovak Prime Minister at the time of Kosovo*’s 

proclamation of independence, expressed strong opposition to it. Following the Cabinet session 

on 20 February 2008, Fico stated that the unilateral declaration of independence was a mistake 

because it would create unwanted tension284. He insisted that a solution to the situation lies with 

the UN Security Council and the EU. In the next days, in a television debate, Fico said that “the 

declaration of independence violates the basic principles of international law, and by that, I 

mean the right of peoples to self-determination and the inviolability of borders”285. He likened 

the developments in the status of Kosovo to the 1938 Munich Agreements and said that the EU 

“is not the place where decisions about the fate of other nations can be taken”286. On the other 

hand, Andrej Kiska, the former President of Slovakia (2014–2019) was supportive of 

Kosovo*’s independence. He was the only candidate in the Slovak presidential elections of 

2014 in favour of Slovakia recognising Kosovo* as an independent state, as he believed it would 

contribute to stability in the region of Western Balkans287. Nevertheless, the Slovak government 

and the head of state are bound by the resolution of the Slovak Parliament not to recognise 

Kosovo* as long as Serbia is against it288. 

Despite the specific stance on the question of the independence of Kosovo*, Slovak relations 

with it are on a higher level than, for example, Polish relations with Kosovo*. Although 

recognising Kosovo* as an independent state, Poland does not have diplomatic relations with 
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it and does not have state representation there, while Slovakia has an official representation 

office in Pristina. Kosovo* is also a recipient of the Slovak Official Development Aid. At the 

same time, in line with the policy of the unrecognition of Kosovo* as an independent country, 

Slovakia does not support Kosovo*’s membership in international organisations. For example, 

in November 2015 Slovakia voted against Kosovo's membership in UNESCO. The then 

Foreign Minister Lajčák commented on this decision by saying, “our interest is to strengthen 

the dialogue. One of the reasons why we took a negative attitude is that the issue was not the 

subject of the dialogue and we are afraid it could worsen it”289. He said that Slovakia was not 

hostile to Kosovo*, explaining its stance by emphasising the importance of the Belgrade-

Pristina dialogue, and advised “to submit such proposals on the basis of mutual agreement and 

consent, as Czechia and Slovakia once did”290. In November 2018, Lajčák criticised the idea of 

a possible land swap between Serbia and Kosovo*. He said that a land swap between Serbia 

and Kosovo* along ethnic lines goes against “the spirit of democracy” and the very foundations 

of the EU291. 

The aspect of security seems to play a less important role for Slovakia as a factor motivating 

the support of Western Balkan EU integration in comparison to neighbouring Poland. This fact 

can be connected to a historically different way of perceiving Russia, the main threat to the 

security of Central and Southeastern Europe. This can be noted by the favourable stances of a 

considerable part of the Slovak political elite, which does not perceive Russia as a threat to 

Slovakia’s security. For example, the former Prime Minister Robert Fico denounced the EU 

sanctions against Russia following the annexation of Crimea in 2014, calling them “senseless” 

and a “threat to the Slovak economy”292. The friendly sentiment towards Russia is shared by a 

considerable part of Slovak society. It can therefore be assumed that a considerable part of 

Slovak politicians has mixed opinions about the Russian engagement in the Western Balkan 

security issues. 

In the area of security, Slovakia supports the EUFOR Althea in its mandate and objectives, the 

main being capability building of the Armed Forces of Bosnia and Herzegovina. Slovak citizens 

serve in the Mission. Slovak personnel hold positions in key HQ roles, such as Chief of the 
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Liaison and Observation Team (LOT), Coordination Centre (LCC) in Camp Butimir and 

through three Slovakian LOT Houses based in Višegrad, Novo Sarajevo, and Foča293. 

The Western Balkan countries have been recipients of the Slovak Official Development 

Assistance (ODA) since its establishment in 2003. The largest recipient of the Slovak ODA is 

Serbia. Other instruments aimed at developing cooperation with the Western Balkans include 

the Centre for Experience Transfer in Integration and Reforms (CETIR). It focuses primarily 

on the training of civil servants and twinning projects aimed at the transfer of know-how and 

experience in sectoral cooperation294. The economic performance of Slovakia in the entire 

Western Balkan region remains relatively low. Slovakia has become neither a major investor 

nor an important trade partner for the Western Balkan countries295. 

The cooperation in the framework of the Visegrad Group is an important instrument for Slovak 

cooperation with the Western Balkans and promotion of their European integration. Slovakia 

inspired the permanent inclusion of the meetings on different levels with the leaders of the 

Western Balkan countries into the V4+ format296. Slovakia also used its Presidency in the 

Council of the EU to accelerate the region’s European integration. During the meeting of the 

foreign ministers of the V4, the Western Balkan countries and their neighbours, organised 

during the Slovak Presidency in November 2016, the then Foreign Minister Miroslav Lajčák 

emphasised that the Slovak Presidency in the Council of the EU was used to prepare the list of 

activities in the context of the Western Balkan enlargement, and proposed to share the Slovak 

know-how from the times of its successful transformation297. 

Slovakia is a committed supporter of European integration of the Western Balkans, considering 

it one of the priorities of its engagement on the European level. The specificity of Slovak foreign 

policy makes the Western Balkans EU enlargement an important policy for the country. 

Slovakia contributes to shaping the Western Balkans’ enlargement policy by engaging in 

European values and norms promotion, which raises its influence at the EU level. Historical 

ties to the Western Balkans and affinity to some of the region’s countries play a significant role 

in this respect. In comparison to Slovakia’s Visegrad partners, pragmatic utility-based factors, 

such as security, economy and geostrategic considerations, seem to play a less important role 

among Slovakia’s priorities in its support for the Western Balkans’ enlargement. Nevertheless, 
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Slovakia is engaged in stabilisation efforts in the region. In comparison to other Visegrad 

countries, Slovakia also differs in its specific stance on Kosovo*’s independence. However, the 

country promotes the EU-led normalisation process in the framework of the Belgrade-Pristina 

dialogue, stressing on cruciality of the democratic settlement. Overall, Slovakia, being a 

responsible EU Member State, positively contributes to the perception of the Western Balkans 

at the EU level. 

 

2.3.4. The Western Balkans in the foreign policy of Czechia 

The Western Balkan region also belongs to long-standing foreign policy priorities of 

Czechia298. Czechia is a staunch advocate for the Western Balkans’ integration into the EU as 

a way to ensure stability, democratic rule of law, and prosperity in Southeastern Europe299. The 

Western Balkans are designated as one of the three main priority areas in the Concept of the 

Czech Foreign Policy, alongside Central Europe and Eastern Europe. Czechia supports the 

European integration of all the countries of the Western Balkans and has good relations with 

them. The importance of the region is regularly expressed by the highest-level politicians of 

Czechia. Czech diplomacy has been supportive of the European aspirations of the Western 

Balkan states both bilaterally and through multilateral channels, including the Visegrad Group.  

Czechia’s interest in the region comes from several sources. Historically, the Czech policy 

discourse on Southeastern and Eastern Europe refers to two main issues: the promotion of 

human rights and democracy, and economic influence300. Value-based motivations play a 

crucial role in Czechia’s support for the Western Balkans’ enlargement. Mutual relations with 

the Western Balkans are built on historically close ties and linguistic affinity with some 

countries in the region. Similarly to its Visegrad partners, Czechia shared centuries of being 

part of the same Habsburg monarchy and has close linguistic and cultural ties with many Balkan 

nations. Czechia sees the Western Balkans as a rightfully European region, which has to 

reconnect with its European neighbours to serve historical justice. This replicates the idea of 

the ‘return to Europe’ promoted by the Visegrad countries at the times of their accession 

process.  
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In its engagement with the Western Balkan states, Czechia prioritises assistance in democratic 

transformation and is committed to sharing its experience of the accession process. Czech 

political declarations reveal a real interest in the support of the democratisation process, 

especially in Europe and its neighbourhood. Strengthening liberal democracy, rule of law and 

European values is one of the main objectives of the 2022 Czech Presidency of the Council of 

the EU301. Czechia has old traditions of democracy promotion and the defence of people’s 

liberties and human rights. Democracy promotion as part of the Czech foreign policy identity 

does not begin with the Velvet Revolution and the fall of the communist regime, but has its 

roots in the much older Czechoslovak foreign policy discourse at the beginning of the 20th 

century302. Due to its similar experience in recent history, Czechia is in a position to offer added 

value in terms of transfer of know-how from its own democratic transition and accession to 

Euro-Atlantic structures, as well as in terms of understanding the specific challenges that the 

Western Balkans face. 

Utility-based motivations also largely determine the Czech interest in the Western Balkans and 

their European integration. Geographically, the Western Balkan region is close to Czechia. This 

proximity makes the region attractive to Czech investments and serves as an encouraging factor 

to develop interconnectedness with it. Bilateral relations with the countries of the region are 

shaped mainly through economic diplomacy, which is also manifested in the areas of 

development and cultural cooperation303.  

The economic interests of Czechia in the Western Balkans are relatively great, in comparison 

to other V4 countries304. The largest trading partner of Czechia among the Western Balkan 

states is Serbia. In 2021, the volume of trade between them amounted to 1.4 million euros305. 

Czech involvement in economic cooperation with the Western Balkan states is especially 

noticeable in the energy sector. The Czech expansion to the market began in 2005. Since then, 

Czechia has invested in various projects focused on green energy, such as solar energy and 

water resource management, and provided support in the modernisation of thermal power 

plants. However, not all energy investment initiatives end up with success, as seen in the 

examples of Republika Srpska of Bosnia and Herzegovina and Albania. A project on the 

modernisation and expansion of coal-fired power plants in Republika Srpska ended up in 
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international arbitration, while investment in electricity distribution in Albania turned into a 

bilateral dispute306. These setbacks made the Czech business community associate Western 

Balkan markets with high risks. Despite this, Czech business is active in the region, and 

investment programmes are correlated with Czech economic interests. Besides the energy 

sector, the priority sectors for the Czech companies in the business cooperation are 

infrastructure, agriculture, forestry, and the food and drinks industry. Czechia has been engaged 

in several projects aimed at improving and modernising the infrastructure in the Western Balkan 

countries.  

Development aid has a prominent place in the Czech approach to the Western Balkans. It is in 

Czechia’s interest to make the best possible use of its foreign policy tools, including 

development cooperation, as well as to support reforms and social and economic development 

of the region on the path of European integration. Several Western Balkan partners are subjects 

to Czech Development Cooperation Programme. Bosnia and Herzegovina is designated as one 

of six priority countries, while Serbia and Kosovo* are designated as phase-out countries307. 

This means that Bosnia and Herzegovina is an active subject of the Czech development aid, 

while Serbia and Kosovo* have already finished multiple development projects in various 

spheres. Czechia’s priorities in its development cooperation with Bosnia and Herzegovina are 

the acceleration of its integration into the EU and the promotion of democratic, economic and 

social reforms in the country. To deliver on its priorities, Czechia intends to promote sustainable 

economic growth, sustainable management of natural resources, good democratic governance, 

and agricultural and rural development308. Financial support for the political transformation and 

democratisation of the region is provided via the Transition Promotion Program of the Czech 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs309. 

Cooperation in the security sphere is also important for Czechia. The stability of the Western 

Balkans is seen as having a direct impact on the security of Czechia. Yet, the Czech 

participation in EU and NATO missions in the region is rather modest. Currently, Czech 

participation is significant only in EULEX in Kosovo* with 32 officers. Participation in 

EUFOR-Althea in Bosnia and Herzegovina and KFOR in Kosovo* is rather symbolic – two 

and seven officers respectively. The importance of the security field was strengthened by the 
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European migration crisis, which made a big influence on Czech public opinion and internal 

politics. Police cooperation, which is focused on the fight against organised crime, plays an 

important role in the Czech approach to the region310. 

Despite the constant inclusion of the Western Balkans in its list of foreign policy priorities, 

Czech policymakers have been largely reluctant to take clear positions over the problematic 

issues of the region311. None of the governments has achieved a significant impact on the 

European integration process of the Western Balkan states. The regional developments mostly 

remain on the margins of the Czech political agenda. The Czech foreign policy has been 

dominated by more crucial issues related to the country’s geopolitical orientation within the 

Euro-Atlantic space and its relations with Russia312. 

The Czech policy towards the EU enlargement, similarly to its policy on the EU level, is heavily 

dependent on its internal political scene. At times, all of the most important decision-makers in 

Czech foreign policy can have different political and ideological positions and attitudes. The 

dynamics of Czech internal politics create the perception of Czechia as a weak player at the EU 

level. The former Czech government of Andrej Babiš pursued an active bilateral policy in the 

Western Balkans mainly driven by economic diplomacy. It was specifically focused on Serbia. 

In 2021, there was a spike in mutual visits of the highest-level politicians, when the then Czech 

Prime Minister Babiš visited Belgrade in February, and when Serbian President Aleksandar 

Vučić came to Prague in May. A special regional focus on Serbia suited the pro-Serbian agenda 

of Czech President Miloš Zeman well313. During Vučić’s visit, Zeman apologised for the Czech 

participation in the 1999 NATO bombing of Yugoslavia, describing it as a “mistake and worse 

than a crime”, despite the fact that Zeman, serving as Prime Minister at that time, approved the 

campaign himself314. 

Miloš Zeman is frequently accused of Euroscepticism and pro-Russian leanings. As for 

relations with the Western Balkan states, Zeman is renowned for his assertive pro-Serbian 

position over the Kosovo issue. Zeman, elected in 2013, has an extremely critical approach to 

Kosovo*’s independence. He maintains the position that there should not be a Czech embassy 

in Prishtina. As a candidate, he stood for the Czech revocation of recognition of independence 
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and has called Kosovo “a terrorist regime”315. On a state visit to Serbia in September 2019, 

President Zeman reiterated the position that he would like for Czechia to revoke its recognition 

of Kosovo* as an independent state316. On a visit to Belgrade in 2014, he stated his opposition 

to the formation of an independent Kosovan army, equating it to the Kosovo Liberation Army 

(KLA), citing “a whole series of terrorist actions” committed by it during the Kosovo War317. 

The recognition of Kosovo* as an independent state is a contentious issue for Czech politics. It 

can be illustrated not only by the current President’s stance on the issue but also by the reaction 

of the Czech leading politicians at the time of Kosovo*’s unilateral proclamation of 

independence. When the independence was proclaimed, the Czech government initially 

declared that it would not immediately recognise the independence of Kosovo* and would wait 

for the common position of the EU on the matter instead. The then Foreign Minister Karel 

Schwarzenberg stated, “we have to see how many European countries recognise Kosovo*, and 

the way the Kosovo* government behaves”318. The then President Václav Klaus, who, similarly 

to Zeman, also sympathised with the Serbian side, warned that the recognition can lead to 

unprecedented consequences and emphasised the traditionally friendly relations between the 

Czechs and the Serbs. The recognition of Kosovo*’s independence was supported by the then 

Minister of European Affairs Alexandr Vondra, who predicted that Czechia would eventually 

recognise Kosovo*319. Both the then Prime Minister Mirek Topolánek and the then Foreign 

Minister Karel Schwarzenberg eventually declared their support for recognising Kosovo*320. 

The opposition Czech Social Democratic Party and Communist Party of Bohemia and Moravia 

rejected Kosovo* proclamation of independence and compared it to the 1938 Munich 

Agreement321. After three months of debate, on 21 May 2008, Czechia officially recognised 

Kosovo* as an independent state. Despite stated support of Kosovo*’s European integration on 

the governmental level, its independence is still contested in Czechia. The debate is encouraged 

not only by President Zeman. The incumbent Czech Minister of Defence Jana Černochová, the 

head of the Parliamentary Club for Defence at the time, during a debate in 2019 said that the 
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recognition of Kosovo*’s independence was a huge diplomatic mistake322. The Kosovo issue 

is a perfect example of varying stances among the Czech political elite on the state’s foreign 

policy, and the approach towards the Western Balkans is not an exception. 

Czechia is remarkably active in cooperating with the Western Balkan countries within the 

framework of the Visegrad Group. The Czech V4 Presidency in 2015-2016 was focused 

intensively on the development of the Western Balkans Fund. During the 2019-2020 V4 

Presidency, Czechia organised several high-level events. On 12 September 2019, the first 

V4+WB6 Prime Ministers Summit took place in Prague. On 29 February 2020, a meeting on 

the level of Ministers of Foreign Affairs followed. Apart from the ministers from the V4 and 

WB6 countries, their counterparts from Croatia, Slovenia, and Austria as well as the 

representatives of the European Commission participated. At the meeting, the Memorandum of 

Cooperation between the International Visegrad Fund and Western Balkan Fund was signed, 

as well as a joint V4 Ministers' declaration supporting the Western Balkans European 

integration process323. 

Czechia can also boast of exporting its diplomats for the high EU positions connected to the 

Western Balkans. Tomáš Szunyog is currently serving as EU Special Representative (EUSR) 

for Kosovo* and Head of the EU Office in Kosovo*. He was appointed on 30 July 2020, and 

his mandate runs from 1 September 2020 until 31 August 2023324. Previously, Szunyog served 

as Permanent Representative of the Czech Republic to the EU Political and Security Committee, 

Director of the Security Policy Department and Southeastern European Department in the 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Czechia and Ambassador of Czechia to Bosnia and Herzegovina 

and to Slovenia. His mandate as the EUSR for Kosovo* foresees playing a leading role in 

promoting a stable, viable, peaceful, democratic and multi-ethnic Kosovo* that is committed to 

the rule of law and to the protection of minorities and cultural and religious heritage through 

 
322 Parlamentní listy.cz. “Uznání Kosova byla velká diplomatická chyba. To území bylo opravdu srbské, zalitovala 
Černochová v Partii.” March 24, 2019, https://www.parlamentnilisty.cz/arena/monitor/Uznani-Kosova-byla-
velka-diplomaticka-chyba-To-uzemi-bylo-opravdu-srbske-zalitovala-Cernochova-v-Partii-575139.  
323 Embassy of the Czech Republic in Skopje. “Handover of the V4 Presidency 2020–2021, Czech Republic to 
Poland.” June 22, 2020,  
https://www.mzv.cz/skopje/en/economy_and_trade/handover_of_the_v4_presidency_2020_2021_1.html. 
324 Council of the European Union. “Council Decision (CFSP) 2021/1194 of 19 July 2021 extending the mandate 
of the European Union Special Representative in Kosovo (*) and amending Decision (CFSP) 2020/1135.” Official 

Journal of the European Union, July 20, 2021,  https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-
content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A32021D1194&qid=1627692578602. 
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strengthening stability in the region and contributing to regional cooperation and good 

neighbourly relations in the Western Balkans325. 

In July 2022, Czechia took over the Presidency of the Council of the EU. The Western Balkans 

region’s European integration was already declared to be among the top foreign policy priorities 

of the Czech Presidency agenda by the previous Czech government of Babiš in June 2021. 

Taking into account the fact that Czechia’s internal political disagreements make the impression 

of it being a weak player at the EU level, the expectations of achieving valuable progress during 

the Czech Presidency were not high. Since the Presidency’s priorities announcement, the 

domestic political context regarding the EU has substantially changed. The new Czech 

government led by Petr Fiala came to power in November 2021. Fiala’s coalition consists of 

representatives of five ideologically diverse parties whose views on European politics vary 

significantly. Despite the differences, the new government is unburdened by the scandals of the 

previous administration and has a chance to improve its negotiating position at the EU level 

and convince European partners that Czechia is a responsible actor in European politics, 

including the foreign policy area326. 

The new government found itself in a tricky position to lead the Presidency at the time of the 

Russian invasion of Ukraine, which became the main and rather unexpected topic of the 

Presidency’s agenda. Regarding the Western Balkans, Czechia was faced with the task to keep 

the region high on the EU agenda. At the same time, the events contributed to the increase of 

pressure on the EU to accelerate the EU enlargement, which, as a result, amplified calls to 

proceed with the Western Balkans accession process. This has created an opportunity for 

Czechia to turn the rhetoric of the strategic importance of the Western Balkans into a more 

proactive policy towards the region. 

A historic moment for the Western Balkans’ European integration occurred at the very 

beginning of the Czech Presidency. The EU has officially started the long-anticipated accession 

negotiations with North Macedonia and Albania. The launch of the talks was announced by the 

European Commission President Ursula von der Leyen, Czech Prime Minister Petr Fiala, 

Albanian Prime Minister Edi Rama and North Macedonian Prime Minister Dimitar Kovačevski 

after a meeting in Brussels on 19 July 2022327. Foreign Minister Jan Lipavský opened the 

 
325 Council of the European Union. “Kosovo: Tomáš Szunyog appointed as new EU Special Representative.” 
Press release. July 30, 2020, https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/07/30/kosovo-tomas-
szunyog-appointed-as-new-eu-special-representative  
326 Čermák, op. cit. 
327 Czech Presidency of the Council of the European Union. “Albania and Northern Macedonia open accession 
talks with the EU.” July 19, 2022, https://czech-presidency.consilium.europa.eu/en/news/albania-and-northern-
macedonia-open-accession-talks-with-the-eu/. 
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intergovernmental accession conference on behalf of the EU. The start of accession negotiations 

with North Macedonia and Albania can hardly be considered an explicitly Czech success. As 

already mentioned, due to the Russian aggression the geopolitical and security situation in 

Europe has changed and enabled a new push for the region’s accession to the EU. To start 

negotiations with North Macedonia, a solution had to be found to Bulgaria's demands regarding 

the obligations of the bilateral friendship treaty between the two states. The substantive 

framework for the agreement was negotiated by France during its Presidency, which preceded 

the Czech Presidency. Under the Czech Presidency, the agreement was approved by the 

Parliament of North Macedonia, and all the necessary procedural steps were completed.  

Commenting on the occasion, Prime Minister Fiala said, “It is in our interest that the countries 

of the Western Balkans integrate into the EU as quickly as possible. It is in the interest of the 

whole of Europe and, given what is happening around us and the security situation, we want 

the Balkans as a whole to be stable and to be part of a common Europe”328. Foreign Minister 

Lipavský praised the commitment of North Macedonia to the difficult compromise and 

mentioned Albania's patience with the unblocking of the talks. At the opening of the conference, 

he said, “I am very happy that it is the Czech Presidency that is at the beginning of the launch 

of accession negotiations”329. 

Several events dedicated to the Western Balkans were organised by the Czech Presidency in 

Prague. In September, the Round Table with Civil Society from Western Balkans on Challenges 

of European Integration, organised by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, was held. The purpose 

of the conference was to provide a discussion platform to look for ways to overcome the 

consequences of conflicts, raise issues of reconciliation, support functional democratic 

institutions and strengthen the principles of the rule of law and the fight against corruption330.  

In October, the Ministry of Industry and Trade organised the “Energy transition of the Western 

Balkans: Climate Necessity and Business Opportunity” event. The event aimed to discuss how 

the EU supports the energy transition in the Western Balkans within the context of the Green 

Agenda and to present business and investment opportunities in the region331. At the beginning 

of November, the EU – Western Balkans Justice and Home Affairs Ministerial Forum was 

 
328 Ibidem. 
329 Ibid. 
330 Czech Presidency of the Council of the European Union. “Round Table with Civil Society from Western 
Balkans on Challenges of European Integration.” Accessed November 12, 2022, https://czech-
presidency.consilium.europa.eu/en/events/round-table-with-civil-society-from-western-balkans-on-challenges-
of-european-integration. 
331 Czech Presidency of the Council of the European Union. “Energy transition of the Western Balkans: Climate 
Necessity and Business Opportunity.” Accessed November 12, 2022, https://czech-
presidency.consilium.europa.eu/en/events/energy-transition-of-the-western-balkans-climate-necessity-and-
business-opportunity.  
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organised by the Ministry of Interior and the Ministry of Justice with the purpose of deepening 

the integration process with Western Balkan partners focusing on JHA332. The Western Balkans 

Smart Cities Economic Forum is planned for the middle of November. The event is aimed to 

support deepened economic cooperation between the EU and Western Balkans with a special 

focus on development of smart and sustainable cities333. 

Despite some positive steps, the Czech Presidency’s influence on the Western Balkans’ 

enlargement process is rather ambiguous. The main reason for that is the issue of visa 

liberalisation for citizens of the Western Balkan states which has recently become an area of 

contention for Czechia, reflecting a mismatch between the EU enlargement policy and the 

migration policy334. Contrary to its recent lobbying for visa liberalisation for citizens of 

Kosovo*, Czechia has threatened Albania and Serbia with the suspension of their visa-free 

regimes. Such a rumour reflected the growing number of attempted crossings of the EU border 

via the Balkan route by citizens of third countries in 2022. In October 2022, Czech Presidency 

issued an internal memo putting a tough position towards the Western Balkan states whose 

territories are used by migrants as entry points335. The memo called specifically for Serbia and 

Albania to tighten their visa policies towards third countries from which many of the migrants 

originate336. As a measure of the last resort, in case the negotiations with the partners fail, the 

memo proposed to consider the visa suspension mechanism337. In the case of Kosovo*’s visa 

liberalisation process, the Czech Presidency stressed the need to proceed with the resolution. 

Foreign Minister Jan Lipavský travelled to Kosovo in late September to assure Kosovo* that 

the Czech Presidency will work at the EU level to unblock the process338. However, shortly 

after the meeting, the Czech Presidency announced that additional conditions for visa 

liberalisation were put on the table by some EU Member States339. Such a position on the issue 

can harm the credibility of the EU’s conditionality, given that the European Commission 

concluded that Kosovo* had met the criteria set for lifting visas back in 2018. All in all, such 

 
332 Czech Presidency of the Council of the European Union. “EU – Western Balkans Justice and Home Affairs 
Ministerial Forum.” Accessed November 12, 2022, https://czech-presidency.consilium.europa.eu/en/events/eu-
western-balkans-justice-and-home-affairs-ministerial-forum. 
333 Czech Presidency of the Council of the European Union. “Western Balkans: Smart Cities Economic Forum.” 
Accessed November 12, 2022, https://czech-presidency.consilium.europa.eu/en/events/western-balkans-smart-
cities-economic-forum. 
334 Čermák, Petr. “Restrictive EU Visa Policy Risks Further Western Balkan Disillusionment.” Balkan Insight, 
October 31, 2022, https://balkaninsight.com/2022/10/31/restrictive-eu-visa-policy-risks-further-western-balkan-
disillusionment. 
335 Rettman, Andrew. “Czech Presidency Floats Western Balkan Visa-Free Travel Ban Over Irregular Migration.” 
EUobserver, October 13, 2022, https://euobserver.com/world/156285.  
336 Ibidem.  
337 Ibid. 
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339 Isufi Perparim. “Kosovo Frustrated by EU’s New ‘Conditions’ for Visa-Free Travel.” Balkan Insight, October 
14, 2022, https://balkaninsight.com/2022/10/14/kosovo-frustrated-by-eus-new-conditions-for-visa-free-travel. 

https://czech-presidency.consilium.europa.eu/en/events/eu-western-balkans-justice-and-home-affairs-ministerial-forum.
https://czech-presidency.consilium.europa.eu/en/events/eu-western-balkans-justice-and-home-affairs-ministerial-forum.
https://czech-presidency.consilium.europa.eu/en/events/western-balkans-smart-cities-economic-forum.
https://czech-presidency.consilium.europa.eu/en/events/western-balkans-smart-cities-economic-forum.
https://balkaninsight.com/2022/10/31/restrictive-eu-visa-policy-risks-further-western-balkan-disillusionment/
https://balkaninsight.com/2022/10/31/restrictive-eu-visa-policy-risks-further-western-balkan-disillusionment/
https://euobserver.com/world/156285
https://euobserver.com/world/156285
https://euobserver.com/world/156285
https://balkaninsight.com/2022/10/14/kosovo-frustrated-by-eus-new-conditions-for-visa-free-travel.


 94 

rhetoric harms the credibility of the EU within the Western Balkans, undermines Czechia’s role 

in the region’s enlargement process, and increases frustration among the region’s political 

leaders and societies. 

Overall, Czechia is a staunch and active proponent of the European integration of the Western 

Balkans. The main factors influencing this support are the Czech traditional priority of 

democracy promotion, economic and security interests in the region, and historical ties and 

affinity to the Western Balkan countries. The Czech involvement in bilateral and multilateral 

cooperation with the Western Balkan states has already brought investments and economic 

development to the region and facilitated know-how transfer. Nevertheless, Czechia still lacks 

a coherent vision of its Western Balkans policy and has not significantly influenced the progress 

of the region's European integration process yet. Czechia’s interest lies in taking an even more 

proactive position towards the region and coherently exerting its influence to foster its 

democratic transformation. In order to specify the direction of Czechia’s involvement in the 

region, it is necessary to update the concept of the Czech foreign policy in the Western Balkans, 

which has not existed as a separate policy document since 2013340. As a founding member of 

the Western Balkans Fund, Czechia should seek to transform the Civil Society Platform 

established by the fund into a real force for deepening the cooperation between the Western 

Balkan countries341. Working together with other V4 states will accelerate the possibility of 

transferring know-how and prove essential for Czechia to succeed in its goal of successfully 

influencing the democratic and economic transformation on the path of European integration 

of the Western Balkans. 

  

 
340 Janebová et al., Agenda For Czech Foreign Policy 2021 
341 Ibidem. 
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3. The Western Balkans’ enlargement discourses of the Visegrad Group 
Members of the European Parliament 

3.1. Introduction to the chapter 

This chapter adopts a discourse-oriented perspective to explore the Western Balkans’ 

enlargement-related debates in the European Parliament as a way to look into the wider process 

of EU enlargement and European integration. The European Parliament is an important 

discursive platform used by political actors from EU Member States to shape the attitudes of 

other actors and Member States’ societies about important issues of European politics. Among 

the issues discussed there are the EU enlargement policy and European integration of the 

Western Balkans. 

In recent years, discourse analysis has been increasingly used in the research of EU foreign 

policy and European integration342. Previous studies focused on the discourses used to justify 

the 2004 enlargement to Central and Eastern European countries, such as Sjursen’s works343, 

and highlighted the ‘rhetorical entrapment’ leading the enlargement-sceptic Member States to 

consent to their accession, as discussed by Schimmelfennig344. Some scholars discussed the 

contested normative-based narratives, such as the post-communist Central Europe’s ‘return to 

Europe’ or the EU as a ‘promoter of peace’345. However, there has been little systematic 

analysis of enlargement debates concerning the Western Balkan countries. The literature in this 

field consists largely of case studies of individual EU Member States’ national perspectives on 

further enlargement346. Particularly relevant for the present research are the works on 

enlargement discourses in the European Parliament and national parliaments of EU Member 

States by Góra347 and Wunsch and Olszewska348. Although limited to the case-study setting of 

the V4 states, this thesis seeks to contribute to the field of discourse analysis by going beyond 

the states’ perspectives through exploring discourses on the Western Balkans’ enlargement of 

the V4 Members of the European Parliament (MEPs). Such an analysis can help to uncover the 

 
342 Góra, op .cit. 
343 Sjursen, Helene. “Why Expand? The Question of Legitimacy and Justification in the EU’s Enlargement Policy.” 
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344 Schimmelfennig, Frank. “The Community Trap: Liberal Norms, Rhetorical Action, and the Eastern 
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Europeanization and European Integration, edited by Ramona Coman, Thomas Kostera, Luca Tomini, 29–49. 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2014. 
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motivations driving the V4 countries’ political actors and societies towards supporting further 

enlargement.  

Parliamentary discourse is a specific type of discourse. Parliamentary discourse typically 

consists of debates between politicians from different political parties, who employ various 

arguments and narratives in order to influence policymaking349. The dynamics of parliamentary 

discourse consequently shape the opinions of its recipients, such as parliamentarians, political 

elites, institutions, and the wider public. Plenary debates in the European Parliament constitute 

a significant European arena for the exchange of opinions, presentation of personal viewpoints, 

and legitimisation and contestation of EU policies.  However, parliamentary debates cannot be 

fully considered an example of free and unhindered information exchange, as they are bound 

by both formal and political institutional frameworks, the latter of which is dominated by party 

ideologies and strategies350. Nevertheless, the European Parliament holds a crucial function 

when it comes to articulating national and personal perspectives on the European level of 

policymaking, being a platform where directly elected representatives of EU Member States’ 

societies debate important matters of European politics, including EU enlargement policy.  

Over time, the European Parliament became an important and influential player in the 

institutional system of the EU. Although the European Parliament has limited competences in 

EU foreign policy, its role was increased by the Lisbon Treaty. The competences of the 

European Parliament are set out in Article 36 TEU, which states that the institution shall be 

regularly consulted on the main aspects of the Common Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP) 

and informed about how these policies evolve by the High Representative of the Union for 

Foreign Affairs and Security Policy (the High Representative), who also shall ensure that the 

views of the European Parliament are taken into consideration351. The European Parliament has 

actively worked both formally and informally to ensure that its limited competences are used 

in a way that maximises its influence in EU foreign policy352. As an effect, in recent years, the 

European Parliament has become a serious player in the EU foreign policy arena, although in 

strictly confined competences353. 

The European Parliament’s competences vary in specific EU foreign policy components, such 

as the EU enlargement policy, which is the focus of this thesis. Among the European 

Parliament’s general functions in EU foreign policy, four main functions can be distinguished: 

 
349 Góra, opt. cit. 
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legislative, consultative, budgetary, and control functions354. The legislative function is the 

primary function concerning the EU enlargement policy. The European Parliament has 

significant powers regarding international agreements355, and its legislative competences are 

particularly strong in the enlargement policy, as decisions adopted in this policy area require its 

consent taken by an absolute majority vote356. This function provides the European Parliament 

with formal competences in the EU enlargement policy. It also gives the Parliament the power 

to informally influence the policy, since other actors of the EU policymaking process seek 

agreement with it before the accession of new members is put to the vote357.   

The consultative function, defined by Article 36 TEU, ensures that the European Parliament is 

regularly informed by the High Representative. The Parliament organises plenary debates 

concerning EU enlargement policy, during which MEPs can present their opinions and ask 

questions. A significant aspect of the consultative function of the Parliament is the development 

of knowledge, experience, and contacts within the framework of the EU foreign policy, which 

strengthens the institution’s position in the foreign policy-related issues358. In this respect, 

interparliamentary delegations of the European Parliament with third countries play an 

important role. Budgetary and control functions are also important, since the European 

Parliament is a key institution in the budgetary procedure in the EU, where it can influence the 

financial perspective of the enlargement policy, among others. The Parliament also has the 

authority to control other EU institutions’ actions in the EU foreign policy. 

Debates on EU enlargement in the European Parliament offer an insight into the broader 

dynamics and motivations driving the European integration process. Analysing debates in the 

European Parliament can offer valuable insights into how the EU enlargement policy is 

contested on the European level. During the debates on the EU’s engagement with potential EU 

Member States, political actors from EU Member States express their contrasting perspectives 

and priorities regarding the EU’s internal functioning and its engagement with its immediate 

neighbourhood359. Although the European Parliament’s direct influence on the EU enlargement 

process remains limited, it still represents a forum for debate that integrates concerns and 

particularities of EU Member States’ domestic public opinion on enlargement into the wider 

European institutional and political context. Consequently, discourses presented during debates 

contribute to determining the European-level policy towards the Western Balkan region.  
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This chapter offers a discourse analysis of plenary debates in the European Parliament on the 

Western Balkans’ EU enlargement, focusing on the stances of MEPs from the Visegrad Group. 

The goal of this analysis is to find out what priorities motivate the V4 MEPs’ support for the 

enlargement and dominate the narratives they use in their discourses. The underlying task is to 

examine the connection between the priorities expressed by the V4 MEPs from different 

political groups in their narratives and the findings of the previous chapter, such as the V4 

states’ priorities as presented in their state officials’ statements and expressed in their actions. 

Moreover, this chapter seeks to examine how the V4 MEPs debate about the implementation 

of the EU enlargement policy and to explore their opinions about the recent dynamics of the 

Western Balkans’ accession process. Therefore, the analysis of political discourse on the 

Western Balkans’ enlargement of the V4 MEPs promises to provide wide-ranging insights into 

the main priorities and concerns voiced at the EU Member States level towards the prospect 

and the nature of further European integration. 

In this chapter, the empirical analysis builds on a corpus of the V4 MEPs’ speeches from plenary 

debates concerning the EU enlargement policy. The time frame of the plenary debates used in 

the presented research covers February 2018 – October 2022, which comprises debates from 

both the previous and the current terms of the European Parliament. The corpus includes seven 

plenary debates and twenty-seven speeches of the previous term and eighteen plenary debates 

and sixty-one speeches of the current term of the European Parliament. The starting point – the 

6 February 2018 debate on the adoption of the new Western Balkans’ enlargement strategy – 

was chosen purposedly, due to its importance for the current context of the EU’s engagement 

in the Western Balkan region. The analysed debates encompass plenary debates on the EU 

enlargement policy in general, the Western Balkans’ enlargement, specific issues of the 

Western Balkans’ politics, as well as debates concerning individual Western Balkan countries’ 

progress reports of the European Commission. All translations of passages quoted from foreign 

languages are my own. 

The Visegrad MEPs’ discourses on the Western Balkans’ enlargement reflect different types of 

justifications used to present their stances on the Western Balkans EU enlargement during the 

debates. Based on Helene Sjursen’s model of division of justifications360, these discourses can 

be compared and classified into two main categories: pragmatic (utility-based) and normative 

(value-based and norm-based). Sjursen proposed a threefold division of justifications and 

arguments into utility-based, value-based and norm-based. The first type concerns pragmatic 

arguments related to profit maximisation. In the case of analysed EU enlargement policy, these 
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justifications encompass economic, political, and security benefits either on the Member State 

or the EU level361. Value-based justifications are connected to arguments concerning values. 

This type reflects the constructivist thought about values as a core element of community-

building. Norm-based justifications evoke moral arguments based upon norms concerning 

universal principles of justice. However, value-based and norm-based justifications are hard to 

distinguish in practice. Thus, value-based and norm-based arguments are combined in this 

thesis into a single category of normative discourses, which encompass arguments related to 

democratic values, norms of conditionality, and beliefs about justice. Therefore, both categories 

of discourses – pragmatic and normative – were used by the Visegrad MEPs, and are discussed 

in detail in this chapter. 

 

3.2. The Visegrad Group MEPs’ critical assessment of the European Union 

enlargement to the Western Balkans 

By and large, the Visegrad MEPs express an overwhelmingly positive attitude towards the EU 

enlargement policy. Notably, even MEPs from political groups traditionally opposing European 

integration, such as The Left in the European Parliament (GUE/NGL) political group, 

represented by Czech MEPs in the previous term, did not have openly negative opinions about 

the enlargement policy. Dominant arguments justifying EU enlargement to the Western 

Balkans and criticism of the EU enlargement policy expressed by the Visegrad MEPs in their 

discourses during the debates reveal the importance of factors influencing national enlargement 

preferences, as analysed in the previous chapter. 

However, the overall positive assessment of the EU enlargement policy per se does not exclude 

more critical stance towards the quality of the policy and its implementation towards the 

Western Balkans. The most common aspects of Visegrad MEPs’ critique are the slow path of 

the enlargement and the harmful effect that a stalled enlargement process has on the EU’s 

credibility. Yet, apart from criticising solely the execution of the enlargement policy, Hungarian 

and Polish MEPs from ruling parties in their respective countries further criticise certain 

normative and value-based aspects of European integration.  

Polish and Hungarian representatives feature prominently in the debates, unlike Slovak, and, in 

particular, Czech MEPs, whose participation level is rather low. In the debates that took place 

during the period under study, Hungarian MEPs made thirty-seven speeches, Polish MEPs 

made twenty-five speeches, Slovak MEPs made sixteen speeches, and, finally, Czech MEPs 
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made ten speeches. Fifteen of the Slovak speeches were given by two members of the European 

People's Party (EPP) political group, namely, Vladimír Bilčík and Eduard Kukan, serving in 

the current and the previous terms of the European Parliament, respectively.  

The importance of EU enlargement for the V4 states is commonly reflected in the MEPs’ 

statements. For example, Slovak MEP Vladimír Bilčík strongly emphasised the EU 

enlargement policy as the EU’s success in bringing about European unification and 

strengthening European integration rather than weakening it. At the 19 October 2022 debate he 

stated: 

Russia’s war is also a war against EU enlargement. […] Russia is at war with 
European democracy, values and freedoms and consequently fights on one of our 
most successful policies – enlargement – via continuous disruption and malign 
interference […] in the Western Balkans362. 

MEPs from all of the V4 states strongly asserted that the Western Balkans’ enlargement is in 

the EU’s interest and made frequent calls for the EU to engage more actively with the Western 

Balkan countries in order to accelerate their accession. Hungarian and Polish MEPs used 

enlargement debates to criticise enlargement-sceptic countries, such as France. MEPs 

commonly stressed that slowing down the Western Balkans’ accession has dire effects on the 

EU’s credibility: it jeopardises its ability to act as the stabiliser of its neighbourhood in both 

pragmatic and normative terms, and brings disappointment to the region’s population. The 

decision not to open membership negotiations with North Macedonia and Albania sparked the 

strongest response of MEPs from every V4 country at the 23 October 2019 debate. For example, 

Vladimír Bilčík stated, “If we want a stronger and internationally respected Union, we must try 

for a decisive voice and influence in our immediate neighbourhood”, and Czech MEP from 

Renew Europe political group Dita Charanzová wrote, “The decision damages the international 

credibility of the EU and causes a loss of confidence among the citizens of these countries”363.  

The slow pace of accession was particularly criticised by Hungarian MEPs from the Fidesz 

party, the ruling party in Hungary. For example, Andor Deli and Kinga Gál repeatedly called 

for providing a concrete accession timeline for the candidate countries, particularly Montenegro 

and Serbia. During the 21 October 2021 debate Deli said, “An enlargement date would not only 

be a handhold for the candidates, a predictable and foreseeable conclusion of the enlargement 

 
362 European Parliament. Debate. EU-Western Balkans relations in light of the new enlargement package. October 
19, 2022, https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/CRE-9-2022-10-19-ITM-012_EN.html. 
363 European Parliament. Continuation of debate. Opening accession negotiations with North Macedonia and 

Albania. October 23, 2019, https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/CRE-9-2019-10-23-ITM-
021_EN.html.  
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agenda could also be useful for the sceptics of enlargement”364. One more characteristic feature 

of Fidesz MEPs’ narratives is overt praise of the incumbent Commissioner for Enlargement 

Olivier Várhelyi on multiple occasions, especially by Deli and Gál. MEP Gál defended the 

Commissioner from “unfounded criticism and accusations that the Enlargement Commissioner 

[Várhelyi] is biased towards Serbia”, calling it unacceptable365. 

 

3.2.1. Pragmatic discourses 

Pragmatic priorities, which involve questions of security and economy, feature most 

prominently among the enlargement support justifications expressed by Visegrad MEPs. It can 

be confidently stated that the issue of security is the most frequently mentioned priority of the 

Western Balkans’ EU integration policy. In this regard, Visegrad MEPs mentioned the role of 

European integration in the stabilisation of the Western Balkan region, the geopolitical role of 

the region and the negative influence of third countries. 

The issue of EU’s security was particularly important for Polish MEPs across ideologically 

different political groupings, despite the dominance of MEPs from the ruling Law and Justice 

(PiS) party, part of the European Conservatives and Reformists (ECR) political group, in the 

discourse. This choice of priority is consistent with the national prioritisation of security as the 

most important argument for European integration. During the 6 February 2018 debate, Polish 

MEP Mirosław Piotrowski from the ECR said that the acceleration of the Western Balkans’ 

European integration is advocated by many EU countries, especially the Visegrad Group 

members, and the main reason for that being European security considerations366. Joachim 

Stanisław Brudziński from the ECR emphasised the role of the Western Balkans for the stability 

of the EU and highlighted Poland’s commitment to the region’s security during the debate on 

5 July 2022, by stating: 

There will not be secure, stable Europe without secure and stable Western Balkan 
states. Hence, Poland actively supports the European aspirations of these countries. 
[…] We support the activities and full implementation of the mandate of the 
EUFOR Althea mission367.  

 
364 European Parliament. Continuation of debate. The outcome of the Western Balkans summit (continuation of 

debate). October 21, 2021, https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/CRE-9-2021-10-21-ITM-
006_EN.html.  
365 European Parliament. Debate. 2021 Report on Serbia. July 5, 2022, 
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In the context of security, Polish MEPs consistently pointed out the destructive influence of 

other states as a crucial issue to be addressed urgently. An example of this is the statement by 

Brudziński made during the debate dedicated to the fight against organised crime in the Western 

Balkans on 14 December 2021:  

If we want that in the Western Balkans – as one Polish poet wrote – “other Satans 
were active”, if we want the Western Balkans to serve satrapies such as Putin, 
undemocratic China, and, unfortunately, Turkey as well, in order to destabilise our 
countries, then let us leave the Western Balkan states to themselves. [...] If we leave 
the Western Balkans to themselves, these “other Satans” will use this region of our 
continent to continue to be – as Churchill once said – “the soft underbelly of 
Europe”, to destabilise our countries368.  

A similar narrative was presented by Brudziński during the 19 October 2022 debate, which 

simultaneously emphasised that foreign policy alignment should be among the main priorities 

of the enlargement policy369.  

The question of security was featured substantially in Hungarian MEPs’ speeches, particularly 

in the contexts of regional and European stability and the geopolitical value of the Western 

Balkans for the EU. For example, when debating on the decision not to open accession 

negotiations with North Macedonia and Albania on 23 October 2019, Andrea Bocskor from the 

Fidesz party wrote, “This move jeopardises the stability of the Western Balkans, could lead to 

conflicts and at the same time affects the security of the European Union”, while András Gyürk 

called the decision “a major strategic error”, arguing that it puts the EU’s credibility and the 

Western Balkan region’s political stability at risk370. Hungarian MEP Kinga Gál stated that the 

stability of the Western Balkan region is in the security and geopolitical interests of the EU, 

and highlighted the Hungarian role in KFOR371.  

Hungarian MEPs repeatedly pointed out the necessity to combat the influence of other states, 

while rarely mentioning them particularly. The full-scale Russian invasion of Ukraine 

accelerated this argument. Kinga Gál stated the importance of the security aspect of the Western 

Balkans’ integration for Hungary and the EU on multiple occasions, for example during the 18 

May 2022 debate, when she said, “The Russian aggression and the subsequent security 

 
368 European Parliament. Continuation of debate. Cooperation on the fight against organised crime in the Western 
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369 European Parliament. Continuation of debate. EU-Western Balkans relations in light of the new enlargement 
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challenges make it crucially important to integrate the Western Balkans region [...] into the EU 

community as soon as possible. It is also in the security interests of all of us”372. It should be 

noted that Fidesz MEPs appeal to the question of security to present Hungary as a credible actor 

on the European level, while in reality, the Hungarian government is undermining common EU 

action within the CFSP.  

The issue of security and geopolitics was also highlighted by the Hungarian opposition. For 

example, Katalin Cseh, representing Renew, stated the following: 

We know that we are talking about a geopolitical buffer zone. And Russia and 
China understand the strategic importance of the Western Balkans [...]. And the 
palpable influence of Russia and China is felt throughout the whole region. But 
Beijing and Moscow’s geopolitical opportunity is our geopolitical risk. [...] if you 
are serious about enlargement, [...] we need to show our best face, a Europe that 
[...] [is] a strong alliance that is able to protect its members from existential external 
threats. [...] this is a question of strategic interests373. 

Regarding security, Hungarian MEPs from Fidesz frequently appealed to the issue of migration, 

presenting it as a security threat. This fact links to the Hungarian government’s position on 

migration, commonly presented as a crucial priority of Hungarian national security. For 

example, during the 6 February 2018 debate, László Tőkés made the following statement: “It 

is in the common European interest to integrate the countries of this region, both in terms of 

protecting the EU's borders and of closing the Balkan migration route”374. During the same 

debate, Andrea Bocskor linked migration with the threat of terrorism and assured that it can 

only be curbed by integrating the Western Balkan countries375. 

Serbia, the largest country in the Western Balkans, received special attention in the pragmatic 

discourses of Hungarian MEPs, particularly Andor Deli and Kinga Gál. When calling for 

Serbia’s immediate accession to the EU, Deli and Gál echoed their government’s statements 

about Serbia’s strategic importance and its status as the cornerstone of stability in the Western 

Balkans. For example, on 25 March 2021, Gál stated that Serbia “is a stabilising factor in the 

region and is clearly seeking a peaceful settlement”376. On 5 July 2022, Gál appealed to the 

issues of security and stability to legitimise Hungary’s actions in the region and promote 
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Serbia’s immediate accession. She accused the EU of holding an anti-Hungarian sentiment “at 

the time when the stability of the Western Balkans should be a key issue for the EU”, denying 

“absurd” allegations that “Hungary, together with Serbia, is enabling the achievement of the 

geopolitical goals of Russia and China”377. Moreover, at the same debate, Deli proclaimed that 

“It is incredible that, when we see war raging in a country neighbouring the EU, some people 

fail to see that Serbia's early accession would consolidate the stability of the Union”378. MEP 

Deli attempted to present the accession of Serbia, the country opposing anti-Russian measures 

taken by the EU, as a tool to combat security threats that come from the Russian invasion of 

Ukraine and stated that slowing down Serbia’s accession goes against the strategic interests of 

the EU379. This trend of supporting Serbia’s immediate accession can be attributed to the 

Orbán’s government’s increasingly frequent portrayal of Serbia as the strongest and closest 

Western Balkan ally of Hungary.  

Contrary to Hungarian MEPs, Polish MEPs raised concerns about the security aspect of Serbia’s 

accession. For example, Bogdan Rzońca from the ECR called the EU to adopt a more hard-line 

stance towards Serbia, stating that its influence in the Western Balkans is destructive and 

accusing it of supporting Republika Srpska’s separatism380. In a similar manner, on 19 October 

2022, Anna Fotyga from the ECR in a similar manner urged the EU to put additional pressure 

on Serbia to align its foreign policy along with the collective response of the EU to the Russian 

invasion of Ukraine381. During the 5 July 2022 debate, Joachim Brudziński went as far as saying 

that “Serbia, which will be closer to Putin, [Patriarch] Kirill, [Russian Foreign Minister] 

Lavrov, to the murderers from Bucha, from Mariupol, [...] should not be able to join the EU”382.  

Slovak and Czech MEPs also mentioned the issue of security in their infrequent speeches, 

although to a lesser extent than their Polish and Hungarian colleagues. During the 23 October 

2019 debate on the decision not to open accession negotiations with North Macedonia and 

Albania, security was the main argument put forward by the Slovak MEP Vladimír Bilčík and 

the Czech MEP Jiří Pospíšil, both from the EPP, for proceeding with the Western Balkans’ 

enlargement383. Bilčík’s position was expressed in the following statement: “Let’s remember, 

enlargement has brought unification and an unprecedented sense of security to Europe. 
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However, our security is not a given, especially when we look at Turkey’s and Russia’s actions 

in our neighbourhoods.”, and Pospíšil stated that “Any other decision [than opening 

negotiations with North Macedonia and Albania] is wrong, because it will lead to Russia 

strengthening its influence in the region. [...] The European Union will weaken in this 

region.”384. Additionally, Pospíšil asserted the geopolitical importance of the Western Balkans’ 

enlargement during the 6 February 2018 debate385. However, Czech MEP Jaromír Kohlíček 

from the Communist Party of Bohemia and Moravia, belonging to the GUE/NGL group, 

frequently highlighted Serbia’s key role in the Western Balkans, and criticised the EU policy 

in the region, accusing the bloc of attempts to control the foreign policy of the WB6 and “illegal 

separation” of Kosovo from Serbia leading to destabilisation in the region386. 

The economy was mentioned only sporadically and was presented as a national interest or as a 

priority of EU enlargement only by Hungary. The infrequent mentions of the economic 

importance of the region were coupled with the security argument. For example, Kinga Gál 

stated that “Enlargement to the Western Balkans is in Europe's common security, economic and 

geopolitical interest”387, and emphasised that stability of the Western Balkans is a key national 

security and economic interest for Hungary388. Another example is Andrea Bocskor’s statement 

from the 6 February 2018 discussion of the new Western Balkans’ enlargement strategy, which 

says, “I see not only political and security risks in postponing enlargement, but also economic 

risks. [...] the future of the region is in the EU's own political, security and economic interest”389. 

Interestingly, Polish MEPs from ideologically opposite political groups critically referred to the 

question of economy, albeit with different arguments. For example, opposition MEP Marek 

Belka from the Socialists and Democrats (S&D) political group called on the EU to be cautious 

about the proper use of financial assistance funds in order to be a credible economic power390. 

On the other hand, Mirosław Piotrowski from the ECR criticised the EU for seeing the Western 

Balkans only as an attractive market, ignoring other priorities391. 

The reason for the infrequent prioritisation of the economy could be the Western Balkan 

countries’ limited economic potential, which cannot be used as a convincing argument for 
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enlargement. This trend convincingly demonstrates the status that the economic argument has 

on the national level of V4 states. Poland’s economic engagement is limited in the Western 

Balkans, despite its potential. Slovakia’s economic performance in the Western Balkans is also 

limited. Czechia does not use its bilateral economic ties with the region’s countries as a tool for 

enlargement promotion on the European level. The fact that Hungary mentions the economy 

more often stems from its national interest in the Western Balkans’ EU accession due to the 

region’s geographic proximity. 

 

3.2.2. Normative discourses 

Normative priorities involve issues highlighting the EU’s role as a ‘normative power’ and the 

EU enlargement policy’s transformative nature. In this respect, the issues of democratisation 

and adherence to European values, such as the rule of law and respect for human rights, as well 

as the question of reconciliation, were mentioned much less frequently than pragmatic 

priorities. 

The difference on normative issues can be observed when comparing the stances of MEPs from 

the governing parties in Poland and Hungary with those of their counterparts from opposition 

parties in the two countries. For example, Polish MEP Marek Belka from the S&D emphasised 

the importance of adherence to democratic standards, simultaneously pointing out the moral 

obligation of the EU to proceed with the Western Balkan enlargement during the discussion of 

the Western Balkan summit outcomes on 21 October 2021392. Belka’s stance is represented in 

the following statement that he made: 

It is both our moral duty and our strategic imperative to proceed with the integration 
process of our partners [...] Political commitments agreed during the summit have 
to be transformed into reality, in which respect for the rule of law, legal certainty, 
respect for human and social rights, fighting corruption, and independent public 
institutions are working standards, not recommendations, in our integration 
dialogue. We have to demand extra effort from both the candidate countries and 
ourselves to guarantee that the integration roadmap is being implemented, the 
acquis adopted and democratic standards are being upheld393.  

Polish opposition MEP, contrary to their counterparts from the ruling PiS party, expressed 

concerns about Serbia’s accession in normative terms rather than pragmatic ones. For example, 

Bogdan Andrzej Zdrojewski from the EPP commenting on the Report on Serbia on 28 
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November 2018, emphasised that the progress in the rule of law is crucial for preventing Serbia 

from undermining the EU’s legal norms after its eventual accession394. 

Hungarian MEP Katalin Cseh from Renew highlighted the importance of the rule of law on 

multiple occasions. Cseh used enlargement debates to present a Hungarian stance that differs 

from the ideology of Fidesz. She criticised the incumbent Hungarian government, calling on 

the EU to apply strict criteria of the rule of law evaluation not only to candidate countries but 

to EU Member States as well395. For example, during the 19 October 2022 debate, she said the 

following: 

[...] if you are serious about enlargement [...] we need to highlight the contrast that 
makes us the only viable ally in the Western Balkans region. We need to show our 
best face, a Europe that delivers peace, prosperity, robust rule of law and anti-
corruption framework [...]396.  

Hungarian opposition MEPs on many occasions warned of the negative influence of Orbán’s 

policies on the Western Balkan countries. For instance, Csaba Molnár from the S&D warned 

that “if we want the south-east of the continent to develop peacefully and successfully, we 

cannot let the Western Balkans go the way of Viktor Orbán”397. He denounced Orbán for 

sheltering Gruevski and other actions weakening the rule of law in Hungary398, and criticised 

his interference with the freedom of media in other countries399. Tibor Szanyi from the S&D 

also denounced Orbán’s assistance to Gruevski, emphasising that it damages European 

interests. Polish MEP Bogusław Sonik from the EPP, political group Fidesz used to belong to 

before March 2021, seconded this assessment400.  

When promoting the acceleration of enlargement, Fidesz MEPs completely avoided mentioning 

normative value-based priorities, whether democratisation or the rule of law, concentrating on 

the geopolitical aspects instead. Such a choice of priorities shows consistency with Prime 

Minister Orbán’s narratives, promoting immediate accession of the Western Balkan countries 

regardless of their state of the rule of law and democracy. Despite their genuine interest in the 
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accession of the Western Balkan countries, Fidesz MEPs’ vision of enlargement contradicts 

fundamental European values. 

Moreover, Fidesz MEPs used enlargement debates to criticise not only the insufficient 

enlargement effort but also normative aspects of the EU and European integration. For example, 

during the 28 November 2018 debate Andor Deli even denounced “technocratic and 

bureaucratic criteria, benchmarks and checklists”, stating further that “Hoping that legal 

harmonisation and reaching European standards will automatically solve the issues on the 

[Western] Balkans is illusory and naïve”, and called to speed up the accession instead401. 

Whether such an argument can accelerate the accession of the Western Balkans is highly 

questionable. László Tőkés claimed the report on North Macedonia was “[used] by the 

Socialists and Greens to launch an ideological attack on Hungary in connection with the [...] 

Gruevski affair. The background to the (..) conviction of [...] Gruevski is certainly the migration 

issue and the Soros lobby”, at the same time stating that “the judiciary must not become an 

instrument of politics”402. This statement, however, is rather incongruous considering Fidesz’s 

intervention in the Hungarian judiciary403. On 23 October 2019, Deli echoed Orbán’s anti-

deepening position saying that the EU be preoccupied with reforming the EU's institutions 

before another enlargement404. Regarding the Hungarian interference in the media in North 

Macedonia, Balázs Hidvéghi said that Hungarian companies’ investments are private business 

matters and accused the EU of “one-sided criticism which is always directed at countries with 

conservative governments”405. On 25 March 2021, Fidesz MEPs criticised the discussed 

enlargement reports, when Deli called them “a tool to take down political opponents”, and 

Kinga Gál accused them of being “much more lenient regarding the left-wing-led North 

Macedonia, Albania or Kosovo*” than “Serbia, which has a right-wing conservative 

government”406.  

Polish MEPs from the ruling PiS party, similarly to their Hungarian colleagues from Fidesz, 

criticised certain normative aspects of European integration during the enlargement debates. 

Zdzisław Krasnodębski and Joachim Brudziński, despite voicing commitment to common 
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European security and condemning Serbia’s stance on the Russian invasion of Ukraine, 

frequently criticised the EU for its apparent coercion of the candidate countries to accept certain 

values. Commenting on the Report on Serbia on 5 July 2022, Krasnodębski said that 

“sometimes the interference in Serbia's internal affairs goes too far that our concern turns in 

this case too – as in many others – into moralistic interventionism, not to say moralistic 

imperialism”. His statement implied that the EU has no moral right to “teach” Serbia, as it was 

not strict to some EU Member States who defied the EU’s embargo on weapon trade with 

Russia after 2014407. During the same debate, a similar claim was voiced by Brudziński, 

singling out France and Germany as those Member States408. On 18 May 2021, commenting on 

the Report on Montenegro, Krasnodębski stated that even though Montenegro is a democratic 

country committed to shared values, the EU sometimes “sets the bar too high”, thus “it is 

necessary to separate the assessment of Montenegro's implementation of those most basic 

democracy and the rule of law criteria from the ideological demands of the liberal-left 

concerning mainly worldview issues”409. On 28 November 2018, Mirosław Piotrowski accused 

the EU in promoting the “gender ideology” in the reports410. These statements indicate the 

Polish government’s interest in lowering the bar in the rule of law standards of the EU and in 

the clear domination of conservatism-driven ideological convictions defining Polish ECR 

MEPs’ attitude to European integration. 

For Slovak MEPs, contrary to the majority of Polish and Hungarian MEPs, democratic values 

and compliance with the rule of law principle played a more noticeable and important role than 

pragmatic priorities concerning security and geopolitical aspects. Vladimír Bilčík and Eduard 

Kukan were particularly active in emphasising the importance of democratic values in their 

narratives. At the 23 November 2021 discussion about Bosnia and Herzegovina Vladimír Bilčík 

stressed that “The European Union has a political duty to work relentlessly on pulling the 

countries of Western Balkans towards our values”.  411 During the 19 October 2022 debate, 

Bilčík made the following statement:  

Clear alignment on common foreign and security policy is clear alignment to our 
values. [...] Coupled with progress on the rule of law and fundamentals and 
resolution of past conflicts through dialogue between Belgrade and Pristina, foreign 

 
407 European Parliament. Debate. 2021 Report on Serbia. July 5, 2022, op. cit.. 
408 Ibidem. 
409 European Parliament. Debate. 2019-2020 Reports on Montenegro. May 18, 2021, 
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/CRE-9-2021-05-18-ITM-012_EN.html.  
410 European Parliament. Debate. 2018 Report on Montenegro. 2018, November 28, 
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/CRE-8-2018-11-28-ITM-027_EN.html.  
411 European Parliament. Debate. Situation in Bosnia-Herzegovina. November 23, 2021, 
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/CRE-9-2021-11-23-ITM-015_EN.html. 
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policy alignment demonstrates that the Western Balkans want to be a part of our 
community of values412.  

Bilčík also mentioned several times that Serbia is a key country for Slovakia, expressing a wish 

for Serbia to adhere to European values. This is consistent with historically good relations 

between the two countries, as is seen from Slovakia’s loyal support of Serbia, including in the 

Kosovo dispute.  

Eduard Kukan, a former Foreign Minister of Slovakia and a former MEP from the EPP placed 

particular emphasis on the promotion of European values as the main priority of enlargement 

to the Western Balkans. On 28 November 2018, he stated that the accession process is “a chance 

to reform, not only in terms of technical requirements, but also to adjust to the values and 

principles of the EU”413. At the 26 March 2019 discussion about the IPA, Kukan stated: 

The EU needs to be focused on investing in programmes and projects related to the 
rule of law, the functioning of democratic institutions and respect for fundamental 
rights and freedoms, including freedom of expression and of the media. [...]. We 
should expect that the countries will make serious commitments to reforms and to 
upholding the fundamental values414.  

The only exception to the strong prioritisation of democratic values by Slovak MEPs was the 

speech by far-right non-attached MEP Miroslav Radačovský, who used the 29 October 2019 

enlargement debate to share his nationalistic grievances. He said that the reason for not opening 

negotiations with North Macedonia was “the disapproval of the so-called big players in the EU, 

who want to decide everything and for everyone”, and accused the EU of not willing to “accept 

less than two million Slavic Christian people into Europe. Quite simply, [the EU is] treating 

Slavic and Christian peoples as second-class people”415. This statement recalls the Czech 

communist MEP’s ideas about the EU’s apparent interventionism and disregard of the Western 

Balkan countries. This fact may reveal similarities between far-right and far-left movements in 

the V4 in their simultaneously negative stance on European integration but supportive stance 

on the Western Balkans’ EU accession. 

Similarly to Slovak MEPs, Czech MEPs prioritised democracy and the rule of law issues. For 

example, when discussing Albania on 25 March 2021, Czech MEP Michal Šimečka from 

Renew stressed the importance of democratic governance and asserted that the rule of law 

 
412 European Parliament. Continuation of debate. EU-Western Balkans relations in light of the new enlargement 

package. October 19, 2022, op. cit. 
413 European Parliament. Debate. 2018 Report on Serbia. November 28, 2018, op. cit. 
414 European Parliament. Debate. Instrument for Pre-accession Assistance (IPA III). March 26, 2019, op. cit. 
415 European Parliament. Continuation of debate. Opening accession negotiations with North Macedonia and 

Albania. October 23, 2019, op. cit. 



 111 

requirement to the Western Balkan countries should be stringent416. During the 19 October 2022 

debate, Stanislav Polčák from the EPP identified freedom of expression, protection of 

minorities, and freedom of the press as crucial priority areas the Western Balkan states have to 

improve in order to proceed with their EU accession. He further emphasised that a peaceful 

settlement in the region is not possible without these countries’ permanent EU membership417. 

The issue of reconciliation and peaceful relations between the Western Balkan states was raised 

only on rare occasions. Slovak MEPs were the most active in this regard. Eduard Kukan stressed 

that bilateral issues should be resolved before the countries’ accession to the EU and called on 

the EU to find resolution mechanisms418, while Vladimír Bilčík emphasised the need to 

“support a European spirit in reconciliation and bilateral issues”419. 

In previous terms of the European Parliament, Hungarian MEPs traditionally used to stress the 

need to ensure comprehensive minority rights protection for ethnic Hungarians420. Contrary to 

this traditional national priority, the issue of ethnic minorities’ rights protection was barely 

mentioned by Fidesz MEPs at the debates held during the analysed period, despite the issue still 

being relevant in 2018. For example, Fidesz MEP Csaba Sógor expressed the opinion that the 

EU must “come to terms with the idea that the ethnic conflicts in the region will thus become 

problems within the EU, and it is utopian to think that after accession these nations will forget 

all their historical grievances”, and proposed developing an EU minority protection system421. 

Zoltán Balczó, a non-aligned far-right MEP, emphasised the importance of ethnic minority 

rights protection, calling on Serbia to increase the protection of Vojvodina Hungarians422. The 

speeches of Fidesz MEPs of the current parliamentary term marked the shift in rhetoric, as the 

issue of ethnic minority rights was not mentioned. This can be explained by the Hungarian 

government’s positive representation of their relations with Serbia in the issue of Vojvodina 

Hungarians’ minority rights. MEP Andor Deli is a Vojvodina Hungarian himself and, as already 

mentioned, has continuously championed Serbia’s immediate accession. 
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3.3. Conclusions to the chapter 

The discourse analysis of February 2018 – October 2022 speeches of MEPs from the Visegrad 

Group countries found that pragmatic priorities dominate their enlargement discourses. The 

crucial role of the Western Balkans for European security was particularly emphasised by 

Polish MEPs across all political groups of the European Parliament. Polish MEPs pointed out 

the geopolitically strategic role of the Western Balkans and were especially vocal about the 

destabilising actions of other international actors in the region. Hungarian MEPs across all 

political groups also frequently mentioned security as their most important priority in the 

region’s enlargement and emphasised that stability in the Western Balkans is crucial for 

Hungarian national security. The MEPs from Fidesz tried to present Hungary as a serious player 

in terms of enlargement by asserting its role in the stabilisation efforts in the Western Balkans. 

The question of stability was utilised by the Fidesz MEPs as the main to stress the urgency of 

need for the Western Balkans’ rapid accession to the EU. The Fidesz MEPs also repeatedly 

stated that illegal migration is a security issue for Hungary, which the Western Balkans’ 

enlargement could solve. Serbia received increased attention in the pragmatic discourse of 

Fidesz MEPs, as it was presented as the key country for Hungary and the region’s security. 

Slovak and Czech MEPs also discussed the question of security as their fundamental concern, 

although did it less frequently than their Polish and Hungarian colleagues. The economy was 

rarely defined as a priority by Visegrad MEPs, with Hungary being the only country 

emphasising the economic importance of the Western Balkans. 

Normative value-based priorities were mentioned much less frequently in the Visegrad MEPs’ 

enlargement discourses in comparison to pragmatic priorities, such as security. In this regard, 

Slovak and Czech MEPs were especially noteworthy. In their speeches, Slovak and Czech 

MEPs prioritised issues of democracy and the rule of law, and constantly emphasised that it is 

essential for the Western Balkan countries to adhere to European values. Prioritisation of values 

by Slovak and Czech MEPs goes in line with the officially stated priority of democracy 

promotion in their two states. Polish and Hungarian opposition MEPs gave significant attention 

to value-based priorities as well. On the contrary, Polish and Hungarian MEPs from the 

respective governing parties exploited the EU enlargement debates to contest normative aspects 

of European integration. 

Overall, Visegrad MEPs were supportive of the Western Balkans’ enlargement policy. 

However, MEPs severely criticised the quality of the policy and urged the EU for more active 

engagement in the region. The present analysis has demonstrated that MEPs reasons to criticise 

the Western Balkans’ enlargement policy were heavily conditioned upon their country of origin 
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and political affiliation. Thus, the narratives of Hungarian MEPs from the Fidesz party were 

fully consistent with positions expressed by Hungarian high-standing officials, such as Prime 

Minister Orbán and Foreign Minister Szijjártó. The prioritisation of pragmatic arguments, the 

promotion of rapid accession independent from the conditionality upon the rule of law and 

democratic values, the special attention to Serbia, the critique of normative aspects of European 

integration, and the abandonment of the traditional value-based priority of ethnic minority 

rights protection are the examples of ideologically-driven narratives used by Fidesz MEPs. 

Polish MEPs from the PiS party were similar in this regard, as they staunchly promoted the 

security priority, while criticising normative aspects of European integration. At the same time, 

Polish and Hungarian MEPs tried to present a different stance on the EU enlargement and 

European integration, sometimes directly opposing their respective countries’ official policies 

and actions in the Western Balkan region. Slovak and Czech MEPs introduced their respective 

countries’ official positions prioritising democratisation, thus presenting them as responsible 

players on the European level and as skilled experts on the Western Balkans’ enlargement.  

To sum up, a growing juxtaposition can be seen between the preferences expressed by the 

majority of Polish and Hungarian MEPs and those stated by Slovak and Czech MEPs. Polish 

and Hungarian MEPs favour widening over deepening, putting the projection of European 

values of democracy and the rule of law into the background. Pragmatic narratives prioritising 

security were chosen to stress the urgency of enlargement in the current security environment 

heavily influenced by the ongoing Russian invasion of Ukraine and the risks it poses for the 

security of the EU and the stability in the Western Balkans. The evaluation of Hungarian 

officials’ actions in the region and their comparison to the discourses presented by Hungarian 

MEPs has shown that the incumbent Hungarian government wants rapid accession of the 

Western Balkan countries. This policy aims to gain allied anti-democratic voices in order to 

destabilise the EU and stop further deepening rather than to genuinely promote the stabilisation 

of the Western Balkans. However, Slovak and Czech MEPs see widening and deepening as 

parallel processes complementing each other. MEPs from the two states emphasised the role of 

the EU enlargement as a success of European integration and promoted strict conditionality 

upon European values as the basis for the EU’s engagement with the Western Balkans. 
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Conclusion 

The thesis has provided a deeper insight into the Visegrad Group countries’ approaches to the 

Western Balkans’ EU enlargement. The central objectives of the research were to identify the 

factors motivating Visegrad countries’ support of EU enlargement towards the Western 

Balkans, to assess how the V4 countries’ priorities influence their approaches towards the 

region and its European integration, and to examine the impact that the Visegrad Group’s policy 

has on the state of the Western Balkans’ EU enlargement. The objectives were addressed by 

employing the case study method to analyse the Visegrad Group’s collective policy and the V4 

countries’ state-level policies towards the Western Balkans. Additionally, an empirical 

discourse analysis of the Visegrad MEPs’ speeches during parliamentary debates was made. 

The research has confirmed that the Visegrad Group countries genuinely consider EU 

enlargement as their foreign policy preference and are active supporters of the Western 

Balkans’ European integration. The Visegrad Group countries have consistently located the 

Western Balkans’ region and its European integration among their top foreign policy priorities. 

The European integration of the Western Balkans is supported by the alliance’s societies and 

policymakers. The V4 countries’ support for the EU enlargement to the region is expressed in 

various ways, such as political statements, the inclusion of the Western Balkans in their foreign 

policy strategies, bilateral cooperation, engagement in multilateral initiatives, concrete actions 

supporting democratic and economic transformation and regional cooperation, and promotion 

of the Western Balkans’ EU accession on the European level.  

The Visegrad Group’s motivations to support European integration of the Western Balkans 

invoke pragmatic (utility-based) and normative (value-based and norm-based) arguments, both 

of which are shaped by a variety of factors. The pragmatic arguments concern specific national 

interests connected to the issues of national security and the economy. Firstly, the security 

implications of the situation in the Western Balkans are crucial for the national security of the 

V4 states and necessitate adopting measures for stabilising the region. Secondly, the benefits 

of expanding markets to the Western Balkans motivate the V4’s assistance in the economic 

transformation of the region. In the area of value- and norm-based arguments, the V4 countries 

emphasise their foreign policy priority of democracy promotion. The perception of the Western 

Balkans as a legitimate member of united Europe which should enjoy the benefits of EU 

membership is also significant, and this idea resembles the narrative of ‘return to Europe’ used 

during the EU accession process of the four Central European states. These arguments are 

determined by not only geographical, but also cultural and linguistic proximity, and, most 

importantly, comparable historical experiences, nuanced interethnic relations, and closeness of 
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political and economic contexts of both regions, such as the experience of the post-communist 

transition to democracy and a free-market economy. 

The Visegrad Group serves as an example of successful regional cooperation and democratic 

and economic transformation particularly important for the Western Balkans due to the 

relatedness of both regions’ contexts. The V4 are actively involved in providing assistance to 

the Western Balkans on their European path by offering their experiences of political and 

economic transformation and the EU accession processes, particularly membership 

negotiations. The V4 is the only regional alliance in the EU that maintains a regular dialogue 

with the Western Balkan countries, cooperating in the V4+WB6 format. The Visegrad Group 

boasts of successful examples of know-how transfers to the Western Balkans, the most efficient 

examples being the WBF, modelled after the IVF, and CEFTA, as a tool for promoting free 

trade between the WB6. However, the research has demonstrated that the V4 states are not 

always unanimous in their approach towards the region. The analysis of individual V4 countries 

shows that their goals in cooperating with the Western Balkans, as well as their perceptions of 

the enlargement policy and European integration, often differ significantly. Moreover, the 

priority factors motivating the particular Visegrad states’ support for the Western Balkans’ 

enlargement and their approach to cooperation with the WB6 also vary. Therefore, considering 

the individual Visegrad Group countries’ foreign policies has proved to be necessary. 

Among the Visegrad Group countries, Poland is the least involved in cooperation with the 

Western Balkans. Poland is located furthest from the region, which naturally makes the country 

lean towards prioritising the East-West axis of its foreign policy. In its enlargement policy, 

Poland is concentrated mainly on promoting EU enlargement to Eastern Europe, particularly 

Ukraine. Consequently, the Western Balkans’ EU enlargement is not among the main priorities 

of Polish foreign policy. However, the region and its European integration are still important 

for the country and its national interests. National and European security interests are decisively 

the most important factor for Poland determining the country’s support for the Western 

Balkans’ European integration. Poland agrees that EU enlargement would stabilise the Western 

Balkans, which would in turn increase the security not only in the region itself, but also in 

Poland and the UE in general. The increased security and stability in the Western Balkans would 

facilitate Poland’s engagement in Eastern Europe as its main foreign policy priority. The same 

situation is visible in Poland’s cooperation with the Western Balkan states. The security and 

defence policy constitutes the main area of Polish engagement in the region. Being a committed 

player in European security, Poland is involved in multiple military and civil missions in the 

region. By contrast, economic and cultural factors do not influence Poland’s approach towards 
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the Western Balkans to a considerable extent. As a result, Polish economic performance in the 

region, regarding trade, investment, and development aid, is limited. Poland is involved in the 

process of democratic and economic transformation of the Western Balkans mainly within the 

framework of the Visegrad Group by supporting joint initiatives and collective statements. In 

recent years, Poland has increased its involvement through participation in other multilateral 

initiatives, such as the Berlin Process and the Three Seas Initiative. Nevertheless, Poland’s 

influence in the region is limited. Therefore, Poland’s contribution to the EU enlargement 

process of the Western Balkans was not particularly significant. 

Hungary is the most active V4 country in terms of cooperation with the Western Balkan 

countries and is the main promoter of their European integration. The Western Balkan region 

is the main priority of Hungary’s enlargement policy. Hungary has close bilateral and 

multilateral relations with the countries of the region, which makes them important for the wider 

Hungarian foreign policy. A wide range of factors motivates Hungary to support EU 

enlargement to the Western Balkans: geographic proximity, strong economic ties, close 

historical ties, a large Hungarian minority in Serbia, the issue of migration, and energy security. 

Hungary is active in economic cooperation with the WB6, contributing substantially in terms 

of development aid and infrastructural projects. Regarding security, Hungary also plays an 

active role in the region, holding major positions in the EU and NATO missions. Hungary has 

steadily opposed the enlargement fatigue and sought to encourage the EU to proceed with the 

Western Balkans’ EU enlargement. By being actively engaged in cooperation with the Western 

Balkans, Hungary wants to increase its influence within the region and on the EU level, 

presenting itself as a responsible and influential player in EU enlargement policy.  

What is even more characteristic of Hungary’s approach towards the Western Balkans is the 

prevalence of specific ideological interests of the incumbent Hungarian government led by 

Prime Minister Orbán towards further European integration. Orbán’s Hungary has taken an 

illiberal turn in recent years and has voiced opposition to deeper European integration, the 

fundamental European values, and the alleged cultural and political dominance of the Western 

EU Member States. Orbán perceives the EU enlargement policy not as a tool for democratic 

transformation, but rather as an instrument for bringing anti-democratic countries into the EU 

with the goal of creating a group of like-minded illiberal members to further weaken the EU 

foundations as a bloc based on European values and exploit it for economic benefits. The 

incumbent Hungarian government overtly supports conservative and illiberal political elites 

from the Western Balkan states, thus encouraging state capture and jeopardising EU 

conditionality as a cornerstone of the accession process by sabotaging necessary reforms. This 



 117 

stance is especially noticeable in relentless support of Serbia’s immediate accession. Hungary’s 

example of democratic backsliding makes EU Member States wary of further enlargement and 

does not contribute to increasing the positive perception of the Western Balkan countries. Thus, 

Hungary’s involvement is currently rather harmful to European aspirations of the Western 

Balkan countries, since it presents them as potential ‘troublemakers’ in the case of their eventual 

accession to the EU. As a result, Hungary’s ability to promote rapid accession to the Western 

Balkans has been compromised. 

For Slovakia, historical and cultural ties are the key factor behind the support for the Western 

Balkans’ European integration. Slovakia perceives EU enlargement to the Western Balkans as 

its expert policy area. Slovakia is increasingly active in supporting the Western Balkans’ 

accession since by using this policy, Slovakia attempts to raise its influence in the EU as a 

responsible Member State and a regional expert. Slovakia has delegated competent diplomats 

specialising in Western Balkan affairs to the EU level, influencing the policymaking process of 

EU enlargement. Unlike its fellow V4 states, Slovakia maintains the policy of non-recognition 

of Kosovo* as an independent state in its approach to the Western Balkans. Overall, Slovakia 

is committed to democratisation and the promotion of European values through the EU 

enlargement policy, which positively influences the Western Balkans’ European integration. 

In the case of Czechia, cultural ties, the tradition of democracy promotion, and economic 

interests are the key factors motivating its support of the Western Balkans’ European 

integration. Czechia is economically active in its cooperation with the region, especially in 

development aid and the energy sector. Czechia is an active member of the V4 platform, which 

is evidenced by its introduction and encouragement of numerous shared initiatives in the 

Western Balkan region. However, Czechia’s influence on the process of the Western Balkans’ 

EU enlargement is not significant due to the incoherence of its internal politics. While Czechia 

is committed to the democratisation of the Western Balkan region, its activity on this matter 

frequently amounts only to words, not deeds. Nevertheless, Czechia displays the potential for 

participating in the process of the Western Balkans’ European integration more actively. 

The analysis of the Visegrad MEPs’ enlargement discourses has demonstrated how national 

priorities are reflected in MEPs’ statements. It has helped to reveal the complexity of domestic 

political positions and differing priorities of MEPs from different parties and political groups 

in their assessment of the EU enlargement policy towards the Western Balkans. The discourse 

analysis has also provided insights into MEPs’ stances on further European integration. 
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The dominance of national ideological approaches towards the future shape of European 

integration is a distinctive trait of enlargement discourses of Hungarian MEPs from the ruling 

Fidesz party. Hungarian MEPs have repeatedly echoed statements of Prime Minister Orbán on 

various issues. For example, they highlighted the issue of migration as a security threat, 

criticised normative aspects of European integration and the EU’s alleged interference in 

domestic policies of EU Member States and candidate countries; they downplayed the role of 

EU conditionality and the rule of law norms, and uncritically promoted immediate accession of 

Serbia to the EU. Similarly, albeit to a lesser extent, enlargement discourses of Polish MEPs 

from the ruling PiS party were driven by conservative ideology and downplayed the rule of law 

conditionality.  

Pragmatic (utility-based) priorities largely dominated the MEPs’ arguments overall. The 

security priority is especially noticeable in the case of Poland. Polish and Hungarian MEPs 

across all political groups mentioned the stabilisation and geopolitical importance of the 

Western Balkans as the main justifications for the rapid enlargement to the region. The 

economy was rarely mentioned in the discourses, presumably being considered an ineffective 

argument for justifying enlargement to the Western Balkans. Normative discourses, on the other 

hand, were less frequent among the Visegrad MEPs. Slovak and Czech MEPs prioritised the 

promotion of European values and strict adherence to the norms of EU conditionality. Similarly 

to their Slovak and Czech colleagues, Polish and Hungarian opposition MEPs, contrary to their 

counterparts from the ruling parties, demonstrated their commitment to European values and 

norms, and highlighted the importance of EU conditionality.  

The thesis has contributed to the research on individual EU Member States’ approaches towards 

EU enlargement. It has highlighted similarities and differences between the Visegrad Group 

states’ approaches, examined the level of coordination of their shared policy towards the 

Western Balkans, and showcased the impact the V4’s approach has on the process of the WB6’s 

European integration. The analysis has discovered that the realist theory defining national 

interests as the main driver of EU Member States’ interest in EU enlargement is more applicable 

to Poland’s and Hungary’s approaches towards the Western Balkans’ EU enlargement. Poland 

perceives the EU enlargement policy as a tool for increasing its national security, while 

Hungary as an instrument to raise its political and economic influence. Slovakia’s and Czechia’s 

positions, stemming from cultural and historical ties, are somewhat different: they reflect the 

constructivist approaches to building the community based on shared values and norms. 

However, the activities of these two countries demonstrate that pragmatic priorities, national 

interests, and specificities of domestic policymaking still largely influence their approaches to 



 119 

the Western Balkans’ European integration. Overall, the Visegrad Group countries are active 

supporters of EU enlargement to the Western Balkans and have a certain level of coordination 

in their approaches. Still, specific national interests decisively dominate their individual 

approaches, hindering the V4’s ability to become a successful and influential collective actor 

and positively contribute to the process of the Western Balkans’ European integration. 
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