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Today and tomorrow, the informal meeting of the EU Foreign Ministers and their counterparts from the Western Balkans states will take place, in Salzburg (Austria). We welcome the initiative of the Austrian EU presidency to organize this meeting. It will provide the Foreign Ministers with an important opportunity to further the process of European integration of the Western Balkans. 

A few weeks ago the European Commission presented an interesting document outlining a new approach with regard to the Western Balkans: “The Western Balkans on the road to the EU: consolidating stability and raising prosperity”. 

There are some very positive elements in this new policy orientation. The European Commission proposes to extend assistance programmes for the Western Balkans; emphasis is put on the need for economic recovery. It is a good thing as well, that the Commission emphasizes that the governments of the Western Balkans have an ever growing responsibility themselves for the reform process. It is very important that the Commission acknowledges the role of civil society, as many governments are still very reluctant to have a true dialogue with civil society organizations and citizens’ initiatives. And last, but not least, the proposals for a system of ‘smart visas’, promoting various types of international and regional co-operation, are more than welcome. 

There are nevertheless some more critical remarks that have to be made on the proposals. In general, we think that the Commission is too optimistic about the changes in the Western Balkans. There are still many difficulties to be resolved, and many of the problems are related to the war heritage and the  fact that nationalistic parties are still dominant in the political and public spheres in most of the Western Balkans states. We feel, that the analysis is too general, that local peculiarities have to be taken into account more, in order to develop a more tailor-made strategy for each of the countries in this part of Europe. To our surprise, there is not a single reference in the Commission proposals on the important demand of full co-operation with the ICTY (Hague Tribunal). It remains paramount that this demand is presented over and over again. Clearly, European integration will be impossible as long as war criminals are at large. A serious point of concern is that reform of the judiciary is not handled properly by most governments in the Western Balkans; prosecuting war criminals in the local or national courts is hardly possible. The concrete proposals mainly focus on the economy. Only a few relate to strengthening democracy, the process of decentralization and the development of an open society. But this aspect of the reform process must not be forgotten or ignored. 

Working in and with many local communities throughout the Western Balkans, we see three main challenges for the upcoming period. We consider these challenges crucial, in order to offer the Western Balkans a true perspective for European integration. 

The proposals for the visa facilitation are important, but also too limited. We have pleaded for a number of years already for full abolition of the visa regime. This is the first challenge. Important steps need to be taken immediately to have smart visa regulations for all travel related to international co-operation schemes (such as municipal twinning contacts, school twinning, contacts among minority associations, networking of political parties, cultural co-operation, co-operation of religious communities), but also for the  category of separated families and potential returnees. 

Despite all the formal progress at the level of inter-governmental co-operation and institutional reforms, the overwhelming majority of citizens in the Western Balkans still do not see any, or only very limited, improvement in their living conditions. EU assistance should be much more targeted at the local level. This is the second challenge. If the citizens do not feel any concrete progress, they will lose interest in the European integration process. Pressure from below  is needed to speed up the reform process at the national and the regional level. Civil society dialogue is not very visible so far. EU diplomats and politicians should look more beyond the elites they encounter in the capitals, and involve active local groups at the provincial and local level as well. 

Euro-skepticism is widespread within the countries of the EU. Many citizens oppose any extension of the EU. It is therefore very important that the EU Foreign Ministers clearly voice that the future of the region of the Western Balkans is in the European Union. This is the third challenge. Now is the time for political leadership! We demand that from the governments in the Western Balkans, we demand that as well from the governments of the EU member states. 

The Western Balkans are part of Europe, and should find their place in the proper European structures. But a lot still has to be done, and the necessary reforms will not come about without active involvement by the citizens and by the European Union. The risk of a ‘black hole’ in Europe (surrounded by EU member states) -- of the Western Balkans becoming Europe’s ghetto -- cannot be ignored. The meeting in Salzburg can help prevent that.
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