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On 31 March 2003, Macedonia welcomed the EU’s first-ever peacekeeping mission, named rather symbolically Concordia.
 In less than six months, the Thessaloniki Summit of the EU and the Western Balkans ended in lofty declarations stressing the membership perspective for the countries of the region (Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia, Macedonia, Serbia and Montenegro).
 The summit inaugurated the so-called European Partnerships geared towards institution-building and harmonisation with the acquis communautaire with a view to prepare the Western Balkans to join the EU in the following decade. When Macedonia submitted its application to join the Union in March 2004, it became the first country to do so with a EU police mission on its territory, Concordia’s heir Proxima.

What is unique about the Western Balkans is that the EU is present there as both a foreign policy and (quasi)enlargement actor. The Western Balkans are as much a concern for High Representative Javier Solana as for the European Commission. On one hand, the EU’s in charge of preventing conflict and stabilising, if not building up from scratch, the ethnically divided and politically volatile states and territories in the region. It facilitates peace agreements and imposes constitutional charters, runs cities, directly administers economies, dispatches peacekeepers and police officers. On the other, the Union drives forward its pre-accession agenda centered on wholesale implementation of legal and regulatory frameworks in functional areas such as trade, fiscal governance, consumer protection, competition, and the like. In the Western Balkans, one increasingly sees the old enlargement ‘business as usual’, reminiscent of the EU’s approach to the Central Europe and the Baltic members’ experience, as well as to Romania and Bulgaria currently completing their membership negotiations and aiming to  enter the EU in 2007.

The paper explores how this dual-key approach works, where the two tracks reinforce one another and where they clash. It traces the key moment in the EU’s strategy’s development after the early 1990s, and ends by making offering analytical observations.

The EU strategy crystallising:  the record of the 1990s

Back in the early 1990s, former Yugoslavia – a big chunk of what is nowadays labelled ‘Western Balkans’ - turned out to be the first crucial test for the EU’s Common Foreign and Security Policy inaugurated in Maastricht. Shortly after the first shot in the conflict were fired in Slovenia, the then Luxembourg Prime Minister Jacques Poos uttered the memorable phrase ‘Europe’s hour has dawned.’ The EC/EU’s diplomatic effort was aimed at halting violence, inducing the protagonists in the bloodshed to sit on the negotiation table, and preserving in some form the federal state. Reality did not match initial optimism. The split over the recognition of Croatia and Slovenia in late 1991, and particularly Germany’s Alleingang, showed the limits of the EC/EU’s ability to speak with one voice. Less than two years later, in June 1993, the Bosnian Serb assembly struck down the peace plan elaborated by Cyrus Vance and David Owen, representing the UN and the EU respectively. The Bosnian war was brought to an end only through the subsequent involvement of the US and NATO. Military intervention, long opposed by leading EU states like the UK and France, proved an effective tool for pacifying Bosnia. By contrast, the EU’s pre-1994 policy centered on diplomatic mediation failed, which was a heavy blow for CFSP too.

The fact that military provisions of the 1995 Dayton Accords were signed in Paris did little to cure the EU’s Bosnian malaise. Still, the EU administration of the Herzegovinian capital of Mostar reflected the Union’s growing commitment to engage with post-conflict societies on its southeast fringe. The international presence in Bosnia, though spearheaded by the NATO-led IFOR and SFOR and the High Representative appointed by the all-powerful Contact Group, meant a chance for the EU to reassert itself if not in the short, at least in the medium term.

The EU was relatively more successful in other parts of the Balkans, spared - at least in the period in question - by inter-ethnic violence. In 1993, Romania and Bulgaria concluded European Agreements, and two years later submitted their official membership applications alongside frontrunners like the Czech Republic or Hungary. This was not the case of Albania and Macedonia, considered less advanced in their reforms, politically risky, and embroiled in disputes with the EU Member State Greece. However, the two countries were over time included in the ranks of recipients of PHARE aid, granted trade concessions and additional funds under the OBNOVA (reconstruction) programme, and ultimately allowed to sign Trade and Cooperation (‘first generation’) Agreements with the EU. At the same time, the EU denied those benefits to rump Yugoslavia and Tudjman’s Croatia, even after the end of the war in Bosnia.  Post-Dayton Bosnia-Herzegovina was somewhere in the middle as it was granted PHARE assistance as well as some trade preferences, yet refused a first-generation treaty.
 

In the period 1995-99, the five Western Balkan countries were deemed non-eligible to be part of the enlargement group due to various reasons such as the persistence of authoritarian regimes, nationalist strife, domestic instability, and stalled economic reforms. This was evident from the so-called Regional Approach formulated by the Council to govern the EU relations with this particular group of states in 1996-7.
  The Regional Approach established a very strict political conditionality highlighting refugee returns, inter-ethnic reconciliation, regional cooperation and democratisation. Importantly, these EU demands was not backed by the promise of membership, which was the case conditionality regime established for the Central and East European applicants through the 1993 Copenhagen criteria. Instead, the EU offered carrots like trade and financial assistance to induce the states in question to embrace the Western agenda of building stability in the post-conflict Balkans.

Yet, the EU’s most important carrot, even at this early stage, was undoubtedly its immense power of attraction. For Albania and Macedonia, the first generation agreements and PHARE assistance did have value in themselves, but they were also seen as first steps on the path to accession.  Clearly, the Regional Approach was an effort to raise the profile of the EU’s CFSP following the failures of the early 1990s. It was the EU’s contribution towards building peace and stability in its war-torn backyard. At the same time, the Regional Approach, coupled with trade concessions and financial transfers from PHARE and OBNOVA, could be interpreted as a contractual framework linked, however remotely, to the prospect of accession. Here was a paradox. To project a power in its immediate neighbourhood, the EU had to make, at least implicitly, certain commitments to embrace the target-countries of its foreign policy as future members.  They, however, were far from meeting the minimum standards of statehood (in the case of Bosnia and even Albania), democratic governance (Croatia, Milosevic’s Yugoslavia), and economic stability. In 1997-99, graduating into the pre-accession group was not in sight. The dilemmas concerning the nature of EU engagement and the underlying commitments were already visible.

How Much is Enough?: the EU involvement after the Kosovo war

The violence in Kosovo leading to the NATO campaign against Yugoslavia introduced important qualitative changes in the EU’s policy towards South East Europe. If the US and NATO had done the dirty work of defeating Milosevic militarily, the ‘Europeans’ had to pay the bill and generate economic growth and political stability in the region. The Stability Pact launched by the German Presidency of the EU resurrected the idea of the ‘hour of Europe’, and this time the dawn was for real.
 It was clear that it was the EU’s job to assemble and coordinate a coalition of international donors. Yet, to be credible, the EU had to make certain promises to South East Europe. Due to internal divisions, the talk of membership as the goal was not as unqualified as the German Presidency envisioned. The Pact’s founding documents solemnly declared that  ‘The EU will draw the region closer to the perspective of full integration of these countries [in South East Europe] into its structures.’
 However, it was very much unclear how the Stability Pact squared with integration. It remained, by and large, post-conflict reconstruction strategy funded by the International Financial Institutions, the EU and its Member States. In terms of its approach, the Pact was not an accession platform. Initiated by the German Presidency and sanctioned by the Cologne Council, it was nonetheless placed institutionally under the OSCE. The EU was just one, albeit the most important, stakeholder amongst many. The Pact exemplified a trend: the EU took over the economy pillar within the Kosovo’s UN administration (UNMIK), but preferred sharing responsibility with a vast range of international actors.

The Stability Pact, however, contained only part of the story. Parallel to it, the EU launched the Stabilisation and Association Process (SAP) as a new instrument to upgrade its contractual relations with the Western Balkan states. It declared that whichever states meeting the Regional Approach standards could sign association agreements, mirroring the Europe Agreements with the Central and East European candidates.
 What is more, the EU agreed to open asymmetrically its markets even prior to the signature of such an agreement. Brussels also unveiled the Community Assistance for Reconstruction and Development, and Stability (CARDS) programme, which was to assist domestic reforms and reconstruction in the countries in question and replace PHARE and OBNOVA.
 

Although the EU insisted that the SAP was its contribution to the Stability Pact, it was clear that the former programme had much greater appeal.
  This had to do with the fact that being a contractual framework implemented by the Commission’s DG External Relations the SAP drew on the accession template than with the reconstruction and conflict-management oriented CFSP instruments. There were important indications about the direction into which the SAP was moving. The presidency conclusions of the Feira Council in June 2000 referred, for a very first time, to the Western Balkan countries as potential members of the EU.
  At the same time, the SAP completed the process of separating the Western Balkans from Stability Pact recipients Bulgaria and Romania, which were also given green light during the Helsinki Council (December 1999) to start membership negotiations. 

From stabilisation to association and back:  the EU’s policy 2000-2004

The dramatic changes in Croatia (January 2000) and Serbia (October 2000) pushed forward the EU-Balkan relations.  With reformist governments in power in all five Western Balkan countries, it was time to give even more substance to the SAP. At the Zagreb Summit in November 2000, heads of state and government from the Western Balkan and the EU Member States voiced clearly their mutual commitments. The SAP states undertook to push with political and economic reforms domestically, fight organised crime, and engage in regional cooperation in order to move closer to the EU. The EU talked about the Balkans’ European vocation, while on a more practical level declared readiness to implement fully the SAP, in particular through granting wide market access to region’s products and launching CARDS.
 The programme was subsequently granted 4.9 billion euro for the period 2001-2006. In March 2001, Macedonia signed its Stabilisation and Association Agreement (SAA), followed in November by Croatia. In November, the European Commission published for the first time annual reports on the progress in implementing SAP. Importantly, alongside the crucial political and economic conditions, the reports monitored the level of harmonisation with the EU’s acquis. By the late 2001, it was clear that the SAP was the EU’s main tool to deal with the Western Balkans. The Stability Pact was reduced to its mere complement, relevant to issue-areas such as liberalisation of trade in South East Europe, but hardly anything more than that.

With building blocks as the Feira commitment, the SAAs, CARDS, and the Commission reports, the SAP developed into what could be called, for a lack of a better term, a quasi-enlargement programme. In devising the SAP, the EU was clearly inspired by its experience in the post-communist countries of Central and Eastern Europe. The Commission modeled the SAP on the accession framework. Its conditionality vis-à-vis the Western Balkans was essentially rooted in the Copenhagen membership criteria, despite some specific conditions derived from the Regional Approach which focused on regional integration, refugee returns, and cooperation with the tribunal in The Hague.
 At the same time, the EU was reluctant to make any membership promises. It was unclear what followed once the implementation of SAAs was accomplished, neither were the EU was explicit under what circumstances a country could graduate into a full candidate eligible to open membership talks.

While the SAP made important steps forward in its development, one could have little doubts that it was not sufficient to address the security challenges on the ground. From the very outset, the EU had to deal with the Serbia-Montenegro rift within federal Yugoslavia, exacerbated during the Milosevic years under the pro-independence leadership of President Djukanovic in Podgorica. A mere month after the Zagreb summit, conflicts broke out in South Serbia and Macedonia pitting governmental forces against ethnic Albanian guerillas. Peace-building was still very much on the agenda, marginalising the association and integration elements within the SAP. There was a good dose of irony in the fact at the height of the 2001 clashes, Macedonia signed its SAAs negotiated over the preceding year. This was an occurrence with no precedent in the EU’s own history, but it also reflected the EU’s multidimensional approach towards the western Balkans combining intervention and inclusion.

The EU CFSP instruments were indispensable in tackling the political challenges posed by conflicts in various parts of former Yugoslavia. In August 2001, the major ethnic Macedonian and Albanian parties signed, under the watchful eyes of the US and EU mediators James Pardew and Francois Leotard, the so-called Ohrid Framework Agreement, which charted a broad programme with measures like constitutional reforms, administrative decentralisation, police reorganisation. On 14 March 2002, sustained pressure by Javier Solana led to the conclusion of the Belgrade Agreement between Serbia’s and Montenegro’s leaders preventing – for a period of time - the latter from staging a secession referendum, and paving the way to a new common state. Although the central level of governance in Solania (the name which the federation came to be known in Belgrade and Podgorica) is very weak, the EU insisted on economic integration to complete the political union. Unlike in Macedonia, this time the US was not present on the diplomatic table. The EU was flexing its muscles as a powerbroker in South East Europe, a decade after the series of fiascos in former Yugoslavia.

Conflict containment and integration: synergies and tradeoffs

With the Ohrid and the Belgrade Agreements the EU’s CFSP scored its first successes in terms of shaping post-Yugoslav security. In early 2003, when the loose federation (‘state union’) of Serbia Montenegro was finally born after a year of constitutional bickering, Brussels could justifiably claim parenthood rights. As never before, the EU now has direct impact on the maintenance of the territorial status quo and/or the management of volatile inter-ethnic relations. Not only was it applying pressure on states and government leaders, but guaranteeing borders, brokering ceasefires, imposing constitutional arrangements. Although NATO was still in charge of keeping peace on the ground, for example in Macedonia where the Essential Harvest (27 August – 26 September 2001) and Amber Fox (26 September 2001 – 15 December 2002) operations were launched in the wake of the Ohrid compromise, leading EU Member States as France showed growing ambitions to initiate a full-fledged mission of the union. The outcome was above mentioned Concordia followed by Proxima in Macedonia.  In January 2003, the EU also deployed a police mission in Bosnia, and now it is a matter of time before it assumes even more far-reaching responsibilities by replacing the NATO-run SFOR with its own peacekeeping force.
 In other words, the EU has finally had its Dayton, albeit the lesser intensity of the security challenges compared to 1995 (not to mention 1999).

It is interesting to ask whether and how the EU security-building effort squares with the SAP integration agenda. There are, no doubt, important overlaps. In all three CFSP target-countries: Macedonia, Serbia Montenegro and Bosnia-Herzegovina, the SAP conditionality highlights certain political requirements proceeding from various CFSP actions. Under the SAP, the European Commission enacts, in effect, political deals negotiated by the High Representative and his representatives. The SAP conditionality ties together progress towards integration with political goals such as the empowerment of ethnic minorities (Macedonia), the consolidation of central state institutions (Bosnia Herzegovina), and completion of a single market (Serbia Montenegro). Macedonia is required to implement fully the Ohrid agreement, and substantial CARDS funds have been allocated for that goal.
  A EU feasibility study for Bosnia issued in November 2003 links the signature of a SAA with 16 measures including the reintegration of the city of Mostar divided into Muslim and Croat parts.
 Finally, Serbia and Montenegro are required to negotiate common tariffs before the Commission okays a feasibility study on a future SAA.  SAP is, therefore, designed as not just a pre-pre-accession framework focused on institutional and legal convergence, but more fundamentally a state-building and state-consolidating instrument.

While in the Macedonian and Bosnian case, one could argue that the SAP and CFSP work synergetically, things are less certain with Serbia Montenegro. In Macedonia and Bosnia, the EU aims at preserving and strengthening the state by rendering its structures both more representative of ethnic diversity and more efficient. To proceed with their integration into the EU, those two states must meet the key preconditions of functioning statehood and sustainable inter-ethnic relations. By contrast, in Serbia Montenegro, the EU has prevented two relatively stable quasi-independent republics to amicably divorce, largely motivated by fears of knock-on effects on Kosovo, Bosnia-Herzegovina, and Macedonia. Belgrade and Podgorica have been unable to harmonise their trade policies, due to the clashing interests in agriculture.
 That in turn has proved an obstacle to their advancement in the SAP. There is a strong argument that the two would have fared better separately, even though the failure to cooperate with the criminal tribunal on former Yugoslavia in The Hague is still a crucial obstacle for Serbia. Overall, the CFSP agenda of keeping the region’s present borders intact has collided with the SAP goal of integrating the individual Western Balkan states into the EU.

Peace-building, institution-building, state-building

The EU dual-key strategy towards the Western Balkans developed gradually in the 1990s, partly in response to challenges within the region and partly as a consequence of the EU’s own evolution. At present, this strategy has reached the stage of relative maturity. Its two components are present side by side, yet they are easy to distinguish. For the sake of convenience, the first one could be labeled security-building, the other as institution-building.

Peace-building is directed by the High Representative and the Council and backed by the diplomatic clout and the nascent military capabilities of the Union. Its aim is the preservation of peace and territory integrity of the five Western Balkan states, although it is of lesser relevance to Croatia and Albania than to the other three in the pack where issues of borders and ethno-politics still loom large.

Institution-building is in the hands of the European Commission, and it is aimed at policymaking efficiency and compatibility with the EU standards (Bechev and Andreed 2004). With the European Partnerships and the rest of the innovations introduced by the Thessaloniki Summit (e.g. twinning of administrative staff), the Commission’s role is growing.  The SAP is rapidly turning into a mechanism for transposing the acquis communautaire and fostering institutional convergence following the third Copenhagen criterion. This is clearly the case of Croatia, which is now seen by the EU as fulfilling the necessary political, economic and legal conditions to start accession negotiations.
 

Arguably, the EU has been much more successful in implementing the latter agenda as it has the powers, resources and experience to do so. In addition, the Western Balkan states’ wish to join the Union, regardless of their preparedness, has been an incentive for them to put a greater emphasis on the pre-accession elements within the EU policy. However, the persistence of hard security risks highlights the need for credible EU peacekeeping and diplomatic involvement, especially at a time when the US attention has drifted away from South East Europe. The hitherto record is inconclusive.  The Macedonian (as well as the future Bosnian) military mission was inherited from NATO.  The EU is far from being able to shoulder similar obligations in hotspots like Kosovo, where Brussels’ input boil down to reconstruction aid and SAP-style institution-building.
  Where the EU has acted alone as in keeping Serbia and Montenegro together, this has backfired at its integration policy. 

The dictum that enlargement has been the only real foreign policy of the EU is largely valid for the Western Balkans. The EU conditionality tied to the fuzzy membership perspectives embedded in the SAP has been its most effective tool. It seems certain that all Western Balkan states will join the EU at some point, which is not the case of other EU ‘new neighbours’ like Moldova and Ukraine, and this is an incentive to comply with the entry rules.
  The trouble is that conditionality works with functioning states, which is a rare commodity in the Western Balkans. Building states requires much more than CFSP diplomatic pressure, peacekeeping and policing. It is still an open question whether the EU itself is up for the job and, if yes, how well-equipped it is to do it.
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