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n The Balkans have been undergoing a difficult path since the end of the Cold War. 

Transition to democracy and market economy was an arduous process for people 
and institutions that had lived under completely different political and economic sys-
tems before. In addition, historical disputes among Balkan communities, which had 
largely been frozen during the Cold War, came to the fore again with new areas of 
competition. As a result, a number of inter-state and inter-ethnic conflicts took place 
in the Balkans during the 1990s. The wars in Bosnia and Kosovo showed clearly how 
much it needed to be done to bring a long-lasting peace and stability in the region and 
to ensure its economic development.

From the turn of the 2000s onwards, the EU integration process opened a new 
path for the Balkans by promising stability, order and economic development. The 
accession of the Balkan states to the European Union requires them to ensure the 
rule of law, a functioning market economy, and stronger democratic institutions and 
public administration. In order to receive the membership carrot, the Balkan states 
have embarked on a comprehensive reform process in all these areas. 

Consequently, four states (Slovenia, Bulgaria, Romania, and Croatia) have beco-
me member to the European Union so far. Four states (Macedonia, Montenegro, Ser-
bia, and Albania) have received candidacy status, while two (Bosnia and Herzegovina 
and Kosovo) are at earlier stages in their accession process. Even though the process 
has made the EU as the primary international actor in the region, the prolongation of 
the accession process has put the Western Balkans in limbo. In addition, the relative 
decline in its economic and political leverage in recent years has brought about the 
view that the EU is not irreplaceable. As a result, the six non-member states, who 
are still struggling with economic problems, are in the meantime looking for comple-
mentary, if not alternative, policies to speed up development and economic growth. 
While they continue to pronounce the EU as the first priority, they are furthering their 
relations with other actors, among which Russia and Turkey have lately become cons-
picuously active in the region. In the meantime, economic problems, shortcomings in 
democratization, liberalization and institutionalization, and the volatile dynamics of 
international politics, make the region vulnerable for destabilization. 

To discuss the current political issues faced by the Balkans and Turkey, the Foun-
dation for Political, Economic and Social Research (SETA) organized, with financial 
support of the Turkish Prime Ministry Presidency for Turks Abroad and Related Com-
munities (YTB), a convention of Balkan think tanks specializing on political research. 
The event, which took place on 10-12 June 2015 in Ankara, was attended by researc-
hers working at think tanks from Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Bulgaria, Croatia, 
Greece, Kosovo, Macedonia, Montenegro, Romania, Serbia, Slovenia, and Turkey. 

The convention included a two-day-long workshop, which consisted of six panels. 
Each panel included four interventions followed by an open roundtable discussion. 
The themes of the panel sessions were: 1) regional political issues of the Western 
Balkans; 2) international actors in the Balkans; 3) the EU integration process of the 
Balkans and Turkey; 4) Turkey in the Balkans; 5) repercussions of the Syrian civil war 
in the Balkans; and 6) energy issues connecting Turkey and the Balkans.
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This report summarizes the remarks made during the workshop.
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Panel 1
Challenges to the Stability of 
the Western Balkans: Key 

Regional Disputes
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Panel I 
Challenges to 

the Stability of the 
Western Balkans: 

Key Regional 
Disputes

Since the end of the Cold War, the Western Balkan 
countries have made remarkable achievements in 
political and economic transformation. Yet, a set of 
common problems and vulnerabilities are still ob-
served in most of the Balkan countries today. These 
include fragile rule of law and democratic governan-
ce, inconsistent fight against corruption, insufficient 
economic development, incomplete liberalization of 
the economy, and lack of strong cohesion among 
ethnic and religious groups. All these challenges 
have hindered rapid progress in terms of internal 
reform and regional cooperation. Even though all 
Western Balkan governments have declared their 
strong disposition toward EU integration for the last 
two decades, the steps they have taken for reform 
and regional cooperation have been slow and ina-
dequate. Without strong dedication of the regional 
actors, international efforts for peace and stability, 
such as the EU-led Belgrade-Pristina dialogue, 
have yielded only limited results. 

According to one opinion, long-term peace and 
tranquility cannot be assured in the Western Balkans 
without strengthening three essential values, i.e., de-
mocracy, rule of law, and human rights. The immaturity 
of democratic culture and institutions makes the region 
prone to authoritarianism, which can have very strong 
destabilizing effects. Due to a number of reasons, EU 
conditionality is not as appealing and credible a drive for 
reform as it was before. Furthermore, as a discussant 
argued, the example of Ivo Sanader may be discoura-
ging many Western Balkan leaders from undertaking 
serious reform, due to the concern of being convicted 
of their earlier wrongdoings. As a result, it is possible to 
observe a trend of authoritarianism in almost all Wes-
tern Balkan countries today, even if at varying degrees. 
This trend is not only a domestic-level challenge to de-
mocratization, but also a challenge to regional peace 
and stability. This is because, authoritarian leaders usu-
ally resort to populism and ethnic nationalism in order to 
gain or remain in power. To give a typical example, the 
ethnic-based discourse and agenda adopted by the le-
aders of the Republika Srpska (RS) has been not only a 
source of instability in Bosnia and Herzegovina, but also 
a main obstacle in the country’s Euro-Atlantic future. 

Two discussants argued that settling longstanding 
territorial disputes is essential for a lasting peace in 
the Western Balkans. Lingering aspirations for territo-
rial changes can lead to grave consequences. As seen 
clearly in Bosnia and Herzegovina, the nationalistic 
rhetoric used by circles belonging to all the three main 
elements undermines the viability of the state as well 
as the solidarity of people. As long as nationalism con-
tinues to be strong in the region, it will be difficult for 
peoples and governments to come together and for 
the region to move forward altogether.

The dialogue among Western Balkan nations will 
very much depend on the way how the shared past is 
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handled. As one discussant underlined, the conflicts 
and disputes in the Western Balkans are not primordi-
al; they were shaped under certain historical circums-
tances and were primarily elite-driven. Even today 
political elites often use nationalist arguments to play 
on the sentiments and fears of masses for their own 
political benefit. The use of nationalism as a political 
tool is therefore another challenge to regional peace. 
Instead of regarding inter-ethnic and territorial dispu-
tes as eternal and existential, political elites and peop-
le should be able to re-calculate their national interests 
according to the needs and realities of the present.    

Another salient problem in most of the Western 
Balkan countries is the corruption of the political eli-
te. As a recent example, in Macedonia, the opposi-
tion published wiretaps to expose the frauds of the 
government. This incident has caused serious tur-
bulence in domestic politics, which could, as seen 
in the Kumanovo incident in May 2015, trigger or fa-
cilitate a variety of new disputes and conflicts in the 
wider Balkan region. While the fighting in Kumanovo 
was going on, the Serbian government, apprehen-
sive of the security threat it posed, presented the 
issue to the United Nations well before the Macedo-
nian government. The Bulgarian government took a 
number of security measures along the Macedonian 
border. Kosovo and Albania also became alert, es-
pecially because their citizens were involved in the 
incident. These reactions illustrate the trans-border 
potential of intra-state dynamics and the fragility of 
regional stability in the Balkans.

The relative weakness of the rule of law in the 
Western Balkans also crystallizes in the weakness of 
institutions. With weak institutions, it is difficult to find 
sustainable solutions to problems. 

Despite experiencing common political, econo-
mic and social problems, it is still unclear whether 
Western Balkan governments and societies feel that 
they are on the same boat. Stronger dialogue and 
cooperation in the region is necessary. This will not 
only enable the Western Balkan governments to ef-
fectively tackle common problems, such as refugee 
issues and terrorism, but also lay the groundwork for 
resolving historical disputes and moving on towards 
a prosperous future. 

According to a discussant, even though the me-
mories of past conflicts and disputes are alive, states 
and societies in the Balkans need to find ways to move 
forward. Resorting to rational thinking will make poli-
cy makers realize that emotional and populist foreign 
policies are often unproductive. For instance, if Serbia 
re-calculates the costs and benefits of its Kosovo po-
licy, it may find that recognizing Kosovo and helping it 
become a strong and viable state will be a more opti-

mal policy than undermining and weakening Kosovo. 
While a weak Kosovo could be a security problem for 
Serbia and a source of instability for the Balkans, a 
strong Kosovo can offer opportunities for cooperation 
and collective development. Western Balkan countries 
can take the example of the rapprochement between 
Germany and France in the aftermath of the Second 
World War, which was in fact a more vicious war com-
pared to the recent conflicts in the Balkans.

Another serious challenge that the region copes 
with is the on-going irregular migration flows. With the 
influx of refugees from the Middle East and Africa, the 
Western Balkans have lately become a main transit 
route of irregular migration toward Europe. The increa-
sing pressure on borders, the intensification of human 
smuggling and organized crime, and the tragedies fa-
ced by the migrants pose serious risks and problems 
that cannot possibly be tackled singlehandedly by any 
government. Western Balkan countries need to come 
together and develop a regional response.

A discussant argued that some Western Balkan 
countries, especially those that are ahead of others 
in fulfilling the EU criteria, are concerned that regional 
integration would delay their own integration into the 
European Union. Instead of deepening their relations 
with their neighbors, these countries actually want to 
“escape” the region by joining the EU. 

A discussant underlined that in recent years there 
has been increasing cooperation among Western Bal-
kan countries, particularly in the areas of security and 
home affairs. Yet, political disputes, institutional short-
comings and the lack of coordination are hindering 
the progress of cooperation amongst governments. 
Historical thinking, existing stereotypes, and language 
barriers hamper strong inter-societal dialogue. Balkan 
societies are still marked by high polarization and low 
tolerance for cultural hybridity. The region also lacks 
strong institutions that would initiate and foster coope-
ration among countries. International incentives, even 
pressures, are therefore essential to accelerate regio-
nal cooperation in the Western Balkans. 

A discussant observed that Western Balkan count-
ries show little interest in their neighbors’ problems 
unless they are directly related to themselves or their 
congeners/coreligionists. According to another dis-
cussant, this is mainly because these countries are 
already overwhelmed by a number of political and 
economic challenges and spend their energy on them.

Another discussant warned about various ult-
ra-nationalist groups operating in various parts of the 
Western Balkans. Even if these groups appear mi-
nor and marginal, their potential to promote hatred, 
reproduce nationalist rhetoric, and provoke masses 
should not be overlooked.   
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Panel II
The Balkans 

and International 
Actors: 

Geopolitical 
and Economic 

Competition
Recent developments have been indicating that inter-
national geopolitics is re-shaping rapidly. Particularly 
the clash of interests and power between Russia and 
the Western world have become visible in some ge-
opolitical fault lines such as Syria and Ukraine. The 
Western Balkans have not yet become one of these 
fault lines, as the EU’s influence over the region is still 
high. However, the decline in the EU’s political and 
economic leverage has led to new emerging powers 
such as Russia, Turkey and China. 

Since the end of the Cold War, many parts of the 
world have been undergoing a phase of transition 
under a Kantian liberal democratic hegemony. In the 
Balkans, the transition has been along the lines of an 
EU-based understanding of development and a NA-
TO-based understanding of international security. 
A universal and societal model for development has 
been adopted by Balkan countries since the fall of 

Communism. Concomitantly, the idea of Euro-Atlantic 
integration has been embraced strongly; for being a 
part of the Western bloc is considered as indispensible 
for moving away from Communist values in exchange 
for adopting democratic ones. All Balkan states have 
regarded the EU, which would provide them with bet-
ter economy and security, as their final destination. 

However in recent years the institutional and finan-
cial crisis in the EU has exposed the deficiencies of 
the Euro-Atlantic model. The integration of the Eastern 
Europe in the EU, which was initially seen as a success 
story, has been in question; as some claim that the 
latest accessions (i.e., those of Bulgaria, Romania and 
Croatia) were premature. The on-going Greek debt 
crisis has also affected the EU’s enlargement policy 
negatively by making some member states more relu-
ctant toward further enlargement. 

In fact, both the EU and Balkan governments have 
their responsibility in the slow progress of the Wes-
tern Balkans’ integration in the EU. On the one hand, 
European institutions have proven ineffective so far in 
providing Balkan countries adequate political, eco-
nomic and institutional support for liberalization, de-
mocratization and EU integration. On the other hand, 
Balkan governments have largely failed to act decisi-
vely in undertaking the reforms asked by the Europe-
an Union. As the Balkan states still have a fairly large 
room for improvement in establishing a well-functio-
ning democracy and market economy, it is difficult to 
integrate them with the politically and economically 
advanced states in the EU. 

A discussant stressed that the common belief in 
the Balkans that the EU will resolve all their problems 
was a mistake. The region’s development must be 
based on the virtuous circle of “more economy” and 
“more security”, which will eventually result in “more 
EU integration”. Strengthening of democracy and ins-
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titutions is also required for EU integration. However, 
recent indicators show that with the exception of Alba-
nia and Kosovo, democratization is sliding backwards 
in the Balkans. It has become obvious that the gover-
nments engage in reform only when strong pressure 
comes from Europe. One needs to ask at this point 
until when the Balkans will and should rely on Europe. 

The geopolitical location of the Balkans is favorab-
le for attracting trade and investment, but at the same 
time it brings a number of challenges such as refugees 
and trans-border crime. As Balkan states do not have 
the capacity to handle these challenges alone, the EU 
needs to develop a well-coordinated regional approa-
ch to support these states. 

The EU’s reluctance and inability in following a 
clear strategy has strengthened Euro-skepticism and 
damaged its attractiveness in the region. In order to re-
pair its image and emphasize its commitment to enlar-
gement, the EU launched the Berlin Process in 2014. 
However, the Western Balkan states, who were in need 
of prompt solutions to their problems of underdevelop-
ment and unemployment, had already begun to look 
for alternative strategies. They started to develop new 
partnerships with other economic powers like Russia, 
Turkey, and China, in areas such as trade, investment 
and development. Today, the Western Balkan states 
are ready to receive whatever international actors offer 
to them. As they do not have enough power to set the 
rules of the game that they want to play, they are trying 
to profit from all the opportunities available.

The Russian policy in the Balkans can be said to be 
a selective and interest-based “macro strategy”, which 
neither cares about the welfare of Balkan societies nor 
offers a complete model for the region’s development, 
security, or communal values. Since the 1990s, the main 
strategy of Russia has been to monopolize the supply 
of energy, particularly natural gas, wherever possible. 
During the Putin era, Russia has increasingly been more 
intrusive in Eastern Europe and the Balkans. While un-
dertaking big energy projects, which would make these 
regions more dependent to Russia, Moscow has also 
endeavored for keeping the institutions of these count-
ries under its control. These policies have been more vi-
sible in Serbia and Bulgaria, both of which had common 
traditional and religious links with Russia. As a result, 
some Balkan states have become strongly dependent 
on Russia in energy, finance, and infrastructure. Russia 
often uses its monopoly in these sectors to gain political 
support. Dependence on Russia leads to stronger politi-
cal and economic ties with Moscow, and as seen in the 
Ukrainian crisis, it puts countries in a difficult diplomatic 
position if there is a rift between the EU and Russia.   

By offering material incentives, Russia hopes to 
entice Balkan countries to give up pro-Western ideas 

and opt for the so-called Eurasian integration. Even 
if Eurasian integration has no real appeal for Eastern 
European and Balkan countries, Russia will likely ad-
here to this cultural-civilizational and propagandist 
discourse as its relations with the EU remains sour. 

A discussant observed that Russia had managed in 
the last years to develop a particular way of political 
conservatism in Eastern Europe as an alternative to the 
European-style post-modern liberalism. This political 
culture involves authoritarian regimes similar to the sys-
tem that Vladimir Putin has been running in Russia, and 
statesmen like Nikola Gruevski in Macedonia and Viktor 
Orbán in Hungary appear to be following that example. 

Turkey, another rising actor in the Western Balkans, 
follows a different approach from that of Russia. It rat-
her implements a set of “micro strategies,” based on 
direct relations with communities. Through the use of 
these strategies, Turkey aims to expand its cultural, 
educational, religious and economic influence all over 
the region. Turkish businesses are growing in the Bal-
kans, particularly in the fields of telecommunications, 
transportation, infrastructure, and finance. 

A discussant claimed that Turkey’s Balkans poli-
cy was also a selective one, mostly directed at Tur-
kish and Muslim communities. Such an approach 
can have a destabilizing effect if it creates new di-
vision lines among communities of different cultural 
and religious belongings. 

China is also increasingly becoming active in the 
Western Balkans, especially in terms of economic 
cooperation. Trade relations between China and the 
region have grown significantly during the last deca-
de. The Chinese government has been promoting its 
“New Silk Road” vision, which, if realized, could serve 
as a tool for China to export more into Europe. For the 
same objective, China has also made a major invest-
ment in the Greek port of Piraeus.

Among other emerging economic actors in the Bal-
kans, a discussant singled out the United Arab Emira-
tes, which has recently launched an ambitious, if not 
aggressive, campaign of investments in Serbia. The 
discussant found this puzzling particularly because 
the UAE had been the first Arab country to recogni-
ze Kosovo and received strong protest from Belgrade 
back then. Another participant commented that even 
though there were different rumors about the motiva-
tions behind the Arab investments in the Western Bal-
kans, their amount and allocation in the region might 
simply be because of personal connections.   

According to a discussant, the strategies of Rus-
sia, Turkey, and China are only partial approaches and 
the long-term stability and development of the Wes-
tern Balkans still lies with European integration. Howe-
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ver, the enlargement process has slowed down and 
the EU has failed to develop a substitutive strategy to 
support reforms in the region. This vacuum may prove 
dangerous for the future of the EU, as well as of the 
Western Balkan countries.   

Russia is bound to be at odds with the EU in the 
Western Balkans if it keeps requesting Western Bal-
kan countries to relinquish European values and to 
re-orient themselves towards Eurasia. With regards to 
Turkey, some discussants argued that as an economic 
power it was not a yet a rival but a complementary 
substance to the EU. Another opinion was that Turkish 
activities in the Balkans did not always coincide with 
the EU’s universalism, as they were often directed at 
particular communities. 

It is obvious that the Western Balkan countries are 
pursuing economic benefits from different donors and 
projects. For a speedy development of the region, new 
ways to increase the attention of international actors 
to the region and to attract new investments should be 
developed. Developing a regional perspective would 
be an effective way to resolve the common problems 
that the Western Balkan countries are facing today. 
According to a discussant, the best way to attract lar-
ge foreign direct investment in the Western Balkans is 
through regional projects, as national economies are 
too small to offer large profits. Particularly regional in-
frastructure projects can be rewarding for both the in-
ternational investors and Western Balkan economies. 
It is therefore in the interest of Western Balkan count-
ries to develop regional projects that would bring fore-
ign investment in the short term and bolster regional 
cooperation and interdependence in the longer term. 
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Panel III 
The EU 

Integration of 
the Balkans and 
Turkey: Shared 

Experiences and 
Challenges

Both Turkey and the Western Balkans have a long his-
tory of relations with the European Union. Today, all 
Western Balkan countries regard the EU as their main 
destination, and their policies are often shaped by the 
accession criteria and other calls from the EU. However, 
since each of these countries have made different levels 
of progress in fulfilling EU criteria, making an overall as-
sessment of the region’s EU integration is difficult. 

Turkey’s integration into the EU (then the Europe-
an Communities) started as early as 1959 and Turkey 
received candidacy for full membership in 2004. No-
twithstanding all the progress made so far, there are 
still doubts about the future of Turkey’s EU accession 
process. Since 2006, the membership negotiations are 
virtually blocked because of the Cyprus question. 

Given the current political obstacles to Turkey’s 
integration in the EU, a discussant handled the civil 
society dimension of this process. The EU regards the 

civil society as a key actor to prepare candidate count-
ries for accession with the view that a stronger civil so-
ciety will not only consolidate democracy but also in-
tensify societal dialogue with Europe. Accordingly, the 
EU has been offering financial, technical and political 
support to NGOs in Turkey. This support has relatively 
increased from the mid-2000s onwards. 

However, due to mainly three reasons the EU’s civil 
society policy has not yielded desired results in Turkey. 
First, perceptions of this policy in Turkey are still ambi-
valent. Secondly, the EU generally assumes NGOs to 
be neutral actors; but in Turkey most of the NGOs have 
strong political and ideological orientations. For this 
reason, not all NGOs supported by the EU are genui-
nely working in accordance with EU values or Turkey’s 
membership perspective. Thirdly, the NGOs in Turkey, 
most of which are small and directly dependent on the 
EU’s support, have significant shortcomings in admi-
nistrative, technical and financial capacity. Their lack 
of professional and experienced personnel in the NGO 
sector makes it difficult for them to improve. As a re-
sult, even though the number of NGOs in Turkey has 
increased in recent years, the increase in the number 
of volunteers has been marked at a much slower pace, 
which indicates that a civil society culture has not yet 
been solidly established in Turkey. 

As a counter-example in the Western Balkans, the 
civil society in Montenegro, another EU candidate, ta-
kes an active part in the EU negotiation process, and 
its role is comparable to that of political parties. 

When it comes to the political relations between 
the European Union and the Western Balkan count-
ries, there are still considerable gaps that need to be 
bridged. Even though the EU declared the region as 
a part of Europe in the Thessaloniki Summit of 2003, 
only Croatia has managed to become a full member 
in the EU since then. According to the number of the 
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chapters that have been opened and provisionally clo-
sed, the closest candidate for EU membership at pre-
sent appears to be Montenegro. However, pessimistic 
voices regarding Montenegro’s membership still exist 
as accession is considered to be a political decision 
not necessarily determined by the candidate’s suc-
cess in fulfilling the criteria. 

Today, the EU Commission and some member sta-
tes are against enlargement at least until 2020. Argu-
ably, due to the internal and external crises it is facing, 
enlargement is not the EU’s main focus for the time 
being. Negative messages coming from the EU have 
been damaging the credibility of the enlargement pro-
cess, which has in turn decreased popular support to 
EU membership, discouraged governments from carr-
ying out reforms, and even affected the countries’ ex-
ternal relations. According to a discussant, the incon-
sistent attitudes in Europe and the lack of a coherent 
EU enlargement policy encourages actors like Russia 
to profit from uncertainty. 

The EU integration process of the Western Balkans 
has been based on two main elements, i.e., stabilizati-
on and association. Until recently, the general convicti-
on in Europe was that the stabilization stage of the regi-
on was over and the focus should be placed on fulfilling 
association. However, recent events in the region have 
increased the concerns that there is a considerable 
risk of destabilization. For the settlement of democratic 
norms and institutions, the Western Balkan countries, 
which are all relatively young democracies, need clear 
incentives and continuous support from the EU.

A discussant laid out four possible scenarios for 
EU enlargement towards the Western Balkans. The 
first is the continuation of the gradualist approach, 
which will likely lead to an unequal progress in the 
countries’ accession processes, with one or a few of 
them coming to a deadlock. Second scenario is the 
decline of membership expectations due to the EU’s 
strict application of conditionality, which will alienate 
Western Balkan countries from Europe. Third scena-
rio is the EU’s abandonment of enlargement due to 
its own problems. In this case the entire region may 
go under the influence of other international actors. 
Fourth scenario is the accelerated admission of all 
Western Balkan countries into the European Union, 
which will after all be a political decision requiring the 
resolution of disputes and possibly some relaxation 
in the acquis criteria. The discussant concluded that 
while the fourth scenario seems the least likely one be-
cause of the EU’s current lack of political commitment, 
the remaining scenarios involved too much risk for the 
region’s future. The EU should therefore explore new 
approaches to expediting the transformation and in-
tegration of the Western Balkans.

The Berlin Process is a positive development in this 
regard. Yet, it will not yield substantive results unless 
the EU and the Western Balkan countries genuinely 
commit to intensifying dialogue among each other. 
Another discussant suggested the creation of a dialo-
gue mechanism between the EU and Turkey for buil-
ding a common strategy in the Western Balkans; as the 
EU is struggling to be fully effective in the region alone. 

As observed in Croatia today, becoming member to 
the EU does not automatically end skepticism towar-
ds Europe. To obtain full membership, Croatia had to 
undergo a lengthy and challenging stabilization and 
association process. Those championing EU mem-
bership hoped that membership would bring more EU 
funds, better foreign investment and faster economic 
growth. However, for almost two years of membership, 
no significant improvement in economy and employ-
ment has been observed. External debt, dependence 
on foreign funds, and the rate of unemployment are 
still high. At its accession to the EU, Croatia had to le-
ave CEFTA, which had provided a market for its small 
domestic industries and agricultural production. The 
amount of Croatia’s financial contribution to the EU so 
far exceeds the amount it has received. 

For a discussant, while the lack of strong financial 
structure and bad management by the political elite 
are among the causes of the economic and financial 
problems in Croatia, the greater responsibility for the 
current situation falls upon international actors. This 
is primarily because, for more than two decades poli-
tical, economic, and social life in the country has been 
under the strong influence of international actors such 
as the European Commission, the World Bank, the 
United States and Germany. From the 2000s onwards, 
neoliberal reforms, which were the political conditions 
for EU membership, resulted in privatization of valuab-
le state properties, liberalization of the food imports, 
and regulation of the energy prices, all of which were 
injurious to Croatia’s economy. Privatizations created 
the crony capitalism of particularly German and Aust-
rian capital, which has been flowing into Croatia since 
the declaration of independence. Reforms for the sake 
of fulfilling EU criteria also required borrowing large 
amount of loans, which augmented the country’s ex-
ternal debt. As a result, Croatia entered into the EU as 
a country in Europe’s periphery and the unequal eco-
nomic relations with the core continues as “a new form 
of colonialism”. Croatia’s negative experiences during 
its EU and NATO membership, which are being voiced 
by the opponents of Euro-Atlantic integration, may 
also complicate the public opinion in other Western 
Balkan countries regarding the EU. 

Another discussant responded that the EU should 
not be regarded as a problem-solving machine but a 
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stable and progressive bloc with high economic and 
democratic standards. It falls upon the governments 
to resolve their own problems, while the EU can only 
provide assistance and encouragement. If there is 
strong commitment to reform and institutionalization, 
EU integration will yield positive results. As an examp-
le, Romania has made a remarkable progress in terms 
of consolidating the rule of law, and this owes much to 
the judicial reforms conducted for fulfilling EU condi-
tionality. The reforms also increased the success in fi-
ghting corruption, which had been undermining public 
morality and economic development for decades. The 
reforms did not bring immediate success, though; it 
took some years for the resistance against the imple-
mentation of reforms to break and the real results to be 
achieved. The Western Balkan countries should also 
keep patient and implement the reforms persistently.   

The Macedonia example has shown that the pro-
longation of integration process diminishes the EU’s 
transformative power over accession countries. Its 
name dispute with Greece has long been blocking 
Macedonia’s membership to the EU, and this has 
been among the primary causes of the slowdown of 
reforms and the emergence of autocratic tendencies 
in the country. According to a discussant, in order to 
start negotiations without much delay, the EU can use 
creative methods such as handling the name dispute 
as a separate chapter.

Even though the EU remains the main donor in 
the Western Balkans, given the fluid dynamics in the 
region it is by no means irreplaceable and what it has 
achieved so far can reverse in a short period of time. 
The rise of new political and economic actors alre-

ady indicates that the EU’s power in the region is not 
what it used to be earlier. 

According to one view, the European Union’s stri-
ct application of conditionality and its reluctance and 
pessimism regarding the Western Balkans can comp-
licate the integration of the region, which will be an 
unfavorable outcome both for the region and the EU. 
In order to accelerate the integration, the EU needs to 
revise its enlargement policies. 

Other discussants argued that the EU should keep 
applying conditionality to the Western Balkan count-
ries as there have been signals that these govern-
ments are not “doing their homework” but waiting for 
Europe to get tired and accept them in. According to 
this view, even if some of these countries are currently 
developing new partnerships with third countries, in 
the long term they will all prefer to be in the EU. Thus, 
strict application of conditionality will likely accelerate 
reforms in these countries, while any concessions may 
damage the EU’s credibility, hence its transformative 
power. In addition, leaving some reforms to the after-
math of accession is not a good idea as is seen in the 
examples of the new members to the EU; as long as 
full membership is achieved, there remain no strong 
incentive or pressure for carrying out new reforms. 

Another discussant opined that the Western Balkan 
countries should accelerate domestic reform whether 
or not the EU pushes for it. With a better administrati-
on and stronger institutions, the economy and security 
of these countries will improve, and their accession 
to the EU will be easier. On the other hand, the more 
governments resist introducing reforms, the more they 
will experience difficulty in cooperating with the EU.  
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Panel IV
Turkey’s New 

Activism in 
the Western 

Balkans: Policies, 
Practices and 

Reactions
Turkey, unlike many other international players in the 
Western Balkans, has a centuries-long history of re-
lations with the region. The strengthening of Turkey’s 
presence and influence in the Balkans has been a con-
tinuing trend since the early 1990s. When the Cold War 
ended, new opportunities and challenges of the new 
world order urged Ankara to act more pro-actively in 
the surrounding regions, including the Balkans. Accor-
dingly, Turkey endeavored to develop new policies that 
would offer more economic involvement and eventual-
ly a stronger political influence. Turkey’s main political 
goal was to become a pivotal state within its region, 
which involved becoming an influential regional player 
in the Balkans. Achieving this would naturally entail a 
multi-dimensional approach and the advancement of 
relations with all Balkan countries and societies. 

However, until the early 2000s, there was only 
limited progress in the achievement of these ob-

jectives. A number of external and internal factors 
hindered Turkey’s active involvement in the Balkans. 
Conflicts and tensions in the region and the slow 
transition to market economy discouraged Turkish 
businessmen from investing in the Balkans, despite 
geographical proximity. The wars in Bosnia and Ko-
sovo urged Turkey to side with Muslim communities 
against Belgrade. As a result, its relations with not 
only Belgrade but also all Serb communities in the 
Balkans remained very limited until the 2000s. Ne-
vertheless, Ankara endeavored to contribute to the 
peace of the region alongside the international com-
munity, by offering mediation and participating in pe-
ace missions. Its unilateral regional initiatives were 
limited and did not go against the initiatives of the 
international community. During these years, Turkey 
signed some bilateral agreements with countries like 
Macedonia and Albania on matters like commercial, 
military, educational and cultural cooperation.

Internal difficulties made a pro-active foreign poli-
cy difficult as well. Frequent changes of governments, 
most of which were coalitions, made a coherent, ca-
refully-planned, and far-sighted foreign policy difficult. 
Turkey’s economic situation was also precarious. Es-
pecially the two grave crises in 1994 and 2001 put a 
heavy blow on the Turkish economy. As a result, Tur-
kish businesses did not flourish rapidly and their entry 
in foreign markets remained slow.

The general principles and concerns of Turkey re-
garding the Balkans have remained more or less the 
same since the early 1990s. Turkey deems the mainte-
nance of peace, stability and economic development 
of the region important, primarily because political and 
economic problems in the Balkans can affect Turkey’s 
security negatively. As a country implementing export-
led growth strategy since the early 1980s, Turkey has 
aimed to develop its economic relations with the Bal-
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kans, which is geographically close to the industrial 
centers of Turkey. Politically speaking, Turkey’s long-
term objective in the post-Cold War period has been 
to become a pivotal state among a number of different 
geographical regions and an influential regional player 
in these regions, including the Balkans. 

In the meantime, Turkey’s approach to the Balkans 
has another aspect, which is the special attention to the 
welfare and well-being of the ethnic Turks and Muslim 
people. As these populations largely consider Turkey 
as a kin state, Turkey has assumed the responsibility 
of providing help and assistance to them in areas such 
as security, education, health, and religious affairs. Ne-
vertheless, due to its long-term ambition to become a 
pivotal regional power, it would be unwise for Ankara 
to construct its Balkans policy solely upon Turkish and 
Muslim populations, disregarding other political and 
social actors. This is why Turkey has been careful to 
portray a balanced attitude in the Western Balkans.

While Ankara has maintained these general concer-
ns and objectives since the end of the Cold War, the 
methods and intensity of Turkey’s engagement with the 
region have shown a significant change from the mid-
2000s onwards. The political stability and economic 
progress Turkey enjoyed during the 2000s encouraged 
Ankara for more dynamism in foreign affairs. Turkish 
businesses, which flourished rapidly during the same 
period, sought opportunities for markets and invest-
ments abroad, and this affected Turkey’s economic ac-
tivity in the Balkans positively. Turkish NGOs, suppor-
ted by new public institutions, undertook international 
projects and fostered Turkey’s social and cultural relati-
ons with other societies, including those in the Balkans. 

Regional political and economic circumstances 
during the 2000s were also favorable for Turkey to de-
epen its relations with the Balkans. The common EU 
membership vision of the Western Balkan countries 
rendered the region relatively peaceful and stable com-
pared to the 1990s, making these countries focused 
on reform and economic progress. This was an ideal 
atmosphere for Turkey to implement a balanced and 
multi-sided policy based on soft power instruments 
like free trade agreements, visa-free travel, develop-
mental aid, and language education. Turkish soap 
operas increased Turkey’s attractiveness in the eyes 
of Balkan societies. Later, the global economic crisis, 
which negatively impacted not only the whole region 
but also some investors to the region, augmented Tur-
key’s role and prestige in the Western Balkans even 
further. As its economy remained relatively unharmed 
by the crisis, Turkey was regarded in the region as one 
of the most promising investors, and Balkan countries 
continuously called for stronger economic relations 
with Turkey. Consequently, the trade volume between 

the Western Balkans and Turkey has increased more 
than fourfold since 2002. Turkish investments in the re-
gion has increased significantly, if not steadily, as well.

A discussant argued that Turkey is perceived as an 
ascending power in the region and this ascendancy 
has been regarded as concomitant to the consolidati-
on of the AK Party rule. Being considered as the archi-
tect of the Turkish foreign policy, Ahmet Davutoğlu has 
been a key figure in determining Turkey’s approach 
in the Balkans as well as in other regions. Under the 
discourse of “zero problems with neighbors,” he has 
aimed to reach as many actors, societies, and states 
as possible. According to the discussant, Davutoğlu’s 
emphasis on conflict resolution, international peace 
and stability has been a key factor in erasing the mi-
litaristic image of Turkey’s past and making Turkey’s 
soft power-based policies succeed. 

A discussant commented that unlike during the 
first two AK Party governments, Turkey has not un-
dertaken a major diplomatic initiative in the Balkans 
for the last few years. Another discussant responded 
that in the aftermath of the Arab Spring Turkey’s pre-
occupations with the Middle East had slowed down 
its active involvement in other regions. Due to imme-
diate security concerns, particularly those caused by 
the Syrian civil war, the energy and attention of Ankara 
has been largely focused on the affairs of the Middle 
East. In addition, domestic-level disputes and suc-
cessive elections during the last couple of years have 
caused some degree of instability in Turkish politics. 
Consequently, even though Turkey’s investments in 
and trade with the Western Balkans have been inc-
reasing, Turkey’s political initiatives for regional coo-
peration has not yet made a significant progress. The 
normalization of Turkish domestic politics and the res-
toration of peace in the Middle East are necessary for 
Turkey’s more active engagement and stronger politi-
cal role in the Balkans.

The crises and conflicts in the aftermath of the Arab 
Spring have made it impossible for Turkey to actualize 
its “zero problems” vision properly in the Middle East. 
In contrast, when we look at the Balkans, the absence 
of conflicts and the countries’ search for stability and 
prosperity has provided a permissive background con-
dition for the implementation of this policy. According 
to a discussant, any future conflict in the region will 
work against Turkey’s influence in the Balkans by pus-
hing it to pick a side and consequently to reduce its 
relations with the other side(s) to a lower level.

There have been different reactions in the Wes-
tern Balkans regarding Turkey’s activism. On the one 
hand, governments and people have largely welcomed 
Turkey for its economic contributions, developmental 
projects, and efforts for mediation. Muslims and ethnic 
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Turks are also happy with the increasing presence and 
support of Turkish public institutions and civil society 
actors in the region. On the other hand, there are still 
suspicions, particularly among the Christians, that Tur-
key might have a “hidden agenda” in the Balkans. This 
is largely due to the belief that Turkey has a preferential 
treatment to Muslim populations in comparison to the 
Christians. Some nationalists even fear that Turkey is 
pursuing “re-colonization” in the Balkans. Neverthe-
less, positive expectations towards Turkey, both as an 
investor and a political balancer, outweigh these fears 
for the moment. For instance, a discussant argued that 
the fair and impartial attitude Turkey has shown towar-
ds Macedonians, Albanians and Turks in Macedonia 
could be an indicator to show Turkey’s potential as a 
balancing actor, which could encourage dialogue and 
cooperation among bickering actors in the region.

One feature of Turkey that makes it attractive in the 
Western Balkans is that it is a monolithic actor, unlike 
the EU. Unrestrained by lengthy bureaucratic proces-
ses and political conflicts of interest, Turkish instituti-
ons can work fast and their projects can yield quick 
results. For the sake of effectiveness, Western Balkan 
countries, who are in need of economic sources and 
developmental assistance, often prefer to cooperate 
with Turkish institutions. On the other hand, particular-
ly in Bosnia and Herzegovina, the low degree of coo-
peration between Turkish institutions and their interna-
tional counterparts has sometimes led to speculations 
regarding the implementation Turkish-led projects, as 
well as the genuine motivations behind them.     

For a discussant, relations between Turkey and 
Bosnia-Herzegovina are dominated by reciprocal sen-
timents of Turks and Bosniaks towards each other, 
whereas Serbs and Croats approach Turkey largely 
on rational, i.e., economic grounds. The expectations 
in Bosnia-Herzegovina for Turkish investments have 
not been fulfilled yet. For stronger economic relations 
between the two countries, each side has to fulfill its 
responsibility. The administrative structure and bure-
aucratic complications in Bosnia-Herzegovina do not 
offer a convenient business environment to foreign in-
vestors. The government of Bosnia-Herzegovina nee-
ds to take necessary steps to facilitate foreign invest-
ment. In the meantime, Turkish public and non-state 

actors, as well as their Bosniak counterparts, need to 
go beyond romanticism and spend more endeavors to 
get to know and better understand each other. Anot-
her discussant added that Bosnians’ disappointment 
with regard to the amount of Turkish investments and 
the trade volume with Turkey might also be stemming 
from the fact that they often confused business with 
developmental aid. Due to the high degree of depen-
dency on external aid since the war, there is still too 
much expectation in Bosnia-Herzegovina from exter-
nal actors, even in the areas of business and commer-
ce, which should normally be based on give and take. 

According to a view, in recent years Turkey has 
been applying different policies in different regions. 
While largely appealing to moderate Islamic factions 
in the Middle East, it has followed a society- and 
region-based approach in the Balkans. Contrary 
to concerns from certain circles, Turkey has so far 
been careful not to present itself in the Western Bal-
kans as an alternative to the EU. It has rather offered 
its contribution to the development of the region. 
Another discussant claimed that despite the intensi-
fication of relations from the 2000s onwards, Turkey 
has not yet displayed the economic capacity and 
political weight that could make it compete with the 
magnetism of the EU for Western Balkan countries. 
In addition, Turkey’s cultural influence is still mostly 
limited to the Muslim population in the region.

Today, Turkey regards the German-led Berlin Pro-
cess positive as long as it contributes to the normaliza-
tion and long-term stability of the Western Balkans. At 
the same time, Ankara asks the European Union to treat 
all candidates equally and to not let the Berlin Process 
relegate Turkey’s accession process to a secondary 
status. As Turkey has also been pursuing EU mem-
bership, Balkan policies of Turkey and the EU should 
not necessarily conflict with each other. A discussant 
suggested that Turkey should create and follow such 
a strategy in the Balkans that would work within the 
EU framework so both these two actors would proceed 
on a parallel track. According to another view, Turkey 
has strong potential to help and guide Western Balkan 
countries to adopt membership criteria. Such an un-
dertaking will be welcomed by the EU and will dispel 
the doubts about Turkey’s motivation for EU accession. 
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Panel V
Reflections of 

the Syrian Civil 
War and the ISIL 
Phenomenon in 
Turkey and the 

Balkans
For more than one year, the international community has 
focused on the emergence of ISIL and its consequences 
in the Middle East and beyond. Just like the years betwe-
en 1999 and 2009 marked the decade of al-Qaeda, at 
present we can see a rise in what can be called ISIL’s 
time and it appears that this will continue for some years. 

ISIL was born in Iraq, a country which has been 
in a constant state of internal conflict and instability 
since the U.S. invasion in 2003. A key reason behind 
the emergence and rapid strengthening of ISIL was the 
failure of the Iraqi government to develop an inclusive 
approach for the Sunni population. The marginaliza-
tion of the Sunnis in politics and state administration 
made them increasingly disappointed with the Bagh-
dad government. To show their discontent, the Sunnis 
started with peaceful demonstrations but the gover-
nment increased its pressure leading in turn to their 
radicalization. Many moderate Sunnis then started to 
align with radical groups, which gradually gained more 

ground as ethnic and sectarian conflicts went on. 
Among these factors, ISIL, which was led by former 
Baath commanders and equipped by modern Ameri-
can weapons, rapidly grew strong. The stronger ISIL 
grew the more support it gained from the discontented 
Sunni population, both voluntarily and through intimi-
dation. Not before too long, it spread to Syria, where 
a large number of Sunni factions were fighting against 
the unpopular and autocratic Assad regime. 

Today, ISIL is a quasi-state actor controlling about 
one-third of both Iraq and Syria, a territory approxi-
mately as large as the Great Britain. Its army, which is 
almost in the size of the Iraqi army, is equipped with 
modern weapons. In actual fact, governing a territory 
makes ISIL different from other terrorist organizations 
like al-Qaeda and Taliban. The activities of ISIL are not 
limited only to Iraq and Syria, however. The organization 
has expanded to Europe and Africa as well. Countries 
with mixed Sunni and Shia population are presumably 
the ones that are under the most imminent threat of ISIL 
attacks. Considering this, ISIL will face difficulty in spre-
ading its ideology in predominantly Christian societies, 
and therefore is unlikely to become a big security threat 
for Europe. On the other hand, Turkey, which has already 
faced a number of attacks by ISIL, has to keep vigilant. 

Since 2005, Turkey has formally described ISIL and 
its affiliates as terrorist organizations. Especially from 
the year 2014 onwards, ISIL has posed a serious secu-
rity threat for Turkey, which has over 1200 kilometers 
of borders with Syria and Iraq. The Turkish parliament, 
acknowledging this threat, adopted a resolution in Oc-
tober 2014 allowing cross-border military operations 
whenever necessary. The resolution also permits the 
stationing of foreign troops in Turkey and their use in 
operations in Syria and Iraq. Turkey also allowed the 
international coalition to use its military infrastructure. 
In response to the tragedy faced by the civilians, Tur-
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key opened its borders to over two million refugees 
from Syria and Iraq. Over recent months Turkey has 
increased border security measures to prevent fore-
ign fighters coming from Europe and joining terrorist 
forces in Iraq and Syria. Hundreds of suspicious pe-
ople were detected in airports and bus stations and 
deported eventually. Turkey has also been endeavo-
ring to cut the economic sources of ISIL, especially in 
terms of oil smuggling. However, the fact that Turkey 
has long borders with Syria and Iraq makes the control 
of trans-border movements difficult. This difficulty is 
further exacerbated by the mass influx of civilians that 
are fleeing the civil war. According to estimates, there 
are 600 to 800 ISIL-affiliated people in Turkey.

Collective efforts of the international community to 
counter ISIL have been only partly effective. Despite the 
formation of a wide-ranging international coalition, the 
strength and resoluteness in the fight against ISIL is not 
at the desired level. Countries are often trying to pass 
the responsibility on the shoulders of others. Major in-
ternational actors do not show much enthusiasm to 
defeat ISIL in the short term, and appear to wait for its 
failure and weakening with the pass of time. For effecti-
ve results in the short term, the on-going air bombard-
ments should be complemented with a ground operati-
on. Yet, a collective military operation does not appear 
forthcoming before the international actors agree on the 
future of Syria and Iraq after the defeat of ISIL.

In the long term, however, fighting radical groups 
will not put an end to the extremism emanating from 
the Middle East. Instead, the international community 
has to deal with the root causes that give birth to and 
strengthen such movements. Considering that secta-
rianism was one of the key reasons for the birth and 
spread of these groups, establishing more inclusive 
and democratic regimes in Iraq and Syria is imperati-
ve. Otherwise, even if ISIL is eliminated one day, mar-
ginalized groups having no viable political channels to 
defend their rights will resort to violence in the future. 
The international community should support the states 
in the Middle East so that they would function properly 
and provide basic services to their citizens. As states 
continue to fail in the region, non-state actors with ra-
dical ideologies will fill the vacuum.  

As for the Balkans, a discussant observed that radi-
calization had not yet developed into a major challenge 
comparable to corruption and organized crime. Ne-
vertheless, a few hundred Muslims in the Balkans have 
joined ISIL and other groups fighting in Syria. Poor 
level of education and development in many parts of 
the Balkans is providing a suitable background for the 
spread of extremism. It is not surprising to observe that 
most of the people who join extremist groups such as 
ISIL are of low education and/or have criminal history. 

Another factor that has pushed people towards ext-
remism is the double standards of Balkan governments 
in approaching the Muslims and respecting Islamic valu-
es. For instance, while expressing negative views about 
national heroes and politicians are often punished by 
law, there are no restrictions upon insulting religious va-
lues and personalities like the Prophet of Islam. Christian 
religious symbols are far more publicly visible in the re-
gion compared to the Muslim ones. Such discriminatory 
practices have kept the “we/they” dichotomy between 
Muslims and non-Muslims alive, driving some Muslims 
that feel vulnerable towards extremist organizations. 

The civil war in Syria, the rise of ISIL, and the Syrian 
refugee crisis have created some challenges for Balkan 
governments, which had had no previous experience in 
handling similar situations. The fact that many Syrians 
have been using the Western Balkans as a transit route 
to Europe led these governments to revise their immig-
ration management and border control practices. This 
revision was also necessary due to the security threats 
created by the fighters joining ISIL from the region. Go-
vernments have taken a number of measures to contain 
radicalization both at the stage of recruitment and in the 
aftermath of the fighters’ return from the Middle East. 

Some discussants emphasized that Balkan go-
vernments should plan carefully how to handle their 
citizens whose links with radical groups are detected 
and those who return home after fighting in the Middle 
East. Fighting these groups heavy-handedly may lead 
to further radicalization. Instead of merely punishing 
the returnees, the governments should resort to cons-
tructive methods aiming to re-integrate them into the 
society. This is because, if they went to the war with 
no intention to commit terrorist acts but to help their 
Muslim brethren against the Assad regime, de-radica-
lization and rehabilitation programs would be more ap-
propriate ways to deal with them than putting them in 
prison. Moreover, since it is not yet clear what exactly 
these fighters have done in the Middle East, accusing 
them of war crimes or terrorism would be unjustified. 

According to some discussants, another challenge 
that the Balkans are experiencing is the politicization of 
terror. A typical way of politicizing terror is defaming poli-
tical opponents -even if they are not Muslim- of being so-
mewhat connected with ISIL or another terrorist group. 
In order to legitimize their political goals, political actors, 
including governments, may exploit public concerns 
about security and attack certain groups on the groun-
ds that they support terrorism. An example to this is the 
arrest in Republika Srpska of a group of Muslims having 
a copy of Koran in their houses. Governments should be 
aware that adopting such policies will likely backfire; ra-
dical groups will use this to legitimize their causes and 
their arguments will sound more appealing for Muslims. 
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Panel VI
 Turkey and 
the Balkans 

in International 
Energy Politics

Due to their limited hydrocarbon resources, most of 
the Central and Eastern European countries have to 
import oil and gas, and Russia has been the main 
exporter to these regions. Some Balkan and Central 
European countries, such as Bulgaria, Serbia, Slovakia 
and Hungary, are highly dependent on Russian supply 
of energy. Overdependence to Russian energy creates 
a security risk to not only these countries but also the 
region as a whole. The risk is aggravated by the incre-
ase in the demand for energy and the shortcomings in 
energy infrastructure and efficiency. 

The EU has for some time been looking for alterna-
tive energy resources other than Russian oil and gas to 
make sure that its energy supply is not interrupted and 
the prices remain stable. The growth of political tensi-
ons with Russia in recent years has accelerated these 
efforts. The EU also wants to implement energy market 
legislation with a strong competition policy to protect 
the consumers from future abusive acts by Russia.

In recent years thanks to the so-called “shale gas 
revolution” in the United States and the concomitant 

decrease in the US energy imports, the European mar-
ket was able to diversify its natural gas sources to a 
certain degree. Both the decline in its share in the EU 
market and the fall of gas prices due to the increased 
supply have been undesired for Russia. Furthermore, 
the antitrust case against Gazprom, which was opened 
by the European Commission in 2012, can lead to furt-
her complications for the Russian gas exports to Euro-
pe, if the company is found guilty of pricing abuses.

While these developments are creating pressure on 
Russia, it is still early to talk about the end of the Russian 
predominance in European and Balkan energy market. 
Further diversification of sources does not seem pos-
sible in the short term, due to the political crises in the 
Middle East as well as the high costs of unconventional 
methods of extraction and transportation. The EU’s goal 
of incorporating the Balkan and Black Sea countries into 
its energy network requires substantial investments to 
build up a regional infrastructure and dedicated efforts 
for market integration and liberalization.

The undergoing pipeline projects are changing the 
dynamics of international energy politics, and there will 
be new competitors to Russian gas in the European mar-
ket. While the EU wants to incorporate the Balkans into 
its energy network with new sources and suppliers, Rus-
sia, unwilling to lose its monopoly, is endeavoring to se-
cure its market in the Balkans through big investments, 
special offers and bilateral agreements. Hence, the Bal-
kans are gradually becoming a battleground over energy. 

The recent crisis in Eastern Ukraine has increased 
the energy security risks for the Balkans and the Black 
Sea region, and the European Union does not appear 
to be prepared to help these countries adequately deal 
with future energy crises. Today, the lack of a realis-
tic EU energy policy, the failure of the energy dialogue 
with Russia, and the government deficits in the energy 
sector are among the key challenges in this regard. 
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The first important step taken for the integration of 
the Eastern Europe to the EU energy network, Energy 
Community Treaty was concluded with Serbia, Monte-
negro, Croatia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Albania, Uk-
raine and Moldova. Even though the treaty has been in 
force since 1 July 2006, it has not come into full effect 
due to problems regarding the rule of law, weak public 
administration and infrastructural shortcomings in the-
se countries. If these countries would like to end their 
dependency on Russian gas, they need to cooperate 
to tackle and eliminate their common problems.

Despite the efforts of international organizations for 
regional integration, Balkan countries are still pursuing 
their energy security largely through bilateral agree-
ments. However, the need for infrastructural improve-
ments and cross-border connections cannot be effec-
tively fulfilled with such an individualistic approach. The 
European Union should intensify its efforts towards es-
tablishing a European energy union including the Balkan 
countries. This should involve a common mechanism for 
energy trade bargaining, expansion of regional gas and 
power interconnectors, construction of new storage fa-
cilities, market liberalization and energy efficiency.  

A participant stated that pipeline projects can be 
a way of developing stable relationships in the Bal-
kans. Once the pipelines are built, they will remain 
there as a bridge among countries. Transferring gas 
with tankers may be a cheaper option, yet the pipe-
lines will bring long-term benefits thanks to the inter-
dependence they will bring.

As one of the few Eastern European countries ha-
ving substantial energy resources, Romania has recent-
ly increased its efforts for energy independence. The 
Romanian government has been emphasizing nuclear 
power development and shale gas extraction, while see-
king international partnerships for new power plants and 
off-shore operations. Even though the long-term feasibi-
lity and sustainability of Romania’s energy independen-
ce is questionable, Romania can still contribute to the 
energy security of the Balkans if its energy infrastructure 
and connections with the Balkan region is improved. 

With regards to Greece, the current crisis and high 
unemployment rate makes the energy sector particu-
larly important. Increasing energy supplies will reduce 
the costs for production and can create more jobs. Ge-
ographically, Greece can connect Europe with energy 
producing countries through both land and sea. In ad-
dition to a number of pipeline projects involving Azeri 
and Russian gas, there are also discussions about the 
feasibility of a pipeline carrying Eastern Mediterranean 
gas into Europe through Greece. Greece can also be-
nefit from offshore production of hydrocarbons, even 
though this option is highly costly for the moment.

For Bulgaria, the on-going Trans-Adriatic Pipeli-
ne Project will not cure the energy security risks of 

the Balkan region, primarily because its route does 
not cover the countries that are most dependent on 
the Russian gas. Sofia would prefer alternative supp-
ly routes from countries such as Turkmenistan, Iran, 
Iraq and the Eastern Mediterranean to be developed. 
However, for political reasons none of these options 
seem likely in the short term.

Turkey, another country dependent on Russian gas, 
also would like to diversify its energy sources both to 
evade the high prices applied by Russia but also to se-
cure its energy supply. Turkey has both the curse and 
the benefit of being close to the major oil-producing 
areas. The curse is due to the incessant conflicts and 
crises throughout the Middle East for years. It is also 
a benefit because Turkey can receive a lower price as 
a transit country. With pipeline projects carrying gas 
from countries like Azerbaijan, Iran and Turkmenistan 
into Europe, Turkey aspires to offer its contribution to 
Europe’s energy security as a regional trading hub. 

Recently, the Russian-led Turkish Stream pipeline 
has been included in the prospective projects invol-
ving Turkey. Since it was broached by Vladimir Putin 
in lieu of the South Stream, this project has attracted 
significant attention in the international arena. Althou-
gh there are substantial uncertainties about the project 
and it has not found political support in the European 
Union, Turkey has shown a positive attitude towards the 
Turkish Stream for several reasons. From the economic 
perspective, the project will not only help Turkey in be-
coming a regional gas hub, but also reduce gas prices 
in the Turkish market. From the political perspective, it 
will increase Turkey’s bargaining power vis-à-vis the EU.

A discussant claimed that while engaging with Rus-
sia in the field of energy, Turkey should not sacrifice its 
long-term benefits for the short-term ones. A typical 
example to this is the case when Turkey allowed Russia 
to use its exclusive economic zone in the Black Sea in 
return for a discount in the price of gas. Despite being 
convenient for the short term, this deal basically increa-
sed Turkey’s dependence on Russian gas and could dis-
rupt its relations with the Western world in the long term. 

According to another discussant, unless Turkey 
undertakes a series of structural and legal reforms, it 
will not be able to fulfill its goal of becoming a regional 
trading hub. Turkey has so far preferred to follow an in-
dependent energy policy and refused to join the Ener-
gy Community in order not to be bound by European 
rules. Instead, Turkey should import the energy market 
legislation of the European Union, especially becau-
se there is currently a suitable ground for cooperation 
among the EU, the Western Balkans and Turkey in the 
field of energy. In the meantime, the EU should open 
the energy chapter without much delay; as the further 
EU pushes Turkey away the closer it will get to Russia.
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