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Croatia’s Support for Macedonia’s EU Integration: 
Between Opportunities and Expectations 

Rade Rajkovchevski and Aleksandar Pavleski 

Introduction 

Relations between Croatia and North Macedonia are mainly positive, which 
is key to the further development of this cooperation and reflects North 
Macedonia’s desire to be given continued Croatian support. An atmosphere 
of bilateral cooperation characterises North Macedonia’s European integra-
tion process, as it did the process of accession to NATO. 
 
The history of cooperation between the two countries covers a period of 
slightly more than three decades. It began when both countries gained inde-
pendence from the former Yugoslavia (1991), continued with the countries 
joining the Stabilization and Association Process (2000–2001) and the EU 
and Euro-Atlantic integration process. Croatia made serious steps forward 
in joining NATO (2009), the EU (2013), and the Schengen Area (2023). 
 
North Macedonia, pursuing similar strategic goals, made progress by joining 
NATO (2020), but has not yet achieved EU membership. The trajectory of 
North Macedonia’s EU integration process has not only been burdened by 
disputes with neighbouring countries (Greece and Bulgaria), but also by in-
ternal problems (lack of skills in Macedonian diplomacy, numerous corrup-
tion scandals involving officials, and developments typical of young democ-
racies) and EU issues related to inconsistent EU enlargement policy and un-
clear EU priorities. 
 
The effectiveness of Croatia’s support for North Macedonia and its commit-
ment to it, in addition to the possibilities of benefiting from Croatia’s expe-
riences in the transformation and EU integration process, are conditioned 
by two real and separate components. The first involves domestic Macedo-
nian processes and relates to national capacities. These factors may not only 
affect Croatian support, i.e. the way in which state policy is implemented vis-
à-vis countries supporting North Macedonia in the integration, but also the 
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overall approach of the government in relation to EU requirements regard-
ing aspirant countries, such as fighting corruption, guaranteeing the rule of 
law, etc. 
 
The second component of the analysis is the way Croatia technically and 
politically supports North Macedonia in the European integration processes. 
This component depends on and is analysed in the context of Croatia’s na-
tional policy regarding bilateral support and assistance to the countries of the 
Southeast European region and in the context of Croatia’s role in the EU’s 
approach to enlargement. 

Current Tendencies Regarding Macedonia’s EU Integration 

Between April and May 2023, the International Republican Institute (IRI) 
conducted a survey in which citizens expressed their view of the situation in 
North Macedonia, their trust in politicians and the political system, as well 
as the country’s European perspectives. Almost 80% of the citizens declared 
that they are in favour of EU membership, but half of the citizens do not 
support the current negotiation process, i.e. the inclusion of the Bulgarian 
minority in the Constitution and other concessions requested by Bulgaria 
(Kapital, 2023). Two thirds of the total number of respondents (65%) do not 
agree with the constitutional changes necessary to complete the phase of 
opening membership negotiations. A solid majority of 80% of ethnic Mace-
donians are against constitutional changes, 53% of respondents who identify 
as ethnic Albanians support these amendments (Velinovska, 2023).  
 
Contrary to the indicated percentages, it is significant that EU officials state 
that they see the future of North Macedonia within the framework of the 
Union. In his statement given at the Bled Strategic Forum in 2023, the Pres-
ident of the European Council, Charles Michel, clearly indicated his convic-
tion and confidence that the future of North Macedonia is in the EU. He 
stated that the relations between North Macedonia and the EU were excel-
lent and he welcomed the decision to start the process required for the con-
stitutional amendments. Together with Prime Minister Dimitar Kovachevski 
he declared that “the constitutional amendments represent a unique and un-
repeatable chance for the progress and prosperity of North Macedonia 
within the EU” (Nova Makedonija, 2023a). 
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In fact, from the moment the issue of constitutional amendments regarding 
the Bulgarian minority was raised there has been wide international support 
for North Macedonia regarding the implementation of the amendments in 
the pursuit of EU membership. However, the Macedonian citizens witnessed 
the same kind of international support in the period before the Prespa Agree-
ment (2018) and the name change to North Macedonia. This change was 
presented to the citizens as the last obstacle before the start of negotiations 
with the EU, and the question put to the voters in the 2018 Referendum was 
formulated to that end.  
 
The events which followed the name change – i.e. the start of the negotiation 
process vetoed by Bulgaria – had a significant impact on Macedonian citi-
zens’ acceptance of any new constitutional amendments. Hence, it is very 
likely that the ruling Macedonian political parties will initiate the constitu-
tional changes, which will then be rejected in Parliament and face defeat in 
the upcoming parliamentary elections.  
 
One of the (less likely) exit strategies is the proposal that the constitutional 
amendments will be made immediately after North Macedonia completes 
the negotiation process, in order not to face “additional conditions and de-
mands of this nature” during the process. However, if the current coalition 
fails to secure a sufficient majority of votes in the National Assembly to pro-
cess the constitutional amendments, it is highly likely that in the pre-election 
period (the first half of 2024), the intensity of the issue concerning the inte-
gration of North Macedonia in the EU will decrease.  
 
Likewise, the opposition parties in North Macedonia do not have a clear 
strategy on how to proceed regarding Macedonian EU integration. Currently, 
they are loud in their pressure on the ruling coalition to call an early election, 
without offering any information on how they will manage the process of 
(not) making the Bulgarian minority a part of the Macedonian constitution. 
Their desire to head the government is larger than either their vision or their 
capacity to guide the country through this irrational bilateral dispute, which 
has become a part of the EU enlargement legend.  
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Macedonian Citizens’ Perception of States and Organizations as 
Strategic Partners and Contributors to the Development of 
Macedonian Society 

How Do Macedonian Citizens Perceive the Republic of Croatia and  
Its Political Authorities regarding Its Role and Influence  
in the Region and the EU? 

The latest surveys show that Macedonian citizens do not identify Croatia as 
a strategic partner in the achievement of state interests related to European 
integration, and in other relevant spheres of cooperation and influence 
(economy, culture, support of democratic development etc.). 45.3% perceive 
Serbia as the friendliest country, the US is number 1 in terms of contribu-
tions to the country’s democratic development, and the EU comes first re-
garding contributions to economic development, according to the initial re-
sults of the survey conducted by the PRESPA Institute (April–May 2023, 
sample: 1,500 respondents – NM, 2023; Gerov, 2023). The most important 
criteria for the perception of Serbia as the friendliest country are common 
values and “interests”, not democracy or the economy. Accordingly, the 
USA, the EU and Serbia contributed the most to democratic and economic 
development. Culture, religion, and tradition are the most important values 
for all age groups, and relations with neighbours are neither good nor bad. 
Concerning the question which country or international alliance/union is the 
closest friend of North Macedonia (after Serbia), 9% state Kosovo, 6.8% the 
United States, with Turkey at fourth place with 6.7%. Albania is considered 
a friendly country by 5.6% of respondents, the EU by 5.1%, Germany by 
1.5%, and 1.1% of respondents stated NATO. 
 
In the responses, the perceptions and convictions concerning the way certain 
countries and international organizations act in relation to North Macedonia 
are striking. The respondents’ views are closely related to the way citizens 
interpret the messages sent by the official representatives of the political au-
thorities in the states and international organizations in the context of the 
internal developments in North Macedonia and/or in relation to the chal-
lenges faced by North Macedonia on the way to European integration. Thus, 
citizens’ perceptions of certain countries and organizations based on state-
ments made by their political representatives are perceived as friendly (mes-
sages of support), as messages that put pressure on North Macedonia, and 
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as messages neutral in character. The surveys/polls do not provide statistical 
data on how many of the citizens declare that they do not know or that they 
do not have an opinion in the context of determining their attitude about 
which country or international organization is perceived as the friendliest and 
which country or international organization has contributed to economic, 
democratic, and other development of North Macedonia. 
 
Reasons for Serbia being regarded as the friendliest country are the messages 
sent by Serbian political authorities on good neighbourliness, the absence of 
unresolved issues (in May 2022 the Serbian Orthodox Church recognized 
the autocephaly of the Macedonian Orthodox Church and ended the long-
term dispute between the two states/churches), the ethnic, cultural, and re-
ligious similarities, and the number of mixed marriages. The political author-
ities in Serbia skilfully exploit the situation of North Macedonia’s relations 
with its neighbours. For example, the fact that Macedonia was forced to 
change its name (in the context of the dispute with Greece), the demands 
made by Bulgaria regarding constitutional changes, as well as the dysfunc-
tional cooperation in criminal matters between North Macedonia and Ko-
sovo. For many years, the latter has resulted in the non-extradition of con-
victed persons by the Kosovar courts in cases related to terrorism and of 
persons against whom North Macedonia has issued international arrest war-
rants. Although North Macedonia and Kosovo have signed an agreement on 
mutual legal assistance in criminal cases, which entered into force in 2012, 
the practice so far shows a slow and insufficient application of this agree-
ment, primarily by Kosovo. Probably the best proof of this is the fact that 
North Macedonia has been waiting for 10 years for a positive response from 
Kosovo on the extradition of two persons (of Albanian nationality) accused 
of terrorism, i.e. for an event in April 2012 when four young and one middle-
aged person (of Macedonian nationality) were killed near Skopje. 
 
The choice of the EU as the international organization that makes the great-
est contribution to the economic development of North Macedonia shows 
that the citizens have a clearer idea of the economic and trade relations be-
tween the EU and North Macedonia, because a large share of exports go to 
the EU, and trade takes place with EU countries. 
 
The contribution of the United States to the democratic development in 
North Macedonia is reflected in the efforts to promote democratic processes 
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in the country, the influence and statements of the embassy, but also the 
overall role of the United States as a strategic partner of North Macedonia. 
The USA has continued to support democratic processes, also after North 
Macedonia’s accession to NATO. These include measures which benefit so-
ciety as a whole, such as putting politicians, businesspersons and other public 
figures on the US blacklist.1 Usually this happens in response to their partic-
ipation in major corruption processes, misappropriation of public assets, ex-
propriation of private assets for personal gain or political purposes, or brib-
ery. A place on the US blacklist is also likely in the case of extremism, terror-
ism and the undermining of the US-sponsored Ohrid Framework 
Agreement which ended the inter-ethnic clashes in the Republic of Macedo-
nia in 2001 (Price, 2022; Marusic, 2023; Euronews Albania, 2023; CNN 
World Biographies, 2023; RFE/RL’s Balkan Service, 2022, BIRN, 2009). 
 
How the citizens perceive certain countries (such as Kosovo) which do not 
contribute to the development of Macedonian society is surprising. In the 
case of Albania and Turkey, the citizens recognize the support of the political 
authorities of both countries in relation to the disputes which Greece and 
Bulgaria have in North Macedonia, but also the continued support provided 
by Turkey until North Macedonia’s full membership of NATO. 
 
Germany ranks relatively low in the public survey results (1.5%), which is in 
contrast to the economic parameters, i.e., the majority of Macedonian ex-
ports go to Germany. Germany supported many of the current EU countries 
and members states from the Balkans during the EU enlargement process 
and was proactive in shaping public opinion in North Macedonia concerning 
the adoption of the Prespa Agreement. Macedonian citizens probably ex-
pected Germany to be more proactive regarding the French proposal signed 
by the EU and North Macedonia and adopted by the Parliaments of North 
Macedonia and Bulgaria (mid 2022) concerning negotiations with EU.  
 
Austria is not among the countries and organizations which Macedonian cit-
izens consider friendly and which contribute to a certain form of develop-
ment of North Macedonia, although it is actually the most dynamic and  

                                                 
1  Putting people on the US blacklist effectively bans them from entering, but in addition, 

the U.S. Department of the Treasury’s Office of Foreign Assets Control (OFAC) im-
poses economic sanctions on them. 
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consistent country in terms of supporting the integration of the countries of 
the Western Balkans (and Southeast Europe in general) into the EU. The 
situation is similar with Slovenia and Croatia, which are expected to provide 
the greatest support to Macedonia on the road to the EU. North Macedonia 
has no open disputes with either country and shares many similarities, based 
on common values and a shared past. 

The History and Developments of the  
Bilateral Relations between North Macedonia and Croatia 

Diplomatic relations between the Republic of Macedonia and the Republic 
of Croatia were established on 30 March 1992. Regarding the available data 
on the bilateral relations of both countries, it can be noted that the coopera-
tion covers a wide range of areas, but also fields which prove to be key for 
the development of regional cooperation in areas related to the accomplish-
ment of the EU membership criteria (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Re-
public of North Macedonia, 2021; Embassy of the Republic of Croatia in the 
Republic of North Macedonia, 2010). A number of agreements and memo-
randa of understanding/cooperation were therefore signed between 1992 
and 2016 concerning cooperation in economy, education, culture, social care 
and policy, science and technology, traffic, communications, environment, 
health, trade and economy, but also in juridical and police/criminal matters, 
disaster prevention and response, military affairs and Euro-Atlantic issues, 
minority rights, classified information exchange and others. 
 
There is no doubt that the agreements and memoranda open a wide scope 
for the establishment and development of bilateral cooperation between 
North Macedonia and Croatia. In addition, the nurturing and development 
of cooperation between the two countries can be monitored through the 
evaluation which North Macedonia receives in the annual reports of the Eu-
ropean Commission (EC) on the country’s progress. Since 2006, the coop-
eration between North Macedonia and Croatia has continuously been eval-
uated as good and without any open issues between the two countries. For-
mer Croatian President Ivo Josipović once stated that although Croatia is 
not a physical neighbour of North Macedonia, it is still a “neighbour at a 
distance”, due to its history, but also its present (Josipović, 2020). He also 
pointed out that it is not only the coexistence in the former Yugoslavia that 
contributes to this closeness between peoples and states, but also numerous 
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friendships, marriages, cooperation of all kinds and finally the fact that there 
is no significant dispute between Croatia and North Macedonia. 
 
The similarity between the languages is also a precondition for good coop-
eration between the public administrations involved in the screening and po-
tentially in the accession negotiations, as many civil servants in North Mac-
edonia cannot speak, write or read English. The language similarity makes it 
easier to read and understand EU documents in Croatian. 
 
In particular, the analysis of the annual reports of the EC shows that relations 
with Croatia continue to develop positively and that there is a particularly 
strong political cooperation regarding the EU integration process, with a 
regular exchange of information on a technical as well as a political level. The 
2007 report emphasized that relations with Croatia continue to develop in-
tensively, highlighting the points of the first meeting of the Joint Committee 
established for the implementation of the bilateral agreement under Article 
10 of the Stabilization and Association Agreement (SAA). In the following 
reports, covering the period 2008–2014, relations with Croatia were posi-
tively evaluated. The reports emphasized that bilateral relations with Croatia 
were close, which was confirmed by regular bilateral visits at the highest level. 
The reports also indicated that North Macedonia had a trade surplus with 
Croatia, one of the country’s most important trading partners. The 2014 re-
port noted that relations were further developed by high-level visits and the 
entry into force of the Euro-Atlantic Partnership Agreement (Parliament of 
the Republic of North Macedonia, 2023). 
 
The EC reports from 2015–2022 also confirmed the positive relations and 
cooperation between North Macedonia and Croatia, complemented by more 
frequent meetings between representatives of the two countries at the high-
est level (Sitel, 2018; Sitel, 2022). At the same time, it is particularly significant 
that at such meetings, Croatia continuously highlights its commitment to full 
support for North Macedonia’s full membership in the EU. The exception-
ally good cooperation with Croatia is emphasized in the statements made by 
the political representatives of the two countries (President of the Republic 
of North Macedonia, 2022; President of the Republic of North Macedonia, 
2021; V.J., 2023). The media coverage in North Macedonia regarding the 
political meetings and events in relation to the bilateral cooperation between 
North Macedonia and Croatia has been positive so far. 
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At the meeting held in Zagreb in 2021 between the Croatian Prime Minister 
Andrej Plenković and the President of North Macedonia, Stevo Pendarov-
ski, it was emphasized that Croatia supports the opening of EU accession 
negotiations with North Macedonia, and at the same time the desire for a 
further strengthening of the economic cooperation and the cooperation in 
the sphere of the military industry between the two countries (Trkanjec, 
2021). At the same meeting, President Pendarovski stated that the two coun-
tries are connected by “deep geographical and cultural ties” and that Croatia 
is one of Skopje’s greatest allies. 
 
At the last meeting between the Macedonian and Croatian presidents, at the 
beginning of April 2023 in Skopje, the good cooperation between the Mac-
edonian and Croatian institutions was confirmed, especially from the aspect 
of using the Croatian experience in the process of preparations for the start 
of EU accession negotiations with North Macedonia. On this occasion, the 
Macedonian President once again expressed his gratitude to Croatia for its 
overall support for the membership aspirations of North Macedonia in the 
EU (President of the Republic of North Macedonia, 2023). One month later 
(on 23 May 2023) at the meeting between the ministers of justice on coop-
eration in the area of capacity building concerning negotiations within the 
framework of Chapter 23, judiciary and fundamental rights were the main 
topic of discussion. Additionally, the ministers talked about the possibility of 
sharing the Croatian experience in the fight against organized crime and cor-
ruption (Kocovska, 2023). 
 
The chronology and development of bilateral relations between Croatia and 
North Macedonia show stable and continuous interstate relations. Croatia’s 
approach to North Macedonia in certain periods deviated from Croatia’s 
general approach to regional cooperation. As the Croatian constitution stip-
ulates that the government and the president are responsible for foreign pol-
icy, there is, in contrast to other issues, unity between both political actors 
regarding North Macedonia. 
 
Croatia’s EU Presidency (from 1 January to 30 June 2020) was marked by the 
Corona crisis, but there is no doubt that Croatia tried to play a proactive role 
regarding EU enlargement of the region. On the basis of the fourth priority 
titled “An influential Europe” (Ministry of Finance of the Republic of Croatia, 
2020) and included in the Programme of the Croatian Presidency, Croatia  
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declared that it was committed to a “continued credible and effective enlarge-
ment policy, as a pledge towards stability, security and further economic de-
velopment and mutual connection on the European continent” (ibid.).  
 
In a practical way, the efforts of Croatia’s diplomacy can be considered a 
serious step forward regarding support for North Macedonia’s EU integra-
tion. Croatian diplomacy significantly contributed to the decision to open 
accession negotiations with North Macedonia and Albania on 24 March 
2020, when EU ministers in charge of European issues reached a political 
agreement to this effect. (Vidačak and Milošić, 2020). Cipek states that the 
revised methodology for EU membership negotiations is another thing Cro-
atian diplomacy regards as one of its successes. France had a key role in im-
plementing the revised methodology, but sent confusing signals (Cipek, 
2020). Against this backdrop, Croatia was consistent during its EU Presi-
dency in its proactive approach towards enlargement policy. 
 
In addition, on 6 May 2020, the EU-Western Balkans Zagreb Summit was 
held as a high-level political event, which brought the leaders of the EU27, 
EU institutions, the six leaders of the Western Balkan countries and repre-
sentatives of international organisations together online. One outcome was 
a strong message regarding the European prospects for the region and sup-
port for the reform efforts of the Western Balkans. Hence, EU member 
states expressed their commitment to further intensify the EU’s engagement 
by supporting the political, economic, and social transformation of the West-
ern Balkan countries. EU leaders and Western Balkan partners agreed with 
the Zagreb declaration that “the EU once again reaffirms its unequivocal 
support for the European perspective of the Western Balkans … [and] the 
Western Balkans partners reiterated their commitment to the European per-
spective as their firm strategic choice” (Bandov, 2020).  
 
Croatia’s current approach (October 2023) to North Macedonia fits into the 
EU’s general strategic approach to the countries of the Western Balkans and 
the implementation of the Berlin process which is aimed at overall stability, 
economic progress, and development. Croatia’s efforts and strategic interests 
in regional cooperation are focused on speeding up the European integration 
of the Western Balkans. Referring to the main objectives of the Berlin Pro-
cess (European Commission, 2022), Croatia has been highlighting the need 
for a stronger regional connectivity at all levels: energy, transport, digital and 
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human, as some of the crucial factors contributing to economic develop-
ment, prospects, and jobs. At the end of November 2022, the Croatian Min-
ister of Foreign and European Affairs stated that “the present energy crisis 
could be managed through a stronger regional cooperation, where Croatia, 
thanks to its geostrategic position, has the potential to become an energy hub 
for Central and Southeast Europe, including the Western Balkans” (Ministry 
of Foreign and European Affairs of the Republic of Croatia, 2022). 
 
North Macedonia is at the beginning of its accession negotiations with the 
EU and of the screening process, before the concrete negotiation chapters 
with the EU are opened (conditioned by the constitutional changes regarding 
the Bulgarian minority). Practically, the technical cooperation and support 
provided by Croatia to North Macedonia can be seen through the involve-
ment of the Croatian expert Vladimir Drobnjak in the next processes related 
to to EU integration (Government of the Republic of North Macedonia, 
2022). He, as a former Croatian main negotiator, together with the Macedo-
nian Deputy Prime Minister in charge of European affairs and chief negoti-
ator, started the coordination meetings with the ministers who oversee the 
clusters and the Working Commission for European integration at the be-
ginning of September 2022.  
 
North Macedonia and Croatia have excellent cooperation in the field of cul-
ture, with guest appearances, participation in festivals, poetry readings etc. 
The two countries continuously sign agreements and memoranda of coop-
eration in culture, reflected in multi-year cooperation programs (Makfax, 
2011; Milchevski and Koroveshovska, 2017). Additionally, through specific 
initiatives, Croatia provides support to North Macedonia with advice on pre-
serving North Macedonia’s rich cultural heritage and the possibility of it be-
ing included in the UNESCO list. 
 
The Macedonian Ministry of Culture also supports the Croatian community 
in Macedonia, while the Croatian-Macedonian friendship society Tangenta 
is very active in Croatia. Many Macedonian women and men (doctors, artists, 
businesspeople, etc.) contribute to Croatian society (Josipović, 2020). At the 
end of October 2022, North Macedonia and Croatia signed the last Agree-
ment on Cultural Cooperation, i.e., the Program for Cultural Cooperation 
between the Ministry of Culture and Media of the Republic of Croatia and 
the Ministry of Culture of the Republic of North Macedonia for the period 
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2022–2025 (TRT Balkan, 2022). The two countries see this as a continuation 
of the tradition of friendship between the two countries and cultures, 
whereby numerous successful cultural projects are realized between the two 
countries, between the artists, in theatre, music, literature, film and visual 
arts, very often in the form of institutional cooperation. At the same time, 
the act of signing the cooperation agreement was used to open the Cultural 
and Information Centre of the Republic of North Macedonia in Zagreb. 
 
The economic indicators regarding the cooperation between the two coun-
tries do not show strong dynamics and intensity of cooperation. 
 

 Jan–Jul 
2023 2022 2021 2020 2019 2018 

Export 
Total 4,947.8 8,299.6 6,969.8 5,781.1 6,433.3 5,872.5 

Croatia 66.4 109.0 96.7 81.9 75.5 85.6 

Import 
Total 6,435.0 12,125.2 9,648.1 7,599.4 8,441.0 7,676.3 

Croatia 68.4 108.6 91.8 93.6 83.2 94.9 

Table 1: Exports and imports from the Republic of North Macedonia to the Republic of 
Croatia and the total trade volume according to the Sectors of Standard International 
Trade Classification, cumulative data (in million EUR) (State Statistical Office, 2023) 

In the analysed period, the trade exchange between the two countries has 
not exceeded 1.5% in terms of imports and exports. According to the data 
presented at the meeting between the prime ministers of the two countries 
in April 2023, Croatia has invested about 108 million euro in Macedonia, and 
according to the structure of the investments, the biggest investments are in 
the service/tertiary and food sectors (Racin, 2023). Thus, unlike political and 
cultural ties, cooperation in industry and trade cannot be said to be a priority 
in the relations between the two countries. 
 
It is particularly evident that bilateral cooperation and experience sharing is 
mainly implemented within the framework of various EU funded projects. 
This means that, out of a total of 50 twinning projects (with North Macedo-
nia as a beneficiary) between 2004 and 2019, Austria appears as the most 
frequent partner with eight projects, while Germany is in second place, with 
six projects. Croatia appears as a partner in four projects, generally related to 
legal and economic issues. Specifically, the projects which involve Croatia 
focus on (Secretariat for European Affairs, 2019):  
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1. Strengthening the rule of law.  
 

2. Further development and strengthening of the organizational, ad-
ministrative and technical capacities of the Audit Authority. 
 

3. Further institutionalization of structured mechanism(s) for coopera-
tion between the Government and civil society.  
 

4. Strengthening the institutional capacity of the National Bank on the 
road towards membership in the European System of Central Banks 
(ESCB). 

 
There is no doubt that such EU projects are of great importance for coun-
tries because they enable them to achieve concrete and operational results 
related to the Acquis Communautaire or to match their policies with that of 
the Union. Such projects make it possible to create new or reformed systems 
under the full responsibility of the beneficiary countries. At the same time, 
participation in these projects also makes it possible to establish closer co-
operation, develop constructive relations, and build trust between the bene-
ficiary and EU member state partners. 
 
For example, regarding the project “Strengthening the institutional capacity 
of the National Bank on the road to its membership in the ESCB”, the Gov-
ernor of the National Bank of North Macedonia stated that “the project has 
achieved significant results in four project components: payment services 
and systems, banking regulation and supervision, financial account statistics 
and policy analysis research activities” (National Bank of the Republic of 
North Macedonia, 2019). This project supported the Macedonian central 
bank on its way towards alignment with the best European practices and 
standards, and thus towards membership in the European family of central 
banks. The Ambassador of the Republic of Croatia in North Macedonia also 
stated that “the project is tool for bringing peoples together, for developing 
good and close neighbourly relations, as well as for learning from the bene-
ficiary countries”.  
 
There is no doubt that such project-led examples increase the awareness of 
the benefits arising from participation in the cooperative engagement of all 
social entities in North Macedonia, especially from an EU integration point 
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of view. At the same time, it is significant that the positive experience gained 
from previous cooperation with Croatia also influences other areas and di-
rect local initiatives.  
 
In general, the absence of direct local initiatives (outside of EU projects as 
drivers for cooperation) by Macedonian authorities and stakeholders with 
regard to the use of the potential and experience of the Republic of Croatia 
in the European integration process is noticeable. There are various reasons 
for this, but they mostly relate to the following factors: insufficient political 
will (only declarative statements and commitments), absence of financial re-
sources necessary for the implementation of such processes, lack of motiva-
tion, commitment and readiness involved in such processes etc. 

Croatia’s (Strategic) Role in the Integration Processes of the 
Republic of North Macedonia 

What Is the Influence of Croatia’s Diplomatic and Political Capacities in the EU? 
What Influence Do Croatian Diplomats and Politicians Have and at  
What Level Do They Manifest Their Influence in the Support of  
Macedonia’s European Integration? 

Several factors affect the role and influence of Croatia in the EU, such as the 
fact that Croatia was the last state to join the EU and it may be assumed that 
Croatia as a small EU country has only limited influence in the EU bodies, 
conditioned also by low to moderate representativeness. 
 
There are currently (October 2023) twelve Croatian members of the Euro-
pean Parliament. Croatia has the Vice-Chair and two members in the Com-
mittee of Foreign Affairs of the European Parliament. In the Council of the 
EU, national ministers meet regularly to adopt EU laws and coordinate pol-
icies. Council meetings are regularly attended by representatives from the 
Croatian government, depending on the policy area being addressed. The 
Commissioner nominated by Croatia to the European Commission is Du-
bravka Šuica, Vice-President for Demography and Democracy. Croatia has 
nine representatives in the European Economic and Social Committee. This 
advisory body – representing employers, workers and other interest groups 
– is consulted on proposed laws, to get a better idea of the possible affects 



109 

on work and social situations in member countries. Croatia has nine repre-
sentatives in the European Committee of the Regions, the EU’s assembly of 
regional and local representatives. This advisory body is consulted on pro-
posed laws, to ensure that these laws take account of the perspective from 
each region of the EU. Croatia also communicates with the EU institutions 
through its permanent representation in Brussels (European Union, 2023; 
European Parliament, 2023).  
 
The question remains as to whether and how Croatia could influence Bul-
garia’s veto, i.e., the demand for an inclusion of the Bulgarian minority in the 
Macedonian Constitution, which became an integral part of the requirements 
in the negotiation framework for the opening of the negotiation chapters. 
Thus, on one occasion, former Croatian president Ivo Josipović (2010–2015) 
commented: 

It is unfortunate that Croatia, unlike several other EU members, did not react to the 
Memorandum, which is actually a nationalist pamphlet with which Bulgaria abuses 
the fact that it is a member of the EU and wants to deny the existence of an estab-
lished nation with completely unacceptable blackmail… Some say that Bulgarian 
Prime Minister Borissov is baiting his public to divert attention from corruption 
scandals. Even if it is so, it is incorrect, un-European (Josipović, 2020). 

Conclusion 

There is no difference in terms of technical and political support provided 
by Croatia to North Macedonia. The relations between Croatia and North 
Macedonia are expected to deepen, and the Croatian technical support of 
North Macedonia is expected to become much more concrete once the ne-
gotiation chapters are opened. The positions of the current and former po-
litical authorities in Croatia are also expected to remain consistent and to 
further enable the deepening of the cooperation and support of North Mac-
edonia in the European integration process.  
 
Continued support for EU membership directly depends on the way the EU 
and the EU states formulate their relations with North Macedonia, related 
to the European integration process and the Bulgarian agenda within EU 
enlargement policy.  
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The blockades of and concessions made by North Macedonia show that 
there is indifference regarding the future of North Macedonia’s integration 
into the EU. These circumstances are attended by internal factors which fur-
ther complicate the situation and contribute to North Macedonia receiving 
no more than adequate support from the partner countries in the EU, in-
cluding Croatia. Thus, the amateurism in the implementation of foreign pol-
icy by the Macedonian authorities is evident, as are frequent corruption scan-
dals, the absence of the rule of law, the impunity with which serious crimes 
are committed and the way the state deals with these crimes, etc.  
 
The key question of the quality of support provided by Croatia and other 
EU members to North Macedonia depends on how the Macedonian author-
ities manage to achieve the criteria for EU membership, irrespective of the 
Bulgarian agenda. This question is essential. 



111 

References 

Assembly of the Republic of North Macedonia. (2023). Documents in the 
MK/EU accession process. Assembly of the Republic of North Mace-
donia. https://www.sobranie.mk/dokumenti-rm-eu.nspx. 

Bandov, G. (2020). Croatia’s EU Presidency: A strong Europe in a world of 
challenges. European View, 19(2), 188–196. https://doi.org/10.1177/ 
1781685820968303. 

BIRN. (2009, June 24). Eleven Macedonians on US Black List. BalkanIn-
sight. https://balkaninsight.com/2009/06/24/eleven-macedonians-on-
us-black-list/. 

Cipek, T. (2020). Croatia’s Presidency of the European Union and the West-
ern Balkans. A New Momentum or a Missed Opportunity? Comparative 
Southeast European Studies, 68(4), 554–568. https://doi.org/10.1515/soeu-
2020-0037. 

CNN World Biographies. (2023). Ali Ahmeti. CNN World. https://edition. 
cnn.com/interactive/profiles/ahmeti/frameset.exclude.html. 

DTZ. (2022, May 24). СПЦ ја призна автокефалноста на МПЦ-ОА [The 
SOC recognized the autocephaly of the MOC-OA]. Deutsche Welle. 
https://shorturl.at/uvyX9. 

Embassy of the Republic of Croatia in the Republic of North Macedonia. 
(2010, May 3). Билатерални односи – Републикa Хрватскa и 
Републикa Македонијa [Bilateral relations – Republic of Croatia and 
Republic of Macedonia]. Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Republic of 
Croatia. https://shorturl.at/hmtxF. 

Euronews Albania. (2023, July 20). Wealth of blacklisted Macedonian  
businessman goes beyond borders. https://euronews.al/en/wealth-of-
blacklisted-macedonian-businessman-goes-beyond-borders/. 

European Commission. (2022, November 3). Berlin Process Summit: EU an-
nounces €1 billion energy support package for the Western Balkans and 
welcomes new agreements to strengthen the Common Regional Market. 
Directorate-General for Neighbourhood and Enlargement Negotiations 
of the European Commission. https://neighbourhood-enlargement.ec.eu 
ropa.eu/news/berlin-process-summit-eu-announces-eu1-billion-energy-
support-package-western-balkans-and-welcomes-2022-11-03_en. 



112 

European Parliament. (2023). Committee on Foreign Affairs. https://www.euro 
parl.europa.eu/committees/en/afet/home/members/pdf. 

European Union. (2023). Country profiles: Croatia. https://european-union. 
europa.eu/principles-countries-history/country-profiles/croatia_en. 

Gerov, V. (2023, 25 May). Анкета: Србија најпријателска земја, САД со 
најголем придонес во демократијата, а ЕУ во економскиот развој 
[Poll: Serbia the friendliest country, the USA with the greatest contribu-
tion to democracy, and the EU to economic development]. Macedonian 
Information agency (MIA). https://shorturl.at/ktACT. 

Government of the Republic of North Macedonia. (2022, September 6). 
Маричиќ-Дробњак: Преговорите се отворени, започнува процес 
кој бара активност и одговорност [Maricic-Drobnjak: Negotiations 
are open, a process is starting that requires activity and responsibility], 
Press release. https://www.sep.gov.mk/post/?id=13170. 

Josipović, I. (2020, December 21). Hrvatska nekorektno prešućuje bugarsko 
ucjenjivanje Makedonije [Croatia is incorrectly keeping silent about Bul-
garia’s blackmailing of Macedonia]. Autograf. https://www.autograf.hr/ 
hrvatska-nekorektno-presucuje-bugarsko-ucjenjivanje-makedonije/. 

Kapital. (2023, July 14). Десет години во ЕУ – што доби, а што загуби 
Хрватска [Ten years in the EU – what Croatia gained and what it lost]. 
https://shorturl.at/cehtC. 

Kocovska, S. (2023, May 23). Lloga-Malenica in Sibenik: Croatia to help 
North Macedonia’s European integration process through its experience. 
MIA. https://mia.mk/en/story/llogamalenica-in-sibenik-croatia-to-help-
north-macedonias-european-integration-process-through-its-experience. 

Makfax. (2011, July 10). Меморандум за културна соработка на Македонија 
и Хрватска [Memorandum on cultural cooperation between Macedonia 
and Croatia]. https://makfax.com.mk/kultura/261779/. 

Marusic, S. J. (2023, June 21). Ramiz Merko: North Macedonia’s Mayor on 
US Corruption Black List. BIRN. https://balkaninsight.com/2023/06/ 
21/ramiz-merko-north-macedonias-mayor-on-us-corruption-black-list/. 

Milchevski, I. and Koroveshovska, F. (2017). Билатералните односи меѓу 
Република Македонија и државите од Југоисточна Европа – 
Преглед на ратификуваните билатерални договори – Студија [Bilat-
eral relations between the Republic of Macedonia and the countries of 
Southeast Europe – Overview of the ratified bilateral agreements – Study], 



113 

Парламентарен институт, Собрание на Република Македонија. 
https://rb.gy/xkimp. 

Ministry of Finance of the Republic of Croatia. (2020). Croatian Presidency 
of the Council of the European Union. https://mfin.gov.hr/highlights-
2848/croatia-and-the-eu/croatian-presidency-of-the-council-of-the- 
european-union/3012. 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Republic of North Macedonia. (2021, June 
14). Bilateral relations between the Republic of North Macedonia  
and the Republic of Croatia. https://zagreb.mfa.gov.mk/en/page/193/ 
bilateral-relations-between-the-republic-of-north-macedonia-and-the-
republic-of-croatia. 

Ministry of Foreign and European Affairs of the Republic of Croatia. (2022, 
November 28). European path, resilience of Western Balkans in Croa-
tia’s strategic interest. https://mvep.gov.hr/press-22794/european-path 
-resilience-of-western-balkans-in-croatia-s-strategic-interest/249298. 

National Bank of the Republic of North Macedonia. (2019, November 30). 
The twinning project “Strengthening the institutional capacity of the Na-
tional Bank on the way to its membership in the ESCB” has started. 
https://www.nbrm.mk/ns-newsarticle-soopstenie-30102019-en.nspx. 

Nova Makedonija. (2023, May 25). Србија e најпријателска земја за 
Македонците, а САД има најголем придонес во демократијата [Ser-
bia is the friendliest country for Macedonians, and the United States has 
made the greatest contribution to democracy]. https://novamakedonija. 
com.mk/makedonija/srbija-e-najprijatelska-zemja-za-makedoncite-a-sad 
-ima-najgolem-pridones-vo-demokratijata/. 

Nova Makedonija. (2023a, August 28). Мишел смета дека иднината на 
Македонија е во ЕУ, го честита поднесувањето на уставните измени 
[Michel believes that the future of Macedonia is in the EU, he congratu-
lates the submission of the constitutional amendments]. https://nova 
makedonija.com.mk/makedonija/politika/mishel-smeta-deka-idninata-
na-makedonija-e-vo-eu-go-chestita-podnesuvanjeto-na-ustavnite-izmeni. 

President of the Republic of North Macedonia. (2021, June 30). Средба на 
претседателот Пендаровски со претседателот на Парламентот на 
Република Хрватска – Јандроковиќ [Meeting of President Pendarovski 
with the President of the Parliament of the Republic of Croatia – Jandro-
ković]. https://rb.gy/s8zk4. 



114 

President of the Republic of North Macedonia. (2022, June 15). Средба на 
претседателот Пендаровски со министерот за надворешни и 
европски работи на Република Хрватска, Гордан Грлиќ Радман 
[Meeting of President Pendarovski with the Minister of Foreign and  
European Affairs of the Republic of Croatia, Gordan Grlic Radman]. 
https://t.ly/egBie. 

President of the Republic of North Macedonia. (2023, April 5). President 
Pendarovski meets with the Croatian Prime Minister Andrej Plenkovic. 
https://pretsedatel.mk/en/plenkovic_05042023-2/. 

Price, N. (2022, April 11). Public Designation of Former Officials of the 
Republic of North Macedonia and Bosnia and Herzegovina Due to In-
volvement in Significant Corruption. Press Statement, US Department 
of State. https://www.state.gov/public-designation-of-former-officials-
of-the-republic-of-north-macedonia-and-bosnia-and-herzegovina-due-to 
-involvement-in-significant-corruption/. 

Racin. (2023, April 5). Хрватска до сега инвестираше околу 108 милиони 
евра во земјава, продлабочување на соработката и во туризмот и 
едукацијата [Croatia has so far invested around 108 million euros in the 
country, deepening cooperation in tourism and education]. https://racin. 
mk/makedonija/hrvatska-do-sega-investirashe-okolu-108-milioni-evra-vo 
-zemjava-prodlabochuvane-na-sorabotkata-i-vo-turizmot-i-edukaczijata/. 

RFE/RL’s Balkan Service. (2022, April 12). U.S. Imposes Sanctions on 
Seven Individuals in Balkan Countries, Accusing Them of Corruption. 
Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty. https://www.rferl.org/a/us-balkan-
sanctions-gruevski-marovic/31797648.html. 

Secretariat for European Affairs. (January 2019). List of Twinning Projects. 
Secretariat for European Affairs, Government of the Republic of Mace-
donia. https://www.sep.gov.mk/data/file/Dokumenti/CARDS_IPA_ 
1_web%20TWINNING_PROJECT_STATUS.pdf. 

Sitel. (2018, December 3). Заев-Пленковиќ: Поддршка од Хрватска за 
евроинтегративните процеси на Македонија [Zaev-Plenkovic: Sup-
port from Croatia for the European integration processes of Macedonia]. 
http://admin.sitel.com.mk/zaev-plenkovikj-poddrshka-od-hrvatska-za-
evrointegrativnite-procesi-na-makedonija?qt-popularno_node=1&qt-no 
vo_na_sitel=0. 

Sitel. (2022, June 17). Пендаровски-Милановиќ: Искрена и јасна хрватска 



115 

поддршка за македонските евроинтеграции [Pendarovski-Milanović: 
Sincere and clear Croatian support for Macedonian European integration]. 
https://sitel.com.mk/pendarovski-milanovikj-iskrena-i-jasna-hrvatska-
poddrshka-za-makedonskite-evrointegracii. 

State Statistical Office (SSO). (2023). Foreign trade. https://t.ly/OdyJ-. 

Trkanjec, Z. (2021, July 1). Croatia supports North Macedonia in European 
hopes. Euractive. https://www.euractiv.com/section/politics/short_ 
news/croatia-supports-north-macedonia-in-european-hopes/. 

TRT Balkan. (2022, October 27). Северна Македонија и Хрватска 
потпишаа Договор за културна соработка [North Macedonia and Cro-
atia signed an Agreement on Cultural Cooperation]. https://macedonian. 
trtbalkan.com/culture/severna-makedonia-i-hrvatska-potpishaa-dogovor 
-za-kulturna-sorabotka-10678726. 

Velinovska, A. (2023). “Europe in crisis. The impact on the public opinion 
in North Macedonia”, Public opinion analysis No.02/2023, Konrad 
Adenauer Foundation in the Republic of North Macedonia and Institute 
for Democracy “Societas Civilis” – Skopje. https://idscs.org.mk/wp-
content/uploads/2023/02/1_B5_Analiza_ENG.pdf. 

Vidačak, I. and Milošić, T. (2020). Measuring the Success of the Presidency 
of the Council of the EU – Austria and Croatia in Comparative Per-
spective. Croatian International Relations Review, XXVI (87), 32–63. 
https://hrcak.srce.hr/247831.  

V.J. (2023, June 16). Средба Пендаровски – Милановиќ: Разговарано за 
текот на скрининг процесот и за силната хрватска поддршка за 
нашето членство во ЕУ [Meeting Pendarovski – Milanović: Discussed 
the course of the screening process and the strong Croatian support for 
our membership in the EU]. Makfax. https://t.ly/hQ6tN. 

 


