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Abstract

The European Union enlargement process has been the greatest benefits for European citizens and has proven to be the most successful project of transition of the post-communist countries. Nevertheless, the Balkans region remains without a clear perspective for full integration into the EU, creating potential for further uncertainties and even conflicts. The lack of vision to end the bilateral disputes in the region, as well as the absence of an exit strategy to enable self-sustainability of some of the societies, requires greater attention and efforts to contain the ‘Powder Keg of Europe’.
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Introduction

The aim of the article is to provide an analysis of the conflicting concepts of Europeanization and Balkanization, regarding the enlargement of the European Union with countries from the Balkans, as well as the potential difficulties inside the EU, related to the rise of nationalism, security threats, migrant crisis, lack of consensus and even fragmentation. Challenges faced by the EU today are different from those in the 1980s or 1990s, yet the lessons learned in the past decades should be taken into consideration while defining the future developments of the Union, including its final borders, decision-making reforms, and values shared by all of its current and potential members states.

A History of Fragmentation

The Balkans have had the reputation of a region where conflict and bloodshed are part of the norm. History, religion, ethnicity, territory, and political ideology have all served to provoke these, and like nowhere else in Europe, it has seemed like a never-ending cycle. Furthermore, overlapping foreign interests and intervention, as well as independence movements, have increased the explosive potential for characterizing the Balkans as the “Powder Keg of Europe.” Nearly all Balkan ethnic groups struggled to create their “great nation states”, at the expense of their neighbors. In the years before the First World War, the “Pan-Slavic” ideas for unity of the Slavs in the Balkans - promoted by Imperial Russia, as well as the attempts to keep or expand the borders of the spheres of influence of the Austria-Hungary and the Ottoman Empire, created a volatile environment where one local event  can lead up to a major regional conflict. The Balkan Wars and both World Wars have highlighted the significance of this region and its influence on the stability of the rest of Europe. 	Comment by Laila Lapins: Please give more historical context of what this phrase means and its significance. 

The 20th century fragmentation of the Balkan Peninsula began with the defeat of the Ottoman Empire. Subsequent divisions of its remaining territory took place during the Balkan Wars, the First and Second World Wars, and eventually culminated with the fall of Yugoslavia in the 1990s.

The decline of the Ottoman Empire (mainly cause by failed reform attempts, inefficient bureaucracy and uprisings throughout its territory) – known as “the sick man of Europe”[footnoteRef:1] – and the formation of national identities and the rise of newly created nation-states significantly increased the potential for conflict in the Balkans at the end of the 19th Century. The annexation of Bosnia and Herzegovina in 1908 by Russia and its increased pressure on the region were merely additions to the powder keg. Subsequently, these tensions were heightened by the outbreak of World War I, as neither Balkan Wars seemed to satisfy the aspirations of the countries involved.	Comment by Laila Lapins: Add historical context and significance to this phrase. For example, who said this, when, and why.  [1:  A phrase attributed to the Russian Tsar Nicholas I, describing the Ottoman Emprire, in a conversation with the British Ambassador G. H. Seymour, in 1853: "We have a sick man on our hands, a man gravely ill, it will be a great misfortune if one of these days he slips through our hands, especially before the necessary arrangements are made", quoted in: Temperley, H. (1936) England and the Near East. London: Longmans, Greens and Co.] 


The creation of a unified South Slavic state after World War I, which ultimately became Yugoslavia, seemed to have stabilized most of the region until the second half of the 20th Century. Nevertheless, its proximity to both the Eastern and Western military blocs during the Cold War, internal ethnic-based irredentism, a failing economy, and ideological diversity led to the most violent clashes in Europe after World War II. In analyzing the dissolution of Yugoslavia, several explanations can be identified: 1) cultural pluralism and the different models of political behavior derived from it; 2) political leaders that stimulated national fears and antagonism to promote their own interests; 3) the declining economic situation and subsequent frustration across social classes; 4) consequences of previous decentralization of the constituent republics; 5) a political system designed to satisfy deep-seated cultural and economic differences.[footnoteRef:2] 	Comment by Sophia Meulenberg: This seems out of place. You should incorporate it into the earlier section before moving on to integration into the EU. Then the next paragraph can be moved up to follow the first sentence in this paragraph.	Comment by Laila Lapins: I agree. The flow of the arguments gets chopped up.  [2:  Comisso, E. (2005) Now That the Wars Have Ended, Did We Learn Anything? Presentation at the Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars, Washington, April 20, 2005.] 


The breakup of Yugoslavia and its aftermath caused a number of conflicts across its territory: 
· Yugoslav People’s Army (YPA) vs. Slovenian Defense Forces (1991); 
· Croatian Serbs/YPA vs. Croatia (1991-1995); 
· Bosnian Serbs/YPA vs. Bosnian Muslims (Bosniaks) and Bosnian Croats (1992-1995); 
· Army of Yugoslavia vs. Kosovo Liberation Army (KLA)(1998-1999); 
· NATO vs. Army of Yugoslavia (1999); 
· Army of Yugoslavia vs. Liberation Army of Preshevo, Medvedja and Bujanovac (UCPMB) (1999-2001);	Comment by Sophia Meulenberg: Please include the full name rather than the acronym
· Army of the Republic of Macedonia (ARM) vs. National Liberation Army (NLA) (2001). 	Comment by Sophia Meulenberg: Please include the full name rather than the acronym

All of these developments contribute to the definition of “Balkanization” – used to refer to ethnic conflict within multiethnic states, as well as, more specifically, to the ethnic cleansing and civil war which often occur following the disintegration of such states.[footnoteRef:3] Similarly, it has been described as the act of breaking up regions or groups into smaller, often hostile units.[footnoteRef:4] The term first appeared in the Ottoman Empire and after World War I, but has also found its place in the contemporary history of Africa,[footnoteRef:5] the world of technological development,[footnoteRef:6] and even in the politics of the United States.[footnoteRef:7]	Comment by Laila Lapins: Great paragraph!  [3:  Pringle, Robert W. (2018) Balkanization, in Encyclopedia Britannica Online, https://www.britannica.com/topic/Balkanization (accessed on January 10, 2019).]  [4:  Merriam Webster Dictionary Online, https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/balkanization]  [5:  Independence movements of former British and French colonies in the 1950’s and 60’s.]  [6:  Debates on fragmentation of the internet and cyberspace.]  [7:  Hamilton, Robert E. (2018) Rhetoric, Violence, and Civil War: The Balkanization of America? Foreign Policy Research Institute, https://www.fpri.org/article/2018/11/rhetoric-violence-and-civil-war-the-balkanization-of-america/] 


Given the tendency of Balkanization within the region of South-Eastern Europe, as well as the fact that integration into the European Union is one of the few common goals shared by the Balkan governments and ethnic groups, countries established after the breakup of Yugoslavia are struggling to overcome the instability that began with the fall of their former state. Today, much of the conflict between these countries is rooted either in unresolved territorial settlements or historical ethnic antagonism. Two decades after the war in Yugoslavia over Kosovo and 25 years after the Dayton Agreement, tensions in the region are far from gone. This tension is far from surprising considering the breakup of Yugoslavia, when territories that lived as a single state for most of the 20th Century became independent states, drawing borders among themselves. In the future, once they all become member states of the EU and the Schengen Area, there will be, in effect, no more borders. In fact, this ongoing process represents the integration of a disintegrated region – eliminating the borders whose drawing took so many lives. In addition, the history of past conflicts over territorial claims does not strengthen the case for integration; some of these territorial sentiments include the notions of Greater Serbia, Greater Albania, the Megali Idea, United Macedonia, Bulgaria at Three Seas, and Greater Croatia. Ironically, however, unification of Europe would represent the end of these ideas. A Europe without borders unites all Serbs, Croats, Albanians, Greeks, Macedonians, and Bulgarians within one common border – the European one.	Comment by Laila Lapins: Vague. Which region? Whose goals? What countries? Define the subject clearly please. 


Potential for a Peaceful Future

With this in mind, what are the prospects of full integration of all Balkan countries into the EU? Looking to the past, the Yugoslav Crisis of the early 1990s was described as “the Hour of Europe” – an opportunity to demonstrate the strength of Europe as a global player and the first challenge to its Common Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP). That being said, the failure of Europe to prevent conflict between the former Yugoslav states was a difficult lesson for the emerging CFSP.

Since this failure, initiatives to stabilize the Balkans have varied significantly. One proposal for a “Commonwealth of the Republics of Former Yugoslavia” had several principles as its base, related to free elections, rule of law, ethnic rights, inviolability of borders, EU integration, and a free market economy.[footnoteRef:8] 	Comment by Sophia Meulenberg: These two paragraphs both include very long lists. Consider reframing for ease of readability. [8:  Vukobrat, B. (1993) Proposals for a New Commonwealth of the Republics of ex-Yugoslavia. Paris: Zug.] 


Subsequently, in 1999, the EU defined its Stability Pact for Southeastern Europe through these outlined goals, which also echo some of those mentioned above.  
· Crisis prevention; 
· Enabling democratic processes, such as free elections, human rights protection, rule of law, free media, anti-corruption measures, a strong civil society, and an independent judiciary; 
· Reconciliation and peaceful neighborly relations; 
· Minority protection; 
· Open markets and privatization; 
· Support for the economy, including free trade zones;
· Combatting organized crime and terrorism; 
· The safe return of refugees; etc.[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Stability Pact for South-Eastern Europe Constitution Document, Cologne, June 1999.] 


The final phase before the start of accession negotiations was the Stabilization and Association Process with Macedonia- the first country to sign on with others to follow in later years. 

With these steps toward accession in mind, one must still consider how the Balkan case is unique. Countries in the region experienced a dual transformation – political and economic – both of which were impeded by ethnic tensions and unresolved bilateral issues. Political culture in most Balkan countries was plagued by authoritarian tendencies, delaying their full democratization. Likewise, after a decade of conflict, it is expected that there will be difficulties in adjusting to the political and economic standards of Europe. Because of these elements, a comparison to countries from previous rounds of enlargement would not be appropriate, as their transitions were peaceful, their ethnic compositions were less complex, and their relations with the “old” EU member states, as well as with Russia, were largely different.

However, a critical point has been reached where European integration is the strongest motivation for further modernization of the countries in the region. This modernization has had a dual role in uniting the countries behind a common goal and uniting different ethnic groups within each country. Without a clear EU membership perspective, any effort to stabilize the region would fail, creating long-lasting chaos and negative consequences for the stability of the EU. 

By defining the concept of Europeanization as more than simply an enlargement policy, a conclusion can be made that for the Balkans, it must be a process through which: 1) national institutions are adjusted; 2) market economies is implemented; 3) national legislation is aligned; 4) sovereignty is transferred; 5) nationalism is defeated; 6) borders are changed; 7) traditional Western European political behavior is accepted into the political culture; 8) regional cooperation is developed; 9) bilateral disputes are solved; and 10) support for EU membership is a matter of national consensus.

Challenges to Integration

Aside from the external processes of enlargement, there are several regional factors delaying the Europeanization of the Balkan countries: a lack of tradition of a democratic political culture, insufficient development of civil society, a tradition of state-controlled economies, insufficient integration of minorities, and a sense of rejection by Western European culture. Most of these factors can be observed across the Balkans – creating a regional problem, but also a common opportunity.

Although the conditionality principles applied through the enlargement process are often criticized for promoting double standards, the countries of the Balkans have no choice but to fulfill them. However, when analyzing certain aspects of the EU – such as the “democracy deficit,” the debt crisis, the rise of nationalism, and issues with neighboring countries – one could argue that if the EU were a country seeking to fulfill the EU membership criteria (known as the Copenhagen Criteria[footnoteRef:10]) today, its application would have been a complete disaster. This double standard has prevented the establishment of sincere trust between the EU as an institution and the Balkan countries, including those which are already members.	Comment by Laila Lapins: This is the first time this terminology is being used. Please clearly define its significance.  [10:  Conditions for membership in the EU have been defined at the European Council meeting held in June 1993, in Copenhagen, Denmark, requiring that candidate country has achieved stability of institutions guaranteeing democracy, the rule of law, human rights, respect for and protection of minorities, the existence of a functioning market economy as well as the capacity to cope with competitive pressure and market forces within the Union.] 


In this respect, a frustration over the reluctance of the EU to accept the Balkan countries within the Union and the lack of sincerity of enlargement efforts has existed in the region since the early 1990s. Typically, Balkan candidates have been perceived as outsiders by EU members – distant cousins that should not be allowed to warm up inside the luxurious European home. Additionally, the absence of a Commissioner and Directorate General for Enlargement in the EU Commission (after merging them with the neighborhood structures and defining them to be in charge of “enlargement negotiations” but not enlargement itself) sends a message that enlargement will not happen anytime soon. The EU has leverage over the Balkans only as long as accession is realistic – the “stick and carrot” policy stops working when the carrot is no longer visible.

Despite these flaws in the enlargement process, there has certainly been a positive trend of accepting countries from the Balkans as full members of the EU, beginning with Slovenia (2004), continuing with Bulgaria and Romania (2007), and ending with Croatia (2013). Turkey, Serbia, and Montenegro are currently negotiating their accessions, but no clear vision for ending negotiations exists, especially for Turkey. Along with NATO membership for the Balkan countries, the frames of the “powder keg” have been squeezed and the potential for violent conflict significantly reduced. Nevertheless, interference by other powers in the region, such as Russia and China, confirm the reality that EU accession for the Balkan states remains in the foreign policy interests of numerous international actors. The security vacuum created by the fall of the Iron Curtain needs to be fulfilled so as to effectively prevent any attempts to construct another wall – this time in the middle of the Balkans. 

These foreign interference efforts initiated by other regional and global players - primarily Russia, are compatible with the resistance to Europeanization coming from local political parties and individuals who want to maintain the status-quo – a region of instability, poverty, and corruption. Very often, the tactics employed by these actors create a perception that the EU wants to eliminate the national identities of Balkan nations – some of which have yet to complete the formation of such identities. Fertile soil for this influence can be found across the region, given that nationalism is considered by some to be part of its common culture and tradition. Attempting to create a new, European identity has been a key obstacle to deeper integration of the EU, even among the “old” members.

Several internal aspects of the EU have also posed threats to the Europeanization of the Balkans: 1) the need for transformation of EU institutions in order to accommodate incoming member states; 2) the financial and debt crisis; 3) the rise of nationalist and right-wing ideologies; 4) insufficient capacity for conflict resolution and leadership; 5) lack of consensus among its member states on enlargement; 6) external developments that have pushed the Balkans out of its focus; 7) increased security threats; and 8) demographic issues within certain member states.

These internal issues have created a situation in which the benefits of European unification are under threat, creating an environment similar to that which is inherent to the Balkans. Similarly, certain developments made visible the vulnerabilities of the EU and its ideology – such as independence movements in Catalonia and Scotland; countries voicing the possibility of leaving the EU, rejecting common positions on key policies, reintroducing national borders, and open hostility toward immigrants. 


Conclusion

While the European perspective for the Western Balkans is clear, the final result of Europeanization efforts remains to be seen. The fall of the Berlin Wall raised hopes that the Balkan nations would join the EU soon after they rejected communism; instead, the delayed fulfillment of this dream set the basis for the resurrection of nationalist ideas. 

Enlargement conditionality has produced results, though with a varying level of success as compared to the countries of Central and Eastern Europe. Deadlock in certain cases (Bosnia and Kosovo) demonstrates the EU’s institution lack of capacity to deal with more complex circumstances. 

Additional efforts for social transformation and regional cooperation must be created so that the boiling pot of Balkan complexities can be dealt with. Putting out the fire and clearing the smoke requires a systematic and inclusive approach, without further delay. Responsibility for the permanent stabilization of incoming EU member states lies with European institutions, the governments of member states, and, of course, the governments of the Balkan countries and their citizens. Lack of sustainable solutions threatens the immediate neighbors of the Balkans, as well as the EU as a whole. Simply rejecting a nation’s application for EU membership on the basis that it is conflict prone does not solve the problem, but instead aggravates it since it creates long-lasting antagonism, strengthens the frustration of the people, and increases the potential for spillover. Witnessing the destabilizing effect that the Syrian migrant crisis has had on the EU, one can easily conclude what the effects of another conflict in the Balkans would look like.

In addition, nationalism within the EU has grown significantly in recent years, and the lack of stability in the regions surrounding the EU strengthens this. Europeans have never fully accepted the American rationale that fighting abroad keeps its homeland safe, and this may be one of the reasons why the EU has failed to prevent conflicts outside of the Union (even as far as Syria) from endangering the stability within it. Both forms of nationalism – that within the EU and that in the Balkans – feed each other; Western Europeans dislike Balkan immigrants, while Balkan nationalists blame the EU for the poor economic development of their countries. Accession of the remaining Balkan countries to the EU cannot take forever, as impatience within the region only increases the temperature of the “powder keg.” On the other hand, the EU has refrained from rapid enlargement exactly because it increases the popularity of nationalist movements within its member states. 

Balancing has never been easy, especially when both concepts contradict one another. While Europeanization would mean creating a common identity, eliminating borders, and stabilizing societies and economies, Balkanization strengthens national identities, creates and emphasizes borders, and stimulates the existence of conflicts and economic backwardness.

The EU has utilized several instruments in its policies towards the Balkans – conflict prevention, peace building, stabilization, reconciliation, association, pre-accession funding, and conditionality; however, timing, decisiveness, and long-term strategy seemed to be lacking. Yet, there is no alternative for the EU other than to continue employing policies that will complete the Europeanization of the region, since any alternative would be far costlier. At the same time, internal developments after the Brexit and Catalan referendums, as well as the rise of the nationalist political parties in Germany, France, Italy, Sweden, Denmark, Belgium, the Netherlands, Hungary, and Poland will inevitably shape the common EU processes for further enlargement. In this respect, by not accepting the entire Balkan region into the Union, the Union may Balkanize itself. 
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