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Abstract
The Berlin Process, an initiative promoted

since 2014 mainly by the German government,

was perceived to be a much-needed boost in

helping the Western Balkan countries in their

EU integration paths, by aiming to tackle some

of the biggest structural problems in the

region. The agenda of the Berlin Process

focused on connecting people, states, and

economies, and it introduced projects and

initiatives in the fields of economic

connectivity, infrastructure, and youth

cooperation. However, the move towards the

end-goal of the process has been rather slow,

since not much actual rogress towards the EU

integration of the WB countries has been

made. This paper argues that the Berlin

Process has not resulted in swifter EU

integration of Western Balkan countries partly

because it did not introduce a systematic

monitoring mechanism to track the

developments made during the process, but

mainly due to the fallacies in the EU

enlargement process itself.
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Introduction
When German Chancellor Angela Merkel

presented the initiative in 2014, it became

clear that the Berlin Process aimed at

improving regional cooperation of the Western

Balkans countries and thus speeding-up their

integration into the European Union ("Merkel

seeks to strengthen EU ties to Western

Balkans", 2014). Initially limited in time (2014-

2018) and scope, it has spread and become a

comprehensive process without a clear ending

date (Marciacq, 2017). In addition to the six

WB countries taking part in it (Albania, North

Macedonia, Montenegro, Serbia, Bosnia and

Herzegovina, and Kosovo), it has involved some

of the EU Member States as well, including

Germany, France, the UK, Italy, Poland,

Austria, Slovenia, and Croatia. Out of all the

positive impacts of the Berlin Process, it has

been vital in keeping the question of widening

towards the Western Balkans on the agenda of

the European Union (ibid). Although this might

not look like a highly relevant achievement at

first, it does become an essential tool for the

EU in the face of increased engagement of

other players in the region, namely China and

Russia (Larsen, 2020).

While the Berlin Process signaled that the EU

aspires to remain a key factor in the region,

this initiative came amid a range of other

issues confronting the continent. These include

the departure of the United Kingdom from the

EU (Brexit), increased support for the right-

wing and populist political parties, rule-of-law

concerns and deterioration of democracy in

Hungary and Poland, the migration crisis, and

traditionally competitive Russia and China

(Archick, Akhtar, Belkin, Mix, 2020).
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Moreover, this initiative was introduced

around the same time when the president of

the European Commission, Jean-Claude

Juncker, declared that ‘ongoing negotiations

will continue, and notably the Western Balkans

will need to keep a European perspective, but

no further enlargement will take place over

the next five years’ (European Commission,

2014). With all this in mind, it is clear that the

Berlin Process was initiated in challenging

times for both the EU and Western Balkans. As

the geopolitical factors combined with the

enlargement fatigue, the enlargement

processes seemed to be off the radar. While

the Berlin Process tried to raise new hopes for

the EU future of the Western Balkans, so far it

did not result in significant breakthroughs.
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Methodology
This essay will analyze the events that took

part since the beginning of the Berlin Process

initiative, relying on the context and

background of those to provide a better

understanding of the policies and actions

made by the government officials in the

meantime. For these purposes, the analysis will

focus on the statements, meetings, documents

issued by the EU institutions and member

states, covering both interstate and intrastate

events. In addition, secondary sources will be

consulted to examine theories and conclusions

made by the scholars and academia in

relevant fields.
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process, which was updated by Austria (with

an emphasis on bilateral disputes,

connectivity, and participation of the civil

society). France put more value on vocational

training and youth exchanges, while Italy

focused on the economy and challenging

corruption. The priorities of the United

Kingdom reflected through the security issues,

the digital agenda and entrepreneurship,

dealing with the problems of missing persons,

war crimes, etc. (Evropski pokret u Srbiji, n.d.).

Although all of the WB6 countries are keen to

eventually join the family of EU Member

States, the officeholders are not as engaged

in completing the necessary steps leading to

the fulfillment of the EU accession criteria.

The achievements of the Berlin Process need

to be evaluated in terms of whether the EU

has been able to promote actors willing to

engage in reforms (Griessler, 2020). Taking a

look at the state of the integration, it

becomes clear that this has not been

successful. The regional leaders in the

integration process are Montenegro and

Serbia, the two countries that started their

accession talks in 2012 and 2014 respectively.

Yet, even though a solid amount of time

passed since that, out of the 35 negotiation

chapters, Montenegro managed to close only

three, while Serbia did the same with just two

chapters. North Macedonia and Albania have

only opened their accession talks in March

2020, an event happening more than 10 years

after they formally applied for the

membership. Bosnia and Herzegovina and

Kosovo are lagging behind, as they did not

even receive the candidate status yet

(European Parliament Fact Sheets on the

European Union, n.d.). This tells us that while

the EU membership is not in near sight for any

of the WB countries, they are still making some

formal progress. However, what is worrying

about this is the fact that as compliance with

the membership criteria grew, the level of 

Discussion
The Berlin Process contributed to positioning

the EU as an important strategic player in the

Western Balkans. While this would go without

notice in the past, it becomes relevant in the

times of the growing influence of external

factors in the region, namely China and Russia

(Larsen, 2020). The second significant

achievement of the Berlin Process is improved

regional cooperation among the countries of

the Western Balkans, which reflects in the

regionally coordinated Connectivity Agenda,

the launch of the Regional Youth Cooperation

Office (RYCO), and the establishment of the

Western Balkans Chambers Investment Forum.

Finally, the Berlin Process contributed to the

increased role of civil society as an important

factor in the integration process. This has

been achieved through the establishment of

the Civil Society Forum and pan-European

expert Reflection Forum.

However, the well-supported and designed

process has so far made limited progress and

faced numerous challenges. First of all, the

initiative has not been coming with a

progress-tracking or steering mechanism,

which limits its ability to publicly share the

achievements and put pressure on the players

lagging behind. Without such a mechanism, it

is also challenging for the countries holding

the summits to shape their agendas, as it is

unclear on what specific areas should they

focus on (Marciacq, 2017). What this has

enabled is that hosting countries have been

able to shape the agenda in the way it fits

their national interest, without cooperating

with the other Member States about it.

Germany, for instance, set the basis of the
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liberal democracy decreased (Richter, Wunsch,

2019). Considering that the EU prioritizes

adherence with democratic values as the main

prerequisite to even think about membership,

it becomes paradoxical that it has rewarded

countries that misbehaved in this area and

where the state of liberal democracy

deteriorated year in, year out. This tells us that

political conditionality – the main instrument

through which the EU is trying to ignite

reforms in the Western Balkans – is not

producing desirable effects, as it is no more

than a tool for the elites in power to cement

their leading positions. Consequently, even

though the countries in the region display

partial compliance with the requirements for

membership, profound political reforms are

missing, making it hard to believe that these

countries will succeed in meeting all the

accession requirements in the near future

(Böhmelt, Freyburg, 2018) Considering that the

Berlin Process is not a substitute, but a boost

to the EU enlargement (Ristić, 2017), it

becomes obvious why it did not manage to

contribute to the state of the integration.

Since it has to operate in the framework of

the ill-shaped official accession process, it

can make no significant breakthrough in this

sphere. 
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incentives for most of the Western Balkan

elites to work towards Europeanization, as

they feel that the EU membership for their

respective countries would only loosen the firm

grip on the power they currently hold. Since

the EU membership would require the

adoption of the EU acquis and engagement on

the improvement of the rule of law standards,

these officeholders feel that they have more

to lose than to gain with the membership.

Considering that the Berlin Process has been

initiated by the same actors that lead the EU

enlargement process as well, it would not

make sense to make adjustments to it before

doing the same with the official enlargement

process.
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Conclusion
While indeed contributing to the enhanced

regional cooperation, the main objective of

the Berlin Process – bringing the Western

Balkans closer to the EU, or more specifically,

boosting reforms in these countries – has been

largely untouched, if not worsened. For the

reasons mentioned above, the ability of the

process to make profound changes in the

status of the countries in the enlargement

process has been limited. The EU

conditionality, or the "carrot and stick"

approach, does not produce enough 
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