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Key Takeaways
• Macedonia declared its independence in 1991 following 

the break-up of the former Yugoslavia.
• The northern province of Greece is also called 

Macedonia. For decades, Greece opposed the new state 
using the name ‘Macedonia’, which it saw as a territorial 
and cultural claim against Greece. 

• The name dispute had international implications, with 
Greece initially blocking Macedonian membership of 
the UN and subsequently NATO and the EU. 

• In early 2018, the leaders of Greece and Macedonia 
decided it was time to strike a deal. In June, both 
countries signed the Prespa Agreement, which saw 
the country change its name to the Republic of North 
Macedonia. 

• The agreement entered into force on 12 February 2019, 
allowing NATO to sign an accession agreement with 
North Macedonia. 

• The EU has outlined plans to open accession negotiations 
with North Macedonia in June 2019. 

Background
Among the many disputes that have cast dark clouds over the 
Western Balkans region, none has been more symbolic of the toxic 
mixture of history and nationalism than the longstanding name 
dispute between Greece and Macedonia. This became a significant 
political issue after Macedonia’s declaration of independence in 
1991 following the break-up of the former Yugoslavia, in which it 
had been one of the six federal republics.

Greece, whose northern province is also called Macedonia, made 
clear its objection to the conversion of the geographical term 
‘Macedonia’ into the name of a nation. Greece has argued that 
its northern neighbour, by its choice of names and symbols, was 
making a territorial claim against the Greek province, appropriating 
the heritage of Alexander the Great, questioning Greek sovereignty 
and asserting a cultural claim against Greece. The erection of a 
massive equestrian statue of Alexander in the central square of

the Macedonian capital Skopje has been characterised as ‘cultural 
theft’ while the renaming of Skopje’s airport as ‘Alexander the Great 
International Airport’ was seen as deeply provocative. 

International dimension 
The dispute has had serious implications in the country’s 
international relationships.

Macedonian membership of the United Nations was blocked 
for more than a year and, in 1993, the country was admitted to 
the world body under the provisional name of ‘Former Yugoslav 
Republic of Macedonia’ (FYROM). An Interim Agreement in 
1995 ended Greek sanctions against Macedonia and committed 
the two countries to seek a negotiated solution.  The UN appointed 
a mediator charged with finding a compromise solution.  Matthew 
Nimetz has devoted more than twenty years to this post with great 
patience and determination.

Macedonia sought membership of NATO but, despite the 1995 
Agreement, this was blocked by Greece.  At the 2008 NATO 
Summit the applications of three states from the Western 
Balkans – Albania, Croatia and Macedonia – were considered. 
Greece remained adamant in its objections and only Albania and 
Croatia were accepted. This decision was seen as a serious blow 
to Macedonia’s aspirations and led to an outburst of nationalist 
rhetoric from the Government of Nikola Gruevski who had 
commissioned the statue and renamed the airport. 

Macedonia submitted an application for membership of the 
European Union to the Irish Presidency of the EU Council in 
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March 2004. The country was the first Western Balkan nation 
to sign a Stabilisation and Association Agreement with the EU.  
Macedonia was granted candidate country status for EU  
membership in December 2005, an apparently positive 
development which was overshadowed by a Greek statement 
that it retained the right to block Macedonian membership in 
any international organisation. An Irishman, Erwan Fouéré, was 
appointed European Union Special Representative for Macedonia.

The dispute created serious problems in the country’s international 
relations and in the work of international organisations.  
Over the years an increasing number of countries, including 
Ireland, moved to recognise the name ‘Republic of Macedonia’ in 
its Diplomatic List. The European Bank for Reconstruction and 
Development, with its extensive programme of economic and social 
development in Macedonia, was faced with difficulties arising from 
the name issue. National bodies and many commercial entities 
refused to accept or respond to any communication including 
reference to FYROM while that designation was required in official 
EU or UN relations. 

A breakthrough
After more than a quarter of a century of dispute, political leaders in 
the two countries moved to find a permanent solution. The newly 
appointed Prime Minister of Macedonia, Zoran Zaev, recognised 
that the long dispute must be ended if Macedonia was to achieve its 
aspirations of EU and NATO membership.  At the same time, the 
Greek Prime Minister, Alexis Tsipras, had expressed a determination 
to find an escape from the “vicious cycle of nationalism” in a region 
which had suffered too long from nationalist rhetoric and bilateral 
disputes. The two met and spoke at length at the 2018 Davos 
Economic Forum and agreed that the time had come for a serious 
attempt to solve the dispute.In preparation for a deal, in February 

2018, the Macedonian Government renamed the country’s main 
airport International Airport Skopje, removing the reference to 
Alexander the Great. Similarly, the Alexander the Great Motorway 
was renamed the Friendship Highway. 

A deal is struck
On 17 June 2018, Macedonia and Greece signed the seminal Prespa 
Agreement, which saw the country agree to change its name to 
the Republic of North Macedonia. Finalisation of this agreement 
required formal ratification in both countries, prompting a 
serious element of opposition to the new arrangements by 
hard-line nationalists.

A non-binding referendum in Macedonia passed with 90% 
approval but without reaching the required 50% turnout level due 
to a boycott.  This left the final decision with parliament, which 
approved the name change on 19 October with the required 
two-thirds majority needed to enact constitutional changes.  
The amendment of the constitution and the change in the name 
of the country were finally passed on 11 January 2019 and entered 
into force on 12 February 2019. Meanwhile, the Greek Parliament 
ratified the Prespa Agreement and the Protocol on the Accession of 
Macedonia to NATO with a narrow majority, 153 approving and 
146 against. 

What next?
On 26 June 2018 the EU General Affairs Council adopted 
conclusions on the EU-Western Balkans stabilisation and association 
process in which the Council agreed to respond positively to the 
progress made by North Macedonia, and set out the path towards 
opening accession negotiations with this country in June 2019.

Following the ratification of the Prespa Agreement NATO has 
signed an accession agreement with North Macedonia. 
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