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Introduction

�n the midst of the coronavirus crisis, EU Member States have 
made significant advances in regard to a previously deadlocked 

decision over whether to open EU accession negotiations with 
North Macedonia and Albania. EU Foreign Ministers in the 
General Affairs Council (GAC) adopted the decision to open 
negotiations by written procedure on 25 March 2020 and EU 
Heads of State and Government unanimously endorsed it at the 
European Council on 26 March 2020

This decision breaks a cycle of failed attempts to progress the 
EU membership bids of North Macedonia and Albania. It also 
signals a new momentum in EU enlargement policy towards the 
Western Balkans following a long period of stasis, and addresses 
the urgency to avoid a geopolitical vacuum in Europe’s near 
neighbourhood, which could be filled by China, Russia or other 
competitors. Finally, it is a necessary response to the call by 
Balkan leaders for the EU to show greater solidarity with the 
region.

This brief will investigate three key elements of the GAC 
conclusions endorsed by the European Council: 

1) the approval of the reform of the EU accession process 
proposed by the European Commission;
2) the outline of additional conditions to be met by Albania 
before commencement of negotiations; and
3) the overall significance of the decision to open accession 
negotiations with North Macedonia and Albania for EU-
Western Balkans relations.1 

It will also take account of the impact of the ongoing coronavirus 
pandemic and consider the next steps in the process. 

Background 

At the October 2019 European Council, all but three Member 
States were in favour of opening accession talks with both 
North Macedonia and Albania.2 France was the only Member 
State to veto the step in both cases, while the Netherlands and 
Denmark were prepared to see North Macedonia progress to 
the next stage, although they expressed concerns over opening 
negotiations with Albania

In preparation for the European Council’s review of this 
issue in March 2020, the European Commission published a 
Communication proposing changes to the accession process on 
5 February 2020.3 Ahead of the March Summit, the Commission 
also published updates to its annual country reports for 
North Macedonia and Albania in which it upheld its previous 
recommendations to open negotiations.4

1. Approval for the proposed reform of 
the accession process 

The European Commission’s February 2020 Communication 
on reform proved significant in breaking the deadlock in the 
European Council. As well as answering general calls for change, 
the proposal addressed a number of Member States’ more 
specific concerns. Following the publication of the proposal, 
French President Emmanuel Macron, for example, gave early 
indications of his government’s willingness to soften its position. 
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Previous IIEA analysis has highlighted three important new 
features of the Commission’s proposal:

i) thematic clustering of negotiating chapters to allow for more 
thorough political discussions on thematic areas;
ii) increased political engagement and stronger steering by 
Member States; and 
iii) positive and negative conditionality.5 

The second two features are of particular consequence for 
Member States, particularly for those which have traditionally 
approached EU enlargement with caution and which have 
sought more control of the process once negotiations begin. The 
Commission’s reforms envisage an enhanced role for existing 
EU Member States and greater input by Member States into the 
monitoring of candidate countries’ progress towards negotiating 
benchmarks, a process which was previously conducted by the 
Commission.

In tandem with ‘positive conditionality’ and increased incentives 
for candidate countries, the Commission’s redesign of the 
accession process also clearly defines conditions to be met 
by candidate countries and outlines a number of measures of 
recourse for the EU in instances where a candidate is deemed to 
be backsliding on commitments or where progress has stalled. 
These ‘negative conditionality’ measures range from temporarily 
halting negotiations to re-opening previously closed negotiating 
chapters. The ‘reversibility’ represented by the latter was an 
important feature of the French non-paper on reform of the 
process, and is explicitly noted in the GAC conclusions of 25 
March 2020.

Having been approved by the European Council, these reforms 
will be applied directly to North Macedonia and Albania’s 
respective negotiation frameworks.6 Under the revised system, 
the so-called Fundamentals Cluster – which encompasses the 
negotiating chapters on the rule of law, democratic institutions, 
public administration, and fundamental rights – will be the first 
chapter to be opened. Both the European Commission and the 
Council have highlighted that Montenegro and Serbia, with whom 
accession negotiations are already underway, may opt in to the 
new process which could be adapted to their existing negotiating 
frameworks.

2. Additional conditions for Albania

Member State agreement on opening accession negotiations 
with Albania has come with some caveats, which echo persistent 

concerns of a number of EU Member States. The conclusions of 
the General Affairs Council list a number of additional conditions 
that Albania will have to meet ahead of the first intergovernmental 
conference to begin talks. 

Paragraph 10 of the GAC conclusions identifies a number of areas 
to be addressed: 

• electoral reform, including fulfilment of the Organisation 
for Security and Co-operation in Europe’s (OSCE/ODHIR) 
recommendations, the initiation of proceedings against those 
accused of vote-buying, and reform of Albania’s electoral law; 
• judicial reform, including ensuring the functioning of Albania’s 
Constitutional Court and High Court in accordance with the 
opinions of the Venice Commission; 
• finalising anti-corruption and organised crime specialised 
structures and completing the first proceedings against high-
ranking public officials and politicians; 
• improving asylum and repatriation procedures; and 
• amendments to Albania’s ‘anti-defamation’ law. This was a 
particular concern for Dutch MPs in relation to media freedom.

In addition, the Conclusions contain a particular reference to 
“respecting the rights of persons belonging to minorities”, which 
reflects the Greek Government’s particular concern for the rights 
of the Greek population in Albania.7 

A statement by the European Commission following the 
European Council’s decision, however, suggests that there is a 
difference of opinion between the two institutions on progress 
made by Albania.8 It reads: “the Commission considers that on the 
issues listed by the Council for Albania as necessary […] Albania 
has already achieved significant progress by increasing its efforts 
and delivering further tangible and sustainable results in these 
key areas.” Commissioner Várhelyi has expressed confidence 
that Albania will have satisfied these concerns by the time of the 
publication of the European Commission’s annual enlargement 
package in June 2020.9

These differences may foreshadow future tension between 
the greater politicisation of the process that may result from 
the reforms and the Commission’s continued emphasis on the 
objectivity of the benchmarks for assessing progress.
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3. Opening negotiations with North 
Macedonia and Albania 

With each previous failed attempt at approval by EU leaders, 
warnings were raised about the damaging effect of the impasse on 
the credibility of the accession process and the credibility of the EU 
itself - particularly in the face of the substantial reforms already 
achieved by North Macedonia and Albania. Concerns grew that 
a lack of dividends would disincentivise internal reforms in the 
two Western Balkan countries, would slow progress further, and 
could even contribute to political instability. The Government of 
North Macedonia, for example, called snap elections in response 
to the October 2019 European Council non-decision.10 Individual 
European governments, meanwhile, cautioned that by calling 
the credibility of the promise of EU membership into question, 
the door was left open to other influences in the Western Balkan 
region, namely China, Russia, and the Gulf States, as well as to 
terrorist groups. Following the March 2020 decision in favour 
of beginning talks, European Commissioner for Neighbourhood 
and Enlargement, Olivér Várhelyi, welcomed the clear message it 
sent to the Western Balkans that the region’s future is in the EU. 
He further stated: “With today’s political agreement we have put 
EU enlargement back on track and restored the credibility of the 
accession process.11” The Foreign Minister of North Macedonia, 
Nikola Dimitrov, acknowledged the EU’s decision as a symbol of 
its true strength in difficult times.

Coronavirus: a fresh test for the EU

The current coronavirus crisis has been framed by many as a 
further crucial test of the sincerity of the EU’s commitment to the 
Western Balkans. It has also once again exposed the geopolitical 
forces at work in the region. 

The European Commission announced a range of support 
measures for the Western Balkans on 30 March 2020 to tackle 
the coronavirus outbreak.12 These include: 

• up to €38 million in immediate support to facilitate access to 
medical equipment and supplies; 
• joint procurement schemes; and 
• the reallocation of €374 million from the Instrument for Pre-
Accession Assistance to assist the socio-economic recovery of 
the region.

Furthermore, the European Commission has accelerated the 
implementation of a European Centre for Disease Prevention 
and Control project designed to enhance the ability of Western 

Balkan countries to deal with health crises. The Commission 
is also working with regional groups to ensure the continued 
movement of goods both within the region and between the 
region and the EU.

However, there remains a real need for the Commission to 
communicate its efforts effectively in the region. On 15 March 
2020 while declaring a state of emergency, the President of Serbia, 
Aleksandar Vučić, criticised the absence of EU solidarity and the 
EU’s slow response compared with the swift response from the 
Chinese Government which has provided medical equipment, 
supplies, and expertise.13 Many analysts have highlighted how 
this feeds into the geopolitical battle playing out between China, 
Russia, the US and the EU, in which China is using crisis narratives 
and soft diplomacy to boost its image as the global superpower 
best-placed to manage a global health emergency. 14 EU studies, 
meanwhile, have identified widespread disinformation campaigns 
being conducted in the Western Balkans, including some by pro-
Russia actors, which are spreading harmful narratives of the EU 
having turned its back on the region.15 

Next steps

The European Commission has now begun work on the negotiating 
frameworks for North Macedonia and Albania which will then 
be adopted by the European Council. Negotiations will officially 
begin at an intergovernmental conference to be convened “as 
soon as possible” following the adoption of the frameworks.

Second, the Commission will announce its investment package 
for the Western Balkans at the EU-Western Balkans Summit 
which is currently scheduled to take place in Zagreb between 5 
and 7 May 2020.  

Finally, the European Commission is due to publish its annual 
enlargement package in June 2020. This will give an overview 
of the direction of enlargement policy for the year, as well as 
the individual country reports for each potential candidate, 
candidate, and acceding country. Overall, the EU is sending a 
clear signal to the Balkan region that its historical identity and its 
future destiny are firmly rooted in Europe.

This is part of the Future of the EU27 Project, supported by the 
Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade
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