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Preface: Integration of the Western Balkans into the Single Market as a Gradual
Accession Step

The KIPRED report is a very welcome contribution to the gradual accession approach. It rightly
underlines a credibility gap since the traditional enlargement model has lost indeed much of its
capacity to deliver convergence, credibility and stability. Further, although Albania and
Montenegro are ahead in the negotiations, eventual EU member states decision remain
uncertain.

Although the gradual accession concept was endorsed by the European Council in 2021, no
comprehensive approach has been proposed yet by the European Commission, which delays even
further its application. As highlighted by the KIPRED report, the legal infrastructure has first to be
adopted as the SAAs don’t allow to move forward, unlike the AA/DCFTAs with Ukraine and
Moldova. And ratification by the EU members will add another 2/3 years. One can expect
therefore the EC to make a proposal as soon as possible.

The full benefits of the WB gradual integration will be ripped only is combined with a strong and
meaningful regional integration. | would not say as a prerequisite but in parallel. It should be fully
part of the accession process, whether through the classical process — as it was during the 5th
enlargement - or the gradual accession one. The great merits of the KIPRED report is to advocate
for that clearly. Until now regional integration has been uneven. Clear political commitment is
therefore necessary together with an active involvement of the EC, as stated.

The Growth Plan is providing bigger funding than IPA. This is welcome. However, this is not
commensurate with the needs. And it remains a limited incentive for gradual accession. To end
the current binary system, much higher funding should be made available together with a strict
and enforced conditionality, as highlighted by the report.

I have pleaded for an Agenda 2030 whereby the EC would propose a comprehensive approach to
Gradual accession. Which should include also a transparent presentation of the difficulties and
benefits of the WB accession, as Agenda 2000 did in 1997. Meanwhile, other fields should be
explored for integrating gradually the WB into the EU, such as in the energy and transport sectors,
building on the existing treaties. A significant EU move to restore its credibility would be to allow
the participation to the Foreign Affairs Council of those countries that are fully aligned with the
CFSP rules. It would offer the political class and the citizens a high sense of belonging.

Pierre Mirel, 26 January 2026

!Let me recall that Milena Lazarevic and myself were the first to suggest this approach in 2019.



Executive Summary

The European Union (EU) stands at a pivotal moment in its engagement with the Western Balkans
(WB). More than two decades after the Thessaloniki Declaration, the traditional enlargement
model has lost much of its capacity to deliver convergence, credibility, and political stability.
Accession timelines remain uncertain for most countries in the region, reform incentives have
weakened, and public confidence in the fairness and immediacy of the process has eroded.
Although long-term support for EU membership persists, it is increasingly accompanied by
frustration with an accession framework that offers few tangible interim rewards. At the same
time, Russia’s war against Ukraine has transformed enlargement from a predominantly technical
process into a strategic and geopolitical imperative, exposing the limitations of an approach that
struggles to reconcile urgency with institutional caution.

In response, the EU has advanced the concept of gradual integration, most notably through the
2023 Growth Plan for the Western Balkans. While this represents an important shift in direction,
its impact remains constrained. Market access is partial, financial incentives fall well below
cohesion-policy scale, and enforcement mechanisms lack predictability and strength. Regional
economic integration delivery frameworks such as the Common Regional Market (CRM) and
some 40 regional organizations remain vulnerable to political blockages, reinforcing perceptions
of discretionary and fragile governance. As a result, gradual integration has so far been widely
perceived as symbolic rather than transformative, while the enlargement process continues to
deliver its most meaningful benefits only at the point of accession.

This paper argues that meaningful access to the EU Single Market by 2030 constitutes the only
credible intermediate step capable of restoring EU credibility, strengthening reform leverage,
and delivering visible benefits to citizens and businesses across the Western Balkans. Unlike
procedural alignment or abstract benchmarks, functional Single Market participation produces
tangible economic and social gains, including expanded trade, investment, mobility, and
integration into European value chains. Experience from previous enlargement rounds
demonstrates that integration itself can function as a powerful convergence mechanism,
accelerating regulatory alignment, institutional learning, and economic modernization.

Accelerated Single Market access also entails serious systemic risks if it is poorly designed.
Fragmented, bilateral, or weakly enforced arrangements could deepen regional asymmetries,
weaken existing cooperation frameworks, reduce EU leverage over unresolved political disputes,
and generate new sources of instability. In a region marked by fragile institutions, unresolved
conflicts, and external geopolitical pressures, unmanaged differentiation risks transforming the
Western Balkans into a set of competing peripheral spaces rather than a coherent and stabilizing
European neighborhood.

This paper proposes a managed and enforceable pathway for integrating the Western Balkans
into the EU Single Market as a means to restore credibility, accelerate convergence, and
strengthen regional stability. Single Market access should pursue three core objectives: delivering



tangible pre-accession benefits to rebuild EU credibility, driving economic convergence through
genuine market integration, and stabilizing the region by anchoring integration in regional
cooperation, robust rule-of-law conditionality, and effective dispute-management mechanisms.
To establish the necessary foundations, the EU and Western Balkans should endorse a Single
Market Integration Compact linked to accession, adapt Stabilization and Association Agreements
with conditional access and reversibility clauses, create dedicated EU-Western Balkans
governance and compliance-monitoring mechanisms, enforce rule-of-law benchmarks as
preconditions for access, and deploy cohesion-style financial instruments to reward compliance
and deter obstruction.

The central strategic choice, therefore, is not whether the EU should offer Single Market access,
but how it should design it. Access must function as a regional-stabilization instrument rather
than a bilateral reward for individual frontrunners. Regional cooperation should be embedded as
a binding condition for market access, financial conditionality should serve as the primary
enforcement tool, and clear, predictable reversibility mechanisms must address backsliding. The
four freedoms should be introduced through coordinated regional sequencing to avoid
destabilizing economic divergence, while access to sensitive sectors should be linked to rule-of-
law performance and constructive engagement in dispute resolution.

If designed correctly, Single Market access by 2030 can preserve regional cohesion under
differentiated accession, restore EU credibility, accelerate economic convergence, and stabilize
a geopolitically sensitive region. If designed poorly, it risks replacing a stalled enlargement
process with deeper architecture of fragmentation and instability on the EU’s southeastern flank.
The choice facing the European Union is therefore no longer between enlargement and caution,
but between managed integration with leverage and continued stagnation with declining
strategic influence. Offering the Western Balkans a credible, enforceable pathway into the Single
Market is not a concession to the region, but a strategic investment in Europe’s own cohesion,
security, and long-term relevance.



Introduction: Current Enlargement Policy at a Strategic Deadlock

The EU enlargement process toward the Western Balkans has reached a strategic impasse. While
the commitment to eventual membership remains formally intact, the operational logic of
enlargement has ceased to deliver either convergence or credibility for all Western Balkan
countries. Two decades after the Thessaloniki Declaration (2003), accession remains distant for
most Western Balkan countries, reform incentives have weakened, and public trust in the
immediacy of EU enlargement has declined, even though a majority of citizens continue to
believe that EU integration will eventually occur.?

The return of enlargement to the EU agenda following Russia’s war against Ukraine has not
resolved this deadlock. Instead, it has exposed the fragility of the existing accession model, which
struggles to reconcile geopolitical urgency with institutional caution, and political symbolism with
material delivery.3

Recent publications in academia, think tanks and views of practitionersin the EU and the Western
Balkans all converge on a shared diagnosis: EU enlargement has become excessively end-loaded.
Material benefits are delivered almost exclusively at the point of accession, while candidate
countries are expected to sustain reforms over decades with limited interim incentives and
rewards.*

This logic may have worked in earlier enlargement rounds, when accession timelines were short
and politically credible. In the Western Balkans, however, prolonged uncertainty has transformed
conditionality from an incentive into a source of fatigue. Governments learn that reforms can be
delayed with limited immediate consequences, while citizens no longer associate EU integration
with tangible improvements in daily life.°Visa liberalization remains the last EU policy consistently
identified by citizens as transformative, underscoring the absence of visible integration benefits
since then.®

A second structural weakness is the growing politicization and arbitrariness of accession
decisions. Both the literature and interviews highlight how merit-based assessments are
frequently overridden by geopolitical considerations, bilateral vetoes, or internal EU
bargaining.”This has produced a widespread perception of a “moving target”, most starkly
illustrated by Kosovo's visa liberalization delay and North Macedonia’s repeated blockages
despite compliance. As several interviewees note, perceptions of arbitrariness are not merely

2 RCC, Balkan Barometer 2024, Public Opinion, p. 12, https://www.rcc.int/balkanbarometer/publications

3 European Commission. (2023). New Growth Plan for the Western Balkans. COM (2023) 691.; Lehne, S., Nechev, Z.,
& Grieveson, R. (2025). Access before accession. Carnegie Europe.

4 Emerson, M., Lazarevi¢, M., Blockmans, S., & Suboti¢, S. (2021). A template for staged accession to the EU. CEPS. ;
KIPRED interview with Ditmir Bushati and Milica Kovacevic

5 KIPRED interview with Dren Puka and Saso Ordanovski

5 KIPRED interview with Milica Kovacevic and Remzi Lani

7 Bonomi, M. (2025). The EU Single Market in bits and pieces. EUI.; KIPRED interview with Sonja Liht



subjective, but reflect real inconsistencies in EU behavior.? In response to enlargement strategic
paralysis, both scholars and EU institutions have increasingly advocated gradual integration - the
phased extension of EU policies, markets, and institutions prior to full membership.°

The European Commission’s New Growth Plan for the Western Balkans (2023) represents the
most concrete institutionalization of this approach, offering conditional access to parts of the
Single Market, increased funding, and closer policy alignment.'°Critical assessments argue that
the Plan does not yet constitute a decisive integration breakthrough because market integration
is limited to selected priority areas, the financial pillar remains well below cohesion-policy scale,
and key governance safeguards (including operationalization of reversibility and predictable
enforcement) remain underdeveloped.!! In addition, analysts note that the Plan’s reliance on
Common Regional Market (CRM) / Central European Free Trade Agreement (CEFTA) delivery
faces structural constraints, including political blockages and the absence of clear remedies when
one or more partners impede implementation—reinforcing perceptions of discretionary and
fragile governance.'? Several interviewees describe current gradual integration as symbolic
rather than transformative.!3

More ambitious models of staged accession, including the introduction of intermediate
membership statuses with graduated rights and obligations, provide greater conceptual and
institutional clarity for managing the accession process.'* However, these proposals currently
lack sufficient political backing among EU Member States, limiting their practical feasibility in the
short to medium term.*>

Thus, genuine inclusion of the Western Balkan countries in the EU Single Market represents the
point at which “Europe becomes real”.’® In this sense, this would represent the stage at which
European integration moves beyond aspiration and becomes a concrete economic and political
reality for citizens across the Western Balkans.'’

8 KIPRED interviews with Milica Kovacevic, Ramadan lliazi and Sonja Liht

° Lehne et al., Access Before Accession: Rethinking the EU’s Gradual Integration, Carnegie Europe, 2025, KIPRED
interview with Pierre Mirel.

10 European Commission, New Growth Plan for the Western Balkans, Brussels, November 8, 2023, https://eur-
lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/HTML/?uri=CELEX:52023DC0691

11 European Policy Center, New Growth Plan for the Western Balkans: An important step forward, while much is yet
to be done, Policy Brief, March 2024, https://cep.org.rs/wp-

content/uploads/2024/03/PB_240318 New_Growth Plan_Macek EN.pdf

12 Regional Center for Strategic and Political Initiatives, A Proposal for the New Approach of Western Balkans — EU
Relationship, March 2024,
https://publicpolicy.rs/upload/files/A%20New%20Approach%20to%20the%20Western%20Balkans%20integration
STUDY.pdf

13 KIPRED interviews with Ditmir Bushati, Florian Bieber and Milica Kovacevic

1 Emerson et al., A template for a Staged Accession to the EU, CEPS, October 2021, KIPRED interview with Stefan
Lehne

15 KIPRED interview with Adi Cerimagic.

16 KIPRED interviews with Alban Hashani, Ditmir Bushati, Ramadan llaizi and Remazi Lani

17 KIPRED Interview with Pierre Mirel
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Partial initiatives such as SEPA participation, roaming gradual reductions, and “green lanes”
constitute important steps forward, but they remain insufficient to generate the full economic
and psychological impact associated with comprehensive market integration. As reflected in
stakeholder interviews, fragmented access does not replicate the transformative effects of full
participation in the Single Market.'® The assumption that convergence must precede integration
is challenged by arguments that that integration itself is a convergence mechanism, as
demonstrated in Central and Eastern Europe prior to accession.'?

Pre-accession credible access to the EU Single Market would attract higher-quality foreign direct
investment, embed the Western Balkans more deeply in European value chains, and accelerate
regulatory convergence through sustained institutional learning. At the same time, it would help
counter the structural incentives driving outward migration by generating viable domestic
economic development opportunities, strengthening reform-oriented governance, and
ultimately increasing the quality of life.?° Crucially, Single Market access is seen as politically
easier to “digest” in EU capitals than full membership, particularly if decoupled from voting rights
and veto powers.?!

On the other hand, it is also argued that the access to the EU Single Market is not significantly
easier to achieve than full membership, as both require comparable regulatory, judicial, and
enforcement standards. If a Western Balkan country is ready for fully joining Single Market, it is
already close to meeting the conditions for accession. Yet key provisions of the Stabilization and
Association Agreements remain unimplemented, long-standing opportunities such as integration
into the European energy market have been missed, and progress under the Growth Plan’s
reform agendas has been limited. Repeatedly introducing new layers of gradual integration
without fully using existing instruments risks delaying rather than accelerating accession,
suggesting that greater strategic focus should be placed on advancing full membership rather
than expanding interim arrangements.??

However, even the current frontrunners for EU membership, Albania and Montenegro, have not
yet fully exploited the substantive potential of their Stabilization and Association Agreements.
While both countries have effectively used the SAA framework to liberalize trade, maintain
structured institutional dialogue, and advance legal approximation, the deeper benefits
associated with comprehensive regulatory alignment and consistent enforcement, particularly in
areas approximating Single Market conditions, remain only partially realized. Persistent gaps in
implementation, administrative capacity, and rule-of-law—related economic governance
continue to limit the full transformative impact of the SAAs.??> Nevertheless, Albania and

18 KIPRED interviews Ditmir Bushati and Ramadan llazi

19 Lehne et al., 2025; KIPRED interview with Alban Hashani

20 KIPRED interviews with Alban Hashani, Pierre Mirel and Saso Ordanovski

21 KIPRED interviews Ditmir Bushati, Florian Bieber and Ramadan llazi

22 KIPRED interview with an expert on EU affairs from Germany

23 Albania Report 2025, European Commission, Brussels, 4.11.2025 SWD(2025) 750 final,
https://enlargement.ec.europa.eu/document/download/fe9138b7-90fe-4277-al2c-

3a03f6d1957f en?filename=albania-report-2025.pdfMontenegro Report 2025, European Commission, Brussels,
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Montenegro remain the most advanced candidates in the region and, under favorable political
conditions within the EU and sustained domestic reform momentum, could realistically progress
toward full EU membership by the end of the decade, even if 2030 should be understood as an

aspirational rather than guaranteed timeline.

4.11.2025 SWD(2025) 754 final/2, https://enlargement.ec.europa.eu/document/download/9ae69ea7-81d6-4d6a-
2204-bd32a379d51d en?filename=montenegro-report-2025.pdf
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. Fragmentation of the Western Balkans as a Systemic and Security
Risk

A recurring concern is that differentiated integration pathways, if not carefully designed and
politically coordinated, could undermine regional cohesion by turning the Western Balkans into
a set of fragmented and competing peripheral spaces, rather than consolidating it as an
integrated and mutually reinforcing regional ecosystem.?* Regional cohesion in the Western
Balkans has always been shallow and externally driven.?> Unlike Central and Eastern Europe in
the 1990s, the region lacks substantial intra-regional production networks, integrated value
chains, or strong political trust. Any existing cohesion has largely been maintained by EU
conditionality and external facilitation, not by regional incentives or initiatives.

Integration of Albania and Montenegro into the EU and consequently in the Single Market,
although highly welcome and strategically important, can also carry unintended regional
consequences if not carefully managed. In particular, it contributes to the decoupling of
frontrunners from the rest of the Western Balkans, reduces incentives to invest political capital
in regional cooperation, and encourages the emergence of a “hub-and-spokes” model in which
individual states orient primarily toward Brussels while gradually disengaging from their
immediate neighbors.?® This risk is additionally amplified by the fact that regional cooperation is
already politically fragile and vulnerable to bilateral disputes, especially those involving Serbia.?’

The Common Regional Market was conceived as both a preparatory stage for EU accession and
a confidence-building mechanism among Western Balkan economies. However, CRM is highly
dependent on the credibility of the EU accession horizon.?®

There is a growing concern that regional cooperation tends to weaken once EU integration
becomes increasingly individualized.?® If full access to the EU Single Market is extended to Albania
and Montenegro without a parallel, binding, and region-wide integration framework, the CRM
risks losing both strategic relevance and functional coherence. In such circumstances, it will
become politically marginal for the frontrunners, serve primarily as a compensatory mechanism
for countries with unresolved or fragile bilateral relations, and grow increasingly redundant for
economies already deeply integrated into the EU market. For the remaining countries, the CRM
would will evolve into a largely symbolic instrument with limited practical value for economic
convergence or regional stabilization. This would represent an effective erosion of the EU’s
principal mechanism for preserving regional economic coherence short of full membership.

24 KIPRED interviews Ditmir Bushati, Florian Bieber, Milica Kovacevic, Remzi Lani, Saso Ordanovski and Sonja Liht
5 Steinbach, A., Vujanovié, N., & Fiore, A. (2025). Intra-Western Balkans dynamics. Bruegel.

26 KIPRED interviews Florian Bieber, Stefan Lehn e and Remzi Lani

27 KIPRED interviews Florian Bieber, Remzi Lani and Saso Ordanovski

28 Bonomi, 2025; Steinbach et al., 2025

22 KIPRED interviews Florian Bieber, Pierre Mirel and Remazi Lani

10



Closely related to the future of the Common Regional Market is the risk of the Central European
Free Trade Agreement losing relevance as an instrument of regional economic integration. CEFTA
provides a substantially shallower level of integration than the EU Stabilization and Association
Agreements, particularly in the areas of services, investment and establishment, as well as capital
and labor mobility, which are governed under the acquis-based framework of the SAAs.3° Unlike
the EU, CEFTA does not provide a supranational judicial authority to ensure consistent
enforcement. Liberalization under CEFTA remains sectorial, conditional, and heavily dependent
on national implementation, whereas the EU Single Market is founded on directly applicable
acquis, mutual recognition, and robust supranational oversight. As a result, CEFTA’s effectiveness
relies less on the depth of its legal framework and more on sustained political commitment and
cooperative relations among its members.

Several interviewees warn that once some Western Balkan countries gain privileged access to
the EU market, CEFTA risks becoming a second-tier trade arrangement for lagging states,
increasingly politicized, and vulnerable to bilateral blockages and selective enforcement.3! Rather
than serving as a bridge to the EU, CEFTA could turn into a mechanism that institutionalizes
regional asymmetry, reinforcing perceptions of exclusion among countries left outside the EU
Single Market. This risk is particularly acute for Kosovo, Serbia and Bosnia and Herzegovina,
where unresolved recognition issues and security instability already complicate regional trade
relations.3?

Furthermore, economic fragmentation in the Western Balkans cannot be separated from the
region’s political and security dynamics. Unresolved bilateral disputes, including relations
between Serbia and Kosovo, the internal constitutional crisis in Bosnia and Herzegovina, and the
external blockages facing North Macedonia, are not dormant or contained issues but active and
continuing sources of instability.>3

If regional economic frameworks weaken while key political disputes remain unresolved, the
Western Balkans risk entering a phase of asymmetric integration in which some countries
become increasingly embedded in EU structures while others remain isolated. Such a
configuration would likely reduce the EU’s leverage over obstructive actors and create greater
space for external powers, including Russia and China to exploit existing grievances and political
divisions. Rather than serving as a transitional “waiting room” for EU accession, the region could
drift into a prolonged holding pattern of structural instability.3*

30 Leposava Ognjanoska, Reinforcing the EU Enlargement Policy Towards Western Balkans: Access to the Single
Market as a Credible Goal, European Papers, 2022,

https://www.europeanpapers.eu/system/files/pdf version/EP e)J 2022 2 5 Articles Leposava Ognjanoska 0060
0.pdf

31 KIPRED interviews Florian Bieber, Remzi Lani and Saso Ordanovski

32 KIPRED interviews Dren Puka, Ramadan, Pierre Mirel and Remzi Lani

33 KIPRED interviews Florian Bieber, Remzi Lani, Saso Ordanovski and Sonja Liht

34 KIPRED interview Saso Ordanovski
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Against this background, the Single Market access by 2030 can only succeed if it is explicitly
designed as a regional-stabilization instrument, not merely a bilateral EU-individual country
arrangement. The regional integration must be embedded into the conditions for Single Market
access, rather than treated as a parallel or optional process. This implies that compliance with
CRM commitments and CEFTA obligations should be explicit benchmarks for Single Market entry;
suspension of regional cooperation should trigger automatic consequences for market access;
and regional dispute resolution mechanisms must be strengthened and linked to EU
conditionality.

This way the regional cooperation becomes a gateway, not a casualty, of accelerated EU
integration. Rather than allowing the CRM and CEFTA to wither as countries integrate bilaterally
with the EU, Single Market access should upgrade CEFTA standards progressively toward EU
Single Market rules; transform the CRM into a formal preparatory pillar of EU integration; and
preserve the region as a functional economic space, even under differentiated accession
timelines. This approach directly addresses interviewees’ warnings that regional frameworks
currently function as holding mechanisms rather than transformation tools.3>

35 KIPRED interviews Florian Bieber, Remzi Lani and Sonja Liht
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ll.  Integration or Managed Fragmentation

Granting the Western Balkans meaningful access to the European Union’s Single Market by 2030
is not a low-risk shortcut but a high-stakes structural choice with profound geopolitical, economic,
and security implications. If poorly designed, such access could deepen regional fragmentation,
weaken already fragile cooperation frameworks, accelerate political and economic divergence,
and generate new sources of instability along the EU’s southeastern flank. If, however, it is
carefully structured, anchored in regional obligations, rule-based conditionality, and supported
by meaningful financial instruments, Single Market integration could preserve regional cohesion
under differentiated accession, maintain EU leverage over unresolved disputes, and transform
economic integration into a stabilizing force for the wider European neighborhood.

The Western Balkans remain characterized by shallow intra-regional economic interdependence,
limited cross-border value chains, and persistent political mistrust. Unlike Central and Eastern
Europe in the 1990s, regional cohesion in the Western Balkans has largely been externally driven
by EU conditionality rather than endogenous incentives. The European Commission has
consistently framed regional cooperation as both a preparatory stage for EU accession and a
confidence-building mechanism in a post-conflict environment. Instruments such as the Common
Regional Market (CRM), CEFTA and especially the South East Europe Cooperation Process (SEECP)
and the Regional Cooperation Council (RCC) were designed to foster economic integration,
regulatory convergence, and political cooperation. Yet their effectiveness were designed to
remain heavily dependent on the credibility of the EU accession perspective and rather than on
the sustained political engagement by all participating states.

The erosion of regional cooperation will not only undermine economic convergence but also will
weaken the EU’s principal instrument for managing political tensions short of full membership.
The EU’s transformative power depends not only on technical alignment but on the credibility,
consistency, and political enforceability of conditionality.3®

These risks will become even more pronounced when Albania and Montenegro accede to the
European Union and, as a result, exit regional frameworks such as CEFTA, 40 regional
organizations and the Common Regional Market. Their departure would effectively transform the
Western Balkans into a “WB4” configuration, comprising Kosovo, Serbia, Bosnia and Herzegovina,
and North Macedonia. While such a development would represent a success for enlargement
policy, it would also fundamentally fragment and de-functionalize the political economy of
regional cooperation.

In this post-accession moment, CEFTA will lose two of its most advanced and economically
integrated members, reducing both its economic weight and political credibility. For the
remaining “WB4”, CEFTA risks evolving into a second-tier trade arrangement, increasingly
vulnerable to bilateral blockages, selective implementation, and politicization. Rather than
functioning as a bridge to the EU, it could become a mechanism that institutionalizes regional

36 See for example: Bérzel, T. A., & Risse, T. (2012). From Europeanisation to Diffusion: Introduction. West European
Politics, 35(1), 1-19. https://doi.org/10.1080/01402382.2012.631310
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asymmetry by transforming it into “hostility interdependence”, and reinforcing perceptions of
exclusion among those left outside the Single Market.

Similarly, the Common Regional Market would face a crisis of relevance. Conceived as both a
preparatory stage for EU accession and a confidence-building mechanism, the CRM’s strategic
logic rests on the shared accession trajectory. Once that trajectory becomes differentiated, with
some countries inside the EU and others outside, the CRM loses its unifying function. For EU
members, regional cooperation becomes optional; for non-members, it becomes a compensatory
substitute for integration.

In such a “WB4” reality, the EU’s leverage over the remaining Western Balkan countries will also
weaken. As frontrunners exit regional frameworks, the EU will lose a key channel for exerting
collective conditionality and managing regional dynamics. The risks of unmanaged differentiation
are amplified by the Western Balkans’ unresolved political and security challenges. Political
disputes, particularly those involving Kosovo — Serbia relations and Bosnia and Herzegovina’s
internal governance, would be more difficult to address through multilateral mechanisms. At the
same time, external actors, including Russia and China, could exploit growing asymmetries and
frustrations, further undermining the EU’s stabilizing role in the region. The EU itself has
acknowledged the strategic vulnerability of the Western Balkans to external influence.?’

Against this backdrop, Serbia’s free trade agreements with Russia3® (now largely subsumed under
the EAEU framework)®® and China*® create structural tensions with future EU Single Market
alignment, both legally and politically. While these agreements provide tariff preferences and
investment incentives in the short term, they are inherently incompatible with the EU’s Common
Commercial Policy, which Serbia will be required to fully adopt upon accession, including
alignment with EU tariffs, trade defense instruments, sanctions regimes, and regulatory
standards.*!

Alignment with the EU’s Common Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP) is equally necessary because
the integrity of the Single Market presupposes a shared external posture, including sanctions,
export controls, and restrictive measures; divergence in CFSP alignment creates legal,
compliance, and reputational risks that can directly undermine market access, enforcement
credibility, and trust among Member States. More critically, deepening preferential access to non-
EU markets risks diverting regulatory convergence away from the acquis, particularly in sensitive
areas such as state aid, public procurement, competition policy, and technical standards, where
Chinese and EAEU frameworks differ fundamentally from EU rules. From a Single Market

37 See for example: European Commission, EU Strategy for the Western Balkans (Brussels: European Commission,
2018), https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip 18 561

38 Free Trade Agreement of Serbia with Russia, August 28, 2000,

39 The Free Trade Agreement between the Eurasian Economic Union and its Member States, on the one part, and
the Republic of Serbia, on the other part, was signed on October 25, 2019, and entered into force on July 10, 2021.
https://eec.eaeunion.org/en/comission/department/dotp/torgovye-soglasheniya/serbia.php

40 China-Serbia free trade agreement to take effect on July 1, The State Council of the Republic of China,
https://english.www.gov.cn/news/202406/28/content WS667e6f42c6d0868f4e8e8a86.html

41 EU Common Commercial Policy, https://eur-lex.europa.eu/EN/legal-content/summary/common-commercial-

policy.html
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perspective, this increases adjustment costs at accession, weakens the credibility of gradual
integration mechanisms based on regulatory approximation, and complicates mutual trust, as
market access in the EU relies not only on tariff alignment but on robust enforcement, legal
predictability, and geopolitical coherence. Consequently, sustained expansion or political
valorization of these FTAs may undermine Serbia’s positioning as a credible candidate for deeper,
pre-accession Single Market integration under EU-led frameworks.

Ill

Thus, rather than serving as a transitional “waiting room” for EU accession, the region risks
drifting into a prolonged holding pattern of structural instability if regional economic frameworks
weaken while key political disputes remain unresolved. In such a scenario, EU conditionality
would be weakened precisely where it is most needed, and the stabilizing logic of enlargement
would be undermined.

This requires rethinking the future role of CRM, RCC and CEFTA, and alignment with EU CFSP in a
partial post-accession WB environment. Rather than allowing these frameworks to wither as
countries integrate bilaterally with the EU, Single Market access should be designed to
progressively upgrade CEFTA standards and RCC’s political coordination and monitoring role
towards EU Single Market rules and transform the CRM into a formal preparatory pillar of EU
integration for the remaining non-member states. This way the regional cooperation becomes a
gateway, not a casualty, of accelerated EU integration. Compliance with regional commitments
and alignment with CFSP would remain a prerequisite for market access, and suspension of
regional cooperation would trigger automatic consequences for participation in the Single
Market.

The decisive factor, therefore, is not whether the EU offers Single Market access, but how it
designs and governs that access. A bilateral and purely technocratic approach, focused narrowly
on regulatory alignment and sectoral integration, would almost certainly fail to address the
region’s deeper political-economy constraints. Experience from the Western Balkans
enlargement process shows that technical compliance alone is insufficient when reforms lack
credible political incentives, enforcement mechanisms, and financial backing. The European
Court of Auditors has repeatedly highlighted the limited impact of EU assistance in the region due
to weak conditionality, inconsistent enforcement, and insufficient linkage between funding and
reform performance.*?

In Central and Eastern Europe, early exposure to the Single Market helped accelerate regulatory
convergence, strengthen institutions, and anchor reform coalitions domestically. Integration itself
functioned as a convergence mechanism, rather than merely a reward for prior compliance. At
the same time, strong political conditionality and credible accession timelines-maintained reform
momentum.*® In the Western Balkans, by contrast, prolonged uncertainty has transformed

42 European Court of Auditors, Special Report 01/2022: EU support for the rule of law in the Western Balkans: despite
efforts, fundamental problems persist, https://www.eca.europa.eu/Lists/ECADocuments/SR22 01/SR_ROL-
Balkans EN.pdf
% Vachudova, Milada. 2005. Europe Undivided: Democracy, Leverage, and Integration After Communism. Oxford
University Press.
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conditionality from an incentive into a source of fatigue, weakening both domestic reform
incentives and public trust in the EU.

This leads to a clear strategic conclusion. The binary accession model, in which benefits are
delivered almost exclusively at the point of membership, has reached its limits in the Western
Balkans.

The choice facing the European Union is therefore no longer between enlargement and caution,
but between managed integration with leverage and continued stagnation with declining
influence. A carefully designed Single Market pathway can preserve regional cohesion, reinforce
EU conditionality, and stabilize a geopolitically sensitive region. A poorly designed one risks
entrenching fragmentation, weakening EU credibility, and perpetuating instability on Europe’s
southeastern flank.

In this sense, offering the Western Balkans a credible, enforceable, and regionally anchored
pathway into the Single Market by 2030 is not a favor to the region. It is also a strategic investment
in the European Union’s own cohesion, security, and long-term relevance in an increasingly
contested geopolitical environment.
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I1l.  Designing Single Market Access to Prevent Regional
Fragmentation and Instability

If access to the EU Single Market is extended to selected Western Balkan countries prior to full
membership, its design must avoid weakening regional cooperation, reducing EU leverage, or
aggravating political and economic asymmetries. Evidence from the EU’s revised enlargement
methodology and the implementation record of regional frameworks such as the Common
Regional Market shows that integration outcomes in the Western Balkans depend less on formal
commitments and more on enforceable incentives, institutional alignment, and political
discipline.** For this reason, any pre-accession Single Market access must be structured around
a limited set of operational safeguards that preserve regional functionality, protect EU regulatory
integrity, and maintain leverage over unresolved political disputes.

1. Regional conditionality as a gateway to Single Market access

Single Market access should be legally and procedurally linked to sustained participation in
regional political and economic frameworks, particularly the Common Regional Market, RCC and
CEFTA. Without such linkage, frontrunner countries would have strong incentives to deprioritize
regional cooperation once bilateral access to the EU market becomes available, thereby
weakening the EU’s only existing mechanism for maintaining economic coherence across the
Western Balkans short of membership#

Regional conditionality should therefore function as a structural prerequisite for market access
rather than a political aspiration. Compliance with agreed regional commitments, including the
implementation of CRM Action Plans, RCC and CEFTA obligations, should be treated as
measurable benchmarks for entry into, and continued participation in, Single Market
arrangements.?® Persistent violations of CEFTA rules, such as unilateral trade barriers, non-
recognition of certificates, or border obstructions, should trigger formal reviews of market access
privileges.*” An EU-published Regional Compliance Scoreboard linked to both market access and
funding decisions would increase transparency and reduce arbitrariness, reinforcing the
credibility of conditionality

4 European Commission, Enhancing the accession process - A credible EU perspective for the Western Balkans,
Brussels, 5.2.2020 COM(2020) 57 final, https://enlargement.ec.europa.eu/document/download/ef0547a9-c063-
4225-b1b4-93ff9027d0c0 en?filename=enlargement-methodology en.pdf RCC, Common Regional Market Action
Plan 2025-2028, October 14, 2024 https://www.rcc.int/pubs/189/common-regional-market-action-plan-2025-2028
45 European Commission, New growth plan for the Western Balkans, Brussels, November 11, 2023, COM(2023) 691
final, https://enlargement.ec.europa.eu/document/download/8f5dbe63-e951-4180-9¢32-
298cae022d03_en?filename=COM 2023 691 New%20Growth%20Plan%20Western%20Balkans.pdf

46 RCC, Common Regional Market Action Plan 2025-2028, October 14, 2024
https://www.rcc.int/pubs/189/common-regional-market-action-plan-2025-2028

47 CEFTA Agreement, Legal Document, Main text, Annexes 1 and 2, and Additional Protocols,
https://cefta.int/about/documents/legal-documents/
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2. A functional conditionality clause for market access

To preserve EU leverage and avoid ad hoc political responses to non-compliance, all Single
Market access arrangements should include a clear functional conditionality clause. Sustained
obstruction or politicization of agreed regional economic mechanisms should result in
proportionate restrictions on market access benefits.

Such a clause should rely on predefined procedures rather than unanimity-based political
decisions, which have frequently delayed EU responses in the Western Balkans Sanctions should
follow a proportionality principle, meaning that sectorial breaches, for example in transport or
energy, lead to sector-specific consequences rather than blanket suspensions. Clear
reinstatement pathways should be established to ensure that conditionality remains corrective
rather than punitive.

This safeguard reflects established EU regulatory practice, whereby access to the Single Market
is conditional on compliance with common rules and enforcement standards. Without credible
consequences for non-compliance, conditionality risks becoming symbolic, particularly in
politically contested environments such as the Western Balkans.

3. Phased and regionally coordinated application of the four freedoms

To avoid destabilizing economic divergence, the four freedoms should not be introduced through
purely bilateral or country-specific timelines. Instead, their application should follow coordinated
regional sequencing.

Early phases should priorities goods, payments integration, and energy market alignment, where
regulatory convergence is already advanced and economic spillovers are manageable. Services
and capital market integration should follow, while labor mobility should be phased in last and
accompanied by transitional safeguards.

Labor mobility requires particular caution. In a region affected by demographic decline and skills
shortages, rapid and asymmetric liberalization could accelerate brain drain from lagging
economies. Any labor mobility opening should therefore be conditional on regional frameworks
for skills recognition, vocational cooperation, and targeted measures to mitigate excessive
outflows.

4. Financial conditionality as the primary enforcement tool

In the Western Balkans, financial leverage has consistently proven more effective than political
signaling or reputational pressure. Single Market access should therefore be bundled with a
robust financial instrument that rewards compliance and penalizes backsliding.

Funding mechanisms should follow a logic closer to cohesion policy than traditional pre-accession
assistance, focusing on institutional capacity, regulatory enforcement, and economic
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convergence. A meaningful share of funding tranches should be explicitly linked to regional
cooperation performance, not only to domestic reform benchmarks.

Suspension of funds should be the default response to sustained non-compliance, rather than an
exceptional measure. This reflects the EU’s experience that naming-and-shaming alone has
limited impact in politically contested environments.

5. Institutionalized dispute resolution linked to market access

Given unresolved bilateral disputes and fragile political relations in parts of the Western Balkans,
economic integration cannot be insulated from political conflict. Without structured dispute
resolution, political crises risk spilling over into trade, infrastructure, and regulatory cooperation.

The EU should therefore strengthen its role in regional economic dispute resolution by linking
good-faith engagement in such mechanisms directly to market access status. Failure to
participate constructively in EU-facilitated dispute processes should have consequences for
access to strategically sensitive sectors such as transport, energy, and public procurement.

This safeguard does not require new judicial structures. It requires embedding political
conditionality into existing economic governance frameworks. The objective is not to resolve all
political disputes, but to prevent them from paralyzing economic integration and undermining
EU credibility.

6. Prioritize Energy and Decarburization as Flagship Sectors

Energy integration represents the area of EU-Western Balkans integration where economic
convergence, security imperatives, and citizen-level benefits most clearly intersect. Energy policy
directly shapes household costs, industrial competitiveness, public health, and national security,
making it one of the few integration domains where European engagement is immediately
tangible and politically defensible. Meaningful integration in this sector would not only reduce
structural vulnerabilities and external dependencies but also demonstrate, in practical terms, the
EU’s capacity to deliver concrete benefits before accession.

For this reason, the EU should open access for Western Balkan partners to core energy-transition
instruments, including ETS-linked mechanisms and Modernization Fund—type tools, in order to
support de-carbonization while preserving economic viability. The implementation of the Carbon
Border Adjustment Mechanism should be aligned with credible transition assistance rather than
applied as a punitive measure that risks excluding already fragile economies. Properly designed,
energy integration should function as a litmus test of the EU’s commitment to gradual
integration: if the Union is willing to extend solidarity, financing, and regulatory alignment in a
sector central to security and everyday life, it will signal that gradual integration is not symbolic
but real.
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7. Match Market Access with Cohesion-Level Financial Support.

Single Market access without substantial and predictable financial backing is unlikely to succeed.
Partial market integration inevitably generates adjustment costs, distributional pressures, and
sectoral dislocations that cannot be absorbed through traditional pre-accession assistance. To be
effective, financial support must follow a logic closer to cohesion policy—focused on
convergence, institutional capacity, and shock absorption—rather than the fragmented and
limited instruments that currently characterize the pre-accession framework. In this context,
financial leverage represents the EU’s most credible enforcement mechanism and the primary
means of ensuring that integration strengthens rather than destabilizes Western Balkan
economies.

Accordingly, the EU should establish a dedicated Reform and Convergence Facility explicitly
linked to Single Market access, providing multiannual, rules-based funding aligned with clear
performance benchmarks. At least 30—40 percent of funding tranches should be directly tied to
demonstrable progress in regional cooperation and rule-of-law performance, reinforcing
compliance through tangible incentives. Investment should be frontloaded in adjustment-
intensive sectors—particularly energy, transport, small and medium-sized enterprises, and
workforce reskilling—to mitigate transitional shocks, support competitiveness, and anchor
economic convergence at an early stage of integration.
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Conclusions and Recommendations

The current EU enlargement model for the Western Balkans has reached a strategic deadlock.
More than two decades after the Thessaloniki Declaration, accession remains distant for most
countries, reform incentives have weakened, and public trust in the immediacy and fairness of
the process has eroded, even though long-term support for EU membership persists. The
enlargement framework has become excessively end-loaded, delivering tangible benefits mainly
at the point of accession while requiring candidate countries to sustain costly reforms over
extended and uncertain timelines. This imbalance has transformed conditionality from a credible
incentive into a source of political fatigue and public disillusionment. At the same time, Russia’s
war against Ukraine has re-politicized enlargement as a geopolitical necessity, yet the existing
model struggles to reconcile strategic urgency with institutional caution. Although the European
Commission’s Growth Plan represents the most concrete effort to advance gradual integration,
its scope remains limited, financial incentives fall well below cohesion-policy scale, and
enforcement mechanisms remain weak. Regional frameworks such as the Common Regional
Market and CEFTA continue to be vulnerable to political blockages, reinforcing perceptions that
gradual integration is symbolic rather than transformative.

Against this backdrop, meaningful access to the EU Single Market emerges as the only
intermediate integration step capable of restoring EU credibility, strengthening reform leverage,
and rebuilding public support in the Western Balkans. Unlike abstract benchmarks or procedural
reforms, Single Market participation delivers tangible benefits that citizens and businesses can
directly experience, including greater mobility, payments integration, investment opportunities,
and improved employment prospects. Evidence from Central and Eastern Europe suggests that
integration itself can function as a convergence mechanism, accelerating regulatory alignment,
institutional learning, and economic modernization, rather than serving merely as a reward for
prior compliance.

However, the paper also demonstrates that accelerated Single Market access entails serious
systemic risks if not carefully designed. Differentiated integration could weaken already fragile
regional cohesion, hollow out the Common Regional Market and CEFTA, reduce EU leverage over
unresolved political disputes, and intensify economic and political divergence across the region.
In the absence of binding regional safeguards, frontrunner countries may disengage from
regional cooperation, while lagging states risk becoming increasingly isolated. Economic
fragmentation would then intersect with unresolved disputes involving Serbia—Kosovo relations,
Bosnia and Herzegovina’'s constitutional crisis, and North Macedonia’s external blockages,
generating a prolonged “holding pattern of structural instability” on the EU’s southeastern flank.

The central conclusion is therefore not whether Single Market access should be offered by 2030,
but how it should be designed. A bilateral, technocratic, and weakly enforced approach would
likely replicate the shortcomings of the current enlargement process. By contrast, a regionally
anchored, politically enforced, and financially backed model could transform economic
integration into a stabilizing force. The choice facing the EU is no longer between enlargement
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and caution, but between managed integration with leverage and unmanaged fragmentation
with escalating risks.

Recommendations for Integrating the Western Balkans into the EU Single Market: A Managed
Integration Strategy for Stability, Convergence, and Credibility

In light of the strategic deadlock of the current enlargement framework and the growing
geopolitical urgency in Europe’s southeastern neighborhood, the following recommendations
propose a managed and enforceable pathway for integrating the Western Balkans into the EU
Single Market as a means to restore credibility, accelerate convergence, and strengthen regional
stability.

Strategic Objective: The integration of the Western Balkans into the European Union’s Single
Market should serve three mutually reinforcing goals: a) Restoring EU credibility by delivering
tangible, visible benefits before full membership, b) Accelerating economic convergence through
real market integration rather than procedural alignment alone, and c) Stabilizing a fragile region
by anchoring economic integration in regional cooperation, rule-of-law and CFSP alignment
conditionality, and dispute-management mechanisms.

Guiding Principles: The roadmap should be built on five core principles, namely, a) Regional
anchoring — Integration must preserve regional cohesion and not undermine CRM, CEFTA and
RCC, b) Conditionality with consequences — Access depends on compliance, with automatic and
proportionate reversibility, c) Sequenced integration — The four freedoms must be phased to
avoid destabilizing asymmetries, d) Financial leverage — Funding must reward performance and
penalize obstruction, and, e) Rule-of-law centrality — Market access is inseparable from judicial
and regulatory integrity.

Foundations for Single Market Integration, with the aim to create the legal, institutional, and
political foundations for structured Single Market access: a) Political Commitment - EU and
Western Balkans endorse a Single Market Integration Compact linked to accession, 2030 framed
as a political anchor, not a rigid deadline, b) Legal Architecture - Adapt the Stabilization and
Association Agreements to include conditional market-access provisions, clear and proportionate
reversibility clauses, and regional compliance benchmarks, while ensuring that dispute-resolution
mechanisms remain consistent with existing EU legal frameworks and, where appropriate,
provide for the jurisdiction of the European Court of Justice for newcomers participating in the
European Single Market, c)Institutional Alignment - Establish an EU-WB Single Market Task Force
(Commission, EEAS, WB 6/4 Governments), and Create a Regional Compliance Scoreboard for
CRM, CEFTA and RCC implementation, d) Rule-of-Law Benchmarks - Judicial independence,
competition enforcement, regulatory agencies, customs integrity become preconditions for
access, and, e) Financial Instruments - Launch a Pre-Single Market Convergence Facility modeled
on cohesion logic, not IPA logic.
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