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Pride and Relief
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Now that EU membership beckons, Macedonia could perhaps one day become the Belgium of the Balkans, deeply divided, but at ease with its divisions. 

Early last week, Macedonia looked very much like a candidate for collateral damage resulting from the European Union's leaders' divisions over the future of Europe. By the end of the week, Macedonia was officially a candidate for full EU membership, though in granting this status to the country the European Council followed the advice of the European Commission not to commit to a specific date for the start of accession talks. The EU leaders also cautioned, rather inconclusively, that the “absorption capacity” of the EU will have to be taken into account as well. 

But even incomplete, the good news was perfectly good enough to pervade Macedonia, a country of two million, with feelings of popular pride and relief, feelings that have been shared by the rest of the Balkans, but that perhaps few leaders and citizens of the EU’s “core” countries may be able to fully relate to.

Macedonia left behind “Balkan macadam” last week and was now firmly on the “European motorway,” Macedonian Prime Minister Vlado Buckovski said as congratulations from other Balkan capitals poured in.

The prospect of the EU putting on hold its enlargement project now that it has reached the Balkans fills Macedonian and other Balkan leaders with dread. Bosnian Prime Minister Adnan Terzic even warned last week that a return to the carnage of the 1990s was possible should this happen. 

A lot of this kind of talk should, of course, be taken with a grain of salt, but by no means be dismissed. Had the EU leaders denied Macedonia candidate status, that would have indeed been a piece of reckless decision-making. No, such a development wouldn’t have instantly undone all the progress made in Macedonia and elsewhere in recent years, as Balkan-friendly observers were bound to say, but would have undoubtedly sent all sorts of confusing messages where clarity is traditionally in short supply.

If there ever was a clear case for rewarding a Balkan government for constructive behavior, it came during last week's EU summit. In many respects, Macedonia is indeed a moderate success story – and it is very much an EU success story. With Brussels' help, the country pulled itself back from the brink of an all-out civil war in 2001 and has since become a reasonably well-functioning multiethnic democracy to the delight of many Balkan watchers, who now often recommend that the “Macedonian model” be applied elsewhere, even though it is perfectly obvious that Macedonia’s circumstances are different from those in other fragile countries and entities of the region.

The fact that people are getting carried away with Macedonia’s success may also illustrate how little other elements of the international peace- and nation-building effort in the Balkans have actually worked, or have been seen to have worked. In reality, Macedonia’s peace process is far from being a huge success. 

To be sure, the 2001 conflict between ethnic Albanian rebels and the government did not go as far as one would have expected a Balkan conflict to go. It is to the credit of Macedonia’s politicians on both sides of the ethnic divide that, unlike their counterparts elsewhere in the former Yugoslavia, they cooperated with Western peace mediators from the outset, soon reaching a comprehensive framework agreement that laid the groundwork for a more equitable Macedonia that is emerging today. 

A slightly more cynical explanation of the 2001 events is also possible. Perhaps the country’s ethnic Albanian rebels always knew that, unlike their brethren in Kosovo, they stood little chance of provoking the Macedonian government into responding as brutally and recklessly as to bring upon themselves a NATO intervention? Many of the rebels’ moves suggest they may have been smart enough to realize that the international community would under no circumstances support a dismemberment of Macedonia’s territory, so they needed to limit their goals at this historical junction and consequently mount a carefully dosed rebellion. And could it also be the case that Macedonia’s security forces – at the time almost entirely ethnic Macedonian – appeared so restrained primarily because they were and felt weak? 

None of this should matter much now. Whatever their motives, Macedonia’s leaders have indeed behaved responsibly. Their very hard and often unpopular work over the past four years unfolded within the framework of the country’s EU bid. In fact, Macedonia’s constitutional reform – largely aimed at incorporating the ethnic Albanian minority into the social and political mainstream – would have been impossible without that framework. It can be argued that politicians and laymen alike often swallowed unpalatable bits because they had been persuaded that doing so would in the end help Macedonia’s EU bid. It would be absurd not to reward Skopje now that the whole society rightly feels it has done a lot to make Macedonia a suitable membership candidate. 

It would, of course, be very wrong of Macedonian leaders to think that getting candidate status is the most difficult part of the road to the EU. It is not, and especially not in the case of Macedonia. Along with the recommendation to the EU leaders to make Macedonia a candidate for membership, last month’s opinion by the European Commission contained quite a long list of policy areas in which the country needed to raise its game before the actual membership talks could start. 

The Macedonians need to realize as soon as possible that it will no longer be enough to say the right thing when it comes to police and judicial reform, corruption, or the economy, to mention just a few gray areas of Macedonia’s political and social landscape. Both will and skill will now be needed to get to the nitty-gritty of specific policy issues, something that the region’s leaders have rarely been good at. On the contrary, complex policy issues tend to be addressed or even dismissed in broad sweeps. Worse still, there is a tendency, fortunately not yet dominant, to view the region’s institutional and policy shortcomings as incomparably small in relation to the EU’s perceived institutional, political, and economic might, so that once the Balkan countries become part of the EU those shortcomings would sort themselves out by default. The European Commission should be merciless in freeing the region from such misconceptions.

At the same time, too much praise for the success of Macedonia’s peace project won’t necessarily help anyone. Macedonia’s ethnic divisions have not healed, nor are they likely to fully do so in the coming decades. Although some of its politicians and citizens may yearn for the type of internal cohesion they see, or think to see, in some of the ethnically more homogeneous countries of the region, the EU should help Macedonia to learn to live with its internal divisions. 

The 2001 Ohrid Framework Agreement, whose stipulations now govern the bulk of Macedonia’s thinking on the issue, is an excellent starting point. More realization that Macedonia is not the only such country, either in the EU or in the Balkans, wouldn’t hurt either. With a bit of luck and a lot of hard work and good will, Macedonia could perhaps one day become the Belgium of the Balkans, deeply divided, but at ease with its divisions. To stand any chance of ever becoming such a society, Macedonia needs to be moving forward on the road to the EU, and be seen by its citizens to be doing so. 

And so do all other Balkan countries, though not exactly in the same way. Analysts and policy-makers alike have often noted that the carrot of EU membership has been the most effective policy tool for encouraging reform in the former communist countries of Europe. One need only think of Slovakia’s successful sprint to catch up with the rest of Central Europe in the post-Meciar years to realize this. Less known is the impressive pace at which some Serbian government departments have moved over the past year or so in order to prepare the country for Stabilization and Association talks with Brussels. 

A number of Balkan societies, however, now need the EU dream alive, not merely as a stimulus for reform, but in order to survive as peaceful societies. Like Macedonia, they feature deeply rooted internal divisions and contradictions that cannot be done away with, but that perhaps can be tamed into a manageable format furnished with some sense of permanency. Historically, the only times in which divisions such as those present
in Bosnia or over Kosovo seemed to be manageable were when these societies were, willingly or not, a part either of multinational empires such as those of the Habsburgs and Ottomans, or of geopolitical and ideological enterprises in which they were stakeholders, but which were far larger than themselves, as was the former Yugoslavia with its sexy brand of communism.

In Bosnia and Macedonia, though not yet much in Kosovo, the EU has been able to exercise this kind of influence with ease. Remaining inside a centralized Bosnia or Macedonia is a palatable prospect for a very small number of Bosnian Serbs and Croats and for Macedonia’s Albanians, respectively. Remaining inside Bosnia and Macedonia as EU members is perfectly okay for most and so are the otherwise unpalatable reforms. The psychology surrounding some of the recent reforms in Macedonia and Bosnia can certainly be described as, I won’t do it for you, but I may consider doing it for the EU.

In other words, the EU enlargement project in the Balkans is very much a peace project and that’s how Brussels should continue to view it. And while the absorption capacity of the EU is a serious issue, it can relate to the Balkans only inasmuch as the pace of accession is concerned. Balkan countries are all either small or mid-sized countries. And they all take seriously the promise given to them in Thessaloniki in 2003 that they would be admitted in once they ticked all the boxes. If Brussels fails them, they won’t have anything else to look forward to. Then they may decide to look back again.
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