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Evidence Session No. 1 Heard in Public  Questions 1 -  15  

Witnesses  

I : General Sir Michael Rose KCB, CBE, DSO, QGM, Former Commander of 

the UN Protection Force in Bosnia -Herzegovina.  

I I : The Lord Ashdown of Norton -sub -Hamdon GCMG, KBE, CH, Former 

High Representative for Bosnia -Herzegovina.  

Examination of witness  

General Sir Michael Rose.  

Q1  The Chairman:  General Rose, good morning and welcome to this 
Committee. Thank you for agreeing to come and talk to us. Our minds are 
on our current inquiry, which is just beginning and is on the situation in 

the west Balkans and the UKôs involvement in it now, drawing heavily  of 
course on the history of the area, which dominates so much, and trying to 

look forward to the next stage of developments. We are trying to stand 
aside from the eternal, ubiquitous issue of Brexit and the future of the 
European Union, but obvious ly these things will become entangled with our 

studies in one way or another. You were commander of UNPROFOR from 
1994 to 1995. I also believe that you are a colonel of my regiment, the 

Coldstream Guards.  

General Sir Michael Rose:  I was for 10 years, but  handed over to 
someone more suitably equipped than I was at my age.  

Q2  The Chairman:  I am very glad about that. It is a very superior regiment. 

Altogether, you have been involved, as almost no other person has, in the 
affairs of the region. We will ask you a number of questions. I will start 
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straightaway with the opening question. Is the apparent peace that 
followed those rifts and fractures of the 1990s fragile, or is it real? Is the 

interstate conflict about to explode again, or can we look forward to a 
reasonably stable future? Start with your general judgment on the region 

and where we  have got to.  

General Sir Michael Rose:  It might be helpful if I made a short 

statement, which I prepared beforehand to cover those points. That will 
lead on to the various subsidiary questions that I was posed prior to coming 
here today.  

While it is cl ear that the Bosnian war was the most violent of all the conflicts 
in the Balkans at that time, I do not think it is still fully appreciated by the 

international community, including us. The linkage between that war and 
the problems facing the western Balk ans today is close. Many of the 

problems today were generated by the way that war was ended. If we 
accept the many reports that we can read, such as a recent report of the 
Senate committee on foreign affairs in May, our own parliamentary 

inquiries and the European Union stabilisation reports , I think we would all 
agree that we see today in Bosnia a rising trend of xenophobia, racial 

tensions, continuing corruption, little evidence of the standards of good 
governance required by the European Union and a ris ing element of 

radicalisation, particularly among Muslim communities.  

Given the reluctance of the Bosnian Serbs to sign up to the dream of 

Dayton, which was of a single nation, the country is as fragmented as ever 
and is at risk of being a failed state. M uch of this tension and unhappiness 
in the region stems from the Dayton peace accord, which in my view was 

built on a lie and has therefore led to injustices that still reverberate today. 
The common view of what happened in Bosnia is that the UN mission fa iled 

and that the people of Bosnia were saved by military intervention and NATO 
bombing, which forced the Serbs to the peace table in Dayton, Ohio. As 

my good friend David Harland, who was the original author of the UN 
inquiry into the massacre at Srebreni ca, put it, ñthe 1995 military 
intervention, the Dayton agreement, and the NATO - led Implementation 

Force é are seen as redemptive examples of the potential of military 
intervention under American leadershipò. So nothing could be further from 

the truth.  

What actually happened when the Bosnian war came to an end ðit is 

important for the communities to understand this ðis that the UN was 
succeeding remarkably well in its desired objectives, which of course were 
delivering humanitarian aid to a population that w as caught up in a three -

sided civil war. Looking back, Bosnia remains one of the few major conflicts 
of our time where no one died, or very few people died, either of cold or 

hunger. However, a peacekeeping force such as UNPROFOR was neither 
mandated nor e quipped to impose peace by force of arms, which of course 

are war - fighting objectives. NATO had calculated that it would take more 
than 400,000 soldiers to bring peace to Bosnia by force alone. Of course, 
NATO had already turned down an invitation from Pre sident Izetbegoviĺ in 

1992 to stop the war spreading from Croatia.  



 

  

If NATO, the most powerful military alliance in the world, was not prepared 
to go war - fighting in Bosnia, it defies all logic to expect a lightly armed UN 

force to do so, yet that was ofte n the expectation. Nevertheless, by its very 
presence, the UN was able to bring about the necessary conditions in which 

some peaceful resolution would have been possible.  

I commanded UNPROFOR in 1994. We halted the fighting between the 

Serbs, the Croats a nd the Muslims, ending up in the Washington accords. 
We raised the siege around Sarajevo. We brought about a four -month 

cessation of hostilities. What happened to derail this process? Sadly, our 
efforts at peacekeeping were already being fatally undermined  by NATOôs 
and Americaôs reluctance to accept that illegal arms were being smuggled 

into Bosnia from Iran by Croatia. Indeed, the United States lost patience 
with the peace process and started illegally to arm the Muslims, against 

their own signed -up - to Un ited Nations resolutions, and despite the fact that 
they were responsible for implementing those resolutions under Operation 
Deny Flight and Operation Sharp Guard.  

The end result, of course, was that the UN mission as a neutral 

peacekeeping force was dest royed. All UN attempts at peace brokering, 
such as those organised by Lord Owen, Cyrus Vance and Lord Carrington, 
failed. NATO and the United States came to the realisation too late that 

although they had destroyed the UN peacekeeping mission they could no t 
replace it, as their presence in the region was limited to air. The war was 

therefore unnecessarily prolonged and the suffering of the people 
continued, including the terrible massacre of Bosnian Muslims at 
Srebrenica in 1995. The irony of course is that  the weapons being delivered 

into Bosnia, then mainly by the Americans, were going to radical elements 
including Osama bin Laden and his al -Qaeda fighters and many other 

foreign fighters who were going at that time into Bosnia.  

Of course, the modern radic alisation of the people of Bosnia stems from 

this unhappy history. The war finally came to an end in 1995, not because 
of the NATO bombing but because in August 1995 a Croatian - led force 

under Operation Storm invaded Bosnia from the west and took much of 
the land which the Serbs were hoping to trade for peace on their terms. 
Even that does not give a full account of the story, for Operation Storm 

was merely a stage -managed event that had been pre -arranged by 
Miloġeviĺ and TuĽman, who had already agreed in 1 994 to end the war 

between those two countries.  

The price of peace demanded by Tudjman was the return of Krajina to 

Croatia. I was given a map in August 1994, one year before Operation 
Storm, showing me the line where the Serb regular forces would withdra w 

to and where the Croatian forces would attack a year later and then halt. 
The whole episode was a grim charade that resulted in the highest 
incidence of ethnic cleansing of the entire war. Nearly 200,000 Serbs were 

driven from their historic lands in Kra jina, some 21,000 Muslims were 
driven out of western Bosnia and another 22,000 Muslims and Croats were 

driven out of Republika Srpska. Those people today remain displaced from 



 

  

their homes, which again is a source of enormous grievance and instability 
in th e region.  

In summary, the Dayton peace agreement can be described, once again 

quoting David Harland, as, ñan elite deal between the same three ethno-
national elites that had started the war in the first place, and was brokered 
by the US without the endors ement of the people whose fate it determined. 

It cemented a ceasefire that had already been put in place by the UN before 
the negotiations began, and confirmed the results of ethnic cleansing, 

mainly to the benefit of the Serbs. Quite unnecessarily, it cre ated enduring 
constitutional arrangements that which were both unworkable and 
discriminatory, and which have prevented the emergence of moderate and 

pragmatic political forcesòðand, one might therefore add, good 
governance.  

It is more difficult to find a r ecent example from history of where 
propaganda and rhetoric replaced reality in decision -making. There was a 

determination at the time by NATO and the Americans to prove that the 
bombing and the military force worked. At the 50 th  anniversary of the 

NATO co nference held here in London in 1999, Prime Minister Blair 
attempted to reinvent this lie by stating, ñWe tried to bring peace to Bosnia 
through the UN and with political good offices but without the willingness 

to use force which we now know was necessary  ... we will not repeat those 
early mistakes in Bosnia. We will not allow war to devastate a part of our 

continent, bringing untold death, suffering and homelessness ò. In saying 
that, of course, he was clearly paving the way for the forthcoming war in 
Koso vo, which of course led into the war in Iraq, where indeed we saw 

untold suffering, devastation and homelessness.  

By exporting the flawed logic that had started in the Balkans through 
Kosovo into the Middle East, of course, we have visited on those million s 
of people the awful situation that we see today. That should be the 

enduring lesson of Bosnia. I will halt there.  

The Chairman:  That is a very full summary of your assessment and a very 
strong censure of parts of American policy, the Dayton agreement a nd the 
work of people such as Richard Holbrooke.  

I will ask Lord Hannay to ask you what you think the consequences and 

the lessons are for the moment.  

Q3  Lord Hannay of Chiswick:  Thank you very much. It is nice to see you 

again, Michael. I do not entirely s hare your analysis, but I think it would 
be more useful now to look to the future than to the present and the past 
and to look wider than just Bosnia, because the former Yugoslavia is a lot 

more than just Bosnia, although Bosnia is at the heart of some of the 
problems.  

On the basis of your experience, what ought the international community 
to have learnt now, and how best could it apply those lessons to what I 

think is a fairly uncontroversial view that it is in our interests in the national 
community to s ustain peace and security in the region and to avoid 



 

  

deterioration into hostilities. Drawing on the lessons from your time there, 
and looking at the wider former Yugoslavia, what do you think the way 

ahead should be?  

General Sir Michael Rose:  Britain cle arly has a major interest in what is 

going to happen in the west Balkans, and I do not think anyone would sign 
up to Disraeliôs famous quote that no sane man ever involved himself in 

the Balkans; it is too late for that. Also, some 72 Britons, mainly soldi ers, 
have died in the western Balkans since the early 1990s, so we have a great 
interest in making sure that their lives were not sacrificed for nothing.  

My own view on how we should proceed is that of course Britain must 
continue outside the European Uni on to play a major part. We should 

support the European Union in its attempt to persuade the countries to join 
not only the European Union but NATO. We should insist on the technical, 

moral and judicial standards that are required for membership of both th e 
European Union and indeed NATO being met. Therefore, I believe that we 
have a full part to play. My worry at the moment is that President Trumpôs 

isolationist policies and decision to reduce the budgets that are being 
employed in the western Balkans at t he moment will leave a vacuum that 

might well be filled by the Russians.  

Lord Jopling:  I think your presentation, which, forgive me, is mostly 

history, has been enormously helpful to us, but may I bring you back to 
the Chairmanôs first question about how you assess the current situation, 

and whether all this could bubble up again and we could find ourselves 
back where we were?  

General Sir Michael Rose:  The situation may well bubble up again. Going 
back in history, I think it was Winston Churchill who sa id that the Balkans 

have too much history. It is very difficult to separate the present day from 
history, because the people who are responding to those events are always 
going back into history to determine their own responses. It is not what 

you see on t he surface that counts in the Balkans, it is what is going on 
under the surface, and old grievances and old alliances are being formed, 

reformed and reshaped. The dangers of Bosnia becoming a failed state are 
quite great, particularly with the reluctance o f the Bosnian Serbs to sign 
up to the idea of having a single entity in that country. Of course, in a way 

the Dayton peace accords enable them to flex their muscles, which they 
have been doing for 20 years and should never have been allowed to do in 

the fi rst place. That is a serious danger.  

Added on top of that you have jihadists coming through and being exported 

and the collapsing economy in Bosnia. I read a statistic showing that Bosnia 
has the highest youth unemployment rate of anywhere in the world. So me 

60% to 70% of that section of the population are unemployed. Of course, 
that is the very section of the population where you would expect the 
jihadists to make the most ground. So I fear that the dangers are 

considerable, without going into what is happ ening in Macedonia and the 
minority Albanian population there or what is happening in Serbia itself.  

The Chairman:  Sticking with Dayton, Lord Wood has a question.  



 

  

Q4  Lord Wood of Anfield:  May I ask you to go back to what you said about 
British engagement and ask you a very basic question? Is there an 

identifiable British strategy towards the region, not just at the moment but 
over the last few years?  

To add to that, you mentioned very int erestingly that our main contribution 
could be to urge continuation of the process for membership of the EU and 

NATO. Obviously our voice on EU membership may be slightly weaker, or 
less heard, now that we are going through Brexit. More broadly, are there 
other things that we should do, other than urging membership of these two 

organisations, that we can have an impact with?  

General Sir Michael Rose:  As I said, the continued support of those two 

major aims should be our primary way of expressing ourselve s, but if there 
are other elements where we can also help, such as at the economic level 
or in military training teams, we should continue to do that. That might 

well be quite separate from what the Americans and NATO are doing, or 
what the European Union is doing. There is certainly a requirement for 

continuing military engagement in the form of training teams, and 
obviously anything that we do to help to get the economies of those 
countries going, the better.  

Lord Wood of Anfield:  On the first part of the question, is there an 

identifiable British strategy at the moment?  

General Sir Michael Rose:  Not particularly, no. At the moment we are 

still working our way through to the position that we should take, and I 
hope this Committee  will come up with a sensible and productive view at 
the end.  

Lord Purvis of Tweed:  I think you said that much of the unhappiness at 

the moment dates back to Dayton, in your view. Is your assessment that 
the unhappiness will simply be the continuation or  the development of the 
failed states, as you mentioned, or are there other grounds for further 

interstate clash? If Dayton succeeded in one thing, it might be that it was 
very hard for there to be state - to -state conflict. What is your assessment?  

General Sir Michael Rose:  I cannot see any grounds for worrying about 
an interstate clash in the Balkans. There are too many outside players 

involved there, and such a clash just would not be possible.  

Lord Grocott:  My question is related to that. If you are i dentifying the 
countries that are likely to become failed states, at least one of the 
ingredients, if not the principal ingredient, is the position of Serbia and the 

Serbian minority in the state. What, in practical terms, can be done to 
prevent at least t he possibility or even the probability of it becoming a 

failed state? It seems to me that these tensions have been there for so 
long that it is almost impossible to see the Serbian part of Kosovo, leaving 
aside the rights and wrongs, becoming reconciled to  the status quo.  

General Sir Michael Rose:  I do not think that one should totally despair. 

There is obviously a lot of feeling, especially among the displaced Serbs 
who live in Republika Srpska, who have come not only from Krajina but 



 

  

from Kosovo. Howeve r, as long as we can persuade Serbia through the 
leverage that we exercise with it in its wish to accede to the European 

Union, that is a greater gain for the people of Serbia a generation or two 
on than taking on some extremely unhappy people from Republi ka Srpska 

and creating trouble next door.  

There is game -playing going on. One lesson I learnt in the Balkans very 

early on is that what you see is not what you get. The other rule is that if 
they are talking they are generally lying and have another agend a to 

pursue. There is an awful lot of game -playing going on and I do not think 
that we need to overreact to it. We have very strong levers that we can 
use to prevent Bosnia -Herzegovina breaking up. The consequences of that, 

as you suggest, would be unthink able. We would end up with the Croatian 
element moving across and joining Croatia, and Europe having to sustain 

a tiny, unworkable Muslim state in the middle. I do not think that could 
happen as long as we keep faith with our ideals and our policies.  

Baron ess Helic:  General Rose, I probably share the sentiments of Lord 
Hannay in looking back at the past. I would probably not agree with 

everything, but it is really interesting to hear how you see it 25 years or so 
later and the lessons that you have drawn from your experience of your 
deployment and command of UNPROFOR.  

I was very interested and encouraged to hear that you think that, in the 

post -Brexit era, there will still be British interest in sustaining the peace 
and stability of the Balkans. In Bosnia , this process is run through the 
EUFOR mandate under Chapter VII, which enables the outside force to keep 

this peace and stability. Each year, the mandate comes up for renewal ðI 
expect it will be around the end of September or early October this year ð

and,  each time, I see it slightly watered down to accommodate mainly 
Russian concerns that there has been a NATO and EU military presence in 
Bosnia for too long.  

In your experience, having seen how it works when troops are on the 

ground and do not have a suff icient mandate, do you think the British 
Government should ensure that the mandate is not watered down further, 
or that, in the worst -case scenario, it is not abandoned? We may never be 

able to have such a mandate if Bosnia generally disintegrates as you h ave 
just tried to describe to us.  

General Sir Michael Rose:   It is terribly important that we keep a military 
presence and that, when it is there, it has a meaningful mandate, because 

that sends a signal not only internally to the people of Bosnia but 
ex ternally, including to the Russians. I am of the view that NATO is the 

prime defender of Europe and therefore that it should maintain its interest 
there. Whether we are doing that as part of NATO or independently, it does 
not really matter; we are still be ing seen by the outside world as doing it 

as a part of a great alliance. That will also send signals to the Russians, 
who are being opportunistic. I do not have any grand strategy for making 

the western Balkans part of a post -Warsaw Pact alliance of any so rt, but I 
think that the Russians like to cause mischief. They like the fact that the 
mafia can go on running guns, people and what -have -you through the 



 

  

Balkans, and they like to keep the area destabilised because it worries the 
Americans and us. I do not think that we should necessarily overreact to 

that ðagain, we have levers on the Russians as well.  

Q5  Lord Reid of Cardowan:  On this very point about NATO, what is your 
assessment of the level of integration of the region within NATO and what 
strategic bene fits do you see for the countries in the region of membership 

of NATO? To what extent are they integrated within what you could call the 
Euro -Atlantic framework and NATO specifically?  

General Sir Michael Rose:  I have no current experience of how the 
peop le actually think, but my instinct is that they all lean towards Europe 
and towards America and therefore the West. Again, the people who wish 

to maintain poor governance and the corruption that goes on in all those 
countries will go on playing the game th at we are playing with the Russians 

in order to worry the West and stop us getting too strenuous about them 
meeting the standards and joining Europe. That is the game -playing that 
is going on at the moment. As long as we maintain the high standards that 

we  require them to achieve before they join either NATO or the European 
Union and do not allow ourselves to get watered down in the way we 

discussed in respect of the military arrangements, people will have to 
respond to the position that we take. It has to be a firm position, because 

a lot of parties out there are trying to undermine it. The people of that 
region are the victims of what is going on. I know perfectly well that they 
wish to be part of the West and not part of the East, despite the fact that 

th e Serbs have the historic and religious connections.  

Lord Jopling:  Coming back to my earlier question about the potential 

powder keg in that part of the world, I hope to meet the SACEUR in two 
weeksô time. What should I suggest to him that NATO should do now to 

deal with the evolving situation in the western Balkans?  

General Sir Michael Rose:  I would encourage him to continue with the 

engagement that is already going on. For example, Serbia has run some 
22 exercises with NATO in the past year or two but  only two with Russia ð

a sort of symbolic counterbalance. That sends a message in itself. NATOôs 
engagement, which I do not think you will have much trouble in persuading 
it to continue in the western Balkans, through exercising, through helping 

to rebuild armed forces and through allowing Kosovo, for example, to have 
its own army, is all terribly important. It will help to cement our relations 

and make sure that the area becomes stable and that peace in the region 
is not threatened.  

The Chairman:  Let us move on to the external side. I want to put in one 
question. This conflict was 25 years ago, since when we have had two huge 

technological revolutions in the world: a vast energy revolution ðconditions 
are totally different from anything that existe d even 10 years ago ðand I 
imagine that, as in almost every other corner of the planet, most people in 

Bosnia -Herzegovina and the whole region have their mobile telephones, 
their iPads and their systems. Kosovo is even advertising itself as a hub of 

electro nic communication development. This is a language that would not 
even have been recognised 10 years ago. Has this vast set of world 



 

  

changes impacted on the region sufficiently to remove some of the 
pressures that you encountered all that time ago and to ch ange peopleôs 

attitudes?  

General Sir Michael Rose:  In some ways, it obviously has, because 
everyone has the same social media and is aware of what is happening in 
the world. Everyone is aware of the possibilities, particularly young people. 

As you know,  there has been a massive brain drain out of Bosnia, because 
they can see a better world outside, and that better world is always in the 

West and not in the East. Therefore, the use of social media and technology 
has had its benefits in showing people what  the possibilities are. It has also 
had its disadvantages in that it has allowed people to leave the country 

and thereby make it even more difficult for us to stabilise the region.  

Q6  Baroness Coussins:  I want to come back to Russia and ask you to develop 
the remarks that you made earlier. Russiaôs influence in the region has 
traditionally been relatively weak, with most states in the region having 

ambitions in the direction of the EU. Is your assessment that this might be 
changing, especially in the light o f Russia being the supplier of most of the 

energy to many of the states in the region? Would you say that Russia is 
in a position to be able to offer alternative military partnerships and to 
challenge NATO?  

General Sir Michael Rose:  You are right. Obviou sly they have some 
leverage with their gas supplies into the western Balkans, but one can 

overplay that. As you know, other initiatives are now being developed to 
make sure that energy can come from across the Aegean Sea et cetera. I 
think we can quite eas ily overreact to the Russian influence. As I said, I do 

not think that the army in Serbia is particularly interested in becoming part 
of a Russian military alliance; it is much more interested in becoming a 

part of NATO. As long as we keep faith with that and do not allow all these 
bumps in the road ahead to knock us off course, I think we will succeed in 

that mission. It would be insane for Serbia to think that it could create a 
little post -Warsaw Pact alliance.  

On the economy, there is talk about having some sort of post -Yugoslavia 
customs union in the region. Again, any discussion like that should be 
encouraged, because that puts fences up and makes it more difficult for 

the Russians to intervene.  

The Chairman:  What about Turkey? We have just heard Mrs  Merkelôs view 
that Turkey should give up its aspirations to join the EU, which seemed to 
be greeted with an odd mixture of relief and fury from Ankara. However, 

the Turks seem to be involving themselves in the area. Are they doing 
damage to the present si tuation and stirring it up?  

General Sir Michael Rose:  I do not know. I think they would love to 
invent the old Ottoman Empire and have the same sort of influence in their 

old region, but that is just wishful thinking. Again, they are using the 
western Ba lkans as a pawn in the game that is going on between the 

European Union and Turkey. Turkey is failing dismally to meet any of the 
standards required by the European Union on transparency, good 



 

  

governance, freedom of the media and all the other things. Ange la Merkel 
is quite right to say that there is no hope of it joining in the foreseeable 

future.  

Turkeyôs response may be to try to cause trouble in the Balkans, but my 
experience of the Muslims in the Balkans is different. I once had a 
discussion with a Sa udi Arabian prince on the subject. He had been 

responsible for sending a mission there at the start of the Balkan wars to 
find out about these European Muslims, of whom they had never heard. 

Some imams came from Mecca and spent six weeks in Bosnia. They ca me 
back saying, ñThese Muslims are not Muslims. They donôt pray five times a 
day, they eat pork and they drink like fishesò. That might not be the case 

today because, as we know, Saudi Arabia has put quite a lot of effort into 
investing in madrassahs and o ther institutions in that country, as has 

Turkey, but I do not think that will have much impact on people who are 
probably European in blood anyway and do not have the same instincts.  

Lord Grocott:  I do not want to misrepresent you, but what comes over t o 
me is the view that any involvement of any sort from Russia is either 

mischievous or malign, or both, whereas the truth is surely slightly more 
complicated, not least because, as you said in your opening statement, the 
involvement of the West ðI am using the word ñWestò in very broad 

terms ðhas not exactly been a triumphant conclusion to settling the 
difficulties of the Balkans. Is it not at least true to say that we have a 

common interest with the Russians in that neither of us particularly wants 
to see fa iled states anywhere? Is that not a factor that suggests that we 
might have some things in common and that it is not just goodies versus 

baddies?  

General Sir Michael Rose:  You are absolutely right. There is enormous 
mileage in developing the western Bal kans as common ground between us 
and the Russians. Even during the Balkan wars, I often used Russia to try 

to modify the pressure that was being put on me by NATO to use more 
force against the Serbs, because I knew that if we went beyond a certain 

level of  force that  would crash the peace mission. I very often used the 
Russians in the Security Council ðLord Hannay will no doubt confirm this ð
to try to maintain a minimum level of force and not to maximise it.  

The Russians at the time were very amenable and un derstood instinctively 

what we were trying to do. It was curious that a NATO soldier should be 
using the Russians against NATO within five years of the end of the Cold 
War, but that is how it worked out. In a way, that set a trend that today 

we can use wit h the Russians. Putin is an opportunist. He is causing 
mischief wherever he can. That is to do with the way in which we humiliated 

Russia at the end of the Cold War, particularly at the conference that I 
spoke about in the year of the 50th anniversary of N ATO, when the Russian 
delegation effectively got up and walked out because we were being so 

rude about them. They have been doing pushback ever since. However, 
given the trouble that they have in Syria, where they need to come to a 

resolution, I think that  the Balkans, as a counterbalance, would be a very 



 

  

useful area about which we could talk with them in objective and neutral 
terms.  

Lord Reid of Cardowan:  This is a non -sequitur, because I am going back 

to Turkey. You said in relation to Turkeyôs influence, benign or malign, that 
you did not see it as great, other than there being some vague notion of 
re -establishing a framework of the old Ottoman Empire and so on. Part of 

the reason you gave for that was the particular nature of Islam in Bosnia -
Herzegovin a, which is a very moderate form. However, you talked earlier 

about radicalisation and polarisation inside Bosnia -Herzegovina. In that 
context, is there a greater degree of Turkish influence than there might 
have been from the starting point of when you we re there?  

General Sir Michael Rose:  That is absolutely right. The vacuum that in a 

way we have allowed to occur in Bosnia in particular has allowed the 
radicalisation of the younger element in particular. As you know, Bosnia, 
Albania and Kosovo produce m ore foreign fighters in Syria than the rest of 

Europe put together, so there is an element of that, but we should counter 
strenuously with our own I would not say propaganda but information 

policy, because of course they are subject through social media to  
enormous propaganda from ISIS, as well as all the injuries and grievances 
that go back to the Balkan wars. We should take an active part in that, 

surely, but it does not alter my overall view that the instinctive nature of 
the Bosnian Muslims is not exact ly the same as the Wahhabis, for example.  

Lord Hannay of Chiswick:  I was a little sceptical about what you said 
about working with the Russians, because I am not sure that you have 

taken sufficiently into account that the Russia of the 1990s, which was 
indeed sometimes reasonably helpful, is not Mr Putinôs Russiað  

Gener al Sir Michael Rose:  That is true.  

Lord Hannay of Chiswick:  ðand I am not sure that Putinôs objectives 
are the same as, say, Yeltsinôs were when Yeltsin gave very high priority 

to working with the West on a whole range of international problems, of 
whi ch this was one. I would be sceptical, frankly, because I think that the 
Putin policy, as you described earlier, is one of troublemaking, of basically 

destabilising, of making life difficult for NATO, the Americans, us, the other 
Europeans et cetera. I do not quite see the scope for co -operation myself, 

but perhaps you do.  

General Sir Michael Rose:  I think, Lord Hannay, that I am probably 

slightly more optimistic than you are. You and I dealt often with Sergei 
Lavrov, who is still in business.  

Lord Hanna y of Chiswick:  Yes, exactly.  

General Sir Michael Rose:  He in a way represents the continuity between 
Yeltsin and Putin. I think Putin is a realist, and if we suggested to him, as 
somebody on your Committee previously said, that an unstable, 

fragmented and possibly violent western Balkans would not be in Russi aôs 
interest, I am sure he would have to agree with you. One could try a 



 

  

démarche with him and see how it went. Sergei Lavrov in particular would 
be a very interesting person to talk to on that basis.  

The Chairman:  A final question on the other enigma, w hich is of course 

Washington and not Moscow.  

Q7  Lord Purvis of Tweed:  You mentioned the reduced budget from the US 

in the region and you said that it could leave a vacuum that could be filled 
by Russia. Will this be a bump in the road? Will our strategic in terests 

continue to be aligned with the United States, or are you detecting quite a 
shift from the US and that we will have to have a clearer separation from 
our position with the US?  

General Sir Michael Rose:  I lend myself to your latter position. As lo ng 
as President Trump remains in power there will be a definite shift. He is, 

by instinct, an isolationist who responds to external issues such as North 
Korea, but his main ambition is to disengage and ñmake America great 
againò from within before he starts to get involved in foreign expeditions 

again. So I fear that we may have to pick up the tab ðor fill the vacuum, 
to change the metaphor ðthat is left by President Trump and the new 

Administration.  

Lord Purvis of Tweed:  Would the priority for that lie wit hin the NATO 

community, or would it be in some form of post -Brexit new relationship 
with the EU?  

General Sir Michael Rose:  I think it should be both, I am afraid. We 
should support the EU in its initiatives. As somebody said, Brussels cannot 

go it alone . Therefore it needs every help it can get, and in the same way 
NATO needs our support and encouragement.  

The Chairman:  That it is not a conclusion, of course, but it is an end point 
when you talk of picking tabs and filling in vacuums. That is where our  

work starts: where the possibilities are.  

Sir Michael, it was fascinating to hear your wisdom on the whole scene, 

and we are very grateful to you. You have been an introduction to it for us, 
and we thank you very much for coming before us.  

General Sir Mi chael Rose:  Thank you very much for giving me the 
opportunity to express the position that I have been harbouring for many, 

many years, and I wish you every good fortune in your endeavours, 
because this is extremely important.   

The Chairman:  I think w e are going to need it. Thank you very much 
indeed.  

Examination of witness  

Lord Ashdown of Norton -sub -Hamdon.  

Q8  The Chairman:  Lord Ashdown, welcome. Thank you for sparing time to 

come before the Committee as we try to grapple with this long -standing 



 

  

questi on of the Balkans. We have labelled our study ñBeyond Brexit: the 
UK and the Balkansò. You were high representative for Bosnia-Herzegovina 

for four years, I think, which is a long stretch. You have at your fingertips 
more knowledge, understanding and sensi tivity of what is happening there 

now than many people and we would like to hear your views. Let me start 
with the obvious and main question: what about the Balkans and the UK 

today? Is there sufficient interest here? Do we understand what is 
happening and  what all the dangers are? How can we make good and be 
effective in that area? If you could start on that aspect of the overall theme, 

that would be very helpful.  

Lord Ashdown of Norton - sub - Hamdon:  Thank you, Lord Chairman, for 

inviting me here. You say that I have more understanding, but I suspect 
that I have slightly less than Arminka Helic , who has been a great adviser 
and helper to me. I suspect that you will want to listen to her judgments 

in these things. I know that she is very close to the situati on and I believe 
that in her time with the last Foreign Secretary ðor the Foreign Secretary 

before that; I lose touch ðshe did a great deal of work there. It is a pleasure 
to be here. I may disagree with some of the things that Sir Michael Rose 
said, but he is absolutely right that this is a most timely inquiry. I think 

that it is extremely important.  

As for the United Kingdom, the straight answer to your question is no ðI 
do not think that there is huge engagement with the Balkans in the United 
Kingdom. I do not think that the situation is widely known about, and given 

the other problems facing the world, why should it be? It was very much 
at the forefront of everybodyôs mind throughout the 1990s. I remember 

visiting Bosnia and Sarajevo during the war and late r as a high 
representative. Whenever I went to a foreign capital and spoke to Foreign 
Secretaries, I would mention Banja Luka or Sanski Most and they would 

know exactly where they were, because that had been part of their 
upbringing, as it were. I suppose that has now slightly ðwith the exception 

of Mr Lavrov ðworked its way out of the system.  

I was very conscious when I was there that Bosnia was if not at the top of 

the agenda then close to it. You saw that in the seniority of the diplomats 
and representati ves of the various Peace Implementation Council members 

who would turn up to regular meetings in Sarajevo. By the time I left, the 
posts that had started off being filled by senior people in the Foreign Office 
had diminished down to being filled by much mo re junior ones, which is a 

fair indication of how this has gone off the boil. Certainly, when William 
Hague was Foreign Secretary, this was one of the key features of foreign 

policy to concentrate on ðindeed, I think that it featured in the coalition 
agreem ent. In the end, I suspect that we could not develop the kind of 
policies that Foreign Secretary Hague would like to have followed because 

our European neighbours and perhaps especially at that time Berlin and 
Paris would not provide the energy behind it; I suspect the calculation was 

made that it was not worth the expenditure of political capital to move 
them off other issues in order to devote to this one. That gives you another 
indication. It was off the boil, not of great interest and low down on the 

in ternational agenda.  



 

  

Should it be? No, it certainly should not. Bismarck famously said that the 
Balkans were not worth the bones of a Pomeranian grenadier. I think we 

have proved that that was not true in the 20th century and presently. 
Bosnia remains the i nterface on that crucial fault - line between what we 

used to call Christendom and the Muslim world. It remains a potential 
bridge. Alija Izetbegoviĺ, the leader of Bosnian Muslims during the Balkan 

war, used to say, ñIôm a European and a Muslim and I see no contradiction 
between the twoò. That is true, as Michael Rose mentioned. Therefore, its 
capacity to act as an essential bridge, both adhering to European values 

and being a Muslim nation, is of crucial strategic importance to us.  

You should also look at t he downside. If Bosnia breaks up ðfor lack of 

political will to do anything else, in effect as a result of what happens 
through amnesia, apathy or lack of attention ðwhether legally or not, and 

we are left with the European Union being the unwitting delivere r of the 
policies of Karadģiĺ and Mladiĺ, with the Bosnian enclave having 40% of 
the population cut off from the Republika Srpska, we would be in a very 

difficult position. If you look at the recruiting sergeants for ISIS, for 
instance, you will still find  that Bosnia and the Bosnian war are high up the 

agenda among them. This is important to them and it ought to be more 
important to us.  

My final point before we get on to your questions, Lord Chairman, is that 
one mistake that we made is that, although we i nvested political will, 

treasure and forces in Bosnia to bring it to the point where I think it could 
make a track towards becoming an accession country to the European 
Union, the job was unfinished and remains unfinished business. Broadly 

speaking, this c oincided with when I left  in 2006 ðI do not think that the 
two are necessarily connected ðwhen we sort of left it there.  

One mistake that we made was to lack the strategic patience to see it 
through to a proper, stable conclusion. The second occurred under Solana 

in particular, with my successor, Miroslav Lajļ§k, who was then high 
representative. Javier Solana took the view that Kosovo was the central 

problem: sort out Kosovo and the rest of the Balkans would be all right. 
That is a fundamental misunderstand ing. Basically, the policy followed by 
the European Union in 2006 -07, from which I think the current difficulties 

stem, was to pay any price to keep Bosnia quiet ðin that case, it was police 
reform ðso that we could sort out Kosovo. I do not believe that Kos ovo is 

the fuse that leads to the Balkans bomb; I think that Kosovo is a bit like 
Schleswig -Holstein ðtime will sort it out. You remember that Gladstone was 
once asked, ñWhat is the answer to the Schleswig-Holstein question?ò His 

answer was, ñThree people know, but one is dead, the other is mad and 
Iôm the third and Iôve forgottenò. It was time that sorted it out. However, 

if Bosnia goes bad, the rest of the Balkans goes bad. For that reason, I 
think that the lack of attention to this problem is dangerous.  

I finish by saying this. Do I therefore mean that I think that Bosnia will go 
back to war? No. I do not think that is the most likely outcome. There is 

not the will for it, although there are rumours of people training in the 
forest, as there were in 1992.  The fact that there is now a state army ða 



 

  

professional army ðresponsible to the presidency is a bulwark against it. I 
do not think that anyone wants to go back to war. The mood may be quite 

nervous, as it was in 1992, but I do not think that the intention or the 
desire to go to war, which was certainly evident in 1992, is there now.  

However, the situation is so febrile that I cannot tell you with confidence 
that conflict and violence would not be the outcome if, for instance, a hand 

grenade were thrown into the mosque in Doboj at Friday prayers. The 
consequence of that, I think, would be unpleasant. The most likely outcome 

from the present policy is that Bosnia and Herzegovina remains a sort of 
black hole of corruption, a dystopia, lacking the ability to  govern itself 
properly, a sort of festering pit that which we have not the energy to put 

right and which we are prepared to tolerate the consequences of in the 
centre of what is one of Europeôs most unstable regions. 

The Chairman:  That is very full of i nsights and reflection. On this question 
of how febrile it is, as you have said it is very hard to assess whether it will 

go back to something in the nature of an explosion or merely continue to 
be a festering sore, in your words. Lord Balfe wants to pursu e this issue.  

Q9  Lord Balfe:  You described the Dayton peace accord as ña superb 
agreement to end a war but a very bad agreement to make a stateò. Much 

later in the summer of this year, David Harland wrote of it that, ñthe 
machinery of government established  at Dayton is cumbersome and 

remains unreformed and financed by unsustainable levels of debt ò, et 
cetera. Is reform of Dayton fundamental in getting a major solution to the 
problems that we face?  

Lord Ashdown of Norton - sub - Hamdon:  It is.  

Lord Balfe:  And if it is, do we go ahead?  

Lord Ashdown of Norton -sub - Hamdon:  Dayton had all sorts of 

stupidities and infelicities, but I cannot think of a single compromise made 
in Dayton, untidy and uncomfortable though they were, that was not 

necessary to create th e context for peace. Nor can I think of any Bosnian 
I have ever met who would not have preferred an untidy, ragged, even 
ragtag and bobtail, peace than the continuation of that war. It was the 

right thing at the time. Bosnia has gone through two phases. Th e first was 
stabilisation, and the second is state -building. Dayton was absolutely right 

for stabilisation. Perhaps the only compromise that we did not have to 
make was to pretend that there were three languages ðBosnian, Serbian 
and Croat ðinstead of one. T hey are the same language. That has allowed 

a certain degree of linguistic nationalism to grow up. But the other 
compromises were all necessary. It was a brilliant agreement, in my view.  

The moment of moving from stabilisation to state -building coincided w ith 
my arrival in Bosnia in 2002. In the first speech I gave to the Bosnian 

parliament I said that Dayton had to be our floor but could not be our 
ceiling. We had to build on Dayton. The problem was that nobody has the 

power to go beyond Dayton. Nobody can  impose that. My mandate there 



 

  

was to act within Dayton. If I wanted to go beyond Dayton, which I did, I 
had to persuade the Bosnians that that was what they had to do.  

We went beyond Dayton in a number of key areas. We went beyond Dayton 

in establishing a single army; in taking the three intelligence services and 
making them one; in making them responsible to parliament; indeed, in 
making them a model of intelligence services legislation; and in creating a 

single customs service out of three. All these we nt beyond Dayton ðand 
were created in two years by the way, which is a world record. And from a 

completely dysfunctional sales tax system a whole new VAT system was 
introduced that provides sustainable funding for the Bosnian Government.  

All those things w ent beyond Dayton. In all of them, I could not use my 
Bonn powers as a high representative; I had to use my political persuasion 

to persuade the Bosnian Governments of Republica Srpska, the federation 
and the Bosnian state to accept these, and they did. I had to use a lot of 
pressure, and you could hear a great deal of cracking of bones from as far 

away as Brussels. In the process of doing that, I extensively used my two 
colleagues in the European Union: Chris Patten, then a Commissioner, and 

George Roberts on, then the Secretary -General of NATO. It was pretty 
brutal use to make sure that these things were done. In the end, the 
Bosnians understood that this was what they had to do in order to join the 

European Union and the Atlantic institutions in Brussels, and that it was 
very important.  

The moment the European Union lost the will to use that power  to move 
them forward ðnot the Bonn powers vested in the high representative but 

the political powers that came from Brussels ðthey reverted to the normal 
fissiparo us tendencies. There is a reason for that. I have a theory that in 

unfinished wars, in frozen conflicts, the nomenklatura who run the war 
immediately translate themselves into the running the political situation 
afterwards, and they do not change the aims of the war; they simply 

pursue them through the means of politics. Therefore, our rush to have 
lots of elections did not create a democracy simply because none of the 

other institutions of a democracy were there. I had to create those when I 
went there: a single judiciary, the beginnings of a free press et cetera, and 
a decent constitution. You have to continue that political pressure until the 

generation that ran the war are leeched out of the system. By the way, 
that is beginning to happen in Northern Ire land and why they have a 

chance there.  

In 2006, when I left ðand I think it would be fair to say that I was regarded 

as an excessively muscular high representative ðthen the European Union 
adopted the policy of local determination far too prematurely and sim ply 

took its hands off the guided tiller, and everything went back and 
everybody reasserted their policies. Since then, there has been a gradual 
unstitching. I am afraid to say that, over her time as the European high 

representative of foreign affairs, Cat hy Ashton, for whom I have a great 
regard ðshe is a good friend, and I have high respect for her ðallowed 

every step that we made in those days, even in the days of the two 



 

  

predecessor high representatives, to unravel back to a process that is close 
to dysto pian government again. That is very regrettable.  

How do we reverse that? We cannot reverse that unless the European 

Union adopts the will to drive this process and uses its leverage to do so. 
Going back to an answer given by General Sir Michael Rose, that  is always 
more likely to happen if there is an Atlantic relationship. If the European 

Union twins with the United States to drive that process, they will form an 
irresistible force that can make things happen in Bosnia. We have chosen 

not to do that becau se we have chosen not to have the political will to 
make it happen, with the consequence that Bosnia is now tracking not 
forwards, but backwards.  

The Chairman:  We will move further to the American role in a moment, 

but, Baroness Helic, do you want to pur sue this theme?  

Q10  Baroness Helic:  I do not know where to start; there is so much there. 

Thank you very much.  

I meant to ask you, although perhaps you have answered this, what in 

your view are the main challenges for the state of Bosnia. Another thing 
that  I keep encountering is that each time I listen to the high 
representative, Ms Mogherini, she gives sweet words about her attachment 

to the Balkans, her understanding and her ambition that not one of the six 
countries in the Balkans is left behind, but eve ry time you scratch the 

surface there is no plan, no political will, no unity, no strategy. It is actually 
shameful to keep repeating this every couple of months whenever there is 
a meeting of the Foreign Affairs Council et cetera. I just wonder whether I 

am too critical or whether you see something that I am unable to see in 
these words and whether there is potentially something behind them that 

can produce a substantial plan and a strategy to implement it.  

Lord Ashdown of Norton -sub - Hamdon:  There is a g reat Bosnian 
phrase, ñDa komsjia crkne caravaò. To me ļini sretnimò, which means, ñMy 

neighbourôs cow is dead. That makes me happyò. The word ñthrawnò may 
well be Scottish and Northern Irish, but it is also Bosnian too. They love it 

when that happens. Ther e is, by the way, a very much ruder version of 
that. I will not repeat it here or I will make Baroness Helic blush. The 
Bosnians love extremely rude proverbs.  

There is that natural tendency for dysfunctionality. It is very Northern Irish, 

in a way. Forgiv e me, but I am a Northern Irishman, so I can say that. So 
I have no doubt that the key to Bosnia to make this right, is to create a 
functional state. For as long as the state wastes its very limited money on 

this vast institution with 10 Prime Ministers an d 10 Ministers of the Interior 
-  because all the cantons have one -  it cannot spend it on building the 

loyalty of its citizens. Loyalty from citizens to the state does not, I am 
afraid to say, come from flags and anthems; it comes from the fact that 
the st ate delivers to the citizens the things that the citizens want to have 

that make them loyal to the state. Good education, jobs and health system. 
The flags and the anthems come after that.  



 

  

If you have a dysfunctional state you cannot have citizens who wan t to 
commit to that state. They would rather go and join another state, as the 

Serbs do in wanting to join Belgrade and as the Croats in Herzegovina do 
in wanting to join Zagreb. There is a need to make a functional state able 

to deliver jobs, a reasonable  economy ðthere was a growing one when I 
was there ða decent education system. It is exactly the same as in our own 

country. For as long as Bosnia is dysfunctional it will not be able to deliver.  

How do you make Bosnia functional? I am afraid that Britain is  not a model. 

Belgium is much more a model for modern dystopian states than is Britain. 
It is highly decentralised, where you pay a certain price of inefficiency in 
governance to hold the very difficult ethnic and religious mixes  together. 

It is a light - level state that has significant devolution, but at a state level 
it is able to relate to equivalence in the European Union. So the Minister of 

Agriculture in Bosnia can do a deal with the Minister of Agriculture from 
Britain in the Council of Ministers. Tha t is what you need to create.  

Is there a plan for that? I do not think there is. Constitutional reform has 
been tried ðI wish they did not call it that, because that sends up maroons 

ahead of time. The functional reform of Bosnia is crucial to be able to c reate 
a functional state. There is no plan for that. If there is, there is no will 
behind that plan to make it work. The will does not lie, I am afraid, with 

High Representative Mogherini; it lies with European capitals. If the 
European capitals provide th e will behind that, the high representative of 

foreign affairs can do it. Chris Patten did it brilliantly. Before I went there, 
I spent nine months coming up with a plan, then I took it around each of 
the key European capitals and got their agreement at a high level ðthey 

would give me the political will to drive that plan through. That was then 
developed through the European Union. Unless you have all those systems 

in place, even if there was a plan, absent the support from European 
capitals it will not go through. If Europe wants to solve the Balkans ðas it 

should, for reasons we have given ðit needs to develop in its capitals the 
political will to engage and drive that process through. If they could do 
that, it can be done. Absent that, it cannot.  

The Chairm an:  My thinking is that we want to come more to what the UK 
can do in all this. We had quite confused messages from Sir Michael as to 

whether the Balkans are moving away from Europe towards Russia or from 
Russia towards Europe.   

Lord Ashdown of Norton - su b - Hamdon:  I very much agree with Lord 
Hannay on that. I thought that Michael Rose was wrong. He was talking 

about the Russia that was and not the Russia that is. I remember going to 
see Lavrov in Moscow on Bosnia on several occasions. The Russians 

suppor ted what we did in the PIC in those days. The Russia of today 
absolutely does not. Russiaôs interest in the Balkans is to give us as much 
mischief as possible. Sir Michael Rose said that it did not want a failed 

state. I think it is perfectly happy to see failed states in the Balkans, 
because they are our failed states. The exception is Montenegro. 

Montenegro is 600,000 strong and it has basically been bought by the 
Russian mafia. That is who owns Montenegro today.  



 

  

I am very clear that Russiaôs interest is to give us problems in our own 
back yard so that we do not have enough energy to do the things that we 

could otherwise do, for instance in Ukraine. It has lent Republika Srpska 
money ðnot very much ðin order to show that it can. I will tell a little story. 

There was an occasion when one of the Bosnian politicians ða Serb, 
actually ðcame to see me, because I was pushing the European Union. He 

said, ñOh, Paddy, we can always go to Russia. We donôt have to go to 
Brussels, because we can go to Moscowò. I said, ñI tell you what, meet me 
at 6 tomorrow morning in the square outside the presidency in Sarajevoò. 

He said, ñWhy?ò I said, ñJust meet me thereò. We met at 6 oôclock and we 
took a little walk around Sarajevo very early in the morning. We went first 

to the Germa n embassy ðthere was a great big queue all the way round 
the street back into the central square. What were they there for? They 
were waiting for visas. So I said, ñCome on. Letôs go along and see the 

Austrian embassyò. So we went to the Austrian embassy. There was a great 
big queue all the way round waiting for visas. I said, ñCome on. Letôs go 

and have a look at the Russian embassyò. It was completely empty. Nobody 
wanted to go to Russia. The truth is that Russia will make mischief for us 
there. It is in t he interests of Russia, probably of Erdo ĵan, too, these days ð

although I am bound to say that Turkey played an extremely positive role 
up until Erdo ĵan and across the ethnicities ðjust to make things difficult 

for us. In so far as we leave a vacuum, where we  do not have a plan and 
the will to enforce it, we give them an opportunity to do so.  

Q11  Baroness Coussins:  I was going to come on to what the UK should or 
could be doing to help in the effort that you have just described that is so 

necessary to create a fu nctional state. In the post -Brexit context, how can 
the UK use more effectively its membership of other international bodies 
such as the UN, NATO and OSCE to help promote that, perhaps in particular 

in helping to tackle corruption and crime, which are two key elements 
preventing an effective functional state? How would you describe the UKôs 

role in the region post Brexit, especially as part of all those other 
organisations that we will remain members of?  

Lord Ashdown of Norton - sub - Hamdon:  I am sorry, I wi ll have to give 

you a bleak answer: hugely diminished. The things that make Bosnia move 
are Washington and Brussels, because Washington is the key to putting its 

armed forces in a position where it could join NATO and Brussels delivers 
the soft power that enables it to reform its judicial system, create a 
customs service and so on ðand, by the way, it has a huge amount 

resources going in. Brussels has more institutions of leverage in Bosnia and 
Herzegovina than it has in any other country in the world. It ha s a high 

representative still equipped with the Bonn power who happens also to be 
the European Unionôs special representative, responsible to Brussels. It has 
a huge police mission there and it has a huge, in per capita terms, aid 

programme. People used to  come to me. I would say, ñYou have to do this, 
because if you donôt do it weôre not going to give you the aidò, and Chis 

Patten would give the aid essentially. I was asked, ñAre you blackmailing 
me?ò I said, ñNo. This is our taxpayersô money. We are not going to give it 
for you to do nothingò. If you do not have that leverage, you cannot move 

things forward.  



 

  

Are there things that Britain could do? Well, if it remained in the European 
Union, it could promote the idea that we have a co -ordinated European 

po licy towards the Balkans. By the way, it has to be a regional policy; you 
cannot have penny -packet policies in Bosnia. If I wanted to get things done 

in Bosnia with the Serbs, I rang Belgrade and spoke to my friends there. If 
I wanted to get things done wi th Croatia, I rang Zagreb and I made it clear 

that I was always very close to them. So it has to be a regional policy. If 
you produced a European regional policy, and Britain was prepared to 
expend the political will to make that work, you could change the  Balkans. 

But Britain acting alone simply cannot do that, so we remove ourselves 
from the primary power to make things happen. Does that mean that there 

is nothing we can do? No. Of course, we can provide technical support for 
anti - corruption measures, and , of course, we can provide technical support 
to help the economy work better, but they are all things that many other 

nations can do as well and I do not think we elevate ourselves beyond the 
position of, perhaps, Japan ðwhich is a member of the Peace 

Impl ementation Council ðexcept that we are able to do it with greater 
resource. But if we remove ourselves from the European Union, we remove 
ourselves from having our hands on the primary levers to change things. I 

am sorry to be depressing about that. It was a huge support to me that I 
could get things done in Brussels through London that made a difference 

in Bosnia.  

The Chairman:  Baroness Hilton, I think I rather rudely cut you out from 

that, for which I apologise. The Chairman was making a muddle. Would 
you like to pursue this point, or do you feel that it has been answered?  

Q12  Baroness Hilton of Eggardon:  I think my question has effectively been 
answered, but I would like to ask a different one, if I may, about funding. 

Looking at the figures for funding, we seem to be funding Bosnia at a much 
lower level than the other ex -Yugoslavian republics, whereas I think from 

the evidence we have heard it should be getting far more EU funding.  

Lord Ashdown of Norton - sub - Hamdon:  Yes, I agree. By ñweò, do you 
mean in this case the European Union?  

Baroness Hilton of Eggardon:  I meant the EU, yes.  

Lord Ashdown of Nor ton -sub - Hamdon:  Croatia has been a really 
important model. I could always point to Croatia and say, ñLook, this is 

what theyôve done. Theyôve put themselves in a position to join the 
European Union. The accession process is what they get in returnò. That 
was a huge assistance to us. The difficulty is that Bosnia has failed to make 

those reforms in the main case, in order to become a proper accession 
country receiving all those funds with the largesse that others have done. 

I suspect that that is the reaso n, although there are some, not least in 
Brussels, who say, ñNever mind, letôs not worry. Letôs just make them 
accession countries. Let them pretendò. Chris Patten had a lovely phrase. 

He used to say: ñThe problem with all the Balkans by the way is that they 
pretend to do what we ask them and we pretend to believe themò. That is 

absolutely right. It diminishes the power of Brussels. I am quite hard line 
on this. If the people in Bosnia, Montenegro or Serbia do not make the 



 

  

changes required to bring them up to the standards of the European Union, 
I am not sure that we should give them money.  

Baroness Hilton of Eggardon :  Macedonia is getting five times the 

amount.  

Lord Ashdown of Norton -sub - Hamdon:  Yes, it probably is, but 

Macedonia is very close to a civi l war. I can understand why you might 
want to do that. There is a problem in Bosnia, which may be what you are 

referring to. I remember saying to my good friends among the Bosnians 
that I thought that they were being killed by their silence. It was the sil ence 
of the Bosnian lambs. The Serbs could do almost anything and we would 

respond to their threats ða very dangerous thing to do; it was the cause of 
the 1992 war. When I was there, we refused to respond to Serbian threats. 

The Bosnians just sort of sit th ere and say, ñWell, it doesnôt matter very 
muchò. It actually does. That is one of the problems. Does that answer 
your question effectively? Am I being gloomy here? I think that I probably 

am.  

Baroness Hilton of Eggardon:  I suspect that there is no real answer.  

Lord Ashdown of Norton - sub - Hamdon:  There probably is not.  

The Chairman:  The trouble is that we are going over these issues again 
and again, but they merit deep examination. Lord Reid, you wanted to 

press on this.  

Q13  Lord Reid of Cardowan:  I think  that the question of what the UK could 
do has been addressed from a couple of angles. Thank you for sharing your 
experiences and your wisdom on this.   

Reflecting on what you said, it seems to me that not only have you stressed 
the need for internal reco nciliation, to the extent that you have some form 

of overall state in Bosnia and Herzegovina as well as a lot of devolution, 
but you have at various times referred to the external structures ðyou 
started off by referring to the interface between Christendom  and Islam, 

the Ottoman Empire and then Yugoslavia. The European Union can use 
carrots and sticks to try to enhance internal reconciliation, but to what 

extent is it also a positive framework in the sense that Ireland and Britain, 
both being members of the  European Union, facilitated a much closer 
relationship as well as the Good Friday agreement because of the backstop 

of everyone being members of the European Union? I am interested in the 
extent to which, over the longer period, the integration of the cou ntries of 

the western Balkans into Europe ðas well as into NATO, of course, but I am 
interested primarily in the European Union ðis a facilitating framework to 
bring about internal reconciliation.  

Lord Ashdown of Norton - sub - Hamdon:  Absolutely.  

Lord Reid of  Cardowan:  Therefore, I presume that we are removing 
ourselves from that element.  



 

  

Lord Ashdown of Norton -sub -Hamdon:  Precisely. I remember 
somebody once saying to me: ñThe Balkans have always been at warò. 

Actually, it was Douglas Hurd when I came back i n 1993. I was really 
surprised. I am a great admirer of Douglas Hurdôs because I just thought 

he was a fabulous man and he knew his history. I said, ñDouglas, itôs not 
the Balkans that have always been at war, itôs us, the countries of Europe, 

who have alw ays been at war ðfor a thousand yearsò. There have been 
wars far more regularly in Europe than there have ever been in the 
Balkans. We have slaughtered each other by the millions, yet we have 

found our way out of that because we were able to cope with the 
nationalisms that had been so destructive by creating the overarching 

framework of the European Union. Exactly the same applies in Bosnia. The 
Balkans are not more dedicated to war and fissiparousness than we are.  

On this business of integration, integratio n will come if you get a successful 
economy. There is no difficulty with integration. Most of the people are 
perfectly happy to integrate. Obviously, they carry the scars of war and it 

will take time for that to leech away, but there is no difficulty with 
integration. The difficulty is driven by the politicians at the top who want 

to preserve the specificities of their ethnicity because it helps them to 
control power. The parallel is exactly what you said, John: it is Northern 

Ireland. Did the people of Nor thern Ireland want to get together? Yes, of 
course they did and long before their politicians, but it was in the interest 
of the politicians to maintain those differences. That is exactly the case in 

Bosnia. Europe is indeed the overarching framework and t he only one. I 
used to say to them frequently, ñThe only way you can have economic 

prosperity, a future for your children and peace is to join the Atlantic 
institutions in Brusselsò. It was the most powerful argument that I had and 
it remains the case. I g ive you this undertaking: if you can create a 

functional state and a growing economy in Bosnia and Herzegovina, 
integration will take care of itself.  

Lord Hannay of Chiswick:  Just following that up, and I know that it is a 
bit academic since, for reasons  that both you and I regret, our influence 

on the accession process for Balkan countries to the European Union is 
modest, to put it mildly. Do you think that accession remains viable both 

at the Brussels end and at the end of each of the component countrie s: 
Albania, Montenegro, Macedonia, Serbia, Kosovo, Bosnia and so on ðso 
looking wider than Bosnia? Do you think that the process ðwhich may take 

a very long time, because, as you rightly said, we should not play games 
and pretend that they are up to the Co penhagen criteria when they are 

not ðis viable? In the countries, are they tiring of that process and thinking 
of something else? At the Brussels end, when this lamentable President of 
the Commission, who said such unwise things about the accession of any 

new country, passes on, perhaps there will be an opportunity for the 
European Union to resume a serious policy of accession. What do you think 

about all that?  

Lord Ashdown of Norton - sub - Hamdon:  I think it all depends on what 

Europe will do. An accession p olicy becomes viable if it is a policy that we 
are prepared to pursue with purpose and political will behind it. I used to 



 

  

say that unity and peace in Bosnia are rested on two forces. One for a bit 
was the muscular power of the Peace Implementation Council  expressed 

through the Bonn powers of the high representative, if he chose to use 
them and was prepared to do so. The second was the magnetic pull of 

Brussels. If those two were in place, Bosnia would continue to move 
forward. The sadness is that the magne tic pull of Brussels has massively 

diminished. Most Bosnians know that they will not be entirely welcome ð
there will be referenda in France if they join. Many of them would say, 
ñPaddy, donôt fool me. I know perfectly well that we are more important to 

Europe than Europe is to usò. It was not true, but Europe behaved in such 
a way that it looked like it. If you set a series of standards and they did 

not achieve them but Europe pretended that they did, its seriousness in 
driving the process forward immediatel y vanished. I became quite 
unpopular, particularly among the Serbs, just for insisting that the 

standards were adhered to. If Europe has the will, this is possible to do.  

I used to try to explain it to Europeans by saying, ñLook, this is not an 

expansion o f Europe, this is unfinished business inside the outer circuit, 
the outer parameters, of Europe. This is your unfinished businessò. 

However much I said that, it did not look like that when it was delivered in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina. So, yes, I think this c an be done, but on three 

conditions: first, that Europe develops the plan and the political will to put 
it into effect; secondly, that the United States is prepared to throw its 
weight behind it, albeit that Europe will have to say that it will carry the 

burden; and, thirdly, that we see this not as penny -packet policies, which 
we have at present ðwe have one for Montenegro, one for Kosovo, one for 

Macedonia, one for Serbia and one for Croatia ðbut as an overarching 
regional policy in which we can play the le verages.  

If you want to solve the problem of fissiparousness with the President of 
Republika Srpska, Milorad Dodik ðhe has a picture of me on his wall that 

he sticks pins into; some Liberal Democrats do that as well ðand want to 
get him to do something, you  will not get it done by bullying him from 
Brussels; you get it done by getting in touch with his friends in Belgrade. 

You then say to Belgrade, ñAs part of your accession process, we are not 
going to accept you as a member of the European Union unless you  pursue 

European Union policy in Bosnia and Herzegovina, actively ensuring that 
this is not allowed to break upò. So there are those three conditions: Europe 
has a plan and the political will to drive it; the United States is prepared to 

play some role in that because they are regarded as the people with the 
muscle ðgiven the history of the Balkans, I am not surprised; and we have 

a regional policy and play the interlinkages. If that happens, we can begin 
to move the Balkans forward.  

The Chairman:  All thos e conditions are remote, are they not? ñNo more 
accessionò, says Mr Juncker; the Americans are not interested. 

Lord Ashdown of Norton - sub - Hamdon:  Yes. I do not know whether you 
are picking up on this ðI probably should not say it; we are on the record 

obv iously ðbut I have heard some quite interesting stuff that the Canadians 
are now thinking of. If it is right that Trudeau is thinking about a sort of 



 

  

Canadian -European axis to drive forward some stuff in the Balkans, it is 
quite a significant new step. I he ar on the grapevine that there is some 

interest in this. Is Canada a replacement for the United States? Obviously 
not, but if Canada and the European Union were genuinely interested in 

making things happen in the Balkans, we might be quite close to the 
ing redients of a package that could drive it forward. I do not know whether 

any of you have picked up on that, but some people are quite actively 
talking about it.  

The Chairman:  This is such a central theme. I know that Baroness Smith 
wants to come in on this precise point. Lord Jopling does, too. Can I ask 
you, Lord Jopling, just to wait until Baroness has pursued it? We are so 

central on Brexit and how we get out of it, and so on.  

Baroness Smith of Newnham:  Get out of Brexit?  

Lord Ashdown of Norton - sub - Hamdon:  Yes, yes, get out of Brexit.  

Q14  Baroness Smith of Newnham:  Let us assume that we are not going to 
get out of Brexit. We have been talking a lot about the EU. As you hav e 

already suggested, Lord Ashdown, there are problems in any case about 
the Balkans pretending to be ready and the EU pretending to believe them, 
as happened in the ñbig bangò enlargement in 2004, which in many ways 

is part of the problem. If the UK is lea ving the European Union, what role 
do you think it can play alongside the European Union, and to what extent 

should we try to have a policy that is as close as possible to that of the EU? 
Should we have that as part of where the UK is going in its post -Bre xit 
foreign policy strategy?  

Lord Ashdown of Norton -sub - Hamdon:  I think the answer to your 
question is yes. If Britain is not part of the European Union, it will not have 

access to those levers in the way that it otherwise would, but it seems to 
me an entirely right foreign policy for us to follow. In the Balkans, we and 
Brussels should be ad idem in what we are trying to pursue, and we should 

add our weight to theirs. I think that is the right policy to pursue. If we can 
develop some kind of transatlantic framework for that, albeit with Ottawa 

rather than Washington u nder the present dispensation, that is helpful. We 
should see ourselves as lending weight to the European Unionôs policy if 
we could just determine what that was. The sadness is that, since we are 

not in the European Union, we cannot influence that policy and change it, 
which I think is necessary.  

Q15  Lord Jopling:  Our two sessions this morning have been dominated by 
Bosnia. We have not heard very much ðwe heard a little, but I would like 

to hear more ðabout the influence of Serbia in all this. You mentioned 
Serbia. You recalled that Serbia was very much at the centre of starting 

the war in the 1990s. It is the influence of Serbia that contributes to the 
people of Banja Luka making Bosnia almost ungovernable. It is the 
influence of the Serbians in Kosovo, in the  northern enclave there, which 

makes that country almost ungovernable. To what extent do you think 
Serbia is a malign influence in the western Balkans?  

We then come to the figures that we have been given for EU funding, where 



 

  

Serbia appears to get nearly two and a half times the amount of support 
for any other single country ðú1.5 billion compared with the next highest 

at ú664 million. To what extent is Serbia a malign influence? Are we not 
sufficiently strident with them, and is it because of their flirtat ion with the 

Russians? Michael Rose reminded us that Serbia has had many more 
military exercises with NATO than with the Russians ðI think it was 22 to 

two. I would like to hear a little more about the role of Serbia.  

Lord Ashdown of Norton -sub - Hamdon:  If  we remember the 19th 
century policy, Britain and France always saw Serbia as the absolute key 

to the Balkans. It is the largest nation; it is an extremely gifted nation. It 
has all sorts of problems, but it is the greatest nation of the Balkans, 

without a  shadow of a doubt ðCroatia would disagree with that, obviously. 
If you can bring Serbia on board and get it through this process, you will 
have created a huge impetus for the rest of the Balkans to follow. Let me 

draw a parallel with Northern Ireland ðJohn Reid is right: there are so many 
parallels. It used to annoy people that I drew attention to them, but, as an 

Irishman, I am entitled to. The truth was that Northern Ireland was such a 
basket case that Dublin never wanted it. It would say that it wanted a 
united Ireland but it absolutely did not want to take on board Northern 

Ireland in its original case.  

The same is true of Republika Srpska. The Serbs do not want Republika 
Srpska to be part of Serbia. The word Bosniak has come to mean a Bosnian 
Muslim, but it was originally a derogatory term and meant somebody who 

came from Bosnia. If you went to Belgrade, you would hear them use 
ñBosniakò with its derogatory, hick, primitivno meaning to refer to people 

who came from Banja Luka, Serbs though they were. J ust as Dublinôs role 
in Northern Ireland was important because of how it played out in Dublinôs 
domestic politics, Banja Luka, Republika Srpska, can always be an extra 

string to the bow of a Serbian nationalist seeking election in Belgrade, 
because they ca n talk about the evil that has been done in taking their 

fellow Serbs away from them. So it is important to them, but only in terms 
of internal national politics. I do not think that they have any intention of 
doing anything that reincorporates Republika S rpska into Belgrade.  

Are they a malign influence? Well, in so far as nationalists are in charge of 

Serbia and are going to be malign, they will exercise that poison in 
Republika Srpska, too. But, generally speaking, I do not think that Serbia 
wants to be particularly malign towards Republika Srpska ðthere may be a 

bit of mischief here and there. If it is going to play Moscow, why would it 
not if it drives up its leverage with Brussels? Why would it not have a 

military exercise with the Russians once in a wh ile to remind NATO and 
give it some more leverage there? The Serbs are perfectly capable of 
playing that card, and they do, but we should not regard that as long - term 

intent.  

All that being said, I do not object to the idea of the European Union giving 
Serbia a lot more money than elsewhere, because I think it is that 
important. I do object to the fact that it is not attached to very strong 

conditionality. Should we use more conditionality for that money? 
Absolutely so. We should say to Belgrade, ñYou play a role. We expect you 



 

  

to play an active role in Bosnia consistent with the European Unionôs policy 
in Bosnia, which is to create a functional stateò. That is the leverage that 

we should use. There was a moment when, because of a failure to adhere 
to The H ague tribunal conditions, I had to do the very difficult thing ðit was 

horribly frightening, I can tell you ðof getting rid of a directly elected Serb 
President. I asked him to come and see me and said, ñLook, Iôm sorry, Iôm 

removing youò. He had just been directly elected by the people of Republika 
Srpska. He was called Mirko Ġaroviĺ. He is back in politics now and I greatly 
admire him for that ðbut at the time he was not doing what was necessary 

to catch war criminals, and that was an international crime.  

Before I did that, obviously I made sure that I had Chris Patten and George 

Robertson lined up, but I also rang my friends in Belgrade and said, ñLook, 
Iôm about to do thisò. It was a man called Goran Svilanoviĺðyou may 

remember him; he was a very fine Fore ign Minister. I rang him and said, 
ñLook, Iôm just going to have to do itò. He said, ñPaddy, youôll have terrible 
problemsò. I said, ñLook, I know I willò. He said, ñIôm going to have to 

criticise you and shout at youò. I said, ñYeah, I know you willò. But I had 
to make sure that he was not going to push the envelope further than that 

before I felt able to act. That is what you have to do: you must play those 
leverages. The only leverage we have, absent the Bonn powers, absent 

60,000 troops in SFOR in Bosni a and absent a military force that can drive 
the process forward, is conditionality on the amount of money we give. It 
is the only thing that we have.  

The Chairman:  We are rapidly running out of time. It has been absolutely 
fascinating. I know that Baron ess Helic has one point on the figures.  

Baroness Helic:  Perhaps I may top up what Lord Ashdown has already 

said. Bosnia is getting proportionally the lowest possible aid from the EU. 
It is because it cannot meet the conditionality. Why does this happen? I 
think there is a long - term policy in Banja Luka to ensure that Bosnia is 

seen as a dysfunctional state. Every time those conditions need to be 
fulfilled, there is a last -minute withdrawal of Banja Lukaôs support for it. It 

has worked. As you can see, sin ce 2014 and even before that ðsince 2006 
actually ðBosnia has been lagging behind because of a long - term strategy 
to ensure that it is perceived and acts as a country that cannot be 

sustained. While it marinates in this dysfunctional state, attention and 
sup port from the international community subside. The project so far is 

working, as you can see in these numbers.  

Lord Ashdown of Norton - sub - Hamdon:  That is so true. That is exactly 

what the Prime Minister of Republika Srpska is doing. Whether he wants to 
split away from Bosnia I do not know. My guess is that he has put himself 

in a state of grace to do it, so that if the moment arrives and he feels he 
can do it he might, but I do not think that is his primary intention. I do not 
think that he is a nationali st; I think that he is an opportunist in the same 

way as Miloġeviĺ was. He uses nationalism as his lever, but his policy is 
exactly the same as that of Milo Djukanovic , the former Prime Minister of 

Montenegro. In Montenegro, they simply made the federation  with Serbia 
completely unworkable until we lost patience and said, ñOkay, have your 



 

  

own independenceò. This is what is happening in Bosnia. Then, I am afraid, 
he is also very cannily playing the ability to bring other European Union 

nations to the positio n that they say ñTheyôre never going to work together. 
Let them get on with. Just let it happenò. So he has diplomatic 

representation in Brussels, and I am afraid to say that Brussels officials see 
the diplomatic representative of Republika Srpska in Bruss els.  

Excuse me, but this is not a state; it is a man who pretends that he has a 
state within a state. Why on earth are we giving him any credibility? When 

High Representative Cathy Ashton goes to Bosnia and Herzegovina, she 
does not say to the Prime Minis ter of Republika Srpska, ñCome and see me 
in Sarajevoò. She goes to Banja Luka and sits down with him. By the way, 

on the table is a European flag and the flag of Republika Srpska for the 
television cameras. It is not the flag of Bosnia and Herzegovina. Th at is 

seen on every television screen around Bosnia. She has hugely reinforced 
the capacity of this man to play the fact that he is representative of a state 
and not part of a state.  

Why do we give any diplomatic representation, or why do pay any notice 

to those people? They have diplomatic representation in Hungary, which is 
quite wobbly on these things, and in some of those eastern littoral 
countries, the Slav countries, particularly Poland, which are saying, ñWell, 

why not? Just let them get on them wit h it. It is going to be easier in the 
long runò. The moment in the Balkans when you say, ñTake the easy way 

outò, you are on the way to a failure of foreign policy. I am afraid that in 
the Balkans that nearly always leads with something much worse than jus t 
diplomatic break -up.  

The Chairman:  Lord Ashdown, we have lots of other questions that we 

would like to ask you, but you have given us your time for an hour and a 
half or more and I think we are going to have to call a halt here. You have 
described the dysfunctionality and ambiguity of the situation, with Serbia 

saying that it wants to join the European Union and yet actively pursuing 
policies that are hostile to it. Republika Srpska is and is not a country. How 

do we begin to piece this together? We do or do not have a role depending 
on our deep and special links, which are supposed to come up with 
Europe ðthey may or may not do so; no one knows what they mean yet. 

So you have set us a lovely jigsaw. The bits are lying all over the table and 
we are going to have to do something to try to put a few of them together.  

In the meantime, we as a Committee should thank you for a fascinating 
tour of the scene ða lot of wisdom, a lot of insights, not many solutions but 

that is not what we expected anyway. Thank you  very much indeed. You 
have been really kind.  

  



 

  

AASTRA Anti Trafficking Action ï Written Evidence 
(BUB0003)  

1.  Trafficking in human beings, or ómodern slaveryô- a more recent term used 

to describe the practice in which human beings have been treated as 

commodities to be bought and sold across the globe -  has been at the centre 

of international attention for more than a decade. Nonetheless, the 

challenges faced by the governments seeking to address and eliminate the 

practice that has reached epidemic prop ortions throughout the world are 

still monumental. International cooperation and coordination of actions 

between states is essential for tackling organised criminal networks 

engaged in this lucrative óbusinessô, alongside with the exchange of 

knowledge on good practices concerning victim identification and 

assistance.  Britain has committed to lead the global fight to stamp out 

modern slavery by introducing the Modern Slavery Act, the passing of 

legislation in Scotland and Northern Ireland to tackle human t rafficking and 

exploitation, and its actions at international level. The UK approach to 

eradicating modern slavery has been seen as cutting -edge with pioneering 

legislative solutions accompanied by jurisprudence, procedures and actions 

that have been seen as examples of good practice for Europe and beyond, 

especially in areas that are considered relevant for this topic. 1 

 

Challenges facing the Western Balkan countries and needs identified by 

the EU and Council of Europe  

 

2.  Increased efforts in the fight against human trafficking and modern slavery 

are seen as an imperative for the Western Balkan states in the EU accession 

process, 2 yet the progress on this front has been modest. The issues of 

trafficking in human beings and organised crime are covered to a certain 

extent by the National Action Plans for Chapters 23 (Judiciary and 

Fundamental Rights)  and 24 (Justice, Freedom and Security),  but some 

important questions have been omitted. Both EU Progress reports and 

GRETAôs reports3 urge Balkan states to st ep up their efforts in this field, 

especially when it comes to providing training to stakeholders.  

3.  The biggest obstacle to effective fight against human trafficking in the 

region is a lack of proper implementation of an existing legal framework, 

                                            
1 Council of Europe, GRETA, Compendium of good practices on the implementation of the Council of Europe 

Convention on Action against Trafficking in Human Beings (18 October 2016). 

 
2 These include Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Macedonia, Montenegro, Kosovo, and Serbia. 

 
3 The Group of Experts on Action against Trafficking in Human Beings is responsible for monitoring the 

implementation of the Council of Europe Convention on Action against Trafficking in Human Beings by the 

Parties.  



 

  

including  international obligations of the countries in the region. It is noted 

that future training programmes should be designed with a view to 

improving the knowledge and skills of relevant professionals to enable them 

to effectively assist and protect victims o f trafficking, and to ensure 

traffickers receive adequate convictions. As such, it is vital for fulfilling the 

political criteria of EU membership in the area of Rule of Law and obligations 

under Chapters and 24. All the more so, having in mind that in Ser bia, the 

NAP for Chapter 24 envisages thorough reorganization of the police 

formation in charge of human trafficking investigation and consequent need 

to train a large number of new police officers, especially when it comes to 

interviewing victims, where t he UK has excellent expertise and training 

programmes. (PEACE)  

4.  Moreover, the recent migration crisis has been used by human trafficking 

networks to target and exploit the most vulnerable, which increased the 

pressure on local authorities and exposed the p roblems in the anti -

trafficking actions in the region. The lack of understanding of the 

international human rights standards and case - law in this area continues to 

affect the performance of the judiciary and other institutions and a 

comprehensive, multidis ciplinary and victim -oriented approach to human 

trafficking has yet to be developed. Thus, knowledge and awareness of 

judges, prosecutors, investigators and lawyers about human trafficking 

needs to be improved in all Western Balkan countries, including as regards 

specific elements of the offence, the rights of victims and access to 

compensation which necessitates training of relevant professionals.  

5.  Notably, while challenges facing these countries have been similar, there 

has not been much effort to coordina te training for relevant professionals 

about human trafficking and the rights of victims. In fact, according to 

GRETA, ñTraining in relation to human trafficking is not systematic for 

prosecutors and is often non -existent in the case of judges.ò Accordingly, 

there is an obvious need to create a platform for the Western Balkan 

countries to engage in a discussion on the best ways to step up their efforts 

in combating human trafficking and modern slavery in a more coordinated 

way and by making use of the best practices established internationally. 

The UK experiences are fundamental to this process, its legal solutions and 

practices being identified as examples of good practice by GRETA. We 

recommend bringing together six Western Balkan countries 4 to discuss and  

identify common challenges and the best ways to address these using the 

UK expertise and institutional practice as a guidance.  

 
Submitted 01 September 2017  

                                            
4 With a possibility of including Croatia due to its geographic connection with organised criminal routes. 
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Q42  The Chairman:  Good morning, Mr Van Der Auweraert. We are extremely 

grateful to you for being with us. We are the House of Lords International 
Relations Committee, and we are conducting an inquiry into the situation 
in the western Balkans, the UKôs role in the area, the developments and 

the dangers in the area and the prospects for the future. Obviously, history 
hangs over the whole area, and we have to think back and be realistic 

about the horrors of the past and whether th ey can be avoided in the 
future. We are focusing particularly on the area of your expert 
responsibilities ðtrafficking, migration, slavery and the other undesirable 

features which I am afraid have overshadowed the area too much in the 
past.  

Against that background, we will start straight away with some questions. 
As Chairman, I will put the first question. Are our worries likely to diminish 
in the future? Is the importance of the western Balkans as a transit route 

into the EU closing down, or could we go back to the situation of only a 
couple of years ago where over three -quarters of a million detections of 

illegal border -crossing were on the cards? How do you see the overall 

http://www.parliamentlive.tv/Event/Index/33cb783b-df18-4a3d-836b-d62a8c931ed7
http://spire:8082/SPIREWEBDAV/Users/TAYLORS/My%20Workspace/INTERNATIONAL%20RELATIONS%20COMMITTEE/INQUIRIES/2017-2019/THE%20BALKANS/EVIDENCE/Oral%20-%20Corrections/Ev%204%2025-10-17%20Van%20Der%20Auweraert.docx#Panel1


 

  

situation, before we get down to some of the details?  

Peter Van Der Auweraert:  Thank you for asking me to speak to you. It 

is clear that the general situation is that the numbers have dropped 
dramatically. We have moved from a situation of a large transit population 

to a situation of much smaller numbers, many of whom are currently 
stranded migrants in the western Balkans. We traditionally say that the 

western Balkans route has closed, which is true, but the door remains open 
a little. I will explain what I mean by that.  

When we look at the figures in Serbia, which is currently the co untry that 
has the highest number of stranded migrants ðabout 3,500 are currently 
in the country ð while at the start of spring, there were about 8,000 people. 

The reduction from 8,000 to 3,500 is almost entirely due to irregular 
crossings from Serbia into t he EU with smugglers. That is with a small 

exception: Hungary continues to allow 10 people a day to cross from Serbia 
into Hungary on a regular basis, where their asylum requests are then 
processed. It is therefore true that the western Balkans route is al most 

closed, but human smuggling activity remains prevalent in the region.  

When we look at the countries in the western Balkans other than Serbia, 
we see smaller groups of migrants who are trying to transit from Bosnia 
Herzegovina through Montenegro and Al bania; essentially, smugglers are 

trying to test out new routes. These numbers are very small. I was in 
Montenegro last week, where they have gone from about 80 migrants in 

the country a couple of months ago to 250 stranded in Montenegro today. 
These are s mall numbers, but they are a consequence of the closure of the 
traditional Macedonia -Serbia western Balkans route, and they are smaller 

groups of migrants who are trying to test whether they can get into Europe 
through Montenegro.  

Looking forward, a lot c ontinues to hinge on whether the EU -Turkey 
agreement will hold. The numbers from Turkey into Greece, which was the 

main route along which people would arrive into the western Balkans, have 
reduced dramatically. Over the last couple of weeks, we have seen a  slight 

increase; we have about 100 people a day arriving from Turkey and 
Greece. However, because of the Turkey -EU agreement, they generally 
stay on the islands and do not make it towards the mainland and into the 

western Balkans. Our prediction is that a s long as the EU -Turkey 
agreement holds, we will not see a return to the situation in 2015 and 2016 

that you described.  

The Chairman:  What are the outcomes of this change in volume? Does it 

mean that there are fewer boats coming across the Mediterranean?  Are 
camps building up in areas they can get to? You mentioned some of the 

islands, or Greece itself. Are alternative tragedies developing as the actual 
numbers coming through the western Balkans have reduced? What are the 
consequences of all this?  

Peter V an Der Auweraert:  First, to talk about the positive consequences, 

the number of fatalities relating to sea crossings from Turkey to Greece 
has dropped enormously. As you know, that route was particularly risky, 



 

  

especially when the weather conditions were  not good, so that is a pretty 
positive consequence: the number of people dying along the route from 

Turkey to Greece has gone down dramatically. In that sense, it is a genuine 
protection measure for migrants and refugees.  

The downside is that the number o f people who are staying on some of the 
Greek islands ðI am sure you have seen the reports ðis increasing and is 

straining the reception capacity that is available on the Greek islands. I 
think it is at least partially related to the slowness of the asylum p rocess 

in Greece. That the process has to be accelerated to a greater degree so 
that solutions for people currently stuck on those islands can be found: 
either refugee status in Greece or a return to Turkey in accordance with 

the EU -Turkey agreement. The c urrent main adverse burden of the EU -
Turkey agreement is this build -up of people on the Greek islands.  

When it comes to Turkey itself, the Turkish Government should be 
commended for having provided protection to so many Syrian refugees and 

for having taken  measures with regard to, for example, access to education 
for children and access to the labour market for Syrian refugees on the 

territory of Turkey. The situation of Syrians in Turkey continues to improve. 
Of course, there are challenges, as there would  be for any country that has 
to deal with a sudden influx of such large numbers of people. I was in 

Turkey some time ago, and there are towns where, until a few years ago, 
there were 10,000 inhabitants. Suddenly, now they have 20,000 to 25,000, 

which obvio usly puts strains on the schools, the labour market and the 
social services. That takes time to build up, but overall the situation has 
improved.  

I also have to highlight with regard to the situation of the migrants and 

refugees that are currently on the Greek mainland -  that conditions there 
have also improved considerably in terms of accommodation and support 
through cash grants, with the support of the European Union, to the point 

that we have seen some people ða very small number ðtrying to get back 
to G reece from Serbia because they realise that the situation has improved. 

Also, while the relocation from Greece to other European Union countries 
may be under the targets that were initially set, it has increased and 
provides a real solution to those people  currently on the mainland in 

Greece.  

Q43  Lord Hannay of Chiswick:  I would like to switch to something quite 
different, which is the migration potential of the western Balkan countries 
themselves, which of course was very prevalent in the 1990s, at a time 

wh en there were hostilities in a number of west Balkan countries, and 
which led to massive outflows into the European Union, some of which have 

been reversed. Could you say something about the nature of migration 
currently? I understand that most European Un ion countries will not accept 
that you can claim that you are a refugee from one of those countries. 

Could you also address the potential if the stability of the western Balkans 
were to come into question again, not necessarily through actual hostilities 

but through some form of instability?  



 

  

Peter Van Der Auweraert:  You are quite right to highlight the fact that 
access to the European Union through asylum for western Balkan nationals 

is essentially closed. As you pointed out, no country accepts people fro m 
the western Balkans as refugees any more. There were attempts last year 

by Montenegro and other countries, where people tried to apply for asylum 
in Europe, but I think it is now clear in the region that it is not an option 

anymore.  

Secondly, we are seei ng a lot of educated young people ðI am currently in 

Sarajevo, and I give the example of Bosnia -Herzegovina ðmoving to the 
EU in a regular way, such as through work permits to Germany, as their 
best future option. That does not have so much to do with politi cal stability 

in the western Balkans and Bosnia -Herzegovina in particular as it has to do 
with the lack of economic opportunities for highly -educated young people 

such as doctors but even also for lesser -educated people who want to work 
in construction, fo r example. The brain drain from the western Balkans to 
the European Union is an important challenge for countries in the western 

Balkans. As with the rest of Europe, the population is ageing. There may 
be a scenario whereby western Balkans countries have s pent money on 

peopleôs education and subsequently lose trained people to the European 
Union through legal channels.  

Thirdly, if you look at the situation in the western Balkans as a whole, while 
you cannot say that there is 100% political stability, there is no real fear 

that we will go back to the situation of the 1990s, with war and upheaval 
and people being forced to flee because of violence. It is not a scenario 
that anyone in the region regards as realistic. So I would not be worried 

about that part of  the issue. In Macedonia, for example, while there was 
political instability for a certain period of time, there is now something like 

a Macedonian spring, whereby through democratic and electoral means a 
change of Government has led to increased political  stability for the 

moment.  

It is very important for the EU, as well as the UK, to continue to engage 

politically and be a key actor to support the maintenance of that stability 
in the western Balkans. Of course there are challenges, but we do not 
foresee i n the near future or even the medium term a risk of large refugee 

flows from the western Balkans to Europe. The key issue is more the brain 
drain of skilled people trying to get to the European Union to work in a 

legal way. That does not necessarily pose a  challenge for recipient 
countries, because they get skilled people who can work as nurses and 
doctors and so on, but it poses a challenge for the western Balkan 

countries. For example, as an anecdote, if you want a good Bosnian heart 
surgeon you go not to  a hospital in Sarajevo but to one in Berlin, Zurich or 

Geneva, because that is where they are being employed.  

Q44  Lord Grocott:  Picking up on that, as you know a key policy objective 

across the western Balkans is for the countries to join the European Union . 
I have two questions. Of course, we do not know the likely dates but, 

should it happen, what impact would it be likely to have on the brain drain 
that you have described from those countries into the EU? Secondly, what 



 

  

impact, if any, would it be likely to have on the movement of people from 
Turkey through Greece and into the EU?  

Peter Van Der Auweraert:  On the first question, it depends, of course, 
not only on the dates when some of those countries will enter but also on 

the terms under which they will  enter, especially with regard to the free 
movement of people, whether it would be immediate or staggered. That is 

something that we cannot prejudge. However, if there were free movement 
of people, as with the Baltic states, Poland and Bulgaria ðyou in the UK are 
familiar with how many young and older people leave those countries to 

find work in the EU ðI can only see an accelerated trend of a brain drain 
from the western Balkans into the European Union, were all these countries 

to join together and free move ment of people would become immediately 
available. It highlights the need for the western Balkan countries to invest 
heavily not just in education but also in economic development and good 

governance to allow genuine opportunities for young people to emerg e. 
There is, for example. the whole issue of how business - friendly those 

countries are in terms of start -ups and development of employment 
opportunities for lesser -skilled people. There are a lot of areas that western 
Balkan countries need to take a close look at, especially in the run -up to 

EU accession, to avoid the scenario whereby qualified and dynamic people 
leave.  

As for flows from Turkey into the western Balkans, it is difficult to prejudge, 
especially as I do not think that there is a scenario in wh ich western Balkan 

countries will join in the next two or three years. So we are talking longer -
term predictions. The main question is what will happen in Iraq and Syria. 

If there is peace and stability there, that is one scenario; if there is 
continued in stability in Syria and Iraq, whether it is an ongoing war or high 
levels of terrorism and insecurity, all those things will have an impact on 

whether people will come from Turkey to Greece to go to the western 
Balkans.  

I have to say, though, that even if t he western Balkans were to join 
tomorrow, they are not considered to be very attractive destination 

countries by those leaving Iraq or Syria. I will give you an anecdote. When 
I was co -ordinating our response to the migration crisis, I spoke to a lot of 

Syrian doctors and engineers who were trying to reach Germany. I asked 
why they did not stay in Serbia, where they need doctors because a lot of 
Serbian doctors are working in Germany. Their answer was very clear; they 

said that they knew that, but the probl em was that salaries in the western 
Balkans were so much lower than in Germany or Sweden, or even Syria, 

that there was no incentive for people to go there. So I doubt that the 
western Balkans per se are an attractive destination country for refugees, 
if t here are still refugees at that time.  

Q45  Lord Jopling:  You told us earlier that there were 3,500 stranded migrants 

in Serbia and 250 in Montenegro. For the record, could you just remind us 
which countries in the western Balkans have created the stranded 
sit uation? What is the attitude of Governments who have closed their 

borders to those stranded people? A year or two ago I was on the western 
border between Serbia and Croatia at a hotel that had been taken over for 



 

  

stranded people. Could you tell us whether,  having closed their borders, 
presumably to act as a deterrent to more migrants coming in, they turn a 

blind eye to illegals? The place I went to in Serbia was adjacent to a very 
large overnight lorry park, which seemed like an invitation for them to jump 

on to lorries and cross into Croatia. What is the attitude of countries that 
have closed their borders to those stranded migrants, and how long they 

tend to stay there? There are 3,500 in Serbia, for instance. Are they being 
turned over, and new people com ing and others going illegally? Could you 
enlarge on the position of stranded people?  

Peter Van Der Auweraert:  Regarding the question of the closure of the 
border, I think all countries have stepped up their border controls. Also, 

with the support of the  European Union, there is what is called the special 
measures programme in Serbia and Macedonia, where EU border guards 
are deployed to support the Macedonian and Serbian border guards to 

monitor the borders. People get stranded in Serbia mostly because of  the 
border closure or the increased border controls on the Croatian side, the 

Bulgarian side and, recently, on the Romanian side.  

On the Governmentsô attitudes to the stranded migrants and how long they 

have been there, how long people have been in Serbia , to focus on that 
country, varies a lot. At the moment, few new people enter Serbia, also 

because of the increased border controls, specifically between Bulgaria and 
Serbia; we used to have people crossing between Bulgaria and Serbia, but 
that has reduced  significantly. Most of the people who are currently in 

Serbia have been in the western Balkans for a while, and it is more of the 
fallout from the 2015 to 2016 large streams that we were seeing at the 

time.  

Governmentsô attitudes across the western Balkans and specifically in 

Serbia have been to increase their migrant accommodation capacity. The 
Serbian Government in particular has to be commended for increasing 

capacity and for dealing with stranded migrants with full respect for their 
basic human rights and for taking a number of helpful measures. For 
example, despite the fact that they have irregular status, migrant children 

are increasingly allowed access to Serbian schools, so we are seeing the 
Government trying to deal with and change their systems fr om short - term 

humanitarian assistance to humanitarian assistance that is more adapted 
to a protracted migration situation.  

Having said that, the challenges for Serbia and Montenegro, for example, 
of what to do with the 3,500 people and 250 people respectiv ely are quite 
high. One challenge, as I explained earlier, is that people continue to move 

forward with smugglers and try to cross the borders irregularly. Smugglers 
are constantly adapting their tactics and strategies to deal with the 

increased border con trols. For example, they have reduced the size of the 
groups with which they try to cross the border into Croatia. Where before 

they would have put 20 people together to cross, now they put three or 
four people together because they are more difficult to d etect. Some of 
those people will continue to move forward. The Serbian Government are 

providing everyone who wants it with official accommodation, but we are 
seeing some people, for example, staying close to the border with Croatia 



 

  

because smugglers encour age them to do so, so that they can more easily 
take an opportunity that arises to cross irregularly.  

With regards to the solutions beyond getting people to move forward on a 

regular basis, it is difficult. For example, there is a considerable number of 
Afghani migrants/refugees in Serbia, very few of whom, if any, have 
applied for asylum in Serbia and have no intention at all of doing so. Serbia 

cannot forcibly return those people to Afghanistan or return the Pakistanis 
to Pakistan because Serbia has no re admission agreements with those 

countries and does not have the political clout to put pressure on those 
countries to take their nationals back. I am sure you are familiar with the 
difficulties that even EU countries such as Germany have in getting 

countri es of origin to accept their nationals back. It is very difficult.  

The IOM is offering assisted voluntary return, which means that we can 
assist people to go back home voluntarily if they want to do so. We have 
sufficient funding to do so, but given that those migrants have spent a lot 

of money to get where they are, and as long as they see some friends or 
acquaintances managing to get into the EU irregularly, they do not have 

an incentive to go back at the moment.  

We are, however, seeing individuals and families who are exhausted who 

say, ñThatôs enough. Weôre going back homeò. Also, that sometimes poses 
a challenge in getting their documents. For example, the Afghan embassy 

in Bulgaria, which covers the western Balkans, has a lack of capacity to 
issue pa ssports, so people have to wait quite a long time to go back, even 
people who want to go back to Afghanistan, because they do not have the 

documents.  

So finding a sustainable solution is complex. In Montenegro, for example, 
of about 250 people there are ab out 150 Algerian nationals, or people who 
are claiming to be Algerian nationals. Even if those people want to go back 

voluntarily, the Algerian Government have imposed a rule that their 
families back home have to go to the capital of Algeria to declare tha t they 

are indeed family members. Very few people do that, so even the people 
who want to do it voluntarily find it difficult to get access to documents for 
Algeria. Many of them do not want to go back because they want to stay 

in Montenegro to try to get into Europe.  

We have seen cases of people having tried 14, 15 or 16 times to cross an 
EU border irregularly. The border guards know them by name by now, but 
they keep trying to get into the EU. Of course, the smugglers encourage 

them to do so, because eac h time they try they have to pay the smugglers 
money.  

Lord Wood of Anfield : I have a very quick question about the brain drain 
and a specific question about Bosnia. Obviously Bosnian Croats are allowed 

to get Croatian passports and have immediate access to  the EU. Do you 
have any statistics on the number of Bosnian Croats who have taken that 

up, particularly young people, and how severe a problem it is?  



 

  

Peter Van Der Auweraert:  I have statistics, but unfortunately I do not 
have them in front of me.  I can  certainly share them with you by email. I 

emphasise that it is a significant issue. When you drive through some of 
the areas in Bosnia where there are a lot of people of Croat origin you see 

whole villages that are empty or that have people who are 70 or 75 years -
old and everybody else has gone. It is clearly a significant number.  

Lord Wood of Anfield:  Great. Thank you.  

The Chairman:  Before we leave this general question, you have painted 
a slightly improving picture. This Committee was told in an earl ier inquiry 
by a consultant that there are, south of the Sahara, up to 60 million people 

who are dissatisfied with the situation and thinking of moving north into 
Europe. Do you regard the situation now as a permanent improvement, 

with the prospect of much - reduced traffic across the Mediterranean, or just 
as an intermission before very much bigger pressures suddenly mount on 
you and many others who are trying to manage these situations in the 

Mediterranean area?  

Peter Van Der Auweraert:  Before I answer th at question, on the earlier 
question of the stranded migrants, one issue of concern that I should have 
highlighted is that we are seeing among the stranded migrants increased 

vulnerabilities such as mental health issues and vulnerability to trafficking. 
Certainly a country such as Serbia should receive more support for its 

mental health institutions, which are already stretched with regard to the 
local population, so that it can provide the necessary care. We have a UK -
funded project in Serbia being impleme nted with the Government on 

further improved protection and further improved mental health and other 
services to the migrants. That is one point.  

On your last question, there is an important point to highlight, which is that 
the eastern Mediterranean route , which goes to Libya and Egypt to a 

certain degree and into Italy, is entirely separate from the western Balkans 
route and the central Mediterranean. We have so far seen no spill -over 

from that route into the western Balkans. So the western Balkans, when it 
comes to the situation that you described in certain parts of Africa, are not 
immediately concerned by that.  

Of course, there is clearly a challenging situation at the borders of Europe 

in terms of a large young population and limited economic opportuni ties. 
The EU is doing the right thing by focusing on improving the situation at 
countries of origin and trying to address the main reasons why people are 

trying to emigrate from those countries. Investment needs to continue, 
because otherwise, obviously, t hese migration pressures will continue tor 

rise. Having said that, we have seen an overall improvement as a result of 
the strengthening of border controls, and we are seeing a reduced number 
of people arriving from Libya into Italy. The investment in Libya  to improve 

migrant reception capacity there is critical, and the IOM and UNHCR have 
been working on that with the EU and the different Libyan authorities to 

improve that. While improving, that situation remains problematic from a 
humanitarian and human ri ghts point of view. We will need to continue to 
invest in those source countries and try to improve or help local 



 

  

Governments and local actors to improve the conditions there, otherwise 
pressures will remain. I do not think that we need to be alarmed about  it, 

but we need to keep it in mind.  

I have one final point to make on that. While increased control on irregular 
migration is important, we need to make sure that it does not come at the 
expense of access to asylum for people who really need it, as oppose d to 

asylum as the sole route for people to get into Europe even if they do not 
fall under the 1951 Refugee Convention. We need to keep space for people 

who genuinely require international protection.  

Finally, and I know that politically this is a very dif ficult issue, increasing 

legal avenues for migration into the EU, such as labour migration for 
sectors and areas where Europe needs it, is also a necessary way of 

reducing the pressures of irregular migration -  the trade -off is stronger 
controls on irregul ar migration ðstricter action against people who try to 
come to Europe or who are in Europe irregularly and do not qualify for 

refugee status and increased avenues for legal migration. So we need to 
look at areas where the European Union as a whole, and cer tain countries 

specifically, need more migration from a social and economic perspective, 
although I know it is easy for me, as an international civil servant, to say 
that, but more difficult for politicians to advocate this in the current political 

climate . 

The Chairman:  Baroness Coussins has just visited Macedonia and Kosovo 
and would like to ask a question.  

Q46  Baroness Coussins:  I want to switch from migration to people trafficking. 
Both, of course, are linked in some ways, but in other ways they are 

separate or different problems. Some of us visited Kosovo and Macedonia 
recently as part of this inquiry, and we met a number of NGOs that are 
working to identify and support victims of people trafficking and attempting 

to work with the authorities to clamp d own on the perpetrators. They told 
us that both these countries are now transit corridors as well as 

destinations, but that the problem was quite significant. Obviously, women 
and children are the main victims. In Macedonia we heard that Roma 
children were  particularly at risk and that large numbers of young girls are 

being trafficked into prostitution. What can you tell us about the trends and 
the changing trends in trafficking across the region?  

We also heard that there is an overlap between those traffic king people 
and those trafficking drugs and arms. However, one of the problems the 
NGOs face is either an ignorance of the problem among judicial and political 

institutions or a reluctance among them to be willing or able to identify it, 
to identify traffi ckers and to recognise the difference between migration 

and trafficking. Could you describe what you see as the trends and, in so 
far as it is possible, the numbers in the main destination countries, and 
whether the UK figures in that? We heard a lot of re quests from the NGOs 

for help from the UK with training as well for the judiciary and other law 
enforcement bodies. What are your thoughts on what help the UK might 

offer in this respect?  



 

  

Peter Van Der Auweraert:  We can confirm everything that you have j ust 
described. Unfortunately, trafficking in the western Balkans has remained 

the issue that it was before the migration crisis. While the migration crisis 
has had some impact, the main trends are what they were before. What 

you described with regard to tr ansit and destination countries is correct. 
Kosovo may be more of a destination country than a transit country, but 

Macedonia is definitely also a transit country.  

You rightly highlight the plight of Roma children in particular. The specific 

issue of forci ng small children into begging has recently slipped a bit off 
the radar screen but remains a big issue. It is a big issue also in Macedonia. 
I am sure that when you drove around Skopje you could see it with your 

own eyes. You do not have to do any investig ations ðyou just drive around 
and see kids begging on the streets.  

Criminal gangs operate across the western Balkans, where kids are moved 
from one place to another to engage in begging or the sex industry, and 

often the same gangs send those people also i nto the EU.  

As you rightly pointed out, sex trafficking also continues to be a big issue. 
It is a sub - regional or western Balkan issue and it is also a national issue ð
a rural -urban issue. Often with promises of marriage, kids, or rather young 

women from vi llages are lured to the cities, where they then are forced 
into the sex industry in their own country. That is very important. It is also 

an internal issue; it does not just have a sub - regional or regional 
component to it.  

More investment is needed to work  closer with the Roma communities, 
with parents and of course with the kids, to raise awareness and to work 

on cultural change. The saddest cases, which I am sure you have heard of, 
are of kids who have been trafficked by their own parents. It is just an 
anecdote, but we are currently working on the case of a Roma girl who was 

apprehended by the authorities in Hungary, and who had been trafficked 
by her own family from Bosnia -Herzegovina into Europe and had been in 

the sex industry in Hungary. What is the s olution for a girl like that? You 
bring her to Bosnia -Herzegovina and then what? The risk is that you expose 
her to the same family that was the origin of the trafficking. So more work 

with poor Roma communities, without stigmatising them, is critical.  

Whe n it comes to the authorities, what you describe is correct. Generally 
speaking, the legal frameworks are there. Implementation remains the 
issue. There are a few different issues. The first, where certainly more 

support could be provided by the UK and oth ers, is the complexity of 
investigations that involve criminal gangs who operate in multiple 

countries. That requires joint investigative teams, both within the western 
Balkans and between EU countries concerned and the western Balkans. 
More support for th at is required. We had a big event a couple of weeks 

ago here in Bosnia -Herzegovina with all the prosecutors and it was made 
clear they require support to do this type of complex, multinational 

investigations.  



 

  

When it comes to the criminal justice systems , it is true that even if there 
are successful prosecutions, they have a tendency to shy away from 

prosecuting for trafficking rather than for example prostitution, even 
though they could do so legally. The rules of evidence are easier for the 

crime of pro stitution than they are for the crime of trafficking. So we are 
seeing across the region ðthis is another area where more investment is 

needed ðthe need for more capacity building and more awareness raising 
among the prosecution services and the judiciary on  how to bring out this 
element of trafficking in the criminal prosecutions and the subsequent 

criminal judgments that are being produced.  

There have been cases in Macedonia and Kosovo in which government 

officials and police have been prosecuted for compli city in human 
trafficking, having been bribed to facilitate the work of those criminal 

gangs. So investment in supporting this type of investigation against 
corrupt government officials and providing support for good governance 
programmes continues to be a  priority that affects other areas of life in the 

western Balkans as well as trafficking.  

Finally, there should be more support for institutions and NGOs working 
with victims of trafficking and unaccompanied minors. Institutions need to 
improve their capac ity and the conditions for dealing with kids like the 

Roma girl who I mentioned earlier. They need to have more capacity and 
better measures in place to provide a genuine path to a better life for those 

kids and provide them with genuine protection, someti mes even from their 
own parents.  

For me, those are the key areas of engagement in improving the situation 
in the region. I cannot emphasise enough that the more support the UK 

can give for training and development and improving standard operating 
procedure s that is targeted on the whole of the western Balkans, and the 
more we can harmonise that support not just for Macedonia and Kosovo 

but for the whole region the better it will be, because the circumstances 
are quite similar. The more we can further improv e collaboration and 

alignment across the region through capacity building, the better.  

There is one other area: improving information -sharing within the western 

Balkans but also between the western Balkans and the EU with regard to 
victims. When a Serbian girl, to use one example, is returned from 

Germany to Serbia, it is important that Serbia has access to information 
about what that girl suffered in Germany and what type of support she 
received there, so there can be continuity of care from Germany to Ser bia. 

Then there is the exchange of information between European police 
authorities and prosecuting authorities in the Western Balkans. That is 

another area in which the UK and others could provide useful support.  

Q47  Lord Grocott:  You have talked quite extensively about support and help 

to deal with these issues in the western Balkans. We are talking about 
several different countries in the western Balkans and about several 

different kinds of problems that interrelate, whether it i s trafficking, 
prostitution or modern slavery. What we are focusing on to a degree is 
what the UK might do to assist in combatting these evils. Can you give us 



 

  

any more focused recommendations as to which country is the most 
vulnerable, where the problems are the largest and which of the numerous 

areas of activity we should prioritise in tackling these problems?  

Peter Van Der Auweraert:  As you point out, this is a complex issue, and 

there is no easy or straightforward answer. Some of the challenges that I  
have outlined are across the western Balkans. If you want to focus on 

counter - trafficking, it is useful to work at a sub - regional level, and the 
authorities in the Balkans are willing to collaborate. So you can see 
interesting and problematic areas in whi ch you can work across the region.  

When you talk about supporting the western Balkans in dealing with 
stranded migrants in the region, there are two things to consider. First, the 

focus country -wise needs to be primarily on Serbia, because it is dealing 
wi th the largest case load. Supporting Serbia could also be done at the 

political level, by the UK or the EU, through assisting with the return of 
people to their countries of origin. To the extent to which the Serbian 
Government would be looking to receive that support, the UK and the EU 

could provide political support to negotiate with Pakistan and Algeria a 
system whereby they can return those people.  

As for support to the authorities, ongoing support is needed to further 
improve the access to social servi ces of migrants and supporting Serbian 

national institutions, such as on access to education. It is in the interests 
of the European Union, because the more people have access to services 

in Serbia the less likely they are to choose the irregular routes to  get into 
the EU. It is only fair that if Serbia is bearing the brunt of the closure of 
borders by EU countries, those countries would support it on issues related 

to assistance to the stranded migrants currently there with a focus on 
mental health issues and access to education, as well as on how to 

integrate those people into the labour market if some of them would 
eventually be allowed to stay.  

A third area that I would prioritise, where we need to help, is how you 
improve support and protection for unac companied minors caught in these 

trafficking and irregular migration routes. Support and exchange of best 
practice between those countries and western Balkans countries could be 
very useful.  

Another point is on a smaller problem. Two countries that require  support 

with improving and increasing their migrant accommodation capacity are 
Bosnia -Herzegovina and Montenegro. The numbers there are small, but 
the capacity to accommodate migrants while they are in those countries is 

relatively limited. As I mentioned  earlier, in Montenegro there is capacity 
for 80 or 90 migrants. Building up contingency capacity for 200 or 250 

migrants in Montenegro would be useful, and if the numbers went up those 
countries might be able to accommodate more migrants. That, again, is 
not to be alarmist but to be better prepared. The model to follow is 

Macedoniaôs, which has increased its accommodation capacity for migrants 
with the assistance of the EU. Those are another two countries for which 

we should prioritise assistance.  



 

  

Finally,  across the border, especially in Bosnia -Herzegovina and also 
Montenegro, further additional support to improving the capacity of border 

management authorities, including with equipment, would be welcome. I 
will give an example. I was at the border between  Serbia and Bosnia -

Herzegovina and spent the day with the border guards to see how they 
check trucks for irregular migrants. They do not even have scanners to 

detect body heat. Border guards are literally climbing on top of trucks, 
inside them and under th em to verify the presence of irregular migrants. 
So support is required to provide technical equipment and training for that 

equipment for border guards in Bosnia -Herzegovina.  

Finally, it is important to ensure that support is co -ordinated. The EU is an 

important actor, and the US is still an important actor, in this region, so 
any support would need to be co -ordinated, obviously with the national 

Governments but also with other donors active here.  

Q48  Lord Grocott:  I have a specific question about modern sl avery, which is a 

big issue for our own foreign policy. Can you give us a picture of its extent 
in the countries of the western Balkans? It is difficult to identify, as we 

know, but I am thinking in particular of the willingness, capacity and 
capability of  Governments to deal with it.  

Peter Van Der Auweraert:  First, I know that the UK has passed the 

Modern Slavery Act. That concept per se is not often used in the western 
Balkans, but the crimes covered there are covered also here under the 

legislation.  

I have mentioned the issue of forced begging, which requires a lot more 

attention and resources and building awareness for families and parents in 
particular. A cultural change is required in some communities, as well as 

improving the capability of authoriti es to investigate, prosecute and 
provide assistance. That is very important to highlight. Forced labour is 
less of an issue in the western Balkans, as far as I know, beyond forced 

work in the sex industry, which, as I mentioned, remains a big issue.  

More support is definitely required for identification and prosecution. The 
groups involved in this area are also involved in drugs and trafficking arms, 
and from the start of the 2015 -2016 migration they immediately diversified 

into in human smuggling. We hear  from migrants and police officers that 
groups that used to specialise in smuggling drugs and weapons during the 

migration crisis have added a branch to their ñbusinessò and got involved 
in human smuggling, using the same routes, people and techniques that  
they used before. These are not amateurs; these are well -organised 

groups, and more collaboration between the EU and the UK and the 
western Balkan authorities is required to fight them. I do not know whether 

that answers your question or whether you have more specific questions 
on the issue of modern slavery.  

The Chairman:   Mr Van Der Auweraert, thank you. Lord Jopling, did you 
feel that the issue of outside help was covered adequately, or did you want 

to put it again?  



 

  

Q49  Lord Jopling:  Nearly all my quest ion has been covered. You put a 
particular accent on the need and the problems, but how would you assess 

how the European Union and the UK have responded? We would enjoy 
hearing about that. We are told that the UK Government has provided £17 

million in sup port over the last two years. You have not yet covered that 
aspect.  

Peter Van Der Auweraert:  I am glad that you have brought that up. 
There is always a danger with these sorts of questions that you bring up 
only negative things. It has to be said, and we  do not repeat this often 

enough, that the EU and the UK have done a lot to support the western 
Balkan countries, Macedonia and Serbia in particular but also the other 

countries, in dealing with the migration crisis there. Funding has been at 
good levels. Overall, the European Union and the UK may have been slow 
to start that support ðin all the humanitarian crises there is always a time 

lag between the crisis emerging and the support coming along ðbut the 
support has been there at a technical, political and financial level. I hope 

that it will continue for a certain time. It will be a different type of support, 
but it would be a mistake to let down our guard and not continue to support 
those countries in building systems to be better prepared if or when there  

is another migration crisis.  

I entirely agree that the UK in particular ðand I am not just saying that 
because I am talking to the House of Lords in the UK ðhas done very 
innovative work in supporting Serbia through IOM, for example. It is an 

area that is n ot so easy, supporting the protection of irregular migrants 
and looking at improving access to social services. The UK support has 

been very much appreciated by the Governments in the region. It is a good 
point to bring up, because we need to underline tha t the Governments here 
have benefited from generous support from the EU and the UK, despite the 

fact that those countries are also struggling with responding internally to 
the challenges that they faced during the migration crisis. So thank you for 

bringin g that up.  

The Chairman:  Mr Van Der Auweraert, we have taken an hour of your 

time, and you have answered our questions very fully and helpfully indeed. 
We are very grateful to you. There are still many challenges ahead, but 

you have painted a not entirel y pessimistic picture. There are some good 
developments and hopes for the future. Thank you for sharing your 
thoughts and wisdom with us ðwe are most grateful to you.  

 

 

  



 

  

Balkans in Europe Policy Advisory Group 

(BiEPAG) ï Written Evidence (BUB0021)  

What are the UKôs interestsðdirect and indirect ðin the Balkans? How are 

those interests likely to evolve in the near future? What political, social, 

economic and security trends in the region will affect UK policy?  

1.  The UK will be approaching the region in bilateral capacity rather than as the 

EU member state first time in more than four decades and the future UK policy 

has to seriously rethink its approach. This puts the above question on reverse 

ï what is the region ôs interest (direct and indirect) and what it will expect from 

the future UK involvement? What can the UK offer to the region in political, 

economic and security spheres that the Balkans will find attractive for 

cooperation and engagement? In the first ste p, for the policy purposes, the UK 

needs to define óthe Balkansô. Is it the six Western Balkans (WB6) countries or 

a broader region of all countries of former Yugoslavia, which include the EU 

member states such as Slovenia, Croatia and Greece?  

Geopolitica l context  

Once the UK has left the EU, which countries and multilateral agencies 

(including the EU) should it work most closely with in the region?  

2.  The EU is one of the key actors and the UKôs engagement in the region without 

cooperation with the EU woul d be tangential to long - term and sustainable 

stabilisation efforts. The European Commission, European External Action 

Service (EEAS) and DGNEAR all play an important role in the region and the 

EU accession process. The Council of Europeôs work is crucial to the minority 

and vulnerable groupsô rights protection, combating discrimination,  justice 

reform and the fight against corruption and money laundering as well as 

freedom of expression and the media especially via the newly established 

Horizontal Facility for Western Balkans and Turkey 2016 -2018.  

3.  The further key political player in the region is Russia, with clearly established 

aspirations and influence. The strongest allies for Russia in the region are 

Serbia and Republika Srpska, a connection that has ve ry powerful destabilising 

influence on Bosnia and Herzegovina (BiH). Mr Dodik, President of Republic 

Srpska is particularly inclined to seek frequent support from Russia and 

President Putin. Serbian Government, perhaps in a slightly cautious way, still 

mai ntains strong economic and military ties with Russia. However, despite 

appearances, Russiaôs position in the region may not be as strong. The recent 

stabilising developments in Macedonia that reinforced the countryôs 

commitment to EU and NATO integration a nd Montenegroôs joining the NATO 



 

  

are both detrimental to Russiaôs influence whose interest is to keep the region 

away from the EU -NATO membership.  

4.  The final player is the U.S. with a longstanding influence and active political 

role in the region and, desp ite recent political upheaval, is interested in keeping 

the region stabile. E.g. attendance of Hoyt Brian Yee, the Deputy  Assistant 

Secretary of the Bureau of European and Eurasian Affairs, US Department of 

State at the high level panel on the EU enlargeme nt at Bled Strategic Forum 

2017 in Slovenia last week sent a strong message that the U.S. is closely 

following the EU accession. He emphasized that fulfilling the EU conditionality 

has a value in itself for stabilising and transforming the countries in the  region 

irrespective if the final outcome is WB6 joining the EU by strengthening the 

key areas that are important for regional cooperation. Thus, the UK can play 

seek to support a constructive engagement of the U.S. in the region and to 

ensure that the pol icy priorities of the U.S., the EU and the UK are harmonised.   

5.  The outcome of  recent presidential election in the United States did cause a 

shift in the geopolitical context, which also reflects  on the Balkans. The new 

administration's  already announced fo cus on US  internal issues, while the first 

signs show that the multilayered US support for the Balkans is changing, thus 

leaving space for other international  actors. This gap needs to be filled 

immediately throughout various foreign policy measures, out o f which we 

would like to highlight  efforts in cultural and artistic cooperation. This is 

because  in the field of contemporary arts the Balkans have an underestimated 

potential leaving an  enormous space  not only for cross cultural cooperation, 

but especiall y for positively  influencing the public opinion in the  region which 

is slowly drifting apart from the basic ideals and principles of the  European 

unification process. The British Council and its partner institutions, as well as 

allied state  agencies and pr ivate foundations with similar objectives, might play 

a pivotal role in this process. The UK, with its exceptional public diplomacy 

tradition could take a lead role by trying to streamline  various international 

efforts in this largely forgotten  sector.  It is very important that UK works 

closely with all the countries in the region to support and strengthen their 

regional cooperation and to engage with the Berlin Process framework.  

6.  There is also an  on -going  support from other allied and multilateral  acto rs, 

such as the German government lead by development agencies such as 

the  German GIZ,  which continuously support  various  capacity 

development  initiatives or Swiss development Cooperation (SDC). 

These  initiatives  might serve as a healthy  docking ground for  further UK policy 

interventions to support stability in the region.  So far this support is being 

mainly  focused on strengthening the  overall economic  development  and fight 

against corruption and organized  crime  (both  strong  EU focuses), while some 

other i ntervention  areas include environmental and energy policy, support for 

vulnerable groups and social inclusion (such as  strengthening  national  EU-



 

  

negotiation and  IPA structures, development of communal services etc.). 

Hence,  all of these might  serve as pote ntial areas of future UK policy 

intervention in the Balkans.  

Are some countries of the region building closer military - industrial links 

with Russia? If so, what are the consequences for NATO?  

7.  Despite strong influence, Russia is not an obvious trade partne r for the region 

and monetary dealing with individual political leaders, such as Mr. Dodik, point 

more to the investment in political influence. The most talked about military ï

industrial link is Russian -Serbian Humanitarian centre in Nis, town in central 

Serbia. Outside observers view it as a proof of strong military relations with 

Russia, while those closer to information claim that it is a sore point for the 

Serbian Government that failed to define and limit the Centreôs activities when 

it was opened and  is now trapped into having to keep it open. In addition, 

Serbia holds annual military exercise with Russian troops and joined ñSlavic 

brotherhoodò military drill alongside Russia and Belarus in 2016. Serbiaôs MoD 

recently received a present of six MIG -29 fighter jets, T -72 tanks and BRDM -

2 armoured vehicles in 2017 (although still not delivered). The military ï

industrial links between Russia and Serbia are certainly strong in appearances 

and Moscow is making significant effort to counter NATOôs and the EU influence 

in the Balkans.  

 

8.  For the UK, the most important international organisation in the Western 

Balkans is NATO. Albania and Croatia have been full NATO members since 

2009, while Slovenia joined five years earlier in 2004. Greece is part of the 

Balka ns too and holds a full NATO membership since 1952, when it joined 

together with Turkey. The Western Balkans countries are surrounded by NATO 

member states, which have geopolitical implications for the stability and 

security in the region. Opening the door s for the remaining Balkan countries to 

join NATO is seen as a step toward unification and strengthening of the 

Balkans. Macedonia, with the new, leftist government is very keen to join 

NATO. Unlike their southern neighbours, or the latest new member 

Monte negro, Serbian government maintains that the country will not be joining 

NATO, or any other military alliance. With close ties to Russia and 65% of the 

public being against NATO Serbia canôt afford to join the Alliance, but such 

stance could change in the future with the right incentives. NATO membership 

and close cooperation with countries of the region is an important aspect of 

regional stability and the UK can play a constructive role in promoting 

membership and close cooperation, in particular in the ca se of Serbia and 

Bosnia and Herzegovina, both being unlikely to join the organisation in the 

foreseeable future.  

 



 

  

9.  However, the Balkan countries are members of NATO's Partners for Peace (PfP) 

programme even if they are not full NATO members, which means tha t they 

maintain certain level of integrated activities with NATO in the field of defence, 

military or civil work stretching to cooperation on science and environmental 

issues. The countries in the region have been part of the programme from at 

least a deca de (e.g. Serbia) to over two decades (e.g. Albania and Slovenia), 

which makes the bilateral ties between them and some individual NATO 

member states are quite strong. The UK could directly engage and strengthen 

some of these integrated activities.  

Politic al, security and economic challenges  

What are the key political and governance challenges facing the countries 

of the Balkans, and what policy options are open to the UK to support 

stability in the region?  

10. The key political and governance challenges did not significantly change 

throughout the last years: besides corruption and organized crime, weak 

institutional capacities, the most important challenge in most of the Balkan 

countries is  the lack of a new generation of true  liberal and clearly pro -western 

oriented  politicians. These challenges need to be addressed by further capacity 

development measures, such as leadership programmes, 

international  endowments and fellowships at renowned  Western institutions for 

policy makers, academics, but as well as opin ion leaders from the NGO sector, 

young  artists and  journalists. The newly established Regional Youth 

Cooperation Office (RYCO), based in Tirana, could serve as a future hub for the 

development of further actions and programmes supporting that direction.   

 
11. BiEPAG prepared a study on the rise of authoritarian tendencies in the region 

where it analysed the key political challenges, which argued  that the state of 

democracy and freedom has been backsliding or stagnating in the countries of 

the Western Balkans ov er the past decade. Through exploring the signs of 

democratic regression across the region, this study underlines that concepts 

such as ñilliberal democracyò or ñcompetitive authoritarianismò are on the rise. 

The full details are available at http://www.biepag.eu/publications/the -crisis -

of -democracy - in - the -western -balkans -an-anatom y-of -stabilitocracy -and - the -

limits -of -eu-democracy -promotion/   

Has there been a radicalisation of Islam in the region? If so, what have 

been the driving forces, and what are the consequences for the region? 

How can UK policy respond?  

12. There is very limited  information available on radicalisation of Islam in the 

region. Some estimates on the numbers of radicalised persons suggest that 

http://www.biepag.eu/publications/the-crisis-of-democracy-in-the-western-balkans-an-anatomy-of-stabilitocracy-and-the-limits-of-eu-democracy-promotion/
http://www.biepag.eu/publications/the-crisis-of-democracy-in-the-western-balkans-an-anatomy-of-stabilitocracy-and-the-limits-of-eu-democracy-promotion/
http://www.biepag.eu/publications/the-crisis-of-democracy-in-the-western-balkans-an-anatomy-of-stabilitocracy-and-the-limits-of-eu-democracy-promotion/


 

  

around 900 fighters combined from all Western Balkans countries travelled to 

warzones in Iraq and Syria to join so -called Isl amic State. 5 Against the 

population of 27 million in the region this is not a serious concern but it is 

important to understand the role radical Islam is playing in the Balkans and 

the impact it could potentially have on the democratic pr ocesses, which ar e 

still frail.  

13. There is no plausible explanation of what drives radical interpretations of Islam 

locally. The rise of authoritarian tendencies and political instability are 

contributing factor that makes the countries in the region and their most 

excluded population vulnerable to the influence of the Islamic countries. The 

most fertile soil for radicalisation is BiH for three reasons. First, a number of 

Islamic fighters who fought in Bosnian war stayed on and obtained citizenship 

(around 700), formed famili es and continued propagating radical Islam. 

Second, the country received significant financial aid for post -war 

reconstruction in the aftermath of the war from Middle Eastern countries e.g. 

Saudi Arabia where Wahhabism is the main Islamic doctrine. This le d to 

mobilisation of followers whose number has been increasing despite the aid 

decline, leaving large groups of believers in the country, who live in tightly knit, 

isolated circles. Third, the difficult economic situation, the complicated and 

cumbersome d ecisions -making process in the country and the seeming 

stagnation further provide fertile ground for radicalisation.  

14. Islamic radicalisation has also been documented in Albania and Kosovo, where 

over three hundred fighters joined ISIS, mainly from the age group between 

20 and 35 where the high unemployment among youth in the region is one of 

the main contributing factors. There is enough evidence to suggest that poor 

people, mainly women and girls from rural areas accept cash advances to 

consent to arranged  marriages and follow strict Islamic practices. We know 

very little about to what extent those who are initially incentivised by economic 

gains, once they join the community are likely to fully accept Wahhabism and 

become open to Islamist radicalisation. F inancial support, in the form of 

investment or donations to local religious and humanitarian organisations 

easily finds its way into the countries where part of it can be side - lined to fund 

extremist teachings and activities.   

15. The UK should, in the first step, support research and studies on the causes, 

contributing factors and channels of radicalisation of Islam in the Balkans and 

continuous monitoring to asses the scale of it by individual countries. This 

should be done through developing collaboration b etween the UK academic 

institutions and think tanks with expertise in Islamic radicalisation and their 

counterparts in the Balkans. The UKôs policy response could be focused on two 

                                            
5 New Eastern Europe, issue 3/2017 De-radicalising Western Balkans (Tatyana Dronzina and Sulejman Muca, 

2017) http://www.neweasterneurope.eu/interviews/2388-de-radicalising-the-western-balkans  

http://www.neweasterneurope.eu/interviews/2388-de-radicalising-the-western-balkans


 

  

levels: supporting prevention measures and mechanisms to link formal 

instit utions (law enforcement and judiciary) with local actors/ institutions and 

community organisations to enable early detection of Islamic radicalisation. 

Supporting collaboration between institutions of different Balkans countries in 

conducting research and in developing collaborative prevention measures 

against radicalising.  

What are the patterns of migration through and from the region? What 

have been the consequences for the region and what are the implications 

for the UK?  

16. BiEPAG published a policy brief  in June 2016 that analysed the consequences 

of the migrant crises for the region and proposed tools and approaches on how 

to strengthen individual countries and the region in handling the crisis and 

other external shocks. Full document can be found at: 

http://balkanfund.org/publications/the -migrant -crisis -a-catalyst - for -eu-

enlargement/   

What are the key economic challenges facing the countries of the region ? 

Is there a constructive role to be played by the UK? What are the 

commercial interests of the UK in the region?  

17. UK could play a constructive role by supporting strengthening of political 

institutions and developing mechanism for tackling corruption.  In  2015, 

BiEPAG prepared a study analysing the prospect of job creation in the WB6 

economies, analysing the question of why donôt improvements in the business 

environment and deregulation of labour markets always result in the reduction 

of the unemployment r ate?  It suggests that one of the possible reasons lies in 

business and labour market reforms, which, though introduced, are not fully 

or properly implemented. In addition the poor strength of political instituti ons 

and the level of corruption  undermine the positive effect of economic reforms 

on the business environment.  This document can be found at: 

http://www.biepag.eu/publications/the -prospe ct -of - job -creation - in - the -wb6 -

economies/   

How successful have post - conflict resolution efforts been since the end 

of the Balkan conflicts? What progress has been made on resolving inter -

ethnic tensions?  

18. The Balkan wars of the 1990s were stopped by interna tionally brokered peace 

agreements and the use of military force (NATO). While international 

intervention ended the violence, the underlying conflicts are not fully resolved 

and continue to persist in different forms. The memory of the wars and the 

diverge nt interpretations continue to interfere in bilateral relations and 

http://balkanfund.org/publications/the-migrant-crisis-a-catalyst-for-eu-enlargement/
http://balkanfund.org/publications/the-migrant-crisis-a-catalyst-for-eu-enlargement/
http://www.biepag.eu/publications/the-prospect-of-job-creation-in-the-wb6-economies/
http://www.biepag.eu/publications/the-prospect-of-job-creation-in-the-wb6-economies/


 

  

majority -minority relations are easily mobilised by nationalist politicians. On 

the positive side, the region has not experienced reoccurrence of military, 

ethnic conflicts and had very lo w incidence of post -war violence. On the other 

hand, inter -ethnic tensions, particularly at the local level are rare between 

ordinary people in their everyday life but grievances related to ethnic and 

religious identities, especially among those who were d irectly affected by the 

war violence, are strong. It is easy to mobilise them in the environment of 

long - term economic, political and social volatility by political elites, which 

perpetuates tensions does not lead to open violence between different ethnic 

groups. When it comes to nationalist tendencies among political leadership that 

drives segregation stemming from unresolved or partly successful conflict 

resolution, Bosnia and Herzegovina is among the most problematic countries 

in the region, alongside Ko sovo and Macedonia.  

UK beyond Brexit  

What are the implications of Brexit for UK policy, influence and standing 

in the Balkans? What other effects has the UKôs decision to leave the EU 

had on the region? How should UK policy - makers respond?  

19. The ramificat ion of Brexit for the region is significant but perhaps not as much 

as it seemed last year when it happened. First, largely anticipated domino 

effect didnôt happen. The EU didnôt pull back completely and shut the doors to 

the candidate countries; the most affected being the Western Balkans aspirants 

to EU membership. Brexit negotiations have been initiated but the process is 

slow in the light of the recent political developments in the UK and the major 

decisions are still under way. The UK policy may experi ence limitations and 

setbacks in the involvement and the level of support it can offer to the region 

in resolving internal issues and challenges. The region may reject close 

involvement with the UK, which should prompt the policy makers to seek for 

specifi c points of engagement. Brexit could prove a useful opportunity for the 

Balkans because the process of developing a framework and negotiating 

extramarital ties with the EU, particularly around the single market and free 

flow of labour migrants could be app lied as model for the Balkans too.  

After Brexit, what relationship should the UK seek with countries of the 

region? Does the UK currently have the right interlocutors in the region?  

20. It is important for the UK to support the culture of regional cooperation  

between the countries in the region. In 2015 BiEPAG published a study on 

regional cooperation and how it changed since the 1990s. It argues that the 

cooperation between the governments is dominant but bottom -up, local 

initiatives are legging behind and la ck support, which leads to lack of 

sustainable results.   For the UK it is important to consider not only building 



 

  

relationships with countries and their governments but also a wide range of 

actors who are important interlocutors in the region.  This docume nt can be 

found at: http://www.biepag.eu/publications/culture -of - regional -cooperation -

in - the -western -balkans/   

Submitted 15 September 2017  

http://www.biepag.eu/publications/culture-of-regional-cooperation-in-the-western-balkans/
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(BUB0013)  
 

1.  Great Britain has for over two decades played a deep and important role in the 

Western Balkans, and continues to do so.  The belated forceful intervention by 

NATO in the war in Bosnia and Herzegovina, catalyzed with American 

leadership, ended the most sanguinary of the post -Yugoslav conflicts, and 

began the process of dev eloping a more coherent Western approach to the 

entire region.  While British forces, particularly at the company - level and 

below, often took initiative to prevent or react to war crimes, it was only two 

years after the war that Londonôs policy took a moral leadership role, beginning 

the overdue process of conducting arrests of war crimes indictees for trial at 

The Hague.  Since then, I have seen British policy in the region as drawing a 

cross -party consensus in favor of assertively preventing such crimes, laying 

the groundwork for functioning democratic societies which can ultimately 

integrate into NATO and the EU, and attempting to propel that process forward, 

in close cooperation with other Western actors.  This was certainly the ethos I 

saw in action whe n advising Lord Ashdown in preparation for his taking on his 

role as international High Representative in Bosnia and Herzegovina, and later 

within OHR.  

 

2.  However, the actual vector in the region in the more than decade since 

Ashdownôs departure from Sarajevo has been decidedly negative, despite 

declarative totems of progress.  This may appear at odds with the narrative 

often proffered in Brussels and other capitals, which often point to the entry of 

Croatia, Albania, and Montenegro into NATO and Croatia into  the EU, as well 

as the Serbia -Kosovo Dialogue, the EUôs ñReform Agendaò in Bosnia, and so 

on.  But below the surface of these indicators, the state of actual democratic 

practice and accountability, rule of law, and broad -based economic 

development are dir e and retreating, as reflected in a host of independently 

assessed comparative indicators. 6  The essential error was the presumption 

that Euro -Atlantic enlargement alone would impel organic and durable reform 

in the states of the region, based on the ñbig bangò enlargement in Central and 

                                            
6 For example, on Gini coefficients, see Zsoka Kocsan, òBeing Poor, Feeling Poorer: Inequality, Poverty, and 

Poverty Perceptions in the Western Balkans,ó IMF Working Paper, February 2016.  Available at: 

https://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/wp/2016/wp1631.pdf  See also òPopulists and Autocrats: The Dual Threat 

to Global Democracy ð Freedom in the World 2017,ó Freedom House, available at: 

https://freedomhouse.org/sites/default/files/FH_FIW_2017_Report_Final.pdf  Regarding corruption, the 

countries of the region ranked as follows in 2016:  Slovenia (31), Croatia (55), Montenegro (64), Serbia (72), 

Bosnia and Herzegovina (83), Albania (83), Macedonia (90), and Kosovo (95). 

https://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/wp/2016/wp1631.pdf
https://freedomhouse.org/sites/default/files/FH_FIW_2017_Report_Final.pdf


 

  

Eastern Europe in 2004.  Even in retrospect, with the retreat from liberal 

democracy most visible in Hungary and Poland, that enlargement was a 

success. 7  However, that process was an experiment which succeeded for a 

number  of reasons, both on the demand side and on the part of the EU and 

NATO.  The countries of the former Yugoslavia, in which political leaders had 

benefitted personally from the conflicts of 1991 -2001, posed a much greater 

challenge, requiring a broader set of tools and different incentive structure.   

 

3.  On top of this error, shared on both sides of the Atlantic, an additional element 

to the EUôs vaunting of its ñtransformativeò and ñsoft powerò served to limit its 

field of vision and leverage.  The invasion o f Iraq in 2003 and attendant ructions 

within NATO and the EU led the leading continental powers and the EU 

institutions to append a connotation to ñsoft powerò that Joseph Nye had not 

intended.  Put cheekily, this could be summed up as ñwe donôt need to employ 

coercion and violence like our simpler Anglo -American friends ï we have soft 

power.ò  However, what regional leaders rightly heard was ñwe no longer have 

the will to apply strong leverage or deter your worst practices.ò  They have 

acted accordingly ï and have been indulged in their malpractice through 

undeserved declarations of progress and effective sidestepping of standards in 

the name of stability.  The loss of Western credibility in the region has been 

considerable.  And the stability achieved is n ot actual, durable, or in conformity 

with Britainôs professed liberal democratic values. 

 
4.  The winners of a string of five wars (Slovenia, Croatia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, 

Kosovo, Macedonia -  the middle three of which collectively yielded a death toll 

of at  least 130,000) are the political elites, which through accumulation by war 

now form durable political, business, organized crime, and media complexes in 

each country.  The overwhelming majority of their citizens, including many who 

fought, very clearly re cognize that they lost.  But the Westôs approach has been 

predicated on the delusion that they share the same interests ï and that the 

winners actually represent the losers.  They are our ñpartners,ò according the 

enlargement model, after allé  The clearest indicator of popular sentiment 

regarding the future is the accelerating brain drain from the region.  Even those 

with decent and secure employment are choosing to emigrate for the sake of 

their children.  A more damning indictment of local leaderships, e conomies, 

and by implication our policies, can scarcely be imagined.  The hollowness of 

democracy and capitalism in the eyes of large swathes of the local populations 

owes to applying the terms to blatantly self - serving behavior by leaders.  This 

                                            
7 The EU and NATOõs leverage to effect change of applicants ends upon their entry.  The unwillingness to 

demand Croatia end territorial disputes with Bosnia and Herzegovina was therefore a missed opportunity for 

NATO and the EU.  Since entering the EU, Zagreb has involved itself ever more deeply ð and detrimentally ð 

in BiHõs internal affairs.  See Bodo Weber and Kurt Bassuener, òLost in Transition? Croatiaõs Policy Toward 

Bosnia and Herzegovina,ó DPC Policy Note, November 2015.  Available at: 

http://www.democratizationpolicy.org/pdf/DPC%20Policy%20Note%2012%20Croatia%27s%20BiH%20Policy.pd

f  

http://www.democratizationpolicy.org/pdf/DPC%20Policy%20Note%2012%20Croatia%27s%20BiH%20Policy.pdf
http://www.democratizationpolicy.org/pdf/DPC%20Policy%20Note%2012%20Croatia%27s%20BiH%20Policy.pdf


 

  

cynicism provides a wellspring for populism, nationalism, and other forms of 

radicalization.  The trend toward authoritarian rule has been manifest not only 

in Serbia and Macedonia, as well at the sub -state entity of Republika Srpska in 

Bosnia and Herzegovina, but also within the club, in Croatia.  

 

5.  The vacuum which opened over the past decade because of the Westôs 

bureaucratic autopilot ï in which Britain (often with some discomfort) 

participated ï has allowed the increased regional leverage of external actors.  

Russia is the most obvious and immediately threatening of these.  Up until the 

invasion of Crimea and launching of its war in eastern Ukraine, Russia could 

play opportunistic spoiler in the Western Balkans, abetted by Western disunity 

and differentiation in threat perceptions.  This was most pronounced in Bosnia.  

But it was manifest throughout the region.  Following Crimea, Moscow shifted 

into a much higher gear to being an active disruptor: first encouraging 

separatist adventurism by Republika Srpska Presid ent Milorad Dodik in Bosnia 

and Herzegovina, then moving to support the increasingly nationalist and 

authoritarian regime of Nikola Gruevski in Macedonia, and most spectacularly 

in the attempted coup in Montenegro a year ago.  In all these cases, Moscow 

has aligned its talking points and policies with Belgrade, creating a visible 

alignment of political players opposed to (in word and/or deed) to NATO and 

EU enlargement.  From 2014 on, Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov made 

clear that it sees Euro -Atlan tic integration ï not just NATO ï as a 

ñprovocation.ò8  Serbiaôs government, despite claiming ambitions to join the 

EU and being a candidate for membership, refuses to align with the Union on 

sanctions against Russia ï and appears implicated along with Mos cow in the 

October 2016 coup attempt in Montenegro.  It also seems, most worryingly, to 

be collaborating closely with Moscow in efforts to subvert Macedoniaôs new, 

fragile coalition government led by Prime Minister Zoran Zaev.  

 

6.  Turkey, ever more deeply au thoritarian and under the unchecked paranoid and 

abrasive leadership of Recep Tayyip Erdoĵan, has also amplified its regional 

ambitions and footprint, backing retrograde political, social, and religious 

elements in Western Balkan societies.  The deepening frictions which result 

from Ankaraôs policies may well amplify these efforts. 

 
7.  China sees the Western Balkans as a vital economic conduit into the EU.  So 

while unlike Moscow, it does not oppose EU or NATO enlargement (quite the 

contrary as for the EU), it  does ï as in sub -Saharan Africa, Latin America, and 

throughout Asia ï offer alternatives to leaders who wish to avoid the 

stipulations of international financial institutions, adhere to democratic and 

                                            
8 See Kurt Bassuener, òEUFOR: The Westõs Potemkin Deterrent in Bosnia and Herzegovina,ó AI-DPC Security 

Risk Analysis, Policy Note #3, November 2015, page 12-13.  http://www.democratizationpolicy.org/pdf/AI-

DPC%20BiH%20Security%20Risk%20Analysis%20Paper%20Series%203%20EUFOR%20%20The%20Wests%20%

20Potemkin%20Deterrent.pdf  

http://www.democratizationpolicy.org/pdf/AI-DPC%20BiH%20Security%20Risk%20Analysis%20Paper%20Series%203%20EUFOR%20%20The%20Wests%20%20Potemkin%20Deterrent.pdf
http://www.democratizationpolicy.org/pdf/AI-DPC%20BiH%20Security%20Risk%20Analysis%20Paper%20Series%203%20EUFOR%20%20The%20Wests%20%20Potemkin%20Deterrent.pdf
http://www.democratizationpolicy.org/pdf/AI-DPC%20BiH%20Security%20Risk%20Analysis%20Paper%20Series%203%20EUFOR%20%20The%20Wests%20%20Potemkin%20Deterrent.pdf


 

  

human rights standards, and so on.  Balkan leaders hav e all warmed to their 

ministrations.  

 
8.  Finally, Persian Gulf autocracies have developed a far larger footprint in the 

Western Balkans over the past five years.  This can be seen through state -

directed investments, private investment (often in large property  purchases 

and construction of exclusive resorts for Arab visitors), cultural and 

humanitarian investments (often with a religious angle), and a large influx of 

people ï most numerous being new arrivals to the lower -middle class.  What 

is unnerving is not so much the influx of people per se, but the confluence of 

interests driving the process:  opaque investment in collusion with local political 

actors (with attendant corruption) and an alien influence on local and organic 

Islamic practice.  These factors h ave generated considerable resentment in 

Bosnia and Herzegovina and Kosovo in particular ï and mainline into standing 

anti -Muslim narratives and prejudices propagated by Serb, Croat, and ethnic 

Macedonian nationalists.  

 
9.  It is hard to conceive of a region o n Earth where the West had developed a 

wider portfolio of policy levers and influence over more than two decades ï 

and at great cost.  The decline in Western leverage and credibility is 

overwhelmingly its own fault.  While the challenge of the regionôs organic 

democratization and development is in many ways greater than it was a decade 

ago, it can be surmounted.  But only with a clear -eyed view of the actual 

dynamics, the stakes, and active development of a popular constituency for 

these processes is this f easible.  A desire for ñstability,ò as reflected in the 

Committeeôs request for evidence, is understandable.9  But it is illusory.  The 

Western Balkans are, despite the recent positives of Montenegroôs joining 

NATO and Macedoniaôs genuine, though reversible, forward movement, 

regressing in the aggregate.  A Western policy posture which, as with the entire 

Mediterranean littoral, is focused on pacification and containment, not only 

undercuts Britain and the Westôs real friends in these countries, to the benefit 

of its kleptocrats.  It is also doomed to fail.  It can only be maintained as a 

protection racket, effectively allying us with kleptocrats against their citizens.  

Maintenance of the current policy is politically and bureaucratically the easiest 

course .  But it cannot succeed.  Its threadbare character, together with the 

zero gravity environment which followed the Brexit vote and the Trump 

presidency, 10  has encouraged all those with unfulfilled agendas to amplify and 

accelerate them.  It has also resurre cted dangerous fantasies of redrawing 

                                            
9 See the author quoted in Judy Dempsey, òJudy Asks: Is the EU Sleeping on the Western Balkans?,ó Carnegie 

Europe, May 13, 2015.  Available at: http://carnegieeurope.eu/strategiceurope/?fa=60069  
10 See Kurt Bassuener and Valery Perry, òErratic Ambiguity: The Impact of Trumpõs Unpredictable Foreign 

Policy in the Western Balkans,ó DPC Policy Paper, June 2017.  Available at: 

http://www.democratizationpolicy.org/pdf/DPC_Policy_Paper_Erratic_Ambiguity_Trumps_Foreign_Policy_in_

W_Balkans.pdf   

http://carnegieeurope.eu/strategiceurope/?fa=60069
http://www.democratizationpolicy.org/pdf/DPC_Policy_Paper_Erratic_Ambiguity_Trumps_Foreign_Policy_in_W_Balkans.pdf
http://www.democratizationpolicy.org/pdf/DPC_Policy_Paper_Erratic_Ambiguity_Trumps_Foreign_Policy_in_W_Balkans.pdf


 

  

borders 11  ï a policy which would guarantee both violent conflict (in a far more 

geopolitically volatile environment than 20 years ago) and embroilment of the 

West ï including Great Britain.  

 

10. Britainôs bilateral policy, along with the US, has maintained greater credibility 

than the ñinternational communityò as a collective as a result of demonstrating 

that it understands it is willing to operate with a broader set of policy tools, 

including hard power deterrence.  The UKôs deployment of troops to Bosnia 

four years ago and continuing backup of the anemic EUFOR demonstrate this.   

 

11. Great Britainôs diplomatic credibility in the region remains potent; the 

Ambassador in Macedonia has been widely praised by civic activists as be ing 

direct and sincere.  But Brexit has reduced the UKôs leverage already in intra-

EU fora, and therefore in other ad hoc coordination efforts as well.  Efforts must 

be redoubled to compensate for this unfortunate retreat.  NATO is one obvious 

avenue throu gh which to pursue this.  Efforts to more deeply engage with solid 

non -EU Atlantic partners Canada and Norway, particularly in light of the mixed 

signals from Washington, are essential.  Canadaôs closing of several diplomatic 

posts in the region a decade a go, including in Sarajevo, where it is represented 

in the Peace Implementation Council, often makes them an afterthought.  This 

is a mistake and dissipates the relative strength of like -minded capitals (which 

usually include Tokyo as well).   

 
12. Despite Brex it, the UK has deep sunk costs and long - term interests in a 

democratic, open, and prosperous Western Balkan region whose states can 

integrate ï under their own steam ï into NATO and the EU.  Britainôs security 

obligations in Bosnia and Kosovo, for example,  do not disappear with Brexit, 

as they are reflected both through NATO and bilaterally.   

 
13. While the timelines and modalities ï even certainty ï of Brexit remain open 

questions, this need not, and must not, impede Britainôs assertive engagement 

and collaboration with its democratic and developed allies and partners on both 

sides of the Atlantic in the Western Balkans.  The UKôs less doctrinaire and 

more practical posture, reflected across party lines for two decades regarding 

the region, is more vita l than ever before.  For all these countries desperately 

need ï and had citizens actively calling for ï rules -based societies and actual 

representation.  Britain has a great deal to offer.  

 
14. Following the German election, in which Chancellor Angela Merkel s eems 

poised to be the victor, a wholesale reassessment of EUôs operating system 

and policy portfolio is necessary ï catalyzed by last yearôs Brexit referendum.  

                                            
11 See former British diplomat Timothy Less advocating this dangerous course in òMulti-ethnic States Have 

Failed in the Balkans,ó BIRN, 16 January 2017.  Available at: http://www.balkaninsight.com/en/article/multi-

ethnic-states-have-failed-in-the-balkans-01-16-2017  

http://www.balkaninsight.com/en/article/multi-ethnic-states-have-failed-in-the-balkans-01-16-2017
http://www.balkaninsight.com/en/article/multi-ethnic-states-have-failed-in-the-balkans-01-16-2017


 

  

There is widespread and vocal recognition that strong cooperation between the 

UK and the EU on security, defense, and rule of law is necessary, regardless of 

Brexitôs functional arrangements.  The Western Balkans provide an ideal venue 

and platform for this this cooperation.  Furthermore, London can act as a 

catalyst for the long -overdue reassessmen t of the Westôs stale, unimaginative, 

and unconvincing policy posture, both through its continuing membership of 

the EU and NATO.  Such an initiative, I am confident, would be welcomed by 

Ottawa and Oslo as a joint endeavor ï jointly proposing such a whole sale 

reassessment to NATO and EU allies.  This ought to be launched in Autumn 

2017.  

 
15. The West cannot fix the Western Balkans on its own; the best it can do is use 

its still -massive leverage and to create an environment in which those citizens 

of these coun tries who do want rules -based societies and systems can gain 

traction toward that end.  While the full panoply of policies and assets to be 

employed is perhaps a subject for another memo (DPC has proposed a 

consistent and full portfolio through its decade of analysis and advocacy), the 

basic elements include the following:  

 
¶ Amelioration of the existential fear which forms the central pillar of the 

political life support system for the durable elites forged during the wars.  

The West once provided this throu gh security guarantees in Bosnia, for 

example; absolving itself from that responsibility fueled the ongoing 

regression.  Without the credibility of the threat of renewed conflict, 

political elites would have to deliver to citizens or suffer the 

consequence s ï electorally, legally, or extra - legally.  Providing direct 

bilateral security guarantees to the Western Balkan states in their 

current borders against external and internal threat would also reduce 

the room for maneuver of adversarial geopolitical actor s, particularly 

Russia. 12   Even NATO membership, for example, cannot replace the 

Chapter 7 UN Security Council guarantee of a ñsafe and secure 

environmentò that first NATO, now the EU are obligated to provide under 

the Dayton Agreementôs Annex 1A. 

 
¶ Assertiv ely and consistently advocating rule of law, democratic 

standards, and the full set of obligations attendant with OSCE and 

Council of Europe, as well as NATO and EU membership aspirations.  For 

too long, local elites have been graded on the curve, in the v ain hope 

that through positive discrimination, they would be encouraged to 

redouble their reform efforts.  This approach has had precisely the 

opposite effect.  

                                            
12 See Kurt Bassuener, òFilling in the Blanks: Prospects for NATO Enlargement in the Western Balkans,ó 

Friedrich Ebert Stiftung Südosteuropa Dialog, July 2017.  Available at: http://library.fes.de/pdf-

files/bueros/sarajevo/12902/2017-06-07.pdf  

http://library.fes.de/pdf-files/bueros/sarajevo/12902/2017-06-07.pdf
http://library.fes.de/pdf-files/bueros/sarajevo/12902/2017-06-07.pdf


 

  

 
¶ Britain and its Western partners must demonstrate solidarity with those 

who do  espouse and adhe re to our standards and values ï in terms of 

publicly visible/audible policy support, as well as material assistance.  At 

present, the beneficiaries of our support are, in the aggregate, the 

adversaries of reform and democratic accountability.  This would include 

vigorous support to special prosecutors and courts to pursue abuse of 

power, corruption, and organized crime.  ï and where possible through 

existing mandates (as in Bosnia), executive personnel to directly assist.  

 

¶ Finally, once the utility of ambi ent fear has been reduced through 

credible security guarantees, the Westôs leverage through financial 

support ï as provided through IFIs, the EU, and blilaterally ï leaps in 

potency.  At present, the West effectively buys social peace for fear of 

violent i nstability in the Western Balkans.  By deterring violence 

unilaterally, this regressive relationship, which forestalls reform and 

political accountability, can end.  Once their room to maneuver is limited, 

political elites should face much tougher conditio nality from the West.  

The leverage of their citizens over them will correspondingly grow.  

 
16. In short, while the direction of travel in the Western Balkans has been largely 

negative over the past decade, these countries can  develop genuine and 

resilient lib eral democracies, and therefore pursue credible membership 

applications for NATO and the EU.  In fact, the only way they will achieve entry, 

given justifiable skepticism in Western publics, is to demonstrate the support 

for values and obligations of member ship in these clubs is sincere, deep, and 

broad.  Despite the ructions of Brexit, Britain can play a catalytic and leadership 

role in righting a policy posture with which it has rightly, but inconsistently and 

to date ineffectually, demonstrated misgivings . The time to act is now.  

 

Submitted 15 September 2017  
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1.  This response to the call for evidence relates to the question ñWhat are the key 

economic challenges facing the countries of the region? Is there a constructive 

role to be played by the UK? What are the commercial interests of the UK in 

the region?ò 

2.  Following the end of the wars and conflicts of the 1990s and the democratic 

turn i n Serbia in 2000, the region experienced a period of rapid economic 

growth with growth rates of real GDP averaging 5.6% per annum between 

2003 and 2008, with some variation between countries. 13  During this time 

there was an influx of foreign investment into  the banking sector, almost pall 

of which came under the ownership of banks based in the EU, mainly from 

Austria, Germany Greece and Italy. This led to a sharp expansion in credit that 

supported the economic boom. Levels of public and external debt fell as  a 

proportion of GDP during this time.  

3.  The countries of the Western Balkans were severely hit by the global financial 

crisis and the follow -on eurozone crisis. Real GDP fell by -1.7% in 2009 

(excluding Kosovo). Exports from the countries of the region took  an 

immediate hit, falling by 25% between 2008 and 2009. 14  However, the main 

consequence was a collapse in credit growth. Indeed, foreign banks began to 

pull their capital out of the region in order to shore up their capital base at 

home. A catastrophe was only avoided by the actions taken by the international 

financial institutions and the governments of the home countries to reach an 

agreement to support the financial sector through the Vienna Initiative. Even 

so, between 2009 and 2013 real GDP grew on ave rage by only 0.9% per 

annum.  

4.  The crisis has been long lasting, with a ñsecond dipò into recession in 2012 

when real GDP fell again by -0.8%. Only Albania managed to avoid a recession, 

but growth there has gradually slowed down due the reduction in remittan ce 

incomes from workers employed abroad, especially in crisis -hit Greece. Kosovo 

has been less affected by the crisis due its relative isolation and lack of 

integration into the European economy.  

5.  As a consequence of the recessionary conditions, unemploymen t increased 

rapidly throughout the region, and in 2015 was 17.1% in Albania and Bosnia 

                                            
13 Author calculation from Eurostat data available from online database, 
http://appsso.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/nui/show.do?dataset=cpc_sigeb&lang=en 
14 .ŀǊǘƭŜǘǘΣ ²Φ ŀƴŘ tǊƛŎŀΣ LΦ όнлмнύ ά¢ƘŜ ǾŀǊƛŀōƭŜ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ǝƭƻōŀƭ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ŎǊƛǎƛǎ ƛƴ {ƻǳǘƘ 9ŀǎǘ 9ǳǊƻǇŜέΣ [{99 tŀǇŜǊǎ ƻƴ 
South Eastern Europe, April 2012, http://www.lse.ac.uk/europeanInstitute/research/LSEE/PDFs/Publications/LSEE-PAPER-
4.pdf 



 

  

and Herzegovina, 32.7% in Kosovo, 26.1% in Macedonia, 17.5% in 

Montenegro, and 17.7% in Serbia. Youth unemployment increased even more, 

reaching as high as 62.3% in Bosn ia and Herzegovina. 15  

6.  Unlike the peripheral countries of the eurozone, where public and external debt 

increased prior to the onset of the crisis, debt ratios did not increase in the 

Western Balkans before the crisis. However, since 2009 governments have 

sou ght to buy social peace by maintaining high levels of public sector 

employment funded largely by external borrowing. As a consequence both 

public and external debt have increased as a proportion of GDP. In Albania, 

Montenegro and Serbia, levels of public d ebt increased beyond 60% of GDP by 

2015, while gross external debt of the region as a whole increased beyond 70% 

of GNI (with the exception of Kosovo). These dangerous levels of debt have 

led governments to turn away from deficit financing of the economy a nd to 

impose strong austerity measures in several countries, a policy supported by 

the IMF and the EU. This has been accompanied by democratic backsliding in 

some countries (Macedonia and Serbia in particular) as a way of forestalling 

protests against cuts  in public sector employment and wages.  

7.  In the last couple of years however, an economic recovery has begun to take 

place, and unemployment has begun to fall, especially in Macedonia and 

Serbia. By the second quarter of 2017, unemployment in Macedonia had  fallen 

to 22.6% and in Serbia to 11.8%. 16  Foreign direct investment has begun to 

return to the region in response to business friendly policies, and special 

measures to encourage and support foreign investors. The region is also 

attractive to foreign inves tors due to the availability of well -educated and 

skilled workers at relatively low labour cost. Unlike the investment that entered 

the region in the 2000s which was mainly into the non - tradable sectors such 

as banking and telecommunications, the recent wa ve of investment s been into 

the manufacturing sector, and has often been strongly linked into global value 

chains.  

8.  Of particular interest in the context of Brexit are the measures adopted in 

Macedonia and Serbia to support the inflow of foreign investment  through tax 

holidays, tax exemptions, employment subsidies, and other forms of support. 

Generally, a more attractive business climate has been created for foreign 

investors. Investors based in the Western Balkans can export their goods duty 

free into the EU, since the countries of the region enjoy free trade with the EU 

under the Stabilisation and Association Agreements. Moreover, the CEFTA free 

trade agreement provides duty free exchange of goods between the countries 

                                            
15 ά²ŜǎǘŜǊƴ .ŀƭƪŀƴǎ [ŀōƻǳǊ aŀǊƪŜǘ ¢ǊŜƴŘǎέ ±ƛŜƴƴŀ: Vienna Institute for International Economic Studies, April 2017, 
http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/289221491270732309/pdf/113922-REVISED-PUBLIC-Regional-Report-
Western-Balkan-Labor-Market-Trends-2017-FINAL-A4-Logo-WB-neu.pdf 
16 Data from the statistical offices on Macedonia (http://www.stat.gov.mk) and Serbia 
(http://www.stat.gov.rs/WebSite/Default.aspx) 



 

  

of the region, establishing a large f ree trade area from which British companies 

could benefit.  

 
9.  Efforts to attract foreign investment have been strongest in Macedonia and 

Serbia where special economic zones have been set up that provide specific 

incentives for foreign investors. 17  The zones a re attractive because they shield 

investors from the difficulties of doing business related to administrative delays 

and other business obstacles. Zone management companies provide a range 

of aftercare services including administrative services, support to  obtain 

licences and permits, and coordination of goods entering and exiting the zones.  

10. Macedonia has established a network of eight active ñTechnological Industrial 

Development Zonesò. Businesses based in these zones benefit from 

exemptions from customs d uties and VAT, receive a ten -year tax holiday on 

corporate profits (0% profit tax), 0% personal income tax for a period of up to 

ten years, 0% excise tax, exemptions from utility taxes on natural gas, water 

supply, sewerage and electricity supply, exemptio n from fees for building 

permits, cash incentives up to ú500,000 in construction costs depending on 

the size of the investment, and generous employment subsidies. By 2015, the 

mainly foreign investors based in these zones employed 7,000 workers. 18  One 

large  British company already has a factory in the Skopje zone producing 

motorcar components for the EU market. Other companies should be supported 

to follow in the footsteps of this company.  

11. Serbia has established a similar set of 14 special economic zones kno wn as 

ñFree Zonesò in which companies benefit from exemption from customs duties 

and VAT for raw materials used in the production of export goods, and 

exemption from customs and VAT on imported equipment. By 2016, the mainly 

foreign investors based in thes e zones employed 25,000 workers. 19  In addition, 

Serbia provides a generous nation -wide programme of investment incentives 

through the Serbian Development Agency, which provides foreign investors 

with generous employment subsidies and subsidies to cover the cost of 

investments depending on their size and location.  

12. These investment promotion measures and the creation of special economic 

zones have had a noticeable impact on increasing exports of goods from 

Macedonia and Serbia, which together increased from 28 .5% of GDP in 2012 

to 35.2% of GDP in 2016. 20  

                                            
17 OECD (2017) Tracking Special Economic Zones in the Western Balkans: Objectives, Features and Key Challenges, Paris: 
Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development, http://www.oecd.org/south-east-europe/SEZ_WB_2017.pdf 
18 Data provided by the Directorate for Technology Industrial Development Zones, Skopje, http://www.dtirz.com 
19 Author calculation from annual reports of the Free Zone Administration, Belgrade, http://www.usz.gov.rs/eng/  
20 Author calculation from data in South East Europe Regular Economic Report No. 10, Fall 2016, World Bank, 

http://pubdocs.worldbank.org/en/521981474898709744/SEE-RER-Report-Fall-2016.pdf 

 



 

  

13. Other countries in the region are looking at the experience in Macedonia and 

Serbia and are beginning to develop a similar range of policies to support 

foreign direct investment. British technical advisory servi ces should be 

provided to assist the governments of these countries to design the optimal 

set of investment incentives and the most suitable institutional arrangements 

for the establishment of special economic zones.  

14. Specific opportunities for British bus inesses are for investment in outward 

processing activities, especially in the motorcar components industry and more 

broadly in parts and components trade. Location within Western Balkan 

countries, and in special economic zones in particular, would enable British 

companies based there to export their products to the EU free of customs 

duties.  

15. British companies investing in the Western Balkans and in the special economic 

zones in particular should be supported to maximise spillovers to the local 

economies th rough technology transfer and upgrading employee skills. This 

would have a long - term pay off in improving the productivity of their operations 

and maximising the competitiveness of their export operations into the EU 

markets. Government assistance to the c ountries should provide technical 

advice on ways to develop the local supply base and improve the systems of 

vocational education so that a skilled workforce is available to support the 

operations of British companies investing in the region. Lessons could  be 

learned from the approach of the German government and its assistance effort 

in the region in this respect.  

 

Submitted: 03 October 2017  

 
 
  



 

  

Mr Christopher Bennett,  Political and 

Communications A dviser to Kosovo Specialist 

Prosecutor  ï Written Evidence (BUB0022)  
 
Introduction  

 

1.  Instability in the Balkans represents a danger, above all, to the countries and 

peoples of the region. Despite this, the prospects of the region resolving its 

conflicts are minimal. While the danger to wider pea ce and security is not as 

great as in the 1990s, the consequences of instability cannot be predicted and 

neither the European Union nor the United Kingdom can be insulated from the 

fallout. The danger, therefore, has to be managed and both the European Uni on 

and the United Kingdom have a vested interest in policies that contribute to 

building stability in the Balkans. Sadly, however, current approaches are failing 

to achieve this. This submission will consider the peace process in Bosnia and 

Herzegovina and  how the United Kingdom could contribute to new, innovative 

approaches after it leaves the European Union.  

 

Current situation  

 

2.  Nearly 22 years after the Dayton Peace Agreement came into force, Bosnia and 

Herzegovina is not at war. However, the absence of w ar is not peace. The 

country has failed to move on from its experience of conflict. Political processes 

are deadlocked. The country is in a state of political, social and economic 

paralysis. As the international community has reduced its presence and 

invol vement, conditions have deteriorated steadily, irredentist agendas have 

resurfaced and the outlook is increasingly negative. The optimism of the 

immediate post -war period has gone and been replaced by a fatalistic 

pessimism. Moreover, matters may come to a  head in the near future. The 

inability of ethno -national elites to agree and implement reforms that are a 

precondition for further IMF borrowing will likely lead to an acute liquidity crisis 

in the coming months. Moreover, this may degenerate into a sever e political 

crisis, if, as seems probable, the ethno -national elites fail to agree a new 

electoral system. This follows a decision by the Constitutional Court to delete 

articles of the existing electoral law that it had earlier deemed to be 

unconstitutiona l, after the ethno -national elites failed to amend the legislation. 

If amendments are not made in the coming months, it will probably not be 

possible to hold elections as scheduled in October next year.  

 

Shortcomings of international strategy  

 

3.  The failure of the peace process was not pre -ordained, but the result of treating 

symptoms rather than addressing the underlying illness. Symptoms included 



 

  

physical destruction, a moribund economy and the humanitarian needs of an 

impoverished population. The underlyin g illness was and remains the countryôs 

political system, that is, its ethno -democracy. The massive reconstruction 

programme helped alleviate the symptoms so that physically the country looks 

better; the economy experienced many years of growth until fallo ut from the 

international financial crisis reached Bosnia and Herzegovina in 2009; and the 

immediate humanitarian needs of the population were largely met. However, 

the injection of vast resources as if Bosnia and Herzegovina had experienced a 

natural disa ster, combined with failure to reform the political system, has had 

the effect of reinforcing the power bases of the ethno -national parties, enabling 

them to develop and finance patronage networks, thereby aggravating the 

underlying illness.  

 
4.  As long as th e international community maintained a firm hand on the peace 

process and drove through reforms, regardless of the positions of Bosnia and 

Herzegovinaôs elected authorities, it was possible to make it appear as if the 

country was making progress. However, the scale of the international 

involvement and the pressure brought to bear on seemingly every matter were 

so enormous that they masked the true state of affairs. Since the international 

communityôs self-proclaimed and overriding aim had been to develop se lf -

sustaining institutions capable of taking Bosnia and Herzegovina from the óera 

of Daytonô to the óera of Brusselsô, the ultimate test of the peace process was 

the ability of those institutions to function in the absence of international 

intervention. An d when they were put to the test in the course of 2006 and 

2007, they were found wanting.  

 
5.  Processes of European and Euro -Atlantic integration may have contributed to 

supporting reforms and building stability in those countries that joined the 

European Uni on and NATO from Central and Eastern Europe. However, they 

were designed to assist accession to international institutions, not to manage 

conflict. As a result, hopes that processes to support EU and NATO integration 

would also resolve internal issues have  not been fulfilled. Despite obvious 

failings, international strategy has remained on diplomatic autopilot for the 

past decade. The urging and occasional pleading of international officials 

hoping to persuade Bosnian political leaders to see reason, build consensus 

and focus on their countryôs European future have failed to have any impact. 

At the same time, talk of a return to war has grown in direct proportion to the 

discrepancy between the rhetoric of international policy -makers and Bosnia 

and Herzegovin aôs reality. 

 

UK position and influence  

 

6.  The United Kingdomôs position in relation to Bosnia and Herzegovina has been 

untenable ever since the Brexit vote. The country cannot, on the one hand, 



 

  

argue, as it has done hitherto, that the panacea for Bosnia and  Herzegovinaôs 

ills is European integration, including eventual membership of the European 

Union, and, on the other, prepare to leave that same community of countries 

and what it represents. Given the failure of the international approach, 

however, this re presents an opportunity. Moreover, the United Kingdom retains 

authority and influence both in Bosnia and Herzegovina and the wider region, 

irrespective of membership of the European Union. There are various reasons 

for this, including the following: the pe rformance of the British Army in Bosnia 

and Herzegovina over many years both during and after the war, including in 

making key arrests; the legacy of Lord Paddy Ashdown, who was arguably the 

most dynamic High Representative; membership of the Peace Impleme ntation 

Council; permanent membership of the UN Security Council; and the consistent 

appointment of able, articulate and linguistically capable ambassadors 

throughout the peace process.  

 

Towards a new international strategy  

 

7.  Bosnia and Herzegovinaôs trajectory since 2006 has been a consequence of the 

fact that the Dayton process appeared to be coming to an end and decision -

making has been increasingly in the hands of domestic authorities but the 

fundamental issues that had led to war in the first place had not been resolved. 

In these circumstances, Bosnian leaders have behaved as if they were 

approaching the end game, jockeying for position in advance of the day when 

the Dayton settlement had to be opened up. As long as the international 

community retains a Chapter VII peace -enforcement mandate in Bosnia and 

Herzegovina, it should be in a position to deal with any contingency that might 

arise. If the mandate were terminated, however, the consequences would 

inevitably be destabilising.  

 
8.  The United Kingdom has to use its influence in the Peace Implementation 

Council and the UN Security Council to ensure that executive powers are 

retained in Bosnia and Herzegovina. This does not mean seeking to 

reinvigorate the mandate of the High Representative. This is no longe r an 

option. Rather, it is important to develop a new, innovative justification for the 

long - term retention of executive powers. One way this may be achieved is 

through the concept of the responsibility to protect, which includes the 

responsibility to rebu ild after ethnic cleansing and genocide.  

 
9.  Despite international reluctance to recognise failure in Bosnia and Herzegovina, 

the day will eventually dawn when it becomes impossible to continue to ignore 

the gravity of the situation. When that day arrives, th e international community 

will have little choice but to begin addressing the shortcomings of the peace 

process, which will require a re -opening of the Dayton settlement. This, in turn, 

will involve re -opening all the points of contention that formed the h istorical, 



 

  

political, economic and intellectual backdrop to the war. In this way, the 

countryôs internal structure, the relative merits of partition as opposed to 

reintegration and, with it, the formal division of Bosnia and Herzegovina, 

including secessio n of parts of the country, will be up for discussion.  

 
10. Opening up such a debate presents both a risk and an opportunity. There are 

and always have been better ways of managing relations between Bosniaks, 

Croats and Serbs than the Dayton settlement, but get ting to them requires a 

paradigm shift. This, in turn, requires examining how democracy can be 

effective in a multi -ethnic state and designing a system that is tailored to 

Bosnia and Herzegovinaôs needs. It also requires re-examining Bosniaôs 

relationship with its neighbours and developing mechanisms whereby the 

neighbouring countries are integrated into the settlement in a more 

constructive manner. And it requires developing new Euro -Atlantic 

mechanisms to support and drive through systemic change.  

 
11. Freed of the obligation to repeat platitudes on the benefits of European 

integration, the United Kingdom could take the lead in preparing a reform 

process that seeks to address the illness in Bosnia and Herzegovina, rather 

than the symptoms. The need for amendme nts to the electoral system 

represents an opportunity in this respect and the United Kingdom should 

redirect spending towards initiatives to put in place a process to change the 

logic of Bosnian politics.  

 

Submitted 15 September 2017  

  



 

  

Mr Andreja  Bogdanovski, Security Analyst/ PhD 

Student ï Written Evidence (BUB0008)  
 
Security and stability   

 

1.  Security, stability and the prosperity of the entire Western Balkans should be 

a continued priority to the UK. Deterioration of peace across the region and 

going back to the conflicts of the 1990s can heavily harm the UKôs interests in 

the short and long t erm. Any escalation of violence, and any other serious 

conflict, can in the immediate aftermath mean renewed engagement of the UK 

with heavy diplomacy, boots on the ground, equipment and vast financial 

resources. Additionally, this would also put into ques tion the entire foreign 

policy of the UK towards the Western Balkans in the last two decades.  

 

2.  Any escalation of violence in the region can create an influx of refugees all 

across Europe including the UK. The UK has been the home of number of 

refugees com ing from the region as a result of the 1990s wars.  

 

3.  There is also of course the potential impact on UK business and other 

investment across the Western Balkans as well as the potential impact on the 

wider region, including Croatia, Greece and Bulgaria.  

 

4.  The UK should continue supporting the NATO aspirations of the Western 

Balkans which would further strengthen its Southern flank. Montenegro 

(2017), Croatia and Albania (2009) are the most recent countries that have 

joined the Alliance. Macedonia, Bosnia -Her zegovina, Kosovo are all at different 

positions in their relations with NATO but each has signalled a willingness to 

enhance such relations. The UK should therefore lobby for a NATO open door 

policy towards the Western Balkans and should provide tangible p olitical and 

technical support for candidate countries such as Macedonia. This would allow 

the UK a greater visibility in the region, despite BREXIT, and further minimise 

the growing Russian influence in the region.  

 

Beyond BREXIT and keeping the Western Balkans European perspective 

alive  

 

5.  EU accession is the only path forward for a more peaceful, secure, stable and 

prosperous Western Balkans. Despite BREXIT It is in the absolute interests of 

the UK to continue supporting the ongoing EU accession of all the countries in 

the region. All 6 Western Balkans countries are willing to become members of 

the EU and this ambition has been acknowledged at the EU Thessaloniki 



 

  

Summit in 2003. 21  This EU vision is shared by the vast majority of the people 

living in all 6  Western Balkans countries.  

 

6.  After BREXIT the UK should actively support programmes that are directly 

related to the EU accession requirements for all six Western Balkans countries. 

This may include, programmes for strengthening the rule of law, the 

funct ioning of parliament, border security, democracy, elections, the improving 

of food standards, environmental protection etc. This can be done individually 

or in cohort with other countries or through membership of international 

organisations present in the region.  

 

7.  UK can increase its presence in the Western Balkans through encouraging more 

of its diplomats and experts to apply to work within international organisations 

operating there such as the OSCE, UN, NATO, Council of Europe etc. BREXIT 

would undoubte dly negatively affect UKôs position in diplomatic circles across 

the Western Balkans. EU membership is a strategic priority for all Western 

Balkans countries and as such most of the activities of diplomats orbit around 

this. That is why investing in diplom atic and expertsô presence through other 

international organisations can minimise the potential risks BREXIT brings to 

UKôs diplomatic presence.  

 

8.  One of the reasons why the Western Balkans is lagging in progress in its EU 

accession is the number of unreso lved internal and cross border issues such as 

Kosovo -Serbia relations, the Bosnia -Herzegovina complications and often 

tense relations between the two entities, the Macedonia -Greece name dispute 

etc.  

 

9.  BREXIT may offer the UK a unique opportunity for a more  substantial 

diplomatic involvement in the region by offering good offices and mediation to 

the parties involved. As no longer a member of the European Union the UK 

would be able to provide needed impartiality in various mediation efforts. Not 

long ago UKôs Baroness Catherine Ashton, in her capacity as High 

Representative of the European Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy, 

managed to achieve a breakthrough in the relations between Pristina and 

Belgrade with the signing of the Brussels Agreement o n normalisation of 

relations in 2013 22 .  

 

UKôs soft power   

 

                                            
21 "EU-Western Balkans Summit Thessaloniki, 21 June 2003." June 21, 2003. http://europa.eu/rapid/press-

release_PRES-03-163_en.htm. 
22 Rettman, Andrew. "Ashton clinches Kosovo-Serbia deal." Euobserver. April 19, 2013. 

https://euobserver.com/enlargement/119873. 



 

  

10. At a very basic level, people contact is one of the most important aspects of 

keeping the bonds between the UK and the Western Balkans alive and vibrant. 

Unfortunately, the citizens of the Western Balkans states are still required to 

obtain visas in order to visit the UK despite the fact that almost all (except 

Kosovo) Western Balkan countries have been granted a visa free regime with 

the European Union (except UK & Ireland). For people in the region the UK visa 

costs is prohibitive and is a real stumbling block to engaging the population 

from the Western Balkans with the UK. While immigration is a very sensitive 

topic in the UK, London can offer the Western Balkans countries a lengthy 

roadmap of tasks (technical and political) each of the countries should 

complete in order to be given visa free or ñvisa-lightò access to the UK. The 

London Western Balkans Summit scheduled for 2018 can be a good place for 

such a message to be conveyed.  

 

11. UK has a solid foundation for building and enhancing relations with its W estern 

Balkans partners. So far this has been done through various channels such as 

the Chevening Scholarship scheme offered by the FCO, British Council activities 

in the cultural arena and various civil society programs available across the 

region. These partnerships should continue with even greater intensity after 

BREXIT because they are offering the UK a unique voice and visibility across 

the region. Timely efforts should be made so that the UKôs withdrawal from the 

EU should have minimum impact on the various funding 

programmes/mechanisms in the region. For example, all of the British Council 

offices in the region are implementing EU Commission funded projects and, 

because of BREXIT, there are concerns about the tapping into EU funds in the 

future.  

 

Su bmitted 13 September 2017   

  



 

  

Dr Vesna Bojicic - Dzelilovic, Associate Professorial 

Research Fellow, Civil Society and Conflict 

Research Unit, L ondon School of Economics  ï 

Written Evidence (BUB0027)  
 
Has there been a radicalisation of Islam in the region? If so, what have 

been the driving forces and what are the consequences for the region? 

How can UK policy respond?  

 

1.  Under socialism -  and roughly up until the onset of the wars in the 1990s, the 

Muslims living in this  region tended to follow a secular traditio n. A penetration 

of radical Islam started during the wars and has intensified since. The presence 

of Wahhabi and Salafists, particularly in parts of  Serbiaôs  Sandzak  and Bosnia 

and Herzegovina, has grown over the last 25 years, and  their reach extends 

beyond the religious sphere.  They provide a variety of public services, 

including education, health care, and childcare; they also provide financial 

assistance to poor households, and other forms of assistance needed by local 

communities. Their presence i s also influencing social norms. Manifestation of 

this is visibly greater number of women following an Islamic dress code, an 

alcohol ban operating in many public venues, and the importance of public 

display of respect for religious rituals such as daily c all for prayer. The roots of 

the phenomenon are in the combination of stalled democratic processes in the 

region, ascendance of authoritarianism and its instrumental use of religious 

identity, and widespread poverty.  

 
2.  These developments have attracted sco res of sensationalist commentaries 

from the local and international actors, along the lines of the Balkans being a 

hotbed of radical Islam. While such claims can not be substantiated at present -  

and the number of followers of radical Islam is believed to b e moderate -   it is 

important not to lose sight of broader trends in the region and geopolitically. 

More recently, and especially linked to the conflicts in Libya and Syria, the 

region seems to be attracting a growing number of investors from the Arab 

world . They invest in commercial business but also in property -  for example in 

Bosnia and Herzegovina many newly built settlements for Arab customers have 

popped up in various parts of the country. Turkey is also an important 

economic actor in the region, but i ts influence extends into other spheres in 

areas where Muslims are in a majority. This reinforces an image of ósilent 

islamisationô in some of the communities, which is a source of concern for the  

non -Muslim population, and works against peace and reconcil iation in the 

region. To this mix, the problem of the Balkans becoming the final frontier for 

the migrants trying to reach Western Europe should be added when considering 

potential destabilisation of the region in the medium to long term.  

 



 

  

3.  Local religious groups, some of which have strong ties in the Arab world, 

provide the backing for radical groups often  in exchange for financial and other 

support. Local political elitesô conduct in relation to local Islamic community 

and foreign actors, by either openly or tacitly encouraging more prominent 

presence of Islamic tradition in the region, is equally important in 

understanding the role of Islamic groups and the prospect of radicalisation that 

their increasing presence may give rise to.   

 
4.  The UK has long tradition of educational and cultural exchange with the 

countries in the region which can be stepped up -  both by bringing people to 

the UK on educational grants as well as supporting directly local educational 

and cultural institutions. The UK can also use its political leverage among some 

of the local political elites to break the cycle of opportunist behaviour that 

instrumentalizes religious identity.    

 

What actions should the UK take to support efforts against corruption and 

organised crime  in the region? What impact is corruption and organised 

crime in the region having in the UK?  

 

5.  Insufficient understanding of the nature of the phenomenon of corruption and 

organised crime in the Balkans among policy makers has impaired many 

internationally -  sponsored initiatives to fight it. At the core of this issue is the 

existence of close, often symbiotic relationships among political elites, 

commercial actors and organised crime linked through transnational networks. 

Those close ties underpin extra ins titutional forms of governing that permeate 

political, judicial and economic institutions. To break up those structures would 

require a broad -  based approach that targets those linkages so that covert 

support and protection to corruption and organised crim e from within the 

political establishment is eliminated.  

 
6.   A support to justice institutions, and in particular to strengthening 

independent judiciary, is of immense importance. Strong support is also 

needed to civil society organisations working on corru ption and organised 

crime, and to independent media. Many of the earlier initiatives supporting civil 

society and independent media have been phased out as a result of shifting 

priorities of donor countries despite the severity of the problem. The UK shoul d 

also continue its support to the existing regional and international initiatives to 

fight corruption and organised crime in which the countries of the Balkans are 

involved.  

 
7.  Some of the most prominent organised crime groups in the UK have their 

origins i n the Balkans, notably the Albanian ones. This exposes the UK 

institutions directly to the risks associated with global illicit flows of people, 

goods and money, and presents a threat to domestic security.  



 

  

 

What are the key economic challenges facing the countries of the region? 

Is there a constructive role to be played by the UK? What are the 

commercial interests of the UK in the region ? 

 

8.  For all the countries in the region ensuring broad -  based growth by diversifying 

their economies, and improving compet itiveness presents a main challenge. 

The region has been hard hit by the global financial crisis because the economic 

model prior to the crisis was based on growth in domestic consumption 

facilitated by the availability of credit through the affiliates of West European 

banks. Production base is narrow in most countries and hence they export 

limited range of goods, concentrated in low value added sectors. This has 

resulted in large trade deficits and high rates of unemployment. Long term 

unemployment which r anges between 63% -81% of total unemployment with 

more than 70% of the unemployed in the region out of work for more than a 

year on average, is of particular concern -  both in terms of economic as well as 

political and security implications.  

 
9.  The UKôs economic relations with the countries in the region are weak; the UK 

is not a major trading partner for any of the six non -  EU member countries. 

The UK along with Germany is a main driving force behind the Berlin initiative 

for the Western Balkans aimed at reen ergising regional cooperation. This 

includes investment in infrastructure which is of crucial importance for 

improving development prospects in the region. This opens opportunities for 

the involvement of UK companies in what could be a major infrastructure  

investment cycle in the region.  

 

Youth unemployment is extremely high in most countries of the Western 

Balkans. How is this manifested among young people? How can the UK 

engage more effectively, and to what end, with young people of the 

region?  

 

10. There is a huge sense of disillusionment and despair among unemployed youth 

in the region. This creates strong incentive to emigrate. In some countries, 

notably Bosnia and Herzegovina, an accelerating trend of emigration of young 

and educated people is turning into  a serious brain drain problem. Lack of 

employment is foremost associated with nepotism and corruption which leads 

to young unemployed peopleôs disengagement from public life. Unemployed 

youth is also vulnerable to extremist ideologies, and in the region w here ethnic 

tensions remain dormant, this can be potentially destabilising.   

 
11. Any other form of engagement the UK can offer is secondary to that of 

engaging the unemployed youth professionally which provides a sense of self -

worth, opportunity and perspect ive.  Having an opportunity for work 



 

  

experience even for a limited period of time is crucial for providing young 

unemployed people a bridge towards more permanent jobs. In this regard, 

providing short term apprentice funding could be one form of help. Long er 

term, focusing on educational exchange the UK can contribute to the reform of 

the curricula that would address skills mismatches as one of the key factors 

driving high youth unemployment.  

 

Submitted 21 September 2017  

 
  



 

  

The British Council ï Written Evidence (BUB0029)  
 

Summary  

 

1.  The key political and governance challenges facing the countries of the Balkans 

are pervasive corruption, failing rule of law, and weak institutions. There are 

rising intra - regional tensions and increasing democratic backsliding in the 

region. Radicalisation continues to be an area of high concern, and concerns 

have also been expressed in some quarters over Russiaôs increasing influence. 

2.  There are significant economic challenges facing the region. The high youth 

unempl oyment rate is causing young people to leave the region, and the lack 

of opportunities for those that stay may make them more at risk of various 

types of disenfranchisement from their societies and ultimately also to 

radicalisation. Uncertainty over the en largement of the EU has also resulted in 

a sense of disillusionment and alienation amongst the public.  

3.  The UK has been encouraging EU accession for all of the countries in the region, 

and has invested heavily in projects in line with EU accession, especial ly in 

Bosnia and Herzegovina (BiH). Commitments have been made on both sides 

that Brexit will not affect the relationship of the UK with the region. However, 

there is a question mark over whether UK organisations will be able to bid for 

and implement large  scale EU funded programmes in the region after the UK 

leaves the EU. If the UK were to lose access to this funding, it would have 

serious implications for the UKôs influence and standing in the region. The 

British Council was competitively awarded since 1 2.6 million Euros for its work 

in the Western Balkans since 2015.  

4.  The UK can support positive regional change by creating opportunities for 

young people by encouraging entrepreneurship, developing the creative 

industries, developing digital skills, and sup porting systemic educational 

reform, thereby meeting the demand for quality education and skills . It can 

also help to create positive pathways and opportunities for young people 

through civil society projects, connecting UK CSOs and NGOs with the Western 

Balkans. The UK can also play a part in reforming institutions in the region by 

working with governments and civil servants, and by bringing young people 

across the region together to aid reconciliation. Increased activity in these 

areas would not only impr ove the security, stability and prosperity of the 

region, but would bring significant soft power benefits to the UK .  

5.  The focus on young people is crucial for long t erm stability and prosperity of  

the region. Efforts should be made by the UK to strengthen c onstructive 

grassroots initiatives, empower young people and strengthen media and civil 

society. Though outside of the EU, the UK should continue to support the EU 

accession path of the Western Balkans to bring stability to the region to 



 

  

encourage judicial  reform, media freedom, and conflict resolution in line with 

the EU accession process requirements.  

6.  With a 77 year history in the Western Balkans, the British Councilôs work spans 

education, culture, the arts, entrepreneurship, civil society and institutio nal 

reform. Our cross -sector activity has resulted in close relationships with key 

government stakeholders in all Western Balkan countries, and we are 

considered a reliable partner in promoting reform agenda among the state 

authorities, civil society organ isations and private sector organisations. The 

British Council is well placed to provide activities that both improve the stability 

and prosperity of the region and bolster the UKôs influence and standing. 

The British Council in the Balkans  

 

7.  The British Co uncil is the UKôs international organisation for cultural relations 

and educational opportunities. We create friendly knowledge and 

understanding between the people of the UK and other countries. We do this 

by making a positive contribution to the UK and t he countries we work with -  

changing lives by creating opportunities, building connections and engendering 

trust. This enhances the security, prosperity and influence of the UK and, in so 

doing, helps make the world a better, safer place.  

8.  Last year we reac hed 8 million people across the Western Balkans. The British 

Council has been active in the region for 77 years, dating back to 1940 when 

we opened the Belgrade office as one of our first centres outside of the UK. 

Today the British Council has permanent o ffices in all 6 W est Balkans countries 

with an extensive track record of delivering high quality donor funded and grant 

projects in numerous sectors and a strong exams business.  

9.  Throughout the Western Balkans we support governments on the reform 

agenda, s upport capacity building in institutions and give individuals the skills 

they need for a prosperous future. Our work spans education, culture, the arts, 

entrepreneurship, civil society and institutional reform. Our cross -sector 

activity has resulted in clo se relationships with key government stakeholders 

in all Western Balkan countries, which is why we are considered a reliable 

partner in promoting reform agenda among the state authorities, Civil Society 

Organisations and private sector organisations.  

Key s ocio - economic and political challenges facing the countries of the 

region  

 

10. Twenty years after violent armed conflicts and dissolution of Yugoslavia, 

Western Balkan countries remain vulnerable and troubled. Economic 

challenges are intertwined with political  and socio -economic challenges ranging 

from pervasive corruption, failing rule of law, weak institutions and economies, 

and an increasing youth unemployment rate. As a consequence, authoritarian 



 

  

leadership is re -emerging; there is a spread of Islamic radic alism, and brewing 

intra - regional tensions.  

11. Western Balkan economies suffer from structural weaknesses which impede 

economic growth and development. The transition from socialist to market 

economies was only partial and countries are still burdened with un competitive 

industrial sectors. The informal sector is seen as a severe obstacle by one in 

four firms in the region 23 . Heavy taxation, social insurance payments and red 

tape all generate possibilities for corruption and the establishment of informal 

power s tructures. There is widespread corruption in the public sector, and 

oversized state apparatuses with overlapping institutions and extremely 

complicated decision -making process continue to generate possibilities for 

corruption.  

12. The problem of ñjobless growthò - a gap between job creation and the number 

of people seeking employment -  has risen dramatically and the average 

unemployment rate in the region is 25%. 24  The labour market is suffering from 

a severe skills mismatch, and Western Balkan countries reg ister some of the 

highest youth unemployment rates in the world (BiH is ranked as number one 

with 62.8%,  

13. Macedonia as fourth with 53,1%, Serbia as seventh with 49,9% and 

Montenegro as eleventh with 41,1%) 25 . However, in Serbia in particular there 

is evidenc e of empty positions that employers are unable to fill positions 

needing digital skills  

14. Democratic backsliding on national level has been prominent in the last two 

years 26 . BiH has undergone episodes of social instability and political conflicts, 

with Repub lika Srpska calling for independence and blocking state processes. 

After the initial cooperation under the Belgrade -Pristina Dialogue, relations 

between Kosovo and Serbia considerably deteriorated in 2015 -  2016. Albania, 

Kosovo and Montenegro all faced sev ere political crisis over the past year, while 

Macedonia experienced a full constitutional crisis which ended in violence in 

Parliament in May 2016, before the ruling party was urged to step down. The 

further consolidation of not fully democratic regimes, the centralization of 

power, and state capture by ruling elites makes the region more fragile with 

ongoing risks of instability.  

                                            
23 EBRD (2017) Firm performance and obstacles to doing business in the Western Balkans- Evidence from the BEEPS- EBRD 

Working Paper number 200. Available online http://www.ebrd.com/publications/working-papers/firm-performance  

24 Richard Benyon (2017) NATO Parliamentary Assembly Economics and Security Committee (ESC) Draft Report 074 ESCTD 17 

E] by (United Kingdom)  
25 US Central Intelligence Agency (2016) The World Factbook. Available online https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the- 

world-factbook/geos/us.html 

 
26 Bertelsmann Stiftung (2016) Transformation Index. Available online: https://www.bti-project.org/en/index/ 

 

http://www.ebrd.com/publications/working-papers/firm-performance
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/us.html
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/us.html
https://www.bti-project.org/en/index/


 

  

15. The promise of EU membership has been a key driver for reform in Western 

Balkan countries in the past two decades. However the passage of time and 

failure in delivering political and economic reforms, coupled with the Eurocrisis 

and uncertainty over enlargement has resulted in greater sense of 

disillusionment and alienation among the public opinion across the region, as 

well as la rge public dissatisfaction with political elites.  

16. Poor socio -economic conditions and political instability are driving young 

people away, prompting brain drain on a large scale. Though it is hard to track 

exact data, the observation is frequently made that  on average over 100,000 

young people have emigrated from Serbia, BiH and Macedonia in the last few 

years. Faced with poor employment prospects, young people that remain in 

the region lack constructive pathways, and this may lead them to become more 

suscep tible to various types of extremism and radicalisation.  

17. Violent extremism and Islamic radicalisation weigh high on the security 

agenda. From 2012 chains of serious security incidents in BiH, Kosovo and 

Macedonia took place. More than 1,000 foreign fighters  from the region 

departed for Syrian and Iraqi battlefields 27 . Though the governments have 

adopted more robust measures and changes in counter - terrorism legislation 

have been introduced, radicalization remains an area of high concern.  

18. Russia has an increasi ng presence in the region. A Russian military base in the 

city of Nis opened and in 2016 a joint Russia -Belarus -Serbia ñSlavic 

Brotherhoodò anti-terrorist exercise took place near Belgrade, which coincided 

with NATOôs largest emergency drill in Montenegro. Russia has also intensified 

security and defence cooperation with Serbia. Some Governments have 

expressed concern over Russian influence secured through media funding, 

investments (primarily in the energy sector), and by supporting nationalist 

movements. The Montenegro government accused Moscow of supporting 

individuals that wanted to stage a coup on the day of general elections before 

the countryôs accession to NATO. There is concern from several NGOs over 

Russiaôs role in Republika Srpska and in regional stability more generally.  

Impact of Brexit on the countries of the region and implications for UK 

policy, influence and standing in the region  

 

19. The UK has strongly supported EU membership for all the Western Balkan 

countries. The Foreign and Commonwealth Office has invested significant funds 

for judicial reform, media freedom, and conflict resolution programs in line with 

the EU accession process requirements. The UKôs influence was most visible in 

BiH where significant efforts were invested. In 2014, toge ther with Germany 

the UK launched a new strategic approach towards BiH in order to move the 

                                            
27 European Union Institute for Security Studies (EUISS) (2017), òBalkan foreign fighters: from Syria to Ukraineó Brief Issue 

No 20 June 2017. Available online 

https://www.iss.europa.eu/sites/default/files/EUISSFiles/Brief%2020%20Balkan%20foreign%20fighters.pdf 

https://emea01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.iss.europa.eu%2Fsites%2Fdefault%2Ffiles%2FEUISSFiles%2FBrief%252020%2520Balkan%2520foreign%2520fighters.pdf&data=02%7C01%7Ctaylors%40parliament.uk%7C2e7d1d1349dd48ac7ccf08d5067ee690%7C1ce6dd9eb3374088be5e8dbbec04b34a%7C0%7C1%7C636422064451762785&sdata=OuUXEFRixLGOw4aVBwE%2FbIiqnCqonRhq4IYN6srcAJk%3D&reserved=0


 

  

EU accession process forward 28 . In Kosovo the UK also provided support in 

securing Kosovoôs independence and has been insisting on Belgrade Pristina 

Dialogue within the EU framework. Both Albania and especially Kosovo see UK 

as a key ally and are concerned about losing this support in future EU 

negotiations.  

20. Firm commitments were expressed from both sides that Brexit would not affect 

the relationship of the UK with th e region during the Foreign Secretaryôs visit 

to the Western Balkans in April 2017. The decision to host the 2018 Western 

Balkans Summit in London testifies of the UKôs support for reform to improve 

the regionôs stability. The Summit is a chance to enhance security co -operation 

on organised crime, anti - corruption and cyber security with Western Balkan 

partners, enhance the economies of the region, and to showcase the UKôs 

experience and track record in the digital and creative industries. However, if 

the UK  is not a partner in the EU accession process anymore this could result 

in the UK voice becoming less prominent in the region. One way to overcome 

this is to continue engaging both on national as well as regional level with 

issues that could benefit from U K expertise.  

21. The British Councilôs projects implemented with the support of EU funding have 

created tangible impact in the region across different sectors. In Kosovo, we 

have built capacity of more than 100 civil servants who will implement reforms 

in publ ic administration. In Serbia as a result of the EU Judicial Efficiency 

programme the backlog of unresolved court cases was reduced by 50%, which 

was one of the priorities under the EU Accession Chapter 23, and we have 

improved 21st century skills for over 3,500 vulnerable persons. Our education 

projects in Montenegro, Macedonia and BiH have succeeded in modernising 

education systems to respond to labour market requirements and improved 

VET schools curricula. These results are some of the outputs of the 

impl ementation of 10 EU funded projects which we were competitively awarded 

since 2015 in total value of 12.6 million Euros.  

22. It is not clear what the impact of Brexit will be on UK organisationsô ability to 

bid for and implement large scale EU funded programme s across the Western 

Balkans. This is significant as the British Council are currently pursuing a 

pipeline of projects worth 30 million Euros in the fields of education, public 

administration and justice reform which would provide significant impact on 

the  stability and prosperity of the region and the UKôs influence and standing 

in the region.  

The role to be played by the UK in key challenges facing the region  

 

                                            
28 Bosnia & Herzegovina - a new strategic approachõ(2014) Speech delivered by the British Foreign Secretary, Foreign and 

Commonwealth Office, 5 November 2014. https://www.gov.uk/government/ speeches/bosnia-herzegovina-a-new-strategic- 

approach 



 

  

23. The region should remain a priority for the UK Government, both because of 

its strategic importa nce, and also because it offers opportunities to engage and 

mobilize UK institutions, organisations and companies which are in demand in 

the region and can make a positive impact whilst also supporting wider  UK 

influence and relationships . The UK is respec ted for its parliamentary systems, 

rule of law, creative industries ï including music and film -  and digital skills, all 

of which present opportunities for engagement. The UK also has a role to play 

in the security agenda, supporting alternative opportunit ies and pathways for 

young people to reduce their risk of radicalisation.  

24. The lack of opportunities for young people is a pressing concern. The UK can 

provide expertise in entrepreneurship to give young people the skills to create 

opportunities for themsel ves and also support wider economic growth. Through 

the British Councilôs regional project Encouraging Youth Entrepreneurship in 

the Western Balkans (2015/16) the British Council has supported young people 

to start their own businesses and improve employab ility skills through quality 

training programmes and UK experiences. The project also organised study 

visits to the UK and taught entrepreneurs digital and promotion skills.  

25. Given the need for 21st skills, the UK should continue investing in digital skills  

and English language acquisition as this has proved invaluable for youth 

employment and could have a huge potential for future engagement between 

the Western Balkans and the UK. In Kosovo alone, through a project jointly 

funded by the UK and Kosovo govern ments, the British Council has given 

nearly a thousand young people digital skills. Through its 21st Century Schools 

programme, this year the British Council will give 600 teachers training in 

teaching core skills and digital literacy and 18,000 students p ractical coding 

skills through its partnership with the Micro:bit Foundation and the ministries 

in each of the countries involved. Last year 6,000 people attended the British 

Councilôs New Technologies in Education conference and fair including 50 

exhibito rs from international, UK and Western Balkan tech companies. Last 

year we reached more than two million people using our digital English 

resources such as Learn English and the recently launched platform The English 

Channel.  

26. The UK can play a part in devel oping the creative industries in the Western 

Balkans region, creating opportunities for young people, showcasing UK 

expertise, and creating long term links with the region. The British Council 

connects the Western Balkans with expertise in the creative ind ustries and 

supports individuals and institutions in developing enterprising cultural offers. 

Through our Creative Industries project, the policies and practices of UK 

institutions such as Creative England, Knowledge Transfer network and NESTA 

have shaped the Macedonian governmentôs creative industries policy. We have 

also established a National Commission for Creative Industries in Macedonia 

and distributed grants to cultural institutions and creative practitioners. In 



 

  

partnership with the FCO we have trai ned more than 120 young entrepreneurs 

and developed the Western Balkans Start -Up website which has been used by 

50,000 people.  

27.  Our work with museums and galleries has expanded in the last three years. 

We trained over 60 high and mid - level management profe ssionals in skills 

needed to attract new young audiences supporting the ongoing change in those 

public institutions turning them into places of knowledge and regional co -

operation. As a result, institutions involved in our programmes engaged more 

than 100, 000 people with UK artists over the last year. We also supported the 

creative industry sector in the region by training more than 250 film production 

companies and creative studios in digital skills making them more competitive 

on the international market.  

28. Weak institutions are a key risk factor for instability in the region, and the UK 

can share expertise of its world - renowned institutions. Over the past 10 years 

the British Council has worked closely with the Western Balkan Government in 

numerous policy a reas, such as capacity building for civil servants and leading 

in policy formulation processes so we have close relations with individual line 

ministries. In Kosovo we have developed a specific programme with the 

Government called KosovoTalksEU where we ha ve engaged leading Civil 

Society Organisations in helping the Government to design and deliver 

effective public and digital diplomacy. British Council Kosovo has also been 

managing the Young Cell Scheme Project for the last 6 years, building 

professional, accountable and apolitical civil service by supporting the public 

administration reform through a Masters Scholarship programme. The British 

Council have provided working attachments for influential public servants and 

key influencers in the UK in various key reform areas and we have a Western 

Balkan alumni network of established of future leaders and agents that can 

lead change in their societies. We also run the EU funded Western Balkans 

Young Professionals programme which builds capacity and understandin g 

across all 6 countries.  

29. Security is a major concern in the region, and the UK should play a part in the 

response. Under the Conflict Stability and Security Fund (CSSF) funding, the 

British Council is currently implementing a regional preventing violent 

extremism project, which seeks to establish a regional research hub that will 

provide national, regional, UK and EU decision makers with strong evidence 

base for development of effective preventing violent extremism policies. The 

regional study will be comp leted in the first quarter of 2018, and the fieldwork 

and data collection is now complete. In this project we work closely with the 

UK Government and HM Embassies ensuring strategic alignment to UK policy 

priorities. The UK can also utilize its leverage in  preparation for the upcoming 

2018 London Summit which gives a chance to reinforce cooperation in the field 

of security.  



 

  

30. The UK already plays a role in building civil society and creating positive 

opportunities and pathways for young people at risk of radi calization. Our 

Active Citizens programme has created networks of young community leaders 

and agents of change across the Western Balkans and supplied them with the 

skills they need to further their goals through combination of training 

workshops, social a ction projects and UK exchange visits.  In BiH we have 

developed a network of 300 motivators and over 1,000 volunteers across the 

country. In Macedonia 100 teachers and CSO representatives attended the 

óBasis of community youth work courseô. After receiving training, 

representatives of 5 Skopje municipalities worked on the introduction of new 

Antidiscrimination legislation. In Kosovo we have promoted intercultural 

dialogue and community - led social development in 8 municipalities. In 

addition, the Connecting  Classrooms project in BiH has helped secondary 

school teachers to address deeper drivers of conflict within their schools and 

wider communities through targeted extra -curricular activities.  

31. In light of accession being postponed the Berlin Process is seen as the only 

route which can bring together the main political leaders in the region and push 

the reform agenda. Now the UK has committed to hosting the 5th in the series 

it is an important opportunity to show our commitment to the region, and to 

leverage E U partners and bring people on board. Now we have committed to 

it, it is critical we do a good job in the execution if we want to retain impact 

and influence in the Balkans.  

32. Though outside of the EU, the UK should continue to support the EU accession 

path of the Western Balkans to bring stability to the region, and encourage 

judicial reform, media freedom, and conflict resolution in line with the EU 

accession process requirements. The British Council, as a cornerstone of the 

UKôs soft power and with strong links across the government, civil society, 

education, entrepreneurship, culture and the arts, can implement further 

initiatives in these areas that can be important and influential in the future 

stability and prosperity of the region.  

Submitted 19 September 2017  

  



 

  

The British - Serbian  Chamber of Commerce ï 

Written E vidence (BUB0011)  
 
1.  The British -Serbian Chamber of Commerce focuses on a bilateral trade 

between the UK and Serbia. Other than commercial issues, the focus is also on 
the business environme nt in which UK interests would flourish.  

 
2.  Economic trends  are positive:  

¶ On the World Bank Doing Business List, Serbia moved up by 32 places in 
2016, and is now ranked 59th globally.  

¶ The business environment is stable, and it offers transparent market 

condi tions, which creates a good starting point for the business growth in 
the long run.  

¶ Belgrade was recently named a "City of the Future" in Southern Europe 
(Financial Times).  

 

In Geopolitical terms  
3.  Free trade agreements exist with the Russian Federation, Tur key, Kazakhstan 

and Belarus.  
 
4.  UK products made in 14 free trade zones in Serbia are as such "Made in Serbia" 

and entitled to free of customs entry in the above countries. This represents 
an opening to 248 million consumers. These free trade zones currently  employ 

20,000 people from more than 200 multinational companies with Euro 5 billion 
turnover in 2015. They represent 20% of total Serbian exports.  

 

5.  The vehicles for future UK cooperation exist already:  British -Serbian Chamber 
of Commerce, RAS (Serbian go vernment development agency) and the 

excellent UKTI desk at the British Embassy in Belgrade.  
 

Economic Challenges  
6.  There are not many of these. It is simply a matter of "get up and go". The 

Germans and Italians are already there:  

 
¶ Foreign direct investment  into Serbia by number of projects:  

o Italy 17.2%  
o Germany 13.2%  

¶ Foreign direct investment into Serbia by value:  

o 13.6% Italy  
o 11.9% US  

o 7.0% Germany  
 
7.  In all the statistics above the UK is hovering at around 1%.  

 
8.  Our challenge is to move that number upwards, whi ch is very achievable. The 

total inward foreign direct investment into Serbia since 2000 has been over 
Euro 26 billion.  

 

Political and security Challenges  



 

  

9.  Serbia is now a stable country, devoid of the radicalisation of Islam. Perhaps 
run by a somewhat authoritarian regime of President Vucic, particularly in  the 

area of free press, it is nevertheless safe and secure.  
 

10. The low level of migration from Serbia into the UK is another pointer. It consists 
mostly of well -educated people with a good command of E nglish. The reverse 

trend is also visible where a number of them are going back (with the proactive 
work of the Serbian City Club).  

 

UK beyond Brexit  
11. As far as the Western Balkans area is concerned, bilateral agreements with the 

countries that are outside EU, should be a main focus.  
 
12. The UK has the opportunity to expand its influence by exploiting still untapped 

sources of business and capitalise on the language and skills available in 
Serbia:  

¶ 85% of university students study English as a main foreign langu age;  
¶ The unemployment rate of the under 30s is high at 43%. However, this 

is easily converted to a good labour source with 61.4% educated to high 

school level and 21.6% to university level. (Serbia was ranked 4th out 
of the 76 countries in Business English  proficiency by BEI*. *Business 

English Index, Global English Corporation, 2012 );  
¶ Average Gross Monthly Salary (EUR) Serbia 506 (Romania 568, Hungary 

799, Slovakia 880, Poland 927, Czech R. 971, Croatia 1,058)  

 
13. Corporate Profit Tax is the lowest in the are a:  

¶ Serbia 15% ( Romania 16%, Czech R. 19%, Poland 19%, Hungary 19%, 
Croatia 20%, Slovakia 22%)  

 

14. In addition, a 10 -year Corporate Profit Tax Holiday is available in Serbia for 
investors who hire more than 100 employees and invest more than 8.5 million 

euros . Tax holiday begins once the company starts making a profit.  
 
15. According to EUROSTAT, Serbia has the lowest costs of electricity, gas, other 

fuels and landline telephony among 37 European states.  
 

16. And all that within a couple of hours flying from London.  
 

Submitted 14 September 2017  

 
 
  



 

  

Mr Uros Delevic , Reaserach Fellow, Dunning 

Institute of Economics  ï Written E vidence 

(BUB0014)  
 

1.  The UK has played a quite passive role in most of the Balkan countries during 

their EU integration process, handing over the instruments of influence to 

Germany that has been driving economic and political change in the region. 

However, the region remains deeply impoverished with big social inequality, 

while the rule of law  and institutional development is far from desirable. At the 

same time, economic potential for Balkan countries is underexplored, 

enormous natural resources, human capital and focal geogr aphic location 

would allow for prosperity in the long run, regardless of their EU integration 

intentions.  Therefore, the post -Brexit policy of the UK towards the Balkan 

region should be dual and dynamic. The first pillar of the policy should be much 

great er economic integration with Balkan countries and cooperation with 

businesses, academia and financial sector. The second aspect should be the 

UKôs pro-active engagement in building institutional efficacy and transparency 

in the region.  

 

Geopolitical contex t  

 

2.  After the fall of Yugoslavia, the key moment for the Balkan region was 1999 

and NATO aggression against Serbia, launched after the OSCE report, which is 

later to have been faked. The trigger for NATO bombing of Serbia, without the 

UN approval, was so ca lled ñmassacreò of Albanian civilians in Racak, as 

suggested by OSCE chief in Kosovo -  UNMIK* 29 , William Walker. However, the 

investigation of bodies that was conducted by a group of pathologists  from 

Finland, whose head of mission, Ms Helena Ranta, later confirmed that she was 

threatened and forced to sign a report. According to Helenaôs testimony, 

victims were members of the terrorist organization OVK that attacked a local 

police station  and die d in a battle with official authorities.  

 

3.  Nonetheless, NATO rushed to launch an attack on Serbia, the UKôs ally in the 

First and Second World War. Tony Blairôs government decision to lead NATO 

bombing of Serbia, which also resulted in targeting hospitals,  schools and even 

Chinese Embassy, radically changed the constellation of the relationship 

between the UK and Serbia and the Balkans a whole.  

 

4.  The UK insisted on bombing Serbia although all evidence was  suggesting that 

Serbian government is dealing with a  terrorist organization and not civilians. 

                                            
* Kosovo ð United Nations Mission in Kosovo ð Represented under the UN resolution 1244. 

 



 

  

At the same time,  NATO kept destroying Serbian capital for three months, 

killing over 3000 Serbian civilians, the youngest being only six months old. 

NATO attack also led to an exodus of 250.000 Serbs from Kosovo -  UNMIK* 

and their property being confiscated by Albanian majority which declared 

independence from Serbia in 2008, also with the support of the UK.  

 

5.  This has created a big instability in the region which is constantly facing new 

threats as Albanian minori ties in neighbouring countries, like Montenegro and 

FYR Macedonia formed paramilitary organizations in an attempt to create new 

secessions.  

 
6.  The US government orchestrated those events and it is now fully controlling 

local authorities in Kosovo -  UNMIK*, b ut also using Albanian minority in other 

countries to channel its influence. Therefore, the US maintains the biggest 

political influence in the Balkan region, with strong intelligence on the ground.  

 
7.  On the other hand, there are examples of the very  posit ive influence of other 

countries, through intensive economic cooperation. In the last decade,  China 

has become the major investor and increasingly important political factor in 

the Balkan region. Chinaôs investment mainly targeted transportation and 

energy  infrastructure, which is of crucial importance for Balkan countries, that 

still rely only on projects built during Titoôs Yugoslavia.  

 
8.  The NATO aggression in 1999 destabilised region and China started to 

represent a factor of peace and stability, it brin gs economic benefit and does 

not interfere in the internal  political affair s, which is what makes China warmly 

welcome in all Balkan states. This is also highly appreciated in Beijing, as 

Balkan countries are in the focus of ñNew Silk Roadò initiative that makes 

stretchingôs Chinaôs trade links with the West and allows greater influence in 

European affairs.  By investing in the regionôs infrastructure projects, Beijing 

wants to accelerate the creation of a network of ports, logistics centres, and 

railways t o distribute Chinese products and hasten the speed of East -West 

trade.  

 
9.  In the last couple of years, China agreed major investments in all Balkan 

countries, worth about 10 billion euros. Some of the major projects include 

motorways in both Bosnia & Herzeg ovina and FYR Macedonia. A huge road 

project has started in Montenegro, linking the countryôs port of Bar on the 

Adriatic Sea to the border with Serbia where China also builds a new 350MW 

unit at the Kostolac thermal power plant complex. In order to speed up trade 

between through Balkans, China signed a 1.5 billion euro deal to build a high -

speed railway between Belgrade and Budapest, in addition to building Arber 

highway between Albania and FYR Macedonia.  

 



 

  

10. Thus, China is building a mutually beneficial rel ationship with Balkan countries. 

The key channels of cooperation are Chinaôs state-owned enterprise's  

investments in infrastructure that include very favourable landing terms 

directly to governments (usually 35 years and interest rates of cca 2%). 

Second o f all, every Balkan country has strengthened  its trade links with China 

over the last decade, which is not the case with the UK. Foreign direct 

investments from China have also been increasing. The exports from Balkan 

region to China increased by almost 15 % in the last ten years, while trade with 

the UK has mainly  stagnated.  

 
11. Serbia is the key partner for China, not only because of its long history of 

partnership with the government in Beijing  but also because of its strategic 

role in the region. Serbia is the biggest country among the other non -EU Balkan 

states, a strategic partnership agreement with both China and Russia. Both 

countries are supporting the principles of equality in internation al relations  and 

propose the protection of international legal order by refusing to accept the 

unilateral secession of Kosovo -  UNMIK*.  

 
12. Russia is also aiming to spread economic cooperation with Balkan states, but 

those are mainly limited to the energy  sector, where Russia is naturally a 

dominant player. It is the main supplier of gas to the whole region, and its 

plans to build South Stream gas network that was  blocked by EU, are now re -

established through the Black Sea  and the involvement of Turkey, so new  

ñTurkish Streamò is going to supply the whole of Balkan with natural gas in the 

long run. This is the cheapest and most efficient option for everyone.  

 
13. The influence of Russian Federation in Balkans is often perceived as negative 

due to its special relat ions with Serbia. However, this type of relationship is 

well known between the UK and the US, and it should not come as a surprise 

that Russia attempts to maintain military neutrality in Serbia, Bosnia and 

Herzegovina, Montenegro or FYR Macedonia. NATO has  already approached 

Russian borders and has a strong  presence in Balkans, where Albania and 

Croatia are full members.  

 
14. The main security and political challenges for the UK are  the growing threat of 

terrorism, as ISIS recruit its members from the Kosovo -  UNMIK* province and 

Bosnia and Herzegovina, both of which have shown signs of radical Islam. In 

this regard, the UKôs further support for Kosovo - UNMIK* authorities is 

counterproductive and poses a direct threat to UKôs security and national 

interests.  

 
15. Therefore, the UK should aim to cooperate more closely with other countries 

in the region in preventing radicalisation of Islamic terrorism. In this vein, its 

most important natural partner is Serbia but also Bosnia and Herzegovina, 



 

  

where Turkey is the mo st influential political factor and one of the biggest 

investors.  

 
16. Once the UK has left the EU, it is important to re -energise relationship with 

Balkans countries. In order to establish a secure  and politically stable 

environment for its businesses, the U K should work most closely with Serbia, 

as a major country in the region. The economy of this country provides 

important stimulants for UKôs companies and political disagreements over 

Kosovo -  UNMIK* issue require the UK to reconsider its recognition of Ko sovo 

-  UNMIK* independence. Not only has the UKôs security been under threat due 

to Islamic terrorist from Kosovo -  UNMIK*, but its global role in protecting 

human rights and democracy has been washed -out as Kosovo -  UNMIK* is 

nowadays paradise for organis ed crime. The bullying of ethnic minorities is 

brutal. Therefore, the UK should start a new page in almost a millennium long 

history of diplomatic relationship with Serbia. There is a big potential for the 

UK business and for a closer  partnership with Serb ia in the international  arena  

after the UK leaves the EU.  

 

Political, security and economic challenges  

The key political challenges, organised crime and corruption in the 

Balkans and the role of the UK  

 

17. All countries in the region suffer from the same disease, which is killing their 

economic potentials ï endemic corruption and organised crime. The main 

internal political issue is non - transparent election process which undermines 

the democratic  institution . The ruling parties are not asked how they finance 

their political campaigns, and in official reports,  they can write anything. The 

epicentre of corruption is in political parties, as they use power to appoint 

political figures to all management roles in state apparatus. Through the abuse 

of power, manager of public companies, use state funds to set up tenders for 

private companies of their choice, which execute some work at a price  which 

is several times higher than market prices. Later, they are forced  to pay the 

difference to the political party, which is using this money to occupy media and 

retain the vicious cycle of bribery.  

 
18. The lack of transparency and complete absence of independence  in judiciary 

system is characterizing all Balkan states and this  where the UK should be 

more active in promoting institutional efficiency. Some of the policy options for 

the UK are engagement in law enforcement through training and education of 

local authorities. The other options include pressure through economic 

dipl omacy, to establish institutions of control in public money spending. The 

UK government should financially support projects that involve human capital 

development and the usage highly educated workforce. In this regard, the 



 

  

returnees from the UK universiti es to their home country should have 

institutional support to engage in cooperation with their governments.  

 

19. The lack of appropriately educated figures in most of the governments leads 

to a closed circle of friends who set up businesses for each other, at  the 

expense of public money. This type of practice should be condemned by the 

UK and appropriate measures should be in place to discourage such behaviour.  

 
20. Serbia and Montenegro are countries with high personalisation of power and 

open misuse of public f unds. The real threat to economic prosperity is the 

inability of non -party member individuals to run any businesses. In those 

countries, it more than usual that any successful businessman must be paying 

a bribe  (orò membershipò as they call it euphemistically) to a ruling party to 

set up their projects for public tenders, or to simply leave them alone.  

 
21. In addition to those problems Albania and province of Kosovo -  UNMIK* are 

those with extreme infiltration of organised crime in official institutions. Albania 

is officially dealing with drug cartels, so it is to a lesser extent financed by black 

money. How ever, Kosovo -  UNMIK* is the only territory in Europe ruled by 

former members of drug gangs and former terrorists. Organised crime in 

Kosovo -  UNMIK* has its roots in every element of the society and it used its 

independence to build the web of non -control led criminal activity that grounded 

in official anti rule of law policy.  

 
22. Bosnia and Herzegovina, together with FYR of Macedonia, on the other hand, 

suffer from the lack of leadership, which is the source of continuous political 

instability, that undermin es economic growth. Bosnia and Herzegovina is an 

auto -destructive state as it is artificially formed as a result of a rotten  

compromise to end  the war in Bosnia. The territory of Croats, Bosnians and 

Serbs is united and ruled by the representative of all t hree entities but each of 

them drags the state policy in a different direction. At the same time,  FYR 

Macedonia is under the threat from Albanian ethnic group which is showing 

separatist aspirations.  

 
23. In order to play a constructive role in those turbulen t circumstances, the UK 

should engage in a direct dialogue with policy makers and refuse to cooperate 

with those that have criminal past. In Serbia and Montenegro, the UK should 

insist on the rule of law, and offer greater economic partnership. In Albania,  

there should be the UK  offer to jointly deal with organised crime, while in 

Kosovo -  UNMIK*, the UK should revoke its recognition of independence, 

thereby supporting regional peace and work with Serbia on institution building 

in Kosovo -  UNMIK*. In cases of Bosnia and Herzegovina and FYR Macedonia, 

the UK should join the EU in an attempt to establish an order  that allows 

democratic processes to take place.  



 

  

 

Balkanôs security and the role of the UK 

 

24. The main security issue in the Balkans in the radicalisat ion  of Islam in Kosovo 

-  UNMIK* and the rise of nationalism. There have been several hundred cases 

of Muslims from Kosovo -  UNMIK* being recruited to fight in Syria, many of 

them have joined ISIS and launched attacks in Paris. As Kosovo -  UNMIK* has 

not bu ilt institutions of its own, but is still under the supervision of international 

community, there is little capacity to deal with the radicalization  of Islam. The 

main driving forces of this phenomena in Kosovo -  UNMIK*, is,  first of all, it's  

very low lit eracy rate, extreme poverty, and the financial support from the US 

and the EU that was misused. An additional fuel to this was given by Saudi 

Arabia that has invested several billions of  euros in Kosovo -  UNMIK*, most of 

which was used for in building mosq ues, which often serve as training centres 

for paramilitary rebels.  

 
25. The destruction of state after the NATO bombing  has enabled development of 

paramilitary forces which are out of control nowadays. The consequences for 

the UK and for Europe are evident, the increasing number of terrorist attacks 

in London, Paris, Munich, Barcelona, Brussels. The Balkan region is at the edge 

of conflict every time extremist groups in Kosovo -  UNMIK* receive support for 

their idea ï to build an ethnically clean state.  

 
26. The UK should act determinately to stop the continuation of ethnic cleansing 

of Serbs and other non -Albanians in Kosovo -  UNMIK* that started in 1999. 

Serbia was an ally of  the UK in its fight for freed and security in Europe, now 

that the security of Europe is under threat due to the radicalisation of Islam in 

Kosovo -  UNMIK* and in Bosnia and Herzegovina, the UK should admit its 

mistakes from the past and revoke acceptance of Kosovo -  UNMIK* 

independence that has led to deterioration  of peace and abuse of hu man rights 

of non -Albanian population in the region.  

 
27. The UK should work with the international community to help Balkan countries 

overcome a migration crisis that has led to the collapse of border security in 

the region. The UK should play a constructive role and provide financial support 

for migrant centres, including humanitarian help for refugees. Non - response  to 

the migrant  crisis in Balkans  creates new security issues for the EU and the 

UK. Therefore, a joint effort is required to facilitate incomers without violating 

their human rights.  

 

The economic challenges in the Balkans and youth unemployment  

 

28. The region suffers from extreme youth u nemployment and low -quality  

investments leading to the deterioration of human capital. The youth 



 

  

unemployment rate is higher than 40% in all Balkan countries, which is why 

young people immigrate, creating additional costs for their home countries, 

that are  losing population.  

 
29. An average economic growth of 3% across Balkan countries is not enough for 

the eradication  of poverty and foreign direct investments are not 

complementing domestic industry, but rather acting as a subsidiary, which 

discourages entrepr eneurship. The overall trade patterns  show that there is a 

big potential for growth but also that the UK is not a significant partner to 

Balkan countries.  

 

Table 1: The UK trade with the Balkans.  

 

 

30. According to Table 1, the main trading partner for  the UK is FYR Macedonia, 

but also a country with the highest deficit in trade with the UK. The only country 

that maintains a surplus in trade with the UK is Serbia. All the other countries 

are having insignificant exports to the UK. Therefore, the UK comm ercial 

interest is to increase trade with its main partners Serbia and FYR Macedonia. 

The interest of UKôs companies is mainly in the supply of high-tech products 

and machinery in the energy  sector and providing IT services for the 

digitalisation of state services. On the other hand, the UK should abolish tariffs 

for agricultural products from the Balkans, especially meat  and meat  

derivatives. This would have given an important fundament for building greater 

economic cooperation with the region.  
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31. According to Table 2, Germany is the most important supplier of goods and 

services to all Balkan countries. Serbia mainly exports to Germany and Russian 

Federation, while its main suppliers are China Germany, Russia and Turkey.  

Albania has the biggest trade deficit  among  other states, while Bosnia and 

Herzegovinaôs main trading partners are Germany and Turkey, while for 

Montenegro, those are Germany and China. The only country that imports 

more from the UK than from other observed countries  is FYR Macedonia, 

however , most of its exports go to Germany.  

 

Table 2: Balkanôs trade patterns 

 

 

 

32. The UK should welcome companies from Balkan countries, trade forums, 

seminars, and networking with local partners should be encouraged by the UK. 

The imperative should be the abolishment  of visa requirements (for tourist and 

business visitors up to 6 months) for Balkan countries, especially Serbia and 

FYR Macedonia. Serbia shows the highest potential to export to the UK and its 

main capacity is in agriculture, so the UK should provide a friendly  environment 

for Serbian companies if it wishes to influence political and economic affairs in 

the Balkan region.  
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The implications of Brexit for UK policy in Balkans  

 

33. There are no direct implications of Brexit for t he UK policy in Balkans. In the 

short run Brexit created a vacuum in cooperation with the region but in the 

long run,  Brexit should allow more freedom for the UK in facilitating its interests  

in the Balkans. The EU integration process of the Balkan states should be 

encouraged only to the extent to which it does not hamper economic 

cooperation with the UK.  

 
34. The UK should define its political and economic interests in the region, and 

those should include closer economic integration and joint work in fighting  

against terrorism and organised crime. The relationship with Balkan states at 

the macro level should be aimed at partnership and cooperation in the area of 

mutual interest. At the same time, the UK should remain consistent with its 

devotion to the rule of  law, fight against corruption and respect for  human 

rights. In this regard , the UK should engage more closely in cooperation with 

countries such as FYRM Macedonia, Serbia and Montenegro and remain 

cautious when providing help to Bosnia and Herzegovina or Kosovo -  UNMIK* 

who might provide a threat  to the UKôs national interest.  

 

Conclusion  

 

35. In the near future, direct UK interest in the Balkans is commercial. The UK 

should provide grounds for its companies to operate freely in the regional 

markets, especially in the energy and IT sectors. The UK should abolish visitor 

visas for Serbia and FYR Macedonia in order to foster tourism and business 

activi ty and send a positive signal to those countries.  

 
36. The other political factors interestsô are not colliding with the UKôs. The UK 

should search for partners, not for enemies. There is a common threat to  the 

European and UK security, which shall  be tackled. It is impossible to obtain 

security in Europe without obtaining it in Balkans and  acknowledging Russian 

interest in the region.  

 
37. The main partner for the UK in the region is, naturally, Serbia. It is the most 

important economic and political non -EU country in South East Europe and it 

has a long history of cooperation with the UK. The potential for trade and 

investments is evident, but it needs institutional support.  

 
38. The main political obstacle is the support that the UK provided to the Kosov o -  

UNMIK*, which is, twenty years after NATO bombing, shown to be the biggest 

European mistake. NATO created legal drug cartels in the heart of Europe that 

produce terrorism and radicalisation of Islam. In the long run, the UK should 



 

  

revoke its acceptance  of Kosovo -  UNMIK* independence and return to 

principles of international legal order.   

 
39. This would have provided ground for the UK influence in the region after Brexit. 

It is in the UKôs national interest to maintain stability and economic prosperity 

in the Balkan region in order to pursue its own commercial goals.  

 

Submitted 15 September 

2017  

  



 

  

Department for International Trade ï Written 

Evidence (BUB0030)  
 

Introduction :  

1. The UK remains committed to its trading relationship with the Western 

Balkans; as per the Prime Ministerôs speech at Lancaster House in January 

2017, the region is one where the HMG has played a central role in promoting 

stability, security and prosperity.   Trade remains an important part of 

supporting prosperity with the Western Balkans, and is fundamental to the 

future stability and security of the region.     

  

2. As requested, the information below details the work that the Department for 

International Tra de (DIT) is currently pursuing in the region.  

  

How DIT works overseas  

3. DITôs International Trade and Investment group (ITI) work on trade promotion 

in foreign markets as part of our vast overseas network, and follow a business 

model called High Value Campaigns (HVCs).  HVCs bring together the regional 

and sector expertise of staff based both overseas and at HQ, and their 

combined knowledge of buyers and suppliers to create a plan of where DIT 

should target our resources across the world.  This plan helps us to focus on 

where the Governmentôs support can make a real impact on increasing the 

value of exports and investments, adding value to the UK economy.  

Government support in markets where HVCs are identified can take the form 

of deployment of resources, events, marketing, contractor support, ministerial 

and VIP visits, and po licy intervention.   

  

4. HVCs mean that DITôs overseas work is underpinned by a defined methodology, 

measured by the financial targets included.  Our aim is to ensure our resources 

are focused on the areas with the greatest return on investment for the UK  

 

DIT in the Western Balkans  

5. Priority markets for DIT activity in the Western Balkan region are in Serbia and 

Bosnia and Herzegovina. DIT currently has four HVCs in Serbia and Bosnia and 

Herzegovina in the following sectors:   

Å Mining -  in both Serbia and Bo snia and Herzegovina;   

Å Retail -  in both Serbia and Bosnia;   

Å Financial & professional services -  in Serbia only;   

This checklist page is deliberately not counted in the total pages indicated in the 

main submission  

Å Automotive -  in Serbia only.  

  



 

  

6. Serbia and Bosnia -Herzegovina are part of DITôs Central Europe Network (CEN) 

which also includes Poland, Czech Republic, Slovakia, Austria, Slovenia, 

Hungary, Croatia, Romania, Bulgaria.  Our resources to service the Western 

Balkans area include three DIT staff in Serbia and two in Bosnia. Other Western 

Balkan markets (Albania, Kosovo, Macedonia and Montenegro) do not have DIT 

dedicated resource; however, there is a network of FCO Prosperity Officers that 

cover that region. Prosperity Officers signpost oppo rtunities for UK business in 

their respective markets to DIT Serbia and DIT Bosnia, and then through the 

wider DIT CEN network to provide some in -country support to UK businesses.  

Prosperity Officers undertake trade promotion activity with small ad -hoc 

commercial work (e.g. making contacts, promoting countries as trading 

partners, signposting opportunities), and at times this could also include large 

scale and value tenders and development projects.    

  

7. DIT Serbia and Bosnia also work closely with Prosper ity Officers in this region. 

For example, DIT Bulgaria, Serbia and Bosnia support major mining projects 

in Macedonia to ensure UK companies can access potential opportunities as 

these projects develop. Another example is in Montenegro, DIT is supporting a 

Prosperity Officer to help a UK company put a bid for a £10m tender for 

Montenegrin national broadcasting company.  

 

Western Balkans Summit 2018  
 
8. In July 2018, HMG will host the Western Balkans Summit, which demonstrates 

the UKôs continued commitment to the region.  The Summit will be the fifth in 

a series of Western Balkans Summits under the ñBerlin Processò - launched by 

Chancellor Merkel -  to increase regional and intra - regional trade cooperation.  

DIT will be playing an active role in the Summit, using this opportunity to 

highlight HMGôs expertise and looking for ways to bolster the trade relationship 

between the UK and the Western Balkans.  We will work closely with the FCO 

to support countries in the region improve their business environments, as well 

as promoting our Global Entrepreneurship Programme which seeks to support 

entrepreneurs from the region who want to promote their businesses globally.  

 

Corruption in the region  
 

9. DIT is aware that companies operating in the region sometimes experience 

issu es with corruption.  We can confirm that DIT have not been approached to 

assist with work on corruption in the Western Balkans in general, and have not 

undertaken any specific work or research on the issue . 

 

 Submitted: 30  September 2017  

  



 

  

The Rt Hon. Sir Alan Duncan, Minister of State for 

Europe and the Americas, Foreign and 

Commonwealth Office (QQ  68 - 75)  
 

Wednesday 15 November 2017  

11.30 am  

Watch the meeting  
 

Members present: Lord Howell of Guildford (The Chairman); Lord Balfe; 
Baroness Coussins; Lord Hannay of Chiswick; Baroness Helic; Baroness 

Hilton of Eggardon; Lor d Reid of Cardowan; Baroness Smith of Newnham . 
 

Evidence Session No. 6 Heard in Public  Questions 68 -  75  

Witness  

I : The Rt Hon Sir Alan Duncan MP, Minister of State for Europe and the 

Americas, Foreign and Commonwealth Office; Ms Fiona Mcilwham, Head, 
Western Balkans and Enlargement Department, Foreign and 

Commonwealth Office; Mr Andrew Page, Western Balkans Summit Co -
ordinator, Foreign and Commonwealth Office.  

 

Examination of witness  

Sir Alan Duncan, Ms Fiona Mcilwham and Mr Andrew Page.  

Q68  The Chairman: Minister, good morning. I thank you and your team, Fiona 

Mcilwham and Andrew Page, for coming to see us this morning.  We are 
grateful to you for sparing the time when there is a great deal on on every 
front.  

As you know, this Committee has been visiting the western Balkans area. 
We are putting a report together that we hope will be useful both generally 

and in the conte xt of the western Balkans summit that your department 
and the Government are planning to hold next year.  

I begin with a rather general question for you. You have a whole series of 

formidable roles. Ministers in the Foreign Office are of course allocated v ast 
areas of the planet; I know that is the way it does things. I imagine that 

the western Balkans are not your main preoccupation at the moment. 
Nevertheless, we feel it is an area where the UK influence could continue 
to be highly effective; an area that , if neglected, is full of potential danger; 

and an area where our interests are as much at stake now as they were in 
the past; and an area where, if necessary, we can prove that the UK has a 

http://www.parliament.uk/business/committees/committees-a-z/lords-select/international-relations-committee/inquiries/parliament-2017/uk-and-the-balkans/


 

  

continuing and positive role in key danger areas, with all sorts  of wider -
world involvement. Do you agree with that assessment of the priority of 

the area?  

Sir Alan Duncan MP:  Chairman, first, thank you for asking me to appear 

before you. On my right I have Fiona Mcilwham, who handles the Balkans 
in the Foreign Offic e. On my left is Andrew Page, a former ambassador to 

Slovenia, who is specifically in charge of the Balkans summit preparation 
and the summit itself. You are right that I have an enormous part of the 
world to look after ðthe whole of the western hemisphere,  basically; 77 

countries. I would disagree with you in only one respect: you perhaps 
implied that the Balkans are a slightly lower priority than some other 

countries in my portfolio. They are not; they are very significant. The 
summit itself as a focus for  us on this. Only last week I travelled to Albania 
and Kosovo. We see it as a region in which the UK can play a very important 

part in promoting European prosperity, stability and stability. So the 
Balkans matter; that would be my main message to you.  

We think the summit will give us a chance to demonstrate our commitment 
to both the Balkans and surrounding partners in the rest of Europe. Our 

priority is to make tangible progress on some of the core challenges in the 
region that threaten our collective sec urity and stability. We are working 

very closely with Germany, as part of the Berlin process, and the 
Governments in the western Balkans to try to shape a summit agenda. We 
expect to focus on prosperity, security and the reconciliation legacy that is 

alway s part of the region. We are trying not to impose things from London 
but to consult people and make sure that they have had significant input 

in advance into the priorities that we then inject into the Balkans summit 
itself. I expect that we will want to t ake forward some previous successes, 
such as connectivity ðit is an important economic area ðenergy, digital and 

entrepreneurship. We will also look at key issues that undermine progress, 
such as the all -pervading corruption and the significance and real dif ficulty 

of organised crime, which leads to the trafficking of drugs and people. As 
part of the broader issue of countering violent extremism, this will be very 
important.  

The Chairman:  Thank you very much. That is an extremely full and 

comprehensive answ er. I found it a very useful guide. All sorts of points 
were touched on in your reply that we would like to pursue in more detail. 
Thank you for an excellent start.  

Q69  Lord Hannay of Chiswick:  Minister, I wonder if we can look a little at the 
countries in the western Balkans that are not yet members of NATO or the 

EU. How do you see the accession process going forward for those of them 
that want it? Because of Brexit, I suppose the answer on th e EU accession 

process is less relevant than the one on the NATO accession process.  

In particular, could you address the issue of the country that is most 

advanced on the road towards NATO membership, Macedonia, whose 
Government, as far as we can tell fro m the evidence we have had, have 
had a radical change for the better in recent months? Do you think the 

British Government are in a position to bring that process to completion in 



 

  

a reasonably short period of time? Does it depend on solving the name 
issue,  or could it be that NATO accession at least ðI am not talking about 

EU accession ðcould be achieved by some means that does not involve 
solving the name issue as a precondition?  

Sir Alan Duncan MP:  There are lots of issues there. First, on NATO, 
Montenegr o has just joined. As you imply, we remain strong in our 

continuing support for NATO accession for these countries, and we have 
success in some areas. One could almost park that to one side compared 
to the issue of the EU, where I think anyone would accept  that our 

continuing support for accession to the EU where the proper process can 
be reached and agreed, which is our position, may appear slightly 

paradoxical. However, even though we are going in one direction, we will 
to our utmost, because we think it is important for the stability of the 
region, to do what we can to encourage and support countries that wish to 

join the EU.  

It is unlikely that we will solve the name question in one fell swoop, but an 

important moment when I visited Macedonia was that t he democratic 
outcome of the election was being pretty well challenged. I spoke directly, 

in my normal way, to President Ivanov, and was pleased that a couple of 
weeks later he gave the mandate for the new Government. That was a very 

important moment for t he smooth workings of democracy in that country.  

We also, and this underpins our clear policy in the region, have programme 

funding and clear support for the improvements in society and government 
that will make the country qualify for membership of the E U, such as 
improvements in the rule of law and tackling issues under the broad label 

of ñcorruptionò, such as judicial appointments. So the UK is having a very 
positive influence in the entire region in helping countries on their journey 

to qualify for mem bership of the EU. That has very much been the focus of 
our political and programme activity. With your permission, Lord Chairman, 

my better - informed officials on either side of me might want to add to that, 
as this is an important issue.  

Lord Hannay of C hiswick:  Could I just follow this up before we move on? 
You said that you wanted to park the NATO issue, but actually the main 
thrust of my question related to what we were told by the new Macedonian 

Government ðthat they thought there was more hope of ov ercoming the 
obstacles to getting into NATO in the short term than the obstacles to 

getting into the European Union. Could you comment on that? Is that your 
view, too? If so, what can the Government do to smooth Macedoniaôs path 
towards NATO membership, if  you agree that that is a more realistic 

objective than early EU membership?  

Sir Alan Duncan MP:  If I may correct you, you may have misunderstood 
me when I spoke about parking that. That was just for the purposes of this 
conversation. The deeper and more  difficult issue, exactly as you say, is 

membership of the EU as distinct from membership of NATO, which is more 
advanced and more likely in many cases.  



 

  

Fiona Mcilwham:  As the Minister has rightly set out, we will actively 
support all countries that asp ire to join NATO and the EU. In the case of 

Macedonia specifically, we are encouraging it to meet the requirements. 
Obviously, the country has been in deep crisis for a significant period of 

time, which has implications for its institutional structures. We are 
encouraging the reinvigoration of reform, including in the security sector. 

The alliance would want to be assured that it had indeed met the criteria 
and could contribute. So, yes, the name issue is a key block. We are all 
clear on that and we will do what we can to encourage the discussions 

between Athens and Skopje. We have offered our support in that regard. 
However, there is a process in place, so we would be in a supporting role 

but using and identifying opportunities where we can offer practica l and 
more active support.  

The Chairman:  Minister, you are indeed right that there is a certain 
paradox in arguing the case for these countries moving towards the EU 
while we are moving away. Several of our interlocutors put on a piece of 

paper a large c ircle with an arrow pointing them in and us out. It caused 
some awkwardness. What is your assessment generally ðwe will come on 

to the detail later ðof our position as we seek to move away from the great 
European treaties? How does that affect our overall ap proach and influence 

in the area?  

Sir Alan Duncan MP:  Anyone can argue one way or tôother that leaving 

the EU removes us from certain forums and reduces our influence in certain 
areas, but I think the mood is that these countries accept this; they accept  
that this is a democratic decision that we will follow through. What they 

also accept ðand this is the main point that I have been making everywhere 
I go ever since I became a Foreign Minister ðis that we may be leaving the 

EU but we are not leaving the Eur opean or the world stage. Indeed, in 
many respects we will want to prove that point by reinforcing and 

strengthening a lot of our bilateral relations, but also our clear policies of 
engagement in defence and security in this part of the world. They accept 
that. We have, for instance, just increased our reserve force for the Balkans 

from a company to a battalion. It was announced when I was there last 
week. That is the sort of positive step that is appreciated and understood.  

My simple answer to your questi on is that I do not think that anyone in the 
Balkans thinks that because we are leaving the European Union we are 

going to withdraw from their part of the world or reduce our commitment 
and our positive activity within it.  

The Chairman:  Thank you. That i s very clear. Lady Smith.  

Baroness Smith of Newnham:  Minister, is not some of what you have 
just said rather undermined by the rhetoric of certain Conservative MPs 
who are suggesting that we are leaving the European Union not necessarily 

because of issue s that might be fully understood more generally but 
because the EU is undemocratic and so on? If that is being said, as certain 

MPs said yesterday, does that not create a disincentive for countries in the 
western Balkans to aspire to EU membership? It make s it much harder for 
you and your colleagues to say to them, ñYou should aspire to join the 



 

  

European Unionò. ñDo as we say, not as we doò is not a very good lesson, 
is it?  

Sir Alan Duncan MP:  Nice try, but no, not at all, and I do not really think 

that t hat is a legitimate part of this inquiry, in some respects. Everyone 
knows that we are leaving the EU, but they also know that we are in the 
P5 and in the G20, G7, NATO, OSCE ðall those organisations. As the one 

country that is spending 2% of GDP on defence  and 0.7% of GNI on 
development, and the only country doing both, the message about Britain 

is very strong, and the voices that you are describing in your own language 
do not undermine that.  

Q70  Lord Balfe:  I want to get to the more detailed work that happe ns below 
ministerial level, which is extremely important for shaping things in a post -

Brexit world. For instance, a lot of the decisions about pre -accession aid 
and programmes that are supported through the EU are dealt with in the 
Political and Security C ommittee and largely shaped at official level. We, it 

seems, will be outside that structure. How do you see us influencing it, or 
will we just be informed about what is happening and perhaps invited to 

contribute? It certainly seems to me that we will have  less of the day - to -
day influence that comes from the official - level discussions which I know, 
having spent 25 years out there, prearrange things; for instance, when 

they start shaping the budget headings and how to go forward and what 
the Enlargement Comm issioner is going to make as the priorities, et cetera. 

How will we have a continuing influence in there? If not, how will we 
compensate?  

Sir Alan Duncan MP:  As a diligent Minister, I would like to think that my 

officials are not doing things that I do not know about and that we are 
perfectly joined up on these things. But I understand what you are saying 

about a lot happening at that level. I will ask Fiona to say something about 
her involvement in this very process.  

Fiona Mcilwham:  We have set out a political and strategic commitment 
to work closely with our European partners in the western Balkans. That 

was set out in the White Paper as part of our Brexit package. That is the 
principle by which we are guided. How we organise and arrange that is part 
of the negotiation, and I cannot prejudge that now. Obviously, for the 

period during which we are a member, we will play an active role in the 
committees in the normal way ðand we do, both in the direction and in the 

areas in which the spend is made and in value for money. It will be 
important that we maintain some sort of relationship to be able to guide in 
the future, but we will also be able to use our bilateral spend to shape and 

steer that. We already do that through pilot projects, et cetera.  

Lord Balf e:  Do we have a strategy for continuing involvement in the 
Political and Security Committee?  

Sir Alan Duncan MP:  Yes, we do and this has been laid down by the 
National Security Council. The NSC has defined a specific Balkan strategy, 

which allows me to  give a definite yes to the question you have just asked.  



 

  

Lord Balfe: What is it?  

Q71  Baroness Hilton of Eggardon:  On our recent visit to Serbia we were very 
struck by the fact that the media ðtelevision and newspapers ðare totally 

controlled by the Government. Is there a role that this country, as a critical 
friend, could play in perhaps influencing a rather more democ ratic 
approach to the media?  

Sir Alan Duncan MP:  This is an essential part of what makes up a 
democratic society. I am pleased to say that the BBC will be going into 

Serbia next year, which is a good step forward. Nonetheless, it is fair to 
say that we a re concerned about the politicisation of the media and 
declining media freedoms in parts of the region. In some cases, I am sorry 

to say, this includes violence against the media and unbalanced media 
coverage, particularly in election periods, which of cou rse is more 

antidemocratic than we would ever like to see. We raise these concerns 
with the Governments bilaterally and through the EU and the OSCE, and 
one of our focuses is to improve the media landscape. Without 

improvement in this area, they will not q ualify for membership of the EU.  

The Chairman:  Baroness Helic has a question on a wider dimension.  

Q72  Baroness Helic:  Minister, we have had a lot of evidence about the roles 

of Russia, China, Turkey and countries such as the United Arab Emirates 
in the re gion. How do the Government assess their role? Do you see benign 

or less benign influences there? Do you see any opportunities for 
partnering any of these countries in the post -Brexit era?  

Sir Alan Duncan MP:  I think it is evident to everyone here that R ussian 

influence is being watched very closely. There were some very adverse 
reports of its involvement in the elections in Montenegro. It has a very 

long -standing and complex relationship with the region that takes many 
forms ðhistorical, cultural, politic al, and of course the energy influence, as 
well as through information campaigns and links with politicians. Our 

analysis is that Russia has recently been pursuing an increasingly 
confrontational approach and would appear to have a broad policy of 

causing division where it can, so we cannot rule out further Russian 
interference.  

You mentioned Turkey, which obviously has a very important historical role 
in the region, and it continues to maintain its interest. It is itself a NATO 

member and an EU candidate country, albeit that might be some way off. 
It has long -standing military, security and defence links. Turkey has 
tended, as I understand it, to focus more on Bosnia and Herzegovina, a bit 

of Kosovo, Albania, Macedonia and the Sandģak region, which crosses the 
borders, straddling Serbia, Bosnia and Montenegro. However, in October, 

President Erdoĵan visited Serbia, with a large business delegation going 
with him. Trade is better than anything else if it is conducted properly, so 
that is good news.  

We have seen Chinaôs engagement as primarily commercial. It has 

increased its involvement in the region, particularly in infrastructure 
projects, and its financial support for the region normally takes the form of 



 

  

loans without the sort of preconditions fo r reform that we would normally 
attach to any kind of help. In that sense, it might be lending money and 

putting down commercial roots, but it is not contributing as we might wish 
to putting the region in the right direction, as our policy is. That is my q uick 

canter over those countries.  

The Chairman:  The Russian influence comes without money. We can tell 

that they are everywhere persuading with broadcasts and cyber operations 
and so on but not with money, whereas of course the Chinese involvement 

comes  with very large commitments to infrastructure, which we have heard 
about. What is HMGôs view generally? Do we welcome Chinese involvement 
as part of the bigger picture, as they plan railways to Warsaw and Budapest 

and through Croatia, or do we take it rat her more cautiously?  

Sir Alan Duncan MP:  I do not know whether there is a clear goodie -
versus -baddie answer to that. In other parts of the world they tend to link 
their generosity to growing ownership of natural resources, but obviously 

that is less the case in this region. To say exactly what the effects of that 
influence are is not easy to analyse. Andrew, as an ambassador, 

understands this very well.  

Andrew Page:  The Chinese were not very active in Slovenia, but thank 

you.  

I would like to refer to a n interesting conversation with someone senior in 
the EBRD that Fiona and I had recently when we were in the region. We 
were at a get - together at a conference that three of the six western Balkan 

Prime Ministers were attending. We talked to the EBRD about Chinese 
involvement and the fact that they give very concessional loans at very low 

rates of interest without any preconditions attached, and I asked what 
indications this had for EBRD lending. It is worth bearing in mind that in 
the Berlin process the Com mission, which leads on interconnectivity, much 

of the prosperity agenda and particularly the building of road, rail and 
telecoms communications, has already invested the best part of ú600 

million in the region over the last four years in the Berlin proces s, so it is 
very much in the lead on the economic front and the EBRD is lending where 
it can.  

I asked the EBRD person how we could get the best out of Chinese 

infrastructure investment without difficulties arising, and she said that the 
EBRD was looking a t how it can work with China, for instance, through the 
Asian Development Bank and whether the EBRD can come in as a partner 

with China on long - term infrastructure investment. When the EBRD comes 
in, that brings in a level of rigour to due diligence and co nditions attached 

to its lending. That is a rather interesting way of trying to harness the 
Chinese, rather than oppose them.  

The Chairman:  That is very helpful and useful, thank you.  

Q73  Baroness Coussins:  Minister, we have heard a great deal of evidence  that 

corruption and organised crime, including human trafficking, are pretty 
much entrenched across the region. You have already referred to the need 



 

  

for anticorruption measures by the countries that aspire to EU membership. 
Could you say a bit more about  how the Government are working with 

individual countries in the region and with international partners to combat 
crime and corruption? What impact does such crime and corruption have 

on the UK domestically?  

Sir Alan Duncan MP:  First, you are absolutely right: this is perhaps the 

most crucial question facing our working relationship with countries in the 
Balkans. It involves the whole of government. It is not just a Foreign Office 
thing; the Home Office, the National Crime Agency, the police and all sorts  

of organisations across the board are working together on the priorities 
here. Organised crime is a massive problem in these countries, but it also 

affects us because of drugs and people trafficking. In this sense, Albania, 
which is seen as the origin of a large element of this, is working with us as 
an increasingly co -operative and helpful partner.  

When I was there last week, organised crime was the main issue that I was 
discussing all the time. It was as important for me to see the Ministers of 

the Inte rior and of Justice as it was the Foreign Minister, so I did. Indeed, 
I attended the launch of an organised crime strategy, which the UK 

Government have been instrumental in helping to shape with senior 
Ministers. That is where a lot of our focus is. We ar e also engaging with 

other western Balkan countries on serious and organised crime. My 
colleague Ben Wallace, the Security Minister, signed a bilateral extradition 
treaty with Albania in April, for example. This is a key focus for us, and it 

ties together all the interests that we need to work on between western 
Balkan countries and us. We have coincident interests on this issue. That 

is why it is such a powerful agenda.  

Lord Hannay of Chiswick:  I am sorry that Brexit keeps breaking in, but 

presumably our  ability to work effectively in this area is going to be fairly 
heavily conditioned by whatever arrangements we reach with the EU about 

co-operation on justice and home affairs, because much of the EUôs activity 
in this area will be run through things like  Europol and so on. I recognise 
what the Government said in their White Paper in October, which to me 

personally was extremely welcome, but would you confirm that this will be 
a vital determinant of whether we are successful in our objectives in the 

fields  of corruption, organised crime and so on?  

Sir Alan Duncan MP:  Yes, but we are developing practical alternatives to 

existing structures through enhanced bilateral relations and, as I explained 
earlier, an all -embracing, cross -Whitehall approach to these challenging 
issues ðalternatives that in themselves will also have to deal with EU 

institutions should we not be part of them. So I hope that alternative 
structures can be designed, devised and implemented, but there are 

undoubtedly issues that we will have  to adjust to as we leave the European 
Union.  

The Chairman:  As you have just been to Albania, you are in a very good 
position to give your impressions. What about the Kosovo issue? This 

remains the big Serbian hang -up. The President of Serbia told us tha t he 
is going to organise a great internal discourse or debate on Serbian 



 

  

attitudes to Kosovo and on whether they should change. He was not totally 
negative about changing attitudes in Tirana and across Albania, and of 

course he says that some great motorw ay or other physical structure will 
link Serbia and Albania. Do you sense from your visit that there is 

movement towards reconciliation and the careful handling of Kosovo?  

Sir Alan Duncan MP:  Obviously Kosovo has an enormous affection for us. 

That was ve ry evident and it is very reassuring for any Foreign Minister 
going across the world. In a way, Lord Chairman, I suggest that your 

question is the fundamental one which the Balkans summit and the 
continuing work in the Balkans are designed to address over the long term. 
I do not think I can give you the immediate, straightforward answer that 

that everything is falling into place and it will all be fine, so these challenges 
no longer remain. The whole point about the Balkans is that these 

challenges always r emain. It is a question of how one can inch forward, 
and I hope that the Balkans summit can contribute to that process of 
inching forward in a tangible way.  

Baroness Helic:  I come back to the issue of corruption. In the Balkans, it 

seems, politics in ge neral has become business, and corruption is sucking 
every gram of oxygen out of the possibility of the meeting moving things 
forward. Have you given any thought to introducing to the region the open -

government approach that we have in this country and whi ch we have 
shared elsewhere, and to whether we could make it part of our contribution 

to the western Balkans Summit ðin particular, the British contribution to 
fighting corruption, which is holding the region back?  

Sir Alan Duncan MP:  Again, this is a pri mary focus for us in the Balkans. 
This broadly comes under the heading of ñstate captureò and it needs to 

be addressed. You have political systems in which politicians wield 
enormous influence in all walks of public life, while also being close to very 
wea lthy businessmen. You have the civil service and state -owned 

enterprises being used as political patronage systems, and you have 
different degrees of this at all levels. That has to be overcome. We have 

what I think is a rather successful programme of vett ing and recruitment 
in Kosovo. It makes sure, particularly for judicial appointments but also for 
others, that there is a much more open and transparent recruitment 

process, overseen by a force independent of the direct interests of 
politicians. This is so mething that UK programmes have been supporting, 

paying for and pushing towards. For instance, when I visited last week, I 
secured a public commitment from a Minister that one appointment that 
we were concerned would not be subject to the proper recruitmen t process 

would indeed be so. That, to me, was a small but tangible achievement in 
what was only a 24 -hour visit. If we can do that incrementally and 

continuously in these countries through our programmes and through 
working with partners, I think that we are heading in the right direction.  

The Chairman:  We talked to some young people from Albania, and a 
rather negative note was struck about the ease of getting student visas 

and entry to the UK. I know this is a pervasive issue, but do you have 
anything to say on it? It came over rather strongly to us that this was not 



 

  

the best side of British policy on Albania.  

Sir Alan Duncan MP:  Everywhere I go anywhere in the world, the two 
most mentioned words are ñBrexitò and ñvisasò. I hardly ever go to a 

countr y where I fail to get complaints about our visa regime: its expense, 
its unfairness, its unreasonable structure, the fact that some passports 
have to be sent to a neighbouring country, which they find diplomatically 

offensive, and all that kind of stuff. I t is a major problem of international 
reputation for the United Kingdom.  

Lord Hannay of Chiswick:  May I follow up on that? Some of the evidence 
that we have received has suggested that in this region, where we do not 

have very big commercial interests a nd where our trade is very slight, 
higher education is probably one of the most promising British invisible 

exports and that it needs to be given a lot more encouragement. This links 
to what you have just said about the visa regime. Surely it is time for t he 
Government to stop treating students as economic migrants. It is a 

disincentive. It damages our universities and our capacity to develop a very 
important set of links, soft power and so on, which is what you have 

admirably suggested in the last half hou r is our objective.  

Sir Alan Duncan MP:  I am no great expert on migration, so I apologise 

straight away to the Prime Minister if I get this wrong, but I do not think 
that we treat students as economic migrants. However ðthis is the net 

point ðwe ensure tha t if they come to study, they then return home. That 
is why they appear in the migration figures. Therefore, I do not accept that 
we treat them in the way that you imply. We welcome students coming 

here. If we have 1 million in and 1 million out, we have a  net of zero, but 
if we have 1 million in and half a million out, we have a net half a million 

coming in.  

I repeat that we welcome students. That is why everywhere I go I normally 

have a reception for Chevening scholars in the countries that I visit. Thei r 
numbers are growing, they have benefited from an education in the UK 

and they are increasingly in significant positions in their countries of origin. 
Indeed, in the Balkans I met some seriously senior civil servants and 
members of the judiciary. This is a very good news story. Therefore, I 

would challenge the image that you describe of our approach to students. 
We welcome them. We are increasing the number of our Chevening 

scholarships. This whole process has had a really positive influence in 
many, many countries and it has been very good for the relationship 
between those countries of origin and the United Kingdom.  

Lord Hannay of Chiswick:  That is very encouraging, but I have to say to 

you that the Government rejected an amendment to the research Act,  
which it now is, that would have stated that students would not be treated 
as economic migrants. The Government rejected that, wrongly in my view, 

but that is their position. Therefore, I do not think it can be said that the 
Government do not treat them a s economic migrants. We now have Office 

for National Statistics figures that show that only 4% of students overstay. 
So if we really do want to build up our influence in the Balkans, is it not 
time to build into that a more generous approach to welcoming, and indeed 



 

  

encouraging, higher -education students to come to this country?  

Sir Alan Duncan MP:  I am very grateful to you for giving me the 
opportunity to highlight the fact that that is one of our objectives for the 

Balkans summit. If I am successful in getting this put properly on to the 
agenda, as well as the list of tangible outcomes that we want to secure, I 
will, I hope, have pleased you even more. The trouble is, you have made 

me let the cat out of the bag a little earlier than I intended.  

Lord Hann ay:  Well, good luck.  

The Chairman:  Minister, you are getting a very strong message from this 

Committee. We realise all the constraints and the need for balance, but 
generally, in this and many other areas, we think a shift of policy is 

probably overdue.  

Q74  Lord Reid of Cardowan:  Good afternoon, Minister. You made a rather 

good fist, if I may say so, of what some people might regard as a rather 
weak case for our projected continuing major influence after Brexit ðone 
of the two words that assail you. When th e Government are arguing the 

case, they place great stock on trade ðalmost a caricature of the Adam 
Smith view that trade will solve all problems or at least will set the 

framework within which problems will be solved. In this region, which you 
have said is  very important, our trade is very low. Yet people have told us, 

perhaps not unexpectedly, that there are extensive opportunities for 
developing that trade. My question is really quite simple: what can and are 
the Government doing to facilitate and support  British businesses in their 

trade with this region before and after Brexit?  

Sir Alan Duncan MP:  You are absolutely right to imply that the total trade 

between the UK and the region is low. It is too low. In 2016 total trade 
flows were about £2.3 billion. UK exports were £1.7 billion and UK imports 
were about £540 million. This should and could be bi gger. One area that 

we focus on is trying to improve what is labelled the investment climate, 
where we ensure through pressure, as best we can, that people will want 

to invest in a country because they feel that it has integrity, that the rule 
of law is pr operly  adhered to and that the risk of having contracts 
completely skewed by political corruption is minimised and may disappear 

altogether. We have targeted programmes for this kind of thing. In Serbia, 
we are helping on transparency and things like that . The Department for 

International Trade is focusing some government support on these 
markets. There are several high -value opportunities, particularly in mining, 
retail and financial and professional services, and possibly automotive. 

There is a long way to go. Things have started but this needs more effort.  

Andrew Page:  As you say, Minister, in Serbia and Bosnia and now in 
Macedonia as well, under the Good Governance Fund, which is part of the 
Conflict, Stability and Security Fund, the best part of £35 million or £40 

million is being spent over several years in these western Balkan 
countries ðalso in Ukraine, Georgia and Moldova ðaimed at improving the 

business environment and working in other areas such as public 



 

  

administration reform and media freedom. W e are looking to step up our 
programme of funding.  

We are also looking to do more for Montenegro. I have just spent a year 

on secondment in the private sector working for PwC, which is organising 
and running the managed fund of the Good Governance Fund, so I have 
seen how it is working from the supplier pe rspective. It is coming up with 

some good ideas, together with our embassies, of where we can do more. 
This is a very active focus of our programme funding. At root it is trying to 

improve at source the problems with governance, which are linked to state 
capture, which the Minister has talked about, and some other problems of 
cronyism and corruption at very senior levels. It goes hand in hand with 

our efforts, building on previous Berlin process summits, to tackle those 
issues as well.  

The Chairman:  Are you finding that other departments are rowing in 
behind you in promoting more trade, probably more digital trade and 

services as well because that is the new pattern of international trade? I 
know what the answer is going to be, but is the DIT working clos ely enough 

with you? Are you going to seek more co -ordination with other 
departments? Is it all going ahead smoothly?  

Sir Alan Duncan MP:  It is all going crackingly well. The answer, actually, 
is yes. We have a very good working relationship with the Dep artment for 

International Trade. It has been very assiduous in reviewing and in many 
cases increasing its export finance cover. You mentioned the digital area. 
That excites young people. Where there is large youth unemployment, this 

is an area where you ca n have youth employment and enterprise. It is an 
area where we are increasingly strong, and I hope that the links between 

the UK and the Balkan countries in that sort of field will grow.  

Andrew Page:  We are only now forming our summit team, but just last  

week a colleague of mine had a meeting with a senior official in the DIT, 
who heads up the global entrepreneurship programme, which has about 

40 deal -makers working with the DIT. There have been more than 100 
deals in the past year, very much in the entre preneurship and start -up 
area. The programme carries out workshops. It has done a lot with India, 

China, the United States and Singapore. It has already started with Serbia. 
We are looking to do more work with it in the build -up to the summit so 

that the s ummit can showcase what we are doing on digital, 
entrepreneurship, start -ups, business - to -business contacts and mentoring.  

The Chairman:  Lord Reid had not quite finished his question.  

Lord Reid of Cardowan:  It follows on conveniently from what Andrew 

has just said. Given the physical constraints and the number of students 
who could come here and the intention to maximise the influence ð

commercial and so on ðof British higher education, what thought and 
support have been given to the development of online  university courses? 

If students cannot come here, the cyber age nevertheless permits us to 
maximise the effect, here and the region, of the reputation of British 
universities and British higher education.  



 

  

Fiona Mcilwham:  The British Council has been in volved in improving 
educational standards in universities in the region. That is one line of 

engagement that we have been looking at. But we can and will look at 
other opportunities, including online. We will take that away; we cannot 

answer that now. In t he sphere of digital we are also looking at working 
through the British Council on digital literacy in schools. That indeed is a 

potential element of our summit work: trying to build on that.  

Andrew Page:  This is particularly for the 10 - to -14 age groups,  where we 

are running pilots in all six western Balkan countries. We are exploring 
whether we can scale that up in advance of the summit.  

Lord Hannay of Chiswick:  Going back to the trade issue, I think I am 
right in saying that all these countries in the  western Balkans have a free 

trade relationship with the European Union under negotiations being made. 
What are you or the Department for International Trade doing to make 
sure that on the day we leave we do not lose all those links? Have we had 

contact wi th these countries? Are they willing to cut and paste or roll over 
these access arrangements to the UK, or are we treating it as a lower order 

of priority?  

Sir Alan Duncan MP:  No. This is an issue with all non -EU countries. We 

discuss and we travel the w orld, and I think that by and large, where there 
is a trade agreement with the EU, most countries would like a seamless 

transition to us on similar terms when we leave. Of course, this has yet to 
be done, but in most of the countries that I visit I find th e appetite for 
doing so really very encouraging.  

The Chairman:  I think I am right in saying that the European Union 

(Approvals) Bill going through this House at the moment includes a 
paragraph on greater technical co -operation with Serbia. Is that the s ort 
of thing that we will approve now but in 18 monthsô or two yearsô time we 

will have to unpick and rearrange, or can we go ahead with it outside of 
the European treaties?  

Sir Alan Duncan MP:  That question is perhaps a little technical and goes 
a littl e wide of what I understood would be the subject of this inquiry. 
However, my instinct is to say, as I have just said to Lord Hannay, that 

there is an appetite for making sure that, where there is an agreement 
between a country and the EU, they can have a similar economic or trade 

agreement with us once we leave. I hope that, wherever possible, there 
will be a replicated understanding that does not harm our or their economic 
interests.  

The Chairman:  Baroness Helic has a question on a final but very import ant 

area.  

Q75  Baroness Helic:  My question relates to reports of radicalisation emanating 

from the region.  

The Chairman:  I have just made an error. Baroness Coussins was longing 

to get in on the previous question, and then you can start. I am sorry.  



 

  

Baro ness Coussins:  This relates to what we have just been saying. The 
world of digital entrepreneurship and start -ups that you mentioned is one 

where young people are the experts. A young peopleôs forum was part of 
the last western Balkans Summit. Can you te ll us whether there will be 

something similar at next yearôs summit, which we are to host, or whether 
young people will be incorporated more centrally, rather than just being on 

a fringe forum? Can you also tell us whether the work of NGOs in the region 
can be incorporated into the summitôs programme as well? 

Sir Alan Duncan MP:  Fiona can provide our institutional wisdom because 
she was at the last summit and will help us move seamlessly into the next 
one.  

Fiona Mcilwham:  I think the short answer to yo ur question is yes, youth 

will be a central focus and it will run throughout the agenda. We do not see 
it as an add -on event, precisely because, as the Minister said, we see the 
talent through our Chevening scholarship programmes, but, more widely, 

we can see that we need to draw on it in a more meaningful way. Therefore, 
I think that the summit will be looking to engage the youth and other 

dimensions of these countries along specific themes, be they in economic, 
security or political co -operation areas.  

Andrew Page:  In my very first week in this job, which was four weeks 
ago, we had a round table for two hours with 40 outstandingly good and 

eloquent young Chevening scholars from the six western Balkan countries. 
They were aged from 18 to about 30 or 32. Some of them were already 
very successful young professionals in their own right. Many of them had 

start -ups and were entrepreneurs. They arrived with some very clear -cut 
ideas of what they would like to happen as a result of the summit and how 

they would like to be involved. We want to involve them. We want to 
involve RYCO, the Regional Youth Cooperation Office, which was set up a 
couple of years ago under the Berlin process, and we also want to work 

with other young groups in the area.  

However, as Fiona says, we do not want to work with them just as a 
discrete group of youth. In a way, we want to bind together some of the 
people in academia and in think tanks and those who are activists with 

some business people and young entrepreneurs, many of whom are y oung. 
The western Balkans is very rich in other talent. They are very strong in 

areas of education, particularly engineering and maths and so on, and they 
still want to work on other areas in their syllabuses. We want to get their 
ideas in advance of the s ummit, work with them at various staging posts 

and have them make a presentation on the day of the summit, probably to 
Foreign Ministers. We want representatives of them to be involved on the 

day.  

Sir Alan Duncan MP:  It is in the bloodstream of the plan ning.  

The Chairman:  We return to Islam.  

Baroness Helic:  Would you like me to repeat my question?  



 

  

Sir Alan Duncan MP:  I think I got the gist of it.  

Baroness Helic:  But perhaps I may just add to it. Very often the President 
of Croatia uses that par ticular strand of influence to emphasise that there 

are tens of thousands of radicals roaming around Bosnia in particular. Are 
there or are there not?  

Sir Alan Duncan MP:  I think that extremism and radicalisation in the 
Balkans are both nationalist and I slamist. There are probably those two 

identifiable strands, which may of course overlap, but at its simplest that 
is what we think we have to look at. Nationalist extremism can often be 
inappropriately exploited by politicians. Some religious and indeed po litical 

leaders use radical Islam to play on peopleôs fears about their security. So, 
yes, this is something on which we work closely with other countries. You 

will appreciate that some of it has to be relatively discreet. We estimate 
that probably about 1 ,000 foreign terrorist fighters travelled to Syria and 
Iraq from the western Balkans, but there have not really been any new 

reports of such people since about 2015. There are some estimates ð
broad -brush stuff ðthat in the case of Bosnia and Herzegovina abou t a third 

have been killed and a third have returned. So quite what the legacy might 
turn out to be in terms of any kind of continuing extremist risk will require 
continuing assessment.  

All I would say is that this is on the radar and we are not complacent. We 

work with countries where we think that we can be of use to them in 
making sure that this does not become a growing problem.  

The Chairman:  Just on one aspect of this, we were tol d that there is a 
genre of European Islam in Sarajevo, for instance, which to the visitor is 

much more moderate ðthe hijab is not worn and there are no questions 
about who can drive motorcars or anything like that. There is this Islam 
which I suppose spring s historically from the conversion to Islam of many 

people under Turkish occupation in previous centuries. Is that a different 
culture from the sort of Islamist feelings that give rise to jihadists and 

young people going off to perform horrors with Daesh i n Syria?  

Sir Alan Duncan MP:  I would not want to pretend to be too deeply versed 

in these deep and intellectual questions. If I may, I will turn to Fiona, 
because she served in Bosnia and will have a direct personal view or 

experience of this.  

Fiona Mci lwham:  I am conscious that we have a lot of expertise in the 

room. I think you are right that indigenous Islam in the Balkans is, I 
suppose, more progressive ðthat is one way of describing it ðand it is 
something that we need to encourage and nurture. Ther e are some very 

positive models of interfaith co -operation across the region, including in 
Albania, where I also served. I think that we can also use the positive 

examples and positive leadership in the region for wider global purposes. 
Indeed, the Prince of Wales also looked at this when he visited the region 

last year.  

The Chairman:  That was the final question. Walking through Sarajevo, 



 

  

you pass through, first, what looks like Istanbul ðthe Turkish area ðthen 
you pass mosques and a predominantly Muslim ar ea, and then suddenly 

you are in the Austro -Hungarian European sector. This is the complexity of 
the region. I suppose that, as you say Minister, we just have to live with 

these contradictions and paradoxes; they will continue.  

In the meantime, you have b een amazingly helpful to us. I am very glad 

to be corrected in my view that maybe the western Balkans were not one 
of your higher priorities. You have made it clear that they are and that you 

are right on top of the issue. We are very grateful to you for y our time. 
Thank you very much.  

  



 

  

Early Years ï Written Evidence (BUB0026)  
 
Introduction and context of submission  

1.  Early Years -  the organisation for young children 30  (hereafter óEarly Yearsô) 

is the largest voluntary organisation in Northern Ireland working with and 

for all young children. It is a membership -based, non -profit making 

organisation.  

 

2.  During 2016 Early Years celebrated 50 years of working to promote and 

develop high quality, evidence - informed, cross community early childhood 

services for young children, their families and communities.  Our vision is 

that children are s trong, competent and visible in their communities; 

physically and emotionally healthy; e ager and able to learn; and respectful 

of difference.  

 

3.  Early Years provides a range of information, training, and advice and 

support services for parents, early childhood care and education providers, 

management committees and boards, employers, local authorities, 

departments and agencies.  We have successfull y worked in some of the 

most divided areas in Northern Ireland and internationally.   

 

4.  Projects and activities relate to child focused community based health and 

education; tackling social and educational inequalities; working with young 

Traveller children  and their families; community development; working with 

children, practitioners, management boards, parents and carers to respect 

the various forms of difference in our society; and the impact of conflict on 

young children.  

 

5.  These and other local and cros s-border evidence -based services and 

projects offered by the organisation also have proved to be internationally 

applicable, through our participation in a number of international 

partnerships, networks and initiatives designed to 'export' and share locall y 

acquired yet internationally applicable knowledge, resources and best 

practice concerning peace building, shared spaces and early childhood 

education and care.   

 

6.  Of most relevance to the present Committee inquiry, the organisation has 

over thirteen year s of experiences of working in partnership with 

representative civil society organisations in the Balkans in supporting both 

the development of quality early childhood programmes and also other 

shared learning initiatives relating to the essential connecti on between 

                                            
30 For more see http://www.early-years.org/  
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peacebuilding, reconciliation and cohesion efforts and early childhood 

development (ECD).  

 

7.  Some relevant examples, initiated with supporting EU Funding, of this 

include:  

 

¶ Leading, with the support of the International Centre of Education and 

Hum an Development (CINDE) in Colombia, on an International Network 

on Peace Building  with Young Children 31 . The Network brings together 

early childhood practitioners, child rights advocates, researchers and civil 

society and international organisations and enables the sharing of best 

practice across countries experiencing conflict and post -conflict situations 

(i ncluding Albania, Croatia, Kosovo, Macedonia, Serbia and Turkey as 

well as partners from elsewhere in Europe, the MENA region, Latin 

America, Asia -Pacific - Indonesia and Africa) through the use and 

development of internationally applicable programmatic tool s, 

frameworks and resources and the ongoing implementation of a Masters 

Programme on Applied Peace and Conflict Studies with early years, in 

partnership with the International Conflict Research Institute (INCORE) 

at Ulster University.  There are also furth er plans for roll out of a Masters 

in the Balkans, Israel and Palestine.  

¶ Contributing to and supporting the work of a Partnership for 

Reconciliation through Early Childhood Education and Development in 

Europe (PRECEDE) 32  network project.  PRECEDE further bu ilds on the 

outcomes and results of the above International Network specifically with 

partner NGOs in the Balkan region and Europe, including Serbia, 

Macedonia, Montenegro, Albania, Croatia and Kosovo, to develop and 

strengthen the capacities of civil soci ety organisations  and support civil 

society influence over peace building and reconciliation processes and 

cohesion through quality and inclusive early childhood education and 

development.  

¶ Directly supporting the delivery of pre -school programmes, in 

colla boration with relevant local Ministries and NGOS, within Serbia and 

Turkey; and  

¶ Hosting visits to Northern Ireland by Turkish delegates from the Ministry 

of Education and UNICEF to view models of good practice, visit settings 

and participate in round table  debate.  

 

8.  Early Years welcomes this opportunity to submit written evidence.  The 

organisation would also be willing to further participate in this process of 

                                            
31 http://www.early-years.org/international/  
32 http://www.early-years.org/precede/index.php  

http://www.early-years.org/international/
http://www.early-years.org/precede/index.php


 

  

the Committee inquiry as required on anything contained in this submission.  

Commentary on relevant elements of the Committee inquiry both to our 

remit as established above and our practice based experience is as follows.  

 

Political, security and economic challenges  

9.  A óRegional Advocacy Strategy 2016-2019ô33  produced by the 

aforementioned PRECEDE  network outlines a number of key issues, derived 

from comprehensive project related regional analysis work carried out in 

the partner countries, as a consequence of the years of conflict in the 1990s 

in the Balkans and the division of the countries into s eparate states.  

 

10.  Issues identified include:  

¶ Animosity and distrust remaining amongst the different ethnic groups in the 

Balkan countries;  

¶ Children growing up in many countries in communities that face segregation 

from birth and then from pre -school onwards  with separate educational 

institutions and few incentives for any group to engage with others, which 

deepens the existing problem of exclusion and intolerance of differences;  

¶ There having been practically little reconciliation activities over the past 

und ertaken or peacebuilding practices incorporated into the preschool 

education curricula or within any human rights of child protection policies 

within preschools.  

¶ There being almost no national legislation in respect of education, health, 

or early childhoo d development referring to respect for diversity, 

peacebuilding or building socially cohesive societies with young children.   

¶ Respect for human or childrenôs rights being low, especially taking into 

consideration the migrant and refugee crisis.  

¶ An increas e in nationalist ideology.  

¶ CSOs at grassroots levels individually trying to work on peacebuilding and 

reconciliation, but there being little cooperation at either the national or 

cross -border levels.    

¶ There being few standardised preschool programmes tha t systematically 

include respect for diversity.  

¶ A lack of institutionally recognised and continuous systemic work on 

peacebuilding through the education and development of young children.  

¶ Insufficient inclusion of topics in the national preschool curricula  that 

promote peace building among children, which may later be a contributing 

                                            
33http://www.childrensembassy.org.mk/content/pdf/PRECEDE%20Regional%20Advocacy%20Strategy%202016-

2019%20(3).pdf  

http://www.childrensembassy.org.mk/content/pdf/PRECEDE%20Regional%20Advocacy%20Strategy%202016-2019%20(3).pdf
http://www.childrensembassy.org.mk/content/pdf/PRECEDE%20Regional%20Advocacy%20Strategy%202016-2019%20(3).pdf


 

  

factor to the growing occurrence of antisocial behaviours, prevalence of 

stereotypes and prejudices and absence of sensibility to diversity and 

respect.  

¶ An insufficient number of children attending preschools, mainly due to the 

lack of public kindergartens, poor economic family conditions in the poorer 

countries of the Balkan Region, disability and the lack of appropriate 

transport between home and kindergarten, lack of free tra nsport, long 

distances to walk each day, over -occupied capacities of the kindergartens 

and lack of recognition of the importance of early yearsô education and 

development by the childrenôs parents and the general public overall. 

¶ A lack of professional trai ning, skills and abilities of the kindergarten 

personnel on addressing topics related to peace -building, diversity, 

tolerance and reconciliation, as well as the insufficient involvement of 

parents and children in their young childrenôs education. 

 

11.  The abov e issues also serve as significant examples of the essential and 

ongoing need for the type of holistic inclusion, respect for diversity and 

peacebuilding work at early childhood level evidenced by both the 

International Network on Peace Building with Young  Children and the 

PRECEDE partnership.  

 

12.  Early childhood development programmes need to include and 

methodologically address respect for diversity, promotion of gender 

equality, inclusion of ethnic minority communities and the inclusion and 

equal opportunit ies for differently abled children, the promotion of peace 

culture, non -violent communication and multiculturalism.  

 

13.  By educating, promoting and practising respect for diversity and inclusion 

with all young children during their formative years, whilst the ir cognitive 

and emotional progress is at its peak phase of intensive development, 

changes in societal behaviour and values can be achieved.  

 

14.  The work of these innovative early childhood partnership projects 

emphasise such elements as:  

¶ Adopting approaches beginning at the earliest levels of education and 

care and building on this consistently up through the tiers of the 

education, care, health and economic and wellbeing pathways.  

¶ Embracing an ecological approach actively incorporating wider support 

networks  involving parents, families and all communities as well as staff 

and leadership within schools and early childhood care and education 

providers, government officials and the media.  



 

  

¶ Effective governmental linkages and commitment to resourcing of key 

polici es and strategies.  

¶ Information exchange and engagement.  

¶ Sustained networks and linkages.  

¶ Advocacy and mobilisation.  

¶ Programmatic development.  

¶ Capacity building, training and research -based impact evaluation  

¶ Effective utilisation of current best practice an d evidence.  

 

15. Further examples of Strategic Plan 2015 -2018 and Toolkit manual, 

programme mapping, programmatic framework (such as illustrated in Fig.1 

below) and other research and practice related publications and resources 

developed by the International N etwork on Peace Building with Young 

Children and being further implemented and evaluated in the Balkans can 

be found at: http://www.early -years.org/international/publications.php   

 

Fig. 1 ï Programmatic Framework for Early Years Practitioners Working in 

Conflict  

 
 

 

16.  In terms of the early effects of such work and activity in the region, the 

previously mentioned PRECEDE Regional Advocacy Strategy 34  notes that 

between 2014 and 2016 in kindergartens across the six Balkan countries 

making up the PRECEDE network a pre -school programme was piloted.  

Baseline and post evaluation surveys were conducted with the young 

                                            
34http://www.childrensembassy.org.mk/content/pdf/PRECEDE%20Regional%20Advocacy%20Strategy%202016-

2019%20(3).pdf 
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children between the ages of 3 and 6 ye ars old, their parents and their 

pre -school teachers.  The piloting and the results of the evaluation showed 

that children were able to see and feel the effects of exclusion and 

prejudice and were able to learn how to be more inclusive and not pick on 

chil dren because of their differences.  

   

17.  In addition, the Strategy states that the training and support to the pre -

school teachers has resulted with improved understanding and an 

enhanced level of skills in all the countries to address issues of respect for 

diversity, recognition of emotions and understanding of exclusion and 

ability to work effectively with young children and their parents.  

 

18.  Documents such as the Regional Advocacy Strategy are intended to guide 

each of the national PRECEDE networks to develo p their own strategies so 

that their members can start regular and constructive dialogues between 

the CSOs and the decision and policy makers to enable them to lobby 

effectively for legislative and policy amendments to improve and include 

respect for diver sity, peacebuilding and reconciliation through education, 

health and development for young children.   

 

19.  Further in terms of advocacy work and required key calls for the 

governments of constituent Balkan partner countries, the PRECEDE 

network has released a  Manifesto for young children 35  urging the relevant 

institutions, political parties, national and regional policies and decision 

making bodies, local communities, parents, pre -school teachers, 

caregivers, educators, together with the media, civil society or ganizations 

and formal and informal groups to MAKE A REAL DIFFERENCE FOR YOUNG 

CHILDREN by committing to such areas as:  

¶ Ensuring access and inclusion of all children in high quality early years 

services including, health, preschool education and family sup port 

services.  

¶ Early childhood education being available for every child from the age 

of three years old.  

¶ Investing in the early years, childcare and family support workforce  in 

terms of relevant qualifications, high quality effective theoretical and 

prac tical training, employment opportunities, supportive management 

structures and continuous professional training.  

¶ Enabling and creating ways for increased parental involvement in the 

preschool centres, both as active participants in the learning processes,  

but also as promoters of respect for diversity and inclusion amongst 

families and educators.   

                                            
35 http://www.childrensembassy.org.mk/precede-manifesto-for-young-children-ns_article-manifesto-for-young-

children.nspx  
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http://www.childrensembassy.org.mk/precede-manifesto-for-young-children-ns_article-manifesto-for-young-children.nspx


 

  

¶ Preschool education including as standard modules activities that ensure 

that the learning environment promotes, inclusion, respect for diversity, 

conflict prev ention, tolerance, peace building and reconciliation as an 

integral component of national preschool curricula.   

 

UK beyond Brexit  

 

20. The EU support for such innovative projects, networks and initiatives as 

outlined above has enabled Early Years to continue to build the peace in 

Northern Ireland; to continue to work in partnership to develop practice 

materials, training programmes and advocacy tools and strategies on 

reconciliation and peace building through early years programmes that are 

relevant and applic able domestically as well as internationally; and to 

consolidate and extend international relationships in such regions as the 

Balkans.  

 

21. The track record of the organisation of working to promote and develop high 

quality, evidence - informed, cross community  early childhood services for 

young children, their families and communities in Northern Ireland, on a cross -

border basis and on the international platform has been well established in the 

previous sections of this submission.  

 

22. The organisation has extensi ve experiences of both being a direct recipient lead 

body and of being an active contributory partner within EU funded international 

early childhood development partnerships and networks.   Experiences, 

research and practice materials garnered through such projects clearly 

demonstrate that peace building and reconciliation initiatives through early 

childhood development, incorporating the effective participation of other key 

family, community and governmental stakeholders, is a lengthy and continuing 

process . 

 
23. Whilst it is appreciated that the UK EU relationship post Brexit is still under 

negotiation we would be concerned that the effects and positive potential 

outcomes that can be achieved from such work would be impacted on by Brexit 

and strongly urge that such work is not only continued by the UK, but also 

actively built on.  

 
Submitted 18 September 2017  
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I : Dr Jonathan Eyal, Associate Director, Strategic Research Partnerships 
and International Director, Royal United Services Institute; Sir Adam 

Thomson KCMG, Director, European Leadership Network; Mr Angus 
Lapsley, Director Defence, International Security an d Southeast Europe, 

Foreign and Commonwealth Office.  

II : Mr Jonathan Mitchell, Consultant, Fox Marble; Mr Michael English, 

London Southside Chamber of Commerc e 

Examination of witnesses  

Dr Jonathan Eyal, Sir Adam Thomson and Mr An gus Lapsley.  

Q50  The Chairman: Good morning. Can I say thank you to the three of you 
for coming to talk to us about defence matters this morning? You are most 
welcome. We appreciate you being here. I have some housekeeping notes 

to begin with. You will realise  that this is a public session. It will go out 
with a video transmission on the parliamentary website. In a few daysô 

time, you will be sent a transcript of the evidence. If there is anything that 
you think is wrong, we would be very grateful if you would let us know as 
quickly as possible. Let me start by asking about NATO. We know that 

NATO, in broad terms, supports membership of western Balkan countries. 
Apart from that, could you tell us about NATOôs influence in the region 

already and give us an assess ment of how effective it is? Who would like 
to begin?    

Sir Adam Thomson:  Until a year ago, I was the British ambassador at 
NATO, so I thought I might have a shot at that question. I guess the first 
point to make is that four western Balkan countries are members of NATO. 

http://www.parliamentlive.tv/Event/Index/3ed640aa-baad-46c5-8978-564ecc9e3944


 

  

In that sense, NATO is continuously present in the region , with Croatia, 
Slovenia, Albania and now Montenegro as NATO members. NATO is 

physically present in other parts of the region through KFOR, in Kosovo. It 
is not just the Membership Action Plans or the Partnership for Peace 

engagement that sees NATO present . There is also a continuing, if in my 
view not sufficient, political engagement. So fir example the North Atlantic 

Council has just been to Pristina. The NATO Deputy Secretary -General 
attends various Balkans forums from time to time.  

Dr Jonathan Eyal:  I agree with everything that has been said. NATO is 
involved out of volition and also out of the developments that are taking 
place at the moment. The volition question is, of course, that countries in 

the Balkans are members of NATO already, so it is imp ossible for the 
alliance to claim that it does not have a stake there. The by -product of the 

developments in the region lock NATO in in two ways. First, it is impossible 
to conceive of a successful European Union engagement unless the pillar 
of NATO is at least made available to the countries in the region. That does 

not mean to say that every one of them would want to join. The more 
important thing is that it is in the south of Europe, in the southern flank of 

NATO, to use the old terminology of the Cold W ar, that we are being tested 
by the Russians. I hear a great deal being said about the Baltic states, 

which are very vulnerable, but the reality is that since 2008 all our 
confrontations with Russia have occurred in the southern flank of NATO 
around the Ba lkan regions. Examples are the Georgia war, the Russian 

military intervention in Ukraine, the Russian military intervention in Syria 
and the eastern Mediterranean, as well as the outrageous Russian 

behaviour in Montenegro last year when they attempted a co up, which is 
fairly well documented. In technical terms, if NATO does not do something 
or does not appear to be engaged there, it would effectively concede what 

Mr Putin wants, which is a division into spheres of influence and an 
acceptance of a new border  being traced in Europe.  

The Chairman:  We shall, of course, come on to talk about Russia in a 
subsequent question. Dr Lapsley, did you want to come in?  

Mr Angus Lapsley:  Just Angus Lapsley will do. I am not a doctor, I am 
afraid. Good morning, Cha irman. I agree with everything the previous two 

speakers have said. It is worth remembering that KFOR is NATOôs largest 
operation, and it does not act just as a responder for dealing with any 

instability that arises. It also has a more active role ðfor exam ple, 
mentoring and supporting the Kosovo security force and making sure that 
that develops in the way that we would like it to.  

Perhaps less well known is the fact that NATO also provides the 

headquarters for the European Union mission in Bosnia, which is  
commanded through a British general in his capacity as DSACEUR. It is 
plugged into what the European Union does militarily in Bosnia as well. 

NATO does quite practical reform work. It has offices in Serbia, Bosnia and 
Macedonia. It does quite a few practi cal things, such as assisting with the 

destruction of old munitions. Its role in supporting defence reform is 



 

  

particularly important. Perhaps we will come back to that in the context of 
enlargement.  

I would agree with Sir Adam on the importance of NATO di plomacy in both 

directions. For example, President Vuļiĺ of Serbia is coming to address the 
NACðthe North Atlantic Council ðin a few weeksô time. Again, we will 
probably come back to this later, but even if there is little prospect of Serbia 

joining NATO an y time soon, improving that dialogue is quite important.  

Lastly, there is a growing demand from allies and European member states 
to see NATO and the EU work together on strategic communications, which 
is basically about getting across to the people of th e region what Euro -

Atlantic integration means for them in the face of a fairly persistent push 
from Russia setting out a different future for the region. It is a mixture of 

practical help, a military role and diplomacy.  

The Chairman:  I just make a poin t to Dr Eyal that, further north, the 

Russians have been posturing on the borders of the Baltics and Poland, 
which has caused NATO to react. We will perhaps come to that later.  

Q51  Baroness Smith of Newnham:  All the witnesses have talked a bit about 
the i mportance of NATO in the Balkans and then moved on to the 

relationship with the European Union. As the United Kingdom prepares to 
leave the European Union, there are suggestions that the UK wants to go 

global and play an important role in the world, but we  have heard from 
witnesses both in this inquiry and in previous inquiries that there is a 
danger that the United Kingdom will be less influential once we have left 

the European Union. What role do you think we can have in the Balkans 
and, in particular, to  what extent do you think the UKôs membership of 

NATO is going to mean that we still have an influence?  

Let me tag on an additional question. The Governmentôs position paper on 
the future of security and defence relations with the European Union 

seemed to  suggest that the Government want to stay as close as possible 
to EU foreign policy. Is that likely to be possible in the Balkans?  

Mr Angus Lapsley:  I will kick off on this one, not least as I was 
ambassador to the EUôs Political and Security Committee until a few months 
ago. The fact that the UK will no longer be part of the European Union and 

therefore not part of the EU accession process, which is so important to 
the future of the Balkans, undoubtedly changes the way we will be 

perceived in the regio n and the role that we might play. Whether it makes 
us less important is up to us in terms of the kind of role we choose to play.  

Going back to very shortly after the vote to leave the European Union, the 
Government have been looking at the question of wh at role we should play 

in the Balkans and have reached a very firm conclusion that it is in our 
national interests ðin terms of protecting ourselves from harm that may 
come from the region, whether it is organised crime, drugs trafficking, 

arms trafficking or people trafficking, or whether it is our historic 
investment in the stability of the region going back to the 1990s ðthat we 

should carry on playing an active role.  



 

  

The NATO aspect of that is important. Apart from anything else, it is a 
serious matter f or us to commit ourselves to the collective defence of 

countries. That is not something that we should enter into lightly. It 
therefore means that we have a quite profound interest in their security 

and stability, and making sure that they are moving in th e right direction. 
I think the NATO side of this does matter. Sir Adam and I were talking 

about this before we came in. For example, we have already boosted the 
resource in our mission to NATO in Brussels to make sure that the UK is 
well equipped to be a t hought leader when it comes to evolving NATO 

policy, not just in the Balkans but in other parts of the wider European 
space as well.  

Leaving the European Union means that if the UK is looking for something 
specific ðsome added value that we bring to intern ational efforts on the 

Balkans ðit probably moves us more into the security space, which also fits 
some of the resources, assets and expertise that we can bring to bear 
anyway, whether they are on the defence and military side of things or the 

criminal just ice and law enforcement side of things. That is one of the 
reasons why we have decided that the western Balkans summit, which the 

UK will host in 2018 as part of the Berlin Process, will have quite a strong 
security focus to it. In all of this, we are sign alling very closely that we 

want to carry on working with the European Union, both with the External 
Action Service and with the Commission. I was in Brussels on Friday talking 
about exactly these kinds of issues, and that is possible.  

Dr Jonathan Eyal:  I would like to add a few points. First, our reputation 
as a security provider remains undiminished. I have had plenty of evidence 

on the ground in the last few months. The interests of Ministers, as far as 
I can see from outside the Foreign Office, rem ains undiminished. In fact, 

the Foreign Secretary has just attended a commemoration or celebration 
of the 180 th  anniversary of our diplomatic relations with Serbia. That is not 

something he needed to attend but he did make a point of doing so, as a 
message .  

Whether we will be successful in maintaining our footprint depends largely 
on us. I do not think we are being underestimated by any in the region. I 
think we are being taken very seriously. Whatever level of membership or 

associate relationship the Europea n Union provides between now and 
2025, which will be the earliest a country could be considered for 

membership of the European Union under what Mr Juncker said, I do not 
see for a moment how the European Union could claim to be the chief 
provider of securi ty in the region. In many respects, we hold all the cards. 

My doubt is whether Ministers will have, to use internet language, the 
necessary bandwidth to continue. They will have a lot on their plates when 

it comes to recasting Britainôs international law, but there is nothing 
automatic about us being written out of the plot.  

The Chairman:  Sir Adam, do you want to come in?  

Sir Adam Thomson:  I have very little to add. It is worth underlining that, 
just as security is not the only area of British conc ern in the western 
Balkans, so NATO is not the only channel for British influence in the western 



 

  

Balkans. Angus Lapsley has referred to the Berlin Process. There is also the 
UK-Germany bilateral collaboration over Bosnia -Herzegovina, for example. 

There are  many bilateral opportunities for the United Kingdom.  

One small point ðI do not know whether it is shared by the Foreign Office ð
is that in the region Brexit has been seen as a setback, partly because 
there is a fear that, with the United Kingdom gone, there  will be one voice 

fewer in favour of EU accession for these countries. It is, perhaps, for the 
United Kingdom to consider as it moves out of the EU whether it can 

counter that impression.  

Lord Grocott:  I wanted to ask a question about NATO, and perha ps I can 

in a moment, but the discussion has moved on so much to the EU. I was 
very interested to hear two or maybe three of you saying that the influence 

we have post Brexit will depend on the decisions that we make in this 
country more than anything else . With your vast experience as far as EU 
enlargement is concerned, Mr Lapsley, I would like to ask you this question.  

One of the anxieties that we encountered on the visit that the Committee 

made recently to the region was that they felt, as Sir Adam said , that 
somehow us not being a member of the EU would be disadvantageous to 
them in terms of EU application and the speed with which they might 

accede. Mr Lapsley, would it be thought within the EU that, somehow or 
other, Britain not being there would slow down the possibility of the 

western Balkan states that are not members of the EU joining the EU? Or 
is it a question that it is one voice among 28 and it is unlikely to make 
much difference?  

Mr Angus Lapsley:  It is not a straightforward question to ans wer. The 

first point is that us leaving the European Union is one of several big things 
that the European Union is now grappling with, along with the future of the 
eurozone, migration issues and now Spain as well. To take Dr Eyalôs point, 

there is a bandwi dth question for the European Union that probably does 
have some impact on enlargement. My interpretation of what President 

Juncker was trying to do a few weeks ago when he put enlargement back 
on the table quite vocally was to try to redress the sense tha t the European 
Union just would not have the time, political energy and will to do it. In 

that sense, what he said is very welcome.  

Secondly, there probably are some countries in the European Union that 
have been supporters of enlargement but have been us ed to us making 
the case, who are now thinking about how they step up and become a little 

more vocal. That is one effect that we have already started to see.  

The third question is one that will play out over a slightly longer time. One 

of the roles that th e UK had traditionally taken on the enlargement process 
was to say, ñLook, we are very much in favour of getting all the countries 

in the western Balkans into the European Union, and by that we mean all 
of them, but that means you have got to tackle the di fficult political 

questions around the relationship between Serbia and Kosovo, the 
functionality of Bosnia as well as the name issue for Macedonia, all of which 
are a problem for the NATO enlargement process as wellò. Probably the 



 

  

toughest question is, who  will step into the role of forcing the European 
Union to try to tackle those very knotty political questions? I think the 

answer is probably Germany. We work very closely with Germany already. 
I believe that what will not work is the European Union simply  saying, 

ñLook, we have a nice open door; that is fine, and as soon as these 
countries are ready they can joinò. We will have to be more active in trying 

to solve those deep political problems.  

The Chairman:  Lord Hannay, do you want to come in?  

Lord H annay of Chiswick:  Please. First, I was slightly surprised at the 
characterisation of President Junckerôs latest statement on enlargement as 

being welcome and an encouragement. It seems to me that telling these 
countries that they will not join by a da te quite some way off in the future 

is not the best way to encourage them to go through the nitty -gritty task 
of making the changes they need to make if they are to fulfil the 
Copenhagen criteria.  

The question I wanted to ask you was a quite different one . Do the three 

witnesses before us recognise that in this part of the world, which is not 
unique, manipulation and playing one off against the other is a national 
sport? If so, do you think that there is not a risk that, when we leave the 

European Union, v igorous attempts will be made by quite a lot of people in 
the region to play us off against the European Union on certain matters, 

one being tougher than the other on something or weaker than the other 
on something, and that sort of thing? If you think tha t is a risk, what do 
you think is the best way of preventing it?  

Dr Jonathan Eyal:  Lord Hannay, can I go, first, to your observation about 

Juncker? It is a classic case of a half -empty or a half - full glass. The 
perception in the region was that the European Union was not interested 
and that the process of enlargement had thereby stopped . While you are 

right that giving a tentative date, implying that nothing will happen in the 
term of the Commission coming up now but that it could happen in the 

middle of the next decade, may sound like a put -off, at the end of the day 
it is, paradoxicall y, a half - full glass in the sense that it reiterates the 
readiness of the Union to enlarge.  

Some countries love to talk about enlargement but dread what needs to be 

done. There is the famous Article 35 in the accession negotiations of Serbia 
and the Europ ean Union, which demands a settlement of the Kosovo 
question. It is a classic case of ñPlease God, make me good but not yetò. 

They know they have to deal with it, but they would quite like the idea that 
it is kicked into the long grass. What I am saying is  that it is much more 

nuanced.  

On the subject of them playing us off, I have absolutely no doubt that they 

will try to play off institutions. This is one of the big questions about Brexit. 
I dare say that countries such as China may try to play us off aga inst the 

European Union in the future as well. It is one of those areas that would 
require resisting temptation by both Brussels and people in London. As far 
as the Balkans are concerned, the danger is less important because, to be 



 

  

brutally frank, these co untries in most of the dossiers are demandeurs. 
Therefore, they do need the NATO input. Bosnia most certainly does; 

Macedonia most certainly does; and Kosovo most certainly does for the 
reasons that we have heard. They do need the European Union input for 

all the obvious reasons. The room for manoeuvre may be less. In 
diplomatic terms, they may play a few games, but in practical terms I doubt 

how much they could play it.  

The Chairman:  Does any other of our witnesses want to come in?  

Mr Angus Lapsley:  On the ñplaying us off against each otherò questionð
I agree with what Dr Eyal said about President Juncker ðwe have had this 

problem a little already with occasional attempts to play off the US and the 
EU together, and we solve it most of the time throug h having informal 

networks of very close co -operation between the big four European 
countries and the Americans in what is called Quint format, with the EU 
involved as well and sometimes NATO. That is absolutely critical. It is that 

informal, small -group d iplomacy that underpins what the NATO and EU 
structures are doing, which we absolutely have to preserve.  

The Chairman:  Let us go back to the issue of Russia.  

Q52  Baroness Coussins:  I want to come back to the question of Russiaôs role 
in the region. Dr  Eyal, you have mentioned several examples of disruptive 

interventions, to put it mildly, in recent years. There are clearly unresolved 
tensions between Russia and NATO that remain. If other countries in the 
western Balkans achieve NATO membership ðwe certa inly heard on our 

visit to Kosovo and Macedonia that NATO membership is a much greater 
priority than EU membership in many peopleôs eyesðwhat would you 

expect Russiaôs response to be to further expansion of NATO, if it is possible 
to expect any predictabil ity?  

Dr Jonathan Eyal:  Let me say a few words. I am sure that Sir Adam has 

plenty to say. Russian policy in the region is to disrupt NATO and to divide 
Europe. That technique will continue and that is the bottom line. There has 

been some serious positi oning of Russia in order to allow them to maintain 
their influence. They have established all kinds of funny organisations, 
particularly in Serbia ðObraz is one ðand then disbanded them. There are 

a variety of them. The Russian Institute for Strategic Studie s, which some 
would doubt is full of think tankers, has established a branch in Belgrade 

for this purpose. There is an Institute for Democracy ðthe old names are 
always the best ðin Niġ in Serbia that has been directly implicated in the 
attempted coup in Mon tenegro. There is a lot of discussion.  

The Russian 2016 National Security Strategy talks about the Slav solidarity 

in terms that would have been very familiar to Tsar Nicholas II, circa 1890s. 
In that respect, it is there. How much they can actually do, I  am not sure. 
If you look at it in terms of how they reacted to Montenegro, Montenegro 

is not very important to the Russians, but they played a very hard game, 
and they did so in order to make the point that they have succeeded in 

imposing a veto on how fa r NATO extends and what it does. Once they 
have done that, they would win an important victory, which is the division 



 

  

question ðthe spheres of influence question. I suspect that they will fight 
very hard on that one, although it is fair to say that when Cro atia and 

Albania were admitted into NATO the Russian reaction was minimal, but 
that was then and this is now.  

Sir Adam Thomson:  Just to build on that, it may be helpful to say two 
things. One is that the Russian behaviour is genuinely felt. The Russia ns 

genuinely see it as unfair and inimical to their interests that NATO, in 
particular, and the EU, to a degree, should be extending their sphere of 

influence in the Balkans. Russian investment in Serbia, for example, is born 
of genuine feelings about Serb  nationality, and ethnicity to a degree, as 
well as geostrategic interests. While it is, certainly from a NATO point of 

view, easy to see Russian activity as malign, it is real and driven by Russiaôs 
sense of its own interests, not just about doing down NA TO for the fun of 

it.  

The second point I would like to underline is that it is too easy to paint the 

dynamics in the western Balkans as a West/Russia competition. That is 
certainly one of the things that is going on, and it is now undoubtedly going 

on with  much greater vigour than it was a few years ago, but there are so 
many other things at play. We will come on to talk about Turkey, and that 
will lead us on to the question of Saudi and Qatari influence in some 

countries, for example. There is the interpla y of nationalities in the region. 
There are other threats to the stability and security of the region than those 

which we think Russia might provide, such as migration, returning foreign 
fighters, organised crime or whatever. It is worth making this point 
because, if NATO Governments dwell too much on a NATO/Russia 

competition, they are unlikely to be doing any favours to stability in the 
region ðor, indeed, even to NATOôs interests, which I suggest need to be 

played in a more nuanced way than a straight bla ck and white West/Russia 
competition.  

Mr Angus Lapsley:  Let me make three quick points. I agree with all of 
that. First, you can differentiate a little between how Russia sees each of 

the four countries left who have not joined NATO, with their politic al, 
emotional and economic links to Serbia being much the most important. 
They might not treat each country in the same way.  

Secondly, it is very striking how much better Russia is at telling its story in 

the region than the EU, NATO or the western allies . When you ask Serbs in 
particular, ñWho invests most in your country? Who provides the most 
security support to your country?ò, there is a strong tendency to say, ñIt is 

obviously Russia, is it not?ò, when in practice it is almost overwhelmingly 
the other  way round. That is a challenge for both the EU and NATO.  

Thirdly, to pick up on Adamôs last point, we do need to talk to Russia about 
this region, we should engage with them and there are formats in which 

that happens. For example, Russia is still very m uch part of the Peace 
Implementation Council in Bosnia, following on from its Dayton 

commitments. We have to be clear with Russia that we recognise that they 
have legitimate political, human, cultural and economic interests in the 
region.  



 

  

What is not, in a sense, tolerable for the West is that they regard countries 
in the region as client states or that they seek to deliberately weaken them 

in order that they are not functional and, therefore, that they are easier to 
penetrate in terms of c orruption or whatever. We do not want weak states 

in the Balkans. We want strong states that can look after their own national 
interests.  

Lord Grocott:  It would be nice to have that point developed a little about 
working with the Russians or talking t o the Russians. I cannot remember 

precisely what you said about the region. Again, picking up on Sir Adamôs 
point about the West being a bit nuanced about Russia in terms of the 
western Balkans area, for most of my lifetime that whole area was a non -

aligne d area. I know that many somersaults have been performed in 
eastern Europe and south -eastern Europe in the last 20 -odd years. My 

broader question about NATO is this. Is it a sensible question to ask what 
NATOôs strategy is so far as the western Balkans is concerned? By that I 
mean is it ðevangelical is the wrong word ðone of actively wanting these 

countries to join NATO or is it one of it really is up to them, bearing in 
mind, of course, that a number of these countries do have a non -aligned 

background, parti cularly Serbia? We have to bear in mind that it is not that 
long ago that one of these countries was bombed by the West. That is my 

question. Is it up to them whether they wish actively to seek membership 
of NATO or is it something that NATO would actively  seek to encourage 
them to do?  

Dr Jonathan Eyal:  NATO is not an amoeba. It does not need to grow in 
order to grow. The justification for NATO cannot be growing. That in itself 

is not a justification. There is no question of countries being forced to j oin 
the alliance. There is no doubt that, in the case of Serbia, there is very 

little support at the moment for joining the alliance. If that is the case, let 
it continue.  

I, personally, have misgivings about Montenegro as well. The reality is that, 
in th e case of Montenegro, only 46 out of 81 MPs in the national parliament 

have voted for NATO membership. It is a majority, but it is not the kind of 
majority that obtained in any other country that joined NATO, usually with 
enthusiastic support. It is a cont roversial institution, you are absolutely 

right. If it is a controversial institution, it should stay out of membership 
discussions. It is a fact that it is the only, to use the old cliché, exporter of 

security in the region. It does myriad things that nob ody else can do. For 
instance, only last week NATO did an exercise in civil defence with the 
Serbian Government. Whatever you think of the Serbian Government, in 

terms of civil defence for emergency situations, this is clearly a good thing 
to do. In terms of defence reform, putting politicians firmly in charge of 

military establishments, separating security services from the military and 
creating a democratic functioning society, there is no other institution that 

has the capabilities of NATO.  

I would take  the black and white admonition in a different way. Perhaps 

the discussion is too black and white in terms of what NATO can do. NATO 



 

  

does not need to end up with membership and still be a useful functional 
institution in the Balkans. Otherwise, I accept al l your points.  

Sir Adam Thomson:  To the extent that you can characterise NATO as 

having a single position when it is 29 different allies, what still drives the 
organisation is a concern for stability, security and, to a degree, prosperity 
in the weste rn Balkans. It is not about getting more people into the 

organisation.  But NATO, quite naturally, tends to think of itself as  a rather 
good thing, and that, if you belong to it, that does make a real contribution 

to stability and security. The process of  travelling towards NATO 
membership makes a real contribution to that stability and security. NATO 
is quite committed to what it already does in terms of engagement, as Dr 

Eyal has described it, in the Partnership for Peace programmes, which even 
Serbia jo ined as early as 2006, and in a Membership Action Plan for Bosnia -

Herzegovina and Macedonia. But it is not driven by a concern simply to get 
these countries into the fold. It is a different objective.  

Mr Angus Lapsley:  I totally agree that it is up to  the countries themselves 
whether they see NATO as their future. As Dr Eyal says, it is perfectly 

plausible that Serbia will not for a long time, or may never, see NATO as 
its future. Of course, western Europe has examples of countries that are 
members of the European Union but not of NATO but who make a broad 

contribution to stability. Sir Adam will remember that it is one of the 
truisms of life in Brussels these days that the Swedes are among the best 

NATO allies, for example, even though they are not par t of NATO.   

Secondly, getting into NATO is a lot less demanding, in some ways, than 

getting into the European Union. It does not have the same broad and deep 
acquis on economic, social, environmental and these kinds of policies. If 

you are trying to move your country towards the West, it may be an a 
waypoint that is quite important to you and which helps encourage 
reformers in your country to say, ñWe are getting somewhere, even if we 

are still quite a long wayò, as President Juncker said, ñfrom joining the EUò.   

Dr Jonathan Eyal:  I am prompted by Mr Lapsleyôs comment. There is 
considerable statistical evidence that I can provide to the Committee that 
membership of NATO for the countries of central Europe has encouraged 

and sustained membership in the European Union: namely, that 
investments increase considerably for countries joining NATO even before 

they join the European Union. In relation to countries such as Romania and 
Bulgaria, for instance, there is considerable evidence that investors are 
reass ured by the completeness of the European membership package. It 

does not mean to say that this will be persuasive for Serbia, for instance, 
but it does mean to say that this is an element that needs to be brought 

into account.  

The Chairman:  Thank you.  I am very conscious of time. We have a lot 

more questions and we have another raft of witnesses to come, so we are 
going to have to try to move a little quicker, if we can.  

Q53  Lord Balfe:  My question has, more or less, been asked. The only point I 
wish to add is: do you have any hierarchy of preference of the western 



 

  

Balkan nations that are not in NATO to join? We have pretty much put 
Serbia on one side. Do you have a hierarchy?  

Sir Adam T homson:  Very quickly, it is the art of the possible. Macedonia, 
of those not already a member, is closest to membership, although 

receding, regrettably.  

The Chairman:  We are coming to Macedonia in a few moments. Let us 

move on.  

Q54  Lord Purvis of Twee d:  My question follows Dr Eyalôs point. What impact 
has membership had on the existing members? It probably is too early to 
tell with Montenegro, but what is the impact of membership of NATO 

between those countries and their neighbours? Have you determ ined what 
an impact would be? Is there a wider impact of membership beyond a pure 

defence relationship with other NATO allies?  

Dr Jonathan Eyal:  That is a very big question, but let me highlight a few 
points. There is considerable evidence from other c ountries in central and 

eastern Europe that membership of NATO tends to attenuate rather than 
eliminate any tensions that exist between them. For instance, the latent 

tensions between Hungary, Slovakia and Romania would have become 
unmanageable had it not been for NATO membership. In many respects, it 
does not address the question but it suspends them on a political rather 

than any military level.  

The same applies in the case of the countries in the Balkans. It does not 
eliminate problems. Croatia and Slov enia have notably continued problems 
over the border demarcation, but it elevates them to the political level, 

which is, very often, the only thing we can do and it is a very honourable 
achievement to reach. It also gives a certain level of parameters to a  

country that otherwise would be much more unstable, Albania being the 
classic one, and probably Montenegro as well. Either way, in the case of 
Montenegro, where you have a military of about 2,000 or 3,000 soldiers, 

the balance is overwhelmingly in favour of Montenegro joining the alliance. 
There is plenty of evidence that it tends to remove the military question 

from the equation, which in the case of the Balkan states is probably the 
biggest contribution.   

Mr Angus Lapsley:  It is worth remembering th at NATO is a military 
alliance. We have seen Albania, in particular, become quite an active 

member of that alliance and a bilateral partner of growing importance. We 
are now conducting exercises with Albania in a way that would have been 
inconceivable just  a couple of years ago. So that transformational effect 

can continue after you have got through the door.  

Q55  Baroness Helic:  You may have already answered this question but I have 
to ask it. There are countries in the region that still have, if not animos ity, 
tension between them, and there are countries in the region that have 

internal tensions with them, particularly when it comes to a choice of 
whether or not to join NATO or pursue the possibility of joining NATO. A 

previous witness said that having the se countries in the alliance might be 
described as ñconsumers of stability that are in the alliance rather than 



 

  

producers of stabilityò. Would you agree with that description or 
statement?  

Sir Adam Thomson:  If I might answer that, that is a reasonable point to 
make about NATO membership in general. You could point to Turkey, for 

example. It is in a very difficult environment. The way that that situation 
has tended to suck NATO in, even if it is only over shooting down Russian 

aircraft, is an example of how a member inside NATO can consume NATO 
security capacity. I see it less, personally, in the Balkans, partly for the 
reasons that the two other members of the panel have described about the 

way in which NATO membership takes the military out of the equat ion on 
the whole. Partly it is because, in the hypothetical event that other western 

Balkan nations joined the alliance, they would be in an environment that 
was not threatening to them and that did not provide borders that were 
likely to get NATO into tro uble. On the contrary, having new members, 

even if they bring with them animosities with other members, tends to 
dampen down those animosities. Look at the long history of the relationship 

between Greece and Turkey.  

Dr Jonathan Eyal:  Let me add ðI am a lways diffident in answering Lady 

Helic because she has a lot of personal experience of the region ðthat there 
is a tendency to become a consumer of security rather than a contributor 

after you join NATO. Sadly, historically, all the countries that desperat ely 
knocked on the door, the moment they entered NATO, slashed defence 
budgets. That is a fact. Everywhere, including Poland, quite rightly, is very 

proud of its defence contribution. There is also a story of how NATO can 
reimpose a community spirit and ca n force them. There is the example of 

how we went out of the trough in defence expenditure in the new member 
states and back on to a level where they take responsibility. An example is 
of the Baltic states accepting that they have got to be involved in the  

security of south -eastern Europe. It was not easy to persuade them, but 
they have taken to it with some measure of alacrity. That indicates that 

probably the instrument ðthe danger exists exactly as Lady Helic says ðof 
NATO membership is still the most adeq uate one to try to address the 
danger.  

I do admit that the problem of Serbia will be exceedingly difficult. It is by 

far the biggest in the region. It feels that it is entitled to be treated as the 
biggest in the region and it has the most emotionally cha rged baggage with 
the alliance. So, accommodating Serbia would be a different proposition 

altogether. As far as the others are concerned, the balance of the ledger 
would be positive rather than negative.  

Q56  Lord Hannay of Chiswick:  In the framework of the  response that you 
have already given of the countries that are not yet members of NATO, I 

want to turn to Macedonia, which is the most advanced and hopeful. Do 
you have any thoughts on ways in which Macedonian membership could 

now be advanced? Could it pr ogress without the name issue being 
resolved? Are there any other obstacles to Macedonian membership? How 
could the UK contribute? Obviously, this comes up against the question of 

Greek objections to the name ñRepublic of Macedoniaò. We had a useful 
sessio n with the new Macedonian Foreign Minister in which some hopes 



 

  

were expressed that a way would be found of solving the NATO problem 
well in advance of solving the EU problem.  

Sir Adam Thomson:  I cannot myself see a way forward without 
addressing the n ame problem. NATOôs formal position is that an invitation 

to membership is on offer as soon as the name problem is resolved. It is 
absolutely accepted in the alliance that that is the obstacle. Maybe there 

are roles for the United Kingdom alongside the Uni ted States and the 
European Union in addressing this issue. The US and the EU were active at 
the end of last year in brokering political deals inside Macedonia, and I 

believe that the Americans have also engaged the Greeks on the name 
issue, but the name i ssue has to find some resolution. It is very difficult, 

in other words, to imagine a NATO summit statement saying that the name 
issue no longer matters, unless Greece transforms its position. Are there 
other obstacles? Yes, regrettably. The failure to brin g Macedonia into NATO 

is one of the significant contributory factors to a backsliding on governance 
in Macedonia. That deterioration of governance is now definitely a factor in 

Macedoniaôs application for NATO membership. It will need to be addressed 
along side the name issue, not as a formal matter but as a practical political 
one.  

Lord Hannay of Chiswick:  Were you talking about the previous 

Macedonian Government or the present one?  

Sir Adam Thomson:  Either. The difficulties and instabilities in Ma cedonian 

politics are a concern for a number of NATO allies. While we have said, 
quite rightly, that countries join NATO only if they want to ðthat is 
obvious ðit is also the case that they do not get to join NATO unless the 29 

existing members think that th at is a good thing.  

Mr Angus Lapsley:  I hesitate to be a voice of optimism on a problem that 
has been with us for 20 years or so, but the change of government in 
Macedonia raises the prospect that they might be able to reach an 

agreement with Greece o n the name issue, and the Greek Foreign Minister 
himself has recently said that there may be a window of opportunity. If 

there is anything that we, as the UK, can do to help realise that 
opportunity, we will seize it. I would not want to put any percentage  
chances on a breakthrough, but they do look marginally higher than they 

have for a while.  

Lord Hannay of Chiswick:  Do you think that next yearôs July summitð
the Berlin Process ðhas any role to play in this matter?  

Mr Angus Lapsley:  We will help if  an opportunity arises that looks as 
though it might be useful, but it is not an issue that the UK can pick up and 

run with. It would need to be something that the parties wanted us to help 
with. There are several events next year, including the Bulgarian summit 
on EU accession, our summit and a NATO summit where there might be 

useful moments to come together on this.  

Q57  Baroness Hilton of Eggardon:  You have largely answered the questions 
about Serbia and NATO, but do you think that their attitude to NATO is 



 

  

predominantly because of Russian influence or because of having been 
bombed by NATO, or is it a combination of the two?  

Dr Jonathan Eyal:  As always, we are trying to ascribe to a particular 
nation an attitude. It is a complicated matter. I definitely think that there 

are some Serbian politicians who have an emotional aversion to NATO 
because of what happened in 1999, but also what happened in  1995, 

namely, the Bosnia operation, and because some of them are close to the 
Russians, either in political terms or very often in financial terms. I also 
think, however, that the political elite in Belgrade ðunfortunately, that 

includes even President Vuļiĺ ðvery often plays the Russian card against 
us and tries to persuade us that, unless we move very fast and we buy the 

bargain, there is another purchaser. There is an element of a bazaar there, 
which we should confront ðand confront directly.  

I do not bu y the argument of an emotional attachment to Moscow. After 
all, as the Lord Chairman reminded us, this was a country whose military 
was preparing for a Soviet invasion until 25 years ago. So, the idea that 

they are having a love affair with Moscow is fanci ful. Nevertheless, they 
are playing that card. It is true that it is difficult to go around Belgrade 

without seeing a crater here and a stump there of a building that was 
bombed in 1999. It is difficult for politicians to persuade the public. There 

is not a consensus in Belgrade about NATO and that is absolutely fine. The 
real consensus should be about the level of co -operation that we can 
achieve between us.  

The Chairman:  Let us move on to talk about Turkey.  

Q58  Lord Wood of Anfield:  Turkeyôs official position on NATO expansion 
seems very positive in the region. It is in a complicated position by having 

a relationship with Russia that is different from other countries. Also, it has 
a strained relationship with the US and Germany at the moment. It also 
has relationships with other Middle Eastern countries. How clear and how 

unhelpful or helpful is Turkeyôs position on NATO enlargement in the 
region?  

Mr Angus Lapsley:  Turkey, as you have said already, is consistently 
supportive of NATOôs presence, NATOôs role and the prospect of 
enlargement in the region. It also plays quite a significant military role in 

KFOR and it is the second largest contributor to the European Union mission 
in Bosnia. It is there and it is contributing in a positive way. What is more 

difficult is when Turkey takes policy positions sometimes on Balkan issues 
that are deliberately designed to set itself apart from the West. It makes 
statements like ñKosovo is Turkeyò, which is designed to suggest that in 

some way the EU and NATO are  treating both of them equally badly. That 
is not helpful. Turkey is, historically, an important player in the region. This 

is something that we talk to the Turks quite a lot about. Indeed, I will be 
doing exactly that in Ankara in 10 daysô time.  

Sir Adam  Thomson:  I agree with all of that. I do not have very much to 
add. I observe that, whatever Turkeyôs current relationship with Russia is, 

it has been up and down, and it is capable of both warmth and very 



 

  

considerable difference, currently. Surely, on e of the drivers for Turkey 
about its engagement with and support for NATO membership has nothing 

to do with Russia and everything to do with Muslim identity.  

The Chairman:  Let us move on to our final question.  

Q59  Baroness Helic:  A big player in the region is the United States. Whatever 

people say, they have been present since 1995. I think that 30,000 US 
soldiers were part of the SFOR ðthe stabilisation force. The engagement 

continues through KFOR. We have been told that there is a lesser interest 
com ing from Washington towards the region. If this is the case ðalthough 
it is easy to argue against that, considering that they have had a major 

role to play in stabilising Macedonia and that they continue to be steadfast, 
and to have a very clear policy towa rds Bosnia ðwhat do you think is the 

influence of the United States upon any kind of association or further 
membership of the regional countries in the alliance?  

Sir Adam Thomson:  I am less of an expert than the two other panellists 

here, but it is cons iderable. My impression is that US engagement 
diminished in the 2000s, in particular in the first Obama Administration. 

But we have seen substantial US re -engagement more recently, as you 
have set out. There is clear evidence that that really matters. You have 
pointed to the US role alongside the EU on stabilising Macedonian politics, 

for example. In other words, it is not just through NATO that the US 
influence is expressed.  

Dr Jonathan Eyal:  It is no secret that Germany had big misgivings about 
Monten egro becoming a member of NATO. That is why the issue was 

postponed by at least a year when it was first discussed. The Americans 
have maintained their position and the Germans turned around on this 

issue. As far as evidence on the ground is concerned, the  broad outlines of 
Americaôs position have remained unchanged. One needs to bring into the 
equation also the growing military presence of the United States in 

Romania, for instance, near the Black Sea, and the particular attention that 
the Americans are pa ying to Turkey for all the reasons that we know of. 

For many practical reasons, the interests will not diminish. Of course, there 
is the broader question about the priorities of the Trump Administration, 
but that is a subject that is broader to all of Euro pe.  

Mr Angus Lapsley:  I would agree with all of that. It has been a while 

since this region was at the top of any Presidentôs in-tray. Vice President 
Pence has been engaged in the region during the past couple of months, 
much as his predecessor was. T he new Assistant Secretary for Europe, 

Wess Mitchell, whom I saw in Washington last week, went straight to the 
region as one of his priorities.  

To come back to something we were touching on earlier, when it comes to 
the really tough political questions, s uch as what is the nature of a future 

settlement between Serbia and Kosovo and how does Dayton Bosnia hold 
together, those are questions where the Americans still have a really 

important role and are still listened to, respected and looked to within the 
region, in particular in Kosovo but not just in Kosovo.  



 

  

The Chairman:  Thank you. Do any of my colleagues want to come back 
on anything? I see none. Thank you all very much indeed. You have 

enlightened us enormously. We very much appreciate it.  

Examinat ion of witnesses  

Mr Jonathan Mitchell and Mr Michael English.  

Q60  The Chairman:  Mr Mitchell and Mr English, thank you very much for 
coming. We are looking forward to talking to you about trading with the 

western Balkans. To begin with some housekeeping points , you will realise 
that this is a public session although I see no members of the public here, 

but you are being televised. This meeting will go out on the parliamentary 
website as a video. We will take a verbatim transcript of what has been 
said. In the n ext few days we shall be sending you a transcript to check it 

for accuracy. If there are any corrections that are necessary, if you would 
be kind enough to do that as soon as possible, we would appreciate that.   

Perhaps I can begin with a general question and ask you to talk to us about your 

experiences of trading with the western Balkans, and to what extent there is a 

difference between the various countries of that region. It is a very general question, 

but I think it starts us off well. 

Mr Jo nathan  Mitchell:  As a precursor, my experience is investment 

rather than trade. The western Balkans is a tiny market for UK trade. If 
you are selling something unique such as a Land Rover, then, great, but if 

you are selling something that is manufactured in the UK that i s not unique, 
UK manufacturers ðexporters ðstruggle to compete on price. We have 
direct experience of that at Fox Marble with some cranes, where a UK 

manufacturer simply could not compete. But we do have pretty extensive 
experience of investment, and the wes tern Balkans is a huge potential 

investment market for the UK, so it is very good for UK plc from that 
perspective. If you are content for me to talk about investment rather than 

the buying and selling aspect of trade, I will continue to talk about it.  

Th e Chairman:  Of course.  

Mr Jonathan  Mitchell:  My main focus is Kosovo, but we also do business 
in and with Macedonia and in Albania. We can see, at the very top level, 

some pretty profound differences between those three countries. My 
experience do es not extend further than those three countries in the 

western Balkans. I should say that right now. In Macedonia, there is a 
pretty labyrinthine bureaucracy, but it is a state. It runs as a state and 
things work. There is corruption but it is possible to  get round it reasonably 

easily if you are trying to run a foreign business in the country. Once you 
know your way round the system, you can pretty much make it work for 

you. The same applies in Albania. Again, it is a state. The organs of state 
pretty muc h work. Again, there is corruption.  

Get to Kosovo and the state of affairs is entirely different. Kosovo has quite 
an impressive statute book. It has commissions, committees and goodness 

knows what to try and make the place work. It is even capable of get ting 



 

  

some pretty good business metrics out through the World Bank, as it did 
today, but actually trying to do business there is extremely difficult. It is 

who you know, not what you know. If you are a UK plc quoted on the 
London Stock Exchange Alternative Investment Market, as we are ðwe 

have to do everything according to the highest standards of western 
business legal compliance and governance ðit is a very difficult place to 

work indeed. It is perfectly possible to do it ðwe do it, and business is going 
pret ty well right now ðbut there are overheads that you have, principally 
in managing the compliance side of things.  

The Chairman:  Thank you. Mr English, do you want to come in?  

Mr Michael English:  Yes. I also come from a business development side, 
but  again it is trade. I have been working in Macedonia for about 10 years 

now. I know the country well. I was the person who introduced Johnson 
Matthey, which is one of the big companies in the UK, to Macedonia, which 
is 10% of their GDP at the moment. I did  not find any evidence of 

corruption there but I know it does go on. I arranged and took a trade 
mission to Macedonia and Kosovo earlier this year, but the difference 

between Macedonia and Kosovo from a trade point of view is most 
interesting. I found Koso vo more vibrant. It was evident when we went 
there that they were keener than Macedonia to trade with us. Macedonia, 

through the years of the previous Government, has been sat on, 
effectively, but Kosovo, at the moment, is quite vibrant. My colleague has 

more experience there than I do, but I am quite impressed. Opportunities 
exist for UK companies. Likewise, there are opportunities for Kosovo 
companies in the UK. That is my very short answer.  

The Chairman:  Thank you. You both mentioned corruption. Let  us start 

with that.  

Q61  Lord Purvis of Tweed:  Good morning. Following up on what you have 

saidðalthough it is a shame to start with negatives, to some extent ðon 
corruption, it is interesting to note that all the countries in the western 

Balkans during the past year have fallen dramatically in the Tra nsparency 
International perceptions of corruption. They are all around either half or 
the lower half of countries in the world, whereas even last year and the 

year before they were much higher. How much is either the reality or the 
perception of corruption  preventing UK businesses seeking trade in the 

area? Just to add, we have received evidence from the Department for 
International Trade, which says: ñWe can confirm that the DIT has not been 
approached to assist with work on corruption in the western Balka ns and, 

in general, have not undertaken any specific work or research on the 
issueò. The second half of my question is, if it is a barrier, what do you 

think the DIT should be doing, if anything at all?  

Mr Jonathan  Mitchell:  I am not sure that I would say it is a barrier to UK 
business in the Balkans. It is a drag on business. It is endemic. It is within 

the systems. It is much more apparent in the systems in Kosovo than it is 
in Albania or Macedonia, but it nevertheless exists in those states. It is 

wo rth saying that the western Balkans is probably the rumour centre of 
Europe. One hears about some really quite blatant forms of corruption. We, 



 

  

in Fox Marble, have some direct and written evidence , which  we are 
working out what to do with at the moment , concerning the Kosovo Central 

Procurement Agency. If you know it exists and you have the appetite to 
manage it, if the investment and trade potential is such that you can build 

managing it into your business model in a compliant way, there is ample 
scope to work in the region, but you do have to build it in. You have to 

accept that it will be a drag and that you will have to work around it, with 
it and not succumb to it. There are many misapprehensions about what 
corruption is. Is it somebody saying, ñI want 30% of your business,ò and 

we have had that kind of conversation with vested interests? We no longer 
have it in Fox Marble, but we are expecting it again for our expansion plan. 

That kind of blatant corruption is not what we see day  to  day. We see it 
aroun d trying to get services and finding that the methodology for getting 
services has somehow been tampered with. There is a vested interest 

sitting on some process slowing it down. It has taken us a very long time 
to establish the Fox Marble processing facto ry in Lipjan, central Kosovo, 

partly because processes are slow and because probably some of that 
slowness is corruption . I could not prove its existence in a court of law  but 
I am pretty sure it exists.   

Mr Michael English:  In talking about Macedonia , much of the recent 

foreign investment that has gone into Macedonia h as gone into the free -
zone areas. They are almost protected from corruption, although the 
security company you are being asked to employ is probably owned by the 

cousin of the prime minister or something. That was under the previous 
Government. Everybody is hopeful that things will change under the new 

Government. I know that Johnson Matthey has never been approached on 
that side.  

Baroness Coussins:  When we visited Kosovo and Mace donia, a number 
of witnesses mentioned e -procurement to us as a new mechanism that was 

being introduced to try to tackle corruption, although in Macedonia we 
spoke to many people who were very cynical about even that, and said 
that people had already worke d out ways of getting around that and 

sustaining corrupt activity. Have you come across e -procurement, what do 
you think of it and does it have any mileage in tackling corruption as part 

of an anti - corruption package, which, of course, Kosovo and Macedonia  will 
have to pursue if they want to join the EU?  

Mr Michael English:  I have not come across it, but I know that the EBRD 
last week introduced it under its procurement processes. I try to work 
closely with the EBRD on other projects, so it will be inte resting to see if 

the companies will adopt that approach. On e -procurement, I have not 
been involved with that.  

Mr J onathan  Mitchell:  I am aware of it from my days as a former British 
government official. It would be extremely useful, but it is probably one of 

a package of things that would be useful. The issue is the absence of 
transparency around such things as state procurement syste ms and 

pressures that can be brought to bear on an otherwise quite well -designed 
system by vested interests, and how you deal with that. That is the problem 



 

  

in Kosovo. We have evidence of that in our particular issue with the Kosovo 
Central Procurement Age ncy. We are still working out with the British 

ambassador and, very soon, with the German ambassador, how to get 
maximum mileage out of it.  

Q62  Baroness Smith of Newnham:  In moving from corruption to other issues 
that may be a problem for the United Kingd om and its potential for trading 

and investment in the Balkans, let me deal with the suggestion that the 
public sector is rather bloated and that there is a large grey economy that 

is preventing the private sector from flourishing in the western Balkans, 
which might raise some questions about whether this is a region that we 
want to be thinking of investing in. Is this something you have 

experienced? Is it changing and can anything be done about it?  

Mr Michael English:  Again, Macedonia and Kosovo, I be lieve, are the 

same, and to a certain extent Croatia as well. I know there is hope in 
Macedonia that, with the new Government, things will change. If you 
reduce the number of government employees and so on, where do they 

go? What business can they go to? C an they set up on their own? There is 
very little money there. The average salaries are between ú300 and ú400 

a month. Where do these people go? How are they supported? If you look 
at the education system, people are coming out of university, yet there are  

no jobs for them and all they want to do is to get into Europe. So, you 
reduce this bloated bureaucracy, but then how do you fill the void?  

Baroness Smith of Newnham:  So you just increase unemployment.  

Mr Michael English:  Exactly. We are hoping t hat i n Macedonia, with the 

new G overnment, things will change. It will take time. Let me put it that 
way.  

Mr J onathan  Mitchell:  I completely agree with Michael. Bloating in the 
public sector is a symptom of limited economic development and limited 

alternat ive opportunities. We see it in two areas, one of which is minor but 
it is a factor, nevertheless, in Kosovo , and one of them is rather more 

significant, again, primarily in Kos ovo;  so please forgive me for keep ing  
coming back to that particular point. The  minor area is that it creates an 
artificial upward pressure on salaries, which are quite low. One of the things 

that makes the region very competitive for investment is low salaries. It 
means that production costs can be kept well and truly in check. If y ou are 

coming in with British investment, that is quite a significant issue. There is 
this upward pressure. It is not something that has affected us as a 
business , but we are conscious of it and we can feel it. Sometimes it has 

an impact in that , if you ar e going for a particular member of staff , they 
get sucked away by the public sector to go off to be an adviser and do 

precisely nothing.  

The other area that  is much more difficult is that the bloating of the public 

sector in Kosovo is a way that the veste d interests ensure that they can 
continue to operate. You bring in your friends and relatives and put them 

into key jobs. We are seeing it happening right now. How do you stop it? 
As internationals , I am not sure that we can. It is about the appetite of 



 

  

local leaders to do that, and if they are the ones who are putting people in 
key positions it is a bit of an issue. I would not go so far as to say that it is 

massively holding us back, though, but it is something you know is there 
and you work around it. It  is all to do with the basic corruption issue, the 

rule of law and country risk that you have to manage.  

The Chairman:  Following on, Lady Helic, would you like to come in?  

Q63  Baroness Helic:  Thank you. You have described the way that corruption 

works  in terms of family, friends and patronage being brought in to sustain 
the individual in their political or other positions. What steps do you believe 
the UK and other countries should be taking t o try to  help to tackle this 

level of corruption?  

Let me gi ve you one example, if I may. A few years ago , the then Foreign 

Secretary, William H ague, suggested to the Bosnian Government that they  
sign up to the open government transparency project , which  really opened 
up exactly the issues that you have been referr ing to, such as the 

procurement process, employment and so on. Has anything been done so 
far , which  you have seen , that has been successful in improving  the 

situation? Have there been any attempts? Is there anything that you would 
take out of your book and  say, ñIf these three things were to be done in a 
sustained and focused manner, we would see a positive changeò? 

Mr J onathan  Mitchell:  If th e open government initiative were  introduced 
in Kosovo  and if the G overnment of Kosovo signed up to it, it would  have 

a very profound impact. It would be completely countercultural. It really 
would bring about a deep and powerful systemic change, but the bi g ñifò is 
if they signed up to it, because a lot of people would see that as a direct 

threat. Therefore, they w ould be unwilling to. As with Ma cedonia, Kosovo 
also has a new G overnment and there is quite a lot of optimism around it. 

We, as a company, find the new G overnment much ea sier to deal with than 
the old G overnment. There is a possibility for change, but to some degree 

the old guard has changed. It is, literally, just a changing of the old guard. 
It is not changing it for something else.  

I have a particularly strong view on what should happen in this area , what 
would make a big difference. I have seen, taken  part in and been part of 
capacity building. There is an enormous amount of capacity building that 

goes on and has gone on for the last 20 years in Kosovo, a bit less in 
Macedonia and Albania, but there is capacity building g oing on right across 

the region . I am quite certain there will be in Bosnia as well. It is something 
that G overnments find relatively easy to  do and something that foreign 
Governments find extremely difficult to judge in terms of its impact. I think 

that British policy has put far too m uch emphasis on capacity building as a 
way of dealing with just about everything, but corruption is one of those 

issues. The time is absolutely ripe for a very significant policy change that  
rebalances things. I am not going to suggest for a nanosecond tha t we do 

less capacity building, but we need to balance it. There is a weariness, 
certainly in Kosovo, with all the international capacity building. It is not 
just HMG but the Americans, Germans and just about anybody who cares 



 

  

about the region. There is a tremendous weariness at being preached to. 
They will take advice if sage advice is offered.  

What has been missing, and what drove me nuts, when I was sitting in 

Kosovo back in 2006 and 2007 wondering what the hell was going to 
happen after we had delivere d independence to this fledgling state, is, 
where was the economy?  That is what has been missing. Western 

Governments, HMG includ ed, have consistently failed to address the 
economic growth that is needed in the region. Western G overnments a re 

not particula rly well geared up to addressing that. They are much better 
geared up for capacity building. The o ne thing that HMG should do now  and 
categorically ha ve  to do after Brexit ðand Brexit becomes a tremendous 

oppor tunity for this, astonishingly ðis to do much mo re to promote 
investment in the region. It does that by dealing in a much more aggressive 

and determined way with country risk in advocating British businesses in a 
way that it is not used to doing. The level of advocacy would vary across 
the region depend ing on the nature of the problems. In Macedonia , it is 

easier to do business without it. In Albania , it is easier to do business 
without it but you probably need some. In Kosovo you categorically need 

it, a nd it immediately ties into geo strategic interests . It is not just about 
making money for UK plc, although it would make that much easier.  

Lord Hannay of Chiswick:  You say that Brexit provides a great 
opportunity for this. Is there anything that has stopped the British 

Government in the past 10 years from doing it because we were in the 
European Union, or are you simply saying that , because there is a shift in 
Britainôs position, opportunistically this should be the opportunity to change 

our approach to the balance between capacity building and investm ent 
encouragement?  

Mr J onathan  Mitchell:  It is both. There has been a tendency to push 
difficult issues over to the EU. I saw when I was in Kosovo DfID close down 

and  UK financial aid was  entirely sent through the European Union. That is 
aid and a diff erent issue, but nevertheless the European Union has been a 

very convenient vehic le in a part of the world where I sense that  Britain is 
slightly embarrassed that it is so involved . I am gu essing here but I imagine 
that Brexit will force HMG to approach th ings differently. Therefore, it 

becomes an opportunity.  

Lord Hannay of Chiswick:  What you are saying, if I understand you 
correctly, is that it was not because of anything that the European Union 
did but it was a conscious decision by the British Gove rnment to de -

prioritise the western Balkans and to use the European Union as a vehicle 
for masking that.  

Mr Jo nathan  Mitchell:  I do not know that there was a conscious decision 
to de -prioritise and use the European Union for that. That is my perception , 

but I would not go so far as to say that I know that to be the case.  

Q64  Baroness Coussins:  I would like to come back to the point you were 
making just now about g overnment support for businesses looking to 
expand and ask you , how effective or relevant are the services  that the UK 



 

  

Government provide  to businesses that are looking to expand exports or 
move into new markets in relati on to this particular region?  I am aware, 

for example, that under the old UKTI there used to be a service that 
provided one - to-one support for businesses looking to move into new 

markets that they had their eye on to give them advice on language and 
culture. I imagine that might be a significant element in relation to this 

region. Under the new system, that one - to -one advice has  been done away 
with and now there are regional contracts with the new DIT. I would like 
to know from you how that is working and whether the right sort of advice 

and encouragement is built into the new structures. Also, I would like to 
know if that ties i n with what all the embassies in the countries in the 

region are able to do.  

Mr Jo nathan  Mitchell:  I do not know what the situation is in Macedonia. 
As far as I am concerned, the DIT is completely non -existent. If you look 

at the description of what t he DIT does, it is trade. It does mention the 
word ñinvestmentò but it is inward investment. It is not investment into the 

region. The fact that the DIT has failed to pro duce anybody to sit here on 
an  expert panel speaks volumes. I would not know where to start talking 
to anybody in the DIT, and I would not even know whether they were going 

to be interested if I did. Maybe part of a policy shift would be getting the 
DIT to do something useful in the region.  

The Foreign Office has tried to pick up the piece s, to some degree. We get 
a heck of a lot of support from the Foreign Office in Kosovo. We do not 

need it in Macedonia and we do not need it in Albania, or we have not 
needed it, but we do need it in Kosovo. We need the Foreign Office to 

ensure that the le gal playing field is level to help us manage country risk. 
I do not know what Ruairi OôConnell of the Foreign Office would think if he 
was here and listening to this . I suspect that he feels c onstrained by the 

fact that UK g overnment policy is not more ove rtly pushing investment. 
We are like a sideshow. A letter of welcome went from our Prime Minister 

to the Kosov o Prime M inister at the beginning of October that talked about 
capacity building but did not mention investment. I exploded on the phone 
to Ruairi  OôConnell, our ambassador in Kosovo. He is in quite a difficult 

position , with policy the way that it is at the moment. We need him to do 
more. HMG needs him to do more. We need to see investment support 

levelling the playing field and tackling corruption . We need to see that 
much more overt ly . That would be my bid. I could not fault the embassy 
for their willingness to be helpful, but they are very constrained as to what 

they can do. I cannot speak for the embassies in Tirana or Skopje.  

Mr Michael English:  I have had a lot of experience with the embassies 
and I found them extremely helpful but not necessarily on the trade side. 
When you spoke about a change of policy in the DIT and they went out to 

tender, it was American companies that got the tender in Europe, whereas 
in my view it should have been COBCOE, which is the Council of British 

Chambers of Commerce in Europe. There are about 28 British chambers 
around Europe. They are the people who are on the ground and who know 
of opportunities in t he countries, and we should use those more.  



 

  

For  the DIT here, for inve stment into the UK, I found it  really excellent. I 
have had a recent experience with an IT company from Macedonia that 

wants to invest in the UK and buy a company in the UK. It has  been  very 
helpful on that. I am working with a furniture company in Kosovo. It has  

been helpful , but also the IODôs business centre has been extremely helpful 
in identifying opportunities there. The people in the embassy looked after 

our trade mission and they  did a superb job in that, but when you follow 
up on it  you get referred to somebody else. Their offices are in Sofia but 
you cannot talk to them. The Government need to support the British 

chambers in those countries.  

The Chairman:  Mr Mitchell, you h ave said some very stern things about 

the Department for  International Trade . The Committee has just received 
a docume nt circulated from the d epartment with regard to its  work in the 

western Balkans. I would like to give you this document. The Committee 
wo uld like to have your comments on it as soon as you can provide them. 
You are going to get them now:  a quick delivery. I suggest you do not look 

at it now but take it away and let us have your comments, which will be 
appreciated. Lady Helic wanted to come in on that last question.  

Baroness Helic:  I have a quick question. It has been fascinating seeing 
the investment for non - traditional countries in terms of engagement in the 

region, such as  the UAE in Serbia, Qatar, China  and so on. What is it that 
they are mostly attracted to? Is it the fact, if I may say so, that they 

probably take less care  about,  and pay less attention to , the stringent rules 
in terms of transparency that we would want to pursue?  

Mr J onathan  Mitchell:  I can talk about it a little  but not the examples 
that you have given. I can talk a little about Turkish investment in the 

Balkans. That is partly a re -establishment of the Ottoman empire, but it is 
quite clear that they do not apply the same standards  of business 
governance that we do. Many people in Kosovo feel that quite acutely. 

Again, I am talking for Kosovo rather than for the wider region. Kosovo is 
a state that wants to look west. If you are looking to make a fast buck , it 

is a lot easier to loo k east. The same is true to some degree in Macedonia. 
There is something about the Balkans that is very attractive. It is ex -
Ottoman empire. There are people in those countries who think in a more 

Levantine way and may  be more natural partners for people w hose 
standards of governance are not as high as our own. There are things in 

those countries that are very attractive for investment. The things  that 
attract us for investment, which are, primaril y, geology and agriculture,  
are going to be attractive to an ybody.  

Q65  Lord Grocott:  You have touched on this broad question that I am about 

to ask in a number of your previous replies. It is, basically, about the scope 
or possibility for Britain increasing trade with the western Balkans in the 
future. Despite you r very good endeavours, overall, we start from a pretty 

low base. We hope, I suppose, that the only way is up. Could you speculate, 
and inevitably you are speculating in a context of the UK leaving the 

European Union, on how you see trade developing?  



 

  

Mr Mi chael English:  You are right. It can only go one way. When you talk 
trade, it comes into a lot of areas such as financial service s, IT and 

education, but particularly education because the Erasmus programme, 
which supports students coming to the UK, wi ll go after Brexit. What is 

going to replace that? That is my understanding. There are a lot of 
opportunities on education. My colleague is in mining , and opportunities 

exist there. T he Balkan countries produce a lot of organic food that  could 
be developed . Let us work on tourism. I come back to education with 
summer schools, language schools, everybody who wants to speak English, 

so that is where the promotion should go.  

Lord Grocott:  The scope of our inquiry is Beyond Brexit: The UK and The 

Balkans.  

Mr Michael English:  That answers that question.  

The Chairman:  Lord Hannay, I know, wanted to come in on Brexit a little 

later. As we have broached  the subject , Lord Hannay, would you like to 
come in now and then we will come back to Lady Hilton i n a few moments ?  

Q66  Lord Hannay of Chiswick:  Talking now about trade policy rather than 
trade itself, the relationship, if I understand it rightly, with all the countries 

in the western Balkans is that , with the present 28 -member EU , they have 
a deep fre e- trade relationship that  benefits, potentially, the UK along with 

the other 27 member states. Similarly, I think it is correct to say that on 
the day we leave, which could be 29 March 2 019, those benefits to the UK 
will cease because they are commitments by the countries of the western 

Balkans to the EU, of which we will no longer be a member. Do you think 
it matters whether we do something about that to ensure that there is 

some kind of maintenance of that relationship after we leave? If so, do you 
think that the idea of generating full free trade between the countries of 
the western Balkans  is something that Britain post Brexit ought to be 

encouraging?  

Mr Jo nathan  Mitchell:  We probably do need to try to  ensure that we have 

those benefits that the EU h as and that the countries in the region enjoy 
with the European Union after Brexit. I would worry about it slightly 
because it just feels like the kind of issue that could suck in an enormous 

amount of official time and effort, which I would prefer to see devoted to 
encouraging investment and to the active advocacy of investment. That is 

a UK government capacity issue as much as anything else. It would be 
quite important.  

On the second point of free trade between the countries of the region, 
speaking for Fo x Marble, that would be tremendously useful. If we were 

advocating that, it would put Britain in a position of quite clear leadership 
in terms of geopolitics. One of the things we should be doing is to try to 
show real leadership in that part of the world.  I believe that, if we do show 

leadership and we become known for showing leadership, the benefits to 
the UK economy as well as to the stability of the region will follow.  

Lord Hannay of Chiswick: On your point about ensuring that we do not 



 

  

lose out as a result of Brexit and the trade relationships being broken off, 
that, presumably, has some cost to us if we simply allow that to happen. 

Since you were rather critical of the Department for International Trade, 
might not their numerous civil servants be qui te usefully employed in 

ensuring that the current arrangements could be applied to the UK after 
Brexit, too?   

Mr J onathan  Mitchell:  That sounds like a splendid idea.  

Mr Michael English:  I think most people would.  

Mr Jo nathan  Mitchell:  I do no t know how they are currently deployed. I 

know very little about them. It would be jolly good. The immediate benefits 
to the UK economy are probably not going to be enormous. As markets, 

these countries, even collectively, never mind singly, are tiny. That  is what 
sits behind my comment that it is the type of issue that  could suck in a 
huge amount of HMG time and effort that could be spent doing better 

things elsewhere. It would mean quite a lot, potentially, to the countries of 
the region. They are all pre tty sensitive to their trade relationships ðon 

paper,  at least. Going back to Kosovo, it gives them legitimacy and they 
rather like that. We should certainly try to  devote some effort to it , but I 
would not want to see it having a negative impact on advocac y for 

investment.  

Mr Michael English:  I fully agree with that.  

The Chairman:  We come to our final question, which is one of the key 

questions of the morning.  

Q67  Baroness Hilton of Eggardon:  Our experience of trading with that part 

of the world has been pretty minimal, whereas Germany manages to export 
and import $5 ,000  million -worth of trade. We seem to import a bit but we 

export nothing , according to this particular table I have in front of me. 
Should we be learning something from Germany and I taly about how they 
manage to be much more successful in the region?  

Mr Michael English:  Absolutely.  

Mr Jo nathan  Mitchell:  Absolutely. I was in Germany three weeks ago , 
talking to like -minded Germans, not only looking to learn from them but 
to work with  them. I would want that very much to continue post Brexit.  

Italy and Germany are two very good examples. Italy sees the Balkans as 

its  back  yard, to some degree, in a wa y that we do not ðcertainly , Albania 
and then, by extension, the Albanian lands, which takes in Montenegro, 
Serbia, Kosovo, Macedonia and down to Greece. It is close. It is an hourôs 

hop from Verona and  an hourôs hop from Rome. In Kosovo, we see active 
busi ness advocacy by the Italian ambassador in a way that we do not see 

from the British ambassador. That is not a criticism of the British 
ambassador. It is a criticism of policy. With the Germans, again, it is very 
much their strategic back  yard. The Austria ns also feel it is their strategic 

back  yard. They are much more aggressive and interested in identifying 
business opportunities than the UK, although it is interesting that, with the 



 

  

Germans, we have all identified pretty much the same business 
opportunit ies and we are  now working together to try to  realise some of 

those opportunities.  

The Germans have a mu ch closer interest. It is a geo strategic interest. 
They have 350,000 to 400,000 Kosovars living in Germany. Goodness 
knows what th e number is if you ad d in Albanians, Macedonians and Serbs. 

They have a real vested interest in trying to get trade sorted out , the 
economy going and stability in that part of the world. They are really 

interested in stability in a way that we are but probably not as much as 
they are.  

Mr Michael English:  Exactly. I made a note , ñGermanyò, on my pad. I 
was at the German chamber of c ommerce in Kosovo last week and it was 

absolutely incredible. It is  really active. It is  looking at outsourcing. It is  
bringing companies to Kos ovo to look at the market. It was an eye -opener 
for me. The same was the position in Macedonia.  

Baroness Hilton of Eggardon:  Is it the German Government who are 

pushing that or the business world?  

Mr Michael English:  The German Government.  

Mr J onathan  Mitchell:  There is quite a big thrust from the business world 
as well.  

Mr Michael English:  You are right about the foreign diaspora in those 

countries. It is very high.  

The Chairman:  Let me follow that up because you began by telling us that 

there are massive opportunities. You went on to address the corruption 
problem and you said it is an irritation but not necessarily a drag. I think I 

have explained the way you put it. If this is the case, why is it that our 
trade with the western Balkans is so small? Is it because we just cannot be 
bothered? Why does the UK do so badly there?  

Mr Jo nathan  Mitchell:  It is because the UK does not see the 

opportunities, but UK businesses and the C ity of London worry a heck of a 
lot about country risk. Corruption is a drag on business. You can work 
around it in a compliant way but it is a huge drag on business. If you are 

looking to invest, the principle of intervening opportunities applies. You 
wou ld probably rather invest in Croatia than in Kosovo or, maybe, in 

Bosnia. I do not know what the corruption levels in Bosnia are like. It is 
almost ñanywhere other than Kosovoò. It is Macedonia definitely rather 
than Kosovo. There is no question that it wo uld be Albania rather than 

Kosovo. Kosovo competes incredibly badly in perception terms. The region 
as a whole competes pretty badly with most other places, certainly in 

Europe. The reason why there is not more British business is because 
British business feels that ñthere be dragonsò and also it is a pretty small 
market. If you are looking to sell something, the market is tiny.  

Mr Michael English:  Also, there is the visa regime. It is very difficult to 

get a visa. The length and cost of the process th at you have to go through 



 

  

make it very difficult. If you want to sell something, invariably, the buyer 
will want to come to the UK, and it is very difficult to get a visa.  

The Chairman:  Thank you. Do any of my colleagues want to come in 

finally?  

Lord  Hannay of Chiswick:  Mr English, you put a lot of emphasis on 

education. Does it not seem, therefore, that we ought to be more proactive 
in trying to construct helpful links in education with the western Balkans, 

because that, surely, is an area where we are market leaders?  

Mr Michael English:  Yes. Exactly.  

Lord Hannay of Chiswick:  We are purveying something known as the 
English language, which the other countries with whom we would be 

competing are not, or not to the same extent. Are higher edu cation and 
other education services something that a post -Brexit British Government 

ought to be looking at?  

Mr Michael English:  Certainly, 100%. I can give you an example on this. 

About five years ago I did a study in Macedonia ðit was a kind of gap 
ana lysis ðbetween university and business. I was seeing whether, when 

they came out of university, they were prepared for business. I did a lot of 
work on that. Two years ago, I had an idea about looking at setting up a 
centre of engineering excellence in Mace donia. I approached Warwick 

University, and they were extremely interested in doing this. We signed an 
MoU in September of last year with Warwick and the Ministry of Education 

and Science in Macedonia. It was signed by Lord Bhattacharyya, who is 
one of you r colleagues. Then we got Brexit. We were looking to the EU for 
funding. There was a call last year for a centre of excellence over a three -

year period. It is about ú4 million, but we could not go for it because it 
would have gone beyond the period. The Go vernment have changed again, 

so we hope we will get it back on the agenda. It is a great opportunity. It 
is one example of developing education in that country. I am also talking 

to people about setting up an academy for cybersecurity. I have a number 
of c ompanies in the UK that would be interested in joining that, with a key 
university in Macedonia. The Government, I believe, are behind that as 

well. So, yes, opportunities exist there, as well as getting students into the 
UK and language schools.  

Lord Han nay of Chiswick:  Then you come up against the visa problem.  

Mr Michael English:  Yes, exactly, and the cost.  

The Chairman:  Thank you. We are most grateful. You have enlightened 

us enormously.  
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