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Summary 
 

Visa liberalisation in the Balkans is the best example of EU conditionality, said speakers 

at an EPC Policy Dialogue, organised in cooperation with the European Stability Initiative 

(ESI). Three countries - Montenegro, Macedonia and Serbia - are likely to get visa-free 

travel on 19 December 2009, Albania and Bosnia and Herzegovina are almost ready, 

whereas Kosovo, which is outside the group, is hoping to begin a visa dialogue soon. 

This will bring positive results for the countries involved, strengthen cooperation in the 

region and contribute to EU security. 

 

Full Report 
 

In her introductory remarks, Rosa Balfour, EPC Senior Policy Analyst said that according to 

Balkan Gallup Monitor, 90% of the citizens in the region consider free travel the key 

advantage of getting closer to the EU, illustrating how visa liberalisation has become the 

single major incentive, apart from EU membership, is an example of transparent EU 

conditionality, and demonstrates its commitment to push for reforms in the region.  

 

Alexandra Stiglmayer, Director of European Stability Initiative’s Schengen White List 

Project, believed the EU had had a contradictory attitude towards visa-free travel for those in 

the Balkans. It talked about the European future for the Western Balkans, but made it 

difficult for citizens to enter the EU, so people in the region feel Europe does not want them.  

 

The ESI welcomed the launch of the visa liberalisation process in January 2008, but was 

concerned that it was taking place behind closed doors, so had pushed for greater 

transparency and publicity. As well as helping people in the region to follow the process 

and pressurise their governments to implement the requirements, it showed EU citizens 

the far reaching reforms these countries had to carry out, such as fighting crime, 

corruption and illegal migration. 

 

It is most likely that Montenegro, Serbia and Macedonia will enjoy visa-free travel from 

19 December 2009 (to be confirmed on 30 November). Albania and Bosnia and 

Herzegovina (BiH) will receive visa-free travel sometime next year, while Kosovo is to 

open a visa dialogue on the issue.  

 

ESI believes Albania and BiH are almost ready, but Kosovo has not been part of the 

current visa liberalisation process because of its contested status, and today Kosovars 

can visit fewer countries without a visa than Afghans. This generates anti-EU feelings in 

Kosovo, and reduces government incentive for reforms. 

 

Mrs Stiglmayer described how visa liberalisation has reignited support and enthusiasm 

for the EU in the region and made citizens feel they were welcome. It is a best-practice 

example of EU conditionality as granting visa rights depends on countries fulfilling 

certain conditions. The process has been an exercise in accession negotiations as 

governments have introduced measures to fight organised crime, corruption and illegal 

migration, and this boosts European security.  
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Ana Vukadinovic, Adviser to the Prime Minister of Montenegro, said citizens of former Yugoslavia 

used to be able to travel to many countries in the world, whereas now Montenegrins cannot travel far 

with their passports. 

 

Montenegro is working to become an EU member as an end in itself and because the reforms  

will strengthen the democratic process, make institutions function effectively and develop into a  

well-functioning market economy. The government is working to harmonise the acquis communautaire 

and the visa liberalisation process demonstrated that it could successfully negotiate with the EU. 

Montenegro signed the Stabilisation and Association Agreement (SAA) in 2007 and the interim agreement 

has been implemented since January 2008. 

 

The country has designed a detailed national integration programme for 2008-2012, showing that it will 

fulfill all the criteria to be ready for membership by 2012, but strengthening administrative capacities has 

been the biggest problem for Montenegro, which it is working to overcome. Since May 2008, Montenegro 

has successfully issued documents for the first generation of e-passports, Identity Cards, driving licenses, 

vehicle licences and next year will move to the second generation of e-passports.  

 

Montenegro has brought in reforms to fight organised crime and corruption and reorganised and 

strengthened judicial capacity. 

 

Samir Rizvo, Assistant Minister, Ministry of Security, Bosnia and Herzegovina, said the ‘roadmap’ the 

government received was very demanding because country has a complex internal structure and 

decision-making process. 

 

The majority of the benchmarks called for reforms, but those concerned with migration and asylum 

issues were particularly demanding because the country’s central location in the former Yugoslavia 

meant it had no border or customs facilities and little experience on migration and asylum. However, 

it has now met most of the benchmarks and has started issuing biometric passports. The country’s 

legislation on border management: migration and asylum is now in line with European standards and 

it has also successfully prosecuted crimes relating to smuggling of minors and human trafficking. 

 

Progress has been made to harmonise legislation with European standards in the fight organised 

crime, drugs, corruption, and money laundering, and measures have been taken to protect minorities 

and implement a Roma strategy.  

 

At the same time the European Commission has emphasised that it needs to improve legislation in 

fighting organised crime, trafficking in human beings and confiscating assets. It needs to set up an 

agency to prevent corruption; implement legislation on police reform and on the exchange of the data 

from police registries, train police officers and improve border management. 

 

BiH is currently expecting expert missions, with the first being set up at the beginning of December to 

assess document security and issue biometric passports, with future expert missions in 2010.  

 

The Minister was convinced that visa liberalisation for BiH would not threaten the security of the EU 

and its Member States, particularly as EU reports on security in BiH note that the country’s security 

situation is stable, secure and that there have been impressive achievements in fighting organised 

crime and corruption. He concluded by emphasising the European Commission’s role and the 

assistance it has given, in particularly its delegation in Sarajevo. 

 

Fesnik Rexhepi, Senior Advisor to the Minister of the Interior, Kosovo, described Kosovo’s recent 

political background, and said the Thessaloniki Summit agreed that the Republic of Kosovo had a 
“European perspective”. 
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Kosovo has recently gone through a significant test in holding its first elections after the declaration of 

independence (in which the Serbian community participated), which election observers had judged as 

free, democratic and fair, a clear sign the country is ready to govern and embrace democratic values 

and international practices.  

 

Kosovo is committed to fulfill all the accession criteria, as European integration is an absolute priority. The 

SAA was useful in guiding Kosovo towards European integration but now is the time to deepen EU-Kosovo 

relations, with EU Member States recognising Kosovo’s independence.  

 

The visa liberalisation process is closely connected to European integration as it requires making 

reforms with a special focus on justice and home affairs. At the same time it is status neutral. “All we 

ask for is to give us the chance and to be treated like the other countries of the Western Balkans.” 

 

Mr Rexhepi said that the EU technical mission in Kosovo will help it to meet all the criteria. In terms of 

document security – the country began issuing passports last year and will start issuing biometric ones 

from June 2010. It also drafted strategic policies in the field of public safety, such as against organised 

crime, drugs, terrorism, human trafficking and illegal migration.  

 

Readmission is a sensitive topic, as political considerations prevented Kosovo negotiating readmission 

agreements with the Commission on behalf of 27 EU Member States. It has signed readmission agreements 

with Belgium, Albania, and expects to start signing them with France, Germany, Switzerland, Norway, 

Austria and Hungary.  

 

Mr Rexhepi said Kosovo should be included in the visa liberalisation process because it is a democratic, 

multi-ethnic and secular republic and is moving towards European integration. Unfortunately it faces 

political obstacles as five EU countries have not yet recognised its independence, which prevent it 

strengthening relations with the EU. It has the youngest population in Europe as more than 50% of its 

citizens are under 25. It is ready to undertake reforms to enhance security for Kosovo and the EU. 

“Cooperation, not exclusion will enable us to progress in this direction. We have no other future for 

Kosovo except European integration. We are Europeans, so please give us the chance”. 

 

Luigi Soreca, Head of Unit, External Relations and Enlargement, DG Justice, Freedom and Security, 

European Commission, stressed that the visa liberalisation process launched in 2008 was a real 

precedent in that the European Commission, the Member States and the countries concerned worked 

closely together. Dialogue was certainly one of the major elements of the success of this process and 

from the onset there was a clear understanding between all the partners involved that mutual close 

cooperation was needed to successfully finalise the process.  

 

Visa liberalisation was also a precedent because it pushed the countries involved to carry out an 

impressive reform record in a relatively short period of time, showing that the visa process was an 

important leverage for reform.  

 

Thirdly, and most importantly in terms of added-value for the EU, visa liberalisation has anticipated a large 

part of the preaccession process in some of the most sensitive and important sectors of government action: 

justice and home affairs, including the judiciary, anti-corruption, border management, etc. 

 

Concerning current challenges, Mr Soreca said the biggest challenge for the three most successful 

countries is undoubtedly full implementation. Once the visa dialogue is closed, it is also a European 

Commission priority to continue monitoring to see whether the reforms are fully implemented so that 

the next phase of the accession process will run smoothly.  

 

Mr Soreca concluded by saying that the citizens of the Western Balkans are now enthused about the 

accession process, so the visa liberalisation process is both a success story and demonstrates the 

added-value of this process. 
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Discussion 

 

HE Mimoza Halimi, Ambassador of Albania to Belgium, Luxembourg and to the EU, said her country 

had been the most isolated country in Communist Europe, but once the Berlin Wall fell, another one 

was created: the Schengen wall. The times of political instability in Albania are over now and Albania is 

currently a member of NATO and no longer consumes but provides security. 

 

EU was very strict on imposing conditionality, which was a right approach and benefited both 

governments as it pushed them to implement reforms and civil society, which has the possibility of 

monitoring the progress. Albania has made a noticeable progress to meet all the benchmarks. 

 

Asked whether relations between Albanian government and the country’s opposition constitute a hindrance 

to the development of the democracy, the Ambassador admitted that one of the recommendations of the 

European Commission in its Progress Report was to enhance political dialogue in Albania. 

 

Mr Rexhepi noted that regional cooperation is indispensable to make this process work and said that 

visa liberalisation and EU accession are the two elements that should integrate countries of the region. 

He also stressed that Kosovo welcomes the spirit of competition introduced by the European 

Commission, which is very motivating. He added that disputes within the region constitute a significant 

hindrance to the process as the passports issued by his country are not recognised by all the Western 

Balkan countries.  

 

Ms Stiglmayer concluded the discussion saying that the visa liberalisation process can be assessed as a 

success story. It has clearly become an important tool of EU foreign policy as the Commission 

proposed opening visa dialogue with Ukraine, Belarus and Armenia. Undoubtedly, visa liberalisation is 

a good tool to improve mutual understanding, bring people closer together and enhance cooperation. 

 


