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EU Balkan summit in Trieste. A new start 15 years after Thessaloniki 

in a complex geopolitical context 

 

On July 12, 2017 in Trieste - fifteen years after the EU / Balkan summit in Thessaloniki where the 

entrance into European Union was promised to Balkan countries - the Heads of Government, the 

Foreign Ministers and the Ministers of the Economy and Transport of the 6 Western Balkan Countries 

(Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Kosovo, Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia, Montenegro 

and Serbia) met with their counterparts from Italy, Austria, Croatia, France, Germany, Slovenia and 

Great Britain. The event is part of the so-called Berlin Process, a diplomatic initiative launched 

unilaterally by Germany in 2014 (Berlin summit of 28 August 2014) at the height of the migration 

crisis, that is becoming more multilateral.   

The multilateralization and upgrade of this process is a clear sign of the common fears over the 

renewed tensions that have occurred in the Balkans in the last years and an evidence of the failure 

of the UE to solve the regional crisis with its ordinary instruments (pre accession instrument and 

enlargement process). One of the main difficulties that the UE appeared to have overlooked is the 

new nationalist wave that has characterised almost every regional post-communism government 

and the strong attitude to refuse external influences. The weak statehood of the post-communism 

states of the region and the slow pace of EU integration has favoured the rise of a nationalistic 

agenda and a scepticism toward the EU approach of demanding the sovereignty for joining the 

European political space. This has produced a remarkable amount of distrust between Bruxelles and 

the candidate countries of the Western Balkans.  

Until now, the instrument of enlargement and neighbourhood policy represented the main European 

power of attraction for the countries of Western Balkans, but now it seems more and more a worn-

out tool. The drivers for forcing the different peoples of the region to cooperate together after a 

process of disintegration appears to be less and less attractive. This is not only the result of a 

decrease in the European soft power but also an increase of the centrifugal actions of Turkey and 

Russia. This is evident in the difficult internal situation of Bosnia Herzegovina and in the emerging 

irredentism of Kosovo. Russia and Turkey don’t have an agenda to destabilise the Balkans, but their 

geopolitical posture will progressively fill up the vacuum left by Europe and United States. In this 

context, what is clear, however, is that the medium – long term interests of Ankara and Moscow for 

the Balkans are divergent from those of the European Union (especially after the Ukrainian crisis 

with Russia and after the crisis post failed coup in Turkey). The more the geopolitical agendas of 

Turkey and Russia will advance in the region, the more the risk that the enlargement of the European 

Union to the Western Balkans will clash with the regional interest of Ankara and Moscow, eventually 

leading to a geopolitical stalemate. This means that the enlargement is a never ending process, but 

a function of a specific geopolitical momentum and of a specific strength of the European Union 

project. And this historic window is, in our opinion, going to be partially closed, leaving a manoeuvring 

room to other geopolitical options. Therefore, the recent rediscovery of the necessity to keep high 

the EU geopolitical initiative in the Western Balkans is a needed and positive development. What is 

probably missing, is to update the EU enlargement narrative to the new geopolitical regional 

situation, taking into account the more complex equilibrium now governing the political mechanism 

of the Balkans and the broader area.  

The geopolitical context behind of the Summit of Trieste on the Balkans summit has changed 

relevantly and is becoming a challenging one for European decision makers. It follows a five-year 
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slowdown in the political relations between Europe and the Western Balkans Region during the years 

2009 - 2014, partially due to the effect of the economic crisis and the emergency of the Arab springs.  

The declining EU momentum in the region after 2008 was, on the contrary matched by an increase 

in the extra-European interest for the region by macro geopolitical state actors (Russia and Turkey).  

But the Balkans saw also the emergence of a new era of asymmetric flows (foreign fighters and 

migratory crisis) that are strictly connected to international security. In 2015 – 2016 there has been 

a growing awareness of the deterioration of the regional political dynamic and of the broader South 

Eastern Europe area. For these reasons, it is crucial that the EU, and above all the Member States, 

continue to promote regional stability, dialogue and reconciliation between the Balkan states through 

the coordination of their bilateral policy actions in the region. The Trieste summit from this point of 

view represents an important political momentum as it extends to a wider European perspective and 

in part Adriatic - Mediterranean issues unresolved in Balkan space. 

 

Four years of EU diplomatic initiatives in the Balkans 
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Brexit and the temptation of projecting a Commonwealth with the Western Balkans    

Trieste Balkan summit differs from the previous ones for a specific factor that went largely un-noticed, 

but we believe it has a great relevance: the participation of Great Britain, represented at the level of 

the Minister of Foreign Affairs, Johnson. The British presence – that is linked to London’s decision 

to host the next summit in England, it should be connected to the changes caused by Britain's exit 

process from the European Union and the suspension of the modest forms of integration the UE 

Foreign Policy and European Security. Great Britain in recent years has not particularly invested in 

its political action in the Western Balkans since British interests are traditionally more linked to 

Mediterranean dimension of South Eastern Europe and the East Mediterranean (Egypt, Cyprus, 

Turkey, Greece). In the recent past, the Western Balkans region seemed to be marginal compared 

to the British main geopolitical axes. The re-emergence of a British interest for the region is a clear 

example of the growing geopolitical vacuum in the Western Balkans and – at the same time – of its 

increasing strategic connections with extra-European state actors, like Russia and Turkey; with both 

Great Britain has a complex agenda of bilateral relations: antagonistic with Putin’s Russia, 

cooperative with Erdogan’s Turkey, especially bearing in mind the growing relations between Ankara 

and Moscow. The redefinition of the regional geopolitical context gives new global value to the “old” 

Balkans, and it could therefore help to increase London's political "return" in Western Balkans issues. 

The fact that London is taking over this diplomatic initiative from the European Union in the year of 

the Brexit is a clear indication of London’s manoeuvring to wedge its own autonomous geopolitical 

presence in the region. In our opinion London is testing how to strengthen its political weight in the 

Balkans in the prospect of a failure of Europe’s attempt to integrate the countries of the region, 

balancing potential geopolitical vectors toward the Black Sea and the Eastern Mediterranean Sea.    

If this analysis is correct, and of course it needs to be tested in the coming years, the British 

government will intensify their actions and will most likely launch forms of political and strategic 

competition with the mainstream European geopolitics, and in particular with Germany, that is the 

main driver of "European" Balkan geopolitics. It is strongly recommended for Italy to follow up these 

initiatives and to find ways of cooperating with London’s new initiative in the Balkans.  

We think that England will give particular attention to the role of illegal migration flows through the 

Balkans, to the process of radicalization of Balkan Islam (especially Albanian speaking), to the 

relations of the countries of the region with Turkey, to the future of the NATO member countries of 

the region like Turkey, Albania and Montenegro, that will not enter the European Union in the medium 

term. Or, like Greece, whose future in the Union may appear uncertain. In other words, an eventual 

failure of the European integration process may give to London the possibility to lead the region’s 
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NATO countries that will remain outside the European Union, increasing the regional geopolitical 

significance as an Atlantic frontline in the Black Sea and Eastern Mediterranean region.  

The weakening of Greece, the complex vector of separation of Ankara from the West, the conflict in 

the Black Sea region around Ukraine, where Russia and NATO nations are confronting, the 

weakness of European external action are all arguments that may push London develop such a 

geopolitical Balkan strategy, opening a new phase of its foreign policy in the region.  

 

The issue on the floor in the Trieste Balkan Summit   

Among the issues dealt with in the Trieste summit, a special place was given to the economic 

development and the logistical and transport interconnections of the region, with the signature of the 

Treaty for the Transport Community. The old TEN-T infrastructure projects, trans-European transport 

and energy corridors have been resumed and given new impulse, with a attentive monitor of the 

progress made in last decade. For the future, there has been a process of channelling the already 

existing European funds of BEI and EBRD on the finalisation of these projects. In total, funding for 

infrastructure projects by European countries and by the European financial institutions have 

exceeded 1.4 billion euros for a total of twenty investment projects. That is an average of 140 million 

euro per project; it is not a huge figure, considering the demand of infrastructures of the region, the 

long delays and the difficult geography of the region. The Energy / Transport agenda also envisages 

the creation of a regional energy market and, for the first time, the activation of the Connecting 

Europe Facility (CEF) with an endowment (decided in 2014 and part of the 2014-2020 European 

Budget) of 11.4 million euro in co-financing. Of particular interest is the political input given to the 

link between the Western Balkans Regional Electric Energy Market and the EU's Internal Energy 

Market, which will be developed through closer cooperation between the Energy Community1 and 

the six Balkan countries. The CESEC Working Group, which includes the 9 EU Member States of 

the EU (Austria, Bulgaria, Croatia, Greece, Hungary, Italy, Romania, Slovenia and Slovakia), has 

been tasked by the Trieste summit to assess the best forms of cooperation with the countries of the 

WB6 group on the development of the regional electricity market. 

The Secretariat of the Energy Community will provide the technical assistance needed to the Balkan 

countries to advance their energy interconnection on issues such as cross-border balancing, spot 

market development and other integration initiatives. Western Balkans leaders acknowledged that, 

despite the progress made, there is a need to bridge gaps and make greater efforts to complete the 

measures taken to create the prerequisites for attracting the investment needed to establish a trans-

European energy community. 

The other important dossier of the summit was the integration of regional transport, which saw a 

further step forward with the signing of the Treaty on the Establishment of the Community of 

Transport by the European Union and five partners from the Western Balkans. Unfortunately, just 

few days before the Summit, Bosnia-Herzegovina announced its impossibility to sign the treaty 

because of internal disagreements between the central government and the government of the 

Serbian entity. The failure to include Bosnia and Herzegovina in the Treaty has also delayed the 

possibility of identifying the headquarters of the Transport Community Secretariat, which should be 

based in Belgrade.  

The failure to include Bosnia and Herzegovina in the Treaty has also delayed the allocation of certain 

funds destined for the country earmarked for the corridor VC, a branch of the V corridor of specific 

interest for Italy as it connects the Croatian Slavonia with the Capital Sarajevo and Ploce, the main 

port of the middle Adriatic in front of Ancona.  

                                                           
1  The Energy Community is an international organization of the EU established in 2006 with a Secretariat in Vienna 

whose purpose is to create a pan-European energy market that includes, in addition to the EU members, the Western 
Balkans, Ukraine, Moldova and Georgia) 
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Together with the Bar - Belgrade axis, it represents one of the few horizontal branches of TENs that 

links central Italy with Belgrade crossing horizontally the region.  

The Summit has devoted particular attention also to the issues of the fight against terrorism, 

extremism, radicalization and organized crime, which are recognized as particularly serious threats 

especially for the increasing human trans-border connectivity across the region and between Europe 

and the Middle East. These phenomena may threaten international trade, cooperation and co - 

regional integration. These problems are common to the European Union and Balkan Europe and 

therefore have to be tackled with closer police and judicial cooperation. The Balkan countries are 

already included in the existing Radicalization Network (RAN) within the European Union. In the final 

statement of the meeting, it was recalled that "it is essential to identify and cut links between terrorists 

and organized transnational criminal networks in human beings, drugs and weapons. Collaboration 

in this area will continue, as will continue the fight of the money laundering and the financing of 

terrorist activities". This passage confirms that, even in the Balkans, the various terrorist and criminal 

activities are becoming more and more converging, feeding each other.  

Finally, specific attention has been given to the issue of illegal arms trade, a phenomena historically 

known in the Balkan countries but which, at times of high terrorist alarm within the European Union, 

represent an important supply channel for terrorist groups. On this topic, the countries in the region 

have agreed to strengthen the fight against SALW, increasing the physical security of arms stocks 

and encouraging a voluntary campaign of collecting illegally detained firearms. 

 


