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Macedonia’s Path Towards the EU and NATO and the 
Regional Implications 

Igor Bandovic

Introduction

S
ince gaining its independence in 1991, Macedonia’s position in 
Southeast Europe was contested by a number of neighbouring 
countries. Until recently, Bulgaria questioned the distinctiveness 
of the Macedonian nation and language. It took Serbia five 

years to recognize Macedonia as an independent country, while the 
Serbian Orthodox Church never accepted the independence of the 
newly formed Macedonian Orthodox Church. Yet, the problem with the 
biggest impact on the Macedonian society as a whole was the dispute 
with Greece over the country’s name. This had profound consequences 
on the country’s development, its fragile state institutions, and even 
threatened the country’s multiethnic character.

On September 30th 2018, Macedonian citizens will vote in a referendum 
to confirm the agreement reached with Greece over the “name issue”. 
Implementation of the deal will end the 27-year-old dispute between 
the two countries and is expected to pave the path for Macedonia’s 
admission in NATO and to kick-start its negotiations for EU membership. 
The latter is also subject to approval by the European Council in June 
2019.1

The positive outcome of this endeavour will have far-reaching 
consequences not only for the country itself, but also for the Western 
Balkan region as a whole. Successful implementation of the agreement 
will put increased pressure on other countries in the region to resolve 
their bilateral issues. A “yes” vote in Skopje will increase the pressure on 
Serbia and Kosovo to agree on a solution to the outstanding bilateral 
dispute in the region over Kosovo’s future relationship with Serbia. A 
“yes” vote in the referendum is also a test for the social-democrat 
government of Zoran Zaev that took power in June 2017, as it risks a 
serious drop in numbers and ratings should the referendum fail. 

Based on the latest developments in Macedonia and in the region, this 
paper will outline the three most likely scenarios for the future of the 
country and their consequences on existing bilateral relations between 
Macedonia and other Balkan countries.

1	  http://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/35863/st10555-en18.pdf 
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Relations with Its Neighbours 

The first foreign policy success of Zaev’s government was signing2 and ratification3 of the Treaty on 
Friendship, Good Neighbourly Relations and Cooperation with Bulgaria. The Treaty recognizes both 
countries’ territorial integrity, envisages establishment of commission to work on resolving their differing 
views on history, and the two countries pledge to protect the rights of the other country’s nationals living 
on their soil. In addition, it includes provisions on non-interference in each other’s domestic affairs and 
focuses, in greater detail, on cooperation in areas of economy, infrastructure and culture, envisaging 
formation of joint working group to discuss ways to improve cooperation. This Treaty is perceived by 
both sides as basis for Bulgaria’s pledge to help its western neighbour in its bid to join NATO and the EU. 

The Agreement came into force during Bulgaria’s EU Presidency and its positive results were immediate. EU 
member-states and institutions praised its outcome. Bulgaria became increasingly positive about the en-
largement and further strengthened its advocacy for enlargement on behalf of the Western Balkans. In the 
Macedonia’s case, in particular, within a very short period of time Bulgaria turned from an ambiguous and 
suspicious neighbour into a strong supporter and promoter of the country’s EU and NATO membership..

In the recent past, relations between official Skopje and Sofia were far from positive. The speed under 
which the Treaty was adopted itself is a proof of this. Under the previous government administration in 
Macedonia it had been in the pipeline for years, but was never signed due to tense bilateral relations 
between the countries. Bad personal relationship between the two prime ministers, Borisov and Gruevs-
ki, despite the fact that both lead parties that are part of the European People’s Party, only exacerbated 
this tension. 

Macedonia’s relations with Serbia, its northern neighbour, have recently become tense. The former 
Macedonian leadership enjoyed strong support from then current Prime Minister Aleksandar Vučić and 
his political party. When the wiretapping scandal developed into full-fledged political crisis, with daily 
protests, pro-government tabloids in Serbia launched an orchestrated campaign against the change of 
government in Skopje. Accusations that the new government will enable creation of ‘Greater Albania’ 
and play into the hands of Albanians that favour dissolution of Macedonia became a common feature in 
pro-Vučić press. Serbia was highly involved in the political crisis, and Vučić praised Gruevski and his 
government for standing up against external influences and foreign mercenaries and agents. When the 
protests escalated into violence, and protesters stampeded into the Parliament in April 2017, Macedo-
nian media published a photo of Serbian intelligence officer who worked at the Serbian Embassy in 
Skopje, Goran Živaljević, amidst the mob that stormed the Parliament building. Serbian investigative 
portal KRIK and OCCRP published transcripts of conversations exchanged between Živaljević, a pro-Rus-
sian Macedonian politician and leader of the Serbian minority party, and a staunchly pro-Kremlin Serbian 
journalist and Member of Parliament from Vučić’s party, indicating attempts to interfere in the Macedo-
nian turmoil.4 Shortly after, Živaljević left Macedonia and the Serbian government pulled its entire em-
bassy staff from Macedonia. The reasons behind this were intelligence reports of ‘offensive action’ 
against Serbia and Serbian interests in Macedonia.5 Such steps against Macedonia were unprecedent-
ed, even during the NATO intervention against Serbia.

Relations with Greece have remained status quo for almost a decade following NATO’s decision not to extend 
an invitation to Macedonia at the Bucharest Summit. The project “Skopje 2014” that revamped Skopje, further 

2   https://www.reuters.com/article/us-macedonia-bulgaria-treaty/macedonia-bulgaria-sign-treaty-to-im-
prove-ties-idUSKBN1AH4E3 

3    https://europeanwesternbalkans.com/2018/02/14/agreement-macedonia-bulgaria-enters-force/ 
4    https://www.krik.rs/en/serbias-involvement-in-the-macedonian-crisis/; https://www.krik.rs/krik-objavljuje-doku-

menta-makedonskih-tajnih-sluzbi/ 
5	  https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2017/08/serbia-withdraws-embassy-staff-macedonia-170821201331827.html 
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deteriorated the already difficult and fragile relations between the two countries to the point of discontinua-
tion of any formal or informal communication between them. This became apparent during the migration crisis 
in 2015 and 2016, when the authorities did not communicate for the benefit of both countries. The situation 
with Albania and Kosovo was similar, regardless of Macedonia’s decision to recognize Kosovo’s independence. 

The new social-democrat government was resolute to improve relations will all of its neighbours. Since day 
one, Zaev’s government has pushed for the “open doors” policy towards the neighbouring countries. Relations 
with all neighbours improved, with the exception of Serbia, leaving Belgrade the only government in the re-
gion that failed to congratulate Macedonia and Greece on striking a historic agreement. 

EU Enlargement and the Berlin Process in the Framework of Regional 
Rapprochement 

Regional cooperation between the Western Balkans has intensified recently and gained prominence fol-
lowing the launch of the Berlin Process by the German government back in 2014. This regional initiative 
aimed to make real progress within the reform process in addition to the formal EU negotiations framework. 
It included resolving outstanding bilateral issues between countries, achieving reconciliation, enhancing 
regional economic cooperation and internal reforms. After the initial meeting in Berlin, several annual sum-
mits have been organized in the framework of the Berlin Process: in Vienna, Paris, Trieste and London, with 
the idea of further expanding the group of countries hosting the Berlin Process by including Poland, which 
will host the Summit in 2019. One of the significant achievements at the Vienna Summit in 2015 was the 
signing of the Declaration on Resolution of Bilateral Issues6 by foreign ministers of the Western Balkans in 
which they “commit to resolve any open questions through bilateral negotiations in the spirit of good 
neighbourly relations and shared commitment to EU integration”. From the EU’s perspective, the political 
push towards resolution of these issues a favourable momentum in the region. Nevertheless, despite such 
favourable momentum and shifted attention of key EU member-states towards the region, the two major 
bilateral disputes, between Macedonia and Greece, and between Serbia and Kosovo, remained unresolved. 
As a legacy from Yugoslavia’s dissolution, these two issues dominated the regional agenda for more than 
two decades. Apart from these, there are still numerous minor bilateral disagreements deriving from the 
Yugoslav wars,7 but these two remain the most difficult and prevent further progress in the region and its 
European aspirations. Remaining bilateral disputes are threatening to trigger, at any given moment, desta-
bilization of the region and to hamper its positive prospects for the future. The two can have multiplier ef-
fect on other countries in the region, and beyond, causing unpredictable consequences based on the 
principle of communicating vessels. The Berlin Process initiative gained momentum with the 2017 Europe-
an Commission’s communication titled “A Credible Enlargement Perspective for and Enhanced EU En-
gagement with the Western Balkans”.8 Regional cooperation and settlement of bilateral disputes gained 
even greater importance in this document, as it clearly states that the “EU will not accept to import these 
disputes and the instability they could entail”. Furthermore, the document states that “definitive and bind-
ing solutions must be found and implemented before a country accedes”..

Three Likely Scenario

Following are the possible scenarios for developments in the region as a result of Macedonia’s EU and 
NATO bid

6   https://www.bmeia.gv.at/fileadmin/user_upload/Zentrale/Aussenpolitik/Addendum_Western_Balkans_Summit.pdf 
7   http://wb-csf.eu/wp-content/uploads/2018/05/Bilateral-Disputes-Conundrum-Accepting-the-Past-and-Finding-Solu 

tions-for-the-Western-Balkans.pdf 
8    https://ec.europa.eu/commission/sites/beta-political/files/communication-credible-enlargement-perspective-west-

ern-balkans_en.pdf 
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1.Good News from the Balkans: Fast Forward to EU and NATO

The positive scenario for Macedonia and the Western Balkans region would be marked by Macedonia’s 
entry into NATO in 2019, and conclusions of the European Council in June 2019 outlining that the “Repub-
lic of North Macedonia” is ready to start EU accession negotiations. From the regional perspective, strength-
ened security through NATO membership and reform momentum through opening EU accession negotia-
tions (in 2021 under this scenario) will create a new dynamic and positive competition among the countries 
in the region currently negotiating for EU membership. Possible opening of negotiations with Albania will 
even further reinforce this positive trend. Moreover, it will send a strong message to the remaining two 
countries from the Western Balkans region, Bosnia and Kosovo, that only a strong political will for reforms 
and fostering of good neighbourly relations can move their countries forward. . 

2.Enhancing the Security on the Balkans’ Southern Flan

The middle scenario projects that North Macedonia becomes NATO member; however, due to weak re-
forms, especially in the area of the rule of law, the EU postpones its decision to start accession talks with 
North Macedonia at the European Council meeting in December 2019 or early 2020.

With the country becoming a member of NATO, its citizens have ensured hardware security in the most 
fragile region of Europe and capabilities to deter meddling from third powers, primarily Russia, and unwant-
ed interference from neighbouring countries. The latter is especially important due to the uncertainty con-
cerning resolution of the Kosovo-Serbia bilateral dispute. Furthermore, these newly created circumstances 
will also help bridging the divide between ethnic Albanians and Macedonians and locking down the coun-
try’s territorial integrity and sovereignty, which was questioned so many times by so many countries sur-
rounding it. 

North Macedonia’s NATO accession will be welcomed by the countries in the region who already joined the 
Alliance. This will also imply different security architecture of the region, having in mind that Serbia will be 
the only country in the region outside NATO if one excludes Bosnia and Herzegovina and Kosovo where 
NATO has deployed forces on the ground. Due to the current political climate in Europe, several important 
EU member-states have turned from disinterest for enlargement to scepticism or outright hostility. In this 
scenario, the outgoing European Commission will try its best to convince these member-states to change 
their opinion on enlargement and grant North Macedonia the well-deserved accession negotiations, but 
without much success. The lost credibility of the Commission with regards to enlargement and the “re-
venge” of sceptical member-states will make Macedonia its main victim. Under this scenario, in spite of the 
support from Bulgaria and Greece to Macedonia’s enlargement, France, the Netherlands and other scepti-
cal EU member-states (e.g. Denmark) will refuse to grant Skopje a date for opening accession talks. This 
scenario will offer little tangible benefits to Macedonian citizens; however, its symbolic significance (due to 
NATO accession) will most likely deter any political instability in the medium run. Positive outlook for the 
future will largely depend on Zaev government’s ability to push through genuine reforms (especially in the 
area of the rule of law and anti-corruption) that could, in turn, provide sufficient credit to unblock Paris, The 
Hague, and others.

3.Return to the Pastо

Due to its consultative nature, the referendum results are not binding for the Macedonian government, 
given that they will have to be confirmed in the Parliament. Under this scenario, either the threshold of 
50% + 1 voter turnout is not met or the referendum results show a strong 80% support for the Agreement 
among voters that cast their ballots. Using the failed referendum as excuse, the main opposition party 
VMRO-DPMNE calls Prime Minister Zaev to resign and organise snap elections. Publicly pressured, un-
able to gather the necessary two-third majority vote in the Parliament to adopt the constitutional chang-
es required for implementation of the Prespa Agreement, Zaev calls new elections. His party, SDSM, wins 
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the elections, but precious time would be lost in the process. Meanwhile, the Greek Prime Minister and 
Syriza, pressed by their electoral schedule, fail to ratify the Agreement in the Greek Parliament. 
This scenario presents a huge blowback for the Euro-Atlantic future of Macedonia. Except with the gov-
ernment, the main fault is put on the EU (France and the Netherlands) for failing to provide sufficient 
incentives to Macedonia in order to affect positive outcome on the referendum. The entire strategy of 
the Western Balkans starting to join the EU in 2025 is shattered. Failure to implement the Prespa Agree-
ment sends a message to other countries in the region with open bilateral issues that it is not worth 
trying.

Lessons to be Learned

The Prespa Agreement is an example of brave and strategic visionary policy of the new Macedonian 
government. In its essence, the Agreement is a comprehensive compromise and reconciliation effort that 
provides good basis for the future model of reckoning with former foes, building trust and partnership for 
the future. Sacrificing the national pride for a greater good of citizens, anti-populist politics of the Macedo-
nian government seems almost solitary midst current trends in the EU.z

The success of this process will show how much the citizens of Macedonia are willing to compromise about 
the important statehood issue in order to benefit from political, economic and security integration in the EU 
and NATO. Successful decision on the referendum and renaming the country as North Macedonia will cre-
ate a different tone and will have huge positive impact in the region of Western Balkans. And finally, it could 
serve as blueprint for peace building and conflict resolution efforts in the broader region of the Southeast 
Europe. Furthermore, this historical agreement and the new direction taken by the government in Skopje 
have shown how neighbours, once the disputes are settled, can become allies, supporters and strategic 
partners for the benefit of the region. This could be achieved only if the process is genuine, which comes 
opposite to faking it. It boosts credibility of the country and of the region as a whole. For once, the Balkans 
can be the good news for a good reason. 




