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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

This report explores the strategic importance of the Western Balkans in
the context of the EU’s pursuit of strategic autonomy and enhanced
defence readiness. It underscores the argument that Western Balkan
countries—despite not yet being EU member states—have increasingly
proven their value as security contributors and partners. This
contribution is both timely and essential as the EU confronts the
implications of the war in Ukraine and potential shifts in the
transatlantic security relationship. Hence, the integration of the
Western Balkan region into the European Union (EU) should be seen as
a part of the solution to some of the pressing challenges the EU faces,
not as a burden.

At the EU level, recent initiatives, such as the 2024 European Defence
Industrial Strategy (EDIS) and the 2025 White Paper on European
Defence, have aimed to enhance collective readiness and industrial
capability. Yet, the full potential of regional partnerships—particularly
with the Western Balkan region—has not been fully realized,
undercutting the ability to leverage and further develop their defence
capabilities. To that effect, closer integration of the region could play a
constructive and multidimensional role in helping to advance all four
objectives laid out in the 2022 Strategic Compass for Security and
Defence, as well as contributing directly to four of the seven priorities
listed in the White Paper.

Western Balkan countries have significantly increased their defence
spending, exceeding NATO’s 2% GDP threshold. Most countries in the
region allocate over 20% of their defence budgets to equipment and
modernization. Increasing defence procurement from EU countries
further strengthens interoperability as well as supporting the European
Defence Technological and Industrial Base (EDTIB).

The region has demonstrated solidarity with Ukraine, providing military
aid, equipment, and training. While not always publicly disclosed,
support from countries like Albania, North Macedonia, and Montenegro
has been substantial. Even Serbia, despite maintaining ties with Russia,
has also supported Ukraine through financial and humanitarian aid as
well as military supplies, including weapons to the value of over 800
million EUR through third parties. The Western Balkans have also
contributed to multiple CSDP missions and international peacekeeping
operations.
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Their deployments, often small but specialized, enhance Europe’s
capacity while underscoring their own operational capability and
commitment to European security.

A critical yet underutilized asset is the region's long-standing defence
industrial base, which possesses the infrastructure and expertise to
produce a wide range of military goods. Comprising approximately 200
companies, this sector can manufacture systems compatible with
NATO standards at lower cost, providing a valuable, scalable resource
for Ukraine and a vital contribution to meeting the EU's own defence
production targets. Serbia, the biggest producer, accounts for 2/3 of
the total Western Balkan exports, while companies in Bosnia and
Herzegovina have the capacity to produce 500,000 artillery shells
annually. The other countries have also developed their defence
industries, excelling especially in the production of ammunition and
explosives, but also demonstrating the potential to “leapfrog” into the
production of drones.

The region is geographically critical to European military logistics,
serving as a strategic land bridge for military mobility and supply chain
security connected to both the frontline in Ukraine and the Eastern
Mediterranean. The development of crucial dual-use infrastructure,
such as Corridor 8 connecting the Adriatic and Black Seas, the NATO
Kucové airbase and Porto Romano naval port in Albania, and the
presence of major training facilities like Krivolak in North Macedonia,
underscore the region's role in strategic enablers. Still, EU funding for
military mobility as well as EU investments in the region’s defence or
dual-use industries remain limited.

The Western Balkans' existing capabilities align with several EU
defence priorities outlined in the Readiness 2030 agenda, particularly in
artillery ammunition production, drone systems, and logistics. Despite
this clear potential, the EU's defence and enlargement policies often
operate in separate "silos". In order to achieve true European strategic
autonomy, the EU must adopt a more synergistic approach, leveraging
the Western Balkans' defence contributions as a rationale for
accelerating their integration into the Union. To that effect, full CFSP
alignment and rule of law improvements in the Western Balkans are as
important as the region’s material contribution.
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Structured defence integration can be a strategic lever for
reinvigorating the EU enlargement process. By offering candidate
countries tangible incentives—such as participation in EU defence
initiatives and joint projects, along with industrial cooperation—
accession becomes more credible and economically meaningful. This
approach will not only strengthen defence sectors, it will also boost
local economies, align candidates more closely with EU strategic goals
and values, and sustain political momentum and reform efforts in the
face of enlargement fatigue. Among EU member states, such
engagement opportunities could help foster a better understanding of
why the Western Balkans need to be integrated in the EU sooner rather
than later, and inspire trust that could spill over from defence
cooperation into a more welcoming stance towards enlargement.

In conclusion, the Western Balkans are evolving from security
consumers to proactive contributors to European defence. Their rising
investments, operational commitments, industrial capabilities, and
strategic location make them indispensable allies. As the EU seeks to
meet the challenges of an increasingly volatile security environment,
full engagement with the region—politically, operationally, and
economically—offers a strategic opportunity to enhance resilience,
autonomy, and defence readiness. Therefore, membership in the EU for
the Western Balkans would be a geopolitical win for Europe.

Policy recommendations:

Institutional integration: Create formal pathways for Western Balkan
participation in the EU’s existing and emerging defence initiatives,
including the European Defence Industry Programme, European
Defence Agency, and European Defence Fund.

Policy exchange: Include the Western Balkan countries in CFSP, CSDP
and other defence-related policy discussions whenever possible (even
as observers) to ensure continuous alignment, explore further
integration avenues, and help them prepare for membership.

Joint training: Encourage joint military training between national armies
of EU member states and the Western Balkan countries to foster trust,
build bonds and ensure interoperability.
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Infrastructure funding: Prioritize funding of dual-use infrastructure in
the region to support military mobility and logistical resilience.

Transparency and governance: Strengthen rule-of-law and anti-
corruption mechanisms in defence procurement to ensure responsible
use of increasing defence budgets and EU instruments.

Industrial investment: Provide targeted EU investment to the region’s
defence and dual-use industries to enhance production capacity and
supply chain resilience, while boosting the region’s smaller markets
through EU-wide economies of scale.

Private-sector partnerships: Foster long-term partnerships between
Western Balkan defence companies and EU firms to integrate regional
producers into European supply chains and innovation ecosystems.

A common defence and security market: As the Western Balkans
gradually join the EU Single Market, involve them in the building of the
common security and defence market by further dismantling trade and
investment barriers, promoting joint ventures and procurement, and
harmonizing standards in dual-use and defence technologies.

Link to enlargement: Integrate participation in defence-related policy
forums and instruments, along with the reforms required for that to
happen, into the gradual accession framework to ensure that some
benefits of the defence integration are felt early on and incentivize
enlargement.

A means to overcome enlargement fatigue: Amidst geopolitical
uncertainty and heightened security tensions, communicate the
Western Balkans’ contribution to European defence readiness towards
and within EU member states to push enlargement forward and
overcome reluctance.
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INTRODUCTION
The EU’s Quest for Strategic Autonomy and Defence Readiness

Strategic autonomy has become a cornerstone of the EU’s discourse
and policy on security and its role as a global actor. As early as 2016,
the EU Global Strategy articulated the aspiration for “an appropriate
level of strategic autonomy,” which the accompanying Implementation
Plan defined as the “ability to act and cooperate with international and
regional partners wherever possible, while being able to operate
autonomously when and where necessary.”[1]

Six years later, the 2022 Strategic Compass for Security and Defence
responded to the deteriorating security environment by calling for a
“gquantum leap forward” in the EU’s ability and willingness to act.[2] It
identified four overarching objectives:

e Act rapidly and robustly whenever a crisis erupts, with partners if
possible and alone when necessary;

e Enhance its ability to anticipate threats, guarantee secure access to
strategic domains, and protect its citizens;

e Invest more and better in capabilities and innovative technologies,
fill strategic gaps, and reduce technological and industrial
dependencies;

e Strengthen cooperation with partners to address common threats
and challenges.

However, the European Union’s pursuit of defence readiness has faced
a series of interrelated challenges that hinder its ability to respond
effectively to security threats. Chief among these is the persistent
fragmentation of the European defence market, which limits economies
of scale and obstructs coordinated procurement and innovation.
Significant gaps in the EU’s production capacity require enhanced
mechanisms for financing, joint procurement, and the ramping up of
industrial output. Ensuring the security and resilience of defence-
related supply chains—particularly in light of geopolitical disruptions—is
another pressing concern. Moreover, achieving full interoperability
among member states’ armed forces, and ensuring rapid deployment
capabilities, remain long-standing operational hurdles. The Union also
struggles to consolidate and share intelligence effectively, which
undermines situational awareness and joint decision-making. Together,
these structural and strategic deficiencies constrain the EU’s efforts to
forge a robust, agile, and autonomous defence posture.
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In order to address some of these challenges, the 2024 European
Defence Industrial Strategy (EDIS) defines priorities and actions for the
EU’s defence industrial policy through until 2035.[3] Its overarching aim
is to bolster defence readiness as a central pillar of European strategic
autonomy. The key objectives of EDIS include reinforcing the European
Defence Technological and Industrial Base (EDTIB) and fostering
cooperation with international and like-minded partners. Based on this
strategy, the European Commission proposed a Regulation establishing
the European Defence Industry Programme (EDIP) along with a
framework of measures to secure the timely availability and delivery of
defence products.[4] Among them, the European Defence Industry
Reinforcement through joint Procurement Act (EDIRPA) aims to
incentivize joint defence procurements using the EU budget for the first
time to support joint buying. Such a measure aims not only to
strengthen the EDTIB by favouring European products, but also to
enhance interoperability, achieve cost-effectiveness through
economies of scale, and address urgent defence capability gaps. The
most recent Security Action for Europe (SAFE) Regulation envisages
150 billion EUR to boost investment in defence industrial production
and joint procurements.[5]

Nonetheless, while these efforts are expected to bear fruit primarily in
the medium to long term, the EU is under pressure to deliver concrete
solutions in the immediate future. The second term of President Trump
has triggered a reassessment of Europe’s dependency on the United
States, prompting calls for the EU to take greater responsibility for
ensuring peace and stability on the continent. Anticipated risks include
a possible withdrawal of US troops and military assets from Europe,
reduced intelligence cooperation, and even challenges to NATO’s
Article 5 on collective defence. Most concerning of all, perhaps, is the
potential pursuit of a peace deal with Russia at Ukraine’'s expense—a
move that would not only undermine Ukraine’s ability to resist current
and future aggression, but also embolden Russia to pursue further
destabilization efforts, including possible threats against EU and NATO
member states.[6]
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The Evolving Security and Defence Role of the Western Balkans

Historically, the Western Balkans have been perceived as a “security
consumer”—a region requiring sustained EU engagement to preserve
stability and prevent the spillover of regional conflict into the Union.
Indeed, the EU’s early discussions about developing autonomous
security and defence capabilities were catalysed by its inability to
respond effectively to the Yugoslav wars in the 1990s, which ultimately
necessitated NATO-led interventions. While bilateral disputes and
sporadic tensions remain—particularly concerning the Serbia-Kosovo
relationship—, the region has made notable progress in mitigating
internal frictions and diminishing the risk of renewed conflict. With
three countries now members of NATO (Albania, Montenegro and
North Macedonia) and five of the six engaged in EU accession
negotiations (only Kosovo remaining only a potential candidate
country), the Western Balkans increasingly appear ready to adopt a
more proactive role in supporting European peace and security. The
appointment of a former minister of defence of North Macedonia,
Radmila Shekerinska, as NATO deputy Secretary General in 2024, and
the selection of Tirana to host the annual NATO summit in 2027, testify
to the region’s rising profile in the international defence community.

Given the region’s deep economic integration with the EU and its
ambitions to join the Union, it is imperative for Western Balkan
countries to align their defence manufacturing priorities with the EU’s
evolving strategic needs. Their geographic proximity further
underscores the importance of including the Western Balkans in EU
considerations on critical infrastructure, military mobility, and supply
chain security across the broader South East Europe (SEE) region.

In this context, the potential contribution of the Western Balkans to EU
strategic autonomy and defence readiness can be analysed on two
levels:

e Strengthening the EDTIB, both through the acquisition of European
defence products and technologies and the production of critical
military goods, components, and raw materials, thereby supporting
the EU’s defence industrial targets and contributing to the resilience
of European supply chains;
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e Deepening operational cooperation by establishing closer ties that
enable the pooling of existing and emerging defence capabilities in
the Western Balkans in order to reinforce Europe’s collective
security (e.g. strategic enablers, military mobility, rapid deployment,
and participation in CSDP missions).

While the fourth objective of the EU’s Strategic Compass explicitly calls
for “boosting cooperation with bilateral partners that share the same
values and interests” and for the development of “tailored partnerships
in the Western Balkans”, this paper contends that the Western Balkans
have the potential to play a constructive and multidimensional role in
advancing all four objectives set out in this EU document. Such a
contribution is both timely and essential in light of the EU’s current
security challenges, with every supportive effort counting towards the
achieving of greater strategic autonomy and defence readiness.

The paper uses publicly available data including official statements and
websites; open-source databases; secondary sources such as
scholarly analyses, reports and media articles; as well as original data
collected through 16 semi-structured interviews and 10 off-the-record
meetings and conversations with Western Balkan and EU defence
officials and experts.

The chapters that follow examine: five specific avenues through which
the Western Balkans can make a contribution to EU defence readiness;
the links between the Western Balkans’ potential contribution and the
existing and emerging opportunities for cooperation stemming from the
EU’'s defence plans and instruments; as well as the challenges to this
contribution actually materializing in light of the region’'s current
relations with the EU and enlargement policy.
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THE WESTERN BALKANS' POTENTIAL CONTRIBUTION TO EU
STRATEGIC AUTONOMY AND DEFENCE READINESS

Defence spending and acquisitions

Over the past five years, the defence spending of the Western Balkans
has been consistently rising. In fact, with the exception of Bosnia and
Herzegovina, all countries in the region are projected to spend over 2%
of their GDP on defence in 2025. The regional average for 2025 is
2.06%, and the average of the three NATO countries rises to 2.3%. To
put this into perspective, the EU27 average for 2024 is estimated at
around 1.9%, while at the level of the twenty-three EU NATO members,
the average is estimated to stand at 1.99% for 2024 and expected to
reach 2.04% in 2025.[7] While NATO has agreed to raise the bar higher,
setting a target of 5% of GDP, the Western Balkans are not lagging
behind for now—in fact, in many ways, they are keeping pace or even
ahead of the curve.

1.40 1.50 1.74 2.04 2.50

ALBANIA

BOSNIA & HERZEGOVINA 0.80 0.70 0.70 0.81 0.90

NORTH MACEDONIA 1.40 1.70 1.70 2.22 2.40

MONTENEGRO 0.90 0.96 1.00 2.02 2.00

SERBIA 2.40 2.00 2.05 1.80 2.52

KOosovo 0.85 113 1.30 2.00 2.04

AVERAGE 1.29 1.33 1.42 1.81 2.06

Table: Defence spending of the Western Balkan countries as a percentage of their GDP, per year, 2021-2025
Source: Authors’ compilation based on multiple sources[8]
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Most of the Western Balkan countries exceed the NATO recommended
threshold of investing 20% of their defence budgets in equipment and
modernisation, with some—Ilike North Macedonia, Serbia and Albania—
standing at or exceeding 30%.[9] A longer-term view suggests efforts
to add capabilities and pursue modernization accelerated in the 2010s
and 2020s. The acquisitions extend across a number of suppliers within
and outside Europe, with the US accounting for a significant
percentage along with Turkey. In the case of Serbia, there have been
problematic purchases of Chinese defence systems, as well.[10]

Still, over the past decade, the Western Balkans have increasingly
turned to EU member states to procure a broad range of defence
equipment, including both legacy systems and modern military
technologies, thereby contributing to the strengthening of the EU
defence industry.[11] For instance, Albania has focused primarily on
enhancing its rotary-wing capabilities, acquiring EC-145 light
helicopters from Germany in 2014 and LMV armoured personnel
vehicles from Italy in 2015. Montenegro has bolstered its armoured
mobility with Survivor-2 vehicles from Austria in 2014 and Dingo-2
APCs from Germany in 2021. North Macedonia has recently prioritized
aerial mobility and air defence, placing orders in 2023 for AW-149 and
AW-169 helicopters from lItaly, along with portable Mistral surface-to-
air missiles from France in 2022. Serbia has undertaken a more
comprehensive modernization effort, acquiring a wide array of systems
including C-295 transport aircraft from Spain (2022), Mistral SAMs
from France (2019), and a suite of advanced radar systems from
France, Slovenia, Germany and Denmark between 2015 and 2021. In
addition, Serbia expanded its rotary-wing and missile strike capabilities
with EC-145 helicopters from Germany and FZ-275 air-to-surface
missiles from Belgium. The most recent Serbian purchase of Rafale
fighter jets from France proved highly controversial: given Serbia’s
close ties to Russia, the Rafales it received have some downgraded
capabilities.[12]

This trend underscores a steady increase in defence cooperation
between the Western Balkans and the EU, in terms of both equipment
interoperability and strategic alignment. Weapons purchases are also
important, because they can unlock further cooperation through
associated activities: for instance, training in relation to complex
weapons systems, or support for the recipient country to develop its
own industrial niche for maintenance.[13]
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As seen through the experience of joint purchases within NATO, the
Western Balkans' potential inclusion in the EU’s joint procurement
mechanisms could help them, as relatively small consumers, to optimize
costs and reduce expenditures by up to 30%.[14] This would arguably
act as an additional impetus for the Western Balkans to purchase
European defence equipment, further boosting their alignment with the
EU’s defence standards and priorities.

An additional pathway to facilitate collaboration, enhance capabilities
and foster interoperability would be through the establishing of
technical arrangements with the European Defence Agency (EDA).
Such cooperation would provide the Western Balkan countries access
to joint projects, expertise, and insights into armament developments
and technological advancement as a means to boost their own
research and innovation, address critical capability gaps, and better
understand European security challenges and priorities. It could serve
as an additional forum for EU member states to engage with the
Western Balkan countries, to build trust and to pave the way towards
deeper cooperation in other, more sensitive, defence areas. With Serbia
the only Western Balkan country to have such a technical arrangement
currently in place, other countries seeking to boost their own defence
industries—and NATO allies, in particular—should be encouraged to
explore the possibility of concluding technical arrangements with the
EDA.

Support to Ukraine

The Western Balkan region has demonstrated solidarity with Ukraine
following the 2022 invasion: condemning Russia’s aggression and
expressing support for Ukraine's sovereignty and territorial integrity, it
has aligned with EU and NATO stances. Most of the countries in the
region have also provided significant military, humanitarian, financial
and diplomatic support, manifested through various means.[15]
However, this assistance has not always been publicly advertised due
to domestic politics or foreign policy reasons, especially in the case of
Serbia due to its traditional friendship with Russia.[16] Nonetheless,
Serbia has provided Ukraine with direct budget support to the tune of
at least 50 million EUR (over $32 million in 2024 alone), in addition to
four donations of electricity generation equipment (one donation alone
worth €8.4 million), spare parts produced in Serbia and compatible with
the Russian technology used in Ukraine, as well as humanitarian
assistance.[17]
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Military aid has primarily come from NATO members in the region who
donated their Soviet-era equipment; this was crucial at the beginning of
the war especially, for Ukrainian soldiers trained and accustomed to
using such technology. For instance, North Macedonia provided around
30 T-72 main battle tanks and a quantity of 125 mm tank rounds, 12 Mi-
24 helicopters, and 4 Su-25 aircraft, along with spare parts and 30mm
ammunition for the jets’ guns. The value of these items relative to the
country’s size ranked the country fourth among NATO allies in terms of
contributions per capita at the beginning of 2024. Albania donated 22
US-made International M1224 MaxxPro MRAP (Mine-Resistant Ambush
Protected) vehicles fitted with machine guns, which have been
observed in frontline positions. Moreover, they donated Chinese-made
7.62mm small arms, as well as 60mm type 63 mortar rounds, which
have also been seen in the theatre, as well as in-house-made 82mm
mortar rounds. Albania’s commitment is estimated at around 70 million
euros in military aid alone. Montenegro sent almost all its legacy naval
artillery to Ukraine, including some 760 of the 57x438 mm shells used
by the Bofors 57 mm L/70 naval automatic gun, which were fitted on
now decommissioned Koncar class missile boats, and 15,000 57 mm
and 76 mm artillery shells. Kosovo has provided two military aid
packages including trucks, vehicles, armoured personnel carriers, and
mortar shells, despite the fact that it is not recognized as an
independent country by Ukraine. Albania, North Macedonia and Kosovo
have also actively engaged in the training of Ukrainian soldiers.

Serbia's situation is unique. While officially denying direct military aid
due to its close ties with Russia, reports suggest that €800 million
worth of Serbian-made ammunition has reached Ukraine through third
parties.[18] It is also assumed that most of the Bosnian-manufactured
weapons and ammunition have reached Ukraine through third parties-
the US first and foremost, but also Romania and the Czech Repubilic,
although the exact type and amount remains unclear.[19]

Participation in CSDP and international peacekeeping missions

The EU’'s Common Security and Defence Policy (CSDP) has historically
focused on crisis management operations, both military and civilian, in
a variety of conflict zones from Africa to the Middle East and in the
Western Balkans itself. The current debate on peace possibly being
reached in Ukraine includes the possible deployment of European
troops on Ukrainian territory, which would represent a huge challenge
for EU Member States—particularly if implemented under EU command
and control structures.
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Against this backdrop, it is important to underline the Western Balkans’
contribution to past and ongoing CSDP missions, as well as their
willingness and increased ability to engage in peace efforts in
international peacekeeping operations.

Given the size of their populations and armies, most Western Balkan
countries contribute small but targeted deployments, often composed
of specialized personnel such as trainers, medical teams, and military
observers. For example, Albania and Montenegro contributed military
personnel to the EU’s training missions in Mali; Bosnia and Herzegovina,
North Macedonia, and Serbia contributed to military training and
security sector reform in the Central African Republic; Montenegro and
Serbia provided military advisors and trainers to the EU training mission
in Somalia; and Montenegro and Serbia contributed staff officers and
naval personnel to support Operation Atalanta in the Horn of Africa
(EUNAVFOR). In addition, Albania and North Macedonia have
demonstrated particular interest and engagement in EUFOR Althea in
Bosnia and Herzegovina in the context of their commitment to
strengthening security in their own region.[20]

Moreover, NATO members in the region have actively participated both
in the ISAF and Resolute Support Mission in Afghanistan and KFOR in
Kosovo with ongoing troop and logistical support. They also contribute
to the Enhanced Forward Presence in Latvia and Enhanced Vigilance
Activities in Bulgaria.[21] Boshia and Herzegovina also participated in
the NATO operations in Afghanistan and has several designated units
that are ready to support NATO missions, including a light infantry
battalion, a platoon of military police, and a demining battalion, all
graded in line with NATO standards. However, for now, the Bosnian
Serb leadership is blocking decisions to send troops on CSDP and other
peacekeeping missions, including the dispatch of a demining battalion
to Ukraine.[22]

In the context of UN peacekeeping missions, Albania has contributed to
UNMISS in South Sudan, MINURCAT in Chad and the Central African
Republic, UNOMIG in Georgia, and MFO in Sinai. Bosnia and
Herzegovina has deployed police officers to Liberia, Sudan, Cyprus,
East Timor, and Haiti. Montenegro has sent military observers to UNMIL
in Liberia, UNFICYP in Cyprus, and MINURSO in Western Sahara. North
Macedonia has contributed observers to UNMIL in Liberia, UNFICYP in
Cyprus, and UNIFIL in Lebanon.
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Serbia is the most active country from the region and among the top
European contributors of personnel to UN missions, with around 300
personnel in UNIFIL, as well as medical units and military police in
MINUSCA, UNFICYP, and MONUSCO in the Democratic Republic of
Congo.[23]

The Western Balkan countries demonstrate a growing, constant and
diversified commitment and capability to contribute to EU-led missions
under the CSDP. They can be seen as a strategically engaged and
politically committed region with significant potential to support and
enhance the EU’s military missions globally, and especially in the
context of a post-war Ukraine.

Defence industry

The war in Ukraine revealed that the EU’'s weapons and ammunition
production capacity was largely insufficient in the face of such a
contingency. At the beginning of 2025, only 30% of the weapons used
in Ukraine were made in the EU, with another third produced
domestically and around 40% coming from the US.[24] Moreover, as
soon as the EU’s lack of capacity to meet its promise of one million
shells delivered to Ukraine by March 2024 became obvious, President
Zelenskyy urged Ukraine’s partners to step up their efforts and then-
High Representative Borell urged EU member states to halt all exports
to other countries and channel their entire production to Ukraine.[25]
The EU would not meet its target until November 2024, with much
more still to be done, according to High Representative Kaja Kallas.[26]

It is unclear whether and to which extent the Western Balkans were
considered part of the solution to the EU’s challenge. Still, the fact that
they have managed to significantly scale up their defence production
and exports on their own since the beginning of the war indicates their
potential to contribute to overall European targets.

The Western Balkans possess a robust and well-established defence
industrial base that traces its roots back to the self-sufficiency goals of
former Communist regimes. These countries developed an extensive
military-industrial complex capable of producing a full range of arms,
ammunition, and equipment for their armed forces. Today, this legacy
translates into a strategic advantage: despite the fact that a significant
number of their production facilities were were destroyed in the post-
Yugoslav transition and failed privatization process,
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the region still retains the infrastructure, technical know-how, and
human capital necessary to manufacture and maintain key defence
products in high demand from EU members - ranging from artillery
shells and small arms ammunition to armoured vehicles and even
drones. Importantly, Western Balkan producers can manufacture
systems based on both NATO (155mm) and Soviet standards, making
them particularly valuable in the context of the war in Ukraine.

There are approximately 200 companies producing defence goods and
technologies in the region, most of them located in either Serbia or
Bosnia and Herzegovina. The two countries alone account for most of
the region's military exports. Serbia leads in arms and ammunition
exports, making up nearly 66% of regional exports and generating
approximately €1.2 turnover in profits in 2021, while Bosnia and
Herzegovina contributes around 32%.[27]

The Serbian defence industry is a dynamic and export-driven sector
that comprises a mix of state-owned enterprises—such as Jugoimport-
SDPR, Zastava Arms, and KruSik—and a growing number of private
firms like EDePro. The industry produces a wide array of military
equipment, including small arms, artillery systems like the Nora B-52
howitzer and Tamnava rocket launcher, armoured vehicles such as the
Lazar and Milosh, and is growing its capabilities in Unmanned Aerial
Systems (UAS) and missile technologies. Serbia maintains a strong
presence in international defence markets, exporting to over 50
countries with key customers in the Middle East, Africa, and Asia.
Government backing has played a critical role in the sector’'s growth,
with support for R&D, modernization, and export facilitation. Despite
challenges—such as limited domestic procurement, reliance on
imported components for high-tech systems, and occasional
controversy over arms exports—Serbia’s defence industry remains a
strategic economic asset and a cornerstone of the country’s national
security and foreign policy outreach.

Bosnia and Herzegovina’'s military industry employs around 5,000
people in over 20 companies.[28] The largest among them are
predominantly owned by the entity governments (and not the state-
level government), which shields their work and exports from the ever
more frequent political crises and related embargos at the state level.
[29]

"Er: thinknea

New Narratives of EU Integration



https://www.eliamep.gr/en/projects/think-nea-new-narratives-of-eu-integration/

think nea - New Narratives of EU Integration 17
Thematic report No. 2 | July 2025

The majority of the weapon- and ammunition-producing facilities are is
based in the territory of the Federation of BiH, while the companies
based in the other entity, the Republika Srpska (RS), are engaged in
maintaining weapon systems and military equipment. Many of the
companies namely BNT, Pretis, Binas, and others have ramped up the
manufacturing of 155 mm artillery shells, drones, and other essential
equipment for Ukraine. BNT alone produces a wide array of artillery
pieces, with a total yearly output of 500,000 units.[30] Bosnia and
Herzegovina’s overall production has significant capacity for further
development and could vyield considerable output with minimal
investment and/or other incentives from the EU and/or its member
states.[31]

Meanwhile, Albania, North Macedonia and Montenegro contribute to
the sector through specialized ammunition and explosives. Albania has
already launched a national strategy to revitalize its defence industry
through state and private investment; it has already begun to
operationalize it inter alia through the joint declaration on cooperation
in the defence sector with the UK, which relates to the joint production
of military vehicles.[32] The ambition is to start small—with the
production of explosives in Elbasan, small arms and light weapons
(SALW) and ammunition for the domestic army as well as drones—then
to gradually move on to more complex defence products.[33]

Following the purchase of Turkish Bayraktar drones, Ankara has
committed to support Kosovo's plans to launch a domestic NATO-
standard drone and ammunition production.[34] MKE—Turkey’s largest
state-owned defence company—has also pledged to set up the first
ammunition factory in Kosovo to produce various calibres of
ammunition according to NATO standards.[35] They have also signed
an agreement to invest in the production of gunpowder at ATS, North
Macedonia’s biggest ammunition manufacturer.[36]

Cost-effectiveness is a key strength of the Western Balkans’ defence
industry. Their products are significantly cheaper than Western
equivalents, offering a more affordable supply source for both EU
partner countries and Ukraine. Additionally, the geographic proximity of
the region to the Ukrainian frontline reduces logistical costs and
shortens delivery times. Looking ahead, there is considerable
opportunity for “leapfrogging” into advanced technologies with
targeted investment.
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Strategic enablers

Military mobility is one of the most important aspects to consider in the
context of boosting ties between the EU and the Western Balkans, in
particular given the strategic location of the region between the
Ukrainian frontline and the Eastern Mediterranean. The Western Balkan
region is also surrounded by EU member states, which makes it
indispensable both for the EU’s internal connectivity and for ensuring
alternative, secure and cost-effective routes. Experiences in previous
operations, including those in Iraq but also the current war in Ukraine,
have shown that if one country decides not to allow passage or closes
its airspace, the costs may be too high to deploy European armed
forces, or at least significantly higher.[37] Hence, as a first step, the
revised EU TEN-T Regulation of 2024 extends the core network to the
Western Balkans; a significant portion of the planned rail and road
infrastructure has yet to be built or up-scaled to military mobility
standards, however.[38] Moreover, regulatory and procedural issues
persist, mirroring and amplifying the existing obstacles to the freedom
of movement for people and goods between the EU and the Western
Balkans in civilian terms.[39] Hence, while the contribution is evident,
for the Western Balkans to achieve their full potential in terms of
military mobility, these aspects will have to be addressed in the region’s
EU accession process, and specifically its gradual integration into the
Single Market.

The EU has allocated 1.7 billion for military mobility in the 2021-2027
funding period, but none of the approved projects are located in South-
East Europe. This is noted in the European Court of Auditors report,
which states that “sufficient account was not taken of geopolitical and
military factors when deciding which dual-use infrastructure projects to
finance; projects were selected on a piecemeal basis, not always in the
most strategic locations, and without considering the broader picture;
projects were funded mainly in the east of the EU, but the bloc hardly
funded any projects at all on the southern route towards Ukraine; the
projects were already selected for EU funding before the most urgent
priorities were established.”[40]
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At the same time, the Western Balkan region has been leveraging other
funding to contribute to military mobility. A prime example is Corridor 8,
a strategic route in the making that will cross North Macedonia and
connect the Adriatic Sea at the port of Durres in Albania with the Black
Sea at the port of Varna in Bulgaria.
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Given the diverging interests and positions in the region, the corridor is
of paramount importance for securing the Eastern flank by specifically
meeting the needs of Romania and Bulgaria and better connecting them
with the European core.[41] It offers major potential for dual-use
connectivity across the region and for ensuring the security of supply
chains. As they do not have access to EU structural funds, but only to
smaller grant amounts under the Instrument for Pre-Accession (IPA),
Albania and North Macedonia currently rely mostly on loans and are
investing heavily from their own national budgets in building the road
and rail infrastructure. For instance, Albania is funding the development
of the dual-use Porto Romano port in Durrés with 390 million EUR taken
entirely from the state budget.[42] Moreover, in 2024 Albania
completed the first NATO airbase in the region, in Kugové, and has
developed its plan to revitalize the submarine base in Porto Palermo.

In terms of training infrastructure, North Macedonia stands out with its
Krivolak training area—one of the largest NATO facilities in the region.
Krivolak regularly hosts international military exercises, including the
major Swift Response drill in 2022, which brought together 4,600
troops from eight NATO countries. Pasuljanske Livade in Serbia and the
Manjacha combat training centre in Bosnia and Herzegovina are also
sizeable military training grounds that have been actively used for
regional and NATO Partnership for Peace exercises. Kosovo, on the
other hand, has focused on the development of cybersecurity
capabilities with the support of the US and the UK, creating a
cybersecurity training centre within its Ministry of Defence which is
preparing to serve as a regional training hub.[43]

When it comes to military medical support, Skopje hosts the Balkan
Medical Task Force (BMTF), a crucial multinational military medical unit
uniting five Western Balkan nations and Slovenia.[44] Established to
enhance regional medical capabilities and interoperability, the BMTF
provides Role 2 level medical support for crisis response and disaster
relief, according to NATO standards.
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THE ROLE OF THE WESTERN BALKANS IN “READINESS 2030”

Building on the aforementioned Strategic Compass and the European
Defence Industrial Strategy (EDIS), the 2025 White Paper on European
Defence — Readiness 2030 focuses on the capabilities necessary for
European military readiness and the improvements in industrial capacity
required to deliver them. The White Paper, shaped by the challenges
imposed by the war in Ukraine, envisages Ukraine’s inclusion in all
emerging EU defence initiatives to develop military capabilities and
integrate defence industries. In this context, the NATO allies in the
Western Balkans are mentioned as the EU’s partners in a rather vague
commitment to jointly promote peace, security and stability on the
continent.[45] Actually, beyond that explicit link with the region, the
Western Balkans can also make a direct contribution to four of the
seven priority areas identified by the White Paper, including EU support
for Ukraine.

First, when it comes to the “provision of large-calibre artillery
ammunition with a minimum objective of 2 million rounds per year”, the
difficulties and delays experienced by the EU in reaching one million
round per year at the end of 2024 demonstrated that the Union needs
as much support from partners as possible. As discussed in previous
chapters, the regional legacy of defence industrial infrastructure and
know-how, the lower production costs in the region compared with the
EU single market, and the positive example of Bosnia Herzegovina
companies already producing half a million rounds per vyear,
demonstrate how the Western Balkans can make a meaningful
contribution to this European defence priority.

Second, to a large extent this also applies to artillery systems, with
some countries in the region already demonstrating significant
production capacities. Moreover, the business environment in the
region seems to have the flexibility required to rapidly expand
production capacity, should EU institutions, member states and/or
companies invest in cooperative endeavours. As European defence
planners prepare for the possibility of a major, high-intensity conflict
against a powerful rival, they must not overlook the potential of the
Western Balkans.
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A third priority outlined by the White Paper concerns drones and
counter-drone systems. In this field, a distinction should be made
between cheaper and more expendable drones to be produced on a
large scale for both intelligence-surveillance-reconnaissance (ISR) and
ground attack purposes, and more advanced and sophisticated combat
unmanned aircraft systems (UAS). The former category is a good fit for
mass manufacture in the Western Balkans due to lower entry
barriers[46] compared with combat UAS, as demonstrated—mutatis
mutandis—by the flourishing drone industries in Ukraine, Turkey, and
some Central Eastern and South-Eastern European countries. Kosovo's
partnership with Turkey is a case in point. Once again, EU investments
and partnership could leverage this potential of the Western Balkans as
security providers.

A fourth priority outlined by the White Paper is military mobility. Broadly
speaking, the EU has to fill the gap in logistics and supply that the
partial withdrawal of US support to Ukraine is creating—for instance, in
the logistics hub in Poland which coordinates the provision of a large
part of the military supplies destined for Ukraine. In this context, a
greater provision of supplies along Balkan corridors would strengthen
the overall resilience and effectiveness of Europe’s logistical support to
Kyiv. Moreover, it complicates the strategic calculus for Russia, while
demonstrating greater European solidarity and cohesion in a situation in
which Europe has to demonstrate that it can take responsibility for its
own security.

Under the RearmEurope initiative, the EU decided to permit the
activation of the “escape clause” included in the Stability and Growth
Pact for an increase in defence spending up to 1.5% over the next four
years. Thus far, a total of 14 member states have announced that they
will avail themselves of this opportunity, signalling a further increase in
demand, which EU defence industries will struggle to meet. Therefore,
also based on the White Paper, the European Commission—and
specifically the Commissioner for Defence and Space—is engaging with
both industries and member states to ramp up production and address
supply chain bottlenecks. Leveraging the capabilities of the Western
Balkans would help in this regard. Relations between the hundreds of
companies in the region, which include both Small and Medium-sized
Enterprises (SMEs) and medium-sized firms (mid-caps), and defence
industries in the EU surely present considerable room for improvement
and a win-win solution.
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Several factors are feeding into the challenges currently facing
European defence. For sure, one is the significant underinvestment by
European countries from the 1990s to the mid-2010s in both military
equipment and new defence technologies. This has resulted in limited
production capabilities, leading to a heavy reliance on imports and off-
the-shelf purchases. At the same time, in the post-Cold-War period,
industrial development focused on quality rather than quantity,
favouring the production of high-technology and complex weapons
systems to maintain Europe’s operational edge through technological
superiority rather than combat mass. Since the war in Ukraine, a clear
awareness has resurfaced of the renewed risk of large-scale, high-
intensity and protracted conflict and hence also of Europe’s deficit in
terms of the production of conventional weapons and ammunition.[47]

European policy-makers should be careful in drawing the right lessons
from the Russian-Ukrainian war, since a conflict between Russia and
NATO countries would look rather different.[48] Still, it is fair to say that
most European militaries have to rebalance in order to increase the
combat mass and quantity of more affordable and expendable
equipment, including ammunition, artillery, drones and counter-drone
capabilities—all of which are areas where the Western Balkans has
significant potential, as discussed above.

Moreover, this type of conflict scenario requires a strong and adaptable
industrial base, with high levels of production and distribution across
multiple, scalable sources.[49] The integration of the Western Balkan
defence industrial base, with its demonstrated potential to adapt and
upscale its production, could be helpful in this respect. However, this
would be difficult to achieve without EU commitment in terms of
investment, support for innovation, and integration into European
supply chains that could ensure a given level of market uptake for
those goods or components.

On another note, concerning operational cooperation, the Security and
Defence Partnerships signed by Albania and North Macedonia in
November 2024 lay the political and legal foundations for deeper
integration with EU military capabilities. These tailored partnerships aim
to introduce ways to cover the needs of the EU defence policy with
partners who do not necessarily pass through NATO; in a way, this
ensures resilience vis-a-vis the US’s changing attitude to—and/or
limited participation in—NATO.
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However, the general and vague nature of these Security and Defence
Partnerships mandates further, more concrete steps, along with a
commitment to actually enable the inclusion of these countries into the
emerging EU defence initiatives.

The agreements mention the countries’ participation in the Rapid
Deployment Capacity, a potentially welcome step to consider, given the
constraints on the EU in terms of military personnel, as well as the need
to ensure continuous and increased participation in civilian and military
CSDP missions.[50] This is especially relevant in the context of the war
in Ukraine and the European politico-military contemplation of a
possible multinational force to guarantee a ceasefire on the ground. In
the current circumstances, in Ukraine, even a few hundred trained
military personnel from each of the Western Balkan countries would be
a useful contribution to an ad hoc coalition which would struggle to put
together a robust deployment while respecting the increased
commitment to high-readiness forces for collective deterrence and
defence subscribed to in NATO’s New Force Model. This is particularly
true, considering that an eventual European military mission in Ukraine
would likely remain deployed there for many years, thus entailing a
larger pool of resources to ensure rotation; it would also require the
capacity to deploy swift reinforcements to manage possible escalations
on the Russian side. NATO'’s operations in Afghanistan revealed the
limitations on the number of troops European countries can deploy and
sustain over a longer period: while, over several years at the peak of
the deployment, there were a total of 35,000 troops from over 20
European countries, during most of the duration of the operations, their
overall contribution ranged from 8,000 to 20,000 troops.
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TOWARDS STRENGTHENED EUROPEAN STRATEGIC AUTONOMY:
SYNERGY BETWEEN ENLARGEMENT AND DEFENCE POLICY

The push for Europeanization in the defence area is driven by
recognition that no single European nation can defend itself or promote
peace independently.[51] In that context, the EU and the small
countries of the Western Balkan region face the same security
challenges. Given the inherent differences in their response capabilities
and strategic focus, their cooperation could be highly synergetic
overall.

However, the Western Balkan countries cannot be expected to function
organically and smoothly within the EU defence structures unless they
are—or are at least close to becoming—EU member states.[52] For the
time being, enlargement and defence policies seem to be developing in
silos, with very few dots connected outside CSDP engagement. Still,
they are closely related, especially in this period of Russian
aggressiveness, increasing global volatility, and a growing number of
crisis hotspots around Europe. If the EU is serious about enlargement, it
is of the utmost importance that it takes the Western Balkan countries
on board in its emerging defence initiatives and uses their potential
contributions as a rationale for accelerating their accession to the EU.
This, in turn, would serve as a precondition to further develop and
leverage the existing defence industry and operational potential of the
Western Balkan region to strengthen European strategic autonomy and
defence readiness.

In that context, different Western Balkan countries may not have the
same opportunity, role, and/or ability to contribute to European defence
readiness. The region is arguably not unitary and the countries differ in
many aspects: (i) their relationship with the EU, level of ambition and
likelihood of joining the bloc; (ii) the degree of political will to implement
the necessary EU accession reforms; (iii) their ties with Russia—as the
single biggest security threat facing Europe; (iv) their actual potential
when it comes to contributing to European defence readiness, be it in
terms of defence industry or operational capabilities. In that context,
while considering that the entire region needs to progress towards EU
membership and gradually become fully involved in existing and
emerging EU defence initiatives, the specific approach should be
considered on a country-by-country basis.
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Most initiatives that take off in the Western Balkan region are not
bottom-up, initiated by the countries themselves, but rather top-down,
promoted by the EU. Defence cooperation could thus be considered
within the framework of gradual integration, especially given that this is
an area where the EU is currently rethinking and reinforcing its policies.
Different methods in EU decision-making procedures imply different
pathways for closer engagement with the Western Balkans: the
European Commission could consider involving the region in initiatives
related to defence industrial issues, joint procurement and project
funding, all of which are areas where only a qualified majority vote is
needed in the Council; on the other hand, member states retain their
prerogatives and unanimity in the Council for operational issues and
could consider closer cooperation with individual countries, including
through the European Defence Agency (EDA).

In that context, it would be useful to include the Western Balkans at an
early stage in the emerging initiatives, as it would serve to build mutual
trust and keep the region up-to-date in terms of the adoption and
implementation of the related EU acquis. The report on the future of the
Single Market, commissioned by the European Council and prepared by
Enrico Letta, flags the idea of a common market for security and
defence, building on the European Commission initiatives since the
2009 defence directives to integrate national markets. If the Western
Balkans are poised to gradually join the single market across various
areas, as soon as they meet the requirements, it would be beneficial to
integrate them from the very beginning in this emerging segment of the
single market. Their integration could improve the resilience and
optimization of supply chains, while enabling joint projects and
procurement to the benefit for both sides. Moreover, Letta’s report
points to an “integration deficit” as the main hurdle to the common
market for security and defence, while proposing a gradual approach to
dismantling integration barriers. This task resonates with what the
Western Balkans need to undertake to join the single market more
broadly: align with European standards and regulations, remove
barriers to trade and investment, and ensure good governance and
public service delivery. Hence, accelerating and enhancing the
accession reform agendas through alignment with the EU acquis and
cutting red tape could serve to address many of the potential obstacles
to optimizing defence cooperation—including military mobility and the
integration of Europe’s defence industries. This, in turn, could generate
benefits for the local economies and populations of the Western
Balkans, which would create and sustain a political momentum for
reforms and accession.
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If the Western Balkan countries have the opportunity to team up with
EU counterparts for joint defence purchases, it will increase the
prospects of their buying European materiel, because it will be more
cost-effective than purchasing US, Turkish or other foreign goods.
Joint procurement, training, exercises and operations would further
support interoperability according to NATO standards, ensure that the
Western Balkan region’s defence spending actually leads to capability
development, foster a European military mindset and culture in the
region, and gradually help the countries to reach the standards
required for a wide range of operational cooperation.

As a sector which, given its nature, is not prone to public scrutiny and
where public procurements do not always follow regular procedures,
the ambition of most of the Western Balkan countries to further
increase defence spending to modernize their armed forces and bring
them up to speed with NATO standards could present the risk of
increased corruption and mismanagement. Boosting rule-of-law and
anti-corruption reforms in the region, which is prioritized on the EU
accession agenda, is at a same time a much-needed prerequisite for
ensuring that the increase in defence budgets is transparent, efficient,
and serves the aim of military modernization.

There are no significant investments by EU countries in the defence
industries of the Western Balkans. Instead, as seen in North Macedonia,
Kosovo, and most recently Albania, non-EU countries, like Turkey, have
been engaging closely with the region with a view to investing in the
production of weapons and ammunition. While the Western Balkan
countries do not, for the time being, perceive any major risk in these
investments—given that they are being made by a NATO ally, they do
not serve to forge closer ties with the EU. Moreover, in the mid to long
term, there is no guarantee that they will be synergetic with EU
interests, especially in the context of its volatile relationship with
Turkey.

Finally, it is necessary to emphasise, however, that political positioning
and alignment with the EU, including in the context of the CFSP, is key
to fostering trust and serves as a pre-condition for forging closer ties
and engaging in joint initiatives. All the Western Balkan countries need
to demonstrate political will and solidarity at the European level—in the
face of the common threat, these are every bit as important as material
contributions and interoperability.
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CONCLUSIONS

Amidst the worrying geopolitical and security situation that followed in
the wake of the Russia’s 2022 invasion of Ukraine, the EU institutions
and member states have advanced initiatives such as the European
Defence Industrial Strategy (EDIS) and European Defence Industry
Programme (EDIP) to strengthen strategic autonomy, particularly by
enhancing defence readiness and industrial capacity to support both
Ukrainian and EU armed forces. Increasing domestic arms production
depends on both short- and long-term procurement commitments by
European governments and institutions, as well as on private-sector
investment in industrial infrastructure, workforce development, and
supply chain resilience. As both “demand” signals for increased
defence industry outputs and investment levels still fall short of what is
needed to meet the EU’s stated ambitions for strategic autonomy and
defence readiness,[53] in 2025 the EU launched its most recent
initiatives under the label Readiness 2030 - the White Paper on
European Defence.

At the same time, the Western Balkan countries have started to assume
greater responsibility for themselves and their neighbourhood. Their
participation in EUTM Somalia, EUTM RCA, EUNAVFOR, and EUFOR
Althea spotlight a pattern of interoperability, reliability, and growing
operational experience, positioning them as valuable partners in
European crisis management and rapid deployment scenarios. This
contribution could be especially valuable in the support of the existing
missions in the region (EU Althea and KFOR), as the growing
engagement of the region’s NATO countries in particular demonstrates
a growing interest in assuming greater responsibility for their own
neighbourhood. Moreover, since Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine
in 2022, every Western Balkan country has condemned the aggression
and undertaken various support efforts for Kyiv, including the provision
of military and humanitarian assistance. Even Serbia—despite its
reluctance to align with EU sanctions on Russia—has quietly pursued a
supportive posture towards Ukraine behind the scenes. Furthermore,
the countries in the region already meet the 2% defence expenditure
threshold, with many presenting dynamic defence industries capable of
producing at an affordable cost military equipment which both Ukraine
and the European armies badly need. Their defence industries either
have a proven demonstrated capacity (Serbia and BiH) or nascent
potential to further strengthen the European Defence Technological
and Industrial Base (EDTIB) and converge with European efforts at
boosting self-reliance.
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Finally, in terms of strategic enablers, the Western Balkans have a
substantial contribution to make in terms of military mobility, but also in
training facilities and medical support.

Despite its declared commitment to see all the Western Balkan
countries join the EU in the near future, the Union still seems to lack a
clear strategy on the region, whose accession is conditioned by EU
internal reforms and/or bilateral disputes. This approach is also visible
in the area of defence, where the EU and its member states do not
have a clear and specific vision on how the partnership could develop
from here. At the same time, there are a number of emerging and
evolving EU initiatives in which the contribution of the Western Balkan
countries could be further explored, integrated and strengthened,
leading to tangible benefits for both sides and ultimately strengthening
European strategic autonomy and defence readiness.

Policy recommendations:

Institutional integration: Create formal pathways for Western Balkan
participation in the EU’s existing and emerging defence initiatives,
including the European Defence Industry Programme, European
Defence Agency, and European Defence Fund.

Policy exchange: Include the Western Balkan countries in CFSP, CSDP
and other defence-related policy discussions whenever possible (even
as observers), so as to ensure continuous alignment, explore further
integration avenues, and help them prepare for membership.

Joint training: Encourage joint military training between the national
armies of EU member states and Western Balkan countries to foster
trust, build bonds, and ensure interoperability.

Infrastructure funding: Prioritize the funding of dual-use infrastructure
in the region to support military mobility and logistical resilience.

Transparency and governance: Strengthen rule-of-law and anti-
corruption mechanisms in defence procurement to ensure the
increasing defence budgets and EU instruments are used responsibly.
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Industrial investment: Provide targeted EU investment to the region’s
defence and dual-use industries to enhance production capacity and
supply chain resilience, while boosting the smaller markets in the region
through EU-wide economies of scale.

Private-sector partnerships: Foster long-term partnerships between
Western Balkan defence companies and EU firms to integrate regional
producers into European supply chains and innovation ecosystems.

Common defence and security market: As the Western Balkans
gradually join the EU Single Market, involve them in the building of the
common security and defence market by further dismantling trade and
investment barriers, promoting joint ventures and procurement, and
harmonizing standards in dual-use and defence technologies.

Link to enlargement: Integrate participation in defence-related policy
forums and instruments, as well as the reforms required for that to
happen, into the gradual accession framework to ensure that some
benefits of defence integration are felt early on and incentivize
enlargement.

A means to overcome enlargement fatigue: Amidst geopolitical
uncertainty and heightened security tensions, communicate the
Western Balkans’ contribution to European defence readiness to and
within EU member states to push enlargement forward and overcome
reluctance.
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