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Introduction

Four years ago, Europe faced an exceptional 

challenge of mixed migratory flows 

headed towards its external borders. It 

quickly became clear that the EU could 

not face these challenges alone, without 

a strong partnership and cooperation 

with its neighbouring region, neither were 

its policies equipped to do so efficiently.1 

The EU–Turkey migration agreement 

reached on 18 March 2016, which aimed 

at discouraging refugees to enter the EU, 

played a crucial role in curbing the migratory 

flow. Under this deal, Turkey agreed to take 

back migrants who enter Greece, and send 

legal refugees to the EU. Yet, the situation 

remains volatile. The Western Balkan region 

found itself on one of the main routes 

of irregular border crossings. Enhanced 

border protection measures that followed 

led to a successful closing of the route 

and the enhanced cooperation with the 

Western Balkan partners led to a decrease 

in migratory flows by late 2016. Further 

work is needed today, as we are witnessing 

an increase in migratory flows in 2019 on 

the routes leading through the Western 

Balkan region – a 40 percent increase in 

the number of migrants was recorded 

by Bosnia and Herzegovina, Albania, and 

Montenegro during January–May 2019 

in comparison to the same period last 

year.2 Frontex recorded 7329 detected 

illegal border crossings during January 

– September 2019, while 5869 was the 

number of detected irregular migrants for 

the entire year of 2018.3 There is a clear 

need to use the lessons learned and the 

developed tools – not only to improve 

migration management, but also to prevent 

the ubiquitous exploitation for the purpose 

of organised crime on the new routes 

through the Western Balkan region. 

1 European Commission. Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the European 
Council and the Council. Progress Report on the Implementation of the European Agenda for Migration. 
COM(2019) 481 final. (Brussels: European Commission, 2019), 1.

2 International Organisation for Migration. Mixed Migration Flows in the Mediterranean. Compilation 
of Available Data and Information. https://www.iom.int/mediterranean-mixed-migration-flows-
mediterranean-may-2019, 4.

3 Frontex. “Migratory Routes”. https://frontex.europa.eu/along-eu-borders/migratory-routes/western-
balkan-route/ (accessed 4 November 2019); Frontex. “Migratory Map”. https://frontex.europa.eu/along-
eu-borders/migratory-map/ (accessed 4 November 2019)
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The aim of this paper is to contribute 

to the debate on current challenges 

in the Western Balkans and how they 

are responded to by law enforcement 

services on the ground, and to possibly 

serve as an input for strengthening the 

EU-Western Balkan engagement in the 

years ahead. The paper also provides 

recommendations on how the Berlin 

Process could offer additional guidance 

to all sides, including international 

community actors, enacting this 

engagement in their everyday work 

and planning. At a time when the EU 

is (re-)defining its relationship with 

the region, amidst many uncertainties 

surrounding the enlargement process 

and EU security itself, a fresh view of 

this challenge would be well placed to 

provide a joint recognition of the wide 

impact this security issue can have 

on the lives of people in the region as 

well as on the EU-Western Balkans 

relationship. 

It is estimated that in 2015 alone over 

one million people migrated irregularly to 

the EU along routes leading through the 

countries of Southeast Europe. In 2016, 

North Macedonia initiated cross-border 

measures, which significantly influenced 

later developments, contributing to the 

closure of the Western Balkan route later 

that year. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs 

officially requested that border police 

officers from EU Member States be 

posted at the border area with Greece. The 

posting of border officers from Slovenia, 

Hungary, Croatia, Slovakia, the Czech 

Republic, and Serbia in May 2016 greatly 

contributed to the halt in migratory flow 

through the Western Balkan corridor. Since 

then, the barriers and additional security 

measures and procedures have not, 

however, managed to prevent the irregular 

flows from reoccurring. Many migrants 

have been deterred from attempting to 

continue to their destinations, but at the 

same time, many of them have fallen 

to the mercy of smugglers and large 

organised crime groups operating in the 

region. The latter continued to seek high 

State-of-play
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4 Frontex 2019: 17, 31.
5 Karnitschnig, Matthew. “Serbia’s Plan to Bring Back (best Of) Yugoslavia.” POLITICO. 10 April, 2017. 

Accessed June 15, 2019. https://www.politico.eu/article/for-serbias-vucic-road-to-eu-runs-through-
balkans/

financial gains at the lowest risk possible 

for themselves, while exposing individuals 

to life-threatening danger. 

The Frontex Risk Analysis for 2019 

reveals that in 2018, the Western Balkans 

continued to be transited by irregular 

migrants and that the underlying 

conditions for a rapid increase in migration 

pressure remained in place despite the 

decreases in flows. In 2018, enhanced 

regional measures and measures at the 

EU external border led to a shift in the 

main routes from the Serbia-centred 

land route to the emerging sub-route via 

Greece, Albania, Montenegro to Croatia (or 

from Bosnia and Herzegovina to Croatia) 

and then, intra-EU, to Slovenia. Along this 

route, Algerians, Moroccans, Libyans, and 

Syrians accounted for the largest share of 

the migration pressure. Two main points 

of entry prevailed– through Serbia and 

through the Greek-Albanian border section, 

and in both cases the path continued 

through Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia, 

and Slovenia. Less so through the main 

Serbia-centred land route.4 Operational 

activities with the region increased. 

Interventions resulted in the accumulation 

of migrants in so-called bottlenecks in 

certain territories – most recently in BiH. In 

2019, the migratory pressure rose. During 

January–September 2019, the Slovenian 

police detected 11,786 illegal border 

crossings, a more than 70% increase 

when compared to the same period in 

2018. Thus, in 2019, the Western Balkans 

remains vulnerable to irregular migration 

pressures. According to IOM data, 13,300 

migrants were residing in the Western 

Balkans at the end of May, while more 

than 7,500 were present in BiH alone, not 

counting those who reside outside of the 

official reception systems or in privately 

arranged accommodation.5 Migrants are 

finding it harder and harder to leave the 

country. Fears of local communities near 

the overcrowded Vujcak camp near Bihać 

are growing, and BiH authorities have 

recently stated that the migration crisis 



may be growing into a humanitarian one.

The region also remains vulnerable 

to organised crime as it represents 

a major route for the smuggling of 

migrants, arms, and goods. Facilitating 

illegal migration is a highly profitable 

activity and brings enormous profits 

to smugglers for little investment. 

Poly-crime organised crime groups are 

engaged in several different types of 

organised crime, incl. drug and arms 

trafficking, document fraud, trafficking 

in human beings, while whitewashing 

their financial assets. They have proven 

both flexible and resilient, adapting to 

the work of law enforcement. It is also 

possible that Organised Crime Groups 

(OCGs) specialised in migrant smuggling 

cooperate with OCGs involved in other 

crime areas. Organised crime poses a 

grave danger to migratory populations, 

who are seen as vehicles, dispensable 

goods, and their involvement lowers 

the risk for criminals to just about zero. 

6 Travner, interview (August 2019).
7 Europol. European Migrant Smuggling Centre 3rd Annual Activity Report – 2018. (The Hague: Europol, 

2019), 12.
8 Ibid. 14.
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 According to Travner, human smuggling 

is definitely the most dangerous form 

of organised crime – on the one hand, 

it exploits the situation of those people, 

and on the other, it produces enormous 

profit out of it – with the least possible 

risk. The death of a migrant means less 

services to be executed for a payment 

already received in advance.6 OCGs are 

said to be particularly active in areas with 

a high concentration of irregular migrants 

and areas where physical barriers require 

smuggling services so that they would be 

able to continue their journey.7 The more 

professional OCGs involved in facilitation 

activities are normally connected across 

the countries of origin, transit countries, 

and the countries of destination. New 

innovative methods of smuggling have 

increased; more than 6,600 detections 

of irregular migrants in vehicles via the 

Balkans have been reported to Europol 

in 2018; almost 80% were hidden in 

concealments or transported in high-risk 

circumstances.8



9 European Commission. “Six flagship initiatives support transformation of Western Balkans”. https://
ec.europa.eu/commission/sites/beta-political/files/six-flagship-initiatives-support-transformation-
western-balkans_en.pdf (accessed 4 November 2019)



EU’s engagement 
with the region

The numbers of detected illegal border 

crossings in the Western Balkans, and EU 

Member States closest to the Schengen 

Southeast border, continue to increase 

in late 2019. Local law enforcement 

authorities possess limited capacities to 

properly manage and support irregular 

migrants. Support from the EU has come 

through financial assistance as well as 

expertise from EU agencies, Member 

States, together with that offered by 

international actors. Nevertheless, OCGs 

operating in the region (and beyond) cause 

harm to the economies and environments 

they work in. Community concerns 

grow and combined with significant 

misinformation they often feed xenophobia 

and extremist views. 

Strong cooperation of the EU with third 

countries of origin and transit has been 

5

found essential for disrupting migrant 

smuggling as well as other interlinked 

types of crime engaged in by OCGs who 

exploit migratory flows. In 2018, the Sofia 

Agenda foresaw a reinforced engagement 

on security and migration through new 

EU initiatives with the Western Balkans 

– flagship initiatives announced earlier in 

2018 by the new strategy of the European 

Commission for the Western Balkans, 

including an Initiative to Reinforce 

Engagement on Security and Migration.9 

In the scope of this Flagship Initiative, 

the EU has pursued steps for fostering 

more effective border management in the 

region through the role of the European 

agency Frontex. Status Agreements 

have been negotiated with five countries. 

The first one (with Albania) entered into 

force in May 2019. Most recently, on 7 

October, the Agreement with Montenegro 

was signed. The SAs enable Frontex to 

run operations in countries neighbouring 

the EU in situations requiring increased 

operational assistance. On this basis, 



the first common operation facilitated 

by Frontex was launched at the Albanian 

border with Greece on 22 May. It was the 

first ever deployment of Frontex teams 

outside of the EU, a mutually supportive 

measure to counter shared challenges 

such as better managing migration and 

tackling cross-border crime, incl. migrant 

smuggling. Fifty officers from twelve 

EU Member States worked shoulder-to-

shoulder with local authorities.10 Next, 

the latest joint engagement through the 

Joint Action Days (JAD) Western Balkans 

took place in September 2019, co-led by 

Europol and Frontex, and planned under 

the umbrella of the EU Policy Cycle in the 

Fight against Serious Crime. The measure 

saw the participation of all Western Balkan 

countries and worked together with twenty-

one Member States, coordinated from the 

Hague.11 In addition, the Joint Operational 

Office against Human Smuggling Networks 

(JOO) in Vienna, established by the 

Austrian Federal Minister of the Interior in 

May 2016 linked to the European Migrant 

Smuggling Centre (EMSC) at Europol, 

an international investigation bureau 

and regional operational platform for 

international cooperation against migrant 

smuggling, sees a regular participation 

of Western Balkan countries in initiating 

and executing investigations. The EU has 

strengthened its efforts in the Western 

Balkans also by supporting the field 

of financial investigations and assets 

recovery, also through the Instrument of 

Pre-Accession Assistance (IPAII) multi-

country actions, which are crucial for 

weakening OCGs operating along the 

regional migratory routes.



10 Frontex. “Frontex launches first operation in the Western Balkans”. https://frontex.europa.eu/media-
centre/news-release/frontex-launches-first-operation-in-western-balkans-znTNWM (accessed 1 
September 2019).

11 Frontex. “Frontex plays key role in operation against crime in Western Balkans”. https://frontex.europa.
eu/media-centre/news-release/frontex-plays-key-role-in-operation-against-crime-in-western-balkans-
sIgRPx (accessed 20 September 2019) 
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12 Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Republic of Poland. “Western Balkans Summit Poznan. Chair’s Conclusions.” 
https://www.gov.pl/web/diplomacy/western-balkans-summit-poznan-chairs-conclusions (accessed 25 
August 2019).

13 Statewatch. “Migration Challenges along the Eastern Mediterranean/Western Balkan Route. 3 May 2019, 
Vienna. Joint Statement”. https://www.statewatch.org/news/2019/jun/eu-western-balkans-ministerial-
conference-migration-statement-3-5-19.pdf (accessed 30 September 2019), 1 – 3. 

Political-level 
engagement

It remains of utmost importance to the EU 

that candidate and prospective candidate 

countries remain committed to rule of law 

and security – a key area of reform for their 

further progress towards membership. 

The ministers of the interior convening 

in Poznan, Poland on 5 July 2019 placed 

special emphasis on dealing with this highly 

demanding issue, recognizing it as one of 

the shared security threats experienced 

within the Western Balkans and wider 

Europe, while recognizing the importance 

of closer cooperation in the period ahead. 

Poznan leaders committed to engage 

together in the issue of exploitation of 

migratory and vulnerable populations on 

part of criminal and terrorist groups, 

and to remain vigilant to the evolving 

migratory flows, thus demonstrating 

determined further action under the 

auspices of the Berlin Process in the 

security policy field, following the 

steps taken at the London Summit 

in 2018.12  In addition, the Salzburg 

Forum Ministerial Conference on 

Migration Challenges along the Eastern 

Mediterranean/Western Balkan Route in 

May 2019 took stock of the measures 

taken since the unprecedented 

number of migrants irregularly 

crossing the EU borders during 2015-

2016, and expressed determination 

to take proactive action in order to 

avoid a second migration crisis and 

acknowledged gaps, including those in 

the field of tackling criminal networks.13

7
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¹4 Travner, interview (August 2019).
¹5 Southeast European Law Enforcement Centre.

Regional response

Regionally led cooperation endeavours 

have resulted in concrete operational 

measures as well, bringing operational 

successes through joint work of Western 

Balkan authorities, joined also by relevant 

EU agencies and interested Member 

States. The level of regional cooperation 

and progress achieved so far in dealing 

with migratory flows and organised crime 

are in no way to be underestimated. They 

have been executed based on the already 

existing know-how and the available 

regional legal bases and offer a good 

basis for further development. Four years 

ago, amidst the previous migration crisis 

in the region, North Macedonia initiated 

cross-border measures, which significantly 

influenced later developments, 

contributing to the closure of the Western 

Balkan route in March 2016. North 

Macedonia officially requested that border 

police officers from EU Member States be 

posted at the border area with Greece. The 

posting of border officers from Slovenia, 

Hungary, Croatia, Slovakia, the Czech 

Republic, and Serbia in May 2016 later 

greatly contributed to the halt in migratory 

flow through the Western Balkan corridor. 

Currently, based on this modus operandi, 

there is still a contingent deployed to the 

North-Macedonia–Greece border and two 

contingents at the Serbia-Bulgaria border 

and Serbia-North Macedonia border.14 IOM, 

with the support of the EC funding, has 

subsequently contributed to continued 

deployments and equipment to aid border 

controls performed by North Macedonia 

within the project “Special Measure”. Lastly, 

the regional SELEC15 centre facilitated 

in 2018 the dismantling of an Organised 

Crime Group involved in migrant smuggling 

in the framework of joint international 

investigations with neighbouring countries 

Serbia, Hungary, and Greece.

Regional cooperation policies have 

often been said to lack in efficiency, 

and they have been criticized for lack of 

coordination, which might have caused 



¹6 See Prezelj, Iztok. “Challenges of Multilateral Regional Security and Defence Cooperation in South 
East Europe”, European Perspectives – Journal on European Perspectives of the Western Balkans, 5(2), 
2013, 1 – 4:  Đorđević, Vladimir, Klemenc, Jelka, and Kolarova, Ivana. “Regional security cooperation 
reinvented: Western Balkans counterterrorism initiative”, European Security, 2018: 7,9.
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duplications or might have been one of 

the factors causing a lack of ownership 

and sufficient follow-up action.16 A 

strategic level coherence, one that would 

benefit from a comprehensive overview 

of ongoing initiatives and available 

instruments, would inevitably lead to more 

efficient action also in the operational 

field. Several undertakings so far have 

also been lacking follow-up mainly due 

to the lack of resources. As an example, 

a regional agreement on executing joint 

return flights to countries of origin from 

the Western Balkans was negotiated in 

2016 and in 2018, MARRI had facilitated 

the negotiation of a protocol on the use 

of a joint interpretation pool in the area of 

migration and asylum. 

The region and the EU both find 

themselves at a point in time on the same 

side of the challenge at hand - where they 

can join efforts more efficiently by creating 

greater visibility and follow-up of all their 

engagements. The fact is that the Western 

Balkans undertook a set of coherent 

regional operational measures (enhanced 

border control measures) and successfully 

curbed irregular migration flows through 

the Western Balkan region during 2015-

16 until the situation stabilised by 2017. 

Western Balkan countries’ policies have 

to aim for swift adaptation to the very 

adapting methodologies used by the 

opposite side, which can only be achieved 

by providing comprehensive knowledge 

and guidance to operational services. 

Improving efficient and strategically-

oriented operational action in the Western 

Balkans and at EU external borders 

would result in more financing, not only 

on part of the EU and the international 

community, but also on part of Western 

Balkan governments, and in maintaining 

the crucial trust among practitioners 

as the migratory situation unfolds. A 

continued operational engagement in the 

following period, supported by situational 

awareness, exchange of intelligence, 

reinforcing measures of border control, 

intensifying investigative measures, and 

improving return and readmission, will 
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17 Huremagić, interview (August 2019).

be key. It would be well advised doing so 

by integrating all available instruments, 

tools, knowledge, and resources toward a 

consolidated joint set of needs – bearing 

in mind that Frontex and its external 

dimension provide the core strategic 

direction.

The regional response to the above 

challenges has found a basis for further 

integrated development, benefiting from 

the regional instrument of the Integrative 

Internal Security Governance (IISG) in 

the Western Balkans. The latter, based 

on the open and wide partnership, will 

proceed in late 2019 with the mapping 

of needs and responses. In mid-2018, 

a Rapid Response Plan was the first 

initiative launched by the Lead Partners 

in IISG pillar “Western Balkan Border 

Security Initiative” (WBBSi). In a one-off, 

short-term plan of action, it integrated the 

efforts of EU, international, and regional 

actors addressing strengthening border 

protection and fighting against organised 

crime that exploits migratory and 

vulnerable groups in the Western Balkans, 

listing and merging mostly operational 

actions. A further effort of WBBSi partners 

will aim for an enhanced strategic 

approach, one of shared ownership to 

efficiently complement Frontex’s (EU) 

external dimension. Namely, once all SAs 

are in force, Frontex will still not be able 

to operate at all regional borders, and 

applicable practices can be used in an 

efficient manner to fill the gap.17

Regional joint and coordinated operations 

have been part of the Border Security 

Programme in Southeast Europe and 

facilitated by DCAF – the Geneva Centre 

for Security Sector Governance Office 

Ljubljana since 2012. Their locations and 

tactical aspects are determined based 

on the regional risk analysis Western 

Balkan experts produce at the end of the 

year for each next year. Since 2012, these 

EU-prescribed measures, provided in the 

EU by the Schengen Convention, have 

been executed at the intra-regional border 

crossing points, green borders as well 

as inland territories of Western Balkan 

countries, and also with neighbouring 

EU Member states. During the months 

of November and December of 2018, 39 

officers from nine countries, including 

Western Balkan countries, executed the 





22 Travner, interview (August, 2019).
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common operation “DRINO II” in Kakavia, 

a region in Albania near the border with 

Greece. The Albanian Ministry of Internal 

Affairs requested that the operation takes 

place there after two previous regional 

operations had already been held in 

Albania earlier in 2018, bearing significant 

operational results. As in the previous two 

operations, the focus was on enhanced 

mixed patrols, conducting interviews with 

migrants (debriefings), training on the use 

of specialised equipment used in green 

border surveillance, and inland checks 

of vehicles and persons. The interviews 

provided information on the migrants’ 

intentions and objectives, modus operandi 

of their facilitators, routes taken, revealed 

association with organised crime groups. 

Data obtained were entered and checked 

by Europol against relevant databases. 

Europol has participated in the common 

and coordinated operations for years now, 

providing on-site support and checking of 

data obtained through interviews against 

Europol’s databases. Frontex and the 

Joint Operational Office against Human 

Smuggling Networks (JOO) in Vienna 

have joined, too, and have been present 

on the ground. Interviews with migrants 

during regional operations do not only 

reveal identity, but also crucial information 

that enable efficient investigations of 

organised crime groups dealing in migrant 

smuggling.18  

Over the last years, regional common and 

coordinated operations have significantly 

increased not only the level of regional 

operational cooperation, but have also 

proven as a priceless opportunity to 

discuss what had previously not been 

discussed enough – a comprehensive 

view of the migration problematic as well 

as the roles and responsibilities of the 

police in an integrated management. The 

operations, using existing regional legal 

bases, also removed the barriers to the 

practical implementation of procedures 

that had already been in place, but 

had remained unknown to or unused 

by the police, such as for example, an 

international agreement and implementing 

protocol on readmission between two of 

the participating countries.  



Main findings 

• There is strong political determination 

to proceed with the EU-WB 

engagement to address the occurring 

shared challenges. While a lot is 

spoken about in political terms, very 

little is said on the substance of the 

migration crisis – if we can talk about 

a second migration crisis at this time 

– and all its dimensions, along with 

long-term effects. 

• The capacities of Western Balkan 

services to conduct systematic 

interviews are low, especially also 

from the language perspective. 

Enhancing investigative law 

enforcement work would lead to 

creating greater risks for OCGs 

instead of letting migrants carry all 

the risk and also paying with their 

lives for someone else’s profit.

• There is insufficient focus on 

means and resources, and too 

little awareness of the meaning 

of investing in awareness and 

knowledge with law enforcement 

services. 

• In 2019, a large majority of migrants 

interviewed have been linked with 

a regionally operating organised 

crime group or have used their illegal 

services to increase their chances 

of progress along the regional 

route toward the country of their 

destination. However, exploring those 

links further, and following up with 

an investigation has not quite yet 

led to a consensus at regional policy 

level that exploring those links further 

through criminal police investigation 

and prosecution should make up for a 

region-wide operational priority.

• EU agencies take increasing 

interest in the regional response 

and cooperation (through other 

instruments and international treaties 

where Western Balkan countries are 

members), in addition to engaging 

WB countries into the EU security 

system through EU Justice and Home 

Affairs external dimension.

• The Berlin Process, which convenes 

at the highest level, has not yet 

quite consolidated its role in internal 

security or JHA, and has yet to 

define its strategic added value in the 

security domain.

12



Recommendations

• The Berlin Process could serve, being 

a long-term sustainable process, to 

provide political guidance and visibility 

to a cross-regional engagement in 

the field of managing migratory flows 

and accompanying forms of cross-

border crime, including by maximizing 

the effectiveness of the operational 

support provided by EU agencies. This 

would build a steady political support 

to address the threats described above, 

and to increase the focus on stemming 

the operation of Organised Crime 

Groups.]

• The Berlin Process could serve to direct 

the EU-Western Balkans engagement 

in 2020 towards a shared, integrated 

way of combatting threats. Such an 

approach would serve well also to 

optimise the use of EU funding through 

joint or coordinated planning, as also 

dictated by the EU Action Plan against 

Migrant Smuggling (2015–2020) in 

terms of its support to third countries 

of origin and transit.19

• The Berlin Process can work toward the 

general sentiment that EU migration 

policies toward the Western Balkans are 

undermining the goal of the merit-based 

prospect of EU membership.

• The Berlin Process should serve as a 

filter to determine the key challenges, 

and also acknowledge all dimensions 

of the rising challenge, the role of 

other actors on the ground, and how it 

is coped with by relevant EU external 

policies as well the regionally led 

response.

 

 Lastly, the Berlin Process can encourage 

transparency and consequently 

coherence of all external assistance. So 

far, the IPAII package has not been able 

to benefit from a complete oversight of 

actions that would enable systematic 

planning. In order to achieve long-term 

sustainable efficiency of border control 

regimes, it is necessary to recognise the 

opportunity that the WB countries have 

now, in the pre-accession phase – to 

benefit from the funding available and 

invest into means and resources.

13

19 European Commission. Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the 
Council, the European Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions. EU 
Action Plan against migrant smuggling (2015 – 2020). COM(2015) 285 final. (Brussels: European 
Commission, 2015), 10.
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