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Introduction
_
When the Covid19 crisis first hit Europe,

it. With a new-found sense of solidarity

the initial impulse of European states

and for a consolidated approach also

had been to lock-down countries all by

came an element of scepticism towards

one, including the closing of borders.

the partner China. Already in 2019, the

In the first weeks of this extraordinary

EU had downgraded their “strategic

state, European solidarity seemed to have

partner” China to “strategic competitor”

vanished from the continent when the

in some regards, thus toughening the

economically potent countries did not do

tone on the mutual partnership (European

much to assist the hardest hit countries

Commission, 2019). Due to the unfolding

from the South. The newly inaugurated

consequences of Covid19, one could soon

geopolitical European Commission under

witness further downgrading of EU-China

Ursula von der Leyen appeared boneless

relations. Unimaginable and difficult to

amidst the lack of EU competences in

pronounce in Brussels and political circles

health policy and strong national politics

of certain member states before, bold

of inward-looking member states. One of

calls and demands for Europe’s strategic

the current EU accession ‘frontrunners”

autonomy are growing now. The Covid19

from the Western Balkans, Serbia, utilized

crisis serves here as an eye-opener for

this situation to express their increasingly

the importance to “produce critical goods

stronger friendship with China, with

in Europe, to invest in strategic value

president Vucic using the power of

chains and to reduce over-dependency on

symbolism to emphasize his anti-EU

third countries in these areas.” (European

message.

Commission, 2020). At the same time, EU
member states – if to varying degrees –

A few months into the pandemic, EU

try to approach the crisis with increasingly

member states have pulled themselves

more unified approaches, appealing to

together to find a common approach to

European solidarity as a way forward out

the health crisis and all that is induced by

of this and other crises. After weeks of

controversy surrounding “Corona bonds”1,

The global forecast for the next decades

a Franco-German initiative pushed forward

seems gloomy, stormy and destructive,

most recently with a proposal for EU-

both figuratively and practically speaking.

burden sharing, stating that “Germany and

However, Europeans must not be

France support an ambitious, temporary

hopelessly devoted to such an unsettling

and targeted Recovery Fund” which shall

prediction, if they take charge of global

“support a sustainable recovery that

affairs. Yet, only as a strategically

restores and enhances growth in the EU”,

autonomous actor will the EU be able to

written in the spirit of European solidarity

act independently, steer and set a “global”

and joined forces “in ways we have not

agenda and standards and defend its

used before” (Deutsche Bundesregierung,

own (value-based) interest at home and

2020).

abroad.

But, not to spill out the praise too eagerly,

Following this logic, the Western Balkans

and too early. When it comes to strategic

are the most obvious and compelling

autonomy, the European Union still stands

place for the EU to start exercising the

quite at the beginning of the journey

role of a strategically autonomous actor, a

towards becoming a more resilient and

region with a set trajectory to become part

more influential global actor; and the

of the EU. Earlier this year, a new revised

challenges are many. Under president

methodology for accession negotiations

Ursula von der Leyen, the European

with North Macedonia and Albania has

Commission has adapted a more

been announced, encompassing both

outlooking approach, prioritizing the

the interest of member states and the

foreign dimension of EU policy.

vision of the geopolitical Commission.

1

2

The idea of Eurobonds had already been introduced as a response mechanism to react to the
2008 financial crisis, but never was agreed on due to criticism from influential member states,
among others Germany. In a 2011 Green Paper by the EC, those Stability Bonds were described
the following: “The introduction of commonly issued Stability Bonds would mean a pooling of
sovereign issuance among the Member States and the sharing of associated revenue flows and
debt-servicing costs. This would significantly alter the structure of the euro-area sovereign bond
market” (European Commission 2011).

Thus, the EU now has the necessary

design will most likely be at the heart

ingredients and the needed institutional

of the 2022 conference for the future of

setup to act more decisively and

Europe.

forge its own strategic autonomy by
moving these countries closer to the

For a prosperous and secure future, EU

EU, consequently aligning their policies

needs to think and act geostrategically –

with Europeans. That being said, “…the

starting with a united approach at home.

question of greater European strategic

This also means to recognize the strategic

autonomy is inextricably bound up with

importance of the Western Balkans and

future constitutional developments

to approach the countries not only as a

in EU integration between deepening,

bargaining actor in the accession process,

differentiation and reversal“(Lippert, von

but instead to understand the region as

Ondarza & Perthes, 2019) internally and

one of the important factors on the path

with partners outside the current borders.

towards European strategic autonomy.

Referring to internal consolidation,
strategic autonomy requires smoother
and more coherent institutional
procedures. The most recent quarrelling
on European fiscal response to the
Corona crisis seems to give upwind
for supporters of a new constitutional
debate, changing EU primary law towards
a more political Union (Schwarzer &
Vallée, 2020). One way or the other,
strategic autonomy is preconditioned by
a cooperative relationship between the
European Commission and the European
Council and therefore, the discussion on
the EU’s institutional and decision-making
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Strategic
challenges of the
EU today
_

had been shook from the financial crisis
and its socio-economic implications. An
inward-looking, more political approach
was his response to the uncertainties
of the future of Europe. Five years later
Juncker hands down many challenges to

Strategic autonomy has two sides. Greater

his successor Ursula von der Leyen, set

internal integration and harmonization

in a tenser and less cooperative global

are a precondition for autonomy; and on

environment in which self-indulged strong

the other hand, only if perceived from the

men such as US president Donald Trump,

outside as a global actor the EU has the

Russian president Vladimir Putin, Chinese

power to frame policies internationally.

president Xi Jin Ping or Brazilian president

In theory, the multilateral nature of the

Jair Bolsonaro play by their own rules

Union gives certain home advantage in

and interests. The EU finds itself caught

the context of a globalized world order,

amidst protectionist structures, many

however, in practice, this multilateral,

times unable or late to respond to (global)

diversified structure appears to be the

crisis situations at fault of their complex

greatest burden in formulating shared

institutional structure. With multilateralism

interests and blinds members to see the

seemingly in down-fall, the strength of

vital significance of closer integration

the inter-governmental bodies in the EU

within and of the Western Balkans as a

becomes more evident than ever before.

strategically important island among EU
member states.

As a response to the re-emergence of
power struggles with nationalist interests

That said, the European Commission

at their core and the scepticism towards

herself has come quite a way in past

multilateralism and globalization, Ursula

years where common foreign policy is

von der Leyen introduced her vision of

concerned. When former EC president

a geopolitical, hence globally strong,

Jean-Claude Juncker took office, the EU

Commission when presenting her

4

candidature portfolio to Europeans (von

strength matters. Whether it’d be the

der Leyen, 2019). Her vision for the EU,

inability to react to threats from Russia

headed by the European Commission,

in the neighbourhood or to take an active

to become a defining actor for global

role in middle Eastern conflict, sustainably

standards in economic deals, become a

decreasing cause of flight and thus

frontrunner in the battle against climate

curbing migration: when it comes to

change and a role model for a global

matters of security, the EU appears weak.

order based on multilateralism and liberal
Moreover though, the solo run of the US

values.

has left the EU tumbling even in spheres
Ursula von der Leyen’s Commission has

where it holds global power, mostly

broadened their horizon to the manifold

relating to financial and economic affairs.

global challenges to which European

Dependent on market access in the US,

isolation cannot be a solution. Quite the

the EU had to give in to pressure from

opposite considering that the isolationist

Washington in the Iran deal, putting the

“America first” approach of US President

much-heralded different approach to

Donald Trump has shook the globalized

foreign policy through positive assertion

(market) order, putting transatlantic

and progress by means of fiscal

relations to the test. The EU’s dependence

diplomacy second. This appears paradox

on a strong and cooperative transatlantic

considering that the neoliberal market

alliance in matters of defence, but

structure is written in the EU DNA and one

equally economic affairs, becomes more

would think that, if anything, it is through

visible with every year of Donald Trump

market regulation that the EU could

in office. The EU’s inability to respond

express their global power.

adequately to armed conflict or to even
establish effective defence structures

Relations with China are just as

to complement those of NATO is just

complicated and the regime in Beijing

one example to expose the vulnerability

finds it a lot easier to draft long-term

of the EU in global affairs where united

strategies with which an internally split
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EU cannot compete, not even close to its
own external borders as it seems, a region
which is – voluntarily or not – drawn to
Russia, yet another geopolitical player
in textbook realist fashion. The list of
populist leaders goes on, lone wolfs who
do not bother much with multilateralism,
global cooperation, environmental policies,
or social equality.

The Way Ahead
for our shared
European future:
The inextricable
connection of the
Western Balkans
and the EU
_

Against this protectionist climate, the EU
needs to present an alternative model. No

This collection of policy papers looks

matter the actual design of EU Foreign

at the inextricable connection between

Policy, strategic autonomy and European

the development in the European

integrity must be understood as necessary

Union and the Western Balkans from

tools to achieve global power and to define

different angles. When reading through

standards worldwide.

the discussions it becomes apparent
that none of contemporary European

The path towards strategic autonomy

challenges can be tackled in either the EU

must be based on thorough European

or the Western Balkans alone, in some

cooperation understood in an outward-

areas more obviously than in others. This

looking and inclusive approach to foreign

is exactly why the current, geopolitical

policy, including, but not limited to, EU

Commission structures the accession

enlargement policy. To achieve the goal

negotiation process according to the

of autonomy, the EU must therefore

interest of the EU member states. This

look at the Western Balkans beyond the

should produce the necessary political

accession process. Formal and informal

impetus to determinately push for the

inclusion of Western Balkan countries

unification of Europe and for an agenda

in EU member state exclusive policies is

to achieve continental integrity with the

important and must happen before actual

Western Balkans (Gressel & Popescu,

accession.

2020). Further alignment of policies in key

6

strategic sectors (including “hard” policies

n.d.). Nowadays, Frontex can “carry out

such as migration, asylum and security

deployments and joint operations on

cooperation, but also policies such as

the territory of neighbouring countries.”

the EU Green Deal) must be structured

(Council of the EU, 2019). The recent

alongside (if in harmony with) the process

extension of cooperation and convergence

of enlargement. Western Balkan countries

in the security sector and migration

must be recognized as valuable partners

policies paves the way for a spillover-

of strategic importance and interest

effect of such cooperative agreements

by the EU, as opposed to merely being

to other policy areas. Only by including

candidates for accession in the waiting

the region in all foreign policy initiative

line at the disposal of a charitable EU.

will the EU achieve continental integrity
both in geographical and normative,

“A friend in need is a friend indeed”

democratic terms, increasing its ability to

goes a common saying. This can and

act independently and defend the shared

must be applied to EU-Western Balkan

European (including the Western Balkans)

relations. The most visible and significant

interest.

contribution to the European project
in recent years has been the Western

How will the EU foreign policy evolve in

Balkans’ decisive role in tackling the

years to come and what will the role, and

migration and refugee crisis. During the

the significance, of the EU be in the global

peak of the crisis in 2015, the EU found

context? No matter the details – if the EU,

itself dependent on the Western Balkan

and EU member states for that matter,

countries, and on North Macedonia

wish to remain relevant global players,

specifically, to react to the challenges

they need to get their act together. The

along the Balkan route. Thus, the region

Corona crisis has signalled that European

quickly became an active subject in

solidarity might take a moment to develop,

Europe’s geopolitics which eventually led

but that courageous efforts are possible.

towards full integration in this policy area

European leaders must understand that

by signing a unique, region-specific status

the Corona crisis will not be the last

agreements with the European Border

unexpected drama to hit and only when

and Coast Guard (European Council,

working together among member states
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and with partners (in the Western Balkans)
will the EU be able to develop sufficient and
sustainable crisis suspension or prevention
mechanisms. For starters, Europeans should
focus on the area where they already hold
global power – that is global economy –
and expand their influence by manifesting
candid European standards. In this sense,
the ambiguous Sino-European relations
(exaggerated through the Corona crisis) could
offer an opportunity for the EU to redefine (at
least their role in) global markets according
to social, ethical and sustainable standards
(Espinoza, 2020). If the EU does not want
to dwindle into pettiness in years to come,
they must become a leader in global affairs.
The path towards this goal however starts
at home where strategic autonomy must
be understood as a joint effort between
European and national institutions, between
peoples and governments of Europe and
between current and future members of the
European Union.
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