
At the end of 20th and in the beginning of the 21st 

century, several parallel processes with decisive 

impact on South East Europe started evolving. 

Globalization was at its zenith, especially the 

economic globalization. The USA was by far the 

world’s most dominant power and the European 

Union was expanding towards Central and Eastern 

Europe. China was admitted as WTO member in 

2001 and became a very attractive destination for 

investments by almost all bigger global companies. 

The decisions to relocate there were led by lower 

production costs, higher profits, and the proximity of 

both resources and consumers.  Globalization at its 

best seemed to be a win-win situation which would 

create new jobs and would downsize the number of 

people living globally under the poverty line. But every 

coin has two sides. The two sides of globalization 

become more visible with every new global crisis 

during last decade. The current pandemic has 

again caused an economic stalemate and has 

created disruptions in demand and in supply chains 

worldwide, not least in Europe. The Western Balkans 

specifically has been shaken by the pandemic in an 

already fragile region.   Two decades have passed 

for the Western Balkan countries to be embedded 

into the EU architecture, but also for the EU to clearly 

accept geopolitical importance to have the Western 

Balkan region as part of the Union. As a result, today 

the trade volume clearly shows that the EU is the 

leading trade partner for all Western Balkan partners, 

accounting for almost 70% of the region’s total trade. 

The EU’s FDI in the region accounts for over 65%. 

The Western Balkan is a region close to the EU and 

any investment into the Western Balkans can be 

considered an investment into Europe as a whole. 

This includes the investments into connectivity of 

the region (WBIF) and relies on directing EU funds 

(such as IPA assistance) into accession driven 

reforms. These reforms should be coupled with 

the newly launched Economic and Investment plan 

and the Green Agenda for the Western Balkans. In a 

mid-term perspective this can bring positive change 

and pushes political goals and political democratic 

changes in the region forward. 

The example of North Macedonia nicely illustrates 

both the already existing interconnectedness and the 

advantages of deeper economic integration between 

the Western Balkans and the EU. In 2001, North 

Macedonia was the first country from the region 
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to sign a Stabilization and Association Agreement 

with the EU. This first important step towards 

Europeanization allowed, among other things, for 

favorable trade relations.   

     

Today, twenty years after the SAA was signed, North 

Macedonia is clearly and strategically embedded 

into Euro-Atlantic structures. The country became 

the 30th member of NATO (2020), a member of WTO 

(2003) and part of the Process for Stabilization and 

Association (1999). In 2004, North Macedonia had 

applied for EU membership and became a candidate 

country (2005) with the Decision of the Council 

of the EU to start accession negotiations for EU 

membership (2020). 

As a result of gradually becoming an integral part 

of the trade and investment architecture of the EU, 

North Macedonia accounts for a very strong growth 

in trade volume (export-import). In the period from 

2000 to 2019, the trade volume increased 4,8-fold, 

from EUR 3,1 to 14,9 billion. The EU remains the 

main trade partner with its share in the Macedonian 

foreign trade increasing from 40% in 2000 to 58% 

in 2008, to 66,6% in 2013 and to 70,5% in 2019. At 

the same time, the FDI inflow amounted to EUR 

2,.3 billion between 2000 and 2008, EUR 1,7 billion 

in the period 2009 to 2016 and EUR 1,1 billion 

between 2017 to 2019. In the last few years, the top 

five Macedonian trade partners from the EU had a 

share of about two thirds of the total Macedonian 

imports from the EU and absorbed three quarters 

of all Macedonian exports to the EU. The largest 

trade partner of North Macedonia is Germany. 

In 2019, Germany’s share was 60% and 18% in 

total Macedonian export/import to/from the EU, 

respectively. This shows that the trade relations 

with the European Union and its member states are 

crucial for North Macedonia and their continuous 

improvement is a must, but it is not less important 

for the European Union as well.

During 20 years of implementing the SAA, North 

Macedonia succeeded to transpose between 

35-40% of the EU Acquis into its national legal 

system by building its capacities for correct 

implementation and enforcement of that 

legislation. North Macedonia is part of European 

Standardization bodies (CEN, CENELEC)) and has 

already endorsed over 25.600 European standards 

and standardization documents, developing quality 

infrastructure to a level compatible with that of 

the EU and its internal market rules. All this makes 

it easier for international companies to establish 

and to run business in North Macedonia, with the 

added benefit of geographical advantages (central 

place in the Balkans), political stability (NATO 

member), and a young and relatively well-educated 

population. 

For an economic re-orientation of the European 

Union, in line with geopolitical challenges and 

strategic deliberations, the Western Balkan is 

a region of many advantages, no matter how 

small Western Balkans economies are at the 

moment (region’s GDP is less than 1% of that of 

the EU). Yet, it offers a promising place for the 

localization of European companies & businesses, 

both in terms of production and storage. The 

Western Balkans are close, they’re well-connected 

to Europe, they’re safe and secure, they’re 

Europeanized, they’re easy to do business with, 

they’re a confident partner and most importantly 

they are an ever more integral part of the European 

Union in economic and political terms. Investing 

into the Western Balkans and developing stronger 

ties with the European Union international 

companies’ production and supply chains is a win-

win solution for all. 
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