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THE EUROPEANISATION OF GOOD NEIGHBORLY
RELATIONS AND REGIONAL COOPERATION CRITERIA:
A COMPARISON BETWEEN ALBANIA AND NORTH
MACEDONIA
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Abstract. Good neighbourly relations and regional cooperation demand that all the
bilateral relations of a country be stable and that all the disputes are to be resolved
before the signing of the Accession Treaty. Considering that Albania and North
Macedonia are two candidate countries which are found at the same stage of the EU
Accession, and the weight that such criteria hold for these countries, it is necessary to
provide an assessment of their preparation in this regard. The EU studies field provides
for the use of Europeanisation literature to measure the fulfilment of the Accession
criteria, one approach of which is measuring the policy adoption. For this purpose,
Albania and North Macedonia were used as case studies to measure the progress of
Europeanisation through the policy adaptation process as regarding Good neighbourly
relations and regional cooperation during the period 2000-2019.
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1. Introduction

Good neighbourly relations and regional cooperation have been one of the
main accession criteria since the issuing of the first EC annual reports for the candidate
countries. EU’s emphasis on such criteria is highly related to the origin of its
establishment, which was based on the spirit of cooperation among the countries of
post-WWII Europe. As such, a good spirit of cooperation among the surrounding
countries has made it possible for the European Integration to run smoothly and
provide a common security area for the member states. The application of such criteria
becomes even more relevant in countries that have had or still have open issues with
their neighbours on several topics, especially in the Balkan Peninsula. This region has
suffered from continuous wars and occupations and carries out a history of territorial,
cultural, and ethnic disputes which are part of today’s political rhetoric. For that
reason, their fate regarding the EU accession process has been, on several occasions,
heavily reliant on good neighbourly relations and regional cooperation criteria.

Good neighborly relations, as one of the two conditions of this criteria, require
the most effort out of the candidate countries. It demands that all the bilateral relations
of a country be stable and that all the disputes are to be resolved before the signing of
the Accession Treaty. Besides, this condition may affect the ongoing process of
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European Integration, like in the case of North Macedonia, against whom, Greece had
imposed its veto in the Council against the opening of the accession talks. On the other
hand, in a country such as Albania it was seen that such a condition didn’t pose a
potential blockage towards the Integration process. While, regional cooperation is a
condition that relies on the integration of the candidate countries in international and
regional organizations, treaties, or initiatives through which the regional cooperation in
the region is boosted.

On the other hand, the Integration is highly reliant on the capacity of the
candidate countries to undergo domestic change, which can be explained through the
domains of the Europeanization process. Considering that, the measurement of
Europeanisation rises as a need to aid also to the understanding of the Integration
process of candidate countries, and more in particular to two neighbouring countries
such as North Macedonia and Albania (Ladrech, 2014).

Considering all of the above, this study aims to answer the following question: Has
the Europeanisation of Good neighborly relations and regional cooperation been reached
out on same levels in Albania and North Macedonia during the period 2000-2019?

This paper analyzes the good neighborly relations and regional cooperation
criteria in Albania and North Macedonia for the period 2000-2019 by focusing on their
multilateral relations that promote regional cooperation and the bilateral relations with
the neighboring countries with whom they have had the closest and most interactive
relations for this period. To analyze these indicators in terms of Europeanisation, the
three-degree models of policy adoption provided by Elbasani (2013) (verbal, legal, and
substantive) are taken into account.

The fulfillment of good neighbourly relations reflects the most evident
differences between the two countries while the regional cooperation condition is
seemingly fulfilled. However, it must not be denied that the wider political context in
the EU plays a heavy role in the process.

2. Methodology

As the existing literature indicates, Europeanisation may occur through four
processes: Historical process, Cultural diffusion, Institutional adaptation, and Policy
adaptation. Considering that the policy adaptation process is more regarded by other
scholars of Europeanisation such as Borzel and Risse (2000), and Radaelli (2003), it is
then used for the purpose of this study. Concretely this study conducts a comparative
analysis by taking Albania and North Macedonia as units of analysis.

The comparative method used is a “Small-N” case-oriented analysis, as the
study involves two countries as a unit of analysis taken in a given context and time
period. According to Lijphart (1971), such an approach is valuable as it provides for a
structured analysis of the cases selected. While according to Ragin (1987), this
approach provides for the analysis of a common historical process or outcomes for
limited cases.

By Europeanisation performance comparison, it is implied the comparison of
the ability of the countries to fulfill the various requirements that are set out by the
European Commission in their annual reports for both countries. Considering that, the
study analyses the Europeanisation process from a top-down approach. This method of
measuring Europeanisation takes inspiration from Radaelli’s (2003) attempt to measure
the policy adaptation process of EU member states, but it applies to the candidate
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countries. However, as also Radaelli (2003) states, there is no particular formula of
measurement for the extent of Europeanisation, but rather, the measurement is
conducted by referring to other pieces of literature and conducting a simplistic
screening of the said variables concerning the standards and requirements set in the
Copenhagen criteria and the available models in the EU. Nevertheless, considering that
the Europeanisation literature provides a variety of key points on which to focus
regarding the Europeanisation measurement or progress tracing, it is necessary to
provide a final assessment of this process by the end of each variable’s analysis.

In this regard, considering that two Western Balkan countries are taken as units
of analysis, and the focus is on the policy adoption process, this study has selected
Elbasani’s (2013) approach to policy adoption. However, it must be highlighted that
what the Europeanisation literature refers to as the policy adoption process, is not only
the adoption of government policies but also a set of legal documents (Bossaert &
Demmke, 2003). As it was previously mentioned, according to Elbasani (2013) there
are three degrees of policy adoption: verbal, legal, and substantive degree. The verbal
degree, in the words of Elbasani, occurs when domestic political actors have endorsed
the policy adoption through rhetoric. In this sense, the display of the discourse of the
Albanian and North Macedonian politicians regarding their willingness in adopting the
EU policies is taken as a point of reference. The legal degree is the second degree and
comprises an attempt to adopt legal documents or institutions in line with the EU set of
rules. For this purpose, the amount and the alignment of the pieces of legislation
adopted are taken into account. Lastly, the substantive degree implies the
implementation of legal documents and verbal rhetoric. Elbasani, defines the
implementation as a process in which norms are transposed, adhered and enforced. For
this purpose, the level of implementation will derive from how these norms are
depicted in the EC reports. However, the EC reports serve as a point of reference for
the previous degrees as well.

The research mainly takes into account secondary sources such as data analysis
and reports provided by Albanian, North Macedonian, and international institutions.
However, as has been explained before, the EC annual reports are the main secondary
sources. The reason why these reports are the point of gravity for the Europeanisation
assessment for this study is that they are the EU’s main instrument of tracing the
progress made regarding the fulfillment of the accession criteria.

It is necessary to emphasize that this study focuses on the process of
Europeanisation from a top-down approach only, while does not make use of the
bottom-up approach. However, it must be indicated that the bottom-up approach is not
disregarded at the expense of the other approach. The reason for focusing on the top-
down approach relies on the fact that it stems from the structure and principles of the
EC reports, which are familiar not only to the academic field but also to the public, and
thus, it makes the comparison more understandable and concise since it derives out of
official and objective data.

Last, Europeanisation is an on-going process and is subject to internal and
external dynamics which makes the prediction difficult and may not result fully
accurate in the future. Nevertheless, considering the behavior of the countries towards
the process during the reporting period, it is unlikely that there will be extreme events
and changes in behaviour.
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3. Comparing Good neighbourly relations and regional cooperation in
Albania and North Macedonia

Albania and North Macedonia both have constructed their foreign policy in the
region towards the provision of peace, security, and cooperation in the region of the
Balkans, which historically has been characterised by war and ethnic conflict, and
tension. Such policy was reflected in their respective multilateral and bilateral relations
over the past two decades. As such, many multilateral and bilateral documents were
signed in throughout the years, which were serviceable to the improvement of their
relations with their neighbours and the overall stability of the region, as indicated in
Table 1.1 below.

Table 1. Multilateral and Bilateral documents signed by Albania and North Macedonia
(European Commission)

Albania North Macedonia
Year Multilateral Bilateral Multilateral Bilateral
documents documents documents documents

-2000 6 4

2000 2 1

2001 2 2
2002 1 1 1

2003 2 7 2 4
2004 1 1 5
2005 7 9
2006 3 5 3 7
2007 1 1 1 1
2008 2 11 1 7
2009 1 9 4
2010 1 7
2011 4 3
2012 10 6
2013 1 7 6
2014 1 3 1
2015 1 1 1
2016 1
2017 2 4 2 3
2018 1 1
2019 1 1 1 4

However, it should be taken into account that, due to the specificity of these
two countries, the nature and number of bilateral and multilateral documents differs, as
it is further explained below.

3.1. Multilateral relations

The multilateral diplomacy in Albania and North Macedonia is similar as both
countries are members of international organizations and treaties that have a direct and
indirect effect on the cooperation in the regions such as the OSCE (Organisation for
Security and Cooperation in Europe), WTO (World Trade Organization) and CEFTA
(Central European Free Trade Agreement). Even so, both of them are contributors and
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supporters of regional initiatives such as the Berlin Process (The Berlin Process-
Information and Resource Center) which has produced the Brdo-Brijuni process
(European Western Balkans, 2019), Regional Economic Action Plan (Multi-annual
Action Plan on Regional Economic Area in the Western Balkans-MAP) and Transport
Treaty (Treaty establishing the Transport Community, 2017), the Adriatic-lonian
Initiative (Adriatic-lonian Initiative), the Border Security Initiative (World Customs
Organization), the Energy Community Treaty (Treaty establishing Energy
Community), the European Common Aviation Area Agreement (European Common
Aviation Area Agreement, 2006), Regional Initiative for Migration and Asylum
(Migration, Asylum, Refugees Regional Initiative) and the Euro-Mediterranean
Partnership (European Commission).

Also, both of them had cooperated with NATO under the 2004 Charter for the
security of the region (Ministry of Defence) and had contributed to the ALTHEA
mission in Bosnia and Herzegovina (European Commission, 2009a; 2009b). In the
framework of security, both of them signed mani bilateral and multilateral agreements
on cooperating in the field of border control, illegal migration, police, fight against
organized crime and terrorism. Albania took a step ahead of North Macedonia when it
became a NATO member in 2008 and increased its influence regarding the promotion
of security and stability in the Balkans (European Commission, 2009a). However, we
must keep in mind that North Macedonia's NATO membership had been blocked by
Greece’s veto (Tziampiris, 2012).

The only evident difference in this matter is the cooperation of North
Macedonia with the ICTY, considering that such country was part of Yugoslavia and
fell under the scope of that tribunal (European Commission, 2004b) while Albania did
not have such cooperation. Such multilateral relations were of utmost importance for
imposing the rule of law in the region of the Balkans but also conclude the process of
reconciliation in this regard. Overall, the cooperation had been continuous and
successful, resulting in the prosecution of all the accused individuals.

As regards the fulfillment of the international obligations, only Albania has had
some difficulties in the early 2000s regarding duties derived by the Council of Europe
and WTO membership (European Commission, 2004a).

3.2. Bilateral relations

In the past 20 years, Albania has had dynamic interactions with Kosovo,
Serbia, Montenegro, North Macedonia, Greece, Italy, and Turkey. In the last 30 years
of democracy, Albania has applied the “zero problems with neighbours” foreign
policy, which is reflected in the analysis on the bilateral relations. Albania has
brotherly relations with Kosovo due to their shared history, culture, and language and
they both have united their diplomacy. Some occasional tensions were seen with North
Macedonia and Serbia which regarded the issue of the ethnic Albanians in these
countries (Jano et al, 2018). However, they didn't provide the basis for crisis or conflict
and their relations had had continuous improvement and were stable. The same was for
Montenegro where no tension or issue had been registered, although more needs to be
done to increase the cooperation between the two countries. Greece is one of the most
important trading partners of Albania and one of the countries where political,
historical, and cultural ties are strong (European Commission, 2020a). In essence, no
substantial issues are found, although the countries have discordances regarding some
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historical matters such as the Cham genocide sea border demarcation, the nationalistic
rhetorics by certain political groups, and Greece’s refusal to recognize Kosovo’s
independence (Cela et al, 2018). Nevertheless, Greece has been a strong supporter of
Albania’s integration process. While the relations with Italy and Turkey have been
excellent and these two countries have consistently supported Albania through
investments and in the international area (European Commission, 2020a).

Table 2. Albania’s relations with its neighbours (European Commission)®

Year Kosovo Serbia  Montenegro M;\(I:Z(;t:nia Greece  Turkey Italy
2000 Good Moderate Moderate Good Good Good Good

| 2001 ‘ Good | Moderate ‘ Moderate ‘ Moderate ‘ Good ‘ Good | Good ‘
2002 Good Good Good Moderate Good Good Good

| 2003 ‘ Good | Good ‘ Good ‘ Good ‘ Good ‘ Good | Good ‘
2004 Good Good Good Good Good Good Good

| 2005 ‘ Good ‘ Good ‘ Good ‘ Good ‘ Good ‘ Good ‘ Good ‘
2006 Good Good Good Good Good Good Good

| 2007 ‘ Good | Good ‘ Good ‘ Good ‘ Good ‘ Good | Good ‘
2008 Good Moderate Good Good Good Good Good

| 2009 ‘ Good | Good ‘ Good ‘ Good ‘ Good ‘ Good | Good ‘
2010 Good Good Good Good Good Good Good

| 2011 ‘ Good ‘ Good ‘ Good ‘ Good ‘ Good ‘ Good ‘ Good ‘
2012 Good Good Good Good Good Good Good

| 2013 ‘ Good | Good ‘ Good ‘ Good ‘ Good ‘ Good | Good ‘
2014  Good Good Good Good Good Good Good

| 2015 ‘ Good | Good ‘ Good ‘ Good ‘ Good ‘ Good | Good ‘
2016 Good Good Good Good Good Good Good

| 2017 ‘ Good ‘ Good ‘ Good ‘ Good ‘ Good ‘ Good ‘ Good ‘
2018 Good Good Good Good Good Good Good

| 2019 ‘ Good | Good ‘ Good ‘ Good ‘ Good ‘ Good | Good ‘

North Macedonia on the other hand, has had close bilateral relations with
Albania, Kosovo, Serbia, Greece, and Bulgaria. Such bilateral relations has
experienced fluidity due to its internal political dynamics and also due to its foreign
policy decisions which have impacted the relations with some of its neighbours. The

! Based on the data retrieved from the European Commission’s annual reports on Albania and
North Macedonia covering the period 2000-2019, | have categorized the relations in
“Good”, “Moderate”, “Bad”. “Good” relations reflect cooperation on several levels and no
conflict, tensions or political issues are registered. “Moderate” relations reflect cooperation
but is often damaged by conflict, tensions or political issues. “Bad” relations reflect lack of
cooperation as a result of conflict, tensions or political issues.
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relations with Albania have been rather good but have been conditioned by the status
of the ethnic Albanian minority in North Macedonia with an emphasisis on the armed
conflicts in the early 2000’s and the occasional tensions that proceeded in the
following years (Jano et al, 2018). Also, the situation with Kosovo has been good,
although North Macedonia has been hesitant to recognize its independence and
establish diplomatic relations at the beginning (European Commission, 2009b).
However, the hesitation was predominantly influenced by its relations with Serbia
which had made clear it's positioning on the Kosovo issue (Marolov, 2015). Besides
that, the relations with Belgrade have been good, and the countries showed a
willingness to let behind their discordances during the 1990s and their opposite
decisions on the issue of Kosovo. While the relations with Greece and Bulgaria have
been the most delicate as a result of their history. On one hand, Greece has
continuously denied the recognition of its northern neighbour’s name (Tziampiris,
2012), and on the other Bulgaria has denied the existence of a Macedonian language
and ethnicity (Pukanovi¢, 2019). The name dispute took a toll on the Macedonian EU
integration process and NATO membership through the veto used by Greece.
Nevertheless, the countries settled such a dispute in 2018 through the Prespa agreement
where the name “North Macedonia” was adopted (European Commission, 2019b).
While the issues with Bulgaria have remained unresolved and could impact North
Macedonia’s EU integration process in the future.

Table 3. North Macedonia’s relations with its neighbours (European Commission)

Year Albania Serbia Kosovo Greece Bulgaria

2000 Moderate Moderate Moderate Moderate Good

2001 | Moderate ‘ Moderate ‘ Moderate ‘ Moderate ‘ Good ‘
2002 Good Good Good Good Good

2003 | Good ‘ Good ‘ Good ‘ Good ‘ Good ‘
2004 Good Good Good Good Good

2005 | Good ‘ Good ‘ Good ‘ Good ‘ Good ‘
2006 Good Good Good Good Good

2007 | Good ‘ Good ‘ Good ‘ Good ‘ Good ‘
2008 Good Moderate Moderate Moderate Moderate

2009 | Good ‘ Good ‘ Moderate ‘ Moderate ‘ Moderate ‘
2010 Good Good Good Moderate Moderate

2011 | Good ‘ Good ‘ Good ‘ Moderate ‘ Moderate ‘
2012 Good Good Good Moderate Moderate

2013 ‘ Good ‘ Good ‘ Good ’ Moderate ’ Moderate ‘
2014 Good Good Good Moderate Moderate

2015 ‘ Good ‘ Good ‘ Good ’ Moderate ’ Moderate ‘
2016 Good Good Good Moderate Moderate

2017 ‘ Good ‘ Moderate ‘ Good ’ Good ’ Moderate ‘
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Year Albania Serbia Kosovo Greece Bulgaria
2018 Good Good Good Good Moderate
2019 Good Good Good Good Moderate

5.3. Europeanisation of Good neighbourly relations and regional
cooperation in Albania and North Macedonia

After having discussed the multilateral and bilateral relations, same as with the
previous variables, it is important to draw out conclusions regarding the
Europeanisation of Good neighbourly relations and regional cooperation.

Consequently, the three degrees of policy adoption in the Framework of
Europeanisation provided by Elbasani (2013), such as verbal, legal, and substantive
degrees, are taken into account and are visualized in the chart below.

Europeanisation chart- Good neighbourly relations and regional cooperation

424545992575 495299575495495349322923292234242
2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019

mVerbal mLegal w Substantive

Figure 1. Europeanisation chart of the Good neighbourly relations and regional cooperation in
Albania and North Macedonia during 2000-2019
Source: Author’s work (2023)

As regards the first degree, the Verbal degree, similarly with the case of the
political system variable, there is no evidence in the EC reports of domestic actors have
verbally expressed opponence on adopting the required policies in line with the
recommendations provided and also the requirements that stem from the Copenhagen
Criteria, as provided in the conclusions of the EC reports in the key milestones for
Albania (European Commission, 2007a; 2010a; 2011a; 2014a; 2020a) and North
Macedonia (European Commission, 2002b; 2005b; 2006b; 2010b; 2020b). In a similar
fashion to the previous case, the implementation of legal reforms consistently through
these two decades has showcased the reaching for the subsequent legal adoption
degree, which provides for the assumption that the former degree has already been
reached and passed.

The Legal degree was seen to be reached out for both countries in different
years but with a small difference in periods. Both countries have been consistent in
adopting bilateral documents with the neighbour countries in many areas which have
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had a direct impact on their relations. Similarly, many multilateral documents were
signed and adopted with the international institutions which directly or indirectly
impact regional cooperation. There were only some differences in the periods of
signing the agreements, such as the case of the WTO accession, which for Albania
occurred in 2000 (European Commission, 2003a), while for North Macedonia it
occurred in 2002 (European Commission, 20b).

Lastly, the Substantive degree has been impacted most by bilateral relations.
For Albania, the bilateral relations have been overall good and have not become an
obstacle to the Accession process, thus providing stability with its border countries.
Some difficulties in implementing the obligations from the Council of Europe and
WTO accession were evidenced for Albania in the early 2000s but which were
addressed by 2004. While for North Macedonia, the complicated relationship with
Greece and Bulgaria (European Commission, 2009b; 2018b), and sporadic tensions
with Serbia (European Commission, 2002b; 2004b; 2009b) have often impeded the
normalization of the relation with them. Moreover, the relation between Greece and
Bulgaria has become an obstacle to its Accession process.

6. Conclusions

This paper analyzed the Europeanisation of good neighbourly relations and
regional cooperation criteria in Albania and North Macedonia. The baseline of the
analysis was the EC annual reports that indicated the progress of the countries from the
period 2000-2019. From the comparative analysis, it is indicated that both countries
have similarly adhered to and supported the international and regional initiatives. In
addition, they both have shown a willingness to foster cooperation and security. As
regards the good neighbourly relations, noticeable differences were seen.

For the past 20 years, multilateral relations have been oriented towards the
support of economic and security cooperation in the region. Membership to the
CEFTA, RCC, and the involvement in the NATO mission and the Berlin Process, have
cemented their European orientation in the region. Therefore, the countries have shown
quick adaptability and commitment to any international initiative presented and no
particular issue has been evidenced.

As regards good neighbourly relations, North Macedonia has faced the most
challenges. Periods of tensions have been noted regarding its relations with Serbia
which have mostly been a result of the situation with Kosovo’s recognition and the
border demarcation. While the relations with two member states, Greece and Bulgaria
have been stranded by deeply-rooted historical issues. For years Greece had put a
blockade on North Macedonia's EU integration process and the issue would finally
resolve in a common agreement in 2018. While in the case of its relations with
Bulgaria, the issue of non-recognition of the Macedonian language and ethnicity
remains open.

As of above, in terms of Europeanisation processes, it resulted that both
countries have presented continuously throughout the period the phases of verbal and
legal adoption. However, only Albania has managed to provide a consistent
substantive level of adoption while North Macedonia was impacted by its issues with
Greece and Bulgaria for the most part.
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Consequently, the three degrees of policy adoption in the Framework of
Europeanisation provided by Elbasani, such as verbal, legal, and substantive degrees,
are taken into account.
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