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ABSTRACT

This policy brief examines the attempts of
the Western Balkans (WB) to transition from
a carbon-based to a carbon-free economy,
highlighting the role in this of the European
Union's (EU) Green Agenda. Introduced in 2020
as part of the EU's broader Green Deal, the Green
Agenda provides a framework for aligning the region
with EU environmental goals, even though the countries
of the WB are not themselves EU members. The brief explores
how the Green Agenda contributes to the WB's integration in the
Union through environmental reforms and the alignment of the
region's economic and institutional systems with EU standards.
Progress has been made in the WB in adopting renewable
energy sources, climate adaptation strategies and legislative
changes, but significant challenges remain. These include
coal dependency, inadequate waste and water management,
air pollution and energy poverty. This brief identifies areas for
improvement, stressing the need to implement a more inclusive
approach and to foster multilevel governance in the pursuit
of enhanced transparency and accountability. Additionally, it
emphasises the importance of addressing the transition fatigue
that may be a consequence of pursuing EU accession. The
analysis concludes by offering policy recommendations for
strengthening the implementation of the Green Agenda and
for ensuring that the region's transition to sustainability is fair,
equitable and aligned with EU integration goals.
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Introduction

Like the European Union (EU) member states,
the countries of the Western Balkans (WB) are
experiencing the effects of multiple crises.
Climate change, technological revolution and
energy crises are straining existing governance
structures and creating unpredictable conse-
quences. A response to these, if it is to be
successful, necessitates a profound redefinition
of the economic, social andinstitutional systems
prevailing in the WB. If the simultaneous
transition challenges are not addressed in a
manner that is equal, fair and just, the WB will be
vulnerable to further instability. Since 2019, the
EU has actively promoted the European Green
Deal as a multi-annual political framework to
achieve climate neutrality by 2050. Through
this initiative, the EU defines targets and
supports countries and territories in managing
the transition fatigue they face.” The European
ambition to enact a green transition also
extends to candidate countries, such as the WB,
with the goal of accelerating their convergence
with the EU.

To assist the WB countries in transitioning from
a carbon-based to a carbon-free economy,
the EU introduced in 2020 the Green Agenda
for the Western Balkans (the Agenda)? also
known as the Sofia Declaration; this was
followed by the Action Plan announced at
the EU-Western Balkans Summit in Brdo pri
Kranju (Slovenia) in 2021. The Agenda is built
on five key pillars: (1) climate action, including
decarbonisation, energy and mobility; (2) a
circular economy, focusing on waste, recycling,
sustainable production and resource efficiency;
(3) biodiversity,aimed at protectingandrestoring
the region's natural assets; (4) reduction of
air, water and air pollution; and (5) sustainable
food systems and rural development. A cross-
cutting topic, digitalisation, serves as a key
enabler for these pillars, aligning with the

concept of a transition that is both green and
digital. The Action Plan outlines a framework to
coordinate, support and monitor the effective
implementation of the Agenda. The current
Action Plan consists of 58 detailed actions,
organised into seven components, and requires
annual monitoring and assessment to ensure
that it is being properly implemented. Updates
are scheduled for 2027.

In terms of the financial costs of the transition,
the implementation of the Agenda is supported
through existing EU funds, including a
combination of funds deriving from different
funding schemes, such as the Instrument for
Pre-Accession Assistance and the Western
Balkans Investment Framework, as well as ad
hoc funding programmes. In particular, the EU
has activated a dedicated financial instrument,
the Economic and Investment Plan for the
Western Balkans 2021-2027, which allocates
up to €9 billion in EU funds and could mobilise
up to €20 billion in investments through the
Western Balkans Guarantee Facility. Since 2021,
the European Commission has committed
€1.25 billion to support the implementation of
the Green Agenda, including technical assistance
and investments to promote energy efficiency,
renewable energy, the transition from coal and
improved environmental management.® The
intention to alleviate transition fatigue in the
WB was confirmed last July by Commission
President Ursula von der Leyen, who said: "Our
€30 billion Investment Plan for the Western
Balkans is delivering, with this new €1.2 billion
package. It strengthens regional connections
with quality infrastructure and brings us closer
together, which is our ultimate goal."

Overall, these initiatives reflect the recognition
that the region faces significant environmental
and economic challenges. It remains heav-
ily reliant on coal, struggles with high pol-
lution levels and is burdened by outdated
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infrastructure. At the same time, the countries
of the WB are committed to aligning with the
EU and are therefore required to meet EU
environmental standards, including those
set out in the European Green Deal. These
concurrent challenges, intensified by the
profound economic and social transformation
that the EU is currently undergoing, mean that
the region will need to intensify its attempts to
align with the bloc.

This brief explores how the Agenda fits into the
broader context of EU enlargement, analyses
the progress made so far and identifies areas
for improvement. It closes by offering policy
recommendations pointing to potential future
directions for action.

How the Green Agenda contributes to
the integration of the WB into the EU

According to the renewed enlargement method-
ology adopted by the EU in 2020,5 Cluster 4,
"Green Agenda and Sustainable Connectivity",
includes Chapter 27, "Environment and Climate
Change", which focuses on supporting the
alignment of candidate countries with EU
standards. As part of their accession process,
candidate countries are expected to align with
the EU's environmental objectives in several
fields: air quality, waste management, water
quality, the protection of the natural world,
industrial pollution control, chemicals, noise,
climate change and the protection of civil
society. The adaptation process involves over
200 EU legal acts.® Accordingly, Chapter 27 is
one of the most demanding in the EU accession
process in terms of the funds and institutional
capacities required; it further requires profound
changes in the habits of citizens and industries.
The chapter therefore necessitates more than
simply conforming to the existing legislative
framework: there must be a broader strategic
approach where alignment runs in parallel with

bé

The Green Agenda offers a more
politically oriented approach in which
countries can incorporate their
strategies into a shared framework
under the EU's auspices.

bé

the implementation of a clear and transparent
regional strategy.

The Green Agenda offers a more politically
oriented approach in which countries can
incorporate their strategies into a shared
framework under the EU's auspices. In this
regard, the Agenda is closely tied to the
region's EU accession ambitions. Indeed,
environmental reforms are a key part of the
acquis communautaire, and aligning with
EU environmental standards is essential for
the region's progress towards membership.’
This dual role has been acknowledged by the
European Commission: the Agenda not only
provides a framework for the WB to meet the EU's
environmental and climate objectives but is also
a crucial element in the broader enlargement
process.? In its opinion, the transition to a green
economy could strengthentheregion's integration
into the EU by demonstrating the commitment of
candidate countries to sustainable development
and economic modernisation.

Progress so far: towards the
implementation of the Agenda

According to the Agenda's first Implementation
Report (2022), provided by the Regional
Cooperation Council,® countries are implement-
ing the priorities of the Agenda and its Action
Plantoanonlylimited extent. Thereis arestricted
timeframe available for implementation and
there does not seem to have been fully effective
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monitoring of the improvements made by each
country. However, the Report confirms a general
tendency on the part of all countries to conform
tothe Agendaandto supportitsimplementation.
In all cases, the Agenda implementation pro-
cess is gradual and incremental, and its
effects on the economy and society are not yet
visible.’® That said, the report recognises some
measurable improvements in several fields.
For instance, five of the six national economies
in the region have adopted or are adopting a law
addressing climate issues,"” while all of them
have set forward-looking energy and climate
targets (in Nationally Determined Contribu-
tions, government strategies or other relevant
documents).

Some countries, such as North Macedonia
and Albania, have made notable strides in

expanding renewable energy, particularly
hydropower and solar energy.’? Although it is a
controversial case when it comes to analysing
the environmental impacts, Albania, in particular,
generates a significant portion of its electricity
from renewable sources (mainly hydropower)
and has begun exploring other renewable
technologies.™ Similarly, North Macedonia has
introduced legislative measures to promote
investments in solar energy, contributing to its
goals of reducing greenhouse gas emissions.
The whole region is committed to reducing

such emissions through the Nationally
Determined Contributions under the Paris
Agreement.

Despite these improvements, however, the
energy market in the WB remains relatively
isolated from the EU and suffers from price

Figure 1. State of national energy and climate plans preparation
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Source: "Green Agenda for the Western Balkans Action Plan: Implementation report 2022". Regional Cooperation
Council, 20 October 2023. https://www.rcc.int/pubs/162/green-agenda-for-the-western-balkans-action-plan--
implementation-report-2022
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fluctuations. This has been particularly prob-
lematic since the start of the war in Ukraine,
which prompted North Macedonia to declare
a "state energy crisis".'* Across the WB, coal-
fuelled thermal power plants remain the
primary energy source. Around 70% of domestic
electricity production in the region is based
on lignite. Provision and supply challenges
have increased energy poverty in the WB, with
households often spending more than 10% of
their income on energy.’ It is estimated that up
to 40% of the regional population may suffer
from energy poverty, compared with 10% in
the EU.'® Energy prices are a source of political
tension and have already inspired protests in
several countries.

Toredefine their climate targets and procedures,
the countries of the WB are developing and
implementing integrated energy and climate
plans (Figure 1). In addition, the whole region
is preparing and putting in place climate
adaptation strategies, introducing solutions
that respect the natural world and supporting
various initiatives to adopt a more sustainable
approach. However, even though the legislative
and regulatory frameworks are steadily evolving,
their implementation remains a significant
challenge. The varying stages of EU integration,
along with the differing economic structures
of these countries, create a distinct transition
path for each nation. In consequence, the
implementation of the Agenda and its Action
Plan is complex and inconsistent across the
region, especially when compared with the
situation in EU member states.

Areas of improvement

Although progress has not been uniform across
the region, the commitment of the WB as a
whole signals a relatively strong intention to
align with broader EU climate goals. But further
work still need to be done. For instance, the WB's

water and waste management systems are
inadequate or are not being managed properly.'’
Untreated wastewater is frequently discharged
into rivers, and illegal waste dumping is a
widespread problem.™ For example, the River
Drina is heavily polluted by industrial waste, and
the region's waste recycling rates fall far below
EU standards. The absence of modern waste
management infrastructure remains a critical
issue, one that requires substantial investment
if it is to be rectified. Greater efforts are needed
to modernise wastewater treatment facilities;
and sustainable waste management practices,
such as recycling and waste-to-energy projects,
need to be introduced.

In addition to challenges in water and waste
management, one of the most pressing
concerns is air pollution, particularly in capital
cities and their surrounding metropolitan areas;
examples of this include Sarajevo, Skopje and
Belgrade.” These cities often experience air
quality levels that breach EU safety limits due
to the widespread use of coal for energy and
heating, outdated industrial facilities and high
vehicular emissions.?’ The reliance on coal-
fired power plants, particularly in Serbia, Bosnia
and Herzegovina and Kosovo, contributes
significantly to poor air quality, resulting in a
high incidence of respiratory diseases and
premature deaths acrosstheregion.?' According
to the World Bank, Serbia topped a list of death
rates from pollution among European countries;
it was placed ninth overall on the global list,
higher than India.?? In the light of the adoption,
implementation and enforcement of Chapter 27,
a study published by the Joint Research Centre
of the European Commission in 2020 affirmed
that reducing the emissions of air pollutants
and greenhouse gases is a priority for the WB;?®
however, the alignment with the EU's acquis on
environment and climate in the region is at an
early stage.

Moving towards an inclusive Green Agenda in the Western Balkans 7



Energy poverty is another critical issue in the
WB. Programmes to address this, along with
financing schemes for household renovations
and ensuring basic living standards, are in the
initial stages of development. This is the case
despite the Tirana Declaration's focus onthe EU's
new Energy Support Package, which includes
€1 billionto supportvulnerable families and small
and medium-sized enterprises, and to foster the
region's energy transition and independence.?*
As already noted, many households currently
spend a large portion of their income on
energy; the transition to renewable energy could
exacerbate this problem if it is not managed
carefully. It is crucial to ensure that energy
prices remain affordable during the transition;
otherwise, social inequality could be deepened
further.?®> As became apparent with the energy
crises worsened by the Russian invasion of
Ukraine in 2022, energy provision has become a
geopolitical issue, and some countries in the WB
are reluctant to align their energy systems and
infrastructure to EU standards. In this respect,
Serbia's ambivalence is confirmed by data
showing that, from 2009 to 2019, the country had
an average dependency of 74% on gas imports
from Russia. Although Serbia has opened
Chapter 15, "Energy", to modernise its energy
sector as part of the EU integration process, it
continues to receive natural gas from Russia at a
discounted rate; this is transported via the Black
Sea, Turkey and Bulgaria, bypassing Ukraine.?®

Furthermore, the region's vulnerability to cli-
mate change is growing, with more frequent
and severe weather events such as floods and
droughts. The devastating floods of 2014, which
caused extensive damage in Serbia and Bosnia
and Herzegovina, highlighted the region's lack of
resilience to climate-related disasters. Extreme
events are becoming more frequent and intense;
there were further floods and landslides that
hit Bosnia and Herzegovina in October 2024,
causing damage to infrastructure and loss of

bé

One significant problem is that the dual
challenges of transition fatigue and EU
integration may reinforce each other.

bé

human life. So far, these events have caused
billions of euros in damage and displaced
thousands of people. For instance, agriculture,
a critical sector for many regional economies,
is at risk due to shifting weather patterns and
reduced water availability. Unless appropriate
measures are taken and risk management for
water resources and agriculture is improved,
there will be a further decrease in precipitation
and an increase of 20% in dry days.?”

Conclusions

The WB is striving to adopt a more sustainable
approach in transitioning from a carbon-based
to a carbon-free society. These attempts
are primarily being pursued through the
implementation of the Green Agenda for the
Western Balkans under the supervision of the
EU. However, significant challenges persist,
particularly in reducing coal dependency,
improving waste and water management and
addressing energy poverty. At the same time,
the EU integration process requires a series of
structural reforms, demanding additional work
to meet EU standards.

One significant problem is that the dual
challenges of transition fatigue and EU
integration may reinforce each other. They can
be resolved, but only with intense, unwavering
political commitment. This commitment was
reaffirmed in the Hamburg Declaration on the
Green Agenda for the Western Balkans (GAWB),
signed in Germany on 8 October 2024. The
countries of the WB declared their "commitment

8 Moving towards an inclusive Green Agenda in the Western Balkans



tothefullandtimelyimplementation of the GAWB
and its Action Plan 2021-2030, recognising
the need for acceleration, cross-sectoral
collaboration, and multi-level governance". As a
result, the WB is expected to adopt a Regional
Adaptation Strategy by 2026; this could serve
as a key reference for the ongoing transition
process.

While recognising the significant work being
carried out by regional actors, the EU and
individual countries, the Agenda and its Action
Plan could be strengthened by further action,
specifically:

+ Adopting a more inclusive and less techno-
cratic approach. The implementation and
monitoring of the Agenda have often been
seen as overly self-referential. The role of the
Regional Cooperation Council in facilitating
and overseeing the Agenda's progress has
faced criticism. One potential solution could
be to outsource the monitoring phase to
regional research centres, universities and

non-governmental organisations. This would
help foster more transparent and meaningful
participation from civil society, local
communities, businesses and youth.

« Applying an experimental multilevel per-
spective to defining priorities and strategies.
As the Hamburg Declaration acknowledges,
the Agenda requires a collaborative effort
involving local governments, the private
sector, civil society and citizens. This principle
should be reflected in practice through the
various reforms that countries are introducing
to implement the Agenda. Strengthening
governance and institutional capacity will be
crucial to overcoming the challenges ahead.

In conclusion, the dual challenge that the WB
faces must be approached synergistically if it is
not to result in mere overlap. The key question
is whether the WB's "green integration" can
serve as a model to be applied to the broader
integration process (that is, to the other clusters
and chapters) or if it will remain simply an
isolated and poorly coordinated ambition.

Moving towards an inclusive Green Agenda in the Western Balkans 9
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