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1. Introduction  

Sida’s Helpdesk for Environment and Climate Change was assigned by Ms Maria Osbeck                                                                                       
Senior Advisor Environment and Climate at EUROLATIN to assist Sida with input on environment and 
climate information for the upcoming regional Strategy focusing on the Western Balkans.1  

The input - in the form of a Policy Brief – was to be provided in a desktop study to provide relevant 
information on environment and climate change issues focusing on:  

 Key environmental and climate issues in the region; 

 Status of alignment with the environmental acquis; 

 Mapping of key regional actors currently working on environment issues 

A draft of this report was presented at a workshop in Tirana, Albania, October 2-3rd for programme 
officers from HQ and Western Balkan embassies where comments and suggestions were provided for 
the Helpdesk on how to improve the final version of the Policy Brief.  

 

2. Executive summary  

 
40% of all endangered freshwater mollusc2 species of Europe live in the rivers and  
lakes of the Balkans. Photo: https://riverwatch.eu/en/balkanrivers/background 
 
The EU integration process is currently the main political driver of change in the region, also in the 
environment sector. The EU enlargement process provides opportunities for improving the 
environment in different ways, but it also entails a great challenge for the candidates and potential 
candidate countries. To be entitled to membership the fulfilment of political and economic criteria 

                                                           

1 This Environmental Policy Brief was written by Göran Ek and Susanne von Walter at Sida’s Helpdesk for 
Environment and Climate Change. The views expressed in this Environmental Policy Brief are those of the 
author and do not necessarily represent the views of Sida.  
1 Sida’s Environmental Policy (2017 
2 Mussels, clams, snails, etc 
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known as the ‘Copenhagen criteria’ poses a great challenge to candidate countries, national 
legislation should also  be implemented and enforced in order to meet EU’s environmental 
protection requirements. 

These rules are divided into 35 different policy fields (chapters), such as transport, energy, 
environment, etc., each of which is negotiated separately. 

From an environmental perspective, the EU approximation process might serve as an inspiration for 
the Western Balkan countries to introduce a more progressive legislation on natural resources 
management as they must prepare for implementation of the rather far-reaching instruments like 
the Habitat and Bird Directives and establishing a Natura 20003 network in the region. 

 

2.1 Trending issues in the environment sector in the Western Balkans  

When browsing the vast literature on environment and climate change issues in the region the 
Helpdesk has identified three trends that might be of importance for Sida to monitor and perhaps 
even address in the new Strategy, namely; 

 Biodiversity – under pressure but not too late to manage sustainably 

 Coal power must be phased out – but not at the expense of a massive expansion of 
hydropower 

 Climate change might hit the region hard – effective adaptation policies must be introduced 

 

2.1.1 Biodiversity – under pressure but not too late to manage sustainably 

The Western Balkans hold a wealth of animal and plant diversity with many endemic4 species and 
habitats. They also possess relatively large unspoiled ecosystems (karst5, riverine etc).  

 
Balkan Lynx and Centaurea kosanini two endemic species of the  

Western Balkans. Photo: WikiCommons 

This state of affairs is mainly attributed to the following; that three biogeographic regions extend 
over the region - Continental, Alpine and Mediterranean - all having distinctive characteristics and  
climate, great variety of natural habitats (including the largest percentage of  unfragmented river 
ecosystems in Europe)  as a consequence of this and that still low-intensive (mostly) agricultural and 
forestry practices are in place. 

                                                           

3 Natura 2000 is a network of nature protection areas in the territory of the European Union. It is made up of 
Special Areas of Conservation and Special Protection Areas designated respectively under the Habitats 
Directive and Birds Directive. The network includes both terrestrial and Marine Protected Areas 
4 An endemic species is unique to a defined geographic location, such as an island, nation, country or other 
defined zone, or habitat type. 
5 Karst is a topography formed from the dissolution of soluble rocks such as limestone, dolomite, and gypsum. 
It is characterized by underground drainage systems with sinkholes and caves. 
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However, several negative drivers are threatening to degrade the biodiversity of the region, mainly: 

 Accelerated urban sprawl, transport infrastructure construction 

 Uncontrolled development of the energy sector, particularly hydropower 

 Intensive agriculture/forestry, and of course…. 

 Climate change 

The main positive driver for preservation of biodiversity in the Western Balkans is of course the EU 
approximation.   As stated above  process might serve as an inspiration for the Western Balkan 
countries to introduce a more progressive legislation on natural resources management as they must 
prepare for implementation of the rather far-reaching instruments like the Habitat and Bird 
Directives and establishing a Natura 2000  network in the region.     

The Habitats Directive (together with the Birds Directive) forms the cornerstone of Europe's nature 
conservation policy. It is built around two pillars: the Natura 2000 Network of protected sites and the 
strict system of species protection. All in all the Directive protects over 1 000 animals and plant 
species and over 200 so called "habitat types" (e.g. special types of forests, meadows, wetlands, 
etc.), which are of European importance. The aim of the network is to ensure the long-term survival 
of Europe's most valuable and threatened species and habitats. The species protection system 
indicates that a number of animal and plant species of European importance, such as the wolf, are 
protected from killing, capturing and taking. 

Another driver that can be important contribution to preserving the biodiversity of the region is the 
rising trend in North and North West Europe to stop air-travel holidaying overseas as the 
contribution of aviation emissions to climate change has become more apparent. There could thus 
be a surge for train-bound ecotourism directed to the Western Balkans as “nature lovers” from the 
rest of Europe could discover the rich biodiversity of the region as a more sustainable type of tourism 
than travelling with “gas-guzzling” airplanes to the rain forests of Costa Rica or the savannahs of East 
Africa. Thus, it would become also an economic necessity for decision-makers in the Western Balkans 
to save a sizeable part of the natural beauty of the region. 

 
Swedish Ornithological Society’s magazine “Vår Fågelvärld” reports on the multitude of bird life in  
Bosnia-and Herzegovina. The headline reads “From war zone to attractive destination” 

 

2.1.2 Coal power must be phased out – but not at the expense of a massive expansion of 
hydropower 

 
Utilities in Western Europe are closing down fossil fuel power plants on a massive scale. The main 
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drivers for this coal phase-out have been an increase in renewable energy coupled with very low 
electricity prices in most parts of Europe, and to a smaller extent, having to pay for CO2  allowances 
under the EU Emissions Trading Scheme (ETS).  

However, in the Western Balkans, dependence on coal power for electricity generation is still very 
high, (see Figure 1) and at least 9 new lignite power plants are being planned in Bosnia-Herzegovina, 
Kosovo, Macedonia, Montenegro, and Serbia.6 

In spite of the vast greenhouse gas emissions generated by coal power the public health impacts of 
the continuing dependency on coal power in the region is almost of equal importance 

In the Western Balkans, there are 16 outdated coal power plants that threaten public health by air 
pollution, affecting people in the region, the EU and beyond. Every year they cause 3 000 premature 
deaths, 8 000 cases of bronchitis in children, and other chronic illnesses costing both health systems 
and economies a total of EUR 6,1-11,5 billion. The EU bears the majority of the health costs 
amounting to EUR 3.1-5.8 billion, while the economic burden on the Western Balkan countries is 
estimated to be EUR 1.9-3.6 billion every year.7 

 

 

 
Figure 1: Graphics from Chronic coal pollution - EU action on the Western Balkans will improve health and economies across Europe. HEAL, 
CAN Europe, Sandbag, CEE Bankwatch Network and Europe Beyond Coal. 2019 

The dominance of coal in the countries’ energy mix8 is mostly a consequence of the widespread use 
of state subsidies to coal-fired electricity generation in the Western Balkans.  In 2015-2017 alone, 
Serbia, Bosnia/Herzegovina and Kosovo paid more than EUR 160 million to the coal sector from the 
state budget/public social funds.  

The subsidies allow coal electricity producers to supply electricity to the market at prices that are 
below the real cost or at prices that allow producers to minimize their losses or generate profits by 
receiving subsidies. These subsidized producers find themselves in a privileged position relative to 

                                                           

6 https://energypost.eu/western-balkans-are-massively-expanding-coal-power-but-the-new-plants-may-have-
to-be-closed-again-soon/ 
7 All data from https://www.env-health.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/Chronic-Coal-Pollution-report.pdf 
8 There are no coal power plants in Albania however. 
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other suppliers and this situation becomes a textbook case of unfair competition in the electricity 
markets. Vast efforts and financial resources are used to support the continuation of an 
unsustainable energy policy. 

Thus, there is a need to substitute coal power by more sustainable means of electricity generation. 
The most apparent alternative identified by decision-maker is hydropower. 

 
Figure 2: Source: Euronatur Foundation/RiverWatch/Save the Blue Heart of Europe 

 
Figure 2 above presents the status of planned hydropower plants in the Balkans (black dot = existing 
dam, yellow = under construction, red = planned). 

Currently, more than 3,000 hydropower dams and diversions are either proposed or in the process of 
being built in the Balkans, in addition to the more than 1,000 that already exist.  Organisations like 
RiverWatch and EuroNatur9 states that these dams will cause irreversible damage to rivers, wildlife 
and local communities. The Balkans possess the largest remaining unexploited hydropower potential 
in Europe and the 3 000 planned hydropower projects affect almost every river, stream and brook 

Given the high amount of endemic fish species in the region, this could entail that 10 % of Europe’s 
freshwater fish might become extinct.  

As elaborated on in section 1.1.1.1 the EU Acquis and future membership can provide decision-
makers tools that can help to develop a sustainable expansion of hydropower in the region while 
safeguarding that the river ecosystems with the highest ecological values can remain unexploited. 
The application of the EU’s Biodiversity Strategy, Birds and Habitats Directives and the Water 
Framework Directive could be the most relevant instruments to apply. A Strategic Environmental 
Assessment (SEA) analyzing the various options for upscaling renewable energy generation in the 
region could also provide guidance on how to capitalize on the prospects for expanding wind, solar 
PV and biomass power in the Western Balkans.  

                                                           

9 See section 5.3 for information on these organisations 
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A study highlights that they have a potential of almost 300 TWh/year10, i.e. almost twice as high as 
Hydropower, thus, an expansion of other renewable could reduce the need for hydropower 
expansion in the rich riverine ecosystems in the region. 

 

2.1.3 Climate change might hit the region hard – effective adaptation policies must be introduced 

A recent study by the Regional Cooperation Council11 reports on an alarming increase of temperature 
in the region, with observed temperature increase of 1.2 degrees Celsius in the near future, destined 
to warm further by 1.7 – 4oC and even exceeding 5oC by the end of the century, depending on the 
global efforts in greenhouse gases (GHG) emission reduction. 

 

 
Figure 3: Source: “Study on Climate Change in the Western Balkans” 

This would entail that most areas of the region will move from a Mediterranean climate to a sub-
tropical , i.e. similar to present day Middle East and North Africa. This type of climate is characterized 
by hot summers and mild drier12 winters. The warmest months generally average about 27 °C with 
mean daily maxima from 30 °C to 38 °C and warm, “oppressive” nights.13 

Extreme weather types like  

- increase of heat waves, dry days and extreme precipitation;  
- more pronounced rotation of severe drought and heavy rains, with  
- appearance of extreme storms in summer that most likely cause flash floods, 
- severe high winds and hail damage. 

are also expected to become more frequent. 

The Western Balkans particularly vulnerable to climate change as a relatively high percentage of the 
population employed in weather and climate related sectors, such as agriculture, forestry, tourism, 
etc. compared to Western and North Europe.  

 

 

                                                           

10https://balkanrivers.net/sites/default/files/2018_The%20role%20of%20hydropower%20in%20selected%20SE
E%20countries_final(1).pdf 
11 “The Regional Cooperation Council serves regional cooperation and Euro-Atlantic integration of South East 
Europe, in order to spark development in the region to the benefit of its people”.   https://www.rcc.int/ 
12 Not completely dry but with a marked reduction in precipitation compared to Mediterranean winters. 
13 Many of the world's deserts are located within the subtropics 
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Thus, the main challenges for policy-makers in addressing climate change impacts could be the 
following: 

 Protect human health and safety  

 Adapt food production by implementing recommendations on variety and hybrid selection 

and on optimal agro-technical measures; provide housing for livestock; develop sustainable 

irrigation systems, optimal to water availability;  

 Suppress forest degradation by immediately implementing the long-term planning for 

reforestation and sustainable forestry methods;  

 Optimise energy production/availability (in order not to become dependent on hydropower 

that can become an unreliable energy source due to changing precipitation patterns). 

2.1.4 Other environmental issues of concern 

Apart from the three major trends in the environmental sector described in section 1.1.1 there are, 
naturally, several other environmental issues of concern in the Western Balkans. They are extensively 
elaborated on in section 2 

Options for “Greening” the energy sector 

Power generation in the Western Balkans is at a critical juncture. All six countries in the region face 
the challenge of building new capacity to replace the existing and serve growing demand while 
meeting EU and UNFCCC targets on GHG emissions reduction.  

Addressing this challenge successfully will require a new strategy, focusing on renewable sources of 
energy, decarbonisation, combined with increased internal and external regional cooperation.  

Apart from a limited expansion of hydropower, the most promising opportunity lying ahead is 
regarding other renewable energy sources, such as wind, solar, and sustainable biomass. Their 
technology related costs have come down dramatically and they can now be present as an important 
low cost alternative to more traditional sources of energy. Not only are there untapped opportunities 
in this regard in the region, due to windy locations, sunny days and, in some countries, a large 
agriculture (and forestry) sector, but there is also increasing interest from foreign investors and 
financiers in renewable energy. 

In parallel, an increased focus on interconnections and regional market integration is vital for long-
term sustainability. For historical reasons, power interconnections in the region are relatively good, 
but they are relatively underutilised, reflecting a mixture of regulatory barriers and energy security 
concerns. Optimizing regional energy market integration will facilitate export of surplus energy 
between countries to compensate for reduction in domestic electricity generation e.g. in case of 
droughts reducing the output of hydropower in one country.  

Contamination of soil and water 

In recent years, the introduction of intensive agriculture in the region – that increases irrigation and 
the application of artificial fertilizers and pesticides – have put soil and groundwater under risk of 
contamination by nutrients and pesticides. Within the matrix of forests, mountains and areas of high 
biodiversity there are also several “hotspots” with degraded land and heavily polluted soil. These are 
mainly associated with past or on-going mining and metallurgy/chemical industrial sites. 

When it comes to access to safe drinking water, however, over 90 % of the citizens in the region have 
access to safe drinking water, which is comparable to levels in Europe in general.14  

                                                           

14  
https://wedocs.unep.org/bitstream/handle/20.500.11822/27108/Pollution%20in%20the%20Western%20Balka
ns%20web%20version.pdf?sequence=2&isAllowed=y 
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Both national governments and local authorities have made improving water supply systems a 
priority in part with the support of donor grants...  

As regards wastewater from households, that is still a problem as though most households are 
connected to sewer systems only a small number of wastewater treatment plants are operational. 15 
This has the unfortunate consequence that rivers, lakes and coastal waters close to urban areas are 
exposed to pollution and eutrophication.  

Agriculture 

As stated above the Western Balkan countries are a veritable “treasure trove” of biodiversity, natural 
resources, cultural landscapes and “wild” rivers, in part due to the – in comparison with West and 
North – low-intensity agricultural practices still in place here. 

With the advent of the market economy in the region agricultural policies here have not yet 
recognised the necessity of finding links and synergies between agriculture and environmental 
protection. This represents a strong untapped potential in the region and is addressed by only a few 
marginal policy measures. 
 
To align to EU policies, the agricultural sector in Western Balkans will have to increase support to 
development of knowledge and organization of rural communities, the development and 
implementation of policies related to rural development and increase knowledge and 
implementation of mainstreaming of environment into agricultural policies. 

Forestry 

All Western Balkan countries have introduced legislation for sustainable forest management and 
conservation but the success of implementation is mixed. Forest-rich countries such as Montenegro, 
Bosnia and Herzegovina and Serbia have a long tradition of sustainable forest management. They are 
exporting timber and wood products to the neighboring countries and the European market while 
increasing both the forest area and the standing volume of the forest.  

The balance of forest growth and logging is more precarious in Kosovo and North Macedonia, which 
have traditionally had lower standing volume in the forest and higher consumption of timber and 
firewood than the domestic supply. Significant forest destruction has also taken place in Albania. 

Coastal zones 

The last twenty years have seen a rapid development in the coastal zones of the region in terms of 
both urbanization and tourism. As this development has not been followed by investment in 
appropriate infrastructure and services, it has resulted in pollution of the Adriatic by urban 
wastewater and solid waste, which adds to the pollution from upland watersheds by rivers emptying 
into the sea. 

Additional pressures affect the environment of the seas off the Western Balkans are marine 
transport of petroleum and natural gas, natural gas extraction in the Adriatic Sea and invasive 
species.  

Waste management 

The waste collection infrastructure in place across the region is improving in some areas, and some 
separation of wastes is occurring that facilitates recycling, alongside the ongoing activities of the 
informal sector. Without major changes in the coming years, the collection systems in place will not 
be able to deliver the required performance increases to ensure EU recycling targets are met in 
future. 

                                                           

15 Ibid. 
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Although extended producer responsibility legislation has been drafted for the waste streams 
covered by EU directives in many Western Balkan countries, implementation on many fronts remains 
sporadic.  

Furthermore, the approach being followed does not always lead to improvements in collection from 
households; scheme design ought to ensure that producers contribute funds to the collection of 
wastes that arise as part of the municipal waste stream. A lot has been learned from the 
implementation of extended producer responsibility legislation across European Union Member 
States and this experience can be used to inform the approach taken in the Western Balkans.      

Mining  

The mineral extractive industries, focusing primarily on mining for base and precious metals and 
metallurgy, have a long history in the Western Balkans, reaching back through historical records to at 
least the 5th century BC. In Serbia for example, copper mining at the Bor deposit is believed to have 
prehistoric beginnings. It is also believed that the Crveni Breg lead and silver mine and the Šuplja 
Stena mercury mine on the Avala in the vicinity of Belgrade were in operation prior to recorded 
history. 

In the period up until the early 1990s, mining, minerals processing and downstream exploitation of 
the base metals cited above established the region as a major European source of copper, lead and 
zinc. The region, in particular Albania, was also a major international source of chromate. 

Mining was one of the flagship industrial sectors, influencing the area more extensively than in 
simply economic terms.  

After the disintegration of the Yugoslav common market, economic conditions in the region 
aggravated and in the early 1990s, the Balkan economy declined sharply. Industrial output dropped 
significantly, with a widespread shutdown of operations such as mining. 

In environmental terms, this cut both ways. With a dramatic drop in industrial output, pollution 
decreased. However, at the same time plants were either abandoned or privatized under conditions 
that did not clearly establish environmental liability. 

 

2.2 Selected actors at the regional level 

A number of regional actors are in various ways extending their influence in the environment sector 
in Western Balkans. The most important is, by far, is the European Union which already before it 
adopted its  strategy for “A credible enlargement perspective for and enhanced EU engagement with 
the Western Balkans” , on February 6th 2018 was the main driver for, in particular, better 
environmental legislation in the region. 

Other actors in the public sector of importance are The Western Balkans Investment Framework a 
joint initiative of the European Commission and development banks to bring together grants and 
loans from various donors;   The Regional Cooperation Council, a regional cooperative framework, 
with the goal of "promoting mutual cooperation and European and Euro-Atlantic integration of South 
East Europe in order to inspire development in the region to the benefit of its people".  

The Energy Community an international organization, that brings together the EU and its neighbors 
to create an integrated pan-European energy market.  

Among the CSOs of the region that stand out are to most influential IUCN and WWF that have 
extensive programs on coastal zones, protected areas and protection of endangered species 

Another CSO worth highlighting here is Bankwatch is a network of member groups in 14 countries 
across Central and Eastern Europe.  
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They monitor the activities of the EIB and EBRD and their focus of attention in the Western Balkans is 
preventing new loans for coal power plants and opposing large-scale hydropower development.  

Other actors are elaborated on further in section 5. 
 

2.3 The Western Balkan states and alignment with the EU environmental acquis 

The EU integration process is currently the main political driver of change in the region. The EU 
enlargement process provides opportunities for improving the environment in different ways, but it 
also entails a great challenge for the candidates and potential candidate countries. To be entitled to 
membership the fulfilment of political and economic criteria known as the “Copenhagen criteria” 
poses a great challenge to candidate countries; National legislation should also be implemented and 
enforced in order to meet EU’s environmental protection requirements. 

The conditions and timing of the candidate's adoption, implementation and enforcement of all 
current EU rules are also named the "acquis". 

These rules are divided into 35 different policy fields (chapters), such as transport, energy, 
environment, etc., each of which is negotiated separately. 

Chapter 27 is regarded to be one of the most challenging in the process of negotiations. Reaching the 
standards in this area includes significant investments in infrastructure. 

The chapter comprises over 200 major legal acts covering horizontal legislation, water and air quality, 
waste management, nature protection, industrial pollution control and risk management, chemicals 
and GMOs, noise and forestry. Compliance with the acquis requires significant investment. A strong 
and well-equipped administration at national and local level is imperative for the application and 
enforcement of the environment acquis. 

Furthermore, the chapter also requires investing in administrative capacities on national and local 
level and judicial capacities that should oversee the implementation of the legislation. 

The EU has developed a policy to support the gradual integration of the Western Balkan countries 
within the European Union. On 1 July 2013, Croatia became the first of the seven countries to join, 
and Montenegro, Serbia, the Republic of North Macedonia and Albania are official candidates. 
Accession negotiations and chapters have been opened with Montenegro and Serbia, and Bosnia and 
Herzegovina and Kosovo are potential candidate countries 

 

 
Current status of membership negotiations overall for the Western Balkan countries 
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2.4 Issues for Sida to consider 

 
2.4.1 General opportunities for innovative support and dialogues 

 Promote CSOs access to, and involvement in, decision-making processes.  

 Greater inclusion of Human Rights in legislation and promotion of democracy is a driver of 
equal importance of sustainable environment practices as the EU acquis and the SDGs 

 A more thorough poverty analysis should be pursued during the appraisals of new 
environment contributions 

 The aspect of “Voice” is also relevant in environment contributions 

2.4.2 Environment sectors where Sida can provide added value  

The Helpdesk suggests that Sida when initiating new contributions and partnerships in the next 
Strategy focus these in the sectors relating to the “Trending issues” identified in section 2.1. 

 Biodiversity 

 Energy transition 

 Sustainable hydropower development    

 Climate change adaptation   

In addition, to a lesser degree on: 

 Agriculture and Forestry (although these sectors are also important to preserve biodiversity 
and promote climate change adaptation, and should also be integrated there)  
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3. Key environmental challenges on the Regional Level  

3.1 Biodiversity 

The Western Balkans hold a wealth of animal and plant diversity, including many endemic species 
and habitats as well as relatively large unspoiled ecosystems. Three biogeographic regions extend 

over the region; Continental, Alpine and Mediterranean, all having distinctive characteristics. 
Considering its biodiversity richness, the Balkans is one of the most abundant regions in Europe. 
Relatively extensive and well-preserved forests throughout the region offer shelter to significant 

populations of large carnivores, such as brown bear, wolf and lynx. The karst ecosystem is the largest 
in Europe, and contains a significant underground freshwater reservoir. Wetlands and freshwater 
habitats host important nesting populations of numerous endangered bird species16. The region is 

bounded to the south-west by the Adriatic Sea that contains a variety of coastal and marine habitats 
with reefs, caves, rocks and archipelagos, and meadows of Neptune grass.  

 
The wolf, a symbol of biodiversity, is still abundant in the Western  Balkans. Photo: Wikicommons 

This biodiversity has faced a series of threats, including a sprawl of built-up areas in urban and 
coastal zones, mining activities and unregulated hunting and logging. At the same time, governments 
in the region have a taken a series of steps to protect species and habitats. In particular, they have 
increased the share of their territory designated as protected. Overall, 500 protected areas have 
been identified in the in 2018, with an important variety between Serbia (332 protected areas) and 
Montenegro (9). Albania (17.74% in 2018) is the economy with the largest share of protected areas, 
followed by North Macedonia (9.65%), Serbia, (6.61%), Montenegro (6.4%), and Bosnia and 
Herzegovina (1.4%)17 

3.1.1 Threats to biodiversity in the Western Balkans 

However, the countries in the region face similar pressures threatening its biodiversity, some of 
which are critical also for protected areas.  

 

 

                                                           

16 For example, in Albania 302 breeding species have been recorded according to 
http://datazone.birdlife.org/country/albania. In Sweden the corresponding number is about 230, Albania’s land 
areas is only about 6,3 % of Sweden’s! 
17 All statistics from https://www.gwp.org/globalassets/global/gwp-med-files/list-of-programmes/see-
nexus/skopje-roundtable-oct-2018/nexus-mapping-study_final-regional-report.pdf 

http://datazone.birdlife.org/country/albania
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They are briefly described as follows:18  

• Accelerated urbanization and transport infrastructure construction  

Extensive and often poorly planned urban development and construction of the transport network in 
some countries generates a significant impact on biodiversity in the region.  

Urbanization along the Adriatic coast and in valuable inland natural areas threatens sensitive coastal 
habitats and/or wetland habitats, and this is one of the main causes of habitat fragmentation and 
destruction, and soil erosion. Urban development is often poorly planned with spatial planning 
intending to respond to market demands, with little attention to safeguarding nature. Moreover, 
many countries struggle with illegal construction that often happens in the most sensitive places in 
terms of natural values. There is a need to control urbanization and related infrastructural 
development by implementing adequate land use policy, making improvements in spatial planning, 
and enforcing relevant regulations that would halt illegal construction.  

 

 
Toxic waste dumped in the Sovjak wetland, Croatia. Photo: https://balkangreenenergynews.com 

• Uncontrolled development of the energy sector  

Construction of hydropower plants is one of the major threats to rivers in the Western Balkan 
countries19. The issue has not been adequately addressed at the policy level and nature conservation 
institutions and/or nature conservation regulations are often avoided in planning procedures.  

Another important threat relates to mining and quarrying20 that often causes permanent loss of 
habitats, and thus of the species associated with these habitats.  

• Overexploitation of natural resources and poaching  

Excessive and unsustainable extraction of natural resources largely relates to timber, forest products 
such as medicinal herbs and fungi, and fish. Many countries face challenges with illegal hunting, 
especially of birds (including migratory birds) and illegal fishing, posing serious threats to fish and 
bird populations.  

                                                           

18 Text adapted from the abovementioned study 
19 See section 2.4.1 for an in-depth description of this issue. 
20 See section 3.12  for further information 
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Apart from a lack of information and knowledge on sustainable use of natural resources, most 
countries in the region are struggling with the lack of enforcement of hunting and fishing regulations 
and laws. Freshwater is also one of the natural resources that is in some countries overexploited, e.g. 
for the purpose of agricultural irrigation and for use in small hydropower plants. 

 • Excessive alterations of rivers and/or wetlands  

Excessive alteration of rivers and/or wetlands for various purposes is one of the major problems in 
the region. Such alterations of freshwater ecosystems are often poorly planned and without proper 
systematic river basin management approach. The main purposes of alteration of rivers and/or 
wetlands are usually gravel (or sand) extraction and river regulation in order to restrain flooding 
potential and to reclaim land for construction and agriculture. 

Altogether, there are 19 Ramsar sites21 in the Western Balkans, the majority in Serbia22. Albania has 
just four but count among them Lake Shkodra, southeast Europe’s biggest lake and an important 
refuge for waterbirds. 

 
Flamingoes enjoying life in Lake Shkodra. Photo: Imgur.com 

 
 

• Uncontrolled tourism development  

Tourism in the region has been expanding in the last two decades, though there seems to be a lack of 
efficient control over tourism development in some countries. Tourism development has been 
largely intensifying along the Adriatic coast, thus affecting Albania and Montenegro (and the small 
Neum region of Bosnia and Herzegovina!) Generally, there seems to be an orientation towards 
massive tourism development, resulting in high tourism pressures in the peak summer months.  

Construction for tourism development purposes and tourism-related activities strongly threaten 
sensitive coastal habitats such as sand and pebble beaches, sandflats and mudflats that are 
important habitats for migratory birds. Neptune grass meadows that spread along the Adriatic coast, 
one of the most important and representative Mediterranean coastal ecosystems are at risk. 
Increased construction of tourism related facilities is not only linked to the Adriatic coast but also 
some inland attractive areas, including protected areas and their surroundings.  

                                                           

21 https://www.ramsar.org/about-the-ramsar-convention 
22 https://rsis.ramsar.org/sites/default/files/rsiswp_search/exports/Ramsar-Sites-annotated-summary-
Serbia.pdf?1570797894 
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Some protected areas have been affected by significant increase in visitor numbers, leaving often 
under-resourced protected area management teams to deal with occurring and potential tourism-
related threats to nature. Although some protected areas have defined guidelines for visitor 
management, the majority of either protected areas do not have developed guidelines or they lack 
capacity to implement them.  

• Intensive agriculture23  

The whole region has been experiencing major changes in agricultural use, with the intensification of 
agriculture and abandonment of agricultural use as the major trends. Both of these processes have 
negative consequences on biodiversity. Intensive agriculture alters the use of land, depleting species 
and landscape diversity. Abandonment of traditional agricultural activities, such as mowing or 
grazing, that normally occurred in areas of little economic interest, and over time, these areas 
become naturally overgrown by forest.  

• Other  

Climate change, invasive species and forest fires are some of the most relevant threats other than 
those already highlighted earlier. The consequences of climate change are still to be researched24. 
Nevertheless, the expectations include circumstances that are more arid, higher probabilities for 
fires, increased erosion, higher temperatures and greater intensity of meteorological disasters. The 
noted pressures are augmented by institutional, administrative, and resource and capacity 
challenges that hinder the proper handling of threats to biodiversity. Relatively low institutional 
capacity, poor political will, lack of knowledge about different aspects of biodiversity and 
conservation, low level of implementation and enforcement of national legislation, inadequate 
implementation of spatial planning documents, and general low priority of the nature conservation 
sector in the region’s political system, all threaten the survival of biodiversity in the region. 

 

3.2 Climate Change; impacts, mitigation and adaptation 
 

The Regional Cooperation Council25 (RCC) recently published a “Study on Climate Change in the 
Western Balkans”26. The study reports on an alarming increase of temperature in the region, with 
observed temperature increase of 1.2 degrees Celsius in the near future, destined to warm further by 
1.7 – 4C and even exceeding 5C by the end of the century, depending on the global effort in 
greenhouse gases (GHG) emission reduction. 

                                                           

23 See 3.8 for further information 
24 See section 3.2 for more information on climate change 
25 “The Regional Cooperation Council serves regional cooperation and Euro-Atlantic integration of South East 
Europe, in order to spark development in the region to the benefit of its people”.   https://www.rcc.int/ 
26 https://www.rcc.int/pubs/62/study-on-climate-change-in-the-western-balkans-region 
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Mean temperature and annual accumulated precipitation averaged over the Western Balkans region, Source: Study on 
Climate Change in the Western Balkans Region, Regional Cooperation Council 

 
3.2.1 Impacts and challenges 

Based on the observed and projected climate change data, and results obtained from relevant official 
documents in the region the important regional negative impacts are as follows, according to the 
abovementioned study:  

- Intrusion of sub-tropical climate to the north; 

- Increase of heat waves, dry days and extreme precipitation;  

- More pronounced rotation of severe drought and heavy rains, with appearance of extreme 

storms in summer that most likely cause flash floods,  

- Severe high winds and hail damage.  

When it comes to impacts on sectors, those are perceived to be the most significant: 

Agriculture:  Disturbance of phenology27 dynamics, i.e.  increased risk of late spring frost in the near 
future, decrease in harvest mass and quality progressively by the end of the century and gradual 
decrease in climate suitability for present varieties, livestock breeding at high risk due to high 
temperatures, possible food quality decrease and highly probable degradation of pastures, increased 
land erosion and degradation, related to intensive precipitation events and severe droughts with 
high temperatures. 

Forestry: High risk of widespread forest degradation related to the increased fire frequency and 
spreading, flash floods and mortality (among trees) because of the faster climate change than natural 
migration, widespread disappearance of present taxa (varieties) over the region. 

Water resources: Decrease or absence of snow cover in high altitude regions, spring river discharge 
decrease and reduced regeneration of soil water and aquifers28, decrease of summer river discharge, 
longer and more frequent hydrological droughts, increased frequency of high intensity precipitation, 
increased risk of flash and river floods,  seasonal deficiency in drinking water. 

Other: Degradation of natural habitats because of the slower natural migration of species than the 
climate change intensity, increased risk in land transport infrastructure related to the increase in 
floods. 

                                                           

27 Phenology is the study of periodic plant and animal life cycle events and how these are influenced by 
seasonal and interannual variations in climate, as well as habitat factors (such as elevation). 
28 An aquifer is an underground layer of water-bearing permeable rock, rock fractures or unconsolidated 
materials (gravel, sand, or silt). Groundwater can be extracted from an aquifer using a water well 
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Thus, the main challenges for policy-makers in addressing climate change impacts could be the 
following: 

 Protect human health and safety  

 Adapt food production by implementing recommendations on variety and hybrid selection 

and on optimal agro-technical measures; provide housing for livestock; develop sustainable 

irrigation systems, optimal to water availability;  

 Suppress forest degradation by immediately implementing the long-term planning for 

reforestation and sustainable forestry methods;  

 Optimise energy production/availability (in order not to become dependent on hydropower 

that can become an unreliable energy source due to changing precipitation patterns). 

 

3.2.2 Mitigation efforts 

When it comes to emissions, of greenhouse gases (GHG, i.e. the main contributor to climate change) 
all Western Balkan countries emissions are lower than the EU—28 average of 8.8 metric tons per 
capita29. Ranging from Albania30 with the lowest – 2, 8 metric tons – to Bosnia’s 7, 3 tons per capita. 

The new president of the European Commission, Ursula von der Leyen, has pledged to strengthen 
the EU’s short-term goal on greenhouse-gas emissions from a 40% reduction by 2030 to at least a 
50% cut, relative to 1990 levels31 = an EU-28 of 4,4 metric tons per capita. At present only Serbia and 
Bosnia are emitting above this level. The smaller Western Balkans states - as prospective EU 
members- have actually already reached this target. Serbia and Bosnia will struggle should they 
become members in the coming decade but hopefully new energy efficiency technologies and the 
states’ inclusion in the EU ETS32 will help. 

 

3.2.3 Western Balkans NDCs in brief 

The Western Balkans countries, except Kosovo, are Parties (i.e. signatories) to the United Framework 
Convention on Climate Change, UNFCCC and have submitted Nationally Determined Contribution 
(NDC) documents to the UNFCCC.  

NDCs are one of the cornerstones of the Paris Agreement and the achievement of its long-term goals. 
NDCs express efforts by each country to reduce national emissions and adapt to the impacts of 
climate change. The Agreement requires each Party to prepare, communicate and maintain 
successive NDCs that it intends to achieve.  

The four of the five NDCs from the Western Balkan countries have adapted the framework 
recommended by the UNFCCC on how to report their efforts to mitigate GHG-emissions, i.e. 
reductions based on the amount of emissions in 1990 (except Albania who has used 2016 as a base 
year). As is the case of Serbia and Bosnia this makes calculations of the amount of emissions in the 
target year will be as they did not exist as separate states in 1990 and thus a baseline from that year 
is difficult to ascertain33.  

                                                           

29 https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/t2020_rd300/default/table?lang=en 
30 https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook 
31 https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-019-02204-4 
32 The EU emissions trading system (EU ETS) is a cornerstone of the EU's policy to combat climate change and 
reducing greenhouse gas emissions cost-effectively. It is the world's first major carbon market. 
33 Montenegro has managed to provide an estimate of 1990 emissions within present borders in their NDC 
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The table below presents the most important data from the current Western Balkans NDCs. The 
complete documents can be downloaded from UNFCCC’s website.34 

 

Country Baseline year Gases 
covered 

Current GHG 
emissions35 

Target year Target36 Comments 

Albania 2016 Carbon 
Dioxide 

2,76  2030 2,0   

Bosnia and 
Herzegovina 

1990 Carbon 
dioxide, 
Methane, 
Nitrous oxide  

7,29  2030 Reduction37 
of 3%  

 

Montenegro 1990 All 
greenhouse 
gases 

3,4 2030 Reduction 
of 30 % 
38(5,6) 

 

Serbia 1990 All 
greenhouse 
gases 

5,6 2030 Reduction 
of 30 % 39 

 

The Republic 
of North 
Macedonia 

1990 All 
greenhouse 
gases 

4,3 2030 Reduction 
of 30 %40 
(5,6) 

 

 

 

 

3.2.4 Climate change adaptation in the region 

The Ministry of Tourism and Environment of Albania, FAO and UNEP organized a high-level sub-
regional conference- “Regional Climate Action in the Western Balkans”- that brought together 
Ministers and other high-level representatives from Western Balkan countries on April 5-6th this 
year41. At the Conference, ministerial representatives presented their national priorities for climate 
action, while identifying opportunities for joint regional programs on both climate change mitigation 
and, in particular, adaptation. The outcome of the conference was expected to be the adoption of a 
“Joint Roadmap on Climate Action in the Western Balkans” which will be later implemented through 
the conceptualization and development of joint regional projects and programs.  

The authors of this brief but when it is public have not found the document yet; it could be an 
important basis for decisions and priorities on adaptation strategies in the region. 

 
 

                                                           

34 https://www4.unfccc.int/sites/NDCStaging/Pages/All.aspx 
35 Metric tons per capita 
36 Ibid. 
37 No emission data for 1990 has been found so not possible to calculate 2030 target in absolute numbers 
38 Montenegro’s per capita emissions in 1990 were 8,6 metric tons per capita 
39 No emission data for 1990  has been found so not possible to calculate 2030 target in absolute numbers 
40 According to the NDC’s “Mitigation scenario” 
41 http://www.fao.org/europe/events/detail-events/en/c/1186338/ 
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At the same time, the Paris Agreement underlines the need for development of 
National Adaptation Plans (NAPs) and establishment of appropriate and efficient processes for 
planning and implementation of adaptation measures and actions. Four of the Western Balkan 
countries (except Serbia and North Macedonia), have prepared their NAPs.42  
 

3.3 “Greening” the energy sector43  

The European Commission (DG NEAR) has, financed a project under the Infrastructure Project Facility 
programme; to collect relevant data to undertake an in-depth analysis of a techno-economic options 
analysis for renewable energy investments in the Western Balkans. 

The study has - to the Helpdesk’s knowledge - not yet been published but a paper44 has been 
released from the Commission that presents the first observations derived from the interim results of 
this study. The main observations are as follows:   

 Final energy consumption may grow by about 25% from now up to 2030. The region has a 

significant transformation potential towards a low carbon energy system.  

 The current share of renewable energy of gross final energy consumption in the Western 

Balkans is 28%45.  The renewable energy mix almost exclusively consists of biomass and 

hydropower. Besides further increased use of biomass, significant growth is also expected in 

wind and solar power, particularly in Serbia, Bosnia/Herzegovina and Kosovo.  

 There is a limited variance in the fundamental costs of renewable power generation across 

the Western Balkans.  

 An increased uptake of renewable energies is aggravated by regulated electricity prices for 

final consumers, which are substantially lower than current costs of electricity generation. 

This aspect plays a strong role for both conventional generation and renewable energies.  

 Integration of renewable energies into the grid in the region will benefit from stronger 

interconnectivity. Recent and ongoing investments into national transmission networks and 

interconnectors will facilitate this development. Integration may be limited by the continued 

use of old thermal plants with low efficiency and limited flexibility. 

 Energy poverty and the widespread use of inefficient individual biomass installations for 

residential heating represents key barriers for increasing the efficiency of biomass usage in 

the heating sector. Throughout the region, more than 50% of current biomass use takes 

places in the building sector, often using traditional stoves. The transition to district heating 

plants or efficient biomass boilers in the buildings sector could lead to major savings, but still 

hampered by energy poverty and a limited availability of district heating in most countries.  

 The renewable energy share in the transport sector in the Western Balkans is still rather small 

at present. With mobility expected to grow by 30%, biofuels and options provide a cost-

effective option to expand renewable energy use to more than 10% of total energy 

consumption in the transport sector by 2030. 

                                                           

42 To see an example of implementation of  a NAP from the region, please find Bosnia’s at 
https://www.adaptation-undp.org/projects/national-adaptation-plans-bosnia-and-herzegovina 
43 An excellent source of information on energy issues in the region is the Balkan Energy Prospect, a platform 
for discovering and analyzing capacities of each country in terms of their respective energy sector. Good maps 
and diagrams abound. http://wb6energyprospect.com/index.php 
44https://ec.europa.eu/energy/sites/ener/files/documents/renewable_energy_in_the_western_balkans_6_ipf_
interim_observations.pdf 
45 Latest available Eurostat data 
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3.3.1 Coal subsidies – a contentious issue46 

The use of state subsidies to coal-fired electricity generation is widespread in the Western Balkans 
(except Albania, generating 100% of its electricity from hydropower). 

The subsidies allow coal electricity producers to supply electricity to the market at prices that are 
below the real cost or at prices that allow producers to minimize their losses or generate profits by 
receiving subsidies. These subsidized producers find themselves in a privileged position relative to 
other suppliers and this situation becomes a textbook case of unfair competition in the electricity 
markets. Vast efforts and financial resources are used to support the continuation of an 
unsustainable energy policy.  

Subsidization of the coal sector and coal-based production distorts the electricity markets, sending 
wrong signals to potential investors and consumers alike. In the Western Balkans, where coal-based 
production is prevailing or significant, a frequent motivation for subsidization is the government’s 
intention to maintain low electricity prices for the final customer, in order to avoid potential 
economic, social or political problems that may arise if such subsidies were abolished. Moreover, 
subsidized electricity retail prices are misleading consumers, as they do not encourage the uptake of 
energy efficiency measures.  

On the other hand, the entities that are regularly subsidized have no incentive to improve their own 
operation, to cut costs or operate on market principles; instead, they rely on political support and 
regular assistance through various subsidization mechanisms, thereby becoming a permanent 
burden for governments and public finances.  

The Western Balkans countries now face the challenging task of meeting the obligations that arise 
from the EU directives on environment as well as those assumed through the Paris Agreement. In 
their long-term energy sector development strategies, countries with significant share of electricity 
generated from coal envisage the modernization and environmental rehabilitation of almost all 
available capacities, as well as construction of replacement capacities. This would require vast 
financial resources and the organization of an efficient, market-oriented and profitable system of 
electricity generation from coal. Due to the subsidization of coal, the countries are not prepared to 
follow the EU in its decarburization pathway.  

After neglecting the decarburization imperative on regional and national levels for years, the reform 
efforts in an already difficult social-economic environment would have to be increased considerably.  

At a time when the EU strives to achieve net-zero greenhouse gas emissions by 2050, coal still 
represents 97% of electricity generation in Kosovo, 70% in Serbia and Bosnia and Herzegovina, more 
than half in North Macedonia, around half in Montenegro and 28% in Ukraine. The study shows that 
existing subsidization policies and measures have a significant impact on the cost of coal-fired 
electricity generation, and thereby on the selling price of electricity, both in the domestic and foreign 
markets. Selling electricity below actual cost causes market distortions, undermines the principles of 
fair market competition and sends wrong signals to investors and buyers of electricity.  

The Energy Community study’s47 findings show that direct and indirect subsidies for coal electricity 
generation in the region constitute a serious obstacle to the establishment of a fair, transparent and 
open electricity market, both within individual countries at a regional level. Unlike in the EU, CO2 
emissions are not factored into the Western Balkan states’ electricity price.  

                                                           

46 This section is based on a new report by the Energy Community  
“Analysis of Direct and Selected Indirect Subsidies to Coal Electricity Production in the Energy Community 
Contracting Parties” which is recommended reading for all stakeholders in the energy sector in the region.  
It can be downloaded from https://www.energy-community.org/ 
47 Ibid. 
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Currently, the price of a ton of CO2 emissions in the EU is around EUR 20. Coal power plants in the 
Western Balkans produce around 45 million tons of CO2 annually. If emitters would purchase CO2 
allowances like in the neighboring EU, Western Balkan countries would collect EUR 1 billion annually. 
As in the EU, this money could be used to support the clean energy transition and those who will be 
most affected by it. This hidden subsidy also leads to dumping through the export of low-priced 
electricity to the EU’s internal energy market, an issue bound to raise serious concerns in the 
affected EU Member States. On top of the absence of any internalization of the damage done to 
health, environment and climate, direct subsidies for coal are also growing rapidly.48 

 In 2015-2017 alone, Serbia, Bosnia and Herzegovina and Kosovo paid more than EUR 160 million to 
the coal sector from the state budget and public social funds in order to keep a fragile social peace.  
If Western Balkan states, where coal is the dominant source of energy would become EU Member 
States and would thus have to respect the Emission Trading Scheme Directive, all coal-based 
electricity generation incumbents would go bankrupt at once.  

If coal-based electricity producers would pay 20 EUR per ton of emitted CO2 , as in the EU, these 
companies would pay into the state budgets an additional EUR 1 750 million49. If the state-owned 
producers of electricity from coal would reach a profit that would be comparable, at least with a low 
rate of return on state bonds (3%), they could invest or pay into the state budgets at least EUR 142 
million in 2017.  

Without direct and two types of hidden subsidies analyzed in the study and without cross 
subsidization between households and industry, the price of electricity for households would have to 
be increased by some 29% in North Macedonia, 23% in Kosovo, 31% in Bosnia and Herzegovina, 37% 
in Montenegro and 49 % in Serbia. Prices for industrial consumers would have to be increased by 
34% in North Macedonia, 30% in Bosnia and Herzegovina, 18% in Serbia and 36% in Montenegro, 
while in Kosovo it would be reduced by 9%.  

Second, energy security is an important factor for all countries in the region. With gas being imported 
and coming mostly from Russia, the perception that gas has been used for political leverage has 
prompted countries to make a conscious move to favor domestically produced coal in their national 
strategies. 

If all direct and indirect subsidies were eliminated and all costs associated with power production in 
mainly state-owned generation plants were recognized, the unit costs of production of electricity in 
the existing coal-fired generation fleet, based on conservative estimates, are in the range of 50 to 90 
EUR/MWh.  Since all opted-out power plants are allowed to operate for a maximum of 20.000 hours 
in the period 2018-2023, they have to accelerate their depreciation, which will substantially increase 
their costs in the next few years. 

“If the countries of the Western Balkans were to join the European Union tomorrow, all coal-fired 
power plants in the region would go bankrupt” is the conclusion of the study. 

3.3.2 Is a Western Balkans “Energiwende50” possible? 

Despite a significant natural potential for the development of renewable energy sources and 
effective regional energy market integration, five out of six countries in the Western Balkans rely 
heavily on lignite51. This most toxic and polluting form of coal remains the main source of the 
regional energy production, accounting for 64% of the total primary energy supply in 2018. 

                                                           

48 See section 3.5 for more discussion on this issue 
49 2017 numbers 
50 The Energiewende (German for "energy transition") is the planned transition by Germany to a low carbon, 
environmentally sound, reliable, and affordable energy supply. 
51 A.k.a. brown coal,] is a soft, brown, combustible, sedimentary rock formed from naturally compressed peat. 
It is considered the lowest rank of coal due to its relatively low heat content. 
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In the same year, the local power generation mix was distributed as follows (See figure below) on 
next page) lignite production and hydroelectric sources accounted for 48% and 46% respectively, 
followed by gas (4%) and fuel oil (2%). Additionally, 90% of the energy-producing facilities in the 
region were constructed before the 1990s, and the majority of the existent power plants, both coal 
and hydroelectric, have seen little investment and adaptation over the last 30 years (some of the 
systems remain unchanged since the 1950s). The obsolete state of the facilities effectively 
undermines energy efficiency and air quality in the region. 

Indeed, with over 70%52 of the average regional electricity production coming from coal (except for 
Albania, which generates 100% of its electricity supply from hydropower53) and reaching as much 
as 97.5%54 in Kosovo, sustainable energy transition and diversification of the energy mix is a 
“bottleneck” in the development of the Western Balkans states and their successful integration with 
the EU. 

 
Retrieved from https://www.case-research.eu/en/sustainable-energy-transition-in-the-western-balkans-why-hydropower-
is-not-a-solution-101111 

Despite the commitment as members of the Energy Community55 to increase the share of renewable 
energy sources to between 21% (North Macedonia) and 40% (Bosnia-Herzegovina) by 2020, Western 
Balkan countries continue to invest in substandard and CO2-intensive coal plants. Specifically, over 
the last five years, at least nine new lignite power plants56 have been planned to be built across the 
region.  

                                                           

52 https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/EG.ELC.COAL.ZS?end=2015&locations=AL-BA-XK-ME-MK-
RS&start=2000 
53 https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/EG.ELC.HYRO.ZS?end=2015&locations=AL&start=1995 
54 https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/EG.ELC.COAL.ZS?end=2015&locations=AL-BA-XK-ME-MK-
RS&start=2000 
55 The Energy Community is an international organization, bringing together the EU and its neighbors to create 
an integrated pan-European energy market. The key objective of the Energy Community is to extend the EU 
internal energy market rules and principles to countries in South East Europe, the Black Sea region and beyond 
on the basis of a legally binding framework. https://www.energy-community.org/aboutus/whoweare.html 
56 https://issuu.com/warsawinstitute/docs/warsaw_institute_-_conference_repor/16 

https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/EG.ELC.COAL.ZS?end=2015&locations=AL-BA-XK-ME-MK-RS&start=2000
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/EG.ELC.HYRO.ZS?end=2015&locations=AL&start=1995
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/EG.ELC.COAL.ZS?end=2015&locations=AL-BA-XK-ME-MK-RS&start=2000
https://www.google.it/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwjGxsrS6YvjAhVtpYsKHWsjAUgQFjAAegQIBBAC&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.energy-community.org%2Fdam%2Fjcr%3Af2d4b3b8-de85-41b2-aa28-142854b65903%2FDecision_2012_04_MC_RE.pdf&usg=AOvVaw2tOB1mGDCwBQr_bep12Tjl
https://www.google.it/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwjGxsrS6YvjAhVtpYsKHWsjAUgQFjAAegQIBBAC&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.energy-community.org%2Fdam%2Fjcr%3Af2d4b3b8-de85-41b2-aa28-142854b65903%2FDecision_2012_04_MC_RE.pdf&usg=AOvVaw2tOB1mGDCwBQr_bep12Tjl
http://bankwatch.org/sites/default/files/briefing-Balkans-CO2-29Mar2017.pdf
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Along with over EUR 1.2 billion of coal subsidies57, the plans undermine both the progress of 
integration within the European Energy Community, which clearly prohibits any subsidies to the 
energy sector, and the commitment of the Western Balkan states under the Paris Agreement to limit 
GHG emissions. 
 
Effective capacity development of the renewable sources and attainment of the set targets remain 
challenging for all the six countries in the region, particularly due to the countries’ progress gaps in 
the energy mix diversification.  

Kosovo has the most coal-intensive energy market in Europe, with about 97.5% of the total power 
production coming from lignite and only 2.3%58 from hydroelectric sources. Conversely, in Albania, 
hydropower plants provide 100% of its power generation capacity. Other economies in the region 
have also attempted to develop renewable energy sources, mainly focused on hydroelectric 
power. For example, in 201859, hydropower represented 61% and 37% of total power production in 
Montenegro and Bosnia-Herzegovina, respectively. Yet, while in Albania, the entire stock of power 
(i.e. hydro) is renewable, in Montenegro it accounts for only 5.5% with about 55.5% coming from 
non-renewable hydroelectric sources60 such as pumped-storage plants.  

Thus, it appears that the relatively high rates of hydroelectric capacity in the Western Balkans 
countries, has “crowded out” investments and introduction of other renewable energy sources. A 
massive expansion of hydropower could surely contribute to a major reduction of the carbon 
footprint of the region though this it is not necessarily considered a sustainable solution to the 
energy problems in the Western Balkans given its impacts on biodiversity and rural livelihoods which 
is elaborated on in section 2.4.2. 

3.3.3 Options for expansion of renewables in the Western Balkans 

As stated above, all the Western Balkan countries have committed to increase their share of 
renewable energy by 2020 to reach between 25 and 40 % of their energy mix, as part of their 
obligations under the Energy Community Treaty61. Despite this commitment, they are planning to 
build nearly 3,000 MW of new coal power plants62. The construction cost of these power plants could 
exceed EUR 5 billion.  

This is in conflict with the Paris Agreement's aims and in contrast with the situation in the EU, where 
most countries are giving up building new coal plants and seven EU states are already coal-free.  

Despite serious political support from the governments of the most Western Balkan countries to coal 
power, experts consulted by the Renewable Market Watch63, a think-tank, have observed since 2016 
a delay in investment intentions for some of the announced coal power plant projects. However, 
solar and wind power projects need less realization and building time and investment cost than new 
coal power facilities, and their electricity generation cost is very close to those of coal power ones.  

Furthermore and as stated above, Western Balkan countries, which plan to join the EU will have to 
buy CO2 allowances for the GHG emissions from their coal power plants.  

                                                           

57 https://www.energy-community.org/ 

 
58 https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/EG.ELC.HYRO.ZS?end=2015&locations=XK&start=2000 
59 https://docstore.entsoe.eu/Documents/Publications/Statistics/Factsheet/entsoe_sfs2018_web.pdf 
60 Ibid 
61 https://www.energy-community.org/legal/treaty.html 
62 http://renewablemarketwatch.com/news-analysis/270-western-balkans-solar-photovoltaic-pv-and-wind-
power-market-overview-in-2019 
63 http://renewablemarketwatch.com/about-us 

https://www.energy-community.org/dam/jcr:ae19ba53-5066-4705-a274-0be106486d73/Draft_Miljevic_Coal_subsidies_032019.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/clima/policies/international/negotiations/paris_en
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/EG.ELC.COAL.ZS?end=2015&locations=AL-BA-XK-ME-MK-RS&start=2000
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/EG.ELC.HYRO.ZS?end=2015&locations=XK&start=2000
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/EG.ELC.HYRO.ZS?end=2015&locations=AL&start=1995
https://docstore.entsoe.eu/Documents/Publications/Statistics/Factsheet/entsoe_sfs2018_web.pdf
https://docstore.entsoe.eu/Documents/Publications/Statistics/Factsheet/entsoe_sfs2018_web.pdf
https://docstore.entsoe.eu/Documents/Publications/Statistics/Factsheet/entsoe_sfs2018_web.pdf
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Thus, because of both economic and environmental concerns, decision-makers of Western Balkan 
countries should already think how to increase energy efficiency and to install more renewable 
energy capacity in order to diminish their coal dependency according to the think-tank. 

So what are the options for expansion on renewables in the Western Balkans to replace coal power? 

Hydropower64 

South-Eastern Europe, that include the Western Balkan countries have the largest remaining 
unexploited hydropower potential in Europe. The development of untapped hydropower potential in 
the region has caused growing environmental concerns, since many of the affected river stretches 
are considered to be of high ecological value.  Free-flowing rivers are some of the most endangered 
ecosystems in the world. Due to the rapid expansion of river development, today in the whole world 
only 21 rivers longer than 1,000 kilometers remain undammed65, Vjosa in Albania being one of the 
few.  

Free flowing rivers hold a vital role in providing communities with fish, sediment and water 
supporting agriculture, in safeguarding biodiversity, protecting deltas from erosion, and providing 
opportunities for adaptation to a changing climate. Currently, more than 3,000 hydropower dams 
and diversions are either proposed or in the process of being built in the Balkans (including the Vjosa 
in Albania), in addition to the more than 1,000 that already exist66.   

Solar Photovoltaic (PV) power 

Geographically, all Western Balkan countries are suitable for the production of photovoltaic energy 
throughout the whole year. The solar irradiation potential of the Western Balkan countries territory 
varies in accordance with the differences in the sunlight intensity between the countries. The 
average annual sunshine duration is roughly 2,130 hours67. In addition, high irradiation can 
sometimes be found on altitudes and terrains unsuitable for agriculture. In such cases, owners and 
municipalities would be motivated to sell or lease land that would otherwise generate little or no 
income. 

Due to the lack of proper government support for solar photovoltaic energy in Western Balkan 
countries, the region, trails far behind Western Europe and Central Europe in terms of cumulative 
installed solar PV capacity. However, this situation has started to change since 2015.  

A number of new solar PV projects have been planned and commissioned in Western Balkan 
countries.  There is a considerable potential for both energy savings as in terms of water heating 
using solar energy or as well as direct electricity production. Particularly promising are smaller 
producers that can directly have an impact in lowering overall electricity demand. 
 
With regard to solar generating capacity, Albania and Montenegro have no active generation 
capacity yet and Kosovo has very small capacity put into operation of 0.1 MW. Bosnia and 
Herzegovina has 8.71 MW and Serbia 10.8 MW. North Macedonia currently generates the highest 
capacity of electricity from solar PV: 16.7 MW. 

                                                           

64 An extensive review of the challenges facing hydropower development in the region is found in section 3.4.2 
65 They were once 91 undammed  
https://news.mongabay.com/2019/05/two-thirds-of-earths-longest-rivers-no-longer-free-flowing/ 
66 See section 3.4.2 
67 http://renewablemarketwatch.com/news-analysis/270-western-balkans-solar-photovoltaic-pv-and-wind-
power-market-overview-in-2019 

http://renewablemarketwatch.com/country-reports/europe/western-balkans
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A recent  study from The International Renewable Energy Agency (IRENA 68 - projects Albania to have 
up to 1.9 GW potential from solar PV; Bosnia and Herzegovina up to 1 GW; Kosovo with 436 MW; 
Macedonia with 1.2 GW; Montenegro with 300 MW; and Serbia with 6.9 GW by 2030. 

However, Albania’s government targets to have 120 MW of solar PV capacity by 2020.  The Ministry 
of Industry, Energy and Mining of Serbia has launched a tender for the construction of a 65 MW solar 
PV power plant in the middle of 2018 with the aim to attract domestic and international investors. 
North Macedonia’s first solar module factory started commercial operation in 2018. It has production 
capacity of 20 MW of solar PV modules per year.69 

Wind power 

Wind power plant developments in the Western Balkan countries are still limited and in early 
development phase. The whole region is characterized with a huge untapped wind generation 
potential. Although the wind speed is not as fast as that of northern Europe, the Western Balkans 
offers many very feasible sites for wind generation. Particularly in the many higher mountainous 
regions, that have higher altitudes and faster and more consistent wind speeds. 

According to Renewable Market Watch, the number of wind power plant projects is quickly 
increasing in the region. Albania’s government targets to have 70 MW of wind power capacity by 
2020. Čibuk 1 Wind farm is a utility scale onshore wind farm under development in Serbia. Due for 
completion in 2019, the 158 megawatt (MW) capacity Čibuk 1 wind farm70 is the largest utility-scale 
commercial wind project in Serbia and the Western Balkans.  

The countries that have made the most use of wind energy so far are Montenegro with 71.25 MW of 
installed capacity at the Krnovo site71 , and North Macedonia with 36.8 MW. Kosovo and Bosnia and 
Herzegovina have a small capacity put into operation72, whereas Albania and Montenegro are 
countries that have no active wind generation capacity yet. The IRENA study identifies 153 MW 
energy potential from wind in Albania; 2.5-5.9 GW in Bosnia, 1.7 GW in Montenegro and 5.6 GW in 
Serbia.  

 
Čibuk 1 wind farm in Serbia under construction. Photo: zawya.com 

                                                           

68 https://www.irena.org/publications/2017/Jan/Cost-competitive-renewable-power-generation-Potential-
across-South-East-Europe 
 
69 Ibid. 
70 https://balkangreenenergynews.com/cibuk-1-serbias-largest-wind-farm-fully-constructed/ 
71 https://balkangreenenergynews.com/krnovo-wind-park-started-trial-electricity-production/ 
72 But Kosovo is expanding its wind power capacity with the help of EBRD https://w3.windfair.net/wind-
energy/pr/31911-ebrd-kosovo-wind-farm-loan-money-finances-coal-wind-energy-energy-mix-decarbonisation 
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Biomass 

All countries in the region are largely endowed with biomass resources, mostly used in the form of 
fuelwood in the heating and cooking sectors. However, uncontrolled use of traditional biomass has 
harmful and damaging environmental and health effects and calls for a replacement by modern 
biomass and renewable energy solutions for both district and local heating purposes. 

Therefore the World Bank initiated and published the “Biomass-Based Heating in the Western 
Balkans - a Roadmap for Sustainable Development” in 201773. The extensive (265 pages) study aims 
to help the Western Balkan countries identify viable investment options and determine policy 
measures to increase the use of biomass for heating in a sustainable manner. The key findings are 
presented here 

• Biomass is the most important heating energy source in the region, in both rural and urban areas, 

• A significant share of biomass is used inefficiently because of outdated equipment and the lack of 
wood drying before use.  

• To advance changes of existing practices and circumstances, improvements in the policy and 
regulatory frameworks, increase in the volume of sustainable biomass supply available to the market, 
and increase in the availability and investments in efficient biomass-based heating technologies are 
all needed.  

• The implementation of the Roadmap will require close cooperation and coordination among all 
stakeholders in both the public and private sectors.  

• There are significant economic opportunities for investments in the W-B and the benefits outweigh 
the costs. 

3.3.3.1 Comments on the region’s future energy options by a Western Balkan scientist  

A group of researchers at the University of Kragujevac,74 Serbia – led by Professor Dusan Gordic - has 
published an analysis75 of the current state of renewable energy in the regions and options for policy 
support policies and current state. The Helpdesk has read the analysis and found its conclusions of 
interest for this policy brief. We therefore quote the concluding chapter from the article in full 
below:  

“All countries of the Western Balkans have committed to increase the share of renewable sources in 
electricity production by 2020 and reach targets between 25% and 75% of their energy mix as part of 
broader commitments taken from the Energy Community Treaty. This is close to be achieved when 
the investment plans for new production capacities are being reviewed and the entire region is well 
on track to accomplish its goals. The numbers are optimistic and the actual increase is above 10% in 
most of the countries when compared to base 2011 year.  

However, it is necessary to note that this is a thorny and complicated path. The reasons for this are 
varied and range from illogical permitting procedures and undeveloped legislation to lack of political 
will to move the projects forward.  

Long-term planning and the will to change the status quo are currently missing in the countries’ 
energy policies. It is often the case that draft energy strategies remain at this stage for years on while 
new projects are permitted without a clear assessment or vision.  

                                                           

73 http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/135831542022333083/Biomass-Based-Heating-in-the-
Western-Balkans-A-Roadmap-for-Sustainable-Development 
74 https://www.kg.ac.rs/eng/ 
75 Dusan Gordic et al. Renewable electricity in Western Balkans: Support policies and current state  
Article  in  Thermal Science · January 2018 
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Finance for the projects does not appear to be lacking, but even for those projects, which have 
managed to obtain the relevant permits, conservatively set quotas on grid connections, mean that 
they may have to wait for several years to become operational. Procedures for land planning and 
obtaining construction permits are time-consuming and it seems to be a misperception that 
investment in renewables is all about acquisition an energy license and obtaining the feed-in tariff 
and status of privileged electricity producer. 

 It also seems that a significant number of projects are announced for domestic policy purposes or 
published for marketing goals. Countries of Western Balkans have a breakthrough in specified 
sectors, however, progression is not uniform and certain irregularities are identified from which 
some conclusions could be drawn.  

When it comes to small hydroelectric power, progress in production and construction of new 
capacities throughout the region is mildly slow but stable. The prescribed quotas are of moderate 
character, auctions for new locations are regularly maintained and investors are satisfactorily 
responding while having enough of them. It seems that this field has a steady growth for the entire 
Western Balkans. The situation with wind power is somewhat different. Although prescribed quotas 
are the highest of three analyzed sectors and even in most countries fully met, the progress is 
sluggish and slowed down. Many of the announced investments have not yet been started and 
buildings of construction plants are often faced with multiple extensions of deadlines and 
commissioning delays.  
 
It seems that this sector needs additional incentives and efforts for sustainable development, 
especially in terms of considering the amount of the prescribed tariff for this type of production. In 
the field of solar photovoltaic, different circumstances, prevail. Progress is generally not absent, even 
could be said that it is not slowed down, which is probably conditioned by relatively high regulated 
tariffs throughout the region. What constitutes a problem in this area and limit further growth are 
modestly prescribed quotas. They are long overdue in most countries, so investors have to wait for 
2020 and a new development strategy, which should bring more than necessary space for the further 
development of this section. Until then, the production of renewable electricity from solar 
photovoltaic panels will be limited and in the shade of wind generators and small hydro power 
plants.” 

 
3.4 Water resources 

 
3.4.1 Water resources - general 

Water is connecting the different economies in the region, as all river basins and many of the 
aquifers are shared. Water plays a major role for the energy sector (hydropower, cooling water), and 
the agricultural sector (in particular for North Macedonia). The water availability per economy varies 
significantly in the region, with Serbia, accounting for the flows in the Danube, having highest 
availability and North Macedonia the lowest who has furthermore faced a reduction of the annual 
values of the average discharges in the past years.76  

 

 

                                                           

76 https://www.gwp.org/globalassets/global/gwp-med-files/list-of-programmes/see-nexus/skopje-roundtable-
oct-2018/nexus-mapping-study_final-regional-report.pdf 
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Climate change affects water availability77; it is thus expected to result in the following: 

 -  Precipitation changes are not yet significant in general; noticeable change in annual accumulated 
precipitation starts from the mid-century period, with gradient change that shows increase in the 
northern parts of the region (north Serbia) and intensifying decrease towards the south, including 
coastal areas, particularly affecting Albania;  

- Annual precipitation distribution is subject to change, which is evident from severe drying of the 
summer season, more pronounced towards the south of the region and in coastal areas;  

- Winter season will receive more extreme precipitation, as well as more of total accumulated 
precipitation, over the regions with temperate continental climate, and alarming loss of snow pack is 
expected;  

- Heat waves and droughts are expected to increase in frequency and duration. 
 

3.4.2 Hydropower development in the Balkan rivers 

An overview 
The South-Eastern European (SEE) region has the largest remaining unexploited hydropower 
potential in Europe. The development of untapped hydropower potentials in SEE countries has 
caused growing environmental concerns, since many of the effected river stretches are considered to 
be of high ecological value.78 Free-flowing rivers are some of the most endangered ecosystems in the 
world. Due to the rapid expansion of river development, today only 21 rivers longer than 1,000 
kilometres remain undammed at the global level, Vjosa in Albania being one of the few.  
Free flowing rivers hold a vital role in providing communities with fish, sediment and water 
supporting agriculture, in safeguarding biodiversity, protecting deltas from erosion, and providing 
opportunities for adaptation to a changing climate79. Currently, more than 3,000 hydropower dams 
and diversions are either proposed or in the process of being built in the Balkans (including the Vjosa 
in Albania), in addition to the more than 1,000 that already exist.80 Organisations like RiverWatch and 
EuroNatur states that these dams will cause irreversible damage to rivers, wildlife and local 
communities. 

                                                           

77 All data in section 3.4.1 from https://www.rcc.int/pubs/62/study-on-climate-change-in-the-western-balkans-
region. 
78https://balkanrivers.net/sites/default/files/2018_The%20role%20of%20hydropower%20in%20selected%20SE
E%20countries_final(1).pdf 
79  International Rivers - Free-flowing rivers sustaining livelihoods 
80 https://www.balkanrivers.net 

https://www.internationalrivers.org/sites/default/files/attached-files/free-flowing_rivers-sustaining_livelihoods.pdf
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Source: Euronatur Foundation/RiverWatch/Save the Blue Heart of Europe 

Implications for biodiversity 
If the above-mentioned dams are built, thirty endangered species are at risk. As much as 28 % of all 
the threatened fish species in Europe live in rivers of the Balkan Peninsula. There are 69 fish species 
endemic to the Balkans. These rivers are equally important for mollusc species: 151 endangered 
mussels and snails can be found in the region’s freshwater systems, corresponding to over 40 % of all 
red listed mollusc species in Europe. Given all this, the Balkan constitutes one of the most important 
aquatic biodiversity hotspots in Europe.81 Another extremely vulnerable species endemic to the 
region is the Balkan Lynx, and the 19 dams projected to be built within the Mavrovo National Park in 
North Macedonia are threatening its continued existence82. A recent study states that only 8 % of the 
assessed dam projects are ecologically feasible according to EuroNatur and River Watch 
classification83.   

Climate change adaptation and mitigation 
It is now widely recognized by UN units such as IPBES and IPCC that adaptation to and mitigation of 
climate change have to go hand in hand. The building of hydropower plants can be criticised firstly on 
basis of this argument. Even though hydropower by some actors is considered a way to mitigate 
climate change, if replacing other, fossil-based energy sources, this mitigation is taking place at the 
expense of vulnerable communities’ opportunities for adaptation. International Rivers states that 
society needs healthy rivers as much as it needs a healthy climate84.  

                                                           

81 https://www.internationalrivers.org/resources/8329 
82 https://www.balkanrivers.net 
83 
https://balkanrivers.net/sites/default/files/2018_The%20role%20of%20hydropower%20in%20selected%20SEE
%20countries_final(1).pdf 
84  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=A8JtoednlbY 

https://www.internationalrivers.org/resources/8329
https://balkanrivers.net/sites/default/files/2018_The%20role%20of%20hydropower%20in%20selected%20SEE%20countries_final(1).pdf
https://balkanrivers.net/sites/default/files/2018_The%20role%20of%20hydropower%20in%20selected%20SEE%20countries_final(1).pdf
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The natural adjustments of a free flowing river allow rivers to absorb disturbances and buffer 
surrounding areas from the impacts of floods and anthropogenic effects. All of the accepted five 
major categories of threat to fresh waters – overexploitation, water pollution, fragmentation, 
destruction or degradation of habitat – are directly linked to the modification of river flows.85 50 % of 
the world’s fresh water resources is trapped in reservoirs behind dams, and a volume corresponding 
to 7 % of all the freshwater consumed by humans evaporates from these reservoirs each year86. 
Secondly, hydropower can be criticised based on its questionable actual mitigation potential. Large 
amounts of methane is emitted when organic matter is trapped and rapidly decomposing in the 
reservoirs. 

Local resistance 
Because of the hydropower expansion, property conflicts between energy companies and small 
farmers have escalated in the region. An EU funded assessment study87 mapped 18 certain cases of 
hydropower conflicts reported in Albania during the period 2012-2016.  

The study found that out of these conflicts, 34 people had been detained and/or arrested, out of 
which six were women and one minor, and that the conflicts have led to one murder and one 
attempted murder.  In all the cases analysed, rural communities and small villages, occupied by 
agriculture and/or local tourism, whose livelihoods are inextricably linked to the water resources 
were identified as the most vulnerable groups. The transformation and/or appropriation of their 
territory and ecosystem by new users (energy companies) displace and strip their traditional rights 
and openly threaten various aspects of their social structure and cohesion.88  

Alternative energy sources 
A report commissioned by EuroNatur and RiverWatch concludes that most SEE countries still put the 
focus of their energy policy on hydropower, rather than on other promising alternative energy 
sources.89 The seven SEE countries assessed in this report were estimated to have an economic 
potential of wind, solar PV and biomass that by far exceeds both remaining hydropower potentials 
and current electricity demand of all countries that is not yet covered by renewables by a factor of 2.  

Wind and solar PV have already reached a compared to hydropower competitive cost level and 
hence such alternative renewable energy sources could in principle substitute ecologically sensitive 
hydropower projects without major economic disadvantages. A greater consideration of such energy 
sources would diversify the countries’ renewable and generation portfolios and make them less 
vulnerable to unavoidable seasonal and yearly fluctuations of electricity generation from hydropower 
and impacts of climate change on the availability of hydropower plants, respectively90.  

3.5 Air Pollution and public health 

Preliminary findings from UN Environment’s “Air Pollution and Human Health: The Case of the 
Western Balkans”91 report show that air pollution kills around 5,000 people prematurely in the cities 
studied each year, with the actual number of deaths believed to be much greater.  

                                                           

85 International Rivers - Free-flowing rivers sustaining livelihoods, 2018 
86 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=A8JtoednlbY 
87 https://balkanrivers.net/sites/default/files/Water_conflict_study-2017-1.pdf 
88 Ibid. 
89 
https://balkanrivers.net/sites/default/files/2018_The%20role%20of%20hydropower%20in%20selected%20SEE
%20countries_final(1).pdf 
90 Ibid. 
91 https://www.developmentaid.org/api/frontend/cms/uploadedImages/2019/06/Air-Quality-and-Human-
Health-Report_Case-of-Western-Balkans_preliminary_results.pdf 

https://www.internationalrivers.org/sites/default/files/attached-files/free-flowing_rivers-sustaining_livelihoods.pdf
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In seven of the cities studied, which included the capital cities Sarajevo, Podgorica and Skopje, air 
pollution is responsible for at least 15% of premature deaths, while this figure rises to as high as 19% 
in Tetovo in North Macedonia.  

 

Mortality rates attributed to environmental causes in some Western Balkan countries compared to the European region of 
WHO. Source: Environment and Health in Europe - status and perspectives 
http://www.euro.who.int/__data/assets/pdf_file/0004/341455/perspective_9.06.17ONLINE.PDF 

On average, the life expectancy of people living in the Western Balkans is reduced by up to 1.3 years 
by air pollution, the report concludes. The study revealed that levels of particulate matter – strongly 
linked with cardiovascular disease – in the Southern European region can be over five times higher 
than WHO guidelines. Outdated coal power plants and household heating are two of the main 
sources of particulate matter emissions, while average household expenditure on electricity in 
Serbia, Montenegro, Kosovo, North Macedonia and Albania meets or exceeds the energy poverty 
line.  

The Western Balkans currently has 15 active coal-fired power stations, and over 60% of people in the 
region use coal and firewood to heat their homes. Only 12% of buildings are connected to district 
heating systems.  
 
The report found that average concentrations of PM2.5 particulate matter92 in all but one of the 19 
cities studied exceeded the WHO guideline level of 10 μg/m3. The daily PM10 limit of 40μg/m3 was 
also found to be exceeded in the cities between 120 and 180 days a year, particularly during the cold 
winter months.  

The report has called for the countries concerned to alleviate fuel poverty by making clean energy 
more accessible. The UN has also urged Western Balkan countries to introduce cleaner transport 
alternatives and more stringent regulations on industrial emitters and coal power stations.  

                                                           

92 PM2.5 refers to atmospheric particulate matter (PM) that have a diameter of less than 2.5 micrometers, 
which is about 3%, the diameter of a human hair. They can be emitted by power plants, motor vehicles, 
airplanes, residential wood burning, forest fires, agricultural burning etc. Being small and light, they tend to 
stay longer in the air than heavier particles. This increases the chances of humans and animals inhaling them. 
Owing to their minute size, particles smaller than 2.5 micrometers are able to bypass the nose and throat and 
penetrate deep into the lungs and some may even enter the circulatory system. 
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Bosnia and Herzegovina has considerably improved its air quality monitoring in recent years and has 
recently introduced its own national air quality index with UN Environment support. A Health and 
Environment Alliance (HEAL) report “Chronic coal pollution” 93 earlier this year found that Western 
Balkan coal pollution damages health and finances across the EU, with the region failing to meet EU 
pollution control legislation.  

Air pollution currently kills around 7 million people prematurely each year94, a figure that recently led 
the WHO to call it the world’s greatest environmental threat to global health. 

 

3.6 Infrastructure development95 

Historically at the fringes of large empires and far away from the core regions of the industrial 
revolution in the north-western parts of Europe, the Balkans are still an economically backward 
region with underdeveloped institutions and a lack of modern infrastructure. Some argue that this 
goes back all the way to the Roman empire, inter alia due to unfavorable geography (i.e. high 
mountains right at the coast disconnected with the vulnerable plains in the hinterland). It is 
reassuring that better infrastructure has the potential to overcome adverse geography. The current 
situation (latest comparable data from 2015) is as follows. Compared to EU Member States from 
Central and Eastern Europe (EU-CEE), the Western Balkan countries have typically low or average 
levels of motorway density Only North Macedonia has achieved levels comparable for instance to the 
Czech Republic. This is however still far away from the much higher densities observable among the 
front-runners in the comparator group of countries – Slovenia, Croatia and Hungary. 

The situation is similar, if not worse, in terms of railway density. While Serbian railway density is 
comparable to the average of the peers, most Western Balkan countries are at the very bottom of 
this statistics. Particularly the region’s countries neighboring the Adriatic Sea have developed hardly 
any major railway lines. This is similar to the situation in Greece, where in the West of the country, 
neighboring the Ionian Sea, almost no railways were ever built.  

Looking at the energy infrastructure it can be observed that the state of electricity production 
capacities is a bit better, but still the countries of the region are in the lower to average ranks, 
compared to their EU-CEE peers.  

In terms of high-voltage electricity transmission capacities, the Western Balkan countries fare better. 
Compared to the EU-CEE countries they are mostly in the upper middle range. This is important for 
the region, as some countries have a rather one-sided reliance on certain forms of electricity 
generation. Albania is almost exclusively dependent on hydropower, while Kosovo is almost entirely 
dependent on lignite fired thermal power plants. Hence, electricity exchange for the balancing of 
supply and demand among neighbors is extremely useful.  

 

3.7 Contamination of soil and water 
 

In recent years, the introduction of intensive agriculture in the region – that increases irrigation and 
the application of artificial fertilizers and pesticides – have put soil and groundwater under risk of 
contamination by nutrients and pesticides.  

                                                           

93 https://www.env-health.org/press-release-eu-action-on-western-balkans-chronic-coal-pollution-is-a-unique-
opportunity-to-improve-health-and-productivity/ 
94 https://www.who.int/air-pollution/news-and-events/how-air-pollution-is-destroying-our-health 
95 Text in this section adapted from 
https://www.eib.org/attachments/efs/infrastructure_investment_in_the_western_balkans_en.pdf 
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Within the matrix of forests, mountains and areas of high biodiversity there are also several 
“hotspots” with degraded land and heavily polluted soil. These are mainly associated with past or on-
going mining and metallurgy/chemical industrial sites.  

Unfortunately, the conflicts of the 1990s also affected land and soil pollution like the laying of large 
mine fields in Bosnia and Herzegovina and the use of depleted uranium ordinance in the NATO 
bombings in the Kosovo war in 199996. 

 
Drinking water in the Western Balkans is generally safe.  

Photo: radiobet.eu 

When it comes to access to safe drinking water, however, over 90 % of the citizens in the region have 
access to safe drinking water, which is comparable to levels in Europe in general.97 Both national 
governments and local authorities have made improving water supply systems a priority in part with 
the support of donor grants. However, problems with groundwater pollution, as stated above still 
persist in some regions like Vojvodina and the pollution of surface water from industry and 
agricultural effluents is a challenge to safe supply of drinking water in the region.  

As regards wastewater from households, that is still a problem as though most households are 
connected to sewer systems only a small number of wastewater treatment plants are operational. 98 
This has the unfortunate consequence that rivers, lakes and coastal waters close to urban areas are 
exposed to pollution and eutrophication.  

Finally, due to unregulated dumping of solid waste still wide spread on the riverbanks and in small 
streams plastic waste will along rivers and into the Adriatic or Black Sea causing pollution and 
degradation of recreation-friendly sites, so to speak. 

3.8 Agriculture 

Agriculture remains an important economic sector in the region as employment in agriculture is high 
but varies between the West Balkan countries with Albania at 38% of the work force in 2017 and the 
rest of the countries around 20%. After the wars, many people returned to their villages where they 
could find a relatively safe outcome in agriculture. This trend has now stopped and increasing 
urbanization is the present case. 
 

                                                           

96 https://www.nato.int/du/home.htm 
97  
https://wedocs.unep.org/bitstream/handle/20.500.11822/27108/Pollution%20in%20the%20Western%20Balka
ns%20web%20version.pdf?sequence=2&isAllowed=y 
98 Ibid. 
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Small farms make up the bulk of the agricultural sector. Many of the farms are however being 
abandoned, especially in mountain areas, as people move from rural to urban areas. Mostly younger 
people move and the older population is left behind in the rural areas with relatively less services. 
Main export crops from agriculture in the region are vegetables, fruits, meat, oilseeds, spirits and 
vinegar. From North Macedonia, Montenegro and Serbia also tobacco is exported. 
 

 
Bosnian farm. Small farms make up the bulk of the agricultural sector in the  

Western Balkans. Photo: St. Louis Public Radio 

 
The EU integration process is a highly complex process that involves the design and implementation 
of reforms in a wide range of areas including agriculture. The Western Balkan countries face similar 
challenges in policy reform and harmonization processes in agriculture, thus more comprehensive 
knowledge of the effects of individual policy measures on the development of the agricultural sector 
would allow both national support schemes and the Instrument for Pre-Accession Assistance for 
Rural Development (IPARD)99 to be better targeted.  
 
A main case in point is to analyze how support to agricultural production and to rural development 
are structured in the Western Balkans in relation to the same support within EU. The EU countries’ 
support is adjusted to the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) and in a future membership; the WB 
countries would of course have the possibilities to use the CAP, which is an important part of EU 
common policies, for development of their agriculture. In 2015 the EU spending on agriculture, rural 
development, preservation, and fisheries amounted to 39% of the total EU budget.  
 
A study by JRC100 compares Western Balkan states budgetary support to agriculture in relation to EUs 
in 2017. It also uses the “CAP Accession Benchmark Model” to analyze realities and policies in 
relation to possible future membership. Total budgetary support to agriculture varies between 2% 
and 10% relative to total agricultural output in the region with North Macedonia as the highest and 
Albania as the lowest. This can be compared to the EU total which is 20% of total agricultural output 
on an average with Finland as high as 48% and Sweden at 22%.  
 

Another study, commissioned by the European Commission to assess the readiness of EU acquis in 
the region’s agricultural sector;   
 
The structure of the support to agriculture in the Western Balkans is considered obsolete in a report 
from FAO101 since it is often distributed in relation to production.  

                                                           

99 Overview of the instrument at  https://ec.europa.eu/info/food-farming-fisheries/farming/international-
cooperation/enlargement/pre-accession-assistance/overview_en 
100 Joint Research Centre, the European Commission’s in-house science service. It aims to provide evidence-
based scientific support to the European policy-making process. 
101 Volk, T., Erjavec, E., Mortensen, K. (eds.) (2014). Agricultural policy and European 
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The farmer is paid per kg of production. This is considered distorting the market since whatever you 
produce you are paid. CAP has since 2003 tried to mainly use support per area and the farmer can 
choose crop taking into consideration signals from the market. 
 
Within the support to agriculture in the region very little is spent on providing environmental and 
social benefits and supporting rural economy and population. This is on the contrary a large part of 
support within the EU. 102  Western Balkan countries would have to considerably include policies 
aiming at a holistic development of rural economy after entering the EU. 
 
To align to EU policies, the agricultural sector in Western Balkans would among other things have to 
increase support to development of knowledge and organization of rural communities, the 
development and implementation of policies related to rural development and increase knowledge 
and implementation of mainstreaming of environment into agricultural policies. 
 
Other recommendations made by the different JRC reports are:  

 Implementation of already existing policy documents must be supported 

 Development of agro-food chains necessary for development of rural economy 

 Natural resources must become a policy focus (all natural resources including not only 
agricultural land but also land, forests, biodiversity, water and fishery, flora, fauna) 

 Not forget the marginalized poorer areas with ageing population 
 
Moreover, specifically when it comes to alignment with the CAP:103 
 
- A clear action plan for agricultural policy reform needs to be set up in Western Balkan countries 
that will establish a strategy for the gradual adaptation and harmonization of domestic agricultural 
policies to the CAP requirements. 
- Those elements of the CAP need to be introduced first that make sense from the perspective of 
supporting agricultural development and have a long-term orientation, such as strengthening rural 
development. 
- In parallel with institutional capacity building direct payments need to be introduced that are 
consistent with the CAP. 
- The policy measures currently in place that are incompatible with CAP need to be gradually 
abolished and a strategy plan needs to be prepared for their smooth phasing out without major 
shocks to stakeholders and the administration. Only those measures should be preserved that can be 
transformed into CAP-like instruments and are expected to generate long-term economic and 
environmental benefits. 
 

3.9 Forestry  

All Western Balkan countries have introduced legislation for sustainable forest management and 
conservation but the success of implementation is mixed. Forest-rich countries such as Montenegro, 
Bosnia and Herzegovina and Serbia have a long tradition of sustainable forest management. They are 
exporting timber and wood products to the neighboring countries and the European market while 
increasing both the forest area and the standing volume of the forest.  

                                                           

Integration in South-Eastern Europe. Food and Agriculture Organization of the United 
Nations. Budapest. Available at: http://www.fao.org/3/a-i4166e.pdf 
102 ER JRC Project Agricultural Policy Development and EU Approximation Process in the Western Balkan 
Countries (APFAP-WB) Presentation of results DG AGRI Bruxelles 2018.09.20. 
103 Included in Analysis of the agricultural and rural development policies of the Western Balkan countries 
http://publications.jrc.ec.europa.eu/repository/bitstream/JRC101320/jrc%20report%20swg-wb-final-v4.pdf 
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The balance of forest growth and logging is more precarious in Kosovo and North Macedonia, which 
have traditionally had lower standing volume in the forest and higher consumption of timber and 
firewood than the domestic supply. Significant forest destruction has also taken place in Albania.104 

Forest production in the Balkan is primary wood processing and secondary furniture production. 
Those are strategic sectors in most western Balkan countries with regard to contribution to gross 
domestic product, exports, and employment. After abandoning a socialist business system in the post 
Yugoslavia era, all countries in the region have developed transitional reforms to become free-
market economies.  

Some of these reforms include changes in ownership structure, recapitalization and modernization, 
adapting to meet import standards of developed countries, and developing strategic linkages with 
supply-chain counterparts in developed countries. The main challenges in forestry sector are:  

 Public forestlands and private forestlands have been subject to uncontrolled or illegal 
harvesting activities. By all standards, these figures are very high. The situation is most 
critical in coniferous forests where the entire existence of large forest areas is put at risk if no 
strong and immediate actions are taken.  
 
The inventory results also confirm that coppice forest, especially on public forestlands, is 
exposed to heavy harvesting. The results also show that many young and middle-aged 
forests are in an urgent need of management interventions, ranging from cleaning/pre-
commercial thinning to commercial thinning.  

 The collaboration of the countries in the region has to be more intensive at institutional level 
and in fields as education, training and research.  

 Regional development projects (infrastructures, tourism facilities, etc.) must always keep in 
mind the environmental problems especially those linked to forestry (i.e. deforestation, 
floods etc.).  

 Co-operation through conjoint projects on transboundary problems or items of common 
interest would be helpful as well as sharing information and experience gained in dealing 
with the new challenges of the forestry sector.   

 Countries were the Forest Extension Service (i.e. advisory services for forestry development) 
is operating successfully must support other countries in the region in developing the 
necessary structures for and formulate the basic design of the Extension Service as a guide to 
the re-orientation of the role of foresters in the country.  

 

 
Iskra Maksimovic, surrounded by the forest that she, together with the other members of the Sida partner CNVP (Association for Private 

Forest Owners) in Kosovo is managing in a sustainable way .Photo: Sida 

Laws, policies and strategies for forestry, in draft or adopted by national authorities, mostly mention 
the application of Sustainable Forest Management principles as an important goal. Tradition of forest 
management is high in the region.  
                                                           

104 
https://wedocs.unep.org/bitstream/handle/20.500.11822/27108/Pollution%20in%20the%20Western%20Balka
ns%20web%20version.pdf?sequence=2&isAllowed=y 
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Forest organizations, structures and responsibilities are clear. Forest Management Plans are 
elaborated and used as the base for implementation. Forest inventory databases exist or projects are 
being implemented to develop this.  Main priorities for regional cooperation expressed by the forest 
sector: 

 Cooperation across borders and in the region on integrated water and forest management 
including IRBM planning with incorporation of forest management measures such as the 
protective functions of forests to prevent erosion and flooding and to secure water quality;   

 Improved system for controlling forestry and logging operations and combating illegal 
logging in the region;   

 Controlling forest fires and pest attacks and establishing early-warning alarm and/or 
monitoring systems for the region; Counteracting erosion; setting erosion control measures 
and identifying the key problems causing the erosion risk; Managing and setting measures 
for (protective) forests in relation to flood retention, water supply and erosion;   

 Counteracting loss of forest biodiversity and managing and setting measures for forests in 
protected areas, including protection of forests in mountain/border areas in their role as 
protective forests for soil, water and biodiversity;   

 Exchange of experience and best practices from EU Member States on integrated 
management and harmonization with EU legislation;  

 Increasing human and institutional capacities in sustainable forest management;  Improving 
stakeholder consultation and involvement.105 
 

3.10 Coastal zones 

The last twenty years have seen a rapid development in the coastal zones of the region in terms of 
both urbanization and tourism. As this development has not been followed by investment in 
appropriate infrastructure and services, it has resulted in pollution of the Adriatic by urban 
wastewater and solid waste, which adds to the pollution from upland watersheds by rivers emptying 
into the sea. 

 

Bottlenose Dolphin, an Adriatic specimen. The Adriatic, together with the Strait of Gibraltar, Alboran 
 and the Aegean Sea is one of the Mediterranean’s sea hotspots, with the highest concentrations of 
endangered, threatened, or vulnerable species. Photo: https://newsela.com/read/cliquey-
dolphins/id/48419/ 

Additional pressures affect the environment of the seas off the Western Balkans are: marine 
transport of petroleum and natural gas, natural gas extraction in the Adriatic Sea and invasive 
species.  

                                                           

105 Forum Synergies Forestry Fact Sheet Forests and Woodlands in the Western Balkans 2016. Available at: 
http://www.forum-synergies.eu/bdf_fiche-document-56_en.html 



 

40 

 

The Adriatic is characterized by high biodiversity with the largest area of continental shelf in the 
Mediterranean Sea, including almost half (49%) of all Mediterranean marine species. It is one of the 
most productive fishing areas in the Mediterranean and subject to intense bottom trawling and 
dredging. Overfishing is intensive throughout the Mediterranean106 and particularly severe in the 
Adriatic with 50% reduction in fish stocks107 in the past 50 years according to a report published in 
Nature108 . Fish populations are affected by the “triple threat” of pollution, climate change and 
overfishing. 

 

3.11 Waste management  

 
3.11.1 Key issues on a regional level 

A 2017 report commissioned by the European Commission109 assessing the waste management 
situation in the Western Balkans highlights the ten most important issues of regional significance in 
the sector: 

1) Poorly defined roles and responsibilities at various levels of government; 
2) Weak enforcement of laws; 
3) Prevalence of illegal dumping and continued use of substandard landfills; 
4) Low levels of fee collection and reluctance to increase fees; 
5) Existing policy measures are unlikely to drive materials up the waste hierarchy; 
6) Ineffective approach to procuring / funding widespread service changes; 
7) Waste collection infrastructure is unlikely to deliver against EU recycling targets; 
8) Poor quality of waste data; 
9) Gaps in application of extended producer responsibility; and 
10) Limited administrative and technical capacity. 

The report provides a number of tailored recommendations to address the issues listed above as well 
as additional country specific issues that were identified during the analysis by the authors. Due to 
lack of space country –specific recommendations cannot be referred here but they are extensively 
described in the report.  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           

106 An analysis carried out by the Scientific Technical Economic Committee for Fisheries (STECF), the European 
Commission's scientific advisory body concludes that 93% of the assessed fish stocks in the Mediterranean Sea 
are currently over-exploited. 
107 A similar decline has been observed in Spanish territorial waters.  
108 https://www.foodnavigator.com/Article/2017/04/10/Mediterranean-overfishing-risks-reaching-a-point-of-
no-return-report-warns?utm_source=copyright&utm_medium=OnSite&utm_campaign=copyright 
109 A Comprehensive Assessment of the Current Waste Management Situation in South East Europe and Future 
Perspectives for the Sector Including Options for Regional Co-Operation in Recycling of Electric and Electronic 
Waste https://ec.europa.eu/environment/enlarg/pdf/pilot%20waste/final_report_en.pdf 
(Recommended reading for anyone interested in solutions to the difficult waste management situation in the 
region) 

https://ec.europa.eu/environment/enlarg/pdf/pilot%20waste/final_report_en.pdf


 

41 

 

However, general recommendations for actions on a regional level made in junctions with the 
current EU acquis are as follows 

 Clarify roles and responsibilities; 

 Introduce effective waste management planning; 

 Regulate the disposal of waste; 

 Move waste up the waste hierarchy;110 

 Ensure cost recovery; 

 Enhance extended producer responsibility 

 Capacity building; 

 Improve the quality of waste data; and 

 Address the management of hazardous waste. 

3.11.2 Funding and financial issues that must be solved to facilitate sound waste management  

Most projects aiming to establish new municipal solid waste collection and treatment infrastructure 
are funded by donors and international financial institutions rather than by domestic investment. 
However, even with investment subsidies many municipalities have difficulties paying for correct 
landfilling as well as raising user fees paid by their inhabitants. Low tariffs and poor waste collection 
systems are also the main reasons for the limited success of recycling. According to a study produced 
by UN Environment111, 45% of solid waste in Albania, 40% in Bosnia and Herzegovina and 30% in 
Montenegro are not managed adequately. The consequences of unregulated dumping and burning 
of waste are widespread both for municipalities in managing inadequate landfills and by the 
population in general through groundwater soil and air pollution. The inadequate management also 
involves the treatment of hazardous waste. Much end up in unregulated dumpsites. The dumping of 
waste presents a problem for the overall quality of life and for the development of tourism in the 
region. 

In the case of solid waste management and wastewater treatment the steps taken need to be 
phased correctly with least cost solutions being implemented first and more expensive solution 
implemented as the ability to pay for them increases. Cost of the services need to be covered by the 
users which means that the user fees need to be increased gradually reflecting the ability to pay and 
the improvement of the services provided.112 

In a number of countries covered by this study, there were various examples of situations where 
roles and responsibilities for waste management had not been clearly defined. For instance, in some 
countries, although one Ministry has responsibility for most waste streams, responsibility for one or 
more waste streams – such as construction and demolition waste – resides with another ministry.  

 

                                                           

110 Source: Wikipedia 
111 Innovative solution to pollution in South East and Southern Europe. UN Environment 2018 
112 Ibid. 
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There are also instances of overlaps in licensing and inspection functions at different levels of 
government. it can generate inefficiencies through duplication of work, or lead to the emergence of 
‘gaps’ as people feel that somebody else should be taking responsibility for a problem. This means 
that some areas are not adequately regulated, or managed in an appropriate fashion.   

As noted above, the effective enforcement of the legal structures surrounding waste management 
are essential for encouraging and maintaining the development of a sound waste management 
system. Across the six countries, enforcement of waste legislation remains weak and needs to be 
addressed. 

Across the six countries, approximately 60% to 90% of households were reported to pay their waste 
collection fees, with the average for the region being just over 70%. Although fee levels vary 
somewhat across the countries, in some, the fees charged to households for the collection of 
municipal waste were at very low levels. These two problems, one of the rate of fee collection, and 
the other of the level of fees, lead to critical concerns regarding the recovery of costs from service 
delivery.113   

 
Sida supports the Serbian government to promote sustainable waste management. Estimating garbage volume and composition, like here 

in Lazeravac, is part of the important work to do proper feasibility studies. Photo: Sida 

If these fees are to be the foundation for the recovery of the costs of the service, then overall 
revenue generation will have to be increased in order to provide better waste collection services that 
deliver against EU recycling targets in the future, and to cover the costs of environmentally sound 
treatment and disposal of residual waste. There are some good examples of where municipalities are 
recovering costs within the region as waste collection services are improved. Improving the quality of 
the waste collection services is likely to have a positive feedback, as households may be more willing 
to pay for a decent service that is convenient and easy to use.     

In general, implementation of the priority ordering of the waste hierarchy was not strongly evident in 
the region. Recycling rates remain at low levels and a few countries have not yet introduced targets 
(or other meaningful measures to improve performance) for key waste streams. In many places, 
much of the recycling activity is accounted for by the informal sector whose activity is driven by the 
value to be gained from the sale of secondary materials (even though they might receive less than 
favorable deals from middlemen). 

The problems associated with raising sufficient revenue to fund service delivery tends to lead to 
over-reliance on other forms of funding. This includes funding from bilateral donors (such as Sida, GIZ 
and JICA), as well as funds from the European Commission. 

The waste collection infrastructure in place across the region is improving in some areas, and some 
separation of wastes is occurring that facilitates recycling, alongside the ongoing activities of the 
informal sector. Without major changes in the coming years, the collection systems in place will not 
be able to deliver the required performance increases to ensure EU recycling targets are met in 
future. 

                                                           

113 https://ec.europa.eu/environment/enlarg/pdf/pilot%20waste/final_report_en.pdf 
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Waste dump in Kamza. Albania. Photo: https://exit.al/en 

 

Extended producer responsibility is a mechanism intended to ensure producers of products and 
packaging take responsibility for the fate of their products at the end of their life: appropriately 
designed schemes may also help to improve product design. In addition, appropriately designed 
schemes can play an important role in covering the costs associated with managing products at the 
end of their lives, reducing the need to raise fees levied directly on households.   

Although extended producer responsibility legislation has been drafted for the waste streams 
covered by EU Directives in many of the countries, implementation on many fronts remains sporadic.  

Furthermore, the approach being followed does not always lead to improvements in collection from 
households; scheme design ought to ensure that producers contribute funds to the collection of 
wastes that arise as part of the municipal waste stream. A lot has been learned from the 
implementation of extended producer responsibility legislation across European Union Member 
States and this experience can be used to inform the approach taken in the Western Balkans.      

 

3.12 Mining  

The mineral extractive industries, focusing primarily on mining for base and precious metals and 
metallurgy, have a long history in the Western Balkans, reaching back through historical records to at 
least the 5th century BC. In Serbia for example, copper mining at the Bor deposit is believed to have 
prehistoric beginnings. It is also believed that the Crveni Breg lead and silver mine and the Šuplja 
Stena mercury mine on the Avala near Belgrade were in operation prior to recorded history. 

By the time of the Roman empire, there is evidence that many of the deposits mined today were 
already being exploited and almost all known lead and zinc deposits were being mined by the 13th 
and 14th century. 

By the early 1930s, mineral deposits in the region were well defined, with increasing levels of 
exploitation. The major base metals mined have included aluminum, chromium, cobalt, copper, iron, 
lead, magnesium, manganese, nickel and zinc. Precious metals such as gold, silver, palladium and 
platinum are found mainly in association with base metals such as copper, lead and zinc. Industrial 
minerals, represented by a broad range of carbonate and silicate rocks, gravels, and sands as well as 
clays and volcanic materials have also been important. 

In the period up until the early 1990s, mining, minerals processing and downstream exploitation of 
the base metals cited above established the region as a major European source of copper, lead and 
zinc. The region, in particular Albania, was also a major international source of chromate. 
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Mining was one of the flagship industrial sectors, influencing the area more extensively than in 
simply economic terms.  

After the disintegration of the Yugoslav common market, economic conditions in the region 
aggravated and in the early 1990s, the Balkan economy declined sharply. Industrial output dropped 
significantly, with a widespread shutdown of operations such as mining. 

In environmental terms, this cut both ways. With a dramatic drop in industrial output, pollution 
decreased. However, at the same time plants were either abandoned or privatized under conditions 
that did not clearly establish environmental liability. 

The environmental legacy associated with extraction industries is all too familiar. Badly operated or 
abandoned mining sites have already caused severe pollution, some with impacts reaching across 
national boundaries: Watercourses are the main vector for transboundary pollution, whether it is 
ongoing and chronic, or infrequent, acute and accidental. Smelters also contribute to air pollution, 
with serious consequences for human health. 

Thousands of old “abandoned” or “orphaned” sites, with no liable legal owner, are scattered all over 
the region. 
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4. Key environmental challenges at national level    

4.1 Serbia 

 
The Serbian Environmental Protection Agency (SEPA) has a responsibility to prepare a national State 
of the Environment (SOE) report on a yearly basis. These issues were highlighted in their latest 
SOE114: 

Air Quality: In urban agglomerations is characterized by polluting substances exceeding daily limit 
values. An increase in particulate matter (PM10) and Nitrogen dioxide concentrations have been 
detected in urban areas. Air emissions indicators show a fluctuating trend for SO2 and NOx which 
occurred due to the decline in industrial production. An increase in NH3 took place after 2005. The 
most significant contribution to the total quantity of emissions of these gases provides energy sector 
(NOx-57% and SO2-82%) and agriculture (92% forNH3). Emissions of PM10 are constant for the whole 
period and the most important sources are the energy sector (55%) and agriculture (29%). NMVOC 
emissions are constant for the entire period. 

Surface and ground water:  Quality monitoring, performed by the SEPA, shows that in most cases 
concentrations of BOD115, ammonium ion, nitrates and orthophosphates remain within range defined 
as excellent or good ecological status. The worst quality has been detected in surface waters (rivers 
and channels) in the province of Vojvodina. Regarding water emissions, the law states that sewage 
systems should be managed by public enterprises. Data indicates average connection rates to the 
sewage systems for 60% of inhabitants. 

Waste management:  Indicators for municipal solid waste (MSW) generation shows that MSW 
increases. Average coverage of waste collection is around 70%. 21 MSW landfills sites are less than 
100 m from watercourses and 5 of them are practically on the riverbanks.  

Biodiversity and forestry issues: One of the key progress indicators is the increase in the number of 
protected species. They have increased to 1 760 for species under strict protection and 868 under 
protection. More than 50% of strictly protected species are listed within international conventions 
and EU Directives. Forests cover around 32% of territory of Republic of Serbia, important keeping 
forest exploitation within sustainable thresholds. 

Soil quality: Monitoring has not been established at the state level. The main soil pollutants are Zinc, 
Copper, Nickel, Chromium and Cobalt. At the national level, there are about 384 localities comprising 
potentially contaminated (90%), contaminated (8%) and re-mediated sites (2%). Results of the 
analysis of local soil pollution sources showed that the majority of sources come from public 
municipal waste dumps (43.5%) followed by locations used for exploitation and oil production 
(22.5%). Other important soil pollution sources are industrial waste dumps and industrial facilities. At 
the same time, examination of soil samples in proximity to 28 industrial facilities showed increased 
values of several elements. 

4.2 Bosnia and Herzegovina 

The 2012 State of the Environment Report (SOER) of was the first of its kind within the country. It is 
viewed as one of the founding documents on environmental protection in Bosnia and Herzegovina, 
Bosnia.  

 

 

                                                           

114 https://www.eea.europa.eu/soer-2015/countries/serbia 
115 Biochemical oxygen demand 
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Due to the lack of state level legislation governing environmental protection and thus providing a 
basis for the development of such a report, the 2012 SOER was made under the framework of the UN 
Joint Program "Mainstreaming environmental governance: linking local and national action in 
Bosnia"116. Apparently, no SOER has been published since 2012 but the Helpdesk cannot vouch for 
this, but no later reports have been found on the internet. The 2012 SOER listed the following 
challenges:117 

Forestry:  Forest cover is extended to 50% of the total territory of Bosnia. Landmines are a potential 
threat to forests, causing certain areas to become unavailable for treatment and recovery efforts, 
which aim to preserve the health of trees (e.g. protection from the bark beetle).  
Even though there are no data on illegal logging, there is a need to monitor the state and 
implementation of activities with the aim to prevent them.  

 
Virgin spruce forest in Perucica, Bosnia. Photo: https://tobosnia.com 

Land: Land and soil resources are also among the most significant natural resources in Bosnia, the 
primary function of which is the production of food and raw materials. Close to 52% of the total land 
area is suitable for agriculture. The remainder is considered forestland. The division of agricultural 
land per capita is 0.56 ha in the FBosnia118 and 0.90 ha in the RS119.  

Wastewater treatment: In Bosnia, there is a clear problem of inadequate waste water discharge. 
Only some municipalities in the Federation and two in the RS have functioning facilities for sewage 
water treatment.  

Biodiversity and protected areas: The richness of the living world in Bosnia is a result of spatial and 
ecological heterogeneity, geomorphologic and hydrological diversity, and a specific geological past 
and climate diversity.  

The natural world of Bosnia is characterized by a high degree of endemic and relic forms of living 
organisms. More than 5 000 species and sub-species of vascular plants, more than 100 species of 
fish, over 320 species of birds and other components of biological diversity have been identified in 
Bosnia. 

                                                           

116 http://www.unesco.org/new/en/venice/about-this-office/single-
view/news/mainstreaming_environmental_governance_linking_local_and_na/ 
117 https://www.eea.europa.eu/soer-2015/countries/bosnia-and-herzegovina 
118 The Federation 
119 Republika Srpska 
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A more recent survey of environmental issues in Bosnia is the “3rd Environmental Performance 
Review of Bosnia and Herzegovina”120 published by The United Nations Economic Commission for 
Europe, UNECE,  in November last year. It covers related to legal and policy frameworks, greening the 
economy, air protection, water and waste management, biodiversity and protected areas and 
protection of the Adriatic Sea. It also examines the efforts of Bosnia and Herzegovina to integrate 
environmental considerations into its policies in the forestry sectors.  

Unlike the UNECE’s similar publication on Albania described in the next section it contains an 
abridged summary of highlights designed for policy makers which makes its analysis and 
recommendations easy to digest. 

 

4.3 Albania 

According to the website121 of the European Environment Agency, EEA, a State of Environment 
Report (SoER) is prepared every year for Albania by the National Environmental Agency (NEA) and is 
a legal obligation. The latest edition of the report found on the internet is from 2013 and list the 
following issues: 

With reference to climate change mitigation, and the Second National Communication (SNC) for 
Albania to the UNFCCC, was highlighted that by 2025, the emission reduction by abatement scenario 
shall reach 48%. Mitigation measures proposed in SND includes all the main sectors such as industry, 
energy, services, transport, agricultural etc.   

There has been an improvement in the quality of coastal bathing waters during recent years. This is 
due to investments made in the wastewater treatment infrastructure. Until a few years ago, the 
main source of pollution for coastal bathing waters has been the discharges of untreated 
wastewater. However, investments made in some of the main cities have changed significantly the 
quality of bathing water.  

One success story worth highlighting is the completion of a national legal framework on the 
integrated management of waste in accordance with the EU Directive on waste. Much work is 
needed to fully implement this. In addition, raising public awareness and subsequent engagement in 
related issues is also necessary, as are more investments in building other landfills according to EU 
standards. 

The UNECE conducted a more recent and much more extensive mapping of environmental 
challenges – “Albania - Environmental Performance Reviews” - in Albania in 2018.122  
 
It covers legal and policy frameworks, greening the economy, environmental monitoring, public 
participation and education for sustainable development. Furthermore, the report addresses issues 
of specific importance to the country related to air protection, biodiversity and protected areas, as 
well as water, waste and chemicals management. Its findings are too extensive (292 pages) to 
summarize here but it is recommended reading for anyone interested in getting the full picture of 
the state of the environment in Albania. 

                                                           

120 https://www.unece.org/environmental-policy/environmental-performance-
reviews/enveprpublications/environmental-performance-reviews/2018/3rd-environmental-performance-
review-of-bosnia-and-herzegovina/docs.html 
121 https://www.eea.europa.eu/soer-2015/countries/albania 
122  
https://www.unece.org/fileadmin/DAM/env/epr/epr_studies/ECE.CEP.183_Eng.pdf 
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4.4 Montenegro 

UNECE has conducted a similar mapping for Montenegro of environmental performance as for 
Albania. An “Environmental Performance Review (EPR)”.  It is slightly more dated and was published 
in 2015123. It provides an extensive and comprehensive analysis of the environmental challenges for 
the country. 

The main findings of the EPR were that waste management, wastewater treatment and adaptation to 
climate change are some of the most pressing environmental challenges for Montenegro.  

The country still faces a number of challenges, most notably with regard to waste management. 
While the new landfills in Podgorica and Bar are a remarkable improvement for the central and 
coastal regions, the mountain region lacks such facilities. Development of a new sanitary landfill in 
the mountain region is a priority to allow decommissioning of old disposal sites.  

The discharge of untreated urban wastewater on surface water and soils is an important 
environmental pressure in the country. There are wastewater treatment plants in Bar, Budva, 
Mojkovac and Podgorica and several more are being built in the coastal area and in the central and 
northern regions. As for untreated industrial wastewater, around 30 point sources of pollution still 
lack a standard wastewater treatment plant and more than 20 need advanced chemical treatment 
options. Other challenges in water management include groundwater protection, since most water 
for human consumption relies upon groundwater from karstic aquifers, and coastal zone 
management. 

 

4.5 Kosovo  

A 2018 report124 by the Balkan Green Foundation and Institute for Development Policy - funded by 
the European Union – lists the following environmental challenges for Kosovo: 

 Air Quality 

Is one the biggest environmental challenges in Kosovo. Besides pollutant emissions from lignite, 
households, as well as the large emissions from transportation and lack of “green zones” in the 
cities affect air also with wood for heating. 

 Water Quality 

Is another area that is not properly regulated and that continues to pose detrimental risk for the 
health of the population, on top of the environmental degradation. Wastewater management is 
seldom regulated by local institutions, while rivers and lakes are degraded. There is a large 
potential for improvement in this area, through proper regulations and policies that would 
guarantee water protection from pollution and at the same time better management of 
wastewater that would prevent contamination. 

 Land Quality 

The report highlights the need for rehabilitation of agricultural land, which has suffered from 

unsustainable agricultural practices. There needs to be a better practice of spatial planning 

particularly in order to protect valuable land for both biodiversity and agricultural purposes.  

                                                           

123 http://www.un.org.me/Library/Environment-and-Green-Economy/2%20Montenegro%20-
%20Environmental%20Performance%20Reviews%20-%20Third%20Review.pdf 
124 Sustainable Development in Kosovo - Baseline Assessment Report 
http://balkangreenfoundation.org/file/repository/Final_Evidence_Based_Report_EEBO_eng.pdf 
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 Protection of Biodiversity  

Biodiversity protection, specifically the protection of rare species, such as the lynx, rare plants or 

authentic habitats in Kosovo, including the national park, is an important area that needs to be 

worked through: on the policy level and the grassroots level according to the authors.  

It should be underlined however that all is not “doom and gloom” when it comes to the 
environmental situation in Kosovo. Even as a small country, it is distinguished with rich 
biodiversity thanks to its geographical position, geological factors, hydrology and climate - factors  
that enabled Kosovo to have rich biological diversity, rich flora, fauna and vegetation as well as 
presence relict, endemic and other important species.  

Based on research made125, in Kosovo are inventoried about 2.000 species of vascular flora, but it 
is supposed this number is much higher and reaches about 2.500 species. In Kosovo, more than 
250 wild vertebrate species (215 bird species) as well as a number of invertebrates, including 200 
butterfly species are identified.126  
 

 
The spectacular Bee-eater is breeding in Kosovo.  
Photo: https://www.inaturalist.org/places/10298 

 

4.6 North Macedonia127 

North Macedonia has environmental problems typical of the region, including air and water 
pollution—especially around Skopje—and disappearing forests. Of particular concern is air pollution 
from metallurgical plants. 

Major polluters of surface and ground waters are households’ and industrial sewage systems, while 
in agricultural areas polluters are livestock waste from farms and farming industry (milk and meat 
industry, slaughterhouses, etc.). Waters are directly discharged without any treatment. Zinc, lead and 
cadmium were recorded in the Vardar River, downstream from smelter facilities. Cadmium was 
found in several other rivers, to concentrations above the norm, as well as phosphorus and nitrates. 

Chemical industry, leather production, food production and metallurgic industry are all severe 
polluters of the water, among them most dangerous being copper mine and metal resurfacing 
factory. 

                                                           

125 However, only up to 2013 
126 Maxhuni, Qenan & Morina, Ilir & Morina, Rifat & Ferizi, Rrahman & Hashani, Zeqir. (2013). Biodiversity and 
protected areas in Kosovo. 
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/284644268_Biodiversity_and_protected_areas_in_Kosovo/citation
/download 
127 https://naturvernforbundet.no/international/environmental-issues-in-macedonia/category939.html 
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The Vardar River in North Macedonia suffers from pollution by heavy metals. Photo: Wikicommons 

 

However, due to decline of industrial production the emission of pollutants has decreased by 50%, 
according to the State Agency for statistics, and has not risen significantly ever since. Industry is, 
nevertheless, major air polluter, with significant environmental pressure originating from metallurgic 
sector. 

Thermal power plants provide North Macedonia with 80% of its energy demands, while rest is being 
covered from hydroelectric plants production. 

About 50% of the state territory is agricultural land. Use of pesticides and reports on its proportions 
are scarce, although existing reports show that pesticide use significantly dropped. Overall conclusion 
is that all air, water and soil are severely contaminated, when even protected lake Ohrid suffers from 
eutrophication, due to wastewater inflow. 
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5. Selected actors at the regional level    

5.1 Regional public bodies 

European Union 

In his 2017 State of the Union address, then President of the European Commission Jean-Claude 
Juncker re-affirmed EU’s interest supporting Western Balkans countries’ future membership. He said 
inter alia that  

"If we want more stability in our neighbourhood, then we must also maintain a credible enlargement 
perspective for the Western Balkans. It is clear that there will be no further enlargement during the 
mandate of this Commission and this Parliament. No candidate is ready. But thereafter the European 
Union will be greater than 27 in number. Accession candidates must give the rule of law, justice and 
fundamental rights utmost priority in the negotiations."128 The statement was later given more clout 
by the decision of the Commission adopt a strategy for “A credible enlargement perspective for and 
enhanced EU engagement with the Western Balkans”129, on February 6th 2018.  

The Strategy sets out an Action Plan with six concrete flagship initiatives targeting specific areas of 
common interest: rule of law, security and migration, socio-economic development, transport and 
energy connectivity, digital agenda, reconciliation and good neighborly relations. Concrete actions in 
these areas were foreseen between 2018 and 2020. 

 

The EU adapted a strategy named “A credible enlargement perspective for and enhanced EU engagement with the Western 
Balkans” in February 2018. Pictured at the announcement then-commissioner for enlargement Johannes Hahn and then 
High Representative of the Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy / Vice-President of the Commission   

Veteran Bosnian journalist Srecko Latal, Regional Editor of the Balkan Investigative Reporting 
Network (BIRN) has in an interview with Euronews130 warned that the slow pace of EU accession for 
the Western Balkans might raise interest from countries beyond the EU, to involve themselves in 
regional affairs are interested in the Balkans. 

"The European Union is still the safest and the best option for the Balkans," but the big question is 
whether realistically the enlargement is still on the table or not, and when I’m talking about realistic 
terms it means something that can be, not only something that can be achieved within 10 to 15 years 
but also something that will bring concrete consequences like projects, investments, job opportunities 
immediately." 

                                                           

128 https://ec.europa.eu/commission/sites/beta-political/files/communication-credible-enlargement-
perspective-western-balkans_en.pdf 
129 Ibid. 
130 https://www.euronews.com/2019/07/05/eu-western-balkans-summit-is-enlargement-in-sight-euronews-
answers 
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“People don’t see this, and because of this people are turning more and more towards other 
influences like the Russian, Turkish and Chinese131. Chinese money is much more available, it comes 
without strings attached,"  

Environment and Climate Regional Accession Network132 

Environment and Climate Regional Accession Network, (ECRAN) is strengthening regional 
cooperation between the EU candidate countries and potential candidates in the fields of 
environment and climate action and assists their progress in the transposition and implementation of 
the EU environmental and climate acquis. It is financed by EU and managed by the European 
Commission.   

The Western Balkans Investment Framework133 

Officially launched in 2009, the Western Balkans Investment Framework (WBIF) is a joint initiative of 
the Commission, Council of Europe Development Bank, EBRD and EIB. It is an innovative financing 
initiative, bringing together grants and loans from the Commission, the partner international 
financial institutions and bilateral donors for infrastructure projects and socio-economic 
development in the Western Balkans.  

Regional Cooperation Council134  

The Regional Cooperation Council (RCC) is a regional cooperative framework for countries in 
Southeast Europe, with the goal of "promoting mutual cooperation and European and Euro-Atlantic 
integration of South East Europe in order to inspire development in the region to the benefit of its 
people".  

RCC was officially launched at the meeting of the Ministers of Foreign Affairs of the South-East 
European Cooperation Process135 (SEECP) in Sofia in 2008, as the successor of the Stability Pact for 
South Eastern Europe. It provides operational capacities to and works under the political guidance of 
SEECP and functions as a focal point for cooperation in South East Europe through a regionally 
owned and led framework. It also acts as a forum for the continued involvement of the international 
community engaged in the region. 

The Energy Community136  

The Energy Community is an international organization, bringing together the EU and its neighbors to 
create an integrated pan-European energy market. The key objective of the Energy Community is to 
extend the EU internal energy market rules and principles to countries in South East Europe, the 
Black Sea region and beyond on the basis of a legally binding framework.  

 

5.2 Academia  

SI Summer Academy for Young Professionals Western Balkans (SAYP WB)137 

The Swedish Institute has founded the SI Summer Academy for Young Professionals Western Balkans 
(SAYP WB). 

                                                           

131 See section 5.5 
132 http://www.ecranetwork.org/ 
133 https://www.wbif.eu/ 
134 https://www.rcc.int/ 
135 http://www.mfa.gov.rs/en/foreign-policy/eu/regional-initiatives/seecp 
136 https://www.energy-community.org/aboutus/whoweare.html 
137 https://si.se/en/apply/leadership-programmes/saypwb/#overview 
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Its purpose is to serve as a training programme developed to build new networks, knowledge and 
practices for increased transparency, efficiency and resilience in public administration in Western 
Balkan. The programme also aims to strengthen young professionals and their individual capabilities 
to meet the requirements of a modern governance structure.  

5.3  Civil society 

 
CEE Bankwatch Network138 

Bankwatch is a network of 16 member groups in 14 countries across central and Eastern Europe. Sida 
is funding part of their activities. Their main Raison d’ etre is monitoring of the activities of the EIB 
and EBRD and are running campaigns to increase the social and environmental standards of the 
institutions. Their focus of attention in the Western Balkans is preventing new loans for coal power 
plants and opposing large-scale hydropower development. Sida is funding part of their activities. 

EuroNatur Stiftung139 

EuroNatur Stiftung is a German NGO coordinating a network of environmental NGOs in most of 
Europe including the Western Balkans140 except Kosovo. Their mission is to preserve European 
natural heritage and to protect precious natural and cultural landscapes in Europe.  

Together with RiverWatch they are the an initiator of the Save the Blue Heart of Europe141 campaign 
which aims to conserve the last unfragmented rivers of the Western Balkans and advocate for a 
careful and sustainable hydropower development in the region 

 
EuroNatur has presented an award to the women fighting dams  
in the Medna river in Bosnia. (f.l.t.r.),  Medina Zukan, Maida Bilal  
and Safija Ahmić the delegation of the „brave women of Kruščica“  

at the EuroNatur-Awarding 2019. Photo:EuroNatur 

IUCN ECARO142 

Founded the IUCN Regional Office for Eastern Europe and Central Asia (IUCN ECARO) in 2015. 
Headquartered in Belgrade.  Shall IUCN members and programmes in South-Eastern Europe, Eastern 
Europe, the Southern Caucasus, the Russian Federation, and Central Asia, except for EU Member 
States. 

IUCN ECARO focuses its work on the long-term protection of biodiversity and sustainable use of 
natural resources across the region.  

 

                                                           

138 https://bankwatch.org/ 
139 https://www.euronatur.org/en/about-euronatur/about-us/mission-mode-of-operation/ 
140 https://www.euronatur.org/en/about-euronatur/network/our-partners/#partner3 
141 https://www.balkanrivers.net/en/campaign 
142 https://www.iucn.org/regions/eastern-europe-and-central-asia/about 
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RiverWatch  

RiverWatch is an NGO based in Austria, focused on protecting river ecosystems. Although they state 
their global approach to advocacy in this their current focus is on protecting the last free-flowing 
rivers of South East Europe and are co-sponsors of the above-mentioned sector Save the Blue Heart 
of Europe campaign143.  

The European Association for Local Democracy144 

The purpose of ALDA – The European Association for Local Democracy - is the promotion of good 
governance and citizen participation at the local level. ALDA focuses on activities facilitating 
cooperation between local authorities and civil society.  

ALDA was established in 1999 at the initiative of the Council of Europe to coordinate and support the 
network of Local Democracy Agencies, which are self-sustainable, locally registered NGOs acting as 
promoters of good governance and local self-government.  

Most of the Local Democracy Agencies are located in the Western Balkans, which gives a natural 
focus on that area. Activities in the region focus on good governance, citizen participation, European 
integration and decentralization. 

WWF Adria145 

Was established in 2015 although WWF has been active in the region for a long time more than 15 
years. WWF focus on protecting the biodiversity of the Dinaric Arc region, part of the larger 
Mediterranean and Danube-Carpathian ecoregion. Programs on Protected areas, Freshwater, Forests 
and Marine issues. Sida is funding part of their activities.  

5.4  Private sector 

Due to time constraints, the Helpdesk has not been able to identify private sector actors that might 
be of interest for Sida to network with to promote sustainable business practices in the Western 
Balkans. However Business Sweden’s field office in Vienna146 supports Swedish companies in Central 
and South East Europe and handles requests for Swedish companies willing to engage in Serbia, 
Montenegro, Macedonia, Bosnia & Herzegovina, Kosovo and Albania with services such as business 
creation, business development support, stakeholder management and recruitment. 

Business Sweden has a long experience of “twinning “Swedish companies with partners abroad, both 
in the public and private sector and identifying business opportunities that present “win-win” 
situations, often in the environment sector . E.g. in Serbia Business Sweden pinpoints areas as 
particularly interesting for the future as: technology to increase sustainability, safety and productivity 
in the mining industry and expertise associated with the rollout of smart meter readers in the energy 
sector. 

 

                                                           

143 The campaign has produced a video , well worth watching, that can be viewed at 
https://balkanrivers.net/en/content/videos 
144 https://www.alda-europe.eu/newSite/about_us.php 
145 https://wwf.panda.org/wwf_offices/wwf_adria.cfm 
146 https://www.business-sweden.se/en/Trade/international-markets/europe/Serbia/ 
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5.5 The “China challenge”147  

Chinese President Xi Jinping’s “Belt and Road Initiative” (BRI) was officially launched in 2013. A 
Eurasian grand strategy seeks to expand and secure maritime routes and road infrastructure 
networks for China from Asia across Africa to the Middle East and Europe. Beijing's vision of BRI has 
geo-economic implications that are potentially vast and long-term. They can shift commercial and 
geo-economic axes of entire continents. The “Balkan Silk Road”148 represents the link that connects 
China with Greece, Serbia, North Macedonia, Bosnia and Herzegovina and other countries in the 
region. In Southeast European countries, China is identifying trade and investment opportunities 
with the construction of the Balkan Silk Road. The infrastructure projects in highway construction, 
railways and bridge building form the backbone of these activities while Chinese banks provide the 
lending facilities. China‘s growing footprint in the region will gradually challenge established 
international actors such as Russia, Turkey and the European Commission. 

With regard to China’s role, Beijing has always pursued a strategy of building political support among 
a large number of relatively small developing countries. The area of the Western Balkans is no 
exception, though the regional context clearly needs to be factored in. During the wars that followed 
the disintegration of Yugoslavia in the 1990s, China generally took a neutral standpoint and 
supported the decisions made by the UN Security Council. However, Beijing was seriously – and 
understandably – furious when the Chinese embassy in Belgrade was mistakenly bombed, during the  

1999 NATO operation against the Yugoslav Federation. 

 

Chinese Premier Li Keqiang with Serbia's then prime minister (now president) Aleksandar Vucic in Belgrade in 2015.Photo: 
https://www.intellinews.com/comment-is-the-balkan-silk-road-a-force-for-good-governance-137830/ 

 

                                                           

147 This section is based on information in  https://www.sogde.org/wp-
content/uploads/2015/07/heft_04_05_jg57_17.pdf and 
https://www.iss.europa.eu/sites/default/files/EUISSFiles/Brief%203%20China%27s%20Silk%20Road.pdf 
148 More on this concept at http://www.erstestiftung.org/en/a-silk-road-for-the-balkans/ 

https://www.sogde.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/07/heft_04_05_jg57_17.pdf
https://www.sogde.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/07/heft_04_05_jg57_17.pdf
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Today, Beijing maintains diplomatic relations with all the Western Balkan states except for Kosovo. 
China opposed Kosovo’s declaration of independence in 2008, and went as far as initiating a legal 
challenge against Pristina’s decision in the International Court of Justice.  

Beijing’s stance is shaped by concerns that Kosovo’s recognition might set a precedent in relation to 
sensitive domestic issues, such as the restive regions of Tibet and Xinjiang. China’s effective support 
for Serbia’s position has been reciprocated, with Belgrade remaining strictly faithful to the One China 
policy149, and, in a recent development, openly backing Beijing’s position vis-à-vis territorial disputes 
in the South China Sea. 

A flurry of infrastructure projects China’s increasingly active presence in central and eastern Europe, 
largely through the so-called ‘17+1’150 format, is part of Beijing’s global ‘going out’ strategy. At the 
same time, the governments of these countries have also welcomed this engagement, as China 
pumps much-needed capital into national and regional economic development efforts. So far, the 
prime ministers of central and eastern European countries and China have held five annual summits. 
Beijing has announced a $10 billion credit line to support Chinese investment in the region, as well as 
a secretariat to facilitate cooperation and a commitment to two-way trade. In addition, the Chinese 
government has stated its aim to establish a $3 billion investment fund for the broader region, 
including the Western Balkans.  

It is expected that in a few years, China-funded transport infrastructure will crisscross the southeast 
Europe, connecting ports, capitals and vital economic hubs 

What is in it for China? At first glance, southeast Europe is not a particularly attractive market per se: 
the EU member states have been hit hard by the financial crisis, and the states of the Western 
Balkans are of limited size and lack purchasing power. Nevertheless, the fact is that the region can 
act as a major transport corridor for the BRI connecting the Mediterranean to central Europe. The 
city of Piraeus in Greece is strategically located and is the fastest-growing port in Europe. To date, 
the China Ocean Shipping Company (COSCO) has invested $4.3 billion in harbour facilities and has 
recently acquired a controlling share in the port authority. Chinese officials are aiming to increase the 
port’s container throughput to some 5 million 20ft container units by 2018, which would turn Piraeus 
into Europe’s fifth-largest port.  
This ambitious project clearly aims to help promote Chinese commodities in southeast and central 
Europe, particularly after the expansion of the capacity of the Suez Canal in August 2015.  

With the help of an upgraded Piraeus-Budapest transport corridor, containers from China will face a 
shorter and faster journey towards the heart of the continent, cutting at least ten days off the overall 
travel time to major sea ports in western Europe. 

                                                           

149 A policy saying that there is only one sovereign state under the name China, despite the fact that there are 
two states, the People's Republic of China (PRC) and the Republic of China (ROC, a.k.a Taiwan), whose official 
names incorporate "China".  
150 Cooperation between China and Central and Eastern European Countries (China-CEE, China-CEEC, a.k.a. 
17+1) is an initiative by the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs] to promote business and investment relations 
between China and 17 countries of CEE (CEEC). However, in contrast to its oft-repeated claim of ‘win–win’ 
cooperation, some believe China is pursuing an assertive strategy of ‘divide and conquer’ designed to benefit 
China at Europe’s expense. See https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/09668136.2019.1648764 
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Rail link from China combining with the Balkan Silk Road. Source: 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/09668136.2019.1648764 

At the same time, it is clear that China is pursuing broader objectives related to the BRI initiative in 
the Western Balkans. Infrastructure projects in the region enable Chinese construction companies to 
acquire a record of accomplishment in Europe, as well as help them mitigate their overcapacity 
challenges and create jobs for Chinese laborers.  
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6. The Western Balkan states and alignment with the EU environmental 
acquis  

 

 

  
The EU integration process is currently the main political driver of change in the region. The EU 
enlargement process provides opportunities for improving the environment in different ways, but it 
also entails a great challenge for the candidates and potential candidate countries. To be entitled to 
membership the fulfilment of political and economic criteria known as the ‘Copenhagen criteria’ 
poses a great challenge to candidate countries, National legislation should also  be implemented and 
enforced in order to meet EU’s environmental protection requirements. 

The conditions and timing of the candidate's adoption, implementation and enforcement of all 
current EU rules are also named the "acquis". 

These rules are divided into 35 different policy fields (chapters), such as transport, energy, 
environment, etc., each of which is negotiated separately. 

Chapter 27 is regarded to be one of the most challenging in the process of negotiations. Reaching the 
standards in this area includes significant investments in infrastructure, as well as in adaptation and 
improvement of industrial techniques and technologies. 

Furthermore, the chapter also requires investing in administrative capacities on national and local 
level and judicial capacities that should oversee the implementation of the legislation. 

The EU has developed a policy to support the gradual integration of the Western Balkan countries 
within the European Union. On 1 July 2013, Croatia became the first of the seven countries to join, 
and Montenegro, Serbia, the Republic of North Macedonia and Albania are official candidates. 
Accession negotiations and chapters have been opened with Montenegro and Serbia, and Bosnia and 
Herzegovina and Kosovo are potential candidate countries.  
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6.1 Current status of membership negotiations overall for the Western Balkan countries151  
  

 
 

Albania - a candidate country 

 

Albania was identified as a potential candidate for EU membership in June 2003 along with reset of 
the Western Balkans countries. 

In 2009, Albania submitted its formal application for EU membership. In its “Opinion on Albania's 
application” in 2010152, the Commission assessed that before accession negotiations could be 
formally opened, Albania still had to achieve a necessary degree of compliance with the membership 
criteria and in particular, to meet the 12 key priorities identified in the Opinion153. 

In October 2012, Commission recommended that Albania be granted EU candidate status, subject to 
completion of key measures in the areas of judicial and public administration reform and revision of 
the parliamentary rules of procedures. 

In June 2014, Albania was awarded candidate status by the EU. 

In April 2018, the Commission issued an unconditional recommendation to open accession 
negotiations. In its June 2018 Conclusions, the Council set out the path towards opening accession 
negotiations in June 2019, depending on progress made in key areas such as the judiciary, fight 
against corruption and organised crime, intelligence services and public administration.  

                                                           

151 As of April 2019. Text adapted from the website of the European Parliament at 
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/factsheets/en/sheet/168/the-western-balkans 
152 http://www.parlament.al/Files/Integrimi/opinioni.pdf 
153 Listed on page 11 of the abovementioned document 
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The Commission reiterated the recommendation to open accession talks in the Enlargement Package 
adopted in May 2019. In its June 2019 Conclusions, the Council took good note of the Commission's 
recommendation. In light of the limited time available and the importance of the matter, the Council 
will revert to the issue with a view to reaching a clear and substantive decision as soon “as possible 
and no later than October 2019”.154 

 
Bosnia and Herzegovina – a potential candidate country 

 

An SAA155 was negotiated and signed already in June 2008 but its entry into force had been frozen, 
mainly owing to the country’s failure to implement a key ruling of the European Court of Human 
Rights.  

The EU’s “renewed approach” to the country, which puts more focus on economic governance, 
allowed the long overdue entry into force of the SAA on 1 June 2015. The country submitted its 
membership application on 15 February 2016. The Commission has, in May 2019, drafted its opinion 
based on Bosnia’s replies to a comprehensive questionnaire156.  

Bosnia and Herzegovina has developed appropriate administrative capacities to ensure the 
implementation of the SAA provisions, in particular concerning the smooth operation of the 
Stabilisation and Association Council, Committee and sectoral sub-committees. The protocol 
adapting the SAA to take into account the accession of Croatia to the EU entered into force on 1 
October 2017, after being provisionally applied since 1 February 2017. 

However, to meet its legal obligations under the Agreement, Bosnia and Herzegovina needs to 
ensure the functioning of the Stabilisation and Association Parliamentary Committee and develop a 
national programme for the adoption of the EU acquis 

Meanwhile, the inability of the Bosnia Parliament to agree on the rules of procedure governing its 
meetings with the European Parliament (twice a year) means that no such meetings have taken place 
since November 2015. This constitutes a breach of the SAA by Bosnia. 

 

 

 

 

                                                           

154 Quote from European Neighbourhood Policy And Enlargement Negotiations 
https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/countries/detailed-country-information/albania_en 
155 Stabilisation and Association Agreement, read more at https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-
enlargement/policy/glossary/terms/saa_en 
156 The Opinion can be downloaded at https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-
enlargement/sites/near/files/20190529-bosnia-and-herzegovina-opinion_en.pdf 
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Kosovo - a potential candidate country 

 

After an agreement on normalizing relations (the ‘Brussels Agreement157’) was reached in April 2013 
by Belgrade and Pristina, the European Council decided to open negotiations on an SAA with Kosovo 
in June 2013. The SAA entered into force on 1 April 2016. Kosovo’s future EU integration — like 
Serbia is — remains closely linked to the EU-facilitated high-level dialogue between Kosovo and 
Serbia, which should lead to a legally binding comprehensive agreement on the normalization of 
their relations.  

In July 2018, the Commission confirmed that Kosovo had fulfilled the last criterion. In September 
2018, the European Parliament followed suit and decided to enter into interinstitutional 
negotiations158, which are ongoing.  

To ensure stability at the territory and neutral rule of law enforcement, the EU is operating in Kosovo 
under the umbrella of the United Nations Interim Administration Mission in Kosovo (UNMIK), 
deploying police and civilian resources under the European Union Rule of Law Mission (EULEX). 

Montenegro – a candidate country 

 

Montenegro, applied for EU membership in December 2008. It was granted candidate status in 
December 2010 and accession negotiations were opened in June 2012.  

In line with the EU’s ‘new approach’ to the accession process, the crucial rule of law chapters — 
Chapter 23 on judicial reform and fundamental rights and Chapter 24 on freedom, security and 
justice — were opened at an early stage in the negotiations, in December 2013.  

Out of a total of 35 negotiating chapters, 32 had been opened by the end of 2018. In February 2018, 
the Commission published a new Western Balkans Strategy159, which states that Montenegro (and 
Serbia) could join the EU by 2025, albeit acknowledging that this perspective is ‘extremely 
ambitious’. 

                                                           

157  
The Brussels Agreement formally the First Agreement of Principles Governing the Normalisation of Relations, 
was made between the governments of Serbia and Kosovo on the normalization of their relations. It was 
negotiated and concluded, although not signed by either party, in Brussels under the auspices of the EU Union. 
158 Interinstitutional negotiations are standard practice for the adoption of EU legislation.  
159 See footnote 102 
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The Republic of North Macedonia – a candidate country 

 

The Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia (now the Republic of North Macedonia) applied for EU 
membership in March 2004 and was granted EU candidate status in December 2005.  

Its SAA is in force since 2004, the first in the region. It applied for EU membership in March 2004 and 
the Council decided in December 2005 to grant the country candidate status.  

Since October 2009, the Commission has recommended to open accession negotiations with the 
country. In 2015 and 2016, the recommendation was made conditional on the continued 
implementation of the Pržino agreement160 and substantial progress in the implementation of the 
"Urgent Reform Priorities".  

However, the country has been unable to open accession negotiations, mainly owing to the dispute 
with Greece over the country’s use of the name ‘Macedonia’. This dispute was successfully resolved 
through the ‘Prespa Agreement’ on the country’s new name — North Macedonia — which entered 
into force in February 2019.  

In its June 2018 Conclusions, the Council set out the path towards opening accession negotiations in 
June 2019, depending on progress made in key areas such as the judiciary, fight against corruption 
and organised crime, intelligence services and public administration. 

According to various news outlets161, the EU is planning to announce accession talks with North 
Macedonia at an EU ministerial council in Luxemburg on 15 October this year. 

Serbia – a candidate country 

 

 

Serbia submitted its application for EU membership in December 2009 and was granted candidate 
status in March 2012 after Serbia and Kosovo reached an agreement on Kosovo’s regional 
representation.  

                                                           

160 https://ec.europa.eu/commission/commissioners/2014-2019/hahn/announcements/agreement-skopje-
overcome-political-crisis_en 
161 https://euobserver.com/tickers/146116 
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Accession negotiations were formally opened on 21 January 2014. The first two chapters, including 
the one on normalization of relations with Kosovo, were opened in December 2015. The key rule of 
law Chapters 23 and 24 were opened on 18 July 2016. 16 chapters had been opened by the end of 
2018. In February 2018, the Commission published a new Western Balkans Strategy which states that 
Serbia (and Montenegro) could join the EU by 2025, albeit acknowledging that this perspective is 
‘extremely ambitious’.  

Serbia’s future EU integration — like Kosovo’s — remains closely linked to the EU-facilitated high-
level dialogue between Serbia and Kosovo, which should lead to a legally binding comprehensive 
agreement on the normalization of their relations. 

 

6.2 Status of negotiation on chapter 27 of the acquis in Western Balkan countries  

The information in this section is based on the “2019 Communication on EU Enlargement Policy” 
from the European Commission to the European Parliament, the Council, the European Economic 
and Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions. There are reports for all the Western 
Balkan countries as how they comply with the chapters of the acquis162.  

The section focuses on the state of alignment with chapter 27 of the acquis 

 
6.2.1 Albania163  
 
Albania shows some level of preparation in this area. Limited progress was made in further aligning 
the policies and legislation with the acquis, in areas such as water management. However, significant 
efforts are needed on implementation and enforcement, especially in the water sector and on 
climate change.  

In the coming year, Albania should in particular:  

 Align with key water directives and accelerate the capacity development of the national agencies 
for Water Resource Management and for Water Supply, Sewerage and Waste Infrastructure; 

  Take immediate measures to review and improve environmental and strategic impact 
assessments on existing and planned projects, plans and programs, especially in the hydropower, 
construction, tourism, and mining sectors; 

  Start implementing the Paris Agreement by adopting a national strategy and legislation on 
climate change, and by starting to develop integrated National Energy and Climate Plans in line with 
Energy Community obligation.  

 
6.2.2 Bosnia and Herzegovina164 

Bosnia and Herzegovina has no state-level law on environmental protection and no state-level 
authority exclusively dealing with the environment. The alignment of legislation with the acquis has 
been undertaken so far without a National Program for the Adoption of the Acquis (NPAA) in place or 
a vertically coordinated approach.  

                                                           

162 Links to each country reports provided 
163 https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/sites/near/files/20190529-albania-report.pdf 
164 https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/sites/near/files/20190529-bosnia-and-herzegovina-
analytical-report.pdf 
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Bosnia and Herzegovina needs to develop a systematic monitoring of alignment based on tables of 
concordance in the field of environment protection and climate change. Implementation often takes 
place on a project-by-project basis. 

6.2.3 The Republic of North Macedonia165   
 
The country is at some level of preparation in this area. Limited progress has been achieved in 
further aligning policies and legislations with the acquis in the water, nature protection and waste 
sectors. Implementation and enforcement are lagging behind. 
 
In the coming year, the country should in particular:  
 

 Implement air quality improvement measures by ensuring efficient coordination between central 
and local authorities, and the allocation of sufficient financial resources;  

 Implement the adopted regional waste management plans and establish an integrated regional 
waste management system;  

 Implement the Paris Agreement by developing a comprehensive strategy on climate-related 
action, consistent with the EU 2030 framework and start the process of developing a National action 
Plan. 
 
6.2.4 Kosovo166  

Kosovo is at an early stage of preparation on environment and climate change. Some progress was 
achieved, notably through the adoption of the relevant strategies, but serious environmental 
problems continue to impact people's livelihoods and health. The growing environmental protection 
and climate change challenges call for considerably more political will.  

In the coming year, Kosovo should:  

 Establish an effective water monitoring system, publish the data and undertake urgent and 
permanent measures to reduce air and water pollution;  

 Continue to increase the household waste collection and coverage and address the issue of illegal 
dumpsites;  

 Enforce legal provisions on environmental liability, damage and crime; implement the polluter 
pays principle and raise public awareness on environmental protection;  

 Implement the climate change strategy and the action plan on climate change, prepare a roadmap 
for alignment with the climate acquis and start the work on an energy and climate plan, in line with 
Energy Community recommendations. 
 

6.2.5 Montenegro167 

Montenegro has some level of preparation in this area. Limited progress has been made in further 
aligning legislation with the EU acquis. However, significant efforts are still needed on 
implementation and enforcement, in particular on waste management, water quality, nature 
protection and climate change.  

 

 

                                                           

165 https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/sites/near/files/20190529-north-macedonia-report.pdf 
166 https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/sites/near/files/20190529-kosovo-report.pdf 
167 https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/sites/near/files/20190529-montenegro-report.pdf 
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The 2018 recommendations remain valid and in 2019, Montenegro should in particular: 

  Accelerate implementation of the national strategy for transposition, implementation and 
enforcement of the EU acquis on environment and climate change, especially in the waste, water and 
nature protection sectors;  

 Take urgent measures to preserve and improve the ecological value of protected areas and 
potential Natura 2000 sites such as Ulcinj Salina, Lake Skadar, the Tara river and other river courses;  
 

 Develop its National Energy and Climate Plan in line with the Energy Community 
recommendations. 

 
6.2.6 Serbia168   

Serbia has achieved some level of preparation in the area of environment and climate change. 
Limited progress was made in further alignment with the acquis and on strategic planning.  

In the coming year, Serbia should in particular: 

  Enhance administrative and financial capacity of the public central and local administration 
authorities including the Environmental Protection Agency, operationalizing and adequately 
resourcing the Green Fund and further improving inter-institutional coordination, in particular 
between central and local levels; 

  Intensify implementation and enforcement work, such as closing non-compliant landfills, 
investing in waste reduction, separation and recycling, reinforcing air quality monitoring, advancing 
river basin management and preparing for Natura 2000; 

  Implement the Paris Agreement, including by adopting a comprehensive climate strategy and law, 
consistent with the EU 2030 framework for climate and energy policies and well integrated into all 
relevant sectors and develop a National Energy and Climate Plan, in line with Energy Community 
obligations. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           

168 https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/sites/near/files/20190529-serbia-report.pdf 
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7. Advice for, and ideas on, how Sida can provide added value in the 
environment sector in the Western Balkans 

  

7.1 General opportunities for innovative support and dialogues  

General:  

 Promote CSOs access to, and involvement in, decision-making processes. They can help raise 
awareness on climate change. 

 The challenges are not only dependent on fulfilling the requirements in Chapter 27, but 
should also be viewed in a wider perspective, e.g. the Agenda 2030. 

 Greater inclusion of Human Rights in legislation and promotion of democracy is a driver of 
equal importance of sustainable environment practices as the EU acquis and the SDGs. 

 A more thorough poverty analysis should be pursued during the appraisals of new 
environment contributions. 

 The aspect of “Voice” is also relevant in environment contributions. 
 

7.2 Environment sectors where Sida can provide added value  

The Helpdesk suggests that Sida when initiating new contributions and partnerships in the next 
Strategy focus these in the sectors relating to the “Trending issues” identified in section 2.1  

 
7.2.1 Biodiversity 

 Support countries in maintaining or – when relevant – introduce sustainable practices in 
agriculture and forestry, as these sectors are key elements in preserving ecosystem services 
and biodiversity. 

 Apply the EU approximation as “a lever” to enhance protection of valuable species and 
habitats. Help countries prepare for implementing EU legislation like the Habitat & Bird 
directives and Natura 2000 in areas of high ecological value well in advance of actual 
membership negotiations being completed. 

 With partners like IUCN and WWF, highlight the potential for train-bound ecotourism in the 
region by concerned citizens from North and Western Europe. Thus, highlight the need to 
manage and uphold protected areas sufficiently to enhance the income-generating potential 
of these sites for local and national economies. 

 

7.2.2 Energy transition 

 Support the implementation of NDCs and national climate action plans and when necessary 
help countries raise ambitions in emissions reduction to comply with the ambitious EU 2030 
GHG emission targets. 

 Energy efficiency169 is a key area. Share experiences of successful efficiency incentives in 
Sweden e.g. like the carbon dioxide tax. 

                                                           

169 The energy intensity of the six Western Balkans countries is around three times higher than the average for 
the European Union. This high energy intensity is a result of aged and often obsolete energy infrastructure and 
poorly maintained and outdated energy-using capital stock – especially in industry and buildings 
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 Encourage governments to phase out coal subsidies and transfer these funds to the 
application of Feed-in Tariffs that could promote and facilitate the expansion and profitability 
of renewable energy sources.  

 Engage with governments to highlight the benefits of an energy transition; improved public 
health, reduced dependency on energy imports, savings for governments when subsidies are 
faced out etc. However, do not forget to dialogue with governments on how to provide a 
“Just transition”170 for workers and communities dependent on coal mining and power 
production, in order to safeguard their livelihoods. E.g. by providing funds and support for 
occupational training, providing alternative employment in former mining communities and 
the like. 

 Provide support to governments’ efforts – promoted by the Energy Community – for a 
energy market integration within the region, and eventually with the EU’s internal energy 
market. 
 
This will not only improve neighborly relations but also facilitate the transition from coal as 
temporal deficits in generation capacity in a country can be compensated by import of 
surplus from other Western Balkan countries or the EU. 

7.2.3 Sustainable hydropower development  

Currently, more than 3,000 hydropower dams and diversions are either proposed or in the process of 
being built in the Balkans, in addition to the more than 1,000 that already exist.  Organisations like 
RiverWatch and EuroNatur states that these dams will cause irreversible damage to rivers, wildlife 
and local communities. The Balkans possess the largest remaining unexploited hydropower potential 
in Europe and the 3 000-planned hydropower projects affect almost every river, stream and brook. 

Sida and Sweden can support governments and regional bodies in the Western Balkans to promote a 
sustainable hydropower development in the six countries by promoting a dialogue centered on the 
following issues: 

 Could a ”Master Plan” or SEA on sustainable hydropower development in the Western 
Balkans,  in close interactions with CSOs, affected communities and other stakeholders, help 
prioritize the most urgent projects, suggest means for benefit sharing, analyze options to 
hydropower and establishing “no-go zones” in rivers of high regional ecological value? 

 Can EU legislation like the EU Biodiversity Strategy;171  the Birds/Habitats Directives172;   
In addition, the Water Framework Directive173; provide ways forward on how to obtain a 
balance between the need to expand power generation for economic growth and 
environmental concerns? 

 How can an improved “rule of law” in the planning stage like good EIAs, transparent data 
collection, public consultations etc ensure that projects meet legal criteria and reduce public 
unrest? 

                                                           

170 A study on how different coal-dependent regions in Europe are applying the Just Transition concept can be 
found at https://www.e3g.org/docs/E3G_2019_Stakeholder_Mappings_European_Coal_Regions_Final.pdf 
171 Aim: “Halt biodiversity loss and ecosystem degradation by 2020”. 
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/biodiversity/strategy/index_en.htm 
172 Aim: “Assures the conservation of endangered native animal and plant groups” 
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/legislation/habitatsdirective/index_en.htm 
173 Aim: ”Commits EU member states to achieve good qualitative and quantitative status of all water bodies” 
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/water/water-framework/index_en.html 
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 The recommendations of the World Commission on Dams174 and the guidelines from the 
Swedish multistakeholder process “Future Dams”175 can provide inspiration and a framework 
for this dialogue. 

 

7.2.4 Climate change adaptation   

If the current emission prediction scenarios from IPCC apply, the Western Balkans will experience 
sub-tropical climate conditions during this century.  

To reduce the burden on single Western Balkans economies in preparing for accelerated climate 
change impacts Sida could support the Regional Cooperation Council, RCC, or other relevant regional 
bodies to apply the following priorities:176   

 Implement reliable regional early warning system and provide efficient information 
dissemination;  

 Implement a regional long range weather forecast system and provide data dissemination 
among relevant sectors in order to optimise recommendations needed for agriculture and 
energy sector; 

 Ensure exchange of knowledge and expertise on regional level by strengthening regional 
intra- and inter- disciplinary communication, in order to provide best quality information for 
decision-makers and best climate change policy implementation;  

 Increase quality of regional risk assessment, prioritisation and decision-making with 
exchange of observed data and cross-border communication;  

 Continue regional planning and prioritisation of common issues, more detailed analyses and 
long-term planning. 

 
At the national level, Sida could provide advice and support on the following actions to increase 
resilience in individual countries: 

 Information dissemination and preparedness of the general public, supported by readiness of 
governmental institutions related to disaster risk management  

 Apply measures to support the well-being of vulnerable segments of the population – such as 
the elderly and very young –  from impacts from heatwaves and other due extreme weather 
events; 

 Adapt food production by implementing and climate change information in decision-making; 
such as timing of sowing, varieties and hybrid selection, adaptation of agro-technical 
measures, housing for livestock, etc.  

 Plan and develop sustainable irrigation systems where necessary, optimal to water 
availability and applying rainfall harvesting approach;  

 Supress forest degradation by immediately implementing long-term planning for enhanced 
resilience in forests and forestry; 

 Optimise energy production/availability and evaluate how various energy options are 
resilient and reliable in the face of climate change. E.g., unrestricted dependence of 
hydropower could be perilous as changing precipitation patterns could make power 
generation from this source unreliable for example during extended droughts.  

                                                           

174 See https://www.advancedsciencenews.com/debating-dams-the-world-commission-on-dams-twenty-years-
on/ 
175 http://www.swedishwaterhouse.se/wp-content/uploads/200601131026282005_Future_Dams.pdf 
176 These actions are also recommended by the RCC in their publication Study on Climate 
Change in the Western Balkans Region from 2018 
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7.2.5 Forestry 

Sida has since earlier had cooperation in land management and forestry in at least Kosovo and 
Albania in the region. The support has been to forest users and owners associations, to legal reform 
and to tenure issues. The experiences regarding such associations are very different in across the 
region. Since a large part of the population is dependent on the productivity of small farms, and 
forest produce is an important potential source of income it would be pertinent to try to look into 
how a regional cooperation/capacity building-network between forest owners associations in the 
region could serve sustainable use of forests including raising incomes in rural areas. The Sida partner 
CNVP177 in Kosovo would most probably be an actor that could help Sida in finding stakeholders with 
whom to start discussions. 
 

7.2.6 Agriculture 

Western Balkan agriculture still has some way to go before being ready for the EU Common 
Agricultural Policy.  A missing piece in their agricultural policies is the aspect of rural development. 
The organization Sustainable Agriculture for Sustainable Balkans178 organizes a variety of NGOs and 
has a current project named "Sustainable agriculture for sustainable Balkans: Strengthening 
advocacy capacities of CSOs and developing policies in the Western Balkans". To initially contact this 
consortium by Sida could lead to further insights on what to support on a regional level in Western 
Balkans in relation to what are still gaps in the relation to EU. 

 

7.2.7 Other sectors of relevance 

The Helpdesk has no specific recommendations for the Waste management and Wastewater sectors 
as Sida and Sweden (much thanks to the efforts of SEPA) based on their long association with the 
region has identified relevant partners and issues of priority in order to promote sustainable policies 
in these fields.  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           

177 https://www.sida.se/English/where-we-work/Europe/Kosovo/examples-of-results/sustainable-forestry-
gives-healthier-forest-in-kosovo/ 
178 http://www.sasb-eu.org/en/ 
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