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KEY POLICY 
RECOMMENDATION:

• The EU should speed up the process 
of assessing the EU membership 
application of Ukraine, Georgia, 
and Moldova, not only as an issue 
of conditionality criteria but also 
the survival of these countries as 
sovereign states.

• The EU should keep the Western 
Balkans on the enlargement track, 
respect individual, own merit 
approach for each country specifically, 
and stick to conditionality criteria.

• Montenegro should establish an 
internal open debate based on 
arguments about all initiatives of 
phased accession or even closer 
regional integration such as “Open 
Balkan”.

• Montenegro should prioritize the 
European integration agenda the 
economic recovery program, and 
further democratic reform with a 
focus on election legislation reform.

March 2022

THE ISSUE

Uncertainty over the future course of the EU enlarge-
ment policy in the Western Balkans region really mat-
ters. After more than two decades of stabilization and 
accession process, and years of the stagnation of the 
EU integration dynamic, there are a few different opin-
ions regarding the impact of war in Ukraine on that EU 
policy. After Ukraine, Georgia, and Moldova submitted 
the application for EU membership in March 2022, the 
previously evident differences among Western Bal-
kan aspirants with a clear European perspective given 
in Thessaloniki in 2003, and Eastern neighbors without 
that promise - are somehow disappearing.

The key question is the following: Does the EU plans 
to extend its absorption capacities for the enlargement 
towards Eastern neighbors or, on the contrary, to post-
pone them, through differentiated or staged accession 
for an undefined period? 

We study how these unprecedented security chal-
lenges, that united Europe, impact the EU integration 
dynamic. Our focus is on Montenegro, especially con-
sidering the strong Russian influence and a very delicate 
political and social moment in the country. An optimis-
tic conclusion could be that the EU’s 2025 enlargement 
agenda is still achievable for Montenegro. Otherwise, a 
long journey to the Union alongside our neighbors from 
the Western Balkan convoy awaits us.

War in Ukraine  
and implications for 
Montenegro’s EU 
membership

War in Ukraine  
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Montenegro’s EU 
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INTRODUCTION

In 2021, Russia started a large-scale military build-up 
near the border with eastern Ukraine, generating great 
concern in the country, in Europe, and across the world. 
On February 21, 2022, after weeks of extreme tensions, 
President Vladimir Putin decided to recognize the Mos-
cow-backed separatist statelets of Donetsk and Luhansk 
(administrative regions) in Ukraine as independent enti-
ties and to send Russian troops into these areas. This fol-
lowed a positive vote by the Russian State Duma (the low-
er house of the Russian Parliament) on February 15. A few 
days later, Russia launched an invasion of Ukraine. In other 
words, more than a month ago Russia brought war back 
to Europe.

On 24 February 2022, Russia escalated its conflict with 
Ukraine by invading the country on several fronts in what 
has become the largest conventional military attack on 
a sovereign state in Europe since World War II. The inva-
sion has received near-universal international condem-
nation and many countries have imposed sanctions on 
Russia and has also supplied humanitarian and military aid 
to Ukraine.

Russia’s unprovoked and unjustified military aggres-
sion against Ukraine grossly violates international law and 
the principles of the UN Charter and undermines Europe-
an and global security and stability.

The war is inflicting unspeakable suffering on the 
Ukrainian population. In the Versailles Declaration, which 
was adopted on March 11, 2022, European leaders ac-
cused Russia, and its accomplice Belarus, to bear full re-
sponsibility for this war of aggression against an indepen-
dent European state, and those responsible will be held 
accountable for their crimes, including indiscriminately 

targeting civilians and civilian objects (European Coun-
cil, 2022)1.

The invasion has also created Europe’s largest refugee 
crisis since World War II. As of 22 March, according to UN-
HCR, over 3.6 million refugees are estimated to have fled 
Ukraine to neighboring countries and 2,510 civilian casu-
alties had been reported (953 killed and 1,557 injured) by 
the OHCHR.

The war in Ukraine also affects the debate on the fu-
ture of Europe, including its enlargement and neighbor-
hood policy. After Ukraine, Georgia, and Moldova sub-
mitted the application for EU membership in March 2022, 
the previously evident differences among Western Balkan 
aspirants with a clear European perspective given in the 
Thessaloniki 2003, and Eastern neighbors without that 
promise - are somehow disappearing. Does the EU plans 
to extend its absorption capacities for the enlargement 
towards Eastern neighbors or, on the contrary, to post-
pone them, through differentiated or staged accession 
for an undefined period?

In this policy brief, we are focused on the Montenegrin 
European integration dynamic and the impact of the war 
in Ukraine on its European integration path. We raise the 
following research questions:

Can the war in Ukraine speed up or stall the EU nego-
tiation process and in which way? 

How will this affect Montenegro, especially consider-
ing the strong Russian influence and a very delicate polit-
ical and social moment in the country? 

Could the war in Ukraine be the last wake-up call  
for the EU when it comes to the integration of the West-
ern Balkans?

ENLARGEMENT NEGOTIATIONS WITH WESTERN BALKAN PARTNERS

The EU’s commitment for the enlargement continues 
to represent a strategic investment in peace, democra-
cy, prosperity, security, and stability in Europe. Recalling 
the Thessaloniki Agenda and the Sofia, Zagreb, and Brdo 
Declarations, the General Affairs Council again reiterated 
the EU’s unequivocal support for the European perspec-
tive of the Western Balkans in December 2021. The EU 
will further strengthen and intensify its engagement at 
all levels to support the region’s political, economic, and 
social transformation, not only through continued assis-
tance based on tangible progress on the rule of law and 
socio-economic reforms, but also through partners’ ad-
herence to EU values, rules, and standards (GAC, 2022)2. 
It was the official EU approach towards the enlargement 
countries since the First Stabilization and Association Re-
port in April 2002. 

After 22 years, only Croatia has successfully com-
pleted the process, while others cannot be satisfied  
with the dynamics of association or accession talks. The 
main challenges remain in the areas of the rule of law, eco-
nomic governance, law competitiveness, public admin-
istration reform, and utilization of pre-accession assis-
tance (picture 1).

The main challenges are followed by country-specif-
ic constraints. A complex process of relations normal-
ization between Belgrade and Pristina (Serbia and Koso-
vo) is key, which negative spill-over effect is spreading 
through the region and creating destabilization, espe-
cially in Bosnia and Herzegovina, Montenegro, and North 
Macedonia. Thanks to that sensitivity, WB6 “enlarge-
ment countries” became in all recent declarations only 

“partners” from the Western Balkan region. Instead of 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2022/03/11/the-versailles-declaration-10-11-03-2022/
https://data2.unhcr.org/en/situations/ukraine#_ga=2.100617883.464228694.1648028050-1887854377.1648028050
https://data2.unhcr.org/en/situations/ukraine#_ga=2.100617883.464228694.1648028050-1887854377.1648028050
https://www.ohchr.org/en/press-releases/2022/03/ukraine-civilian-casualty-update-22-march-2022
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“enlargement countries”, we became “administrations” 
or simply “economies”. 

The Enlargement portfolio was a separate DG only 
in the first Barosso Commission (2004-2010) and later 
became DG for Enlargement and Neighborhood Policy 
(2010-2014) expanding responsibility to six countries of 
the Eastern European Partnership (Armenia, Azerbaijan, 
Belarus, Georgia, Moldova, and Ukraine). In Juncker Com-
mission (2014-2019) DG for European Neighborhood Poli-
cy and Enlargement Negotiations expanded responsibility 
to the southern neighbors (Algeria, Egypt, Israel, Jordan, 
Lebanon, Libya, Morocco, Palestine, Syria, and Tunisia). 
The wider the portfolio became, the lower the enlarge-
ment policy was on the list of priorities. 

Instead of the usual wording of “the accession nego-
tiation” in line with Article 49 of the Treaty of the Europe-
an Union, the novelty of “the enlargement negotiations” 
means, in fact, that focus of the process was reallocated 
from the candidate countries to the EU itself and inter-
nal EU relations related to lack of consensus on further 

enlargement. Today, we have DG for Neighborhood and 
Enlargement Negotiations (2019-2024) with a serious 
stagnation in the dynamics of integration. One can almost 
talk about the blockade of the process, especially in ref-
erence to North Macedonia and Albania. 

Partners from the WB region failed to “deliver mea-
surable results”, while the EU defends itself with new 
methodologies and clusters, buying time for some new 
commission. Since the introduction of the so-called 

“3C“principles in Enlargement strategy 2005 (i.e. renewed 
2006 enlargement policy consensus), the WB region re-
ceived numerous clear messages from the Commission 
through regular annual reports. We can call them extend-
ed „C“ principles of the enlargement negotiation frame-
work. (picture 2)

A new report from the Commission is due in autumn. 
The question is whether the number of potential candi-
dates for the EU membership will increase with the new 
trio (Ukraine, Moldova, Georgia), and how will it impact 
Western Balkan partners.

EUROPEAN INTEGRATION DYNAMIC OF THE WESTERN BALKANS

EI PHASES

CANDIDATE COUNTRIES NEGOTIATING  
EU MEMBERSHIP CANDIDATE COUNTRIES POTENTIAL CANDIDATES

MONTENEGRO SERBIA NORTH 
MACEDONIA ALBANIA BOSNIA AND 

HERZEGOVINA KOSOVO

SAA signed 15/10/2007 28/04/2008  09/04/2001 12/06/2006  15/06/2008  27/10/2015  

SAA market opening  in 2012 in 2014 in 2011 in 2016 in 2013 (in 2026)

SAA entered into 
force  01/05/2010  01/09/2013  01/04/2004 01/04/2009 01/06/2015  01/04/2016 

Application 
submitted 15/12/2008 19/12/2009  22/03/2004  28/04/2009  15/02/2016  

 

Candidate country  17/12/2010  01/03/2012  09/12/2005 27/06/2014 29/05/2019 Opinion 
with 14 priorities

Accession negotia-
tion (to be) opened 29/06/2012 21/01/2014 

Political decision on 26/03/2020, Explanato-
ry. screening in 2019; Draft Negotiation posi-
tion – 1/7/2020; Veto of BG to MK; Low polit-
ical progress in AL;

 

Chapters opened 
/ temporarily closed 33 / 3 22 / 2 

     

MAIN  
CHALLENGES 

RULE OF LAW  (Judicial reform, Fight against corruption and organized crime, Human rights)

ECONOMIC  GOVERNANCE  AND COMPETITIVENESS (through ERPs)

PUBLIC ADMINISTRATION REFORM   (PAR and PFM)

LEVEL OF UTILIZATION OF THE PRE-ACCESSION ASSISTANCE

Picture 1

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52006DC0649&from=EN
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EXTENDED „C“ PRINCIPLES ON THE ENLARGEMENT NEGOTIATION FRAMEWORK

2005

Conditionality – strict fulfillment of the EU accession criteria

Consolidation – political commitments the EU has undertaken to countries with an explicit accession perspective

Communication – of enlargement policy within the Member States and in the enlargement countries; Communicating the objec-
tives, costs, and benefits of admitting new countries in order to improve public acceptance of the enlargement

2006 Consensus on renewed enlargement policy based on 3C principles

2009 Credibility of the European integration process (to keep it in the EU and enlargement countries)

2010-2011 Crisis – towards new Economic Governance and WB6 country-specific recommendations

2012 Clause of balance – all depend on progress in the rule of last chapters (C23&24)

2013 Concrete results – C24&24 track records; Light European WB Semester through ERPs (Economic Reform Programmes) 

2014
Common priorities – „Fundamentals first“ principle
Connectivity agenda – for better regional infrastructure with cross-border effects

2015 Competitiveness (of the economy) and Common values (policy)

2016
Capacity to absorb EU standards in all areas of policies (political support for reform, Public Administration Reform, and Public  
Finance Management)

2017 Common economic zone – MAP-REA, re-painted CEFTA 2006 for WB region

2018 Credible Enlargement Strategy – revised political commitment and strict fulfillment of the accession criteria

2019 Credible European Perspective – Candidates to deliver genuine and sustainable results in key issues

2020
Coronavirus – health and economic crisis, European solidarity and support, Green Corridors
Credible EU perspective for the WB – revised conditionality criteria through a new methodology
Common Regional Market (CRM) – further strengthening of regional economic integration

2021
Clustering of negotiation structures and introducing the Inter-Governmental Conferences as „political ISGs“, without opening/
closing negotiating chapters

2022 Challenges of change of enlargement policy consensus? - from differentiated EU to differentiate accession levels

Picture 2
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SUPPORT FOR THE EU INTEGRATION IN MONTENEGRO

Today, the European integration vision remains the same 
as 70 years ago – peace, prosperity, stability, and a sys-
tem of values. They are becoming especially important 
for small, open, and, at the same time, multi-confessional 
and multi-ethnic communities, such as Montenegro.

This year, Montenegro will mark a decade of EU acces-
sion negotiations. Citizens’ support for European integra-
tion has fluctuated: from the post-referendum euphoria 
in 2006 with over 82% support, through a gradual down-
ward trend after facing the first serious obstacles in the 
accession negotiations. 

Negotiations dragged on, the Union became less vis-
ible in the country, so the support for the integration in 
August 2020 was only 54%. It was the lowest level ever 
recorded since such researches have been conducted in 
Montenegro. (picture 3)

However, only a year later, after major political chang-
es in Montenegro, support has grown sharply to over 70% 
and this trend continues today (about 75%, according to 
DeFacto public opinion polls in January 2022). This turn 
to the European Union is not the result of the dynamics of 
integration, on the contrary, it is the result of an evident 
stagnation on the EU path. 

The evident insufficient presence of the EU in the re-
gion has worsened the overall relations between neigh-
boring countries and has led to the growth of external 

influences such as those of Russia and China, whose ef-
fects are particularly evident in Montenegro. In its 2021 
Report, the EC confirmed that “Bilateral relations with 
Serbia were marked by tensions, allegations of external 
influence during electoral periods and in connection with 
issues and events linked to the Serbian Orthodox Church, 
leading to an increase in nationalistic rhetoric”. 

Still deep in the COVID-19 pandemic, Montenegro 
has found itself divided between strategic foreign poli-
cy priorities, foreign interferences, deep domestic divi-
sions, weakened institutions, unstable government, and 
a deepening political and security crisis.

Hence, support for the EU is growing as political, se-
curity, and economic conditions deteriorate. In the con-
ditions of growing uncertainty and deep divisions within 
the Montenegrin society, the EU is perceived as the only 
right path. And only in that way - Montenegro can return 
to the path of political stability and economic prosperity.

Picture 3 / Source: www.cedem.me

SUPPORT FOR MONTENEGRO’S ACCESSION TO THE EU: IN YOUR OPINION, SHOULD MONTENEGRO BE  
A MEMBER OF THE EUROPEAN UNION? -%

https://www.defacto.me/aktuelnosti/prezentovani-nalazi-istrazivanja-stavovi-gradana-o-evropskim-integracijama-i-procesu-pristupanja-evropskoj-uniji/
https://www.cedem.me
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UKRAINE’S MEMBERSHIP APPLICATION

On 27 June 2014, the EU signed Association Agreements 
with Georgia and the Republic of Moldova and completed 
the signature process with Ukraine, each providing for a 
Deep and Comprehensive Free Trade Area (DCFTA). The 
parties have committed to co-operate and converge eco-
nomic policy, legislation, and regulation across a broad 
range of areas, including equal rights for workers, steps 
towards the visa-free movement of people, the exchange 
of information and staff in the area of justice, the modern-
ization of energy and transport infrastructure, and access 
to the European Investment Bank. For these three coun-
tries, envisaged type of cooperation has not been applied 
so far, and it should lead to their harmonization with Eu-
ropean standards without the prospect of accession, the 
so-called “European perspective”.

On February 28, 2022, as Russian tanks and artil-
lery advanced on Kyiv, Ukraine signed an application to 
join the EU. This request for a special admission proce-
dure was a call for help in fighting this dreadful war. The 
Council has acted swiftly and invited the Commission on 
March 11, 2022, to submit its opinion on that application 
in accordance with the relevant provisions of the Trea-
ties. ”Ukraine belongs to our European family” - it is stat-
ed in the Versailles Declaration. At the same time, Geor-
gia and Moldova submitted their applications. The Council 

has also invited the Commission to submit its opinions on 
these applications.

Russia’s war of aggression constitutes a tectonic shift 
in European history. Confronted with growing instability, 
strategic competition, and security threats, the European 
Council decided to take more responsibility for the Euro-
pean security and to take further decisive steps towards 
building the European sovereignty, reducing the EU’s de-
pendencies, and designing a new growth and investment 
model for 2030. This revised approach towards a new po-
tential candidate “trio” is part of that strategy.

However, the beforementioned options only stand a 
chance of realization if, after the end of the war, the EU 
still finds in Kyiv a legitimate government that has pre-
served its sovereignty against Moscow. If Russia appoints 
a proxy regime in Kyiv, the accession candidate option will 
be obsolete anyway. The EU might then face the question 
of whether and to what extent it can collaborate with the 
Ukrainian government in exile to uphold the’ European vo-
cation of Ukraine (Lippert, 2022)3.

IMPACTS ON THE WESTERN BALKANS EUROPEAN INTEGRATION DYNAMIC

The first impact is related to fear of foreign interference in 
the democratic process, including disinformation and de-
stabilization. Foreign interference is a pattern of behavior 
that threatens or negatively impacts values, democratic 
procedures, political processes, the security of states and 
citizens, and the capacity to cope with exceptional situa-
tions. The EU enlargement countries in the Western Bal-
kans are already being hit particularly hard by attacks in 
the form of foreign interference and disinformation cam-
paigns stemming from Russia. The European parliament 
already expresses its concern regarding “Russia’s efforts 
to exploit ethnic tensions in the Western Balkans in order 
to inflame conflicts and divide communities, which could 
lead to the destabilization of the whole region” and “con-
cern about the attempts by the Orthodox Church in coun-
tries such as Serbia, Montenegro, and Bosnia and Herze-
govina, especially in its entity the Republic of Srpska, to 
promote Russia as a protector of traditional family val-
ues and fortify relations between state and church” (EP, 
2021)4. Taking into consideration Russian plans, the West-
ern Balkan should be the EU’s priority, if the EU wants to 
protect its interest in other parts of Europe. 

The second impact is related to eventual, gradual chang-
es in the consensus of enlargement. Therefore, there are 
two ways of influence:

Potential positive impact could be a wake-up call for 
the EU when it comes to the integration of the West-
ern Balkans 

This would mean speeding up the EU integration process, 
without changing formal rules (since it is a time-consum-
ing and extremely complicated process). This scenar-
io requires clear political will from both sides. The focus 
could be on stronger political pressure toward Member 
States’ opponents to the Western Balkan enlargement in 
the medium term. On the other side, enlargement part-
ners deeply in the accession process should really deliv-
er measurable results in the agreed framework of the EU 
Agenda 2025 (as it was promoted for Montenegro and 
Serbia in the 2018 Credible Enlargement Strategy). This 
could be a trigger for North Macedonia and Albania to 
start the accession negotiation process in 2022. Deep-
er attention could be devoted to Bosnia and Herzegovi-
na, including intensified presence in the country. Finally, 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2022/03/11/the-versailles-declaration-10-11-03-2022/
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dialogue between Belgrade and Pristina needs a re-start 
and strong European facilitation, in order to make prog-
ress towards normalization of relations. Still, it is not a 
regional approach, but a way of accelerating the process 
through potential “couples for accession”. The only po-
tential “single accession” belongs to Montenegro. 

Potential negative impact of war in Ukraine and a new 
application “trio” could be revised approach towards 
a differentiated integration 

The EU is already highly differentiated. While all mem-
ber-states are part of the Single Market, membership in 
other policy areas is variable, including Schengen borders, 
Common Security and Defense Policy, the Charter of Fun-
damental Rights, and the Single Currency. Differentiated 
integration is also increased by the presence in the EU 
of ‘outside insiders’ like Norway, Iceland, and Switzerland 
that participate in the Single Market as well as in a range 
of other EU policy communities such as Schengen and 
Common Security and Defense Policy but don’t have a 
vote (Schmidt, 2019).5 

Multiplying potential candidates with a specific focus 
on security policy rather than on the EU accession criteria 
could contribute to the idea of differentiated integration 
with different access of (future) members to different pol-
icy areas and the creation of one of the offered models: 
multispeed Europe, two-speed Europe, hard-core Europe, 
a Europe of different ‘Unions’, a Europe of different ‘clubs’ 
beyond the Single Market, a Europe of concentric circles 
surrounding a compact core, soft-core Europe, etc.

This approach is partly in line with the proposal of a 
staged accession (Emerson et al., 2021)6. Authors pro-
posed that the EU’s institutional structure could well ac-
commodate a regime of progressive, conditional, and 
staged participation by states aiming at full membership, 
as an alternative to the current binary ‘in’ or ‘out’ model. 
In the first – initial accession stage (SA/SAA signed, mem-
bership application accepted, moderate ratings for clus-
ters achieved average mark 3) enlargement countries can 
expect higher funding levels (50% of level III/IV and poli-
cy dialogue or observer status within the institutions). In 
the second – Intermediate accession stage (cluster’s av-
erage rating - 4, 75% funding of level III/IV) enlargement 
countries can expect more substantial participation in the 
policies and institutions (speaking, no voting rights). In 
the third – New Member State stage (cluster’s rating 5, 
funding level 100% of stage IV, full participation in the pol-
icies, possibility to accede to the Schengen area and Euro-
zone on standard conditions) enlargement countries can 
expect maximum participation in the institutions, with 
limitations in the Council and Commission, and general-
ized QMV voting rights in the Council. In the fourth phase 

– Conventional membership, new members can fully par-
ticipate in all policies and the institutions “on conditions 
that all requirements have been met” (including unpopular 
veto rights). This proposal is a mix of the author’s wish-
es: buying a time that Serbia needs (ECP) and offering a 
time that the EU needs (CEPS). Revision of an old idea of 
receiving more funding before membership as a carrot for 
Western Balkan partners trapped in the EU enlargement 

fatigue, and postponing of any new members before a 
new reform of the EU institutions and decision-making 
process. 

Serbia needs more time to fulfill the closing bench-
mark for chapter 35: normalization of relations between 
Serbia and Kosovo. Even the proposal itself needs time 
for necessary changes to the accession legal framework. 
Montenegro has no problems with its neighbors, so there 
are no open issues in chapter 35, but it has a great desire 
and needs to speed up, not to further slow down and com-
plicate its accession process to the Union.

This approach is also in line with the Open Balkan initia-
tive of Serbia, Albania, and North Macedonia and strong 
political pressure on Montenegro, Bosnia and Herze-
govina, and Kosovo to join. The main idea is, besides the 
CEFTA 2006 and adopted the Common Regional Mar-
ket Action Plan 2021-2024 in Sofia in November 2020, 
to create the WB6 regional market with four economic 
freedoms, without borders and border control, with ac-
cess to neighbor’s labor market with Balkan’s IDs called 

“federation of IDs”, etc. Three inter-state international 
agreements signed in Tirana on December 21, 2022, are 
immediately ratified in the Parliament of Serbia (cooper-
ation in the area of e-government services, cooperation 
in border inspections and recognitions of laboratory tests, 
and creation of “regional labor market”). It is important to 
mention that all acts are titled “for Western Balkan” not 
for WB3 (Official Gazette of RS, 2021)7. This means that in 
the case of Kosovo joining the Open Balkan initiative un-
der these proposals, it doesn’t require further procedure 
in the Parliament, thus avoiding unpleasant questions 
about relations between Serbia and Kosovo. In addition, 
all agreements are missing numerous necessary proto-
cols for their implementation. The EU is not a signatory. In 
North Macedonia and Albania, the ratification process is 
still pending, even though its enforcement is planned for 
January 2023. Albania asked for a transitional period to 
December 2022 in order to accommodate its administra-
tive capacities for this over-liberalized trade regime. This 
initiative is promoted as a project of business to reduce 
trade costs, but it is a political initiative to create “Balka-
nia” as a complex convoy of WB6 with numerous border 
disputes, which would result in traveling a long journey 
to the EU. It could be kind of the WB6 custom union, but 
there are open questions related to the following: who will 
control the common external borders, who will finance it, 
who will manage it, and who will control it (risk of institu-
tionalization of the Balkania project). Instead of speeding 
up our European integration paths toward the Single Mar-
ket, we could find ourselves trapped again in an impossi-
ble mission of “regional” harmonization. It is, for sure, the 
EU Accession Agenda 2030, with the uncertain final des-
tination (Djurovic, 2022)8.

https://www.rcc.int/pages/143/common-regional-market
https://www.rcc.int/pages/143/common-regional-market
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IMPACT ON MONTENEGRIN EUROPEAN INTEGRATION DYNAMIC

The war in Ukraine changed the perception of Europe as a 
space of peace, prosperity, stability, and where common 
European values   are being created and protected. Insta-
bility, uncertainty, political tensions, military threats, en-
ergy crisis, inflation, and disturbances in a global value 
chain affect all European countries, including Montenegro.

However, the ongoing war in Ukraine could not pro-
duce significant effects in favor of accelerating the pro-
cess of European integration of Montenegro. There are 
no shortcuts. The main reason lies in the fact that the in-
ternal factors are already slowing down the process and 
stalling integration, and together with the tightening of 
the EU accession criteria, they contributed to Montene-
gro receiving one of the worst reports on the European 
integration process last year.

Failure to meet the interim benchmarks in the rule of 
law chapters had almost led to a blockade of the process. 
In addition, with the change of Government on 30 August 
2020, the negotiating structures in the administration 
itself were disrupted as the new Government changed 
more than two-thirds of senior management in ministries 
and implementing agencies after a year. Instead of prior-
itizing the EU agenda, there were mostly conflicts in the 
ruling coalition, discussions on the position of the Serbi-
an Orthodox Church in society, long and useless debates 
in the Montenegrin Parliament that slowed the adoption 
of European laws and which put the integration process 
in the background.

The government’s economic policy has been reduced 
to mere populism and flattery toward potential voters of 
the emerging new political party. A few “apostolic” min-
isters openly used the name of the Government fiscal re-
form program “Europe Now” as the logo for developing a 
new (own) party. 

 A few months before the fall of the Government, on 
24 January 2022, after sharp criticism from the EU, a new 
round of hyper-production of the European policies’ ac-
tion plans began. As it could be expected, a vote of no 
confidence in the Government slowed down their imple-
mentation. At least, progress began to be made in the 

area of judicial reform (work of the Prosecutorial and the 
Judicial Council, the election of the Chief Special Prosecu-
tor, a significant number of appointments of judges, etc.).

Work on the next European steps is left for the fu-
ture government. Starting from the still official EU Agen-
da 2025, the next (transitional) government and the one 
with full legitimacy after the inevitable early parliamen-
tary elections is obliged to continue fighting for this goal, 
which is in the interest of all Montenegrin citizens. In 
short, this means the following:

By the end of 2022 consolidated the negotiation 
structure in line with the Ministry responsible for the 
European integration process and meet the conditions 
for obtaining the Interim Benchmarks Accession Report 
(IBAR) for rule of law chapters; Conduct work of the Elec-
toral reform committee and its sub-committees in the 
Parliament;

In the first half of 2023 close clusters II Internal Mar-
ket and cluster III Competitiveness and Inclusive growth; 
in the second half of 2023 close cluster V Resources, Ag-
riculture and Cohesion;

In the first half of 2024 close cluster IV Green Agenda 
and Sustainable Connectivity, and in the second half of 
2024 close the remaining cluster I Fundamentals. At the 
same time, certain deviations from this plan are possible 
because the new methodology does not prescribe the 
obligation to close the chapter in a cluster. Finally, during 
the second half of 2024, the negotiations in Chapters 34 
and 35 should be also completed.

If Montenegro does not take advantage of this small 
window of opportunity related to the EU Agenda 2025, a 
Western Balkan convoy awaits us with all the risks that 
delaying the integration process carries, especially con-
cerning security, policy and economy.

European integration would be a necessary compo-
nent of the consolidation of Montenegrin society, its 
peace, prosperity, security, and affirmation of European 
values. The necessary cohesion of Montenegrin society, 
which has been seriously damaged in recent years, should 
be restored.

CONCLUSIONS

Ukraine, Georgia, and Moldova are three of the six coun-
tries in the EU Eastern Partnership initiative. For years, the 
EU has focused on pushing those countries to gradual-
ly adopt democratic and legal reforms that would bring 
them closer to the Union. 

The war in Ukraine and the rapidly changing security 
landscape forced the EU to symbolically “open the door” 
and swiftly consider the membership application trio. 
The Commission will formally assess applications from 

Ukraine, Georgia, and Moldova to join the Union. 
Overnight, the EU has to change a neighborhood pol-

icy focused on incremental reform into one that is about 
the survival of these countries as states. While this move 
from the Council decision to the Commission as a new 
task is just a technical step, it still carries significant sym-
bolic value. The EU sent a signal of solidarity and support 
to the people of Ukraine.

From the EU side, giving them a European perspective 
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or indeed a candidate status would provide them (espe-
cially Ukraine) with an exceptionally quick start. How 
swiftly the progress towards the Union will come about 
is hard to say. It takes two to tango. From the EU side, the 
basic rule of accession conferences from start to finish is 
unanimity. In the entire process, there are many individ-
ual veto and intervention opportunities by the Member 
States. From the applicant’s side, the situation in post-
war Ukraine will be of utmost importance too.
Another part of the conclusions is related to the Region 
and Montenegro. For years, the EU has been reluctant to 
move quickly on enlargement, slowed by existing mem-
bers wary of expansion, as well as poor results in fighting 
corruption in newer members like Bulgaria or Romania, 
and in Western Balkans or Turkey. 

Even under current circumstances and war in Ukraine, 
the Union should keep the Western Balkans on the en-
largement track, respect individual, own merit approach 
for each country specifically, and stick to conditionali-
ty criteria. In the short and medium-term, developing a 
convoy (as a pressure to join Open Balkan) is not a solu-
tion that Montenegro can benefit from. On the contrary, 
it could create additional internal destabilization, politi-
cal, economic, and security challenges. The most import-
ant thing for policy-makers in Montenegro is to establish 
internal open debates about all initiatives of phased ac-
cession or even closer regional integration, based on ar-
guments and clear public interest.

Supposing that the legal framework for enlargement/ac-
cession talk will be the same in the medium term, Mon-
tenegro should put the European integration agenda on 
the priority list, the economic recovery program, and 
further democratic reform with a focus on the election 
legislation reform. Even before that, the Government 
should fully harmonize its foreign policy position with 
the EU and join the sanction on Russia by adopting the 
Government’s Decision on it.
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