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Barroso stresses Balkans' future in EU 
    

Nicholas Wood International Herald Tribune 

February 16, 2006 

Making the first tour of the region by a president of the European Commission, José Manuel 

Barroso on Friday affirmed the EU's commitment to expansion to the Balkans. 

In a visit that began Wednesday in Croatia and was to 

cover all five countries in the region that have yet to join 

the Union, Barros repeatedly outlined a future in which 

the whole of the Balkans could be granted membership. 

Barroso, a former Portuguese prime minister, told politi-

cians on stops in Croatia, Serbia, Macedonia and the UN-

administered province of Kosovo that their future lay 

within the EU; he was next to visit Albania and Bosnia. 

"You are a European country and you should have a 

European future," Barroso said at a news conference in 

Belgrade.  

His comments were a change of tone for a region where 

visiting statesman often focus more on the hurdles pre-

venting the various nations from gaining EU membership 

- most notably the lingering nationalism left over by the 

conflict in the former Yugoslavia and the failure of states 

to cooperate with the International Criminal Tribunal for 

the former Yugoslavia in the Hague. 

"I did not come to Belgrade to talk about the Hague 

tribunal alone," Barroso said at a news conference Thurs-

day. 

"The future of Serbia, whose perspective is within 

Europe, is much more important, and if there are obsta-

cles to this they should be removed."  

He later traveled to the capital of Macedonia, Skopje, 

before continuing on to Albania and Bosnia, accompa-

nied by the EU enlargement commissioner, Olli Rehn. 

They made the trip nearly a year after the European 

constitution was voted down in referendums in France 

and the Netherlands. 

The western Balkan countries lag way behind their for-

mer Communist bloc neighbors on the road to EU mem-

bership. If Romania and Bulgaria join the Union in 2007 

as expected, the western Balkans will be surrounded by 

EU member states. But just two countries in the region, 

Croatia and Macedonia, have EU candidate status and 

none of the five states have a clear timetable for possible 

membership. 

Officials said the Barroso visit was meant to help prepare 

the ground for a conference in Salzburg on March 10 to 

discuss a regional free trade zone and a better visa regime 

for students. 

In Serbia, a string of delegations over the last two weeks 

has criticized the government for failing to find the war 

crimes suspects Radovan Karadzic, the wartime leader of 

the Bosnian Serbs, and his military commander, Ratko 

Mladic. 

They have also warned that Serbia faces the loss of Kos-

ovo. Talks on the future of the province are to start on 

Monday in Vienna. 

"The sense of this whole visit is more of a carrot than the 

stick we have seen in the last two weeks," Bratislav 

Grubacic, editor of the VIP agency, a center for political 

analysis in Belgrade, said in a telephone interview. 

European Union officials said that Serbia, which has 

started negotiations on a Stabilization and Association 

Agreement, could see those talks suspended this month 

unless cooperation with the war crimes tribunal im-

proved.

Grubacic said that Barroso appeared to be trying to shift 

public opinion in the region in favor of EU membership 

at a time when the potential for increased nationalism 

was high, because of the talks over Kosovo.  

Barroso's tour was welcomed by the European Stability 

Initiative, a political research group that monitors the 

bloc's policy toward the region. 

Its director, Gerald Knaus, described Barroso's statements 

as encouraging for those who see EU membership as a 

key to political and economic stability. 

But he said the commission's message was not being 

matched by member states, many of which remain am-

bivalent about the region joining the European Union. 

Russia, Knaus said, would soon have a better visa regime 

with the EU than the Western Balkans, and North African 

countries have better access to European textile markets. 

"In substantive terms, and not rhetoric, it is not encourag-

ing," Knaus said in an interview from Istanbul. 


