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KEY POINTS

»

Despite formal alignment with EU standards,
high-level corruption and state capture remain
entrenched across the Western Balkans, under-
mining effective governance and EU accession.

Anti-corruption strategies are often vague, poor-
ly implemented, and driven by external pressure
rather than domestic demand, with limited mea-
surable impact.

Specialised institutions like Albania's SPAK, and
Bosnia and Herzegovina's SIPA have launched
high-profile cases, but enforcement remains in-
consistent due to political interference and weak
coordination.

EU financial support has been substantial — over
EUR 690 million under IPA Il alone — yet tangible
outcomes such as convictions and reduced cor-
ruption victimisation remain scarce.

North Macedonia and Kosovo struggle with im-
plementation delays and fragmented oversight,
while Bosnia and Herzegovina faces coordination
challenges across entities and cantons.

Hungary's obstructionism in EU decision-making
has emboldened elites in the region, weakening
the credibility of EU conditionality and slowing
reform momentum.

To close the gap between legislation and enforce-
ment, EU funding should be tied to measurable
anti-corruption KPIs and conditionalities, with
stronger monitoring and technical support.

Civil society engagement, whistleblower protec-
tions, and digital transparency tools must be pri-
oritised to build public trust and accelerate genu-
ine anti-corruption progress.
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Introduction

Corruption, particularly high-level corruption, re-
mains one of the central obstacles to the West-
ern Balkans’ EU accession path. Despite years
of legal and institutional reforms, European
Commission reports! international indices con-
sistently show limited progress. Most countries
in the region have aligned their frameworks with
EU standards, yet tangible results — such as ef-
fective investigations, prosecutions, and convic-
tions — remain elusive.

The European Commission still avoids using
the term “state capture”, yet it lies at the heart
of the region's governance crisis. State capture
sustains the appearance of due process in leg-
islation, justice, and public administration while
diverting state power for private gain. Its hidden
nature and the deniability it provides to political
and economic elites make it especially resilient.
To dismantle these networks, the EU and nation-
al governments must first make state capture
visible — identifying its structures, operations,
and weaknesses.?

As repeatedly highlighted by SELDI, citizens
across the Western Balkans continue to rank
corruption among their most pressing concerns,
despite numerous integrity reforms. This sug-
gests that current anti-corruption policies lack
consistent impact. State capture networks ac-
tively block anti-corruption bodies, manipulate
administrative procedures, and align with or
against political actors to preserve their influ-
ence.?

1 European Commission, 2025 Enlargement Package,
November 4, 2025

2 Center for the Study of Democracy,
State capture assessment diagnostics, 2019.

3 SELDI, Mind the Trap: Breaking Anticorruption
Deadlock in the Western Balkans, 2024.


https://enlargement.ec.europa.eu/news/2025-enlargement-package-shows-progress-towards-eu-membership-key-enlargement-partners-2025-11-04_en
https://csd.eu/publications/publication/state-capture-assessment-diagnostics/
https://seldi.net/publications/mind-the-trap-breaking-the-anticorruption-deadlock-in-the-western-balkans/
https://seldi.net/publications/mind-the-trap-breaking-the-anticorruption-deadlock-in-the-western-balkans/

State of Play: Eu Accessing and Legal
Framework in the Western Balkans

The Western Balkans remains central to EU en-
largement, though progress varies significantly
across countries. Only three have opened ne-
gotiation chapters, and Montenegro is current-
ly the only country where chapters have been
provisionally closed. Over the years, the region
has introduced a range of anti-corruption mea-
sures, including the establishment of specialised
institutions within the executive and judiciary,
expanded legal definitions of corruption, and
laws addressing asset declarations, conflicts of
interest, and whistleblower protection. Yet these
reforms often have limited impact, as they are
frequently adopted during election periods, pur-
sue vague objectives, and are driven more by ex-
ternal pressures, such as EU or Council of Europe
expectations, than by genuine internal demand
for change.

New anti-corruption strategies continue to face
the same problems: they are overly broad, list-
ing numerous policy areas without setting clear
priorities or measurable impact-oriented goals.
These documents often lack national context
and fail to reflect the specific forms corruption
takes in each country. As a result, “strategy” has
become an overused term, applied to any kind of
planning document regardless of its focus or ef-
fectiveness. *

For example, Albania’s National Anti-Corruption
Strategy (NCSA)®, adopted in 2015 and updated
in 2018, aligns with EU goals but its enforcement
has been uneven. The Special Anti-Corruption
Structure (SPAK)®, established in 2019, has pur-
sued high-profile cases including investigations
into former President Ilir Meta, yet broader sys-
temic reforms remain inconsistently applied.

4 ibid.
5  STRATEGJIA KOMBETARE KUNDER KORRUPSIONIT

6 EEAS, “Key findings on 2022 Report on Albania’,
10 December 2022

Similarly, in Montenegro, the Agency for the
Prevention of Corruption (ASK) has increased
the number of checked asset declarations since
2016, yet independence, accountability, and pro-
active enforcement remain limited. This is the
case despite the adoption of a new Anti-Cor-
ruption Strategy (2024-2028) and Action Plan
(2024-2025), as well as essential legislation, in-
cluding the Law on Prevention of Corruption, the
Law on Financing Political Entities and Election
Campaigns, and the Law on Lobbying. The Spe-
cial State Prosecutor's Office leads major cor-
ruption, organized crime, and money laundering
cases, including those based on Elliptic Curve
Cryptography (SKY ECC) evidence, though many
of these cases remain unresolved.

Across the region, persistent challenges include
weak enforcement, political interference, and
insufficient institutional independence. Many
anti-corruption agencies face resource shortag-
es, limited investigative powers, and fragment-
ed coordination among oversight, prosecutorial,
and law enforcement bodies. Even where legal
frameworks largely align with EU standards,
practical application is undermined by low polit-
ical will, poor inter-agency cooperation, and an
emphasis on quantitative results over substan-
tive investigations. For instance, North Macedo-
nia, despite having a Law on Lobbying (2022) and
regulations on political party financing, has im-
plemented only 18% of planned anti-corruption
activities for 2024, leaving 50% unimplement-
ed.’ It is also recommended that North Macedo-
nia joins OECD Anti-Bribery Convention.

In September 2025, the OSCE/ODIHR opened its
observation mission for the October local elec-
tions in North Macedonia. The mission report
noted that several previous recommendations

7 MIA, “Dimitrovska: Insufficient political support,
administrative obstacles main factor slowing down
national anti-corruption strategy”, March 28, 2025,


https://mod.gov.al/images/PDF/Strategjia_Antikorrupsion2015_2020.pdf
https://www.eeas.europa.eu/delegations/albania/key-findings-2022-report-albania_en?s=214
https://mia.mk/en/story/dimitrovska-insufficient-political-support-administrative-obstacles-main-factors-slowing-down-national-anticorruption-strategy
https://mia.mk/en/story/dimitrovska-insufficient-political-support-administrative-obstacles-main-factors-slowing-down-national-anticorruption-strategy
https://mia.mk/en/story/dimitrovska-insufficient-political-support-administrative-obstacles-main-factors-slowing-down-national-anticorruption-strategy

remain unaddressed, particularly those relat-
ed to establishing effective safeguards against
the misuse of state resources and enhancing
the transparency of campaign finance.8 While
the SCPC, State Election Commission (SEC), and
the State Audit Office (SAO) signed a memoran-
dum of cooperation to tighten campaign-finance
oversight, civil society welcomed the step but
stressed that real-time publication of donors
and spending is essential to counter the risk of
undue influence and misuse of administrative
advantages.

Country-specific developments highlight these
broader patterns. Bosnia and Herzegovina ad-
opted a state-level Anti-Corruption Strategy and
Action Plan (2024-2028) in June 2024, but its
effectiveness is limited by fragmentation: en-
tities and cantons must align their strategies
and secure sufficient funding, yet coordination
remains weak. The state-level Agency for the
Prevention of Corruption and the Coordination
of the Fight against Corruption (APIK) is not fully
independent nor adequately resourced, and fail-
ing to exercise its legal competence as the main
coordinator and central point, and to implement
all GRECO recommendations.® Serbia adopted
a long-delayed National Anti-Corruption Strategy
(2024-2028) in July 2024, but inconsistent polit-
ical will and limited judicial independence weak-
en implementation. Reforms to the Law on Public
Procurement (2023) entered into force in January
2024 but left key corruption risks unaddressed,
particularly exemptions for intergovernmental
agreements. The Law on Prevention of Corrup-
tion is considered well-structured but lacks com-
prehensive coverage of all high-ranking public
officials. Although reforms to the Law on Public

8 OSCE/ODIHR, Local Elections, October 2025:
Needs Assessment Mission Report”, August 2025.

9 GRECO, Publication of 5th round evaluation report
on Bosnia and Herzegovina, 2023
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Procurement were adopted in October 2023,
and entered into force in January 2024, the law
was not proposed for adoption before the gov-
ernment’s mandate ended in November 2023.
The amendments failed to address key corrup-
tion risks, particularly exemptions for intergov-
ernmental agreements.® Kosovo lacks an active
National Anti-Corruption Strategy since 2019;
drafting of a new strategy is ongoing." Moreover,
in recent years, Kosovo's anti-corruption institu-
tions have faced significant challenges in coor-
dinating their activities effectively. The absence
of a centralised coordination mechanism has led
to inefficiencies and overlaps in responsibilities
among institutions such as the Anti-Corruption
Agency (ACA), the Council of Judges, and the
Council of Prosecutors.

Table 1 provides an overview of active anti-cor-
ruption strategies and their implementation sta-
tus across the region.

10  European Commission, Report on Serbia, October 30, 2024

11 UNCACodlition, Civil society Report on the implementation
of Chapter Il (Prevention) & Chapter V (Asset Recovery) of
the United nation convention against corruption in Kosovo”,
August 28, 2024,


https://www.osce.org/files/f/documents/4/e/595912.pdf
https://www.osce.org/files/f/documents/4/e/595912.pdf
https://www.osce.org/files/f/documents/4/e/595912.pdf
https://www.coe.int/en/web/human-rights-rule-of-law/-/greco-publication-of-5th-round-evaluation-report-on-bosnia-and-herzegovina
https://www.coe.int/en/web/human-rights-rule-of-law/-/greco-publication-of-5th-round-evaluation-report-on-bosnia-and-herzegovina
https://neighbourhood-enlargement.ec.europa.eu/serbia-report-2024_en
https://uncaccoalition.org/uncacparallelreportkosovo/
https://uncaccoalition.org/uncacparallelreportkosovo/
https://uncaccoalition.org/uncacparallelreportkosovo/

TABLE 1.
Implementation of national
anti-corruption strategies

Active National
Country Anti-Corruption Period Notes on Implementation
Strategy

Updated from 2015; aligned with EU
: . . goals; implementation inconsistent as
geana " 2SSO a result of insufficient resources and
poor coordination
Bosnia and New strategy adopted in June 2024
Herzeaovina Yi 2024-2028 after long gap; entity and cantonal
9 alignment still pending.

e

e

Adopted in July 2024 after 6 years;

Yes 2024-2028 weak political will and limited judicial
independence hinder implementation.

e

e

New strategy and action plan adopted
2024-2028 in May 2024; too early to assess
impact.

Drafting a new strategy;
Kosovo Expired Expired in 2019 implementation delayed due to weak
coordination and political interference.

Source: SELDI.

S
S

As of March 2025, implementation

North has been slow: out of 154 planned

: Yes 2021-2025 activities for 2024, only 18% were fully

Macedonia . 5 .
implemented, 32% were in progress,
and 50% remained unimplemented.?

Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Serbia, North  cal interference remains pervasive. These shared
Macedonia, Montenegro, and Kosovo illustratea  challenges reflect the broader gap between
common pattern: formal reforms exist on paper,  legislative ambition and tangible results, under-
but enforcement is weak and selective, anti-cor- ~ mining progress toward transparent governance
ruption agencies are under-resourced, and politi- ~ and credible EU accession.

12 MIA, “Dimitrovska: Insufficient political support,
administrative obstacles main factor slowing
down national anti-corruption strategy”, March 28, 2025,


https://mia.mk/en/story/dimitrovska-insufficient-political-support-administrative-obstacles-main-factors-slowing-down-national-anticorruption-strategy,
https://mia.mk/en/story/dimitrovska-insufficient-political-support-administrative-obstacles-main-factors-slowing-down-national-anticorruption-strategy,
https://mia.mk/en/story/dimitrovska-insufficient-political-support-administrative-obstacles-main-factors-slowing-down-national-anticorruption-strategy,

EU Financial Support for the Fight
Against Corruption in the Western
Balkans

The effectiveness of EU financial support in
the Western Balkans can be assessed through
concrete outcomes, including the number of
corruption cases prosecuted, the proportion of
indictments leading to effective sentences, the
reductions in actual corruption victimisation,
and the degree of civic engagement. While sig-
nificant progress has been made in strengthen-
ing the institutional framework for anti-corrup-
tion, persistent challenges limit the impact of EU
funding. Political interference, bureaucratic inef-
ficiency, and limited capacity within civil society
organisations can undermine the effective use
of resources. Nevertheless, targeted initiatives
demonstrate potential.

The EU has been a major contributor to anti-cor-
ruption efforts in the region, providing funding
through instruments such as the Instrument for
Pre-Accession Assistance (IPA) to strengthen
both state institutions and civil society, enhance
institutional capacity, and support reform initia-
tives. Between 2014 and 2020, EUR 690 million
under IPA Il was dedicated specifically to rule of
law reforms. Despite this investment, bribery
remains widespread, state capture persists, and
high-level corruption cases are rare.® This raises
critical questions about the effectiveness of fu-
ture funding, including the EUR 9 billion envis-
aged under the Economic and Investment Plan for
the Western Balkans (2021-2027) and the EUR
6 billion allocated through the Growth Plan’s Re-
form and Growth Facility (2024-2027).

13 SELDI, Mind the Trap: Breaking the Anticorruption
Deadlock in the Western Balkans, 2024.
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Box 1 provides an overview of EU financial
support in the Western Balkans and the
achieved impact.

BOX 1:
EU funding under the
IPA in the Western Balkans

Between 2018 and 2020, Albania re-
ceived around EUR 68 million* for
justice sector reforms, including EUR
5 million for the Justice for All project
and EUR 2 million for strengthening
the Special Anti-Corruption Prosecu-
tor's Office (SPAK). CSOs benefited
from initiatives such as the Watch-
dog (EUR 1 million) to monitor public
spending. Under IPA, around EUR 10
million supported the implementation
of the National Anti-Corruption Strat-
egy, focusing on public procurement
and services. The European Commis-
sion also approved a EUR 103.3 mil-
lion® package to enhance the rule of
law, strengthen SPAK, the National
Investigation Office, and independent
justice bodies.

14 European Commission, Albania-financial assistance under
IPA, https://enlargement.ec.europa.eu/enlargement-policy/
overview-instrument-pre-accession-assistance/albania-
financial-assistance-under-ipa_en

15  European Commission, ,EU grants €103.3 million to support
Albania’s European path and economic recovery - European
Commission”, November 12, 2020, https://enlargement.
ec.europa.eu/news/eu-grants-eul 033-million-support-albanias-
european-path-and-economic-recovery-2020-11-12_en


https://seldi.net/publications/mind-the-trap-breaking-the-anticorruption-deadlock-in-the-western-balkans/
https://seldi.net/publications/mind-the-trap-breaking-the-anticorruption-deadlock-in-the-western-balkans/
https://enlargement.ec.europa.eu/enlargement-policy/overview-instrument-pre-accession-assistance/albania-financial-assistance-under-ipa_en
https://enlargement.ec.europa.eu/enlargement-policy/overview-instrument-pre-accession-assistance/albania-financial-assistance-under-ipa_en
https://enlargement.ec.europa.eu/enlargement-policy/overview-instrument-pre-accession-assistance/albania-financial-assistance-under-ipa_en
https://enlargement.ec.europa.eu/news/eu-grants-eu1033-million-support-albanias-european-path-and-economic-recovery-2020-11-12_en
https://enlargement.ec.europa.eu/news/eu-grants-eu1033-million-support-albanias-european-path-and-economic-recovery-2020-11-12_en
https://enlargement.ec.europa.eu/news/eu-grants-eu1033-million-support-albanias-european-path-and-economic-recovery-2020-11-12_en

Bosnia and Herzegovina:

Under IPA Il (2021-2024), BiH was al-
located EUR 377.95 million, with EUR
64 million for rule of law and anti-cor-
ruption.’® The Strengthening Anti-cor-
ruption Capacities in BiH project (EUR
3.5 million, 2022-2025) focuses on in-
stitutional capacity building. ¥ About
70% of these funds (EUR 44.8 million)
go to state institutions, including the
Support to Rule of Law program (EUR
4.2 million, 2023-2026). As part of the
EU’s support for the rule of law sec-
tor in Bosnia and Herzegovina, CSOs
received around EUR 350,000 (2017-
2023) for transparency and monitor-
ing projects.® EU4Justice BIH

16

17

18

19

In Montenegro, the EU allocated ap-
proximately EUR 1.8 million to civil
society through the European Instru-
ment for Democracy and Human Rights
(EIDHR) and EUR 7.5 million via the Civil
Society Facility in 2022-2023, support-
ing accountability, transparency, and
citizen oversight. °

European Commission, IPA lll Programming
Framework 2021-2024

EU Delegation to Bosnia and Herzegovina,
Annual Action Programme 2023.

European Commission Progress Report
on Bosnia and Herzegovina 2024.

Europe House Montenegro

North Macedonia:

20

21
22

23

For North Macedonia, the EU has pro-
vided financial assistance in the form
of a EUR 100 million Macro-financial
Assistance with the condition that
they implement policy measures re-
lated to the rule of law and tackling
corruption, among others.?® The EU
also provides funding opportunities
and grants to CSOs and projects con-
cerning the fight against corruption.
Additionally, consultations and work-
shop events with officials from various
EU institutions, established in May
2023, are offered for guidance and
help.” EU actions such as The Action
Against Economic Crime in the Republic
of North Macedonia also supports in-
stitutions like the State Commission
for Prevention of Corruption (SCPC)
by enhancing legal frameworks, im-
proving anti-money laundering (AML)
mechanisms and the risk assessment
of virtual assets, and boosting finan-
cial investigation capabilities through
trainings for public officials and risk
methodologies.??

MIA, “MEPs approve up to €100 million in macro-financial
assistance to North Macedonia”, May 26, 2023

EU Support for the rule of law, May 2024

Council of Europe, Horizontal Facility for the
Western Balkans and Turkey 2019-2922, Action Against
Economic Crime in the Republic of North Macedonia, 2022

Council of Europe, North Macedonia assessed the money
laundering and financing of terrorism risks of virtual
assets and virtual asset service providers, 2025.


https://www.evropskakuca.me/op_categories/civil-society/
https://mia.mk/en/story/meps-approve-up-to-%E2%82%AC100-million-in-macrofinancial-assistance-to-north-macedonia
https://mia.mk/en/story/meps-approve-up-to-%E2%82%AC100-million-in-macrofinancial-assistance-to-north-macedonia
https://gmr.lbg.ac.at/wp-content/uploads/sites/12/2024/07/EN_QR4_EU-Support-for-Rule-of-Law_17.06.2024.pdf
https://rm.coe.int/hf17-leaflet-eng/16809e0e57
https://rm.coe.int/hf17-leaflet-eng/16809e0e57
https://rm.coe.int/hf17-leaflet-eng/16809e0e57
https://www.coe.int/en/web/corruption/-/north-macedonia-assessed-the-money-laundering-and-financing-of-terrorism-risks-of-virtual-assets-and-virtual-asset-service-providers
https://www.coe.int/en/web/corruption/-/north-macedonia-assessed-the-money-laundering-and-financing-of-terrorism-risks-of-virtual-assets-and-virtual-asset-service-providers
https://www.coe.int/en/web/corruption/-/north-macedonia-assessed-the-money-laundering-and-financing-of-terrorism-risks-of-virtual-assets-and-virtual-asset-service-providers

TACKLING CORRUPTION ON THE ROAD TO EU ACCESSION IN THE WESTERN BALKANS 9

Between 2014 and 2020, Serbia re-
ceived a total of EUR L5 billion through
the IPA Il program, of which approxi-
mately EUR 184 million was allocated
specifically for rule of law and anti-cor-
ruption efforts. Under the new IPA IlI
framework (2021-2027), Serbia along
with other candidate countries, is ex-
pected to receive significant financial
support totaling EUR 14 billion, with
corruption prevention identified as a
key priority. Apart from institutional
support, the EU also financed civil so-
ciety projects allocated for the period
from 2020 to 2023. Overall, civil so-
ciety organizations in Serbia receive
about EUR 350,000 to carry out initia-
tives aimed at promoting transparen-
cy and monitoring the public sector.*

Kosovo:

24
25
26

Between 2014 and 2020, Kosovo re-
ceived EUR 602.1 million under IPA II
to align with EU standards .?> The Proj-
ect against Economic Crime in Kosovo
(PECK 1ll) (2020-2025) targeted cor-
ruption, money laundering, and ter-
rorist financing, implementing asset
recovery legislation and aligning Koso-
vo's laws with European standards
through trainings, peer learning and
technical support.?®

EU projects in Serbia

European Commission, Kosovo - financial assistance under IPA

Council of Europe, Project against Economic Crime in Kosovo

(PECK Ill), 2020-2025.

Moreover, in May 2025, Montenegro received EUR
26.8 million in pre-financing under the Reform
Agenda, part of the EU Growth Plan for the West-
ern Balkans. North Macedonia and Albania have
also received their pre-financing. However, Serbia
and Kosovo are still awaiting funds, while Bosnia
and Herzegovina adoped its Reofrm Agenda on
September 30 2025, thereby fulfilling the formal
requirement to access pre-financing under the EU
Growth Plan.?” The EU Growth Plan for the Western
Balkans must be fully leveraged to accelerate fun-
damental reforms and drive sustainable growth, in-
cluding by attracting foreign investment.

Strong anti-corruption safeguards should be em-
bedded in all national-level fund disbursements,
particularly in high-risk areas such as energy mar-
ket integration and decarbonisation, industrial
supply chains, and transport infrastructure. Given
their heightened exposure to external influence,
Western Balkan countries should also adopt in-
vestment screening mechanisms?, even if not yet
required for non-EU countries, to counter foreign
authoritarian influence, illicit financial flows, and
strategic asset capture. Donor and partner support
must go beyond funding to focus on capacity-build-
ing, technology transfer, strategic mentoring, and
policy reform, while aligning with EU security and
governance priorities — including the monitoring of
illicit financial flows and the prevention of sanctions
evasion — to strengthen regional stability and long-
term resilience. To ensure real progress, anti-cor-
ruption performance must be directly tied to EU
funding through measurable KPIs and enforceable
conditionalities that reflect tangible institutional
change. In parallel, peer learning and targeted legal
and technical support from EU member states can
help underperforming countries by sharing suc-
cessful models, improving enforcement strategies,
and building implementation capacity — accelerat-
ing their path towards effective governance and EU
integration.

27 European Western Balkans, Montenegro receives pre-financing
from the EU Growth Plan for the WB, 16 May 2025.

28 Center for the Study of Democracy, Forging the Shield.
National Economic Security Policies in an Era of Global
Uncertainty, 2024.


https://www.euzatebe.rs/rs/mapa
https://enlargement.ec.europa.eu/enlargement-policy/overview-instrument-pre-accession-assistance/kosovo-financial-assistance-under-ipa_en
https://www.coe.int/en/web/corruption/projects/peck3
https://www.coe.int/en/web/corruption/projects/peck3
https://europeanwesternbalkans.com/2025/05/16/montenegro-receives-pre-financing-from-the-eu-growth-plan-for-the-wb/
https://europeanwesternbalkans.com/2025/05/16/montenegro-receives-pre-financing-from-the-eu-growth-plan-for-the-wb/
https://csd.eu/publications/publication/forging-the-shield/
https://csd.eu/publications/publication/forging-the-shield/
https://csd.eu/publications/publication/forging-the-shield/
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Impact of EU Integration on
Anti-Corruption Reforms

EU integration has been a key driver of anti-cor-
ruption reforms in the Western Balkans, largely
driven by Chapter 23 requirements. However,
these reforms have had limited practical im-
pact, revealing a persistent gap between formal
compliance and real change. Political interfer-
ence continues to undermine the independence
and effectiveness of judicial and anti-corruption
bodies, with high-profile cases often delayed or
resulting in lenient sentences. Public perception
surveys, including SELDI's Corruption Monitoring
System (CMS), indicate widespread skepticism,
with many citizens viewing reforms as formali-
ties to satisfy EU requirements rather than gen-
uine efforts to tackle systemic corruption and
state capture.

Across the region, specialised anti-corruption
bodies have been established, including Albania’s
SPAK, Bosnia and Herzegovina's specialised an-
ti-corruption departments within prosecutor of-
fices and the State Investigation and Protection
Agency (SIPA), Montenegro's Anti-Corruption
Agency and Special State Prosecutor's Office,
and comparable units in North Macedonia, Ser-
bia, and Kosovo. These institutions have achieved
tangible successes, such as convictions of
high-ranking officials, including the former Prime
Minister of BiH* and multiple senior officials in
Albania. SPAK alone opened over 700 investiga-
tions by 2023, including around 100 high-profile
cases. However, enforcement is consistently
constrained by resource limitations, fragmented
legal frameworks, and weak inter-agency coordi-
nation, preventing systemic change.*

29 OSCE Mission to BiH Judicial Reform Assessment 2024

30 Pamfleti, SPAK alerts the authorities / 575 officials and
politicians under investigation, over 1400 telephones of
directors and officials under surveillance, April 4, 2024

Skepticism remains high across all countries.
In North Macedonia, 63.5% of citizens identify
corruption as the country’s biggest problem, up
from 46.1% in 2021, while 82% expect corruption
to continue in the future In Serbia, 41% of cit-
izens believe most public officials are corrupt.®
In Albania, SELDI CMS reported a modest 5%
decrease in citizens pressured for bribes, reflect-
ing some progress but persistent challenges in
public confidence. Kosovo faces similar issues,
where high-level prosecutions are limited, and
convictions often result in lenient sentences, un-
dermining public trust.33343

Despite formal reforms, several structural weak-
nesses remain common across the region. As-
set declaration systems are often fragmented
and inconsistently verified. Whistleblower pro-
tections are incomplete, and harmonisation of
anti-corruption laws, particularly at subnation-
al levels, is weak, as seen in Bosnia and Herze-
govina. In many cases, reforms are introduced
to comply with EU accession milestones rather
than respond to domestic demand, reducing
their effectiveness.

31 ,MCMS, M3eewitiaj 3a tipoyeHa Ha kopydyuja
8o CesepHa MakegoHuja, 2023m

32 Center for Contemporary Politics, Corruption
Assessment Report on Serbia, 2023,

33 SELDI, Mind the Trap: Breaking the Anticorruption
Deadlock in the Western Balkans, October 1, 2024

34 Council of Europe, Anti-corruption digest Kosovo, June 2019,
35 Freedom House, Nation in Transit — Kosovo, 2024


https://pamfleti.net/english/bota/spak-alarmon-pushtetaret-575-zyrtare-nen-hetim-per-afera-korrupsioni-mbi-14-i220794?utm_source=chatgpt.com
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https://www.coe.int/en/web/corruption/anti-corruption-digest/kosovo
https://freedomhouse.org/country/kosovo/nations-transit/2024

Political Dynamics
Undermining EU Leverage

The EU's conditionality is further undermined
by internal political dynamics. Hungarian Prime
Minister's repeated use of veto power — from
blocking EU financial aid to Ukraine® and sanc-
tions such as oil embargoes against Russia¥, to
obstructing Ukraine's accession path®® — has
emboldened entrenched elites in the Western
Balkans. By showing that defiance of common
EU positions carries few consequences, this ob-
structionism reinforces the logic of state capture
and stalled reforms in the region.

Although the European Commission has begun
shifting from a box-ticking approach to more
impact-oriented conditionality - linking rule of
law progress to funding through the Recovery
and Resilience Facility for EU member states and
even invoking Article 7 TEU to freeze funds for
non-compliant member states - these measures
remain cautious and uneven. Hungary's veto of
the proposed EUR 50 billion macro-financial
assistance to Ukraine underscores the need for
deeper reform of EU decision-making.*® Bel-
gium's call to revoke Hungary's voting rights*
and proposals to use Article 31 TEU to move from
unanimity to qualified majority voting* point to
a broader recognition: if Member States them-
selves can flout core EU principles, the credibility
of demanding results from candidate countries
collapses.

36 Deutsche Welle, EU leaders to press Hungary
on Ukraine funding deal, January 31 2024.

37 Deutsche Welle, Hungary risks further isolation
with EU oil embargo veto, May 4 2022.

38 Reuters, EU on charm offensive in Ukraine as
Hungary blocks Kyiv's accession, September 30, 2025.

39 Deutsche Welle, EU summit: Hungary blocks
€50 billion Ukraine aid deal, December 15, 2023.

40 Reuters, “Group of lawmakers calls on EU to strip
Hungary of voting rights”, July 16, 2024.

41  Politico, “It's time for more majority decision-making
in EU foreign policy”, June 12, 2023.
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Pressure from the EU and other internation-
al actors, including the United States, is often
overlooked. On September 10, 2025, the Unit-
ed States targeted two former Montenegrin
officials with corruption sanctions, signaling
that external actors may step in when domes-
tic enforcement falters. Local NGOs noted the
absence of immediate domestic follow up (e.g.,
asset freezes, suspensions), reinforcing percep-
tions that accountability is outsourced to inter-
national partners. 4243

42 US State Department, “Designation
of Two Montenegro Public Officials
for Significant Corruption”,
September 10, 2024

43 BIRN, “US Bars Montenegrin Ex-Officials
for Alleged Corruption, Drug Trafficking”,
September 10, 2025
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12

Policy Recommendations Western Balkans Governments
should:

The Western Balkans face entrenched corruption  » Prioritise implementation over adoption:

and state capture that threaten both democratic Enforce anti-corruption laws and strategies
governance and the credibility of EU integration. actively rather than treating them as formal-
Legal reforms and new institutions, while neces- ities.

sary, are insufficient on their own. Effective an-
ti-corruption requires enforcement, political will,
civic engagement, and a robust framework link-
ing resources and incentives to tangible results.

Introduce measurable KPIs: Link public sec-
tor reforms, funding, and accession progress
to outcomes such as high-level convictions,
asset recovery, and transparency in procure-
ment.

» Strengthen judicial and institutional inde-
pendence: Implement verification processes
to identify and sanction corrupt officials, and
safeguard anti-corruption agencies from po-
litical influence.

» Protect whistleblowers and investigative
journalism: Ensure comprehensive legal and
practical safequards to encourage civic over-
sight and reporting of corruption.

» Focus on strategic corruption and state
capture: Target corruption in high-risk sec-
tors, including foreign-influenced invest-
ments, public contracts, and discretionary
regulatory decisions.

» Enhance transparency through digital
tools: Develop open data portals, e-procure-
ment platforms, and real-time dashboards
accessible to civil society to monitor spending
and enforcement.

» Engage civil society meaningfully: Involve
CSOs in policy development, monitoring, and
reporting, building accountability from the
bottom up.
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Civil Society and the International
Community should:

EU Policymakers should:

Link funding to results-based conditionali-
ty: Tie EU assistance to measurable anti-cor-
ruption outcomes, judicial independence, and
asset recovery, not merely formal compliance.

Shift to an investment-focused approach:
Conduct risk assessments of fund capture by
political elites or foreign actors (e.g., Russia,
China) prior to disbursement.

Support digital and civic oversight tools:
Strengthen reformist actors and enhance
transparency  through technology and
open-access data platforms.

Ensure Rule of Law Conditionality enforce-
ment: Apply consistent scrutiny to candidate
countries and EU members alike to reinforce
credibility.

Promote alignment with EU security and
anti-money laundering standards: Build na-
tional capacities for financial integrity, export
control, and illicit finance monitoring.

Prioritize support for reformist actors:
Provide funding, training, and mentorship to
CSOs, investigative media, and independent
experts.

Develop regional coordination platforms:
Track corruption risks, monitor public con-
tracts, and flag abusive legislation across bor-
ders.

Advocate for strategic oversight of invest-
ments: Monitor risks of state capture or for-
eign influence in public funds and large-scale
projects.

Support capacity-building and technology
transfer: Help candidate countries imple-
ment digital tools, risk assessments, and da-
ta-driven enforcement mechanisms.
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