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Peace and stability initiatives represent a decades-long cornerstone of the Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung’s work in 
southeastern Europe. Recent events have only reaffirmed the centrality of Southeast European stability with-
in the broader continental security paradigm. Both democratization and socio-economic justice are intrinsic 
aspects of a larger progressive peace policy in the region, but so too are consistent threat assessments and ef-
forts to prevent conflict before it erupts. Dialogue SOE aims to broaden the discourse on peace and stability 
in southeastern Europe and to counter the securitization of prevalent narratives by providing regular analysis 
that involves a comprehensive understanding of human security, including structural sources of conflict. The 
briefings cover fourteen countries in southeastern Europe: the seven post-Yugoslav countries and Albania, 
Greece, Turkey, Cyprus, Bulgaria, Romania, and Moldova.
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Editorial

Jasmin Mujanović & Alida Vračić

The recent change in government in Macedonia, a small (symbolic, yet important) step forward in 
Bosnian-Serbian relations embodied by to the first Serbian presidential visit to Bosnia after six years, 
and Montenegro’s final integration into NATO, have all provided a much needed dose of good news 
in Southeast Europe. On the other hand, diplomatic deterioration continues elsewhere; between Bos-
nia and Croatia concerning the construction of the Pelješac Bridge, but also a host of other real and 
imagined grievances, in Turkey’s continued drift towards autocracy, and in Cyprus, with the collapse 
with of a deal to reunite the island collapsing at the eleventh hour. Too often it appears that, across 
the region, genuine political progress is held back by intransigent partisan deadlock and old ideologi-
cal grudges. Why is this the case and, indeed, what drives the perpetuation of these Gordian disputes?

Traditional accounts have focused on the dominance of ethnic politics in the region to explain this dy-
namic. In short, a fundamentally zero-sum culture of politics, rooted in sectarian grievances, prevents 
the emergence of active engagement and leadership. Others suggest that it is the compounding leg-
acies of authoritarianism which have stymied patterns of accountability from developing. Still others 
point to the imperfect and incomplete democratic transitions across the region, which had resulted in 
regimes dominated by corrupt political parties and weakened true reformist efforts, while genuine ar-
chitects of change remained marginalized. Whatever the cause, the outcome is the same: new ideas, 
progressive leadership, and genuine vistas for the region’s future are chronically lacking.

What then constitutes actual leadership and a real progressive vision for Southest Europe’s future? At 
its heart, it is a matter of dispensing with the intractable and the pointless, much of which only seems 
insurmountable because of a lack of political will or incentive to address it. This is not to diminish the 
careful work of diplomacy and arbitration, but to re-center the analytical case for policy debate in the 
region, from micro to macro, and from a focus on management to an insistence on resolution. To re-
solve, for instance, the so-called “name dispute” between Athens and Skopje should not be a Hercu-
lean task. An agreement between the two countries, in which Skopje is allowed to use its constitution-
al name internationally in exchange for an explicit disavowal of any real or imagined claims on Greek 
Macedonia, should not be difficult. Indeed, much of the architecture for such an agreement already ex-
ists. Nor should the implementation of the already established Belgrade-Pristina Dialogue be an issue, 
or the rationalization of public administration on Bosnia and Herzegovina’s EU candidacy path. The ex-
amples are legion. Given how obvious these challenges are, what is required for movement largely boils 
down to a shift in political culture; the emergence of new leaders across the region, able to establish 
new, solutions-oriented dialogue.

At the European level, however, is where the real breakthroughs can be made. If there is a sense that 
there is a possibility to mobilize citizens around tangible concerns, the EU should encourage their par-
ticipation. A great deal depends on Brussels’ ability to speak forcefully and clearly: we will no longer 
waste our resources or energies on attempting to resolve banal disputes between bad faith actors. In-
deed, the EU’s decades-long coddling of intransigent elites has depleted the bloc’s capacities and inter-
ests in resolving the region’s actual crises: chronic unemployment, corruption, and emigration to name 
but a few issues. The re-introduction of ordinary citizens into these processes is therefore crucial.

Of course, this does not negate that the primary terrain for policy-making is local. Nevertheless, wheth-
er Brussels is able to acknowledge as much openly or not, it is inexorably tied to Southeast Europe. The 
Union’s own political stability and security depend on turning the corner on the generational process 
of democratization in the region. Rather than wait for the local crop to ripen, the EU must itself ferti-
lize the terrain for change.

So, in light of the recent transfer of power in Macedonia but also the aforementioned broader region-
al trends, what is the future of leadership about in Southeast Europe? Is it realistic to believe that en-
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trenched political elites can leave aside old ideological narratives and turn to genuine solutions and 
compromise? More importantly, should citizens trust that such results can be delivered in their lifetime 
by these politicians? Or is this entire conversation, first and foremost, predicating on demanding and 
engineering the emergence of new political actors?

The contributions this month - especially the interviews with Macedonian Prime Minister Zoran Zaev 
and Minister of Defense Radmila Shekerinska Jankovska – examine the prospects for new forms and 
sources of leadership across Southeast Europe. As a result, Macedonia looms large in this issue but as 
the lessons of the revolution in Skopje are not yet entirely clear – and past experiences suggest that 
breakthroughs can quickly stall – it remains a point of debate. Finally, while the whole ideal of leader-
ship may appear somewhat nebulous, it is, at heart, a simple matter driving our discussions: how can 
change be made in Southeast Europe and who can make it?
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Interviews

FES: There have been new energetic leaders in 
this region before, who despite high expecta-
tions turned out to be similar to the national-
ist elites who preceded them. What makes your 
government different and why people should 
trust you will deliver democratic and solution-
focused decision-making?

Zaev: I, personally – first and foremost as a man, 
but also as Prime Minister of the Republic of 
Macedonia – can say that we’ve learnt the les-
sons from the past and it is something we don’t 
intend to repeat. We lost plenty of time trying 
to redress bad decisions made in the past. We 
decided to write a new future – a future of com-
monality, partnership, good neighborliness, and 
brotherhood, if you will. Time is the only re-
source we cannot produce, dig out, or recreate. 
It is the perception that leads to genuine evo-
lution and appropriate use of all opportunities 
knocking at our door.

Only by resorting to courageous decisions can 
we try to recover the damage caused in years 
past. Courageous decisions will be a sign of our 
newly developed maturity and readiness to take 
responsibility for our own actions. Courageous 
decisions are the only decisions worth remem-
bering. They will bring progress and build a bet-
ter future for Macedonian citizens and the re-
gion as a whole.

FES: What is your leadership philosophy?

Zaev: We’ve seen and heard a lot of politicians 
use strong words in the past. It’s about time we 
value our time and act responsibly with it. It’s 
time for leaders whose actions speak louder than 
their words, who are not afraid to create the fu-
ture, instead of relying on the glory and myths 
of the past. At the end of the day, once we as-
sume office, we stop being individuals speaking 
in a personal capacity. We represent our citizens, 
their voice, and their hope for a better future. 
So, courageous solutions, brought in a process 
of serious analysis and rationalization, are the 
only possible solutions.

FES: The “name issue” with Greece has gone on 
for years. In the first few months in office, your 
government has shown an enviable level of prag-
matism on this matter. Is this the leadership style 
you want to demonstrate?

Zaev: This is a very complex issue as both sides 
have made certain mistakes at different times 
in the past. More importantly, however, we are 
currently working on improving confidence-
building measures to give fresh impetus to over-
coming the long-standing bilateral dispute. The 
name dispute is our biggest challenge at hand. 
Personally, I think it will be a test to our matu-
rity and evolution in the years of isolation, but 
also an answer to the question whether we’ve 
learned to value the qualities that bring pros-
perity and better future. After closing all open 
issues by signing the bilateral agreement on 
friendship, good-neighborliness, and cooper-
ation with Bulgaria, the Government will now 
focus on finding a solution to the dispute with 
Greece. The process will move forward in a con-
crete way. Most importantly, I am encouraged by 
the fact that we started communicating again. A 
number of meetings between the Ministers of 
Foreign Affairs have already taken place.

In the meantime, the Government is dedicated 
to a new foreign policy vis-à-vis our neighbors. 

We spoke to Zoran Zaev, Prime Minister of Macedonia since May 31, 2017, and Radmila Shekerinska 
Jankovska, the country’s Minister of Defense, about their principles of leadership and about their ap-
proach to bringing about change in Macedonia and in the region.

Zoran Zaev, Prime Minister of the Republic of Macedonia
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We act without prejudice and are open to dia-
logue, continuously presenting our new politi-
cal approach to building new friendly relations 
with NATO and EU member states. The opposite 
approach in the past decade left us isolated and 
deprived of the opportunities and perspectives 
available when amongst friends, a future we 
could have enjoyed if the EU and NATO had in-
deed been a priority. The Republic of Macedonia 
has no other perspective but the European one. 
Our future is in the NATO alliance and the Eu-
ropean Union as equal partners in peace keep-
ing and active participants in building a better 
world for all. I will be an optimist and reiterate 
that the European perspective of our country is 
more concrete and palpable than ever before. 
Macedonia is next in line for accession to NATO. 
Concurrently, we will start accession negotia-
tions with the EU.

FES: Although all of the countries of the region 
have their own specificities, are there other ex-
amples in the region where you see similarities 
with Macedonia in terms of upcoming challeng-
es and changes?

All countries of the region share more or less 
similar concerns and commitments for their res-
olution. We even share our ambitions. There are 
no differences on these issues. In my opinion, 
the Trieste Summit, held under the auspices of 
the Berlin Process, was a summit of unification, 
an occasion to extend a hand to overcome our 
misunderstandings and start over with a clean 
slate in Western Balkan contemporary history. A 
picture of mature leadership and proof that we 
are fed up with divisions; a historic moment of 
accepting the reality that the world will no long-
er tolerate our hesitation and questionable ded-
ication to taking our citizens to a better com-
mon future. We’ve been writing new history for 
our countries since the Summit. We lagged be-

hind for far too long and lost too much time. 
It’s time to join our forces and jointly redeem as 
much as we can so our citizens taste the fruits of 
freedom and change they have longed for for 
over a decade.

In the last 6–7 months, we also witnessed that 
intensive meetings, knowledge-sharing, and 
most importantly, unhindered openness to co-
operation produce results both domestically 
and at a regional level. We all saw the benefits 
of successful initiatives and actions brought by 
regional political leaders sitting around the ta-
ble. Each initiative takes us a step closer to mem-
bership in the family of European countries. We 
reached concrete joint agreements with con-
crete financial arrangements that should boost 
regional development and activities with a di-
rect effect on stabilizing and strengthening our 
economies, including in specific areas inciting 
free movement of citizens of our countries, such 
as tourism and cultural exchange. These are the 
messages we would like to send out from our 
meetings so far – that stronger regional coop-
eration is a key factor for the economic inte-
gration of Western Balkan countries with EU or 
NATO.

Concurrently, we use these regional and multi-
lateral meetings to resolve all outstanding bilat-
eral issues, all the while trying to demonstrate 
our good intentions for deeper and fruitful co-
operation. Rest assured we intend to stay on this 
course of strengthening and improving neigh-
borly relations. All countries of the Western Bal-
kans are dedicated to building a system based 
on the rule of law and good governance, profes-
sional and unbiased judiciary, public administra-
tion reforms, fight against crime and corruption, 
and free media and civil society. I strongly believe 
that these challenges can become our strength, 
as a problem shared is a problem halved.
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FES: There have been new energetic leaders in 
this region before, who despite high expecta-
tions turned out to be similar to the national-
ist elites who preceded them. What makes your 
government different and why people should 
trust you will deliver democratic and solution-
focused decision-making?

Shekerinska: Unfortunately, that has been a re-
curring theme when it comes to governments in 
the region. But it is 2017, and we are no long-
er young states. Macedonia celebrated 26 years 
of independence this year and as a new govern-
ment we will aim to demonstrate the maturi-
ty and values of a modern European state. We 
spent the last two years protesting, not so that 
one authoritarian and corrupt government could 
be replaced with another of the same kind. I did 
it – we did it – to move our country forward and 
end those practices, once and for all.

In the second expert report by [leader of the 
EU’s expert team on reform priorities] Reinhard 
Priebe and the team, it was stated that it is vital 
for “state capture” not to merely change hands 
but for it to end. We are in complete agreement 
with the assessment and this is a message that 
has been received loud and clear. In that con-
text, besides a heavy emphasis on Euro-Atlantic 
integration processes, this government’s flag-
ship policy has been increasing transparency. 
This is something that has been at the very core 
of the government’s operation so far on all lev-
els. Firstly, we laid out all the necessary reforms 
in a concrete plan named “3-6-9,” which will al-
low the public to hold us accountable for our 
promises and what we deliver. I think it is es-
sential for the public and civil society to closely 
monitor and challenge our policies and the di-
rection the government is taking. We are also 
committed to regaining people’s confidence in 
state institutions which is why we have declassi-
fied a number of files and processes in the spir-
it of transparency and accountability. When the 
eye of the public, civil society, and the judiciary 
is on the decision-makers and their policy, the 
margin of error or of undemocratic governance 
significantly drops. Even when it comes to the 
media, we are cultivating a relationship where 
we are in the service of the media, not the other 
way around. In fact, some media outlets which 
were previously characterized as “pro-opposi-
tion” are now some of our starkest critics, and 
that is how it should be. Transparency is the 
key, and I think all of this testifies that this pro- 

 
 

 
cess will certainly not succumb to improvisation, 
rather, that it is very carefully constructed and 
thought through.

FES: What is your leadership philosophy?

Shekerinska: The crucial philosophy of our move-
ment at large is that this will be a government 
for all, not the few. We showcased this when we 
reached out to an electorate which has never be-
fore voted outside of their ethnic block, and they 
responded to our offer. It was an honest, fair, and 
progressive approach and the people recognize 
that. Beyond ethnic divisions, we reached out 
to those who were disenfranchised by a system 
which catered to party interests and blurred all 
lines between party and state. We made it clear 
that party membership is a matter of ideology 
not the center of everyday life. The currency for 
success will be a good idea and hard work, not al-
legiance to the new government.

We want to end identity politics and bring dis-
course concerning actual progress to the fore. 
Our citizens are concerned with results, econom-
ic growth, infrastructural projects, good interna-
tional relations  – a European future. We want 
to focus on delivering this to build a better to-
morrow without it being populist. We are less fo-
cused on the ritz-and-glitz of cabinet politics and 
more on the very dense reform agenda ahead. 

FES: Is the time of strongmen in the region over?

Shekerinska: It is difficult to say whether it is 
over, but here in Macedonia we have certainly 
provided an alternative. We are attempting to 

Radmila Shekerinska Jankovska,  
Minister of Defense of the Republic of Macedonia 
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harness the intellectual capital of our nation, 
deliver results, and lead by example. I am con-
vinced that once the enormous difference which 
is already being felt comes to light, the citizens 
themselves will end the era of strongmen. Hav-
ing said that, old habits die hard and we have 
a culture which is very prone to this social phe-
nomenon. We are deeply aware of that and we 
are trying to address it by leading by example 
and demonstrating very clearly that strongmen 
do not bring prosperity.

FES: Given the number of ongoing issues in the 
region, unresolved borders, diplomatic tensions, 
and economic hardship, how will you appeal to 
your own people and across the region?

Shekerinska: For a very long time we have unfor-
tunately followed the agenda rather than dic-
tating it. Right now the region needs leadership 
which will have clear priorities and set the tone 
of the public discourse. It is vital to not stray into 
the traps of nationalist rhetoric. I recognize we 
are facing very complex diplomatic challenges as 
a region, but those are not the only challenges 
we are facing. We are also struggling with un-
employment, brain drain, low economic growth, 
corruption, environmental issues, and other 
problems that directly affect everyday life. This 
was the very inspiration for our slogan “Life for 
everyone.” This is what gives the alternative to 
nationalism, the gravitas it needs. Nationalism 
feeds on the past and on conflict at the cost of 
the present and the future. If we return the fo-
cus on the “now” and the issues which are caus-
ing the exodus of our citizens, unemployment, 
and all the problems we are facing as a country, 
people will listen – regardless of creed, ethnic 
background, or political affiliation. We have a 
relevant message, and we have to consistently 
communicate it and demonstrate that when we 
are in power that message morphs into policy, 
and that policy yields results.

FES: The “name issue” with Greece has gone on 
for years. In the first few months in office, your 
government has shown an enviable level of prag-
matism on this matter. Is this the leadership style 
you want to demonstrate?

Shekerinska: This is a very delicate matter and it 
will require a constructive approach from both 
sides. Considering the massive setbacks in this 
process over the last decade, we as a govern-
ment have showcased a spirit of cooperation 
and a will for dialogue. A sound resolution will 
take extensive negotiation, a lot of listening, 
and flexibility on both sides. It is not an easy pro-
cess, but that is what leadership is. Tackling dif-
ficult issues in difficult times and emerging with 
a solution that is future-oriented rather than en-
trenched in the past.

FES: Although all of the countries of the region 
have their own specificities, are there other ex-
amples in the region where you see similarities 
with Macedonia in terms of upcoming challeng-
es and changes? What are the most immediate 
things that the region as a whole needs?

Shekerinska: Besides strengthening democratic 
principles, rule of law, media freedom, I think the 
first step is good neighborly relations. We need to 
find ways to work with one another. After all, we 
do struggle with a lot of similar challenges and 
working together to respond to common chal-
lenges will always be good for us and our people. 
If our regional relations revolve around trade, ef-
fective communication, cooperation, and com-
mon growth, I think our future prospects will def-
initely be brighter. For a very long time, all of us 
have struggled with our respective transitions to-
wards a functioning democracy. During the pro-
cess, we have been trapped and haunted by the 
past, but for the sake of the future generations, 
that must come to an end. We also must come to 
the realization that nobody will solve our prob-
lems. The international community can be a facil-
itator, but they cannot be more concerned with 
our issues than us. We need to engage in mat-
ters of our national interest more effectively and 
seek counsel and support when needed. We also 
need to put the past to rest and leave it to the 
historians, as politicians we must turn to the fu-
ture for the sake of our youth. We must work to 
keep our talent here and to offer them oppor-
tunities. Progress and growth lies within human 
capital, fresh ideas and new talent—and we must 
find a way to retain it.
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Western Balkans leaders in Albania: Prime Minister of Albania, Edi Rama 
(3 R), gathers with Prime Minister of Kosovo Isa Mustafa (R), Prime Minis-
ter of Serbia, Ana Brnabic (4 R), Prime Minister of Macedonia, Zoran Zaev 
(2 L), Chairman of the Council of Ministers of Bosnia and Herzegovina, 
Denis Zvizdic (3 L), Prime Minister of Montenegro, Dusko Markovic (2 R), 
European Union Commissioner for Enlargement Johannes Hahn (4 L) and 
World Bank’s Europe and Central Asia region as Vice President, Cyril Mul-
ler as part of the informal meeting of Western Balkans countries’ leaders 
to discuss deepening regional economic cooperation, in Durres, Albania 
on August 26, 2017. Photo: Anadolu Agency

The summer months are usually a period of po-
litical quiet in the Balkans as, amidst the often 
unbearable heat, both politicians and ordinary 
citizens switch into holiday mode, heading for 
the region’s beaches or cooler corners and re-
ducing regular activities to a minimum. In the 
sub-region of the “Yugosphere”, the only excep-
tion to this is the cycle of celebrations and com-
memorations of anniversaries relating to the 
wars of the 1990s. 

Given the reduced intensity of news, the sum-
mer months are a good time to reflect on par-
ticular issues and problems, such as the quality 
of political leadership and, indeed, its presence 
or absence in the region. Southeast Europe has 
never lacked strong leaders, but it has lacked 
good leadership, as, more often than not, strong 
leaders prioritize maintaining their person-
al strength and powerbases over moving their 
countries in a positive direction if, as is usually 
the case, this involves taking steps that could be 
politically costly. 

When it comes to good leadership, a glimmer of 
hope is currently coming from Macedonia. The 
election of a new government led by Prime Min-
ister Zoran Zaev of the Social Democratic Union 
of Macedonia (SDSM), in coalition with several 
ethnic Albanian parties, has inserted a breath of 
fresh air – and hope – into a country which was 
becoming increasingly polarized as a result of 
the authoritarian and ethnically divisive rule of 
the formerly-governing VMRO-DPMNE. While 
much of the rest of the region seems to be slid-
ing towards greater authoritarianism, Macedo-
nia is bucking this trend. Aside from ushering 
in a more positive political climate within Mac-
edonia, the new Zaev government has also hit 
the ground running when it comes to improving 
bilateral relations with neighbors. Thus, on Au-
gust 1st Macedonia and Bulgaria signed a friend-
ship treaty which, among other things, envis-
ages closer Bulgarian support for Macedonia’s 
EU and NATO accession processes, as well as im-
provements in trade and transport infrastruc-
ture. In parallel to this, the Macedonian govern-
ment sought to initiate a thaw in relations with 
Greece, with the seeming goal of resolving the 
“name dispute” that is at the heart of tense re-
lations between the two. The foreign ministers 
of the two countries pledged to revive talks on 
the “name dispute” during a meeting at the end 

of August, although there was a palpable sense 
that Athens had accepted Macedonia’s newly-
extended hand of friendship with some reserva-
tions and coolness. 

If the Macedonian leadership was scoring 
small successes in thawing relations with the 
country’s eastern and southern neighbors, this 
could not be said of relations with Serbia, its 
northern neighbor. While the removal of the 
increasingly erratic and authoritarian VM-
RO-DPMNE from power was welcomed across 
much of the region – and indeed Europe and 
North America – in Serbia it seemed to cre-
ate a sense of irritation and barely veiled an-
ger. Hardly surprising, argued many observers, 
given that Serbia’s own centre-right and in-
creasingly authoritarian regime, led by Presi-
dent Aleksandar Vucic, bore a strong resemble 
to that of Gruevski and the VMRO-DPMNE in 
Macedonia. Vucic’s own leadership style con-
tinued to mix flashes of the positive amid a 
sea of destructiveness. In an article for the na-
tional daily Blic, published at the end of July, 
Vucic called for an “internal dialogue” within 
Serbia regarding Kosovo, stating that the na-
tion must “stop burying its head in the sand” 
and “try to be realistic” and reach a perma-
nent solution to the conflict between Serbs 
and Albanians. The call was widely seen as an 
attempt by Vucic to begin preparing the Serbi-

10



Serbian President Vucic met in New York with Turkish president  
Erdogan in September. Photo: Anadolu Agency.

an public for some kind of acceptance of Koso-
vo’s proclaimed independence and the kind of 
legally binding treaty governing relations be-
tween Belgrade and Pristina which the EU had 
long been suggesting would be necessary in 
the next phase of normalizing relations. Many 
observers – particularly those outside Serbia – 
hailed the move, with some re-launching the 
idea that Vucic could yet turn out to be Ser-
bia’s De Gaulle. Yet while Vucic declaratively 
called for a domestic dialogue within Serbia, 
his venomous and hateful attacks on any and 
all opponents and critics within Serbia helped 
ensure that any genuine dialogue on this, as 
well as other issues, was all but impossible.

Meanwhile, Kosovo seemed to be struggling 
with a different kind of lack of leadership over 
the summer, as it struggled to cobble togeth-
er a governing majority that could elect a new 
government. When it did elect a new govern-
ment at the beginning of September, it was 
with the slimmest of majorities of one MP. Ko-
sovo will, for the time being, be led by two vet-
erans of the Kosovo Liberation Army – Presi-
dent Hashim Thaci and Prime Minister Ramush 
Haradinaj. Yet most observers question the lon-
gevity of the new government. Meanwhile, a 
rising political star – Albin Kurti and his Vet-
evendosje (Self-determination) movement – 
await their moment. Kurti’s pledges to sweep 

away Kosovo’s existing corrupt politics excites 
many in Kosovo, yet his nationalism and rejec-
tion of the existing negotiations between Bel-
grade and Pristina are causing alarm outside 
of Kosovo, particularly within an international 
community which has invested heavily in mov-
ing it forward thus far. 

An example of a truly “mixed bag” of leader-
ship comes from Croatia perhaps. Since assum-
ing the leadership of the Croatian Democratic 
Union (HDZ) in July 2016 and the post of Prime 
Minister in October 2016, Andrej Plenkovic has 
moved the country and his party towards the 
political centre and away from the more right-
wing course plotted by his predecessor, Tomis-
lav Karamarko. This development came to 
the relief of most observers, other than Croa-
tia’s own far right itself. Yet Plenkovic has at 
times also appeared too cautious, particular-
ly when it comes to confronting the same far-
right. Thus, when a veterans group erected a 
plaque with the Croatian WWII fascist Usta-
sha salute “Za dom spremni” (“Ready for the 
Homeland”) in the village of Jasenovac, next to 
the site of the notorious WWII concentration 
camp run by the Ustasha, Plenkovic’s govern-
ment did nothing, despite strong pressure from 
many quarters to have the plaque removed. In-
deed, Plenkovic dithered, trying to kick the is-
sue into the long grass, with several ministers 
in his government suggesting that dealing with 
the problem would await the work of a com-
mission established to deal with the legacy of 
non-democratic regimes in Croatia. Only when 
his own junior coalition partners threatened to 
bring down the government did he take action 
of sorts, removing the plaque and moving it to 
a nearby town.

The prize for the most destructive leadership in 
the region probably goes to Turkey. Just over a 
year after the failed military coup of July 15th 

2016, Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan 
has successfully stabilized his regime. Yet this 
has come at the price of an unprecedented 
purge, conducted under the auspices of a state 
of emergency. A year later, Turkish democracy 
appears to be on its last legs, while the increas-
ingly erratic and unpredictable nature of the re-
gime is driving away many of the country’s best 
educated citizens and investors, seriously dam-
aging its economy.

11
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GOVERNMENT FORMATION …

After much uncertainty over who would form 
Kosovo’s next government following the indeci-
sive result of the Parliamentary elections held in 
June, a new government was elected in Pristina 
on September 9th. The new government is led by 
Prime Minister Ramush Haradinaj, as the candi-
date of the PAN coalition of parties which grew 
out of the KLA and which control 39 seats in the 
new Parliament. The new government will have 
a record five Deputy Prime Ministers and twenty-
one Ministers, a reflection of the complex coali-
tion building that was needed to cobble togeth-
er a governing majority. The new government 
enjoys a majority of 61 MPs in the 120-seat Par-
liament, of which 20 are from parties represent-
ing Kosovo’s ethnic minorities. The majority itself 
was only forged following the defection of the 
small New Kosovo Alliance, led by the business-
man and now Foreign Minister Behgjet Pacolli, 
from the block around the LDK to the PAN coali-
tion. Given its narrow majority, unwieldy make-
up and difficult decisions that are expected of it, 
few analysts in Kosovo predicted that the gov-
ernment would be stable, or enjoy a long life.

No such fears were present in neighboring Alba-
nia meanwhile, where on September 13th a new 
government was also elected, once again under 
the leadership of Prime Minister Edi Rama. Alba-
nia’s June Parliamentary elections delivered an 
absolute majority to Rama’s Socialist Party, which 
won 74 seats in the 140 seat Parliament. Thanks 
to this, for the first time since 2001 a single par-
ty was able to form the Albanian government, 
without any coalition partners. The new Albanian 
Cabinet is the smallest in recent history, with only 
15 ministers (12 with portfolios and 2 without). 
The creation of streamlined new “super-minis-
tries” may help improve efficiency and coordina-
tion, yet these new ministries may also prove too 
unwieldy. Meanwhile, the decision to abolish the 
European Integration Ministry and merge it with 
the Foreign Ministry has raised some eyebrows, 
generating questions over how high a priority EU 
accession will be for the new government.

… AND COALITION COLLAPSE

While no governments have collapsed in the re-
gion over the last couple of months, Bosnia saw 

a partial implosion of one of its ruling coalitions. 
On July 21st, the Bosniak Alliance for a Better Fu-
ture (SBB) announced the break-up of its coali-
tion with the other main Bosniak party in the 
country, the Party of Democratic Action (SDA). 
The SDA-SBB coalition was a key component of 
both the Federation entity government and the 
Central-level government. The dissolution of this 
coalition did not bring about the formal collapse 
of either government, as neither party’s minis-
ters resigned from the government, nor could 
one side find another political partner to replace 
the former with. Instead, both the Central and 
Federation entity governments entered into an 
even deeper state of paralysis than usual.

ELECTIONS

While there was an entirely predictable ab-
sence of elections during the summer months, 
local elections are due to take place in Kosovo 
and Macedonia in October. In both cases there is 
more riding on their outcome than just control 
of local government.

Macedonia will hold local elections first, on Oc-
tober 15th, whose outcome could impact the na-
tional government in various ways. A strong 
performance among ethnic Macedonian vot-
ers by the now ruling Social Democratic Union 
of Macedonia (SDSM) versus the formerly rul-
ing VMRO-DPMNE could encourage the SDSM 
to opt for early elections in the spring in order 
to capitalize on new support and give the par-
ty a more comfortable majority in Parliament. 
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Prishtina, Kosovo, September 11: The new Prime Minister Ramush Haradi-
naj officially takes office. Pictured with his predecessor, Isa Mustafa. Photo: 
Anadolu Agency.
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Meanwhile, the three Albanian parties currently 
in coalition with the SDSM – the Democratic Un-
ion for Integration (DUI), the Alliance of Albani-
ans, and Besa – will all be competing with each 
other for ethnic Albanian votes. As a result, the 
course of the local election campaigns – as well 
as consequent coalition building – carries the 
risk of destabilizing the national government. 
Yet even more destabilizing would be a surge 
in support for one of these parties compared to 
last year’s Parliamentary elections, which could, 
similarly to the SDSM, encourage it to look fa-
vorably upon early Parliamentary elections.

Meanwhile, Kosovo’s local elections will be held 
a week later, on October 22nd. In all likelihood, 
voters will probably distribute their support sim-
ilarly to the way they did in June’s Parliamen-
tary elections. While the ruling parties, unlike 
in Macedonia, are unlikely to see a marked im-
provement in their performance, in Kosovo the 
real danger is that a further rise in support for 
Vetevendosje, coupled with a collapse in sup-
port for the ruling PAN coalition, could under-
mine the legitimacy of the current government 
and bring about its premature collapse.

Slovenia is facing presidential elections on Oc-
tober 22, 2017. President Borhut Pahor, who 
had been Prime Minister for the Social Demo-
crats 2008–2012, stands a good chance at win-
ning the first round of elections. He chose not 
to be nominated by the Social Democrats this 
time, but runs as an independent candidate. 
His main competitors are the independent ma-
jor of Kramnik, Marjan Šarec, and the conserva-
tive candidate Ljudmila Novak, president of the 
Christian Democrat “Nova Slovenija” party. Al-
though Borhut Pahor is in the lead, it is not at all 
clear whether he will be able to win the second 
round of elections.

SECURITY

On July 15th, Turkey marked the anniversary of 
the attempted military coup in 2016, which brief-
ly plunged the country into chaos as a group 
of junior army officers attempted to overthrow 
the government and seize power. Although the 
coup in effect only lasted a few hours, the post-
coup crackdown and purges being carried out by 
the authorities continue to the present day, as 

does the state of emergency. In many respects, 
the previous year has transformed Turkey. An es-
timated 170,000 people – from army and police 
officers to lawmakers, journalists, academics or 
businessmen – have been arrested or detained 
during the purge, while hundreds of thousands 
are thought to have been fired or suspended 
from public sector jobs. While the purge has tar-
geted those suspected being of Gulenists – who 
stand accused of being behind the coup – many 
seem to be ordinary opponents or critics of the 
regime. In April this year, Turkish President Re-
cep Tayyip Erdogan organized a referendum 
which will enable him to expand his own pres-
idential powers in major ways, at the expense 
of democratic checks and balances. One effect 
of the post-coup purge, as well as increasingly 
erratic behavior of the Turkish authorities – has 
been to drive both foreign and domestic inves-
tors out of Turkey. Many are now relocating to 
neighboring countries in the Balkans, as are an 
increasing number of ordinary Turkish citizens.

The US government’s country terrorism reports, 
released on July 19th, provided a good scan of 
the preparedness and problems of different 
countries in the region in dealing with terrorist 
threats. Of all the countries in south-east Europe, 
perhaps the most worrying situation was that in 
Turkey, which the reports described as a both a 
source country for foreign terrorist fighters wish-
ing to join the Islamic State and other Islamist 
groups in Syria and Iraq and a key transit country 
for those wishing to join terrorist groups across 
the Middle-East. An increasing domestic terror-
ism problem within Turkey was also noted, with 
nine known terrorism attacks during 2016 alone. 
Within the Balkans, Bosnia and Kosovo stuck out 
in terms of the scale of the problem faced, par-
ticularly as the two countries held leading posi-
tions in terms of numbers of recruits who had left 
to join Islamic state and other groups in Syria and 
Iraq. While Bosnian authorities estimated that 
around 300 of its citizens had left for the Mid-
dle-East conflicts, the number was estimated at 
315 in Kosovo. The reports also noted that both 
countries had made progress in stemming the 
tide of recruits and prosecuting those engaged 
in terrorism or other extremist activities. Never-
theless, weak security and rule of law structures 
were highlighted, while in Bosnia, predictably, 
coordination between different levels of govern-
ment was flagged up as an on-going problem.
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In Montenegro, the trial of 14 individuals indict-
ed on charges of planning a coup to overthrow 
the government last October finally began to 
make headway in early September. The trial 
had formally opened in May, but its start was 
formally delayed several times. Finally, on Sep-
tember 6th, the Prosecution began setting out 
its evidence against the accused, who include 
two Montenegrin opposition leaders. Both men 
continued to maintain that the charges against 
them were politically motivated, as well as that 
the entire coup had been invented by the au-
thorities. Meanwhile, the US and Russia used 
the supposed coup to trade barbs in early Au-
gust yet again – on a visit to Montenegro on 
August 2nd, US Vice President Mike Pence ac-
cused Russia of being behind the coup plot and 
seeking to destabilize the wider region; Mos-
cow retorted that such accusations, as well as 
“false choices” that the US was offering to the 
region, would inevitably lead to a rise in ten-
sions.

BILATERAL RELATIONS

Relations between Moldova, Romania, and Rus-
sia took a nosedive in late July and early August, 
as an internal Moldovan dispute escalated into 
a Moldova-Russia dispute and then engulfed Ro-
mania as well. While on July 19th Moldova’s pro-
Russian President, Igor Dodon, announced that 
he had invited Russia’s Deputy Prime Minister 
Dimitry Rogozin to visit Moldova, after which 
Rogozin’s cabinet announced that the Russian 
Deputy PM would be visiting both Moldova 
and then its breakaway Transnistria region with 
a military delegation, Moldova’s own Foreign 
Ministry notified the Russian authorities that it 
would not allow a military delegation led by Ro-
gozin to land in the country. Over the coming 
days, Rogozin and Dodon insisted that the visit 
would take place, with Dodon even stating that 
he would accompany Rogozin to Transnistria, 
much to the anger of Moldova’s pro-European 
government. In the end, Rogozin was forced to 
abandon his visit to Moldova on July 28th in mid-
air, as Romanian authorities blocked his plane 
from entering their airspace, blocking his only 
viable access route to Chisinau. The Russian side 
retaliated by imposing temporary bans on the 
import of certain agricultural products from Ro-
mania and Moldova.

Given that for most of the summer Pristina had no 
government, it is not surprising that no tangible 
progress was made in the dialogue between Ser-
bia and Kosovo during this period. However, some 
interesting developments did take place, not least 
of which was Serbian President Aleksandar Vucic’s 
call on July 24th for an internal dialogue within 
Serbia on how to resolve relations with Kosovo 
and, indeed, how to normalize relations between 
Albanians and Serbs as such. His call for realism 
on the Serbian side, as well as references to the 
need to take tough decisions, was welcomed by 
officials from the EU, as well as Kosovo and Alba-
nia and widely interpreted as a signal that Vucic 
was preparing the Serbian public for some form 
of acceptance of Kosovo’s independence. Oppo-
sition politicians and observers in Serbia were, of 
course, more skeptical of Vucic’s words – while 
some doubted the sincerity of the call for a dia-
logue given Vucic’s track record of communicat-
ing with his opponents, others stressed the need 
for action over words. Meanwhile, the presidents 
of Kosovo and Serbia met with the EU’s Foreign 
Policy Chief Federica Mogherini on August 31st in 
Brussels and pledged their commitment to imple-
menting existing agreements reached between 
Belgrade and Pristina on the judiciary by the mid-
dle of October. Their meeting was perhaps more 
interesting as an indication that the dialogue be-
tween the two sides may well be conducted at 
the presidential level in the future.

On August 1st, Bulgaria and Macedonia signed 
a friendship treaty in Skopje, in an attempt to 
thaw relations which had become cool during 
the last years of VMRO-DPMNE rule in Macedo-
nia. The treaty envisages easing customs and bor-
der procedures, creating conditions for increased 
trade and improving transport infrastructure, as 
well as Bulgarian support for Macedonia’s EU 
and NATO accession bids. In addition, the trea-
ty envisages the establishment of a commission 
that will seek to resolve the two countries’ dif-
fering views of history. The treaty was generally 
met with approval in the two countries and the 
region, although nationalists in both countries 
criticized it as selling out their country’s respec-
tive interests; by contrast, non-nationalist crit-
ics wondered whether any real concrete action 
would ensue from the treaty.

Following an ice-breaking visit by Macedonia’s 
new Foreign Minister Nikola Dimitrov to Ath-
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ens in June, the foreign ministers of Greece 
and Macedonia held another meeting in Skop-
je on August 31st. Just how far the two coun-
tries are from signing a friendship treaty was 
demonstrated by the fact that the two ministers 
talked about the need for “trust-building meas-
ures” and plans to revive negotiations on their 
dispute over Macedonia’s very name. While it is 
clear that the chasm between Greece and Mace-
donia is far deeper – and will require much more 
hard work to overcome – the meeting was still 
a positive development and a step in the right 
direction towards resolving one of the region’s 
longest-running disputes.

On the other hand, while Serbia and Macedo-
nia may have few substantive disputes and dis-
agreements, along with traditionally warm re-
lations, relations have soured since the election 
of the Zaev government in Skopje, to which the 
government in Belgrade appears to have adopt-
ed a hostile stance. In a bizarre move, on August 
20th Serbia recalled the entire staff of its em-
bassy in Skopje, the only justification eventually 
given being that Serbia was aware of “offensive 
actions” directed towards it and its embassy, as 
well as claims that Macedonian intelligence was 
spying in Serbian officials. Whatever the reasons 
behind this course of events, the dispute was 
papered over following a phone call between 
Serbian President Aleksandar Vucic and Mace-
donian Prime Minister Zoran Zaev, as well as a 
meeting between the foreign ministers of the 
two countries during the ensuing days. Never-
theless, it was hard to shake off the feeling that 
there would likely be more such incidents in the 
future.

Kosovo and Montenegro seemed to be on 
course to reinvigorate their border demarcation 
dispute, rather than resolve it, as Kosovo’s new 
Prime Minister, Ramush Haradinaj, dismissed 
the entire Kosovar State Commission on Demar-
cation during his first days in office. The new 

members of the Commission appointed by Ha-
radinaj are bitter critics of the original demarca-
tion agreement signed in 2015 and have been 
tasked with finding ways to revise the original 
agreement. Yet given that Montenegro has little 
incentive to engage in a revision of the agree-
ment and that the international community has 
insisted that Kosovo ratify the agreement, it 
seems that all that Kosovo may achieve is to fur-
ther box itself in on a dead-end course. Croatia 
also found itself engulfed in numerous bilater-
al and multilateral disputes with its neighbors 
over the summer. Sparks flew between Bosnia 
and Croatia as Zagreb forged ahead with plans 
to construct the Peljesac bridge, which would 
enable Croatia to connect its disjointed south-
ern territories while bypassing Bosnia. Bosnian 
officials challenged the legality of the bridge 
regarding concern about open sea access, argu-
ing that it could not be built without Sarajevo’s 
consent. There were additional diplomatic skir-
mishes between the two countries when Croa-
tia’s President Grabar-Kitanovic suggested that 
Bosnia was a haven for “an estimated ten thou-
sand” radical Islamists, a claim which was reject-
ed by Bosnia’s security officials as their Croatian 
counterparts. Relations between Hungary and 
Croatia also seemed in danger of souring af-
ter Budapest threatened to block Croatia’s ac-
cession to the OECD over an ongoing dispute 
over Hungarian oil company MOL’s ownership 
in Croatia’s national oil company INA. Relations 
between Slovenia and Croatia also remained 
tense, primarily over their border dispute in 
the Bay of Piran. Slovenia cited this as a reason 
for blocking Croatian accession to the OECD. 
Meanwhile, for a brief period of time in early 
August, Croatia managed to antagonize four 
of its Balkan neighbors – Bosnia, Macedonia, 
Montenegro, and Serbia – following a decision 
to drastically increase fees on imports of fruits 
and vegetables. As the neighboring countries 
threatened retaliation, Croatia quickly backed 
down.
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A Macedonian Moment for the Balkans? 

Florian Bieber1

After years of democratic decline in the Western Balkans, the new Macedonian government that took 
office in May 2017 constituted not just the first democratic transfer of power in the region for four 
years, but also a seeming break with the success of autocratic rule. Is there are “Macedonian moment” 
and what can be learnt from it? First a warning, the electoral success of Aleksandar Vucic in 2012 was 
by many seen as democratic normalization and a sign of Serbia’s democracy maturing. Instead, the 
state of media freedom and democracy has regressed significantly since. In Albania, the success of Edi 
Rama helped to break the nationalist and autocratic temptations of the Berisha governments. The re-
cord of the Rama government, reelected just this year, has been mixed: on one side, it succeeded in sig-
nificant reforms, on the other, the dominance of a single self-centered prime minister does not bode 
well.

These recent transfers of power stand as a warning to not just focus on people and their ability to “de-
liver”, but rather on structural changes that make government more transparent and accountable. To 
some degree the new Macedonian government holds more promise as Prime Minister Zaev cuts a less 
charismatic leadership figure than Vucic or Rama and his power is based less on a hierarchical pyramid 
of power. The Macedonian transfer of power holds two lessons for the wider region. The first is on the 
transfer of power itself and the second is on the aftermath. In the late 1990s and early 2000s, the buz-
zword for democratic change in the Balkans and beyond was “electoral revolution”, the change of an 
autocratic regime through a decisive election. This helped Meciar’s nationalist thuggishness in Slovakia 
in 1998, and ended the corrupt and nationalist Tudjman regime in Croatia in 2000 and the warmon-
gering Milosevic in the same year. Here the focus was on a broad opposition coalition that would over-
throw the incumbent in an election, monitored by civil society with strong social movements and inter-
national support.

The record of these transitions has been varied. Slovakia and Croatia did relatively well, Serbia had a 
mixed record, but the break with Milosevic was decisive and liberating. Further east, in Ukraine or Geor-
gia, the outcome was less clear cut, at least after an initial fury of reforms. The new generation of au-
tocrats has been able to control electoral processes better than their predecessors and have also, for 
the most part been less antagonistic to the West. Thus, unseating them required a different strategy. In 
Macedonia, it required a nearly two year long process that not only brought the undemocratic practices 
of the government to light to a domestic audience, but also gradually convinced the EU and key mem-
ber states that the government seized being a partner (although some members of the EPP continued 
supporting the incumbent VMRO-DPMNE until after the elections in 2016). A combination of external 
pressure, such as the Priebe Report, the EU mediation that set up the special prosecutor, large scale so-
cial movements and protests led to a change of government that only took place after intense interna-
tional pressure following the violence in parliament orchestrated by the governing party in April 2017. 
Thus, unseating autocratic incumbents in the region will require a similar mix of revelation, mobiliza-
tion, external pressure, and a critical juncture.

Such a Macedonian moment is increasingly becoming the only path toward renewing democratic rule 
in several Balkan countries. Key for long term change and transforming the “Macedonian moment” 
into a lasting legacy requires more than a change of leadership or new parties in power. From Milorad 
Dodik in the Republika Srpska in 2006 to Vucic in 2012, too often the hope of Western actors in particu-
lar was pinned on finding the next reliable, reformist sounding partner. The result has been support-
ing the current generation of strongmen, who talk of reform when it suits them, but building a highly 
personalized sentimentalist control. Key for sustainable change will be strengthening institutions over 
people and the willingness of the new Macedonian government to building professional and transpar-

1 Florian Bieber is Professor for Southeast European History and Politics at the University of Graz. He directs the centre for Southeast 
European Studies there and coordinated the Balkans in Europe Policy Advisory Group (BiEPAG). He tweets at @fbieber.
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ent institutions and to break the power of patronage networks that are the main transmission belts 
between politics and citizens across the region. It is easy to conjure up the image of a generational 
change, yet the autocratic incumbents are often young, from Vucic and Gruevski, both 47 years old, to 
Milo Djukanovic, 55 years old. All came to power in their twenties and thirties, reminding us that youth 
is no protection from autocracy and even less from long rule.

The biggest failure of the democrats in the 2000s across the region was the failure to build and respect 
institutions and rules, often with the tacit consent and encouragement from outsiders. The informal 
presidentialism of Boris Tadic, the dubious coalition building in Kosovo and informal power of Milo Dju-
kanovic, just to list a few examples, all preventing the emergence of strong institutions and rules that 
are not easily bent. 

Finally, making the “Macedonian moment” sustainable also will require a new type of party politics. To 
date, most parties in the region have been essentially interests groups focused on gaining and main-
taining power with only formal adherence to European type ideological distinctions. Overwhelmingly, 
these differences are superficial, pro-forma and purely instrumental. The result has been that parties 
are deeply distrusted and joined to get a job not to pursue a political commitment. Just following an 
external template and focusing on the form is not going to deliver. 

Thus, thinking of new types of party politics will be necessary. One promising start was the election 
campaign in Macedonia’s most recent parliamentary election where the social democratic opposition 
sought to actively court Albanian voters and included candidates from the social movements against 
the government. Moving beyond the still too rigid ethnic divides in politics of the region and also in-
cluding civil society are opportunities, as long as both do not evolve into tokenism and mere co-option. 
This transformation is all the more challenging as the Western European model of political parties is it-
self in deep crisis as populist groups and “movements” seek to bypass conventional party politics. The 
Western Balkans had their share of populists, flash-in-the-pan candidates, and nationalists. However, 
without parties which are based on internal democracy and shared values and programs, such easy 
temptations that might turn into long autocratic hangovers remain likely. Thus, the “Macedonian mo-
ment” is a reminder that it is an opportunity for a much longer and more uncertain transformation that 
awaits not just Macedonia, but most of its neighbors. 
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Our Beloved, Feared Balkan Leaders 

Sašo Ordanoski2

Most current Balkan leaders, submerged in our semi-functional and “work-in-progress” (or “work-in-
regress”) democracies, are faced with a classical Machiavelli’s authoritarian dilemma: whether it is bet-
ter for a ruler to be feared or loved. Machiavelli’s solution to that ancient leader’s puzzle is that it is 
better to be feared than loved since, in politics, fear is easier to control than the whims of love. The 
major caveat in Machiavelli’s advice is that a prince must be feared only in such a way as to avoid being 
hated – and the way to do so is to abstain from meddling with the property of his subjects.

In the modern leadership conundrum of Southeast Europe, there appear to be two options. To be 
loved, governing democratically and respecting rule of law, though this may cause a leader to seem 
weak and politically vulnerable; or to govern through fear, not respecting rule of law (meddling with 
citizens’ property), but stimulating respect and loyalty among ones faithful citizens. Machiavelli’s advice 
notwithstanding, it seems that the majority of leaders are choosing the latter track.

Personalized Power

In choosing to govern by fear, most leaders in Southeast Europe have personalized their power instead 
of empowering institutions; institutions serve merely as decorum, reminiscent of a now non-existent 
rule of law. Such leaders rely on corruption, cronyism, and the development of widespread political and 
social clienteles. Their political parties become a backbone of the state’s institutional and administra-
tive structures, tarnishing the concept of integrity of all key and supposedly independent democratic 
and state institutions. These include the judicial system, police, financial establishments, cadastres, busi-
ness associations, university bodies, and tax authorities, but also sport clubs and their fans, folk dance 
groups, and religious choruses, all of whom must obey party lines and its leader.

Yes, most of our Balkan leaders are populists, because the offer of “growth without democracy and 
progress without freedom” (in the words of Michael Ignatieff) appears to attract a lot of popular sup-
port from people, unused to, expelled from, or tired of the obligations of individual citizenship in dem-
ocratic societies. This democratic vacuum is filled by populists who, in the terminology of Wolfgang 
Merkel, re-engage “the bottom third” of societies who have “disengaged from politics” as a result of 
“triumph of capitalism” with abolition of democratic and sovereign control over national economies 
under the advancement of globalization and neo-liberal market forces . By addressing the worries of 
ordinary people, our populist leaders bring passion back to politics, fed by a simplified and revision-
ist version of history which informs a grand narrative of a people and their land. Take, for example, 
the case of the ex-Macedonian Prime Minister Nikola Gruevski’s ten years-strong (and very expensive!) 
propaganda bravado about Biblical peoples and “Alexander the Great’s modern nation.” 

“Militarizing” The Media

However, this modern populism is distinct of that from of the nineties, in which nationalism was the 
dominant school of thought. Most of our modern Balkan autocrats have become technologically savvy 
and politically sophisticated, using social media and modern PR techniques better than most of their 
competitors in the political arena. They have also adopted the technocratic skills of the new globalized  
 

2 Dr. Sašo Ordanoski’s professional journalistic carrier spans over 30 years, with considerable experience in journalism, PR, and public 
communications both in the national and international arena. He plays a prominent role in SEE’s civil society sector, and teaches jour-
nalism, media, and the theory and practice of communication.
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democratic world where efficiency dominated over processes of checks and balances, and debates 
about values are replaced with spreadsheets showing statistical trends in their support in public 
polls.

Still, controlling the media in their countries is a crucial tool for contemporary Balkan “democratic” 
despots in their conscious choice of governing “by fear.” Their propagandistic target is simple: to dem-
onstrate that government is strong and not necessarily good (to paraphrase Haifeng Huang), and that 
there is no better leadership figure available in society – they are the only option.

Through systematic media manipulation (as declining scores in the region in the IREX Media Sustain-
ability Index and Press Freedom Index show), autocrats intimidate their political opponents and eve-
ryone who is critical of their power. Coupled with total control over the security state apparatus, this 
leaders to a “militarization” of media content, where the public is overwhelmed with press briefings 
and “live” broadcasts of arrests (prep-shows), “attractive” official video materials of police actions, 
tips on police investigations, news exclusivities on their opponents’ personal affairs, including sex, 
drugs and video tapes. Ruling political parties have employed armies of internet bots and web trolls, 
whose target is anyone and everyone who disagrees with their party line or the standing of the party’s 
“supreme leader.”

The Rest Is History

Most of the above diagnoses, applicable in more than several Southeast European countries, are in-
spired by the reality of Macedonian political experience in the last decade of rule by former-PM Nikola 
Gruevski, until recently the most powerful and unrestrained despot in Macedonian politics. But things 
changed in 2015, when Zoran Zaev, the leader of the Macedonian opposition party, the Social Demo-
crats, publicly exposed some of the cruder methods of Gruevski’s rule by releasing hundreds of wire-
tapped conversations that the Macedonian secret police service and its chief (Gruevski’s first cousin) had 
illegally tapped on a continual basis since 2009. The recordings illustrated high-level corruption, system-
atic election rigging, judiciary misuse, political manipulations, racketeering, and numerous other mis-
managements on an unprecedented level of government abuse.

The rest is now history: not even an attempt for a bloody, but unsuccessful coup in Macedonian parlia-
ment in April 2017 could have stopped Gruevski’s demise. The formation of the new Macedonian inter-
ethnic coalition government in June this year was led by Mr. Zaev and had the strong support of civil 
society. Currently deprived of his passport while the under investigation by the Special Prosecutor for 
a long list of suspected crimes during his governance, Gruevski is facing losses in the local elections this 
coming October. A rising sentiment in his own VMRO-DPMNE calls for him to finally leave the party’s 
presidential function and allow for internal party reforms.

New, Forgotten Leadership

PM Zaev, on the other hand, so far, is showing leadership qualities as yet unseen in Macedonian politics. 
He, himself pledging to “bring back life in Macedonia” regardless of anyone’s ethnic, social, or political 
background, is not short of some quantity of populism in his political program. However, he announced 
a wide range of reforms in the country in close cooperation with the EU and Euro-Atlantic structures, 
conscious of the fact that by tolerating Gruevski’s undemocratic regime for too long, they were part of 
the problem as much as they are now an important part of the solution for Macedonian social, politi-
cal, and democratic restoration.

In that process, PM Zaev insists on wide public debate involving experts, civil society, and all political 
sides including the opposition. He and his government officials have made themselves constantly avail-
able for journalists’ inquiries, and responded even to unpleasant questions posed by the media, includ-
ing his harshest critics close to the opposition. He demonstrates restraint in using the power of the state 
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in his party activities. In the ongoing local elections campaign, current ministers and other state officials 
involved in the political campaign are using their own transport to party activities (heretofore unimagi-
nable). The ruling coalition is advocating for a balanced but firm approach in re-establishing juridical 
independence, social and tax reforms, redefining police (and secret police) functions in society, freedom 
of the media, domestic and foreign investments, and rule of law.

The list of political and other reforms which are on the table for Macedonia is both long and long 
overdue. We’ll see for how long the new leadership, challenged with difficult task of socio-econom-
ic reforms and the Euro-Atlantic integration agenda, will remain dedicated to the interests of the 
country, a rule based on love rather than by bolstering fear among its citizens. The jury, on Zoran 
Zaev, is out.
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