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Albania: On the threshold of EU membership 
The October 2019 European Council meeting will discuss Albania and North Macedonia. The 2018 western 
Balkans strategy aimed at injecting new momentum for EU enlargement, consequently European Commission 
President-designate Ursula von der Leyen, and High Representative and Vice-President-designate Josep Borrell, 
have declared that the EU would prioritise enlargement talks with the western Balkans. In the face of growing 
frustration and 'enlargement fatigue', a decision to open negotiations would be a strong signal to the region. 

Background  
Albania, as other western Balkan countries, was identified as a potential candidate for EU membership as 
early as the EU-Western Balkans Summit in Thessaloniki in June 2003. In 2009, Albania submitted its formal 
application for membership. In its opinion on Albania's application (in 2010), the Commission assessed that 
before accession negotiations could start, Albania still needed to achieve a degree of compliance with the 
Copenhagen criteria. In October 2012, the Commission recommended that Albania be granted candidate 
country status, subject to completion of key measures in of judicial and public administration reform and 
revision of the parliamentary rules of procedures. The EU subsequently awarded Albania candidate status 
in June 2014. The Commission's 2018 country report recommended opening accession talks. 

European Commission and Council positions 
In May 2019, the Commission reiterated an 'unconditional recommendation' to open accession 
negotiations, based on its positive evaluation of the progress made and of the fulfilment of the conditions 
identified by the Council in the enlargement package and annual Albania report. Council conclusions 
adopted in June 2019, reaffirmed the commitment to enlargement, 'which remains a key policy of the 
European Union'. The Council also took note of the Commission's recommendation and in 'light of the 
limited time available and the importance of the matter', decided to revert to the issue with a view to 
reaching a clear and substantive decision 'as soon as possible and no later than October 2019'.  

Main challenges 
The main obstacle to Albania's pathway to EU membership is some Member States' reluctance to support 
a common strategic position on the Balkans and enlargement timing. For instance, France's May 2019 
strategy for the western Balkans supports the idea of further stabilisation of the region without mentioning 
enlargement. The Netherlands has echoed this view, due to irregular border crossings. Following a majority 
vote in the Dutch parliament, the government of the Netherlands requested that the Commission consider 
suspending visa-free travel for Albanians in June 2019, (the first time the Commission has received a 
notification of this kind). Albania was granted visa-free travel to the Schengen area in 2010. However, 
according to the Commission's second report under the visa suspension mechanism, Albanian nationals 
make the highest number of irregular EU border crossings.  

European Parliament position 
Parliament's report on the 2018 Commission report on Albania reiterated the importance of opening 
accession negotiations, whilst also emphasising the need for progress on key issues, in particular the rule 
of law and constructive political dialogue, willingness to compromise, and sustainable cross-party 
cooperation. Parliament also called on the Commission to apply the reinforced approach for negotiations 
on Chapter 23 (judiciary and fundamental rights) and Chapter 24 (justice, freedom and security). Parliament 
welcomed the progress made in the fight against corruption and organised crime, in particular the recent 
arrests of members of several criminal groups. Finally, the assembly reiterated the need for further measures 
to disrupt financial flows aimed at financing terrorism and to address online radicalisation effectively. 
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