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Decentralisation reforms in the Western Balkans 
Decentralisation, and implementation of the principle of subsidiarity, are at the heart of both EU accession 
negotiations with the Western Balkan countries and their accession-related reforms. As the region's six countries 
differ in population size, territory and history, their decentralisation models differ from each other as well. The 
European Commission and the European Parliament are closely monitoring these countries' overall progress in 
multi-level governance and in the implementation of the EU acquis on an annual basis. 

Conceptual and legal definition 
Decentralisation aims at ensuring the political, legal and fiscal implementation of the principle of 
subsidiarity through multilevel governance, as this principle can guarantee a degree of independence of a 
lower body of government in relation to a higher one, or of local and regional governments in relation to 
the central government. It therefore involves the sharing of powers between several levels of political 
governance, a principle that forms the institutional basis of states but also of the EU. The principle of 
subsidiarity was formally enshrined in the Treaty Establishing the European Community in 1992, and later 
in Protocol No 2 on the application of the principles of subsidiarity and proportionality. The purpose of 
these principles in EU law is to ensure that powers are exercised as close to the citizens as possible, in 
accordance with the principle of proximity. Accession countries are required to incorporate this 'bottom-
up approach' of the EU into their own legal and constitutional frameworks. 

Decentralisation reforms and enlargement 
The new EU enlargement methodology adopted in February 2020 favours a merit-based approach. It puts 
stronger focus on key reforms such as the rule of law, fundamental freedoms and the functioning of 
democratic institutions. Implementation of the subsidiarity principle and decentralisation reforms are 
therefore at the core of EU accession negotiations, in particular within Cluster 1 (rule of law, economic 
criteria and public administration reform), which plays a central role. Sufficient progress therefore needs to 
be made under this cluster before other clusters can be opened. Accession negotiations with Montenegro 
and Serbia started in 2012 and 2014 respectively. In March 2020, the EU Member States decided to open 
accession negotiations with North Macedonia and Albania; however, these negotiations have not yet 
started. Bosnia and Herzegovina (BiH) applied to join the EU in February 2016, and the Commission 
published its opinion on the country's application in May 2019. BiH is a potential candidate country, 
together with Kosovo*. Decentralisation remains a politically sensitive issue for some countries, including 
BiH, as reflected in the current stalemate in its electoral and constitutional reforms. 

Assessment of multi-level governance and decentralisation reforms 
The 2021 Commission communication on EU enlargement policy, which also contains individual country 
reports as annexes, presents the Western Balkan countries' progress in implementing the EU acquis, 
including as regards the political criteria and the decentralisation reforms. In its 2021 report on Albania, the 
Commission notes that 'the Albanian Government maintained a focus on reforms on the country's EU path'. 
Analysing governance, the Commission stresses that 'the territorial administrative reform should be further 
consolidated as part of the wider decentralisation agenda. This is particularly necessary to guarantee local 
fiscal autonomy and empower municipalities to provide good quality public services'. Fiscal 
decentralisation remains a challenge: some scholars, but also international organisations, such as the 
International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), express 
similar concerns when analysing the Albanian national strategy for decentralisation and local governance. 
The International Labour Organization (ILO) notes that the country's 61 municipalities need financial 
support from the central government. Providing such support will be a daunting task, given this year's 'third 
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major shock in recent years' (IMF) that Albania has suffered, after rising inflation and external funding costs 
as a result of the war in Ukraine placed new constraints on public finances. 
In its 2021 report on BiH, the Commission notes some progress in addressing key priority 1 identified in the 
Commission's 2019 opinion on the country's application for EU membership, which, inter alia, highlighted 
'frequent disputes on the distribution of competences between the State and the entities affect their 
effective exercise and therefore the alignment of legislation with the acquis and its implementation in a 
large number of chapters'. Therefore, improved distribution of competences among the levels of 
government, as well as progress in electoral and constitutional reforms, in particular ahead of the October 
2022 general elections, are crucial. To this end, BiH created an Inter-Agency Working Group on Election Law 
Reform in May 2021. In December 2020, municipal elections were held for the first time since 2008 in Mostar. 
In 2019, in the case Baralija v. Bosnia and Herzegovina, the European Court of Human Rights had condemned 
BiH for failing to change its election law and enable municipal elections in Mostar.  
In Kosovo, the most sensitive issue remains the application of the 2013 Brussels Agreement with Serbia. The 
establishment of an Association/Community of Serb-majority municipalities was the most important 
element of this agreement, yet the 2021 Commission report notes that 'no progress has been made on the 
Association/Community of Serb majority municipalities and Kosovo has yet to engage constructively in its 
establishment'. Normalisation of Kosovo-Serbia relations has a strong local and regional dimension, and the 
European Committee of the Regions has expressed readiness to contribute to some aspects of this process. 
Despite the lack of decentralisation at the regional level (there are only three statistical regions), 
Montenegro strives for decentralisation at the municipal level. The country has 22 local self-government 
units and two urban municipalities. In 2021, local elections took place in two municipalities, Nikšić and 
Herceg Novi. The 2021 Commission report notes that 'despite cross-party agreement to hold all local 
elections on the same day, the legal framework still provides for their conduct on a rolling basis, leading to 
nearly constant pre-electoral campaigning at national and local level'. On 4 February 2022, the Montenegrin 
Parliament changed the Law on Local Self-Government to make it possible for all elections to be held on 
the same day, but President Milo Đukanović did not support this change. 
The 2021 Commission report on North Macedonia points out that the local self-government reform 
launched in 2019 has stalled. The government should show active leadership, promoting coordination and 
a systemic dialogue between ministries and local self-government. Efforts to improve municipal finances 
have produced mixed results. Local-level revenue collection has increased as a percentage of total revenue 
raised by municipalities, and the transparency of local budgets has improved. Ad hoc financial transfers 
from the central to the local level provide short-term relief but do not contribute to building a sustainable 
financial framework based on predictable resources. More efforts are needed to strengthen public finance 
management capacities and internal audit at the local level. 
The Serbian Constitution, adopted in 2006, recognises provincial autonomy and local self-governance. 
Article 182 stipulates that, 'in the Republic of Serbia, there are the Autonomous Province of Vojvodina and 
the Autonomous Province of Kosovo and Metohija'. The 2021 Commission report notes the important role 
that municipalities play as healthcare providers, which became especially prominent during the pandemic, 
when 158 Serbian municipal healthcare centres carried out primary prevention. The Commission report 
also commends Serbia for supporting inter-ethnic relations at local and regional level. Councils for inter-
ethnic relations exist in all 73 municipalities that have such an obligation by law. 

Role of the European Parliament 
The European Parliament supports EU enlargement and the European perspective for all Western Balkan 
countries. Under Article 49 TEU, the Parliament must consent to any accession to the EU. Its budgetary 
powers give it direct influence over the amounts allocated to tools such as the Instrument for Pre-accession 
Assistance. The Parliament also supports the inter-party dialogue in several Western Balkan countries, and 
holds annual summits with their parliamentary speakers. On 26 April 2022, the Parliament's President, 
Roberta Metsola, observed that the EU must 'think of ways to accelerate the enlargement process in the 
Western Balkans', because 'stability in the immediate neighbourhood is vital for the EU's own stability'. 
(*) This designation is without prejudice to positions on status, and is in line with UNSCR 1244/1999 and the ICJ Opinion on the 
Kosovo declaration of independence. 
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