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• For centuries, the Balkans has been known as the ‘melting pot’ of Europe – as a multicultural region 
of dynamic cultural interactions but also of bubbling inter-ethnic tensions that need only a spark to 
turn into violent conflicts. 
 

• Unfortunately, at the end of 20th century, the Balkans attracted the attention of the world with one 
of the most devastating conflicts after the WW 2. Yet, ironically enough, alongside the destructions 
and the atrocities, the conflict brought up something positive – it inspired the European states to 
elaborate and adopt a unique mechanism – a Framework for the Protection of Persons Belonging to 
National Minorities (FCNM). 

 
• The adoption and ratification of the Council of Europe document in the region started right after its 

entry into power:  
• 1997 – Croatia and "The former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia" 
• 1998 – Slovenia  
• 1999 – Albania and Bulgaria 
• 2000 – Bosnia and Herzegovina  
• 2001 – Serbia  
• 2006 – Montenegro 

 
• The European Charter for Regional or Minority Languages (ECMRL) -  entered into force: 

• 1998 – Croatia 
• 2001 – Slovenia 
• 2006 – Montenegro and Serbia 
• 2011 – Bosnia and Herzegovina 

 
• 1996 – FYR Macedonia signed ECMRL 

 
• Albania and Bulgaria – have not signed ECMRL 

 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 

Achievements 
 
• Over the past 20 years, the Western Balkan states, adopting different approaches to 

implementation of the provisions of the Framework Convention, have been consistently developing 
their legal frameworks, policies and mechanisms to enable minorities/ethnic communities to enjoy 
their rights and to ensure that all citizens are protected against discrimination based on ethnic 
grounds.  

 
• Among the successful measures achieved throughout the region can be mentioned:  

 
Law & Institutions 
- The most advanced European Constitution with regard to provision rights to minorities (Kosovo) 
- The arrangements for the protection of freedom of religion and believes (Albania) 
- The legislative changes introduced to support inclusion of returnees and provision of ID 

documents to Roma, incl. the simplification of the registration process (Serbia)  
- The comprehensive legal frameworks – specific laws on national minorities (Serbia, Croatia, 

Albania, Montenegro) 
- The establishment of a Ministry for Human and Minority rights (Montenegro) and other 

government-level agencies and councils to address minority issues (all states) 
- The adoption of an operational programme for national minorities 2017-2020 (Croatia) 

 
- The establishment of the first in the Balkans Minority Commissioner (Bjelina, BiH) 

 
Consultative bodies 
- The establishment of National Minority Councils, financially supported by the state (Serbia) 
- Consultative Council for Communities (Kosovo*)  

 
Language & Education 
- The bilingual kindergartens (FYR MACEDONIA, Slovenia) 
- The bilingual school administration (FYR MACEDONIA) 

 
Empowerment & Participation 
- The establishment of a Platform for social dialogue – between minorities and local authorities - 

at the city of Tetovo (FYR MACEDONIA) 
 

Social Inclusion 
- The mobile teams supporting Roma communities (Serbia, FYR Macedonia) 
- Roma health mediators and educational mediators  

 
 
 



 
 

 
Tolerance 
- The signing of MoUs between the Municipality of Stara Zagora (Bulgaria) and the organizations 

representing the ethnic communities in the city and the number of initiatives promoting 
interethnic tolerance and respect to diversity such as the opening of Museum of Religions and 
the Alley of Ethnicities. 
 

Media 
- The state funding for minority media (Slovenia) 

 
• The list is not exhaustive. It is just a collection of examples to illustrate the efforts of the Western 

Balkan governments and of the EU member states from the region not only to implement policies 
and measures in line with their international obligations, but also to create an inclusive intercultural 
environment of equality, tolerance, and respect to diversity.  
 

• All of the states in the region can be praised for the significant progress achieved in the area of 
minority protection, which has been and still is an important step towards their EU membership (in 
the light of the Copenhagen criteria) . It is important however, to consider all aspects of the process 
and maintaining the critical approach, to look also at the shortfalls and challenges still calling for a 
targeted intervention. 

 
 

Challenges 
 
• Achieving stable peace and economic development based on respect to diversity, and inter-ethnic 

dialogue and cooperation (both horizontal and vertical) requires a systematic approach to resolving 
problems. Development of legal frameworks guaranteeing non-discrimination and equality is an 
important precondition for ensuring minority rights, but it is not enough. Implementation of 
developed policy programmes and of legislative provisions is still insufficient and/or not to the 
needed quality.  
 

• Discrimination on the basis of ethnic grounds is still a reality in all of the Balkan states regardless of 
the fact whether they are EU members of not.  Over the past 20 years most of the national legal 
frameworks have been updated with regard to the international standards, but no real sanctions 
and mechanisms have been introduces to eliminate negative practices.  

 
• The integration of the largest European minority – Roma – has been and still is a challenge that all 

governments face. The Decade for Roma integration initiative, preceding the EU Roma Integration 
Framework, pointed out clearly that a joint and coordinated international approach is needed to 
resolve the numerous problems faced by the members of the ethnic community. Despite all efforts 
and investments however, the levels of poverty and unemployment among Roma is still very high; 
health status and educational attainments are insufficient; registration of people without personal 



 
 

documents is still an issue. Roma remain among the most marginalized communities in the Balkans 
suffering exclusion and multiple discriminations.  

 
• Mainstreaming minority issues is hardly a priority in any of the countries in focus. It is no surprise 

therefore that transformation of dominating negative attitudes (not only towards people from 
diverse cultural background, but also towards the idea that special rights might be provided to 
them) is still a major challenge before all governments. Stereotypes and prejudices towards 
minorities and people from diverse cultural background are still dominating the public discourse. 
Hate speech is detectable in various forms (open or subtle) in media – traditional and social – 
political debates and social discussions, etc.  

 
• A reason for the dominating negative attitudes is the lack of understanding and appreciation of 

diversity due to the insufficient mainstreaming of minority issues. Fostering of inclusion and inter-
cultural cooperation unfortunately is also missing from the public policy agenda. Media and 
educational systems hardly promote tolerance and appreciation of diversity, not to mention 
awareness about the rights to which the citizens from diverse cultural backgrounds are entitled.  

 
• Focused on national supremacy and past injustice history teaching and learning in the Balkans 

inspires rivalry instead of promoting reconciliation based on the critical evaluation of facts in the 
context of the respective geo-political and cultural perspective. Taking advantage of the maintained 
hatreds, political entrepreneurs play the ethnic card and mobilize public support to their own 
advantage and benefits.  

 
• The distance between public authorities and stakeholders (especially those from minority 

communities) and the prevailing exclusion of minorities from the direct participation in the decision 
making process at local and at national level results in a general mistrust of minorities in the public 
institutions, which are predominantly dominated by the majorities, especially at national level.  

 
• At the same time the low levels of civic awareness and activism among the grass root level limits the 

possibilities of minority members to have a voice in the public life of their communities or at the 
state level.   

 
• Women and children from the minorities quite often experience not only the negative 

consequences from the general marginalization of their communities but also a discrimination and a 
number of disadvantages based on gender and age grounds within their own groups.  

 

 
Recommendations 
 
• Despite minorities are often exposed to vulnerabilities and numerous disadvantages they are NOT a 

vulnerable group by default! It is the lack of adequate public policies and support, the dominating 
negative attitudes such as intolerance to and fears of diversity, and the established discriminatory 
practices of exclusion and marginalization that create the vulnerability factors which minorities face.  



 
 

 
 

 
• Creating an environment of non-discrimination and equality for all is not a mission impossible. It 

requires however better understanding of the problems, identification of existing positive models 
and their adaptation to the specific needs and realities. It depends on the good political will and 
efficient cooperation among public authorities and the stakeholders from both minority and 
majority communities.  

 
• Development of a comprehensive legal framework to guarantee rights of minorities but most 

importantly non-discrimination on any ground is a key precondition for achieving equality and 
societal cohesion. The best legal and policy instrument however would hardly have any positive 
impact if not implemented. Therefore, the joint efforts of both government and civil society should 
be directed towards the elaboration of functioning and efficient mechanisms to ensure that 
members of minority communities are respected as culturally diverse citizens.  
 

• In this context, social cohesion should not be seen as a process of getting minorities closer to the 
mainstream societies. Social cohesion is a process of dynamic amalgamation of various players in a 
multicultural social structure. It is a patchwork, within which all elements maintain their uniqueness 
but function as one single unit. To achieve social cohesion therefore, governments and civil society 
need to facilitate the intercultural dialogue and the shift from the “us-them” to the “all of us” 
perspective.  

 
• Within the frameworks of a research done by the European Centre for Minority Issues (ECMI) 

supported by the German Chairmanship of OSCE in 2016, it was established that throughout the 
OSCE area there are a number of positive examples that minorities can contribute to the societal 
cohesion and development building vertical and horizontal bridges within and across societies. To 
realize their bridge-building potential however, minority communities need to enjoy the support of 
the political actors and public institutions. States therefore need to look closely at the existing 
policies and practices and to establish mechanisms and structures that would enable the efficient 
communication and cooperation between minorities and public authorities as well as continuous 
assistance to the communities. 

 
• To build trust in institutions public authorities and institutions need to become more open and to 

establish efficient channels for communication and cooperation with the stakeholders from minority 
communities. The use of mediators, although established as a positive practice, should have a 
temporary character as a policy measure. The real inter-cultural dialogue and communication can 
develop only by giving voice to the diverse groups and by fostering their active involvement in the 
public and political processes. The establishment of functioning mechanisms for structured dialogue 
and participation in the decision-making process (through consultative forums, regular meetings, 
etc) is still a task that a number of states from the region need to address.  

 
• To make a positive sustainable impact in a long-term perspective, the Western Balkans governments 

need to start cooperating efficiently with each other. Only by joining efforts and demonstrating 



 
 

willingness to overcome past hatreds and mistrust, kin-states could bring in positive changes to the 
lives of their kin-minorities. By enabling and simplifying the cross-border interactions at grass-root 
level, governments would also foster the social and economic development at local and regional 
levels.  

 
 

Conclusion 
 
• In summary, the empowerment of minorities in the Western Balkans and achieving social cohesion 

is dependent on the:  
 
o Adequate legal frameworks and public policies 
o Efficient implementation of their provisions 
o Establishment of respective mechanisms and structures to ensure the efficient 

implementation and sustainability of the efforts and achievements 
o Good political will for cooperation across and within state borders - with neighbouring 

states and with grass-root level, respectively 
o Good political will to promote and support minorities as bridge-builders  
o Mainstreaming of minority rights and targeted shift of negative attitudes towards diversity 
o Direct access and active involvement of stakeholders in the decision-making process 
o Awareness among minorities about their rights but also about their citizens’ responsibilities 
o Constructive inter-ethnic dialogue and cooperation based on mutual respect and tolerance 
o Willingness among minorities to become active partners of public authorities 
o Civic activism at grass-root level 

 
• Minority rights are not a tool for secession but a tool for building inclusive, stable and prosperous 

multicultural societies and regions where all citizens are to contribute to the public good while 
enjoying their cultural diversity.  

 

 
 


