M/I
AVRASYA INCELEMELER|I MERKEZI

CENTER FOR EURASIAN STUDIES AVIM Commentary ° NO. 2026 / 54 °

THE FAILURE OF THE EU'S STRATEGY OF FRAGMENTATION IN THE
BALKANS, AMIDST THE FRACTURING INTERNATIONAL RULES-BASED ORDER

Teoman Ertugrul TULUN

Analyst

How the Western Balkans Terminology Was Created and Developed

The political notion of the "Western Balkans" was first formally tabled, institutionalized, and
adopted into EU terminology during the Vienna European Council in December 1998, which took

the meetings, Austria steered the drafting of the Presidency Conclusions that officially codified it.
It was institutionalized via the Stabilization and Association Process (SAP) in 1999 [IIII] to
manage relations with southeastern European nations that emerged from the collapse of
Yugoslavia, including Albania. The EU, by bundling specific post-conflict nations (Albania, Bosnia
and Herzegovina, Kosovo, Montenegro, North Macedonia, and Serbia) into a separate tier,
distinguished them from other Balkan neighbors like Bulgaria and Romania, which were placed
on accelerated paths to full integration. Nearly thirty years have passed since this concept was
first introduced. Over this period, the concept has evolved and [T OOITT]
synonymous with "Balkanization," which carries a negative connotation. It is crucial to emphasize
that at this stage the concept has become a tool of exclusion rather than inclusion.

It is anticipated that the European Commission will release a comprehensive EU enlargement
document on September 30th, which will serve as the basis for discussions at the European
Council meeting in October. This document will likely confirm that Montenegro and Albania could
soon conclude their negotiations. It is also noted that the document should offer insights into
how other countries in the region that do not yet share this prospect might advance their EU
accession processes. Furthermore, attention is drawn to the fact that both of these countries face
significant bilateral issues that need to be resolved or have challenging neighbors with whom

The EUs "Othering" and Intentional Exclusion of Turkiye from Balkans

For years, AVIM has argued that the Western Balkans terminology has created artificial
geopolitical dividing lines in a historically interconnected region and disrupted the integrity of the

the Balkans and has been a formal candidate since 1999, the "Western Balkans" framework not
only excluded Turkiye but also made no reference to its Balkan identity. By designing an
enlargement envelope that stopped at the Turkish border, the EU politically sequestered Turkiye




into an entirely separate bilateral track, decoupling it from the regional integration architecture
of southeastern Europe. Disappointingly, even in some studies by EU-related think tanks, Turkiye

The EU's inconsistent double standards in its accession processes have not only undermined its
credibility and reputation but also exposed the limits of its actual power.

The European Union's enlargement policy, once grounded in legal and structural principles, has
increasingly shifted towards political pragmatism and strategic maneuvers. This shift, while
offering short-term strategic advantages, raises profound questions about its long-term reliability
and, in fact, the EUs real economic and military power capacity. To put it briefly, without going
into detail, when viewed through the lens of the Copenhagen criteria, which lay down the
fundamental rules determining a country's eligibility to join the European Union, it is safe to say
that the admission of the Greek Cypriot Administration of Southern Cyprus and Bulgaria in
previous years obviously did not align with the EU's founding standards.

In the Balkans, the EU's varied and often inconsistent standards reflect a policy deeply influenced
by strategic interests, overshadowing the consistency and fairness of the accession process. This
approach, while pragmatic at first glance, risks disillusioning aspiring member states and
undermining the EU's credibility, potentially opening the door for global powers to extend their

international arena and the prevailing state of war in the region north of the Black Sea, right next
to the Balkans, will confront the EU with a very difficult situation in adopting new decisions in the
coming period, particularly concerning the Balkans. It should not be forgotten that every Balkan
country is a Southeast European country. Still, not every Southeast European country is
considered a Balkan country in the traditional sense. The Balkans possess a unique internal
dynamic of a historical nature. Whether the EU desires it or not, and whether it welcomes it or
not, this internal dynamic positions Turkiye in a privileged position in the region. The EU's recent
statements, which we will discuss below, indicate that the EU is also seriously seeking new
structures for the period ahead. This pursuit will undoubtedly have aspects that influence the
future structure of the Balkan region.

EU and Fracturing International Rule-Based Order

In her recent statement and most notably during her September 2026 State of the European
Union (SOTEU) address, European Commission President Ursula von der Leyen explicitly noted
that the rules-based international system is fracturing and can no longer be single-handedly
relied upon to shelter European interests. She underscored the urgent need to reimagine new
partnerships and build resilient security structures. She underscored the importance of new
partnerships and stated the following:

Partnerships are a strategic choice for Europe. But they also respond to the fracture in the
international rules-based system. For some, the answer is to go it alone. But this is not an
option for us. Europe will always lead in defending the rules-based system. But we can no
longer rely on it as our only means of securing our interests. Or assume that its rules will
shelter us from the complex threats that we face. In this new world, we must urgently
reimagine our partnerships. And build global coalitions for our resilience and
democracies... For a long time, we have discussed a leaders' format focused on the
security of our continent. With partners like Canada, Norway, Ukraine, the United Kingdom,




and others involved. This is even more urgent now, given the nature and scale of the risks
at play. This is why we will set out our ideas to make a European Security Council a reality.

Ursula von der Leyen, besides, for some, unexpectedly and allegedly without consulting EU
capitals, said that we want to bring the relationship with Canada to the highest level possible ...
[we are] opening the door for Canada to be the first associate member of the EU. In this context,
certain press reports claimed that The idea was not run past European capitals in advance and
has caused considerable confusion... No one seems to know exactly what associate membership
would entail. And within hours, Canada was tamping down expectations. Were not there,
Jonathan Wilkinson, Canadas incoming ambassador to the EU, told reporters in Strasbourg when

Conclusion

As the foregoing explanations make clear, the EU has long categorized Balkan countries into
tiers, devised artificial concepts incompatible with regional realities, and clumsily attempted to
exclude a key actor like Turkiye, which is a country of critical importance that shares not only
geographical continuity with the region but also deep-rooted historical and societal ties. The EU
kept Balkan nations in bureaucratic "waiting rooms" for years, adhering rigidly [I1] least on
paper [I1] strict institutional rules. An insular "Western Balkans" framework left the countries in
question in a state of perpetual institutional uncertainty. At this juncture, the EU itself openly
acknowledges the erosion of the rules-based order and is scrambling to devise new security
arrangements, driven solely by the instinct for self-preservation. In such a climate, treating a
pivotal regional power like TUrkiye as an "outsider" increasingly clashes with the realities of an
era that demands comprehensive and holistic alliances. Gone are the days when the EU believed
it could fix everything while gazing into a magnifying mirror and looking down on those around it.
The time has come for the EU to pause, reflect deeply, and, however painful it may be, face
reality.
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