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Abstract 

 

The enlargement of the European Union (EU) entails a vast range of issues. In addition to 

necessary institutional requirements, why are some countries more likely to become EU 

members than others? While previous studies have mainly focused on the role of economic 

factors, democratic regime, and cultural identity, few studies examine how levels of 

corruption affect the probability of EU accession. This thesis contends that the level of 

corruption is a crucial factor for the EU to consider an applicant country’s qualification for 

obtaining the candidacy status or the membership of the EU after the fifth enlargement 

(2004-2007). Specifically, I hypothesize that a higher level of corruption tends to reduce the 

probability of joining the EU, and such a reduction effect is stronger after 2007, compared to 

the effect before 2008. Using data for 19 European countries from 1990 to 2018, my 

quantitative analysis supports my hypothesis. The comparative case studies of Croatia and 

Kosovo further illustrates the impact of corruption on the prospect of joining the EU. Overall, 

this thesis aims to fill the gap in the literature of European Union politics and provide policy 

implications for countries that intend to apply for EU membership. 
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摘要 

歐盟東擴涉及非常廣泛的議題。申請國除了要符合必要的制度性要求外，為何有些申

請國比其他國家更有機會成為歐盟會員國？先前的研究主要從經濟因素、民主體制與

文化因素進行探討。然而，目前從貪腐的角度來研究加入歐盟可能性之相關文獻並不

多見。本論文主張，在歐盟第五次擴大之後（2004-2007），歐盟在決定是否給予申請

國會籍或候選資格時，會更傾向將申請國的貪腐程度納入考量。具體而言，本論文假

設「申請國貪腐程度愈高，會降低加入歐盟的可能性，而這個降低的效應在 2007年之

後比在 2008年之前來得更強」。本論文利用 19個歐洲國家自 1990年到 2018年的數據

資料進行量化分析，實證結果支持本文假設。同時，本文對於克羅埃西亞與科索沃所

作的比較案例研究，亦顯示貪腐對於加入歐盟可能性的影響。總體而言，本論文試圖

為歐盟政治的文獻提供補充觀點，同時也為有意加入歐盟的國家提供政策啟發。 

  

關鍵字：歐洲聯盟；歐盟東擴；政治貪腐；克羅埃西亞；科索沃 
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Chapter 1. Introduction 

 

1.1 Puzzle 

 

There are many existing definitions of corruption in general and political corruption in 

particular. This studies focuses on the political corruption in particular. Amundsen (1999, 36) 

defines political corruption as misuses of public authority where political decision-makers are 

involved. The 1889 edition of The Oxford English Dictionary defined political corruption as: 

“perversion or destruction of integrity in the discharge of public duties by bribery or favor; 

the use or existence of corrupt practices, especially in a state, public corporations etc.” Joseph 

Nye defines corruption as s behavior which deviates from the formal duties of a public role 

because of private-regarding (personal, close family, private clique) pecuniary or status gains; 

or violates rules against the exercise of certain types of private-regarding influence” (Nye 

1967, 419). This study will focus on political corruption as a misuse of power by public 

officials for the sake of private gain. Moreover, the political corruption selected for this paper 

is related to the variable retrieved from the Varieties of Democracy (V-DEM) Institute, that 

measures corruption in the executive, judicial and legislative levels (Coppedge et al. 2019). 

 

Countries who consider the application for becoming a member of the European Union 

should comply with the criteria for membership application based on the Treaty of Lisbon in 

2007. Article 49 and the obligations under Article 2 of Treaty on European Union states that 

any European State that respects values of respect for human dignity, freedom, democracy, 

rule of law and human rights, and is committed to promote such values, has the right to apply 

for the EU membership. When a state applies, the Council of the EU should notify both the 

European Parliament and the applicant’s respective national parliament, and the application 

must be agreed by European Council and the European Commission. Furthermore, the 

agreement between Member States and applicant state should be submitted for ratification by 

all contracting states according to their respective constitutional requirements. 

 

The process of EU accession consists three major stages. First, the country becomes a 

candidate for the EU membership. Second, the country starts accession negotiations. Third, 

after successful negotiation, the country becomes a member of the EU. In more detailed 

description, a country has to go through several specific steps and procedures of accession. 
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First, given country submits the application to the Council of the EU. Second, EC gives its 

opinion on the application submitted. Third, all the member countries have to decided 

unanimously in order for a applicant country to become a candidate country. And fourth, if 

all conditions are met, accession negotiations open in agreement with all member states. The 

European Commission proposes the negotiation framework as the basis of the talks, and 

during the negotiations the country prepares to implement EU laws and standards. The acquis 

communautaire has 35 chapters in different policy areas, once the negotiations in all areas are 

finalized, the European Commission gives its opinion whether the country is ready to become 

a member state or not. Based on the opinion of the Commission, the EU member states will 

deicide unanimously to close the negotiation process and the European Parliament must give 

its consent. And the final step is when all the member states and the candidate country sign 

and ratify the accession treaty, the applicant country will become a member of the European 

Union.  

 

In June 1993, the European Council held a meeting in Copenhagen, in regards of the future 

membership to the EU of the Central Eastern Europe (CEE) countries. European Council 

suggested that accession will take place soon as the CEE countries show their ability to attain 

specific economic and political conditions set by the EU. Since then, those conditions, which 

are known as the Copenhagen criteria, include the stability of institutions which guarantee 

democracy, the rule of law, respecting human rights, and protecting minorities. Moreover, the 

Copenhagen criteria also demands countries to have well functioning market economy and to 

hold ability to cope with the competitive nature of the market of EU. And lastly, the 

Copenhagen criteria requires countries to fulfill the obligations of membership, including the 

willingness to achieve common political and economic goals and join the European Union 

(Hillion 2004, 2). Previous research on enlargement process paid attention to the political and 

legal transformation in the candidate countries set by EU conditionality. In this process, the 

candidate countries had to adopt not only the EU acquis communautaire, but also principles 

and rules related to democracy and rule of law that are foreseen in Article 6(1) of the Treaty 

on European Union, for which the union did not have competences over old member states 

(Sedelmeier 2011). 

 

In 2004 and 2007, seven Central Eastern European countries (Poland, Hungary, Czech 

Republic, Slovakia, Slovenia, Bulgaria, Romania), three Baltic Republics (Lithuania, Latvia, 

and Estonia) and two Mediterranean countries (Malta and Cyprus), became members of the 
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European Union. This period of enlargement is known as the fifth wave of EU enlargements. 

In 2013 Croatia became the 28th member of the EU, thus becoming the only Western Balkan 

country to gain accession as of 2020, whereas, six other Western Balkan countries remain 

non-members (Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Kosovo, Montenegro, North Macedonia 

and Serbia). Nevertheless, the European Commission’s Western Balkan Strategy in 2018 

provided a major boost for the region’s aspirations to become EU members. The strategy 

reconfirmed the future of the Western Balkans as an integral part of the European Union 

(European Commission 2018a). Moreover, in February 2018, European Commission 

announced the six flagship initiatives that sees EU taking specific actions in the next two 

years to support the changes in areas of mutual interest in Western Balkans. Among others, 

the initiatives aimed to strengthen rule of law (which also includes fight against corruption 

and organized crime), reinforce cooperation on security and migration, to expand EU Energy 

Union to Western Balkans. The strategy also included the need for the EU to prepare to 

welcome new members to the union once they have met the criteria (European Commission 

2018c).  

 

After each enlargement, the EU applies a constructive accession policy approach, which lays 

its attention to different aspects depending on the nature of the region and countries, and also 

takes into account lessons from previous memberships (European Commission 2012a). For 

the future enlargement of EU strategy that includes Western Balkan countries, European 

Commission suggested that countries of the region should meet all necessary conditions, and 

the emphasis was given in strengthening of democracies, reforming the rule of law which 

includes the fight against organized crime and corruption. Moreover, the Commission further 

requests for countries to employ economic reforms to ensure competitiveness in the European 

market. And the last requirement is the regional cooperation and reconciliation for addressing 

the legacies left by the Yugoslavian wars that devastated the region in the 1990s (European 

Commission 2018a). 

 

Corruption for EU is a phenomenon that hinders economic growth, channeled away from the 

productive outcomes of the economy and undermines the coherence of public spending. It is 

estimated that corruption brings a cost of 120 billion EURO per year for the EU economy 

(European Commission 2017, 1-2). The Convention against corruption involving public 

officials derived by The Council of the European Union in 26 May 1997, aimed to ensure that 

every EU country takes necessary measures to criminalize corruption that involves public 
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officials. The convention was designated to fight corruption against European or national 

officials of EU countries by strengthening the judicial cooperation between EU countries. In 

September 2005, the European Commission signed the 2003 United Nations Convention 

Against Corruption (UNCAC), and in November 2008 ratified it, making the European 

Commission a party of the convention. 

 

The primary interest of this study lies on the future enlargement policy to include Western 

Balkan countries as part of larger, integrated EU. In addition to the formal requirements, what 

makes a non-member state more likely to be granted a candidacy for becoming an EU 

member or a formal EU membership? Previous studies have shown that the probability for a 

non-member state to join the EU is dependent on various factors. For instance, Mattli and 

Plümper (2002) and Schimmelfennig (2002) find that the level of democracy is positively 

associated with accession to the EU. In addition, Katchanovski (2011) and Schimmelfennig 

and Sedelmeier (2006) demonstrate that a non-member state with a higher level of economic 

development is more likely to become an EU member. 

 

Given that the level of democracy and the level of economic development matter for 

applicant countries to obtain EU membership, some studies suggest that an applicant 

country’s level of corruption might be related with its prospect of EU accession (Grubiša 

2010; Kartal 2014; Vachudova 2014). If so, does the level of corruption always matter for 

explaining to what extent an applicant country is likely to join the EU? Or, is the corruption 

issue becoming increasingly important for future applicants? Without systematic analyses for 

addressing these questions, the relationship between corruption and probability of EU 

accession remains a puzzle. 

 

To fill the empirical gap in the literature, I focus on how corruption shapes the prospect of 

EU accession after the fifth EU enlargement in 2007. Specifically, I argue that after the fifth 

enlargement, the corruption situations in Bulgaria and Romania made the EU reconsider the 

criteria for applying EU membership. In other words, the EU started to pay more attention to 

non-member states’ situation of corruption for evaluating the qualification for EU 

membership since 2007 (Grubiša 2010; Vachudova 2014). Therefore, a non-member country 

is less likely to join the EU after 2007 if it suffers a high level of political corruption. In this 

thesis, I adopt a mixed method approach to present quantitative and qualitative evidence to 

support my argument.  
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1.2 Debates on European Integration 

 

European integration has two aspects: “deepening” (supranational centralization), and 

“widening” (expansion of membership). EU started as supranational regulation on coal and 

steel with its six original members and further expended to EU with currently 28 members 

states and with ambition to further expand (Schimmelfennig 2010). European integration are 

defined in three dimensions. The first dimension is sectoral integration, also known as 

broadening, which is a process where policy areas previously governed at national level get 

transferred partially or fully regulated by EU. The second dimension is vertical integration, 

also known as deepening, which is related to the sharing of competencies between 

institutions of EU.  considering the extension of sectoral and vertical integration of given 

state (Schimmelfennig 2010, 37). As Schimmelfennig and Rittberger (2015, 37) argue, 

horizontal integration includes enlargement of EU as its most important process.  

 

How can we understand the nature of the EU integration? There are two theoretical debates. 

The first debate is between supranationalist and intergovernmentalist theories, revolving 

around whether regional integration is a self-reinforcing and transformative process or not. 

For intergovernmentalists, integration remains under the control of the member states, and 

these states ultimately and collectively decide the speed of the integration. On the other hand, 

supranationalists argue that integration is a process in which its institutions of member states 

set off a self-reinforcing process which leads to further integration and is no longer controlled 

by member states, and it thus transforms the EU and the societies within the union 

(Rosamond 2007, 19). Grabbe and Sedelmeier (2010, 376) argue that internal integration has 

become more complex, reaching beyond member states; it does not offer only opt-outs for its 

members but also opt-ins for non- members such as Schengen area for Iceland, Norway, 

Switzerland, and more recently all of Western Balkan states except Kosovo. The EU further 

has extended its functional reach effectively through the process of EU enlargement; prior to 

accession it demands fulfillment of such rules but without declared end-goal of membership 

(Grabbe and Sedelmeier 2010, 377).  

 

Intergovermentalists explain the supranational institution-building as a bargaining that comes 

from states that had specific geopolitical interests in specific historical circumstances. 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

DOI:10.6814/NCCU202001374
 10 

Whereas, Moravcsik (1993) argues that liberalism focuses on the preference of state 

formation rather than geopolitical interests of nation states in contrast with realists who focus 

on state-centrism on international level. Neofunctionalists argue that Europe moved from the 

anarchic state system to supranational institutionalism by following the societal and market 

patterns and pushing political elites to advocate for such arrangements. Neofunctionalists 

recognized that policy initiatives derived from the supranational institutions could have spill-

over effects that lead to further integration; however, these phenomenon is not automatic. It 

requires for nations who redefined their identities and loyalties to actively seek further 

integration (Diez and Wiener 2009, 9-10). 

 

The second theoretical debate revolves around the concept of enlargement, which has been 

caught up in the different perspectives of contemporary rationalist and constructivist debate. 

Rationalists argue that candidate states and members states calculate the costs and benefits of 

a potential enlargement of the EU (Pollack 2001). Member states will accept new member if 

that membership will increase the utility of the current members. However, rationalist further 

argue that members who are not benefiting from the enlargement of the union should be 

compensated in some form. Rationalist theorists assume that all member states’ preferences 

in regards of enlargement are set by the expected cost of single states. EU states or 

institutions are keen for enlargement if they expect to benefit from the enlargement. Whereas, 

non-members seek to join EU, relying on the expectation that they would benefit more from 

membership than any other form relation with the European Union (Schimmelfennig and 

Sedelmeier 2006, 103).  

 

What is known as external incentive model that derives from rational choice is a bargaining 

model that focuses on the actors and assumes that conditionality is a bargaining mechanism 

between rational actors, decisions of whom are calculated by material and political interests 

and cost-benefit (Zhelyazkova et al. 2018, 18). According to this model, EU bargaining 

comes from conditioning candidate countries to adopt and implement the rules that target 

their government in order to acquire rewards. In case of compliance of these conditions EU 

will reward given country, and in case of failing to comply it will withhold the reward. Such 

rewards range from financial assistance to full membership to the union. These tactic can be 

seen in the Kosovo case where visa liberalization was promised in case of fulfilling certain 

requirements by EU. However, despite Kosovo fulfilling those requirements, it was not 

rewarded by EU (Zhelyazkova et al. 2018, 18-19). 
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Constructivist theorists, on the other hand, argue that enlargement is closely related to the 

collective identities and norms and values of the community. According to constructivist 

theory, EU will accept new members if they are ready to identify themselves with EU 

community and also if they are ready to accept the values and norms of the union 

(Schimmelfennig and Sedelmeier 2002, 513-14). The debates within the integration theories 

and the enlargement concept find their way into the Eastern enlargements of 2004 and 2007. 

The two enlargement developments remain a puzzle among scholars who argue that large EU 

members such as Germany and France should have been opposed to the Eastern enlargements 

and yet they were in favor (Risse 2004). 

 

Schimmelfennig (2003) uses a sociological institutionalist perspective to argue that EU has a 

liberal community of states that as long as the applicant countries show commitment to 

democracy, human rights, market economy and strengthening the rule of law, member states 

are likely to agree for other members to join the Union. In terms of discourse for the Eastern 

enlargement, representatives of EU used the community discourse in order to legitimize the 

request of CEE countries to become members. This dominant discourse as “part of us” made 

it difficult for opponents of this enlargement to make objections (Risse 2012,12). 

Constructive institutionalism focuses on the process of “norm socialization” where domestic 

political elites and the population incorporate EU norms. Instead of dealing with the 

manipulation of cost-benefit calculations of candidate countries, constructivist argue that the 

rule transfer can only be effective when people in candidate countries identify themselves 

with union and are prone to change behavior through mechanisms set by EU that have impact  

on domestic level through socialization and persuasion (Checkel 2005). Social constructivists 

put their attention to the independence of the structure of the state and the importance of 

ideas, norms, institutions, and identities in the realm of international politics. Moreover, 

sociological institutionalism can serve as a constructivist-inspired approach to study how 

Europeanization affects domestic change related to the formation of collective identity and 

how this phenomenon affects further integration (Risse 2004, 173-74). 

 

National identity and European collective identity is an aspect that is often discussed among 

scholars. Eurosceptics argue it is impossible for an European identity to be formed since there 

is no such thing as European people. However, empirical studies and survey data show that 

there are individuals that have multiple identities, and people who feel like they belong to 
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Europe parallel with their national identity and other identities they hold. Anderson (1991) 

argues that European Community is “imagined community”, whereas other scholars argue 

that European identity is not necessarily exclusive and should not be conceptualize as if with 

the increase of one’s European identity, one’s national identity would decrease. In other 

words, people can be have multiple identities without having the need to choose one single 

identification (Risse 2005, 295), and this argument is supported by survey data that shows 

many citizens in Europe can be identified with both national and European identities (Hooghe 

and Marks 2004, 417). Moreover, Risse (2004, 154) argues that EU has created a hegemony 

of European identity, and one example is that the accession of the CEE countries to the EU 

was framed as the “return to Europe,” as if these CEE countries were not part of the continent 

before. This also resonates with the Western Balkan countries that have a sense of becoming 

part of “Europe’. Europe and EU are often used interchangeably meaning that EU has 

managed to occupy the meaning of being European, therefore states that are part of the 

continent but not EU members often feel a sense of being outsiders (Risse 2004, 154). 

 

The debate between supranationalist and intergovernmentalist theories and the debate 

between rationalists and constructivists focus on the nature of EU integration and the concept 

of enlargement, respectively. This thesis focuses on the “widening” or horizontal aspect of 

integration. My primary focus is to study what determines the prospect of Western Balkan 

countries to become EU members. Since the violent unrest occurred with the dissolvent of 

Yugoslavia and the Yugoslav wars, the intention of EU to accept new members relies on the 

idea that it is in EU’s interest to have a stable Western Balkans. This idea goes in line with 

the IR theory of institutional liberalism; international organizations are crucial factors in 

conflict management, collective security, cooperating and maintaining peace. (Acharya 

2014).  

 

EU’s interest on expanding itself relies on maintaining stability in the continent. The 

incentives also relate to commercial liberalism that stands for economic interdependence and 

free trade, a concept which commercial liberalists would consider as minimizing chances of 

war, by increasing its cost to the involved parties (Burchill et al. 2005,63-4). Furthermore, the 

incentives of Western Balkan countries for joining the EU is more related to the rationalist 

approach, which suggests that becoming the EU members could help them to pursue more 

economic interests by enjoying the single market, free movement of commercial and human 

capital, and more investments from other EU members. 
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While these theoretical debates help us further understand what regional integration is about, 

we need to focus on specific factors that explain the probability of EU accession for 

individual countries. In the next chapter, I provide discussion of existing explanations on EU 

enlargement, and propose my testable hypothesis about the relationship between political 

corruption and EU accession.  
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Chapter 2. Existing Explanations on EU Enlargement 

 

Descriptive case studies and specific policy analysis cover the majority of the literature of EU 

enlargement. Schimmelfennig and Sedelmeier (2006, 501-2) argue that this bulk of studies 

lack comparative research designs in different aspects: dependent variables are usually 

underspecified, important aspects of enlargement are often ignored, and independent 

variables are reluctant to explore alternative explanations. Moreover, the theoretical approach 

on the subject of EU enlargement is undermined by the tendency to craft the design on single 

cases, which further hinders the possibility to explore alternative explanations 

(Schimmelfennig and Sedelmeier 2006, 502). Grabbe and Sedelmeier (2010, 378) state that 

in EU studies, enlargement started becoming an interest for research only in the 1990s. In this 

section, I will provide discussions on various explanations of EU accession. 

 

2.1 Economic Factors 

 

Mattli and Plümper (2002, 552-3) argue that political leaders of the EU are assumed to aim 

for maximizing economic growth, and thus they are less willing to allow accession for 

candidate countries that are incompetent to make financial contribution for the EU and that 

have negative externalities that would undermine the prosperity and security of the EU.1 

Economic gains are a crucial concern for the EU member states for promoting enlargement. It 

is because enlargement would lead to larger markets, and trade theorist argue that this would 

potentially lead economies to achieve higher production levels that would decrease the 

average cost of outputs.  

 

Furthermore, although trade and investment with less economically attractive countries might 

be risky, enlargement would mitigate the risk by offering more opportunities for investments 

and more suitable environment to conduct business (Brancati 2001; Mattli and Plümper 

2002). In other words, economic gains for both members and non-members could come from 

the single market deriving from the removal of barriers that affect trade and production 

                                                      
1 For instance, illegal migration is a negative externality that is considered as a source of instability, and it tends 

to trigger xenophobia among member states (Wallace 2002), which might lead to decline of incentives to settle 

for further enlargement. 
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(Smith and Venables 1988). Moreover, the single market boosts efficiency of the output of 

both labor and capital, and it further boost growth rates (Baldwin 1989).  

 

Apart from the economic gains, economic fitness of candidates is another important 

determinant of EU accession. One of the EU’s economic required criteria for membership 

focuses on whether the country has a well-functioning market economy and  whether a 

country has the capacity to deal with competitiveness of the EU market (Hillion 2004, 2). 

Even though the level of economic development is not explicitly mentioned in the accession 

criteria, it still remains a major aspect of the enlargement process. Previous studies have 

argued that economic development level has positive impact on EU accessions because 

wealthier countries may face less hurdles to implement required reforms for application and 

accession, and they have less need of economic aid from the EU (Katchanovski 2011; Mattli 

and Plümper 2002; Schimmelfennig 2002). 

  

2.2 Political and Cultural Factors 

 

As Mattli and Plümper (2002, 557) contend, the desire for non-member countries to join the 

EU is crucial for EU accession, and such desire is heavily linked with the sense of 

identification of with liberal democratic values that are essential to the EU, such as rule of 

law, political and social pluralism, freedom of speech and private property. In fact, the EU 

also considers well-functioning democracy as a main attribute of a nation to function within 

the union. It is because a liberal collective identity is related to the belief in human rights, 

which is fundamental for constituting the EU. This argument is similar to constructivist 

perspectives, suggesting that the more mutual attraction by having similar liberal and 

democratic traits, the deeper the horizontal institutionalization becomes. 

 

Rationalists argue that EU member cannot afford to ignore the democratic credentials of 

candidate countries because if non-liberal countries were allowed to join the EU, it could 

potentially lead to conflict within the organization (Schimmelfennig 2001, 60). Previous 

literature on EU accession takes democracy into account as a factor that effects EU 

enlargement (Katchanovski 2011; Mattli and Plümper 2002; Schimmelfennig 2002). 
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Another important determinant of EU accession is about cultural identity. Grabbe and 

Sedelmeier (2010) argue that the more the non-member state identifies with EU, the more 

likely for members to endorse accession for the given country. Katchanovski (2011) and 

Schimmelfennig (2002) argue that cultural and religious affinity might affect EU 

enlargement. Both authors have classified states as Western, Slavic-Orthodox, and Islamic 

states, based on the clash of civilization theory (Huntington 1996). Based on Huntington’s 

preposition that the foundation of European Community rests on European culture and the 

West Christianity they share, Schimmelfennig (2002, 600) argues that countries who are 

classified as Slavic-Orthodox and Islamic will be restricted to become members of EU and 

NATO regardless if they are liberal states and are located in Europe (Huntington 1993, 27; 

Schimmelfennig 2002, 600). Whereas, Katchanovski’s (2011) position relies on the clash of 

civilization theory that countries with majority Protestant and Catholic post-communist 

populations are more likely to become members of the EU, compared to countries which 

have predominantly Muslim or Orthodox Christian populations. 

 

2.3 Corruption and EU Enlargement 

 

While many existing studies examine the economic, political, and cultural factors for 

explaining EU accession, few empirical studies have examined the impact of corruption. In 

fact, after the four enlargement in 2007, the issue of corruption has attracted more attention 

by the EU when evaluating non-member states’ qualification for EU membership. To fill the 

empirical gap in the literature, I aim to focus on how corruption shapes the prospect of EU 

accession. Specifically, I argue that a non-member country is less likely to join the EU after 

2007 if it suffers a high level of political corruption. 

 

Previous studies regarding corruption and EU enlargement have largely focused on the 

control of corruption after accession (Kartal 2014). Vachudova (2009) shows that countries 

that became EU members in 2004 and 2007 exhibit an increasing trend of corruption, with an 

exception of Estonia and Slovenia. In fact, after the fifth enlargement, Bulgaria and Romania 

became the center of attention due to corruption issues (Kartal 2014; Spendzharova and 

Vachudova 2012). In 2008, EU reacted by freezing several funds for these two countries in 

order to expect their measures for combating corruption (IISD 2008). More importantly, 

Vachudova (2009, 44) argues that after the fifth enlargement, member states had 
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“enlargement fatigue” which made them show less willingness to accept new members. Post-

communist countries that were preparing to join EU between 1997 and 2002 faced many 

challenges from the conditionality that was set for their accession (Grabbe 1999; 2002).  

 

Rule of law conditionality was limited and started to get more emphasized on the accession 

of Bulgaria and Romania, since these two countries were characterized with weak capacity of 

the state and high political costs domestically, that showed a record of poor rule of law 

compliance compared to other countries of CEE that became members of EU in 2004 

(Noutcheva and Bechev 2008; Spendzharova and Vachudova 2012). In fact, the issue of 

fighting against corruption did not appear to be as significant before 2007. It is true that 

Bulgaria and Romania used to have serious corruption problems before obtaining the EU 

membership, but for political reasons, EU failed to address this issues in its reports. 

Vachudova’s (2009, 54) study even shows that Bulgaria’s levels of corruption increased 

when the country was nearing the conclusion of negotiations and EU accession.  

 

Warner (2007, 28-30) argues that political corruption is very much present in the European 

Union itself; politicians and companies get involved in corruption acts within the institutional 

arrangements of member states, the union and the international financial institutions. 

However, the conditionality for the Rule of law has changed since the accession of Bulgaria 

and Romania in 2007; the strategies of EU enlargement have further transformed the 

conditionality related to the rule of law into a more strict and sound system compared to 

forms of conditionality for previous accessions. Compared to previous accessions, where 

some countries had to settle important political and rule of law issues after obtaining 

membership,  now applicant countries have to substantially settle those issues before being 

considered to become members of the union (Zhelyazkova et al. 2018, 24). 

 

Compared to the EU member states, the Western Balkan countries show relatively poor 

performance in terms of control of corruption (Lilyanova 2017, 2). Widespread corruption in 

Western Balkan countries has become one main challenge for EU accession. Since corruption 

is believed to undermine the economic development and good governance of states, Western 

Balkan countries are urged to undertake reform and show incentives to fight corruption, 

which has become a key requirement for EU accession (Lilyanova 2017, 3-4). 
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While Serbia, Montenegro, North Macedonia, Albania Bosnia-Herzegovina and Kosovo 

remain non-members, they all have intentions to join the EU. However, the challenges these 

countries are facing include fighting corruption and organized crimes, and building effective 

public administrations and independent judiciary, and the EU is eventually developing the 

tool to address these challenges by learning from past experiences of EU enlargements 

(Vachudova 2009, 59-60). One important EU institution that was created to help combat 

corruption for future applicant countries is the European Union Rule of Law Mission in 

Kosovo (EULEX). 

 

It is true that fighting against corruption is not part of the acquis for accession, so it is only 

indirectly related with the formal criteria for accession. However, EU member states have 

applied their learned lessons from the 2004 and 2007 enlargements when it comes to the 

process of pre-accession concerning Western Balkan prospective members, but EU leverage 

for Western Balkan countries has been weakened since EU has been inconsistent to enforce 

requirements in order to push forward the pre-accession process and has lacked experience 

and expertise to use its leverage in strengthening the rule of law and fight against corruption 

(Pridham 2007; Vachudova 2014, 123-4). Therefore, the EU may come about to enforce 

higher standards for Western Balkan countries when it comes to strengthening the rule of law 

and fight against corruption (Kochenov 2008). In 2013, Croatia became the latest member of 

the Union and the first after the fifth enlargement. It serves as a showcase that EU has 

evolved its leverage on emphasizing the fight against corruption, reforms in judicial system 

and rule of law, as shown in the earlier process for Croatia’s accession.  

 

The big difference in conditionality for Croatia compared to previous accessions is the 

innovation of “benchmarking” which enables European Commission to add certain condition 

before opening negotiations. Opening and closing of these benchmarks were set as condition 

for opening and closing negotiations on certain chapters. These benchmarks required 

candidate country to take important reforms prior to accession and to adopt certain laws, 

strategies and action plans (Grubiša 2010; Šeperić 2011, Vachudova 2014). The number of 

chapters for Croatia increase from 31 to 35 compared fifth enlargement round. Croatia 

received 127 benchmarks, 23 were opening benchmarks in eleven chapters, and were 104 

closing benchmarks in 31 chapters (Šeperić 2011). Closing benchmarks related to fight 

against corruption are part of Chapter 23 “Judiciary and Fundamental Rights”, particularly 

closing benchmark 5 which requires Croatia to show a track records with concrete results in 
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investigation and court processes for cases related to corruption and organized crime, 

especially high level corruption cases.  Whereas for closing benchmark 6, Croatia should 

show results in improving the laws related to conflict of interest and taking effective 

measures in fighting corruption. 

 

In the pre-accession process for the CEE countries, all candidate countries had done 

impressive progress to establish democracy, rule of law and market economy. Nevertheless, 

corruption in the post-communist transition for these countries have persisted. The EU 

Commission has made it clear that fighting against corruption is an important task that 

candidate countries need to take over in order to become members of EU, especially because 

it undermines the quality of democratic institutions and markets (Open Society Institute 2002, 

16). Moreover, prevalent corruption is considered a threat to meeting EU accession 

requirements, and it also undermines economic growth (Lilyanova 2017, 3).  

 

However, for the eastern enlargement, the European Commission did not establish clear 

benchmarks for candidate countries to combat corruption. Therefore, there was no clear 

indication what benchmarks should be employed to assess the anti-corruption progress for 

candidate countries (Open Society Institute 2002, 22). However, after the accession of the 

CEE countries, the EU began to discuss new issues for the future EU accession. Learning 

from the past enlargement experiences, the EU started to pay more attention to anti-

corruption efforts as a pre-accession leverage for the EU to make a change in approach to 

anti-corruption policies. This new approach introduces benchmarks and focuses on 

harmonizing legislation with international standards to provide more concrete results 

(Lilyanova 2017, 3). 

 

Corruption became a mainstream practice for Western Balkan countries after experiencing 

armed conflicts and post-communist transition, the region was characterized with high levels 

of corruption (Lilyanova 2017, 3). Corruption in Western Balkan is considered of “systemic” 

nature, it is characterized with state capture and it underpins states’ modes of operation . 

Patron-client relations have surged into fundamental institutions such as judiciary, law 

enforcement and anti-corruption agencies (Marović, Prelec and Kmezić 2019, 27). According 

to Transparency International (2016, 4-6), the EU accession process has become a major 

mechanism for anti-corruption efforts for the aspiring countries of future enlargement of the 

EU; although some progress has been done, the efforts have not met the expected 
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requirement. Key problems in terms of corruption in the region include: 1) institutional 

overlap in fighting and preventing corruption in Serbia and Kosovo; 2) limited cooperation 

between prosecution and police in Kosovo, North Macedonia, Montenegro and Serbia; and 3) 

poor understanding of complex corruption cases by prosecutors and judges in Albania and 

Kosovo (Transparency International 2016, 4). 

 

Based on the above discussion, it makes sense that the level of corruption should be 

negatively associated with the probability of EU accession for the non-member states, in 

particular after 2007. It is because the EU has “learned the lessons” from Bulgaria and 

Romania that rampant corruption will undermine a country’s economy and democracy, and 

thus further hinder a better integration with the EU. In short, I generate my testable 

hypothesis for empirical tests:  

 

The reduction effect of corruption on EU accession after 2007 is stronger and significantly 

different from the reduction effect of corruption on EU accession before 2008. 

 

To this hypothesis, I conduct a mixed-method approach for quantitative and qualitative 

analyses. For the quantitative analysis, I collected data for 19 European countries from 1990 

to 2018 and examine the relationship between the level of corruption and the prospects of EU 

accession. For the qualitative analysis, I select Croatia and Kosovo for comparative case 

studies. There are three reason for this case selection: 

 

The first reason is related to the similar past that these two countries share: both countries 

have experienced post-communist transition and armed conflict after the transition. 

Moreover, both countries have experienced dubious market privatization process and high-

profile corruption. After the Croatian War of Independence ended in 1995 and the Kosovo 

War ended in 1999, both countries were ruled by former military members. Croatia 

experienced war profiteering from former military members involved in suspicious arm 

deals, and also some of them becoming very rich in a short amount of time (Grubiša 2010). In 

Kosovo, the problems with laws related declaration of assets and wealth and low political 

willingness to prosecute illegal accumulated wealth by public officials remains a serious 

issue (Sutaj and Canhasi 2015).  
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Second, the financial investment and the expertise offered by the EU for Croatia and Kosovo 

to fight against organized crime and corruption have made the two countries a showcase of 

EU’s consistent efforts to push for fighting corruption. The EU has offered important 

assistance for Croatia’s State Prosecutor's Office for the Suppression of Organized Crime and 

Corruption (USKOK) to effectively prosecute high-profile corruption cases. The most 

expensive mission ever deployed by EU, European Rule of Law Mission in Kosovo 

(EULEX), has provided assistance to strengthen the rule of law and to fight organized crime 

and corruption in Kosovo. The case of Croatia is unique because the attention of corruption 

in pre-accession process were never as strongly emphasized for countries that joined the EU 

earlier. Despite the fact that Kosovo has not been recognized by some EU members (Cyprus, 

Greece, Romania, Slovakia and Spain), and only been considered as a potential candidate in 

the future, the enormous investment of the EULEX demonstrates that the EU has considered 

anti-corruption efforts seriously for future enlargement.  

 

The third reason is that Croatia is a successful case in which fighting against corruption 

enhances the probability of obtaining EU membership, whereas Kosovo is a case that has not 

even been granted candidacy status but has been making great efforts for combating 

corruption. For Croatia, the EU generated “benchmarks” where fighting against corruption 

was seen as pre-condition for opening negotiations, and Croatia had to take effective 

measures in prosecuting corruption before the negotiations for accession opened. Whereas for 

Kosovo, the anti-corruption performance has been used as a leverage for visa liberation. The 

comparative analyses will illustrate the mechanism about how corruption affects the 

prospects of EU accession. 
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Chapter 3. Quantitative Analyses 

 

3.1 Operationalization and Measurement 

 

The unit of analysis for this study is country-year. I collected data for 19 European countries 

from 1990 to 2018. For most observations, the beginning year is the year when the given 

country showed interest to become member or officially applied for membership, and the end 

year depends on when the country successfully obtained the membership or candidacy status. 

For countries that never obtained the membership or candidacy status within the research 

scope of this thesis, the end year is 2018 (Bosnia and Herzegovina; Kosovo).  

 

Croatia and North Macedonia are the exceptions for my coding rule in my dataset. Because 

their candidacy status was granted one year right after the year when they applied for 

membership, which indicates that the criteria for getting candidacy was not demanding at that 

time, I consider the year when they successfully obtained the candidacy as their beginning 

year. Moreover, because North Macedonia has not obtained the EU membership within the 

research scope of this thesis, the end year for North Macedonia is 2018. Table 1 shows the 

observations included in my dataset. 
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Table 1. Country-Year Observations in the Dataset 

 
Country Time-span EU Membership Status at the End Year Region 

Albania 2009-2014 Candidacy WB 

Bulgaria 1995-2007 Member CEE 

Bosnia and Herzegovina 2008-2018 Non-Member WB 

Cyprus 1990-2004 Member MED 

Czech Republic 1996-2004 Member CEE 

Estonia 1995-2004 Member BL 

Croatia 2004-2013 Member WB 

Hungary 1994-2004 Member CEE 

Lithuania 1995-2004 Member BL 

Latvia 1995-2004 Member BL 

North Macedonia 2004-2018 See notes below WB 

Malta 1996-2004 Member MED 

Montenegro 2008-2010 Candidacy WB 

Poland 1994-2004 Member CEE 

Romania 1995-2007 Member CEE 

Serbia 2009-2012 Candidacy WB 

Slovakia 1995-2004 Member CEE 

Slovenia 1996-2004 Member CEE 

Kosovo 2008-2018 Non-Member WB 

 
Notes: 

1. BL (Baltic), CEE (Central Eastern European), Mediterranean (MED) and Western Balkans (WB). 

2. North Macedonia applied for EU membership in 2004 and obtained the candidacy status in 2005. Because the 

time for getting the candidacy is short, I consider the year 2004 as the beginning year for the empirical analyses. 

In addition, because North Macedonia has not obtained the EU membership within the research scope of this 

thesis, I consider the year 2018 as the end year. 

 

The dependent variable for the empirical analysis is EU accession. It is a dichotomous 

variable for indicating whether a countries obtains the candidacy for joining the EU or 

obtains the EU membership. It is coded 1 if a country obtained an EU membership or 

obtained a candidacy status for EU membership, and 0 otherwise.  

 

The main independent variable for this study is Political Corruption (lagged by one year). 

Considering various measurements of corruption, I chose political corruption based on 

various reports that emphasize that the Western Balkan countries are captured by corrupt 

politicians who are linked by organized crime, and this is documented by different 

international reports that consider political corruption as a major concern among EU officials 

on the enlargement process (Ben-Meir 2019). For political corruption, I collected data 

developed by Varieties of Democracy (V-Dem) Institute. The variable is measured by the 
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political corruption index, which entail questions such as: How pervasive is political 

corruption? This index includes six types of measurements of corruption, covering areas of 

levels of polity, focusing on different aspects such as executive, legislative and judicial 

corruption. On the executive aspect, the index focuses on bribery and corruption due to 

embezzlement. Furthermore, the index measures corruption on the highest level 

(leaders/cabinet), and in the public sector. The index measures petty and grand corruption; 

briery and theft (Coppedge et al. 2019). 

 

Previous literature suggests that the level of economic development of countries is an 

important determinant for EU accessions (Katchanovski 2011; Mattli and Plümper 2002; 

Schimmelfennig 2002). Therefore, I include a logged transformation of GDP per capita in 

USD to control for the probability that countries with higher levels of economic development 

are more likely to become members of EU. The data were gathered from the World 

Development Indicators (World Bank 2020).  

 

In addition, studies of EU enlargement suggest that the more democratic a candidate country, 

the more likely that it obtains an EU membership (Schimmelfennig 2002; Mattli and Plümper 

2001; Selck and Deckarm 2013; Katchanovski 2011). Therefore, I include the level of 

democracy to control the probability that more democratic countries tend to become members 

of the EU. This variable is measured by the Freedom House Index, a composite index of civil 

liberties and political rights constructed by Finkel, Pérez-Liñán, and Seligson (2007). The 

value of this variable ranges from 1 to 13, with a higher score indicating that country is more 

democratic. Thee data are from the Freedom of the World data from Freedom House (2020). 

 

Moreover, I include a variable of the percentage of population that is Muslim (Pew Research 

Center 2017) as a control variable in the empirical models. As Katchanovski’s (2011) 

contend, the European countries where the majority of the populations are Protestant and 

Catholic tend to have a higher chance to obtain EU membership, compared to countries 

whose population is predominantly Muslim or Orthodox Christian. In this sense, it is possible 

that countries with more Muslim population might be less likely to join the EU. Last, I 

control for the number of population (in millions) for considering that country size might 

matter for the possibility of joining the EU.  
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3.2 Methods and Estimation Techniques 

 

To test my hypothesis about the relationship between political corruption and EU accession, I 

employ discrete-time survival models (Box-Steffensmeier and Jones 2004). I use this method 

because there are time-varying covariates in the model and the data are structured as country-

year. This assumes there are discrete intervals in time, even though a country can end up with 

being an EU member or candidate at any point during the year. Because the dependent 

variable is a dichotomous variable, the survival model in my analysis is basically a logistic 

regression that also takes time into consideration. Because each country is measured 

repeatedly (each year), the standard errors are likely not independently and identically 

distributed (Woolridge 2003). To address this “group effects” problem, I robustly cluster 

standard errors by country (Zorn 2006). 

 

3.3 Empirical results 

 

Table 2 displays the results of three discrete-time models using different samples. Model 1 

considers all samples, Model 2 considers the sample between 1990 and 2007, and Model 3 

considers the sample between 2008 and 2018. As can be seen, the coefficients of political 

corruption are not statistically significant for Model 1 and Model 2. However, political 

corruption has a statistically significant coefficient in Model 3, indicating that after 2007, a 

country is less likely to obtain EU membership or EU candidacy if it has a high level of 

political corruption. Figure 1 shows the predicted probabilities of EU accession based on 

different scenarios of political corruption. The results show that the probability of EU 

accession decreases with the level of political corruption. Overall, the findings in Model 3 

and Figure 1 provide a strong support for the hypothesis. 
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Table 2. Logit Models of Political Corruption and EU Accession 

        
    

Variable 

Model 1        

(All Samples) 

Model 2         

(Pre-2008 

Sample) 

Model 3       

(Post-2007 

Sample) 

        
    

Political Corruption 1.477 0.511 -4.327** 
 (1.097) (1.892) (2.026) 
    

Logged GDP Per Capita 0.942*** 1.439** -9.046** 
 (3.304) (0.631) (3.780) 
    

Level of Democracy 0.220 0.277 4.082** 
 (0.236) (0.541) (1.666) 
    

Muslim Population (%) 0.003 -0.049 0.025** 
 (0.013) (0.031) (0.011) 
    

Total Population 0.021** 0.027 -0.739** 
 (0.010) (0.016) (0.313) 
    

Constant -12.989*** -17.736*** 41.472** 
 (3.765) (6.732) (18.761) 
    

Pseudo R squared 0.162 0.240 0.349 
    

Number of Countries 19 14 7 
    

Number of Observations 188 137 51 

        
    

Notes:    
Robust standard errors in parenthesis. *p<0.1; **p<0.05; ***p<0.001  
The dependent variable: 1=obtained EU membership or obtained EU candidacy; 0=otherwise. 
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Figure 1. Political Corruption and Predicted Probabilities of EU Accession after 2007 

 

 
 

Moreover, a T-test for comparing the equality of coefficients of political corruption between 

Model 2 and Model 3 shows that the difference in the effects of political corruption is 

statistically significant at p<0.1 level (see Table 3). In other words, while the level of political 

corruption matters for the probability of obtaining an EU membership or candidacy after 

2007, it does not matter much for the probability of obtaining an EU membership or 

candidacy before 2008. In short, this finding supports the hypothesis. 
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Figure 2. Political Corruption in Western Balkan Countries 2003-2018 
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Table 3. Consistency of Results 

Variables Pre-2008 

Sample 

Post-2007 

Sample 

T-Test 

Statistic 

Political Corruption Insignificant Significant 1.745 

Logged GDP Per Capita Significant Significant 2.736 

Level of Democracy Insignificant Significant -2.172 

Muslim Population (%) Insignificant Significant -2.250 

Total Population Insignificant Significant 2.444 

Note: The T-test statistic must have an absolute value of at least 1.96 to be significant at p<0.05 and of at least 

1.65 to be at p<0.10. 

 

The analyses in Table 2 demonstrate interesting results of the control variables. Regarding 

the effects of the level of democracy on EU accession, the coefficients of this variable are 

statistically insignificant in Model 1 and Model 2. However, the level of democracy has a 

positive and statistically significant effect on EU accession for the post-2007 sample. The T-

test in Table 3 shows that the effect in Model 3 is significantly different from the effect 

shown in Model 2. This finding indicates that holding other variables constant, a more 

democratic country is more likely to obtain EU membership or candidacy after 2007.  

 

Model 1 shows that a country with a higher level of economic development is more likely to 

obtain EU membership or Candidacy, supporting the argument made by Katchanovski 

(2011). The result of economic development for Model 2 also shows similar pattern. 

Surprisingly, the result of economic development for Model 3 is very different from the 

results in Model 1 and Model 2. For the post-2007 sample, a country with a higher level of 

economic development is less likely to obtain EU membership or candidacy.  
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Another surprising result is about the percentage of population that is Muslim. The result in 

Table 2 show that the coefficient of this variable does not reach statistical significance in 

Model 1 and Model 2. However, for the post-2007 sample, a country with more Muslims 

tends to have a higher probability of obtaining EU membership or candidacy. This result 

contradicts with the findings of Katchanovski (2011). Last, the results in Model 1 (all 

samples) demonstrate that larger countries are more likely to join the EU, while Model 3 

shows that smaller countries are more likely to join the EU after 2007. 

 

Robustness checks 

 

To make sure that my results are not driven by the particular coding of my dependent 

variable and independent variable, I conduct two tests to check the robustness of my findings. 

In Model 4 and Model 5, I estimate logit regressions using regime corruption as an 

alternative independent variable. Data for this variable are obtained in Varieties of 

Democracy (V-Dem), the regime corruption variable is operationalized in a scale from 0 

(low) to 1 (high), and it measures the extent of political actors using political office for 

private or political gain, more specifically to focuses on political actors that hold position in 

political offices and are involved in acts that relate to the concept of neopatrimonialism. The 

index is a combination of various indicators that concern the executive, the legislative and the 

judiciary; those indicators are executive embezzlement, executive bribes, legislative 

corruption and judicial corruption. Moreover, this variable is also closely related to political 

corruption index that is also used in this study (Coppedge et al. 2019). The correlation 

coefficients of political corruption and regime corruption in my dataset are 0.96 for the pre-

2008 sample and 0.89 for the post-2007 sample, respectively. The results show that while 

regime corruption has no statistically significant effect on the probability of EU accession for 

the pre-2008 sample, it has a negative and statistically significant effect on the probability of 

EU accession for the post-2007 sample. This finding again suggests that corruption matters 

for explaining EU accession after 2007.  
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Table 4. Additional Models 
          

 
Logit Models Ordered Logit Models 

  
     

Variables 

Model 4      

(Pre-2008 

Sample) 

Model 5       

(Post-2007 

Sample) 

Model 6      

(Pre-2008 

Sample) 

Model 7     

(Post-2007 

Sample) 

          
     

Regime Corruption -0.108 -3.066** 
- -  (1.876) (1.529) 

     

Political Corruption 
- - 

1.784 -9.393*** 
 (5.012) (3.260) 
     

Logged GDP Per Capita 1.509** -8.091** 3.061** -16.394*** 
 (0.672) (3.645) (1.404) (5.850) 
     

Level of Democracy 0.198 3.840** 0.734 7.429*** 
 (0.484) (1.633) (1.212) (2.681) 
     

Muslim Population (%) -0.051 0.026** -0.097* 0.048** 
 (0.032) (0.012) (0.054) (0.019) 
     

Total Population 0.026 -0.749** 0.069* -1.317*** 
 (0.017) (0.317) (0.048) (0.481) 
     

Constant -17.212*** 34.658** 
- -  (6.299) (17.338) 

     

Pseudo R squared 0.238 0.349 0.256 0.308 
     

Number of Countries 14 7 14 7 
     

Number of Observations 137 51 137 51 

          
     

Notes: 

Robust standard errors in parenthesis. *p<0.1; **p<0.05; ***p<0.001 

The dependent variable for Model 4 and Model 5: 1=obtained EU membership or obtained EU candidacy; 

0=otherwise. 

The dependent variable for Model 6 and Model 7: 2=obtained EU membership; 1=obtained EU candidacy; 

0=otherwise. 

 

 

In Model 4 and Model 5, I use a different dependent variable for operationalizing EU 

accession. Specifically, I construct an ordinal variable that it is coded 2 when a country 

obtained the EU membership, 1 when a country obtained the EU candidacy, and 0 otherwise. 

I estimate ordered logit regressions on this new dependent variable. As can be seen in Model 

6, the coefficient of political corruption is statistically insignificant. In contrast, the results in 

Model 7 suggest that political corruption has a negative and statistically significant effect on 
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the probability of EU accession. This finding suggests that the likelihood for a country to join 

the EU after 2007 decreases with its level of political corruption. Overall, the analyses in 

Table 4 show that my hypothesis is supported, and results are robust across different model 

specifications. 
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 Chapter 4. Case Study of Croatia 

 

4.1 Background: Corruption in Croatia  

 

Political corruption was recognized as a serious phenomenon in Croatia only after 2000. In 

the early studies of perception on corruption from Transparency International, Croatia was 

placed 74th out of 105 countries in 1999 (Grubiša 2010, 75-6). The ranking indicated the 

corruption levels in Croatia at that time were considerably high, which would classify it 

among countries with “systemic corruption”. Under the nationalist regime of President Franjo 

Tuđman, Croatia was considered as unable to efficiently fight corruption, and the 

authoritarian style of governance by Tudjman (1990-1999) and the Croatian Democratic 

Union (HDZ) brought the country to a decade of unofficial isolation with no formal relations 

with the EU (Jovič 2006). Since then, perception of corruption in Croatia has been changed 

over time. In 2003, under the Račan coalition of center-left government, the rank of Croatia 

in terms of perception of corruption raised to 51st, but dropped to 66th in 2009 (Grubiša 2010, 

76). Corruption situation in Croatia is rather different from other countries who underwent 

transition. After the collapse of Yugoslavian socialist system, Croatia has been suffered by 

the post-conflict legacies and the ruling of authoritarian governments. 

 

Grubiša (2010, 76-8) analyses several causes or events that caused rampant corruption in 

Croatia, first being the legacy of the old system, particularly the self-managing Yugoslav 

socialism which was accompanied by communist mentality and corruption culture. The 

system was characterized with strong party control and in other hand market economy was 

functioning parallel but with dirigisme form the state. The period was characterized with 

petty corruption of bribes and grifts, and the lack of functioning market economy and favored 

short cuts for service from the state paved way for corruption. Moreover, party nepotism and 

cronyism were also what characterized the League of Communists. The second aspect to 

induce corruption was the war which had a non-transparent procurement process in terms of 

arm buying after the UN embargo. Moreover, many anti-communist political elites were 

involved in arm trades smuggling funds for the defense and many war veterans enriched 

themselves through embezzling funds for the defense and involved in illicit arm transactions. 
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The third aspect was the privatization process of state-owned enterprises which was not 

transparent, the enterprises were sold to politically suitable clients that belonged to the ruling 

political elite of nationalist party rather than at the best offer and price as is the practice in the 

open market economy. A number of these enterprises was distributed to war veterans. The 

fourth aspect is rather ideological and relies on the political culture of nationalist revolution, 

since the war against the Serbian aggression created a nationalist state, which did not 

resemble post-modern state but rather a national state that did not have the role of service-

provider. The fifth cause, according to Grubiša, derived from the same nationalistic ideology; 

it created massive bureaucracy and a massive public administration overcrowded with party 

followers of the nationalist elite that were in charge from 1990 to 2000, and more than two 

thirds were employed without public competition. This system generated a bureaucratic 

apparatus that satisfied the needs of the party loyalists rather than the people of Croatia. Sixth 

cause had to do with hyper-normativism that was generated by power-center state 

undermining the service provided to the public. The hyper-normativism generated laws that 

regulate various aspects of social and political life, but lacking laws that would serve to fight 

corruption, mainly on the aspects of conflict of interest, political campaigns, and party 

financing, those laws passed by the legislature only after 2011, as a result of pressure from 

the EU set but the conditionality for EU accession. 

 

After the death of Tudjman in 1999, the rotation of power in 2000 generated a liberal 

coalition of parties that launched program that promised institutional change and the 

restoration of the rule of law that would go in line with European integration. The 

international community supported the new coalition with incentives of Croatia’s 

membership to the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) and the European Union. In 

2001, Croatia and EU concluded the Stabilization and Association Agreement, with 

substantive reforms to revamp the judiciary and formal initiatives to fight corruption that 

brought Croatia close to the EU (Elbasani and Šabić 2018, 1325). The collapse of nationalist 

government and the death of Franjo Tuđman brought political corruption to debate in Croatia. 

Proposed by the center-left coalition led by Prime Minister Ivica Račan, The National 

Program for Combating Corruption was passed by the Croatian Parliament in 2002, and 

Office for Combating Corruption and Organized Crime (USKOK) established in 2011. 

However, in 2003, the Croatian Democratic Union (HDZ) returned to power and the efforts 

to fight corruption stagnated and brought back the perception that corruption levels were 

higher in Croatia (Grubiša 2010; Šeperić 2011).  
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The corruption history in Croatia became clearer during the post-communist transition, 

during the period there was a widespread opinion that corruption is present in society from 

top to bottom. Data in previous studies show that low-level of corruption is much higher than 

the high level of corruption, the latter started to be handled by the State Office for Combating 

Corruption and Organized Crime (Čaldarović et al. 2009). 

 

Croatia was marred by recruitments of political militants and party loyalists in main state 

institutions such as privatization boards, state-owned enterprises, judiciary, security services, 

and academic institutions. These actions served to strengthen the hegemonic party rule, and 

opened way for questionable privatization process and black markets that paved in way for 

corruption in Croatia (Boduszyński 2010). In 2006, a project call FP6 “Crime as Culture” 

was started, the project focused on perception of corruption in Croatia and 6 other European 

country. The methodology applied in this project comprised of two aspects of corruption 

“low-level” and “high-level case”. Other studies that measured corruption in Croatia were 

1995 World Value Survey, 1996 Croatian Social Capital Study, and 1999 European Value 

Survey (Štulhofer 2004, 76) Results suggested an increase of perception of corruption in 

Croatia, whereas results in 2006 showed progress and decrease in perception of corruption 

for Croatia in the Social Survey Program (ISSP). Previous studies show that that Croatia’s 

reported cases of corruption increased throughout the years 2002-2006. However, the 

indictments and conviction rates showed opposite trajectory. The study shows that in 2006 

only 11% of 328 cases were convicted and imprisoned for maximum of 30 days (Čaldarović, 

et al. 2009, 10-11). 

 

The anti-corruption policy remained limited by misuse of public office in order to fight 

corruption high political level, an aspect which the European Mission consistently insisted on 

(Grubiša 2010). The effective way to fight political corruption was to unify the legal 

instruments and issue new regulations. Since the existing provisions of Criminal Code and 

the laws of preventing conflict of interest, public procurement, the right to access 

information, and financing political parties needed new provisions to formulate the Law on 

Fighting Political Corruption (Grubiša 2010). Grubiša (2010) argues that giving emphasis to 

forms of political corruption such as nepotism, cronyism, patronage, and other forms of 

forms of corruption would give different environment to mobilize the society in prevention 

and fight against corruption. Furthermore, he argues that such laws would also include 
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protection of whistle-blowers which would open way to denounce political corruption. These 

changes would also further protect the media and their workers who often faced repression 

and even murder. Prominent Croatian editor Ivo Pukanic and marketing editor Niko Franjic 

were both killed in a car blast in center of Zagreb, and six men were found guilty for total of 

150 years in prison (Arslanagic 2010). Another case was the beating of journalist Dusan 

Milijus who revealed corruption affairs of certain individuals, which was followed by more 

than 200 journalists staging a protest of the act in the city of Zagreb (BIRN 2008). 

 

In 2003, Ivo Sanader a close associate of Tudjman and the new leader of the HDZ became 

the Prime Minister by running an EU-center platform in his electoral campaign. Croatia 

adopted the acquis communautaire and enhanced the Copenhagen criteria during Sanader’s 

period as prime minister 2003-2009 (Elbasani and Šabić 2018). The prosecution of political 

corruption in high-profile cases was showing great sings in Croatia, several individuals 

became part of investigative schemes such as former minister of economy, former minister of 

transport, head of Chamber of Commerce, Milan Bandic mayor of the city of Zagreb, football 

club executive director and other state-owned company managers (Elbasani and Šabić 2018). 

Media and NGOs played a great role to channel the attention to political corruption and the 

investigations processes. Bosanac argues that issues related to Rule of law conditionality had 

been part of NGO’s agenda a decade earlier before the conditionality brought issues into the 

light (Bosanac 2012). Croatian NGOs collaborated with European Commission during the 

accession negotiations and were considered as reliable partners, and the political influence of 

these organizations further grew with process of negotiations. Findings of several NGOs in 

Croatia by shadow monitoring informed EU decision-makers and became part of the annual 

assessments of the progress of Croatia (Elbasani and Šabić 2018). 

 

The discourses on fighting corruption came back in 2006, when Croatia started the 

negotiation process for EU accession. Political corruption was noted as serious problem for 

the Croatian legal and political system that had to change to match the European legal and 

political acquis, therefore elaborating the anti-corruption strategy became a benchmark 

among requirements for EU membership of Croatia (Grubiša 2010). 
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4.2 Mechanisms to Fight Corruption in Croatia  

 

Croatia has centralized the fight against corruption under State Prosecutor's Office for the 

Suppression of Organized Crime and Corruption (USKOK), which was established in 2001. 

This institution serves as the highest and most important one to fight corruption in the 

country. It has broad political mandate to investigate and prevent corruption. Another 

important institutions is National Police Office for Suppression of Corruption and Organized 

Crime (PNUSKOK), which was created in 2009. This institution shares the competences for 

investigation corruption with USKOK and is a specialized united within the Croatian police. 

The third important anti-corruption agency is The National Council for Monitoring the Anti-

Corruption Strategy, which is a special parliamentary committee that coordinates the 

implantation of anti-corruption strategies and action plans.  

 

Other anti-corruption institutions and bodies in Croatia include: Anti-Corruption Sector in 

Ministry of Justice, Anti-Money Laundering Department, Commissions of Prevention of 

Conflicts of Interest, Costumes Department in Ministry of Finance, Office of Public 

Procurements, and Tax Administration. Apart from these institutions and bodies, Croatia also 

four departments in the special court that only deal with cases of corruption and organized 

crime in middle and high level. 

 

Among these different anti-corruption agencies, the USKOK is arguably the most important 

one. Before Dinko Cvitan being appointed as the head of USKOK in 2003, this agency had 

been overwhelmed by accumulated cases, followed by no charges against high-level 

corruption by the prosecutors. USKOK only prosecuted few cases and convicted only minor 

cases in its early years (Tomić 2019, 173). The strong support for USKOK came only after 

Croatia applied for EU membership in February 2003. The EU stepped up the pressure for 

reform, noting that USKOK was not fully operational and both administrative and operational 

capacity needed to drastically improve. Formal EU accession negotiations started in 2005 and 

the pressure amounted on Croatian government by both international and domestic factors to 

make progress in fighting corruption, especially in high level corruption. In order to achieve 

results, Croatia needed to support USKOK and the partners of the institution to extend 

capacity (Kuris 2013, 5).  
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The pressure from international community resulted in ratification of the United Nation 

Convention against Corruption in 2005 by the Croatian parliament. In the same year, the 

parliament amendment the role of USKOK, and created international cooperation and joint 

investigation department to support USKOK and its departments that were currently 

functioning: prosecution, research and documentation, and anti-corruption and public 

relations (Kuris 2013, 6). Moreover, USKOK lacked non-prosecution departments and its 

staff operating out of Zagreb was short, despite USKOK establishing sections in other cities 

such as Osijek, Rijeka, and Split in order to assure judicial divisions. However, due to the 

shortage in capacity USKOK was not operating in satisfactory level (Kuris 2013). Its head 

Zeljko Zganjer was perceived as ineffective by the public and media portrayed its role as 

unsuccessful to fight corruption since his appointment in 2002. Zganjer resigned in 2005 and 

State Attorney General Bajic appointed Dinko Cvitan first as in acting role, and then later as 

the head for a four-year term in 2006 (Kuris 2013, 6).  

 

After Cvitan appointment, USKOK staff strengthened in capacity and developed more 

sophisticated expertise in special investigative methods, they were able to use 

telecommunications surveillances after a new law permitted USKOK prosecutors to use this 

method when evidence for a suspected crime was not obtainable (Kuris 2013, 7-8). 

Moreover, Cvitan recruited talented and trusted prosecutors and established strict protocols to 

protect leaking of information and sought training and assistance from EU’s prominent 

agencies when sorting complex cases (Kuris 2013, 7). Cvitan’s role seemed to be crucial in 

USKOK’s transformation, its first major investigation case in 2006 known as “Maestro” 

which concerned the bribery in Croatian Privatization Fund, showed professionalization of 

the institution when Cvitan kept the operation top secret due to its sensitivity (Kuris 2013, 10; 

Tomić 2019, 171). 

 

USKOK international cooperation started to improve and was much needed. Cases such as 

Sanader’s needed collection of evidence from foreign banks and governments. 

Memorandums of understanding with agencies in United States and EU, and as far as China 

and Chile were singed by the state attorney’s office (Kuris 2013, 11). USKOK was active in 

international organizations including the Interpol, Europol, the European Commission’s anti-

fraud office, Eurojust etc. Reporting corruption in Croatia started to deliver when USKOK 

gained enough legal powers and expertise to investigate political corruption cases. The 

institution served for Croatia before and after accession. USKOK competences grew during 
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the accession negotiations and pressured by the EU the Parliament in Croatia voted for 

USKOK to gain extraordinary powers in extending its competences in freezing assets 

inspecting financial data for individuals, conducting undercover and sting operations and 

wiretaps (Elbasani and Šabić 2018). USKOK started investigation and prosecution of 

complex cases since 2006, among cases of high-profile corruption included privatization 

deals, corruption by university professors, bribes by war-veterans and abuses of public 

officials. The long-lasting investigation of Sanader resulted in prosecutors in tackling what is 

called “war profiteering” by documenting illicit gains from the former Prime Minister of 

Croatia.  

 

In a period between 2006 to 2012 USKOK convicted around 2000 defendants and had 

conviction rate of 95 %. USKOK’s success include noteworthy cases such as the 2006 

“Maestro” case that targeted the Croatian Privatization Fund and resulted into ten 

convictions. Followed by the 2007 case “Gruntovec” that resulted in the conviction of 25 

suspects related to bribery in Zagreb land registry. The 2008 case “Index” which involved 

academics in graft in major universities, 105 suspects were arrested and all were charged. In 

2008, the case called “Diagnosis” of 53 suspects, the case was notorious and implicated 

physicians who falsified injury reports for fake claims for government benefits by wounded 

veterans (Kuris 2015a, 181). The success of USKOK continued after the accession, in 2015 

the institution prosecuted more than 2000 defendants and had a conviction rate over 95 

percent. Clear political repercussions were made by the success of USKOK, which served as 

a prominent institution to fight corruption and to ensure enforcement of the rule of law 

resulting into Croatia’s EU accession (Elbasani and Šabić 2018, 1330). 

 

USKOK’s most important case of high-profile was that of former Prime Minister Sanader. In 

July 2009, Sanader surprising resignation after six years in office went unexplained by him. 

The resignation came as a result as of media consistently showing his hidden wealth, he 

returned to parliament in 2010 as independent member (Ilic 2009; Niksic 2010). In December 

of the same year USKOK announced the charges in a case that involved Sanader and his 

associates, whose main focus was the sale of Croatia’s state-owned oil company. Financial 

charges were extended to the HDZ party that Sanader was part of, and in December 2011 

overwhelmed by the scandal the party suffered defeat in national elections (Pavelic 2011). A 

crime described as “war profiteering” Sander received 695,000 USD bribe from an Austrian 

bank in order to make way for the bank’s market access during the war (BBC News 2012). 
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Later on, a bribe of 5 million euros made it possible for Hungarian energy firm to control 

Croatia’s state-owned oil company. Moreover, media reported that Sanader had been 

collecting watches, owned expensive villa and custom-made tuxedos valued around 150,000 

euro (Kuris 2015b). 

 

Croatians started to initiate investigations of second-tier officials in 2006, ensuing on the 

investigations of top-tier officials; in 2009, Sanader resigned from all public posts under 

pressure of corruption allegations and was arrested later on. This event opened way for a 

series of other notable arrests such as the deputy prime minister, two ministers and treasurer 

of the HDZ party, and several directors of state-owned enterprises (Elbasani and Šabić 2018). 

Thereafter, in 2012, a sentence of 10 years and return of half million euros was issued for 

Sanader. Two years later he was sentenced for additional 9 years and to was forced to return 

two million euros for being involved in another case of embezzlement of public funds, in 

case known as HYPO Bank. Planinska and TLM-HEP trails in 2016 implicated that Sander 

embezzled assets worth around 90 million euros. The court proceedings also found the HDZ 

party guilty and confiscated 29 million kuna worth of assets that were illegally acquired 

(Radosavljevic 2014). The trail of Sander for corruption charges that dated back to the 

Tudjman era marked a crucial change in Croatia’s efforts to fight corruption in high-level. 

 

4.3 EU Conditionality, Anti-Corruption Efforts, and Croatia’s Accession to the EU 

 

Minister of Justice in May 2008 announced the new Anti-Corruption Strategy, the strategy 

gave more emphasis on combating corruption in high-level places rather than the low-level, 

especially based on the pressure from EU for Croatia to tackle corruption on high-profile 

cases. Combating corruption in Croatia was considered as required condition for EU 

accession. Corruption became an emphasized topic in Croatia since the mid-90s, but its 

importance started to be more stressed since 2000 due to EU conditions and expectations for 

accession negotiations (Čaldarović et al. 2009, 18). Croatia gained the candidate status in 

2005 for EU membership and was set to fulfill addition Copenhagen criteria for political, 

economic and legal aspects. EU and Croatia signed Stabilization and Association Agreement 

in 2001, which among other generated additional benchmarks for fighting corruption and 

demand for anti-corruption program and strategy as precondition for accession. This pressure 
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from EU came as a result of Croatia being considered a country with high systemic 

corruption problems (Grubiša 2010, 75).  

 

A new third generation conditionality principles for the EU accession was created from the 

long-lasting negotiations with Croatia, these principles referred to as benchmarks, and will 

potentially play instructive role on the accession of the other countries in Western Balkans 

(Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, , Kosovo, Montenegro, North Macedonia and Serbia). 

Grubiša (2010, 91) argues that the experience of Croatia on the EU accession process serves 

as case that fight against corruption is now ranked high on the priority list of EU to consider 

membership for the Western Balkan countries that aspire to become members of the union.  

 

In order to achieve membership to the EU, countries negotiate closing of negotiation 

chapters, and Croatia received 33 negotiation chapters, four more than previous accessed 

countries of Central and Eastern Europe. The additional chapters focused on market 

competition, foreign policy and judiciary; the latter was a crucial chapter considering that it 

contained the fight against corruption. Moreover, the launch of anti-corruption program and 

strategy were part of the benchmarks for opening the negotiations in terms of judiciary. In the 

case of Croatia, the European Commission through intergovernmental negotiation team 

decided to go for systemic approach on political corruption. Among the 21 benchmarks that 

showed political corruption problem to be tackled in Croatia include measures in ensuring 

capacities for conduction judicial reform, reforming and strengthening the State Judicial 

Council and the State Prosecutorial Council, strengthening USKOK and expanding its 

powers, increasing capacity of courts, increasing transparency and integrity of public 

administration, improving regulations on political party financing, and controlling assets 

cards of public officials and judges (Grubiša 2010, 92). 

 

EU negotiation of 2004 for Croatia had foreseen the new Chapter 23 related to the rule of 

law. Opening benchmarks for Chapter 23 in 2010 asked for the Croatian authorities to create 

action plans that would close the benchmarks and demonstrate a track record to implement 

those prepared plans. Closing benchmark 5 required that Croatia should demonstrate 

unbiased investigation and prosecution in cases of corruption of all levels. Even after the 

negotiations finished in 2011, EU set up a monitoring mechanism to assess the reforms until 

Croatia eventually becomes a member of EU in 2013 (Elbasani and Šabić 2018). 
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The adaptation of the law related to financing of political parties gave Croatia another praise 

from the European Commission, since it was considered as an significant step to be taken 

related to the transparency in fighting corruption. Furthermore, the Commission noted that 

proper implantation should be done regarding respect of financing election campaigns and 

breaches to be sanctioned where detected (European Commission 2007, 7). The anti-

corruption program of 2006-2008 was implemented and seen as initial result for fighting 

corruption. Moreover, the legal framework was improved and the Office for Fight against 

Corruption and Organized Crime (USKOK) had become effective and started to tackle some 

major cases of corruption (European Commission 2007, 10).  

 

The progress report of 2007 further suggested that Croatia needed to take more effective 

measures since the were no indictment or verdicts concerning the high-level corruption cases. 

The Commission noted that the law on conflict of interest is ambiguous and the anti-

corruption program needed to strengthen its coordination for efficient non-partisan 

monitoring (European Commission 2007, 10). Among other improvements detected by the 

European Commission, were the amendments to the law on USKOK were adopted in July 

2007, that saw its mandate covering the abuse of public office, and the obligation of 

submitting assets declarations for all judges and State Prosecutors (European Commission 

2007, 50) .Moreover, the number of cases prosecuted by USKOK increased substantially 

from previous year, only 71 cases in 2005 to 156 in 2006. It was noted that USKOK was 

worked in the investigation of major cases of corruption; the office launched the first case of 

abuse of public office, and the known case of “operation Maestro” in June 2007, saw arrested 

8 senior official of the Croatian Privatization Fund (European Commission 2007, 50). 

 

In the 2008 Progress Report, European Commission noted that the legal framework to fight 

corruption had been improved, and the revised Anti-Corruption Strategy with Action Plan 

adopted in June 2008, contained specific measures in several fields regarding corruption. An 

inter-ministerial coordination system to observe anti-corruption efforts was set, and USKOK 

continued its efforts by issuing indictments in major corruption cases, especially in regards of 

abuse of public office cases (European Commission 2008, 9). The shortcomings noted in the 

same report suggested that the administrative capacity was insufficient, lack of progress in 

preventing conflict of interest, and despite the improved number of investigated cases of 

corruption, the number of prosecuted cases remained low (European Commission 2008, 53). 
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The 2009 Progress Report noted the improvement of the legal framework in fighting 

corruption, in particular the armaments to Criminal Code regarding the rules of confiscation 

of assets, that would reverse the burden of proof for convicted violators involved in organized 

crime and/or corruption. Moreover, the National Council for monitoring the anti-corruption 

strategy became more proactive. It held several public debates and hearings and a campaign 

for anti-corruption was launched for the public (European Commission 2009, 10). The 

National Police Office for the Fight Against Corruption and Organized Crime (PNUSKOK) 

started to operate within the General Police Directorate in February 2009.  

 

The 2009 report also noted that USKOK continued to improve its commitment by indicting 

important cases and investigation possible high-level corruption cases; it investigated the 

former government minister. In the second trail of the “Maestro”, prison sentences were 

issued to two vice-presidents of the Croatia Privatization Fund by the Zagreb County Court 

(European Commission 2009, 53). Among shortcomings noted on the 2009 Progress Report, 

European Commission stated that there was limited investigation on cases of high-level 

corruption and prosecution was hindered by political influence. There was still no 

improvement on preventing conflict of interest despite re-establishing The Committee for the 

Prevention of Conflicts of Interest (CPCI). European Commission further recommended that 

USKOK and PNUSKOK needed to improve their expertise on financial issues and enhance 

their cooperation and the law on access to information needed to be implemented (European 

Commission 2009, 54). 

 

In 2010 the adoption of specific anti-corruption strategy on state-owned companies was 

identified as an improvement by the European Commission. Despite the lack of additional 

sources, USKOK continued to be active and the number of cases handled increased. USKOK 

investigated high-level corruption cases and started prosecutions including state-owned 

companies. On a positive note, the number of court verdicts increased, and the first high-level 

corruption cases were put to courts. Moreover, the Office of the Commission for the 

Prevention of Conflicts of Interest was restructured in order to give the commission more 

independence from the Parliament and legal provisions were introduced to depoliticize 

appointments for supervisory boards of state-owned enterprises (European Commission 

2010, 9). Shortcomings reported in the Progress Report 2010 noted that there was insufficient 

scrutiny of transparency in public procurement contracts. Overall, the progress in fighting 

corruption noted to be improved compared to previous years (European Commission 2010, 9-
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10). Progress Report 2011 showed further progress on Croatia’s fight against corruption. It 

noted that Croatia had increased transparency in the area of  public administration and 

companies owned by the state. Moreover, the law on access of information had been 

amended and clearer procedures for requesting information were introduced (European 

Commission 2011, 7). 

 

Croatia adopted a new law on the financing of political activities and election campaigns 

which improved transparency and increased penalties on breaching the law. Conflict of 

Interest Act underwent changes that offered depolarization for appoints to the supervisory 

boards of state-owned enterprises. Moreover, sanctions for conflict of interest cases were 

strengthened and measures to raise awareness on conflict of interests were taken (European 

Commission 2011, 7). European Commission reported changes made on the Labour Act that 

would strengthen the protection of whistleblowers, but for this act and for the law on access 

information the Commission noted that effective implementation was required. Among other 

recommendations from the Commission were the strengthening of the State Electoral 

Commission that supervises and controls the political parties and election campaigns 

financing by implementing the new legislation (European Commission 2011, 7-8).  

 

In regards of USKOK the report noted that operational capacities for fighting corruption had 

been reinforced and PNUSKOK was fully staffed compared to previous shortages. Moreover, 

the cooperation from the two agencies had been improved through the memoranda of 

understanding which further improved financial expertise as well (European Commission 

2011, 8). Croatia adopted the new Police Act in March 2011, the act aimed to make the 

police service more professional by taking depoliticizing measures. In terms of mid and high 

levels of corruption cases there were serval cases under investigation and indictments were 

issued including a former Prime Minister, and court rulings in other high-profile cases that 

involved the Deputy Prime Minister and the Minister of Defense (European Commission 

2011, 49). This showed that Croatia was taking substantive measures to fight corruption in 

high level concerning high public officials. The substantial progress was reported for anti-

corruption measures considering that law enforcement bodies were addressing widespread 

corruption. 

 

A communication from the European Commission showed that Law enforcement bodies 

remained very active in particular for the high-level cases. Moreover, the communication 
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reported that the prevention measures were strengthened in number of preventive legal 

instruments (financing of political parties and electoral campaigns, the access to information 

and transparency in public procurement). Moreover, The State Electoral Commission and its 

supervisory body were further reinforced with the new rule for financing of political parties 

and electoral campaign that was set in 2011 with no apparent obstacles. However, the same 

report suggested that Croatia still lacked implementation of conflict of interest legislations 

concerning state-owned enterprises, and the Conflict of Interest Commission needs to start 

operating without delay (European Commission 2012b, 4). Communication further notes that 

Croatia has advanced police cooperation to fight corruption and organized crime, and the 

activities aimed to bring national legislation in compatibility with v to cope in future 

challenges of fighting corruption and organized crime within EU (European Commission 

2012b, 4). 

 

In June 30, 211, EU members decided to close accession negotiations with Croatia, it 

concluded a period of six year of successful negotiations that’s saw Croatia adopting and 

implement new laws and regulations that comply with standards of EU. The accession 

negotiations consisted 35 chapters that covered a range of EU policies and rules. Among 

others, two key areas of these chapters were successfully concluded “Judiciary and 

Fundamental Rights” and “Competition Policy”. European Commission reported that Croatia 

implemented reforms in crucial areas on the chapter of Judiciary and Fundamental Rights 

related to fighting corruption and protecting fundamental rights; the judiciary independence 

and effectiveness was further strengthened. (European Commission 2011b, 7-8). 

 

Several reports issued by the European Commission suggested that Croatia’s improvement in 

fight against corruption has shown results, moreover the closing benchmarks 5 and 6 of 

Chapter 23 on the European Commission report of 2011 on Chapter 23, showed that Croatia 

has made further advancements in fighting corruption. USKOK showed effectiveness by 

strengthening the specialized prosecution in matters of corruption and organized crime. The 

police showed more effective and the investigations and indictments for cases of high-level 

of corruption were growing. Moreover, in 2011 Croatia adopted improved legislation related 

to access of information, financing of political parties and conflict of interest, the Conflict of 

Interest Commission was reinforced and action plans related for anti-corruption for state-

owned companies were applied (European Commission 2011c). 
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After conclusion of negotiations, on December 9 2011, the Accession Treaty was signed, 

followed by a referendum held in January 22 2012 in Croatia, where Croatian voters voted 

“Yes” with 66.27% in support for accession of Croatia in EU. The Croatian Parliament with 

136 votes in favor unanimously ratified the Accession Treaty of the Republic of Croatia to 

the European Union, in March 9 2012, and after ratification procedures in all EU member 

states were concluded, Croatia officially became a member of the union in 1 July 2013.  
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 Chapter 5. Case Study of Kosovo 

 

5.1 Background: State Building Process and Corruption in Kosovo 

 

Kosovo is considered as one of the most controversial cases of state building in Europe and 

to this day continues to be a dividing issue for EU and UN member states as well. The 

intervention of NATO created way for its formation, and the action itself is considered 

controversial among states and scholars (Currie 1998, 332; Greenwood 2000, 930; Lischer 

2007, 99). Kosovo played a great role in the dissolution of Yugoslavia, in the late 60s, 

Kosovo gained increasing autonomy as Serbian province within the Yugoslavian federation, 

and in 1981 a student protest at University of Pristina spread and escalated into more massive 

demonstrations, where students demanded Kosovo’s status to be upgraded and to gain 

separate status in Yugoslav republic. The overall non-violent struggle strategy to gain 

independence did not attract the desired attention by the international community (Sörensen 

2009, 205-6). Therefore, a military intervention was deemed, as necessary. And as a 

consequence, the NATO military intervention followed. NATO went to its first war for 

Kosovo in June 1999. It was manifested by 78-day Arial bombing that ended Serbia’s violent 

repression for Kosovo Albanians. Furthermore, it was considered as first genuinely 

humanitarian military intervention, as further serving as a foundation for the idea that 

protection of human rights can lead to sovereignty.  

 

However, the military intervention of NATO was not approved by UN Security Council, at 

that time opposed by Russia and China. The stability of the Balkans has been considered a 

crucial strategic goal for the EU ever since the dissolvent of Yugoslavia. Capussela (2015, 3) 

further argues that Europe’s collective failure in Kosovo and Bosnia became a factor for 

generating common foreign policy by the EU in order to stabilize the peninsula. Kosovo 

being host of organized criminal activities and dangerous trades would target Europe’s 

market, therefore special interest in combating organized crime and strengthening the rule of 

law later becomes EU’s primary goal for Kosovo.  

 

During the leadership of Ibrahim Rugova the Kosovo Albanians did not provoke serious 

instability by being active with peaceful civil resistance. However, the situation started to 

escalate and provoke instability when Kosovo Albanians started to get expelled from schools 
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and public institutions, and soon their interest became independence rather the reshaping their 

regional autonomy under Serbia. In 1993, Kosovo Liberation Army (KLA) was formed as an 

ethnic Albanian Kosovar militant group that sought independence of Kosovo from Serbia. 

Judah describes KLA as one of the most successful guerilla movements in modern history by 

subcontracting the most powerful military alliances in the world (Judah 2000, 61) In 1998 the 

international community intervened by proposing solution as restoring Kosovo’s autonomy 

under international supervision, which did not go well with Serbia’s intent to not 

internationalize the problem. Later, in February 1999, the West decided to push both sides for 

settlement in what is known as Chateau de Rambouillet, and negotiations where held 

consisting the threat of use of force by NATO (Capussela 2015, 4). The settlement agreement 

included high degree of autonomy for Kosovo, and interim international supervision under 

the protection of NATO (Weller 1999, 221). Milosevic rejected this settlement, which further 

led to NATO’s military intervention. 

 

After the NATO intervention, Kosovo was set under UN protectorate. The conflict ended on 

June 9, 1999 and Belgrade accepted the terms of UN protectorate. In 1999, the UN Security 

Council formulated the 1244 resolution under Chapter VII of the United Nations Charter, 

which stipulated that Kosovo will be under United Nations Interim Administration Mission in 

Kosovo (UNMIK) and all powers of governing, legislative, executive, and judicial were 

given to the mission (de Wet 2009, 83). The administration by UN was considered a difficult 

task, since it entailed institution building which would provide self-government, society 

reconstruction and promotion of political processes that would later define the status of 

Kosovo (Hehir 2007, 243-44). UNMIK was mandated to have international and civilian 

presence in order to maintain civil law and order in Kosovo, among other responsibilities 

included were the establishing of local police force and deploying international police to 

work in Kosovo, in later stage it was overseen for those competences to be transferred to 

Kosovo’s provisional institutions through political settlement (Hehir 2007, 245). 

 

The talks for the status of Kosovo opened in 2005 between Kosovo and Serbia’s officials. 

These negotiations ended in 2007 and were mediated by Martti Ahtisaari a special envoy sent 

by the United Nations. The negotiations failed because Serbia would not accept Kosovo’s 

independence and backed by Russia supported a high degree of autonomy but for Kosovo to 

still be under Serbia. Whereas Albanians backed by Washington would not accept any other 

solution rather than independence. Ahtisaari had proposed for Kosovo to become 
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independent with certain principles that would include minority protection and would to be 

temporarily supervised by international officials (Beha 2014, 85-6). Kosovo established 

stable institutions after financial investments from international community. UNMIK was an 

ambitious mission from UN, and first of its kind for responsibility of governing. With the 

assistance from EU, Organization of the Security Cooperation in Europe (OSCE), IMF and 

World Bank, during the protectorate of UNMIK, Kosovo consolidated institutions of 

maintaining pluralistic democracy and open market economy (Capussela 2015,12). 

 

Independence and the accountability of the judiciary often entails tensions; accountability can 

lead to judicial corruption and negligence and previous studies show these occur when 

accountability is lacking. The consequences of a weak juridical system produce economic 

repercussions and affects the efficiency of political institutions. Previous studies argue that 

anti-corruption and state-building should entail an integrated approach, since political 

corruption hinders development and undermines the function of public institutions. UN report 

stresses the main issues that are considered as biggest threats to Kosovo’s stability; organized 

crime and corruption. Further on, the report suggests that EU should play prominent role in 

stabilizing Kosovo, since EU holds strong leverage for Kosovo’s perspective EU accession 

(Capussela 2015, 91). 

 

Armed conflict in Kosovo in the past have opened space for criminal syndicates to operate 

and cooperate with the political leadership. Political leaders whose legitimacy derived from 

violence rather than democratic means were given way to power due to the weak formal 

structure after the war (Belloni and Strazzari 2014, 857). Similarly to the case of Croatia, in 

Kosovo as well, during the post-conflict election nationalist rhetoric dominated political 

campaigns and further granted political and administrative positions for those leaders to 

establish clientelism and supporters, these occurrences opened more way for corruption to 

meddle in Kosovo’s political arena. In this kind of political environment, corruption become 

structural rather than isolated in few corrupt public officials (Belloni and Strazzari 2014, 

857). Clientelistic politics followed by nationalism created disproportionate numbers of 

recruitment and institutions became instruments for political parties to gain further support by 

establishing clientelism through public administration (Nenadović 2010). 

 

Another problematic issue regarding corruption that loomed Kosovo is the management of 

tenders for public procurements. After the transition of power from international to local 
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authorities, bribery, irregularities, politicization became part of procurement processes 

(Danielsson 2014). Money spend for questionable massive infrastructure projects such as 

highways Pristina-Tirana and Pristina-Skopje were accompanied by several administrative 

irregularities and anomalies. After years of silence regarding corruption in Kosovo, 

corruption scandals started to appear involving political elite of the country. In February 

2014, students from major public university “University of Pristina” publicly exposed 

Academic fraud of professors who were politically sponsored, thus forcing government to 

declare formal initiative on the matter (Belloni and Strazzari 2014, 863). 

 

Another aspect that gave way for corruption is the privatization process in Kosovo, a policy 

which often gives way for manipulation and abuse of public assets. Kosovo has surrounded 

itself in numerous controversies regarding the privatization process, arising questions on who 

control and benefits from the particular privatized public assets. The lack of intervention 

from UNMIK to intervene in challenge of power structures such as KLA clientelist and 

rivaling Democratic League of Kosovo (LDK) political party, has opened way for 

manipulation of the process (Beha and Selaci 2018, 104). Former director of Kosovo Energy 

Corporation, German national Jo Trutschler was arrested on corruption charges, creating 

more doubt on international lead on corruption. Riots swept Kosovo in 2003 and Kosovo 

Trust Agency (KTA) was formed, the KTA controlled under EU, activities of which were 

followed by concerns that it was not held accountable for selling assets in low price and 

dubious tenders related to corruption (Knudsen 2013, 298-99). Furthermore, KTA records 

were destroyed before being handed to local authorities in a mysterious fashion (Belloni and 

Strazzari 2014, 866). Corruption became a relevant topic only few years after UNMIK was 

put in charge of administration of Kosovo. Due to pressure that came from reports from 

intelligence, media, and various studies, Kosovo adopted a anti-corruption strategy in 2003 

and established the Kosovo Anti-Corruption Agency (KACA) in 2006 (Belloni and Strazzari 

2014, 866). 

 

Major catalyst on exposing corruption as a problem in Kosovo was played by civil society 

organizations that were more differentiated and avoided relations with political parties, such 

organizations such as Fol’08 and Çohu! Started to play important role in bringing attention to 

corruption and revealing the nature of the problem (Belloni and Strazzari 2014, 865-66). 

Progress was thought to have been made after the declaration of independence in 2008. 

International pressure increased on Kosovo institution with the establishment of European 
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Rule of Law Mission in Kosovo (EULEX), which lead to formation of anti-corruption task 

force that among local personal also included official from EU countries, under the 

Directorate against Economic Crime and Corruption. In 2012, National Anti-Corruption 

Council was set up by Kosovo’s president, the council aimed to coordinate policy in fighting 

corruption. Moreover, Kosovo adopted several laws regarding declaration of assets, 

protection of whistle-blowers, conflict of interest, public procurement and the political parties 

financing, aspects which the EU heavily insist on improving and implementing in order to 

have successful results in fight against corruption (Belloni and Strazzari 2014, 885-87). 

 

Another aspect of corruption in Kosovo is clientelism, the political stability is maintained 

through patron-client lines. Clientelism in Kosovo is characterized with nepotism, informal 

and corruptive relationship between political party members and private companies. Political 

elites get their support from their clientele, mainly businesses and partisan voters. By using 

power of authority and public resources they reward this clientele in exchange for political 

support. Clientelism in Kosovo is strongly connected to political parties, and it is 

characterized by client-patron relations. Political parties are the main source of this 

phenomenon, since they lack fundamental ideological orientations that would win voters 

(Beha and Selaci 2018, 111). 

 

Transparency International reports that Western Balkan region overall has a poor track record 

when it comes to prosecuting corruption. When it comes to prosecuting high level corruption 

of public officials, Kosovo also faces administrative struggles, Transparency international 

reports that indictments often lack adequate investigations and are not written well. When it 

comes to complex corruption cases prosecutors and judges often have difficulties in 

understanding (Transparency International 2016, 4). Transparency International reports that 

Kosovo’s corruption problem has also to do with institution overlapping when it comes to 

prevention and fighting corruption. Moreover, it is reported that this institutional 

fragmentation undermines the effectiveness of State Prosecutor’s office, which already 

suffers from lack of resources, integrity and initiative, which makes it an institution that is 

quite ineffective to fight corruption (Transparency International 2016, 14). 

 

In terms of judicial reforms, In June 2015, Kosovo has amended laws on the Kosovo Judicial 

Council (KJC) and Kosovo Prosecutorial Council (KPC). Giving more options for these 

institutions to draft and propose their budged in Kosovo Assembly. Another legal amendment 
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done by the Kosovo Government is the KJC appointment of its members: previously KJC 

had thirteen members, where nine were appointed by the assembly, and now since March 

2016, the changes go in line with the recommendation of Venice Commission where only 

two members of KJC are appointed by the Kosovo Assembly, whereas the other seven are 

appointed directly by the judiciary (Transparency International 2016, 15) 

 

Based on the survey conducted by Southeast European Leadership for Development and 

Integrity (SELDI 2016), in terms of pressure and involvement of corruption show that 27 % 

of respondents from Kosovo have been asked to give bribe (money, favor, gift) whereas 22 % 

have given bribe. Ranking Kosovo the fourth in Western Balkans. In terms of acceptability, 

where corruption is considered as an acceptable behavior, Kosovo ranks second in the region 

with 48% of respondents accepting forms of corrupt behavior. The same study further 

examined the environment of corruption by estimating the perception of respondents on 

survey in terms of corruptness of public institution, which entailed the question “According 

to you, what is the degree of corruption proliferation in the following institution?”, the scale 

set 1 to 5, with one being high degree of proliferation, and 1 no proliferation at all. The 

results showed that Government is the highest corrupted institution with score of 3.01, 

followed by Parliament 2.68 and Courts 2.64. Police stands relatively low with 2.25 score, 

whereas EULEX has a score of 2.44. Furthermore, the study shows that 66% of respondents 

believe that most or all political parties and coalition leaders are involved in corruption, 

whereas 64% believe that ministers are also involved.  

 

When responded in South-Eastern Europe were asked the question: “According to you, to 

what extent is corruption spread in the following countries?”. On a scale 1-5, Kosovo scored 

highest among its neighbors (3.4), whereas Croatia was perceived with lowest score of 1.8 

(SELDI 2016, 21). Corruption related cases number is relatively low in Kosovo, 

Transparency International report that the conviction fell by almost 50% between 2009 and 

2012 where the transition of institution from international to community and national 

authorities gradually took place (Transparency International 2016, 17). 

 

5.2 Mechanisms of Fighting Corruption in Kosovo 

 

Kosovo Anti-Corruption Agency (KACA): formed in 2006, it is an independent institution 

which serves in verification and reporting of declared assets by high public officials and for 
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conflict of interests . The agency faces harsh criticism from state institutions and opposition 

parties. The agency is known to have limited capacity and strength to efficiently verify the 

declared assets, often giving unsatisfactory results in fight against corruption. Transparency 

International describes the KACA as the main anti-corruption body in Kosovo, with its 

functions including policy coordination, prevention and education, but with no political 

finance oversight and prosecution role. Whereas in term of investigation the agency’s 

function is considered as partial (Transparency International 2016, 13).  

 

The Specialist Prosecutor's Office (SPO): established in 2008, under the law for Special 

Prosecution of Republic of Kosovo (Law no. 03/L-052). The law derived from Ahtisaari’s 

package with the intent of offering Kosovo necessary institutions for ‘supervised 

independence’. The SPO is administrated by two authorities: The Ministry of Justice and 

EULEX, which is led by a prosecutor from EULEX. The law of SPO is adopted under the 

UN administration during in 2007, with the intent to fulfill the needs of Kosovo to fight 

organized crime, money laundering, terrorism, economic crimes and war crimes. Since the 

role of UNMIK faded with the declaration of independence in 2008, the UN’s intent on 

establishing of SPO was to ensure transfer the cases selected during UNMIK administration 

to the newly formed mission EULEX. Results regarding the fight against corruption are 

unsatisfactory, in 2012, only 26 of the cases of corruption were punished.  

 

Special Anti-Corruption Task Force (2010): The task force was established in February 2010 

(40), and operates under the SPO. Its main goal is to fight corruption against high-profile 

cases. On the verdict of formation of the task force, it is stated that EULEX requires SPO to 

form special anti-corruption department comprising international and local prosecutors, 

persons with knowledge on tax, and 30 officials of police selected by Kosovo government. 

The verdict further guarantees the protection of prosecutors and their families, however in 

practice this has not been applied extensively. The credibility of this task forced was 

challenged and weakened when the head of the task force Nazmi Mustafa was arrested by 

EULEX in April 2012, he was accused of requesting bribe from individuals under 

investigation by SPO in exchange of letting them free. He was found guilty together with 

three others for corruption and other similar charges. 

 

In 2010, the National Coordinator for fighting against Corruption from the Office of State 

Prosecution was selected among prosecutors in order to coordinate the actual fight against 
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corruption. In 2012 the selected coordinator was confirmed after consistent requests that 

came by EU as a pre-condition for Visa Liberalization Criteria set by the union. 

 

Kosovo and the European Union Rule of Law Mission in Kosovo (EULEX) (2008-2021): 

EULEX was launched in 2008 and is the largest civilian mission that operates under 

Common Security Defense Policy of the EU. The mandate of the mission was extended until 

14 June 2021 with a decision from the Council of Europe and works within the framework of 

UN Security Council Resolution 1244. EULEX was deployed by Common Security and 

Defense Policy of EU. The main role of EULEX is to assist Kosovo in terms of rule of law, 

and its intent relies on establishing EULEX was to address main issues concerning Kosovo’s 

government and to support EU’s enlargement strategy (Capussela 2015, 101; Kuris 2019, 8). 

The institution aims to transform the juridical system for it to become more independent, 

multi-ethnic, accountable, free from political interference and sustainable. The task that the 

mission employs are to monitor, mentor and advices Kosovo’s authorities. The scope of 

mission on criminal matters relies on ensuring proper investigation and prosecution on war 

crimes, terrorism, organized crime, corruption, financial crimes, inter-ethnic crimes and other 

serious crimes. Furthermore, the scope goes beyond that, including support of the judiciary 

and police, customs management, border security, and specialized function related to 

forensics and witness protection (Capussela 2015, 107-8; Kuris 2019, 9). EULEX is 

considered as the most expensive mission established by EU, and serves as a case to show the 

capacity of EU to strengthen rule of law and fight against corruption and organized crime 

(Kuris 2019, 8).  

 

Previous literature suggests that EULEX was deployed based on arrangements under which 

Kosovo became independent, also in hand with observations of Kosovo’s weak rule of law. 

Kosovo’s judiciary system lacked independence, capacity and accountability and it often 

involved corruption and political interference. The first challenge of EULEX was its 

deployment since EU did not recognize Kosovo as an independent state. The deployment of 

EULEX required agreement between EU and UN Secretariat, meanwhile USA assisted EU 

and Russia supported Serbia to pressure UN to comply with its Security Council resolution 

1244. After officially taking effect on December 9, 2008, EULEX took over the competences 

of UNMIK (Capussela 2015, 44). However, EULEX faces constant criticism in failure to 

fight corruption in high profile cases. The inability of EULEX for meeting the expectations of 

Kosovo’s society has to do with several factors. One of the reasons is the intentional 
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balancing of the mission to avoid fighting corruption in high levels in order to ensure political 

stability in Kosovo. Possible investigations from EUELEX and the accusations against the 

central government could lead to institutional instability, something that would not be 

convenient for EU, since stable government is necessary for the dialogue between Kosovo 

and Serbia. The dialogue process is of high importance for EU to ensure stability in the 

region. 

 

Kosovo Police: is considered relatively independent and trusted compared to its Western 

Balkan countries neighbors. This has been achieved through a quite transparent and objective 

selection and nomination process. Moreover, Kosovo also has an inspectorate to supervise 

police activities in order to ensure rules and practices. The transparency and relatively strong 

institutional independence of Kosovo Police has made this institution as the most trusted law 

enforcement in the country (Transparency International 2016, 16). Kosovo Police is 

supported by EULEX for crowd and riot control.  

 

A study from Kosovo Democratic Institution (KDI) identified some positive anti-corruption 

measures in Kosovo, KDI states that Kosovo has strengthen its legislative and institutional 

framework against corruption. The reformed Criminal Code and Criminal Procedure Code 

that came into force in 2013, defined corruption as a criminal act that is performed through 

abuse of power, conflict of interest, fraud in administration, receiving and giving bribes and 

influence in trade. Moreover, the new Criminal Code foresaw fines and imprisonment up to 

three years for those public officials who fail to disclose property, income, financial 

obligations and other material benefits (Sutaj and Canhasi 2015, 53). 

 

In 2004 Anti-Corruption strategy was adopted in Kosovo, and it was followed by an Action 

Plan in 2005. The strategy included measures of anti-corruption legislation, development of 

the judicial system and law enforcement, public administration reform, media, civil society 

and public participation, education and capacity building. The strategy of 2004 further 

resulted in adoption of Anti-Corruption Law by the Assembly of Kosovo in 2005. The law 

foresaw measures against corruption in fields of nepotism, conflict of interest, standards of 

accepting bribes and gifts by public officials etc. (Bokshi et al. 2011, 56). Later on, Kosovo 

Assembly adopted anti-corruption strategy and action plan that would cover a period from 

2009 to 2011. The 2009-2011 Strategy was focused on strengthening institutional capacities 

and monitoring previously adopted legislation (KACA 2010). Anti-Corruption Strategy and 
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Action Plan (2009-2011) included objectives and priorities would address low level of trust 

in political, judiciary and public administration. The strategy also included preventive 

policies and mechanisms to remove persuasion. Moreover, the strengthening of EULEX, civil 

society and cooperation with international community was also mentioned in the strategy 

(SELDI 2016, 24). 

 

The latest Anti-Corruption Strategy and Action Plan (2013-2017) was adopted by Kosovo 

Assembly in February 2013. The strategy was harshly criticized by civil society organization 

and opposition parties (SELDI 2016, 30). The strategy had difficulties to be adopted in the 

Parliament, since it faced a strong disapproval by all MPs, but since the parliamentary 

procedures do not allow changes in strategy by the Parliament, the document was further 

pushed to agenda by ruling coalition, who later managed to secure the votes to adopt the 

strategy and action plan (Sutaj and Canhasi 2015, 29).  

 

NGOs considered the strategy as weak in content and claimed that the strategy rather 

legitimize corruption then fights it (SELDI 2016, 23). The civil society claimed that they had 

not been consulted for drafting the strategy, despite the large amount of recommendations 

from international community to include the civil society in the process of the new strategy. 

Objectives of the strategy were formulated to reflect specific needs of the current corruption 

situation in Kosovo, the objectives included Prevention categories such as Prevention, Law 

Enforcement, Prosecution, Inter-institutional Cooperation and Raising Awareness (SELDI 

2016, 24). The main goals of the strategy included reduction of corruption in progressive and 

sustainable way, building public trust in the government, zero-tolerance to corruption, 

implementing international standards in fight against corruption in order to improve the rule 

of law and its effectiveness. Moreover, the strategy foresaw the change of culture in terms of 

fighting corruption and to ensure result-oriented approach (SELDI 2016, 24). 

 

In November 2013, Action Plan to increase the Efficiency of the Prosecutorial System in 

Fighting Corruption was adopted by the Kosovo Prosecutorial Council. The objectives of this 

Action Plan are to strengthen inter-institutional cooperation in fighting organized crime and 

corruption. However, adding plans and to already existing strategies and plans faces 

shortcomings since the results of those strategies and action plans are rarely measured and 

statistics on fighting corruption on Kosovo do not exist. National Coordinator for Fighting 

Economic Crime reported that comprehensive statistics are missing and should be included to 
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report data on convictions and confiscation of assets (Sutaj and Canhasi 2015, 30). Despite 

making progress in fighting corruption in legislative terms, Kosovo lags in terms of political 

will to enforce implementation and effective institutional mechanism. Moreover, the 

institutional overlapping without producing desired results, generating new institutions, 

action plans and strategies instead of empowering the existing ones only adds to the problem. 

 

5.3 Anti-Corruption Progress and the Prospects of Kosovo’s Accession to the EU 

 

Even though Kosovo has fulfilled all of the requirements set by European Union for visa 

liberalization. Strengthening the track record in fighting corruption and organized crime was 

criteria of high priority (European Commission 2018b, 1). Moreover, the so-called Progress 

report by EU, requires for a considerable number of judges and supporting staff in the 

department of v crimes to be transferred in all Kosovo, also EU requires Kosovo to form a 

registry for investigations. Moreover, the report requires that Central Coordinator for heavy 

organized crimes and corruption to be mandated and have necessary resources in order to 

lead teams with different disciplines of financial investigations and also to monitor the 

persecution of such cases (European Commission 2015). Just as in previous progress reports 

by EU, Kosovo still shows poor results in terms of fighting corruption, especially in cases 

related to high-profile corruption.  

 

The progress report of 2015 noted that Kosovo is on the beginning phase of fighting 

corruption and with overall limited progress. Strong political willingness is required in order 

for the state mechanisms to combat corruption in an efficient way. A fresh approach should 

be applied with inclusion of different actors as well as sophisticated strategies that would 

show concrete results in fight against corruption. Moreover, a successful approach is 

demonstrated by a successful prosecution of cases. In order for the fight against corruption in 

Kosovo to be advanced the progress report suggests that the government of Kosovo should 

give priority and focus more on cases of high-profile corruption, more precisely on the public 

procurement and to finalize punishment and successful prosecutions. Moreover, Kosovo 

should strengthen its v between police and prosecution in order to facilitate efficient 

investigation for combating high-profile corruption in the country (European Commission 

2015, 15).  
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EU further has observed that there is a relation between political impact and limited 

capacities that stagnate the investigation of financial crimes. As result, the confiscation of 

certain assets and proper investigation of financial crimes remains limited. Furthermore, the 

report recommended financial investigation of both corruption and organized crime should be 

integrated. Furthermore, EU states that there is a number of bodies and institutions that are 

mandated to fight corruption, however, some of these institutions exceed their responsibilities 

and some have unclear division of responsibilities (European Commission 2015, 16). On a 

positive note, the progress report of 2015 issued by EU, states that the majority of high 

officials have declared their wealth and it’s a positive outcome, however, the Anti-Corruption 

Agency should further enhance the effectiveness for enabling the investigation on 

unexplainable wealth. There is still lack of willingness by the prosecutors to prosecute cases 

of corruption. EU further suggested that there should be a close cooperation between the 

prosecutors and the Anti-Corruption Agency in order to prioritize high-profile cases of 

corruption. EU saw it as positive the application of Standard Operative Procedures (PSO) in 

2014, which focuses on the particular prioritizing of cases. 

 

EU conditions for Kosovo strongly emphasize the fight against corruption and are often 

repeated in all of progress reports issued by the union. Kosovo’s political elites have shown a 

moderate willingness to address these serious conditions set by EU, especially on lack of 

punishment for cases of high-profile corruption. The lack of political willingness has resulted 

in weak results by the rule of law institutions to fight corruption effectively and it is foreseen 

that these conditions are crucial for Kosovo to come close to future accession to the union.  

 

EU has stated that in general the laws are in accordance with the EU’s acquis; however, some 

laws and the mechanisms of enforcing are often used as tactic by Kosovo’s government to 

minimize their executive importance. Often those laws lack inclusiveness and strategic 

approach. Since 2004, Kosovo has approved a considerable number of laws related to fight 

against corruption, such as ‘The Law against Corruption’. The Criminal Code of Kosovo was 

amendment in 2013, generating a specific article of criminal offenses related to corruption of 

officials and take official duties. The amendment of Criminal Code entails the conflict of 

interest and bribing of public officials in article 430, and the non-reporting or false reporting 

of assets, income, gifts and financial obligations as stated in article 437. Pressured by EU, 

Kosovo Government has pushed for adoption of specific laws such as : the law for declaring, 

origin and controlling assets and gifts received of high public officials, and also the law for 
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confiscating assets and wealth created in illegal manner. New criminal code compared to the 

one during UNMIK in 2003, has foreseen more lenient punishment for abuse of power by 

decreasing punishment of jail from 8 (under UNMIK administration), to 5 years (KIPRED 

2016, 5).  

 

EU Progress Report in 2015, has observed that the Anti-Corruption Agency (KACA) has 

done limited progress concerning its performance in fighting corruption. In 2014 the agency 

processed 304 cases, 131 of which sent to the prosecution office or police for further 

investigation. Moreover, 19 had to do with abuse of power and official positions which 

includes accepting bribes and misappropriation of the office. 101 of these cases had to do 

with falsely reporting assets (EULEX 2015, 24). EU report further restates the weakness of 

the agency, especially on investigation main corruption cases. Moreover, in 2014 the agency 

had the lowest number of core corruption cases forwarded to the prosecution since its 

creation in 2007.  

 

This report published by the Anti-Corruption agency according to the EU progress report 

suggest that the agency has not produced effective measures with substantial outcomes 

regarding law enforcement. Furthermore, in 2014 KACA reported 5103 declaration of assets 

by high officials a compliance with rate of 98.21% in comparison of 5,196 cases expected. 

The compliance rate of declaration of assets requested by KACA was 100% in total of 88 

declarations. However, the EULEX report of 2015 suggested that there is no accepted 

verification process of declaration of assets and the data provided are often not accurate and 

legitimate. In the declaration of those public officials who declared assets for the first time, a 

considerable number of mistakes were found (EULEX 2015, 24). In terms of strategy, in 

November 2013, the Action Plan on Increasing Effectiveness of the Prosecutorial System in 

the Fight against Corruption was launched. However, in preliminary assessments 959 cases 

were registered, but only 401 or 41.81% of those cases were solved during the first year of 

the Action Plan. However, disciplinary investigations regarding the low rate of prosecutions 

have been conducted to investigate the negligence or failure by prosecutors in regarding 

Action Plan’s obligations (EULEX 2015, 25). 

 

In the recent annual report published by KACA in March 2019, report for the year of 2018, 

the preliminary investigation has been conducted for 390 cases, 139 of those are carried from 

year 2017, and 251 new cases were received for 2018. 114 of these cases were forwarded to 
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the Prosecution Office, Police and Tax Administration of Kosovo (KACA 2019, 7). 

Regarding persons suspected for corruptive activities 114 cases were reported and forwarded 

to the relevant institutions for further proceedings, majority of those cases were forwarded to 

the Office of the Chief State Prosecutor. Some of these cases consist two or more offences. 

KACA (2019) states that these offenses contain a range of violation of law, including “abuse 

of official position or authority, conflict of interest and non-reporting or falsely reporting 

property, gifts, income and other material benefits or financial obligations”. Persons reported 

to be involved in these cases include different levels such as: member of parliament, deputy 

minister, advisers to the ministers, ambassadors, mayors, high position members of public 

universities, judges, directors, etc. (KACA 2019, 10). 

 

EULEX’s 2016 Progress Report considers that the system of declaration of assets should be 

revised in depth despite making progress through development of two crucial tools; TV 

infomercial which constantly remind senior public officials about the deadlines of declaration 

of assets, and also the notification letter drafted and sent to public official by OSCE and 

EULEX, and serves as a proof that they have been informed. The expectations for using these 

methods aim to help the system of declaration of assets which was implemented by the Anti-

Corruption Agency (EULEX 2016, 29). The reports further notes that there was progress for 

the cooperation between the KACA and the civil society. An NGO analysis showed that 

KACA has been active in initiating investigation procedures for appoint of Boards of 

Directors in public enterprises by breaching the law on public enterprise. KACA addressed 

the issue to the prime minister and was backed by EU. In regards fighting conflict of interest 

is lagging, the Kosovo government withdrew the draft for the Law on Prevention of Conflict 

of Interest from the assembly. The report suggests that the law is weak and allows public 

officials to have more than two jobs at the same time, this phenomenon does not go in hand 

with EU good practices. Also, legislation regarding disciplinary system for judges and 

prosecutors does not meet international standards (EULEX 2016, 29-30). 

  

The report issued in 2019 by European Commission on Kosovo states that the country is still 

at early stage of fighting corruption. Kosovo has made some progress through legislative 

reforms in the rule of law area and investigation and prosecuting of high level-cases of 

corruption. Moreover, progress is also noted in confiscation of assets in the preliminary 

phase, however it remains low on the final confiscations. The report notes that corruption still 

remains widespread and is an issue of concern for Kosovo (European Commission 2019, 4). 
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Report of 2019 points out that political appointments such as ambassadors or ministers of the 

cabinet who have offences including corruption and abuses of office highly damage the 

image of commitment to fight corruption that Kosovo is pushing for (European Commission 

2019). Adoption of several laws that are important for the judiciary system to fight corruption 

has been seen as significant step and are expected to be implemented. Now judges and 

prosecutors are obliged by law to declare their assets and to report any conflict of interest to 

the KACA. In 2018 only one prosecutor failed to submit declaration of assets, whereas all 

others submitted their declarations on time (European Commission 2019, 16). 

 

The 2016 European Commission report notes that Kosovo has taken measures to fight 

corruption and has done progress to set up a multi-disciplinary investigative team leaded by 

the Special Prosecution Office in order to track high-profile corruption cases. The legal 

framework of the country has been aligned with the EU acquis, legislators in Kosovo have 

amended the law on declaration of assets for senior public officials and the law on public 

procurement among other changes (Lilyanova 2017, 7). Recommendations for 2020 from the 

2019 report suggest that Kosovo should increase the number of prosecutors in Special 

Prosecution Office that investigate and prosecute high-level corruption cases, and should also 

provide trainings that would strengthen the capacity to conduct investigations, confiscate 

assets effectively and protect witnesses. Furthermore, Kosovo should ensure that finical 

reports and campaign disclosure reports from political parties should be published and 

audited consistently, and any violations of law in this regard should be punished (European 

Commission 2019, 19).  

 

The track records on the report of 2019 show that 51 cases of high-level corruption and high-

profile serious and organized crime. Among these, there have been 38 indictments and 27 of 

those are related to corruption whereas 11 are related to organized crime. In 9 cases there has 

been final ruling, 5 ended with partially guilty verdict, 9 individuals were convicted for 

corruption offences (conflict of interest, trading influence, abuse of official position). 13.2 

million EURO worth of assets were frozen in these cases, but no assets were finally 

confiscated (European Commission 2019, 20). 

 

Stabilization and Association Agreement (SAA) between EU and Kosovo entered in force in 

1 April 2016. Strong democracy and rule of law, economic support, institutional, political and 

regional stability, enhancement of free trade, and support for transition into functioning 
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market economy are among main goals of this agreement. Moreover, the agreement provides 

framework for the dialogue opens way for strengthening the political relation between EU 

and Kosovo.  

 

EU is one of the largest contributors for Kosovo with approximately 650 million EUROS 

financial support related to the process of pre-accession and approximately 237 million 

EUROS assistance in the area of rule of law and other sectors in order to support Kosovo for 

its potential accession to the EU. Moreover, EU plays an important role in facilitating and 

mediating the dialogue between Serbia and Kosovo that aims to normalize relations between 

the two. In 2011 the talks were on technical level and later in 2012 they upgraded to political 

level with meetings of Serbian and Kosovar prime ministers (Russell 2019). Despite being 

halted and stagnating several times, the dialogue between Serbia and Kosovo is a consistent 

priority for EU to ensure stabilization in the region. EU expects Kosovo to continue the 

dialogue with Serbia to normalize the relations. Kosovo’s future EU accession largely 

depends on improving the rule of law and normalizing the relations with Serbia. The efforts 

to fight corruption in Kosovo are not satisfactory and as mentioned in several reports by EU, 

Kosovo needs to step up its fight against corruption. Moreover, the future of Kosovo’s 

accession is strongly related to the relations with Serbia, since it needs to solve its 

independence recognition problem, considering that five members of EU do not recognize 

Kosovo as independent state yet.  
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 Chapter 6. Conclusion 

 

 

My motivation for this study relies on the lack of empirical studies related to the effects of 

political corruption on EU accession. Previous studies have focused on economic, political, 

and cultural factors when explaining EU accessions. Unlike the existing literature, this thesis 

focuses on examining the effect of political corruption to explain the probability of EU 

accessions for non-member Western Balkan countries. I argue that the EU started to pay 

more attention to EU membership applicant countries’ corruption issues after the fifth 

enlargement. Accordingly, I proposed my hypothesis: the reduction effect of corruption on 

EU accession after 2007 is stronger and significantly different from the reduction effect of 

corruption on EU accession before 2008. 

 

I adopted a mixed-method approach to test the hypothesis on data from 19 European 

countries from 1990 to 2018. and the empirical analyses provide strong support for my 

hypothesis. I find that political corruption is negatively associated with the probability of 

non-member state to become member of EU after 2007. The main reason is that the EU had 

“learned the lesson” from rampant corruption in Bulgaria and Romania, which is seen as a 

serious factor that undermines the economy and democracy in countries and hinders 

integration in the EU. The empirical results also show that comparing to the effect of 

corruption on EU accession before 2008, the reduction effect of corruption on the probability 

of EU accession after 2007 is much stronger. This finding suggests that the EU Union has 

largely overlooked the problems of political corruption in membership applicant countries 

before the fifth enlargement. Moreover, the finding indicates that political corruption plays 

significant role for Western Balkan countries to become members of the European Union. 

 

One important implication from this study suggests that countries who aspire to become 

members of the European Union should focus on fighting corruption by effective measures 

and substantial policy change. From the economic perspective, fighting against corruption is 

considered crucial for enabling a functioning market economy and to pave way for better 

economic development. From the political aspect, fighting against corruption is strongly 

related to the strengthening of the rule of law. EU conditionality through setting the 

benchmarks for fighting corruption had impact in Croatia to take action through USKOK to 
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arrest high-level politicians involved in corruption affairs. Croatia’s success in becoming 

member of EU in 2013 further supports my argument. The case of Croatia serves as an 

example that prosecution and conviction of political elite and high public officials that are 

involved in corruption is an important measure that needs to be taken in order for progress to 

be consider in fighting corruption.  

 

However, impunity of the political elites involved in corruption and organized crime remains 

a major problem for the rest of Western Balkan countries. In Kosovo, despite record 

investments with EULEX from the EU to assist and monitor with the intent to improve the 

rule of law has proved rather unsuccessful. Kosovo’s goal to become member of EU seems 

unlike to achieve without proper actions to fight corruption against high-level politicians. 

Therefore, for Kosovo and the rest of non-member Western Balkan states, substantial 

measures and changes need to take place so that they could have good chances in becoming 

members of the EU.  

 

This study faces limitations on empirical aspect; since most countries of the Western Balkans 

have not become members yet, and with only Croatia currently member of the EU, it 

becomes challenging to estimate the effects of various variables in terms of accession. 

Moreover, there is a considerable gap in literature that focuses on measuring corruption as 

pre-accession condition. Therefore, future studies could conduct comparative research on the 

interaction effects on different institutional factors related to corruption, organized crime and 

war reparation on EU accession for EU membership applicants.  
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