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ALEKSANDAR GROS
Secretary General, SEEBDN-Southeast 
Europe Business Development Network

NEW WAYS 
OF BUSINESS 
NETWORKING

W
hen the idea came up to estab-
lish in Vienna an organization 
with the aim to network entre-
preneurs and managers from 

the countries of Southeastern Europe, Germa-
ny and Austria and to act as an up-to-date and 
concrete platform, I immediately agreed to be 
a Secretary General of SEEBDN.
As a second managing director of a family-run 
consulting company, advising medium and 
large enterprises on investment projects from 
the German-speaking countries in the countries 
of Southeastern Europe, I strongly believe that 
such an organization as SEEBDN is, represents 
a positive economic hub for interested com-
panies. Likewise, our own company, Grimex 
Consult, has recently noticed a constantly 
rising interest of fast growing manufacturing 
companies from the countries of Southeastern 
Europe that are considered as hidden champi-
ons for the EU markets. This is also an impor-
tant factor where SEEBDN can act as a link.
Globalization, digitization and the internet 
have linked companies around the world. Nev-
ertheless, I am convinced that personal con-

this region. We have received a lot of support 
and interest from the private sector in SEE in 
this short period of time.
SEEBDN is a business network focused on 
small, medium and large companies, in order to 
promote mutual regional cooperation among 
companies of Southeastern Europe as well as 
with the EU markets, to initiate partnerships 
and new business opportunities. We want to 
intensify the economic exchange and support 
our members from EU candidate countries of 
Southeastern Europe on their way to the Euro-
pean Union.

The Managing Board and the Advisory Com-
mittee are the bodies to the organization.

The idea is to delegate to the SEEBDN Manag-
ing Board at least one business figure from each 
country listed above, and thus provide direct 
access to the market for our members in each 
of the above-mentioned countries.

The Advisory Committee is an advisory body 
consisting of distinguished political, diplomatic 
and business personalities.

SEEBDN focuses mainly on the SEE region as 
well as on the German-speaking areas, as tradi-
tional partners. We believe that trade and eco-
nomic relations, despite globalization and the 
importance of third markets, are most strongly 
anchored in the region and its neighborhood, 
and this essentially contributes to sustainable 
growth.

tacts, interpersonal relationships and thus a 
future basis of trust are essential for a suc-
cessful and long-term partnership. This is the 
key to successful economic cooperation and 
SEEBDN offers this to its members.
SEEBDN acts as an independent business as-
sociation based on quality rather than quan-
tity of its members. The SEEBDN governing 
bodies look in detail for appropriate manag-
ers and entrepreneurs as contributors to mu-
tual aims. Our goal is to take time for each 
individual member, to act efficiently, quickly 
and with focus on their needs and link them 
with new potential partners and markets. 
Likewise, we would like to accompany and 
support appointed programs in close co-op-
eration with each individual member.
The Vienna-based Southeast Europe Business 
Development Network “SEEBDN” was offi-
cially founded in June 2018 by distinguished 
business figures and diplomats as an inde-
pendent business association.
SEEBDN includes Slovenia, Croatia, Hunga-
ry, Western Balkan countries, as well as Ger-
many and Austria as traditional partners of 

70% 30%

141b€

In 2017, Austria had a total world export 
volume of approximately EUR 141 billion. 
Around 70% of it was achieved in EU coun-
tries (EU 27) and around 30% with Germa-
ny. This shows us the importance of the EU 
neighborhood and the European Community 
for economic development.

SEEBDN focuses on manufacturing and ser-
vice-based companies from SEE, Austria and 
Germany. We also focus on the energy and en-
vironment, industry, tourism and ICT sectors.

Our plan or program for 2019 includes part-
nerships with like-minded business organiza-
tions from each of the countries listed above to 
provide our members with even broader net-
work connections through SEEBDN. 

SEEBDN is planning, together with reputable 
media company, a certain number of concrete 
business events in Vienna as well as in some 
SEE countries. Our members will contribute 
with the choice of topics, involvement in the 
organization of the events with suggestions and 
active participation in these events. 
Furthermore, it is especially important for me 
as the Secretary General to support and follow 
up the programs and projects of each of our 
members. 

We are on an intensive, positive growth path 
and we expect a high level of support and in-
terest in the Southeast Europe Business Devel-
opment Network- SEEBDN, in the year 2019.

“SEEBDN acts as an independent 
business association based on 

quality rather than quantity of its 
members. ”
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FRITZ KALTENEGGER 
Chairman of the Board SEEBDN, CEO Cafe + Co International 

WE ARE AIMING TO PROMOTE
ECONOMY ABOVE POLITICS

C
onnecting people is al-
ways a solid basis for 
future business oppor-
tunities. That is why or-

ganizations which are motivated 
in that spirit can be a significant 
factor in promoting and expand-
ing business operations of private 
companies. On the other hand, 
such organizations are also a sig-
nificant social factor, because, by 
promoting business co-operation, 
at the same time they promote 
economy above politics, and con-
tribute to establishing stability in 
the regions where it is needed.

Guided by that idea, I joined the 
South East Europe Business Devel-
opment Network (SEEBDN). As a 
successful businessman, I was am-
ing to improve my business links in 
that region and meet new people. 
That is only one side of this. All of 
us in SEEBDN share a vision that, 
through connecting those who are 
interested in increasing economic 
growth, especially the SEE region, 
we can, all together, improve mu-
tual cultural understanding, as 
well. We are convinced that eco-
nomic growth boosted by mutual 
cooperation with the private sec-

tor, is one of the most important 
factors for the stability and pros-
perity of any country or region.
SEEBDN‘s mission is to contrib-
ute with its involvement and ac-
tivities in Southeastern Europe 
to faster development of regional 
economies and faster growth of 
the SEE region. We are commit-
ted to providing full support to 
our members, and to backing up 
EU candidate countries in South-
eastern Europe on their path to the 
European Union family.
Since I am fully in agreement with 
these goals, I accepted to be ap-
pointed to the position of Chair-
man of the Board within SEEBDN. 
As a CEO at Café +Co, the leading 
coffee service provider in Central 
and Eastern Europe, with current 
subsidiaries in Austria and nine 

other countries, I am in a position 
to spread our idea with my col-
leagues. More than 40,000 com-
panies and public organizations 
value our services. Our service 
network extends from Lake Con-
stance to Moscow and includes 10 
countries in CEE. The group em-
ploys a total of more than 1,900 
people.
I would like to seize this opportu-
nity to invite all others to join us 
and help us build business bridges 
between all European countries. 
Because, only together, through 
cooperation, mutual help and un-
derstanding, can we count on fur-
ther growth and prosperity in all 
European countries.

I would like to seize 
this opportunity to 
invite all others to join 
us and help us build 
business bridges be-
tween all European 
countries. 
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MY POINT OF VIEW

WOLFGANG PETRITSCH
European diplomat, President 
of the Austrian Marshall Plan 
Foundation

EUROPEANIZATION 
OF THE BALKANS 
NOW

The EU has 
retained the 
largest influ-
ence by far 
amongst ex-
ternal actors 
in the Western 
Balkans – be it 
in the econom-
ic, political or 
regulatory and 
legal spheres.

The EU leans on the promise of 
membership to induce reforms 
and has built a dense network of 
regional agencies to support the 
process. Brussels thus acts main-
ly via conditionalities and finan-
cial inducements while the United 
States, in contrast, prefers to use 
tougher means to put pressure on 
local leaders. 
This carrot-and-stick method was 
successful in Macedonia, where 
the resignation of the corrupt for-
mer Prime Minister, who had been 
involved in a wiretapping scandal 
of unprecedented proportions, 
would probably not have hap-
pened without the EU’s leveraged 
consistency and Washington’s 
hands-on approach. 
U.S. sanctions against the Pres-
ident of the Bosnian Republika 
Srpska, however, have thus far not 

shown the desired result. This is 
perhaps also a consequence of Eu-
rope’s disunity on how to handle 
the Moscow-backed secessionist 
leader, who only recently won the 
elections to become the Serb mem-
ber of Bosnia and Herzegovina’s 
Tri-Presidency. 
If the newly elected Serb Presiden-
cy member is going to represent 
and defend the state or continue to 
divide the country remains to be 
seen. Let us hope for the best.
The United States, as the key play-
er in ending the wars in Yugosla-
via, still carries considerable mil-
itary, economic, and diplomatic 
clout in the region. Contrary to 
predictions, Washington has so far 
somehow retained parts of this in-
fluence during the first year of the 
Trump presidency. However, as a 
consequence of the evisceration 

of the State Department’s funding 
and staff, the current American 
approach to the region seems to 
be driven mostly by past achieve-
ments and institutional continuity 
rather than by an active Balkans 
policy. 
In line with the overall militariza-
tion of its foreign policy, funding 
for diplomatic engagement has 
dropped sharply. Under the Fis-
cal Year 2018 appropriations and 
budget request, foreign assistance 
funding levels for Europe and Eur-
asia have dropped 60% over 2017. 
At the same time, US spending on 
military-to-military cooperation 
is set to rise under the National 
Defense Authorization Act for the 
fiscal year of 2019.
This seems to open opportunities 
for the European Union.

F
or more than a century, the 
Balkan region has been a 
flashpoint of European 
history. Now it is once 

more at the center of competing 
geopolitical interests. While Bul-
garia, Croatia, Greece, Romania 
and Slovenia are members of the 
EU, the so-called Western Balkan 
Six (WB 6) – Albania, Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, Kosovo, Montene-
gro, the (soon to be called) Repub-
lic of North-Macedonia and Ser-
bia – are yet to join. 

GEOPOLITICAL CONTEST

These aspiring EU-candidates are 
the focus of a geopolitical struggle 
for political, economic and cultur-
al influence. Admittedly, the inter-
ests of the different external actors 
– China, Turkey, Russia, the Arab 
Gulf States - differ substantially.
For quite some time and to varying 
degrees, the traditional partners – 
the United States and the Europe-
an Union – have been pursuing the 
transatlantic integration of the en-
tire region. The goal is to complete 
the liberal-democratic transforma-
tion processes toward NATO and 
EU membership. This is a matter 
of overcoming structural political, 
economic and security challenges 
and ensuring the stability of this 
region often misunderstood as Eu-
rope’s periphery.
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THE EUROPEAN UNION’S 
ENGAGEMENT

Concerns over growing Russian, Chinese, 
Turkish, and Arab influence notwithstanding, 
the EU remains by far the most important play-
er in the Western Balkans, even though it has 
lost some of its appeal in recent years. 
Europe’s dominant position becomes most 
obvious when looking at trade: The EU is re-
sponsible for 67% of imports to and 84% of 
exports from the Western Balkans in 2017, ac-
cording to the European Commission Directo-
rate-General for Trade, 2018.
The picture is similar when it comes to foreign 
direct investments in the region, where EU 
Member States are leading by far.
The Western Balkans is furthermore closely 
linked to the EU via instruments such as the 
CEFTA free trade agreement and the Energy 
Union; these continually deepen the economic 
integration within the region and between the 
region and the EU while ensuring adherence to 
European rules and norms. 
The so-called Berlin Process, started by Germa-
ny’s Chancellor Angela Merkel in 2014, aims 
to promote judicial and public service reforms, 

connectivity, and the settlement of bilateral and 
internal conflicts in the region with the involve-
ment of governments as well as civil society – 
albeit with admittedly mixed results so far.
European financial institutions such as the EIB 
and the EBRD as well as the important Instru-
ment for Pre-Accession Assistance (IPA) con-
tribute much-needed funds to support reform 
efforts. However, the disbursement of these 
funds is consistently conditioned upon the ad-
herence to European rules and regulations, not 
always in line with local elites’ vested interests. 
Still, the EU has retained the largest influence 
by far amongst external actors in the Western 
Balkans – be it in the economic, political or reg-
ulatory and legal spheres.

THE WEST BALKAN SIX – 
STATE OF AFFAIRS

This influence is important as the WB 6 are at 
various stages of Europeanization. 
Serbia, the most populous state in this region 
– and arguably crucial for its stability – is well 
underway on its path to EU-membership (pro-
vided the Kosovo issue will be resolved in a 
timely fashion); so is Montenegro. 
Albania and Macedonia will in all likeliness 
receive the Green Light to open accession ne-
gotiations in the course of 2019. 
It is to be hoped that multi-ethnic Bosnia and 
Herzegovina’s politicians will finally come to 
their senses and start state-level cooperation in 
order to fast-forward to Brussels.
The region’s new business partners from China 
to Turkey and to the Gulf States are welcome as 
long as they play by European rules. EU-lead-
ership and closer cooperation between Brussels 
and the capitals of the WB 6 is thus warranted. 
Two concluding remarks:
Undoubtedly, a more equitable relationship be-
tween the new business actors from faraway 
and the West Balkan countries is in the interest 
of the Union.
Therefore, the new EU-West Balkan Strategy 
is a good re-start for faster and closer cooper-
ation with the clear goal of membership of all 
WB-countries.
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THE CHALLENGE OF INSTITUTIONAL AND 
PRODUCTIVITY CONVERGENCE
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W
estern Balkans1  is one of the 
least developed regions of ge-
ographical Europe. Based on 
2017 Eurostat data, WB region 

lags more than seven times behind core Euro-
pean countries (EU-15) in GDP per capita. In 
purchasing power parity (PPP) terms, the gap is 
smaller but still large (over three times). More 
importantly, both nominal and PPP income 
gaps have been quite persistent in the past dec-
ades. Based on actual growth rates recorded 
since the beginning of global crisis, it will take 
about 220 years for the WB region to converge 
to nominal and PPP incomes of EU-15. By 
contrast, the Central and SEE countries which 
recently joined the EU, will close the income 
gap with EU-15 in less than 38 years. We will 
try to shed more light at four main factors that 
could enable the WB region to converge faster 
to EU income and standard of living: first, the 
enabling European and global economic con-
text; second, the status of key institutional re-
forms; third, the availability of infrastructure; 
and fourth, the quality of human capital and 
innovations for increased productivity.      

THE EUROPEAN AND GLOBAL 
CONTEXT: 

During 2018-2019 the global economy will 
continue the steady expansion started in mid-
2016, albeit at slightly lower 3.7% annual 

1 Western Balkans (WB) is a new name for non-EU 
Southeast Europe region. It includes former Yugoslavia 
and Albania, less Slovenia and Croatia.

growth rates due to higher oil prices and re-
strictive trade measures between the US and 
China. In the medium run, output gaps in the 
EU and other advanced economies will grad-
ually close and bring down growth dynamics 
in line with prime drivers: slower expansion 
in working-age populations and modest pro-
ductivity gains possibly caused by challenges 
of the ensuing fourth industrial revolution. In 
addition, US growth will be adversely affected 
by fading fiscal stimulus and expected tighter 
monetary policy. China will continue to grow 
at high but declining rates. 

As a result, in the absence of substantial institu-
tional reforms and policy changes, WB region 
is likely to experience limited scope for fast-
er per capita growth over the next five years 
and, thus, fall further behind in living stand-
ards. The risks of trade barriers and reverse 
capital outflows in response to weaker macro 
fundamentals and (actual and perceived) polit-
ical instability are of critical importance. The 
availability of otherwise ample financial re-
sources for WB growth and development will 
be progressively limited for countries that do 
not meet the highest financial regulatory and 
taxation standards. This includes macro- and 
micro-prudential policies critical for financial 
stability and increased resilience, cybersecuri-
ty, safeguards against excessive risk taking and 
application of AML-CFT measures. Given the 
legacies of the past, the WB region will also 
need to monitor very carefully contingent lia-
bilities and balance sheet mismatches.

DUSAN VUJOVIC, PhD
Economy professor and former Minister of Finance of the Republic of SerbiaPh
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MISSING INSTITUTIONAL 
REFORMS: 

Unfortunately, the status of most 
institutional reforms necessary for 
the efficient operation of market 
democracy and free flow of goods, 
people, and capital is not satis-
factory in the WB region. Institu-
tional weaknesses go beyond the 
already mentioned financial sector 
and include the general rule of law 
(including judicial independence 
and legal efficiency), protection of 
property and creditor rights, the 
quality of public and public sec-
tor governance systems, the pres-
ence of non-transparent and cor-
rupt practices, etc. Based on 2018 

World Economic Forum (WEF) 
report, the combined rank of WB 
countries across these critical insti-
tutional dimensions (107th out of 
140 countries) will continue to be 
a strong deterrent for large inves-
tors to enter and comfortably op-
erate in the region. And FDI are a 
sine-qua-non for convergence that 
hinges on efficient infrastructure 
and sustained productivity growth 
anchored in innovations.   

AVAILABILITY OF 
INFRASTRUCTURE: 

A recent IMF staff assessment 
concluded that the WB region fac-
es significant public infrastructure 

gaps which effectively constrain 
economic growth, private sector 
development, and continued in-
tegration into European supply 
chains. This conclusion equally 
applies to inadequate transporta-
tion networks (both in coverage 
and quality), insufficient and un-
reliable provision of utilities (wa-
ter, power, district heating etc.), 
underdeveloped communication 
networks, and underinvestment 
in human capital and innovation 
capacity for sustained long term 
growth. Expectedly, WEF 2018 
ranks WB region poorly (96th out 
of 140 countries) in critical aspects 
of physical infrastructure (trans-
port and utilities). Closing the 
infrastructure financing gap may 
indeed prove challenging under 
limited fiscal space, constrained 
access to external financing, and 
weak domestic private sources. 
The routine recommendations (to 
mobilize additional domestic rev-
enues, contain domestic spending, 
and improve the quality of public 
investment management, espe-
cially in selection and implemen-
tation of public and PPP projects) 
are welcome, but fall significantly 
short of the infrastructure needs. 
This is clearly one area where a 
concerted EU-WB region effort 
along with substantial private sec-
tor participation will be needed to 
overcome this overriding obstacle 
to growth and EU integration pro-
cess.           

QUALITY OF HUMAN CAPI-
TAL AND INNOVATIONS FOR 
PRODUCTIVITY GROWTH. 

The investment in human capital 
and innovations to close the gap 
with comparator countries may 

appear more modest, but the ac-
tual task may be even more diffi-
cult to design and implement as 
it requires a change in the value 
system, work ethic, and corporate 
culture. Presently (based on 2018 
WEF report), WR region ranks 
92nd in labor skills, and worse 
in labor market performance 
(100th position) and innovation 
capacity (103rd position). Tangi-
ble improvements in education-
al achievements, labor-employer 
relations, and reliance on profes-
sional management will be needed 
to convince foreign investors and 
managers that productivity gains 
in the WB region can be had and 
sustained for large investments to 

be profitable in the longer run.  
In short, convergence prospects 
for WB countries are of para-
mount importance. They critical-
ly depend on their own capacity 
to mobilize domestic and attract 
foreign resources, efficiently spend 
them on priority infrastructure 
and pro-growth human capital 
and innovation projects, while 
targeting expenditures on quality 
social services and poverty reduc-
tion within a sustainable fiscal po-
sition. External assistance is neces-
sary to close the infrastructure gap 
and integrate the WB region into 
EU value chains. 

WB countries critical-
ly depend on their own 
capacity to mobilize do-
mestic and attract for-
eign resources, efficiently 
spend them on priority 
infrastructure and pro-
growth human capital and 
innovation projects, while 
targeting expenditures on 
quality social services and 
poverty reduction within 
a sustainable fiscal posi-
tion.

External assistance is 
necessary to close the 
infrastructure gap and inte-
grate theWB region into EU 
value chains.
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BILJANA SCEKIC
EBRD, Regional Head for Western Balkans for  Advisory Program 

SMES CAN BECOME MORE 
ATTRACTIVE ON EU MARKETS

A 
long-term economic 
growth can be achieved 
with a strong private 
sector and the creation 

of entrepreneurial class. Support-
ing small businesses is at the heart 
of the EBRD’s mandate, as these 
companies create jobs and wealth, 
building the foundations of a pros-
perous and democratic society.
As the countries in the Western 
Balkans move closer to the Euro-
pean Union (EU), the private sector 
is encountering new opportunities, 
but also  challenges. Small and me-
dium-sized enterprises (SMEs) are 
particularly affected as they face a 
number of obstacles that prevent 
them from reaching their full po-
tential and thus competing on the 
EU export markets.
EBRD provides support to develop 
the export capacity of the econo-
mies through advice for small busi-
nesses and dedicated programmes. 
In Serbia, for example, together 
with the EU and Luxembourg, 
we have just launched the Trade 
Ready Initiative that aims to help 
SMEs access trade finance, stimu-
late local banks, as well as provide 
complementary business advice, 
networking, and training oppor-
tunities.

Another example is the SME Com-
petitiveness Programme in the WB 
that aims at improving production 
capacity and processes, as well as 
quality of their products, and thus 
their competitiveness in the EU 
markets. This is possible because 
of the dedicated SME credit lines 
combined with donor support. 

EBRD’S SUPPORT TOOLKIT 
FOR SMEs

The EBRD offers a wide range of 
instruments for SMEs, from loans 
through financial institutions and 
risk-sharing facilities, to direct fi-
nancing. We provide also business 
advice and we work with poli-
cy-makers to create an environ-
ment where they can succeed.  
We help SMEs become more com-
petitive by further enhancing their 
business performance and bank-
ability, as well as by improving 
their own capacities to innovate 
and grow.  
EBRD partners with donors and 
pool resources together to achieve 
even greater impact, for example, 
with the EU under the WB Enter-
prise Development and Innovation 
Framework.

EBRD’s IMPACT IN WESTERN 
BALKANS
 
According to a recent OECD-led 
study, SMEs make up about 99 per 
cent of businesses in the WB. On 
average, SMEs provide jobs for 
around three-quarters of the total 
number of employed, and contrib-
ute an estimated two-thirds of the 
countries’ total annual value add-
ed. 
The EBRD is a leading institution-
al investor in the Western Balkans, 
with direct and indirect finance to 
SMEs reaching around €100 mil-
lion and €1.3 billion respectively, 
and up to date has supported more 
than 5000 advisory projects.
 
We bring local and internation-
al expertise on board helping to 
introduce new products, develop 
an export strategy and reach new 
markets, improve financial man-
agement and business processes. 
Thirty-five per cent of our SME 
clients in the Western Balkans are 
export-oriented, and more than 50 

per cent of our clients have noted 
an increase in exports.
 
WESTERN BALKANS’ 
CONTEXT
 
The region has made substantial 
progress in SME development. 
Various measures have been im-
plemented by the governments, 
which resulted in improved rank-
ing of World Bank Doing Business. 
In recent years, the need to devel-
op a knowledge-based economy 
has also emerged as being signif-
icant for the region, and efforts 
have been made vis-à-vis an inno-
vation-supporting infrastructure 
and increase skill development and 
entrepreneurship.
Aiming to build competitive and 
well-integrated economies across 
the Western Balkans through our 
work, the EBRD is committed to 
supporting the regions’ develop-
ment and promoting it as an at-
tractive investment destination, 
working closely with all the stake-
holders. 

75%

SMEs PROVIDE:

of the total number 
of employed

JOBSWe help SMEs become 
more competitive by 
further enhancing their 
business performance 
and bankability, as 
well as by improving 
their own capacities to 
innovate and grow.  
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INTERVIEW: CHRISTOPH LEITL, 
PRESIDENT OF EUROCHAMBRES

EU SHOULD STRENGTHEN 
THE REGIONAL APPROACH

Let’s start with Western Balkans. What is needed, in your 
opinion, for improving regional and economic relations in 
the Western Balkans?

T
he Western Balkan countries depends on im-
proved regional cooperation, said Christoph 
Leitl, president of EUROCHAMBRES in an in-
terview for Business Link Magazine, where he 

also spoke about upcoming European elections in May, 
about possibility of penetration of right wing parties into 
the European Parliament, Brexit and US-led trade wars.

- The Western Balkan countries all together are a small mar-
ket in the region that depends on improved regional cooper-
ation, on the EU integration process and on developments 
in the world markets. The regional integration of the West-
ern Balkans represents an important aspect of European 
Integration for the countries of the region. Therefore, the 
EU should strengthen the regional approach by giving all 
countries of the region tangible European commitment.

In the spirit of reforms, how can economic cooperation in 
that region be “reformed”?
 
- At the EU-Western Balkans Summit the leaders of the Eu-
ropean Union and the Western Balkans set out a number of 
concrete actions to strengthen cooperation in the areas of 
connectivity, security and the rule of law (“Sofia Declara-
tion”). The implementation of these actions is essential for 
a reformed economic cooperation and should be support-
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ed with appropriate EU funding: to support 
the implementation of this actions, President 
Juncker already announced a new package of 
measures which will boost connectivity within 
the region and with the EU, notably through 
the Western Balkans Investment Framework. 
The EU will provide grants for additional 11 
high-priority transport projects (road, rail, 
ports) worth €190 million. In order to develop 
the new Digital Agenda for the Western Bal-
kans, the EU has earmarked €30 million for 
investments in broadband rollouts across the 
region. 

Can other countries participate or take advan-
tage of the free trade agreements which Serbia 
concluded with Russia, China, Turkey, USA, 
not individually, but regionally?

- Free Trade Agreements with those countries 
makes Serbia particularly attractive for foreign 
investors and manufacturers.

closer cooperation among business communi-
ties in the region in order to promote economic 
development and regional cooperation.

What about EU? Do you expect changes in the 
EU’s economic and financial policy, after the 
European elections in May, considering that 
everything is suggesting that the right-wing 
political parties and the nationalist parties will 
grow stronger?

- Our common aim is to make the Economic 
and Monetary union more stable, competitive 
and resilient to crises. Although a lot has been 
achieved, we need further steps to strengthen 
and reinforce rules and institutions. Hence, I 
am clearly in favour of deepening Economic 
and Monetary Union where it is appropriate. 
The result of the upcoming European elections 
will influence the representation of political 
parties in the European Parliament. In my opin-
ion, nationalist and right wing political parties 
will not get a majority. The Commission, with 
its exclusive power to initiate legislation, will 

The EU will provide 
grants for additional 
11 high-priority trans-
port projects (road, rail, 
ports) worth €190 mil-
lion. 

stay an important and indispensable institu-
tion within European law making. We should 
also not forget that - despite of the increased 
importance of the European Parliament due 
to the Lisbon Treaty - the Member States are 
co-deciders within the law making process. 
Therefore, I do not expect major changes but a 
continued effort to stabilise the Eurozone and 
the EU as a whole.

What consequences are to be expected of Brex-
it for the European economy? 

- Brexit will come at a cost and I fail to see any 
advantage of it. It is lose-lose situation with ad-
verse effects for the British economy and for the 
EU 27 economies. At present, it is still not pos-
sible to quantify the negative impact, because 
we don’t know whether there will be a deal or 
not. In case of a no-deal-Brexit the economic 
damage will be enormous, costing billions of 
Euro and impacting widely in terms of jobs and 
business closures. However, the harm and cost 
of Brexit will be higher for the UK than for the 

What do you think about the idea of forming 
an economic community in the Western Bal-
kans?

- I support the idea of an economic community 
in the Western Balkans. It would scale up the 
market available to potential investors in the 
region.

Which is the significance of the Western Balkan 
Chamber Investment Forum in that context?

- On the margins of the Vienna summit, on 27 
August 2015, the six chambers of commerce 
and industry of the Western Balkans under the 
auspices of the EUROCHAMBRES and with 
the support of the Austrian Federal Economic 
Chamber (WKO) and the Association of Ger-
man Chambers of Commerce and Industry 
(DIHK), have established the Western Balkan 
Chamber Investment Forum (CIF). This forum 
is a regional platform that aims at facilitating 
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EU. The reason is that trade dependency is far higher on the 
UK side with around half of its exports going to and half of 
its imports coming from the EU. In order to limit this dam-
age, a close future cooperation agreement is indispensable. 
The business community needs guarantees that future co-
operation will be based on trade oriented, business friendly 
conditions that will allow commercial relations between the 
UK and the EU to remain strong.

… and US-led trade wars?

- With regard to the trade conflict with the US, I would like 
to stress that this conflict, triggered by US additional tariffs 
on steel, aluminum, washing machines, solar panels might 
become a fully fletched trade war, affecting major US trad-
ing partners, including the EU. Internationally trading en-
terprises need predictable economic framework conditions 
and legal certainty. Today, we do not know on what prod-
uct additional duties might be imposed next. It puts busi-
ness relation at risk and tears apart well-established Global 
value chains. I do not believe in unilateral, protectionist 
trade measures. They only provoke resistance and coun-
ter-measures and have a negative impact on international 
trade, jobs and economic wealth. I am firmly convinced, 
that trade conflicts and obstacles can only be solved, and 
maybe even prevented, by dialogue and cooperation at bi-
lateral level and at supranational level via the WTO. 

 I am firmly convinced, that 

trade conflicts and obstacles 

can only be solved, and maybe 

even prevented, by dialogue 

and cooperation at bilateral 

level and at supranational level 

via the WTO. 

The UK’s involvement in the 

region will continue both in its 

national interest and as part 

of its continued commitment 

to European security and close 

cooperation with other EU 

member states.

As the president of Euro Chamber, what advice would you 
give to the countries of South Eastern Europe and the West-
ern Balkans, how to prevent possible negative consequenc-
es?

In my opinion, no negative consequences are to be expect-
ed: The UK’s involvement in the region will continue both 
in its national interest and as part of its continued commit-
ment to European security and close cooperation with other 
EU member states.

The UK is considered to be an enlargement-friendly coun-
try. Despite Brexit, on July 9th-10th 2018 the UK govern-
ment hosted the fifth annual western Balkans summit in 
London. The summit brought together the leaders of the six 
western Balkan states and those of the UK, Germany, Italy, 
France and Austria, as well as representatives of the EU 
and the international financial institutions. Paradoxically, 
a country that is preparing to leave the EU was advocating 
the benefits of EU accession. In order to minimize negative 
consequences resulting from Brexit the conclusion of bilat-
eral free trade agreements could be envisaged. 
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IVAN GROS , M.A.
Managing Director Grimex Con-

sult GmbH & SEEBDN Member of 

the Board

T
he basis for the European integra-
tions in Europe was Schuman’s plan, 
strategically prepared by Jean Man-
net in 1950, and it was presented 

by Robert Schuman, the Minister of Foreign 
Affairs of France at the time. The plan was of-
fering to unify French and German production 
and distribution of steel. Presidents De Gaulle 
and Adenauer confirmed it with their signa-
tures in 1951.
The European Economic Community was es-
tablished in Rome in 1958, creating the con-
cept of a common market for all commodity 
trade. This created realistic conditions for a 
fully integrated economy based on a free will 
of the Member States. After the establishment 
of EEC by Germany, France, Italy and Bene-
lux countries, the new intensive development 
of the EEC countries has started. Later it was 
renamed from EEC into the EU.
It was a vision for the future of Europe, for a 
better life, for tolerance among people and for 
economic prosperity.
This historical fact gives a realistic example 
and an incentive for the regional economic area 
of the Western Balkans, that today it is, more 
than ever, necessary for economic integration 
and for the countries, to form their economic 
community.
Creating the economic community of that re-
gional space is a “win-win” situation for every-
one.

REGIONAL
ECONOMIC
COMMUNITY –
A CHALLENGE
FOR A BETTER
FUTURE

The vision of creating a 
better life of the citizens 
of the Western Balkans, 
a vision of a promising 
future for the state and 

people, should be a sign-
post and aspiration of 

the state, the politicians 
and the economy as a 

whole.

The vision of creating a better life of the citizens 
of the Western Balkans, a vision of a promis-
ing future for the state and people, should be a 
signpost and aspiration of the state, the politi-
cians and the economy as a whole.
Joel A. Barter said: “A vision without action 
is only a dream. Action without a vision is a 
waste of time. Action with a vision can change 
the world.” This is the reason why the coun-
tries of the Western Balkans must initiate essen-
tial actions to create an economic community 
and secure a common market that will connect 
countries and economies as a whole. At that 
time, one can also agree on the strategic and 
long-term development of the entire region.
The so-called regional economic community 
would be a respectable factor for EU members. 
In this case, this region would be more serious-
ly treated and respected in international stand-
ards.
Some countries that solely tend to their own 
partial interests will not be able to achieve in-
tensive economic development, because today, 
parts of this region, that is, the entire region 
is becoming increasingly involved in the social 
and economic crisis.
In such crisis situations, no country can think, 
in a long-term and peacefully about develop-
ment. This should be clear to the statesmen and 

politicians of those countries. If there are per-
manent tensions and confrontations, which for 
potential domestic and foreign investors pose 
a constant latent risk to invested capital, one 
can hardly count on economic growth or de-
velopment.

The Vienna Institute for International Econom-
ic Relations (WIIW) has conducted a study and 
provided the following information:

• In CESEE countries in 2017 direct in-
vestments decreased by 25% compared 
to 2016 data.

• At the same time, in WB countries there 
was an increase of direct investments of 
18%, with the note that Serbia accounts 
for almost 50% of the total direct in-
vestments in the WB countries.

• The economy as a whole, and thus the 
foreign trade of the region, is primarily 
oriented towards the EU market: for-
eign trade of the WB countries is 73% 
with the EU, 5% with China, 4.8% with 
Russia, and 17.2% with everyone else.
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It is evident that the economy of 
WB countries is inextricably linked 
to the EU market. WB countries in 
2017 achieved EUR 49.6 billion in 
trade with the EU, and Serbia ac-
counted for 44% of that turnover.
There are about 18 million inhab-
itants living in the WB region. Ac-
cording to the World Bank data, 
every fourth inhabitant of this re-
gion lives outside their country of 
origin.
It is a sad fact that the total gross 
domestic product of this region ac-
counts for only 1% of EU gross do-
mestic product (GDP). At the same 
time, the region’s GDP amounts to 
only 1/3 of the EU average.
This data further proves that it is 
necessary to create a regional eco-
nomic community in order to ener-
gize the economies of those coun-
tries and create “regional players”, 
which would, on the one hand, 
increase the quality and quantity 
of presence on the demanding EU 
market and the world market. On 
the other hand, preconditions for 

development will be created, not 
only with respect to production 
capacities, but also for entrepre-
neurship, innovation, use of new 
technologies, and in particular 
it would create a positive atmos-
phere for affirmation and opti-
mism among young people, young 
professionals.
The Western Balkan countries 
should launch new energies and 
set goals that will mean a step 
forward towards higher forms of 
cooperation and development, 
primarily through use of new tech-
nologies, innovation and IT sector 
development.
Economic growth will increasing-
ly be based on knowledge and the 
goal is to enable young experts in 
the WB countries to maximize the 
conditions for creating added val-
ue, both for their country and for 
themselves.
Many young professionals in these 
countries show new energy, envia-
ble level of knowledge and ambi-
tion to intensively engage in export 

programs from their fields of ac-
tivity. That’s why IT industry can 
give a boost of significant develop-
ment and transform the IT-based 
economy and development of the 
innovative entrepreneurship.
The newly formed association 
SEEBDN in its program concept 
has outlined the goal of focusing 
its activity on stronger regional co-
operation, improving the business 
and development activities of com-
panies in the countries of the WB, 
on networking of interested par-
ties, to stimulate a strategic part-
nership with developed markets, 
in particular traditional markets, 
such as Germany and Austria, 
but also the entire EU market. We 
want to initiate the formation of 
joint, interest-related companies in 
order to act on third markets.
We are convinced that, with this 
program and goals, SEEBDN will 
give a significant contribution to 
the launch and, ultimately, the for-
mation of the Economic Commu-
nity of the Western Balkans.

Creating the 
economic com-
munity of that 
regional space 

is a “win-win” 
situation for 

everyone.
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WORLD BANK GROUP SURVEY 
HOW TO ATTRACT MORE FDI IN 

WESTERN BALKANS

International Finance Corporation (IFC), a 
member of the World Bank Group, in coop-
eration with the Regional Cooperation Coun-
cil (RCC), and supported by the European 
Commission, implemented an investor survey 
to help identify key policy barriers to regional 
investment in the six economies of the Western 
Balkans.
The objective for this survey was to obtain a 
sample size of 100 investors with a focus on 
medium to large sized companies, and a pref-
erence for firms with a presence in more than 
one economy in the region and/or high poten-
tial for regional investment. Here are some of 
the results of this survey.

Significant result is that the majority (79.1 
percent) of interviewed firms are planning ex-
pansion projects in the region, with estimated 
amounts totaling around EUR 405 million, 
and total job creation estimates of 6,410. Most 
firms (72.55 percent) indicated their expan-
sions were motivated by economic factors, with 
examples of this including strong sales, and in-
creased demand for firm goods. Approximately 
82 percent of companies planning additional 
investments stated the expansions would lead 
to upgrading in the companies’ production ca-
pacity, through new research and development, 
addition of services and know how. 
Investment entry and establishment showed the 
best performance overall, because an average of 
45.9 percent of firms provided good/very good 
ratings across all factors in this category. In ad-
dition, the survey found little variance across 
the six economies of the Western Balkans in the 
different factors making up this category. Firms 
rated Serbia’s performance as largely good/very 
good across the board. Kosovo* , FYR Mace-
donia and Montenegro received performance 
ratings of good/very good for four out of the 
six factors rated, while Albania and Bosnia and 
Herzegovina lagged behind slightly.
Firms gave mixed feedback across economies 
regarding the ease of hiring and bringing in ex-
patriate staff and the process of obtaining work 
permits for expatriate staff. Firms operating in 
FYR Macedonia and Bosnia and Herzegovi-
na indicated that performance was poor/very 
poor, while Albania, Kosovo*, and Serbia all 
received good/very good performance ratings.
What needs to be done is in the area of stability 
and predictability of laws. Firms interviewed 
for this survey rated the stability and predict-
ability of laws as well as the conduct of public 
agencies poorly across the region, while at the 
same time indicating that these represented key 
factor for their investment decisions.
Another important issue that has been identi-
fied by investors in the survey is the ability of 
host governments to respond in a timely and ef-
fective manner to investor grievances. Firms in 
Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, and Koso-
vo* identified poor/very poor performance 

100 INVESTORS 

 61.67
%

NOT A SINGLE 
INVESTMENT 
DESTINATION

FIRMS
PLANNING 
EXPANSION 
PROJECTS IN 
THE REGION

33.9
%

ACCESSING 
THE REGIONAL 
MARKET A KEY 

FACTOR

72.55%

€ 405
MILLION

 6,410
JOBS

I
f we look at the perspectives on the region 
as investment destination, survey results 
show that most firms, 61.67 percent, do 
not view the WB6 region (Serbia, Monte-

negro, Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, FYR 
Macedonia, Kosovo*) as a single investment 
destination. However, 33.9 percent of inves-
tors did indicate that accessing the regional 
market of the WB6 was a key factor in their 
decision to invest, and another 28.81 percent 
indicated it was important, while other factors 
were more important. Thus, a significant share 
of investors already today seeks to leverage the 
combined competitive advantages of the region 
and to access the regional market despite of the 
perceived lack of market integration. 
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Understanding the different strengths and 
weakness of individual economies will be im-
portant to ensuring a tailored approach for 
reform strategies. The challenges identified by 
firms in their performance ratings show the 
differences that exist across the WB6 econo-
mies. Reforms, which will be targeted at the 
economy level as well as the regional level, 
need to take into consideration the different 
levels of development and differing areas that 
require improvement going forward. In terms 
of the different policy areas along the invest-
ment lifecycle, investors provided largely good 
performance ratings in investment entry and 
establishment, though performance on a few 
factors in certain economies are outliers. Bos-
nia and Herzegovina and Albania are the two 
economies with notably poor performance in 
the key areas of restrictions on the ability of 
foreign-owned companies to operate in their 
sector and processes of obtaining investment 
approvals.
In the policy area of investment protection and 
retention, firms indicate significant amounts of 
poor performance on some of the most impor-
tant factors, with “arbitrary” government ac-

regarding the government’s coordination with 
the private sector.
The area of investment attraction and promo-
tion received mixed ratings by the interviewed 
investors, with slightly over a third of all re-
sponses across economies averaging as poor/
very poor, and only 23 percent as good/very 
good. Firms operating in Albania, Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, and Kosovo* provided the larg-
est number of poor/very poor ratings for per-
formance in attraction and promotion. Unclear 
national investment strategies and in some cas-
es insufficient clarity and predictability on tax 
and incentives policies were key problem areas, 
as described in more detail below. Incentives 
proved to be an area of particular interest to 
firms surveyed, who largely provided poor per-
formance ratings for the economies of the re-
gion on factors related to incentives.
The interviewed firms identified the follow-
ing three factors as the most important ones 
for their investment or site selection decisions 
within the investment attraction and promo-
tion category: 

Understanding the dif-
ferent strengths and 
weakness of individual 
economies will be im-
portant to ensuring a 
tailored approach for 
reform strategies.

• Clear national investment strategy 

• Predictability of tax and incentives policies 

• Availability of incentives on customs duties 

or import VAT

of interviewed firms indicated that they did not 
use the services provided by the region’s IPAs 
and had very limited interactions with them 
throughout the investment process as well as 
post establishment. Those firms that did use 
the services of an IPA frequently highlighted 
the lack of sufficient capacity and the relative 
ineffectiveness of promotion and facilitation 
services provided.
Investors interviewed for this survey identified 
the following policy factors as key / main driv-
ers of their investment decisions: 

In FYR Macedonia and Serbia, most firms rat-
ed the availability of incentives as good/very 
good (apart from non-tax or financial incen-
tives in FYR Macedonia). Most other econ-
omies were rated as either average or poor/
very poor in their performance on incentives 
availability. In both FYR Macedonia and Ser-
bia, firms provided mixed ratings regarding the 
ease of accessing incentives. Apart from FYR 
Macedonia and Serbia, firms in most econo-
mies provided poor ratings on the quality of 
facilitation services received by investment 
promotion agencies (IPAs) or other govern-
ment providers of such services. The majority 

1. The government’s coordination with the pri-
vate sector; 

2. Stability and predictability of laws; 

3. A low risk of the occurrence of non-trans-
parent or arbitrary government conduct; 

4. The ability to easily repatriate profits, divi-
dends, management fees, and other foreign 
exchange transactions;

5. The ease of obtaining investment approvals 
and permits to start a business.

About firms

The majority of firms surveyed are headquar-
tered in Europe (48.4 percent), and 100 per-
cent foreign-owned (66 percent). Slightly over 
a third (37.5 percent) of them are headquar-
tered in a WB6 economy, and the rest are di-
vided between North America and other loca-
tions. The average firm employs 483 people, 
but this average varies from economy to econ-
omy, with Serbia averaging 1,121 employees 
per firm surveyed and Montenegro 138. The 
average age of firms surveyed in the region 
was 14 years.

tion and unstable or unpredictable laws as key 
problem areas.
Incentives were a key focus of investors’ inter-
est within the investment attraction and pro-
motion area, but clarity of national investment 
strategies was also identified as an important 
factor for investors. 

Source: World Bank Group
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LETTER FROM BRUSSELS 

SEE REQUIRES ZERO-PRICED 
CAPITAL TO BOOST GROWTH

M
ore than 70.000 
citizens of the so-
called Western Bal-
kans have left their 

homelands since 2015 and settled, 
legally, in Germany alone. The 
migrant track from the region has 
also reached other EU countries, 
mostly in the central parts of the 
continent. This exodus has signifi-
cantly contributed to the on-going 
sharp depopulation of the territo-

ry. By 2050, Serbia and Croatia 
will have, according to UN pro-
jections, 15 percent less inhabit-
ants than now and the rest of the 
regions will also experience signif-
icant drops. About one quarter of 
the residents has already left this 
part of southeast Europe in the 
past three decades.
Arguably, the most important rea-
son for the mass departure is the 
absence of increase of presently 

earning forever ten of fifteen times 
less than in Austria or Germany 
and being politically side-lined at 
home?
In the future, fewer tax-payers in 
the region will have to shoulder 
significant foreign debts which the 
government incurred after the end 
of the wars for Yugoslavia´s suc-
cession and in the initial phase of 
the transition to capitalism. The 
external debt of the six Western 
Balkans economies in this year 
amounts, according to the World 
Bank, to 81.2% of their GDP. Cur-
rently, after many miserable years, 
GDP growth in the region has ac-
celerated to 4.3%. However, even 
if the rise of the national output 
would reach six percent, the region 
would need about thirty years to 
converge with the EU average. As 

the International Monetary Fund 
recently warned, the region con-
tinues to depend heavily on finan-
cial incentives and low wages to 
attract external investors. Never-
theless, the domestic value-added 
content did not increase much over 
time reflecting the largely assembly 
role of foreign subsidiaries and the 
concentration in labour-intensive 
phases of production. 
A glance at the map of the conti-
nent reveals that the EU geograph-
ically surrounds this region with 
a population which constitutes 
3.5% of the number of EU citizens. 
Measured in trade, investments, 
market dominance of banks from 
the EU and the human networks 
through migrants, the region of 
former Yugoslavia and Albania 
has long ago been swallowed up 

by the EU. Yet, it is doomed to 
permanent marginalisation unless 
the EU does not open its structur-
al and cohesion funds, or provide 
other source of zero-priced capital, 
for the development of infrastruc-
ture, re-industrialisation and im-
provement of public goods such as 
education and the health system. 
Everything else, especially the in-
cessant praise in Brussels and in 
the member states of the “Euro-
pean perspective” of the region, 
which will open up once the re-
forms are implemented, amounts 
to ludicrous spin.

*  The opinions expressed in this 
article are the author’s own

The EU has retained the largest influence by far 
amongst external actors in the Western Balkans – 
be it in the economic, political or regulatory and 

legal spheres.

poor middle class incomes, rising 
inequality and the concentration 
of political and economic power 
in the hands of the few privileged. 
Most of the employed in the region 
earn monthly 300€ or so. Nation-
alistic populism is rampant again, 
recycled by the powers-to-be to 
conceal their governance failures 
and blatant democracy deficits. 
Consequently: Why would anyone 
with education and skills accept 
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5 REASONS FOR 
BETTER INTEGRATION 
OF SEE WITH THE EU
Since 1945, Slovenia and Austria have probably been the most sensi-
tive to how important cooperation is in the region. There are several 
reasons for this:

1. THE ECONOMIES ARE 
NATURALLY CONNECTED

2. ENTREPRENEURSHIP IN 
THE REGION IS A
FUNDAMENTAL VALUE 
OF PROGRESS

3. ORDER AND 
IMPROVISATION IN 
SYMBIOSIS

4. THE EU AS A MEANS OF 
PROGRESS AND 
PROSPERITY

5. COOPERATION AS A 
GUARANTEE OF PEACE

Let us take Slovenia as an exam-
ple: In terms of size, Slovenia is 
only 153rd in the world, but it is 
the 39th largest economic part-
ner of Germany. Other similar 
data could be found to show the 
region’s exceptional integration. 
In a modern world full of geo-
strategic uncertainty, this is an 
advantage.

The economic power of Austria 
and Germany is undoubtedly 
derived from fostering entrepre-
neurship as an engine of econom-
ic progress. Even before 1990, a 
number of individuals from SE 
Europe recognized the value of 
entrepreneurship, and realized 
business opportunities in Austria 
and Germany. After 1990, many 
of those who nurtured entrepre-
neurship, as craftsmen in former 
Yugoslavia, despite obstacles and 
limitations, developed strong 
family companies. Among the 
500 largest Slovenian exporters, 
for example, almost 10 % are 
family-owned modern companies.

At first glance, the region’s busi-
ness culture appears to be in 
conflict. Austria and Germany 
are famous for their orderliness, 
SE Europe for improvisation. But 
after my experiences in journal-
ism, I see there is no better com-
bination. The editorial board that 
I led was inspired by the orderli-
ness of the Austrian media, by the 
dynamism and improvisation of 
Croatia, as well as a handful of 
Scandinavian and Anglo-Saxon 
liberal principles. These appar-
ent cultural contradictions have 
proven to be a great advantage 
on the market. This recipe obvi-
ously works, as there are many 
successful entrepreneurs from SE 
Europe in Germany and Austria, 
and many successful Austrian and 
German companies operate in SE 
Europe. 

SE Europe has been in the EU 
since 1991. Slovenia and Croatia 
have already succeeded, as has the 
Hungarian Danube region, but 
other countries have not. Conse-
quently, a paradox that was not 
expected in 1990 has resulted. 
The transition to democracy was 
accompanied by high expecta-
tions among the population. The 
war overwhelmed this expecta-
tion, on one hand, and incited it 
even more on the other. For many, 
the EU remains an incomplete 
ambition. Despite democracy, 
many SE European countries are 
lagging behind the EU even more 
now than in the past. Romania, 
for example, is overtaking Serbia. 
Entrepreneurs and business peo-
ple are therefore obliged to con-
tribute to the approximation of 
these countries to the EU. How-
ever, the inhabitants of SE Europe 
are losing hope and emigrating. 
This cannot bring progress.  

Because of this, it is a pleasure to 
strengthen entrepreneurial and 
economic cooperation. Not only 
between countries but also among 
people. For over a quarter of a 
century, Slovenia and Croatia 
have attempted to resolve their 
border dispute, but their mutual 
economic cooperation has never 
been stronger. For years, Slovenes 
have taken holidays in Croatia 
and Croatians have skied in Slo-
venia. 

LETTER FROM LJUBLJANA

The more connected the region becomes, the more people will be mobile, the more politicians will have to 
care for peace and integration, so as not to cause additional conflicts between countries and people.
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VESNA TRNOKOP-TANTA
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Advisory

CROATIAN EXPERIENCE - 
EU IS A GOOD  PLACE TO LIVE IN

A
fter more than eight years of apply-
ing for membership, and six years 
of negotiations, the Republic of 
Croatia became the 28th member of 

the EU on 1 July 2013. Now after five years of 
membership, the foundations for a better fu-
ture have been laid. 
It is however imperative that Croatia continue 
with structural reforms that will make it eas-
ier to do business, stimulate innovation and 
increase competitiveness. Compared to 2013 
Croatia is economically stronger. Croatia re-
corded growth of GDP and exports, deficit re-
duction, public debt and unemployment reduc-
tion, and membership of the EU has inevitably 
contributed to that development. 
At the same time the gap between the other 
Member States and Croatia has not been clos-
ing and Croatian economy has not been con-
verging with the other Member States. One of 
the reasons for this is that we joined the EU in 
the period of recession, with slow recovery in 
Member States. Because of that Croatia did not 
have immediate positive effects of joining the 
EU (as did countries of the previous enlarge-
ments). 
While the population has felt the immediate 
benefits of joining the EU due to free move-
ment goods and services within the borders of 
the EU countries, study opportunities, training 
and part of employment in other countries, and 
some price reductions related to liberalization 
especially in the food, distribution of electrici-
ty and telecommunications, by contrast, most 
of the effects for economic operators are of a 
longer-term nature and should ultimately result 
in increased competitiveness, production and 
exports. Our companies recognize the benefits 
of EU internal market and have increased ex-
ports to the EU by 70% in the last 5 years. 

Membership in the EU is not a goal in itself, 
but the improvement of lives of people that is 
important for any country or any society. And 
for that reforms need to happen. The EU is not 
an ideal place, it has its own pile of problems, it 
needs to reform also, but no other destination 
is as good as the EU. We share the same history 
and culture and I hope the same future. 
In a recent interview Commissioner Hahn has 
said that citizens of Western Balkan countries 
“have the right to become (EU) members” and 
the EU faces a choice between exporting stabil-
ity to the region and having instability import-
ed into the bloc. The fact that these countries 
have 75% of trade with the EU, 75% of FDI is 
from the EU, the countries of South East Eu-
rope have a mutual interest in expanding the 
cooperation.  
Europe is a good place to live in, and to pre-
serve this, but also to matter on a world stage 
today and tackle the challenges that we all face, 
we need to be more united, competitive and 
much stronger.   

Our companies recognize the 
benefits of EU internal market 

and have increased exports to the 
EU by 70% in the last 5 years. 

The fact that these coun-
tries have 75% of trade 
with the EU, 75% of 

FDI is from the EU, the 
countries of South East 
Europe have a mutual 

interest in expanding the 
cooperation.  

LETTER FROM ZAGREB
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Dr. VLADIMIR DIMITRIESKI
Assistant Professor University of 
Novi Sad, Faculty of Technical 
Sciences

BE SMART 
OR BE GONE

T
he fourth industrial 
revolution has already 
begun and it aims to 
significantly upgrade 

industry by leveraging on new, 
“smart” software and hardware 
components. Like all the previous 
industrial revolutions, it tends to 
change the way we work, live and 
communicate. Unlike previous 
revolutions, all of us now have an 
opportunity to affect the future 
due to the connected nature of the 
world today.
There are two core aspects of the 
new industrial revolution: appli-
cation and development. The ap-
plication of newly developed tech-
nologies is synonymous with the 
world’s leading economies.

They recognized the potential of 
“smart” industry early and set up 
their high-priority plans for the fu-
ture such as “Industry 4.0”, “Chi-
na 2025” and “Advanced manu-
facturing”. On the other hand, the 
development of required software 
and hardware driving the revolu-
tion is something that is not geo-
graphically bound to industrial 
powerhouse regions. Everybody 
is allowed to contend for the same 
prize: produce “smart” software 
and hardware and install it in 
“smart” factories of the future re-
gardless of their location.
Due to the accelerated techno-
logical development, Serbia has 
the historical opportunity to use 
the strong, existing know-how 

 ICT is currently a rising 
star in the economy of 
Serbia and one of the 
main political and eco-
nomic goals for the near 
future in Serbia is ubiq-
uitous digitalization and 
improvements of the 
ICT segment.

and powerful human potential to 
achieve significant results in the 
development aspect of the fourth 
industrial revolution. ICT is cur-
rently a rising star in the economy 
of Serbia and one of the main po-
litical and economic goals for the 
near future in Serbia is ubiquitous 
digitalization and improvements 
of the ICT segment.
We, as witnesses and participants 
of such a digital revolution in Ser-
bia, are aware of the currently 
prevailing outsourcing business 
model where most of the prod-
ucts are just being developed in 
Serbia but owned elsewhere. In 
order to move from outsourcing 
to product-based business model, 
we need our own, revolutionary 
products that are competitive at 
the global market. And we can be 
assured that there is no better time 

to start thinking about revolution-
ary products than at the dawn of a 
new industrial revolution.
Few companies from Serbia have 
already shown that it is possible to 
have revolutionary and “smart” 
software, produced by smart Ser-
bian people, running in “smart” 
factories all over the world. Al-
though the application aspect in 
Serbia is still significantly behind 
the development one, except of 
the agricultural domain, we have 
found our way to offer our prod-
ucts to global customers and are 
continuously searching for new 
partners and application domains. 
So now it is time for all of us to 
be smart and jump on the fourth 
industrial revolution bandwag-
on while there are still some seats 
available!

 There is no better time 
to start thinking about 
revolutionary products 

than at the dawn of a 
new industrial revolu-

tion.

CORNER FOR FUTURE
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BLOCKCHAIN AND THE POTENTIAL OF 
THE  PROGRAMMABLE ECONOMY

W
hile the Internet 
revolutionized the 
exchange of in-
formation during 

the last decade of the 20th cen-
tury, most of the countries in the 
Balkans were preoccupied re-ad-
dressing 19th-century topics. As a 
result, it became hard for them to 
stay competitive in a 21st-century 
economy which is changing at a 
tremendous pace mainly dictated 
by the development of new tech-
nologies. 
In the last 25 years, the Internet 
has created a globally intercon-
nected and open environment. 
Blockchain appeared in 2008 as 
a novel digital distributed ledger 
technology which proved to be a 
promising tool to effectively har-
ness the possibilities offered by the 
global Internet domain. In fact, 

DUSAN B. GAJIC, PhD

Assistant Professor, University of Novi Sad, 

Faculty of Technical Sciences

blockchain engineered correctly 
has the potential to do the same 
for the exchange of value what the 
Internet did for the exchange of in-
formation. 

In the last two years, crypto-
currencies, such as Bitcoin and 
Ethereum, have been a subject of 
tremendous public interest, mostly 
due to their sharp increase in val-
ue. Cryptocurrencies are based on 
public blockchains and support 
digital value exchange without a 
central authority, eliminate the 
need for intermediaries, and pre-
vent the double-spending problem 
in the digital domain. However, 
this interest also created a com-
mon misconception that crypto-
currencies and blockchain are one 
and the same. In fact, cryptocur-
rencies are only the first use case of 

A programmable economy is predicted to appear in the 
coming decade and it will represent a massive technolo-
gy-enabled transformation of traditional concepts of value 
exchange

This allows for true automation in 
the field of exchange of value and 
the entry of artificial intelligence 
into the financial sphere as first-
class participants, ushering forth 
the first fundamental change in 
the organization of finance since 
the introduction of double-entry 
bookkeeping five hundred years 
ago.

Countries of Southeast Europe 
should not miss the opportunity 
to be on the forefront of this new 
technology revolution. Since the 
Internet has created a single digi-
tal world domain and the region 
has settled into peace, blockchain 

the blockchain’s distributed ledg-
er, which is more fundamental and 
has its roots in theoretical com-
puter science. Furthermore, the 
application of distributed ledgers, 
especially in the form of private 
blockchains, has more to offer in 
domains other than cryptocurren-
cies, such as trade, supply chains, 
finance, healthcare, and adminis-
tration. This is since blockchain 
provides algorithmically built-in 
trust and smart contracts, which 
allow transparent, traceable, and 
trustworthy exchange of value. 
World’s leading advisory company 
Gartner predicts that blockchain 
will be the key technology allow-
ing the creation of a programma-
ble economy. A programmable 
economy is predicted to appear in 
the coming decade and it will rep-
resent a massive technology-ena-
bled transformation of traditional 
concepts of value exchange, em-
powering individuals and smart 
machines to both define value and 
determine how it is exchanged. 

Countries of Southeast 
Europe should not miss 
the opportunity to be on 
the forefront of this new 
technology revolution.

startups are now appearing not 
only in places like Silicon Valley, 
as it was the case during the In-
ternet boom, but also in smaller 
countries like Serbia and Slove-
nia. Academic institutions are also 
starting to notice this opportuni-
ty. Here, at the University of Novi 
Sad, Serbia, we find that it is neces-
sary to prepare future generations 
of software engineers to effectively 
harness the potential of the block-
chain. Therefore, this autumn we 
launched the first academic course 
in Europe which covers both fun-
damental computer science topics 
underlying blockchain technology 
and the development of private 
blockchains for enterprise applica-
tions using the Hyperledger open-
source technology stack. By trying 
to be at the forefront of the block-
chain revolution, there is hope for 
the region to recover from missed 
opportunities and even lead the 
way in the worldwide adoption of 
the programmable economy.

CORNER FOR FUTURE
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STARTED AS A WAITER AND 
CONQUERED THE TOP OF MCDONALD’S

BUSINESS STORY OF 
BANE KNEZEVIC, 
GOLDDRAHT AUSTRIA B

ane Knezevic, is currently 
a private investor, after 
a very rich and extensive 
career in the past. This is 

a short story about his interesting 
business journey. 
„I have over 30 years of profes-
sional experience, with eight years 
as the CEO of McDonald’s Ger-
many. I did work and live in eight 
different countries, and I did enjoy 
very much learning countries’ spe-
cifics and cultures. This was, one 
of my best achievements in life, to 
work, adapt and live in different 
countries”, said Knezevic.
During this time, he said that he 
has specialized in food and retail, 
the development of sustainable ag-

riculture as well as franchises, and 
real estate business. 
“In the course of my duties, I was 
responsible for managing the Ger-
man market, overseeing more than 
64,000 employees, working with 
approximately 1,440 restaurants, 
and coaching to develop better re-
sults”, Knezevic said.
He was Chief Executive Officer of 
McDonald’s Germany and Pres-
ident of the Western Division of 
McDonald’s Europe, between 
2005 and 2013 and has been rec-
ognized by Worldwide Who’s Who 
for showing dedication, leadership 
and excellence in executive man-
agement. 

MY BUSINESS CORNER

“But none of this would have  been 
possible if I hadn’t worked with 
customers in the field and listened 
to their feedback. Thanks to this, 
I was able to create with my man-
agement team a strategic approach 
to business development”, he said. 
As for executing plans, he knew 
that strategy without executions is 
just imagination.
During his term of office, McDon-
ald Germany has registered an in-
crease in sales by more than 50 
percent and an increase in profit 
by more than 120 percent.
Above all, goal was to enhance the 
customer experience and to re-en-
gineer the brand. This involved 
innovation in product category, 
re-imaging and re-modeling of res-
taurants and integrating McCafé 
within companies concept, which 
has made company more sociolog-
ically relevant. 

Knezevic attributes his success to 
his family, education, persistence, 
and a great team surrounding him. 
“I have chosen this profession be-
cause I used to work as a chef and 
a waiter when I was a student. I 
developed a passion for food and 
saw an opportunity to work with 
the company, so I seized it”, he 
said. 
And then, going from restaurant 
manager to Managing Director for 
several markets, to VP Europe op-
erations and to CEO of Germany 
and President of Western Division 
in Europe.  

During his term of office, McDonald Germany 
has registered an increase in sales by more than 

50 percent and an increase in profit by more than 
120 percent.

“We know that we need to con-
stantly be on the move. I know 
that something that customers 
yesterday though it was extraordi-
nary, today becomes ordinary and 
tomorrow unacceptable. And be-
cause of that, we know that inno-
vation and race for quality has no 
finish line”, he said.
Knezevic is a polyglot who has re-
ceived a degree in law from the 
University of Belgrade. He started 
his career in London as a manager 
trainee. As Division President and 
CEO of McDonald’s Germany he 

ran a business worth over six bil-
lion USD.
“It is always very exciting and in-
spiring with my background to run 
an American company in different 
countries with different consumer 
and employee habits. And at the 
same time being able to blend dif-
ferent social and corporate cul-
tures with the decision making 
process. This is unique in my lead-
ership role, and I really enjoy it. 
Focus, dedication, positivity, crea-
tivity, responsibility and trust are 
the key attributes of success in my 
career”, Knezevic said. 
In 2012, Knezevic was selected in 
Germany as the Best Entrepreneur 
of the Year. He also received the fa-
mous HORIZONT Award, and a 
Best CEO Award.
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DARDAN SHALA
Member of the Managing Board of Devolli Corporation

BUSINESS BEFORE POLITICS 
“RECIPE” FOR GROWTH IN THE BALKANS

D
evolli Corporation 
(DCO) is one of the 
leading private com-
panies in SEE. Incor-

porated in 1989, today DCO has 
more than 2.000 employees and 
diversified production and service 
activities. We are a market leader 
in Kosovo with a wide range of its 
products and services. We are pres-
ent and competitive not only in the 
regional countries but also in EU 
and US markets.
DCO “recipe” for a success is good 
quality, export orientation and co-
operation between countries. Co-
operation of many businesses in 
the region will be necessary to car-
ry this part of Europe into a stable 
and prosperous future. 
Balkan companies especially, need 

to be more present in developed 
markets. In order to increase it’s 
presence, one of the strategic goals 
is to break the boundaries between 
States of the Balkan region. Busi-
ness must come before politics, not 
inversely.
Following that idea, we are also 
supporting idea of Economic un-
ion of the Balkan countries. We are 
generation that has lived in old Yu-
goslavia, and that had been unique 
market of 20 million people. 
That is what we need now in busi-
ness - joined forces. It is up to busi-
nessmen to increase level of coop-
eration up to the level when we 
were all one State. Old Yugoslavia 
was good model, and that similar 
system has been used when Euro-
pean Union was formed.  

Speaking only about Devolli Cor-
poration, our goal within the next 
10 years is to be widely present 
with our products in all EU coun-
tries and in particular in SEE coun-
tries. 
We export our products in over 20 
countries. Our facilities, capacity 
and know-how are also available 
for private label businesses. So far 
we have agreements for private 
label products for JYSK Group, 
KFC, Domino Pizza, etc.
We had a different strategy of en-
tering market in different coun-
tries. For example, in Albania we 
operate in cooperation with local 
distributing company, in Macedo-
nia we approached the coffee mar-
ket by purchasing local brand, so 
we are producing our coffee under 
that brand. In Serbia, we export 
our brand only, cooperating with 
big retail chains.

One of the strategic goals is to 
break the boundaries between 

States of the Balkan region. Busi-
ness must come before politics, 

not inversely.

DCO, owns a chain of 16 coffee 
shops named Prince Coffee House, 
13 of them in different cities of 
Kosovo, two in Albania and one 
in New York.

DCO also owns shops which offer 
commodities for household. At the 
moment, beside 26 shops in Koso-
vo, we are operating with 10 shops 
in different cities in Albania. We 
are in the stage of implementation 

of opening 15 shops of that kind in 
Macedonia, which will be opened 
at the same time.
With our continuous growth, ded-
icated and experienced staff we 
combine professional human re-
sources with modern technology 
to create sustainable and competi-
tive products on global market.
Geographical location, young 
working force and tax environ-
ment give us an advantage in offer-
ing high quality products with very 
competitive prices. DCO believes 
that a successful Corporation can-
not be maintained without moti-
vated employees, and that’s why 
we as a corporation are very ded-
icated and close to our staff. Our 
motivated employees are a source 
and guaranty of our growth, inno-
vation and continuous success.

MY BUSINESS CORNER
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The Southeast European Business Develop-
ment Network  (SEEBDN) is an independent 
business association of prominent managers, 
enterpeneurs and diplomats from the countries 
of Southeast Europe, Germany and Austria. We 
are a not-for-profit association (eingetragener 
Verein) based in Vienna.

The SEEBDN aims to enhance international 
business operations of SEE economies, particu-
larly with the EU market, focusing particular-
ly on developing new business networks and 
stimulating business operations of small and 
medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) on external 
markets, but we are not neglecting large com-
panies either.

In this process, the SEEBDN will seek to sup-
port inclusion of SEE economies in European 
Commission’s development projects, as well 
as in national projects of EU members states, 
aimed at boosting foreign economic ties.

For the benefit of its members, the SEEBDN 
will use different resources. The SEEBDN shall 
seek to link business people, scientists, politi-
cians and other stakeholders in European and 
regional processes of importance for the SEE 
economies. We shall also strengthen the flow 
of reliable, topical, economic, financial, busi-
ness and political information and analyses of 
importance for the SEE region.

WHO WE ARE AND WHAT WE DO?

We are offering advertising opportunities in 
the region, as well as in the EU and the inter-
national market, mainly through the Business 
Link magazine, and organization of occasional 
meetings for business people from the SEE and 
the EU in order to connect them with compa-
nies interested in business partnerships.

Our organization would mainly focus on busi-
ness activities of small and medium-sized enter-
prises, modern technology transfer, know-how, 
and would also stimulate the use of digitaliza-
tion and enhanced activities towards develop-
ing a business network aimed at linking SEE 
countries with interested companies in the EU. 

The SEEBDN shall provide additional financial 
resources from EU funds, funds of EU member 
states and other sources. Provision of regular 
online access to programs of support to SMEs, 
which are offered by the EU or state and busi-
ness agencies from the region and the EU (ten-
ders, other calls for proposals).

If you wish to join our association and use all 
business opportunities that we can offer to our 
members, for more information please visit our 
official website: www.seebdn.eu.

 

CONTACT US

WEBSITE: www.seebdn.eu

ADDRESS: Krottenbachstraße 151/3 A-1190, Vienna

TEL: +43 1 4780080

E-MAIL: a.gros@seebdn.eu

http://www.seebdn.eu 
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FRUIT. STARCH. SUGAR. 
AGRANA is successfully active around the world in these three segments. The portfolio 
ranges from fruit preparations for yoghurts and apple juice concentrates through starch in 
food, textiles or paper to sugar. 
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