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SUMMARY

® The Western Balkans will most likely remain an exporter of smart, educated people for

years to come - within a migration dynamic that destination countries control.

® Public discourse on brain drain in the Western Balkans is often oversimplified: emigration
boosts knowledge transfers, remittances, and access to advanced technology, improving

stability and long-term development opportunities in the region.

Membership of the EU would not end - and could even exacerbate - brain drain, as can be

seen from developments in Bulgaria, Romania, and Croatia.

Western Balkans governments must break their silence on emigration and be willing to

take part in a difficult debate on the issue based on reliable data.

The EU should try to understand the implications of emigration for Western Balkans
countries, and to promote circular migration as means of maintaining their access to

expertise in healthcare, education, and other sectors.

Members of the EU should harmonise their immigration policies on the Western Balkans,

coherently signalling their plans for the immigration of highly qualified workers.
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Introduction

On 27 December 2017, the Skopje-based Institute for Strategic Research and Education
published a study showing that 69 percent of lecturers, assistants, and researchers working in
Macedonia’s higher education system would consider leaving the country to seek new
employment opportunities, and that 20 percent of them had already applied for a job abroad.
(I A study conducted in Macedonia in 2010 estimated that, during 1995-2000, the number of

scientists and researchers in the Western Balkans decreased by 70 percent. 12!

However, it is not only professors and teachers who have stated their willingness to leave the
countries of the region; a high proportion of doctors and other medical workers are also
willing to move abroad. In Bosnia and Herzegovina, the national medical workers’ association
reported that around 300 highly qualified doctors left Bosnia and Herzegovina in 2016. ¥) The
number of doctors who emigrate may be even higher, given the fact that some of them leave
the country immediately after completing their medical education - and so never register in
official workplace statistics. Media outlets in Bosnia and Herzegovina calculate that it costs an
estimated €150,000 to educate a doctor, suggesting that the country spends more than €50m

annually on educating health workers who will leave the country. (4

Education and healthcare are not the only sectors that suffer from brain drain. Engineers,
information-technology experts, and workers with a vocational education are also leaving the
region in massive numbers. The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development
(OECD) projects that Serbia will lose around $9 billion as a direct result of brain drain in the
science, technology, and innovation sectors. This figure is based on the number of people
departing and the calculated costs of their education, as well as the fact that immigrants
working in the technology sector normally earn above-average wages. [°! Record highs in the
emigration of qualified people have immediate consequences for the region - particularly in
the public sector, as they can cause citizens to panic out of fear they will be unable to access

adequate services.

Human capital exporters

Once part of Yugoslavia, the Western Balkans has traditionally experienced high levels of
emigration. The departure of citizens from the region increased in the early 1960s, a time in
which Yugoslavia had levels of unemployment similar to those in the region today. Hoping to

ease pressure on the job market and the wider economy, and recognising the opportunities
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emerging outside its borders, the Yugoslav government preferred to let unemployed workers
move abroad so that they could gain new skills, send remittances home, and help boost
domestic investment. At its highest point, in the mid-1970s, around 1.1 million workers, the
vast majority of them between the ages of 20 and 45, left Yugoslavia. [6] This was a significant
number in a nation of around 20 million people.[7] These emigrants, most of them men,
included many farmers with little education, as well as people from cities. But migration did
not solve the government’s problems. Although migrant workers sent remittances home, the
money had little impact on investment or other factors underpinning the structure of the
economy. Most of the money funded purchases of consumer goods. However, the mass
outflow of people changed public attitudes towards emigration, opening the door for many

others to follow.

Following the dissolution of Yugoslavia in the early 1990s, violent conflicts and a sluggish
transition from a centralised economy to open markets sparked massive emigration from the
Western Balkans once again, expanding already large diaspora communities. By the end of
2013, 5.7 million people originating from the Western Balkans lived abroad, bringing the
region’s average emigration rate to 31.2 percent - ranging from 18.2 percent in Serbia to 45.3
percent in Montenegro.!®! Since the 1990s, a significant number of people have returned to the
region - many of them coming back with ideas on how to rebuild their country. Nonetheless,
in the last five years, slow growth and poor socio-economic conditions in the Western
Balkans, coupled with diminishing prospects that countries there would join the European

Union, have led to disappointment that resulted in a new wave of emigration.

The Western Balkans’ hoped-for convergence with the EU - a transition establishing legal,
economic, and social conditions comparable to those in member states — never took place. If
the Western Balkans maintains an average growth rate of around 3 percent, as short-term
World Bank projections suggest, it may take the region six decades to achieve the economic
aspect of this convergence.[9] In 2014, unemployment rates ranged from 12.4 percent in
Albania to a staggering 31 percent in Macedonia, with unemployment especially high among

young people - 62.3 percent in Bosnia and Herzegovina. (1%

In 2008, the global economic crisis damaged the region’s economy, forcing governments there
to adopt austerity measures that prevented significant growth. As the Economist Intelligence
Unit observed, “in 2012, GDP in the Western Balkans was still almost 10 percent below its 1989
level, whereas it was almost 60 percent higher on average in the countries that joined the EU
in 2004-07.”111) Given such a stark absence of visible progress, there is a profound feeling
within the Western Balkans that nothing will change, and that - in looking for a better life,
greater opportunities, or merely a decent standard of living - citizens of the region are

increasingly willing to move to other countries. By doing so, they hope to realise their
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potential elsewhere and enjoy the benefits of a prosperous society much faster than is

possible at home.

According to the latest census, around 3.8 million people live in Bosnia and Herzegovina.
Approximately half of them have indicated they would be prepared to work abroad - the
highest proportion in south-eastern Europe.1?! A similar sentiment prevails in Albania, which

experienced significant levels of emigration between 2011 and 2016.

Emigration and imigration: Albania
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In neighbouring Kosovo, which has the youngest population in Europe and a relatively high
birth rate, the picture is also bleak. ! According to April 2011 projections for the country, the
number of its citizens living abroad would rise from an estimated 703,000 to 828,000, or
around 46 percent of the population, by the end of 2016.*! As it transpired, Kosovo’s
population decreased by 122,657 during 2012-2016. 1!

A political stalemate following elections in 2014, which left the country without a functioning
government for months, also drove this latest wave of emigration. 1) Indeed, according to
estimates by several institutions, in around six months in 2014 and 2015, approximately
100,000 Kosovo citizens emigrated to other European countries and further afield. In 2011, in
Kosovo’s municipality of Suhareka, 28,418 out of 88,126 residents left the country. Other
countries in the region have experienced similar levels of emigration. In neighbouring Serbia,

around 30,000 people emigrate annually.[17]

Yet - contrary to the mainstream view - citizens depart the region not only due to economic
hardship and the slow transition but also for more complex reasons. A recent survey in
Croatia, which joined the EU in 2013, found that the most common triggers of emigration are
corruption, primitivism, religious chauvinism, and nationalism. [18] According to official
statistics, 36,436 people left Croatia in 2016 (the number who have since returned remains
unknown). Since 2013, 525 doctors aged between 24-46 have left the country, and around 1,215
more are preparing to leave.[19] Although many hoped EU accession would provide enough

incentives for people to stay and thrive in Croatia, as has occurred in Bulgaria and other
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countries, the process appears to have accelerated emigration, as the figures show.

Emigration from Croatia (2011-2016)

. Number of emigrants
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An uncomfortable truth

The absence of a region-wide political debate on migration is quite telling. Whether because
they are morally embarrassed, incompetent, or just indifferent, political leaders in the
Western Balkans have yet to begin unpacking the question of why people leave, let alone
address the problem. While the media and non-governmental organisations are outspoken on
migration, they too have failed to understand the complexity of the issue. It has almost
become a platitude to describe the Western Balkans as an abandoned area, with the media
featuring endless accounts of entire families who have been forced to leave. Against this heart-
breaking optic, however, there is surprisingly little analysis of the positive effects of
emigration, resulting in an almost complete inability to focus on the policies needed to soften
its impact on society. For the moment, regional policymakers are making no strategic
decisions on emigration, and appear to lack the attentiveness and maturity for the task. Until

they do, emigration will continue to be an emotive issue.

The EU has repeatedly expressed concern about high levels of emigration from the Western
Balkans. For instance, European Commissioner Johannes Hahn said in November 2016 that
“our aim is to stop the brain drain from the region, to give the region a perspective - for

instance, a Balkans single market ... would definitely create jobs”. The following February,
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during a discussion about tension in the region at the European Parliament’s Foreign Affairs
Committee, Slovenian politician Tanja Fajon warned that the region suffered from growing

nationalism and severe brain drain.

Yet, according to the available data, the EU profits from this emigration a great deal.
Germany, the wealthiest country in the EU, stopped accepting asylum applications from
citizens of Western Balkans states in 2015. Since then, it has extensively relaxed its

immigration laws for skilled workers from the region.[20] Collectively, German companies

have a record 780,000 job vacancies, or around 13 percent of their total capacity. In 2016,
Germany welcomed only 40,000 new qualified workers, partly due to the language barrier and
bureaucratic hurdles many immigrants face. The increasing number of vacancies in some key
professions - such as engineering, software design, and healthcare - has prompted European
countries to admit many people from the Western Balkans. Considering the current economic
growth in Germany, it may result in even stronger emigration. *!) As Germany’s population
ages, these problems will grow in many industries. For example, German hospitals and care
homes will need more medical staff.??) Migration has long enhanced the healthcare sector in
OECD countries: in 2000, 11 percent of nurses and 18 percent of doctors they employed had

been born abroad, allowing them to benefit from diversity and knowledge transfers.

According to the latest statistics from the German Federal Employment Agency, Croatian
nationals seem to be particularly well integrated into the German economy, with the
unemployment rate among them at 5.6 percent —- much lower than the average rate of around

s.123] Migration boosts not only a country’s access to skilled labour

14 percent for all immigrant
but also its tax base. Some studies conducted in EU countries conclude that immigrants
increase GDP by between 0.5 percent and 1.3 percent when they are employed at the same
skill level as native-born residents. This is because they immigrate at their most productive
age and are therefore able to maximise their working hours, directly contributing to the tax
base.? The increase is even greater when immigrants are highly skilled and employed in the

often lucrative technology sector.

Even the prospect of emigration affects economies: young people in the Western Balkans
make educational choices in line with demand in a destination country more often than that
at home, increasing competition in the some sectors. For instance, the number of people
attending German-language schools in the region - such as the Goethe Centre in Sarajevo and
the Mostar Centre for German language, “Vokabula”, which provides special courses for

medical workers - is steadily increasing.

It would be a mistake to think that wealthy states will change their immigration policies any

time soon, so long as they have a demand for labour and the capacity to absorb workers from
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abroad. In light of this, it is important to understand the implications of large-scale
immigration for poorer countries - especially those in the Western Balkans - and to mitigate

its negative effects.

The need for informed debate and new policy ideas

Emigration trends in the region are undoubtedly worrying. The potential erosion of national
health and education systems’ skills bases would present a challenge to any government, but
this is far from the whole story. An oversimplified discussion of the issue would not only
weaken policy responses but also marginalise the potential gains from emigration for the

Western Balkans.

Countries in the region have struggled to respond to large-scale emigration partly due to a
shortage of reliable empirical studies - and therefore reliable data - on its effects on human
capital and growth. Knowing whether a country lost 1 percent or 11 percent of its population
in a year dramatically changes how a government addresses the challenge. The few studies
there are feature widely varying figures. For example, the World Bank concluded that around
447,000 Macedonians lived abroad in 2010, while a European Commission report put the
figure at around 544,000 for 2011 - an implausibly large rise. Although the World Bank had
excluded Macedonians in the United States, Canada, Australia, and New Zealand from its
study, the discrepancy still creates considerable uncertainty for policymakers. [25]
Furthermore, most countries in the Western Balkans, even the most developed ones,
principally collect data on the population, while allocating responsibility for the management
of migration and migration data to several different institutions. One partial solution to this
data gap is for Eurostat to publish the detailed population assessments that, in line with
internal policy, it does not make public.[26] Another is for Western Balkans countries to align

their data-collection methodologies and set up a reliable system for data exchange. [27]
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In the short term, policymakers will continue to lack reliable data on emigration from the
Western Balkans, and to have no realistic means of altering major trends in migration.
However, they can still adopt proactive policies that ease economic pressure on the region,
increase market access for citizens, and promote circular migration. In doing so, they need to
acknowledge the limitations on their ability to control emigration, whose volume is often a
product of conditions in destination countries. Germany has only received so many citizens of
the Western Balkans because it has thousands of job vacancies. Moreover, wealthy countries
set the benchmarks for competition; their increasing demand for highly educated workers
results in a more skilled labour force at home and motivates would-be migrants to pursue
qualifications, strengthening the human capital stock in regions such as the Western Balkans.
(28] This activity can greatly help countries in the region by essentially putting pressure on
citizens who stay behind. Many who witness the best-educated people leaving become eager
to pursue higher education themselves, as a way out. There is evidence that, as not all of these
people eventually emigrate, the phenomenon raises the average level of schooling in the
country.?® The data on educational development patterns in the Western Balkans shows that,

during 1990-2010, the proportion of people with only a primary education decreased from 37
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percent to 9 percent, and that the proportion of those with a tertiary education rose from 5.9
percent to 11.3 percent (these numbers are still significantly below EU averages). %! While
there are numerous reasons why education levels improve - including technological advances
and greater access to information - the prospect of emigration undoubtedly contributed to
these trends. Aware that they have a chance to emigrate, students often change their field of
study, take more foreign-language classes, and prepare for entrance exams. Governments in
the region can facilitate this process by adopting policies that improve citizens’ access to

education.

Total emigration rates: Western Balkans

14%

12% 12%

5%
™ 290
Albania Bosnia and Croatia Macedonia  Serbia and
O Herzegovina Montenegro

{kgwums . 1980 .2000 . 2010 soyrce: 1AB Brain Drain Database

As countries in the region take further steps towards integration with the EU, laws on their
citizens migrating to member states are likely to be further relaxed. The information age
eases movement between countries like never before. People are more mobile, educated, and
productive than they have ever been. So, how does this benefit the Western Balkans? Firstly,
migration acts as a control mechanism that promotes stability in the region. Emigration and
remittances can reduce the high levels of unemployment - particularly those among young
people - that can lead to violent revolts and other forms of unrest, compensating for a

profound lack of local capacity to absorb the growing labour force.

Highly educated immigrants often acquire skills and knowledge that can strengthen
industries in their countries of origin if they return home. The return of specialists such as
engineers and scientists can also help improve research and development programmes there.
Large-scale emigration almost always facilitates the creation of new industries - as seen in

India, where generations of successful former expats have helped reinvent the country’s
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software companies, simultaneously changing its approach to schooling and sectoral
education. Countries in the Western Balkans lack access to the most advanced technology;
indeed, many are quite underdeveloped in this area. But, as many citizens of the region
emigrate to work in these industries, there is likely to be an increase in productivity back
home through the adoption of existing technologies and skills acquired abroad - rather than

s. 31 Exposure to different skillsets and

through the domestic development of new technologie
working cultures, along with newfound financial resources, inevitably contributes to a
decision to return. In Albania, for instance, emigrants who have returned home are more

(321 Funds accumulated abroad

likely to start a business than those who never left the country.
are a significant factor in this. Around 50 percent of migrants who returned to Turkey after
working in Germany in the 1980s became entrepreneurs, using capital they acquired abroad
to launch their businesses. [**! According to the World Intellectual Property Organization,
former emigrants file 98 percent of patents in Albania, 75 percent in Bosnia and Herzegovina,

and 71 percent in Serbia. [*¥

Arguably, remittances also play an important role in the Western Balkans, even if they are in
decline in some countries in the region. In 2015, the top ten recipients of remittances in
Europe included Serbia ($3.6 billion) and Bosnia and Herzegovina ($2 billion). In the latter
country, remittances, including foreign pensions, amounted to an estimated 11 percent of
GDP.3% Given that migrants are thought to send half of all remittances through informal
channels, the actual amount is much larger than that recorded in official statistics. Most of
these remittances came from Croatia, Serbia, and Germany. *®! In Kosovo, almost one-third of
the country’s GDP comes from remittances — an average of €615m annually during 2012-2016.
(371 In 2016, these remittances, amounting to €347 per capita in Kosovo, continued to come
largely from Germany and Switzerland - which accounted for 37 percent and 23 percent of the
total respectively. Countries in the Western Balkans also benefit from other revenues from
their diaspora communities, which maintain close ties to home for several generations.
Indeed, a 2012 study based on UN Development Programme interviews found that more than
90 percent of Kosovo emigrants visit the country at least once per year, staying for between

two weeks and a month while spending an average of €2,352.[38]

However, Western Balkans governments could do more to maximise the benefits of
remittances. They are yet to explore the kind of remittances matching schemes used in other
regions. One approach would be for Western Balkans countries to invest three euros for every
one euro in remittances they receive. This scheme would require a great deal of coordination,
but the countries’ multiple levels of government - which can make targeted contributions of
various sizes according to their economic strength - and large diasporas could ensure its

success.[39] A remittances policy helps governments identify possible sources of
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development, including those in science and technology. All of this involves the development

of institutions and creation of a set of strategies that support such efforts.

The countries of the Western Balkans also need policies that encourage returnees to invest in,
and reintegrate into, the domestic labour market. As it stands, they can do much to increase
the positive effects of emigration from the region - such as determining the exact volume of
emigration from individual states, enabling them to begin crafting future policies. This would
require empirical research to determine effective policies. Governments need to pursue more
formalised and structured bilateral agreements with destination countries, which could
improve state control of migration while helping emigrants both return home and retain the
benefits they enjoyed abroad after they do so - providing a visible incentive for others to

return.

The challenge: Rebranding brain drain

In an age of open markets and the relatively free flow of labour across borders, it should
come as no surprise that there is large-scale emigration from the Western Balkans to rich
European countries, especially Germany. Western Balkans governments have limited means
to prevent the emigration of highly skilled people even in favourable geographical, social, and
economic circumstances. But they can ease the return of those who have left by introducing
smart economic schemes and other incentives. To take advantage of migration’s enormous
potential benefits (in economic, social, and human capital), leaders in the Western Balkans

first need to change their narrative on the issue.

Within the region, public discourse on emigration is currently limited to non-governmental
organisations and other civil society groups, which warn about the departure of the most
skilled workers and a decline in tax revenues in already weak economies. Institutions and
policymakers need to acknowledge the uncomfortable truth about the number of people
leaving the region if they are to shape the debate to their benefit. They also need to abandon
empty phrases that mask reality. A failure to do so could further weaken countries in the

region.

As Western Balkans countries’ diaspora communities are large relative to their domestic
populations, diaspora ministries should take the lead in this process. Economic, trade, labour,
and finance ministries must also be involved in drafting policies and strategies on migration
and development. Currently, a lack of communication between diasporas and these

institutions hinders the effort. However, governments could appoint liaison officers for large
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diaspora communities, who would provide much-needed advice on emigration and aid
attempts to develop concrete measures that benefit countries in the region. The discourse on
how to make use of diasporas has made some progress in recent years. Kosovo launched in
2013 a campaign entitled “You are Part of the Homeland”, which registered 400,000 diaspora

members - an important first step in tackling the issue.

For the Western Balkans, emigration has been a tremendous source of growth, experience,
and connections with the global market, but the key challenge is in promoting circular
migration. Returnees to the region have perhaps had the greatest impact on government
services and the financial sector in the region, with many of them now working in these
areas. At least 20 percent of employees in the financial industry in Bosnia and Herzegovina,
Serbia, and Croatia hold foreign degrees. Most Albanian government employees were
educated abroad. With connections between knowledge-intensive sectors and institutions in
the Western Balkans and Western Europe growing quickly, every government in the former
region should aim to create a knowledge-based economy. In doing so, they could look to the
Italy of the 1960s and 1970s, then a country of negative net migration. After undergoing
balanced demographic change in the following two decades, Italy returned to positive net
migration. The country experienced high immigration in 2002-2006, gaining an average of
around eight people per thousand inhabitants annually. *%! Poland also provides a potential
model. Since 2004, when the country joined the EU, between 500,000 and one million Poles
have migrated to the United Kingdom. In the past decade, many of them have returned to
Poland. This is partly due to the global financial crisis that began in 2007, during which
Poland was the only EU country to escape recession. !l Yet things have changed in the EU.
Many Poles who had moved to the UK decided to return home following the country’s June

2016 vote to leave the EU.

For countries in the Western Balkans, the domestic economy is key. The tide of emigration
will begin to turn once the economy expands, the primarily economic fears that caused many
to leave the region dissipate, and Western Balkans governments make a serious effort to

persuade people to return.

The politics of fear

In much of the EU, fear of immigrants from the Western Balkans - often encouraged by
politicians, right-wing parties, and populists - peaked in 2015. This followed several years in
which the number of migrants from the region steadily rose, with many of them applying for

asylum. Germany reported that more asylum applications came from Kosovo than all but one
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other state in 2015, the year in which it declared Western Balkans countries to be safe. [42]
Following Germany’s declaration, the EU began the ongoing process of deporting these
applicants. Throughout, many European leaders and media outlets have portrayed economic

migrants from the region as a threat, both to economies and local culture.

Hungary was among the first EU countries to adopt a hostile tone on the influx of immigrants.
A recent poll found that 46 percent of Hungarians classify themselves as anti-immigrant,
more than three times the level in the early 1990s (when polling began). The unprecedented
refugee crisis that began in 2015 - as conflicts in Syria, Iraq, and Afghanistan drove people to
flee to Europe - further poisoned public discourse. Tensions over the prospect of
accommodating even a small number of refugees soon turned into a major, state-led anti-
immigrant campaign that persists to this day. But Hungary is not the only EU country to
harbour these sentiments. Austria’s new right-wing government wants to maintain barriers to
the Austrian labour market until at least 2020, beyond the limit of the labour-market
transition period for new member state Croatia. The discussion began when Christian Kern,
head of the Social Democratic Party, labelled Croatians as a potential economic threat in
Austria, referring to the new government’s economic initiatives as a “programme of
impoverishment” that promoted a “cheap labour market”. In reality, these restrictions might

result in a shortage of workers in some sectors, including the tourist indsurty. 3!

Despite many EU observers’ views to the contrary, significantly fewer inhabitants of the
Western Balkans emigrate than move from rural areas to cities within their countries. These
urban areas draw citizens with improved employment opportunities and relatively high levels
of development. In the Serbia, around 46 percent of people live in the cities of Belgrade, Novi
Sad, Nis, Kragujevac, and Subotica, leaving many villages with 500 people or fewer. *4 The
depopulation of Bosnian villages and towns has become common. In Serbia, around 250,000
people move from rural areas to cities annually. In comparison, the EU deports 4,500 citizens
of Serbia annually on the basis of a readmission agreement. [**! The economic growth that

often takes place only in cities or touristic coastal areas dictates the internal migration.

The EU’s role

At its core, the EU is about mobility. As such, the organisation is likely to embrace greater
mobility in future. It should do so by using existing platforms to connect labour markets,
clearly communicate employment demand and opportunities abroad, and promote circular

migration by launching programmes that target professionals.
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The EU’s political and economic leverage, coupled with its well-established cooperation
mechanisms in dozens of Western Balkans initiatives, allow it to offer guidance to
governments in the region, and to integrate mutually beneficial measures into migration
policies. While it would be counterproductive for the EU to obstruct or end migration from
the Western Balkans, the sheer number of people leaving the region - and its effects on local
economies - demands that the organisation structure its approach to migration assistance.
Dozens of cooperation frameworks provide a unique platform in this effort. There is a role for
the Regional Cooperation Council, which provides economic opportunities for young people
and seeks to create jobs at home for those who would otherwise seek work abroad. Similar
mechanisms are needed to promote circular migration - particularly in building capacity in
science, research, and technology, which will be most economically beneficial in the short

term and motivate people to stay.

The undertaking should also involve labour markets and employment partnership schemes,
taking advantage of the economic entwinement of EU and Western Balkans markets. Given
that the EU accounts for around 75 percent of Western Balkans trade, and Western European
banks control between 75 percent and 90 percent of the region’s banking sector, the more
organised and somewhat novel financial structures that emigration flows create could
improve Western Balkans economies.*®! Despite EU member states’ differing views on the
development of the common labour market, those that have a demand for and capacity to
absorb migrant workers - especially Germany, Sweden, and Slovenia - should openly support
circular migration, and encourage both other EU and Western Balkans economies to

participate in it.

One effective way to do this is to pave the way for more institutionalised migration. Health,
education, and information-technology organisations in the EU would profit greatly from
clarity on the steps they need to take to employ skilled workers from abroad, who would have
the opportunity to re-establish themselves in their countries of origin at some point. This is
especially important for countries such as Serbia and Bosnia and Herzegovina, on which
migration is having a particularly strong effect. For example, by providing co-employment
opportunity schemes involving an annual exchange of 100 Western Balkans healthcare
specialists with top medical institutions in the EU, policymakers would enable mobility yet
maintain the necessary level of expertise in the region. This would require the participation of
medical boards in the Western Balkans, but this should be achievable given that the German
employment agency already runs various programmes that could be used for the purpose.
The EU should offer similar schemes to teachers, with destination member states
contributing to the cost of migration, accommodating migrant educators at universities, and

implementing a circular migration scheme that involves shared employment between
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universities and a fast-track promotion scheme for participants.

Another way to promote circular migration would be to set up a starter package at top
European universities offering free distance learning courses for 20,000 students each year.
This approach would provide opportunities for future academics even where there was a lack
of places on traditional courses, helping students from the Western Balkans gain skills and

qualifications.

The EU could provide 30,000 four-month work permits per year to citizens of Western Balkans
countries - especially in the tourism, organic food, and energy sectors, which are resilient
enough to provide a strong base in a changing socio-economic environment. This would
create long-term employment opportunities and complement various EU assistance
programmes. It would also boost circular migration in these sectors, thereby increasing the
number of workers with high-value skills and creating new economic ventures for both the
EU and the Western Balkans. The EU is also in a position to facilitate the introduction and
adoption of new technologies and practices (shared in some institutionalised fashion) in the
Western Balkans, which would help the region address its major pollution problems while

strengthening the region’s underdeveloped sectors.

Although the EU is only partly responsible for the success of such efforts, the organisation
and its member states could do more to promote circular migration as part of their ongoing
pursuit of European integration. This project is likely to unite member states in their efforts to
formulate long-term economic and security strategies on the Western Balkans, given that they
aim to bring prosperity to the region and eventually offer EU membership to countries there.
Due to its geographic position and need for migrant workers, Germany is likely to remain
Western Balkans states’ key partner in the undertaking. Thus, the country needs to carefully
evaluate its laws and regulations on migration from the Western Balkans in light of the effects
the phenomenon has on the region. Given the number of medical staff from the Western
Balkans in Germany, Berlin could establish robust exchange programmes with, and medical
science institutes in, countries in the region - providing both sides with greater flexibility. By
creating the perception that there are no obstacles to movement between Germany and the
region, the German government could attract medical specialists from the Western Balkans
who might eventually want to return to the region. The approach could also have the benefit

of increasing enrolment in high-value professions and educational sectors in the region.

The EU should show, on a practical level, that it takes brain drain seriously and can listen to
the concerns of the region’s citizens. In this, it should use all available mechanisms to
formulate a new EU Western Balkans strategy, thereby demonstrating its commitment to the

effort. The EU should adjust its Structural and Cohesion Funds to the context of large-scale
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emigration, and perhaps extend the initiative from only a few Western Balkans countries to
all of them. The organisation should also use existing mechanisms, such as Eurostat, to
further engage with the issue of migration, gather methodologically sound data on migration
flows, and transparently report this data. Only an informed discussion can produce credible
solutions. Eurostat should be able to align its monitoring systems with those of EU member

states, providing open access to its databases.

A constructive approach to emigration will remain elusive for as long as the issue continues to
be discussed as strictly a moral and political crisis. For the EU, understanding Western
Balkans countries’ perspectives on emigration is an essential step towards determining how
its institutions can contribute to emigration management effectively. This process will

establish realistic expectations on both sides.

Given that the EU is already committing resources to the Western Balkans, it would benefit
from opening further channels of communication between governments and institutions that
can facilitate migration. Its immediate goal needs to be an open discussion about cooperation
in the healthcare and education sectors, lest the departure of large numbers of skilled

workers from the region damage societies there in the long term.
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