
Interview with

In a time of fluctuating crisis peaks throughout the world, South
East Europe once again takes centre stage by opening it's unique
office in the heart of Europe, Brussels. Secreteray General of the
Regional Cooperation Council Hido Biscevic sat down and discus-
sed the region's influence and continued battles now forged with
the European Commission and other international organisations
with New Europe Editor Alexandros Koronakis. 

The Regional Cooperation Council has been launched as the
successor of the Stability pact- how smooth has the transition
been, and what are the major challenges that you are facing in
the organization?

I must say that the transition was very smooth. If you look
back at the period from the Zagreb SEECP summit in May 2007,
when we were installed as a new organisation in the region, and
given one-year period for transition from the Stability Pact to our
new organization, we covered the ground very successfully
together with Dr. Busek and his team. 

During that period we faced two main challenges. The small-
er one was the setting up of the new structure. The bigger one
was of course the political environment in the region. The transi-
tion in this political sense was very demanding because we had to
build a new house during a storm in the Balkans. We enjoyed full
support from the governments in the region. I must say that this
is very important element because as you know many of the
countries in the region have their open bilateral issues, or fresh or
less fresh memories of their own historical relations. The fact that
those countries overcame the immediate problems and con-
cerns, and remain open for the regional cooperation in spite of
the differences, is an extremely good sign of maturity in the
region. One of the successes of the RCC is definitely the reinven-
tion of the political coexistence as a platform for relations
between the countries in the region with their own very subtle
and very sensitive relations. The challenge of setting up the office
was overcome with the assistance of the Dr. Busek team and very
strong wind in the sails from the European Commission. I am
more than grateful to the Commission because they were very
much behind the establishment of the RCC which was confirmed
during the opening of the Brussels Liaison Office by Commission-
er Rehn and his collaborators. I was also very much encouraged
by the policy of the government of Bosnia-Herzegovina because
we are seated in Sarajevo and we have a host country agreement
with Bosnia-Herzegovina. This is a two-way street – I can only
hope that the RCC’s activities, the RCC philosophy of the dialogue
and coexistence is also helping to improve the environment in
Bosnia-Herzegovina.

Bosnia is in very particular situation. What is your outlook
for the political situation?

First I must say sincerely that it is very difficult to sit in the posi-
tion of the RCC Secretary General and assess domestic situation
in each and every country. I have to remain constructively disen-
gaged from any immediate, open, political issues in order to try to
assist and create though the RCC activities a conducive atmos-
phere to overcome these political issues.

Nevertheless, everybody is aware that Bosnia-Herzegovina is
facing serious problem in addressing the lasting, self-sustainable,
durable, functional, constitutional and political and administrative
solutions for its future. I should only hope that the political lead-
ership of all three peoples of Bosnia and Herzegovina would
recognise the urgency of the moment.

I keep repeating and I’m grateful also to Commissioner Rehn
who said it publically that 2009 might prove to be decisive year
for Western Balkan countries in terms of addressing and resolv-
ing the most urgent open issues in the constructive and result-ori-
ented manner, so as to provide the platform for continuation of
the positive trends in South Eastern Europe as we have witnessed
over the last two-three years and not allowing for the prolonga-
tion of the status quo, unresolved situation and prolonged stale-
mates and god forbid frozen conflicts in the region. That to my
mind would be the biggest danger for South Eastern Europe and
for the Western Balkan countries in the light of the background of
the changing international environment.

The financial crisis has had an international impact – what is
your personal assessment of the impact of the crisis in South-
East Europe, and how is the RCC involved with securing the sta-
bility of the region in the aftermath of this financial turmoil?

Luckily so far there are no indications that the tide of financial
turmoil or signs of global economic recession are reaching the
shores of South Eastern Europe, although we are surrounded by
quite a few seas. There are no signs so far. But for the future, many
governments in the region have taken precautions and measures
in terms of insurances, guarantees and so forth.

But of course no region in the world is an isolated island; we
all participate in the global economy. I think very much would
depend on the future policy of the banks in Europe - Rome, Frank-
furt, Paris, London - which are the biggest players in South East-
ern Europe in terms of bank ownership after the privatisation of
this sector. I’m very much encouraged by the president of EBRD
who sent a letter to the banks in Europe and the European Cen-
tral Bank urging them to keep South Eastern Europe in the focus
of their attention, because this is a market for future economic
and financial activities. Of course the countries of South Eastern
Europe will also have to show added urgency in addressing their
strategic and economic policy issues.

The RCC, along with the European Commission and OECD
have identified that there is a problem with competitiveness in
the Western Balkans – how will the RCC work to fix the problem
in competitiveness given that its priority areas include “eco-
nomic and social development” and , “building human capital”

First, we are cooperating on this issue very closely with the
OECD. Secondly, we are trying to impress on the economic and
political leadership in the region that for a short foreseeable peri-
od of time, because of lower labor costs, the region may be in the
focus of interest of investors, but that cannot last forever. We are
trying to impress upon the political and economic leadership in
the region the necessity to upgrade the value side of the whole
process. Interestingly enough we have succeeded in joining our
expertise with the OECD and we are now preparing together with
the governments of the region the Investment Reform Index for
2009. That’s an immediate result of the very existence of the RCC.
The investment index report was always being prepared solely by
the OECD but now we have succeeded in transforming this model
of preparations so the governments of the region thorough the
RCC are participating in preparing the report. That is to my mind
a sort of real regional ownership because it brings about shared
responsibilities for the results. 

Being a former journalist, how would you define the impor-
tance of the media as an information source which can affect
the stability of south-east European countries?

This is very serious question. I think media in South Eastern
Europe, and I don’t want to exaggerate, are probably more impor-
tant in sense of defining the general political, social, cultural envi-
ronment than in any other part of Europe.

All media from Shanghai to Budapest went through the tran-
sition period. All of them, to put it metaphorically, went from the
black phase to a yellow phase. Unfortunately, in many countries
of South Eastern Europe – because of the wars, unfinished transi-
tion, and general situation in that part of Europe over the last two
decades – that process is still not over. What you have is more
occurrences of freedom not being followed by the appropriate
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Secretary General of the Regional Cooperation Council being interviewed by New Europe Editor Alexandros Koronakis



Hido Biscevic 

level of professional responsibility. Then of course the market
shrank. And in order to survive in the market which is now in
many cases a few million people instead of 20 or 30 million peo-
ple, commercialization is the rule of the day, unfortunately. That
creates a general climate, atmosphere, and environment of
banality; I don’t even know how to name it properly. But certain-
ly the biggest problem is how to address the issues of relations
between freedom and responsibility.

You will be establishing a networking mechanism between
the RCC, the EU, international financial institutions and the
countries of the region which will enable all of the Southeast
Europe to participate in developmental projects- how will this
work exactly?

I think this is so far the biggest result of the establishment of
the RCC. When, in previous period, we had the SEECP as a politi-
cal forum and parallel to that the Stability Pact there was no link
between the two.

They were driving on the two parallel highways. Now, we
have the SEECP and the RCC, which is the operation arm of the
SEECP, so when heads of state and government, prime ministers,
and ministers decide to realize a certain project, the RCC is tasked
with implementation. In order to do it we had to devise an oper-
ational mechanism, and I think this is a successful mechanism. I’m
very glad that Commissioner Rehn supported it very strongly. This
mechanism will bring together on one side representatives of the
Commission – various DGs will be included, representatives of the
governments of the region – national coordinators, and the
expertise of the RCC. We have had already several meetings
between the RCC and the Commission, and several separate
meetings between the RCC and National Coordinators.

The Commission is finalising its multi-beneficiary strategy for
the Western Balkans and we, as the RCC, are participating in the
completion of this strategy. On November 7, we will have a meet-
ing with national coordinators to inform them about the strategy
and its elements.  In the meantime I have made a tour of all the

capitals in the region informing Prime Ministers, Ministers of For-
eign Affairs and other officials that when the multi-beneficiary
strategy is out, the governments in the region through the activi-
ties of the national coordinators will be invited to participate with
concrete ideas and projects in several priority areas. I know that
many of the governments are already listing down their priorities
and I hope that the process of consultation between the govern-
ments will start before the end of the year. 

We will then have this trilateral mechanism functioning on a
monthly basis in Sarajevo to filter down the proposals and pro-
jects, to facilitate and coordinate their priorities and to invite also,
at the 4th leg, the international financial institutions to assist us in
the implementation.

The countries of the RCC every year suffer significant losses
from natural disasters, including fires. You are looking to set up
is a regional firefighting centre and a regional insurance facility
for natural disasters - can you tell me what your ambitions are
and how these much needed facilities will work?

As for the regional Catastrophe Risk Insurance Facility, this is
a project developed between the World Bank, the UN Interna-
tional Strategy for Disaster Reduction and the RCC. It is being very
favourably received by the governments of the region. Unfortu-

nately the region is vulnerable to natural disasters - floods, earth-
quakes, forest fires and others. And I think the establishment of
this unique fund – unique in terms there is no region in Europe
that has something like that, and I don’t think even on the world
scale you’ll find something of that kind – would be a relief for
many of the governments in the future. 

The Regional Firefighting Centre is also a project being devel-
oped between us and the World Bank. The idea was endorsed by
the SEECP summit in Pomorie, in Bulgaria. Croatia already offered
a technical base for its operation. We are now preparing the legal
agreement for the members and I hope in the course of 2009 we
will have a bottom up implementation of the whole idea. That is:
to set up the centre, to start data exchange, joint exercises and
finally having combined financing, pooling, joint resources, etc.

What other projects are there that the RCC is working on?
My favourite project is the preparation for the conference on

the better use of inland waterways in South Eastern Europe. In
South Eastern Europe from Croatia to Turkey, and from Moldova
to Montenegro you have comparatively the largest number of
rivers in Europe, and they are not used properly, or in many cases
totally unused: from the aspect of agriculture, irrigation, trans-
port, ecology, and many other aspects. 

Transportation is very important, not to mention the
hydropower potential of these rivers. These inland waterways
must be made useful. We are very strongly, very actively prepar-
ing this conference on the basis of UN convention on trans-
boundary use of inland waterways that all but two or three coun-
tries of South Eastern Europe have ratified. 

We are preparing this project together with the World Bank,
the UN Economic Commission for Europe, led by the former pol-
ish prime minister Marek Belka, and with the full support of the
Bosnia and Herzegovina government who wants to be a sponsor
of the conference.

Hido Biscevic is the Secretary General of the Regional Cooperation Council (RCC)
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VIEWS FROM THE CAPITALS – WASHINGTON DC

Whether it’s Obama or McCain, the top priority must be Europe
By David M. Abshire, Alex Douville and Sarah Ficenec 

The challenge for the next President of the United States – be it
Barack Obama or John McCain – is to restore the country’s
strategic position and its image worldwide. He will face unpar-
alleled challenges that include repairing the transatlantic rela-
tionship so greatly damaged by the Iraq War. The United States
has lost much of its strategic, financial and budgetary freedoms
of action as well as its standing abroad, and is faced with deep
partisanship at home. There is an increasing realisation in
Washington that if these issues are not addressed the country
faces the strategic and economic decline suffered by other for-
mer superpowers. Both candidates can learn from two of
America’s greatest leaders, Abraham Lincoln and Franklin Roo-
sevelt, who were historic in facing war, domestic discord and
economic instability. Lincoln saw the US through its Civil War,
while Roosevelt led it to victory in World War II. Both were
grand strategists who united Republicans and Democrats and
instilled a spirit of bipartisanship and inclusiveness within gov-
ernment. A similar bipartisan model existed during the Cold
War, but has been tragically lost. The next president must
strengthen the transatlantic relationship, as Europe and the US
face the challenge of what is already being called the “Asian
Century.” Nobody wants to create a situation where China is
the enemy, so it is important to bring China into the interna-
tional dialogue. Reinvigorating American and European ties
should provide a counterweight to China’s influence without
antagonising the Chinese.
A major priority being presented to Senators Obama and
McCain is the need to reinvigorate the transatlantic alliance by

reforming such institutions as NATO. The former Supreme
Allied Commander in Europe, General James Jones, has noted
that if the North Atlantic Council and NATO’s Defence Ministers
were to work more closely together, creative proposals would
rise to the top much more quickly. NATO has already shown a
remarkable ability to reinvent itself, as with the Partnership for
Peace, the Mediterranean Dialogue and the Istanbul Coopera-
tion Initiative and could go further by creating a greater circle of
security composed of non-European democracies like Japan,

Australia, and possibly Brazil.Yet, there can be no more urgent
issue for the next president than the “forgotten war” in
Afghanistan. The Bush Administration has greatly faltered on
this; it rushed into the Iraq war without completing the stabili-
sation of Afghanistan and the elimination of Osama Bin Laden,
al Qaeda and the Taliban. This mistake was compounded by
defining the central front of the war on terror as Iraq, even
though the pivotal front remains Afghanistan and Pakistan. The
Afghanistan Study Group here at the Center for the Study of
the Presidency, co-chaired by General Jones and Ambassador
Thomas Pickering, released its report for the Senate Foreign
Relations Committee at the beginning of this year to sound the
alarm that it is time to transfer still more significant US and
European military capabilities to the Afghan front. The report
also called for an “eminent persons group” of Europeans to rally
additional support from Europe for reconstruction efforts in
Afghanistan. It is not only the next US President who must rise
to meet these challenges; European leaders must do so as well.
France’s President Nicolas Sarkozy has already taken some
remarkable initiatives to reorient France, including a much
more vigorous involvement with NATO. Other leaders across
Europe are also making efforts to recognise the problems con-
fronting their countries, and creative measures will need to be
taken early in the next Administration to build fresh ideas for
renewing European and American relations.

David M. Abshire, Alex Douville and Sarah Ficenec are at  the Center for the
Study of the Presidency
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US Senator and Republican
presidential nominee John
McCain speaks at Lunken
Airport in Cincinnati, Ohio,
October 22, 2008 
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US Senator and Democratic
Presidential Candidate Barack
Obama delivers remarks at a
rally in Richmond, Virginia,
October 22, 2008 


