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ABSTRACT
Balkan region which due to its history is significantly multiethnic, multicultural and multi-

religious is consisted of post-conflict and post-transitional countries that are on a varying degree
of socioeconomic and democratic development and accordingly at different stages of European
and Euro-Atlantic integration. The region, mainly the West Balkan, is also characterized with wide
spread poverty and inequality within the countries as well as between the countries, which makes
it the least developed region in Europe. Therefore, this paper attempts to assess the influence of
poverty and inequality (economic, social, political and cultural) on national and consequently on
regional security. For that reason, on one hand are identified the horizontal inequalities between
the Balkan countries, and on the other is analyzed their impact upon security.

The fundamental question this paper seeks to address is how poverty and inequality are
affecting the peace and security specifically in the Balkan region? It is argued that the very high
poverty and inequality have serious security implications i.e. they may lead to tensions (ethnical,
social, political, etc.) due to the perception of injustice, undermining the trust into democracy and
eventually destabilizing already fragile region. 

The research results are based on the application of content analysis of numerus sources,
secondary analysis of statistical data and comparative analysis. The results will show that the re-
gion is characterized with very high human insecurity due to very high poverty and inequality both
on national and regional level. Since both poverty and inequality are structural challenges to se-
curity, the regional stability depends from countries’ capabilities to eradicate poverty and reduce
inequalities through completion of necessary structural adjustments, regional cooperation and
European integration.
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1. INTRODUCTION
Once again the situation in the Balkans is in the focus of academic and European Union

(EU) debates as well as of local and international media. There are numerus articles and analysis
referring to increased tensions in the region, calling Europe to pay more attention for its stabi-
lization since it is crucial for European stability and security as well. The region today, as it was
during the 1990s, is exposed to serious old and new threats and challenges to its stability and se-
curity, primarily deriving from underdevelopment and poor socioeconomic performances; the un-
dermined democratic system; and enlargement fatigue both in the EU and the Western Balkans’
(WB) countries. Traditional geopolitical issues concerning territory, borders, arms race, resources
and ethnical and cultural differences are still major threats to security in the region, but they are
additionally strengthened by the negative effects of global economic and social processes that
are having serious security implications. In this regard, poverty and inequality in the region, par-
ticularly the WB are chronic challenges that combined with the acute threats such as the refugee
crisis (2015) and other national (Bosnia and Herzegovina, Macedonia) and bilateral disputes (Croa-
tia-Serbia; Serbia-Kosovo; Macedonia-Greece) can lead to new tensions, fragmentation and even-
tually to regional destabilization. At the same time the democratization of the WB countries is
brought into question due to ever increasing problems with authoritarian regimes, widespread
populism, poor neighborly relations, democratic deficits, absence of the rule of law, weak institu-
tions, incomplete reforms, corruption, organized crime and etc. 

Having in mind that the region is quite heterogeneous as per territorial distribution of
population, characterized with extremely high unemployment, contributing to already enormous
poverty and inequality it is necessary to investigate whether poverty and inequality can influence
democratic development and security of the region. After the global economic crisis that was felt
in 2009 and which was followed by social and political tensions, many researchers attempted to
answer whether the socioeconomic and political consequences of the crisis will influence regional
peace and stability. Their conclusion is that development inequalities and imbalances between
the countries or ethnic communities will bring permanent instability in the future (Jeleva, 2012)
and   that any further delay in Euro and Euro-Atlantic integration of the region may disrupt its
fragile peace and undermine its security (Bartlet, 2010). Despite the fact that Balkan region today
is stabilized and quite consolidated it is still characterized with high degree of human insecurity,
which varies from one to another country depending on their economic and democratic develop-
ment and which may create grievances leading to tensions that may become violent and seriously
undermine regional peace, stability and security. Overcoming the economic crisis and balancing
the socioeconomic development of the Balkans’ countries will facilitate the integration of the
entire region into the EU, regardless of the regional context and accordingly will contribute to re-
gional peace and stability (Orovcanec, 2016). 

This research that builds on previous one investigates the link between development,
democracy and security in order is to explain how poverty and inequality affect human security in
its three main dimensions: freedom from want, freedom from fear and freedom to live in dignity
as well as their inter-relationships from theoretical and practical perspective. The results will con-
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firm that very high poverty and inequality in the Balkans have serious security implications such
as tensions due to injustice and violation of human rights; reduced trust in democracy; and regional
destabilization. In continuation it will be necessary first to identify poverty and horizontal inequal-
ities in the region, and then within the theoretical framework consisted of human security concept
and the grievance based theories of conflict i.e. relative deprivation64 and horizontal inequality65

to assess their influence upon human and consequently upon national and regional security. 
The concept of human security acknowledges the interlinkages between security, devel-

opment and human rights and considers these to be the building blocks of human and, therefore,
national security (Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, 2001). The term implies
protection of basic human rights and freedoms and protection from various security threats. Para-
graph 143 of the 2005 World Summit Outcome (A/RES/60/1) underlines “the right of all people
to live in freedom and dignity, free from poverty and despair” and recognizes that “all individuals,
in particular vulnerable people, are entitled to freedom from fear and freedom from want, with an
equal opportunity to enjoy all their rights and fully develop their human potential”. The causal
mechanism through which poverty and inequality might trigger socioeconomic grievances that
may initiate collective violence will be explained through the prism of Grievance theories of conflict.
Central idea of these theories is that relative and not absolute position of the people is the most
common cause of conflict. 

2. POVERTY AND INEQUALITY AS SOURCE OF VULNERABILITY 
After the end of the Cold war, Balkans’ countries joined the implementation of structural

adjustments on the basis of neoliberal doctrine in order to integrate into the global economy thus
reducing its harmful effects. These structural reforms understood as comprehensive transformation
of the overall society i.e. economic transition from regulated and centrally planned economy to
free market economy and political transition from one party political system to multilateral liberal
democracy, didn’t bring the expected living standard and democratic progress particularly in the
WB countries, thus causing grievances and tensions, while at the same time deepening the already
deep structural problems. Increased inequality, poverty and conflict have been inter-linked phe-
nomena during the transition processes (Spoor, 2005). Moreover, the global financial and economic
crisis set back the achievements and brought in question foundations of the neoliberal capitalism
and the trust into democracy. Notwithstanding the socioeconomic and democratic progress during
the transition, poverty remains widespread across the region and horizontal inequalities within
and between Balkan countries are continuous and serious. The slow economic growth compared
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their possible values. Reference point for peoples’ expectations may be some referent group, standards articulated by
the leaders, abstract model, past situation etc.
65 Unlike vertical inequalities defined as income inequalities between individuals, Stewart (2002) defines horizontal
inequalities as “serious inequalities between culturally defined or identity groups“ usually defined according to char-
acteristics such as class, ethnicity, geographic origin or religion and which are result of an unequal allocation of re-
sources among them. Most obvious and formally organized identity groups are the national states.



with increasing inequality affects the political developments by rise of populism that is not only
regional, but global phenomena as well.

Economic horizontal inequalities that refer to unequal access, utilization and ownership
of resources, uneven income level and employment opportunities will be identified through regional
comparison of countries’ economic capacity (annual GDP), performance (annual GDP growth rate),
well-being (GDP per capita) and unemployment rate.

Presented data show that Balkans’ countries differ a lot regarding their economic capacity
expressed by the annual GDP. Greece as region’s oldest EU member country has the biggest eco-
nomic capacity despite the current economic crisis, followed by Romania and Bulgaria. The average
growth rate in the region for 2016 amounts to 2,5% which is not enough to solve the most serious
economic and social problems. Highest economic growth is registered in the poorest Balkans’
countries i.e. Kosovo, Macedonia and Bulgaria, while at the same time the lowest growth is noted
in Greece, Serbia and Croatia. There are significant differences regarding the GDP per capita among
the Balkan countries. Highest GDP per capita is in Slovenia and it is almost six times higher than
the lowest in Kosovo or five times than the one in Albania.  Still, biggest problem of the regional
economic model is extremely high unemployment throughout the whole transition period which
indicates insufficient utilization of human resources. The average unemployment in the region is
about 20 %. Highest unemployment, higher than 20% is registered in Kosovo, Macedonia, Greece,
Bosnia and Herzegovina and Serbia, whereas the lowest unemployment is in Romania and Slovenia.  
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Social horizontal inequalities imply unequal access to wide range of public services such
as education, health protection and housing as well as different results from education and health
services for different groups. They will be determined through regional comparison of human de-
velopment indicator’s (HDI) components and poverty rates.

According to HDI value, most of the countries in the region are with high human devel-
opment, except Slovenia, Greece, Croatia and Montenegro that are with very high human devel-
opment. It is evident that the countries with higher HDI value also have greater life expectancy
at birth (LEB), greater mean years of schooling (MES) and higher living standard i.e. gross national
income (GNI) per capita. This shows that higher human development implies better access to
health protection and education as well as better living standard. Therefore, “human development
contributes to human security by tackling the long term structural causes of conflict and by
strengthening the capability of societies to deal with conflict in a peaceful manner” (Cilliers, cited
in Hong Hai 2007: 9-10). According to Gini coefficient that measures the income inequality among
individuals, greatest inequality exists in Macedonian society which is almost broken in half, then
follow Bulgaria, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia and Montenegro. Gini coefficient can be under-
stood as index of relative deprivation, because very high inequality within a society may indicate
hidden relative poverty66. Generally countries with high levels of inequality are also likely to have
high levels of poverty.
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66 Relative poverty is when some people's way of life and income is much worse than the general standard of living in
the country or region in which they live.



In table 3 poverty is presented as absolute poverty67 or a percentage of population living
below international poverty lines of 1,9$ and 3,10$ per day and national poverty lines set by each
country separately. Extreme poverty exists in the whole region with exception of Romania. Highest
extreme poverty is registered in Macedonia, Bulgaria and Montenegro; while lowest is in Slovenia.
Analysis of poverty below national poverty line shows that around one third of population in Greece,
Kosovo and Macedonia lives in poverty. National poverty line vary from country to country, de-
pending on the standard of living enjoyed by the majority. Multidimensional poverty index identifies
the multiple deprivations at individual level in regard to health, education and living standard i.e.
in the three basic dimensions of human development, thus reflecting the intensity of deprivation.
Population that lives in multidimensional poverty is registered only in the WB countries, where it
is highest in Macedonia and Bosnia and Herzegovina.

Political horizontal inequalities consider unequal political power distribution and peoples’
ability to participate in the politics, so in that way to express their needs. Since in the focus of
this research is the regional dimension of horizontal inequalities, the political ones will be recog-
nized by comparing the level of European and Euro-Atlantic integration, which are national strate-
gic goals of Balkans’ countries establishing their international position.
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67 Absolute or extreme poverty is when people lack one or more basic necessities for survival (for instance food, clean
water, clothing and housing) during a longer period of time.



It is clear that WB countries are marginalized concerning the wider enlargement and de-
velopment process, which is contributing to the overall grievance and disappointment in the spe-
cific region. Cultural horizontal inequalities, which indicate inequalities in cultural recognition and
unequal cultural status of different cultural groups are also present in the region, preventing its’
further development, cooperation and integration. The case of Macedonia, where different elements
of Macedonian identity are denied by some of its neighbors, is the most revealing example. Growing
gap between WB and EU, as well as the rest of the Balkans may lead to continued human suffering,
social unrest and resumption of conflicts.

The results indicate that there are significant socioeconomic, political and cultural hori-
zontal inequalities in the region.  Their simultaneous and enduring existence is increasing the
group grievance and facilitating the political mobilization, thus increasing the risk of collective vi-
olence and violent conflicts. Even so, inequality by itself and even the relative poverty don’t auto-
matically lead to conflict, unless there are other intermediary factors deriving from political and
economic processes and social and inter-ethnical relations.  The multicultural character of the re-
gion by itself may be source of instability due to the perception of injustice of various ethnicities
that the others are wealthier, more privileged and alike. In the case of Balkans, ethnic communities
that are exceeding the national borders may stimulate regional grievances and even violence, thus
leading to regional support or resistance to such extended groups through financing, arming,
propaganda, political maneuvering etc. At the same time the region is exposed to continuous in-
ternal as well as external influences that are additionally stressing internal security dynamic. 

Poverty and inequality as source of vulnerability violate people’s fundamental “freedom
from want” by directly affecting their survival, well-being and quality of life. Eradication of poverty
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in order to achieve “freedom from want” has been emphasized by the UN in the Preamble to the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights and the common Preamble to the International Covenant
on Civil and Political Rights and the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural
Rights  ( International Federation of Social Workers, 2017).  In order to achieve and protect this
freedom it is necessary to eradicate poverty and provide equality through sustainable economic
and human development and inclusive and equitable growth.  

3. POVERTY AND INEQUALITY AS SOURCE OF INJUSTICE 
All human rights provided by the UN Treaties such as the right to work, fair and just

working conditions, social security, adequate food, housing and clothing, health and education are
crucial to enable people to live in dignity, thus eradicating poverty is also significant in achieving
the “freedom to live in dignity”. “In the light of the International Bill of Rights, poverty may be
defined as a human condition characterized by sustained or chronic deprivation of the resources,
capabilities, choices, security and power necessary for the enjoyment of an adequate standard of
living and other civil, cultural, economic, political and social rights” (Committee on Economic, Social
and Cultural Rights , 2001).

Issues of poverty and inequality are human rights issues and they represent injustice
which appears to be a source of insecurity. In many developing countries that underwent the
process of neoliberal structural adjustments, such as the Balkans’ countries, the poor are victims
of structural injustice, with unequal access to assets and marginalized opportunities for human
development (Crockett, 2011). Violations of human rights, particularly the rights of subordinate
groups may cause serious injustice and for that reason group or collective rights are as important
for democratic development as they ensure an equitable distribution, equality and equity. Violations
of human rights drive and deepen poverty and social exclusion because people that live in poverty
have difficulties accessing power, court system and legal services, food, clean water, education,
health care etc. Unlike human rights human security is not state’s obligation, but it is ensured
when human rights are protected consistently with the international human rights law (Hong Hai,
2007: 7-8). 

Democracies should be able to go beyond the electoral politics and process to enabling
human rights, physical well-being and human development, which are the building blocks of human
security. In the regions, like the Balkans, characterized by inequality and poverty where important
sectors of the population live in poverty, there is a demand that democracy should deliver and be
effective in social and economic terms. “Only when the poor see that democracy translates into
actual benefits in terms of better economic and social conditions will they value democracy over
charismatic leadership and revolutionary promises”. The reasons for declined trust in democracy
are due to the way of implementation of democratic governance, the design of post-conflict and
post–socialistic transition and liberalization reforms which caused inequalities and suppressed
the welfare state. Frustration with democratic governments that are not capable of solving these
most severe and pressing problems in the region may extend to democracy itself, which is evident
from increasing population support of authoritarian regimes in the region. Hence, the importance
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of the improvement of democratic delivery in poverty and inequality reduction. (Large & Sisk,
2006: 120)

“One of the most serious threats to our common security emerges from human desper-
ation in societies which lack in respect for human rights and democracy” because democracy is
driving force for a development and security. Democracy should be recognized as a political power
able to transform the unjust socioeconomic structures (Large & Sisk, 2006, p. 119). 70% of the
countries which experienced democratic backtracking over the past 20 years faced periods of eco-
nomic stagnancy before backsliding (Halperin, et al., 2005). In that regard the lack of progress in
socioeconomic development has also contributed to a backlash against democracy due to poor
economic performance; high levels of socioeconomic inequality; large gap between rich and poor;
and disappointment, social frustration and at time rebellion and violence. 

Bertelsmann Stiftung’s transformation index (BTI) which is assessing the overall economic
and political transformation was used in order to evaluate the democratic progress and the overall
state of development of the Balkans’ countries. The results presented in table 5 show that Slovenia
is the only highly advanced country in the region with consolidated democracy and developed
market economy. Romania, Croatia and Bulgaria are advanced countries with democracy in con-
solidation and functioning market economy. Montenegro and Serbia are also advanced countries
regarding their transformation status, with functioning market economy, but defective democracy.
Macedonia, Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina and Kosovo are with limited transformation, defective
democracy and market economy with functional flows, except Macedonia that is with functioning
market economy. 
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In accordance with the Freedom House’s Nations in transition Report of 2016, there is a
decline of average democratic score in the Balkans 6 years in a raw, after substantial progress
from 2004 to 2010. Today region’s average democratic score is the same as it was in 2004. All the
regions’ EU candidate and potential candidate countries are declining with exception of Albania,
while the largest score decline was registered in Macedonia. From EU member countries Slovenia
is the only consolidated democracy in the region, while Bulgaria, Romania and Croatia together
with Serbia and Montenegro are semi consolidated democracies. Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina
and Macedonia are transitional governments or hybrid regimes, while Kosovo is semi consolidated
authoritarian regime. 

It is evident that despite the democratic continuity during the last 25 years and a certain
economic growth and trade liberalization, the model of structural reforms did not respond to spe-
cific regions’ social deficits perceived as deficits of democracy (Large & Sisk, 2006: 118). Therefore
the process of euro-integration and achieving EU basic values of good governance, democracy,
rule of law and human rights is contributing to reduction of human injustice by enabling people
to live life in dignity. Strengthening democracy by ensuring the rule of law and independent and
effective justice system is and will stay priority for the Balkans’ countries, because they are crucial
to economic and social stability.  

4. POVERTY AND INEQUALITY AS SOURCE OF INSECURITY
Poverty, inequality and perceived sense of injustice they create may lead to increasing

vulnerability, instability and radicalization. Sources to insecurity lie in exclusion and lack of access
to power and resources of subordinate groups and people living in poverty  (Large & Sisk, 2006).
With the purpose of investigating their influence upon the regional peace, stability and security,
in this chapter will be analyzed some of the most relevant structural indexes for Balkans’ countries. 

Fragile State Index (FSI) of the Fund for Peace measures the risk of destabilization of the
states and the pressure that might push them into failure. The FSI is very important in identifying
the excessive pressure to which the states are exposed to and which may be crucial for their suc-
cess or failure. The index is consisted of 12 indicators divided into three groups i.e. social, economic
and political-military. According to the index value69, 178 countries are ranked as per their stability
level in a way that enables country comparison. 
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According to the data presented in the table, all stable countries in the region (out of
which Slovenia is very stable) are EU members’ states, with exception of Montenegro which is in
most progressed stage of EU integration. The WB countries are in warned category i.e. Bosnia
and Herzegovina and Serbia have elevated warning, while Albania and Macedonia are warned coun-
tries. Thorough indicators’ analysis shows that biggest pressure in the region is coming from
poverty, group grievances, factionalized elites and refugees. 

“Negative peace” means absence of hostilities usually by confrontational means such as
the threat or actual use of force by police and military forces (Sandole, 2007). Therefore, negative
peace may be defined as absence of violence or fear from violence which corresponds to human
security’s “freedom from fear”. Negative peace is being measured by the Global Peace Index of
the Institute for Economics and Peace and it is composed of 23 indicators divided into two main
domains, internal and external peace.  
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According to 2016 GPI, Europe is still the most peaceful geographical region in the world.
Regionally Macedonia and Greece are at the bottom of the list meaning that they are the list
peaceful countries in the region. Greece dropped four places globally and regionally it lies ahead
only of Republic of Macedonia, which had the biggest drop in the global ranking as a European
country, followed by Kosovo. Internal peace and the societal safety and security domain, globally
and regionally, declined every year for the last 8 years which to a certain degree is related to the
consequences of the global economic crisis. According to the GPI scores since 2008 the world has
become less peaceful. (Institute for Economics and Peace, 2016)

“Positive peace” may assume the achievements of negative peace, but in any case moves
beyond it to deal with the underlying conflict causes and conditions, through the use of collabo-
rative means to eliminate the structural causes for violence (Sandole, 2007: 41-42). Therefore pos-
itive peace means “attitudes, institutions and structures that are creating and maintaining peaceful
societies” (Institute for Economic and Peace, 2015). Positive peace is being measured by the Pos-
itive Peace Index which is composed of 24 indicators organized in 8 domains, also known as pillars
of peace. 
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It is clear that weakest peace pillar in the Balkans is the “low level of corruption” followed
by “sound business environment”, “well-functioning government” and “high levels in human capital”.
Greece and Slovenia are among European countries that saw the greatest deterioration in positive
peace, but even so Slovenia is with highest level of positive peace in the Balkans followed by
Greece, Croatia and Bulgaria. Lowest levels of positive peace are registered in Western Balkan
countries, specifically in Bosnia and Hercegovina, Albania, Serbia and Macedonia. 

5. CONCLUSION
The transition process that started in 1990s along with the global economic crisis that

reached the Balkans in 2009, brought sudden insecurities and deprivations, thus increasing the
human insecurity throughout the whole region. Unfortunately, WB countries still haven’t completed
their transition to democracy and liberal market economy, so like in many similar cases their
democracy is often referred to as illiberal, captured, partial or alike, while poverty and inequality
are still major structural challenge to security. They directly affect people’s survival, well-being
and quality of life, which are values that are to be protected within the expanded concept of human
security. By applying grievance theories of conflict, the research showed how increased poverty
and inequality within and between countries, generate conditions within which grievances can
lead to growing tensions that might affect stability and security of the Balkans. The results have
shown that there are significant and continuous socioeconomic, political and cultural horizontal
inequalities in the region, which are undermining democracy and at the same time are increasing
the risk of regional destabilization.   

The results showed that at individual level poverty and inequality may generate dissat-
isfaction, grievances and desperation that might cause frustration which may trigger mobilization
of discontent that is crucial for aggression and violence. At national level group mobilization can
initiate social unrests, ethnical tensions, organized violence, political conflicts and even civil war,
thus affecting human as well as national security, mainly when the states are very weak. At regional
level, if such developments become violent, they can seriously disturb peace, stability and security
of the entire region and lead to intra-national as well as to inter-national tensions and conflicts,
particularly if there is overlapping of national and regional discontent of certain ethnic group.  

Poverty and inequality as subtle threats to human security are serious source of vulner-
ability, injustice and insecurity affecting people’s fundamental freedoms. Failure of a large part of
population to satisfy its vital and biological needs as well as people’s perception that their present
situation is much worse than expected or compared to others within the society or the region, is
creating grievances and makes those people vulnerable to internal and external influences. There-
fore, poverty and inequality as source of vulnerability seriously violate people’s fundamental “free-
dom from want”. As source of injustice they represent violation of basic human rights as they are
provided by the international treaties; and since one of democracy’s basic roles is to protect and
advance human rights and freedoms, this situation undermines the trust into democracy and vi-
olates people’s “freedom to live in dignity”. Finally, violation of these two freedoms is affecting in-
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dividual safety and security of the people, because it may be a reason for violent conflicts that are
directly affecting people’s “freedom from fear”. 

In order to overcome these challenges at national and regional level it will be necessary
to gradually reduce and eventually eradicate poverty and horizontal inequalities. At national level
WB countries have to complete comprehensive structural reforms, harmonize national with most
significant European standards and principles as integral part of the integration process and adopt
public policies directed towards poverty and inequality reduction. On the other hand, at regional
level this task is becoming much more difficult because in order to reach regional agreement
aimed at poverty eradication and reduction of inequalities between the countries, it is necessary
to establish substantial and not only formal regional cooperation, which will enable regional and
subsequently European integration.

Research findings point out that there is a development - democracy – security link. Eco-
nomic growth without democracy leads to greater degrees of inequality. That is why democratic
governance and economic development are necessary for stabilization and not the other way
around. For greater resilience against the current threats to Balkans’ security and stability, it is
necessary to strengthen security by enhancing countries’ economic resilience through sustainable
development, inclusive growth, social welfare and even distribution of income and resources; and
to consolidate the political resilience through protection and advancement of human rights, rule
of law and improved democratic governance. 

Increased human insecurity due to poverty and inequality may weaken the national se-
curity because their relationship is complementary. Violations of human security manifested as
poverty and inequality can easily result in conflicts, displacements and human suffering. Human
insecurity weakens human development and worsen human rights thus contributing to the decline
of democracy and rise of populism in the region. Therefore, democratization through reduction of
poverty and inequality and advancement of human rights and freedoms may contribute to greater
human security and stability of the Balkans’. 
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