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The adoption of the EU Critical Raw Materials Act (CRMA) in 2024 marked a decisive shift
in European industrial, trade, and security policy.[1] By explicitly linking access to critical
and strategic raw materials (CRMs/SRMs) with industrial competitiveness, the green
transition, and defence capabilities, the CRMA acknowledges that Europe’s economic
resilience can no longer be separated from geopolitics. 

While much of the policy debate has focused on diversifying supplies away from distant
and geopolitically risky partners, one of the EU’s most consequential raw materials
relationships remains structurally underdeveloped: that with the Western Balkans. 

The region occupies a unique position in Europe’s raw materials landscape. It is
geographically close, economically intertwined with EU markets, formally embedded in the
EU enlargement process, and endowed with significant deposits of copper, aluminium
(bauxite), nickel, lithium, antimony, and rare earth elements (REEs). EU member states are
already the Western Balkans’ primary trade and investment partners, and the region is
significantly aligned with the EU’s legal and regulatory acquis. Yet, despite these
advantages, the Western Balkans remain marginal to Europe’s raw materials strategy in
practice, even as their resources are increasingly integrated into global value chains
shaped by non-EU actors. The only strategic project in the region, under the CRMA, is
lithium exploration in the Jadar valley in Serbia – a project that has brought recurrent
controversies and seems unlikely to materialize in the short-term.

Balkan Ores Flow East, Processed Goods Flow West

Across the Western Balkans, a strikingly consistent pattern characterizes raw materials
trade: raw ores and concentrates are predominantly exported to China, while processed
and semi-processed goods are sold to the EU.[2] This asymmetry is visible across
countries and commodities: Serbia exports the bulk of its copper ores and concentrates to
China, while processed copper is split between the EU and Chinese buyers; Montenegro
exports most of its bauxite to China, while aluminium products are directed primarily to the
EU; Albania exports raw copper exclusively to China, whereas around 80% of its processed
copper exports flow to EU markets.[3]

This structure systematically takes the benefit outside both the EU and the Western
Balkans. China captures upstream rents and geo-economic leverage, while the Western
Balkans remain locked into low-value segments of the supply chain. For the EU, the
consequences are strategic. Neglecting raw material flows from its immediate
neighbourhood into China-dominated value chains directly contradicts the objectives of
the CRMA and weakens Europe’s ability to act autonomously in an increasingly contested
global economy.

China’s role in shaping current value chains is not incidental, but backed by off-take
agreements and infrastructure financing that EU firms have historically been slow or
unwilling to offer. An additional factor is China’s globally dominant role in the refining and
processing of extractives, while such capacities lack in the Western Balkan countries. Thus,
in Serbia, the Chinese Zijin Mining Group has become the dominant actor in copper
extraction and processing, transforming the Bor mining complex into the largest copper
producer in Europe.[4] While the investment revitalized a loss-making industrial asset and
preserved employment, it also entrenched Chinese control over a strategic sector,
accelerated exports of ores and semi-processed materials to China, and generated serious
environmental and social controversies. Regulatory adjustments made to accommodate the
investor have weakened governance standards, undermined property and labour
protections, and fuelled public distrust. [5]
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The adoption of the EU Critical Raw Materials Act (CRMA) in 2024 marked a decisive shift
in European industrial, trade, and security policy.[1] By explicitly linking access to critical
and strategic raw materials (CRMs/SRMs) with industrial competitiveness, the green
transition, and defence capabilities, the CRMA acknowledges that Europe’s economic
resilience can no longer be separated from geopolitics. 

Similar - though less visible dynamics exist elsewhere in the region, where Chinese
ownership or financing shape extraction and trade patterns. Even British-Australian mining
group Rio Tinto, the “candidate” to exploit Serbian lithium reserves to the benefit of EU
businesses, is closely connected to China: Chinalco, China’s state-owned aluminium group,
is Rio Tinto’s single largest institutional shareholder, holding 11.23% of its shares.[6]
Beyond this stake, Rio Tinto maintains multiple joint ventures and technology partnerships
with Chinese state-owned firms, while China remains its largest customer, accounting for
around 60% of its total revenue, primarily from iron ore.[7] The cumulative effect is a value-
chain geography in which China secures access to raw materials critical for European
industries, while the EU remains downstream and reactive. This configuration undermines
the EU’s strategic autonomy and limits its ability to enforce environmental, social, and
governance (ESG) standards along supply chains originating in its own neighbourhood.

Deploying EU Capital and Instruments to Secure Supply Chains

However, it is not only Chinese companies that have tapped into the Western Balkans’ CRM
and SRM potential. Other large-scale mining projects in the Western Balkans have been
undertaken by non-EU actors, reflecting insufficient EU engagement or interest by EU
companies. In North Macedonia, the Swiss-based Solway Investment Group has operated
the Bučim copper and gold mine since 2005 and has expanded production through the
development of the Borov Dol successor mine, extending operations well into the next
decade.[8] An Australian firm, Pela Global, has advanced exploration and pre-development
of the Krstov Dol antimony project, which has been formally recognised under the Minerals
Security Partnership - an initiative of the US State Department.[9] In Bosnia and
Herzegovina, a multinational consortium[10] has successfully revived the historic Vareš
polymetallic mine, bringing it from exploration to production within seven years and
contributing an estimated 2% to national GDP. In Albania, copper extraction and processing
are managed by Beralb Ltd., a Turkish–Chinese consortium operating under a long-term
concession.[11]

The Trepça mining complex in Kosovo serves as a critical, albeit neglected, barometer for
the EU’s (lack of) strategic ambitions in the Western Balkans. Once one of the world’s
largest lead, zinc, and silver producers, Trepça’s current status, marked by raw
concentrate exports to Western traders and a chronic lack of regional smelting capacity,
illustrates the 'low-value trap' that the CRMA seeks to resolve. Despite its significant
untapped geological potential, the complex remains structurally detached from a
European-aligned value chain.

For the EU, Trepça represents a dual opportunity: a geological asset containing not only
base metals but also high-tech critical elements like indium and bismuth, and a geopolitical
leverage point. Securing the modern revitalization of Trepça through EU-backed “strategic
project” status would do more than secure supply: it would provide a viable European
alternative to the integrated Chinese and other non-EU mining clusters currently expanding
across the region, effectively anchoring Kosovo’s industrial future to the European Single
Market.[12]

Shifting the balance requires targeted EU support for processing, refining, recycling, and
circular-economy – goals that are highlighted in the CRMA but have so far been neglected
in practice. Aluminium and copper represent particularly promising entry points, given
existing industrial bases and cross-border linkages. 
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Pilot projects combining EU technology, Western Balkan resources, and strict ESG
standards could demonstrate viable alternatives to China-centric value chains and attract
responsible investment. Achieving this also requires greater engagement by European
firms. Instruments such as the Instrument for Pre-Accession Assistance, the Reform and
Growth Facility, InvestEU, as well as EIB and EBRD financing, should be used more
systematically to support joint ventures, guarantees, and off-take agreements that embed
European capital and standards in regional value chains.

The Knowledge and Governance Gaps

The Western Balkans’ raw materials potential is not only significant but also geographically
dense. The region hosts a wide array of operational mines, dormant deposits, legacy
production facilities, and planned projects spanning copper, aluminium, nickel, lithium,
antimony, magnesium, cobalt, and rare earth elements. These assets are unevenly
distributed across countries but collectively form one of Europe’s most promising
nearshoring opportunities. However, much of this potential remains under-appreciated.
Geological surveys in several countries still rely on exploration data from the 1970s and
1980s, which do not meet modern technical, environmental, or commercial standards. This
lack of up-to-date, harmonized geological data constrains investment decisions, fuels
public mistrust, and complicates strategic planning at both national and EU levels. [13]
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A comprehensive, region-wide effort to modernize geological surveys and consolidate
existing data is therefore a strategic prerequisite for effective CRMA implementation.
Mapping, surveying and exploring operational and planned deposits, mines, and production
facilities across the Western Balkans would not only improve transparency and investor
confidence, but also allow the EU to identify complementarities, bottlenecks, and
opportunities for value-chain integration. Such a research foundation, placed at the centre
of EU-Western Balkans raw materials cooperation, would underscore the region’s role as
part of Europe’s industrial ecosystem rather than as a collection of isolated national
resource enclaves.

Regional integration is equally critical. The Western Balkans’ economies are too small for
national strategies to succeed by themselves.
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Restoring and modernizing value chains that once spanned the former Yugoslavia - from
extraction to smelting, refining, and processing - would generate economies of scale and
reduce inefficiencies. EU-led frameworks such as the Berlin Process and the Single Market
Highway initiative offer platforms for coordinating standards, infrastructure, and
investment. A regional initiative, building on the EIT Raw Materials Regional Innovation
Centre in Albania, could support training, research, and knowledge exchange.

Anchoring Raw Materials Partnerships in the EU Accession Process

In order to advance beyond the existing limited cooperation, the EU and the Western
Balkans need to rethink their resource-based partnerships and embed them in the
accession process. Raw materials cooperation that is decoupled from accession
conditionality risks reinforcing perceptions that the EU prioritizes strategic interests over
its core values. Nowhere is this tension more visible than in Serbia’s lithium debate. The
Jadar project, which holds an estimated 10% of global lithium reserves and could supply up
to one fifth of Europe’s battery needs, has become emblematic of the political and societal
risks associated with extractive projects.

Following mass protests, the Serbian government suspended the project in 2022, citing
environmental and social concerns. The reinstatement of licences after a Constitutional
Court decision in 2024, reignited public opposition.[14] For many local stakeholders, EU
support appeared to legitimize a project associated with opaque procedures, contested
environmental impact assessments, and serious concerns over water contamination and
waste management.[15] Rather than strengthening Europe’s strategic position, this
perception risks eroding trust in the EU and fuelling anti-European sentiment.

Comparable dynamics can be observed across the region. In Bosnia and Herzegovina,
lithium, nickel and magnesium projects have encountered strong resistance rooted in
environmental concerns and weak institutional credibility.[16] In North Macedonia, citizen
mobilization successfully halted the Ilovica-Štuka gold-copper project in an agriculturally
sensitive region.[17] In Albania, pollution linked to copper mining has fuelled local
opposition[18] despite the fact that the country is a member of the Extractive Industries
Transparency Initiative, aimed at better governance of mining projects.[19] These cases
highlight a central lesson: without credible governance and social legitimacy, raw materials
projects aligned with EU strategic objectives can become political liabilities.

The EU enlargement framework provides a ready-made mechanism to address these
challenges. Chapter 20 (Enterprise and Industrial Policy) offers a framework for supporting
value-chain upgrading and industrial competitiveness, while Chapter 27 (Environment)
imposes binding obligations on environmental protection, waste management, and
industrial pollution. Alignment with Chapter 15 (Energy) is also essential given the energy
intensity of mining and processing, particularly in the context of CBAM (Carbon Border
Adjustment Mechanism) and carbon pricing. If the Western Balkans do not decarbonize
their mining energy (coal-heavy grids), their minerals will become too expensive for the EU
market regardless of geographic proximity. 

Chapter 1 (Free Movement of Goods) and Chapter 8 (Competition Policy) are critical for
ensuring that Western Balkan products can enter the Single Market under fair and
transparent conditions. Above all, rigorous adherence to the 'Fundamentals' cluster –
specifically the rule of law and anti-corruption frameworks - must serve as a non-
negotiable prerequisite for strategic cooperation and the granting of mineral concessions in
the extractive sector. Linking CRMA strategic project designation, EU funding, and market
access to EU support for alignment and demonstrable progress under these chapters
would strengthen both strategic autonomy and enlargement credibility.
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Strategic Autonomy through Enlargement

The EU’s raw materials relationship with the Western Balkans stands at a critical juncture.
Continuing current patterns risks entrenching a value-chain asymmetry that benefits rival
powers, fuels social opposition, and undermines enlargement credibility. By contrast,
embedding CRMA implementation within the accession framework, prioritizing value-chain
upgrading, exploring opportunities to extract secondary raw materials, and enforcing
governance conditionality can transform shared resources into shared prosperity.

For the Western Balkans, this means moving beyond raw ore exports towards EU-aligned
industrial development that generates jobs, revenues, and public trust. For the EU, it means
securing critical raw materials not by bypassing values or lowering standards, but by
extending its industrial ecosystem to its immediate neighbourhood. Strategic autonomy
and enlargement are not competing agendas; properly aligned, they are mutually
reinforcing pillars of a resilient European future.
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