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CORRUPTION IN THE WESTERN BALKANS STILL FEELS AT HOMЕ… 
 

Corruption and public procurement go hand-in-hand in the Western Balkans ever since the introduction 

of public procurement as a method of procurement of goods, works and services by the governments in 

the region. This symbiosis takes enormous toll on public finances as the resources spill over to private 

pockets rather than to serve public interest. Corruption is illegal and secretive activity, thus all calculations 

of its value need to be taken with caution. It is especially so because of the widespread impunity for 

corruption in public procurement throughout the region. Just a quick look at the findings of supreme audit 

institutions in the region or monitoring reports of the Balkan Tender Watch coalition for the last few years 

clearly demonstrate how deeply rooted is corruption and in what various forms it appears. It is estimated 

that about 30% of funds allocated for public procurement on average is spent illegally as a result of 

corruption or mismanagement.  

The general public, however, has very little or no knowledge about the level of corruption and mechanisms 

utilized to achieve private gains from public funds. In our earlier annual reports on corruption in public 

procurement (2012-2016) we identified dominant corruption enabling practices and indicators of 

corruption. Corrupt practices evolved in the Western Balkans over the years and today it is not as easy to 

spot corrupt procurement as it used to be. We moved from simple relying on secretive negotiating 

procedure in public procurement (e.g. making over 50% of procurement in Bosnia and Herzegovina and 

over 30% in Serbia in 2012) to more sophisticated methods such as technical specifications tailored for 

certain bidders and biased criteria for bid selection. Probably the champion among the corruption methods 

identified through hundreds of analyzed cases of public procurement by organizations publishing this 

report is the procurement of services related to public relations and other consulting services leaving no 

traceable track behind them.  

Mainstream media fail to inform public about the scale of the problem. Somewhat unpleasant formulations 

in the EU country reports for Western Balkan countries claiming that corruption remains a concern in 

public procurement and no or little progress has been made in tackling corruption remain overshadowed 

by political issues. Populist political elites successfully steer the EU agenda in the domain of burning 

political issues (territorial disputes, security threats, identity issues) leaving the substantial reforms out of 

the public focus. Tightening space for free media, especially mainstream media, further diminishes the 

opportunities of public deliberations on serious political and economic issues such as corruption in public 

procurement. Investigative journalists and their outlets are under continuous pressure by the political and 

economic circles which do not hesitate to misuse the secret service or controlled media to deter journalists’ 

interest in misuse of public funds. Threats and slander campaigns are used to stigmatize  
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investigative journalists whenever they manage to break the silence and reach the audience which 

exceeds the number of their Twitter followers.  

Other stakeholders remain silent on high levels of corruption. Trade unions and professional associations 

in public enterprises and other public entities should be at the forefront of the anticorruption movement 

being the first to suffer from the misuse of funds. The same stands for the users’ associations, such as 

patients’ associations, schoolchildren parents’ associations, youth associations etc. It would be expected 

that these actors formulate demands for stronger participation in the decision-making process related to 

public procurement and require more accountability from decision makers. Trade unions fail to build their 

case around the good government in public enterprises where the corrupt public procurement practices 

are most often present. These entities also spend the largest portion of funds in Western Balkans 

countries. Simple increase of the share of employees in governing boards of public enterprises to 50% 

would strengthen the position of labor in public sector and significantly contribute to lowering the level of 

corruption in the sector as employees are proven to be more interested in sound management of the 

enterprises they work in, then the outsider members of boards.  

Business sector in the Western Balkans is oddly silent about the high levels of corruption in public 

procurement. Even though corruption is among leading problems identified in the reports published by 

business associations in the region, especially those dominated by foreign investors, there are virtually 

no practical moves made by these actors so as to mitigate the problem. The sector does not even provide 

financial or technical assistance to civil society organizations which openly address corruption in public 

procurement thus promoting the interests of the business too. It seems that the business sector has in a 

way accommodated to high levels of corruption in public procurement and found their way to navigate 

through the system. Extremely low levels of competition in public procurements in the region clearly tells 

the story about prevalent corruption in public procurement. The figure of over 40% of public procurements 

with only one bid in both 2016 and 2017 in Serbia exemplifies the attitude towards the public procurement 

and nonexistent trust in this mechanism.  

The reforms of the public procurement are focused on legislation and its alignment with the EU Directives. 

Governments are obsessed with the formal side of the reform, drawing attention away from the 

implementation of the rules and its poor effects. Even though the legislation regulating public procurement 

in the Western Balkans is pretty much in line with the EU Directives it needs to be further aligned. It seems 

that the regional governments intentionally avoid full harmonization in order to leave further space for 

formalist intervention and more harmonization every time the issue of corrupt and ineffective public 

procurement systems is opened by the EU institutions or national stakeholders. Even though the 

legislation seems to be the least controversial part of the public procurement systems in the observed 

countries, the governments tend to adhere to the minimum EU standards in the area of public procurement 
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or fight against corruption which are on paper sometimes below the standards already prescribed in the 

region.  

Institutional framework related to public procurement and fight against corruption remains ineffective. 

Structures mandated to deal with these issues have grown progressively over the years in the region with 

no effects on the levels of corruption in public procurement. It is the result of a formalistic approach, but 

also of misunderstanding of the term institution building by the regional governments. It seems that 

political elites in the Western Balkans understood institution building literarily as producing new institutions 

with new competences, rather than strengthening established institutions and respecting their unique role 

and independence. Created institutions regularly lack capacities – personnel, financial and technical, to 

act and produce results. Even the efficient institutions remain ineffective in their strivings as they remain 

in silos with limited or no interoperability among institutions in charge. Flourishing institutions therefore 

result in the effects opposite to proclaimed intents, leaving fight against corruption in limbo. They remain 

as a kind of monuments to ineffective anti-corruption work in the region.  

It is not the diagnosis part that bothers anti-corruption community in the region. For almost two decades 

the problems have been identified and the corrupt practices and their promotors are well known. It is the 

way to go from there that bothers scarce anti-corruption activists in the region. The region is overwhelmed 

with strategies to curb corruption including the corruption in public procurement, but the roadmap is not 

clear at all. Such high levels of corruption cannot be cured in a piece meal fashion - they require a 

comprehensive approach covering financing of political parties, budgetary policies, taxes, subsidies, 

public-private partnerships. In all these areas the nexus of politics and economy takes its toll. The stakes 

are enormous and overcome the investment in fight against corruption by several thousand times. Such 

battle is lost even before it began.  

In such circumstances the Balkan Tender Watch coalition of civil society organizations gathered around 

the idea of narrowing the space for corruption in public procurement through:  

 identifying spots in the public procurement cycle which are vulnerable to corruption; 

 exposing corrupt practices in the observed public procurement cases; 

 proposing and advocating for policy solutions which would contribute to decrease of corruption in 

public procurement in the Western Balkans.  

Civil society joined their forces in order to overcome some of the deficiencies of the civil society 

engagement in fight against corruption such as lack of capacities and difficulties to reach their audiences. 

Alongside investigative journalists these organizations remain the only source of information for the public.  
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VALUE OF PUBLIC PROCUREMENTS 

The analysis of public procurement system as a whole, besides analysis of the legal and institutional 

framework and legislation in this field which Balkan Tender Watch coalition conducted in the past, and 

that will also be conducted in the following years of the project, also requires an analysis of the basic 

quantitative indicators of the functioning of the system and the impact of public procurement on the 

economic and social system. The GDP and the taxpayer’s money are redistributed through public 

expenditures including public procurements. This means that a quantitative analysis of the functioning of 

a public procurement system is important and necessary because public procurement procedure and 

money disbursed for public purchases i.e. their regularity and legality determine the quality of public goods 

and services. They therefore determine the level of social welfare and the living standard.  

In order to better understand public procurement systems in the Western Balkan region, we have 

compared basic statistical information pertaining to public procurements in Bosnia and Herzegovina, 

Macedonia, Montenegro, Kosovo and Serbia. The data pertain to 2015, 2016 and 2017. They are 

expressed in foreign currency i.e. Euro and in percentages and include statistical information which 

pertains to:  

 total annual public procurement value, in absolute terms as well as in proportion to the gross 

domestic product (GDP) and budgetary expenditures;  

 public procurement value according to the type of public procurement, as well as percentage 

of public procurement value according to the type of procurement;  

 public procurement value in terms of the choice of the procedure and public procurement 

value structure in terms of the applied procedure, taking into account types of procedure with the 

greatest absolute and relative prominence among conducted procedures in selected countries; 

 data which reflect intensity of competition in the field of public procurement, namely an 

average number of bids per awarded contract; 
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ANNUAL PUBLIC PROCUREMENT VALUES 

The tables and charts (1-3) are the total annual value of public procurements in five Western Balkan 

countries, namely, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Macedonia, Montenegro, Kosovo and Serbia. The data on 

the total annual public procurement value in Macedonia are shown as values which include value-added 

tax (VAT). Public Procurement Bureau collecting and keeping the data on public procurement conducted 

in Macedonia in 2009 ceased to calculate public procurement values excluding the value-added tax, with 

an explanation that only the data including the VAT are relevant because they show the real expenditure 

paid by institutions.  

In three consecutive years (2015, 2016 and 2017) of our monitoring, we observed the total annual value 

of public procurements in all countries. There is a substantial difference among annual public procurement 

values in Bosnia and Herzegovina and Serbia on the one hand, and public procurement values in 

Macedonia, Montenegro and Kosovo, which is certainly the consequence of size of states and the volume 

of their respective public sectors. 
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VALUE OF PUBLIC PROCUREMENT COMPARED TO GDP AND BUDGETARY EXPENDITURES 

The absolute value of annually procured supplies, works and services may not be a sufficiently good 

indicator for an analysis that attempts to determine the prominence of this type of public outlay in terms 

of its value. The proportion of the value of procurements to the total value of budgetary expenditures or 

the gross domestic product might be more telling about the extent of state involvement in economic 

transactions. Moreover, comparing these data with similar ones in other countries, primarily those in one’s 

geo-economic neighborhood and on a similar level of development, provides a better insight into whether 

public procurement expenditures are excessive and whether there is room for savings.  

The following six charts show the share of total annual values of public procurements in the gross 

domestic product, public expenditures and trends of these values in countries covered by the research. 

In the three selected countries (Bosnia and Herzegovina, Macedonia and Serbia), the share of public 

procurements in GDP diminished in 2017 compared to 2016. The greatest share of GDP is redistributed 

through public procurements in Montenegro followed by Kosovo, Serbia and Bosnia and Herzegovina. 

Lastly, the lowest percentage of public procurements in the country’s GDP can be found in Macedonia. 

The highest share of public procurements in GDP in 2017 was recorded in Montenegro – 12.33%, and 

the lowest in Macedonia - 6%. The average in 2017 was 7.98% of GDP, which means that in all observed 

countries except Montenegro values of the share of public procurements in the GDP were recorded below-

average. In 2016, average was higher – 8.92% and three countries were below-average value, while 

Macedonia and Montenegro were above-average. In 2015 average was around 8% and only Bosnia and 

Herzegovina and Kosovo was below-average.  

Significant decrease was recorded in Macedonia in 2017 compared to 2016. In 2016 Macedonia was “in 

the second place” with 10% and in 2017 is “in the last place” with only 6%. Analyzed annually, the highest 

share of public procurements in GDP is found in Montenegro for all three observed years – in 2015 

11.89%, in 2016 11.77% and in 2017 12.33%. Trends related to annual share of public procurement value 

in the GPD is presented in Chart 6. 
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When the share of public procurement expenditures in total budgetary expenditures is concerned, the 

average is 25.34% in 2017, 26.98% in 2016 and 25.63% in 2015. Below-average values were recorded 
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Thus, in 2017 on average approximately one-fourth of budgetary expenditures are spent on public 

procurements and around 8% of the gross domestic product is redistributed through state purchases. 

These figures are quite similar to those from the previous years, so it is hard to determine positive trends 

in terms of efforts for fiscal consolidation i.e. reducing public spending and state budget deficits.  

VALUE OF PUBLIC PROCUREMENTS IN TERMS OF THE TYPE OF PROCUREMENT  

A comparison of data on public procurement values in terms of the type of procurement reveals that in all 

countries covered by the research, the procurement of supplies prevails. In average more than 45% of 

total funds disbursed for public procurements in 2017 in four countries (Bosnia and Herzegovina, 

Macedonia, Montenegro and Kosovo), were disbursed for the procurement of supplies. This average in 

2015 was around 49%. For 2016 and 2017 values and percentages for goods and services in Serbia are 

presented as consolidated. The allocations for services are significantly lower in Montenegro and Kosovo, 

while in Bosnia and Herzegovina the value structure of public procurement in terms of the types of 

procured items is the most balanced. Average share of public procurement contracts related to woks in 

2017 was around 23.5% which is more or less same as in 2016 and 2015.  
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* Serbia - Value and percentage data for goods and services are shown consolidated for 2016 and 2017. 
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VALUE OF PUBLIC PROCUREMENTS IN TERMS OF THE CHOICE OF THE PROCUREMENT 

PROCEDURE 

The type of the applied public procurement procedure is the greatest indicator of transparency of the 

procedure and possibilities for abuse. The open procedure is recommended as the default procedure for 

conducting public procurement - precisely because of the highest degree of transparency of the 

procedure. This rule applies to all five countries covered by the research. In addition to the open 

procedure, each individual national system also applies other procedures as the negotiated procedure 

with or without publication of a procurement notice and several other standard and specific types of 

procedures. Simultaneously, the three aforementioned procedures are applied in all countries covered by 

the research and have the greatest absolute and relative prominence in terms of the ratio between the 

public procurement value and the choice of the procurement procedure. The data on the value of items 

procured using the negotiated procedures in all observed countries are lumped together and encompass 

the negotiated procedures with and without publication of a procurement notice.  
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The open procedure prevailed among procedures applied to conduct public procurements in all five 

selected countries in all three years. The value structure of public procurements shows that in all three 

years of our monitoring, the share of the open procedure in Montenegro was over 83% and as much as 

85.17% in 2017, while in both Serbia and Kosovo it was indeed very high and equaled around 82.5% on 

average. In Bosnia and Herzegovina in 2015 the share of the open procedure was around 51.5%, which 

is the lowest share of this procedure among other observed countries, but a progress has been made in 

2016 and in 2017 for almost 10 percentage points but still more than 15% below the average for 2017 

which was 78.35%. In 2017, above mentioned Bosnia and Herzegovina as well as Macedonia were 

slightly below-average while Montenegro, Kosovo and Serbia were above-average. However, it should 

be noted that Macedonia has experienced a slight decline in all three observed years and to state that it 

is necessary to stop this tendency. 
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The negotiated procedures are classified as the “procedures with” and the “procedures without” prior 

publication of a contract notice, the negotiated procedure with prior publication having the higher level of 

transparency. Average share of the negotiated procedures in 2017 was 6.12%. Bosnia and Herzegovina 

and Kosovo are above-average but still under 10% which is very good indicator that PP processes are 

conducted in transparent manner. The share of the negotiated procedures in the total value of public 

procurement in Montenegro is negligible, around 2%. Average share of the negotiated procedures for all 

three observed years in Macedonia and Serbia is around 5%. If the level of transparency in the field of 

public procurement were to be measured on the basis of the value structure of supplies, works and 

services publicly procured using the recommended public procurement procedure, then the conclusion 

could be drawn that the highest level of transparency and observance of rules regarding the choice of the 

open procedure as the basic public procurement procedure was achieved in all countries except Bosnia 

and Herzegovina. As it was mentioned, Bosnia and Herzegovina made progress in 2017 compared to 

previous years and the share of the open procedure increased, while the share of the negotiated 

procedures decreased, but the public procurement system can still be said to be less comparatively less 

transparent .  

Average share of all other procedures in the value structure in 2017 is around 15.5% and the situation 

was very similar in 2016 and 2015. Bosnia and Herzegovina and Macedonia were above-average for all 

three observed years.  

INTENSITY OF COMPETITION 

The public procurement systems which apply less transparent types of procedures, such as those without 

issuing the call for competition, are characterized by expectedly lower intensity of competition among 

bidders, precisely due to the low level of information and impossibility of bidders to submit their bids. The 

intensity of competition is best graded in terms of an average number of bids per tender i.e. the awarded 

contract and the percent of contracts awarded to the single bidder. The competitive intensity is an 

important indicator because a higher level of competitiveness leads to lower prices i.e. higher quality of 

procured items, as well as to lower and more purposeful public spending on procurement. The following 

charts show the data on the average number of bids per tender in Bosnia and Herzegovina, Macedonia, 

Montenegro, Kosovo and Serbia. In Bosnia and Herzegovina, the data indicate that there was a decrease 

of competitive intensity over the three years of our monitoring. In Serbia the average number of bids per 

tender in all three remained almost unchanged compared to the year before and is lower than the number 

of bids per tender in Macedonia. Average number of bids per tender in 2017 was 3. Macedonia, Kosovo 

and Serbia were above-average, Montenegro was below-average but made progress in 2017, while 

Bosnia and Herzegovina was more than 1 below-average and as it was already mentioned shows 
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tendency to drop even more. These findings can certainly be considered a negative indicator of the state 

of public procurement markets of these states. Kosovo has by far the best result with 4.2 bids per tender 

in 2017 but it is a significant decrease compared to 2015 where there were 5.8 bids per tender, more than 

twice compared to any other observed country. 

 

 

 

*Data for 2017 are still not publicly available 

0

1

2

3

4

5

6

B-H MACEDONIA* MONTENEGRO KOSOVO SERBIA

2015 2.57 2.91 2.84 5.8 2.9

2016 2.54 2.97 2.21 5.4 2.9

2017 1.97 3.33 2.65 4.2 3

Chart 16 - AVERAGE NUMBER OF BIDS PER TENDER
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