


FIGURE 3.2:   TEN PAN-EUROPEAN 
Corridor 8, shown in orange, overlaps and intersects

 a number of other corridors in the system.

Source:   Pan-Eurostar, 
http://ec.europa.eu/ten/transport/documentation/doc/2005_11
_24/2005_report_paneurostar_maps_en.pdf

FIGURE 3.3:  FIVE TRANSNATIONAL 
An expanded network absorbs Corridor VIII

within an axis to the Caspian Sea and North Africa.

Source:   Commission of the European Communities, 
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=COM: 
2007:0032:FIN:EN:PDF (2009.06.21).

Pan-European Corridor VIII 

activity it supports.  The southern 
Balkan region through which C
VIII passes is one of the poorest 
corners of Europe, occupied by newly 
independent post-Communist states 
with fledgeling private sectors and 
weak institutional capacity.  Assistance 
in organizing a network of 
stakeholders along the Corridor has 
materialized at the hands of an 
expatriate business group.  Yet the 
network remains heavily reliant on 
outside support, and it has proved a 
struggle to keep it going.  Corridor VIII 
is now at a critical juncture where 
delivering on its economic promise will 
depend on coordination at the national 
level and initiative at the local level. 

The EC began in the early 1990s 
to look beyond its borders toward 
developing transport connectivity with 
the rapidly transforming post
bloc to the east.  A meeting in 
in 1991 conceptualized the corridor 
system, with follow-up meetings in 
1994 in Crete and 1997 in Helsinki 
defining ten inter-connecting routes 
(see Figure 3.2) plus four sea
centered areas.  The routes emanate 
outward from major cities in Germany, 
Austria, and Italy connecting at these 
nodes with the Trans-European 
Network (TEN) internal to the 
EU-15.  The major expansion of the 
EU in 2004 brought segments of the 
Pan-European system inside the EU 
domain.  Soon on the heels of that, 
Bulgaria’s accession in 2007 put a 
significant portion of Corridor VIII on 
the inside too.  With Macedonia 
having achieved EU candidate status 
and Albania aspiring to such, the 
remainder of the Corridor will be 
absorbed eventually.   

As the EU has pushed its 
boundaries outward, so too has it 
extended its purview for external 
transport networking.  A system of five 
Transnational Axes was outlined in 
2007 (see Figure 3.3).  The South 
Eastern Axis integrates Corridor VIII 
then proceeds through Turkey with 
one branch extending to the Caspian 
Sea and another coursing through the 
Middle East to Egypt.  While this 
expansion builds on Corridor VIII as a 
conduit, it also spreads EU resources 
more thinly at a time when priorities in 
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infrastructure development are focused on new member states.  EC attention to Corridor VIII has 
tended to ebb and flow in response to competing demands and concerns of the moment.  For this 
reason, it behooves the interests aligned along the corridor to organize and make their case for 
allocations of resources. 

The Pan-European Corridors are formalized by Memorandums of Understanding signed by the 
EC and the respective Transport Ministries of the countries involved.  The MOU for Corridor VIII was 
finalized in 2002 with Italy, Albania, fYR Macedonia, Bulgaria, Greece, Turkey, and the EC signing on.  
Each corridor is overseen by a steering committee that directs a secretariat in the management of 
operations.  A 2005 status report commissioned by the EC2 notes that the quality of administration 
varies greatly among the ten corridors.  Some have websites; some do not.  Some steering 
committees meet regularly and some secretariats are well-staffed, active, and effective; others not as 
much so.  Corridor VIII receives accolades in the report for annual steering committee meetings and a 
well-kept and informative website. 

The MOU for Corridor VIII3 provides for governance under a steering committee consisting of one 
representative and one deputy representative from each country.  The steering committee is 
mandated to meet at least once a year and to report regularly to the EC Directorate-General for 
Energy and Transport (DG TREN).  The first meeting of the steering committee in 2003 established 
the Secretariat in Bari, Italy with financing from the Italian government through an initial phase which 
has just ended in 2009.  Allocation of funding for a second phase is under consideration.  The 
Secretariat, when in operation, employed a professional staff of four:  a coordinator trained in urban 
and regional planning; an economist; a public relations officer; and an operations assistant.   

The strong support of the Italian government has clearly been instrumental to the success of 
Corridor VIII through its initial phase.  Italy has been motivated in providing this support by the belief 
that closer economic integration and the fostering of good relations with South Eastern Europe serve 
its own economic and strategic interests.  Coordinator of the Secretariat Michele Grimaldi speaks of 
the team’s dedication to this mission and his own love of the region and its peoples and cultures as 
forces in their success.  An early payoff for Italian business has come in the form of the state 
engineering firm winning major contracts for projects along the Corridor. 

Corridor VIII was not an obvious candidate for success, and despite initial progress in organizing 
and identifying shared goals there is still a long way to go to achieve meaningful integration.  Albania 
has a history of isolation maintained behind barriers of water on one side and mountains on the other.  
Macedonia was formerly a part of Yugoslavia, the violent break-up of which has given rise to a slew of 
embattled new states.  Though Bulgaria gained NATO membership in 2004 and Albania in 2008, 
Macedonia’s admission is being held up by Greece which objects to the country’s name on grounds 
that it implies a claim to the Greek state of the same name.  Fractiousness is synonymous with the the 
Balkans.  Under the entry “Balkanization” on Wikipedia, a time-dimensional map captures the region’s 
fragmentation vividly.4  Just how deeply undermining ethnic and social divisions are to corridor 
development in the Balkans has even provided fodder for a documentary film (see Box 3.1). 

These deeply rooted social impediments to the loosening of borders are pitted against a strong 
countervailing force .  An integrating Europe holds powerful gravitational attraction for backward 
countries at the periphery.  Albania, Macedonia, and Bulgaria cannot afford to be left out and the 
governments of these countries understand this.  Turkey too desires EU membership and sees 
Corridor VIII as a vital link binding it to Europe.  Greece’s interests are more conflicted, however.  
Another transit route from the Adriatic to the Black Sea runs through Greece to Istanbul in competition 
with Corridor VIII.  Bulgaria’s accession to the EU has actually boosted the appeal of this alternative 
route to the Mediterranean from Bulgaria since Bulgaria’s border crossing with Greece is now 
governed by the ease and regularity of EU internal transit.  The untoward effect for Corridor VIII has 
been a hardening of Bulgaria’s border with Macedonia since Macedonia is not EU compliant.  The 
competitiveness of Corridor VIII depends, then, on Albania and Macedonia making progress toward 
harmonization with EU standards and procedures, and eventually achieving full EU membership. 

                                                 
2Commission of the European Communities, Extension of the Major Trans-European Transport Axes to the 
Neighbouring Countries: Guidelines for Transport in Europe and Neibouring Regions (Brussels, 2007),    
http://ec.europa.eu/ten/transport/documentation/doc/2005_11_24/2005_report_paneurostar_en.pdf. 
3 Memorandum of Understanding for Corridor VIII:  http://www.corridor8.org/index2.php?page=document&id=25.  
4 Wikipedia, entry on “Balkanization”, http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Balkanization.  



Pan-European Corridor VIII 

 

A multiplicity of cross-cutting institutional forums has been established to promote development of 
the East European states with an eye to their eventual incorporation into the EU.  The express goal of 
the EU in the region is “to extend the principles of the ‘Single Market’, promote political and economic 
reform, development and modernisation for mutual benefit.”5  Major forums serving this goal include: 

• Central European Initiative (CEI)6:  established in 1989; current members number 18 
nation states including Italy, Albania, fYR Macedonia, and Bulgaria; main aim is “to 
help transition countries in Central Europe come closer to the EU.”  CEI has been a 
participant in Corridor VIII Steering Committee meetings along with DG TREN. 

• Regional Cooperation Council (RCC)7:  launched in 2008 as the more regionally 
owned successor to the EU-driven Stability Pact for South Eastern Europe which was 
founded in 1999; members comprise a diverse collection of 45 countries, 
organizations, and international financial institutions, with all countries involved in 
Corridor VIII among the ranks; work focuses on the six priority areas of “economic and 
social development, energy and infrastructure, justice and home affairs, security 
cooperation, building human capital, and parliamentary cooperation.” 

                                                 
5 Commission of the European Communities, op. cit., p. 3. 
6 Central European Initiative website:  http://www.ceinet.org/home.php (2009.06.18). 
7 Regional Cooperation Council website:  http://www.rcc.int/ (2009.06.19). 

BOX 3.1:   “C ORRIDOR #8:   A NON-ROAD MOVIE BY BORIS DESPODOV”  
 

A documentary film on Corridor VIII has been making the rounds of film festivals to 
niche acclaim, a first for a Bulgarian filmmaker.  The following passage is 
excerpted from a review of this satirical take on the Corridor. 

 
In 1997 the European Union inaugurated Corridor #8, a project to link the Black Sea to the 
Adriatic by creating transportation channels between Bulgaria, Macedonia and Albania, all 
neighboring countries that, logically, should already be connected. However, as any good 
Balkan resident or visitor knows, logic is the last quality expected. What Despodov reveals as he 
travels the stated path from the Bulgarian Bourgas to Albanian Durres are a people mistrustful 
of their neighbors and unimpressed by grand claims from local and European politicos. 

A perfect example are the train tracks in the 
Bulgarian town of Gyueshevo, on the border with 
Macedonia. Less than 550 yards of rail lines need 
finishing to connect the village with its neighbor 
across the frontier, but the incomplete tunnel 
begun by the occupying Germans in 1941 is still 
being used to grow mushrooms and store cheese. 
Plenty of delegations come, with hyperbole and 
promises, but it remains impossible to get from 
Bulgaria to Macedonia by train. 

Most interviewees are vaguely aware of the term 
Corridor #8, but few know anything concrete, and 
in economically depressed regions where 
nationalities are deeply suspect of each other, 
there’s little support on the ground. Besides 
distrust of their neighbors, few have faith in the 
European Union, all with an attitude whose origins  
go back nearly a century to the redrawing of the map following the two world wars. Add to that 
a disturbingly underdeveloped infrastructure and it’s little wonder skepticism and apathy are 
rampant.  
 
Source:  “Corridor #8” movie website, http://www.corridor8.info/ (2009.06.11), review reprinted from Jay 
Weissberg, Variety, 10 February 2008. 

 
Unfinished tunnel on the Bulgarian 
side of the border with Macedonia. 
Source:  Corridor 8 Secretariat, 
http://www.corridor8.org/index2.php?page=
document&id=4 (2009.06.11), p.55. 
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• Central Europe Free Trade Agreement (CEFTA)8:  enlarged and amended in 2006; 
evolving membership is exclusive to non-EU members with a current roster of eight 
countries including Albania and fYR Macedonia; aims at developing trade relations 
among parties in conformance with WTO rules. 

• South East Europe Core Regional Transport Network supported by a permanent 
secretariat, the South East Europe Transport Observatory (SEETO)9:  established in 
2004; membership by countries of the Western Balkans, including Albania and fYR 
Macedonia, plus the EC; aim is “to promote cooperation on the development of the 
main and ancillary infrastructure on the multimodal Network and to promote and 
enhance local capacity for the implementation of investment programmes, 
management and data collection and analysis on the Network.”  Pan-European 
Corridors V, VII, VIII, and X form the heart of the Network.  Donor activities are 
coordinated by a steering group that consists of the EC, the World Bank, the 
European Investment Bank, the European Bank for Reconstruction and Development, 
the Council of Europe Development Bank, and the RCC. 

These organizations create a thick web of support for both infrastructural and institutional 
development along Corridor VIII.  The desire and the capacity of Albania, Macedonia, and Bulgaria to 
take advantage of this support has evolved notably in the space of a few years according to 
Secretariat Coordinator Grimaldi.  The Secretariat has found national governments open to advice 
and increasingly enthusiastic in their cooperation.  Ministers are attentive and though the civil service 
is still developing in professionalism and efficiency, decisions can often be reached quickly and with 
authority.  The three governments are now taking initiative in seeking project finance and in 
coordinating efforts across borders in a way that they were not capable of doing when Corridor VIII 
was first launched.  The outward change in behavior rests on an underlying change in belief that the 
opening of borders matters for future prosperity. 

The most tangible result of the first phase in the life of Corridor VIII is completion of three studies 
organized by transport sector and aim at identifying priority initiatives.  The study on railroads has 
been publicly released, while the study on roads and that on ports and logistics are pending release.10  
These studies represent a major achievement on a number of levels.  Most prosaically, a wealth of 
information from the countries involved was assembled into a coherent regional framework and a 
diversity of potential infrastructure projects was systematically assessed.  Arguably more significant, 
the joint undertaking helped to forge a cooperative spirit and galvanize a sense of shared purpose in 
the Corridor endeavor.  Finally, the exercise of conducting the study brought a realization that the 
most pressing needs for improving the functionality of the Corridor lay beyond physical infrastructure. 

The key needs identified are for:  (i) harmonization of standards with respect, for example, to such 
matters as signaling, security, and technical characteristics of vessels for port handling; and 
(ii) coordination of border crossing procedures.  For harmonization of standards, the EC provides a 
target framework, the challenge for Corridor VIII countries being to design a transition process and 
build appropriate legal and regulatory systems to manage compliance.  For border crossing 
procedures, the current state of affairs in the Balkans involves pairwise bilateral agreements that must 
give way to an all-encompassing agreement for the region as a whole.  Formal agreements of any 
sort such as they are, however, the reality is that customs clearance is currently erratic and 
unpredictable.  Truck crossing at the borders between Albania and Macedonia and between 
Macedonia and Bulgaria is so bound up in mismanagement and corruption that a process that can 
sometimes take two hours can at other times take two days. 

To address needs in the areas of administration and coordination will require a push into a new 
phase of Corridor VIII organization and commitment.  Recognizing this, the four countries along the 
main route signed a declaration in February 2009 to move beyond the MOU currently in force and 

                                                 
8 Central Europe Free Trade Agreement website:  http://www.cefta2006.com/en-index.php (2009.06.19). 
9 South East Europe Transport Observatory website:  http://www.seetoint.org/ (2009.06.19). 
10 The study on railroads is available at http://corridor8.org/index2.php?page=document&id=4 (2009.06.25).  A 
summary of findings from the three studies has been released in PowerPoint form by Michele Grimaldi at 
http://www.internationaltransportforum.org/Proceedings/Border2009/09Grimaldi2.pdf (2009.06.25), with an 
abstract posted at http://www.internationaltransportforum.org/Proceedings/Border2009/09Grimaldi.pdf 
(2009.06.25). 
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institute a more binding form of agreement.  This will create a framework for joint determination of 
rules and regulations in such areas as electrification, rail gauge, communications systems, truck axle 
loads, signaling systems, intermodal connectivity, safety requirements, and environmental protection.  
Commitments on information sharing will also be essential.  Finally, cooperation on customs services, 
visa issuance, and the installation and operation of joint border crossing posts are on the agenda as 
well. 

A new phase is also in the offing for the Secretariat which has run its course under a first 
installment of funding and will need to be refinanced and reconstituted.  Through the first round, the 
cost was borne entirely by the Italian government.  For the next round, a sharing of the burden by the 
Balkan members, even with contributions expressed in in-kind terms, would connote a maturing of the 
organization and provide these members with a stronger sense of their status as stakeholders. 

In many respects, the development of Corridor VIII is now at a critical juncture.  Infrastructure 
needs have been prioritized; even more important needs in administration and coordination have 
been accorded due recognition; and agreement has been reached to form new governance structures.  
All this is significant.  But in the next phase the real work of development must rest with local 
communities and the non-state sector.  The Secretariat has been conscientious about laying 
groundwork for such development by liaising with the business community and the general public 
throughout the first phase.  In the process of conducting the transport sector studies government 
working groups met half a dozen times or so for each study and included private sector 
representatives in the discussions.  The Secretariat and national governments have conducted 
outreach through embassies, chambers of commerce, industry associations, and other civil society 
groups and have fielded speakers to interested organizations to apprise their members of Corridor 
progress.  As part of the study on roads, the work team conducted a survey of transport operators to 
gather input on a wide variety of issues so as to better respond to community needs.  That survey 
solocited information on:  road safety and security; trip comfort; quality of road maintenance; 
information to drivers; port connections; customs efficiency; and preferences among alternative routes.  
Such engagement between national level planners and the users on the ground is vital for success. 

From there it is up to those on the ground to animate the Corridor with commerce.  For a region 
long mired in isolation and still making the transition to a market economy, this is a tall order.  Balkan 
people are described by one Albanian-American with business experience in the land of his forebears 
as tending to work as individuals or in small groups, grassroots organizing and working through 
institutional processes not being a trait of the local culture historically.11  There is a high degree of 
self-employment with little impetus for small businesses to grow into larger ones.  Against this 
backdrop, a group of Americans of Albanian ancestry has tried to build civil society in the region to 
extract the potential benefits of Corridor VIII.  Their efforts have resulted in the formation of the 
Corridor VIII Local Economic Development (LED) Network which was formally chartered as an 
international non-government organization in 2005 after more than five years of functioning as a loose 
alliance.12   A consultant involved in the undertaking describes the creation of the Network as being 
motivated by the desire to bring key stakeholders in the Corridor into the process of developing it (see 
Box 3.2). 

Founding members of the Network include the municipalities of the capital cities through which 
the Corridor passes – Tirana, Sofia, and Skopje; the municipality of Bari in Italy; the Albanian 
American Trade and Development Association;13 and various community-building organizations such 
as the Foundation for Local Government Reform (FLGR) in Bulgaria,14 the Association of the Units of 
Local Self-Government of the Republic of Macedonia (ZELS),15 and the Riinvest Institute in Kosovo.16  
Subsequently, many more municipalities along the route have become members along with a variety 
of other organizations including local chambers of commerce, industry associations, and development 
agencies.  There are no fees payable for joining.  Rather, the Network has relied on outside funding to 

                                                 
11 Mark Kosmo, e-mail correspondence, 18 May 2009. 
12 Corridor VIII LED Network website:  http://www.corridor8led.net/home/index.asp (2009.06.28). 
13 Albanian American Trade and Development Association documentation of Corridor VIII LED Network activities:  
http://www.albaniabiz.org/corridor/index.html (2009.06.28). 
14 FLGR website:  http://www.flgr.bg/en/cms/About+us/Introduction/o/674/o/o/1 (2009.06.28). 
15 ZELS website:  http://www.zels.org.mk/eng_index.htm (2009.06.28). 
16 Riinvest Institute website:  http://www.riinvestinstitute.org/?cid=2,2 (2009.06.28). 
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finance its activities.  Important funding sources have included the US Agency for International 
Development and the Open Society Foundation. 

 

The guiding philosophy of the Corridor VIII LED Network is rooted in the principle of local 
economic development as “a process by which public, business and non-governmental sector 
partners work collectively to create better conditions for economic growth and employment 
generation.”17  This philosophy manifests itself as the mobilization of broad participation by local 
people fostered through inclusive governance structures and a positive business climate.  The 
Network serves its philosophy by providing:18 

• assistance in intergovernmental relations through an information sharing and 
coordinated advocacy program to support further international donor support for 
corridor construction and development,  

• valuable knowledge sharing to and among members about current Corridor VIII 
development plans and progress,  

• assistance to localities in developing and coordinating local economic development 
strategies that take the regional Corridor VIII development project into account, and  

• help to members in generating concepts for cross border development projects and 
identifying funding sources for them.  

While Corridor VIII LED Network is ostensibly all about mobilizing local stakeholders, it was in fact 
organized and has been largely sustained by outsiders.  For the organization’s mission to be truly 
carried out, the local community will need to take on a more active leadership role.  This has yet to 
happen.  Board member Thomas England describes the current state of the Network as one of 

                                                 
17 World Bank, LED Quick Reference, December 2003, http://www.corridor8led.net/pdfs/LED-ref-guide.pdf 
(2009.06.28). 
18 Corridor VIII LED Network, http://www.corridor8led.net/why-corridor/index.asp (2009.06.26). 

BOX 3.2:   MOTIVATION FOR CORRIDOR VIII LED NETWORK 
 

The writer, Thomas England, was engaged as a consultant to the US Agency for 
International Development for work on local economic development in Albania and 
Macedonia when he learned of a 1998 study by the US Trade and Development 
Agency outlining a long term plan for transport infrastructure investment along 
Corridor VIII.  Discovery that such a Corridor was in the planning stages reshaped 
his approach to development in the region. 

 
While involved in USAID projects of local government assistance in Albania, and later in 

Macedonia, I came across the USTDA study and realized how much its development would 
profoundly affect the economies of the many municipalities near its route.  Focusing on the local 
economic development of these economies, it was quite evident that its impact was not really 
being taken into consideration by local authorities.  While it was understandable that 
communities that had immediate needs for jobs and basic public services would not be focusing 
on developments that were longer term, it was evident that the process of making these 
communities more aware was vital to their well being.  It also became clear that the major 
players in the development of this project were the usual ones—the national level ministries and 
international donor agencies that would provide the bulk of the funding for infrastructure 
development.  The stakeholders who were not at the table were the local governments and the 
citizens they represented.  Nor were the representatives of the newly evolving private sectors of 
these countries sitting at the table. Through my work with the Albanian American Trade & 
Development Association, local governments and similar stakeholder organizations in 
Macedonia, Bulgaria, Italy, Kosovo, and Albania, we organized an alliance to bring these 
stakeholders into the process. 
 
Source:  Thomas England, “Corridor VIII – Its Impact on Regional Economic Development”, November, 
2005, http://www.corridor8led.net/network-docs/Tomarticle2006.asp (2009.06.11).  



Pan-European Corridor VIII 

 31

dormancy.  Having no steady source of internal funds, the Network must rely on generating external 
donations and has followed this model from one event to the next.  A conference originally targeted 
for the Spring of 2009 has yet to take place by mid-summer.  For the event to transpire eventually, a 
donor will need to be induced to provide support. 

Corridor VIII is a relatively young entity that has nevertheless made substantial progress against 
unpromising initial odds.  A long history of ethnic and religious strife combined with decades of 
domination by the Soviet Union created less than ideal conditions for economic development in the 
Southern Balkans.  Breaks in infrastructure at the borders that have stunted economic interaction 
between neighbors have compounded the problem.  What the region has had going for it is a lot of 
outside help and, importantly in turn, a receptivity to such help.  The European Union has provided a 
model and a source of guidance along with the very compelling enticement of membership.  Italy has 
given the Corridor its Secretariat.  And an ethnically allied expat business community has aided in 
grassroots institutional development. 

The infrastructure will no doubt be built to provide rail and improved road connectivity across the 
borders.  That is the easy part.  More difficult will be developing the institutions to facilitate economic 
development along the Corridor.  The national governments have declared their intention to establish 
a forum for achieving binding agreement on harmonization of standards and cooperation in border 
crossing procedures.  The real work of development will then rest at the grassroots with local 
communities and business enterprises.  Progress in this will be measured over years and decades to 
come. 
 
 
 
 

 


