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Introduction 

The collapse of Yugoslavia in 1991 led to the birth of several nation states, with the Former Yugoslav 
Republic of Macedonia (henceforth FYROM) being one of the initial offspring. Compared to the rest 
of the ex-Yugoslav countries, the self-proclaimed Republic of Macedonia largely evaded the ethnic 
bloodshed, but had to deal with other significant problems. Inter alia, its name has been an outstanding 
issue for its international standing.  
 
Ever since the FYROM inception, its southern neighbour Greece has protested against the adopted 
name and refused to grant official recognition to Skopje. According to Athens, Macedonia was (and 
still is) a geographical region within Greek borders, ruling out any foreign aspiration to claim 
ownership over the province. Outside of the regional diplomatic implications, FYROM’s ambitions 
to join the EU and NATO have been slashed by Greece, which has instigated vetoes against the ex-
Yugoslav republic on the basis of its formal opposition to the name.1  
 
The name change deal secured by the Prespa Agreement has constituted a dramatic breakthrough in 
the 27-year long diplomatic impasse, with both Athens and Skopje putting aside their difference in 
their quest to commit to the stability of the Balkans and Europe. The two countries have faced 
challenges in the name change process, but they have also received praise from the international 
community for their persistence in ending the dispute.   
 
The History behind the Prespa Agreement 
 
The Prespa agreement was reached on 12 June 2018 between Greece and North Macedonia, under 
the United Nations' auspices. The name Republic of Macedonia was recognised as such by more than 
130 countries, but not by the UN, NATO or the EU, in all three cases because of the objections of 
Greece, which claimed that the term ‘Macedonia’ usurped its own ancient heritage and implied 
territorial ambitions on its northern province of the same name, the birthplace of Alexander the Great.2  
 
The dispute arose from the ambiguity in nomenclature between the former Yugoslav state, the 
adjacent Greek region of Macedonia, and the ancient Greek kingdom of Macedon (which falls mostly 
within Greek Macedonia). Citing historical and irredentist concerns, Greece opposed the use of the 
name "Macedonia" by Skopje without a geographical qualifier such as "Northern Macedonia." As 
millions of ethnic Greeks identify themselves as Macedonians, unrelated to the Slavic people 
denomination, Greece has further objected to the use of the term "Macedonian" for the neighbouring 
country's largest ethnic group and its language.  
 
On 20 June 2018, the Prespa agreement was firstly ratified by the Macedonian parliament with 69 
MPs voting in favour of it. Soon after, NATO invited the Republic of North Macedonia to start 
accession talks in a bid to become the Euro-Atlantic alliance's 30th member, with the protocol finally 
signed in February 2019. Subsequently, the Zoran Zaev’s government announced the formal 
activation of the constitutional amendments which effectively renamed the country as North 
Macedonia and informed the United Nations and its members.  
 
  
 
 
                                                
1https://edition.cnn.com/2019/02/13/europe/north-macedonia-name-change-intl/index.html 
2https://ipfs.io/ipfs/QmXoypizjW3WknFiJnKLwHCnL72vedxjQkDDP1mXWo6uco/wiki/Macedonia_naming_dispute.
html 
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A new friendship built 
 
"We have lost a lot of time and now we must rapidly catch up," Mr. Tsipras told reporters at a joint 
news conference. "We want to build a strong bond of trust and stability.” Leaders and ministers from 
the two countries signed multiple friendship agreements to establish embassies in both capitals, ease 
trade barriers and allow for the Greek military to police North Macedonia's airspace. The Greek PM 
spoke of a new a promising, creative and European perspective through an air-flight metaphor: 

 
"When I used to take a plane to Europe, the pilot would avoid the airspace of what was 
the former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia. Now we will no longer have this nonsense. 
We might fly around here just to say hello.”3 

 
Mr. Tsipras went on to emphasise the prospects for an optimistic future, where the “leadership is a 
matter of creating opportunities for the generations to come to a prosperous future… [one] 
[under]written by those who have the courage and strategic vision to rise to the occasion”.4 

 
North Macedonia and Greece have taken a giant leap forward that will hopefully promote the spirit 
of cooperation in the Western Balkans, showcasing what can be achieved through dialogue. It might 
even inspire the Kosovo and Serb leaders to resolve their equally fragmented relationship. 
Reconciliation brings the benefit of enlarging the members in the European Union and ensures 
stability in the fields such as security and migration for the Western Balkans.5 

 
Mr. Zaev and Mr. Tsipras have received international appreciation for realising the Prespa agreement. 
On 16 February, they received at the Munich Security Conference the 'Ewald von Kleist Award', and 
have also been nominated for the Nobel Peace Prize by senior members of the European Parliament. 
 
Greece faces the challenges of the Prespa Agreement  
 
One of the difficulties in ratifying the Prespa Agreement was the fact that SYRIZA MPs were the 
only sizeable voting bloc that would support it. All the opposition parties, with the exception of the 
minor Potami party, were expected to vote against it. Moreover, the junior government coalition 
partner, the Independent Greeks (ANEL), also declared that they would reject the accord. 
Recognising this reality, top SYRIZA officials repeatedly stated that the majority that would ratify 
the Prespa Agreement will be one of MPs, not parties.6 The defense minister Panos Kammenos, the 
leader of the ANEL, announced his resignation over the issue, following talks at the prime minister’s 
residence. Indeed, the name-change deal stirred up political turmoil, fuelling speculation about 
possible snap elections. 
 
The Greek government presented several separate arguments why the Prespa Agreement is important 
and beneficial. According to Mr. Tsipras administration, the most significant advantage for Greece 
would be that the United Nations and the international community at large would stop referring to its 
northern neighbour as simply “Macedonia,” and would replace the contentious name with “North 
Macedonia,” which would offer a clear differentiation.  
 

                                                
3 https://www.nytimes.com/aponline/2019/04/02/world/europe/ap-eu-north-macedonia-greece.html 
4 https://www.securityconference.de/en/news/article/alexis-tsipras-and-zoran-zaev-receive-ewald-von-kleist-award/ 
5 https://www.euractiv.com/section/enlargement/interview/mogherini-fyrom-name-change-deal-will-transform-entire-
south-east-europe/ 
6 https://www.opensocietyfoundations.org/sites/default/files/north-macedonia-what%27s-next-20190115.pdf 



 
 

 
 

4 

HOW NORTH MACEDONIA’S REBRANDED NAME AFFECTS ITS 
INTERNATIONAL POSITION? 

Thus, the logic would dictate that the Republic of North Macedonia will have no claims whatsoever 
in regards to ancient Macedonia’s cultural heritage and history. In particular, its citizens will have to 
recognise that the people of the new country are not descendants of Alexander the Great. 
Constitutional changes in the Republic of North Macedonia will reflect historical facts (or at least 
ones accepted by Greece) by enshrining the deal into national law.  
 
Moreover, the Balkan country would be expected to change the names of all state and public 
organisations, agencies and institutions, this benefit is also sometimes mentioned as the most 
important benefit, since the name change is erga omnes.7 All these would result in the disappearance 
of Greek irredentist references and claims.8 The other benefits listed by the Greek government 
connect to improving North Macedonia’s European/NATO prospects, whereby the danger of third 
powers threatening Greece’s northern border would be eliminated; and new mutually-beneficial trade 
deals would be negotiated with the Republic of North Macedonia. 
 
Russian interest in the Western Balkans 
 
Contrary to the Member States, Russia attempted to thwart the Prespa agreement.9 Moscow had 
invested a lot in the Western Balkans with propaganda, as they have seen Macedonia as “crucial” part 
for fighting against the NATO and EU, so North Macedonia would be kept out of Euro-Atlantic 
structures. Russia sees the expansion of NATO as a security concern. While North Macedonia does 
not pose a direct threat to Moscow with its current economic and military capacities as well as its 
geopolitical location, its accession to the Alliance can still be highly significant for Moscow due to 
various reasons. Some of the reasons would be that taking Balkan country into NATO, would 
roadblock the Russian influence regionally.10 
 
According to the National Security Concept of the Russian Federation (2000) and Russian 
Federation's National Security Strategy (2015), NATO is often described as a threat to the Russian 
national security. Hence, Moscow perceives any act of NATO enlargement as a threat and adopts 
highly aggressive policies to obstruct it. Moscow fears that North Macedonia’s accession might result 
in a domino effect in other NATO-partner countries, such as Bosnia and Herzegovina, Ukraine, 
Moldova, and Georgia.11 

 
Russia is distressed that North Macedonia’s accession to the Alliance will not only enable NATO to 
achieve a broader territorial control and a superiority of power in the region, but also to prevent a 
strategic Russian pipeline route, passing through the Balkans.12 Known as the Turk Stream, the 
pipeline is one of the biggest investments, which will strengthen the Russian influence in Europe, the 
pipeline will transverse the Black Sea between Russia and Turkey. To reach Serbia (the most 
pronounced strategic partner of Russia on the peninsula), the gas line has to pass through 
Macedonia.13 As it stands, the relationship between North Macedonia and Serbia has been hectic. The 
myth of “Greater Albania” has definitely surfaced the ethnic tension between the ex-Yugoslav 
republics.  

                                                
7 http://www.ekathimerini.com/228669/opinion/ekathimerini/comment/why-a-name-deal-with-fyrom-must-be-erga-
omnes 
8 https://greece.greekreporter.com/2019/02/12/gains-and-losses-for-greece-after-the-birth-of-north-macedonia/ 
9 https://emerging-europe.com/intelligence/north-macedonia-has-a-name-whats-next/ 
10 https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/global-opinions/macedonia-is-a-tiny-country-with-a-giant-russia-
problem/2018/09/20/47a674d2-bb6b-11e8-a8aa-860695e7f3fc_story.html?noredirect=on&utm_term=.fd9c3a422390 
11 https://www.aa.com.tr/en/analysis/gamble-with-russia-nato-enlargement-and-north-macedonia/1442386# 
12 https://www.investigate-europe.eu/whos-been-meddling-in-macedonia-not-only-who-you-think/ 
13 https://foreignpolicy.com/2019/03/12/russia-turkstream-oil-pipeline/ 
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North Macedonian media didn’t hold back in publishing a photo of a Serbian intelligence officer who 
worked for the Serbian Embassy in Skopje, Goran Živaljević, amongst the mob. The suspicion was 
that Mr. Živaljević was trying to exploit the domestic public protests, excoriating the loss of identity 
and history, which the former name FYROM stood for. The Serbian investigative websites KRIK and 
OCCRP imbued credibility to the story by revealing transcripts of conversations among Živaljević 
and pro-Russian Serbian politicians and journalist, indicating attempts to interfere in the turmoil in 
the country. Shortly after, Živaljević left North Macedonia and the Serbian government pulled its 
entire embassy staff from the country.14 The incident is considered to be an indication of attempted 
Russian foreign influence.  
 
Furthermore, Russia allegedly incited a disinformation rumour in North Macedonia about the 
prevalence of endemic corruption, plaguing Mr. Zaev’s government. According to the New York 
Times the US Congress recognised the severity of the fake news circulation and decided to allocate 
$8 million specifically for Macedonia “to fight Russian disinformation campaigns.”15 On the other 
hand, Moscow has continued to deny the accusation of wrong-doing. 
 
A new future for the North of Macedonia 
 
This new agreement changed a way of history and starting a new economic revival for North 
Macedonia. After decade’s worth of hardship, the Prespa ratifications have finally paved the way to 
NATO and EU membership.16 
 
Today Greece and Northern Macedonia are two neighbours that have shown commitment to 
friendship, cooperation and solidarity, and set an example in the Balkans and in Europe. Both states 
are determined to continue to build on what was achieved by Prespa Agreement. Areas of common 
interest are to be strengthened, namely: trade, economic exchanges, tourism, energy, culture, military, 
etc. The EU accession negotiations can, thus, be resumed at the European summit meeting in 
July 2019, but will remain dependent on the government’s ability to pursue reforms to address 
Macedonia’s structural problems.  
 
The road ahead is still a long one. Within the Industrial and Technological Development Zones, 
foreign companies benefit from significant tax breaks and low labour costs, they also have to cope 
with a shortage of skilled labour, inadequate infrastructure, insufficient resources allocated to 
research and development, slow domestic payments, lengthy court procedures and corruption.17 
These are issues that have to be addressed along the path of EU integration.  
 
As for the Russian, it seems as though the Kremlin has acknowledged the reality of the situation, i.e. 
North Macedonia’s imminent accession to NATO, by extending official recognition for the new 
name.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
14 https://www.opensocietyfoundations.org/sites/default/files/north-macedonia-what%27s-next-20190115.pdf 
15 https://www.nytimes.com/2018/09/16/world/europe/macedonia-referendum-russia-nato.html 
16 https://nationalinterest.org/feature/north-macedonia-name-agreement-age-nationalism-44557 
17 https://www.coface.com/Economic-Studies-and-Country-Risks/North-Macedonia 
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