
 

   

 
 

WESTERN BALKANS REGIONAL HUB INAUGURAL WORKSHOP 
Sarajevo, Bosnia and Herzegovina 

8 – 9 February 2023 

 
Above: Mayors and local government officials from across the Western Balkans were joined in Sarajevo by national 

government, civil society and multilateral partners to assess the role of local governments in leading extremism and hate 
prevention initiatives and inform the priorities of Strong Cities’ newly-launched Western Balkans Regional Hub.   

Overview 

Strong Cities launched its Western Balkans Regional Hub in late 2022 to provide a platform for cities 

to strengthen regional dialogue and cooperation in addressing common challenges and pursuing 

opportunities to strengthen leadership of local government in the prevention and response to 

extremism, hate and polarisation. This is crucial in the Western Balkans, where the design and 

deployment of national frameworks to address these challenges are traditionally dominated by 

central authorities, especially by national security agencies. While preventing and countering violent 

extremism (P/CVE) programmes and policy frameworks are abundant in the Western Balkans, city 

leaders and practitioners from around the region have emphasised that these tend to overlook local 

governments and their role in P/CVE and addressing related localised threats in their communities.  

The Regional Hub’s Inaugural Workshop in Sarajevo, Bosnia and Herzegovina (BiH) on 8-9 February 

2023 included some 50 mayors, local government and civil society practitioners, national government 

representatives and multilateral partners from across the Western Balkans. They discussed the role 

local governments can play in addressing extremism, hate and polarisation and advised on how the 

Regional Hub can best support cities in the Western Balkans going forward.  

Workshop participants focused on several salient themes that will inform Strong Cities' approach in 

the region, including:   

• the role of mayors and other local leaders in extremism and hate prevention and response;  

https://strongcitiesnetwork.org/en/virtual-launch-western-balkans-hub/


 

   

 
 

• opportunities for city-to-city peer learning on the country and regional level;  

• barriers to cooperation between national and local government stakeholders on P/CVE and 

related issues;  

• opportunities to leverage existing multi-agency prevention networks to strengthen a whole-

of-society approach to extremism and hate prevention; 

• mechanisms for building trust between local governments and communities, particularly 

young people and marginalised groups; and 

• training, technical support and other capacity-building needs of local government. 

Key Recommendations 

Participants recommended several priorities for the Regional Hub to pursue over the coming months. 

These include: 

1. Supporting mayors and local leaders to better understand and develop their role in preventing 

and responding to extremism, hate and polarisation. Efforts should support cities to:  

a. clarify the mandate of local government in these fields;  

b. identify and leverage existing structures, policies, resources and services; 

c. break silos between extremism and hate prevention, peacebuilding, reconciliation, 

human rights promotion and youth empowerment efforts;  

d. de-securitise prevention efforts and enable two-way communication and information 

exchange between cities and national security agencies; 

e. engage with young people and marginalised groups to build trust, reduce inter-communal 

tensions and enhance their participation in local policymaking. This includes identifying 

and tackling the multiple barriers to access such as the bureaucratisation of local 

government systems; 

f. identify ways to establish and/or strengthen multi-actor prevention bodies and amplify 

their impact rather than creating new standalone (and potentially redundant) 

mechanisms. 

2. Strengthening National-Local Cooperation (NLC), including by facilitating dialogue between key 

national government ministries/agencies and mayors and other local leaders, local authorities and 

civil society, to inform national P/CVE approaches. Participants highlighted the importance of 

creating structured consultations to facilitate bottom-up learning with a particular focus on 

ensuring national policymaking considers local communal grievances and cities’ needs. Further, it 

was underscored that this might increase the likelihood that resources are allocated and capacity 

building opportunities are made available in line with each city’s needs.   

3. Facilitating the sharing of good practices and learnings from local government efforts across the 

region to engage and empower community stakeholders, including youth, women, religious 

groups and minorities. This will help ensure that local policy is developed in a participatory way, 

with all communities given the opportunity to share their needs, concerns and priorities with local 

governments.  

4. Working with cities to strengthen existing local government-led multi-actor prevention 

frameworks and approaches and operationalise an inter-disciplinary, whole-of-society, approach 

to prevention that harnesses the skills, roles and engagement of different local services, 

departments and stakeholders. Existing good practice, such as those from the Municipality of 



 

   

 
 

Kumanovo (North Macedonia - (MKD)), the City of Elbasan (Albania - (ALB)), and Canton of 

Sarajevo (BiH) can serve as learning points for addressing inter-communal tensions, unresolved 

historical grievances and lack of trust in government institutions, which are helping fuel extremist 

and hate-motivated violence and threatening the multicultural fabric of cities and communities 

across the region.  

5. Advocating for the inclusion of cities and other local governments in relevant ongoing or 

planned P/CVE and related initiatives led by multilateral actors in the region, including the  

International Organization for Migration (IOM), the Organization for Security and Cooperation in 

Europe (OSCE), the Regional Cooperation Council (RCC), the Integrative Internal Security 

Governance (IISG), the Global Community Engagement and Resilience Fund (GCERF), the EU 

Radicalisation Awareness Network (RAN) and the United Nations. This includes both encouraging 

these organisations to promote the inclusion of cities and other local governments in existing 

(national) frameworks for addressing extremism, hate and polarisation and facilitating the 

integration of the hate and extremism prevention agenda into broader resilience, urban 

development, youth empowerment and good governance efforts supported by multilateral 

bodies.  

Introductory Remarks: Setting the Tone for the Western Balkan Regional Hub’s Engagement  

Following welcome remarks from Eric Rosand, Strong Cities Executive Director, Deputy Mayor of 

Sarajevo, Anja Margetić, and Lejla Čopelj, Head of the Counter-terrorism Department at the Ministry 

of Security of BiH, stressed the importance of units of local self-government in prevention, each 

sharing their reflections from the city and central government level. Ms. Margetić noted the complex 

governance structures and system of decentralisation in BiH and the limitations the City of Sarajevo 

faces as a result. Ms. Čopelj highlighted some of the successes of the Ministry in elevating local 

initiatives, such as empowering and working together with subnational governments and community 

actors on the rehabilitation and reintegration of women and children returnees in their communities 

of origin, while underscoring the central government’s commitment to prevention more broadly. They 

both welcomed the opportunity to learn from good practices around the region and engage in 

practical discussions about how to overcome the barriers to national-local cooperation. They also both 

spoke about the significance of Sarajevo as the host city for this Strong Cities event, given its rich 

tradition of coexistence and cohesion as well as first-hand experience dealing with the often-bloody 

consequences of when hate and extremism are left unchecked.  

Local Leadership in the Western Balkans 

A panel of local leaders from different countries of the Western Balkans discussed the challenges and 

opportunities for city engagement in prevention, acknowledging the realities of both the threat 

landscape and the current lack of local government mandate on these issues in most cities in the 

region. Although these challenges are contextually unique across the Western Balkans, speakers 

acknowledged the importance of regional exchanges and peer-learning on the subject matter. 

Deputy Mayor of Sarajevo (BiH) Anja Margetić reflected on the lack of clear mandates for local 

governments when it comes to prevention, a point that other local leaders also echoed. The Mayor of 



 

   

 
 

Danilovgrad (Montenegro - (MNE)) Aleksandar Grgurović and other participants shared how mayors 

typically lack the resources, capacities and awareness to engage in P/CVE or related issues. 

To help overcome these challenges, participants noted the importance of investing in multi-

disciplinary approaches that include extremism and hate among a wider set of issues being addressed.  

For example, the Mayor of Kumanovo (MKD) Maksim Dimitrievski’s elaborated on the value of the 

Community Action Team (CAT), established with Strong Cities support. He emphasised the need for 

consistency and continued support for local prevention efforts like these. Participants shared how de-

securitisation of prevention would create more space for municipalities to leverage their unique role 

– due to the higher levels of trust and access in their communities than their national counterparts – 

in engaging vulnerable populations such as youth and marginalised groups. The Deputy Mayor of 

Shkodra (ALB) Fatbardh Sheqi emphasised that municipal staff would need training to engage on 

these often-sensitive matters. Participants exchanged views on the particular importance of local 

government engagement with minorities and how cities have navigated some of the challenges that 

arise with such engagements and how community-based organisations can help local governments 

connect with “hard to reach” communities.  

Mapping Local Needs Across the Western Balkans 

The Regional Hub presented the initial assessment and recommendations from its mapping of city-

level prevention needs and priorities in the region. Participants agreed in broad terms on findings 

noting that they capture the realities that cities face on the ground and the gaps that need to be 

addressed to strengthen prevention efforts. Participants also exchanged views on four of the 

preliminary recommendations in the mapping for future Strong Cities engagement in the region:  

• Amplifying existing city-led extremism and hate prevention good practice through peer learning 

and elevating success stories. 

To further cooperation on national and regional levels, it is important to create a platform for 

municipalities to share their successes and demonstrate tested models for strengthening local 

prevention. These municipal-led conversations based on established good practice and lessons 

learned can help identify approaches that might be scaled across the region or adapted for specific 

contexts.  

• Encouraging national authorities to provide cities an explicit extremism and hate prevention 

mandate and prioritise capacity-building of relevant municipal officials and practitioners to 

address these issues.  

National authorities need to create a comprehensive framework where the role of cities in 

prevention is clearly defined. Further, national frameworks should be predicated on the real 

needs, insight, and capacities of cities and other local governments. This entails a concerted effort 

to fill gaps in understanding, capacities, and resources through central government investment 

and, where necessary and appropriate, donor support.  

• Promoting national-local cooperation and coordination on P/CVE and related efforts, including 

by incorporating city perspectives in national policies and programmes. 

In line with established good practice, central authorities need to empower local governments in 

leading prevention responses by identifying ways to include them in the development and   

implementation of relevant national policies and programmes. This entails including local insights 



 

   

 
 

and perspectives in policy design, threat assessment, and national programmes in a meaningful 

way.  

• Incorporating the needs and priorities of local governments in regional P/CVE and related 

frameworks and facilitate their access to relevant training and other capacity-building support, 

as well as funding. 

Multilateral partners, including the EU RAN and OSCE should facilitate greater involvement of city 

practitioners in their relevant training, networking and good practice exchange efforts. 

International donors should prioritise extremism prevention funding for local authorities in often 

overlooked rural and border communities, which can be disproportionately affected by extremist 

actors and propaganda. 

The Western Balkans Regional Hubs’ 5 Pillars 

The workshop was structured to facilitate discussions on the five thematic/strategic “pillars” for the 

Regional Hub: (1) peer learning between cities; (2) capacity-building; (3) national-local, local-local and 

multi-actor cooperation; (4) elevating local voices; (5) youth-local government engagement. Over the 

course of the sessions, participants familiarised themselves with each pillar in-depth and provided 

concrete action points, pointed out gaps, and suggested improvements.  

Pillar 1: Peer Learning 

Participants identified existing platforms for exchange and peer-learning and approaches that can be 

scaled up, along with critical gaps and needs. They largely agreed that in-country and regional 

opportunities for peer-learning and exchange are lacking, despite the need and anticipated benefit. 

Discussions highlighted the potential for peer learning to support interreligious dialogue, responses 

to right-wing extremism, hate speech and hate crimes, and rehabilitation and reintegration of citizens 

who travelled to join ISIS in Syria and Iraq. While they noted several barriers to enabling more peer 

learning opportunities – including a lack of interest from some critical actors and existing cleavages 

between groups that prevent dialogue – participants widely agreed that a lack of understanding and 

appreciation of the implications of the hate and extremism threat landscape among local governments 

was the primary one. 

Participants also shared examples of good practice in peer learning, which the Regional Hub could 

help expand. For example, Xheladin Ajvazi, Deputy National CVE Coordinator (MKD), offered the 

exchange among Kumanovo, Čair and Elbasan surrounding Kumanovo’s CAT as one such example. 

Participants from Albania introduced the Centre for Inter-religious Dialogue in Albania as another 

good practice with potential for replication. The Centre seeks to foster coexistence and ease tensions 

where they exist on a religious basis and provides a platform for local municipal practitioners, 

community leaders and religious officials from different denominations to exchange good practice.  

Pillar 2: Capacity-Building 

Participants identified several sectors and actors within local government who would benefit from 

capacity building related to addressing extremism, hate and polarisation. Firstly, several noted that 

education is a key component of prevention and agreed that teachers should be the primary focus of 

prevention-related training and capacity building initiatives at a city-level. Participants also highlighted 

the need to build capacities in centres for social work and social protection, which fall under municipal 



 

   

 
 

jurisdiction. They also discussed the need to focus attention on upskilling elected officials and city 

administrators, recognising that many local officials have not had any training or sensitisation on hate, 

extremism and polarisation and, absent some introductory training, will not appreciate their 

importance when they enter office. Several participants noted the importance of sustainability in 

capacity building, pointing to the need to embed knowledge into offices and administrations through 

train-the-trainer programmes and dedicate resources to ensure knowledge is not lost when trained 

people leave positions.  

Pillar 3: National-Local; Local-Local and Multi-Actor Cooperation 

There was broad consensus that, while the region has seen considerable progress in prioritising the 

threat from violent extremism, particularly related to ISIS or other international terrorist 

organisations, there is still a general lack of structure when it some to communication and cooperation 

between stakeholders vertically and horizontally. Instead, cooperation is often dependent on 

interpersonal relations and informal contact, which hinges on individual effort as opposed to 

systematised processes. This approach is also vulnerable to political divides between local and 

national leaders, which, as many participants noted, commonly impedes cooperation across the 

region on a range of issues. Equally important, Lejla Čopelj from the Ministry of Security of BiH 

emphasised that attempts to address inefficient coordination and communication are often 

hamstrung, particularly in her country, by multiple layers of sub-national authorities. This can slow 

policymaking and programme development processes, including in the prevention sphere. 

Participants additionally highlighted that effective coordination and cooperation is not only an issue 

at the national level. For example, Fatilda Smajlaj from the Albanian Coordination Centre on CVE 

added that regional cooperation could be further strengthened because of the cross-border 

dimensions to the extremist threat, despite its unique manifestation in each community. Participants 

concurred that, ultimately, the challenges are shared and good practices are replicable once they can 

be contextualised to account for different decentralisation models in the region.  

Participants also discussed positive examples of institutions and sectors working together. For 

example, Valbon Limani, President of Gostivar’s (MKD) Municipal Council, shared the city’s experience 

with its own CAT, which catalysed different sectors’ networks, insights and credibility to bolster P/CVE 

programmes.  

Pillar 4: Elevating City Voices 

Participants discussed how the Regional Hub can elevate local voices and include city perspectives in 

national, regional and multilateral policymaking to ensure strategies, policies and programmes reflect 

local needs and strengths. Slobodan Kovaćević, State Secretary of the Ministry of Interior (MNE), 

shared that the national government includes city perspectives in policymaking and coordination by 

incorporating the Union of Municipalities in Montenegro in the inter-sectoral operational team which 

monitors the implementation of the National CVE Strategy. However, some participants shared how 

over-securitisation of prevention efforts has been a barrier supporting and elevating city voices. Selma 

Zeković Chief of Counter-Terrorism and P/CVERLT at the OSCE Mission in BiH stressed the need to 

raise awareness about the role of local governments, civil society and other non-security actors, in 

order to better incorporate their knowledge, capacities and resources in prevention efforts. To 

support this on a regional scale, the OSCE produced the handbook titled “The Role of Civil Society in 

https://www.osce.org/files/f/documents/2/2/400241_1.pdf


 

   

 
 

Preventing and Countering Violent Extremism and Radicalization that Lead to Terrorism.” On this 

point, Klaudia Kuljuh, Regional Programme Manager at IOM, added that capacities of cities and other 

local actors need to be strengthened for meaningful community-based initiatives that can inform 

bottom-up approaches.    

Pillar 5: Youth-Local Government Engagement 

Responding to a poll, 60% of participants said that youth are not meaningfully involved in local 

decision-making. Participants focused on high levels of distrust between youth and government on all 

levels. National Democracy Institute’s Resident Program Director for Serbia, Luke Waggoner 

described the state of affairs as “distrust that flows in both directions. Youth distrust government, and 

governments see youth and civil society as a threat”. Mr. Waggoner went on to emphasise the 

consequences of failing to engage with young people in Serbia: “There was an ideological shift [in the 

last election]; but delving deeper, [youth] went for radical options as protest votes. It’s a seismic shift 

but also a wake-up call to lead in way that youth can get behind.” Azra Berbić from KVART, Prijedor 

expanded on this, explaining that youth are apprehensive to engage with social change work, because 

they believe that government actors view them as a threat.  

Participants discussed several approaches to bridge this gap to allow for more meaningful 

engagement with young people. For example, prevention strategies should incorporate mechanisms 

to develop youth-led solutions to extremism and related challenges and include measures to reduce 

young people’s feelings of detachment from and distrust of local government institutions. Participants 

shared how these efforts should endeavour to find common ground and result in genuine change. To 

this end, Anđelija Lučić from Forum MNE noted that it is important to ensure national and local 

policies and action plans do in fact incorporate young people’s perspectives because if young people 

do not feel heard, they are less likely to engage in the future.  

Jetmir Asani, President of Čair’ Municipal Council spoke to the importance of having dedicated spaces 

(e.g., Čair has three youth community centres) and dedicated people (e.g., Čair’s has a dedicated 

Youth Work focal point within the municipality) to engage with young people in local communities.  

Coordination with the Existing Multilateral Prevention Architecture in the Western Balkans 

Discussions highlighted how, while there here is no shortage of P/CVE or related programming in the 

Western Balkans, little of it involves local governments. Thus, participants agreed on the need to find 

more opportunities to involve cities and mayors in this work. 

The Integrative Internal Security Governance’s (IISG) Head, Agron Sojati, expanded on IISG’s mapping 

of governments’ P/CVE and related needs and activities in the region, which inform IISG’s work as a 

coordinating body tasked with fulfilling the Joint Action Plan on Counter-Terrorism between the EU 

and the Western Balkans countries. Among its core task under IISG’s Counter-Terrorism Initiative 

Pillar, he said the organisation aims to change the perspective on extremism, hate, and polarisation 

from a law-enforcement issue to a broader societal challenge which requires a “whole of society” 

response. One crucial way to achieve this is by strengthening bottom-up approaches and supporting 

city-led prevention efforts on the local level. strengthening bottom-up approaches and supporting 

city-led prevention efforts on the local level.  

https://www.osce.org/files/f/documents/2/2/400241_1.pdf
https://home-affairs.ec.europa.eu/system/files/2018-10/20181005_joint-action-plan-counter-terrorism-western-balkans.pdf


 

   

 
 

RCC Political Advisor, Petra Balažić, shared that, while the organisation’s security portfolio has grown 

exponentially, especially in the prevention sphere, its work with cities remains limited. She reflected 

on the importance of having a Regional Hub that will be devoted to sharing the knowledge and insight 

gained from local government-led activities on extremism prevention, cyber security, disinformation 

and corruption, and disseminating them on a local level with a view to inform relevant practitioners 

and policymakers to strengthen community resilience.  

IRI Programme Officer, Almedina Karić, presented two regional initiatives: the Advanced Leadership 

in Politics Initiative and the Regional Taskforce to Combat Malign Foreign Influence, which are 

designed to empower youth and create a platform for relevant stakeholders to counter security 

threats. These initiatives include are leveraging city capacities by involving youth working within 

municipalities on social issues and inviting mayors to provide their perspectives on community threats.   

Building Local Multi-Actor Prevention Mechanisms 

In this session participants reflected on experiences and lessons learned from developing and 

operationalising local multi-actor prevention mechanisms across the region. Dejan Prodanovski, 

President of Prilep’s (MKD) Municipal Council, and Ervin Muco, Director of Social Services and 

Coordinator of Public Safety Council of the Municipality of Elbasan (ALB) emphasised the usefulness 

of multidisciplinary approaches to foster a culture of coexistence and tolerance through continuous 

community engagement. However, they also listed their limitations, namely that members of multi-

stakeholder networks are not remunerated for their work. As a result, participation in these bodies as 

perceived as additional voluntary work, as opposed to being part of their core responsibilities.  

Melisa Hasanović, Head of the Sarajevo Cantonal Centre for Social Affairs (BiH) echoed other 

panellists about the advantages of multi-actor city-led preventions networks. She particularly pointed 

out their usefulness in facilitating the reintegration and rehabilitation efforts of returnees in the 

Sarajevo Canton by improving coordination communication between different subnational-

government sectors and community service providers to respond to returnee needs. This approach 

also enhanced community preparedness of receiving communities to welcome returnees. However, 

she acknowledged that the geographical differences in capacities and resources across the region 

could hinder adoption of this approach in other parts of the country. For example, since she is works 

for the Canton of Sarajevo, her team has more access to funds, resources, and contacts than is often 

the case for other parts in BiH.  

Participants agreed that the multi-actor model was valuable and that policymakers should devote 

efforts to sharing learnings on building and implementing local prevention mechanisms with a whole-

of-society approach in mind. However, they elaborated on the point made by Ms. Hasanović:  that 

despite the model’s potential for replication across the region, it would require significant work to 

adapt it to each context, depending on the threat environment, resources, and capacities of a 

municipality. 


