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SLOWDOWN DRIVEN BY COVID-19 
BRINGS LOWER GROWTH RATES
INTERVIEW: BRANKO AZESKI,  President of the Economic Chamber of  NORTH Macedonia

What could be the consequences of the Covid-19 virus for private business? 
Do you expect slowing down of the economy in your country, and in this light, 
what about the world growth? Branko Azeski, the President of the Chamber 
of Commerce of North Macedonia, says in an interview for the Business Link 
Magazine that it is an undisputable conclusion that we are facing the most 
difficult challenge to date and it will last. 
“Currently, no one can assess how long this will take and how it will develop in 
the future. The real condition of the private sector is demotivating and prob-
lematic, considering we have inferred that an ability to foresee is the most 
significant tool in business, and in this situation, this is missing. The surprising 
fact is that there is no common approach from the European Union, but rather 
each country is left on its own to tackle the situation we all find ourselves in“, 
he says. 

The global growth 
expectations for 2020 
were an increase to 
3.3%, but the slowdown 
of consumption and 
the disruption of 
production, caused by 
Covid-19, will change 
the expected projections

BL: What about global growth, will 
it slow down, having the pandemic in 
mind?

BA: Concerning the global growth, 
we are preparing for the worst and 
hope for the best. The expectations 
for 2020 were an increase to 3.3%, 
but the slowdown of consumption 
and the disruption of production will 
change the expected projections.

BL: According to the latest World 
Bank report, before Covid-19, the av-
erage GDP growth of the Western Bal-
kan region for the previous year was 
around 3%, and North Macedonian 
growth was 3.1%. What is in your 
opinion needed to be done, so the 
WB countries could stimulate higher 
growth rates?

BA: The Western Balkans economies 
are actively carrying out reforms to 
improve their competitiveness since 
the early 2000s. The reforms car-
ried out throughout the years, from 
removing the trade and investment 
barriers to facilitation of the region-
al integration in the global markets, 
significantly contributed to the eco-
nomic development of the entire re-
gion, which in turn, doubled the size 
of the six economies and increased the 
export volume sixfold.  Nevertheless, 
these achievements are not enough 
– we require bold and decisive steps 
to increase the competitiveness and 
productivity of these economies, inte-
grate them in the global supply chains, 
introduce digitization, modern tech-
nologies and increase the quality and 
standards of the domestic production, 
but also liberalize the intraregional 
cooperation.

BL: Being the head of the Chamber of 
Commerce, do you think that regional 

economic cooperation could contrib-
ute and accelerate growth? What are 
the preconditions?

BA: My professional, but also per-
sonal path is closely tied to the Bal-
kans – therefore, I strongly believe in 
the benefits that could stem from the 
regional cooperation, based on trust 
and synergy. Consequently, since the 
very beginning, I have been involved 
in the idea of the Chamber Investment 
Forum (CIF), an association founded 
by the chambers of commerce from 
the Western Balkans region under 
the Berlin Process. Moreover, starting 
next month, I will assume the role of 
CIF Chairman. The reason why CIF 
is perhaps the most important tool 
to strengthen the regional economic 
cooperation and one of the most suc-
cessful results of the Berlin Process, 
is the fact that the essence of its ex-
istence is based on the idea that free 
trade and regional integration ben-
efits every country in the long-term 
and that through joint cooperation, 
we can do much more than any of 
our individual business communi-
ties could accomplish by themselves. 
Nonetheless, there are still open issues 
concerning the further intensification 
and enhancement of the cooperation 
between the business communities of 
the Western Balkans region. The con-
trasting administrative procedures 
between the separate countries in the 
Western Balkans region and the long 
waiting hours at the border crossing 
points yet remain open issues to the 
regional companies. 

BL: We could say that you are the 
voice of business sector in North 
Macedonia. How do companies in 
your country mostly think about re-
gional market? Would it be good for 
business, and how?

The business requires 
simplicity, foreseeability, 
certainty… this is the 
essential message that 
authorities need to 
understand both in our 
country and across the 
region
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BA: The data about the trade with the 
Western Balkans countries in the last 
5 years indicate that the companies 
have recognized the idea that we first 
must learn to cooperate regionally, if 
we wish to be prepared for the Euro-
pean market. The total trade volume 
of North Macedonia with the coun-
tries in the Western Balkans region 
has grown from EUR 1.09 billion in 
2015 to EUR 1.5 billion in 2019, that 
is over EUR 400 million larger trade 
volume. We have observed the same 
growth regarding the Macedonian ex-
port to the Western Balkans countries 
– if it amounted to EUR 518.4 million 
in 2015, this figure reached EUR 734 
million in 2019, that is, 41% growth 
in the period compared. A market of 
2 or 10 million people, which we di-
rectly have border with, is much more 
important than a market with 100 
million people 3,000 kilometers away 
and therefore, we have to give priority 
to the issues related to overcoming the 
obstacles to the mutual trade.

BL: North Macedonia is on the 17th 
place, ranked by the criteria of “ease 
of doing business”, according to the 
World Bank report for 2020. That 
is the highest ranking in the Western 
Balkans. How can you further im-
prove your business climate, in order 
to attract more investments? What is 
your advice to others?

BA: The business requires simplici-
ty, foreseeability, certainty… this is 
the essential message that author-
ities need to understand both in our 
country and across the region. North 
Macedonia has significantly advanced 
in this regard, where the progress we 
have been making for several years 
concerning the World Bank ranking is 
especially positive, but much remains 

to be done. My recommendation is 
to work on business deregulation on 
every level – the business knows how 
to valorize that. 

BL: When you talk to foreign inves-
tors, what do they usually tell you, 
what are the obstacles for investing 
more in Western Balkan countries? 
Can we overcome those obstacles?

BA: In the upcoming period, the West-
ern Balkans will become increasingly 
attractive investment destination, ow-
ing to the multiple advantages it of-
fers. Therefore, one of the activities 
we focused on in CIF is precisely the 
promotion of the region as a single 
investment destination through the 
investinsee.com platform. I would 
not call them obstacles, rather missed 
opportunities for more sizable invest-
ments, resulting from our discordant 
legal systems, which impede the devel-
opment of regional supply chains – the 
faster we remove the limitations to the 
mutual trade, the more attractive the 
entire region will become to foreign 
investments and therefore, the CIF is 
committed to achieving this goal. 

One of the activities 
we focused on in CIF is 
precisely the promotion 
of the region as a single 
investment destination 

through the 
investinsee.com 

platform

€518.4 MILION    2015

€734    MILION    2019

41%


