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The Western Balkans Startup Alliance (WBSA) brings together like-minded actors with a shared 
commitment to jointly strengthen the startup ecosystem in the region. 

Key Objectives:
 

 �Regional connectedness: Strengthen the exchange of knowledge and experience between ISO  
and other key stakeholders in the WB. 

 � Joined forces: Work jointly on existing challenges in the startup domain in the region and bring 
forth new solutions and opportunities to the ecosystems. 

 �Promote the region: develop concepts to promote the ecosystem in the region towards interested 
stakeholders such as founders, investors, corporates and diaspora. 

As part of the WBSA, key ecosystem leaders from each economy were identified and invited to take  
part in the Western Balkans (WB) Startup Council. The council members aim to detect the most  
pressing challenges for the WB startup founders, provide their guidance and exchange experiences  
on how to solve these challenges. 
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The Western Balkans Startup Alliance honours success-
ful entrepreneurs and their partners. The purpose of the 
recommendations is not to conduct exhaustive policy 
studies that are already readily available throughout the 
region. Instead, proposals would focus on two or three 
development areas where we see the most promise for 
most ecosystems and can collaborate effectively to max-
imise our talents and impact.

Facilitate the engagement of corporates
in the innovation processes

WB start-up ecosystems can boost several key sectors of industry, agricul-
ture, manufacturing, tourism, energy, public infrastructure, and services. 
Corporations can advise startups. Young entrepreneurs can help established 
companies develop and compete.

Enable early-stage funding access to startups

Western Balkan entrepreneurs lack appropriate finance, limiting startup fun-
nels. Grants, venture capital, business angels are funding options for startups. 
Banks don’t lend to startups because they lack traction to prove scalabil-
ity. Competition among Startup Support Mechanisms, such as financing and 
mentorship programs, is low. Venture Funding is now almost completely de-
pendent on one or two groups.

Advocate for Policy Innovation

Technology and business tactics change regularly. Policymakers and regula-
tors must keep relevant. Expert working groups and ecosystem associations 
allow policymakers to adapt to market changes.

Support startups growing internationally

Western Balkan businesses lack scalability. Early-stage firms succeed do-
mestically but struggle abroad. Western Balkans business is tough due to 
high entrance barriers.

Several different areas were chosen to showcase

the activities that were proposed:
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MEMBERS OF 
STARTUP
COUNCIL

She is a Project Coordinator for Startup Ecosystem at Digital Serbia Initiative and 
a coordinator of DSI Business Angels Network. Neda holds bachelor degree in in-
ternational relations. Before joining DSI, Neda has worked in some of the biggest 
companies like Deloitte and KPMG. In the DSI, she is working closely with start-
ups founders on a daily basis and is in charge of community engagement with all 
startup stakeholders.

Nina’s mission is to develop and strengthen the startup and innovation ecosystem 
in MKD and the Balkan region. She has been doing that from 2014 through the 
#MKstartups community and as a co-founder of the association Startup Mace-
donia. Strategically fostering collaboration and synergies among startups, partner 
organizations, policy makers, local and regional/international ecosystem actors.

Managing Director with a demonstrated history of working with Start ups in IT and 
education industry. Skilled in Business development, Brand Building, Operational 
Management, Career Development, HR Consulting and Executive Search. Strong 
program and project management professional. Startups enthusiast!

Kosta is an international entrepreneur with 16+ years of global experience in stra-
tegic communications, events and startups.  He is a Former Managing Director at 
North Macedonia’s Fund for Innovation and Technology Development, responsible 
for the Fund’s record number of investments in startups and innovative companies.

Eldin is an experienced community manager form Bosnia that has dedicated his 
work to build and support entrepreneurs and startups through their growth stages.

Stephan works with clients in government and private industry consortia all around 
the world, advising on the creation and the acceleration of tech and innovation 
clusters and the development of related policy. Prior to his role at Startup Genome, 
Stephan headed up the International Consulting practice at UK ecosystem agen-
cy Tech Nation (fka Tech City UK) in London and served as Managing Director of 
digitalswitzerland in Zurich. Previous to his work in the digital ecosystems space, 
Stephan worked as a director for professional services firms Arthur Andersen and 
Ernst &Young. Stephan holds an MSc in Economics and studied at the University 
of Bonn, Germany and the London School of Economics (LSE).

Consultant for Innovation Ecosystem Development and Advisor at the Innovation 
Fund of Montenegro. Former State Secretary for Innovation at the Government of 
Montenegro. More than 17 years of professional experience in R&D and innovation 
policy sector.

Neda Trifunovic

Nina Nikolich

Jovana Music

Kosta Petrov

Eldin Alimanovic

Stephan Kuester

Sasa Ivanovic

Project Coordinator / Digital Serbia initiative

Programme Officer / North Macedonia

Managing Director / Hub 387/Bosnia

Founder and Former Managing Director of NM fund for Innovation / North Macedonia

Community Manager / Hub387/Bosnia

Partner/Head of Ecosystem Strategy and Consulting / Startup Genome

Consultant Innovation Ecosystem / Innovation Fund Montenegro
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* This designation is without prejudice to positions on status and is in line with UNSCR 1244 and the ICJ Opinion 
on the Kosovo declaration of independence

Arjan is a highly experienced management and marketing executive, who is cur-
rently serving as the Executive Director of OFICINA | Innovation Hub. He is currently 
engaged in enriching the entrepreneurial ecosystem in Albania and in supporting 
growth of innovation capacities in the Balkan region.

Arjan Ymeri
Executive Director Ecosystem / Oficina Albania

Alema plays an important role in the startup and #web3 ecosystem in Bosnia and 
Herzegovina. Currently, she is part of Rezolut and NEAR Balkans HUB and has 
been empowering the community by educating and creating spaces for discus-
sion and business partnership on the NEAR protocol.
 
She previously facilitated interventions with international expertise with accelera-
tors, incubators and co-working spaces through the Swiss Entrepreneurship Pro-
gram, was a community specialist for doIT and is running a local chapter of Start-
up Grind in Sarajevo. You may find her assisting startups in creating meaningful 
relationships with other stakeholders in the ecosystem, and empowering founders 
by mentoring and moderating panels and hackathons. 

Alema Pelesic
Lead Ambasador / NEAR Balkans Hub

Uranik is an experienced management and marketing executive, who currently is 
serving as as Executive Director of Innovation Centre Kosovo. Prior to working at 
ICK, Uranik has served as Head of Marketing part of management at Post Telecom 
Kosovo* for four years, Uranik is currently close to completion his Doctorate de-
gree in Management at Swiss Management Centre. He is a renowned lecturer and 
has taught a several private universities and public University of Prizren. He also 
serves a board member of the largest European Marketing Conference held in 
Zurich, the CMO conference, also known as Davos of Marketing.

Uranik Begu
Executive Director / Innovation Centre Kosovo

Vedran is a highly experienced project manager, business developer and technol-
ogy enthusiast, who is currently serving as the Executive Director of INTERA Tech-
nology Park. Prior to his work at INTERA, Vedran has worked in private sector as 
foreign markets expert. With current engagement through INTERA Technological 
Park he aims to improve the economic scene of the region and to help individu-
als realize their entrepreneurial potential through providing adequate knowledge, 
skills and initial resources that include space, equipment, infrastructure, partner-
ship, mentorship, access to finances and connection investors.

Vedran Simunovic
CEO / Intera Technology Park/Bosnia 

Genci Kojdheli, 45 years old, is the General Director of Integration, Strategic Plan-
ning and Economic Development at the Municipality of Tirana. His prior engage-
ments with the public administration include positions with the Ministry of Social 
Welfare and Youth and the Ministry of Interior, while he has worked with interna-
tional organizations such as World Vision, UNDP, World Bank, and OSCE

Genci Kojdheli
General Director of Integration, Strategic planning and 
economic development / Municipality of Tirana

MEMBERS OF STARTUP COUNCIL MEMBERS OF STARTUP COUNCIL
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Experienced Program/Project Developer with a demonstrated history of working 
in Public Administration / Government. Skilled in Analytical Skills, Program Devel-
opment, Research, Policy, Lecturing, Public Speaking, and International Relations. 
Strong policy / program development professional with a Research Doctorate fo-
cused in Economics / Public Policy.

Florensa Haxhi
Chief of Business Development / Albanian Investment Corporation

Currently, Partner and Chief Executive Officer at Frakton - Part of Kin + Carta, a 
Software Development Company specialized in building custom Web and Mobile 
apps and solutions for various Businesses and Organizations in the field of Soft-
ware Development, Health Care, Accounting, Telecommunications, etc.

Ranked 16th in 2020 as a Rising Star in the prestigious competition Deloitte Fast 
Technology 50 Central Europe. 2022 Central European Start-up Awards for the 
category Founder of the year as well as ranked in #1 in 40 under 40 Most Success-
ful Entrepreneurs of 2022 in Kosovo, Albania, and Macedonia.

Celik Nimani
Chief Executive Officer / Frakton/Kosovo

Natasa is an experienced civil sector and start-up co-founder. She facilitates and 
engages with all startup ecosystem stakeholders in order to move the needle. 
Managing a BAN of experienced and successful entrepreneurs eager to support 
rising stars of the ecosystem.

Natasa Škribić
Programme Director / Digital Serbia initiative

MEMBERS OF STARTUP COUNCIL
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EXECUTIVE
SUMMARY

The Western Balkans Startup Alliance acknowledges the potential of the region’s successful entrepreneurs 
and the assistance of the partners that help these startups along their development path. The purpose of 
the recommendations is not to conduct exhaustive policy studies that are already readily available through-
out the region. Rather, the recommendations will concentrate on two or three development areas in which 
we see the greatest potential for the majority of our ecosystems and in which we can collaborate effective-
ly with one another to further strengthen our capabilities and impact.

Several different areas were chosen to showcase the activities that were proposed:

01. Facilitate the engagement of corporates in the innovation processes

02. Enable early-stage funding access to startups

03. Advocate for Policy Innovation

04. Support startups growing internationally

01. 

FACILITATE THE ENGAGEMENT OF CORPORATES IN INNOVATION PROCESSES

We see potential for WB start-up ecosystems to boost huge and conventional economic sectors including 
manufacturing, agriculture, tourism, energy, and public infrastructure and services. Corporates may give 
technical and regulatory mentorship to startups. Young entrepreneurs can provide established companies 
with the agility and innovation they need to remain competitive and to succeed.

Proposed actions for this section are:

01. Mapping Corporations and SMEs

 Mapping the corporates, who have the greatest need and are predisposed to support us / whom can 
we lean on first to create examples of success.

02. Presenting conceptual thinking to select few CEOs and seeking their active support in structur-
ing the concept

03. Creating awareness for corporate benefits of an engagement (CSR / Productivity, New Markets, 
Overall Competitiveness, Attractiveness as a modern employer)

04. Committing initial CEO support to assist your organisations within their peer communities  
(and thus helping engage their peers)

05. Devising the program structure, from light to full engagement

ENABLE EARLY-STAGE FUNDING ACCESS TO STARTUPS

Western Balkans entrepreneurs have limited access to suitable capital, limiting a healthy startup funnel. 
Startups are generally funded by their own funds, grants, venture money, and business angels. In the early 
phases of expansion, businesses seek funding from banks, yet institutions that offer loans typically don’t 
have access to these loans due to a lack of traction necessary to show scalability. Competition among 
Startup Support Mechanisms, such as financing and mentorship programs, is low. Venture Funding is now 
almost completely dependent on one or two groups. More actors improve choices, quality, and access.

This section proposes:

01. Prioritise Business angel activities. Additional actions include:

 � Quality Angel Groups Supported by Government Funding Programs

 � Pre-Seed Grant Funding Through Angel Groups 

 � Sidecar Fund to Amplify Angel Investment

02. Introduction of tax benefits for companies or investor investment into startups, innovation, and R&D

03. Co-investment fund

04. Convertible loan

05. Continuous support of the programs for startups. Additional actions include:

 � Use a funding program to support two quality Seed Accelerators

 � Funding Requirements and Structure 

ADVOCATE FOR POLICY CHANGE

New business approaches and technology emerge daily. Policymakers and regulators must keep up to 
date. Governments may best keep up with market changes and demands by collaborating via expert work-
ing groups and ecosystem associations.
Proposed actions for this section are:
 

01. Working groups with field experts

02. Education of policymakers on startups

03. Comparative analysis

04. Donor engagement

05. Regional association of startup-related organisations
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SUPPORT STARTUPS GROWING INTERNATIONALLY

The Western Balkans lack scalable business models. Early-stage startups do well in their home market but 
struggle to grow internationally. High entry barriers make investing or conducting business in the Western 
Balkans difficult.

This section proposes:

01. Building concept on reciprocity (hubs)

 � Soft landing support                                                                          

 � Projects paying for the visit to the foreign economies

Recommendation 1:
FACILITATE THE ENGAGEMENT
OF CORPORATES IN
INNOVATION PROCESSES

Short explanation

Particularly in nascent ecosystems, a collaboration be-
tween all ecosystem stakeholders should be a priori-
ty. Start-ups can benefit from the technical expertise 
in R&D institutions, the wider relationship networks, 
and the deeper investment funding capabilities but 
also technical and regulatory mentorship available 
with larger corporations. At the same time, pioneer-
ing young founders can bring the agility and disruptive 
thinking that traditional organisations require to re-
main competitive. This includes public authorities with 
their often-large public procurement budgets. Small-
er economies, e.g. Israel, Switzerland and the Baltic 
Countries, have made effective use of these collabo-
ration opportunities. In the Western Balkans, this po-
tential undoubtedly exists, however; thus far it remains 
largely untapped.

Across the WB6 region, we see future potential for the 
start-up ecosystems to contribute to improving large 
and traditional economic sectors, e.g. in industrial 
manufacturing, agriculture, tourism, energy and the 
provision of public infrastructure and services.

01. Macro Perspective

Innovation Ecosystems are a key 
driver of economic growth, job cre-
ation and societal progress.  Econo-
mies that embrace entrepreneurship 
and digital tech show significantly 
higher GDP growth and the creation 
of qualified and high-value employ-
ment. Corporations are required to 
engage in Digital Transformation to 
drive both, factor productivity as well 
as to provide the modern services 
their clients expect.  This applies all 
the more to corporates and SMEs in 
the Western Balkans Region. So far 
their competitive advantage has been 
labour cost arbitrage. Automatisation 
and Digital Tech in European export 
markets will erode this advantage 
whilst economic development in the 

WB6 will continue to drive labour cost increases. The time is now for traditional WB6 companies to more 
effectively engage with Digital Transformation if they are to survive and prosper in the future! Similarly, 
government and public sector agencies across most of the Western Balkans show continued low factor 
productivity. If they are to reduce the cost for taxpayers whilst providing improved public services, digital 
transformation and engagement with eGovernment technologies are required (which as a welcome side 
effect also would strengthen the transparency of public service provision and budget utilisation). 

02. Corporate Citizenship and Public Value

Corporates should be perceived as great Corporate Citizens that support the economies and its people in 
charting a better future and as a modern, engaged company that cares for the communities in which it op-
erates and is also appreciated by national and municipal governments for engaging in overall progress. The 
companies should further engage with and influence government and regulators when shaping modern 
industry standards and regulations (be a leader that shapes its only destiny rather than being confronted 
with a new reality). This applies to the company’s Employer Brand as a modern, forward-thinking, innova-
tive and attractive place to work, helping to attract and retain the best talent.

03. Competitiveness

Corporates need to drive Digital Transformation. Most internal innovation teams at corporations are great 
at incremental improvement, however, struggle to fundamentally rethink process and product character-
istics. Using Open Innovation tools - a collaboration between corporations and startups - has increasingly 
proven the faster, more effective and more budget-efficient approach toward driving Digital Transforma-
tion. Another approach could be engaging corporates in challenges that drive Productivity Improvement 
and deploying tech to reduce the cost of service production, customer acquisition, etc. and innovating new 
products and services to capture new clients and to maximise share of wallet with the existing customer 
base, e.g., if a bank is providing property developers with large scale mortgage loans, can we provide a de-
sign service that brings the highly attractive tech community into their buildings - in our experience driving 
an uplift of 25+% in commercial rent throughout the entire development or engage them in the design of 
more intelligent and environmentally sustainable buildings? Or more effective risk management and loan 
administration, allowing to better address the SME loans market, which is still significantly underserved 
across the Western Balkans Region.

04. Talent Development and Culture

Engagement with the startup community helps to understand, appreciate and embrace different ways of 
working and of addressing problems in the Digital Age. Top Executives and the future next-gen leaders 
within the corporate will highly benefit from such collaboration. Younger managers that engage in intra-
preneurship challenges will learn and also be better retained through such experiences. In our experience, 
this engagement helps traditional companies to more effectively address Digital Transformation challenges 
and to build a future-proof workforce. 
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05. Creating Focus with Specific Sectors First

The regional economic strengths and their ability for growth, export competitiveness and GVA show varia-
tion but at the same time there exist important commonalities. With a view to their innovation capabilities, 
the regional economies are in significantly different states of development. Scientific and R&D capabilities 
as well as existing mechanisms to effectively commercialise research results and intellectual property rights 
are diverse. When analysing the structure of innovative SMEs including digital start- and scale-ups; howev-
er, commonalities appear:  ICT, Renewable Energy and Energy Efficiency and Agriculture are major clusters 
within whole WB6. The need for a substantial efficiency drive exists in the Manufacturing and the Public 
sectors. High-value Tourism shows significant potential for most of the Balkan region, provided the WB6 
economies can combine and market their natural and cultural assets internationally in a more integrated 
and compelling offering.

CURRENT CHALLENGES

01. Traditional companies are slow in adapting to Digital Transformation

At the risk of losing USP in labour cost arbitrage as automation in advanced export markets continues. In-
ternal R&D processes are not strong and typically slow - if at all existent, particularly in the Midmarket / SME 
segment. Traditional WB6 companies are at a crossroads where they either can carry on doing what they 
do at the risk of losing competitiveness or even being displaced by more tech-orientated new competi-
tors or they can engage in Digital Transformation properly. Academic research is too slow, theoretical and 
overall only minimally engaged with the corporate world. We need a different approach - compare with 
the Rise of Ambidextrous ecosystems elsewhere in the world, by far outcompeting the traditional models 
of innovation.

While no reliable statistics exist, estimates for R&D expenditure are quoted to range from an extremely low 
0.2% of GDP in BiH to 0.36% in Montenegro to more significant 0.9% in Serbia, all of which are considered 
several times below EU-27 average at 1.84 % of GDP.  According to the World Bank, R&D explains up to 75 
per cent of differences in total factor productivity growth rates at the economic level and correlates highly 
with SME sales, productivity growth and propensity to export. And whilst R&D costs have not necessarily 
been the most significant cost item in the start-ups and scale-ups of the first and second wave of the In-
ternet revolution, we expect these upfront investments to substantially increase with the third wave of the 
Internet and its focus on more complex “deep tech” developments. 

02. Startup development

Highly dynamic, ambitious and engaged; however,
 

 �  lack of experience to identify real-world challenges and market opportunities (would benefit from 
industry collaboration to better understand which problems are worth solving as opposed to 
“dreaming up” concepts that have no market) 

 �  lack of technical and regulatory knowledge, particularly with the increasing relevance of Deep Tech 
sectors with their unique technological and regulatory challenges

 �  lack of Proof of Concept opportunities and real-world credentials that would allow them to more 
easily expand into the larger EU corporate  markets (relevant for B2B only)

03. SSOPs (Startup Support Organisations and Programs)

Several programs are available; however:

 �  Dependance on individual grants and donor funding from various organisations results in a lack of 
coordination across an ecosystem SSOP portfolio

 �  Programs lack longevity and are subject to arbitrary change when funding sources change / other 
donors have different ideas

 �  Staff highly motivated but lacking the expertise regarding market opportunities, lack of technical 
mentors or regulatory experts

PROPOSED ACTIONS

01. Mapping Corporations and SMEs

 Mapping the corporates, who have the greatest need and are predisposed to support us / whom can 
we lean on first to create examples of success.

02. Presenting conceptual thinking to a few select CEOs and seeking their active support in structur-
ing the concept

03. Creating awareness for corporate benefits of an engagement (CSR / Productivity, New Markets, 
Overall Competitiveness, Attractiveness as a modern employer)

04. Committing initial CEO supports to assist your organisations within their peer communities (and 
thus helping engage their peers)

05. Devising the program structure, from light to full engagement

i. Create high-level budget overview 
ii. Create corporate innovation playbook (manual for use across WB6)
iii. Identify and codify corporate needs and challenges (real-world practical issues worth solving)
iv. Hackathons
v. Corporate Executive Education and Culture Change program
vi. Open Innovation Program / Accelerator (multi corp a must!)
vii. PonC Opportunities
viii. Tracking of corporate engagement - corporates signing real client-supplier contracts  

with startups
ix. Results Monitoring 
x. Reporting / Celebration of Success / Campaigning to broaden support
xi. Attracting-involvement of investors 
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EXPECTED BENEFITS

01. For Corporate Sponsors

Corporates want to be perceived as great Corporate Citizens that support economies and its people in 
charting a better future. Furthermore, they need to drive Digital Transformation and be recognized as a 
modern, forward-thinking, innovative and attractive place to work, helping to attract and retain the best 
talent. 

Top Executives and the future next-gen leaders within the corporate will highly benefit from such collabo-
ration regarding culture, knowledge and approach to Digital Tech and Transformation processes. Younger 
managers that engage in intrapreneurship challenges will learn and also be better retained through such 
experiences

02. For Startups

  a. Working on real-world problems for which there is a market
  b. Access to technical and regulatory expertise and mentorship
  c. Proof of Concept Opportunities in a real-world setting
  d. Higher chances of scoring a first paying customer contract
  e. Faster scaling with the larger distribution network of the corporate/mid-market organisation
  f. Potential for CVC style investment (more unlikely but possible)

03. Cross Industry Collaboration

In our expertise, corporate engagement with multiple corporate sponsors in the ecosystem not only has 
the direct benefits outlined above. Frequently it also results in closer relationships and ties between industry 
leaders themselves, resulting in a high-value exchange of knowledge in a private and not competitive envi-
ronment (the idea of a corporate innovation / digital transformation club has proven a valuable side effect 
of such engagement, either within existing Industry Associations or in another informal structure)

04. Government incentives

When we speak of corporates, we should note that larger public sector agencies will see similar benefits if 
they are to engage in such initiatives. 

Introduce tax incentives for investing capital in businesses, innovation, and R&D. In startup ecosystems that 
are mature, corporations are becoming one of the most essential growth-supporting players. In order to 
embrace innovation and diversify their assets, firms are offering infrastructure, networks, market access, 
and financial investments to creative startups. It is proposed that companies reinvesting profits in new ven-
tures, innovation, and R&D infrastructure get tax breaks.

Montenegro has specific tax rules for innovative companies under the Innovation Activity Act, the Act on 
Incentives for Research and Innovation Development, and implementing rulebooks, the key ones being the 
Rulebook on Registry of Innovation Activity and the Rulebook on Closer Conditions for Acquiring the Status 
of the Beneficiary of Incentive Measures for Development of Research and Innovations.  

Recommendation 2:
ENABLE EARLY-STAGE
FUNDING ACCESS
FOR STARTUPS

Short explanation

In the Western Balkans, early-stage funding remains scarce. Angel investors and venture capitalists are not 
only a source of financing for potentially active businesses but also of business expertise that is sometimes 
absent in startup development.  Even though the economies are facing economic and administrative ob-
stacles, the emerging potential of the Western Balkans, based on innovative ideas and creativity, can be 
translated into new thriving startups and business opportunities and growth.

The WB6 startup sectors are at the Early Activation Phase of development, characterised by a relatively 
small number of startups and evident gaps in regard to funding, mentorship and scaling opportunities. In 
this phase, first priorities include enlarging the broader funnel of startups, including increasing startup expe-
rience and Local Connectedness, and accelerating the growth of the most talented entrepreneurs. Funding 
is critical for any ecosystem and the WB region shows critically low rates of adequate funding available to 
its entrepreneurs, thus suffocating a healthier startup funnel development. Competition amongst Startup 
Support Mechanisms, e.g. providers of funding and mentorship programs remains low, e.g. with access to 
Venture Funding today almost entirely relying on only one or two organisations. More actors would im-
prove choice, quality and availability.  

Entrepreneurs in Western Balkans have been facing a lot of issues on their way to international expansion. 
One of the crucial factors that affected their journey is the limited access to funding. Throughout their 
journey, startups usually get funded by different sources e.g., own funds, grants public or private venture 
capital, and business angels. In the early stage of the development, startups also seek a loan from banks, 
however, banks that provide loans, however, due to small or no traction to prove their scalability, often do 
not have access to those loans. In the early stage of the development (pre- and seed stages), startups invest 
their resources into the development of their business case, however, many startups fail in these stages. In 
the later stages of the startups when they have obtained the revenue and secure collateral seek loans or 
classical types of investments.
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SOURCES AND TYPES OF FUNDING FOR EARLY-STAGE STARTUPS

Young, innovative firms in the pre-seed stage in the economies of Western Balkans have limited access 
to funding and advisory support, as well as limited opportunities to attract private investment via crowd-
funding or business angels. In the Western Balkans, firms at this stage rely primarily on savings, friends and 
family, employment agency grants, refundable grants, and pre-investment assistance from government 
agencies to fund their operations.
  
In the past period, innovation policy has gained prominence in the region. Serbia, Montenegro and North 
Macedonia have established comprehensive innovation strategies, and with the assistance of the World 
Bank, North Macedonia, Serbia, and Montenegro have established innovation funds. Kosovo* has taken 
steps toward drafting an innovation law, and Albania is strengthening university-business partnerships. 

South Central Ventures, the region’s first venture capital fund established under the Enterprise Innovation 
Fund, has made 28 portfolio investments in the region. There are also many present corporate funds in 
Serbia that support the growth of thriving startups and the Innovation fund in Serbia is supporting the es-
tablishment of local venture capital funds.

Advisory services of incubators and accelerators are accessible in all Western Balkans economies, although 
with limited scope and coverage. Some economies are attempting to provide more assistance to business-
es. The Innovation Fund of Serbia has numerous programs with grants ranging from 30,000 to 300,000 
EUR and innovation vouchers for corporate and research organisation cooperation. Additionally, Science 
Technology Park runs an incubation program with grants, accelerator programs - Katapult and Smart em-
phasise mentoring and grants, and the National Employment Service and regional development agencies 
provide training for new businesses. Some international financial institutions (IFIs), including the European 
Bank for Reconstruction and Development (EBRD), offer advisory services that are not limited to innovative 
companies.
 
In Albania and Bosnia and Herzegovina, for instance, some small programs supported by donors provide 
training and mentoring for startups. In Albania, the Uplift  has an annual accelerator program for tech 
startups; Yunus Social Business Balkans is an accelerator for social businesses; EU4 Innovation is a German 
Agency for International Cooperation (GIZ) project for the entrepreneurial ecosystem, and StartupGrind Ti-
rana is a community of founders and entrepreneurs who share best practices. In North Macedonia, the FITD 
has provided advisory services and financial options through three accelerators to support young business-
es. In Montenegro, there are successful accelerator programs e.g. Digital Den Accelerator and BoostMeUp 
run by Innovation and Entrepreneurship Center Tehnopolis Niksic that enables the establishment of tech 
companies that are still viable in the market.

In Bosnia and Herzegovina, a variety of donor-funded programs support startups with innovation and en-
trepreneurship programs, especially incubators and accelerators. Foundation 787, Intera Technology Park, 
ICBL, Bit Centre are providing incubation support to startups. Foundation 787 and HUB387 have started 
an acceleration program including angel investors. In addition, new businesses have access to investment 
from a corporate fund provided by BH Telecom and housed inside BH Tech Lab.

CURRENT CHALLENGES

01. Lack of government initiatives for enabling easier access to finance

An expanding and agile component of small and medium-sized businesses is crucial to growing the mar-
ket economy. Inadequate access to capital is one of the most serious obstacles entrepreneurs and busi-
nesses in the Western Balkans confront, and the governments of these nations must address this issue by 
implementing specific legislative measures. A small number of crowd-funding platforms are operational in 
Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Serbia, North Macedonia, and Kosovo*, with varying levels of traction; 
however, the development of locally registered platforms is not legally recognized in many of the econo-
mies. Activities and numbers of business angels in North Macedonia are increasing. However, there is still a 
lack of incentives and regulations for formal groups and their investment funds. In the region, North Mac-
edonia has been known for constantly reforming venture capital and private equity to improve the status 
of entrepreneurs. In Serbia, companies in the seed and venture stages have access to subsidised loans and 
grants from the Development Fund and the Serbia Development Agency, corporate fund Telekom Serbia 
and business angels are now recognized and very active. Boost of the venture capital funds gave the Alter-
native Investment Funds Law in Serbia.

Regarding the business angel, the non-governmental initiative Digital Serbia (DSI) has been introducing 
a set of incentives for founders to the government for implementation, and currently, DSI closed several 
funding rounds, alone and co-investing with domestic and international funders (VCs and angels) and Ser-
bia Ventures program which will grant two VCs with 5min EUR for establishing a 10M VC fund in Serbia.
                       
Bosnia and Herzegovina and Montenegro haven’t registered any venture capital funds, although many 
regional funds have a mandate to serve this market with their investment schemes. There are many incu-
bators, they primarily provide co-working spaces, some assistance in establishing and operating a business, 
and some networking opportunities. The private sector has started to plan to invest in corporate funds to 
boost startup activity. There is a corporate fund from 15M BAM for innovative ICT companies in Bosnia and 
Herzegovina. Albania approved a new Law on Collective Investment Entities that is aligned with the EU Al-
ternative Investment Fund Managers Directive and permits the formation of private equity funds.

* This designation is without prejudice to positions on status and is in line with UNSCR 1244 and the ICJ Opinion 
on the Kosovo declaration of independence

* This designation is without prejudice to positions on status and is in line with UNSCR 1244 and the ICJ Opinion 
on the Kosovo declaration of independence
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02. Lack of growth supporting programs

Access to finance cannot meet the challenges that startups face; they also require non-financial support, 
such as guidance and advice on how to establish and grow their business. Acceleration programs are 
proven to be effective in the expansion of startups as it provides training with the initial investment. Two 
very regional examples are Katapult, a program run by Belgrade Technology Park and Boost Me Up run by 
Tehnopolis Niksic, Montenegro. Selected programs can be of great assistance in providing networks that 
ease international expansion, particularly for startups in the region. EBRD Star Venture program, GIZ trac-
tion camps, are few of the programs supporting scale-up startups, education and network to expand on the 
international markets and always the local organisations are supported by international ones.

PROPOSED ACTIONS

01. Prioritise Business angel activities

The WB6 regional ecosystems would strongly benefit from a larger number of entrepreneurs starting busi-
nesses. More developed ecosystems have clearly demonstrated that a higher number and greater density 
of startups directly equates to the development of larger local knowledge pools, success in scaling busi-
nesses, in overall ecosystem value and ultimately economic impact. These effects are a result of higher 
local connectedness and collaboration as well as a higher likelihood of success simply resulting from more 
entrepreneurs trying out more varied concepts. Again, funding is critical, particularly with early-stage fund-
ing mechanisms that sustain new businesses for long periods of time and that provide mentorship and 
advice in addition to money.

In the pre-seed stage, startups require better access to business angel platforms. There is a need for busi-
ness angel co-investment strategies and regulations supported by governments. The priority of the gov-
ernments in the Western Balkans should be in structuring trusts and tax-free incentives for angel investors. 
Regulation of the investments of business investors should amend laws and regulations to formalise groups 
of investors into associations and for the government agencies to co-invest with angel investors.

� Quality Angel Groups Supported by Government Funding Programs

The quality of angel groups in a startup ecosystem is critical, and we believe there to be a small but suffi-
cient number of experienced individuals in the region to establish at least one effective angel group. We 
recommend establishing strict criteria that need to be fulfilled for an angel group to the government fund-
ing programs below, for instance requiring the group to include angels that can demonstrate their success 
in prior investments abroad or in working in an international scaleup business with significant valuation and 
demonstrable growth. Competition between angel groups is desirable and can be achieved with a public 
RFP process and formal accreditation.

 Pre-Seed Grant Funding Through Angel Groups

Considering the limited access to private funding, the region requires a government-led funding program 
to grow the pipeline of entrepreneurs and startups with some experience and some “fuel” to develop a 

more complex product or business model, in other words starting the funnel of funded startups that will 
feed private sector investments. The program should be sizable, and it should be designed with longevity in 
mind, e.g. as a 3 to a 5-year program. Private angel groups have proven to be the most effective mechanism 
to select investable business concepts, provide for sustained investment and to mentor their companies, 
directly resulting from Angel’s personal interest and profit motive.

Digital Serbia Initiative has been working on developing its first  angel group composed of angels with a 
good level of startup experience. The group is developing and accumulating expertise across its member-
ship, attracting a large deal flow, and developing deep and numerous relationships with startup support 
organisations and startup founders.

Having an angel group manage the grant program will rapidly help increase the group’s investment ex-
perience, expertise, deal flow, and community relationships, accelerating its development. We propose a 
government investment into a Pre-Seed Grant program managed by a qualified angel group(s) to the size 
of 20K EUR per grant, with a limit of one grant per startup (second grants not being allowed). The Pre-Seed 
Grant program also directly enlarges the pool of experienced startups with the development of  interesting 
products ready for later-stage seed investment by private angel groups.

 Sidecar Fund to Amplify Angel Investment

At this Phase (Early Activation) of startup ecosystem development private investors will find financial results 
to be volatile and more difficult to achieve than in more mature tech clusters. We thus believe government 
funding to be required to increase funding access for startups. A Sidecar Fund provides liquidity for angel 
groups and enables them to further “stretch” their own money across not only a broader portfolio of pre-
seed stage companies but also into the larger funding rounds frequently required by seed stage companies, 
e.g. those exiting from the aforementioned accelerator program.

The Sidecar Fund also allows the angel group to invest in more startups but also to write larger checks, on 
average and to the highest potential startups. Like the Pre-Seed Grant Program, the Sidecar Fund supports 
the group in increasing its deal flow (as startups follow where the most money is) and accelerating the ac-
cumulation of investment experience. A Sidecar Fund also enables individuals and organisations that seek 
to invest in startups without taking a commission in the management of the portfolio (passive investors, 
also known as LPs).

Supporting the ROI of trailblazing investors increases the probability of their longer-term engagement—
rather than seeing them give up after a few failed investments and never return.   

02. Introduction of tax benefits for companies or investor investment into startups, innovation, and R&D

Introduction of tax incentives for reinvestment of money in startups, innovation, and R&D In maturing 
startup ecosystems, businesses are becoming one of the most important growth-supporting actors. In 
order to embrace innovation and diversify their assets, businesses are providing creative startups with their 
infrastructure, networks, market access, and financial investments. It is suggested that firms reinvesting 
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earnings in startups, innovation, and R&D infrastructure get tax benefits. The best example comes from lex 
specialis, on Innovation from Montenegro - a set of laws on Innovation and tax incentives for the investors 
and companies which invests in startups and spin-offs, as well as in their own R&D and innovation projects.

03. Co-investment fund

Co-investment funds should be considered as investment vehicles consisting of funds of government 
agencies, private domestic companies and international funds/investors. 

There is a recommendation from North Macedonia that FITD support co-investment funds in cooperation 
with the World Bank to boost the growth potential of the companies. This idea is to be a regional fund 
sponsored by the MKD Government but open to private investors and other Governments from the region. 

04. Convertible loan

Convertible loan is one of the most common investment instruments for early-stage venture investments 
when a company’s worth is uncertain. Convertible loans are designed as loans with the goal of converting 
into stock at a certain milestone, often during the valuation of the following investment rounds. According 
to national investment-related regulations, convertible notes are one of many investment vehicles that 
could be more precisely defined. Recently introduced in North Macedonia, the recommendation goes to 
be lobbied for in all WB6.

05. Continuous support of the programs for startups

Entrepreneurial journey is challenging by itself and business-support programs are like short-scale MBA 
programs for startups when they receive training on various topics to build a sustainable business around 
their MVP (minimum viable product).  At this point of their investment journey, accelerators should include 
angel investors in their selection and pitch programs. Many accelerator programs in the region don’t pro-
vide initial investment. For startups graduating from the accelerator, there is a need to connect startups 
with a source of funding whether it is a  grant scheme or an angel investor. 

We recommend using the funding policy to support the creation or improvement of acceleration and men-
torship programs.

 Formation of at least two accelerator programs: Accelerator programs have proven to be very  effective in 
the formation and initial growth of startup companies, providing mentorship, funding opportunities, visibil-
ity and discipline during a condensed period of time.

� Use a funding program to support two quality Seed Accelerators

The funding program consists of injecting government capital into accelerator venture funds alongside 
private investor money, to be invested directly in startups accepted into the program. Accelerator pro-

grams that offer an investment into startups including capital from private investors tend to do much better 
because they attract better startups, put “skin in the game” and receive equity into the startups in return—
which encourages them to provide higher quality mentorships and continue to support the program long 
after it ends— and once the first exits occur, they benefit from a new, sustainable source of funding for 
both their operation and fund. This funding program would  support the formation or improvement of 
two high-quality accelerator programs in year one, and potentially a third program later (in year two or 
three). One or two of the accelerator programs could potentially be focused on one of the region’s most 
promising tech sub-sectors, which are yet to be selected. Optional but desirable involvement of corpora-
tions (private companies or public sector agencies) to support a program. Corporations can be effective 
in injecting industry expertise, providing Testing and Proof of Concept opportunities, and/or providing ad-
ditional sponsorship funding.
 

 Funding Requirements and Structure (XXXK EUR p.a.)

Capital is to be provided for direct investment into participating startups, at the rate of approx 50K EUR per 
startup (this may vary by ecosystem and cost of talent). Capital is to be provided as a private/public fund 
with the government injecting 50% and private investors – individuals and corporations - 50% as well. We 
recommend supporting two accelerators with 10 startups each, resulting in a total government commit-
ment of 500K EUR p.a. Government capital is to be pooled into an accelerator fund, and be structured as 
equity with capped returns, or as a full or partial grant (preferable). We believe this to be necessary to leave 
a larger portion of the upside to private investors, somewhat de-risking their investments as returns in this 
early phase likely will be volatile if not negative. Each accelerator program and respective accelerator de-
livery organisation will receive an equity portion (e.g. 7%) in each startup in return for the 50K EUR funding, 
providing the accelerator program with upside potential and creating a financial incentive for high-quality 
and sustained support.  We encourage the programs to provide a portion of this equity to mentors engaged 
in the program, to provide an incentive for intense engagement and continuity post-program. Startups 
benefiting from other funding programs (e.g. Pre-Seed Grant) are allowed to participate in one accelerator 
program.

EXPECTED BENEFITS

Pre-Seed and Seed investments are the first and most important links in the funding funnel leading to sca-
leups (and therefore jobs and economic growth). Yet on a global basis and even in Silicon Valley, the great 
majority of angel investors have failed to achieve ROIs appropriate to the level of risk they take. This is en-
dangering their existence and the whole startup ecosystem because of the crucial role they play. 

Private initiatives generally prove more effective than top-down government intervention. However, in nas-
cent ecosystems, the private market takes decades to solve deep funding gaps, or entirely fails to address 
key issues without government support. The formalisation of informal angel groups and incentive grants 
by the government for investments in early-stage startups would foster the establishment of new ventures 
and innovation in the Western Balkans economies.
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In addition to funding, mentorship has proven to be the most effective means of helping entrepreneurs to 
start and scale their businesses. Acceleration programs have a very positive impact in bringing all types of 
ecosystem participants together (e.g. founders, experts, investors), tightening the community and increas-
ing Local Connectedness (e.g. investors informally helping founders). Having a structured curriculum of 
accelerator programs with the initial investment, and including angel investors in the selection process is 
crucial for the further development of scaleups and potential unicorns in the following years.

Recommendation 3:
ADVOCATE FOR
POLICY INNOVATION

Short explanation

New technology and business practices are evolving every day with great speed. Therefore, it’s an everyday 
challenge for policymakers and regulatory agencies to keep up. The most effective method for govern-
ments to catch up with the most recent market trends and demands is to improve communication and 
cooperation through expert working groups.
 
Among these efforts is an open dialogue with the startup community e.g  ecosystem stakeholders such as 
coworking spaces, incubators, accelerators and funds about future legislation to enhance the circumstanc-
es for creative enterprises.
 
One of the most successful examples of how to foster the startup ecosystem and have regular feedback 
are ecosystem representative organisations or an entity that gathers ecosystem actors and serves as a one-
stop shop for all burning questions and equips startup founders with training and mentorship.

One of the most effective examples are:

� Startup Macedonia

Startup Macedonia is a bottom-up non-profit association formed by a group of Macedonian startup enthu-
siasts, professionals, investors, accelerators, and organisations. Members of the association are all working 
toward the same goal: making MKD a more welcoming place for start-ups to get their start. Identifying the 
many stakeholders in the Macedonian startup scene is an early priority for Startup Macedonia. The purpose 
of the platform of Macedonia’s startup ecosystem leaders was to have open dialogue and create a shared 
understanding of the challenges that each individual entity and the community as a whole are experiencing.

 Digital Serbia Initiative

Digital Serbia is a non-profit organisation whose mission is to make Serbia a worldwide leader in the digital 
economy. By investing in strategic programs in areas like formal and informal education, startup ecosys-
tem development, legal and regulatory frameworks, digital infrastructure, and public dialogue on digital 
transformation, Digital Serbia aims to establish a business environment that serves the digital economy. 
Their vast network of over 30 member organisations across all industries important to the development of 
a digital ecosystem is their greatest asset.

Digital Serbia closely collaborates with ecosystem members and their legal team is responding and sug-
gesting amends to the current legal framework to the government with the aim to provide a better business 
environment for founders, funds and investors.

 AlbaniaTech

AlbaniaTech is an online platform for sharing success stories, providing an overview of current entrepre-
neurs, and spreading information about the Albanian Startup and Innovation Ecosystem, its players, and 
their offerings.

It will function as a hub for Albania’s startup community, bringing together individuals in one virtual location 
to increase collaboration and creativity throughout Albania’s ecosystem.

The goal of the platform is to help the policy-making institutions in Albania, such as the government, 
NGOs, universities, angel investor groups, etc., promote the Albanian entrepreneurial landscape and attract 
international investment.

 Startup Kosovo*

StartUp Kosovo* serves as an essential resource for direction and help for business ideas that have not yet 
been put into action. The purpose of the site is to give startup founders an overview of the ecosystem, de-
tails on upcoming events for startups, information on relevant legislation, and many other vital and crucial 
updates.
    
CURRENT CHALLENGES

01.  Lack of experienced government representatives on startups

Most governments lack expertise in startups. Before adopting the startup agenda, it is necessary to educate 
decision-makers on the significance of policies and to define the significance of establishing or revising 
legislation in order to enhance the innovation and entrepreneurial environment. However, lower levels of 

* This designation is without prejudice to positions on status and is in line with UNSCR 1244 and the ICJ Opinion 
on the Kosovo declaration of independence

* This designation is without prejudice to positions on status and is in line with UNSCR 1244 and the ICJ Opinion 
on the Kosovo declaration of independence
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government in Albania and Bosnia and Herzegovina (municipality or cantonal level) are more willing to im-
plement frameworks to improve the economic climate for entrepreneurs.
 

02.  Prioritisation of startup agenda
 
The key to the successful execution of innovation and the startup agenda is for national governments 
to make it a high priority. Governments and the private sector in Albania, Kosovo*, and Bosnia and Her-
zegovina are resistant to changes in legislation concerning entrepreneurship. While the governments of 
Montenegro, North Macedonia, and Serbia place innovation and entrepreneurship at the top of their list of 
mandated goals, legislative reforms are accelerated.

PROPOSED ACTIONS

01.  Working groups

Implementation of laws and regulations is heavily reliant on input from the startup community. Policymak-
ers must gather feedback from the startup community about what is required to support the steady devel-
opment of enterprises and allow a better business environment.

A key recommendation is to bring together ecosystem leaders and government representatives to address 
pertinent concerns and subjects. The outcome of the meetings should be a call to action to modify legis-
lation and better support a thriving startup environment.

02.  Education of policymakers on startups

Startup trends are continuously evolving, making it difficult to comprehend them if you are not actively 
involved. Startup vocabulary is difficult to comprehend on its own, therefore government leaders might 
benefit from ecosystem representatives’ startup-related training. The academy’s model on startup-related 
themes for government administration may be most useful in the future knowledge of the startup commu-
nity’s most pressing challenges. 

Good case practice from Montenegro is the development of a handbook/manual  for innovation program 
implementation - Recommendations for the implementation of Innovation programs -  that can be uti-
lised by any policy institution or government administration to execute programs.
                                             

03.  Comparative analysis

Comparative analysis is beneficial for both government and ecosystem representatives that could be used 
for lobbying with concrete results, and examples of what are the good practices in the more developed 
ecosystems and in neighbouring economies.

04.  Donor engagement

We suggest further engagement in the coordination of donor activity to increase the focus and the longev-
ity of funding for programs in the WB6.

05.  Regional association of startup-related organisations

As a community we already command a large set of skills, experiences and good practices. If we were to 
combine our joint experience and the sharing of respective knowledge more systematically, we believe 
there is a significant uplift in the quality of our programs and the quality of our ecosystem communities to 
be achieved. One step towards regional connectedness and collaboration is through the WB Startup Alli-
ance network. 

EXPECTED BENEFITS

The more high-level policy makers are exposed to the startup ecosystem and success stories, the easier 
it is to get them on board to have leaders and startup representatives involved in policy-making, lobbying 
and advocacy. There’s an opportunity to influence the direction each economy will take, as well as on a re-
gional level when success cases are presented. The main benefit of engagement and collaboration among 
startup community representatives and policymakers is to minimise the administrative burdens and create a 
transparent process for innovative founders ready to grow their business from this region and create com-
petitive job opportunities, attract and retain local talent and serve as the backbone of our future economies. 

* This designation is without prejudice to positions on status and is in line with UNSCR 1244 and the ICJ Opinion 
on the Kosovo declaration of independence

Recommendation 4: SUPPORT STARTUPS GROWING INTERNATIONALLY

Short explanation

An integral aspect of every startup’s long-term strate-
gy is to grow internationally.
Scalable businesses look for ways to increase their 
customer base and their market share quickly.

Western Balkans entrepreneurs face significant chal-
lenges due to the difficulty of developing scalable 
business concepts. If a startup’s proposed solution 
has proven successful in one regional market, it is very 
likely to be replicated with just minimal modifications 
in the other regional markets. Companies in the West-
ern Balkans often have initial success in the home 

market but face significant barriers to expansion 
once they look outside their borders.
 
Attractive as it may be to businesses and their in-
vestors, breaking into the Western Balkans mar-
ket is challenging due to high barriers to entry. 
International investors may not find the Western 
Balkans’ many tiny markets enticing individually, 
but as one area it is a far more promising invest-
ment opportunity. As the regional market be-
comes more accessible, the growth potential for 
local businesses improves.



The way forward for a regional entrepreneurship ecosystem

30 31

Recommendations from the Western Balkans Startup Council

CURRENT CHALLENGES

Mindset & Human capital

Entrepreneurs are having a hard time expanding their product's market outside the Western Balkans. This 
lack of development attitude is a direct result of the international market's insufficient training and network-
ing opportunities for startups.

Inadequate talent is being found for market growth since many entrepreneurs lack either market ties or 
long-term motivations. Scale-up phase, also defined as the most challenging phase of the entrepreneurial 
journey, is the period when people spend the most time building businesses and adapting to the many 
changes. There has been a significant decrease in the workforce in recent years, and one key cause is the 
difficulty of finding individuals who can adapt to changing job requirements and organisational structures.

No regional knowledge on expansion

Prior to investing in a firm with the potential for significant growth, investors will inquire about a second 
market for development. Many Balkan entrepreneurs select their neighbouring nation due to their familiar-
ity with its cultural, behavioural, and socioeconomic characteristics. However, startup teams might spend 
months learning about the industry and locating the proper individuals to assist them in this endeavour. 
Currently, the area lacks a centralised repository of knowledge that would enable entrepreneurs to form 
significant relationships.

Knowledge-gap

There is a misconception about the selection of the market and the creation of a landing approach for the 
intended market. Founders lacked the necessary cultural, behavioural, and sociological knowledge of the 
nation to approach their product effectively.

PROPOSED ACTIONS

01.  Build concept on reciprocity (hubs)

Accelerators and incubators are supporting startups as they aim to position their businesses globally. Hav-
ing a network such as Startup Alliance in the Western Balkans can enable founders to look after needed 
information on the platform and the ways how they can expand regionally.
                                                                        

 � Soft landing support (Startup Macedonia - inbound)                                                                        

 � Projects paying for the visit to the foreign economies

 � The Montenegrin Capital City Podgorica is encouraging startups to attend and showcase their  
initiatives at the Websummit for the second consecutive year (40K yearly budget, 4k per startup).

EXPECTED BENEFITS

Network of Western Balkans Softlanding Hubs: One go-to-place for each economy that would support 
founders to get market insights and support when entering. This would create an opportunity for more of 
our organisations to offer soft landing as a service, as well as regional collaboration when supporting our 
most promising startups. Here we already widen the addressable market significantly and in an environ-
ment that is somewhat familiar to our founders. A first step towards quicker market expansion. 

Foreign Sales Missions: Companies that have proven traction across our WB6 markets and show strong 
international competitiveness then will require further support to broaden their market reach into Europe / 
Globally in order to make them interesting for international and later-stage investors. Tapping international 
mentorship networks may prove to be an effective and economical approach to test and further develop 
the Global Connectedness and Global Market Reach of a smaller subset of our most mature companies. 
Again, acting as a region will ensure that we can present high-quality deal-flow to international mentors, 
clients (in B2B) and subsequently investors. 

One successful startup from MKD entered the Serbian market. The soft-landing as a service is recommend-
ed to be provided by one organisation, with the support of the government in order to promote it as an 
option to interested startups and scaleups from the region/internationally. Recommendation as well goes 
to the creation of one regional booklet Launch in Western Balkans, giving information on all available op-
portunities in each economy.
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ANNEX

01. Engagement through Industrial sectors 

ADVANCED MANUFACTURING

The role of industry is particularly important in Serbia (where it represents an equally important part of the 
economy as in EU-11) and, to a slightly lesser extent, in Bosnia and Herzegovina and Kosovo*. Manufac-
turing is the predominant industrial subsector, especially in Serbia, Macedonia and Kosovo*, particularly in 
regard to automotive components: The continued strength of the subsector has relied upon cost com-
petitiveness, geographical proximity to EU markets and a historical legacy of manufacturing automotive 
components. The large scale FDI led investment into component manufacturing made by FIAT in Serbia 
demonstrates the potential.

To maintain their competitive edge in industrial manufacturing, suppliers in the Western Balkans will need 
to modify their business practices to meet new requirements in terms of quality standards, design and de-
velopment capabilities and supply chain management. Governments must also change the focus of their 
reform efforts, as the experience in other CEE economies has shown that once the initial wave of privatisa-
tion-related investment subsidies, factors such as institutional development, infrastructure and the quality 
of the business environment become increasingly critical to ensuring the sustainable competitiveness of 
the sector. Similar to other export-led sectors, the industry needs to develop up the value chain, e.g., by 
having a stronger focus on innovation in product development, design and service and by providing sys-
tems solutions rather than components only. Start-ups particularly in Germany and the Nordics already 
have had a significant impact on traditional manufacturing, e.g. by equipping out-dated industrial sites with 
the sensors, connectivity and analytics that allow to turn “old” equipment into intelligent production sys-
tems. A large demand for small and affordable solutions combined with the engineering expertise at many 
of the WB6 technical universities provide a promising environment for a start-up revolution in industrial 
manufacturing. 

PUBLIC SERVICES

Public administration, defence, education, and social services account for 17 per cent of economic activity 
on average, ranging from 13 per cent in Albania to over 25 % for Bosnia and Herzegovina. The combination 
of large size but low factor productivity in the public sector offers plenty of opportunity for disruptive new 
thinking; that is provided ecosystem actors can get access to public projects.

* This designation is without prejudice to positions on status and is in line with UNSCR 1244 and the ICJ Opinion 
on the Kosovo declaration of independence

* Ibid

ENERGY AND UTILITIES

The energy and utilities sector is in need of modernization all across the Western Balkans in order to meet 
strict EU criteria for emissions and to overcome frequent shortages in supply, generation and distribution 
capabilities. In addition, sustainable energy generation and energy savings measures are frequently dis-
cussed but largely non-existent. Respective investments are supported by EBRD and World Bank funding. 
We believe there to be opportunity particularly in Renewables, in intelligent grid management and in energy 
savings technologies where start-ups will not only find a domestic market but also relevant export oppor-
tunities.
 
AGRICULTURE

The WB6 region is agriculture-intensive, and agriculture accounts for 12 per cent of value added on aver-
age, ranging from only 7 per cent in BiH to 23 per cent in Albania. Agriculture also plays a vital role, both so-
cially and in terms of employment, e.g. employing more than 50% of the active workforce in Albania. Serbia 
stands out as having a clear comparative advantage in farming, mainly due to fertile agricultural soil in its 
northern province of Vojvodina. The other five economies have less advanced agricultural sectors, mainly 
consisting of small-scale and inefficient subsistence farming. With a view to their export contribution, agri-
culture remains small and below the opportunity that easy access to the EU with its high demand for such 
products provides. In addition, most exports are raw products, and the region misses out on generating the 
value add that results from food processing operations. The potential for agribusiness to develop further 
in the region is significant provided economies can drive efficiency in agricultural holdings, improve the 
quality of collection, storage and marketing, and develop agricultural support services. The EU supports the 
sector with approx. 200 MN USD as part of the rural development programme (IPARD). One of the biggest 
AgriTech research institutes in Europe – BioSense -- already is located in Serbia. High quality farmland, sig-
nificant donor investment and developed scientific research across the region provide the foundation for 
the development of an AgriTech industry. We believe that the agricultural sector has not yet experienced 
the full impact of digital transformation and provides opportunities for new thinking, both in the application 
of digital technologies and in new business concepts such as the sharing economy.

TOURISM

Furthermore, several economies have strong potential for further growth in the tourism sector. In 2013, 
receipts from international tourists already amounted to 21 percent of GDP in Montenegro and 13 percent 
of GDP in Albania. Both economies, as well as others in the region, expect tourism numbers to increase 
significantly in the coming years, especially as the quality of infrastructure and services improves towards 
the standards of the most advanced Western markets. And whilst tourism industries traditionally create a 
larger amount of lower skilled employment, we believe there to be an opportunity where digital services 
can help promote and deliver higher end tourism and hospitality services, enhance the tourist experience 
and ultimately create opportunity for building sophisticated export solutions for global tourism & hospitality 
markets.

CORPORATE ENGAGEMENT 
RECOMMENDATIONS
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DIGITALIZING CRAFTSMANSHIP – FASHION AND FURNITURE

The Western Balkans have a long tradition in craftsmanship, particularly in respect to fashion and apparel, 
wood crafting and furniture production. Traditionally, talent pools are broad and deep and business rela-
tionships with European brands are well developed. The increasing demand for ever fast changes in styles 
and collections requires producers to be near shore. In addition, hedonistic Western consumers increas-
ingly are demanding highly individualised products.  From a start-up community perspective, we could 
envisage a maker movement, combined with eCommerce and modern logistics, to provide an opportunity 
for highly bespoke and upmarket products for Western consumer markets.

DIGITAL ENTERTAINMENT

Within the software development sector, Digital Entertainment appears to be one of the hugely promising 
specialisations where the WB6 already have obtained a competitive international position. Ranging from 
leading gaming companies in Serbia, Macedonia and Albania to movie and special effects production in 
Skopje (fx3x studios) to the Augmented Reality developments happening at Microsoft Belgrade, the region 
commands a promising mix of sophisticated technology as well as the creative talent. And whilst its GDP 
contribution today may be marginal, the Digital Entertainment industry may punch way above its weight in 
developing an international profile for the WB6 start-up ecosystem, attracting specialist talent, investment 
and spearheading the use of highly advanced technologies.

02. Priorities of Corporate engagement

* This designation is without prejudice to positions on status and is in line with UNSCR 1244 and the ICJ Opinion 
on the Kosovo declaration of independence

PRIORITY Albania
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/

Serbia
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RE/EE

Agriculture

Public Sector
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2
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03. Recommendations continued / practical and real examples

Strategic Sector Delivery Panel: Pooling of stakeholder groups active in the strategic sectors, including with 
political leaders, regulators, industry chambers, and representatives of the ICT industry, academics, and 
start-up ecosystem leaders. This should include involvement of the EBRD or other major donors should 
they be active in the sector. The role of the sector delivery panel should include: 
 

 � Informing and shaping government industrial strategy
 � Seeking agreement with regulators as per the use of new technologies or business models
 � Building profile for the sector opportunity within the economy / region
 � Encouraging collaboration

 � Building profile and relationship networks with international investors and clients 

Best practices examples for sector delivery panels exist that can be leveraged, e.g. with the UK FinTech, 
LawTech and CleanTech Delivery Panels.
 
Regional “Big Bets”

Big Bets are larger and longer-term development programmes that seek to develop entirely new solutions 
that are competitive on international markets. In Google’s language they are best described as ambitious 
“Moon shots”. Typically, these Big Bets address problems that are too complex for a single organisation 
– corporation, R&D institution or start-up - to solve on a standalone basis. Big Bets seek to combine 
stakeholders with a genuine interest, capability and resource required for development and commerciali-
zation. Big Bets typically span a period of 6 – 18 months of intensive collaboration. They require work in a 
sequence of phases: Starting with defining a Big Bet problem and contracting potential partners, projects 
typically move quickly into a phase of ideation and research. Ideas then are being piloted, using incubation 
and acceleration environments. In their final stage, Big Bets aim at leveraging the larger distribution net-
works of their corporate partners to achieve rapid market penetration and commercial scale. To support 
accelerated development in the strategic sectors, we recommend organising a number of Big Bets or In-
novation Challenges. The Big Bets ideally operate at the WB6 regional level or they combine participants 
from a subset of economies for which the respective sector is of high priority. The agricultural sector and 
AgriTech solutions may prove a valuable pilot given its relevance for all six geographies. 
 
Best practice examples exist that can be leveraged, e.g. with the Tech City UK open innovation challenges, 
the UK catapults and Switzerland’s national digital challenges.

EARLY-STAGE STARTUP FUNDING  RECOMMENDATIONS

01. Additional considerations

Corruption

Using angel groups and accelerator programs to make investment decisions for the government along with 
their own money—and even purely to distribute the government money as grants—is effective to prevent 
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corruption when structured smartly. For instance, by requiring that three angels with a high net worth and 
international success, we ensure that they apply scrutiny to each investment they sign, and effectively take 
responsibility for. No high net worth individual will risk its reputation, let alone criminal prosecution, to 
funnel 25K EUR to the startup of another angel’s family member or friend. For this reason working through 
a group is effective. The additional requirement that startup founder recipients be made public can also 
support the same objective while supporting transparency and a culture where funding events are publicly 
praised (which is good for the startups).
 
Using Tax Incentives

Tax incentive schemes have proven very valuable to unlock private sector interest and investment, both for 
institutional as well as for individual investors. We understand that Serbia has recently adopted a tax provi-
sion that provides companies (institutional investors) with significant deductions on corporate tax liabilities. 
Going forward we suggest exploring additional tax measures or other incentives aimed at individuals to 
further broaden the number of private investors but also to provide equally attractive access to what can 
develop into an attractive asset class.
             
Venture Finance

Venture Finance will prove important in the mid-term future when there is a substantial number of com-
panies at a scaling stage and with respective higher capital requirements (Series A+). Today SC Ventures is 
the only source of Venture Finance and we understand that their investments rely strongly on European 
Commission budgets. We propose to revisit the issue of Venture Finance, including with respective regula-
tory frameworks and incentives for private VC investors, in the mid-term future and with a view to making 
available VC in Serbia from 2022-2023 onward.

02. Explanation of startup funding phases

Pre-seed: at this stage, newly established companies seek to determine if the market is interested in their 
value proposition, commonly known as finding product-market fit. This capital is also utilised to hire im-
portant staff members, which is essential for the expansion of a small startup. Typically, the amount raised 
is the bare minimum required to test the concept, followed by a subsequent fundraising round to opera-
tionalize the go-to market.

Seed: essentially, this fundraising round provides startups with the capital necessary to transform their vi-
sion into a functioning business. This enables the company to perform additional market research, recruit 
more employees so that the founders can focus on expansion, and begin automating and establishing 
processes. At this stage, the organisation must identify a specific target market and develop an effective 
marketing strategy.

Series A: This stage is all about discovering new ways to continue growing, such as expanding to new 
locations, verticals, or adding products. A startup seeking Series A capital should ideally have solid reve-

nue traction, a predictable sales process, and a competent team to execute the strategy. At this stage, the 
business should prioritise rapid expansion while expanding its capacity and human capital. To attract val-
ued investors, it is essential for a business to present actual market data and optimistic projections for the 
foreseeable future.

After Series A: after Series A, startups begin to transform into enterprises, with dozens of people and stable 
but expanding revenue. Typically, additional capital is required to continue growth, strive toward becoming 
a market leader, or in some instances, expand into new markets or sectors.

03. Explanation of startup funding sources

 �  Bootstrapping refers to the practice of launching a business with personal savings, borrowed funds 
from close friends and family, and a small portion of initial sales revenue reinvested.  

 �  Friends, Family, and "Fools" are described as early individual investors. Typically, this is the initial 
source of funding a startup receives.

 �  Crowdfunding: utilising well-known platforms such as Kickstarter and Indiegogo,, startups can 
acquire funding from many individuals who typically invest small amounts. Using crowdfunding, 
investors can earn returns on their investments in the form of equity.

 �  Loans and government grants: this is typically the most difficult option, as banks are hesitant to 
lend money to startups because it is generally viewed as a risky investment, and receiving a bank 
loan heavily depends on the startup's financials and projections, and its business model.

 �  Angel investors: Individuals with an existing portfolio of investments and startups who provide 
funding in exchange for equity in early-stage startups. In addition, they often serve as advisors and 
mentors to the founders, guiding them along the path to establishing a successful business.

 �  Venture capital: VCs actively seek businesses with rapid growth and a technology focus, anticipat-
ing high returns when a company goes public. While seeking VC investment, it is essential for the 
founders to investigate the profile of the potential investor to determine if they have experience or 
expertise in the relevant industry. Typically, venture capital firms have a thesis regarding stage (pre-
seed), market (B2B, B2C), industry (travel, marketplaces, SaaS), and technologies. Before reaching 
out to all of them, take the time to research their investment portfolio and criteria.

 �  Incubators and accelerators provide founders with the necessary resources and support in the 
form of working spaces, exposure to other investors, learning workshops, and networking events, 
which can be extremely beneficial for startups. They also have relationships with services such as 
lawyers and accountants and can offer them at a discount. In exchange, they typically receive equi-
ty as a return on their investment, but they may also offer debt financing options or other methods 
of risk and reward. This varies between local and international incubators.
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