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North Macedonia elects the conservative, centre-right candidate Gordana Siljanovska Davkova as 

first female president and the parliament elects VMRO-DPMNE leader Hristian Mickoski as new 

Prime Minister. The comeback of the right to the seats of power is the result of the Presidential and 

Parliamentary elections (April 24
th
 and May 8

th
), distinguished by a dense electoral campaign in a 

historical period during which the country is facing new challenges that hinder its path to joining the 

European Union. The issue of revising the Constitution, as desired by Sofia for the introduction of 

sections recognizing the Bulgarian minority in the North Macedonian territory, was indeed at the 

centre of the communication. Hence, the focus was placed on the concept of identity and on a more 

general clash between European integration (i.e. advancement of human rights) and national pride 

(i.e. protection of traditional institutions). 

 

Introduction 

North Macedonia officially began its journey towards the European Union in 2005, obtaining 

the candidate country status. Progress towards European integration was immediately 

suspended due to Greece's veto and the long diplomatic battle over the name change. Indeed, 

the objections started in 1991 when the country declared its independence from Yugoslavia 

and adopted the name “Republic of Macedonia”. Greece opposed to this, arguing that 

“Macedonia” implies territorial, historical, and cultural heritage from the homonymic 

northern Greek region
1
. Skopje was then accused for decades of appropriating signs and 

figures that are considered emblematic of Greek culture – such as the use of Vergina Sun 

(royal symbol of the ancient Kingdom of Macedonia) and Alexander the Great as namesake 

of infrastructures, monuments, and places of cultural interest. On the other hand, the 

counterparty claimed for years this ambiguity had no territorial ambitions towards Greece, 

nor a cultural plunder: Skopje pointed out that the lands of the present-day country was part 

of historical evolutions of “Macedonia”, which has been influenced by wars, borders re-

drawing, and different cultures. 

In 2018, thanks to the negotiations (supported by US) led by Zoran Zaev of the centre-left 

party SDSM – Social Democratic Union of Macedonia
2
 and the signing of the Prespa 

Agreement
3
, it was established that the official name would be the Republic of North 

Macedonia. The dispute also impeded the country's access to NATO – after the Agreement, 

in 2020 the member states officially allowed North Macedonia to become the 30
th

 member of 

the Atlantic Alliance
4
. 

However, complications in the EU accession process have not stopped. Disagreements with 

Bulgaria have again blocked the start of negotiations at the European level. The reasons 

essentially lie in Sofia's request to constitutionally recognize the Bulgarian minority 

presence
5
 on North Macedonian territory and to clarify the historical and identity ties 

between the two States
6

. After various resistances, in 2022 the North Macedonian 

government, at the time led by centre-left leader Dimitar Kovačevski (SDSM), accepted the 

terms (also known as “French proposal”
7
) expected by Bulgaria for the start of negotiations.  

                                                           
1
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 Socijaldemokratski sojuz na Makedonija. 

3
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The hesitations to accept the compromise were essentially driven by identity grievance and 

the awareness of the struggles to protect it in such a multi-ethnic society. The French 

proposal requires North Macedonia to amend its constitution to include the recognition of 

ethnic Bulgarians – who number 3,500 persons, according to the last census in 2021
8
; at the 

same time, Sofia does not acknowledge the Macedonian language (considered as a Bulgarian 

dialect) and its historical independence
9
. This stance, entrenched in Bulgarian political 

rhetoric, remains a significant obstacle fostering the opposition of the public sentiment: 

according to the first inquiry
10

 after the approval by Kovačevski, over 70% of North 

Macedonian citizens were against this constitutional reform, which is perceived as a threat to 

the national identity and a trigger step towards more inter-ethnic tensions within the country.  

While both major political opponents seem to support the EU integration, the divergence is 

on how to address a new constitutional reform, and on the EU’s long-term viability of this 

enlargement approach
11

, focused on compromises over identitarian matters in a region where 

the historical resonance is still impactful. This issue has generated negative reactions within 

the national debate. The perception is that North Macedonia's identity is continually being 

questioned and that the political leadership is unable to protect the nation's interests. A strong 

opposition against the changes to the Constitution in the Parliamentary seats has been led 

from the centre-right party VMRO-DPMNE
12

 (Internal Macedonian Revolutionary 

Organization – Democratic Party for Macedonian National Unity), fuelling a widespread 

nationalist sentiment that brought many Macedonians to manifest and protest to oppose these 

new conditions for the accession to the European Union. In 2023, the political system 

remained under strain, with the governing coalition (composed by SDSM and the two 

Albanian parties – DUI and AA) facing the controversies. At the end of the year, snap 

elections were demanded by the opposition to resolve the crisis
13

. 

The complex and dynamic political situation in North Macedonia has led to a strong 

polarization of the country.  

The 2024 elections were therefore a crucial moment for the nation, and the outcome will 

significantly influence the country's European path: a road that requires political, economic, 

and legislative reforms to align with EU standards. This includes improvements in areas such 

as the rule of law, human rights, democratic governance, environmental sustainability, and a 

clear response to the structural problem of corruption. 
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The Election Results 

The 2024 elections
14  

in North Macedonia saw the participation of various parties
15

 and 

candidates, with particularly significant results
16

 for the country's political future. The first 

round of voting took place on April 24
th

, during which citizens expressed their preferences 

for the new legislative body and for the two candidates running in the presidential run-off, 

completed with a second vote on May 8
th

. 

Voter turnout during these elections increased by about ten percentage points compared to the 

2019 Presidential elections. At the heart of the political debate is the country's possible entry 

into the European Union in light of the constitutional amendments requested by Bulgaria for 

the recognition of its minority on North Macedonian soil. 

The first round involved 53.41% of the population. The parliamentary elections in North 

Macedonia allocate 120 seats on a proportional basis. The results showed a clear victory for 

the right-wing coalition. With 43.32% of the votes, Your Macedonia (Tvoja Makedonija), led 

by the VMRO-DPMNE party and its leader Hristijan Mickoski
17

, is the group that will have 

the most influence in Parliament for the next four years. The centre-left, led by SDSM with 

the Coalition for the European Future, which has been in power in recent years, stopped at 

15.37%, followed by the European Front (which includes the Albanian party DUI – 

Democratic Union for Integration) with 13.66%. The Albanian coalition VLEN obtained 13 

seats with 10.64%. 

During these elections, the first round of the presidential was also held. Conservative 

candidate Gordana Siljanovska Davkova (supported by the VMRO-DPMNE party) obtained 

37.5% of the votes, significantly ahead of the incumbent candidate Stevo Pendarovski 

(SDSM), who received 18.5%. Voter preference was confirmed during the second round on 

May 8
th

, which marked the victory of North Macedonia's first female president with 65.14%. 

Gordana Siljanovska Davkova thus took office at Villa Vodno, the official residence of the 

President, with an inaugural press conference
18

 that stirred some controversies. Referring to 

her role as head of state, Davkova omitted the use of the current name “North Macedonia”, 

which resulted from a long-standing diplomatic dispute with Greece that lasted over twenty 

years. By referring to the country simply as “Macedonia”, the new president continued her 

electoral campaign stance and positioning. President Davkova is openly opposed to the 

Prespa Agreement (2018) and by using the term “Macedonia” on the symbolic day of her 

inauguration not only led to the Greek ambassador's departure from the hall but also sent a 

clear message
19

.  

The centre-right coalition, represented by the VMRO-DPMNE party, is now the clear and 

undeniable majority. A victory that is going to influence relations with neighbouring EU 

countries, particularly Greece and Bulgaria. These election results also represent the broader 

cultural climate, dominant in this small country in the Western Balkans. 
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Identity Talks 

Since its independence in 1991, North Macedonia faced significant challenges to receive 

international recognition from its neighbours, compounded by internal ethnic disputes and 

regional instability
20

 with inefficient state institutions, widespread corruption, unemployment 

and weak economic performances. This instability, although the country is notably a multi-

cultural society, led the concept of “Macedonian identity” and its protection at the centre of 

the winning party’s agenda
21

. VMRO-DPMNE, specifically during ex-Prime Minister Nikola 

Gruevski era, over the years has responded to the demand for populist politics setting the 

grounds for the latest campaign
22

 and the motto “Macedonia yours again!”
23

. 

Heavily media-focused campaigns, sparked by a heated debate on press freedom and the 

integrity of the electoral process. It is significant to mention that on the occasion of the 

elections, the Parliament approved a controversial amendment to the media law that lifts the 

ban on government and municipal advertising on television and media
24

. This change, 

supported by the previous ruling party and the opposition, has raised significant concerns 

among journalists and press freedom organizations. The fear is the undue influence on 

independent infosystem and an increase in self-censorship.  

In this regard, the Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe published findings 

and conclusions related to the elections, pointing out that the campaigns were generally 

competitive, but transparency and accountability in the financing system were weak due to 

minimal reporting obligations and limited oversight capacity
25

. A context where a key role 

was made by social media as well – where hate speech on the basis of political preferences 

and ethnic identity, often abetted by parties as well, was widely spread during the 

campaigns
26

. 

The identity question significantly contributed to the defeat of the Social Democratic Union 

of Macedonia (SDSM). The party was perceived as too accommodating towards the demands 

of Greece and Bulgaria. Despite successfully resolving the name dispute with Greece and 

securing NATO membership, many voters viewed these concessions negatively. The 

coalition with the Democratic Union for Integration (DUI), a party representing the Albanian 

minority, also left many ethnic Macedonian voters dissatisfied. The delicate balance between 

appeasing international demands and maintaining national identity remains a contentious 

issue. 

Taking stock of the reform process in North Macedonia reveals a mixed picture of progress 

and persistent challenges – beyond the issue of Bulgarian minorities. The country has made 

strides in resolving its long-standing disputes, such as achieving NATO membership and 
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21 
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resolving the name issue with Greece. However, discrepancies remain rooted, particularly in 

governance, judicial reform, and combating corruption.  

Efforts to reform the electoral system have stagnated, reflecting deep-seated political 

divisions and the reluctance of major parties to compromise on electoral districting.  

The media landscape, despite recent legislative changes, continues to face concerns over 

independence and self-censorship, exacerbated by political influence
27

.  

Civil society, while vibrant, struggles with funding issues and limited government 

cooperation.  

Sustained efforts are needed to strengthen democratic institutions, improve governance, and 

foster inclusive growth – which are required for the EU alignment process. 

 

Conclusions 

Norh Macedonia navigates its post-election landscape questioning the EU accession 

perspectives, and all the reforms that will be required to fit the criteria
28

. Addressing 

corruption resolving bilateral disputes, and advancing in the integration process will shape 

the country’s trajectory. The standstill relation with Bulgaria is likely to continue impacting 

North Macedonia EU membership
29

 and the overall feeling of disillusionment. 

In 24
th

 June, North Macedonia’s parliament elected Hristijan Mickoski (VMRO-DPMNE 

leader) as Prime Minister. Even if historical positions suggest a more nationalist approach, 

which might complicate relations with neighbouring countries and the EU, Mickoski stated 

the willing to work on attracting new investment, cutting taxes, and increasing incomes – all 

in all, by allying the common foreign policy with the EU and supporting Ukraine’s defence. 

Alongside, in tune with the President Davkova’s oath, the new Prime Minister in Skopje 

decides to name his country Macedonia
30

.  

Beyond the economic
31

 and emigration-related challenges
32

, the comeback season of 

nationalism will necessarily require a structural program against corruption in a country 

where clientelism is a well-known opponent of a progressive stability of the rule of law.  

The return of a collective sense of traditionalism will also be critical on the development of 

gender equality and LGBTQAI+ rights
33

. Even during the pro-European legislations, the 

government has not advanced laws to formally recognize same-sex relationships, nor a 

dedicated platform to engage in constructive dialogue for the protection of that part of the 

society
34

. 

However, the issue is clearly important for SDSM to re-build a comprehensive and efficient 

agenda based on: 
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 Strengthen the dynamics of its coalition, led by a frontperson that can relate to 

people’s needs and inspired by transparency, anti-corruption, and rule of law; 

 Reconnect with voters, by emphasizing national identity (which is a highly perceived 

issue) and stressing out the strategic/practical advantages of reaching EU stages as 

well; 

 Promote social policies for a more inclusive society, working on health system, 

gender equality, and environmental justice. 

To regain momentum in the enlargement discussion, North Macedonia need to make 

significant strides towards EU membership. The new government led by VMRO-DPMNE, in 

that sense, should work on meeting Copenhagen criteria. Other than be engaged in 

constructive dialogue with the neighbouring countries, indeed, the EU access goal can be 

achieved through juridical reforms to support independence in trial processes, and a reshape 

of its political causes: not only nationalism, but also a strong effort to fight clientelism and 

corruption, and some concrete results for the North Macedonian economy to retain its voters. 

 

 

Ivana Ristovska, East Journal journalist  

 


