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REGIONAL DISPARITIES AS A SECURITY MATTER 
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ABSTRACT 
The stability of the modern state is reflects in the level of the cohesion between citizens and 
state. In the core of this lies a feeling of identification and affiliation to the socio-political 
community (state). However, it is difficult to reach this goal in the conditions of large 
regional differences in terms of economical and societal progress.  This problem can induce 
political tensions among central and local (regional) authorities, which can lead, in extreme 
cases, to demands for independence. This situation can be identified in developed as well as 
in less developed European states. It is visible in the United Kingdom, Spain, and Italy. These 
are the examples of states where problems related to tendencies of some regions to the 
independence exist. The situation is more complex in less developed countries, including 
former Yugoslav republics, as except for economic factors, national and cultural diversity 
play an important role. This work presents a review of the above mentioned problem. Beside 
this, it emphasizes the importance of this issue within security studies. 
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One of the indicators of stability of a modern state is the degree of 
identification and integration of its citizens within the state. According to an 
older concept, the strength of a state was mirrored in the possibility of exercising 
force, in other words, a state was strong if its citizens (subjects) were kept under 
control (Josef S. Nye, Jr., 2004)2. Today, the strength of a state is measured by 
the degree of satisfaction of its citizens while the social cohesion is a reliable 
indicator of the stability and strength of a state (Larsen, 2014). Still, there are 
many reasons why the citizens can feel dissatisfaction or even enmity toward the 
country they live in. If, at the same time, the critical mass of the dissatisfied and 
unintegrated people concentrate in a particular area or a region within the 
country, then it can pose a serious security challenge for the country. On the 
other hand, there is no country or society where there is not a certain number of 
dissatisfied and unintegrated individuals. The key question here is where, when 
and under which conditions can this dissatisfaction or unintegration grow into 

and social system? 
There are complex factors involved, which will be shown later in this 

paper, but the problem of great regional disparities and tensions concerning the 

                                                 
1 
Narodnog fronta 53, 21 000 Novi Sad, Serbia, vstancetic@fepps.edu.rs 
2 The concept of a so-
important concept of  soft power appears nowadays. More in Josef S. Nye Jr., Soft Power. 
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redistribution of public finances appear to be the main factors of discord within 
a single country. 

When there are large differences in the degree of development and 
standard of living of citizens from different areas in a country, there emerge 
tensions and conflicts in the relations between central and local authorities. Poor 
territories consider the country a burden, demand more freedom, while the latter 

creates a politically unstable situation which is not suitable for capital 
investments, creating new values and development. Regional differences in the 
development are characteristic of many countries in Europe and the world, and 
therefore it is perfectly reasonable that the policy of an equal regional 
development be affirmed as an important sector and mutual policy.  

It might be said, without exaggerating, that the policy of an equal regional 
development (or regional policy, in brief) is the most important sector policy of 

implementation (over 40%, pictured on entry: Cohesion and competitiveness for 
growth and employment). 
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EU Budget for year 2015. 

 
Source: http://ec.europa.eu/budget/annual/index_en.cfm 

 
The policy of the regional development represents a strategic orientation 

of the development of the Union, due to the universally accepted position that 
the EU can be a competitive actor on a global level only as a stable and strong 
whole, while it has already been emphasized how big a threat regional 
differences can pose to the development of a single political community. How 
big the differences within the union actually are is illustrated by the indicators of 
regional development (following picture)   
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Regional disparities in GDPpc, in purchasing power standard (PPS), by NUTS level 2 
region, (% of the EU-28 average, EU-28 = 100) 

 
Source: Eurostat regional yearbook, Eurostat, Luxembourg, 2015. 

 
This picture shows that Great Britain is the state with the greatest regional 

differences in Europe, followed by Belgium, then Slovakia. Next to be noticed is 
that the regional differences on the level of Europe are considerably big, which 
makes the cohesion of the EU harder, and weakens its position on the global 
stage. The third and probably the starkest characteristic is that in most cases the 
region of the state capital is by far the richest one. The exceptions are Germany, 
Italy and The Netherlands. 

Still, there have lately been talks of secession and a referendum in 
Scotland. Belgium is also one of the most unstable countries of the European 
Union. Beside Scotland, there is vocal promotion of the idea of independence in 
Spain (Catalonia). There have been independence ideas and movements in other 
countries as well, for example in Italy. In order to reach certain conclusions on 
the connection between regional disparities and stability of the country and 
community/society, it is necessary to analyze these cases in greater detail. 

 
1 Great Britain 
 

Great Britain was founded in 1707. when, out of single personal unions 
(which had existed for more than 100 years) England (which included Wales) 
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and Scotland formed a political union of two monarchies. In 1800, the United 
Kingdom of Britain and Ireland was formed, which existed in this form until 
1921, when Ireland gained its independence. Another characteristic of Britain is 
the great population centralization. In the narrow part of London  only there are 
more than 7 million citizens, 14 million citizens  in the wider area of London 
(the Metropolitan area), and 2,6 million in the wider area of Birmingham, while 
many areas in Wales and Northern Scotland are thinly populated. Besides, the 
biggest part of the population live in urban environments. 

Among the peoples in Britain, the English are dominant (around 80%), 
followed by the Scots with 10% of the overall population, the Irish (4%), The 
Welsh (2%) and foreigners, around 4%. The history of Great Britain is marked 
by the constant redistribution of political power between the central power and 
the constituent regions, with occasional tensions. The case of the IRA is well 
known. However, in the last few decades there has grown a strengthening of the 
regions and the relinquishing of a considerable part of the power (Stan
2015, pg 142-144). Despite this, the ideas of independence have survived.  

 
2 Spain 
 

Spain is also one of the European countries where lately there have been 
ideas concerning independence. Earlier, Basque Country was most vocal in this, 
while lately the most vocal demands for independence come from Catalonia. 
Similarly to Great Britain, Spain is organized on a regional principle, and among 
the people who identify themselves as the Spanish (around 70%), there are other 
indigenous nations, and those are Catalonians (16-17% of the population), 
followed by the Galicians (around 8%), and the Basque (a little over 2%).There 
is an interesting question 
independence, are relatively quiet while the Catalonians vocally demand 
independence. 

A possible answer lies in the organization of the country of Spain. 
Namely, there is a radical asymmetry between the two autonomous communities 
(regions). In one group of the autonomous communities are the Basque Country, 
which employs the so-called Concierto system, and Navarra, which employs the 
Convenio system. The essence of these models is that they allow a virtually 
maximal tax autonomy. The other group represents a so-called mutual system 
which is applied in the rest of the autonomous communities. The characteristic 
of this system is that it limits the autonomy much more, which results in the 
community being considerably more financially dependent on the central 
government. The budget structure and the percentages of the country transfers 
are the best examples of this system. For the autonomous communities 
belonging to the mutual system, the country transfers make up around 60% of 
the budget. The taxes make up around 20% of the regional budgets, whereas 
they are not free since the country still influences the modes of expenditures. As 
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opposed to this, in the Basque Country, budget transfers make up less than 1% 
and in the case of Navarra less than 3%. Therefore, these autonomous 
communities have an almost absolute financial independence. (Almendral, 2003, 
pg 41-66). 

 
3 Italy and LegaNord 
 

Italy is another European country where there are stark differences 
between the north and the south of the country. These differences are complex 
and are manifested not only in the statistical data but are visually exemplary, and 
there are even cultural differences present. What is specific for Italy is that the 
region of its capital is not the most developed one but the most developed are 
the regions in the north of the country. 

Unlike other cases where the poorer regions demand independence 
(considering that it is the central government they blame for their bad position) 
in Italy, inversely, there is a movement in the richer (north) part of Italy, which, 
similar to Spain, deem that the central country and less developed regions live at 
the expense of the rich north. The movement in question is The North League 
(Lega Nord). The full name of this movement is The North League for the 
independence of Padania, founded in 1991, which was formed through the 
cooperation of several regional parties of central and north Italy (Huysseune, 
2006). The North League stands for the transformation of Italy into a federal 
state, fiscal federalism and a generally wider autonomy, especially for the north 
regions. In the elections of 2008, The North League was part of a coalition 
which was led by Silvio Berlusconi, and since 2008 it has participated in the 
Italian government. Although this movement has been anti-European also (or, 
anti-Brussels) in recent years, the fact that they participated in the government 
tells us that it is one of the parties of the governing system after all. Although its 
leaders have once mentioned even secession, their key goal was, in the end, 
fiscal federalism. Analysts believe that they do not really want independence but 
demand much more in order to get what they want, which is greater financial 
autonomy. 

The Italian scenario illustrates an otherwise usual case in politics and in 
the relations of the central and regional power. The local and regional authorities 
demand bigger financial autonomy or even fiscal federalism. When this proves 
impossible to achieve, the regional leaders resort to sharp rhetoric and the 
radicalization of tensions, while talking about the need to secede. Still, in some 

create drastic reactions of the central governing power, which can lead to a chain 
of violent actions. 
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4 Belgium 
 

Belgium is the youngest federal state in Europe. It was founded in 1830 as 
a unitary state, so that, through reforms in 1970, 1980, 1988-89, 1993 and 2001, 
it would become a federal state comprising four lingual territories (the Dutch, 
the French, the German and mixed) and three regions (the Flemish, the Wallon 
and the region of the capital, Brussels). The allocation of the jurisdictions is very 

-
oriented affairs, like: education, culture, health care, while the three regions are 
in charge of territorially oriented areas such as: economy, employment policy, 
agriculture, housing policy. The vertical organization of the government is also 
complex. It consists of three regions, 10 provinces and 589 municipalities. 
Although Belgium, or, more specifically, Brussels is the symbol of unity and the 
European Union, it is interesting that this country is one of the most unstable 
ones in the EU. The reason for this is the stark differences and animosity 
between the Flemish and the Wallon region. These two regions differ on 
national, economic and social, as well as confessional grounds. There are not 
even political parties working on the national-country level but have an 
exclusively regional prefix, which encumbers the political scene (Belgium holds 
the record in the number of days needed to form a new government after 
elections, Still, the thing that makes Belgium specific, 
compared to Spain or the UK, is that it is not a single region wanting 
independence, but rather the constitutional regions of Belgium, which means 
that if one region seceded, Belgium would effectively cease to exist. 

 
5 Analysis of motives-demands for independence 
 

The key question that arises here is: what motivates someone to wish for 
independence? We will leave aside the discussion on the nature of the modern 
state and the question of whether gaining independence, particularly in the 
context of the EU, ensures the possibility of an objective, independent 
governance (bearing in mind globalization, economy and the connections 
between the actors on the global political scene). 

In order to reach an answer to this question, one should go back to the 
individual and his needs. Among numerous sociological works concerning 

ones that stand out are the need for identity and existential 
needs, which also mean a need for security3. The places where a man does not 
have those or, at least, perceives that he does not have them, he instinctively and 
naturally reacts. He strives to satisfy his need or go to a place where he might do 
that. When this is applied to the collective, a conclusion is reached that a group 
                                                 
3 According to Erich Fromm, the basic needs that constitute human nature are: merging, 
creating, rooting in gender, acquisition of own identity and frame of orientation and beliefs. 
Erich Fromm, The Sane Society, 1955. 
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of people dissatisfied with their standard of living or perception of their position 
as an unsatisfactory one, incline towards opposition to the authorities. Of course, 
these oppositions do not necessarily have to be in the form of demands for 
autonomy or secession, but if the dissatisfaction factor (often the cause is the 
low standard of living) coincides with several other factors, then it is possible 
that a case like this should happen.  

Nowadays, one of the frequent frameworks of the tensions between the 
central governing power (the state) and the local and regional governing powers 
are public finances, or, more accurately, the right to control public finances. In 
the contemporary conditions of the availability of the information technologies 
and the availability of information, but also because of the insistence on 
democratic principles, the local governing powers of today can solve their own 
problems more frequently and solve them better than the central governing 
powers would. Therefore, there is a demand for a bigger financial autonomy and 
even a fiscal federalism. Often, when this is impossible to accomplish, the 
regional leaders resort to sharp rhetoric and the radicalization of tensions, while 
talking about the need for secession.  

One more factor which can bring about a revolt of the local population 
and its leaders is a meagre possibility of influence of the local and regional 
governing powers and organization on other public policies (especially in the 
areas of education and culture). This is usually the consequence of centralization 
of the country where the largest sum of money goes into the state treasury and 
then the central governing powers arbitrarily decide its redistribution. 

And finally, if there exists a regional identity beside all the other factors 
already mentioned, and especially when it is ethnic or national, then critical 
conditions have been reached, which can pose a serious threat to stability.  

Based on these factors, which can positively or negatively influence the 
relations of the central (state) authority and regional representatives, it can be 
concluded that:  

Each of the aforementioned factors can negatively influence the stability 
of the system or the potential demands for secession. If there exists only 
one factor (less financial autonomy, for example), but human and 
minority rights are observed, for example, then such a situation will not 
produce critical energy capable of dismantling the system. However, if 
more or all of the factors appear in a certain area, then the conditions 
have been met which can bring about great risks and even the dismantling 
of the state. 
Thus, subnational or regional identity is one of the factors which can 

influence the stability of the state and of the political system, but can in no way be 
automatically considered a threat to the state. 
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In case the territory of a state is characterized by: 
Low standard of living 
Minimum possibility of governing public finances 
Minimum rights in education, culture and other areas of public policy  
Subnational  regional identity  
Conditions which may amount to creating instability appear (demands for greater 
autonomy or for independence)  

 
Conclusion  a look at future EU members 
 

In the end we should take a look at the so called new democracies and the 
Eastern European countries as well as the Balkan states which are expected (at 
least some of them) to become members of the European union. Unlike the 
countries mentioned in this text, the countries in the western part of the Balkans 
and ex-Yugoslavia represent more complex cases as far as the relations of 
regional and territorial differences and risks are concerned. That is, all of the 
factors emphasized here that influence the stability of a country are particularly 
present in the countries in the Western Balkans (Bosnia and Herzegovina Serbia, 
Macedonia, Monte Negro...). The characteristics of these states are: 

1) Political centralization to a large degree  relative weakness of local 
regions and their governance  

2) Low standard of living and predominant regional differences;  
3) Multinational states and the existence of regional (subnational) 
identities4 
Bearing in mind these characteristics, these countries seen as future 

members of the European Union are a risk and unstable. On the other hand, the 
reforms upon which EU insists as well as the regional policy of the European 
Union aim directly at solving these crucial problems . 

For these very reasons, the reforms necessary to be undertaken on the way 
to the European Union are not only a question of development and democracy 
but also the question which goes deeply into the matter of safety of both member 
states and the European Unity itself.  

The acceptance of new members without previously solving these crucial 
problems can lead to a situation wherein a member state can have more damage 
than benefit, which may also endanger the Union. Because of this, 
developmental issues and regional developmental issues particularly must be 
seen from the perspective of security. 

 
 
 

                                                 
4 Fore example, in Serbia: Bosnians, Albanians, Hungarians and Romanians, in Macedonia, 
Albanians in Monte Negro, Albanians and Macedonians... Many of these groups do not 
identify with the state they live in. 
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