




KAPITAL 
 
TOP 100 EXPORTERS 
 
WHAT ARE THE EXPORT POTENTIALS OF MACEDONIA? 
 
WE’VE GOT THE HARDWARE,  
WE NEED THE SOFTWARE 
 
We’ve got natural beauties, conditions for the production of food to feed all of 
the Balkans, we’ve got delicious cuisine, we’ve got churches and monasteries in 
abundance, we’ve got smart and talented people, and yet the exchange of goods 
and services  with the rest of the world is constantly to our disadvantage. For the 
first time in Macedonia those managing the companies talk about the export 
potentials of Macedonia and how they could be best put to use 
 
By: IGOR PETROVSKI 
 
Macedonia trade deficit has been growing from one year to another and the latest 
information are already alarming. Macedonia trade exchange in 2007 showed a deficit 
of US$ 1.9 billion, and in just the first four months of this year the trade balance 
already shows US$ 903 million in favor of imports. We do not underestimate the fact 
that a major part in the increase of the value of imports is played by soaring prices of 
the energy sources in the world market, primarily that of the crude oil, which has 
entailed  increase in the prices of food and other products, but the bitter fact remains 
that Macedonia is becoming ever more dependent on imports and in the long run, and 
some analysts would say even in the medium run, that might lead to disastrous 
consequences with regard to the financial stability of the country. Fact is that 
Macedonia must increase its exports, in terms of quantities as well as in terms of 
value. In consultations with relevant experts in this area we identified four key areas 
where Macedonia should focus its endeavor to increase the exports. And, certainly, 
added value of products making such exports need also be increased. 
 
These four areas are food production, tourism, IT services (software) and 
construction. As can be seen, three of these are service sectors. Some may find it 
strange, because according to prevailing perception in Macedonia, hardly anybody 
sees services as export product. This is wrong, because even now these sectors bring 
considerable amounts of foreign currency into the country. 
 
 
FOOD INDUSTRY POTENTIALS 
 
The story repeated so often that it is becoming boring, that Macedonia is a sunny and 
fertile land where one can plant anything and it will grow and yield plentiful fruit, and 
that therefore the country can be a net-exporter of agricultural fresh and processed 
produce and food products in general, has remained just that – a pretty story. 
Statistics, however, being a merciless science, show that Macedonia is, in fact, a net-
importer of food. And over the past four years the deficit in the trade balance related 
to agricultural produce has been US$ 133 million/year at average. Last year only meat 



and meat products imports cost us about US$ 120 million, while at the same time we 
exported such products in the value of just US$ 24 million. 
 
At the moment, most of the import of food products with higher added value are milk 
products, poultry and beef, which can be hardly substituted with domestic products, 
mainly due to lack of domestic production of feed. 
 
However, Macedonian producers can significantly increase exports of food products 
based on agricultural produce with added value. The potential should be looked for in 
processed vegetables, bottled wine, mushrooms, and certain types of fresh vegetables 
and fruit. 
 
James Maxwell, head of the AgBiz Project financed by the USAID Program in 
Macedonia supporting agricultural production sector in the country, believes that in 
order to achieve increased added values of our produce the primary producers must 
understand that export marketing is key issue that needs to be paid attention to, 
primarily in terms of building recognizable brands of added value products. 
 
“Understanding what consumers want and finding ways to do it in a more competitive 
way than the other producers is crucial. When I say more competitive way, it does not 
necessarily mean production of cheaper products,” Maxwell said. 
 
Viktor Petkov, the owner of VIPRO fruit and vegetables processing plant in 
Gevgelija, has been exporting to foreign markets for a number of years now. So far 
these include the markets in the US, Canada, Australia, which means countries where 
there is Macedonian Diaspora as well as immigrants from the other Balkan countries 
with similar tastes and preferences in food products. However, the competition in 
these “ethnic” markets is quite strong, with big exporters of agricultural produce from 
Bulgaria, Serbia, Croatia… Petkov believes that his chance, and the chance for the 
other exporters of agricultural products should be looked for in the entry into the other 
markets, those of Central and Eastern Europe and the Scandinavian countries. 
According to him, the industry of processed agricultural products adds a value five 
time that of the primary produce price, and the government offers no stimulations. 
“We have to increase the offer of agricultural produce so that the production of 
processed fruit and vegetables might increase as well. I can neither plan expansion of 
the capacities nor build strategies towards expanding the exports if I am not sure that I 
will have a stable supply with basic raw materials in a long run. The offer of 
processed vegetables is more or less same as in the pre-transition times, with the only 
difference being that the place of the former industrial complexes is now taken by the 
private companies which have opened smaller or bigger plants and again they all 
together produce approximately 30 million kg of processed products. I think that we 
should now focus on how we could produce 200 million kg. This means that if we 
want to increase our production by six times, the primary producer should also 
increase his production by six times,” Petkov says.  As far as the stimulations are 
concerned, the government has planned in its program support in the amount of  over 
45 million Euros by 2012, intended mainly for farmers, through subsidies. 
 
 
Caption: Macedonia must focus on increasing its exports of processed products, rather 
than unprocessed agricultural produce. 



 
But the issue of subsidies has always been a politically sensitive issue, especially in 
view of the fact that, in principle, all the governments have shown that they are not so 
much interested in the impact their policies might have on the economy, but have 
rather been concerned with the impact such measures might have on their rating, and 
the chances for their re-election. 
 
It is thus that governments often pass measures of short-term positive effect for the 
farmers, and offer subsidies for grain crops and other agricultural produce that have 
minimal chances to be internationally competitive.  
 
 
James Maxwell, USAID AgBiz Program Chief of Party 
“Export marketing is the key area that needs to be paid attention to by the producers 
of agricultural produce and processed products” 
 
 
 
 
Viktor Petkov, owner of VIPRO 
 “Processed food industry cannot develop if there is no stable supply of basic raw 
materials.” 
 
 
The Government should identify the potential competitive advantages of the country 
and help the farmers to make the transition to such crops. 
 
“Government policy should be directed to ways in which to recognize internationally 
competitive agricultural production and processing industries, at these times of open 
borders. Structurally, this would mean a much closer cooperation between the 
Ministry of Agriculture and the Ministry of Economy, because at the moment there is 
certain inconsistency between government programs for support to production of 
agricultural produce as opposed to agribusiness companies. Because, agribusiness 
companies are closest to the markets and their needs regarding the input they need to 
operate must be taken as the guide in building the policies determining what is going 
to be produced,” James Maxwell, from the AgBiz Program believes. 
 
 
 




