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BALKAN CUP WITHIN THE IDEA
OF SOCIALIST SPORT (1946-1980)
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ABSTRACT: The Balkan Cup represented the idea of integration of the Bal-
kan countries through sport, more specifically, football. It took its first form in the
interwar period, while its further development was interrupted by the outbreak of
the Second World War. After the war, the cup was restored, which had a special
significance in the socialist ideology. In the first post-war years, the countries of the
Eastern Bloc even paid more attention to this competition than, for example, the
Olympic Games or world football championships. The competition also spread
beyond the Balkans, as Hungary, Czechoslovakia, and Poland also participated.
When the conflict with the Cominform broke out in 1948, the Balkan Cup suffered
the consequences, first of all, with the exclusion of Yugoslavia. After Stalin’s death,
the cup spread outside the socialist countries, with Greece and Turkey also taking
part. Gradually, the audience’s interest in the cup waned, while in the political
sphere, the Balkan countries moved farther apart. All of this led to the gradual shut-
down of the competition, which essentially ceased in the 1980s, although certain di-
sciplines were maintained until 1995.
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In the 20th century, the importance of football far exceeded the realm of
sport. As the most important unimportant thing in the world, its influence extended
to politics, where it became a significant factor in bringing nations together or dri-
ving them apart. As Hobsbawm notes, “For most of the world today, the eleven
young men on the football pitch represent ‘the nation’, the state, ‘our people’, not
politicians, constitutions and military forces.”* With such importance, football also
permeates conflicts, predominantly in the sphere of ritual violence, where the sport
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becomes “a safety valve for group tension, which is painlessly dissipated in symbolic
pseudo-fights.”> However, history also knows a real football war between Honduras
and El Salvador, which began on the football pitch but soon moved to the front li-
nes. Thousands of people died on both sides in a war caused by a football match.?

During the interwar period in the Balkans, football became a key place for
bringing together not only sports but also entire nations. The tense atmosphere that
remained after World War I resulted in the creation of tension and mistrust among
neighbours. Bulgaria’s relations with Greece, Romania, and the Kingdom of Serbs,
Croats and Slovenes were particularly low. Despite this, the idea of the Balkans as a
single entity was alive. Politicians and intellectuals were guided by the catchphrase
“Balkans to the Balkan peoples”. They sought to determine their destiny, and fol-
lowing 1928, they began to cooperate more intensively with one another.*

Football, as well as sport in general, was one of the branches in which coope-
ration could be established and developed the fastest. To some extent, the indepen-
dent path of creating the first interstate football contacts soon met with political go-
als. The first concrete proposals for political rapprochement in the Balkans were re-
corded in 1929. Politicians encouraged this endeavour from the very beginning,
considering that the Balkan Cup marks the beginning of a new era in Balkan foot-
ball, which would have a beneficial effect on bringing countries closer together in
the cultural, economic, and political spheres. The first Balkan Cup lasted from 1929
to 1931 and was played according to a double-point system. The other five were or-
ganised once a year according to a single-point system; that is, the participants
played one game against each other.

The benefits that the Balkan Cup had on the development of football, the
strengthening of regional sports cooperation, and the improvement of the internati-
onal atmosphere were obvious. Consequently, the new communist authorities soon
noticed its potential for strengthening regional cooperation and sought to restore
and shape it according to their own needs.

Idea of socialist sport
According to the Moscow agreement on the division of spheres of interest in

the Balkans, Churchill and Stalin agreed that Romania and Bulgaria were mostly to
be assigned to the USSR, Greece to the West, while an equal percentage of influence

2 Erik Hobsbaum, Nacije i nacionalizam od 1780: program, mit i stvarnost, Beograd: Filip Vi$nji¢,
1996, 161.

3 Dubravka Stojanovi¢, Radanje globalnog sveta 1880-2015: vanevropski svet u savremenom do-
bu, Beograd: UdruZenje za drustvenu istoriju, 2015, 389.

4 Mirjana Zorié, ,Balkanska federacija — istorija jedne ideje”, Vojno delo, 7/2018, 493-564; Srdan
Miéié, “Yugoslav Diplomacy and the Ideas of the Balkan Unity, 1925-1930”, Balkanica Posnani-
ensia. Acta et studia, 29/2022, 213-238.

5 More in: Nemanja Mitrovi¢, Nikola Mijatov, “The Balkan Football Cup as an Instrument of Political
Rapprochement in the Balkans (1929-1936)”, Journal of Balkan Studies, 2/2025, 279-308; N. Mitro-
vié, N. Mijatov, “Football between politics, royal families and sport: Yugoslav-Romanian football relati-
ons 1922-19417, Istorija 20. veka, 1/2025, 44—49; Mihai Ionescu, Mircea Tudoran, Fotbal de la A la
7, Fotbalul Romdnesc de-a lungul anilor, Bucaresti: Editura sport-turism, 1964, 240-241.
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was planned for Yugoslavia and Hungary. In other words, the socialist shadow loo-
med over most of the Balkans. With certain difficulties, sometimes more pronounced,
sometimes not, the process of communist conquest of power began, which in Yugosla-
via, Romania, and Bulgaria was completed by the end of 1947. Apart from those men-
tioned, the influence was also visible in the remaining two Balkan states, Greece and
Turkey. In Greece, a civil war raged between the monarchist right-wing and the repu-
blican left-wing forces until 1949. The former were supported by Britain and the
USA, and the latter by Yugoslavia. There were also Soviet attempts to impose influen-
ce in Turkey, but they ended without much success. On the other hand, in Albania,
which Belgrade considered its protectorate, socialism won.

Due to the fact that the new sociopolitical system took root in over 73% of the
territory of the Balkan Peninsula, it can be said that this area belonged to the socia-
list sphere.” Regional cooperation took place only between socialist states at first,
but later, capitalist states also participated (Greece and Turkey). As most of the pe-
ninsula was socialist, they considered the Balkans to belong to them. Based on that,
in the first post-war years, cooperation on the peninsula can only be referred to as
cooperation between Yugoslavia, Romania, Bulgaria, and Albania.®

The communist government looked at sports somewhat differently. Adhering
to Lenin’s and Stalin’s guidelines, they saw it as a political tool, very useful for at-
tracting the masses to the new ideology. For example, at one of the first meetings of
the Politburo in Yugoslavia after the war, a discussion ensued on how to attract
youth to the party and the idea of socialism. Josip Broz Tito stepped forward and
stated, “Sport, joy, fun, the youth want it.”® The attention that began to be given to
the promotion and development of sports had a clear goal — to foreshadow the beau-
tiful future that would come with socialism.!0 Since football was the most popular
sport, the socialist countries, including the aforementioned Balkan countries, were
particularly concerned about its development.!!

In the example of Yugoslavia, it can be seen that the newly formed instituti-
ons exerted pressure and dictated the development path of sports. Among other
things, the Committee for Physical Education of Yugoslavia, which was founded on

6 More in: Onuepa Jparumuuh, KomyHucmuuko oceajarwe enacmu Ha baakany 1944—1947, Beo-
rpazx: UHUC, 2023.

7 Viewed strictly from a geographical point of view, the Balkan Peninsula occupies a territory of abo-
ut 470,000 km2. Therefore, it is an area whose northern borders are bordered by the Sava and the
Danube. The parts of Greece (80%) and Turkey (3%) that geographically belong to the peninsula
occupy a total of 128,234 km?2. If we were to look at the political and cultural framework, the terri-
tory of the Balkans would be much larger because it would include the entire territory of the former
Yugoslavia and even 95% of Romania. Because, in geographical terms, only the Romanian part of
Dobrudja belongs to the Balkans. [Marija Todorova, Imaginarni balkan, Beograd: Biblioteka XX,
2006].

8 Nikola Mijatov, Sport u sluzbi socijalizma: Jugoslovensko iskustvo 1945—1953, Beograd: Institut
za savrement istoriju; Cigoja Stampa, 2020, 425-433.

9 Archives of Yugoslavia (AJ), Fond 507, CC LCY, Politburo 1945 — 1978, Meeting CC LCY 25.11. 1945.

10 James Riordan, Sport in Soviet Society: Development of sport and physical education in Russia
and the USSR, London, 2010, 348-401.

11 Nikola Mijatov, Sport u sluzbi socijalizma: Jugoslovensko iskustvo 1945-1953, 439-440; James
Riordan, “Soviet Sport and Soviet Foreign Policy”, Soviet Studies, vol. 26, no. 3, 1974, 322-343.
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May 8, 1945, had the task of working on international rapprochement and particu-
larly strong connections with the surrounding countries of people’s democracy, as
socialist countries called themselves in those years.!2 One of the important indica-
tors of the party’s influence on this sphere is the fact that the football teams of Yugo-
slavia, Romania, Bulgaria, and Albania have long arranged matches exclusively with
each other or with other socialist countries in the first post-war years.!3

In the beginning, people’s democracies were less interested in big competiti-
ons like the Olympics or the World Cup because they were “too capitalist” for their
taste. For example, Romania refused to participate in the London 1948 Olympic
Games, stating that “the organisation of Olympic Games in London is reactionary,
fascist, and managed by war criminals”.1* As for Yugoslavia, there is a report of the
Committee for Physical Culture from 1947, in which it is clearly stated that the most
important event for that year and the following 1948 are Balkan Games.!> Adding to
this, pillars of the socialist sport were massiveness, availability, amateurism, and the
socialist ideology that would permeate it.1® Consequently, through the Olympics or
the World Cup, it was impossible to highlight the socialist ideology in the right way,
especially considering the fact that amateurs would surely lose to professional
players. The solution was later found in faux amateurism: making a professional
player with fictional jobs.1” The Physical Culture Federation of Yugoslavia, as well
as similar organisations in other people’s democracies, believed that their socialist
view of sport should be propagated at competitions where propaganda could be ea-
sily carried out. At that moment, those that existed in the Balkan Peninsula in the
interwar period were seen as ideal competitions. Yugoslavia, Romania, Bulgaria,
and even Albania have appropriated and adapted the Balkan Sports Games and the
Balkan Football Cup to their needs without much difficulty. In the first competition,
athletes could compete in different sports. The most important disciplines were at-
hletics, wrestling, swimming, tennis, and fencing. To make it clear that it had beco-
me a socialist competition, another discipline was introduced. Partisan march as a
discipline was designed and introduced by Yugoslavia. It was a unique sport that
had been unknown in the world until that moment. It consisted of marching thro-
ugh places where Yugoslav partisans had fought the Nazis.18

12 AJ, Fond 836, Office of the Marshal of Yugoslavia (KMJ), II-6-¢/1, Hajduk tour report of the
Yugoslav Army team in Malta, Egypt, Palestine, Lebanon, Syria with a tour diary and an
overview of the organisational status of members of the KP party cell at the Hajduk team
March 4-3. July 1945.

13 Albania played its first match outside the socialist world against Denmark only in 1963. Bulgaria
in 1955 with Egypt. Romania also in 1955 with Norway, while Yugoslavia, thanks to its participa-
tion in the Olympic Games, already in 1948, they had the opportunity to meet the national teams
of Luxembourg, Turkey, Great Britain and Sweden [Vasa Stojkanovi¢, Dragan Krsti¢, 600 utakmi-
ca reprezentacije Jugoslavije: 1920-2003, Beograd: Sport, 2003, 45—46; https://eu-football.in-
fo/_matches.php, Accessed: 21 March 2025].

14 Nikola Mijatov, Sport u sluzbi soctjalizma: Jugoslovensko iskustvo 1945-1953, 406.

15 AJ, Fond 321, Committee for Physical Culture, f-8, Report on the work of the Committee for
Physical Education of the Government of FNRJ in 1947.

16 N. Mijatov, Sport u sluzbi socijalizma: Jugoslovensko iskustvo 1945-1953, 106.

17° Tbid, 341-402.

18 The State Archives of Serbia (DAS), RZS 1945-1982, br. 1, Balkan Central European Games 1948.
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These competitions were presented by the Eastern Bloc as the first organised
in post-war Europe, immediately after the war. Newspapers of that time emphasi-
sed their importance for “deepening the brotherhood of people strengthened by the
common fight against fascism”, while the character is best described by the quote
that they are “the most important international sports institutions of all those coun-
tries where people have taken power into their own hands and where physical cultu-
re and sports have become the property of the people”.1?

Renewal of the Balkan Games and the 1st Balkan Cup

It is an indisputable fact that the idea of reviving the games came from the
party ranks and that, as such, it represented a state project of the greatest importan-
ce in Yugoslavia, Romania, Bulgaria and Albania. However, in order to increase the
propaganda effect, it was decided that the proposal should come from youth organi-
sations. Newspapers like the Yugoslav Borba stated that the games will “spread
brotherhood and solidarity among the Balkan peoples”. At the first Congress of the
Balkan Anti-fascist Youth, the need to hold the regular Balkan Games was highligh-
ted. The congress was held in July 1945 in Belgrade and was attended by delegates
from Yugoslavia, Greece,?’ Romania, Bulgaria, and Albania.?!

The final agreement on the renewal of the competition was reached during
the second meeting of sports officials’ representatives in Belgrade on March 29,
1946.22 Then, a document was signed, stipulating that the Balkan Sports Games
and the Balkan Cup would be organised at the same time in October 1946. The ca-
pital of Albania was chosen as the location for both events. During those meetings,
the rules of the competition for the Balkan Cup were adopted, disciplines were ar-
ranged, and an agreement was reached to hold competitions each year in different
capitals of the participating countries.2

19 Bora Stojadinovi¢, ,Balkanske srednjeevropske igre: jo$ jedan prilog saradnju zemalja narodne de-
mokratije®, Fiskultura: ¢asopis za teoriju i praksu fizicke kulture, 7-8/1948, 155-157; ,On Ban-
KaHCKHX Urapa JI0 BEJIMKOT TAKMUUEha CIIOPTHCTA 3eMasba HapoJiHe ieMokparuje”, bopba, 17. 3.
1948, 5.

20 Greece was represented by delegates of the National Panhellenic Youth Organisation (EPON), which
was part of the National Liberation Front (EAM). Their presence said that the hopes of the Yugoslavs
in the victory of the democratic forces in Greece were high and that Greece would eventually be a part
of the socialist community. [Teopru dackanos, Yuacmma Ha 6sazapume ¢ Eeelicka MaxedoHus
1936—-1946: noaumuuecka u eoenra ucmopus, Coust: Iourpad, 1999, 297].

21 Taxmuuehu ce nouekyjemo I1pBu koHrpec bankancke omnanuHe, Omaaduna: aucm Yjedurenoe
casesa aHmugpawucmuyie omaaduxe Jyzocaaguje, 18. 5. 1945, 5; ,Bankancka oMmafuHa MOpa
6uty Hajuspinhu GezieM y onOpaHU BEJIMKHUX TEKOBUHA 0CI0b0AMIauKe 60pOe MpoTUB harnama
U BeroBux nomarada“, bopoa, 9. 7. 1945, 4.

22 The Yugoslav delegation was headed by Miroslav Kreaci¢, Secretary General of the Central Board of the
Yugoslav Physical Culture Association. Bulgaria was headed by Ivan Pijanecki, deputy president of the
Central Union of Gymnastics and Sports and editor of the newspaper Narodnen sport. In front of the
Romanian delegation was George Likiardopol, a member of the national sports organisation, and the Al-
banian Galib Hatiba, a member of the Central Committee of the sports federation. [,3acematse Jlpyre
bankarcke GrCKynTypHe KoHbepeHImje y Beorpamy*, Borba, 31. 3. 1946, 3].

23 BayiKaHCKe UTpe OZP)KaBajy Ce y 3HAK HOBUX CIIOPTCKUX YCIIEXa ¥ IIPUjaTesbCTBA OaTKaHCKUX 3e-
Masba“, IToaumuxka, 6. 10. 1946, 7.
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One of the reasons Albania was chosen as the first host was the intention to enco-
urage the development of gymnastics and sports, as well as for Albanian athletes and fo-
otball players to gain much-needed experience in international competitions. Yugosla-
via, considering Albania as its protectorate, tried to help with the preparations of the Al-
banian football team. It should be emphasised that, although the Football Association of
Albania had existed since 1930, the first international appearance of the football players
was during the Balkan Cup itself. LjubiSa Bro¢i¢, one of the most capable Yugoslav coac-
hes, was appointed as the new coach of the Albanian national team in a gesture of Yugo-
slav support to Albania. In terms of sport, the games were also important for the other
participating countries because, as the first post-war competitions, they were an oppor-
tunity to determine the level of development and quality of Balkan athletes.?4

On October 4, the Albanian people solemnly welcomed the athletes from Yugosla-
via, Romania, and Bulgaria at Skanderbeg Square. What was noticeable was the favouring
of Yugoslavia. While other countries were represented only by flags, on the streets of Tira-
na there were also pictures of Yugoslav and Albanian leaders: portraits of Josip Broz Tito
and Enver Hoxha were at every step, while the people often chanted “Enver—Tito”. The
grand opening event was supposed to take place on October 6. However, the parade of at-
hletes, the taking of the collective oath of the participants to socialist ideology and the first
football match were postponed to October 7 due to rain. The night before, the draw for the
Balkan Cup matches was made, and Yugoslavia and Albania had the honor of opening the
competition. That day, the stadium was full, and the state had organised special trucks to
allow people from the interior of Albania, especially from Durrés and Elbasan, to arrive
and watch the game.?> In the end, Yugoslavia won by a score of 3—-2.

The match that determined the overall winner was also the last one to be
played. Albania and Romania met on the final day of the cup on October 13. To the
satisfaction of the packed stadium, the match was won by the home side, the “green
team”, by 1-0.26 The delighted Albanian fans stormed the pitch after the end of the
match and carried their players on their shoulders. The Balkan Cup and the Balkan
Sports Games ended with a big fireworks display, ceremonial speeches, a parade of
all participants, and the presentation of awards. Yugoslavia was the winner of the
Balkan Sports Games (in the track and field domain), while Albania was presented
with the Balkan Cup trophy in the presence of Enver Hoxha. The first international
appearance and participation in the tournament was crowned by the Albanian nati-
onal team winning the renewed Balkan Cup. Such a success has never been repeated
by the Albanian national team, as they have never won any major tournament or
cup in the meantime.?” On the other hand, the Balkan Games had enormous impor-

24 Vasa Stojkovi¢, Legende fudbala, (Beograd: NISRO ,Je%”, 1985), 300; Besnik Dizdari, Pérmes
pérurimit té shkrimit t€ paré pér Kombétaren..., Panorama Sport, 5. 10. 2016. https://www.pa-
norama.com.al/sport/permes-perurimit-te-shkrimit-te-pare-per-kombetaren/,  Accessed: 20
March 2025.

25 36or HemoBOJbHOT BpeMeHa baskaHcke urpe ozij1oxkeHe cy 3a gaHac”, bopba, 7. 10. 1946, 5.

26 Nemanja Mitrovié, Decenija iskuSenja: jugoslovensko-rumunski odnosi 1948—1958, Beograd: In-
stitut za savremenu istoriju, 2024, 406.

27 Tlobena Anbanuje npencraesba HajBehe n3HeHaleme 6akaHCKOT aMnuoHata“, [loaumuxa, 16.
10. 1946, 6; ,Creuan 3aBpiietak bankarckux urapa“, bopba, 14. 10. 1946, 5; Besnik Dizdari,
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tance for Albanian athletics and especially for women’s emancipation. The change
in the system also led to a different view of the role of women in Albanian society,
and this competition was recorded as the first in which Albanian female athletes ap-
peared and participated.28

Table no. 1: Balkan Cup 1946

VII Balkan Cup (I after World War II)

Tirana, 7—13. 10. 1946
Teams: Score: Date:
Albania — Yugoslavia 2-3 October 7, 1946
Bulgaria — Romania 2-2 October 8, 1946
Albania — Bulgaria 3-1 October 9, 1946
Romania — Yugoslavia 2-1 October 11, 1946

1-2

1-0

Bulgaria — Yugoslavia October 12, 1946
Albania — Romania October 13, 1946

Placement: Matches: | Wins: | Draws: | Defeats: Goals: | Points:
1. Albania 3 2 0 1 6—4 4
2. Yugoslavia 3 2 0 1 6-5 4
3. Romania 3 1 1 1 4-4 3
4. Bulgaria 3 0 1 2 4-7 1

All the participating countries, and especially Yugoslavia, believed that the
importance of those competitions was immeasurable. For Yugoslavian sport, the
Balkan Sports Games and the Balkan Cup were of primary importance because,
apart from sports association, their basic idea was the integration of the Balkan co-
untries into a single socialist country. That particular goal was indicated at the very
next, third Conference of Balkan Sports Workers held in Bucharest on December 2—
8, 1946. In the congratulatory telegrams addressed to Tito, Hoxha, Georgi Dimitrov
(leader of Bulgaria) and Petru Groza (leader of Romania), it was written that the
Balkan athletes were ready to “establish the friendship of youth, people, and demo-
cracy in the Balkans through their work”.2% At the welcoming of the All-Union Co-
uncil for Physical Culture and Sports, the Council of Ministers of the Soviet Union
also spoke of the hope that at some point there would be a further expansion of the
competition, first to the surrounding countries, and later to the “first socialist state”
(USSR). Of course, regret was also expressed at the conference that the representati-
ves of Greece were unable to participate.® On the other hand, during the meeting of
the representatives of Hungary and of Yugoslavia in Belgrade on November 24,
Hungary was convinced to send delegates to the conference and to join the Balkan

Ballkaniada 1946: Shqipéria — kampione e Ballkanit ne startin e “Luftés sé ftohté” né Evropé. Ti-
rané: Rozafat, 2007, 80.

28 Baskancke urpe”, Hapoonu cmydenm, 6p. 2, 18. 10. 1946, 7.

29 DAS, RZS 1945-1982, archive book number 1, Report from the Balkan Gymnastics Conference in
Bucharest in 1946.

30 Thid.
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Games.3! In Bucharest, the request of the Hungarian delegates was unanimously ac-
cepted, which broke the Balkan competitions out of the regional framework. As this
was “the golden era” of Hungarian football, the participation of the Hungarian nati-
onal team contributed to the overall quality of the Balkan Cup.?? Furthermore, the
conference led to a shift in Hungary’s sports diplomacy, which began to focus more
on the Balkans.?3

The Balkan Cup underwent a significant system change. Rather than being a
one-week competition held in single capital city, delegates approved a proposal to
hold the competition throughout the year. Meetings were now to take place in all
participating countries. In other words, the Balkan Cup was physically separated
from the Balkan Sports Games, which continued to be held under the old system.
Thus, the competition would last longer and other sports were overshadowed by fo-
otball, as it was already by far the most popular sport. An important decision was
made to establish the secretariat of the Balkan Games with the headquarters in Bel-
grade. Its task was to see to the implementation of the conclusions of the conferen-
ces of Balkan athletes and to coordinate the organisation of Balkan competitions.
The special task of the secretariat was to consider possibilities for further expansion
of the competition. One of the proposals referred to the establishment of the Danu-
bian-Balkan Cup, which, in addition to the aforementioned countries, was supposed
to include Czechoslovakia, Poland, and Austria.3* Austria stands out as the only
non-socialist country to come into consideration; however, the Balkan Cup would
remain within the socialist boundaries.

The VIII Balkan Cup, or the second one held after 1945, started with the
same ceremonial manifestations as the previous one. According to the draw that
was determined during the third Balkan Sports Conference, the Cup was opened
by a match between the national teams of Albania and Romania, again in Tirana
at the Qemal Stafa Stadium, on May 25, 1947.35 Determined to prove themselves
after poor performances in the matches against Albania in the previous cup, the
Romanian players gave their all on the field. Their dominance was evident thro-
ughout the match, culminating in a decisive 4-0 victory. This outcome dealt a
significant blow to previous year’s champions, prompting the Albanian top team
to replace their coach, Adam Karpié, once again with Yugoslav expert Ljubisa
Broc¢i¢. However, the Yugoslav coach was unable to produce a miracle, as the
next match between Albania and Bulgaria was set for June 15. His influence ap-

31 In addition to Hungary, the participation of Trieste was also accepted, in those branches in which
the city itself was interested. [, JyrociioBencku dynbdan mpeacraiba eBpoOncKy knacy”, bopba, 27.
11. 1946, 5; B. Stojadinovi¢, op. cit, 156].

32 Rébert Gydri Szab, “Football and Politics in Twentieth-Century Hungary”, The International Jo-
urnal of the History of Sport, vol. 36, 2019, 8.

33 Lorenzo Venuti, Hungary as a Sport Superpower: Football from Horthy to Kadar (1924-1960)
(Berlin/Boston: Réseaux d’études des relations internationales sportives, 2024), 153.

34V Bykypetuty je ox 2. 1o 8. nereMbpa oznpskaHa Tpeha bankaHckca GUCKyNITypHa KOH(pEPEHIH-
ja“, bopba, 14. 12. 1946, 7.

35 Albania vs Romania international  football match  report  https://eu-football.in-
fo/_match.php?id=6442, Accessed: 21. 3. 2025; Bulgaria vs Albania international football match
report https://eu-football.info/_match.php?id=6464, Accessed: 21 March 2025.
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peared to be limited, as Albania only managed to lose the game in Sofia by a
smaller margin (0-2).36

Before this cup, certain manifestations had already been established that pro-
pagated the brotherhood and cooperation among the Balkan peoples. The stadiums
were surrounded by the flags of the participating countries. The audience applauded
both teams. The visiting players entered the field carrying bouquets, which they
then threw into the stands. The event included short speeches by the football repre-
sentatives of the home and visiting associations and ended after the military orche-
stra played the anthems of the two countries, which the audience greeted with a
standing applause. Also, the rule established in the interwar period of the monarchi-
es that high representatives and politicians attend matches was respected now by
the ruling communist parties. In particular, this one between Yugoslavia and Hun-
gary was attended by the Vice President of the Presidium of the National Assembly
of the FNRJ Dmitar Vlahov, federal ministers Sreten Zujovié, Vicko Krstulovi¢, Ivan
Gosnjak, and Svetozar Vukmanovié¢ Tempo, as well as the Chief of the General Staff,
Koda Popovi¢, and Major General Ljubodrag Duri¢. The attendees on the Hungari-
an side included the embassy staff, headed by Bela Santa.?”

In addition to the aforementioned, the swearing-in ceremony of the Balkan Cup
was also held at the stadium. The oath stated: “On behalf of the athletes of the democra-
tic countries participating in the Balkan Games, we, gathered here, swear by the blood of
those who fell in the fight against fascism that we will develop our body and our spirit
and that we will renew the economic and cultural cooperation of our countries”. Thus,
in these elements and the slogan “Long live fraternal cooperation among the Balkan peo-
ples”, the goals of the communist and labor parties of Yugoslavia, Romania, Bulgaria,
Albania, and, since 1947, Hungary were strongly interwoven.?8

The final two matches of the VIII Balkan Cup took place on October 12.
First, Yugoslavia faced Bulgaria in Zagreb, followed by Romania’s match against
Hungary in Bucharest. Yugoslavia emerged victorious with a score of 2—1, while
Hungary secured a decisive 3—0 win over Romania. The final standings revealed
that Hungary was significantly ahead of the other participating nations, leading to
Budapest being awarded the cup for 1947.3°

Table no. 2: Balkan Cup 1947
VIII Balkan Cup (II after World War IT) May 25 — October 12, 1947.
Teams: Score: | Date and place:
Albania — Romania 0-4 | May 25, Qemal Stafa, Tirana

36 Am debutat cu dreptul in Balcaniada de football, Romaénia a Inscris la Tirana o victorie neastep-
tatd cu piciorul de aur al lui Farkas”, Sportul Popular, 26. 5. 1947, 1-2; ,Buarapus nobenu Anba-
Hud ¢ 2:07, Omevecmeer gponm, 17. 6. 1947, 5.

37 Pempesentariuja Mahapcke edbukacHujom urpom mobeaunna je Jyrocmasujy ca 3:2%, Fopba, 30. 6.
1947, 5.

38 Bwarapus 3ary6u ot Pymbrus ¢ 3.2”, Hapoder cnopm, 7.7. 1947, 1.

39 JyrocnaBuja je mobenmia MOKPTBOBaHM TUM byrapcke ca 2:1%, Bopba, 13. 10. 1947, 7,
~Magyarorszdg vdlogatottja Puskas és Hidegkuti géljaival 3:0 ardnyban gy6zott Roménia valoga-
tottja ellen”, Erdély, 14.10. 1947, 4.
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June 15, Yunak. Sofia

June 22, Giulesti, Bucharest

June 29, CDJA, Belgrade

July 6, Yunak, Sofia

August 17, Ull6i tt, Budapest
August 20, Ull6i tt, Budapest
September 14, Qemal Stafa, Tirana
October 12, Stadion N.K., Zagreb
October 12, Giulegti, Bucharest

Bulgaria — Albania
Romania — Yugoslavia
Yugoslavia — Hungary
Bulgaria — Romania
Hungary — Bulgaria
Hungary — Albania
Albania - Yugoslavia
Yugoslavia — Bulgaria
Romania — Hungary

OI\.‘)[\.‘)C}J\PI\.‘J[\DD—‘I\D
WO WW| WO

Placement: Matches: | Wins: Draws: | Defeats: | Goals: | Points:
1. Hungary 4 4 0 0 18-2 | 8
2. Yugoslavia | 4 3 0 1 11-7 | 6
3. Romania 4 2 0 2 8-8 4
4. Bulgaria 4 1 0 3 5-14 2
5. Albania 4 0 0 4 2-13 | 0

The Fourth Balkan Gymnastics Conference was held at the beginning of Novem-
ber 1947. It showed a tendency towards further expansion and socialist transformation
of the competition and the organisation itself. On November 5, the last day of the sessi-
on, the conference was transformed into the Committee of the Balkan Games with the
headquarters in Belgrade. Miroslav Kreaci¢, general secretary of the Central Board of the
Yugoslav Physical Culture Association, was unanimously elected Secretary of the Com-
mittee. In accordance with the socialist trend, the name of the conference was changed
to the Plenum of the Balkan Games. During the session, decisions were made on hol-
ding championships in various sports and specific dates were arranged.*0

In terms of further sports connections, the departure of Miroslav Kreacié¢ to
Poland and Czechoslovakia in 1948 was of crucial importance. The visit aimed to
acquaint the sports organisations of those countries with the programme and the
outlines of the Balkan Games. Poland agreed to participate in almost all sporting
events except football, while Czechoslovakia accepted participation in basketball,
volleyball, boxing, chess, and several other disciplines. The football federations
expressed their interest in participating in the next Balkan Cup.#! The secretary of

40 Albania was supposed to host the swimming championship in August, boxing in September, Bul-
garia in basketball in June, and volleyball in September. Cycling and gymnastics competitions
were to be held in Hungary in June, and chess and archery competitions in June in Romania.
Yugoslavia had the honor of organizing a wrestling competition in May and then the Balkan Games
in athletics in September 1948. Also, certain agreements were reached in organizing competitions
in handball, equestrian sports, table tennis, weightlifting and ice hockey. [,,ayhe romute omprxa-
he ce Besmku 6poj TaKMHUUErhA Y HOBUM JucluiMHaMa“, Bopba, 6. 11. 1947, 5].

41 Tt should be emphasised that on January 22, Kreaci¢ led negotiations with the Football Associati-
on of Czechoslovakia. Some of the conclusions were that the rematch between the national teams
of Yugoslavia and Czechoslovakia should be held on October 17 in Belgrade, as an appropriate ma-
nifestation of the celebration of the liberation of the city, that the youth teams should play the game
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the Balkan Games Committee believed that the entry of Poland and Czechoslovakia
would contribute to further development of sport in all Balkan and Danubian countri-
es and enable the exchange of experiences and the improvement of the overall quality
of sport. Also, he believed that the Balkan Games, by adding Poland and Czechoslova-
kia, would increase the international reputation and consolidate not only sport but al-
so the political importance of the Eastern bloc and the cooperation of socialist states.
Kreaci¢ also presented his predictions for further development of the Balkan Games.
He believed that, over time, the number of participants would expand to include “ot-
her freedom-loving peoples who are fighting for the same goals.”?

Secretary Miroslav Kreaci¢ convened the 5th conference, i.e., the “Plenary of
the Balkan Games”, for March to accept the requests of the two countries for mem-
bership. The plenum was held in Bled on March 20 and 21, delegates were sent by
all participating countries, as well as by candidates Poland and Czechoslovakia. On
that occasion, they were unanimously accepted and became full members of the
competition, which changed its name to the “Balkan and Central European Ga-
mes”.*3 In the evaluation of this step, the interpretation that sport, on its part, suc-
cessfully helps the peaceful democratic politics of people’s democracies and the
strengthening of friendship between these countries was usually highlighted. Apart
from the competitive part, there was great potential in the sphere of exchange of
sports personnel, experiences, scientific works, and various sports materials.*4

The Yugoslav national team played its first game in the Balkan and Central
European Cup on the home ground against Albania on June 27, 1948. The match
ended in a 0—0 draw. Unlike the ordinary people who followed the game with great
interest, the political elite focused all their attention on Bucharest.*> From June 20
to 28, the second session of the Cominform was being held there, its main agenda
item being a discussion of the situation at the top of the Communist Party of Yugo-
slavia. Just one day after the match, the resolution “On the situation in the CPY”
was adopted in Bucharest. It was assessed that the Communist Party of Yugoslavia
(CPY) was leading a hostile policy towards the Soviet Union, that the Yugoslav lea-
dership had abandoned Marxism, and that the party was led by spies and foreign
mercenaries. In other words, the conflict between the Central Committee of the
Communist Party of the Soviet Union and the Central Committee of the CPY, which
had been simmering since March, was exacerbated and became open and visible on
Vidovdan (June 28).46 The Balkan Cup itself was closely related to the wishes of the
countries of people’s democracies to develop relations in the spirit of socialism, and

as a pre-game for the main match, that the city teams of Prague and Belgrade meet in May, as well
as that the meetings between the city teams of Zagreb and Bratislava and Croatia and Slovakia be
held [, ®ynb6ancka yrakmuia Yexocmosauka—Jyrociasuja ogurpahe ce 17. okrobpa“, [Toaumuxa,
24.1.1948,9].

2 Ywpyuusame [Tospcke 1 YexocyoBauke y BaskaHcke Urpe pezcTaBsba HOB, 3HAUajaH JOIIPHHOC
jauarmy CrOpTCKe capajiibe 3eMasba HapoHe IeMoKparuje”, bopba, 24. 1. 1948, 7.

43 DAS, RZS 1945-1982, nb. 1, Protocol of the Balkan Games Committee Conference 19-21.3.1948.

44 B. Stojadinovié, op. cit, 155.

4 Jugoslavija — Albanija 0:0%, Polet, 28. 6. 1948, 1.

46 Munan Tynuh, Jyeocaosencka opxcasa: 1918-2006: 00 Ilpsodeyembapckoz axma do Majckoe
pegieperdyma, Beorpaz: VIHCTUTYT 3a caBpeMeHy nctopujy, 2023, 593-615.
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in that spirit, sport was only a political instrument. It could be assumed that the public
presentation of disagreements within the Cominform would have had consequences for
the competition itself.*” However, it took time to overcome the shock that the resolution
produced in the communist and labour parties, as well as the coordination of joint acti-
ons against the “treacherous Yugoslav party”.#¢ In other words, football continued to be
played for a few more months without significant political pressure.

Yugoslav footballers also played a match against Poland in Warsaw on Au-
gust 25, 1948, without pressure. However, shortly after that match, the conflict ero-
ded Yugoslavia’s sports relations with other Eastern European countries.* Yugosla-
via no longer participated in the cup, and the competition itself was abandoned by
November. Yugoslavia withdrew from the competition immediately after the match
in Prague. Already on August 28, the Borba newspaper wrote: “The shameful reso-
lution of the Cominform did not spare Yugoslavian sport either, breaking up the Bal-
kan Games, sports competitions with sportsmen from countries of people’s demo-
cracies.” Already at the beginning of September, a conference was convened in Bu-
dapest, where first Romania and then other countries took the position that the
competition should be abolished.*

As far as the match between Yugoslavia and Poland is concerned, it was
played in the spirit of fair play.>! However, there was no word in the press about the
arrival of the national team, sightseeing, and receptions. Words like cordial relati-
ons, fraternal feelings, and good relations between the two countries were absent
this time. The match was presented exclusively from a sporting point of view in the
dailies. There was great interest in the match, as evidenced by the fact that there
were about 40,000 fans at the Polish Army Stadium in Warsaw. However, politici-
ans were absent. The match ended with a score of 1-0.52 It was also Yugoslavia’s
last appearance at the Balkan and Central European Cup and the last meeting with a
team from an Eastern European country for many years. Football cooperation was

47O sukobu vi$e u: Jugoslovensko-sovjetski sukob 1948. godine, zbornik radova sa naucnog skupa,
ur. Petar Kacavenda, Beograd: Institut za savremenu istoriju, 1999.

48 Bpanko [Terpanosuh, Hecmopuuap u caspemena enoxa, (Beorpaz: HoBUHCKO-1M3aBaYKa yCTaHO-
Ba ,Bojcka“, 1994), 287.

49 Richard Mills, The Politics of Football in Yugoslavia: Sport, Nationalism and the State, (London—
New York: Taurus, 2018), 103.

50 PanHu JeyZM M3 CBUX KpajeBa Hallle 3eMJbe 037paBsbajy apyra Tuta u obehasajy na he rozgu-
IIEb€ TUIAHOBE M3BPIIUTH Tpe poka“, bopba, 28. 8. 1948, 2; ,TloBomom pacnyiTawa bankaHcko-
Cpeb0eBPOIICKUX urapa“, bopba, 12.9. 1948, 5.

51 A few days earlier, the representatives of Yugoslavia participated in the first sports games of the
Trade Union Confederation of Poland. The games were organised in 11 sports, among which was
football. The team of the United Trade Unions of Yugoslavia and the team of the Union of Polish
Trade Unions met on August 20, and the match ended with a score of 1-1 [,,CunavkasHa pemnpe-
3eHTalyja JyrocyaBrje urpasa je HepelleHo 1:1 ca cMHAMKaTIHOM pelpe3eHTanujoM Ilosbeke”,
Fopba, 21. 8. 1948, 6; Pavel Vavristuk, ,,Poljsko-jugoslovenski odnosi 1945-1948%, Istorija 20.
veka, br. 2, (2016), 79]. _

52 Jugostawia—Polska 1:0, Finalista olimpijski nie zachwycit”, Zycie Warszawy, 26. 8. 1948, 2;
Szczedliwe zwyciestwo Jugostowian nad ambitnie grajaca druzyna polska, Przeglad sportowy:
tygodnik ilustrowany, poswigcony wszelkim gateziom sportu: oficjalny organ KZOPN, 26. 8.
1948, 1-2; ,Jugoslavija:Poljska 1:0”, Ljudska pravica, 26. 8. 1948, 4; ,Balkansko srednjoevrop-
sko prvenstvo u nogometu“, Narodni sport, 26. 8. 1948, 1.
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renewed in 1956.5% The conflict that lasted from 1948 to 1953 worsened Yugoslav
relations with all countries of people’s democracy.>

Table no. 3: Balkan Cup 1948

IX Balkan Cup (IIT after World War IT) April 4 — November 7, 1948 (discontinued)

Teams: Score:  |Date and place:

Bulgaria — Poland 1-1 April 4, Yunak, Sofia

Poland — Czechoslovakia 3-1 April 18, Polish Army Stadium, Warsaw

Romania — Albania 0-1 May 2, Giulesti, Bucharest

Albania — Hungary 0-0 May 23, Qemal Stafa, Tirana

Hungary — Czechoslovakia 2-1 May 23, UllGi tit, Budapest

Hungary — Romania 9-0 June 6, Mageri ut Stadium, Budapest

Romania — Bulgaria 3-2 June 20, Giulesti, Bucharest

Yugoslavia — Albania 0-0 June 27, Avala, Belgrade

Bulgaria — Yugoslavia 1-3 July 4, Yunak, Sofia

Romania — Czechoslovakia 2-1 July 4, Giulesti, Bucharest

Poland - Yugoslavia 0-1 August 25, Polish Army Stadium, War-
saw

Bulgaria — Czechoslovakia 1-0 August 29, Yunak, Sofia

Poland — Hungary 2-6 September 19, Polish Army Stadium,
Warsaw

Poland — Romania 0-0 October 10, Stadium Ruch, Chorzéw

Romania — Hungary 1-5 October 24, Stadium of the Republic,
Bucharest

Bulgaria — Hungary 1-0 November 7, Yunak, Sofia

Placement: Matches: |Wins:  |Draws: |Defeats: |Goals: [Points:

1. Hungary 6 4 1 1 22-5 9

2. Yugoslavia 3 2 1 0 4-1 5

3. Bulgaria 5 2 1 2 6-7 5

4. Romania 6 2 1 3 6-18 |5

5. Albania 3 1 2 0 1-0 4

6. Poland 5 1 2 2 6-9 4

7. Czechoslovakia |4 0 0 4 3-8 0

The fate of the competition following Stalin’s death in 1953

Once again, the Balkan countries found themselves in the situation of renewing the
Balkan Games. In 1953, Yugoslavia was again one of the main instigators. However, the
circumstances were different now. Since Yugoslavia was expelled from the Eastern Bloc af-
ter the conflict with the Cominform, it found new allies in the Balkans within the fra-
mework of the NATO pact. Rapprochement with Greece and Turkey led to the creation of

53 Jugoslovenske reprezentacije: 1920-1974, zbornik, ur. Tomislav Markovié, (Beograd: FSJ, 1977), 64—65.
54 N. Mijatov, Sport u sluzbi socijalizma, 436—-456.
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the Balkan Alliance, which was established by the “Treaty of Friendship and Collaborati-
on” in 1953. Thus, a communist country became a friend of the constitutional monarchy
and a capitalist republic. Close cooperation of Yugoslavia with two NATO member states
is perceived, especially in the field of defense, which practically integrated Yugoslavia into
the alliance. The following year (1954) Tito visited both Greece and Turkey and thereby
established friendship as well as Yugoslavia’s position as the ally of the West.5>

The political and military rapprochement of Yugoslavia, Greece, and Turkey
through the Balkan Pact created the nucleus for the renewal of the Balkan Games in at-
hletics. The first ones were organised already in 1953 in Athens, by the three mentioned
countries. Since then, the Balkan Athletics Championships, as the Balkan Games have
come to be known from then on, have been held annually without exception, and cham-
pionships in other sports quickly followed. For instance, basketball was introduced in
1959, and tennis came the next year.>® The three countries were joined by Bulgaria and
Romania in 1956, which meant that all Balkan countries, except Albania, were repre-
sented at the games.>” Thus, through other sports, the Balkan Games were renewed.

The Union of Physical Culture Organisations of Yugoslavia maintained a gre-
at interest in the Balkan Games. This body regularly participated in conferences and
Balkan sports meetings. At one of the meetings in 1959, the Yugoslav association
supported the initiative of the Bulgarians to establish the Balkaniada, a sports com-
petition that was supposed to include all branches of sports. It was in some sense
continuity from original Balkan cup that was held for numerous sports, not just fo-
otball. The founding assembly of the Balkan Sports Games was held in Sofia from
December 12 to 14, 1960. The most important goals that were proclaimed on that
occasion were the strengthening of friendship among the athletes of the Balkan Pe-
ninsula in the spirit of Olympic ideas, the popularisation of fishing and sports, and
the bringing together of the Balkan peoples.°8

Unlike most branches, the renewal of the Balkan Cup for national teams was
met with a lack of interest, both from the spectators and politicians. A breakthrough
was made in 1968 when the Balkan Youth Championship was launched by the foot-
ball associations of Bulgaria, Turkey, Greece, and Romania. Yugoslavia only joined
the competition in 1971. Certain transformations were made in 1976, when the age
limit was lowered from 23 to 21 years. That championship ceased to exist in 1981.5

The great effort of the Turkish Football Federation®, which had the greatest
interest in renewing the national team competition, gave results in 1973. At the me-

55 Muan ['ymuh, Jyeocaosercka Opacasa: 1918-2006, 610; Ljubodrag Dimié, Jugoslavija i Hladni
rat, (Beograd: Arhipelag, 2014), 71-75.

5 Kespe 1 Hajie Tpes BeUKU TpoMeu®, Bopba, 27. 6. 1953, 6; Yempdecem 2oduna Amaemckoe
casesa Cpbuje: 1948—1988, yp. Benmmup Ununh (Beorpaz: TIpocseta, 1988).

57 XV balkanske igre, Beograd 20-22. jul 1956 (Beograd: Atletski savez Jugoslavije, 1956), 7.

58 Diplomatic Archives Belgrade (DAMSPS), PA, 1960, Regional, f. 91, dos. 3, Minutes from the me-
eting of the founding assembly of the Balkan Sports Games held in Sofia from December 12 to 14,
1960, pov. br. 436322, 1-2.

59 Balkan Youth Championship 1968-1981, https://www.rsssf.org/tablesb/balkan-u23.html, Ac-
cessed: 22. 3.2025.

60 Tt should be underlined that Turkey was particularly interested in establishing a Balkan football
competition. Due to its geographical position, UEFA refused to accept Turkey as a full member
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eting in Istanbul, it was decided to implement a cup system with semi-final and final
matches, and that the first cycle would last from 1973 to 1976. This time, Yugosla-
via was not part of the competition, and justified its absence by overlapping dates,
pre-agreed obligations of the national team, and preparations for the World Cup.
Yugoslavia presented the final decision not to participate at the next meeting of the
Balkan Committee, which was held on February 26 in Athens. On the other hand,
Albania was not even invited, as it was isolated within the socialist world with its
cultural revolution.6!

Table no. 4: Balkan Cup 1973-1976

X Balkan Cup (IV after World War IT) April 18, 1973 — November 28, 1976

Teams: | Score: | Date and place:

Semi-finals:

Turkey — Bulgaria April 18, 1973, Izmir Ataturk, Izmir

Romania — Greece May 29, 1974, 23 August, Bucharest

5-2

Bulgaria — Turkey 5-1 May 8, 1974, Levski, Sofia
3-1
1-1

Greece — Romania September 24, 1975, Stadium
Kaftanzoglio, Thessaloniki

Final:

Bulgaria — Romania 1-0 May 12, 1976, Ivajlo, Veliko Trnovo

Romania — Bulgaria 3-2 November 28, 1976, August 23,
Bucharest

Cup winner: Bulgaria

In the second cycle of the Balkan Cup, which lasted from 1977-1980,
Yugoslavia took part. The teams were divided into two groups. Bulgaria, Roma-
nia, and Turkey were in the first, and Yugoslavia and Greece in the second gro-
up.®2 The winner of the Balkan Cup was to be determined by two final matches
between the representatives of Yugoslavia and Romania. The first was played in
Belgrade on March 30 in a small stadium in front of only 7,000 spectators. The
2—0 victory resulted in a significant confidence boost for the Yugoslav players. It
was even requested that the second match be played several months earlier than
planned. However, that request was not granted, and the last game that could
bring the trophy to Yugoslavia was played on August 27. An overly relaxed ap-
proach, coupled with the belief that the victory was already in their pocket, re-
sulted in a heavy defeat of the Yugoslavs against the well-prepared Romanian

until 1962. Until then, the UEFA leadership believed that Turkey belonged to the Asian and not
the European world. [DAMSPS, PA, 1963, Regional, f. 111, dos. 5, Problems of Balkan cooperati-
on, January 20, 1963, pov. br. 442104, 3; Balkan Cup 1960-69; RSSF,
https://www.rsssf.org/tablesb/balkanclub60s.html, Accessed: 22. 3. 2025; Xavier Breuil, Pom-
piliu-Nicolae Constantin, “The Balkan Cups as a vector of European integration, 1929—
1994”, Sport in History, 35:4 (2015), 600].

61 BankaHcku mamMnuoHaT 6e3 Jyrocnosena, bopba, 27. 2. 1974, 12.

62 Catdlin Oprisan, 100 de ani istoria echipei nationale de footal a Romdniei 1922—-2022 (Bucuresti:
Editatd de FRF, 2022), 259-260
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national team. Since the result of the first game was 2—0 for Yugoslavia, and the
second 4-1 for Romania, the rule of aggregate score was applied, so the trophy
ended up in Bucharest instead of Belgrade.¢?

Table no. 5: Balkan cup 1977-1980

XI Balkan Cup (V after World War IT) February 16, 1977 — August 27, 1980.

Teams: | Score: | Date and place:
Group A
Turkey — Bulgaria 2-0 February 16, 1978,

Inonu Stadium, Istanbul

Romania — Turkey March 23, 1977, Steaua, Bucharest

Bulgaria — Turkey September 21, 1977, Levski, Sofia

Romania — Bulgaria May 3, 1978, 23 August, Bucharest

4-0
3-1
Turkey — Romania 1-1 March 22, 1978, Inonu Stadium,
2-0
1-1

Bulgaria — Romania May 31, 1978, Levski, Sofia

Group B
Greece — Yugoslavia 0-0 November 16, 1977,
Hairilau (Aris), Thessaloniki
Yugoslavia — Greece 4-1 November 15, 1978,
City Stadium, Skopije
Final
Yugoslavia — Romania 2-0 March 30, 1980,
Karaburma Youth Stadium, Belgrade
Romania — Yugoslavia 4-1 August 27, 1980,
August 23, Bucharest
Cup winner: Romania

The slow decline of the Balkan cup

In the four cycles of the Balkan Cup for national teams organised after the Se-
cond World War and the unfinished one from 1948, Yugoslavia failed to triumph,
even though it was often considered the favorite. On the other hand, the youth nati-
onal team had more success and managed to win the Balkan Junior Championship
three times: in 1972, 1975, and 1976. After 1980, both competitions slowly faded
away. The new cycle for A national teams was not implemented, and the Balkan
Youth Championship was organised for the last time in 1981.64

Some of the important reasons for the competition’s demise were the change
in the perception of the initiators of the last renewal of the competition and the audi-
ence interest. The Turkish state gradually began to distance itself from Europe and
directed the focus of its foreign policy towards the Middle East. Following the sta-

63 Tpaxu ce Tpodej , Fopba,29. 3. 1980, 13; ,I1psa puHanHa yrakMuia bankaHnckor kyma“, Fop-
6a, 31. 3. 1980, 12; ,,Cnaba urpa u Texxax nopas wiasux, [{oaumuxa, 28. 8. 1980, 19.

64 Balkan Youth Championship 1968-1981, https://www.rsssf.org/tablesb/balkan-u23.html, Ac-
cessed 01.04.2025.
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te’s goals, the Football Association of Turkey also turned to competitions organised
there, such as the Asia Minor Cup. The Balkan Cup for Turkish football players was
no longer relevant.6®

If we look at the attendance figures for these matches, the last two Balkan Cups
show a decline in the number of tickets sold. The X Balkan Cup matches (1973—
1976) were watched live by between 25,000 and 65,000 spectators, the only excepti-
on being the match between Greece and Romania in Thessaloniki, which was watc-
hed by 15,000 fans. The subsequent XI Cup (1977-1980) was watched by signifi-
cantly fewer people. The most attended match was the one between Turkey and Bul-
garia in Istanbul, which opened the cup. About 37,000 people watched that game. On
the other hand, the first final match between Yugoslavia and Romania was watched by
only 7,000 fans, which is a clear sign of the overall loss of interest in the Balkan Cup.6¢
Such a situation showed that the qualifications for the World or European champi-
onship attracted much greater interest from the audience.

The only remaining Balkan football competition was the club cup. However, it
also lost its importance over time due to the emergence of more serious competitions.
After several years, only second-rate teams competed in the cup, basically those that fai-
led to qualify for the UEFA Cup or the European Champions Clubs’ Cup (Champions
League). Finally, this type of Balkan championship was abolished in 1995 when the In-
ternational Football Cup (Intertoto Cup) was taken over by the Union of European Fo-
otball Associations and allowed the two best clubs of that competition to participate di-
rectly in the UEFA Cup. On the political side, the Balkans had gone through fundamen-
tal changes with the fall of the Berlin Wall. Yugoslavia disintegrated in a civil war, and
other Balkan countries began their transition to capitalism and became EU member sta-
tes. After that moment, the need for a Balkan regional competition ceased, and the foot-
ball associations decided to discontinue organizing this competition.®”

Conclusion

The Balkan Cup, a competition of national football teams that had started in
1929, was revived after the Second World War, albeit in a new form. Under socia-
lism, gymnastics and sports, including football, were widely used to promote the
idea of brotherhood and unity among the Balkan people’s democracies — Yugosla-
via, Romania, Bulgaria, and Albania. By 1947, the unity through football and one
socialist system had already influenced the expansion of the competition to Hungary
and soon to Poland and Czechoslovakia. Excessive politicisation and instrumentali-
sation ultimately led to negative consequences. Most of the participating countries
could not recover for a long time from the blow that Yugoslavia’s conflict with the
Cominform members inflicted on the competitions of the Balkan and Central Euro-
pean countries. The Balkan Cup, a tournament of national teams, needed nearly 25

65 Xavier Breuil, Pompiliu-Nicolae Constantin, “The Balkan Cups as a vector of European integrati-
on, 1929-1994”, Sport in History, vol. 35, no. 4, (2015), 600.

6 TIpsa ¢punamHa yTakmuna Bamkanckor kyma“, bopba, 31. 3. 1980, 12.

67 Jane Ace, ,UEFA Intertoto Cup: History, Format and Winners’ List”, I2UEFA, https://12ue-
fa.com/uefa-intertoto-cup/ Accessed: 24. 3. 2025.
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years to re-establish. History repeated itself, and just like in 1929, but also in 1946,
the composition of the participants was not the same. Yugoslavia joined the compe-
tition once again in 1977. After 1980, there was no longer political interest or suffi-
cient audience interest to keep the national team competition alive.

Overall, the Balkan Cup represents a separate episode in the history of sport where
it was instrumentalised for the purpose of the unification of the Balkan countries and of
promoting the socialist idea. Within the framework of the idea of socialism, which was
very critical of capitalist sports, the idea of a separate socialist competition had particular
importance. From a magnificent beginning that attracted great public attention, the Bal-
kan Cup actually lost its importance after the Cominform resolution in 1948. In fact, the
cup shared the faith of socialism: when socialist countries cooperated, the cup functioned,;
and when there was hostility, the competition ceased. Although it was restored through a
process lasting several decades, more established international competitions took prece-
dence during this time, in which athletes from socialist countries now competed on an
equal footing on the world stage with their capitalist rivals. It was precisely this world are-
na that became the place of the prestige of socialism in the context of the Cold War, and
thus, the Balkan Cup fell out of favour. Finally, with the inclusion of non-socialist countri-
es such as Greece and Turkey, the cup lost its ideological essence and became a regional
competition that was mostly used as a preparation for major world competitions.

Politics has always been the main driver of the Balkan Cup. When there were
no more political reasons to insist on the cup, but also to insist on the process of
unification of the Balkans through the socialist idea, the cup lost its importance and
was finally extinguished in the 1980s. In its essence, the Balkan Cup remains an at-
tempt to resist the global process of professionalisation of sport through major
world competitions, but also represents a significant segment in the long history of
friendship and hostility among the Balkan people.
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BALKAN CUP WITHIN THE IDEA OF SOCIALIST SPORT (1946-1980)

Nemanja Mitrovi¢, PhD*
Nikola Mijatov, PhD**

Summary

The idea of unification and cooperation of the Balkan states took its practical
shape in the form of the Balkan Cup. The first cups were organised in the interwar
period, when they represented a form of cooperation between the ruling dynasties.
After World War II, the Balkan Cup took on a new form within the framework of
the idea of socialism. The most intensive cooperation was in the period from 1945
to 1948, when three cups were organised. During that period, the participating co-
untries gave more importance to this competition than, for example, the Olympic
Games or the World Championships. After the conflict between Yugoslavia and the
Cominform, football cooperation died down, only to be renewed in the 1970s. The
competition even transcended the borders of socialism: Greece and Turkey also took
an equal part. The last cup ended in 1980, with some competitions continuing until
the mid-1990s. However, the cup’s importance was gradually declining since 1948,
with world competitions taking over and the cup serving more as a warm-up for
more serious matches. Overall, the Balkan Cup after World War II had two dimen-
sions: uniting the Balkan countries through football and organizing a specific socia-
list type of competition that was to be a counterpart to the world’s great capitalist
competitions. When the idea of socialism collapsed with the fall of the Berlin Wall
in 1989, the idea of the Balkan Cup disappeared with it.
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