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INTRODUCTION

The ever-evolving technological advancements rarely go hand in hand with the development
in the realm of policy-making’. The current gaps between the two are reflected in many
aspects. This has led different actors to explore methods on how to best use available data
and translate it into actions that could help institutions and governments perform better.

As these technological advancements become inevitable, attempts to understand, use and
integrate them in governance and policymaking have started to take shape. Enabling
researchers, think tanks and Civil Society Organisation (CSO) to use larger institutional
datasets, to analyse them at a more advanced level is an important component of
accountability and transparency of public policies. This group’'s adoption of data science
methods while still quite advanced when compared with public authorities, is still at an early
stage.

This paper discusses the features of data presentation used in an international public
institution structure. Its outlays the challenges that researchers encounter when using the
Western Balkans Investment Framework (WBIF) data presented in its website for deeper
research and analysis. Excluding the region-specific components, this brief focuses on the
technical demands and hurdles that hamper a more thorough and quantitative analysis of
WBIF data.

The interest around WBIF data has different sources. First, WBIF website provides a rich and
unique source of information on EU financing of Western Balkans infrastructure. WBIF states
that this data “..serves as a key tool for improving the visibility of WBIF instrument and all
partners?’. We believe however that while very useful for general public information, the
usefulness of WBIF-presented data for the needs of an infrastructure project cycle
management is limited.

However, another important component of WBIF produced information is strongly related
to this institution’s ability to provide data that allows stakeholders to conduct different
assessments at meta-level. In practical term such data presentation and granularity should
allow different actors other than infrastructure project partners - think tanks, CSO-s, citizens,
researchers, different agencies, etc - to scan this information, track it, monitor the projects,
investments, etc., and eventually assess their impact. In short, project data should allow for
efficient policy-making with focus on what these investments mean to the end beneficiary -
WBE6 citizens?.

1 World Economic Forum. (2019). We must bridge the gap between technology and policymaking. Our future depends on it.
Available at: https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2019/11/we-must-bridge-the-gap-between-technology-and-policy-our-future-
depends-on-it/

2 WBIF. (2020). Western Balkans Investment Framework: A guide. Available at: https://bankwatch.org/wp-
content/uploads/2024/08/WBIF-Guide_Update_March2020.pdf

3 CDI. (2022). Building Better Balkans Together: Tirana Connectivity Forum 2021. Available at: https://cdinstitute.eu/wp-
content/uploads/2022/05/Building-Better-Balkans-Together-Tirana-Connectivity-Forum-2022.pdf



https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2019/11/we-must-bridge-the-gap-between-technology-and-policy-our-future-depends-on-it/
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2019/11/we-must-bridge-the-gap-between-technology-and-policy-our-future-depends-on-it/
https://cdinstitute.eu/wp-content/uploads/2022/05/Building-Better-Balkans-Together-Tirana-Connectivity-Forum-2022.pdf
https://cdinstitute.eu/wp-content/uploads/2022/05/Building-Better-Balkans-Together-Tirana-Connectivity-Forum-2022.pdf

Cooperation &
Development
Institute

Instituti pér Bashképunim
dhe Zhvillim

Think tanks and CSO-s in the WB6 have been monitoring and reporting on WBIF-financed
infrastructure projects since 2015. However, as the EU and private investments as well as EU
financial instruments grow bigger, more sophisticated and impactful, so does their impact
on local economies, on region's growth or on the well-being of its citizen and business
content of its enterprises. We notice a similarly significant need to find adapted and optimal
solutions that allow project infrastructure stakeholders - think tanks and CSO-s being
amongst them - to focus on monitoring governance and policy impact all by facilitating and
automatising the day-to-day monitoring of project implementation. To make this happen,
governments and public institutions - such as WBIF - must change the way information is
published and rethink the use of published data.

WBIF WEBSITE AND DATA SCIENCE

The WBIF website presents a rich and powerful resource for researchers, think tanks and
CSO-s to better understand the amount of financial suport, the distribution by sector, by
SEE6 country, the involvement of international financial institutions, and the overall EU
support toward the WB6.

Briefly, the WBIF website’s main information is arranged as follows:

e By Priorities - showing the main sectors or areas of support where the EU or IFI
financial allocations are / will be spent;

e By Partners - broken down into beneficiaries, international financial institutions,
bilateral development banks and EU, and bilateral donors;

e By Investments - showing the type of support (grant, loan, other) and project (service,
works)*

At first glance, the WBIF appears to be the ideal source for obtaining comprehensive data on
project budgets, duration, implementing partners, beneficiaries, and financers. Of particular
interest is the overview of investments by country or sector, which provides valuable insights
through visually engaging charts that showcase detailed information pertaining to each
country, sector, and grant / loan amount.

However, several challenges hinder the effective use of this resource. The first thing a
quantitative researcher notices when trying to analyze more thoroughly is the:

e lack of a proper dataset;

e the lack of machine-readable information, and

e data representation is in PDF-s or in embedded HTML files. Those practices are not
analysis-friendly, require significant pre-processing and do not allow the usage of this
resource for complex research purposes.

4 WBIF Website can be accessed here: https://wbif.eu


https://wbif.eu/
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While holding valuable information, the current WBIF web site and the information it
provides is not data science friendly.

RUNNING A SIMPLE DATA SCIENCE TASK WITH WBIF WEB DATA

Among the most usual tasks that a data scientist would implement with similar data profile
as the ones provided by the WBIF website consist of:

e Exploratory Data Analysis to identify patterns and outliers in the data provided - e.g.
sectors characterised by the largest delays during project implementation;

e forecasting through statistical modelling or machine learning models to identify
trends and recommend solutions depending on the task’s goal - e.g. identify red flags
during project implementation (delays, budgetary slips, etc.)

e Data-driven-Alerts to notify users of significant data changes - e.g. when a project
moves into the next phase in its PCM;

e Data Visualization to identify patterns, trends, and relationships - e.g. highest / slowest
/ etc infratsructure project, etc.

e [tc

For EIP stakeholders, national policy-makers, specialised think tanks or CSOs situated in the
WB6 that monitor EU-funded initiatives in the region, staying up to date on project updates
is a daily priority. The WBIF website is usually the major source of information for such
updates. A systematic approach to checking for project updates involves setting aside a
specific time during the day to scan the WBIF website for news, checking the project page for
any changes or new additions. The alternative is to conduct a Google search and waiting for
the search engine's results.

To increase visibility, outreach and accountability, it would be beneficial for WBIF web-
masters to incorporate data-driven alerts in their infrastructure project presentation. By
providing automatic notifications, these alerts would help users to make informed decisions
based on data, all by saving them precious time. Technically, these notifications can be sent
through a variety of channels such as email, messaging, or applications. From an impact
angle, they are supposed to encourage a change of behavior in the user depending on the
notification.

Task:

Develop an automated system to monitor the WBIF website for Project X updates and send
a weekly email with a summary of these updates.
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Solution:

Data extraction
Content
Summarisation

Automation and
Scheduling

Email Dispatch

Figure 1. A simple workflow for creating an automatic alert

By employing this approach within the framework of WBIF data presentation, researchers
could receive automatic alerts regarding any significant changes in the data they are
analyzing respective to the projects that they are following. This would enable them to stay
abreast of any development; to modify their approach in time; or put the relevant updates
or changes into the larger context looking for correlations and / or explanatory variable.
Implementing a simple alert through the WBIF data is shown in Fig. 1. The implementation
of a straightforward path as above should not challenging for the WBIF website.

- DATA GATHERING

For any simple alert, the first prerequisite is access to clean and real-time data. Those data
should have a fixed structure, follow a pattern, and are complete and consistent. The
websites and sources providing similar information like the WBIF, usually allow the
accessibility to up-to-date datasets, which can be download by users for further research.

Currently, the WBIF website does not provide such a possibility, hence requiring more pre-
processing steps to access simple data. The only tabular representation of information on
the WBIF website is related to the designation of investments; however, it cannot be
downloaded as a whole, and itis only represented as an HTML embedding. HTML embedding
is not a friendly practice for research analysis.

Additionally, this information contains hyperlinks to additional information on the project. In
principle, this feature would be a very powerful element for a linked database, however in
the current setting, this potential remains untapped. As a result, for the moment hyperlinks
serve to reach supplementary information, instead of being used to link data points, provide
context between entries, support filtering of information, etc. - as would be the case of a
linked database.
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@€ Overview

Filtered by:
Beneficiary Sector Status Lead IFI Search for...
Completion
iary Sector Status (est)
Albania Regional Broadband Infrastructure Development Digital infrastructure Preparation 31 Dec 2024
Albania Development of Broadband Atlas for Albania Digital infrastructure Preparation n/a
Albania Smart Cities — Smart Villages Digital infrastructure Preparation n/a
Albania Regional HPC Infrastructure, Interconnection of Digital infrastructure Preparation n/a
gi University ¢ K via WB NREN to the
Infrastructure and Upgraded HPC-hosting Data
Centre
Albania High Performance Computing for Government Data Digital infrastructure Preparation 30 Dec
and Secure Information Exchange Network for 2025

Regional Interoperability in the Western Balkans

Figure 2. WBIF Investments Overview. Source: https://www.wbif.eu/

- ACCESSING WBIF DATA

Accessing or extracting WBIF data from its website presents several difficulties, most of
which are connected to the:

e structure of data publication,

e inconsistent updates, and the,

e layout and formatting of the website.

The WBIF website does not provide structured data access or an Application Programming
Interface (API) for automated data retrieval, in stark contrast to more structured platforms
such as the EU's Funding & Tenders portal. As a result, the scraping procedure must adhere
to polite web scraping criteria while using less effective and more error-prone methods. This
impacts scrapping output quality and increases the difficulty of obtaining complete and
reliable data.
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H The country has benefited from 67 grants for €464.1 million in technical
Since 2009’ the WBIF has supported assistance and investment co-financing. The EU IPA grant support
estimated investments of €4.1 billion channelled through the WBIF accounts for €447.5 million and covers both

technical assistance and investment works. Other donors have contributed

in the public sector in Albania. €16.6 million os el Srfadied
text that can
N , not be
WBIF grants: Estimated investments: Loans signed:
€4641m €4.1bn €658m downloaded

Investment grants: €406.9m or tracked

Technical assistance: €67.2m

Figure 3. WBIF Beneficiaries page; Albania profile. Source: https://www.wbif.eu/beneficiaries/albania

Annotations: Author

- AFRIENDLY ENVIRONMENT FOR ADVANCED RESEARCH

Crucial details about one specific infrastructure project are often scattered over several web
pages or tucked away deep into the website, frequently obscured by pagination or intricately
nested navigation links. As a result, web crawlers need to be quite clever in their design to
be able to navigate these structures and to collect all relevant updates without missing any.

Project financing split

Project Financing

WBIF  Grant  WB-IG05-ALB-ENE-01 € 8,722,449

KW toan € 40000000 No downloadable data
Total  €48,722,449 that allow the
Total Grants € 8,722,449 rep“cat]on of the
TotalLloans € 40,000,000 C h a I’tS

Figure 4. WBIF Project details page; Albania projects. Source: https://wbif.eu/project-detail/PRJ-ALB-ENE-021
Annotations: Author

Furthermore, because project statuses are not consistently updated across all designated
parts (some updates are only in the Newsroom, for example, and are not marked as "EIP
related", neither referred to the specific project), the alert system may miss significant
updates due to the current structure of the website and miss important updates.

COMPARISON WITH DATA ANALYSIS-FRIENDLY INTERNATIONAL FINANCIAL INSTITUTIONS
WEBSITES

It apperas from our analysis that the WBIF website is not designed and / or structured for
automatic manoeuvres required for a data-science based approach of information


https://wbif.eu/project-detail/PRJ-ALB-ENE-021
https://www.wbif.eu/beneficiaries/albania
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processing. Coupled with irregular data updates and diverse data formats and structures,
the WBIF—the primary source of information for EU infrastructure investments in the SEE6
region—further adds difficulties during information gathering and processing - a process
that is already difficult for external stakeholders. Adding to structural challenges in obtaining
information from WB6 governmental sources, it leaves researchers, think tanks, and CSOs
with very limited accessibility and processing options.

This represents a multilayered challenge that can be overcome by WBIF by evolving the
website toward more automated options and enrich it with resources that allow a more
advanced level of analysis. Its improvement can be facilitated by integrating data-science
related technological advancements from EU, from IFIl, from WB6 governments and from
specialised think tanks and CSO-s.

Differently to the WBIF, the IFls provide more possibilities for data sharing and retrieval,
making it easier to analyze information and track different EU co-funded projects. The way
those IFl present their information can be used as a benchmark. Moreover given the co-
financing EU - IFI modality of almost all EU-funded projects in SEE6, a greater coordination
between WBIF and IFls could enhance the way information is served to the public. This
should be even easier as those IFl are WBIF members.

The figures below show snapshots of project databases from IFls such as European Bank for
Reconstruction and Development (EBRD), Kreditanstalt fur Wiederaufbau (KfW), and Agence
Francaise de Développement (AFD)°. Their websites facilitate external research and allow
project tracking quite differently from the information provided by the WBIF. Some of the
main features - missing from WBIF system - include the downloading data in formats that
facilitate data analysis (CSV, JSON, etc.), advanced filtering options, dedicated project
databases, API-s, etc.

We have brought below some illustrations from EBRD, from KfW and from AfD.

5 EBRD Project Summary Documents Database can be accessed here: https://www.ebrd.com/work-with-us/project-
finance/project-summary-documents.html |

KfW Projects Database can be accessed here: https://www.kfw-entwicklungsbank.de/Internationale-Finanzierung/KfWw-
Entwicklungsbank/Projekte/Projektdatenbank/index.jsp?query=*%3A*&page=1&rows=10&sortBy=relevance&sortOrder=desc
&facet.filter.language=de&dymFailover=true&groups=1 |

AFD Open Data Portal can be accessed here: https://opendata.afd.fr/page/accueil/



https://www.ebrd.com/work-with-us/project-finance/project-summary-documents.html
https://www.ebrd.com/work-with-us/project-finance/project-summary-documents.html
https://www.kfw-entwicklungsbank.de/Internationale-Finanzierung/KfW-Entwicklungsbank/Projekte/Projektdatenbank/index.jsp?query=*%3A*&page=1&rows=10&sortBy=relevance&sortOrder=desc&facet.filter.language=de&dymFailover=true&groups=1
https://www.kfw-entwicklungsbank.de/Internationale-Finanzierung/KfW-Entwicklungsbank/Projekte/Projektdatenbank/index.jsp?query=*%3A*&page=1&rows=10&sortBy=relevance&sortOrder=desc&facet.filter.language=de&dymFailover=true&groups=1
https://www.kfw-entwicklungsbank.de/Internationale-Finanzierung/KfW-Entwicklungsbank/Projekte/Projektdatenbank/index.jsp?query=*%3A*&page=1&rows=10&sortBy=relevance&sortOrder=desc&facet.filter.language=de&dymFailover=true&groups=1
https://opendata.afd.fr/page/accueil/
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for Reconstruction and Development

WHAT WE DO WHO WE ARE WHERE WE ARE WORKWITH US Q

Home WorkWithUs  Project finance

Project Summary Documents

%5 Download data as CSV

Download will include all available data - whether visible on
screen or not - according to selected filters

FILTER BY: LOCATION v CTOR DATE KEYWORD

Date |7 Project ID I1 | Location !1 Project Title |1 Sector !1 Public/Private |1 | Status |1

21May 2024 | 54421 Uzbekistan Sarimay-Muruntau Transmission Energy State Exploratory

20May 2024 | 54662 Morocco OCP Desalination Manufacturing and Services | State Con.cept
Reviewed

16 May 2024 | 55152 Tajikistan FIF - Youth in Business - FMFB Loan | Financial institutions Private Approved

16May 2024 | 55153 Tajikistan :L:an \WiB Programme - FMFB Financial institutions Private Approved

16May 2024 | 55156 Tajikistan GCF GEFF Regional Il - FMFB Loan | Financial institutions Private Approved

Kyrgyz . 2 . . .
16 May 2024 | 55485 Republic RSF - KICB - MSP Engineering Manufacturing and Services | Private Approved

Figure 5. EBRD Project Summary Documents. Source: https://t.ly/9VYaj

|(F\0V Suchbegriff eingeben Q English | &&
Uberuns  SDG-Portal ~ Weltweit  Evaluierung Service  KfW Stories  KfW.de

Startseite > Transparenz > Projekte

Projektdatenbank

Sie konnen Ihr Suchergebnis verandern, indem Sie die Filter verandern oder den Suchbegriff anpassen.

> Tipps und Hinweise zur Suche

Stand: 30.04.2024 Ihre Suche ergab [gEF¥ll Treffer

Projektinformationen zum Download
[ & JSON D Alle Entwicklungslander

<[ & Csv
Blue Action Fund (BAF) - Phase VI

Schwerpunkt:  Umwelt und Klima
Projekt suchen Auftraggeber: BMZ

[ Suchbegriff eingeben Q ] Sektor: 410 - Umweltschutz allgemein

Lateinamerika NA

eco.business Fonds Lateinamerika und Karibik IV: Tranche 7

e Schwerpunkt: Umwelt und Klima
Auftraggeber: BMZ

Region
8 Sektor: 410 - Umweltschutz allgemein

[ Alles durchsuchen ~ ]

Mirrals Aer

Figure 6. KfW Project Database. Source: https://t.ly/GFONx

vl SERTE

AFD

AGENCE FRANGAISE
€ DEVELOPPEMINT

O @ Connexon  Portal des donéos ouvertes

AFD Données  Cartes AP

4 Accuell

Politique d'Open Data

ONE STEP FURTHER

News and media Join our teams Consultez nos données
Financial information Transparency and Dialogue i % i
Données de I'aide au développement de I'AFD
E & S Complaints Mechanism Combating fraud and corruption ] Oiformatons | @Tableau | OCarte  WiAnavse  LEwot AP
enregistrements
Frequently Asked Questions Official Development Assistance Soclété 1d.Concours O 1d.Projet & Titredu projet Nonapplicable  Descrptiondu projet Nonapplicable  Etatdu pojet s om

202023

. o Filtres actifs @ Toutettacer ¥ a0 cant02201 ceow022 Achevé 12 il 2018 soc
Data privacy Portail OpenData R - Jows Mawiow 00

développement urbain

Legal Notices Digital accessibility s owo e cemer
Cookie settings a s w0 conesi cones @ Exéeuton 19 décemere 2019

Etat du projet o a0 contosion CCNI08T Vil éponge d Mianyang Accompagroment du développs. Exéeution Hocbrozo® 18k

Figure 7. AFD OpenData Portal. Source: https://t.ly/9Cu26
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COMPARISON WITH DATA ANALYSIS-FRIENDLY EU WEBSITES

Two similar EU sources that provide similar information to what the users expect from the
WBIF website are EUROSTAT and EU Funding & Tenders. Both these sources are
distinguished by their high level of accessibility for their users and the large amountof
updated information that they provide.

EUROSTAT offers a comprehensive database that is well-organized and easy to access,
making data retrieval simple for data scientists.

Database

@ Information on the database

B @ Data navigation tree
B/& Detailed datasets
B General and regional statistics
Bl European and national indicators for short-term analysis (euroind) B
Bl Balance of payments (ei_bp) B
EB 3 Current account - quarterly data (ei_bpmé6ca_q) i @
BB 1 Financial account - quarterly data (ei_bpméfa_q) i @
EB 3 Current account - monthly data (ei_bpméca_m) i @ [uppateD)
BB 1 Financial account - monthly data (ei_bpméfa_m) fi @ [UPDATED]
EB 1 International investment position - quarterly data (ei_bpmé6iip_q) li @
BB Business and consumer surveys (ei_bcs) B
@ Consumer prices (ei_cp) M
BB Housing price statistics (ei_hp)
& [ Industry, trade and services (ei_is) i (Information note: base year) (Information note: code change)
= [ International trade (ei_et) M
BB Labour market (ei_Im)

Figure 8. A snapshot of EUROSTAT database representation. Source: https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat

The existence of an APl enables automatic data retrieval, making it easier to integrate current
information into more advanced research operations without requiring manual intervention.
Integrated data visualization methods enable the development of instant insights, which is
useful for data scientists who need to conduct quick assessments.

In that way, EUROSTAT's data meets the EU's rigorous standards for reliability, accuracy, and
timeliness, guaranteeing the researchers work with the most reliable information available.
Regular updates ensure that the data represents the most recent trends, which is essential
for timely and appropriate research.

The EU Funding & Tenders Portal is the next example that we have chosen. Designed as a
one-stop shop for information on all EU funding opportunities and tenders, it carefully
categorizes, cross-links and significantly decreases the time required for data collection.


https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat
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Filters 495 item(s) found & Opening date / Publication date v |

Quick search

Q European Researchers' Night and Researchers at Schools 2026-2027
HORIZON-MSCA-2025-CITIZENS-01-01 | Call for proposal Forthcoming
Opening date: 17 June 2025 | Next deadline: 22 October 2025 | Single-stage

{ Programming period v }

Programme: Horizon Europe (HORIZON) | Type of action: HORIZON Coordination and Support Actions
{ Programme v }

MSCA Staff Exchanges 2024
HORIZON-MSCA-2024-SE-01-01 | Call for proposal Forthcoming

e Opening date: 10 October 2024 | Next deadline: 05 March 2025 | Single-stage
Submission status v

Programme: Horizon Europe (HORIZON) | Type of action: HORIZON TMA MSCA Staff Exchanges

BT

{ All filters }

Digital tools for CSP and solar thermal plants
HORIZON-CL5-2024-D3-02-01 Call for proposal Forthcoming
Opening date: 17 September 2024 | Next deadiine: 21 January 2025 | Single-stage

Figure 9. A snapshot of EU Funding & Tenders advanced filtering. Source: https://ec.europa.eu/info/funding-tenders/

Advanced search tools enable users to filter possibilities based on a particular criteria such
as the sector, geography, or financing modality, making data collection more targeted and
efficient. Continuous updates on new funding opportunities and tender notifications
guarantee that data scientists and researchers have access to the most recent data, allowing
for timely and effective decision-making.

In addition, the availability of the APl allows for different automated actions to be
implemented so that users and potential beneficiaries do not miss any updates or new
funding opportunities.

FINAL THOUGHTS

The inspiration for developing automated analysis tools comes from a need to make the data
retrieval and processing easier and more efficient. Currently, the WBIF website does not
meet the demands of WB6 specialised think tanks and CSOs. These stakeholder groups are
obliged to spend a significant amount of time actively tracking EU investment news and
monitoring updates from institutional representatives in order to gather important project
information.

This labour-intensive monitoring process limits the ability of think tanks and CSOs to monitor
and engage efficiently in the project cycle maangement steps of Economic and Investment
Plan infrastructure projects. As Growth Plan-supported infrastructure projects will be
administered by WBIF as well, they will be afected by the same problems.

As a result, rather than maximizing their experience in monitoring, transparency,
accountability and policy influence, civil society actors as well as any external EU-suported
stakeholder are mired in regular data tracking, confirmation, cross-linking through different
pages within the same website, or re-verifying with external sources, so reducing their
potential impact on policy creation and project oversight.


https://ec.europa.eu/info/funding-tenders/
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This picture contrasts sharply with the more modern, data-driven EU websites such as
EUROSTAT or EU Funding & Tenders Portal. Platforms such as EUROSTAT and the EU Funding
& Tenders Portal demonstrate how incorporating advanced automated technologies and
improved data access may significantly increase the efficiency and effectiveness of data
gathering, information processing and ultimately contribute to transparency and
accountability. Hence WBIF website improvement is critical not only for ongoing programs
like the Economic and Investment Plan but also for newly-adopted financial EU instruments
such as the Growth Plan.

Finally, in an era where sophisticated data models can deliver tailored information
seamlessly to users, it is imperative for specialised think tanks in the Western Balkans to
capitalize on this technological momentum. Leveraging these technological advancements
and being more demanding toward WB6 governments and WBIF governance structures,
allows think tanks and CSO-s to achieve greater transparency in governance and strengthen
their involvement in monitoring and advocating for good governance practices.

Our research has shown that while there is a critical mass of think tanks and CSO-s in the
region involved in the EIP project cycle, and that have the critical knowledge to contribute to
a more efficient presentation of relevant information. The last take-away from this exercise
is to recommend a closer cooperation of WBIF website administrators and their intended
audience.
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