




Editor: Marilena Tudor
Tehnoredactare: Liliana Olaru

© 2021 Editura Universităţii de Vest, pentru prezenta ediţie

Editura Universităţii de Vest
Calea Bogdăneștilor nr. 32A
300389, Timişoara
E-mail: editura@e-uvt.ro
Tel.: +40 - 256 592 681

Descrierea CIP a Bibliotecii Naţionale a României 
The Balkans - an unfinished business / editors: Gheorghe 
    Magheru, Doru Costea.... - Timişoara : Editura 
    Universităţii de Vest, 2021
    ISBN 978-973-125-850-8

I. Magheru, Gheorghe (ed.)
II. Costea, Doru (ed.)

355.45



THE BALKANS  

AN UNFINISHED BUSINESS

Gheorghe Magheru 

Doru Costea, PhD

– Editors –





Contents

List of Tables, Boxes, Figures, and Maps ............................................vi

Acknowledgements ............................................................................  vii

Argument. A Long Journey from Two Europes to One, Gheorghe 
Magheru ............................................................................................ 9

1. A Snapshot of the Region: a moving picture for the last three decades, 
Gheorghe Magheru, Doru Costea, PhD .......................................... 19

2. Security environment and challenges, interaction of global and 
regional players and interests, Doru Costea, PhD, Major General 
(ret) Leonardo Dinu ........................................................................ 35

3. Old Challenges, New Sins. Disinformation Targeting the Western 
Balkans During the Covid-19 pandemic, Prof. Alina Bârgăoanu, 
PhD ................................................................................................. 57

4. Security Challenges and Cooperation Opportunities, Marian 
Tutilescu, Commissioner (ret) ........................................................ 66

5. The Western Balkans: Anchored in the past or moving forward 
towards a European future, Yordan Bozhilov, President of Sofia 
Security Forum ............................................................................... 78

6. Security Challenges in the Balkans, Sandro Knezović, PhD, IRMO, 
Zagreb ............................................................................................. 96



List of Tables, Boxes, Figures, and Maps  
Tables
Table 1. Post-Cold War European and Euro-Atlantic Integration Processes ..... 22
Table 2. Trade 2020 MIL. EURO .................................................................  52

Boxes
Box 1. Background of European and Euro-Atlantic Integration of South East 

Europe ........................................................................................................  20
Box 2. Eastern European Hydrogen – East-West Hydrogen Pathway ..........  32

Figures
Figure 1. European Commission Proposal for a Reformed Enlargement 

Methodology ..............................................................................................  28
Figure 2. All Convicted Persons in the Western Balkans, 2012-2018 ..........  70
Figure 3. Share of persons convicted of drug production etc .......................  71
Figure 4. Total number of persons convicted for selected crimes linked to 

organized crime .........................................................................................  72
Figure 5. Number of persons prosecuted and convicted for selected organized 

crimes ........................................................................................................  73
Figure 6. The World Bank’s Worldwide Governance Indicators database ......  97
Figure 7. Source: Official Web-Page of the Transparency International ......  99
Figure 8. Main trade in goods partners of the Western Balkans, 2019 .......  113

Maps 
Map 1. The EU Member States and the Balkans ..........................................  18
Map 2. The Western Balkans’ tortuous road to integration with the West ....  21
Map 3. Eastern European Hydrogen .............................................................  32
Map 4. Balkan Peninsula ..............................................................................  36
Map 5. The Balkans ......................................................................................  48
Map 6. More ‘Silk Roads’ in the Balkans, 2018 ...........................................  50
Map 7. The Western Balkans ........................................................................  51
Map 8. Dynamics along the Western Balkan Route .....................................  73
Map 9. A Silk Road for the Balkans ...........................................................  107



Acknowledgements

The project on „The Balkans – An Unfinished Business” was 
initiated and coordinated by George Scutaru, Executive Director of New 
Strategy Center (NSC) and benefitted from the full support of the West 
University of Timișoara and its Rector, Prof. Marilen Pirtea, Ph.D., 
host and co-organiser with the New Strategy Center of the „Security 
Challenges in the Balkans” conference, who generously involved 
himself in this flagship event ever since its launching five years ago, 
and graciously provided for the publishing facilities of the University 
of Timișoara.

This publication of the NSC is the result of a joint work of experts 
from Romania and the region. Due recognition and thanks go here to 
the contributions of Yordan Bozhilov, President of the Sofia Security 
Forum and Sandro Knezovici, PhD, the Institute for Development and 
International Relations (IRMO), Zagreb, Croatia.

The Romanian authors are scholars from academia and former 
officials with experience in the field of security and foreign affairs, 
members and senior associates of the Scientific Council of the NSC.

Other associates to the Scientific Council have lent their professional 
advice. The skills of Ms Maria Ion of the NSC staff in the documentary 
and technical inherent chores could never be overestimated.

Finally and above all, the Editors extend their gratitude to the 
constant and most distinguished intellectual guidance of Ambassador 
Sergiu Celac, Honorary Chairman of the New Strategy Center, who 
planted the seed of this idea. 





Argument.  
A long journey from two Europes to one

Gheorghe Magheru

Defining the Balkans in geographical, historical and political terms 
has always been a complex exercise due to the morphological diversity 
of the region, the composite overlapping or interspersed blend of peoples 
and cultures accumulated therein during a lengthy span of time and the 
more often than not conflicting geopolitical interests of external powers 
displayed on this mass of European land with a strategic position open 
both to the heartland and the confines of Europe.

An attempt to outline a picture of the state of play and challenges 
to the region from the contemporary point of view, and possibly to put 
forward some additional angles of approach for those with an interest 
in the region, be they from within or without, must necessarily find a 
comparative ground base at a certain point in the past.

We have chosen as a starting reference for the current essay the search 
of three Romanian scholars - a historian and polymath, an anthropologist 
and a historian of ideas: Acad. Răzvan Theodorescu, Professor Vintilă 
Mihăilescu and Lucian Boia who raised several existential questions 
related to the Romanian quest for its own identity: ‘the meeting place 
between the European East and the West’ (Theodorescu)1; ‘how to build 
a modern nation with a traditional society’ (Mihăilescu)2; the relation 
between ‘history, ideology and mythology’ and where to locate Romania 
on the map: ‘Eastern Europe, Balkans, Central Europe?’ (Boia)3.
1 Răzvan Theodorescu, Cele două Europe (The Two Europes; in Romanian), Edi-

tura Enciclopedică, Bucharest, 2013.
2 Vintilă Mihăilescu, De ce este România astfel? (Why is Romania the way it is?; 

in Romanian), Polirom Publishing House, Iași, 2017.
3 Lucian Boia, România, țară de frontieră a Europei (Romania – a country at Eu-

rope’s Borders; in Romanian), Humanitas Publishing House, Bucharest, 2016. 



Putting on the table these questions could very well respond to 
similar interrogations from the vantage point of our partners across the 
Danube. 

They reflect a long-term debate in Romanian academia on the 
nature of the links between the Romanians and their South Danubian 
neighbours starting in the XIXth Century, when the profile of the 
Peninsula was departing from the imperial towards the nation state 
European model, and it was   pursued in the XXth down to the present 
day.

Nation building, statehood and identity have been one of the 
common denominators of this much tested region, and to some extent 
they still are, just as the European Union or NATO and what they stand 
for in terms of values and principles are now paramount within this area 
for members, candidates or aspiring members alike.

Our histories have to be put in context and to acknowledge the 
interdependencies marking the evolution of Europe. Thus, we are to look 
beyond the spectrum of the Balkan syndrome that made a strategist like 
Zbigniew Brzezinski coin the ‘global Balkans’ formula by expanding 
its confines to South East Asia and overcome the negative resilience 
of relapsing into old behavioural patterns of survival when confronted 
with a radically changing environment.

One has to take into account the ambiguity of geographical and 
geopolitical definitions indicating the deep-set tensions at this crossroads 
of civilisations and overcrowding of powers shaping the history of the 
region. The Balkans, or rather South East Europe according to the term 
generally acknowledged by the modern-day school of geopolitics, can 
be neither separated from the European history as it belongs to its very 
foundation, nor can its destiny be dissociated from the European project, 
which will never be complete without the integration of its constituents.

This paper attempts a summary approach involving political, 
security and economic factors based on the realities and challenges 
faced by the actors in the region either within or in their interaction 
with external players, be they regional or global. 

Developments in South East Europe in the aftermath of the Cold 
War, where the dissolution of the Soviet Union was accompanied by 
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the dramatic breakdown of Yugoslavia, have impacted distinctly on 
the enlargement process of EU and NATO as compared to Central and 
Eastern Europe. 

Romania’s investment in the democratic transition and democratic 
consolidation of the countries in the Western Balkans is an investment 
in its own security and stability and is complementary to the high stakes 
involved in the future of the Eastern Partnership countries aspiring to 
fulfil their European and Euro-Atlantic aspirations. All these states are 
simultaneously confronted with the challenges of internal reform and 
the external interests and initiatives that range from aggressive stances 
– like those of the Russian Federation, as witnessed by the arc of the 
more, or less, ‘frozen’ and seemingly endless conflicts in the Black 
Sea area – to economic and financial initiatives based on long term 
geopolitical objectives- like China’s approaches of Western Balkan 
countries. 

The security of Eastern and Southeastern Europe is therefore of 
strategic relevance for Romania, in particular, and for NATO and EU, 
in general, as the two areas are actually continuous and highly sensitive 
in the long stretch of the eastern flank.

Whereas integration must be considered the keyword for the last 
thirty years, one has to take into account certain fluctuations and 
counter currents in this process due not only to the internal fallacies of 
the region but also to the differing or changing accents in the policies of 
the main western drivers in the promotion of this overall strategic goal.

Moreover, we deem it necessary to bring in some highlights on 
the conceptual evolutions related to this complex region, including the 
question of nationhood, and the still unfinished process to assimilating 
the concept of civic nation.

In his still thought-provoking book ‘Balkan Worlds, the First and 
Last Europe’, the American anthropologist of Serbian descent Traian 
Stoianovich recognised that the term ‘Balkans lacks precision’4. Indeed, 
said he, how can one define through a Turkish name possibly deriving 
from two Persian words an area consisting ‘of four or five different 
4 Traian Stoianovich, Balkans Worlds: The First and Last Europe, Routledge, 

1994, p. 1
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mountain systems’5 (Dinaric Alps, Rhodopes, Carpathian Alps and 
Balkan Alps proper), and bound by four seas: the Adriatic and Ionian to 
the west, the Aegean to the south, and the Black Sea to the east.

Stoianovich states the case of the overly rich histories of the 
Balkans with its abundance of provincial religious, ethnic, national and 
ideological discords. There remain some unanswered or half answered 
questions to his aspiration to write a ‘total history’ of the Balkans 
but revisiting his work after its publication in 1994 may offer fruitful 
ground for new research.

We would just recall here his comments on remarks made by 
the Romanian historian Alexandru D. Xenopol in his ‘Notes on the 
Romanian Debate on Sheltered Industrialisation’ dated 1881, the 
year of the foundation of the Romanian Kingdom. Stoianovich wrote: 
‘Xenopol had simply argued that the only alternative to the adoption of 
the western model of development was stagnation and retrogression’. 
Xenopol was referring to Romania: ‘The entire progress of our nation 
has taken place in a sense opposite to that taken by other peoples; 
instead of developing from below upward, civilization has come to us 
from above downward’. Stoianovich was setting this statement in the 
broader regional context generated by the modernisation process in the 
late XIXth Century when, as he said, ‘the innovation of new values 
was accompanied by the diffusion of a new vocabulary’ 6. We may find 
here an anticipation of what in contemporary political science is called 
transformations of the state.

That was the time when the urge for modernisation and westernisation 
was linked to the concept of nation and nationalism that was prevailing 
also in the major powers of Europe having their part to play in the 
political history of the continent.

To pick up Ernst Gellner’s definition7: ‘Nationalism is primarily a 
political principle, which holds that the political and the national unit 
5 Idem.
6 Traian Stoianovich, Balkans Worlds: The First and Last Europe, Routledge, 

1994. p 259. Xenopol is quoted in the chapter on Personality and culture, at note 
116, p. 264.

7 Ernest Gellner, Nations and Nationalism. (New Perspectives on the Past.), Itha-
ca, Cornell University Press, 1983, p. XXVII, INTRODUCTION by John Breui-
lly, quoted from Gellner’s Thought and Change.
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should be congruent’, while Francis Fukuyama noted that the ‘(t)he 
contemporary European struggle over national identity begins with the 
founders of the European Union, Robert Schuman and Jean Monnet, 
who understood that exclusive ethnic definitions of national identity 
had been at the root of the two world wars that Europe experienced.’8 

Today we are mainly focusing on developments in Europe in light 
of the last three decades, particularly the last waves of NATO and 
EU enlargements to Central and Eastern Europe, South East Europe 
included, as well the security environment deteriorating in the last decade 
and in the post-pandemic world. However, it may be useful at times 
to recall the various stages of accession to NATO or EU enlargement 
reflecting the ongoing transformations within Europe and the impact of 
the international environment. Countries like Greece joined the EEC by 
1 January 1981 (NATO in 1952, together with Turkey, during one of the 
most critical moments of the Cold War), Spain and Portugal joined the 
EEC only in 1986 (and Spain NATO in 1982, as compared to Portugal, 
in 1949), or that Austria, Finland and Sweden joined the EU in 1995, 
after the breakup of the USSR, preserving their neutrality status while 
firmly anchored into the Western camp.

One of the paradoxes of South East Europe, and what is usually 
labelled with the generic term of ‘Balkanic’ is the fact that its perceived 
homogeneity is attributable to a source of durable tensions, reflecting 
the fragmentation generated by the contradictory specificities of its 
component parts within a supposedly same family – a case where the 
law of entropy seems to apply. Likewise, whereas there is one major 
European policy towards the region as defined by the Thessaloniki 
Summit in 2003, which declared the Western Balkan countries part of 
the defined area of enlargement, the various European actors present in 
the region are in their turn the heirs and bearers of the specific long-term 
interests of their countries in the region and its components. And so is 
Turkey, a candidate since 1987, with the inherent differences related to 
the EU-Turkey complex relations we shall deal further on, taking into 
account not only the traditional involvement of Turkey in the Balkans, 
8 Francis Fukuyama, Identity – Contemporary Identity Politics and the Struggle 

for Recognition, Profile Books, 2019, p. 143.
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the fact that it epitomises in itself the transition from empire to nation 
state (a special case to be considered), but also its status as regional 
power with omnidirectional strategic interests.

In Europe, having enjoyed seventy-five years without a major war, 
even when building the future one cannot ignore the burden of heritage 
and most of all the fact that the present configuration of Europe is also 
a product of the major conflagrations affecting the Old Continent. The 
Balkans have never been spared but, as an exception to the general 
rule, they have also witnessed the greatest outburst of violence in the 
aftermath of the Cold War with the breakup of former Yugoslavia.

In an extensive and enlightening work, John Connelly deals with 
the issue of democratization and shock therapy and points out to the 
violent character of the disintegration of post-Communist Yugoslavia as 
compared to the ‘mostly peaceful integration’ elsewhere in East Central 
Europe. But he also raises the questions of transition to pluralistic 
rule, whether the word ‘transition’ (suggesting a new place without 
return) applies to all countries in the region, or when have democratic 
transitions to democratic pluralism really begun.

He wonders whether or not there are civilisational distinctions 
between the countries of this large region resulting from their historic 
proximity to the West and considers that such generalisation is 
difficult to attach to specific cases (e.g. of Habsburg versus Ottoman 
backgrounds). He supports his views by mentioning recent transitions 
to illiberalism that contradict such clichés9.

Today new challenges lie ahead in the long story related to identity 
and nationhood: populist nationalism, questioning of multiculturalism, 
intolerance, Euroscepticism, perceptions of dwindling local opportu ni-
ties that fuel emigration, extremism.

These challenges cannot be dissociated from the geopolitical interests 
of external players that seek to ascertain or re-ascertain their influence 
in the region in the larger gambit of the regional and global competition 
and employ a wide range of toolkits, including disinformation and fake 
9 John Connelly, ‘From Peoples into Nations. A History of Eastern Europe, Prin-

ceton University Press, 2020, in one of the concluding chapters: Eastern Europe 
Joins Europe.
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news besides other features belonging to the spectrum of influence 
and interference. For this reason, this paper will mention the European 
processes and actors from within the EU alongside the major external 
players, some traditionally involved in European affairs such as Russia 
and Turkey, or the United States (whose entry into WWI has also 
propelled her into becoming the major world power and whose durable 
presence in Europe is essential for the security of the Euro-Atlantic 
Community as a whole), and more recently China and other influential 
players such as the Gulf countries.

Introducing the evolution of South East Europe in a broader time 
frame argues that the integration process into the European Union and 
NATO is in fact a natural extension and development to a continuous 
and yet to be completed process of modernisation already called 
‘westernisation’ in the XIXth Century. And we believe this can also 
be an element to be integrated fruitfully in the evolution from the 
concept of ‘Westlessness’ formulated in 2020 by Ambassador Wolfgang 
Ischinger, into ‘Beyond Westlessness’ as featured in the 2021 edition of 
the Munich Security Conference. Renewing transatlantic cooperation, 
which was the main topic of the latter, is of paramount importance in 
this evolution with a view to successfully meeting global challenges.

It is against this background that on 5 March 2021 the Foreign 
Ministers of nine EU member states, amongst which Bogdan Aurescu 
of Romania, addressed to the European Union High Representative and 
Vice-President of the European Commission (HR/VP), Josep Borrell, 
a Joint Letter proposing to have a strategic discussion on the Western 
Balkans during a coming Foreign Affairs Council. In their message, 
the ministers recommended approaching the region not only through 
enlargement lenses, but also through foreign policy optics and how 
to respond to the internal developments on the ground and to the 
more active engagement of third actors. Additionally, they enhanced 
the requirement a common stance on behalf of the EU, so as to work 
shoulder to shoulder with our key partner, as the United States is 
preparing to re-engage with the region10. 
10 Letter to HRVP Borrell on Western Balkans, Euractiv, 11 March 2021, https://

www.euractiv.com/section/enlargement/news/letter-to-hrvp-borrell-on-wes-
tern-balkans/
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This meeting was held on 10 May 2021. The ministers ‘stated that 
the region has a special role in Europe and for Europe, agreed that the 
Western Balkans is a region of key geostrategic importance for the EU 
and appreciated that their commitment to the Western Balkans needs to 
be very visible and leave no doubt in this respect’. They ‘reaffirmed the 
European perspective of the whole region, underlining the importance 
of a political engagement in a wide range of areas such as: the fight 
against the COVID pandemic, economic cooperation, connectivity, 
tackling external influence and disinformation’ and ‘highlighted the 
need for Western Balkan countries to accelerate EU-related reforms’11.

In the same spirit of consistency in its strategic approach to its 
neighbourhood, the Romanian minister of foreign affairs addressed, 
on 19 November 2020, a common letter of fellow European ministers 
to HR/VP Borrell ‘in view of advancing a substantial dialogue among 
EU foreign ministers on enhancing the EU’s active approach towards 
protracted conflicts’12.

Finally, we have drawn on our own experience as a country with a 
turbulent history and a very exposed geography. In the context of the 
celebration of Romania’s accession to NATO on 4 April 2004, today 
an Alliance of thirty nations in North America and Europe,  Mircea 
Geoană, the Deputy Secretary General of NATO, underlined the 
relevance of NATO membership to EU accession; the unprecedented 
security guarantees offered by the Alliance, a part of the western family 
of democracies and free nations; the ingredient of being a predictable, 
free and democratic country; and the need to ‘first of all, the political 
consensus’ and the ‘trust of our citizens’.13

When reviewing the road accomplished since WWII in the 
establishment of a new security environment based on shared values, 
Robert Cooper turns back to some dramatic examples of small states 
with big neighbours in the recent European history and enhances the 
importance of national solidarity and strict realism they need, together 
11 Foreign Affairs Council, 10 May 2021,  https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/

meetings/fac/2021/05/10/
12 See Bogdan Aurescu, Tackling frozen conflicts in the EU’s own neighbourhood, 

EU Observer, 19 January 2021, https://euobserver.com/opinion/150638
13 ‘We are an integral part of the most successful union in human history’, Hea-

dlinesmania, 4 April 2021, https://headlinesmania.com/romaniaeng/we-are-an-
integral-part-of-the-most-successful-union-in-human-history/ 
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with the prerequisite of democratic resilience of the political system of 
a nation in the pursuit of a successful diplomacy14. 

We live in a completely different environment from the major 
conflicts of the XXth century, but the challenges of the day put forward 
the actuality of democratic resilience and realism with a view to South 
East Europe and the progress of the Western Balkan nations towards 
their major integration goals. 

Our claim is that the integration of these countries responds to more 
than their own interest and the fulfilment of their national goals: at stake 
are the strategic relevance of the European Union and the security of the 
Euro-Atlantic community.

By the end of this exercise, we consider appropriate to conclude that 
the ‘unfinished business’ in the Western Balkans should not turn into a 
never-ending story. As High Representative/Vice-President Borrell said 
at a press conference with Serbian President Aleksandar Vučić: ‘The 
accession negotiations can be more dynamic. But this can only happen 
if there is more progress on reforms and on their implementation’.15 In 
addition, as the HR/VP emphasized after the above-mentioned ministerial 
discussion on 10 May 2021, ‘the European outlook of the entire Western 
Balkans […] is not merely a matter of the process leading to membership. 
We also want to secure political engagement with our partners in the 
region.’16

For sure infra-European debates on enlargement are as complex as 
enlargement itself. To quote Judy Dempsey, ‘If France and Germany 
managed to get along, Europe would look very different—and so would 
the Western Balkans.’17

14 Robert Cooper, The Ambassadors, Weinfeld & Nicolson, 2021. See the chapter 
“Two small countries: Denmark and Finland”. https://eeas.europa.eu/headqu-
arters/headquarters-homepage/97584/future-western-balkans-lies-within-euro-
pean-union_es

15 EEAS, Serbia: Remarks by High Representative/Vice-President Josep Borrell at 
the press conference with President Vučić, Brussels, 26 April 2021, https://eeas.
europa.eu/headquarters/headquarters-homepage/97268/serbia-remarks-high-re-
presentativevice-president-josep-borrell-press-conference-president_en

16 *** Borrell: Western Balkans is geopolitical problem, EU should provide en-
gagement, Euractiv, 11 May 2021,  https://www.euractiv.com/section/politics/
short_news/borrell-western-balkans-is-geopolitical-problem-eu-should-provi-
de-engagement/

17 Jude Dempesy, Europe’s Enlargement Problem, Carnegie Europe, 29 October 
2019, https://carnegieeurope.eu/strategiceurope/80203
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Following the above-mentioned strategic discussion on the Western 
Balkans in the Foreign Affairs Council format in Brussels, the association 
to this effort of academic circles may be useful in light of lessons learned 
from this lengthy span of turmoil affecting the region and especially 
the latter-day developments marked by contrasting realities and new 
external and global challenges that compound old ones. Hopefully, the 
next EU summit dedicated to the Western Balkans shall benefit from the 
political will that would make it possible to implement further steps to 
successfully face these challenges. 

By the end of the day, this exercise should benefit the efforts of 
policy makers, institutions and societal actors in building up national and 
regional resilience and confirming a predictable course of development 
and venues of cooperation, thus consolidating the irreversibility of the 
integration process.

It may also be a contribution to stimulating the intellectual dialogue 
on common contemporary issues between partners in the region, based 
on a tradition worthy of reviving in a new context. 

Map 1. The EU Member States and the Balkans.  
Source: https://en.econostrum.info/The-introduction-of-new-Member-States-stuck-in-

the-European-funnel_a787.html
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1. A Snapshot of the Region:  
a moving picture for the last three decades

Gheorghe Magheru & Doru Costea, PhD

Before focusing on the current developments in the region it may be 
useful to draw a bird’s eye view on the last three decades.

The reunification of Germany on 3 October 1990 and the formal 
breakup of the former Soviet Union on 31 December 1991 are the 
symbolic landmarks for the unravelling of a new stage in Europe’s 
history. At the same time, the violent and dramatic breakup of former 
Yugoslavia was at the epicentre of the turmoil in the region. Besides 
the loss of lives and destruction entailed by armed conflicts among 
previously co-existing entities that had been brought up under the 
same construction after WWI, since the end of the Cold War the 
Western Balkans and South East Europe have witnessed major specific 
developments that are to be viewed within the larger context of the 
transformation processes developing in Central and Eastern Europe, as 
well as in what was to become the European Union after the Maastricht 
Treaty came into force (November 1993) and NATO launched the 
Partnership for Peace program (1994).

These fundamental changes are widely familiar and need no 
further comments here. However, it may be worth remembering some 
consequential moments for the region that steered them to the European 
and Euro-Atlantic integration processes of today (see Box 1). 

The road to Europe
The landmarks for the post-cold war enlargement of the Europe-

an Union can be identified with the European Councils in Copenha-
gen (June 1993), Corfu (June 1994) and Essen (December 1994) that 
opened the door for accession to the countries of the Central and East-
ern and Europe. They were followed by the Zagreb Summit of 2001 
of EU member states (EUMS) and Western Balkan countries, under 
the French Presidency, and on whose basis the enlargement perspective 
was granted at the EU-Western Balkans Thessaloniki Summit in 2003, 
which reiterated ‘its unequivocal support to the European perspective 



of the Western Balkan countries. The future of the Balkans is within the 
European Union’; furthermore, the Declaration reads: ‘The movement 
ahead lies in the hands of the countries of the region’.1 

Background of European and Euro-Atlantic Integration  
of South East Europe

– selected highlights –
1992 The war begins, building on tensions that had been simmering in the 

country since Tito’s death more than a decade before. The UN Security 
Council declares a ‘no-fly zone’ over Bosnia, which NATO enforced as 
of 1993. 

1992-1995, successive UN imposed sanctions on Yugoslavia bring damage to 
1998-1999 the region as a whole;
1995 ‘The General Framework Agreement for Peace in Bosnia and 

Herzegovina’, more commonly known as the ‘Dayton Agreement’, and 
the Office of the High Representative established based on Art. II of 
Annex 10 of the document; 

1999  NATO intervenes in the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia; takes the lead 
of the multinational force (KFOR); an UN mission to Kosovo (UNMIK) 
is set up to administer the territory with a view to implementing the 
1244 Resolution of the UN Security Council. 

2001 The Ohrid Agreement. 
2006 The referendum and peaceful accession to independence of Montenegro 

is held in February.
2008 Kosovo unilaterally declared its independence. 

The war woefully joined other conflicts in Eastern Europe in the 1980s and 
the 1990s: some of them turned from ‘internal’ to ‘international’, like in Nagorno-
Karabakh, while others cast their shadow from the domestic level to interstate 
relationships, like the short, yet most significant crisis of the breakaway Transnistrian 
territory in the Republic of Moldova in early 1990s. Later developments consecrated 
the perception of the arc of so-called ‘frozen conflicts’ heralded by the above-
mentioned cases: in the aftermath of the successive Chechen wars, in 2008 the 
Russian Federation militarily aided the secession of territories of the Republic 
of Georgia, thus anticipating the unlawful annexation of Crimea in 2014 and its 
involvement in the still unresolved conflict in eastern Ukraine.
Note: The international background witnessed the recognition and accession to the United 
Nations of new states and, by mid 2000s, the UN adoption of ‘The Right to Protect’ – all being 
developments in international law unparalleled since WWI, with far-reaching effects on the area.

1  EU-Western Balkan Summit (Thessaloniki, 21 June 2003), Declaration, https://
www.consilium.europa.eu/uedocs/cms_data/docs/pressdata/en/misc/76291.pdf 

Box 1. Background of European and Euro-Atlantic Integration of South East Europe.
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According to the EU treaties, membership of the European Union 
is open to ‘any European State which respects the values referred to 
in Article 2 and is committed to promoting them’ (TEU Article 49), 
and these values are ‘respect for human dignity, freedom, democracy, 
equality, the rule of law and respect for human rights, including the 
rights of persons belonging to minorities.’ They are based on the so-
called 1993 ‘Copenhagen criteria’ which had been agreed as it became 
clear that many former Eastern Bloc countries would apply to join2.

A corollary to enlargement proper could be considered the acces-
sion process to the Strasbourg based human rights organization of the 
Council of Europe, a necessary staging post of Central and Eastern 
Europe as a whole to NATO and EU accession. 

On a regional level one might mention the establishment in 1997 
of the South East European Cooperation Process and the formalisation 
of its statutory relations with the Regional Cooperation Council (the 
heir of the Stability Pact for South East Europe) based in Sarajevo. All 
participants in the SEECP recognize themselves in the major goal of 
integration. 

 
Map 2. The Western Balkans’ tortuous road to integration with the West. 

Source: GISreportsonline.com
2  European Council in Copenhagen, 21-22 June 1993, Conclusions of the Presi-

dency, https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/21225/72921.pdf 
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Table 1. Post-Cold War European and Euro-Atlantic Integration Processes.

Post-Cold War European and Euro-Atlantic Integration Processes

Year European Union NATO

Member States Candidates***

1995 Austria, Finland, Sweden

1999 Czech Republic, 
Hungary, Poland

2004

Cyprus, Czech Republic, 
Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, 
Lithuania, Malta Poland, 
Slovakia, Slovenia

North 
Macedonia

Bulgaria, Estonia, 
Latvia, Lithuania, 
Romania, Slovakia, 
Slovenia

2006 Serbia**

2007 Bulgaria, Romania

2008 Montenegro

2009 Albania, 
Serbia Albania, Croatia

2013 Croatia

2017 Montenegro

2018

Bosnia-Herzegovina’s 
first national annual 
program under MAP 
was accepted by 
NATO ministers.

2020 North Macedonia

* Turkey applied for EU membership in 1987 and Bosnia-Herzegovina in February 
2016. On 1 April the Stabilisation and Association Agreement entered into force be-
tween the EU and Kosovo (NB: This designation is without prejudice to positions on 
status, and is in line with UNSCR 1244/1999 and the ICJ Opinion on the Kosovo dec-
laration of independence.)
** NATO recognizes Serbia’s neutrality.
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In 2014 the Berlin Summit marked the launching of the Berlin Process 
as an intergovernmental cooperation initiative aimed at revitalising the 
multilateral ties between the Western Balkans and EU states and the 
improvement of regional cooperation on infrastructure and economic 
development.

An outstanding development based on regional concertation relevant 
in the political, economic and implicit security dimensions, relates to 
the Three Seas Initiative (3SI), associating along twelve EU member 
states from Central-Eastern Europe, the USA, Germany and the EU 
Commission. Launched in 2015 in New York in the presence of, among 
others, the Presidents of Croatia, Poland, Romania and Bulgaria (the latter 
to be hosting the upcoming Summit meeting of this year), its significance 
for the Western Balkans cannot be underplayed. The Business Forum of 
the 3SI, whose first edition was held during the Bucharest Summit in 
2018, is open not only to EU Member States and participating partners 
but also to the Western Balkan countries, Ukraine, the Republic of 
Moldova, and Georgia. The binding concept of this initiative is focused 
on interconnectivity in its three dimensions: infrastructure/transport, 
digital, energy. 

Comparing the dates of accession to NATO and respectively to 
EU of Central Eastern European countries confirms the assessment 
made by Ambassador Mircea Geoană, the Deputy Secretary General of 
NATO, on the contribution of membership to the Alliance to accession 
to EU3. Preparation for joining NATO is in itself compatible to the 
implementation of the EU accession criteria.

Even if new developments have taken place on the ground ever 
since (e.g., accession of Republic of North Macedonia), it may be useful 
to recall in this context art. 59 of the 2018 Brussels NATO Summit 
declaration as it underlines its total compatibility with the EU driven 
integration process: ‘The Western Balkans is a region of strategic im-
portance, as demonstrated by our long history of cooperation and 
operations in the region.  We remain fully committed to the stability 
and security of the Western Balkans, as well as to supporting the Euro-
Atlantic aspirations of countries in the region.  We will continue to work 
3 ‘We are an integral part of the most successful union in human history’, 4 April 

2021, ibidem.
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closely with the Western Balkans to maintain and promote regional 
and international peace and security.  Democratic values, rule of law, 
domestic reforms, and good neighbourly relations are vital for regional 
cooperation and for the Euro-Atlantic integration process, and we 
welcome progress in this regard.  We also welcome recent progress on 
border demarcation in the region.’4

Roadmaps and Reality Checks
In his State of the Union address in 2017, Jean Claude Juncker, the 

President of the European Commission, re-affirmed the European future 
of the Western Balkan countries: ‘If we want more stability in our 
neighbourhood, then we must also maintain a credible enlargement 
perspective for the Western Balkans. It is clear that there will be no 
further enlargement during the mandate of this Commission and this 
Parliament. No candidate is ready. But thereafter the European Union 
will be greater than 27 members. Accession candidates must give 
the rule of law, justice and fundamental rights utmost priority in the 
negotiations’5. (emphasis in original)  

President Juncker’s statement was followed a year later by the 
Communication of the Commission, COM(2018)65 on ‘A credible 
enlargement perspective for and enhanced EU engagement with 
the Western Balkans’, adopted during the Bulgarian Presidency. The 
document6 confirms the strong engagement of the EU in the region and 
its support ‘for the future of the region as an integral part of the EU’. 
At the same time, it underlines that ‘the firm merit-based perspective of 
EU membership for the Western Balkans is in the interest of the Union’s 
very own political, security and economic interest. It is a geo-strategic 
investment in a stable, strong and united Europe based on common 
values’ Moreover, it is essentially that, ‘In order for the countries to 
meet all membership conditions and strengthen their democracies, 
4 Brussels Summit Declaration - Issued by the Heads of State and Government 

participating in the meeting of the North Atlantic Council in Brussels 11-12 July 
2018, https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/official_texts_156624.htm#59

5 President Jean-Claude Junker’s State of the Union Address 2017, https://ec.euro-
pa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/SPEECH_17_3165

6 European Commission, A credible enlargement perspective for and enhanced 
EU engagement with the Western Balkans, 6 February 2018, https://eur-lex.eu-
ropa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/HTML/?uri=CELEX:52018DC0065&from=en
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comprehensive and convincing reforms are still required in crucial 
areas, notably on the rule of law, competitiveness, and regional 
cooperation and reconciliation’. (emphasis added).

However, one has to recall that authoritative voices among EUMS 
saw that further enlargement should be subsequent to EU internal 
reform, whereas aiming at the same time for asserting the voice of a 
political Europe7.

It may be worth mentioning that in 2018, 2019 and 2020 three 
countries in South East Europe held the Presidency of the Union: 
Bulgaria, Romania and Croatia and all had the Western Balkans and 
enlargement high on their agenda. Between the Summit in Sofia in 2018 
and the Summit meeting in Zagreb, in 2020, in 2019 the Romanian 
Presidency had as one of its main topics in the Gymnich meeting of 
foreign ministers the accession of the Western Balkans; moreover, 
during Romania’s tenure the 54th meeting of the Association Council, 
EU-Turkey took place in Brussels – an event not easy to organize after 
a four years lapse. Romania focused its attention on advancing the 
negotiations for accession of Montenegro and Serbia, supported the 
opening of negotiations for accession for Albania and North Macedonia 
and encouraged the presentation of the candidature of Bosnia-
Herzegovina as a member of European Union. Considering the long-
term investment made in the democratic transition and consolidation 
of the region and present-day challenges of a hybrid and asymmetric 
nature, a whole-of-society type of response is required, which includes 
building resilience and ensuring cyber-security as essential components 
– and here Romania can be a contributor through the newly founded EU 
Cyber Center in Bucharest and the Euro-Atlantic Center for Resilience 
coordinated by the Romanian MFA. Likewise, on a wider scale, 
Romania’s own experience in institution- and democracy-building 
would be useful in the general trend of supporting the area’s aspirations 
to European and Euro-Atlantic integration, as the case may be8.
7 Tefta Kelmendi, Engjellushe Morina, How Macron can strengthen the EU in the 

Western Balkans, European Council on Foreign Relations, 24 February 2021, htt-
ps://ecfr.eu/article/how-macron-can-strengthen-the-eu-in-the-western-balkans/

8 See for instance Iordan Bărbulescu (coordinator), Clara Volintiru, Miruna Tron-
cotă, Nicolae Todiraș, Regional Democracy Promotion – Romania in relation to 
Western Balkans and Eastern Partnership States, Tritonic, 2018, mainly Conclu-
sions and final remarks, pp. 241-248.
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Since 2020, Europe, the Western Balkans included, have witnessed 
the world scale impact of the pandemic even as the international 
environment has become more complicated and the EU is in the process 
of finding its path to a significant geopolitical role in precisely this 
period of shift and realignment in the balance of power. Europe itself is 
subject to its own interrogations, currents and undercurrents in a new 
stage of its becoming, whereas the Western Balkans have not registered 
notable progress as a whole in advancing the process of reforms and 
attaining accession criteria.

It befell the Republic of Croatia, a country of the region member 
of NATO and EU, to host the EU-Western Balkans Summit in May 
2020. The Zagreb Declaration9reiterated the strong solidarity with the 
Western Balkan partners in the context of the coronavirus crisis and 
outlines a comprehensive picture of the building site entailed by the 
political, economic, and social transformation of the region. It also 
underlines that an increased EU support will be linked to concrete 
progress in terms of rule of law and socio-economic reforms, as well 
as the of Western Balkan partners’ internalization of EU values, rules, 
and standards, while taking stock of the many sided internal and 
external challenges facing the region in the present context.

True to its commitment as set out in the Commission’s Com-
munication of 29 April 2020 and the Zagreb Summit Declaration 
of 6 May 2020 to provide essential and unparalleled support to the 
Western Balkans, the Commission Communication of 6 October 
2020, ‘An Economic and Investment Plan for the Western Balkans”  
aims to ‘spur the long-term recovery’ backed by a green and digital 
transition leading to sustained economic growth, implementation of 
reforms required to move forward on the EU path, and bringing the 
Western Balkans closer to the EU Single Market10.

The Continuous Present
The developments in the Western Balkans seem less suited to an 

early and smooth process of integration of this area in the EU because 
9 European Commission, EU-Balkans Zagreb Declaration, 22 June 2020, https://

ec.europa.eu/info/news/eu-balkans-zagreb-declaration-2020-jun-22_en
10 European Commission, Western Balkans: An Economic and Investment Plan to 

support the economic recovery and convergence, 6 October 2020, https://ec.eu-
ropa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/IP_20_1811 
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of the road still to be covered in attaining the required criteria, and to 
the slowdown of the enlargement dynamic, which is also attributable 
to stances of some Member States and the reluctance of their public 
opinions to this process. 

However, if we look at the turn of events and compare the state of 
affairs in the early 1990s or the first decade of the XXIst century, the 
road covered is spectacular, albeit persistently dimmed by chronically 
acknowledged vulnerabilities, old patterns of behaviour, new and 
enhanced external challenges. In spite of its initial reservations, the 
support granted by the EU to the integration process has had an overall 
positive impact on regional development entailing visible progress both 
in the candidate and aspiring countries. 

At the same time, what happens in the Western Balkans is a test for 
the EU as a political entity and for its drive towards a global role and 
strategic autonomy. As long as the Balkan countries are not integrated 
in the European and Euro-Atlantic formats, they will remain vulnerable 
to other external actors active in the region. Their presence might be 
more of a military (Russia) or economic (China) nature or reflecting 
their competitive interaction with various regional power interests. 

The Stream and the Straits 
The European project itself, mainly in the aftermath of the 

pandemic as the most recent and still present challenge, is on the verge 
of embarking on a wide and deep soul-searching process of outlining its 
future. Currently, what is now called for, is a renewed commitment of 
the EU to the region in order to maintain the pro-European orientation 
of the Western Balkan states, the main instrument of the Union in 
stimulating a sustainable democratic transformation. 

On a practical level, the im p l e  ment ation of new enlargement 
procedures as endorsed by the European Council in March 2020 are 
intended to increase the credibility of the process and reinforce the 
public trust in the EU integration of the whole region. Whereas the new 
methodology for accession is a signal in the direction of a dedicated, 
non-transactional and factual commitment from candidate and aspiring 
countries in accomplishing reforms in line with established criteria, one 
is never to lose sight of the major political goal. (see Figure 1).
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Concerns about developments of 
the political and societal dimensions 
within the area itself have continu-
ously emphasized the calls to reform 
the relatively fledgling systems of 
state governance and institutions, 
where the local actors are the best 
placed to master realities and muster 
energies needed for change. Mean-
while, safekeeping stability and se-
curity remain relevant goals to be 
consistently followed: even if a new 
reality is taking shape, the perspec-
tive of an armed conflict in the re-
gion seems minimal, absent blatantly 
provocative steps like the so-called 
‘Slovenian non-paper’, or the al-
legedly ‘French-Ger man non-paper 
on Kosovo’. The reaction of Vesna 
Pusici, a former foreign minister of 
Croatia and an experienced politi-
cian from the region with established 
democratic credentials is worth quot-
ing: ‘Such ideas have been proven to 
be fatal in the past stressing that it is 
now important for EU diplomacy of-
ficials to confirm the future of the EU 
membership path of Western Balkan 
countries within their existing bor-
ders.[…] We don’t know who wrote it, 
we don’t know who ‘launched’ it, but 
the non-paper exists and is very dan-
gerous. Everyone denies its existence 
now, or at least for now, but whoever 
wrote it has already planted a dead-

Figure 1. European Commission Proposal for a Reformed Enlargement Methodology. 
Source: https://europeanwesternbalkans.com/2020/03/03/proposal-for-a-reformed-enlargement-methodology/
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ly seed’11. Likewise, one has to take into account statements such as 
those of The Peace Implementation Council Steering Board (PIC SB) 
on 26 April 2021, on which Russia, a member of the PIC, did not agree, 
condemning in the strongest possible terms the current political dis-
course centered around the so-called ‘peaceful dissolution’ of Bosnia 
and Herzegovina.12 Moreover, Valentin Inzko, the High Representative 
of Bosnia and Herzegovina was very critical about R. Srpksa authori-
ties, who seem to be on the verge of adopting legislative measures that 
would further hinder BiH institutional progress and push back whatever 
successes have been achieved in the last decades13.  

There is no doubt that challenges abound to reforms across the board 
in the area, not least what analysts called ‘the Copycat Mind’ and the 
disillusionments it may generate14, particularly as the political season is 
nothing if not animated. Elections took place in Kosovo (January) and 
in Albania (April) and they are always a test for the state of democracy 
in the region. This year censuses shall be organized in Serbia, Albania 
and the Republic of North Macedonia and how the share of national 
minorities shall be represented in the outcome of this exercise shall be 
another test of democratic maturity. 

We also record hereunder other developments on the regional scene: 
the Belgrade - Pristina dialogue and the complexity of the mission to be 
accomplished by RSUE Miroslav Lajceak; causes of concern related to 
developments in Montenegro, where foreign influences were seemingly 
trying to impede on the European course of this state; the importance of 
organising the Intergovernmental Conferences with Albania and North 
11 Former Croatian FM: Whoever wrote alleged non-paper on WB planted a deadly 

seed, N1, Belgrade, 17 April 2021, https://rs.n1info.com/english/news/former-cro-
atian-fm-whoever-wrote-alleged-non-paper-on-wb-plated-a-deadly-seed/ 

12 Statement by the Peace Implementation Council Steering Board, 26 April 
2021, http://www.ohr.int/statement-by-the-peace-implementation-council-stee-
ring-board-2/

13  Remarks by H.E. Valentin Inzko, High Representative of Bosnia and Herze-
govina, on the situation in Bosnia and Herzegovina, at the Security Council 
on 4 May 2021, http://webtv.un.org/watch/valentin-inzko-high-representati-
ve-of-bosnia-and-herzegovina-on-the-situation-in-bosnia-and-herzegovina-se-
curity-council-vtc-debate/6252569229001/

14 Ivan Krastev, Stephen Holmes, The Light that Failed – A Reckoning, Allan Lane, 
2019.
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Macedonia in view of opening accession negotiations, which would 
prevent diminishing European credibility, as both states have fulfilled 
the required conditions; acknowledging the discrepancy between the 
lobbying campaigns of Serbian authorities to present the status of 
internal reforms in European capitals and their actual alignment to the 
European normative framework, whereas promoting an anti-European 
discourse in the pandemic context. 

Indeed, it is not helpful to claim to be a candidate country to the 
EU without aligning oneself with the CFSP positions in the context 
of heightened geopolitical competition. It is in the interest of the West 
Balkan states to maintain a policy of cooperation and harmonisation 
with the policies and positions of the EU, including harmonisation with 
the opinions of the Venice Commission, with special attention to the 
political criteria, including those related to the protection of national 
minorities, in accordance with agreed European framework.  

Considerate and comprehensive reflection is needed on all of 
the above – and more, since one has to take into account the overall 
socio-economic conditions affecting the countries in the region. A 
most serious, middle- and long-term challenge is the impact of the 
demographic crisis and migration of youth to the EU space15; and the 
critical moment in the development of energy infrastructure projects and 
impact the Green Deal shall have on candidate and aspiring countries, 
to name but a few. The Western Balkans are at a crossroad in terms 
of economic development and economic growth and development are 
15 Carnegie Europe: Allison Carragher, The EU Is a Dishonest Broker on Western 

Balkan Demographics, 11 March 2021, https://carnegieeurope.eu/strategiceuro-
pe/84049; Dubravka Šuica, Vice-President of the EU Commission for Demo-
cracy and Demography: Speech on “Emigration, the demographic challenge, 
and policy responses in the region and beyond” at the “Young People, Migra-
tion, & the Demographic Challenge in the Western Balkans” Conference, 28 
October 2020, https://ec.europa.eu/commission/commissioners/2019-2024/sui-
ca/announcements/speech-emigration-demographic-challenge-and-policy-res-
ponses-region-and-beyond-young-people_en; Balking at Balkan babies: The 
Balkans are getting short of people, The Economist, 20 August 2020, https://
www.economist.com/europe/2020/08/20/the-balkans-are-getting-short-of-peo-
ple; Andy Heil, Depopulation Disaster: The Balkans And Its Creeping Demo-
graphic Crisis, Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty, 9 March, 2020, https://www.
rferl.org/a/depopulation-disaster-the-balkans-and-its-creeping-demographic-cri-
sis/30477952.html.
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particularly sensitive to energy security, as well as to transportation and 
logistics to a certain extent. In this regard there is a significant common 
denominator between most European developing countries, including 
the Western Balkan states.

Furthermore, not all Western Balkans states deal with identical 
challenges – for instance, Bosnia-Herzegovina is said to be ‘one of the 
very few exporters of electrical energy among the Balkan countries’16 – 
but there are certain shared issues. Having a dominant source of natural 
gas supply in the energy mix, and the inevitable transition to a lower 
CO2 emission energy sector, are significant common denominators. 
The development of renewable energy also increases the energy secu-
rity of each country, since it reduces their dependence on suppliers of 
traditional sources of energy (see Box 2).

In the transition process to a lesser carbon heavy economy, 
perhaps even carbon neutrality, the issues of natural gas supply 
and renewables are linked. A lower carbon growing economy, i.e. 
the move away from heavy emission coal-fired power plants will 
require a blend of natural gas fired generators and renewables. The 
intermittency of renewables will be complemented by rapid response 
gas-fired power generators and new battery storage technologies, 
which also increase in relevance in balancing electrical grids over 
the coming decades as they have the capability to offer the additional 
security of base-load electricity supply. Electricity inter-connections 
between Western Balkans member states, and the adjacent region, 
are also of paramount importance in terms of improving energy and 
electrical system security. 

The future of the Western Balkans resides in Europe as they are 
part of Europe. But to attain the goal advancing the Western Balkan 
partners on the European and Euro-Atlantic path coordination with 
such partners as the USA, UK and NATO in countering the disruptive 
influences opposing this trend is essential. An encouraging message 
was sent in the talks President Ursula von den Leyen and Secretary 
16 *** Mineral and Mining Industry in Southeast Europe, South-East European In-

dustrial Market, issue 4/2017, https://www.see-industry.com/en/mineral-and-mi-
ning-industry-in-southeast-europe/2/1644/#:~:text=The%20main%20raw%20
materials%20which,Bulgaria’s%20East%20Sredna%20Gora%20mountain
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Anthony Blinken in March 2021 that addressed, inter alia, the ‘relation 
to the Western Balkans and our friends in the Eastern and Southern 
Partnership’17. 

⁂
Looking at developments in the region from a Euro-Atlantic 

perspective we are to consider several landmarks for the near future. 
One is related to the new paradigm created by the return of the 

United States to multilateralism and the NATO Summit in June 2021 
where leaders will take decisions on the substantive and forward-looking 
17 Press statement by President von der Leyen and U.S. Secretary of State Antony 

Blinken, 24 March 2021, https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/
STATEMENT_21_1362

Map 3. Text and map generously provided by Mr. Bogdan Berneagă, Manging  
Director and Founder of Ridgeline Industrial, Romania. 

Eastern European Hydrogen – East-West Hydrogen Pathway

With an electrolysis capacity of around 1.5 GW, over 80,000 tons of green 
hydrogen per year may be produced in South East Europe and sent to Western 
Europe at competitive prices from around 2 GW of renewable energy. 

Conventional inland waterway vessels, which otherwise load fossil liquid 
fuels, are very-well suited for the main logistic routes on the river Danube.

Box 2. Eastern European Hydrogen – East-West Hydrogen Pathway.
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NATO 2030 agenda to deal with the challenges of today and tomorrow. 
The other is related to the launching of the Conference for the future 
of Europe engaging with citizens to build a more resilient future, the 
resulting balance between the inward and outward projection of Europe, 
and the way the parallel and complementary processes of NATO and the 
EU will impact on the integration and the security of the Western Balkans.

The South East Europe is an area that, like many other regions in the 
world, is subject to multidirectional pressures originating in its internal 
history and from its interaction with the geopolitical environment; 
what sets it somehow apart is its belonging to the wider processes that 
determine its present and future even as this environment is striving at 
making the better of its own becoming.

It is relevant to underline in this context an opinion formulated in 
the NATO 2030 reflection paper: ‘A clear cut separation between the 
two flanks is losing relevance, however: the South and the East are 
joined at the seams (and geographically through the Western Balkans) 
with regard to Russia, which is acquiring an increasing role in the 
Mediterranean region. In the next ten years, therefore, the 360-degree 
approach to security will become an imperative and the South will 
likely grow in importance for NATO.’18

We also recall that President Joseph R. Biden, Jr. participated in 
the virtual summit of the Bucharest Nine (B9) eastern flank allies 
hosted by Presidents Klaus Iohannis of Romania and Andrzej Duda of 
Poland on 10 May 2021 and ‘underscored his commitment to rebuilding 
alliances and strengthening Transatlantic relations. […] He conveyed 
his desire for closer cooperation with the nine Allies in Central Europe 
and the Baltic and Black Sea regions on the full range of challenges’ 
and ‘expressed his support for enhancing NATO’s deterrence and 
defense posture, as well as the importance of Allies increasing their 
resilience against harmful economic and political actions by our 
strategic competitors.’ At the same time, ‘President Biden stressed 
the importance of strengthening democratic governance and rule 
18 ***NATO 2030: United for a New Era, Analysis and Recommendations of 

the Reflection Group Appointed by the NATO Secretary General, 25 Novem-
ber 2020, p. 34, https://www.nato.int/nato_static_fl2014/assets/pdf/2020/12/
pdf/201201-Reflection-Group-Final-Report-Uni.pdf 
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of law – at home, within the Alliance, and around the world’19. The 
participants at the summit pledged to ‘continue working with our like-
minded partners, especially in our neighbourhood, to deepen dialogue, 
practical cooperation and assistance for their growing resilience. We 
remain committed to security and stability in the Western Balkans’20.

If there is a lesson to learn from history, it would entail that there 
is no genuine solution to forward the internal processes of reform 
and to manage a constructive bilateral and regional dialogue among 
neighbours in the absence of a true political will and the democratic 
empowerment of the institutions and societies in the states of the 
region. The long-term exercise of the European construction is 
instrumental in shaping intra-state relations, the elaborate assimilation 
of the acquis, including negotiation and communication culture for 
reaching agreement and, last but not least, the perspective of joining 
one of the most powerful and prosperous entities in global terms, are 
the best offer on the table for the Western Balkans. 

19 Readout of President Joseph R. Biden, Jr.’s Participation in the Bucharest Nine 
Virtual Summit, the White House, 10 May 2021, https://www.whitehouse.gov/
briefing-room/statements-releases/2021/05/10/readout-of-president-joseph-r-bi-
den-jr-s-participation-in-the-bucharest-nine-virtual-summit/

20 ***Joint Declaration of the Heads of State Bucharest 9 Meeting, 10 May 2021, 
https://www.presidency.ro/en/media/press-releases/joint-declaration-of-the-hea-
ds-of-state-bucharest-9-meeting
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2. Security environment and challenges, 
interaction of global and regional  

players and interests

Doru Costea, PhD & MG (ret) Leonardo Dinu

In guise of introduction
There are few areas in the world that may be credited with more 

consequential roles in the history of their surrounding area than the 
Balkans; at the same time, while the boundaries of the area elude final 
definitions, the ‘Peninsula’ geographical classification of the three-sided 
exposure to open seas provides a locus for intertwined and competing, 
sometimes conflicting, influences. 

Outside influences on South East Europe fall into different 
categories in terms of their origins and channels: some are generated 
by, and founded on, institutional and programmatic goals, like those of 
the EU and NATO; others find their roots in individual states, both in 
Europe and faraway; and last, but definitely not least, the ‘influencers’ 
that are relatively new like the impact the high number of emigrants 
from the states of the area have on their societies of origin. Since 
processes pertaining to EU and NATO activities in the area, as well 
as of some European actors are dealt with elsewhere, the focus here is 
mainly on Russia; the US; Turkey, China; and the Gulf countries. These 
five actors’ performances are introduced in relation to the ‘enlargement 
countries’ in the Western Balkans, as the EU parlance consecrated them, 
i.e., Albania; Bosnia-Herzegovina; North Macedonia; Montenegro; and 
Serbia. References shall be made to other regional states; however, the 
outlook is less focused on country-based developments than on general 
trends and counter-trends that may be identified in the Peninsula. 



Outline 
The interests of various ‘external forces’ in the region have long and 

strong historical roots that can neither be severed, nor ignored, especial-
ly in the general state of flux the international landscape has been expe-
riencing for some time. This interference of outside forces is actually a 
continuation of processes and trends on the wider scope of Europe, its 
Western part included, that have been historically consequential for every 
national entity around the continent during their developmental stages – 
from the making of those nations, to state-building and modernization and  
integration in the Euro-Atlantic community.

Map 4. Balkan Peninsula. Source: www.carnegieendowment.org 
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In more than one way, the Balkans are an epitome of Europe itself; 
moreover, this area ‘is […] a sort of testing ground for the geopolitical 
competition being carried out in the immediate neighbourhood or 
in single countries within the region’1, while other views equal the 
significance of the region to ‘the historical proclivity of Balkan leaders 
to balance between ‘global actors’2.

The influences outside powers are exerting on the area have been on 
a general ascending trend for the last three decades and have intensified 
particularly of late, in an expression of the Aristotelian postulate that 
nature abhors a vacuum: ‘Since the Balkans has always been a zone of 
great-power rivalry, diminishing US involvement in the region and the 
EU’s failure to replace it, along with EU enlargement fatigue and shifts 
in the global geopolitical balance of power, have created a space for non-
Western actors to step in and strengthen their presence in the region’.3 
The respective developments could but lead to the various goals of the 
interacting forces being achieved differently, due to a multitude of causes, 
while the result of these processes has arguably put the region ‘at risk of 
becoming a geostrategic chessboard for external actors’.4 A triangle of 
outside forces seems to have taken shape with the Balkans, in general, 
and the Western Balkans, in particular, in the centre; the Euro-Atlantic 
community stands for one side, while the other two are Russia and China, 
therefore replicating yet another triangle, with Europe at the centre of the 
pyramid made by the US, Russia and China5. 
1  ***Western Balkans between geography and geopolitics, in Foreign Policy 

Papers, 01/2016, Fr. Ebert Stiftung, Belgrade and European Movement in Ser-
bia Forum for International Relations, http://library.fes.de/pdf-files/bueros/bel-
grad/12677.pdf

2  ***Russia in the Balkans, Russian Council for International Affairs, retrieved on 
April 20, 2021, https://russiancouncil.ru/en/russia-balkans#2 

3  Vesa Bashota, Maja Bjeloš, Barbora Chrzová, Jan Lalić, Srećko Latal, Martin 
Naunov, Hana Semanić, Western Balkans at the Crossroads: Assessing Influenc-
es of Non-Western External Actors, The Prague Security Studies Institute, May 
2019, https://cepa.org/cepa_files/Western_Balkans_at_the_Crossroads.pdf.  

4 ***The influence of external actors in the Western Balkans - A map of geo-
political players, Konrad Adenauer Stiftung, 10 September 2018, https://
www.kas.de/c/document_library/get_file?uuid=194afc48-b3be-e3bc-d1da-
02771a223f73&groupId=252038 

5  Doru Costea, Gheorghe Magheru, A triangle of global powers ant the eternal 
return to Europe – a case study from the Western shores of the Black Sea, in Ol-
ivia Toderean, Sergiu Celac, George Scutaru (eds.), Post-Pandemic World: Per-
spectives on Foreign and Security Policy, New Strategy Centre, Curtea Veche 
Publishing House, Bucharest, 2020, pp. 110-123. 
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The connections of the Balkans, including their Western part, to 
the EU and NATO would refute the existence of the ‘vacuum’, since 
economic figures, military cooperation and political relations clearly tilt 
the entire image in the favour of the two organizations: almost two thirds 
of area’s trade is with the EU-27 and since the outburst of the pandemic 
the EU has mobilised more than € 3.3 billion to support the region6, to 
single out a most significant action under the present circumstances. The 
same is true for the public opinion that scored between 95 per cent (in 
Kosovo) and over 60 per cent (in Serbia) of affirmative responses to the 
question of being in favour of the respective country joining the EU7. 

The overall perceptions of the Balkans would reveal the different 
spots the region has on the radars of other powers’ interests, alongside 
with the various prevailing components of the implementation of these 
interests. All players do not follow a consistent (sub)regional strategy 
when promoting, or defending, their particular objectives, nor is there 
any in-depth dialogue, even less coordination, among them, although 
there might be occasional parallels and superpositions in the initiatives 
they pursue. And the outline of said interests would unveil, again, 
three main categories these actors’ performances may be identified in: 
political leverage over the countries in the area, including security as 
a major component; general economic goals (manufacturing projects, 
trade, infrastructure, energy, finance etc.); and the soft-power, writ large.

Policies and strategies 
The ultimate goals of the outside powers are not correlated, as stated 

above, which may seem natural in view of their individual pursuits; 
they seem to be even contradictory and may carry the seeds of future 
conflicts, either among the ‘target’ states, or among the outside actors, 
6 The European Union and Austria secure COVID-19 vaccines for the Western 

Balkans, 20 April 2021, https://eeas.europa.eu/regions/western-balkans/96906/
european-union-and-austria-secure-covid-19-vaccines-western-balkans_en 

7 *** Between a rock and a hard place: Public opinion and the EU integration 
in the Western Balkans, Balkans in Europe Policy Advisory Group, December 
2020, https://biepag.eu/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/Between-a-rock-and-a-hard- 
place-English-1.pdf 
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most probable via the timeconsecrated proxy wars algorithms. The 
gravitational force of the Euro-Atlantic side of the triangle is prevalent 
within the pyramid, which does not disturb the centrality of the area, 
and remains the most relevant factor that tells these goals apart; the very 
visible example is provided by the Russian and Chinese cases.

The Concept of the Foreign Policy of the Russian Federation that 
was adopted in 2013 reads: ‘The Balkan region is of great strategic 
importance to Russia, including its role as a major transportation 
and infrastructure hub used for supplying gas and oil to European 
countries’; however, this strategic importance is no longer mentioned 
in the 2016 ‘Concept of the Foreign Policy’ – indeed, the whole region 
of South East Europe, the Balkans included, is conspicuously absent 
from the text of the document8 – albeit this has not led to Russia’s 
exit from the scene. Russia is persuaded that keeping Balkan conflicts 
simmering is good policy, because ‘the more attention and resources 
the West has to devote to its Balkan neighbourhood, the less appetite it 
will have to integrate its eastern neighbours such as Ukraine, Moldova 
and Georgia, thereby preserving those states as territory of Russia’s 
privileged interest, as a Russian analyst put it9. In the same direction, 
‘From Moscow’s perspective, projecting power in the Balkans is 
tantamount to giving the West a taste of its own medicine. If the 
Europeans and the Americans are meddling in its backyard—Moldova, 
Ukraine, Georgia, or any other part of its ‘near abroad’—Russia is 
entitled to do the same in theirs’.10

Another Russian view posits the need of keeping the Balkans within 
the reach of the Federation because ‘Russia’s withdrawal from the 
8 Documents accessed at the site of the Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs,  

https://www.mid.ru/en/foreign_policy/official_documents/.
9 Maxim Samorukov, Russia and the Western Balkans: A Last Stand or More of 

the Same?, Institute für Sieherheitspolitk (ISP), 4 September 2019, https://www.
institutfuersicherheit.at/russia-and-the-western-balkans-a-last-stand-or-more-
of-the-same/ 

10 Bechev, Dimitar, Russia’s Strategic Interests and Tools of Influence in the West-
ern Balkans, Atlantic Council, 20 December 2019, https://www.atlanticcouncil.
org/blogs/new-atlanticist/russia-strategic-interests-and-tools-of-influence-in-
the-western-balkans/.
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Balkans means a loss of standing in southeast Europe, which will limit 
room for action in the Mediterranean. That will result in the European 
Union and NATO exerting even greater pressure on the Transcaucasian 
states and Belarus. The loss of the Balkans will narrow Russia’s room 
for manoeuvre in its relations with Turkey […]. Russia’s position in its 
talks with China will weaken […] (and) Russia will lose a key area on 
its “playing field,” resulting in the shrinking space around its “scoring 
area.”’11. 

Following the invasion of the Crimean Peninsula and Eastern Ukraine 
in 2014 and, respectively, the sharp cooling of its relations with the 
West, Russia resumed and intensified its activity in the Western Balkans, 
which had originally diminished after the withdrawal of its peacekeeping 
troops from Bosnia and Herzegovina and Kosovo (2003), but seems to 
have turned into a potential new battlefield against NATO and the EU. 
Moscow launched a real offensive in the region, initially by means of 
disinformation, blackmail and political pressure, cyber-attacks, including 
the use of intelligence and special operations to destabilize some states, 
such as Montenegro or North Macedonia. In the past, Russia’s operations 
aimed to distract the West from the security situation in the Black Sea 
after the invasion of Ukraine; recently, it has diversified its actions and 
instruments in the attempt to prevent the integration of the Western 
Balkans into NATO and the EU. To put it in a nutshell, Russia’s attitude 
is dedicated to promoting a sort of ‘super-A2/AD zone’ for the West, 
mainly, and for other powers as well, in a materialization of the ‘Lockean 
anarchy’ theory that somewhat diminishes the possible catastrophic 
consequences of a ‘Hobbesian anarchy’12. 
11  ***Russia in the Balkans, Russian Council for International Affairs, ibidem. 
12 See, inter alia, Robert E. Hamilton, Russia’s Tragic Great Power Politics, 

Foreign Policy Institute, 8 March 2019, https://www.fpri.org/article/2019/03/
russias-tragic-great-power-politics/ ; Firdavs Kobilov, Russian Role in the 
Western Balkans: A Power or Security Maximizer?, Atlas Institute for Interna-
tional Affairs,  24 July 2020, https://www.internationalaffairshouse.org/russian-
role-in-western-balkans-does-russia-act-as-a-power-or-security-maximizer/; 
Paul Stronski, Annie Himes, Russia’s Game in the Balkans, Carnegie Endow-
ment for International Peace, 6 February 2019, https://carnegieendowment.
org/2019/02/06/russia-s-game-in-balkans-pub-78235 
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China’s position is largely different from Russia’s, while actually 
lacking a coherent and institutionalized strategy per se in dealing with the 
area and preferring the bilateral approach of individual countries13 under 
the so-called umbrella of ‘multilateral bilateralism’ – an approach that is 
not dedicated to this area only14 - and the Chinese discourse consistently 
avoids calling its ‘Belt and Road’ flagship megaproject, which includes 
the South East Europe, a ‘strategy’ and even less a ‘global’ endeavour. 
China is considered a newcomer in the area, although this is not entirely 
accurate: during the Cold War it had active, if fluctuating, relations with 
Albania and Tito’s Yugoslavia15, which followed opposite directions 
in the 1970s even if they had the anti-Soviet stance as a common 
denominator. The 1999 bombing of China’s embassy in Belgrade is a 
landmark in China’s links to the area, particularly with Serbia, and it 
reverberates strongly in Chinese messages in the present: ‘When foreign 
ministers meeting of NATO members called China a ‘challenge’ […] 
we have to remind NATO that it owes a debt of blood to the Chinese 
people’, the spokesperson of China’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs said16 
in reference to the participation of the Chinese minister of Defence to 
the commemoration of the event in Belgrade on March 26, 2021. 

It is the China-Central and Eastern European Countries (China-
CEEC) cooperation, widely known as ‘the 17+1’ cooperation, that 
raised China’s profile and presence in the area. All Balkan countries have 
been participating to this initiative since its inauguration in 2012, under 
the ‘16+1’ name, and Greece’s belated joining in six years later (2019). 
The format seems to be struggling to keep its relevance, as proved 
13 Wouter Zweers, Vladimir Shopov, Frans-Paul van der Putten, Mirela Petkova, 

Maarten Lemstra, China and the EU in the Western Balkans, Clingendael Re-
port, August 2020, https://www.clingendael.org/pub/2020/china-and-the-eu-in-
the-western-balkans/. 

14 Justyna Szczudlik, Seven Years of the 16+1 – An Assessment of China’s ‘Multi-
lateral Bilateralism’ in Central Europe, IFRI, April 2019, https://www.ifri.org/
sites/default/files/atoms/files/szczudlik_161_2019.pdf 

15  Nani Klepo, China’s Offering in the Western Balkans, DAVA Analytic Brief No. 
6, November 2017, https://davastrat.org/category/analytic-briefs/ 

16 Foreign Ministry Spokesperson Hua Chunying’s Regular Press Confer-
ence on March 26, 2021, https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/xwfw_665399/
s2510_665401/2511_665403/t1864659.shtml 



at the latest on-line summit, on 9 February, 202117; yet, undeniable 
political results of China’s initiative include yearly summits allowing 
for bilateral talks of Balkan leaders with their Chinese counterparts that 
would have been hardly possible otherwise at this rate; and moments 
of alignment of some EU Member States in China’s favour when EU 
statements were supposed to be adopted that would criticize its policies. 

What makes China’s approach to the Balkans stand out among other 
actors’ stances is its emphatic commitment to refrain from influencing 
domestic political options – as long as they do not oppose China’s 
‘core interests’. Unlike Russia, China would rather encourage the EU 
integration of the countries concerned, as a sure path to their stability 
and predictability and a boost for its access to the wider European 
Single Market. Consequently, China is busy securing bridgeheads in 
the area, mainly in transport infrastructure, where more than 90 per 
cent of its above-mentioned investments are focused. Moreover, China 
has proved, once again, its learning ability, as revealed by its winning 
the EU funded Pelješac project in Croatia by reportedly observing the 
European criteria and conditionalities18.    

Meanwhile, Russia and China seem to share a lack of enthusiasm 
in promoting their respective governance models, which might lessen 
some apprehensions of a Cold War 2.0: while the former can hardly 
exhibit resounding successes in this domain, the latter ‘appears much 
more concerned with those countries’ postures toward the CCP’s rule 
at home, Chinese sovereignty disputes, and economic cooperation with 
China, in that order of importance’.19 
17 The summits used to convene annually at the level of head of government. The 

2021 summit was a first in that it was chaired by President Xi Jinping; however, 
half of the 12 EU Member States (the Baltic countries, Bulgaria, Romania and 
Slovenia) participated at ministerial level.

18  China to build EU-funded bridge project in Croatia, Global Times, Beijing, 16 
January 2018, https://gbtimes.com/china-to-build-eu-funded-bridge-project-in-
croatia. Connecting Croatia: All Peljesac Bridge Segments Soon to be Construct-
ed, 23 March 2021,  https://www.total-croatia-news.com/lifestyle/51616-con-
necting-croatia.  

19 Thomas J. Christensen, There Will Not Be a New Cold War, in Foreign Affairs, 
March 24, 2021, https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/united-states/2021-03-24/
there-will-not-be-new-cold-war
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On international security matters, as Permanent Members of the UN 
Security Council, Russia and China expand their well-known increased 
coordination particularly in the Kosovo case, where they are less than 
supportive for its independence; meanwhile, it is worth noting that 
China, unlike Russia, resigned from the Peace Implementation Council 
in Bosnia-Herzegovina in May 202020.

Both powers are active in the military domain, particularly in 
weapons trade, where they are among the major suppliers for some 
countries in the area: Russia exports MiG-29s, Mi-35 helicopters and 
Pantsir anti-aircraft missile system to Serbia – an option that did not 
dissuade NATO officials from considering the country ‘a valuable, 
respected and important partner’ with which NATO ‘established a 
mutually beneficial partnership’21. Military expertise would highlight 
that Russia’s approach in this domain prioritize the Black Sea Area, 
while aiming at securing the right flank of its drive to the Eastern 
Mediterranean and the Middle East, even if almost all the Balkan states 
are formal NATO allies. Serbia has an Individual Partnership Action 
Plan, which has not prevented Russia from setting up the annual ‘Slavic 
Brotherhood’ military exercises with Serbian, Russian and Belarussian 
participation, nor from opening an office with the Serbian Ministry of 
Defense in order to ‘assist in resolving military and technical questions’ 
in the Russian-Serbian cooperation22. Moreover, at Moscow’s proposal 
and invitation, Serbia became an observer to the Collective Security 
Treaty Organization (CSTO) in 2013 and participated in military 
exercises with Russia and other CSTO partners.

From a military point of view, Russia uses the dependence of the 
Western Balkan states on the organization, technique and military 
mentality of Soviet origin or influence, including by providing spare 
20 See http://www.ohr.int/international-community-in-bih/peace-implemen-

tation-council/ 
21  Baiba Braže, NATO Assistant Secretary General for Public Diplomacy, inter-

viewed by European Western Balkans, 5 November 2020, https://european-
westernbalkans.com/2020/11/05/ewb-interview-braze-nato-and-serbia-estab-
lished-a-reliable-mutually-beneficial-partnership/ 

22 *** Russia to open defence ministry office in Serbia in push to deepen military 
ties, Reuters, 20 October 2020,  https://www.reuters.com/article/us-russia-ser-
bia-idUSKBN2751SA. 
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parts and fighting equipment, some even in the form of donations to 
promote its military force. Russia’s goal is to create a strategic bridge in 
South Eastern Europe by use of two pillars: the Black Sea, which is also 
its main operational centre; and the Slavic area of the Western Balkans, 
respectively Serbia and Republika Srpska. 

China’s interests in the Balkan-related military and security domains 
have been supported of late by the visit of its minister of Defence to three 
Balkan countries, which aimed to ‘boost China’s traditional friendship 
and pragmatic cooperation with these countries’ defence authorities and 
militaries, pushing for the healthy and stable development of military-
to-military relations’.23 The visit follows the first Chinese drones in a 
European state that had arrived in Serbia in July 2020, accompanied 
by a program of Chinese technological transfer and the 2019 intentions 
of the Belgrade authorities to embark on ‘Smart City’ projects with the 
substantial contribution of Chinese surveillance technology24. While 
these examples reveal China’s ever more assertive actions and resources 
that are channelled to support military and security domains abroad, it is 
likely that, at least as far as the Balkans are concerned, the country’s main 
drive is mainly mercantilist, not necessarily for offensive purposes, and 
probably as a precautionary move to enhance the security of increasing 
Chinese investments in the area. 

 A ‘traditional’ power in the Balkans, Turkey considers that the region 
‘bears great importance with the special place it had in the historical 
process that shaped the Turkish nation and the future potential it carries 
within the context of regional integration and the EU accession objective 
which we share with all the countries of the region’25. This ‘historical 
23 The visited countries were Hungary, Serbia, Greece and North Macedonia. Chi-

nese Defense Minister visits Europe to boost military ties, ‘future joint military 
drills, exchanges likely’, Global Times, Beijing, 25 March 2021. https://www.
globaltimes.cn/page/202103/1219500.shtml   

24  Vuk Vuksanovic, Chinese Drones in Serbian Skies, RUSI, 5 January 2021, 
https://rusi.org/commentary/chinese-drones-serbian-skies. ;*** The Sum of All 
Fears – Chinese AI Surveillance in Serbia, Prague Security Studies Institute, 30 
December 2020, https://www.pssi.cz/publications/36-the-sum-of-all-fears-chi-
nese-ai-surveillance-in-serbia   

25 ***Relations with the Balkan Region, Republic of Turkey, Ministry of Foreign Af-
fairs, retrieved on April 20, 2021, https://www.mfa.gov.tr/relations-with-the-bal-
kan-region.en.mfa 
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aspect’ goes back a couple of centuries before Russia’s presence in 
the area, and the very wording of this quote reveals the complexity 
of Turkey’s relations with the area, including through the lenses of its 
European integration. An X-ray image of these relations would show 
their multiple tiered structure like, inter alia, similar positions of Turkey 
and the Balkan countries in this integration process in some cases; shared 
membership in NATO, in other instances; and more or less substantive 
economic and cultural ties.

The main political aspects in Turkey’s stances on Balkan-related 
issues may be considered to be just as complex as the overall picture 
of the respective relationship, based on in its own political outlook 
and the ensuing foreign policy trends. This merely emphasises the 
increasing significance of the whole region under discussion when 
about its connections to its highly volatile Southern neighbourhood, be 
it ‘immediate’, like the Eastern Mediterranean, or a little bit further, like 
the Levant. The fallout of this reality recorded unprecedented threats 
and challenges to the Balkans, like the immigrant waves originating 
from the Greater Middle East and taking the ‘Balkan Route’ by the 
middle of this decade.     

The political category of Turkey’s relationship with the Balkans has 
gained another component with the Kosovo file: no sooner has the latter 
declared its independence in 2008 than Turkey officially recognized 
the new state and full diplomatic relations followed suit. A twist in 
their evolution was recorded in March, 2021 as Kosovo decided to 
open an embassy in Jerusalem after having had established diplomatic 
relations with Israel on 1 February, 2021; the decision is ‘a done deal’, 
said Kosovo’s minister of Foreign Affairs, in an indirect response to 
President Erdogan’s encouragement that it be reconsidered26. 

A thorough reading of the present-day substance of Turkey’s 
geostrategic position in the physical vicinity of the Balkans, which is 
compulsory to better comprehend its role in the Peninsula, would find it 
is actually a continuation of its over 600 year-long presence in the area 
in more than one sense. Turkey’s relationship with the other actors that 
26  Kosovo’s top diplomat calls Jerusalem embassy ‘a done deal’, Associated Press, 

31 March 2021, https://apnews.com/article/israel-jerusalem-recep-tayyip-erdo-
gan-kosovo-6aec7a12ccc6125f684504e9e16af249 
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are involved in the Balkans are equally significant, not least because 
of the potential competition and even opposition among their interests 
and targets, as stated above. In this respect, special attention is due to 
Turkey’s relations with Russia, which share an ‘imperial heritage’ and, 
thus, a record of old conflicts, while its recent diplomatic concept is 
based on ‘compartmentalizing’ said relations. A similar importance 
deserves Turkey’s relations with the US, China and some Gulf 
countries, particularly since the interactions with, and among, these 
powers have recently taken rather tortuous paths. However, assessing 
the depth and intricacies of these developments defies the scope of this 
paper; suffice is here to note that every pair of them would somehow 
impact on Balkan developments, particularly in the fields of security, 
both regional and domestic – and this is mirrored to a large extent in 
Turkey’s actions within NATO and with the EU, at organization and 
bilateral levels alike. 

In the political and security category of influences coming from 
outside the Peninsula proper, at least a reference should be made about 
a relatively recent shift in Turkey’s approach whereby arms deals have 
been on the rise in its relations with some Balkan countries – a more 
visible trend particularly since the results of Turkey’s implication in 
the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict last year, due to the performance of 
its Bayraktar drones27. Moreover, it is worth remembering that Turkey 
does have a substantive record of military involvement in the Balkans 
under the aegis of NATO and EU, with a special note to its coordinating 
military bilateral relations with US policies: one may concur with the 
remark that ‘Turkey was always forced to integrate its activities into EU 
and US policies in order to remain a player in the region’.28 

 The presence and performance of the United States in the Balkans 
naturally deserve more than a cursory glance, not least because of the 
major changes in its approach of the trans-Atlantic relationship that 
accompanied the installation of the Biden Administration. After having 
27  *** With Arms Deals and Donations, Turkey Steps up Balkan Influence, Balkan 

Insights, 11 December 2020, https://balkaninsight.com/2020/12/11/with-arms-
deals-and-donations-turkey-steps-up-balkan-influence/

28  Alida Vračić, Turkey’s Role in the Western Balkans, Institute for Internation-
al and Security Affairs (SWP) Research Paper, Berlin, December 2016, pp. 
15-17, https://www.swp-berlin.org/fileadmin/contents/products/research_pa-
pers/2016RP11_vcc.pdf

46     D O R U  C O S T E A  & L E O N A R D O  D I N U



been actually more than decisive and definitive by the end of WW II, the 
US involvement in the area has also been consistent and consequential 
during the last three decades. A somewhat surprising move in September 
2020 seemed to belie an American lack of interest in Balkan-related 
issues, when the agreement on the normalization of economic relations 
between Serbia and Kosovo was signed at the White House. The present 
Administration is posed to continue this trend, which is focused on the 
‘mutual recognition’, as both the President and the Secretary of State 
were quoted as saying in various occasions29, while supporting the EU-
led efforts aiming at settling this issue. 

On a wider scale, the Balkans were reportedly among the US 
Administration’s six priorities in a phone conversation between 
President Biden and Chancellor Merkel30. The ‘U.S. policy toward the 
Balkans is focused on helping the states of the region cement peace and 
build stability and prosperity by deepening cooperation and advancing 
their integration into Euro-Atlantic institutions, including NATO and 
the EU’; moreover, the US considers that ‘The Balkans region has made 
tremendous progress, moving from war to peace, from disintegration to 
cooperative development, and implementing democratic, economic and 
defence-related reforms on the path to a Euro-Atlantic future’.31 The 
processes that led to NATO including the entire Peninsula in a form 
or another undoubtedly further emphasises the strong US political and 
strategic influence on the region, which is further supported by funding 
of American military supplies to some of the countries in the area32.
29  President Biden reportedly mentioned the ‘mutual recognition’ in two consec-

utive letters: in February 2021, to his Serbian and Kosovar counterparts; and in 
March 2021, to Kosovo’s newly elected President. 

30  The first five are related to Afghanistan, China, Iran, Russia and Ukraine. See 
The Western Balkan region is one of Biden’s six priorities, in European Western 
Balkans, 27 January 2021, https://europeanwesternbalkans.com/2021/01/27/the-
western-balkan-region-is-one-of-bidens-six-priorities/ 

31  U.S. Department of State, Key Topics, Bureau of European and Eurasian Af-
fairs, https://www.state.gov/key-topics-bureau-of-european-and-eurasian-af-
fairs/#balkans retrieved on 26 April 2021.

32   E.g., around US$ 30 million to Bosnia-Herzegovina (helicopters) and North 
Macedonia (infantry fighting vehicles). See: U.S. Department of State, Fact 
Sheet Bureau of Political-Military Affairs, 21 January 2021, https://www.state.
gov/european-recapitalization-incentive-program-erip/ 
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General economic goals 

Map 5. The Balkans. Source: https://www.britannica.com/place/Balkans 

A first glance at the physical map of the Balkan Peninsula would 
render a mixed and even confusing image: in an apparent transposition 
of the area’s tormented political history, there are few regions in the 
world that are strewn by so many imposing, yet apparently forbidding 
landforms, which are crisscrossed by rather less navigable water courses 
and make one understand why the scale of sustainable human activities 
has been quite small – hence the generally accepted and misconstrued 
view that the region is prone to poverty and underdevelopment. 
In spite of past faulty socialist management of local economies, the 
last decades have proven an astonishing capacity of recovery and 
economic resilience that, alongside political developments under the 
circumstances secured by the European integration, have turned the 
Peninsula with a population of over 30 million into an appealing target 
for virtually the whole range of businesses. 
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Evidence in this regard is ‘the up to €9 billion of funding for 
investment flagships in the areas of transport, energy, green and digital 
transition’ that are earmarked in a late 2020 EU document33, previously 
quoted in this paper; and US$ 2.4 billion in Chinese net foreign direct 
investment (FDI) to the ‘Western Balkan Six’, according to their central 
banks, along with US$ 6.8 billion in infrastructure loan commitments34. 
Russia’s presence in the energy sector is widely perceived as compelling, 
even menacing to other interests, although it has fallen under growing 
pressures for some time35 that had begun with the termination of the 
South Stream project after seven years of preparations, in 2014. Likewise, 
Russia’s overall shares in local industries are rather limited: ‘it accounts 
for 11 per cent of the inward FDI stock in Montenegro, and 6 per cent in 
both Serbia and Bosnia, but effectively nothing anywhere else’.36  

The general outlook of outside economic actions retains the main 
fields of interest as listed above, with additional real estate and banking 
sectors. The ‘winner’ in a virtual race of economic fields is, most probably, 
the transport infrastructure, with the Chinese share of 67 per cent in the 
port of Piraeus as of 2016 and over 51 per cent of total commitments 
in 4 Western Balkan countries37. The China-CEEC cooperation format 
became part and parcel of the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) at the 
2015 Suzhou (China) summit: ‘(The) 16+1 cooperation will make 
full use of the opportunities offered by the Belt and Road initiative to 
steadily expand cooperation and in turn contribute to the initiative.’38 
33  An Economic and Investment Plan for the Western Balkans, https://ec.europa.eu/

commission/presscorner/detail/en/IP_20_1811 
34  China’s investments in the Western Balkans, International Institute for Strategic 

Studies, volume 26, December 2020, https://www.iiss.org/publications/strate-
gic-comments/2020/chinas-investments-in-the-western-balkans

35  See Ksenia Kirillova, Will Russian Influence in the Balkans Decline?, Interna-
tional Centre for Defence and Security, Estonia, 5 February 2021, https://icds.ee/
en/will-russian-influence-in-the-balkans-decline/  

36  *** Infrastructure Investment in the Western Balkans – A First Analysis, Europe-
an Investment Bank, September 2018, https://www.eib.org/attachments/efs/infra-
structure_investment_in_the_western_balkans_en.pdf. Jacob Mardell, Beijing fills 
gaps left by Brussels in the Western Balkans, MERICS, 18 March 2021, https://
merics.org/en/short-analysis/beijing-fills-gaps-left-brussels-western-balkan    

37  Data are for the 2010-2017 years. The countries are Bosnia-Herzegovina, Mon-
tenegro and North Macedonia. Ibidem. 

38  In The Medium-Term Agenda for Cooperation between China and Central and 
Eastern European Countries, Suzhou,  24 November 2015,   http://www.fmprc.
gov.cn/mfa_eng/wjdt_665385/2649_665393/t1318038.shtml
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therefore virtually opening even more avenues for Chinese companies 
to operate in the area. At the same time, this decision simultaneously 
further exposed the Western Balkan countries, all of which eagerly 
signed MoUs for cooperation under the BRI umbrella, to its familiar 
risks of indebtedness (the case of Montenegrin highway); opaqueness; 
imposing Chinese ‘national champions’ in the respective domains; 
fuelling corruption at various levels39. 

Map 6. More ‘Silk Roads’ in the Balkans, 2018.  
Source: https://pbs.twimg.com/media/DS2k9iXVoAAr3NX?format=jpg&name=medium 

Foreign investments in transport infrastructure are accompanied by 
less publicized interests in other domains, like the Balkan’s rich natural 
resources – Europe’s biggest on-shore oil reserves (some 2 billion BBL 
are proven) in Albania’s Patos Marinza field, which is operated by local 
and Chinese partners40; coal, with Chinese investments growing three 
times since 2016 in Serbia and twice in Bosnia-Herzegovina, therefore 
39  ‘Of the five biggest projects in the region, four have been awarded to Chinese 

companies within the Fortune 500 list of the largest firms globally.’ Nicholas 
Crawford, Growing public debt isn’t the only problem with Chinese lending to 
the Balkans, 18 March 2020,  Nicholas Crawford@CrawfordNJ.  

40  *** Mineral and Mining Industry in Southeast Europe, issue 4/2017, https://www.
see-industry.com/en/south-east-european-industrial-market-issue-4-2017/6/73/ 
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raising environmental concerns41, to name just a few. A Republican 
report of US House of Representatives Foreign Affairs Committee takes 
a ‘snapshot’ on China’s Influence in several countries in the Western 
Balkans42:

Map 7. The Western Balkans.  
Source: https://gop-foreignaffairs.house.gov/china-regional-snapshot-western-balkans/ 

Likewise, investments in real state from Arab Gulf countries, in 
trading and storage facilities, with Turkish funds, are sometimes less 
visible, yet they are active and occasionally make headlines, like the 
Emirati US$ 3 billion investment in the Belgrade Waterfront real-estate 
project43. 
41  Jonathan Gorvett, Chinses investments puts a cloud over the Balkans, Asia 

Times, 28 December 2020, https://asiatimes.com/2020/12/chinese-investment-
puts-a-cloud-over-the-balkans/  

42  *** China Regional Snapshot: Western Balkans, Foreign Affairs Committee, 
House of Representatives, https://gop-foreignaffairs.house.gov/china-region-
al-snapshot-western-balkans/ , updated on 16 March 2021.

43  Eagle Hills’ $3bn Belgrade Waterfront project ‘not profit-driven’ – Alabbar, Gulf 
Business, 30 September 2020, https://gulfbusiness.com/eagle-hills-3bn-bel-
grade-waterfront-project-not-profit-driven-alabbar/ 
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Preliminary concluding remarks for this category of outside 
influences would outline a dynamic and mixed image of long-overdue 
needs in the local economies; increasing acknowledgement of the 
strategic potential of the region in the age of connectivity, in its broader 
sense; an unbalanced perception of the performances of various 
external actors in the national development plans, with a relatively 
blown-up Chinese lion’s share, both in real terms and after comparing 
formal commitments to their actual implementation (see chart below 
for trading figures). Be that as it may, a rather unspectacular endresult 
of evaluating the interactions among the global players’ actions and 
initiatives and the local realities would be the region’s steady progress 
on actual integration, first with the European economic environment, 
and subsequently with wider global trends. 

Table 2. Trade 2020 MIL. EURO

Russia China Turkey US EU

Albania 119 517 534 111 4,828

BiH 240 707 621 240 9,150

R. North 
Macedonia 182 668 475 250 8,030

Serbia 2,169 3,211 1,324 711 24,588

Kosovo* 34 294 373 52 1,789

Montenegro n.a. 240 121 36 1,053

* This designation is without prejudice to positions on status, and is in line with UNSCR 
1244/1999 and the ICJ Opinion on the Kosovo declaration of independence. Source: 
by author based on data of European Commission, DG for Trade, 12 April 2021, 
excluding region EU member states. https://webgate.ec.europa.eu

At the same time, the fragmentation of the economic landscape of 
the area is still a daunting reality, even as the drive to inter-connectivity 
and (sub)regional cooperation has increased its visibility. At the same 
time, the fragmentation of the economic landscape of the area is still 
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a daunting reality, even as the drive to inter-connectivity and (sub)
regional cooperation has increased its visibility. This evolution is 
closely matched by another category of influences, pertaining to soft-
power, institution-building and governance, as well as local societal 
developments.

The pandemic has hit the economies of the countries under 
discussion to various degrees of intensity, in keeping with their specific 
structures. All in all, ‘the economic activity contracted by an estimated 
3.4 per cent – the worst downturn on record. The primary causes were 
the drop in both domestic and foreign demand and disruptions in supply 
chains, especially early in the year when activity in a number of sectors 
simply shut down.’; however, in 2021, the respective economies are 
expected to expand 4.4 percent, which would be still 6 percent below 
pre-pandemic times44. These prospects are to be further influenced 
by financial constrains: for instance, Montenegro’s gross Public 
and Publicly Guaranteed (PPG) external debt is estimated to have 
reached almost 97 percent of GDP as a result of new borrowing and 
a significant contraction of GDP. It is also estimated that in Albania, 
Bosnia-Hezegovina, North Macedonia, and Serbia, the external PPG 
debt as a share of GDP ranged from 31 to 40 percent of GDP, and that 
Kosovo’s external PPG to GDP ratio, while the lowest in the region, 
went up by 2 pp, to 8 percent of GDP. On average, regional external 
PPG debt as a share of GDP is now estimated to have increased to 
40.6 percent of GDP; however, ‘(e)xternal imbalances widen but there 
are prospects for improvement’45. The rollout of vaccines would have 
a sizeable impact on the recovery efforts and this particular aspect has 
recorded some of the most aggressive media campaigns in a disturbing 
image of competition and rivalry among outside powers46. 
44  *** Subdued Recovery, Western Balkans Regular Economic Report no. 19, 

Spring 2021, World Bank, www.worldbank.org/eca/wbrer/, p. 2.
45 World Bank Group, Western Balkans Regular Economic Report, no. 19, Spring 

2021, Subdued Recovery, p. 20, p. 30,  www.worldbank.org/eca/wbrer/.
46 *** EU to funnel COVID vaccines to Balkans after China, Russia shipments, 

Reuters, 20 April 2021, https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/austria-fun-
nel-651000-covid-vaccine-doses-western-balkans-eu-2021-04-20/
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Deep-structure influences 
Previously mentioned different and, sometimes, conflicting goals that 

outside powers have in mind when about the area under discussion share 
the common denominator of being strategic by nature, since they are 
long-term targets and far-reaching in terms of ‘winning hearts and minds’ 
and even ‘of identity re-engineering’, as a comprehensive research puts 
it47; under the present pandemic-induced circumstances, their impact is 
understandably grown and might even shape new realities on the ground 
that would further mould decision-making processes and options.

Considering the Balkans an epitome of Europe, as stated elsewhere 
in this paper, also refers to the variety of its societal components, of 
which national, cultural and religious identities have been ever more 
relevant of late. One of the main concerns is the widespread image of 
the area as a fertile playground for extremism, particularly of Islamic 
origin, albeit less violent and manifest than in other areas, which are 
actually not that far away. Using Islam as a composite instrument 
of foreign policy, realpolitik and soft power is considered to have a 
direct impact on security-related consequences, the most visible, and 
dangerous, being the ‘foreign fighters’ phenomenon: around 1,000 
individuals are suspected to have left the Western Balkans to join the 
conflicts in Syria and Iraq in the last decade and over half of them 
returned to their homelands, making ‘the Western Balkans the region 
with the highest concentration of returning foreign terrorist fighters 
in Europe and creating a long-term security challenge compounded 
by inadequate resources and the threat posed by homegrown jihadi 
militants’.48 Incentives for proliferation of this category of militants 
47 *** Geopolitical Influences of External Powers in the Western Balkans, The 

Hague Centre for Strategic Studies, September 2019,  https://hcss.nl/report/geo-
political-influences-external-powers-western-balkans

48 Adrian Shunti, Western Balkans Foreign Fighters and Homegrown Jiha-
dis: Trends and Implications, in Sentinel, August 2019, volume 12, issue 7, 
Combating Terrorism Center, West Point, https://ctc.usma.edu/western-bal-
kans-foreign-fighters-homegrown-jihadis-trends-implications/ ; Maria Eleni 
Koppa, Turkey, Gulf States and Iran in the Western Balkans: more than the Is-
lamic factor? Journal of Contemporary European Studies, April 26, 2020, DOI: 
10.1080/14782804.2020.1754769
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originating in countries that are notorious for this practice, like Iran, as 
well as non-state actors, are yet another challenge to regional security 
and beyond.

 It is worth noting that religion is not present in policies and 
initiatives of predominantly Islamic states only, as revealed by well-
documented interferences of Russia’s Orthodox Church authorities in 
foreign and domestic political options of various Balkan states. At the 
same time, religion in the area has particular features resulting from 
almost half of a century of Communist rule, with singular excesses like 
the Albanian 1967 constitutional provisions that the state is atheist. 
Consequently, at the regional level, there seems to be a relatively low 
level of religious fervour, as compared to other areas. However, as the 
internecine tensions and conflicts of various religious denominations 
have been on the rise in recent years, their contagious effect, particularly 
when supported by funding of religious schools and endowments is a 
reality to be reckoned with. 

 Soft-power and sharp-power, to use Professor Nye’s terms, are 
areas that are rather high on the list of actions of external powers. 
Again, China is on the forefront of this category: the 17+1 format has 
substantial provisions and programs like periodic meetings of political 
party leaders at lower levels mainly hosted in China; youth-dedicated 
projects, like the ‘Bridge of the Future China-CEEC’ in China; mayors’ 
forums at the levels of capital cities and local communities alike; and a 
dedicated think-tank network of the respective entities in the participating 
countries. The most visible and arguably effective means in this domain 
is the Confucius Institute program, which goes beyond merely teaching 
Chinese to willing citizens in the host countries, and the very focused 
scholarship offerings for gifted students and researchers that are invited 
to achieve their training in Chinese universities and return to their 
home-countries and become therefore potential favourable influencers 
of local stances when China-related issues are at stake.  

China is joined by Russia and, to some extent, Turkey, in using non-
traditional influencing tools, mainly in the media – a development that 
has been loudly present under the pandemic-generated circumstances: 
‘China and Russia are focusing their efforts on regions where they 
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are […] directly competing with Western powers for influence (such 
as eastern Europe, and in particular the western Balkans […]49, and 
the ‘mask diplomacy’ in early 2020 was duly followed by the ‘vaccine 
diplomacy’ by the summer of the same year, with an even more steep 
rise in 2021. The rather strident general tone and rhetoric of the Chinese 
discourse is strongly supported by the 100th anniversary of the Chinese 
Communist Party in July 2021, which marks the first of the Two 
Centennial Goals of its long-term plans (the second goal is the 100th 
anniversary of the People’s Republic, in October 2049). 

What next?
 The complex outside influences on the Balkans are most probably 

going to continue on their rising path, not least because of the major 
role the area has in terms of connecting other areas of global import, as 
stated before. The very Europeanness of the Balkans makes the area a 
target of other powers that more often than not are rather competitors 
than co-operators to the institutionalized European integration drive 
and, even more important, to the liberal democracy of the Trans-
Atlantic community, which is itself in a state of deep reckoning. 
Westernization, a synonym of modernization, as the Argument of this 
whole paper reads, still is the most potent and inspiring aspiration for 
the entire area. What is needed is to substantively increase the resilience 
of the democratic forces and societies and, while acknowledging the 
tremendous achievements of the past, to definitely opt for continuity 
and creativity in building the European future in its true and complete 
form.

49 What next for vaccine diplomacy?, an Economist Intelligence Unit report,  
27 April 2021.
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3. Old Challenges, New Sins. Disinformation 
Targeting the Western Balkans During the 

Covid-19 Pandemic

Alina Bârgăoanu, PhD

The Covid-19 Pandemic: A Uniquely Disruptive Crisis 
For more than a year already, we have been experiencing an 

exceptionally disruptive crisis, unprecedented in its global reach. In the 
hyper-connected world of global travel, commerce and communication, 
an epidemic originating in a limited geographical space managed to 
reach the state of a global emergency in only a couple of months.  Never 
since the Spanish flue or the two World Wars has humanity witnessed 
an event of such instantaneous relevance to every human being on the 
planet. 

The current COVID-19 Infodemic, which closely couples, amplifies 
and transforms the actual global pandemic, offers a unique insight into 
the contemporary information ecosystem and its emerging features: the 
disruptive potential that even a tiny amount of communication instances 
or nodes can have on the whole information ecosystem, narrative arms 
race1 and competitive storytelling among state, non-state, commercial, 
political and geopolitical actors, hybridization of public spaces, extreme 
globalization next to extreme localization, even tribalism. Ever since 
the outbreak of the pandemic, every single topic related to it has been 
heavily weaponized, from inquiry into the origin of the SARS-CoV-2 
virus in the first place, to the relevance of lockdown measures and mask 
mandates and, eventually, to the Covid-19 vaccination campaign.
1 Atlantic Council, Weaponized: Understanding the Covid-19 Narrative Arms 

Race, 25 February 2021, https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/event/covid-narrati-
ve-arms-race/



During all this period, we have been witnessing the emergence of a 
whole disinformation ecosystem, in which stand-alone fake news stories, 
rumours, hoaxes, conspiracies, coordinated disinformation campaigns, 
information operations and elements of information warfare combine and 
mutate, amplifying each other into creating panic and distrust, growing 
confusion, increasing scepticism and polarizing societies. Within this 
ecosystem, each element has its unique and essential role, from the 
platforms that enable the viralisation of disinformation, to websites that 
monetize the concern surrounding the pandemic, from hoaxers trying 
to sell miracle cures to regular users unintentionally sharing misleading 
advice while having their online and offline friends’ best interests at heart. 
Besides, within this ecosystem, many of the themes and narratives are not 
new, but resurfaced and refreshed in the new context of the pandemic. 
Such examples include, but are not limited to:  the use of the controversial 
5G technology; the spread of the virus by militaries located on different 
territories; vitamin C as a universal cure for a large array of diseases, 
from cancer to SARS-CoV-2 infection; anti-vaccination (e.g. the false 
narrative that the virus was released to provide support for mandatory 
vaccination laws); the rejection of conventional medicine in favour of 
alternative treatments unsupported by scientific proof (e.g. essential oils, 
homeopathy), or cynical intentions regarding the elderly and the poor.  

Weaponizing Health Crises for Commercial, Political 
and Geopolitical Gains
Disinformation has been a common tool used by foreign state 

and non-state actors to undermine citizen’s trust in the government 
and health experts, promote certain strategic narratives, sow division, 
uncertainty, or fear, and, finally, to pursue certain commercial, political, 
or geopolitical goals. While disinformation, fake news and propaganda 
are not entirely new phenomena, ‘the digitalisation of information and 
communication eco-system has structurally transformed its conduct 
and impact’. The Internet and social media are effective means of 
spreading disinformation and present a considerable security threat 
when is ‘reinforced by external actors who engage in public diplomacy 
competition and seek geopolitical gains’2. 
2 Sophie L. Vériter, Corneliu Bjola, Joachim A. Koops, Tackling COVID-19 Di-

sinformation: Internal and External Challenges for the European Union’, The 
Hague Journal of Diplomacy, 15(4) 2020, p. 575, https://brill.com/view/jour-
nals/hjd/15/4/article-p569_8.xml
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The risks of digitalization and remote work have intensified in the 
context of the COVID-19 pandemic. Consequently, the COVID-19 
pandemic has been accompanied by a significant rise in cyber-attacks, 
information operations and disinformation campaigns that seek to 
undermine societies, liberal democracies, the credibility of information 
and fact-based public debate, ‘causing civil unrest, and increasing the 
emotional consequences: fear, anxiety and uncertainty’3; at the same 
time, these campaigns are also an indication of the ‘major powers’ 
willingness to disrupt global health governance for domestic purposes’4. 
Currently, state actors like China and Russia are ‘maximising the effect 
of the ‘vaccine diplomacy’ in their strategic communication efforts, 
most likely with the intent to enhance their reputation and economic 
position abroad’’, by ‘leveraging diplomatic channels, state-controlled 
media and networks of supportive and alternative media outlets and 
social media to distribute their messages’5.

The COVID-19 pandemic created opportunities for various 
hostile state and non-state actors to weaponize its causes, effects and 
accompanying measures. The targets of this weaponization of the 
pandemic were states, international or multilateral organizations and 
their allies in Central and Eastern Europe and in the Western Balkans. 
Pro-Kremlin media outlets and social media accounts disseminated 
contradictory messages and claims ‘regarding medical facts and 
sources while propagating various conspiracy theories about the virus’s 
origins.’ For example, some Russian-linked sources dismissed the threat 
from the SARS-CoV-2 virus, while others exaggerated it6. Recycling 
content circulating in the public space before, some stories claimed that 
3 Kacper Gradoń, Crime in the Time of the Plague: Fake News Pandemic and the 

Challenges to Law Enforcement and Intelligence Community. Society Register, 
4(2), 2020, p. 134,  https://doi.org/10.14746/sr.2020.4.2.10

4 S.L. Vériter, C. Bjola, J.A. Koops, idem.
5 EEAS special report update: short assessment of narratives and disinfo around 

the Covid-19 pandemic (update May – November 2020), EuvsDisinfo https://eu-
vsdisinfo.eu/eeas-special-report-update-short-assessment-of-narratives-and-di-
sinformation-around-the-covid-19-pandemic-update-may-november/

6 Richard Weitz, Assessing the Russian Disinformation Campaign During CO-
VID-19, 13 November 2020, International Centre for Defence and Security, 
https://icds.ee/en/assessing-the-russian-disinformation-campaign-during-co-
vid-19/#_edn5   

O L D  C H A L L E N G E S , N E W  S I N S . D I S I N F O R M AT I O N  TA R G E T I N G  T H E 
W E S T E R N  B A L K A N S  D U R I N G  T H E  C O V I D -19 PA N D E M I C      59



the virus was created by a ‘US-funded biological warfare laboratory’, 
by the ‘very smart biologists and pharmacists in Latvia’7, or by ‘NATO 
biolabs’8.

The strategic goals of Russia’s COVID-19 disinformation 
campaigns have relied on ‘undermining trust in objective facts and 
credible information sources concerning COVID-19; portraying 
democratic institutions as poor managers of the pandemic; increasing 
the anxiety, anger and mistrust of Western publics regarding their 
governments and other members of their societies; exacerbating 
tensions between Western countries, such as between EU members 
or between Europeans and Americans; and exploiting the pandemic 
to curtail sanctions on Russia’9. For example, Russia disinformation 
campaigns are ‘using the chaos and uncertainty that the virus created 
to attack the distribution of accurate information and to leverage 
existing societal divisions’, while promoting ‘politicized health news 
related to COVID-19 and characterize democracies as corrupt and 
incompetent’ through the state-sponsored media outlets, RT and 
Sputnik10.

Alongside Russia’s information operations during the COVID-19 
crisis, the Chinese government ‘has been actively trying to manage 
the narrative and protect the legitimacy and interests of the Chinese 
Communist Party, both domestically and abroad’. In the beginning of 
the pandemic, the strategy focused on ‘suppressing narratives inside 
China’, later Chinese government efforts focused on using the state-
linked outlets to amplify false narratives and conspiracy theories and 
the use of Western social media platforms by Chinese diplomats11.
7 Richard Weitz, ibid. EEAS special report update, ibid.
8 Capitalising on the Coronavirus Conspiracist Frenzy in EuVsDisinfo, Issue 196, 

14 May 2020, https://euvsdisinfo.eu/capitalising-on-the-coronavirus-onspi-
racist-frenzy/

9 Richard Weitz, ibid.
10 Wesley R. Moy, Kacper Gradon, COVID-19 Effects and Russian Disinformati-

on’, in Homeland Security Affairs 16, Article 8, December 2020, p. 9,  https://
www.hsaj.org/articles/16533

11 Nina Jankowicz, Henry Collis,  Enduring Information Vigilance: Government 
after COVID-19, in The US Army War College Quarterly, 2020,  Parameters 
50, 3, p. 24; p. 17;  https://press.armywarcollege.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?arti-
cle=2671&context=parameters
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The Western Balkans – an Information Battleground 
The infodemic of disinformation, misleading narratives and 

information operations have become a significant problem and 
challenge throughout the Western Balkans and Eastern Europe regions, 
as well. Major global powers had the opportunity to ‘politicise the 
crisis’12, while information operations have turned into an essential part 
of the way in which both domestic and foreign actors pursue political 
goals13. Thus, the COVID-19 pandemic emphasized ‘the very fine line 
between public diplomacy and disinformation’14, between soft power 
and strategic communications, on the one hand, and disinformation and 
elements of information warfare, on the other.  

The countries of Eastern Europe and Western Balkans, which ‘are 
still young and fragile democracies’ remain ‘a buffer zone between 
the Western, democratic world, and the Eastern autocratic world’15. 
In relation to this long-standing phenomenon, it is to be noted ‘a clear 
pattern of opportunism’ across Russia, China, and other authoritarian 
states that ‘recognized the utility of engaging in perpetual information 
competition, utilizing a strategic-level integrated approach to information 
operations’16. 

The Western Balkans is considered a key battleground in Russia’s 
‘efforts to maintain and gain leverage in Europe, and to push back 
against both EU and NATO enlargement and integration’. For example, 
a study of the European Parliament on the disinformation and counter-
disinformation landscapes in the Western Balkans between 2018 and 
12 S.L. Vériter, C. Bjola, J.A. Koops, idem.
13 ***Mapping Fake News and Disinformation in the Western Balkans and Iden-

tifying Ways to Effectively Counter Them, European Parliament, Policy Depart-
ment for External Relations Directorate General for External Policies of the 
Union, February 2021, p. 13, https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/
STUD/2020/653621/EXPO_STU(2020)653621_EN.pdf

14  S.L. Vériter, C. Bjola, J.A. Koops, idem.
15 Peter Kreko, Policy Brief: Drivers of Disinformation in Central and Eastern 

Europe and Their Utilization During the Pandemic’, Globsec, 9 June 2020, p. 
2, https://www.globsec.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/Drivers-of-disinforma-
tion-in-Central-and-Eastern-Europe.pdf

16 N. Jankowicz, H. Collis, Enduring Information Vigilance: Government after CO-
VID-19, idem.
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2020 reveals several challenges for the region: ‘external challenges 
to EU credibility; disinformation related to the COVID-19 pandemic; 
and the impact of disinformation on elections and referenda’17. The 
study emphasized that while foreign actors, prominently Russia, but 
also China, Turkey, and other countries are responsible for a part of the 
disinformation in the Western Balkans, most disinformation is produced 
and disseminated by domestic actors for domestic purposes.

In the Western Balkans, foreign actors that seek to undermine 
the EU’s power in the region do not act in the context of a society 
necessarily polarized along pro- and anti-EU lines; instead, ‘the most 
common approach is to try and alter the balance between ‘EU idealists’ 
(people who see the EU as a fundamentally normative project, and 
whose adherence is based at least partly on a sense of European identity) 
and ‘EU realists’ (people who tend to see the EU in more pragmatic, 
materialist terms)’. In addition, Chinese and Turkish information 
operations in the region focus mostly on ‘shaping perceptions of China 
and Turkey’, while Russian efforts are ‘much broader and seek to shape 
perceptions on a wide range of fronts, including those not directly 
related to Russia’18.  

Bosnia and Herzegovina, Montenegro and Serbia are the countries 
that are most affected by Russian information operations seeking to 
undermine the European Union and NATO in the region. For instance, 
dominant narratives of disinformation promoted by the Kremlin in 
the Serbian-language media in the Western Balkans revolve around 
‘demonising the United States and NATO; presenting the EU as 
weak and divided; advertising Russian military might and COVID-19 
vaccine superiority, and claiming that Western vaccine producers are 
corrupt’19.
17  *** Mapping Fake News and Disinformation, see note 11.
18  Ibidem, p. 33.
19 Daniel Sunter, Disinformation in the Western Balkans’, in NATO Review, 21 De-

cember 2020,   https://www.nato.int/docu/review/articles/2020/12/21/disinforma-
tion-in-the-western-balkans/index.html
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The complex constitutional construction in Bosnia and Herzegovina, 
where the media outlets and audiences are divided between the Muslim-
Croat Federation and Republika Srpska, plays a critical role in ‘the 
potential of disinformation to exacerbate internal conflicts – and the 
regional and international conflicts’. During the pandemic ‘a particular 
interest in views from China, resonated mostly within Republika 
Srpska’, where misleading information about virus mutations in China 
was promoted20.

In the case of Albania, a majority of disinformation is ‘domestic in 
both its origin and purpose, and it tends to take one of two forms’. A 
significant part of disinformation represents ‘media-generated attempts 
to boost traffic – and thus revenues – through sensationalist reporting, 
often with little or no regard for the veracity of the information 
revealed’, and another part is disinformation produced and disseminated 
for political goals21. Irrespective of this distinction, the effects are 
pretty much the same: confusion, distrust, disorientation, apathy or 
alternatively, hyperactivity. 

In Kosovo, with the exception of COVID-19 disinformation, 
levels of disinformation on other topics, including geopolitical 
influence from Russia, Turkey and China, and in elections, are, 
according to some assessments, lower than in most other parts of the 
region. Several media outlets in Kosovo ran misleading stories about 
a ‘Kosovar pharmaceutical company that had supposedly developed 
a promising treatment for COVID-19’ or promoted false claims about 
Bill Gates connection to the pandemic22. In contrast to Kosovo media 
landscape, Montenegro was more noticeably a subject of significant 
external disinformation activities. For instance, in 2020, a campaign, 
propagated and amplified also by Sputnik, focused on ‘distorted (though 
not entirely fabricated) accusations that the Montenegrin Orthodox 
Church and the Montenegrin government expropriated houses of 
worship belonging to the Serbian Orthodox Church 7323’.
20 *** Mapping Fake News and Disinformation […], ibid., pp. 23-24.
21 Idem.
22 Ibidem, p. 26.
23 Ibidem, p. 28.



On the other hand, in North Macedonia, disinformation campaigns 
are mostly aimed ‘to exacerbate internal conflicts (particularly between 
ethnic Macedonian and ethnic Albanian communities), damage North 
Macedonia’s international relations (particularly with Bulgaria, Greece 
and the EU more broadly), and to disrupt or distort critical electoral 
processes – chiefly, the September 2018 referendum on adopting the 
name of North Macedonia, which had consequences for the country’s 
further European integration’. In this country, ‘disinformation 
campaigns involve foreign relations focus overwhelmingly on issues 
of identity – whether the name change, or inter-ethnic relations – rather 
than on issues of integration or geopolitical allegiance’24.

In Albania, the main ‘distributors of COVID-related disinformation 
include major mainstream media outlets’, while in Serbia, ‘the 
most prominent distributors of disinformation were not media, but 
individuals’. In Kosovo and North Macedonia, the social and political 
context is more mixed: ‘there, the social media reach of outlets willing to 
engage in disinformation and counter-disinformation initiatives appears 
to be more equally matched’, where the dominant disinformation 
narratives revolved around the ‘viability of Hydroxychloroquine as a 
treatment’ and allegations ‘that the pandemic was part of a plot by Bill 
Gates’25.

Finally, just like in other parts of the world, pandemic-driven 
dis information and information operations in the Western Balkans 
amplified fingerprints left by previous similar endeavours, such as: 
emphasizing existential security dilemmas, unresolved issues, historical 
anxieties, border insecurities; strengthening negative stereotypes of 
different socio-demographic/ethnic groups; discrediting the Western 
political or cultural space; over-emphasizing values such as identity, 
traditional family, religious faith, history, culture and ethnicity; using 
negative stories from one country/ region to influence perception or 
emotions in another. 
24 Ibidem, p. 28.
25 Idem.
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Conclusion
In summary, various forms of pandemic-related disinformation 

spread across the Western Balkans regions that sought to sway public 
opinion, sow confusion, amplify social, economic, cultural, ethnic 
fault lines, and undermine trust in authoritative figures, including in 
the medical establishment. Disinformation and information operations 
have largely followed some regional patterns in terms of topics 
(anti-globalist, anti-science and technology, anti-Western narratives, 
with both US and EU as a target) and in terms of objectives (panic, 
polarization, distrust), while exploiting the pre-existing structural 
weaknesses of the information and communication ecosystems 
(fragmentation, polarisation, radicalisation of opinions, distrust in the 
mainstream media or, alternatively, in the digital media, an emotion-
driven approach to public debates, unsolved public controversies and 
outcries).

Especially in this part of the world, disinformation and information 
operations do not happen in a vacuum, but make the most of internal 
vulnerabilities: financial and economic challenges; socio-economic 
inequalities; border insecurities; quality of the local elite and poor 
governing results; low trust in public authorities and deep suspicion 
of multilateral/transnational organizations; regional competition; weak 
media and information ecosystems; lack of coordinated, trans-national 
responses; actual hesitancy from Western actors (EU and American 
alike). Overcoming sources of resentment and discontent, fighting 
disinformation and providing for the resilience of this region and its 
citizens requires addressing these vulnerabilities and many others. 

O L D  C H A L L E N G E S , N E W  S I N S . D I S I N F O R M AT I O N  TA R G E T I N G  T H E 
W E S T E R N  B A L K A N S  D U R I N G  T H E  C O V I D -19 PA N D E M I C      65



4. Security Challenges  
and Cooperation Opportunities

Marian Tutilescu, Commissioner (ret)

Root causes of proliferation of organized crime in the 
Balkans
Organized crime is not a new phenomenon in the region of Western 

Balkans. Due to its geographical position, the Balkan peninsula served 
over the centuries as a bridge between Europe and Asia, being used by 
criminal groups as a transit region for smuggling people and various 
goods from Asia and Middle Est to Europe. We should mention that, 
during the late ‘70s of the twentieth century, the Federal Republic of 
Yugoslavia had rather liberal rules in terms of movement of persons and 
goods as against all other dictatorial countries from the Eastern Europe, 
where such movements were much more limited and strictly controlled. 
Yugoslavia’s economic model of the ‘third way’ between a market and 
a hypercontrolled economy had gained international attention and 
seemed, at first, to bring about economic modernization and prosperity. 
This sort of economic liberalism and geopolitical advantages offered by 
the Yugoslav Federation, had a lot of influence in the ‘Balkan Route’ 
development.

Social, economic and political factors in the last three decades of 
the twentieth century, including the great economic crisis of the early 
1980s, played an important role in the rise of organized crime in the 
Balkans Region. The increased rate of unemployment and inflation 
provided optimal conditions for criminal groups to get involved 
in new activities, such as smuggling of drugs, financial frauds and 
counterfeiting of official documents.1

1 Kole Krasniqi., Organized Crime in Balkans, European Scientific Journal, 
12(19), 2016, pp. 204-206, https://eujournal.org/index.php/esj/article/view/7727



The following regional events, dominated by interethnic and 
religious conflicts to one of the bloodiest military conflicts in Europe’s 
modern history and, subsequently, to the dissolution of the former 
Yugoslavia. Moreover, the United Nations sanctions against the 
Federal Republic of Yugoslavia (at that time consisting on Serbia 
and Montenegro), various embargoes on Serbia and former Yugoslav 
Republic of Macedonia, the interethnic conflict in Kosovo and the 
NATO bombing of Serbian and Montenegrin targets, have had a serious 
impact on the establishment and consolidation of illegal markets in this 
area and of the rapid development of organized crime in the Balkan. 

The consequences of the restrictions on the import, export and 
transit of prohibited goods within the territory of the former Yugoslavia 
during the 90s, led to the appearance of criminal groups, encouraged 
by Milosevic’s regime, in order to procure such goods and to supply 
them to the Serbian market. Under these circumstances, any form of 
smuggling was legalized and all the cities along the Serbian border 
became an area of trafficking and smuggling. Such criminal groups, 
tolerated and supported by the state, had gained so much power as to 
exert a strong political influence.

The weapons embargo which had prevented several opposed 
republics of the former federation from buying arms legally, forced 
them to use regional and international black markets to that purpose. 
Since then, several regional groups belonging to the organized crime 
have been involved in weapons trafficking. It is worth mentioning the 
particular situation of Albania where, after the fall of the Ponzi scheme 
and the resulting chaos, military arsenals were massively looted under 
the absence of the rule of law and in a context of wars between rival 
clans.

The combination of weak institutions and Western demand for illicit 
goods made the Balkan Route one of the most productive path for drug 
trafficking and, in the context of the last years, a significant migration 
route from Turkey to Western Europe. This context provided implicitly, 
the perfect opportunity for migrant smuggling and human trafficking.

All these circumstances increased the capacity of criminal groups 
from Western Balkans so that, the whole region became ‘a stronghold 
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of organized crime’2, being heavily involved in transnational human 
trafficking from Eastern to Western Europe and also in international 
trafficking lane of cocaine from Latin America to Europe. The increasing 
power of such criminal groups and the permanent attempts to enlarge 
their illegal markets led to violent clashes between prominent rival 
gangs, resulting in several high-profile murders and other violence in 
the region and beyond. 

On the other hand, organized crime in the Balkans could not 
have developed to this point without establishing networking and 
cooperation between regional groups, which became more and more 
criminally sophisticated, characterized by their ability to work together 
and to adapt to any new economic or social circumstances in order to 
achieve their criminal goals. According to Europol, heroin smuggling 
in the European Union is not controlled or organized by merely one 
single criminal organization but carried out through a cooperation and 
partnership network of Turkish organizations and some other criminal 
groups, which are mainly from the Western Balkans. Therefore, it can 
be concluded that ‘(t)he Balkans is a region where people with different 
ethnic or religious background fight against each other and at the same 
time cooperate with each other in matters of crime’.3

Challenges in combating organized crime in the Balkans
The fight against organized crime cannot be carried out without 

strong political will and institutional involvement. Very often, 
the government authorities have been reluctant to deal with the 
phenomenon of organized crime out of fear of different threats, lack 
of motivation, due to social insecurity or low salaries and professional 
uncertainty. Some of the high representatives of state institutions were 
promoted through political influence and not in accordance with their 
real professional values so that, they have been vulnerable to pressure 
and intimidation. On the other hand, the lack of professionalism within 
2 Berit Bliesemann de Guevara, Transnational Organized Crime: Analyses of a 

Global Challenge to Democracy. The Balkans, Transcript Verlag Publisher, 2013, 
p. 212, https://library.oapen.org/bitstream/handle/20.500.12657/30364/646500.
pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y

3 Richard Kauzlarich, Black Sea and Caspian Sea Symposium, 9-10 March, 2006.
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the state institution led to weakened law enforcement agencies and 
particularly, to poor performance of them in tackling organized crime. 
Involvement of officials or political leaders in corruption and other 
criminal activities has been influencing the development of organized 
economic crime.

Corruption is a crucial facilitator for organized crime and its 
corrosive effect was a matter of great concern to all the Western Balkan 
countries, explaining the inefficiency of state institutions. Corrupt 
officials can assist organized criminal groups in carrying out their 
activities, maximising the profits and evading detection by the criminal 
justice system. The most relevant example is the corruption within the 
customs and border police at the borders of every country from the 
region, which facilitated transnational criminal activities, including 
drug trafficking, migrant smuggling, and trafficking in persons. Customs 
officers have had the highest prevalence of bribery among any other 
state institutions included in a United Nations Office on Drugs and 
Crime (UNODC) survey in the Western Balkans conducted in 2013.

 In that particular context of the last decade of the twentieth century, 
the law enforcement agencies were reluctant to cooperate with each 
other and consequently, they have not established effective forms of 
cooperation. The strong involvement of the international community 
at the beginning of the current century in developing different forms 
of mutual cooperation among countries in the regions overcame the 
mistrust and the reluctance of the main actors of this process and 
the first initiatives have risen. Based on such initiatives, countries in 
the region had to cooperate closely with each other, to develop joint 
investigations and to set up investigative authorities in order to combat 
organized crime.

Initially, various stakeholders from the region have made organized 
crime threat assessments based on different methodologies, without 
succeeding to seize the phenomenon in its real dimension and to 
compare the evolution in different areas, due to the lack of a sustainable 
and systematic framework for measuring and assessing the organized 
crime. On the basis of UNODC Centre of excellence in statistical 
information on Government, Crime, Victimization and Justice, created 



with the purpose of initiating technical cooperation activities between 
the countries in a particular region to improve the quality and quantity 
of crime statistics, UNODC set out to develop a statistical and analytical 
framework to measure and assess organized crime in Western Balkans, 
respectively in Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Montenegro, North 
Macedonia, Serbia and Kosovo.

The last UNODC Report on measuring organized crime in the 
Western Balkans4 published in 2020 presented a regional analysis of 
key trends and patterns with regard to organized crime, presenting the 
main detected forms of this phenomenon. Organized crime typically 
focuses on certain crimes, 12 of those being identified in the Western 
Balkans and included in the analyse, namely drug production and 
trafficking, money laundering, trafficking in firearms, trafficking in 
persons, smuggling of migrants, corruption, counterfeiting, producing 
4 Measuring Organized Crime in the Western Balkans, United Nations Office on 

Drugs and Crime, 2020,  https://www.unodc.org/documents/data-and-analysis/
OC/Measuring-OC-in-WB.pdf.

Figure 2. All Convicted Persons in the Western Balkans, 2012-2018. 
Source: United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime , https://www.unodc.org/docu-

ments/data-and-analysis/OC/Measuring-OC-in-WB.pdf. 
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fraudulent documents, cybercrime, obstruction of justice, homicide and 
participation in an organized criminal group. The report revealed that 
12% among all persons convicted for these crimes during 2013-2018 
were part of an organized crime group. 

When comparing distribution of these crimes in relation to one 
another, the shares of non-organized drug production and trafficking 
is almost identical. Drug production and trafficking constituted 53% 
of non-organized convictions and 51% of the convictions linked to 
organized criminal groups. Firearms trafficking constituted 35% of 
non-organized convictions but only 3% of crimes linked to organized 
criminal groups. Migrant smuggling constituted 10% of non-organized 
convictions but 36% linked to organized criminal groups. Trafficking in 
persons constituted 10% of the convictions linked to organized crime 
but only 2% of non-organized convictions.

Figure 3. Share of persons convicted of drug production and trafficking,
trafficking in persons, smuggling of migrants and firearms-related crimes

in the Western Balkans, by links to organized crime, 2012-2018.  
Source: United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime , https://www.unodc.org/ 

documents/data-and-analysis/OC/Measuring-OC-in-WB.pdf. 



The high incidence of drug production and trafficking convictions 
linked to organized crime is further evidence that organized crime is 
more heavily involved in supplying drug markets than in other markets, 
at least in Western Balkans. Smuggling of migrants was the second 
most often convicted crime linked to organized crime and this situation 
has a logical explanation due to the fact that The Western Balkan Route 
has for several years been one of the main migratory pathways into 
Western Europe, particularly for those entering through the Eastern 
Mediterranean Route. 

Firearms trafficking represented a large proportion (35%) of the to-
tal number of convictions among the main illegal market crimes. The 
level of recorded links to organized firearms trafficking as we men-
tioned before (3%) is the least. These statistics could reflect the limited 
law enforcement success in detecting such crime in relation to orga-
nized crime or to small level of trafficking with limited involvement of 
organized crime.

72     M A R I A N  T U T I L E S C U

Figure 4. Total number of persons convicted for selected crimes linked to
organized crime in the Western Balkans, by crime type, 2012-2018.

Source: United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime , https://www.unodc.org/ 
documents/data-and-analysis/OC/Measuring-OC-in-WB.pdf. 
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We have to mention that the low numbers of organized crime related 
convictions do not mean that organized crime is not active in the region. 
Convictions only represent the end of a criminal justice process that is 
initiated when crimes are revealed by the authorities. On the other hand, 
there is a significant difference between the prosecuted and convicted 
persons in the field of organized crime. From the years 2012-2017, data 
on prosecutions of the crimes linked to organized crime showed a steadily 
rising trend from 217 to just over 1400 in 2016, increasing seven-fold. 
In the meantime, the number of convicted persons over the same period 
showed a steady declining trend until 2017, when convictions were at 
their lowest point for the period under consideration.

Map 8. Dynamics along the Western Balkan Route. 
Source: https://epthinktank.eu/2016/10/06/serbias-role-in-the-migration-crisis/ 

dynamics-along-the-western-balkan-route/ 

Figure 5. Number of 
persons prosecuted and 
convicted for selected

organized crimes in the 
Western Balkans,  

2013-2017.

Source: United Nations Of-
fice on Drugs and Crime, 
https://www.unodc.org/

documents/data-and-anal-
ysis/OC/Measuring-OC-in-

WB.pdf. 



The main cooperation initiatives developed in the 
Western Balkans
On 26 May 1999, twelve countries from Southeast Europe, 

namely Republic of Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Republic 
of Bulgaria, Republic of Croatia, Hungary, the former Republic of 
Macedonia, Republic of Moldova, Romania, Slovenia, Serbia and 
Montenegro and the Republic of Turkey, signed and then ratified, the 
Agreement on Cooperation to prevent and combat trans-border crime 
(SECI agreement). The headquarter of this regional organization was 
established in Bucharest. In response to the needs expressed by the SECI 
Center Management and other stakeholders and in accordance with the 
findings of the Assessment conducted by the European Commission in 
2004, a new Draft Convention was finalized in 2009 and the Convention 
of the Southeast European Law Enforcement Center (SELEC) was 
signed by the representatives of the 13 Member States, including the 
Hellenic Republic.

The main goal of the SELEC is to enhance the cooperation in 
preventing and combating crime, including transnational serious and 
organized crime, by offering the necessary platform for exchanging 
information and requests of assistance, supporting operational 
meetings, joint investigations and regional operations and delivering 
quality analytical products. The Member States and the Operational 
partners deployed at SELEC Headquarters Liaison Officers from 
Customs and Police, working together on a daily basis, thus facilitating 
the real-time exchange of information and requests of assistance. Each 
Liaison Officer is supported in its activities by a dedicated National 
Contact Point established in each Member State.

Besides the Member States, SELEC also has 24 partner countries 
and organizations, establishing numerous partnerships with other 
organizations and bodies. Furthermore, under SELEC’s auspices is 
functioning the Southeast European Prosecutors Advisory Group 
(SEEPAG) that gathers prosecutors from all Member States, in order 
to facilitate and speed-up the cooperation in serious trans-border crime 
investigation in the region.
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The second initiative in the field of improving regional cooperation 
was the establishment of the Southeast Europe Police Chiefs Association 
(SEPCA), initiated by the Canadian International Development Agency 
and implemented with the support of the Royal Canadian Mounted 
Police (RCMP). The project was gathering the national police chiefs 
from Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Bulgaria, Croatia, Macedonia, 
Montenegro, Moldova, Romania and Serbia.

The status of the SEPCA was adopted in Bucharest, in October 
2002, when it was also elected the Executive Committee of the 
Association. According to its status, this association’s role was to 
improve cooperation between its members, to develop professionalism, 
reforms within the police services and analyze the evolution trends 
of cross-border criminality. The direct relations established among 
national police chiefs enhanced the cooperation among institutions but, 
during time, it proved that it needed a more concrete regulation for 
establishing the cooperation mechanisms. 

Therefore, it emerged the initiative of adopting a convention between 
region’s countries to regulate the police cooperation, an initiative 
supported by Germany’s Internal Affairs Ministry, which funded the 
projects, but also by the EU. The previous experiences gained when 
establishing the Police Chiefs Association helped the new project, and 
the Police Cooperation Convention for Southeast Europe (PCC-SEE) 
was signed in Wien, on May 5th, 2006 by 7 states, respectively Albania, 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, Macedonia, Moldova, Montenegro, Romania, 
and Serbia. It is noteworthy that Croatia was not part of this group. It is 
also necessary to say that when the group signed the convention, none 
of the Contracting Parties were EU members. 

The Convention came into force on October 10th, 2007, after the 
national ratification procedures were done by the Contracting Parties. In 
the following years, the Convention was signed and ratified successively 
by Bulgaria, Austria, Hungary, and Slovenia, crossing the Western 
Balkans’ geo-political borders and including 5 EU member states.  

 PCC-SEE foresees concrete tools of police cooperation, following 
similar existing models in EU. As general cooperation methods are 



mentioned the information exchange among law enforcement agencies 
and the development of joint activities, especially along the border 
areas, to prevent criminality. 

Inspired by the Prum Treaty, the police cooperation convention 
regulates the ‘on demand information exchange’ on vehicle re gistra-
tion, driving licenses, identity ascertainment, the transmission and 
comparison of DNA profiles and other identification materials, people 
and objects’ tracking, information on the origin of some objects such as 
guns, ammunition, explosives, ships, aircrafts, patrimony objects, etc.  
It is also foreseen the possibility to send additional information when 
supposedly this information is necessary to prevent concrete threats 
against public order and signatory states’ security. The convention 
also regulates the cooperation in witnesses’ protection field, including 
by taking over individuals who must be protected. 

Taking over police cooperation models from the Schengen Treaty, 
the Convention foresees also the conditions wherein it can be continued 
the cross-border tracking and surveillance on the territory of one of 
Contracting Parties of people who committed crimes on the territory of 
another Contracting Party, the undercover investigations, as well as the 
monitored drug, guns, explosives and other products’ deliveries coming 
from crimes committed on Contracting Parties’ territory. Not least, it is 
regulated the possibility of using joint investigation teams within the 
investigations in transnational crimes cases, which were committed on 
the territory of one or more Contracting Parties.

Although inspired by successful EU models in police cooperation 
fields, the Convention’s similar provisions were raising an issue 
which proved to be a challenge for the project’s effective functioning, 
respectively the personal data protection issue. The problem was that 
5 Convention member states were EU members and were following 
the Union’s rules in the field, meanwhile, in the other 6 EU non-
member signatory states, there were no proper regulations in personal 
data protection in the first years after adopting the Convention. In 
order to establish a standards’ uniformity in personal data protection 
in the Convention’s signatory states that were not EU members, by the 
decision of Convention’s Committee of Ministers, a Working Group for 
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personal data protection was established. Its members paid visits to 
evaluate the way personal data protection is ensured in non-EU member 
states, signatory of the Convention, and made recommendations for 
compliance with EU’s standards in that field. Because, in the meantime, 
the non-EU signatory states of the Convention became candidate or 
aspiring countries to join the EU, they also had to adapt their internal 
legislation to Union’s standards, especially in personal data protection 
field, according to the 2016/680/EU Directive.

Surprisingly, the European Commission has initially expressed its 
‘concerns’ on this agreement’s provisions, calling on the fact that it is not 
clear if after the ratification, EU member states will use for the relations 
between them the Prum Treaty or will they use this new agreement’s 
provisions, which were basically the same. Then, the Commission took 
the following step and notified the 5 EU members which signed the 
Agreement (Austria, Bulgaria, Romania, Slovenia and Hungary) on the 
initiation of the infringement process in this case. The normal effects 
of such a process were the cancellation by all EU member states of the 
ratification procedures of the Agreement on automatic data exchange 
within the PCC SEE. Despite efforts to unlock the situation and find a 
legal solution to lead to Agreement’s ratification and, implicitly, to its 
implementation, such thing did not happen.

The first step to be done is the identification of a legal solution to 
contribute to unlocking Agreement’s ratification process on the data 
automatic exchange among all Convention’s member states.  In our 
opinion, the best solution seems to be the completion of an additional 
Protocol to modify the PCC SEE Convention, agreed by the member 
states already, but that needs to be agreed also by the EU. This initiative 
has been launched by Austria and the negotiation process is in progress 
but, due to specific condition generated by the pandemic, is going to 
take a long time than expected. However, we consider that PCC-SEE 
is the best solution for police cooperation in the region, in a pragmatic 
approach. On the long term, the perspective of accession of all Balkan 
countries to the EU will bring a significant added value to their 
effectiveness in tackling organized crime.



5. The Western Balkans: Anchored in the past or 
moving forward towards a European future

Yordan Bozhilov, President of Sofia Security Forum 

There is a quote often attributed to Winston Churchill that says 
‘The peoples of the Balkans produce more history than they can 
consume and the weight of their past lies oppressively on their present.’ 
Although it is debatable whether he really said it, the fact remains that 
the history of the Balkans is overburdened with many wars, quarrels 
and contradictions. It is no coincidence that the term ‘Balkanization’ 
has steadily penetrated and is widely used in political science, where 
the Encyclopedia Britannica defines as: ‘Balkanization, division of a 
multinational state into smaller ethnically homogeneous entities. The 
term also is used to refer to ethnic conflict within multiethnic states. 
The term Balkanization is today invoked to explain the disintegration 
of some multiethnic states and their devolution into dictatorship, ethnic 
cleansing, and civil war.’1

Fair or not, the perception of the Balkans has a certain negative 
connotation. In the scientific and fiction literature, the Balkans are also 
called ‘the apple of discord’, a ‘wasp’s nest’ or ‘Europe’s backyard’. 

Undoubtedly, perceptions of the Balkans changed after the collapse 
of the socialist bloc and especially after the break-up of the former 
Yugoslavia. Today, a number of countries are members of the European 
Union and/or NATO. Many of the old issues have already been resolved, 
but the overall transformation of the Balkans is not over yet. Six countries 
in the so-called Western Balkans, despite their desire to become members 
of the European Union, still have to implement profound reforms in many 
sectors and resolve the existing disputes. Until this integration process is 
completed, the region will retain its risk potential and remain an arena for 
the struggle for influence from forces within and outside the region. The 
path to EU integration goes through substantial internal transformations 
1 Encyclopedia Britannica - https://www.britannica.com/topic/Balkanization



and finding solutions to problems that have been accumulated over the 
years. They range from unresolved issues between countries, ethnic and 
religious entities, to the organized crime, corruption, weak institutions, 
economic vulnerability and much more. Each of the listed problems is 
not independent, but it is connected with others, thus multiplying the 
security risks. Whether people in the region will remain ‘anchored’ to 
their history or take the path to their future development within a united 
Europe is still a very questionable task.

Security challenges in the Balkans
There are many risks to the security of the Balkans, and in this 

article I will focus on three of them, namely the existence of unresolved 
conflicts, the nationalization of policies and the departure of young 
people from their respective countries.

If we look more closely at the region, we will notice several groups 
of contradictions based on national, ethnic and religious grounds that 
pose particular risks to security. Undoubtedly, the conflict between 
Serbia and Kosovo and Serbia’s reluctance to recognize an independent 
Kosovo, remains the most serious security challenge on the Western 
Balkans. The inability of the two countries to engage in a dialogue to 
resolve a wide range of issues, including the protection of human rights, 
the preservation of cultural and historical heritage, trade and economic 
issues, etc. does not contribute to finding a final and long-term solution.

Another pair of contradictions is between Macedonians and 
Albanians. The 2001 Ohrid Agreement ended the armed inter-ethnic 
conflict, but still many disagreements remain thus increasing the 
fragility of the security situation in North Macedonia. Against this 
background, calls for the unification of all Albanians in one country 
periodically appear, thus creating tension in the region. 

Some of these calls received real dimensions. At the end of January 
2021the Former Kosovo Prime Minister and current leader of the 
Alliance for the Future of Kosovo (KLA) Ramush Haradinaj said that 
‘Kosovo’s reunification with Albania is not linked to an agreement to be 
reached with Belgrade, but an internal decision by Pristina’.2

2 Gazeta Express, quoted in https://darik.news/en/haradinaj-we-do-not-need-per-
mission-from-serbia-to-unite-with-albania.html
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The idea of creating a Great Albania to encompass all Albanians 
in one country came up periodically, provoking backlash in countries 
with a compact Albanian population. As it is known, there is Albanian 
population, also in Kosovo, the Republic of North Macedonia and 
Greece. Undoubtedly, any calls, and even more actions leading to the 
realization of the idea, encourage other countries to oppose possible 
actions.

In 2020 the Albanian Prime Minister Edi Rama declared that 
the country would remove the borders with Kosovo and the Adriatic 
port city of Durres would become a ‘de facto port of Kosovo’. The 
statement, according to Euractiv, immediately triggered the reaction of 
Serbian politicians. Serbian Defence Minister Aleksandar Vulin reacted 
to Rama’s statement related to the removal of borders saying that Rama 
is building ‘Greater Albania’3. Undoubtedly, any idea or appeal for 
creation of any ‘great state’ will trigger a reaction from other countries 
thus increasing tension in the region. 

Another case, which has mainly ethnic dimension, but of an 
internal nature, is Bosnia and Herzegovina. It has recently celebrated 
the 25th anniversary since the signing of the Dayton Accords, which 
ended an extremely bloody war. It created a state composed of two 
semi-autonomous units, the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina 
and Republika Srpska, and established one of the most complex and 
decentralized governmental systems. The inability, as well as the 
unwillingness of the political leaders of the individual constituencies to 
move towards building a functioning state, preserves the risks not only 
for Bosnia and Herzegovina but also to the regional stability. 

In addition to the above-mentioned unresolved issues, we can 
also add the border disputes between Croatia and Greece, Croatia and 
Slovenia, or the quarrels between Bulgaria and the Republic of North 
Macedonia on issues related to the common past of the two countries. 
Undoubtedly, the listed contradictions are a serious challenge to 
regional security.
3 Zeljko Trkanjec, No Borders with Kosovo, Euroactiv, 5 October 2020,  https://

www.euractiv.com/section/all/short_news/no-borders-with-kosovo/
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The serious question is why we have not seen any significant 
progress in improving relations and attempts to resolve disputes in the 
long term? As already mentioned above all countries have the prospect 
and declare the desire of becoming part of the European Union, which 
has demonstrated over time how centuries-old contradictions between 
countries could be overcome for the common good.

I think that, to a large extent, the answer to this question lies in 
the fact that nationalism is growing in all countries, which I consider 
to be a very serious risk to the security and to the political future of 
the region. As William W. Hagen wrote the ‘today’s Balkan crises are 
rooted in, above all, the crippling dependence of all Balkan peoples on 
the ideology and psychology of expansionist nationalism’4. 

Nationalism as an idea of   the superiority of one’s nation over others 
and the imposition of one’s own interest, as formulated by the political 
class, stands over all other interests. Very often this is in conflict with 
long-term national interests at the expense of resolving short-term ones. 
By default this is a ‘Zero sum game’ and a return to what is described 
as ‘Balkanization’.

Nationalism in politics, the idea of   the superiority of one nation 
over another, contains a serious risk potential for security. The desire to 
put your own interests above others, and often at the expense of others, 
creates the basis of conflict and, on the other hand, does not contribute 
to overcoming the existing problems. Unfortunately, in recent years 
we have witnessed an increase in these trends. In all countries we 
see a growth of the influence of nationalist parties, and in many cases 
traditional parties also adopt nationalist rhetoric.

This can clearly be seen in the case of the contradictions between 
Serbia and Kosovo. On the one hand, there is the Government of the 
Republic of Serbia, which takes an uncompromising stance on the issue 
of Kosovo’s independence. On the other hand, there are the attitudes of 
the Serb population itself, which are gaining lasting negative attitudes 
towards the non-recognition of Kosovo as an independent state. This 
provokes, on its end, the reverce reaction in Kosovo against Serbs. 
4 William W. Hagen, Balkans’ Lethal Nationalisms, Foreign Affairs, July/August 

1997, https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/europe/1999-07-01/balkans-lethal- 
nationalisms



As it is written in the publication of the Serbian Center for Social 
Dialogue and Regional Initiatives - CSDRI ‘the Kosovo problem has 
been a key national and political issue in Serbia for decades. The 
prevalence and over-saturation with the Kosovo issue in the Serbian 
public discourse affected political social and economic dynamics. Most 
importantly, Serbia’s EU enlargement perspective, as a proclaimed 
foreign policy priority, is directly tied to a normalization of relations 
with Pristina’5. 

Further in the CSDRI study it is demonstrated that the ‘recent public 
opinion research on citizens’ perspective in Serbia on the normalization 
of relations, conducted by our organization, suggests that one of the 
main obstacles to the implementation of the comprehensive agreement 
of normalization of relations between Belgrade and Pristina could be 
lack of preparation of Serbian public to accept any agreement’6.

A public opinion poll conducted by CSDRI shows that more than 
70% of the Serbs won’t agree to recognize Kosovo’s independence 
if that was a precondition for Serbia’s membership in the European 
Union.7

Very often the nationalistic rhetoric is based on emotional con-
structions. In the case of Serbia, the claims over Kosovo are grounded on 
deep symbolic construction of this territory as a ‘homeland’, a ‘cradle 
of Serbian culture’, a ‘Serbian Jerusalem’, and ‘heart of Serbia’, while 
loss of Kosovo is perceived as ‘injustice’, ‘betrayal’, ‘shame’, ‘loss of 
identity’. As we will see further the same approach is used by nationalists 
in Bulgaria to create a negative attitude towards North Macedonia. This 
nationalistic approach creates barriers to elaborating more moderate 
approaches. As the Center for social dialogue and regional initiatives 
5 Center for social dialogue and regional initiatives, Normalization of relations 

between Belgrade and Pristina from citizens’ perspective - What we know and 
what we feel?, Belgrade Forum, October 2019, http://www.belgradeforum.
org/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/Serbian-Hearts-and-Minds-on-Kosovo-Octo-
ber-2019.pdf

6 Center for Social Dialogue and Regional Initiatives, Normalization of relations 
between Belgrade and Pristina – A long walk to agreement, Belgrade Forum, 23 
October 2019, http://www.belgradeforum.org/normalization-of-relations-betwe-
en-belgrade-and-pristina-a-long-walk-to-agreement/

7 Ibid.
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mentions in its study ‘such a strong view on Kosovo in the Serbian 
public point to the need to ameliorate the emotional and symbolic roots 
of this issue before reaching a sustainable, legally binding agreement. 
That recognition of Kosovo independence would be hard to sell to the 
citizens tells the fact that only between 15% and 20% of respondents 
would accept some of the scenarios which entail that option’8.

As already demonstrated the policy-making process is twofold. On 
the one hand, there is a strong nationalistic stance on the part of the 
Serbian government and mainstream political parties, which influence 
the public opinion, whereas the public opinion on its part strongly 
influences the policies pursued, leaving no space for moderate parties. 
This principle of docked vessels only reinforces nationalist and anti-
Kosovo sentiment in Serbia. Virtually any political force that would 
politically address the issue of finding a solution to the Kosovo problem 
will face well-prepared public opinion that would not accept it. It is 
impossible to choose another political force governing the country that 
would take a different stand from the extreme nationalist position on 
Kosovo and this creates an extremely stable situation over time for not 
resolving these issues, although not resolving them is an obstacle for 
both countries to continue on their path to European integration.

Moreover, nationalism in one country triggers responses in other 
countries, creating preconditions for even greater aggravation of inter-
state relations. Thus, in 2017, Serbia deliberately provoked Kosovars 
by sending a train labeled ‘Kosovo is Serbia.’ And the Kosovars readily 
accepted the thrown glove. For its part, Kosovo itself has demonstrated 
an aggressive policy internationally, such as imposing 100% tariffs on 
Serbian goods.

These nationalist tendencies are not unique to the Serbia-Kosovo 
relations. Unfortunately, we see that such relations dominate the dispute 
between Bulgaria and Northern Macedonia, for example. Instead of 
seeking a pragmatic solution to the dispute, politicians from Bulgaria 
and North Macedonia get involved with nationalistic rhetoric, along 
with their own populations thus creating more obstacles to reaching 
consensus.
8 Ibid.



Bulgaria and Macedonia have been trying to resolve the dispute 
over the common past and some controversial moments in connection 
with recent history for years. A special multidisciplinary commission of 
Bulgarian and Macedonian scholars was set up to decide on common 
history, common historical figures and heroes, as well as language and 
other issues. For many reasons, the work of the commission is not 
going well, with both parties shifting responsibility to one another. The 
peak of the dispute was when Bulgaria officially opposed at the end of 
2020 during the German presidency of the Council of the EU to start 
negotiations for membership of the Republic of Northern Macedonia 
and Albania in the European Union. For many European politicians 
and observers, this move made by Bulgaria came as a complete 
surprise, as it was Bulgaria that stubbornly raised the question of the 
European perspective for the Western Balkans for years. And when 
the opportunity finally opened, to at least start negotiations, Bulgaria 
blocked this process.

The roots of the Bulgarian decision point in two directions. On 
the one hand, no success was achieved in clarifying the common 
past between the two countries, while on the other hand, a clear anti-
Macedonian opinion was created in the Bulgarian society, which is 
difficult to overcome by progressive political parties. According to 
a survey conducted by Alpha Research, 83.8% of Bulgarian citizens 
do not agree with Bulgaria’s support of the Republic of Northern 
Macedonia for EU membership until an agreement is reached on facts 
from Bulgaria’s historical past.9

The issue has shifted to the context of nationalist discourse, without 
taking into account the wider interests of Bulgaria and the EU as such, 
namely the future membership of the Western Balkan countries in 
the Union. Nationalist rhetoric is actively used by nationalist parties 
to gain influence inside the country such as ‘we will not allow the 
Republic of Northern Macedonia to steal our history’, ‘there is no 
9 Alpha Research, Public attitudes towards Bulgaria’s position on the start of ne-

gotiations of the Republic of North Macedonia for EU membership, October 
2020, https://alpharesearch.bg/post/973-obshtestveni-naglasi-kum-poziciata-na- 
bulgaria-otnosno-zapochvaneto-na-pregovori-na-republika-severna-makedo-
nia-za-chlenstvo-v-es.html 
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Macedonian ‘language’, ‘the history of Macedonia before 1944 is the 
history of Bulgaria’, etc. thus playing on the emotions of the Bulgarian 
population. Obviously, they successfully influence the Bulgarian public 
opinion and contribute to the growth of nationalist sentiments. On the 
other side, these narratives remain incomprehensible abroad and can 
hardly be accepted by the international community, as they do not 
rest on principles of international law. It should be noted that similar 
processes are evolving in the neighboring North Macedonia, where 
anti-Bulgarian speeches and provocative activities are inherent to the 
government of Northern Macedonia and political parties.

Similar tendencies exist in most of the countries in the region, where 
we witness growing authoritarianism and the planting of nationalism, 
which in turn serves anti-democratic leaders very well, placing 
themselves in the light of the only defenders of the ‘national interest’.

The most important political issue is how to get out of this vicious 
circle of the Balkans without letting new contradictions to spread 
around? The transformative forces are the young generations of the 
Balkan countries, who will replace the current political leaders, many 
of whom are linked to the former security services from the socialist 
era, or involved in corruption schemes and links to different criminal 
groups. These young people, many of whom have graduated from 
universities in Western European countries or the USA, have a radically 
different thinking and could better understand the changing world we 
live in. There is, however, a new set of issues that pose a specific risk to 
all Balkan countries. And this is the emigration of young people from 
the countries in the region, or brain drain.

As it is mentioned in a study commissioned by the World Bank 
‘in recent years, high unemployment and a lack of job opportunities 
have made emigration from the region a viable option for young, 
educated people, resulting in a significant brain drain in some sending 
countries’10. 
10  World Bank, Western Balkans Labor Market Trends 2018, http://documents1.

worldbank.org/curated/en/565231521435487923/pdf/124354-Western-Balkans-
Labor-market-trends-2018-final.pdf



It is also mentioned in the study, that between the years 1990 and 
2015 from Albania, Kosovo, and Bosnia and Herzegovina over 30 
percent of the resident population left and the bulk of emigrants across 
countries were in the age group between 20 and 39. According to the 
World Bank ‘The future competitiveness of the region’s economies is 
further at risk if large-scale emigration of well-educated or highly 
skilled young people continues.’11I believe that the political and 
economic future of the region, to a large extent, is put at risk if this 
trend continues. 

Great power competition and the role of the external 
factors on the Balkans 
The Balkans have always been a playground for competition of 

the great powers and have often become an arena for clashes of their 
interests. Due to its geostrategic importance, the Balkan region still 
remains a field for competition between different actors.

There are many factors which predetermine the importance of the 
region. First of all, the countries in the region have expressed their desire 
in joining the EU and NATO (Serbia stated its interest to join the EU 
only), expanding the geostrategic positioning of these two organizations. 
The enlargement process itself provokes tension with countries which 
oppose it and see it as a threat to their interests and security. On the 
other hand, the region is of great importance for the security of Europe 
and for the Euro-Atlantic community as a whole. Next, the region is 
an important transport corridor between Asia, Africa and Europe. The 
third reason is related to the demographic characteristics of individual 
countries, such as the presence of the Muslim population and the 
opportunity for external Muslim countries to exercise influence, or the 
presence of Orthodox Christianity and Slavs, which is perceived as an 
area of   influence of Russia, for example.
11 World Bank, Western Balkans Labor Market Trends 2018, http://documents1.

worldbank.org/curated/en/565231521435487923/pdf/124354-Western-Balkans-
Labor-market-trends-2018-final.pdf
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The external players on the Balkans might be classified in different 
ways. One possible classification is to divide these players according to 
their potential role in the future development of the Balkan countries. 
In the first group are these players who claim and have the opportunity 
to be a role model for social, political and economic development for 
the countries of the Western Balkans, while in the second group are 
those players who have influence, but who do not represent a role model 
for development to be followed by the countries from the region. The 
degree of influence of these factors depends on the scale of their ability to 
promote interests through various mechanisms they have, and on the other 
hand, the ability or willingness of the countries in the region to resist to 
external influence. The EU and individual EU member states, the United 
States, China, Russia, as well as more complex factors, such as Islam, 
which is not represented by just one country, could be identified as the 
main geostrategic players in the Balkans. As evident from the COVID-19 
crisis, the abovementioned factors would use different opportunities for 
influence, while the confrontation between them intensifies.

The European Union is undoubtedly a role model for all countries 
from the region. Currently Montenegro, Serbia, the Republic of North 
Macedonia and Albania are official candidates for EU membership, 
while Bosnia and Herzegovina and Kosovo are potential candidate 
countries. Accession negotiations and new chapters have been opened 
with Montenegro and Serbia.

The EU’s approach to the Western Balkans is multifaceted. It 
includes political stabilization of the region, resolving existing conflicts 
and creating conditions for EU membership through helping the 
countries to reach all accession criteria. Among priorities of the EU 
is reducing the malign role of external forces such as Russia, China, 
the Arab countries, etc. and at the same time creating a new economic 
paradigm for the whole region.

It can be stated that the European Union is the major factor for the 
development of the individual Balkan countries in all areas, such as 
politics, economics, education, social activities, etc. The EU is the most 
important trading partner and biggest donor of aid for the countries. 
Due to its role, the EU and its enlargement policy towards the Western 
Balkans is a key factor for reforms, as the countries must meet certain 



criteria to receive membership. Unfortunately, we observe that reforms 
in countries that are already negotiating their membership are going 
very slow. On the other hand, the failure to address the issues that are 
a prerequisite for membership also remains a serious obstacle. This is 
relevant especially to the dispute between Serbia and Kosovo.

There is no coherent view on the future enlargement of the EU with 
regards to the Balkan countries per se. Some EU member states provide 
serious criticism towards the countries from the Western Balkans, 
pointing out the deficits in the functioning economy, the rule of law, 
organized crime, corruption, etc. Although in 2020 during the German 
Presidency of the Council of the EU it was agreed to start negotiations 
with Macedonia and Albania, Bulgaria vetoed this process. It is still 
unclear when the procedure for launching the negotiation process with 
Macedonia and Albania can be resumed. The delay in the integration of 
the Western Balkans into the EU puts the region in strategic uncertainty 
and in the ‘Gray Zone’ of Europe. This vacuum is being filled by other 
global players pursuing their own interests. Although support for EU 
membership remains high in general, a large part of the population in 
the Balkan countries is losing hope that the desired membership will 
ever come true.

The latest multinational survey of the Western Balkans by the 
International Republican Institute’s (IRI) Center for Insights in Survey 
Research (CISR) shows that when asked how they would vote if a 
referendum was held the next day, majorities in all countries said they 
would vote in favor of EU integration. In Kosovo, an overwhelming 
majority (93 percent) support accession, and strong majorities in BiH 
(76 percent) and North Macedonia (74 percent) would also vote to 
join the EU.12 At the same time public expectations in the region are 
decreasing. Sixty six percent of people in Serbia believe they will not 
join the EU until 2030, if they do so at all.13

12 International Republican Institute, Western Balkans Poll Shows Strong Support 
for EU, 2 June 2020,  https://www.iri.org/resource/western-balkans-poll-shows-
strong-support-eu

13 Beáta Huszka, The power of perspective: Why EU membership still matters in 
the Western Balkans, European Council on Foreign Relations, 7 January 2020, 
https://ecfr.eu/publication/the_power_of_perspective_why_eu_membership_
still_matters_in_western_balkans/
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The role of the United States in the Balkans is largely similar to that 
of the EU. The United States is also a model for development of the 
countries. The interests of the US in the region can be traced in several 
directions. First, the United States is interested in resolving existing 
problems and conflicts between countries and strengthening the security 
of the entire region. Second, President Biden’s administration has set 
global goals for competing with China, deterring Russia, promoting 
democracy, and more. All these aspects will be reflected in the US’ 
approach in the Balkans.

The previous US administration tried to mediate in resolving the 
problems between Serbia and Kosovo and finding a radical and lasting 
solution. It became clear that the proposed decision, which envisaged 
exchange territories, was not accepted by the disputing parties and was 
questioned by the European Union and some of its member states. Better 
coordination between the United States and the European Union is very 
important for the successful implementation of different initiatives. 

After the new US administration has come to power, it could 
be expected that the role of the US in the Balkans would become 
more visible. The United States is anticipated to have a more active 
policy of limiting the influence of China and Russia. Undoubtedly, 
China’s economic and political expansion in the region, especially 
the takeover of key infrastructure, such as airports and harbors, will 
provoke a tougher US reaction. Next will be the desire to limit China’s 
technological expansion, especially in the field of 5G networks with 
Chinese technology. This will be partly influenced by the fact that 
Albania, Northern Macedonia, and Montenegro are also members of 
NATO, and the security of communications is of particular importance 
within NATO. Next, it can be expected that the United States will also 
oppose China’s attempts to extend its political and cultural influence to 
individual countries in the region.

The United States has already called for a more stringent policy 
toward Russia and limit its influence in different regions, including 
the Balkans. This would mean blocking Russia’s attempts to oppose 
the Euro-Atlantic integration of countries in the region, countering 
propaganda, hybrid threats and cyber-threats emanating from Russia. 



Undoubtedly, there will be a negative reaction from the United States 
against Russia’s attempts to pursue its energy policy and promoting 
political influence through gas exports and transit. The United States 
has already expressed a negative view of the construction of Nord 
Stream 2 and the Turkish Stream, which are considered by the United 
States to be elements of Russia’s geostrategic influence.

A specific player in the Balkans is Islam. No single country can be 
personified in backing the Muslim communities, or educating imams, 
etc. The main factors in this direction are the Gulf Countries, Turkey, 
Egypt, but also the Muslim communities in some West European 
Countries. Islam represents a specific model of behaviour and regulation 
of social relations, but it also has economic influence, especially where 
there is a Muslim population. In the recent years, we have seen the entry 
from abroad of new, more radical forms of Islam among the Muslim 
population in the Balkans. This is done mainly through the training 
of imams in Gulf countries or the implementation of various projects 
sponsored by other Muslim countries. To a certain extent, Turkey, which 
perceives itself as a protector of the Muslims in the Balkans, also plays 
a role in the spread of a more aggressive forms of Islam in the Balkans.

The role of Russia and China on the Balkans
Russia is an old player on the Balkans and its interests, as well as 

its presence in the region has been made noticeable. However, Russia 
remains far away from a model of development to be followed by most 
countries.

According to The Russian International Affairs Council (RIAC), 
one of the pro-Kremlin Russian think tanks, The Balkans are also 
important (for Russia) in the context of Russia-Europe, Russia-EU and 
Russia-NATO relations. In the future, the region may take far from the 
last place in the emerging architecture of relations with Russia’s two 
neighbors - China and Turkey.14

Russia’s interests can be traced in several directions. Above all, 
this is to prevent further NATO enlargement. The Russia’s National 
14 The Russian International Affairs Council (RIAC), Россия на Балканах, https://

russiancouncil.ru/balkans
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Security Strategy clearly identifies NATO as a major threat.15 Although 
Russia has not been able to oppose the NATO membership of some of 
the countries in the region, it would do everything possible to prevent 
any future enlargement or create discord among the member states. 
Russia’s interests in the Balkans are also related to the possibility of 
transporting energy resources, preserving Russian investments in some 
member states, as well as establishing all forms of influence. 

Russia also sees itself as a protector of the Slavic population and 
the Orthodox Christianity. According to a pro-Kremlin think-tank 
RIAC – The Russian International Affairs Council ‘The (Balkan) 
region is a home to a culturally close and politically loyal to Russia 
population, which can be found not only in Serbia, but also in other 
countries. Consequently, the Russia’s position can receive the greatest 
understanding and support.16

Russia uses all possible means to exercise its influence and to 
promote its interests. This includes using energy projects, political 
parties, NGOs, the media, the Russian Orthodox Church and others. 
A favorable factor for Russia’s influence is the positive attitude of part 
of the population in some of the countries in the region, and it seeks 
to strengthen this attitude. A good example of this approach is the so-
called vaccine diplomacy and the provision of Russian vaccines for 
some of the Balkan countries.

The vaccine diplomacy has been successfully implemented by 
another player in the Balkans, which is China. China is a relatively 
new and largely unknown player in the Balkans, with two main 
interests. First to implement projects within the ‘One Belt, One Road’ 
initiative. Second, to find markets for their goods and especially high-
tech products and systems. Obviously, China has long-term interests 
in the region as it is trying to establish a positive attitude towards 
itself. In addition to vaccine diplomacy, China is building cultural 
institutes and using all possible factors to build a positive image of 
itself. According to Vladimir Shopov, an analyst of China’s role on the 
15 National Security Strategy of the Russian Federation, published in https://

rg.ru/2015/12/31/nac-bezopasnost-site-dok.html
16  The Russian International Affairs Council (RIAC), Россия на Балканах, https://

russiancouncil.ru/balkans



Balkans, ‘Beijing has an increasingly expansive, structured approach 
to using culture as a diplomatic tool in the Western Balkans’17. 

According to Shopov, ‘China has focused on practical cooperation 
with ministries, state agencies, and companies involved in infrastructure, 
energy, and finance.’ 18The local media also presents China as a 
friendly economic power that is open to cooperation and capable of 
providing financial and other opportunities. Indeed, the general opinion 
of China is of a distant, benevolent and rich partner. China presents 
itself on the international stage as a model for development, especially 
in economic and technological terms, as well as a role model in the field 
of international relations, different from that of the United States.

On the Balkans Beijing has focused on ambitious, large-scale 
projects aimed at the core of countries’ economies. Yet, there is growing 
evidence that China is also taking a much more nuanced, multi-level 
approach to the region. Nonetheless Vladimir Shopov points out 
that ‘the China’s economic footprint in the Western Balkans remains 
relatively small, with the country accounting for roughly 6 per cent of 
regional trade.’19

The expansion of China’s networks in the Western Balkans is 
gradually affecting policies, practices, and developments in societies 
across the region. The country is becoming involved in the domestic 
affairs of some states, as its initiatives there begin to bear fruit. From 
this perspective, the Balkans can be expected to be an arena of clash of 
conflicting interests of China, on the one hand, and the EU, the United 
States and its allies, on the other.

A black-swan scenario – Cyber-attack against critical 
infrastructure of Serbia
Scenario-based planning is useful tool in regions like Balkans where 

the security situation is complex and there are competing interests of 
17 Vladimir Shopov, Decade of patience: How China became a power in the Wes-

tern Balkans, European Council on Foreign Relations, 2 February 2021, https://
ecfr.eu/publication/decade-of-patience-how-china-became-a-power-in-the-wes-
tern-balkans/

18 Ibid.
19 Ibid.
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many external players. A black-swan scenario for the Balkans could 
be a major cyber-attack against the electricity system of one of the 
countries in the region, for example in Serbia.

The attack began by cutting off electricity of the capital, Belgrade. 
The transport network, the hospitals, the airport cease to function. The 
city was blocked. Attempts to fix the crash were unsuccessful. Something 
more, on the second day of the accident, several more cities in Serbia 
were affected. The power outage caused an accident at a chemical plant 
in Knjazevac, killing many workers. The poisoning gas quickly moved 
to the nearby city of Nis, killing many people, including five Russians 
working at the Serbian-Russian Humanitarian Center. The crisis has 
begun taking enormous proportions, causing damage to the economy. A 
humanitarian and medical crisis erupted. Serbia asked Russia for help 
dealing with the crisis, prompting Russia to send 100 troops. Serbia 
also turned to China for technical and expert assistance.

On the third day, a Serbian official announced that everything was 
caused by a cyber-attack being carried out by a group of Albanian 
individuals located on the territory of Kosovo.

Serbia was preparing troops to enter Kosovo and neutralize the 
group. Paramilitary formations and nationalities on both sides began 
preparations for hostilities.

Albania was convening a NATO meeting and preparing to assist 
Kosovo’s Albanians in the event that Serbian troops entered Kosovo. 
Russia and China unambiguously supported Serbia and warned NATO 
not to take any action. The crisis was gaining a broad international 
character and threatening world peace.

The likelihood of such a scenario should be further explored. 
Undoubtedly, there are going to be many more cyber-attacks in 
the future, and every country must take preventive actions to create 
resilience mechanisms, especially to take measures for the protection 
of critical infrastructure, which in many countries, is already in private 
hands and security issues are often overlooked.

Rising nationalisms in the Balkans make it likely that politicians 
can easily blame the opponents or other countries for any issues or 
their shortfalls. Nationalism is used by authoritarian and/or populist 
leaders to pursue their interests even with the danger of provoking 



larger conflicts. In the Balkans, the interests of various global players 
are intertwined, and this also poses a certain risk of escalating any crisis 
at the international level.

The security of the Balkans depends on how quickly and in which 
way the existing problems will be solved. This includes reducing 
nationalistic rhetoric. Building resilience and the construction of crisis 
response systems in order to prevent the crisis from spreading and 
getting out of control is extremely important. 

Increasing the stability in the Balkans through 
cooperation projects
It is crucial for the security and stability of the Balkans that countries 

see a clear prospect of their EU membership, including that people are 
aware that the future of their countries lies within the EU. Undoubtedly, 
the processes of transformation of the states themselves will take time 
and efforts, but these efforts shall be rewarded.

From this point of view, any project that contributes to the 
connectivity between the EU and the individual countries in the region 
is key. In some areas, this can happen relatively quickly and easily. 
For example, connectivity was established in the telecommunication 
sectors of EU and the Balkan countries. This is a good example that can 
be applied in other areas.

During the Bulgarian presidency of the Council of the EU, Sofia 
Security Forum proposed establishing different working groups formats 
within the European Union, in which the countries of the Western 
Balkans could participate in the discussion of various issues and policies. 
Of course, they cannot be an element of the decision-making process 
of the EU, but they will allow the views of these countries to be heard. 
This could be, for example, a working group for discussing migration 
policies and decisions. Migration is a common problem and taking into 
account the views of these countries may be of mutual interest.

The future of the countries of the Western Balkans largely 
depends on the young people, on their ambitions and commitments 
to the countries’ development. Countries in the region definitely need 
new young leaders. That is why the EU can introduce more projects, 
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including through Erasmus +, aimed at training young political leaders 
and youth entrepreneurship. As noted above in the article, the brain 
drain of young talents from the Western Balkans to Western Europe, 
the United States and other countries presents a huge challenge. These 
processes not only deprive the economy of a promising workforce, 
but also take away public energy for transformation. That is why the 
development of projects targeting young people in the region should be 
among the EU’s priorities.

The third area in which the EU should work more closely with 
Balkan countries is the management of the Covid crisis and overcoming 
its consequences. The crisis has created many new challenges, but it 
has also opened up new perspectives. It showed us how dependent the 
European economies are on supplies from Asian countries and above 
all from China. Some of the key European companies have begun to 
rethink their supply chains but this process requires in-depth analysis 
and support from the states. It is an opportunity for the EU and its 
member states to work actively with the region to analyze which 
industries could be moved to the Balkan countries. This is a win-win 
situation. On one hand, it shortens the lines of supply and services, 
which is positive for the European businesses, on the other hand, the 
countries of the Western Balkans will develop new industries and create 
new job opportunities for their populations. 

The transformation of the Balkans is not complete. There are still 
many problems and the influence of foreign factors is strong. It is very 
important to give the Western Balkans a perspective for future the EU 
membership. The EU has many leverages and mechanisms to help the 
Western Balkan countries in their way to the membership and it is of 
utmost importance that the EU clearly shows to these countries that the 
question of their integration to the Union is not ‘if’ but ‘when’. 



6. Security Challenges in the Balkans

Sandro Knezović, PhD, IRMO, Zagreb

3 security challenges in the Balkans
In the Balkans, 30 years have passed since the collapse of the 

communist regime and introduction of basic democratic institutional 
framework and procedures. Regardless of substantial assistance from the 
EU and NATO within the framework of Europeanisation, the progress 
of the reforms process is rather modest. It leaves the region fragile, both 
in terms of intra-regional relations and resilience to security challenges. 
There are different challenges that are threatening the functionality of 
the reforms process and overall stability of the region. However, there 
are three overarching set of challenges that are illustrative of complexity 
of current security landscape of the Balkans.

a) Unfinished state-building process and weak institutions
The democratic deficit among the countries in the Balkans is much 

more structural and deeply rooted problem than what can be reflected 
in clearly visible absence of respect for democratic principles in every 
day political life of the countries in the region. Some of them are still 
struggling with broader international recognition of statehood and/or 
lack of institutional functionality that allows a viable exit strategy of 
international institutions that are still present on the ground and are 
having a significant impact on political life for already few decades. 
Furthermore, some of them still claim authority and attempt to 
implement policies over territories that are de facto independent from 
their influence, if not entirely recognised by international community. 
This produces hardship in developing a realistic strategic approach 
towards the state’s own borders and rational allocation of funds within 
the state budget. 



Hence, it is clear that the state-building process, at least in the way 
defined by textbooks of political science, is far from being finished. 
Sensitivity of political disputes and cleavages, that prevents these pro-
cesses from being successfully finalised, is still having high signifi-
cance in political life of countries in our focus, which makes settlement 
of outstanding issues in this specific field highly unlikely in the period 
to come. An illustrative graph of World Bank’s Governance Indica-
tors clearly shows a huge gap in quality of governance between the 
Western Balkans countries and EU member states. Especially the last 
two indicators (Rule of Law and Corruption) show a dramatic nega-
tive trend in the Western Balkans countries that paralyses their state  
apparatus and disables them from achieving any viable progress in the 
reforms process. 

b) Rising nationalism and populism
The process of EU integration has been stalled since the last 

accession of Croatia in 2013. There are different geostrategic, 
economic and cultural reasons for this development, as well as several 
important consequences. The one that is outstanding is the rapid rise of 
nationalist and populist actors that are averting the political trends and 
developments in the region. 

Figure 6. The World Bank’s Worldwide Governance Indicators database. 
Source: https://info.worldbank.org/governance/wgi/ 
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With bleached EU accession perspective, narratives of unfinished 
business started reappearing, calling for finalisation of different national 
projects that are frequently overlapping with the national projects of 
others. Unfinished states, unresolved statutory issues within states that 
complicate the relations between their organisational units and almost 
invisible ‘carrots’ of EU accession process are offering a window of 
opportunity for the nationalist forces to reappear at the regional political 
arena. Additionally, a cumbersome political and economic perspective 
in the countries of the region, during and in the immediate aftermath of 
COVID-19 pandemic that leaves very few things to be offered to wider 
population, ‘opens the perspective’ for the local political elites to blame 
the others for setbacks and back-sliding, especially in the pre-election 
period. 

The environment illustrated above seriously threatens to light 
the old fires of conflict from the early 90s, which would cement the 
region as a ‘black hole’ of the EU integration process, and leave 
the big European project unfinished. Given the specific location of 
the region – a soft-belly of the EU – the Union itself would remain 
vulnerable to the threats and challenges from its own backyard. Lack 
of clear developmental perspective, which is in the Western Balkans 
closely related to the EU accession process, opens a perspective for 
other interpretations of societal dynamics that are not always fond 
of the western liberal-democratic normative system and geopolitical 
implications of its extension to the East and South. The actors promoting 
these ideas are able to offer significant amount of material and financial 
assets to populist and clientelist political elites that are not capable of 
meeting demanding criteria for a more substantial EU pre-accession 
funding. This, of course fortifies the geostrategic and especially geo-
economic position of these actors which cumulatively threatens to avert 
the trends of Europeanisation. Given the fact that the funds acquired 
‘at the international market’ in a very discretionary way are distributed 
internally to those who can secure the preservation of power of the 
regime, this type of allocation fosters the development of corruption 
and organised crime, that will be tackled in the next few paragraphs.
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c) Corruption and organised crime
Corruption and organised crime represent the biggest threat to the 

stability and sustainable development of Western Balkans countries. The 
phenomena of corruption were neither invented in this part of Europe 
nor were they developed in the turbulent nineties. One can claim that it 
is actually present ever since the early period of development of human 
society. However, the post-socialist and post-conflict environment 
of the late nineties represented an excellent pool for exponential rise 
of both corruption and organised crime. Weak and non-functioning 
state apparatuses, as well as vacuum in the security systems after the 
dissolution of the former socialist state, created an opportunity for 
the growing networks of organised crime and corruption to infiltrate 
and cement their position within the state system itself, blocking 
the possibility of any sustainable consolidation and development of 
functional apparatuses with efficient state and non-state institutions. 

Other than that, the perception of that type of system by both the 
citizens and international organisations (the EU in particular) has a det-
rimental effect on the potential of the state to develop into a functioning 
institutional body. First of all, the citizens have a high level of distrust in 
institutions of the state, their transparency in the process of public spend-
ing and are therefore less motivated to abide by the prescribed principles, 
especially tax-related ones. Secondly, the international organisations like 

Figure 7. Source: Official Web-Page of the Transparency International –  
https://www.transparency.org/en# 



the EU, which have a clear mechanism of conditionality for any prog-
ress in both the EU accession process and/or availability of pre-accession 
funds are less prone to grant the state with any type of assistance if it fails 
to transparently present the way the resources will be utilised. 

A very indicative parameter that clearly defines the volume and the 
structure of problem in the field of corruption and organised crime is the 
Corruption Perceptions Index (CPI) of the Transparency International 
which ranks countries by their perceived levels of public sector 
corruption, as determined by expert assessments and opinion surveys, 
since 1995. 

How will the great power competition evolve in the 
Balkans in the next 5 years?
The period after the fall of the Berlin Wall has brought the European 

political landscape into the relatively calm waters. After the end of bipolar 
system of international relations, based on the strong ideological cleavage, 
there was an overarching impression that the terms regularly attributed 
to the concept of political realism (conflict, geostrategy, power balance, 
coercion, deterrence, etc.) became utterly obsolete. There were even some 
renowned analysts of the international relations (e.g., Francis Fukuyama) 
who spoke about ‘the end of history’. The process of Europeanization 
within the wider framework of EU enlargement to the East, as well as 
the conditionality of the process of NATO enlargement, have brought the 
norms at the forefront and strengthened the constructivist approach to the 
IR at the expense of realism.

However, as any other project in the IR, the EU and NATO en-
largement carried their geostrategic implications and consequentially 
provoked assertiveness of their opponents and their attempt to slow 
them down if not to stop them. The process of EU enlargement in 
particular faced serious obstacles within the EU itself, as well as due to 
inappropriate pace of reforms process in the remaining candidate and 
potential candidate states, which opens possibilities for other big players 
to position themselves in this environment. This is visible in the Western 
Balkans where the legitimacy of the EU is being openly questioned, and 
where there are numerous unresolved issues that prevent the countries 

100     S A N D R O  K N E Z O V I Ć



S E C U R I T Y  C H A L L E N G E S  I N  T H E  B A L K A N S      101

to move forward despite the fact that there have been more than twenty 
years since the institutionalisation of the Stabilisation and Association 
Process that was designed to consolidate the countries of the region and 
enable them to join the EU. 

More concretely, the Kosovo status stalemate will continue blocking 
both its reforms process in the elementary stage of international 
recognition and accession to the Euro-Atlantic structures, as well 
as Serbia’s attempts to speed-up the process of wider international 
affirmation and European integration. The last one is being the 
highest priority of its foreign policy and an essential precondition 
for a substantial economic development of the country, stuck in the 
unfavourable position of underdeveloped post-socialist economy with 
high level of unemployment and current-account deficit, coupled with 
low living standard and brain-drain of working population. On the 
other hand, as a consequence of current state of the process of state-
building and institutional development, Kosovo is facing a significant 
economic backsliding, political instability and polarisation. Bosnia and 
Herzegovina is facing an institutional deadlock since the beginning of 
the state-building process in the immediate post-Dayton period. The 
system of governance that was designed to ‘institutionalise the end of 
conflict’ failed to show capacity to provide a framework for sustainable 
development of political and economic life. The decision-making 
process is cumbersome and time-consuming. The aforementioned, 
toppled by high political tensions along the national lines prevents the 
country from clearly defining its strategic priorities, not to speak about 
any kind of capacity to define and conduct a reasonable implementation 
plan. This inevitably affects the perception of citizens and their level of 
satisfaction with the state administration, as well as their willingness to 
function as law-abiding citizens. This widens the manoeuvring space for 
corrupt and criminal activities, which additionally hampers the modest 
attempts to create and maintain a functional state. Similar problems, 
albeit less dramatic, are burdening the administrative frameworks of 
divided societies in Montenegro and North Macedonia, as well as of 
the weak state system in Albania. The first two are forced to cope with 
unfinished nation-building processes and conflicting relations with the 



second largest national group (Serbs in Montenegro and Albanians in 
North Macedonia), which additionally burdens weak and corrupt state 
apparatus with complicated distribution of power on lower levels of 
governance.  Albania, as the least developed country in the region, 
struggles with overall dysfunctionality of state administration, with the 
most complicated problems in the field of judiciary, election process 
and parliamentarian life.

The complexity of the problems explained above that are unresolved 
for such a long period of time, combined with bleak EU integration 
perspective and necessity of populist political elites to secure ‘the next 
mandate’ are opening a manoeuvring space to those who would like 
to (re)establish their position in the region at the expense of role of 
normative power of the EU. While Russia and China represent the 
biggest challenge to the ‘new world order’ designed by the West – 
primarily the US – in the aftermath of the fall of Berlin Wall, there are 
other players as well that would like to have a visible role in political 
and economic developments in this part of Europe. Since Russia and 
China will be in focus of the next chapter, we will concentrate here on 
the broader picture of ‘regional geostrategic wrestling’ and the role of 
others like Turkey, Arab States and post-Brexit UK. 

Namely, the Western Balkans in its current geostrategic and 
geo-economic environment represents an interesting region where 
recalculation of strategic balance between different players in an 
increasingly complicated and deregulated IR can take place. As it was 
clearly explained above, the region’s geographic location (soft-belly of 
the EU) and unclear position in contemporary strategic reshuffle due 
to unsuccessful transition process and inability to accede to the Euro-
Atlantic structures is raising the debt for all other to attempt to take their 
positions in the Western Balkans regardless of relatively modest natural 
reserves and underdeveloped infrastructure in the region. The region 
itself is at the cross-roads of migration routes from Asia and Africa to 
Europe, the Balkan Route with different types of trafficking (humans, 
weapons, narcotics, etc) is still a well-known security challenge for the 
developed West and the weakness of state apparatuses and economies 
in the Western Balkans makes these states a very favourable ‘exclusive 
partner’ for co-operation in political, security and economic field. 
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Turkey has clearly turned away from a decades-long and unsuc-
cessful attempt to become a full-fledged member of the EU. This has 
happened both due to Turkey’s lack of will and capacity to accept even 
some basic EU principles and to the fierce opposition within a number 
of EU member states to the continuation of that process. With the 
current President Erdogan, it made a sharp strategic turn in an attempt to 
reassert the Ottoman-style strategic relevance. For that reason, Turkey 
has not only relativized the importance of EU accession process, but 
also created severe cleavages within NATO – in particular in relations 
with the US – in an attempt to foster military co-operation with Russia to 
maximise its influence in the wider Middle East and Syria in particular. 
The region of Western Balkans is not only relevant for political, but 
also for economic reasons, where Turkey uses its economic strength 
and size to strike lucrative deals and maximise profits. Those that have 
larger relevance, like projects in the field of energy, traffic, culture 
and education give Turkey an opportunity to gain significant political 
profits that would allow it to cement its position as a relevant player in 
the region. 

The Gulf States, despite not being great, represent a significant 
foreign actor in the region, especially in the countries with dominant 
or at least significant share of Muslim population. While Turkey uses 
Islam to a tolerable extent as an ideological and identity pattern in 
an endeavour to exert its influence, the Gulf States consider political 
Islam as a fundamental idea that should be spread wherever possible, 
especially in regions like the Western Balkans from which it is not that 
difficult to reach the political and economic spectrum of ‘the capitalist-
dominated West’. While there are lucrative projects that seem to be 
exclusively or at least predominantly economically motivated – like the 
project ‘Belgrade on Water’ – vast majority of them are ideological and 
cultural with strong political significance. An unmeasurable amount of 
‘petrol dollars’ has been invested in various types of formal and informal 
educational and cultural endeavours (predominantly religious), but 
also in real-estate purchase and strategic infrastructure projects that 
can barely be cleansed from undisplayed strategic interests in the 
background even in much more consolidated states. The fact that the 



shady post-socialist transition has left significant amount of uneducated 
and deprived youth desperate and ‘in seek for an appropriate social 
framework’, makes it not a surprise to find that relatively high number 
of ‘foreign fighters’ from the Western Balkans decided to join radical 
Islamist forces in battlefields in different corners of Middle East and 
beyond. The fact that a number of them has returned to their places 
of origin during last years, and that they do not reintegrate easily into 
their societies, keep them open to different ways of instrumentalization 
and additional radicalisation which presents a significant security risk 
for this part of Europe and a potential channel of influence for ‘the 
exporters of Islamic extremism’. 

Post-Brexit UK is an interesting new player on the strategic chess-
board of the Western Balkans, due to the fact that it is still one of the 
leading actors within the transatlantic community and one of the most 
prominent members of the Atlantic Alliance, with centuries-long track-
record of respect for basic ‘western values’. Therefore, it is difficult to 
speak about ideological, value-based confrontation with the EU, if not 
for other reasons then for the simple fact that all other strategic rivals 
of the EU are, in a lesser or larger extent, also rivals of the UK itself at 
the broader scale. However, on the other hand, the UK now maximises 
its efforts in different pockets of the globe to re-install its independent 
foreign and security policy, as well as economic and trade policy, in an 
attempt to fortify the position of the globally relevant actor in a post-
Brexit era. Hence, while direct confrontation with the EU and its most 
prominent members is hardly imaginable in the period to come, the 
UK will be a strong competitor in the field of defence industry and 
in particular in the field of trade. In both sectors it will attempt to use 
its size, know-how and strategic leverage in order to secure the most 
profitable bilateral and multilateral deals in the short and medium run.

The Russian and Chinese implication in the region and 
their roles in the next 5 years
Russia has been investing much effort in returning to the global 

scene as one of the key actors. While the post-Soviet space is considered 
a zone of almost exclusive Russian interest, regions such as the Western 
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Balkans represent a very opportune playground for a geostrategic 
power-struggle with the West, due to reasons explained earlier on. 
There are different pragmatic reasons for a particular Russian interest 
in the Western Balkans, but the converse is also true. First of all, while 
the region is important for the transport of energy, it also has export 
markets for that product. What is even more important for the short-
term interest of local political elites, arbitrary loans from the Russian 
side represent very useful financial injections to troubled economies 
and their particular political interests. 

Besides these principal economic interests, there are many others of 
less importance. However, they all have one thing in common – at least 
when we deal with the Russian view of the Western Balkans’ strategic 
importance – they represent elements of an integrated endeavour to 
counter Western interests in the region. In this regard, the Kosovo 
conflict in 1999 was a turning point in the Kremlin’s policy towards the 
region, where NATO’s military intervention against its close partner – 
Serbia – was perceived as an obvious neglect of Russian interests in that 
part of Europe. In broader terms, the initiation of the EU and NATO 
enlargement processes that followed – while not being directly opposed 
by Russia in its early stage – came to be seen as a geopolitical loss in a 
region of particular interest.

Since these events – which overlapped with the beginning of 
President Putin’s first term – Russia started reengaging economically in 
the region, slightly opening a manoeuvring space for extended political 
influence and increased strategic positioning. Relying heavily on its 
com parative advantages, such as history, culture, trade, energy and 
special relations, it attempted to strengthen its influence and establish 
strategic long-term partnerships.

Obviously, Russia will continue using the EU enlargement 
‘intermezzo’ to cement its leverage in the region. The trajectory should 
be viewed within the framework of strained relations between Russia 
and the West. Its policy profits from a realistic assessment of its limited 
options in the region. The transatlantic community undoubtedly holds 
greater resources – generous pre-accession funds, attractions of possible 
EU and NATO membership, trade balance and many others – and it is 



clear that Russia cannot offer comparable benefits. What it can do is profit 
from the inconsistency and loopholes of Western policies, relying very 
much on democratic deficits among regional political elites, economic 
hardship and dependence on its energy resources and investments. Pan-
Slavic rhetoric and historical links serve as a catalyser to this increasingly 
assertive and relatively successful policy.

Hence, Russia’s interest will remain the same, to slow down – if 
not stop – the transition processes in the region that would lead to the 
accession of the remaining countries to EU and NATO (in particular to 
NATO). It seems that the impact on long-term consolidation in South 
Eastern Europe is of less importance for Russia. Even if the accession 
does happen, the impression prevails that it would not be considered as 
a substantial blow to Russia’s interests by the Kremlin due to the fact 
that it would increase the number of EU and NATO members marked 
by significant Russian influence, which would dramatically decrease 
both the efficiency of decision-making in these organisations and their 
capacity to respond swiftly to emerging challenges. This would make 
the organisations – particularly the EU – weaker and increasingly 
vulnerable to Russian policies.

China is steadily growing at the international scale, in economic 
and consequentially in political terms. It is continuously expanding its 
network of influences and redefining its goals in different pockets of 
the globe. One of the regions that is becoming increasingly interest-
ing to China, due to wide set of reasons that will be explained in the 
forthcoming lines, is the Western Balkans. In fact, in the shadow of the 
confrontation between the EU and Russia, China managed to assert its 
position in this part of Europe.
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Chinese approach to the region differs significantly from the one 
of the EU. It does not require adoption of demanding political and eco-
nomic standards in order to acquire eligibility for material assistance. 
The procedure of granting is politically driven and hence not subject to 
lengthy auditing procedures. Also, it does not require institutional ca-
pacity at the local level for the absorption of funds or respect of certain 
schemes and standards in their internal distribution. On the other hand, 
unlike in case of Russian approach, the desire is not to create deeply 
rooted political or economic crisis, use certain entity to maintain frozen 
conflict and use it for bargaining with opponents at the local, European 
or global level. Instead, at least in the shorth-term perspective, China 
offers political comradeship through bilateral economic projects that 
are predominantly focused on strategic infrastructure and industry. 

In that manner, profiting from loopholes of EU policies vis-à-vis 
the Western Balkans, China is increasing its political influence in the 
region. First of all, it is becoming increasingly visible in regional terms, 
as an important partner in development of strategic projects that have 
been delayed for a long period and are extremely difficult for financing 
in any other way. Secondly, the importance of this role multiplies at 
the moment when local governments who have taken the loan from 
Chinese state-owned bank that finances the project find it difficult or 
barely possible to maintain the dynamics of pay-off. According to 
recent experience in other parts of the globe (Sri Lanka, Djibouti), 
this opens many possibilities for ‘privileged partnership agreements’, 
concessions or even ownership of strategic infrastructure to China. 
Current situation in Montenegro, a first candidate state that has asked 
the EU to step in and help in paying the Chinese loan for a high-way 
built by Chinese state-owned company, is very illustrative in that regard. 
And last but certainly not the least important – if we consider the wider 
picture – the infrastructural development in the region sponsored by 
China and its increasing strategic leverage in the region perfectly fits 
into the framework of the One Belt One Road Initiative which aims at 
connecting Eurasia with land and sea routes. This Chinese mega-project 
seeks the best ways for Chinese products to reach the European market, 
which should enable it to resolve the fundamental internal Chinese 
challenge – huge developmental gap between its coastal and mainland 

108     S A N D R O  K N E Z O V I Ć



S E C U R I T Y  C H A L L E N G E S  I N  T H E  B A L K A N S      109

provinces. This should strengthen the country and significantly increase 
it leverage in Eurasia and its role in the global arena. 

Logically, China is expected to keep searching for all possible 
mechanisms and/or initiatives like China – Central and Eastern Europe 
Co-operation (China CEEC 17+1) that enable it to improve relations 
with the countries in the wider region and contribute in the long run to 
the overall success of its policies vis-à-vis European market and states 
along the lines of recently mentioned One Belt One Road Initiative. 

A black-swan scenario for the region
The region, as one can see it from the paragraphs above, is facing 

severe difficulties at different levels that represent an important obstacle 
to its sustainable development. Instability of political and economic 
systems in the region make the countries in this part of Europe vulnerable 
to different wider problems and challenges with multiplying effects.

Croatia, as the EU and NATO member state that is bordering the 
region of Western Balkans, hence being the EU’s external border 
to it, has a particular concern over the stability of its south eastern 
neighbourhood. Only considering the shape of the state and it’s more 
than 1000 km long border with Bosnia and Herzegovina clarifies why 
this is so and why the country is really sensitive towards potential 
threats stemming from the neighbourhood. Taking into consideration 
the length of the border between the two states and the fact that, while 
being the EU member, Croatia is still not the member of Schengen 
Area (in other words expected to show capability for extensive border-
management duties, but deprived of lucrative Schengen funds regularly 
used for that), one can easily comprehend the burden that Croatia is 
dealing with today.

In addition to that, there is a fundamental reason for Croatia’s 
concern over the stability of its closest neighbourhood. As it is widely 
known, Croatia is the one of the most prominent European touristic 
destinations not only for European tourists, but for vast number of them 
coming from all around the world. Since the industry suffered a lot in 
the conflict in the early 90s and actually never managed to reconfigure 
and reach the numbers from the pre-war period, the economy of the 



country depends significantly from the income of tourism. The so-
called invisible export of services is actually an excellent tool for 
covering relatively high current account deficit and ensuring relative 
stability of the state budget and entire economy. In addition to that, 
a significant share of food and wine production is actually linked to 
the tourism industry. Instead of being exported, these goods are being 
sold to the foreign consumers as a part of the overall touristic offer. 
Therefore, the well-being of these industries is directly related to the 
success in the field of tourism. Ongoing Covid-19 crisis illustrates in 
the best possible way the vulnerability of Croatia’s economic model 
which is based predominantly on income from services, with the very 
low share of traditional industrial production, not to speak about the 
industry of the future like the AI, renewable energy etc.

It is also widely known that sustainable tourism requires a stable 
environment and is depending significantly on trends. The examples of 
Greece and Northern African states in recent years show how income 
from tourism can dramatically decline in case of instability and inability 
to guarantee safety of tourists. While global pandemic affects everyone, 
which means that Croatia is not the only touristic country that is severely 
affected, the developments in the region are threatening to create an 
environment in which Croatian tourism will remain in an undesirable 
security environment for a much longer period than the one with the 
pandemic. Namely, a long-lasting status-quo of reforms process and 
EU integration, coupled with the rise of populist and clientelist political 
elites and increased meddling of other assertive foreign actors, is 
threatening to complicate the security landscape of the Western Balkans 
in a way that does not exclude the possibility of an armed or a long-
lasting frozen conflict. Lack of EU accession perspective, burdened 
with the conflict environment, threatens to dramatically deteriorate 
the security environment in the region to the point of comparison with 
Southern Caucasus and Central Asia. At this point, using the example of 
Nagorno Karabakh, it is important to point out that the frozen conflict 
is a conflict and not a peaceful period between at least two armed 
escalations. It takes much more to turn it into a peaceful coexistence 
then to witness yet another armed escalation when the balance of power 
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(military, economic or political) makes a change that stimulates one of 
the conflicting parties to materialise the advantage on the battlefield. 

Assertive foreign actors only add another dimension to already 
complex regional security landscape. Namely, further erosion of already 
weak institutions leads to strengthening of para-structures, frequently 
funded from abroad as proxies, which implies their dependence on and 
instrumentalization from ‘the foreign donors’. This consequentially 
leads to a strategic power struggle of different foreign actors, almost 
entirely irrespective of political and developmental needs of the local 
players and entities, and to irreversible democratic back-sliding in which 
democratic criteria would be replaced with short-term interests of para-
structures at the local level and wider strategic goals of ‘the foreign 
donors’. This would entirely delegitimize the mandate of the current 
international organisations in the field and push for the deployment 
of other missions who’s mandate and structure should be negotiated 
among the big players who have already shown conflicting interests in 
the Western Balkans through their role of proxy’s donors. 

The process of the EU accession, in that case, would be practically 
blocked which would imply Union’s substantial delegitimating in this 
region and beyond and gradual evaporation of pro-European political 
forces in the region. This vacuum would be easily filled by other global 
players who are already on the rise in the Western Balkans and by growing 
populist and other undemocratic and para-systemic forces, which would 
cumulatively deconstruct already weak state apparatuses throughout the 
region. Societal consequences could be dramatic, basically all negative 
trends that are visible nowadays in the region – social deprivation, low 
living standard, low level of FDI and employment, level of corruption 
and organised crime, inefficiency of the state, brain drain etc. – could 
get significantly more severe and become barely solvable. 

This could have a paramount spill-over effect to the Western 
Balkans’ immediate surrounding, especially on countries like Croatia 
whose economy depends on the touristic sector that cannot remain 
attractive and profitable in such a deteriorating security environment. 
One year of Covid-19 pandemic that is blocking ordinary functioning of 
the touristic sector already shows even the functional limits of reliance 



on EU funds, not to speak about the negative consequences of the over-
stretching of the national economy that is coping with increased costs 
of public health and social welfare system in the same time when the 
income from tourism is below 50%. 

Therefore, it seems clear that strengthening the real dedication to 
furthering EU integration process of the Western Balkans, within the 
region and in the EU itself, seems to have no alternatives in seeking for 
long-term consolidation of the region. However imperfect and stalled 
due to many reasons stemming from both the EU and region, this 
process offers a long-term perspective of consolidation in the region. 
Acknowledging that does not imply disregarding the fact that current EU 
policies need structural rethinking and reformulation in order to, at the 
same time, keep a recognisable conditionality of the enlargement process 
and show sensibility towards specific character and requirements of 
remaining candidate and potential candidate states in the region.

Which co-operation projects can increase the stability in 
the Balkans?
From the challenges listed above, it seems clear that the region is 

facing severe difficulties in the period to come and there is limited pos-
sibility that any progress could be achieved without an overarching co-
operative and developmental perspective. However imperfect and full of 
loopholes, the EU integration remains the only umbrella approach that of-
fers long-term consolidation and sustainable development. Furthermore, 
only by analysing the macroeconomic data of the countries in the region, 
one can conclude that close connections to the EU economy and fostering 
further integration into the single market barely has any alternatives. The 
following chart that is focused on trade is more than illustrative.

It actually puts the debate about the influence of different foreign 
actors into substantially different framework. It clearly shows a fair-
ly high level of economic integration between the Western Balkans 
countries and the EU. Furthermore, it reveals the economic impact of 
stimulative EU measures, where the EU supports the export of West-
ern Balkans countries to the highly competitive EU market. Therefore, 
the exports to the EU (68%) slightly exceed the imports from the EU 
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(61%), which is not the case in trade relations with other partners. If we 
add to that the substantial amount of EU funds dedicated to the Western 
Balkans over the course of the last twenty years, as well as other sorts 
of material assistance and human capital, the relevance of the EU in that 
part of Europe is easier to measure.

Therefore, while nobody questions the fact that any cooperation in 
the Western Balkans is welcomed, it seems logical to conclude that the 
projects that build the countries’ capacities to develop into self-sustainable 
liberal democracies that meet the criteria of EU membership should be 
given a priority. Many of them have already received important financial 
and logistical support from the EU, within the wider EU efforts to foster 
local ownership in the Western Balkans, and it is highly likely that this 
trend will remain visible in the period to come. 

On the other hand, a realistic context analysis of the current state of 
the EU accession process is clearly indicating that any swift integration 
of the Western Balkans countries into the EU in the period to come is 
highly unlikely. Therefore, it seems clear that the projects which are 
‘reducing the impact’ of the EU accession stalemate might be the most 
productive. 

Figure 8. Main trade in goods partners of the Western Balkans, 2019.
Source: https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat  



An interesting example of functional regional cooperation in 
the period of crisis can be found few years ago, when floods were 
threatening to entirely destroy certain villages and cities, causing an 
immeasurable problem for the economy and housing in certain states. 
It became clear that the problem is regional and cannot be tackled on 
the national level only, without close coordination with neighbours, 
and this is exactly what happened. To which extent this example might 
be instructive to actors in other potential fields of regional cooperation 
only the time will tell.

Weak economies of the Western Balkans need joint approach 
to contemporary challenges in order to be capable to tackle them 
efficiently. Better trade connections and industrial production linking 
could produce a synergic effect, increase efficiency of the production 
and competitiveness of the economies in the region. Filling in the 
niches of industrial production of the neighbours, with comparable and 
potentially compatible industrial tradition from the former Yugoslav 
times could potentially foster the economic development in the region 
and motivate additional FDI for that purpose. Also, trade liberalisation 
in the region is not a new dimension, since CEFTA was extended from 
Central and Eastern Europe to the Western Balkans many years ago. 
However, there is a vast room for improvement in both institutional and 
functional sense that could additionally foster regional trade.

Also, lifting the national protective barriers could make life of 
citizens in the region much easier and better. There are few potentially 
beneficial but highly sensitive sectors where reluctance of the national 
authorities to compromise with the neighbours and lack of interest of 
foreign companies in charge is preventing substantial progress. Hence, 
one has to recognise the fact that close co-operation in the field of energy 
and telecommunication per exemple can bring enormous benefits to 
economies and especially citizens in the region, but it also represents 
a matter of geopolitical competition and race for profit and therefore it 
is less likely to develop swiftly in the interest of those who live in the 
Western Balkans.

However, the fields like the education, research and development 
are not only almost entirely cleansed of strategic combat, but are 
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extensively supported by the EU and numerous other international 
entities. Projects that make the educational schemes more functional 
and connected to the needs of the local economies can provide skilled 
labour that can have a very positive impact on the structure of the 
regional economies and beyond. That can have a multiplied positive 
impact due to the fact that the economy based on the highly skilled 
labour is not only more productive, but also more attractive to foreign 
FDI and international exchange. 

Investments in research and development (R&D) are a fundamental 
precondition to creation of functional economies and this is clearly 
visible from the examples of developed and industrialised states. R&D 
policies are extensively supported by the EU through various form of 
funds, support to human resources, joint consortiums and other forms 
of collaboration. There are also other institutions, like international 
banks, funds and companies that are stimulating the R&D development 
in both financial and logistical way. 

The cumulative effect of all above-listed endeavours should be an 
enhanced process of strengthening of the knowledge-based society in 
the countries of the region that are driving the process of political and 
economic consolidation. For that to happen, of course, willingness and 
capacity should exist at the local level, that would open the space for 
sustainable development and full-fledged integration into the EU in the 
long run. 
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