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Foreword 

Predrag Jureković 

This volume is composed of articles from the 44th workshop of the Study 
Group “Regional Stability in South East Europe”. The workshop was con-
ducted in Reichenau, Austria, from 4 to 7 May, 2023. Under the overarching 
title “The War in Ukraine and Resilience in South East Europe – from Dem-
ocratic Consolidation to Security” experts from the South East European 
region and other parts of Europe, international organizations and major 
stake holder nations met under the umbrella of the PfP Consortium of De-
fense Academies and Security Studies Institutes and the Austrian Ministry of 
Defence, represented through its National Defence Academy and the Direc-
torate General for Defence Policy.  
 
The Russian war against Ukraine, which has been raging since February 
2022, has very much changed the political, security and economic paradigm, 
especially in Europe, but also beyond. Fragile regions, such as the Western 
Balkans in Southeastern Europe, which are still in the midst of difficult trans-
formation processes in terms of conflict resolution and democratization, are 
particularly affected by the resulting intensifying geopolitical fault lines. 
 
Against this difficult regional backdrop, responding with resilience to this 
grave European and global crisis poses an even more difficult challenge for 
Southeastern European states compared to their Western neighbours. While 
Western actors are trying to prevent an escalation of conflicts in the Western 
Balkans in the shadow of the war in Ukraine, the geopolitical competition, 
especially between the EU and the USA on the one hand and Russia on the 
other, is also evident in Southeastern Europe. For indecisive Western Balkan 
states such as Serbia, the political pressure to take a clearer foreign policy 
stance has increased under these circumstances. 
 
In this geopolitical and regional context, the following questions seem to be 
of particular relevance: 
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• What impact do the geopolitical fault lines reinforced by the war in 
Ukraine have on democratic consolidation, economic development, 
regional neighbourhood relations and security in South East Europe? 
 

• What measures can be taken to strengthen the resilience of South 
East European countries to global conflict lines? 
 

• What contribution can the EU, the OSCE, NATO, as well as other 
international actors, make to strengthen South East Europe’s resili-
ence? 
 

• Which regional and international developments are hampering the 
strengthening of regional resilience? 
 

These are some of the key questions that the authors of this Study Group 
Information volume address in their contributions. The first part of this pub-
lication deals with the general role of South East Europe in the geopolitical 
paradigm shift in one article. This is followed in the second part by contri-
butions from authors based in Bosnia and Herzegovina, Kosovo, Serbia, Al-
bania and Montenegro, who work out the specificities of their respective 
countries in terms of resilience of individual South East European states to 
the global crises. This is followed in part III by two contributions containing 
views on the impact of Russia’s war in Ukraine and the resulting geopolitical 
“Zeitenwende” on EU integration of the Western Balkans. Two further con-
tributions deal with the role of NATO and the OSCE in strengthening resil-
ience in South East Europe. The recommendations of the Study Group 
members are summarized at the end of this publication, in part IV. 
 
The editor would like to express his thanks to all authors who contributed 
papers to this volume of the Study Group Information. He is pleased to 
present the valued readers the analyses and recommendations and would ap-
preciate if this Study Group Information could contribute to generate posi-
tive ideas for supporting the still challenging processes of consolidating 
peace in South East Europe. 
 
Special thanks go to Sara Milena Schachinger, who supported this publica-
tion as facilitating editor. 
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Abstract 

The geopolitical turning point brought about by Russia’s aggression against 
Ukraine is creating new political and security parameters in the Western Bal-
kans which, similar to the Black Sea region, has become a “geopolitical front 
region”. Thus, the fragility of this part of Southeast Europe that continues 
to exist provides a good opportunity for Russia to further fuel conflicts, es-
pecially by diplomatic and security means, and thereby also to harm its West-
ern adversaries in their geopolitical confrontation in the immediate neigh-
borhood of the EU. Against this backdrop, the only semi-consolidated state 
of the Western Balkans increases the pressure on the Western side to provide 
much more concrete support to this region on conflict issues that were pre-
viously neglected by Brussels and Washington. This relates primarily to the 
consolidation of the multiethnic state of Bosnia and Herzegovina and the 
normalization of relations between Serbia and Kosovo. 
 
As the contributions of the authors from the region show, this part of South-
eastern Europe needs strategies and instruments to avoid energy dependency 
on Russia and credit dependency on China. Furthermore, they argue for 
more substantial support from EU and NATO in the fight against disinfor-
mation campaigns and cyber attacks in order to increase resilience. 
 
According to the majority of the authors of this volume, EU candidate status 
for Moldavia and Ukraine – and most recently Georgia – has also given new 
momentum to the integration efforts of the Western Balkan states. Of 
course, innovative and proactive ways of integrating the Western Balkan 
states into the EU, which is absolutely necessary from a geopolitical point of 
view, are only possible if they respect democratic rules internally and their 
key politicians do not follow authoritarian models. Despite its institutional 
crisis, the OSCE can provide good service in this area through its field mis-
sions in the Western Balkans. Furthermore, the Council of Europe can also 
play a central role in the pre-accession process, especially in the protection 
of human and civil rights.
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PART I: The General Role of South East Europe  
in the Geopolitical Paradigm Shift 
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Unity versus Division in South East Europe on  
Global Conflict Issues 

Plamen Pantev 
1 

Introduction 

In the period after the end of the Cold War and especially after the end of 
the regime of Milošević the region of South East Europe has been dialecti-
cally oscillating and slowly moving to the objective set by the EU in 2003 in 
Thessaloniki of integrating it in the Union. 
 
The Russian invasion and unprovoked full-fledged aggressive war against 
Ukraine shook the slow movement towards the integration in the geopoliti-
cal by nature EU. The realities of the reborn by Russia Nazi behaviour in 
occupied Ukrainian territories poses fundamental moral questions and re-
quires brave political decisions. Graham Green’s words in his novel “The 
Quiet American” – “sooner or later … one has to take sides. If one is to 
remain human”, could be considered the moral and geopolitical compass and 
navigator in these turbulent times, including in the region of South East Eu-
rope. 
 
It is not easy for many people in Europe, including in the Western Balkans 
to realize that South East Europe has become a front-line region in a war 
that aims to reverse the course of history and change the way of living in 
free, peaceful, democratic and increasingly prospering societies. The percep-
tion of a rising danger from militarist Russia in the Western Black Sea coastal 
countries Romania and Bulgaria is a fact of life. 
 
The Russian aggression of 24 February 2022 marks a Zeitenwende, a watershed 
that makes us reconsider older concepts and inclinations. It forces us to think 

                                                 
1  Prof. Dr Plamen Pantev is Founder and Director of the Institute for Security and Inter-

national Studies (ISIS), Sofia, Bulgaria. He is co-founder of the PfPC SG on Regional 
Stability in South East Europe in 1999 in Sofia and Co-Chair of this Group in the period 
2002–2010; co-founder of the PfPC SG on Euro-Atlantic Security and Co-Chair of this 
Group in the period 1999–2003. 
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again what is the meaning of minimum standards of international law, how 
to oppose geopolitical revisionism and how to upgrade our resilience to the 
level of the one that Ukrainians demonstrate after 15 months of war. Olaf 
Scholz defined in his speech to the Bundestag on 27 February 2022 the es-
sence of the required resilience in this new situation: 

Whether we permit Putin to turn back the clock to the nineteenth century and the 
age of the great powers. Or whether we have it in us to keep warmongers like Putin 
in check.2 

Divisions in South East Europe 

The traditional for the region of South East Europe tendencies of uniting 
and dividing on various grounds are presently experiencing head-on collision 
with a tectonic geopolitical paradigm shift, caused not by luckily arising new 
geoeconomic opportunities, but by a brutal aggressive war of the military 
nuclear giant and permanent member of the UN Security Council Russia 
against non-nuclear neighbouring sovereign Ukraine. South East Europe is 
just next door to the most devastating war in Europe after the Second World 
War. 
 
The sad experience of “our own” Balkan wars in the 1990s intensified the 
various dividing tendencies. The continuing for a second year war of Russia 
against Ukraine strained the evolving, though not smoothly, trends towards 
unity and European integration. A contest of narratives and interpretations 
of the war, many of them generated in the workshops for fake news in the 
Kremlin and distributed by local regional agents bear an additional potential 
of increasing the cleavages and squeezing the unification developments in 
the Balkans. 
 
A rather comprehensive list of the persisting divisions in South East Europe 
can be found in the Situation Analysis part of the Policy Recommendations 
of the 43rd workshop of the PfPC Study Group for Regional Stability in 

                                                 
2  Olaf Scholz, Policy Statement by Olaf Scholz, Chancellor of the Federal Republic of 

Germany and Member of the Bundestag, 27 February 2022, at: www.bundesregierung.de. 
Last visited on 24 April 2023. 
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South East Europe, 22–25 September 2022 in Sarajevo.3 The analysis took 
place when the war of Russia against Ukraine has already been raging for 
seven months and reflected the actual at that time state of affairs. 
 
On 6 December 2022 in Tirana the leaders of the EU and of its member 
states in consultation with Western Balkan leaders and in the presence of 
regional and international stakeholders adopted a Declaration after a summit 
held for the first time in the Western Balkan region.4 The conclusions of this 
EU Summit Declaration were agreed also by the Western Balkan Partners. 
 
The importance of this document was that it reflected the developing pro-
cess of integration of the Western Balkans in the EU, including the pending 
divisions and issues in the context of the escalating aggressive war of Russia 
against Ukraine. The summit sent a clear message about the risks for peace 
and security and highlighted the particular real dividing issues that have the 
potential to be affected by the war as well as their capacity to influence the 
evolving new balance of powers in Europe and the world. 
 
The leaders of the EU member-states pointed to the fundamental standards 
of the accession process to the Union of the Western Balkan countries, 
mainly the need of credible reforms, fair and rigorous conditionality and the 
principle of own merits. At the same time they clearly defined the strategic 
role of the full alignment with the EU Common Foreign and Security Policy 
and of the common actions on the Union’s restrictive measures, provoked 
by the Russian aggression and the violation by Moscow of international law 
and human rights. 
 
For many years the EU has been stressing that Serbia’s progress towards EU 
membership depends on the country’s alignment with the foreign policy of 
the Union. It has become crystal clear that the Yugoslav method of playing 
“equidistantly” does no longer work for Belgrade and is not in the interest 
of the region of South East Europe. In an article by the Carnegie Europe 
                                                 
3  Policy Recommendations, Study Group Regional Stability in South East Europe 

(RSSEE SG), “Democratic Transition and Multi-Ethnicity – Opportunities and Chal-
lenges for Bosnia and Herzegovina and Its South East European Neighbours”, Austrian 
National Defence Academy, 2022, at: www.bmlv.gv.at/publikation-1151. 

4  EU-Western Balkans Summit, Tirana Declaration, 6 December 2022, at: www.consilium 
.europa.eu. Last visited on 13 March 2023. 
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author, Dimitar Bechev, of 19 January 2023 with the title “Hedging Its Bets: 
Serbia Between Russia and the EU”5 he reminds very directly of the expec-
tation that Belgrade cannot sit on two chairs at the same time, especially if 
they are that far apart. 
 
It is really sad that a large part of the Serbian society believes that Russia 
started the war on Ukraine because of NATO’s intentions to enlarge. Actu-
ally by February 2014 the Alliance has not been changing its strategic posture 
after its expansion in 1997 and 2004. The so called threat perception of the 
Russians from NATO is the euphemism of the real and sincere Kremlin’s 
fear of the free, open and democratic East European societies with which 
Ukraine is also joining ranks via the European Union. The fact that Serbia 
with its limited capacity has added to its “great powers balancing board” 
China, alongside with Russia, the EU and the United States does not change 
the fact it is geopolitically overstretching itself. While this is a sovereign Ser-
bian issue it is also a major obstacle for the integration of the Western Bal-
kans in the EU. 
 
Serbia’s Yanus-faced policy towards Russia and its aggressive war is a serious 
geopolitical issue for the region of South East Europe, especially of its two 
Black Sea countries and the rest of the Bucharest-9 states. While these states 
are preparing for an eventual Russian aggression, Serbia is playing double 
games in the rear of these NATO countries. And if the Roman god Yanus 
was able to see both in the past and in the future, Serbia’s temporal orienta-
tion in this case is definitely to the past – similar to the anachronistic policy 
of the Nazi regime in Moscow. A recent research by Radio Free Europe/Ra-
dio Liberty investigative journalists provides a lot of evidence that at this 
moment Serbia has become the last refuge in Europe for the safe intelligence 
work of Russian operatives, kicked out from different European states and 
pretending to work as diplomats in Belgrade.6 
 

                                                 
5  Dimitar Bechev, “Hedging Its Bets: Serbia Between Russia and the EU”, Carnegie Eu-

rope, 19 January 2023, at: https://carnegieeurope.eu. Last visited on 26 April 2023. 
6  Maja Zivanovic, Sonja Gocanin, Riin Aljas, Mark Krutov and Sergei Dobrynin, “Ex-

pelled Russian Diplomats With Spy Links Resurface in Serbia – Analysis”, in: Eurasiare-
view news&analysis, 13 March 2023, at: https://www.eurasiareview.com/cate-
gory/analysis. Last visited on 27 April 2023. 
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Another dividing issue is the persistent lack of political will of Serbia to come 
to terms with the wrongdoings of the past and finally recognize the inde-
pendence and sovereignty of the state of Kosovo. To be fair, five EU mem-
ber-states – Cyprus, Greece, Romania, Slovakia and Spain, also continue to 
send destabilizing impulses to the Balkans by not recognizing sovereign and 
independent Kosovo. All these dividing issues are welcome presents for the 
Russian foreign and security policy of hybrid warfare, an additional argument 
for spoiling the process of integration of South East Europe in the EU. 
 
And finally, the unfinished business in a still fragmented Bosnia and Herze-
govina has provided Moscow with diplomatic and political tools for exerting 
pressure in recurrent opportunistic circumstances. 

The Global Conflict Issues and Their Galvanizing and  
Polarizing Role in South East Europe 

Global conflict issues exert galvanising influence on the international rela-
tions and domestic politics of the South East European countries. A brutal 
Russian aggressive war against Ukraine is such a galvanizing political factor. 
 
Conflicting attitudes in an evolving multipolar international system is the 
second factor with galvanizing effect. 
 
Contesting values of assertive autocratic regimes and democracy of enlarging 
EU and NATO also affect South East Europe and stimulate activity of the 
individual states in the region. 
 
The flagrant violation of international law by the criminal regime in Moscow 
has both a galvanizing and polarizing political impact on the relations in the 
South East European region and the policies of the Balkan countries. 

The Aggressive War of Russia against Ukraine 

Russia’s aggression against Ukraine and the concept, ideology, objectives, 
means and consequences of it after one year of war have been dealt in detail 
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in an earlier study.7 The imperial drive for restoring a “great power” status in 
combination with pre-emptively devastating a medium sized country and po-
tential dangerous competitor of the Russian federation, including de-
Ukrainizing the neighbouring state, more or less defines the wrong concep-
tual foundation of this war. 
 
The practical performance of this concept, the ideological motivation of 
some Russians and the armed forces, the objectives and the means used by 
the invaders characterise them as the “Nazis” or “Ruscists” of the 21st cen-
tury. The future of the Black Sea region, including of its Western coast coun-
tries Romania with 6% (244 km) and Bulgaria with 9.3% (378 km) of the sea 
coastal line is contingent on the results of the war. The bleak future of the 
Russian federation, the danger of producing another frozen conflict before 
driving the aggression further to the West generate additional geostrategic, 
economic and political problems for the Eastern part of the South East Eu-
ropean region. 
 
While the war of Russia against Ukraine has strong global implications, it has 
existential consequences for Europe and especially for the neighbours of the 
aggressor. That means that the EU and NATO are directly influenced by the 
ongoing occupation by Moscow of sovereign Ukrainian territories. If Russia 
wins in this war the dismantling of the European security order will continue 
on the whole continent. The victory by Ukraine will lead to the restoration 
of the rules-based security order in Europe that will exclude Russia until its 
overall potential guarantees a peaceful foreign and security policy. 
 
Though the reactions to the war of the so called “Global South” matter and 
should not be ignored, the major focus of the European countries, including 
in South East Europe, must be facilitating a Ukrainian victory. From this 
point of view it is a success for the Balkan region that Albania, Montenegro, 
North Macedonia and Kosovo have joined the EU member-states from 
South East Europe in imposing sanctions on the aggressor, while the formal 
support by Bosnia and Herzegovina for this policy has been paralysed by 
Republika Srpska’s links with Moscow. 

                                                 
7  Plamen Pantev, “Russia’s Aggression Against Ukraine: Concept, Ideology, Objectives, 

Means, Consequences”, Research Study 25, Institute for Security and International Stud-
ies, Sofia, February 2023, at: www.isis-bg.org/ResearchStudies, 62 pp. 
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The Strange Multipolarity 

It will not be an exaggeration to say we live in a messy world: the present 
structural levels of the centres of power relationships in the international 
system functions in the situation of an unstable order: 
 
First, the highest institutional regulative authority – the UN Security Council, 
is not efficient as one of its permanent members and major military nuclear 
power, the Russian federation, aiming territorial grab, initiated an aggressive 
war against a non-nuclear neighbouring country. 
 
Second, Russia strives for elevating its status of big country to the status of 
“great power”, presenting only one argument – its huge strategic nuclear ar-
senal. 
 
Third, India, the second or maybe first most populated country, is decades 
away from turning into a genuine power pole. 
 
Fourth, China is close to reaching the status of a superpower. 
 
Fifth, the United States is no longer the uncontested superpower, hegemon 
of the international relations system. 
 
Sixth, the EU, an economic global centre of power, is still in the process of 
turning into an effective single geopolitical and strategic world actor. 
 
Seventh, the so called P-5 countries, the permanent five members of the UN 
Security Council and “legal” possessors of nuclear weapons, because of Mos-
cow, could not implement strictly the details of their joint pledge of 3 January 
2022 that nuclear war cannot be won and must not be fought.8 For more 
than a year the Russian federation is sending nuclear threats, bluffs and com-
promises the last major treaty reducing nuclear arms and the danger of nu-
clear war – the START treaty (Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty). 
 

                                                 
8  Joint Statement of the Leaders of the Five Nuclear-Weapon States on Preventing Nu-

clear War and Avoiding Arms Races, 3 January 2022, at: www.whitehouse.gov. Last vis-
ited on 28 April 2023. 
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It is no secret that the centres of power relationships of the international 
relations system generates galvanizing and polarizing influences on medium 
and smaller countries, especially with the conflictual structural level of the 
system. The war of Russia against Ukraine creates this polarizing effect on 
the states of South East Europe. 
 
The problem in this case is not just of aligning because of belonging to or 
applying for membership in the EU and NATO, or because the multiple 
power poles attract specific interests of the Balkan countries. The problem 
is also not just of taking side in the great power competition, characterised 
today by the only two actors with encompassing power potential – the 
United States as the undisputable superpower with uncontested military 
force, and China – the eventual soon-to-be full-fledged superpower. 
 
The balance that the countries of South East Europe need in the present 
conflict situation, for which reason they either belong to the EU and NATO 
or strive for membership in these institutions – with the exception of Serbia, 
is not against a powerful country, but against the threats Russia produces.9 
The danger of extending Russia’s aggressiveness to the West is real and tak-
ing sides today means to elect for security or for war. The sophisticated uni-
polar/tripolar/multipolar/bipolar world and competing centres of power 
are no excuse for the individual South East European states to make respon-
sible, open and clear geopolitical choice. The regional orientations in the 
multicentric world also add significantly to the future of the global security 
order. 

The Force of the Values  

The theory of foreign policy is clear on the decisive role interests play in 
defining the course of a state on the international arena. This same theory 
has no doubts, however, that the priority factor in formulating the foreign 
policy interests, including the geopolitical ones, is the value orientation. 
 

                                                 
9  Stephen M. Walt, “Friends in Need: What the War in Ukraine Has Revealed About Al-

liances”, Foreign Affairs, 13 February 2023, at: https://www.foreignaffairs.com. Last 
visited on 28 April 2023. 
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Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, its amorality and archaic imperialism brought 
in a forceful way the debate of democracy vs. autocracy. It is true that there 
was not a black-and-white alignment of the democratic and autocratic na-
tions to this war. The general picture is much more nuanced. 
 
However, the demonstrative failure of Russia to stay in the concert of civi-
lized nations, the courage, heroism and resilience of the Ukrainian people 
and its leadership have a galvanizing ideational and political effect, including 
for the societies of South East Europe. The people of the Balkan countries 
were reminded by the Ukrainian example of the existential value of freedom 
and democracy. Putin galvanised something in our societies from which one 
cannot escape – when freedom and human dignity are at stake, our divisions 
should stop here. Kremlin’s “Russian World” (“Русский мир”) brought as-
sociations with the Nazi “Lebensraum”. Bucha, Mariupol and hundreds of 
other sites in Ukraine awoke memories of similar atrocities and war crimes 
in the past. 
 
The Munich Security Report 2023 rightly highlights the intensification of au-
tocratic revisionism.10 The aggression against Ukraine is an attempt by an 
authoritarian power to eliminate a democracy as a sovereign nation-state. 
 
Apart from an existential threat to liberal democratic countries autocratic 
revisionism as demonstrated by Russia and China, seeks to impose its inter-
pretation of human rights, ensuring that collective rights as defined and up-
held by the state take precedence over individual civil and political liberties. 
A logical continuation of the autocratic revisionism is the effort to dominate 
the digital realm, the developmental model, depriving it of such conditional-
ities as democracy, good governance, free markets, accountability and trans-
parency. The weaponization of energy resources by autocratic regimes indi-
cates the eventual future of the energy order. Autocracies left their mark on 
the military nuclear order, putting the world at risk. The behaviour of Russia, 
the accelerated piling of nuclear arms by China, the irresponsible demonstra-
tions of North Korea, the nearing of capacity to produce nuclear weapons 
by Iran – all this should be honestly attributed to the above mentioned au-
tocratic regimes.  

                                                 
10  Re:Vision, Munich Security Report 2023, February 2023, at: www.securityconference.org. 

Last visited on 27 March 2023. 
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The Flagrant Violation of International Law by Russia as a  
Galvanizing and Polarizing Factor in South East Europe 

The invasion of Russia on 24 February 2022, as in 2014, when the same 
aggressor annexed Crimea from Ukraine, flagrantly violated the principles 
and norms of the UN Charter-based international law. 
 
Moscow has already trampled down in 2014 a long list of international po-
litical and legal treaties.11 It has been hard to be conceived by international 
legal scholars how was it possible for the Russian diplomacy to present so 
simplistic arguments to exculpate the aggression against Ukraine. The imper-
ative international legal principle of self-determination has been highlighted 
by Russia as the sacrosanct UN Charter norm that has paved the way for the 
“righteous” military intervention in Ukraine in 2014. It is a notorious theo-
retical truism that imperative international legal norms and principles act in 
a system and no state or its foreign ministry is allowed to pick one and ignore 
the others to explain and justify acts that violate the UN Charter. 
 
Russia never explained after 2014 why did it violate bilateral and multilateral 
legal and political treaties with Ukraine, in which the inviolability of the state 
borders of the two sovereign and independent countries has been agreed 
after voluntary, free and transparent negotiations. Moscow never explained 
why it deprived the Ukrainian state of organizing a referendum in Crimea as 
provided by the Ukrainian Constitution and legal system. Violating other 

                                                 
11  The Helsinki Act of 1975 provides inviolability of borders unless peaceful negotiations 

lead to other solutions; The Belovezh Agreement of 1991 for the dissolution of the 
USSR provides for guarantees of the territorial integrity of the constituent Soviet repub-
lics and for the inclusion of Crimea as an autonomous part of the Ukrainian state; The 
Lisbon Protocol of 23 May 1992 of Kazakhstan, Ukraine, Belorussia, the Russian Fed-
eration and the United States about the mechanism of formalizing the accession of all 5 
states to the START, and for Belorussia, Ukraine and Kazakhstan – to the Non-Prolif-
eration Treaty (NPT) of 1968 as non-nuclear states; The Budapest Memorandum of 5 
December 1994 of the United Kingdom, United States, Russian Federation and Ukraine 
that guarantees the security of Ukraine in light of the country’s accession to the NPT 
against nuclear attack and of its territorial integrity; The Bilateral Treaty of the Russian 
Federation and Ukraine of 2003 for the regulation of the border between the two states 
– signed by Putin and ratified by the Russian Duma, and, The Harkov Agreement of 
2010 between the Russian Federation and Ukraine, signed by Medvedev and Yanu-
kovitch, about the right of Russia to base its Black Sea Navy in Sevastopol by 2042. 
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countries’ national legal norms as well as international law instead of fulfilling 
them became a key feature of the Russian armed forces – regular and mer-
cenary, of the servile diplomacy and all the other state institutions. The “rule 
of law Russia style” has been displaced for years already by the administrative 
commands of the supreme leader in the Kremlin. 
 
It took some time to realize that implementing the norms and principles of 
international law – a normal foreign-political strategy, has become part of 
the Russian war-making arsenal. The term “lawfare” was born recently – a 
combination of “law” and “warfare”, describing a form of asymmetric war-
fare. What is specific of Russia’s misuse of the international legal arguments 
in the context of its “lawfare”? 
 
A perfidious Russian hybrid foreign-political strategy is “Russia – a defender 
of international law”. In its aggression against Ukraine on 24 February 2022 
this argument was declared as the solid, undeniable ground for launching the 
war. The argument has been Russia had to defend international law against 
the acts of genocide against Russians in the Donbas region. 
 
As already mentioned, the permanent mission of the OSCE in this area re-
jected categorically this statement. On its side the UN International Court of 
Justice issued on 16 March 2022 an Order, concerning the allegations of the 
Russian federation against Ukraine of genocide under the Convention on the 
prevention and punishment of the crime of genocide. According to Art. 59-
60 of this Order: 

59. The Court can only take a decision on the Applicant’s claims if the case proceeds 
to the merits. At the present stage of the proceedings, it suffices to observe that the 
Court is not in possession of evidence substantiating the allegation of the Russian 
Federation that genocide has been committed on Ukrainian territory. Moreover, it is 
doubtful that the Convention, in light of its object and purpose, authorizes a Con-
tracting Party’s unilateral use of force in the territory of another State for the purpose 
of preventing or punishing an alleged genocide.  

60. Under these circumstances, the Court considers that Ukraine has a plausible right 
not to be subjected to military operations by the Russian Federation for the purpose 
of preventing and punishing an alleged genocide in the territory of Ukraine.12  

                                                 
12  UN International Court of Justice, 16 March 2022, Order, Allegations of Genocide un-

der the Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide 
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Genocide of Russians by Ukraine became another futile excuse of the treach-
erousness of the aggression. Ukrainian, other nations’ governmental and 
nongovernmental institutions and organisations have collected evidence of 
the Russian-committed genocide against Ukrainians. Sooner or later the per-
petrators of this crime will be put on trial and convicted. The present Russian 
president Putin will surely lead the group of war criminals for his army’s 
crimes against humanity and for the orders he has given to start the war and 
to commit so many evil acts and atrocities. 
 
The Russian lawfare trick with deluding public opinion at home and abroad 
relies on the exploitation of the lack of legal expertise of the large majority 
of people. Claiming all Russia does in its international relations is based on 
international law requirements suggests the position of Moscow is the moral 
one (“Our war is just and the victory will be ours”). The defenders of inter-
national law are considered the moral leaders and examples in an anarchic 
international system. 
 
Though this Russian “maskirovka” (disguise) has worked from time to time, 
the aggressive full-scale war against Ukraine pulled down the mask of this 
false policy. A famous aspect of Russia’s “intellectual” contribution to the 
beloved “maskirovka” methods dwindled away. The total disunity between 
the Russian objectives in the war and contemporary international law led to 
the mobilization of the democratic people and countries of the world against 
the aggressive war. 
 
Furthermore, Russia’s violations of international law led to unprecedented 
and ever mounting sanctions against the invaders. Tens of countries provide 
military support to the Ukrainian armed forces (ЗСУ). Ukraine’s interna-
tional status grew up – the country is already a candidate for EU membership 
and a de facto member of NATO. Russia’s status of a permanent member of 
the UN Security Council has been strongly diminished politically and mor-
ally. Moscow’s isolation in the UN General Assembly – with the exception 
of 6–7 countries out of 193, is a fact of life. 
 

                                                 
(Ukraine v. Russian Federation), at: www.icj.org/public/files, Art. 59–60, p. 13. Last 
visited 29 April 2023. 
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Violation of international law is a heavy shock on vital interests of smaller 
states, for which the legal protection is among the few security guarantees. 
Most of the countries in South East Europe are small and violating the UN 
Charter by a permanent member of the UN Security Council definitely car-
ries galvanizing and polarizing geopolitical effects. Rules-based international 
order serves as a protective shield for small countries. That is why small 
states are usually active defenders of international law and its implementa-
tion. On 24 February 2022 the Albanian Ambassador to the United Nations 
and non-permanent member of the UN Security Council, Ferit Hoxha, 
bravely asked the question: “Who is next after Ukraine?”, dealing a moral 
blow on the aggressor from the name of the big majority of small states in 
the United Nations Organisation. 
 
Defending international law is one of the important sources of resilience of 
South East Europe. From this perspective the region can perform unifying 
acts in the international political and security forums and organisations. 

The Regional Resilience of South East Europe as a  
Deterrent for Divisions and a Driver of Unity 

Three aspects of a resilient attitude by South East European states can serve 
as factors of overcoming divisions and of stimulating unity while facing the 
global conflict issues: 
 
First, the continuing attraction of EU and NATO membership for Western 
Balkan countries. 
 
Second, the real situation of South East Europe as a front-line region, neces-
sitating a stronger voice against the aggressive power Russia. 
 
Third, intensifying the activity for coping with the three most dividing issues 
– Serbia’s two-faced policy towards the EU, the threat of a separatist Repub-
lika Srpska and the continuing non-recognition of Kosovo by Belgrade and 
by five EU member-states. 
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Continuing Attraction of EU and NATO Membership for  
the Western Balkan Countries 

There are analysts who state that the “West’s greatest leverage” in the region 
of South East Europe – the prospect of accession to the European Union, 
has lost credibility in the recent years.13 However, for the time being there is 
no better driving force of overcoming the belated modernization and achiev-
ing the needed stabilization of the Western Balkans than the EU integration 
process. Neither the Chinese projects of economic embrace, nor Russia’s 
centuries-old policy of pulling the wires of Balkan conflicts can replace a 
conscientious, benign, sometimes contradictory, but no doubt – progressive 
social process of improving the life of the people on the basis of democracy 
and the rule of law. The fact that Ukraine and Moldova have been included 
in this process does not mean the merit-based process, linked to governance 
reforms has been given-up as a prerequisite for accession of any candidate 
country for EU membership. 
 
The invasion of Russia in Ukraine imposed a new range of issues on the EU 
and on the European integration of the Western Balkan countries. The inte-
gration in EU is by nature geopolitical and the driving forces of this unique 
for Europe social experiment have never quitted this dimension of the de-
veloping process. If we consider just the change of foreign-policy attitude of 
the leading economic power of the Union, Germany and its Zeitenwende, the 
contenders for EU membership from the Western Balkans should register 
the huge shift of Berlin in the geopolitical and geostrategic direction. Ger-
many’s steadiness in this new situation turned to be the key factor of the 
Union’s togetherness. Germany is the largest donor of economic and military 
help for Ukraine and Berlin became the major agent of shaping a “geopolit-
ical Europe” in coordination with France, the UK and the USA. The West-
ern Balkan states consider for sure this fundamental change of policy, paral-
leled in the same direction by Finland, Sweden and the other EU countries, 
especially of the B-9 group. Narrowing the region’s own divisions and 
strengthening the unity against the aggressor is just logical to expect. 
 

                                                 
13  The effects of the war in Ukraine on the Western Balkans, “Strategic Comments”, IISS, 

London, 26 September 2022, at: www.iiss.org/publications/strategiccomments. Re-
ceived by e-mail as an individual member of the IISS. 
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A Stronger Voice against the Aggressor 

The geopolitical nature of the EU requires considering the developments in 
the Western and the Eastern parts of South East Europe as intertwined and 
systemically interdependent. 
 
As already mentioned Romania and Bulgaria – two Black Sea and Balkan 
countries, belong to the front-line of NATO in the aggressive war of Russia 
in this region, alongside with the other countries of the Bucharest-9 group. 
The resilience of South East Europe is very much connected with the even-
tual enlargement of the war in the aquatorium of the Black Sea. Bulgaria and 
Romania are deeply involved in upgrading the NATO defence, stretching 
from the Baltic to the Black Sea. The success of these two NATO and EU 
countries in withstanding the pressure of the aggressive war of Russia against 
Ukraine will influence substantially the region’s capacity to respond ade-
quately to the invasion against an EU candidate state. 
 
Another aspect of the region’s toughness and capability to neutralize Russia’s 
imperial ambitions is connected with the individual Balkan countries’ efforts 
to put their own houses in order – in the broadest sense of these words. 
There are issues of various kinds everywhere. Now is the time each EU and 
NATO member or candidate to prove democratic values and respect of in-
ternational law matter in the individual countries’ policy. It is vibrant demo-
cratic states and societies that can deal successfully with autocratic and im-
perial-minded aggressors. A special responsibility lies on the Serbian demo-
cratic forces in preventing a repetition of the Kremlin-backed “Russian 
world” (“Русский мир”) by the so-called “Serbian world” (“Srpski svet”), in 
which Belgrade would exert influence beyond Serbia’s border. Many South 
East Europeans consider this formula as code word for irredentism and re-
vanchism. 
 
A potential third format of declaring the regional countries’ position against 
the Russian invasion of Ukraine is the United Nations Organisation – both 
the General Assembly and the Security Council. 
 
Defending international law is a very appropriate strategy for the small South 
East European states in the UN. The countries of the region can be active 
in applying a standard method of interaction in the UN realm as insisting the 
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Russian Federation or the PRC (People’s Republic of China) to explain pub-
licly their vetoes or abstentions in connection with Moscow’s aggression 
against Ukraine as a form of political pressure. The unprecedented assault 
on the principles of the UN Charter by Russia, the outrageous project of this 
permanent member of the UN Security Council and major nuclear power to 
erase a country from the map deserves strong reaction. 
 
In the multilateral forums as the UN it is possible to initiate and participate 
in building public support, a multilateral coalition in favour of Ukraine. This 
can take place by proposing a definition of this war as a “criminal act” and 
proclaiming Putin “a criminal leader”. 
 
Proposing and supporting a UN General Assembly resolution of expelling 
the Russian federation from the United Nations and suspending by a 2/3 
majority of votes its membership in the UN Security Council is another pos-
sibility. Unless such pressure is put on Moscow there are low chances of 
drafting and adopting a resolution for compensating the invaded country for 
the destruction, caused by the invader. 
 
It is good to remind also of another possibility of exerting diplomatic pres-
sure on Russia. Unlike all former Yugoslav constituent countries Russia has 
not passed in 1992 the procedure of joining the United Nations Organisation 
after the dissolution of the USSR. Many international lawyers consider this a 
violation of the procedural rules of the UN and a reason to consider the very 
membership of Moscow as illegal in the world organisation. 

An Intensified Political Leadership to Deal with the Dividing Issues 

The fragile democratic societies of the Western Balkans, the faltering “rule 
of law” reforms, the threatening the stability disputes, the Serbian opposition 
to the EU sanctions against the Russian aggressor, Belgrade’s non-recogni-
tion of Kosovo, the persisting danger of Republika Srpska’s separatism from 
the federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina – all these issues do provide 
chances for the opportunistic Russian policy to meddle in the affairs of the 
South East European countries. 
 
However, the balance of political forces in the region does not provide easy 
freedom of action for the Moscow diplomats and spies. Preventing a Russian 
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political “success story” in the Balkan region depends mostly on the perfor-
mance of the local political parties, activists and leaders. We can expect pro-
Russian politicians to try to preserve the status quo of the existing divisions 
and reducing the unification potential. Following Russia’s war agenda is pub-
licly unpopular and Russian foreign policy activism is not much visible. There 
are, though, invariant trends in Russia’s policy – the support of Vučić on 
Kosovo, keeping active formal relations with Dodik in Bosnia and Herze-
govina and concentrating the activity of expelled Moscow’s spies from other 
European countries in Belgrade. 
 
So, it is very much up to the Balkan state and government leaders that a pro-
West or anti-West policy would dominate. Not taking clearly and openly 
sides is no longer a political option. The slightest chances of moving from 
crisis-management to normalization and reconciliation in the Serbia-Kosovo 
relations must be utilized. That would strengthen decisively the Balkan voice 
against the Russian aggression on Ukraine. Making the support of Ukraine a 
priority number one of the Swedish Presidency of the EU additionally helps 
the strengthening of the geopolitical identity of South East Europe as an 
EU/NATO zone of interest. 

Conclusions 

Shortly – it is time for a “Balkan Zeitenwende”. The aggression of Russia in 
Ukraine changed our continent, including South East Europe forever. Many 
political leaders realized they have lived and worked with illusions about their 
joint business with Putin. The annexation of Crimea – the first war of Russia 
against Ukraine in 2014, was not perceived adequately in many European 
countries and an aggressive, imperialist, revanchist, brutal and militarist Rus-
sia assumed it was following the right course. 
 
On 24 February 2022 the Europeans, the EU leaders were awoken for the 
truism that peace must not be taken for granted and military power is needed 
to protect it. And Europe was quickly galvanized for the policy of saving 
freedom, sovereignty and independence of Ukraine, realizing this was an ef-
fort of protecting our own free and democratic way of life. Berlin’s Zeiten-
wende symbolized the epochal turning point of the Union in its policy to Rus-
sia. EU is becoming a credible and strategically responsible military power 
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with a meaningful contribution in NATO and with a potential to act globally 
in the strategic area in the years to come. 
 
South East European countries and their societies need to realize that after 
Ukraine, if successful, Russia will continue its aggressive policy further to the 
west. The presence and membership in NATO is the only deterring argu-
ment for the Kremlin. There are again front-lines in Europe and there is no 
such place as “in-between”. Mental Zeitenwende is ripe for South East Europe 
too – by dealing with residual divisions and closer unifying in the European 
Union and NATO. It would be perfect if more Wende takes place in less Zeit. 
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PART II: Resilience of Individual  
South East European States to the  
Global Crises  
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The Challenges of Building Resilience:  
The Case of Bosnia and Herzegovina 

Denisa Sarajlić 

Case Study – Bosnia-Herzegovina 

General Situation and Political Resilience 

The protracted political crises that have marked the period between 2018 
and 2022 (and even preceding this time) had its reflection on the election 
campaign that ran before the October 2022 General Elections. One of the 
evident effects of the crises was the saturation of political space with nega-
tivity, conflictual rhetoric and confrontational style of politics, which created 
citizens’ apathy and dissatisfaction with the overall situation. More citizens 
have been leaving or trying to leave the country (and the region), but there 
seemed to be some appetite in for political change as well. This raised some 
hopes that the 2022 elections could bring some level of change. This senti-
ment was fuelled by some visible changes in the Canton Sarajevo during the 
previous four years, where a weak coalition of progressive political parties 
was able to deliver some of their promises to citizen about improving the 
quality of life in Canton Sarajevo. Driven by those moderate success, parties 
formed the governing coalition in Canton Sarajevo promised to form post-
election coalitions at higher levels of government and try to replicate those 
successes in other parts of the country. However, the appetite for change 
seemed to have been limited to small patches of the Federation of Bosnia 
and Herzegovina (FBiH), while in Croat-majority areas of Federation, voters 
chose Croatian Democratic Union of Bosnia and Herzegovina (HDZ BiH) 
to represent them, as they have done for the most of the last 30 years. In 
Republika Srpska (RS), the opposition parties,1 staged a strong push against 
the ruling Alliance of Independent Social Democrats (SNSD), led by Milorad 
Dodik. However, due to a combination of strong rooting in their electorate, 
dirty campaigning, some election engineering and possible frauds, the SNSD 
declared electoral victory eventually. That result was contested already on the 

                                                 
1  Led by the Serb Democratic Party (SDS), Party of Democratic Progress (PDP) and a 

range of smaller parties and individual politicians. 
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election day by the opposition, who continued to challenge the results 
through formal complaints for several days and weeks. More than 10,000 
people rallied in the city of Banja Luka immediately after the elections, claim-
ing the elections were rigged, and protesting against the results which 
brought Milorad Dodik a win of the seat of the RS President.2  
 
A further blow to moderate voters was delivered on the election day after 
the polling stations closed, when the High Representative of the Interna-
tional Community, Christian Schmidt, imposed changes to the Constitution 
of FBiH and the Election Law to restructure the House of Peoples in FBiH.3 
Many voters, even before deep analysis of Schmidt’s interventions, felt be-
trayed and disappointed that the votes they cast on may be skewed through 
electoral engineering which the changes to the Constitution could bring. But 
it was not just a matter of poor timing of the intervention which brought 
disillusionment. The changes introduced by Schmidt clearly favoured the 
ethno-national principle in the way House of People is formed, thus playing 
in favour of the major nationalist parties in FBiH. Before that, there was 
hope and intention to reduce and limit the remit of the House of People only 
to questions of ‘national interest’ or significance, so that the legislative pro-
cess in the Federation would become more conducive and less complex 
when considering reforms and legislation that would be addressing the needs 
of citizens overall. 
 
Before Schmidt’s changes, the House of Peoples comprised 58 delegates 
from 10 cantonal parliaments, and each of the three main ethnic groups got 
17 seats, while 7 seats belonged to Others (i.e. minorities). Schmidt increased 
the number of delegates from 58 to 80, 23 each of Bosniaks, Serbs and Cro-
ats, and 11 Others. The increase in seats allows Others to select a representa-
tive from each canton, which was not the case earlier. However, before his 
decision, the entire parliament in each canton used to decide which particular 
ethnic representatives would be delegated to the House of Peoples. Schmidt 
changed this so that only the ethnic caucus in each cantonal assembly gets to 

                                                 
2  According to Bosnia’s Central Electoral Commission, Dodik won some 48 per cent of 

votes, while Trivić got around 44 per cent, trailing by around 30,000 votes. However, 
there were numerous irregularities that led the opposition to claim the election was 
rigged. 

3  Upper House of FBiH Parliament. 
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approve the delegates from their ethnic group. This has consolidated the 
power of nationalist parties over the selection of representatives of the three 
ethnic groups, because in the majority of cases, nationalist parties have the 
majority in the ethnic caucuses at cantonal level. In other words, Bosniaks 
on Bosniak delegates in a certain canton, Serbs decide on Serb delegates, and 
Croats pick Croats. In practical terms, this system favours the most the Croat 
Nationalist Party, which has for 20 years consolidated its power at the level 
of cantons in which they have the majority. Even if there were any doubts 
that this was the intention of the High Representative, they were quickly dis-
solved by representatives of the HDZ in BiH and Croatia, who claimed the 
High Representative’s changes were a result of their lobbying in months pre-
ceding the elections, or in the words of Croatia’s foreign minister “High Rep-
resentative Christian Schmidt’s intervention in BIH’s electoral law is a suc-
cess of the Croatian government”.4 Croatia’s Prime Minister, Andrej Plen-
ković had announced already in July 2022 that Schmidt was considering 
changes which would “rectify the wrong decisions made by his predecessors 
some 20 years ago and thus to make sure that the bodies that represent the 
electorate are set up in a fair and effective manner.”5 The High Representa-
tive’s decisions on the election night thus cemented HDZ BiH’s dominance 
in all future coalitions and contributed to further delays in implementing 
elections results. 
 
Schmidt’s changes also secured a thin advantage of the largest Bosniac na-
tionalist party, Party of Democratic Action (SDA) which was thus able to get 
the position of a deputy President of Federation of BiH, who then blocked 
the formation of FBiH Government for over 6 months.  
 
The new majority at the level of BiH was formed after months of negotia-
tions, and it was agreed on the premise that the new coalition partners would 
focus on concrete reforms, leaving aside the confrontational political atmos-
phere that had been building up for years before. That did not last for very 
long. Soon after the BiH Council of Ministers was formed, Milorad Dodik 

                                                 
4  https://mvep.gov.hr/press-22794/schmidt-s-decision-a-success-of-croatian-government 

/248755. 
5  https://n1info.ba/english/news/croatian-pm-says-schmidt-rectifying-mistakes-of-pre 

vious-high-reps-to-bosnia/. 
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continued with threats of secession, and new crises ensued (related to distri-
bution of state property and attempting to decrease dependence of RS on 
the state in the field of energy).  
 
Many signs of distrust within coalition were visible very early on, including 
disagreements on the gas connection with Serbia (which conditioned then 
by HDZ BiH’s demand for a Southern connection through Croatia), contin-
ued disagreements on the content of the Election Law which HDZ BiH 
continued to push in spite of Schmidt’s concessions granted through election 
day changes. Meanwhile, there have been no signs of agreements on key pri-
orities included in the 14 EU recommendations – e.g. changes to the law on 
High Judicial and Prosecutorial Council, conflict of interest, etc. Member of 
BiH Presidency from republic Srpska, Željka Cvijanović, attended the UN 
General Assembly soon after the elections to present an RS position on the 
status of the High Representative, which was not previously agreed with 
other members of BiH Presidency. Prior to that, Milorad Dodik and the co-
alition of parties led by SNSD in the RS had attempted to take away compe-
tencies from the state in the field of judiciary, control of medicines, etc. While 
still in Presidency, in 2022, Dodik used veto on most policies relating to the 
war in Ukraine, such as sanctions on Russia, condemning invasion, thus 
aligning with the Russian federation rather than with EU’s common foreign 
policy. And Dodik and SNSD were not alone, HDZ aligned with SNSD in 
Parliament on sanctions against Russia.  
 
During 2022, the authorities of Republika Srpska threatened to curb the free-
dom of association and expression more than ever before, targeting journal-
ists and civil society organisations. This has been only one of the features of 
a captured state in Republika Srpska, where the voices opposing the regime 
have been increasingly silenced over the past few years. 
 
Domestic turbulences have been accompanied by a high degree of disorien-
tation within the international community, especially by the European Un-
ion, which continues to shift priorities without having a clear agenda for the 
situation in BiH and the Western Balkans more broadly. For example, chang-
ing the Constitution of BiH in line with the decision of the European Court 
for Human Rights from 2009 in the Sejdić/Finci case was a condition sine 
qua non for any further progress in EU accession for BiH for over 15 years. 
This was subsequently replaced with 14 priorities for granting the candidate 
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status for EU membership and further accession. However, that too was 
dropped when the war in Ukraine started and BiH was granted a candidate 
status having met only 1 out of 14 conditions. 
 
The EU candidate status has been overtly granted as a result of the rising 
security concerns in EU because of the war in Ukraine, rather than being a 
result of the merit-based process of EU accession. In the eyes of many Bos-
nians, this was a proof of a certain level of hypocrisy on the part of the EU, 
which has hailed a merit-based process and conditionality for decades. That 
all changed overnight, and proved that the EU accession is ultimately a mat-
ter of political will, while conditions set forth by the EU are a moving target. 
Just as the public more broadly was beginning to recognize and accept this, 
the EU sent another mixed message through Miroslav Lajčák, the EU Special 
Representative for the Belgrade-Pristina Dialogue and other Western Balkan 
regional issues. He said that “BiH cannot expect any lowering of the criteria, 
political and technical criteria are equally important”,6 and he used the op-
portunity to offer an alternative scenario for the EU accession of the West-
ern Balkan countries which would replace full membership – i.e. gaining ac-
cess to some aspects of membership without having the voting rights within 
the EU bodies. This delivers another blow to citizens throughout the region, 
who had been gradually losing faith in the EU accession due to the complex-
ity of the process and the passing time, who might see this alternative as 
another expression of the EU’s hypocrisy and double standards after so 
many years of failed promises. In the backdrop of those mixed messages and 
alternative scenarios, the EU conditionality is losing its credibility among cit-
izens and politicians, who know understand that conditionality is full of mov-
ing targets. On their part, the political elites in BiH have done very little on 
delivery of their homework in that process, but that was to be expected given 
the fact that many of them benefit from the status quo and from a delayed 
membership, which would demand more transparency and accountability. 
Trapped between those two opposing visions are the citizens of BiH, who 
feel left in the hands of politicians who do not seem interested in their needs 
or demands. 

                                                 
6  “Lajčak: Nije realno da budu sniženi kriterijumi za prijem BiH u EU”, Nezavisne novine, 

May 3rd, 2023. https://www.nezavisne.com/novosti/bih/Lajcak-Nije-realno-da-budu-
snizeni-kriterijumi-za-prijem-BiH-u-EU/770180. 
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Economic Impact and Resilience 

The war in Ukraine has had similar economic impact on Bosnia and Herze-
govina as it had on the regional and global economy. In terms of the infla-
tion, the average inflation in BiH in 2022 compared to 2021 was 14% higher. 
The most significant change was increase in fuel prices which drove up prices 
in all sectors, but did not result in fuel shortages as BiH maintained supply 
of fuel through the neighbouring countries.  
 
The most significant effect was seen in the level of prices, which drove up 
dramatically in the second half of 2022. In March 2023, a new increase in 
prices was recorded – significantly higher compared to March previous year, 
on average the prices rose by as much as 10%. For citizens of BiH, where 
the living standard was quite low to being with, this meant a huge decrease 
in their purchasing power, most strikingly in relation to the prices of food 
and living costs. For illustration, the average price growth compared to the 
same period last year was: 

• Food and non-alcoholic beverages 19%,  
• Alcoholic beverages and tobacco 6%, 
• Housing and overhead expenses 11.9%,  
• Furniture, household appliances and regular home maintenance 

12.1%,  
• Education for 2.3%,  
• Restaurants and hotels for 8.6%,  
• Other goods and services for 10.2%. 

 
Unlike other countries in the region – BiH governments did not subsidise 
the rises in cost, introduced only limited measures for the most vulnerable, 
but random, insufficient and hard to access due to very complicated proce-
dures for claiming those costs. 

Economy and Trade 

The impact of the war in Ukraine on trade relations of BiH was not as sig-
nificant as the impact on inflation and costs of living. In 2022, Russia ac-
counted for 2.4% of Bosnia’s imports and 0.3% of its exports, 0.28% of total 
exports and 1.56% of imports in RS. This is extremely low in comparison to 
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the EU, which accounted for 74% of Bosnia’s exports, and 69.9% of RS 
exports to the EU.  
 
The situation is similar when it comes to foreign direct investments (FDI), 
with Russia providing only 1.5% of foreign direct investment in RS, while 
the EU member states account for 55% of FDI. BiH as a whole receives 4% 
of total foreign direct investment from Russia. Western sanctions have 
forced Russian banks out of BiH, with two domestic banks taking over the 
local branch of Sberbank after it experienced a liquidity crisis. 
 
Prior to its full-scale invasion of Ukraine in 2022, Russian economic activity 
in BiH was primarily concentrated in the financial and energy sectors. BiH 
imports almost all its gas from Russia, but this makes up only 3.3% of its to-
tal energy needs – far less than the EU average of 26%. Most Russian gas is 
used in FBiH, primarily for the needs of several factories, but also for the 
heating system in Sarajevo City. At the time when most of Europe is decreas-
ing its dependency on Russian gas, the authorities in Republika Srpska are 
doing just the opposite, clearly then for political reasons. The government of 
the RS is buying, through the Investment and Development Bank, the East 
Sarajevo Gas Company, and allegedly with Russian capital, gasifying East 
Sarajevo and Jahorina. The RS is developing the gas pipeline to Trebinje and 
planning to use exclusively Russian gas. 
 
As mentioned in the previous section, the issue of the East and Southern gas 
connections have strong political significance and are closely linked to the 
region’s dependency on Russian gas, which the EU has been trying to coun-
ter with short-term subsidies for energy costs the most vulnerable groups. 
Meanwhile, Russia and its proxies have worked intensively on creating infra-
structure projects for the long-run. In July 2022, the Council of Ministers of 
BiH rejected two documents that were offered to them as a package. One 
was a Draft document for conducting negotiations for the conclusion of the 
Agreement between Bosnia and Herzegovina and the Republic of Croatia on 
the construction of the gas pipeline South Interconnection of Bosnia and 
Herzegovina and the Republic of Croatia on the route Zagvozd (HR) – Po-
sušje (BiH) – Novi Travnik/Travnik (BiH) with a branch to Mostar. The 
second document was the basis for conducting negotiations for the conclu-
sion of the Agreement between Bosnia and Herzegovina and the Republic 
of Serbia on the construction of a gas pipeline along the border between the 



38 

two states. Both international agreements with the two countries were 
merged into one item on the agenda by representatives of SNSD and HDZ 
BiH, while Bosniac parties refused to vote on this so close to the elections 
and create a risk of impacting the electoral choices. While those two docu-
ments have been in procedure, the four cantons with a majority Croat pop-
ulation in FBiH, where the government is held by HDZ BiH, established a 
company for gas distribution, while allegedly the plan is that the Southern 
gas pipeline would be built by a company close to the political elites of HDZ 
BiH. HDZ BiH’s representatives have claimed not to be satisfied with the 
work of BH-Gas, the current main supplier of gas in FBiH, nor were they 
satisfied with the national structure of employees in that public company, 
which is why they decided to form a separate gas entity. Those demands were 
brought into the new coalition, which eventually approved the two pro-
posals, while demanding some minor political concessions in return. 
 
When it come to the market distribution, there is somewhat greater depend-
ency on oil, with Russian company Neftegazinkor controlling around 30% 
of BiH’s oil market. Optima Group owns Oil Refinery Brod and Oil Refinery 
Modrica in Republika Srpska, which import only Russian crude oil through 
a pipeline from Serbia. The two refineries continue to record losses, which 
stand at €514m. Optima Group currently has liabilities of more than €600m. 
The debts Russian oil companies have accumulated are likely to become a 
burden on Republika Srpska. If the authorities in Republika Srpska take over 
the two refineries in a situation similar to that recently faced by Sberbank, 
they would inherit Optima Group’s local debts, which would create more 
vulnerabilities and instability for the government of RS that is already dan-
gerously exposed to financial instability due to their international debt. But 
at the same time, it would send another message of support to the regime in 
Russia, which is currently very high on the political agenda of Milorad Dodik. 

Security and Stability – Home-Grown vs. Externally-Driven 

Although the war in Ukraine has sent shockwaves throughout Europe and 
globally, the instability in BiH is not so much a result of that shockwave, but 
rather a result of home-grown political and constitutional fragilities, and po-
litical tensions created for domestic audiences. Nonetheless, nationalist pol-
iticians in BiH have opportunistically jumped on the wagon of rising con-
cerns and instabilities stemming from the war in Ukraine, and linked many 
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of the internal processes to that wider security concern. At the beginning of 
the war in Ukraine, many citizens had started to fear the spread of the con-
flict towards the Western Balkans, and nationalist politicians used that fear 
of another conflict to manipulate further with the public opinion and gener-
ate new crises.  
 
At the same time, there have been unhelpful messages and even more direct 
threats to stability in BiH coming from the neighbouring countries, e.g. 
through statements that draw parallels between Kosovo and RS (Dodik and 
Vučić), but also by supporting HDZ BiH blockades of reform processes 
(Milanović and Plenković). Whatever crises emerged over the past few years, 
the HDZ BiH has consistently taken that opportunity to renew the claims 
for a third entity, in one form or another. 
 
All the while, the biggest threats to stability in the region, and in BiH in par-
ticular, stem from the widespread corruption, stabilitocracy, lack of reform 
projects, gradual collapse of the judiciary system, and state-capture (mainly 
in the RS).  
 
When it comes to instability created by Russia, either directly or through their 
aggression of Ukraine, their main goals in BiH remains to challenge the BiH 
accession to NATO, keep the political status quo, destabilise the EU, and 
shed light on its weaknesses. Russia and its proxies (Dodik in particular) has 
been trying to weaken the current focus of the EU on Ukraine, by creating 
instabilities in places other than Ukraine and drawing the EU’s attention to 
the Western Balkans (WB) region. Russia’s main interest in BiH remains to 
expose the weaknesses of the EU – military and political – which is why their 
campaigns of misinformation and disinformation have been feeding into cit-
izens’ growing distrust of the EU.  
 
Russian paramilitaries have been regularly making presence in parades 
throughout Republika Srpska, while Russian diplomats have been making 
parallels between BiH and Ukraine. Even if unrealistic and unrelatable, those 
parallels are very effective in generating fear among citizens and making them 
more susceptible to the manipulation by nationalist politicians in BiH. Some 
local media reported early during the Ukraine war that Dodik had an agree-
ment directly with Putin on how to destabilise BiH in case of a need to create 
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new conflicts, but it has been hard to substantiate those claims beyond his 
general intention to destabilise the country internally. 
 
NATO responded to the war in Ukraine immediately by making a reference 
to BiH membership of NATO, but there has been no action on further ac-
cession to NATO. The EU has responded to renewed threats to instability 
and Dodik’s calls for secession by sending additional 500 troops to BiH, and 
50 more from Germany, but this also sent a message to citizens that peace is 
fragile, so many more have been leaving the country. 
 
Between 2017 and 2022, Russia has opposed all declarations of the Peace 
Implementation Council (PIC) which stated that the RS had no right to se-
cede. Russia has questioned the legitimacy of judgments from the Interna-
tional Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia, and objected PIC state-
ments of support for Bosnia’s Constitutional Court and its judges, when they 
were challenged by Dodik. Dodik and Russian representatives have synchro-
nised their campaigns to deny the appointment of Christian Schmidt as the 
High Representative, and Russia has since been boycotting PIC in defiance 
of its decision to support Schmidt’s appointment. Russia’s policy on the Of-
fice of the High Representative (OHR) is closely synchronised with Dodik, 
and they have been jointly working on the closure of the Office of the High 
Representative, and on departure from Bosnia’s institutions of all Western 
officials, such as the three European judges on the Bosnian Constitutional 
Court.  
 
However, the biggest threat from Russia still is the possibility of their veto 
on continuation of the EU Althea Mission in the UN Security Council, which 
is balanced by their recognition that such move would result in a greater 
presence of NATO in the country, which Russia may seek to avoid. 
 
In early 2022, at the outset of the war in Ukraine, the Russian Embassy an-
nounced that Putin and Dodik signed an agreement, which was not publicly 
available, but many speculated that it included mutual support in the next 
steps to dissolve the state of BiH, while avoiding BiH sanctions against Rus-
sia. Soon after that announcement, and Dodik’s first visit to Putin since the 
Russian invasion of Ukraine, Dodik announced the introduction of set of 
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legal changes aimed at dissolving state institutions (May 2022).7 The link with 
Russia was made even more apparent, when Dodik said that the Russian 
President had told him during their meeting that the “Dayton Agreement 
was destroyed by those who promote rules in the world, not international 
law”. Furthermore, according to Radio Television of Republika Srpska 
(RTRS), Putin was “grateful for the RS’ neutral attitude towards the issue of 
Ukraine and for the support of Russian culture”. He confirmed that “the 
economic cooperation between Russia and RS will continue”.  
 
In May 2023, Dodik met Putin for the third time since the start of the Rus-
sian aggression on Ukraine in February 2022, and it was their ninth conver-
sation since 2014. So far, apart from the mutual support showcased during 
those visits, the two leaders seem to put up those visits strategically in order 
to send a message primarily to Brussels and Washington, who issue some 
reactions every time. However, the link between the two and their impact 
likely goes beyond showcasing support public. Kremlin may have promised 
to Dodik that it could recognise the independence of Republika Srpska, anal-
ogous to the “people’s republics” of Luhansk and Donetsk. Alleged net-
works of Russian agents bare spread out throughout the Balkans, and their 
activities and networks are supported by Dodik and RS institutions. Disin-
formation is broadly spread from Russia, and specifically by Russia Today, 
and cyber attacks and hybrid activities have become more frequent and acute 
than Russia’s outright involvement in political decisions. Russian spreading 
of misinformation, especially through social and electronic media, is aimed 
at exacerbating internal fragilities and instabilities in BiH and the rest of the 
region. In the first 2 months since the start of the invasion, Russian Embassy 
in Sarajevo published over 70 posts in Bosnian-Croatian-Serbian (BHS) lan-
guages on Telegram. Russian Embassy in Sarajevo had its own information 
war at the beginning of the invasion in Ukraine by drawing an analogy with 
the crimes in Srebrenica and the Donbas region of Ukraine – Putin making 
similar remarks subsequently (Srebrenica comparisons even though Russia 
does not recognise genocide in Srebrenica, but it resonated well internation-
ally). Russia has thus been using BiH to give more prominence and visibility 
to Russian victims in Ukraine, while disrespecting victims of the that narra-
tive has an additional effect of generating fear and triggering traumas among 
BiH citizens who had suffered in a similar way. 

                                                 
7  https://www.dw.com/bs/putin-i-dodik-mega-prijetnja-bih/a-61184628. 
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One action that was announced following the alleged agreement between 
Dodik and Putin was a call on the Serbian members of the Constitutional 
Court to resign, which materialised in 2022, with the last judge going for 
‘early retirement’ in June 2023. The remaining judges in the Constitutional 
Court then passed a decision, which would enable them to cast votes and 
pass decisions even without Serb judges present, because they saw their de-
parture as a deliberate move to block decision-making in this body. Dodik 
then instigated a number of decisions and changes to the Law in June 2023, 
aimed at withdrawing the competence of the Constitutional Court in the ter-
ritory of Republika Srpska, which was broadly seen as an attack on the con-
stitutional order of BiH. This was a reason for another intervention by the 
High Representative, who annulled those decisions, but Dodik’s move may 
have set in motion another political crisis that could unravel in many direc-
tions, including further escalation of tensions in the country, and could pos-
sibly mean some more serious security threats. 
 
In response to those threats, NATO announced the enhancement of coop-
eration in the fight against trafficking in small arms and light weapons, the 
fight against terrorism, crisis management and cyber security. They also 
strengthened their headquarters in Sarajevo with more staff and providing 
more resources to support the visits of expert teams to the country and ef-
forts to combat disinformation. The response from the EU has been mainly 
in the form of granting the candidate status to BiH, and some verbal con-
demnation of Dodik’s moves and his relationship with Putin. So far, the EU 
has not been able to agree internally on sanctions to Dodik, which would 
parallel those introduced previously by the United States and United King-
dom.8 The EU using the tools available through its distribution of aid and 
financial support to the country. In 2022, the EU announced that it would 
direct unused funds from the Instrument for Pre-Accession Assistance (IPA) 
to reduce dependence on Russian energy and oil. In July 2023, the EU ap-
proved 303 million euros worth of grants for BiH infrastructure projects, 

                                                 
8  USA imposed sanctions on Dodik in January 2022, followed by the UK in May 2022. 

https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2022/1/5/us-imposes-sanctions-on-bosnian-serb 
-leader-dodik. 
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with all grants focused on Federation of BiH, and no money going to Re-
publika Srpska.9 

Resilience of Citizens 

The International Republican Institute’s 2022 opinion poll found that 89 per 
cent of BiH Serbs have a positive view of Russia’s role in their country, com-
pared to 39 per cent of BiH Croats and only 27 per cent of Bosniaks. Milorad 
Dodik indicated the overwhelming support of Serb representatives to Russia 
and the “special military operations”.10 
 
In a recent poll conducted by the BiH Directorate for European Integration, 
three fourths of citizens would vote for BiH’s accession into the EU if the 
referendum would be held on the EU membership today. This support is 
significantly higher in the FBiH and the Brčko District of BiH than in the 
RS. In comparison to 2021 and 2022 surveys, the support for BiH’s accession 
into the EU decreased in 2023 (-7.2% compared to 2021; -4% compared to 
2022), but the number of citizens who would not vote in the referendum 
increased (+4.3% compared to 2022).11 In any case, the overall support re-
mains very high, and it has not been impacted significantly by the growing 
insecurity. Nonetheless, the anecdotal evidence at the beginning of the inva-
sion in Ukraine shows that citizens felt threatened, and started withdrawing 
their saving from banks, threatening a banking crisis in 2022, eventually forc-
ing banks to increasing guarantee limits on deposits. They also started stock-
ing on food and hygienic products, fire-wood and other essentials need in a 
case of a war. 

Policy Options 

The preceding sections analysed resilience in BiH from the political, eco-
nomic, security and civic perspectives. It can be said that the main insecuri-

                                                 
9  https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/eu-approves-grants-bosnian-infrastructure 

-leaves-out-serb-region-2023-07-04/. 
10  https://www.ponarseurasia.org/rallying-to-russia-from-the-balkans-milorad-dodik-and 

-the-invasion-of-ukraine/. 
11  https://www.dei.gov.ba/en/istrazivanja-javnog-mnijenja-en-28. 
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ties facing the country are home-grown, stemming from the secessionist pol-
icies of Milorad Dodik, the political support he receives from HDZ BiH and 
HDZ Croatia, destructive interference from the authorities in Croatia and 
Serbia, and the weaknesses brought by the constitutional set-up which re-
quires that SNSD and HDZ remain in power, whoever might in the govern-
ing coalition from FBiH. With all that in mind, the following options are 
available to the EU, its members and allies: 
 

• Use EU’s strong economic and trade leverage over Russia in BiH – 
the trade between BiH and the EU is still larger than with any other 
region, even for the RS. 
 

• Send clear, firm and consistent messages on eventual EU member-
ship for BiH, and in the meantime make that association real for cit-
izens.  
 

• Support projects fighting misinformation domestically and that com-
ing from Russia. 
 

• Continue to support civil society, especially in RS where the state-
capture and a tight grip on civil society have become more prominent 
over the past 2–3 years. 
 

• Provide security guarantees by the EU and NATO in case of further 
destabilisation.  
 

• Make the most of the regional cooperation – infrastructure projects 
most viable if done jointly and so far, showing results and an expres-
sion of good will. 
 

• Capitalise on Serbia’s balancing act with the EU, which partly dimin-
ishes Russian influence in BiH. 
 

• Support concrete projects, free travel within the region, mutual 
recognition of documents, infrastructure projects and access to 
funds. 

 



45 

Resilience of Kosovo to the War in Ukraine 

Agon Demjaha 

Introduction 

Situated at the crossroads between the ‘West’ and the ‘East’, Kosovo and the 
Western Balkans (WB) region have historically experienced major geopoliti-
cal influences. In recent years, the region has been under increased engage-
ment by the European Union (EU) and the United States (US) on the one 
hand, and Russia and China, on the other. These intersecting, overlapping 
and often conflicting influences of external actors have amplified over the 
last previous years. The internal weaknesses such as the bleak economic and 
social situation as well as the weak state of the region’s democracies have 
opened additional space for such external influences.1 
  
Recently, Russia has invested heavily to stop the rapprochement between the 
Western Balkans countries (WB6) and the EU and the North Atlantic Treaty 
Organization (NATO). In addition to more traditional soft power and trade 
approaches, its activities have also included widespread use of disinfor-
mation, cyberwarfare, and intelligence operations. In this way Russia has 
managed to tremendously increase its influence in Serbia, Bosnia and Her-
zegovina (BIH), Kosovo and Montenegro, where many influential political 
leaders are staunchly supportive of Russia. In the past, Russia has demon-
strated that it could easily destabilize these countries and even the entire re-
gion of the WB. In Montenegro, Russian infiltrated operatives allegedly 
staged a coup to overthrow the government in Podgorica in 2016 and  
prevent Montenegro’s accession to NATO. In Kosovo, Russia’s backing of 
Serbia’s position hinders attempts to normalize relations between the two 
countries and hampers their integration into the EU. Furthermore, Russia’s 
recent threats to veto the extension of the EU peacekeeping operation in 

                                                 
1  Sabina Lange, Zoran Nechev and Florian Trauner eds., “Resilience in the Western Bal-

kans,” Report No. 36, EU Institute for Security Studies, August 2017, p.5. 
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BIH have clearly exposed the fragility of Bosnia’s post-war constitution.2 
Russia also exerts its influence in North Macedonia, mainly through the op-
position pro-Russian party Levica (The Left). If Bulgaria continues to block 
North Macedonia’s EU membership negotiations, Levica might considerably 
strengthen its power due to enormous disappointment of citizens, thus fur-
ther increasing Russia’s influence in the country.  
 
Similarly, China has in the past decade, especially since the launch of the Belt 
and Road Initiative (BRI) and its cooperation platform with Central and 
Eastern European Countries (CEEC), considerably increased its presence in 
the WB. Except Kosovo, all other countries have been targeted with various 
Chinese initiatives aimed to boost trade, investments, infrastructure projects 
and development cooperation.3 China refuses to recognize Kosovo since it 
sees an immediate link between Kosovo and the Taiwan issue. Although its 
position on the Kosovo issue has been rather constant throughout the years, 
“the changing geopolitical landscape and polarization between the East and 
the West […] as well as the issue of Taiwan could arguably motivate China 
into engaging more on the Kosovo issue in future.”4 Such potential Chinese 
radicalization towards Kosovo might have detrimental impact on Kosovo’s 
state building and ambition to strengthen its international recognition. 
 
Russia’s unprovoked aggression against Ukraine has seriously undermined 
the European and international security, and has shown how precarious and 
fragile is the peace in the world when faced with aggressive acts of the rogue 
big powers. At the same time, concerns were raised that Russia might also 
try to destabilize the WB region to deflect attention from its military aggres-
sion in Ukraine. The region’s significant ethnic, political, and social divisions, 
combined with the prevailing dissatisfaction with the slow pace of Euro-At-
lantic integration, make it simple for Russia to disturb the post-Cold War 

                                                 
2  Dejana Saric and Pierre Morcos, “The War in Ukraine: Aftershocks in the Balkans,” 

Center for Strategic & International Studies, 15 April 2022, https://www.csis.org/ 
analysis/war-ukraine-aftershocks-balkans. 

3  Ana Krstinovska, “China’s Role on the Kosovo Issue: Between an Inactive Past and 
Indistinct Future.” In Ioannis Armakolas et al eds. Confronting Multiple Crises: Local and 
International Perspectives on Policy-Making in Kosovo, Kosovo Foundation for Open Society, 
2022, p. 410. 

4  Krstinovska, 2022, p. 411.  



47 

European order. Russia has proven that it knows how to be a master of dis-
traction and how to take advantage of ethnic cleavages and complicate the 
region’s lagging reform agendas by bolstering hard-line nationalist politicians.5 
Given Russia’s strong relationship with Serbia and Republika Srpska, there are 
still justified fears that WB might turn into a new source of turmoil in Europe. 

The EU-Facilitated Dialogue between Kosovo and Serbia  

The EU facilitated dialogue between Prishtina and Belgrade has started in 
2011 following the UN General Assembly (UNGA) Resolution 64/29 in 
September 2010. The dialogue aimed at normalization of relations between 
Kosovo and Serbia through a comprehensive legally-binding agreement, and 
the process of dialogue in itself was supposed to be a factor for peace, secu-
rity and stability in the region.6 However, so far, the dialogue has been going 
back and forth, and has still not led to full normalization of relations between 
the two countries. The first important agreement on “Arrangements Regard-
ing Regional Representation and Cooperation” (ARRRC) was signed on 23 
February 2012. The agreement enabled Kosovo to participate under certain 
conditions at all intergovernmental regional meetings, as an equal partner 
with all other participating states.7 Soon after, on 19 April 2013, the two 
countries signed “The First Agreement of Principles governing Normaliza-
tion of Relations”8 that aimed to integrate the Kosovo Serb majority munic-
ipalities of Northern Kosovo into the constitutional and legal system of Ko-
sovo through the establishment of an Association/Community of Serb Mu-
nicipalities (ACSM), which would have “full overview of the areas of 
economic development, education, health, urban and rural planning.”9 In 

                                                 
5  Paul Stronski, “Russia in the Balkans After Ukraine: A Troubling Actor,” Carnegie Poli-

tika, 20 September 2022, https://carnegieendowment.org/politika/87959. 
6  UN Doc. A/RES/64/298, 9 September 2010. 
7  See “Arrangements Regarding Regional Representation and Cooperation,” Brussels, 

Rev10 RC, 23 February 2012. 
8  The agreement is also known as the Brussels Agreement. See “Information Session: First 

Agreement Between Serbia and Kosovo of Principles Governing Normalization of Re-
lations”, Wilson Center, 24 April 2013; http://www.wilsoncenter.org/event/information-
session-first-agreement-betweenserbia-and-kosovo-principles-governing. 

9  Miruna Troncota ̆, “The Association that Dissociates’: Narratives of Local Political Re-
sistance in Kosovo and the Delayed Implementation of the Brussels Agreement,” South-
east European and Black Sea Studies, 18 (2), 2018, pp. 219–238. 
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2015, Kosovo and Serbia finalised four new agreements on the establishment 
of the ACSM,10 energy, telecommunications, and the freedom of movement 
of the Mitrovica Bridge. However, the practical implementation of these 
agreements, especially the one on the establishment of the ACSM, has 
proven to be the rather difficult.  
 
In the following years, the dialogue between Kosovo and Serbia has often 
been suspended due to a series of incidents11 and no meetings were held for 
almost two years. Although after the parliamentary elections in 2021, the new 
Kosovo Prime Minister Albin Kurti returned to dialogue, no major progress 
was achieved after several meetings in Brussels. Since September 2021 a 
number of dangerous incidents again took place in Kosovo, mainly due to 
the decision of Kosovo Government to introduce reciprocity measures to 
Serbia related to ID cards and vehicle plates. The Special Police Units were 
sent to the border crossing in the North of Kosovo to ensure the implemen-
tation of the measure. In return, local Serbs protested and blocked the roads 
in the North, while Serbia deployed its military at the border with Kosovo. 
The tensions were diffused with the involvement of the EU and US. Similar 
crises also occurred in February and August 2022, and they were again miti-
gated by heavy involvement of the EU and US Envoys, Miroslav Lajčák and 
Gabriel Escobar. 
 
The new geopolitical reality shaped by the war in Ukraine created an urgent 
momentum for reaching an agreement on the normalization of relations be-
tween Kosovo and Serbia. In this situation, Western diplomacy was mobi-
lized, and soon after the “Franco-German” proposal was put forward. The 
plan, which is now called European, envisages the normalization between 

                                                 
10  “Association/Community/of Serb Majority Municipalities in Kosovo – General Princi-

ples, Main Elements,” http://eeas.europa.eu/archives/docs/statements/eeas/docs/ 
150825_02_association-community-of-serb-majority-municipalities-in-kosovo-general-
principles-main-elements_en.pdf. 

11  Incidents included the building of the concrete wall in northern Mitrovica by the Serb 
authorities, the arrest of former Kosovo Prime Minister, Ramush Haradinaj, in Paris, 
the attempt of Belgrade authorities to operate a direct train decorated with nationalist 
slogans between Belgrade and northern Mitrovica, and the killing of a top Serb politician, 
Oliver Ivanović, outside of his office in Mitrovica by an unknown gunman. See for in-
stance Maja Zivanovic and Die Morina, “Murder Puts Serbia-Kosovo Dialogue in 
Doubt,” Balkan Insight, 18 January 2018. 
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the two countries based on the model of the agreement between the two 
Germanies in 1972. The EU presented the draft proposal to both Kosovo 
and Serbia on 5 December 2022, at the EU-WB summit in Tirana. After 
several rounds of consultations, on 27 February 2023, Vučić and Kurti ac-
cepted the EU’s draft after a meeting in Brussels. According to Josep Borrell, 
no further discussion was needed regarding the plan itself, and future nego-
tiations would be dedicated to its implementation.12 Finally, on 18 March 
2023 Kurti and Vučić met again in Ohrid, North Macedonia and verbally 
accepted a roadmap (Annex) for implementing the agreement. 
 
The European proposal was offered to Kosovo and Serbia on take-it-or-
leave-it basis, and only the implementation plan was open for negotiations. 
Although the agreement does not contain the de jure recognition of Ko-
sovo’s independence by Serbia, there is a de facto recognition that opens the 
way for Kosovo to be recognized by the international community and coun-
tries that had not done so before. Moreover, Articles 1 and 2 stipulate that 
parties “shall recognize their respective documents and national symbols” 
and will be guided by the principles of the UN Charter, “especially those of 
the sovereign equality of all states, respect for their independence, autonomy 
and territorial integrity, and the right to self-determination.”13 Serbia has on 
the other hand, managed to secure Kosovo’s commitment to “formalise the 
status of the Serbian Orthodox Church in Kosovo and afford strong level of 
protection to the Serbian religious and cultural heritage sites” as well as “an 
appropriate level of self-management for the Serbian community in Kosovo 
and ability for service provision in specific areas.”14 
 
The roadmap for the implementation of the agreement was accepted only 
verbally after hours of negotiations in Ohrid. It was also agreed that the 
Agreement and the Implementation Annex will become integral parts of the 

                                                 
12  Misha Savic and Jasmina Kuzmanovic, “Serbia and Kosovo Edge Closer on Deal to 

Normalize Ties,” Bloomberg News, 27 February 2023, https://www.bloomberg. 
com/news/articles/2023-02-27/serbia-and-kosovo-move-closer-on-deal-to-normalize-
ties?leadSource=uverify%20wall. 

13  European Union External Action, “Belgrade-Pristina Dialogue: Agreement on the path 
to normalisation between Kosovo and Serbia,” The Diplomatic Service of the European 
Union, 27 February 2023, https://www.eeas.europa.eu/eeas/belgrade-pristina-dialogue 
-eu-proposal-agreement-path-normalisation-between-kosovo-and-serbia_en. 

14  Ibid. 
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respective EU accession processes of Kosovo and Serbia. The Parties have 
agreed to set up a Joint Monitoring Committee chaired by the EU within 30 
days, that will ensure and supervise the implementation of all Agreement’s 
provisions. Additionally, Kosovo agreed to immediately  

launch negotiations within the EU-facilitated Dialogue on establishing specific ar-
rangements and guarantees to ensure an appropriate level of self-management for 
the Serbian community in Kosovo, in compliance with relevant previous Dialogue 
agreements as determined by the EU Facilitator.15  

Kosovo and Serbia have also agreed that all Articles of the Agreement will 
be implemented independently of each other, and that the “order of the par-
agraphs of this Annex is without prejudice to the order of their implementa-
tion.”16 
 
In Kosovo, currently there are fears about a potential future scenario in 
which Kosovo fulfils all its obligations stemming from the agreement, but 
gets almost nothing in return. In other words, what will happen if Serbia 
does not implement its part of the agreement, while the EU non-recognizers 
continue to block Kosovo’s Euro-Atlantic integrations? Serbian President 
Aleksandar Vučić has only days after accepting the agreement made state-
ments qualifying and even abrogating key commitments. The EU and US 
must eliminate any remaining doubt about the binding nature of the agree-
ment and all its provisions. If Vučić is allowed to distort the terms or even 
the status of the agreement, then chances of implementation will certainly 
tumble.17 Such scenario might have serious negative consequences in Ko-
sovo since it would lead to rise of nationalism, anti-western sentiments and 

                                                 
15  In fact, this refers to the establishment of the Association/Community of Serb Munici-

palities (ACSM) in accordance with the Brussels Agreement of 2013, however, the Ko-
sovo Prime Minister insisted to replace the word “Association” with “appropriate level 
of self-management”. See “Belgrade-Pristina Dialogue: Implementation Annex to the 
Agreement on the Path to Normalisation of Relations between Kosovo and Serbia,” 
EEAS Press Team, Ohrid, 18 March 2023, https://www.eeas.europa.eu/eeas/belgrade-
pristina-dialogue-implementation-annex-agreement-path-normalisation-relations-
between_en. 

16  Ibid. 
17  Edward Joseph, “Kosovo Has a Deal – if the West Can Save It,” Foreign Policy, 22 

March 2023, https://foreignpolicy.com/2023/03/22/kosovo-serbia-deal-europe-
united-statesohrid/?fbclid=IwAR2VSUT5vOz5NT DzlrJCqhcwl UVbcmA19pUqefz-
QE3ugcUU-EcsppWks0U. 
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most probably the rise of radical Islam that might result in political instability, 
internal conflict, and one with Serbia as well. In this way, the five non-rec-
ognizers would give to Serbia the veto power on Kosovo’s Euro-Atlantic 
future – the best possible ‘gift’ to Russia – keeping the region unstable. 
 
The situation was further complicated with recent elections in four Serb ma-
jority municipalities that took place after the mass resignation in November 
2022 of all Serb officials and local politicians. Because the Serbian List, the 
largest party of Serbs in Kosovo, boycotted the elections, and Serbian insti-
tutions made repeated calls for local Serbs to do the same, the elections reg-
istered the lowest turnout in the country’s history with just 3.47 percent.18 As 
a result, all elected mayors in the four municipalities were Albanian.19 Such 
reality triggered overwhelming criticisms and harsh words from Belgrade. 
The US regretted the limited involvement of Serbs from Kosovo, but it still 
confirmed that it would accept the outcome of the election. The EU also 
acknowledged that the elections were held in line with the legal framework 
of Kosovo and that efforts were undertaken for them to take place in a 
smooth and orderly manner. However, it also emphasized that elections 
without Serb participation do not offer a long-term political solution.20 It 
remains unclear how the situation will develop once the newly elected Alba-
nian mayors will try to take office.  

Impact of the War in Ukraine on Democratic and Economic 
Consolidation as Well as the Security Situation of Kosovo 

Impact on Democratic Consolidation of Kosovo 

The war in Ukraine has not had a significant impact on democratic consoli-
dation of Kosovo. Kosovo has a stable government that has a comfortable 
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majority in the parliament. According to the Freedom House Report, in 2022 
National Democratic Governance rating improved from 2.50 to 3.00 due to 
the stabilization of Kosovo’s leadership after snap parliamentary and presi-
dential elections. The report further concludes that both national and local 
elections were well-administered, and the processes were fair and transpar-
ent. The Report also notes that after the parliamentary elections, the oppo-
sition parties pledged not to obstruct the establishment of the new parlia-
ment, signalling a degree of political maturity rarely seen in the broader re-
gion.21 
 
Nevertheless, Kosovo’s democratic situation still faces challenges, mainly re-
lated to corruption, political polarization, and the influence of organized 
crime on the political life. Although these challenges are largely related to 
Kosovo’s internal politics, the war in Ukraine may indirectly affect Kosovo’s 
democratic consolidation. Firstly, it could divert international attention and 
resources away from Kosovo, making it more difficult for the country to 
receive the support it needs to continue its democratic consolidation. More-
over, if the conflict were to escalate into a wider conflict between Russia and 
NATO, this could destabilize the entire WB region and lead to increased 
tensions and instability in Kosovo. This could in turn impact the country’s 
democratic consolidation by making it more difficult to address internal chal-
lenges and pursue reforms.  
 
Second potential impact on Kosovo’s democratic consolidation of Russian 
aggression against Ukraine is Putin’s tendency to justify his recognition of 
the Russian created breakaway republics of Donetsk and Luhansk by misus-
ing Kosovo’s independence. Back in 2014, Putin also used what he calls the 
Kosovo ‘precedent’ to justify his annexation of Crimea, while also using Ko-
sovo case to justify his attack on Ukraine and to maintain that Kosovo’s 
independence is illegal. By doing so, Putin directly impedes the consolidation 
of Kosovo’s statehood at the global level, which directly affects the consoli-
dation of its internal democracy, and the security of the Balkans. 
 
However, as confirmed in KIPRED’s paper “efforts to draw any analogy 
between Kosovo and the separatist regions of Ukraine which are occupied 
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and annexed by Russia are misleading and manipulative,” since these cases 
are totally different in historical, legal and political aspects.22 In fact, it is im-
possible to establish any similarity between Kosovo and the Ukrainian terri-
tories of Crimea, Donetsk and Luhansk. While Kosovo was a constitutive 
federal unit of the Yugoslav Federation vested with the decision-making 
powers at the federal level, Crimea, Donetsk and Luhansk had no federal 
constitutional status within the Soviet Federation. Furthermore, NATO in-
tervention against Yugoslavia in 1999 was proceeded by three UNSC reso-
lutions23 and aimed at stopping the unfolding genocide against innocent ci-
vilians in Kosovo, and at preventing the spill-over of the war in the Balkan’s 
fragile region. On the contrary, the annexation of Crimea, and declaration of 
independence of Donetsk and Luhansk represent a direct outcome of the 
Russian aggressions against Ukraine, in 2014 and 2022. Occupation of these 
parts of Ukraine’s territory, are in grave violation of the international law and 
territorial integrity of an independent and sovereign state.24 
 
Finally, the International Court of Justice (ICJ) Advisory Opinion in 2010 
has confirmed that Kosovo’s declaration of independence was in conformity 
with international law, given that it did not violate any of its general norms 
or specific acts.25 Furthermore, the UN, including the General Assembly, 
have neither condemned nor called for non-recognition of Kosovo’s inde-
pendence. On the other hand, the UN has through several resolutions of its 
Assembly continuously condemned Russia’s aggressions and illegal annexa-
tions of Ukrainian territories. On 27 March 2014 UNGA adopted the Reso-
lution 68/262 “Territorial Integrity of Ukraine” that clearly underscored that: 

[T]he referendum held in the Autonomous Republic of Crimea and the city of Se-
vastopol on March 16, 2014, [have] no validity, cannot form the basis for any alter-
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ation of the status of the Autonomous Republic of Crimea or of the city of Sevasto-
pol.26  

In the period between 2014 and 2022, the UNGA has adopted several other 
resolutions that addressed the violation of human rights of the residents of 
Autonomous Republic of Crimea and the city of Sevastopol of Ukraine by 
Russia.27 Lastly, on 2 March 2022, the UNGA adopted the Resolution ES-
11/1, “Aggression against Ukraine,” that condemned the Russian aggression, 
reaffirmed territorial integrity of Ukraine and demanded unconditional and 
immediate withdrawal of all military forces of Russia from Ukraine.28 

Impact on Economic Consolidation of Kosovo 

The economies of Western Balkans countries have been heavily hit by the 
consequences of the war. The inflation has skyrocketed due to increasing 
food and energy prices, while economic growth has gone down in all coun-
tries. Kosovo, on the other hand, had little direct risk exposure since practi-
cally it has no economic links to Russia and Ukraine regarding trade, tourism 
and remittances. However, there was an indirect impact due to dramatic price 
increases of electricity during the energy crisis. Since the government has 
subsidized electricity, this also resulted on an additional fiscal burden for the 
budget of the country.29 At the same time, due to the war, the global oil prices 
also increased by 75 percent from last September, causing an increase on 
refined oil products as well. Since Kosovo imports refined oil products, if 
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prices remain high, Kosovo might face additional expenditures of 262 mil-
lion euros or 3.9 percent of GDP in 2022.30 
 
Even before the war in Ukraine, Kosovo already faced a number of eco-
nomic challenges, such as high levels of unemployment, low levels of foreign 
investment and heavy dependence on remittances from its diaspora abroad. 
These weaknesses could be further exacerbated due to the war in Ukraine, 
since hyperinflation due to increasing food and energy prices and decline on 
the economic growth, might further increase unemployment in the country. 
Also, many investors would be hesitant to invest in Kosovo during crisis, 
due to potential political and economic instability. Finally, the war in Ukraine 
might make it difficult for many Kosovars living abroad to send money back 
home, further hindering the country’s economic growth.31 

Impact on the Security Situation of Kosovo 

Since the end of the war in 1999, the security in Kosovo is provided by 
NATO led peace-enforcement mission, the Kosovo Force (KFOR), in ac-
cordance with the UNSC Resolution 1244. The Resolution assigned the 
KFOR Mission a role of retaliatory power in case of defection from the 
peace terms as envisaged by the Resolution 1244.32 The security situation in 
Kosovo is not directly impacted by the war in Ukraine, but it may be indi-
rectly affected at least in two ways. Firstly, the security in Kosovo is directly 
and continuously threatened by Serbia’s hostile approach. Although the con-
flict officially ended with the signing of the Kumanovo Agreement in 1999, 
tensions between the two countries have persisted, and occasional outbreaks 
of violence have occurred mainly because Belgrade still considers Kosovo as 
part of its state. This has led to a continued presence of international military 
presence (KFOR) in Kosovo to help maintain security and stability in the 
region. 
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Consequently, the main impact of the war in Ukraine on Kosovo’s security 
is linked with Russia’s intensions to increase tensions and uncertainty in Ko-
sovo and the broader Balkan region. Concerns were raised that through its 
strong relationship with Serbia and Republika Srpska, Russia might try to 
destabilize the WB region to deflect attention from its military aggression in 
Ukraine. While most countries in the region have joined or want to join 
NATO and have a clear goal of EU integration, the Serbian state has chosen 
to stay with Russia, objecting to NATO membership and not aligning its 
foreign policy with that of EU. Serbia has in recent years intensified political, 
economic, military and intelligence cooperation with Russia. Moreover, the 
increasing militarization of Serbia, “directly raises the security dilemma and 
remains an identified source of threat to both Kosovo and the countries in 
the region.”33 In line with this, since the beginning of the war in Ukraine, a 
number of serious incidents have happened in the North of Kosovo.  
 
According to Kosovo’s Minister of Interior Svecla, there was already evi-
dence that Serbia has recently started to arm various paramilitary groups in 
the North of Kosovo.34 Having in mind that Serbs living in the North of 
Kosovo have a strong pro-Putin and pro-Russia sentiment, it is clear that 
Serbia has the potential to conduct limited hybrid warfare in the North of 
Kosovo.35 Already months before the aggression, Foreign Minister Lavrov 
has continuously made comparisons about the similarity of the separatist re-
gions of Donetsk and Luhansk with the North of Kosovo. Clearly this was 
an attempt to create propaganda circumstances that would enable a coordi-
nated Russian-Serbian action once the aggression in Ukraine would begin. 
This propaganda, sometimes even amplified, was eagerly also disseminated 
by Serbian media controlled by Vučić. Russia and Serbia hoped to swiftly 
achieve their goals – full occupation of Ukraine by Russia and the de facto 
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takeover of the North of Kosovo by Serbia.36 Serbia could not risk an open 
conflict with NATO by taking over the North through regular military 
forces, and was instead planning to achieve this through non-official para-
military formations (little green men) infiltrated into the territory of Kosovo. 
Moreover, with such scenario Serbia would also try to push KFOR towards 
its de facto transformation into a classic peacekeeping mission that separates 
the warring parties, something similar to a “toothless” mission of the United 
Nations Protection Force (UNPROFOR) in BIH, and thus prevent its man-
date of peace enforcement that allows the exercise of military force against 
those who endanger peace and security in Kosovo.37 
 
The war in Ukraine might also indirectly impact the security situation in Ko-
sovo if international attention and resources are eventually diverted from 
Kosovo. Namely, the conflict in Ukraine has captured international attention 
and resources, including military and diplomatic efforts from NATO, US 
and the EU. As a result, Kosovo’s key allies might divert their attention and 
resources away from Kosovo and the entire WB, which would potentially 
weaken international support for the country. However, having in mind re-
cent mobilization of the Western diplomacy for achieving the Ohrid agree-
ment between Kosovo and Serbia, it seems that this is not a likely scenario. 
Rather, it seems that the EU and US are determined to further strengthen 
their position in the WB and prevent Russia’s intention to eventually desta-
bilize the region. 

Impact of the War in Ukraine on  
Kosovo’s Neighbourhood Relations  

Russia’s invasion of Ukraine has had quite an impact on Kosovo’s neigh-
bourhood relations since it has further “emphasized the cleavages between 
pro-Western and pro-Russian voices” across the region. “Kosovo, where 
public sentiment is strongly pro-Western and anti-Russian”, has fully aligned 
its position with the EU and US, and was the first country in the WB to 
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adopt sanctions on Russia.38 Kosovo government has immediately con-
demned Russia’s unprovoked and unjustified invasion and expressed full sol-
idarity for the people of Ukraine. Kosovo has also demonstrated its gener-
osity and commitment to democratic values by welcoming Ukrainian indi-
viduals seeking refuge, including journalists, thus enabling them to carry out 
their crucial function in upholding Ukraine’s free and autonomous media.39  
 
As expected, NATO members Albania, Montenegro and North Macedonia 
have fully aligned their position with the EU and US, and have also imposed 
sanctions against Russia. However, the situation in Montenegro and North 
Macedonia is not as straightforward as it may seem, since there are consid-
erable pro-Russian elements in both countries.  

[In] Montenegro, Russia exercises a pronounced “soft power” due to its shared reli-
gious (Christian Orthodox), cultural and historical ties. […] In September 2022, US 
intelligence agencies presented a report claiming that the Democratic Front of Mon-
tenegro (DF), which supported the government between 2020 and 2022, […] [is] 
secretly funded by Russia.40  

The Democratic Front – a right-wing populist pro-Serb and socially con-
servative political alliance in Montenegro – is otherwise notorious for its al-
leged role in the foiled October 2016 coup plot, in which the plotters, who 
included Serbian paramilitaries and two suspected members of the Russian 
secret services, are believed to have planned to kill Djukanović and install 
the Democratic Front in power. In February 2022, thousands of supporters 
of the pro-Russian Democratic Front blocked 17 key roads across Montene-
gro. Some of the protesters carried flags of the self-proclaimed People’s Re-
public of Donetsk within Ukraine, recently recognised by Russia as inde-
pendent, and hailed the Russian invasion of Ukraine.41 
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In North Macedonia, except Levica, all other mainstream political parties 
have since the early stages aligned with the official NATO and EU positions 
with regards to the war in Ukraine. Levica, on the other hand, criticized the 
government’s “subservience” to NATO and the EU and opposed the sanc-
tions on economic and anti-imperialist grounds. Moreover, the Left’s two 
members of parliament (MPs) distanced themselves from “the latest contro-
versial actions of the Macedonian diplomacy” and stated that “these uncivi-
lized anti-Russian steps in no way express the will of the majority of Mace-
donian citizens”.42 That the views of the public in North Macedonia are dif-
ferent from the positions espoused by their political parties was confirmed 
by President Pendarovski, who also expressed his concern that many ethnic 
Macedonians are sympathetic to Russia’s political views. According to him, 
it is especially worrisome that over 40 percent of the public thinks that the 
Eurasian Union is an alternative to the EU.43 In such circumstances, the war 
in Ukraine might create another form of division between different ethnic 
groups, since many ethnic-Macedonians clearly demonstrate sympathies for 
a neutral or pro-Russian position, while almost all ethnic-Albanians are more 
inclined to favour the official NATO line. 
 
On the other hand, Serbia and Bosnia-Herzegovina’s Republika Srpska are 
the two “outliers” in the WB who use their strong ties and special relation-
ship with Russia to achieve their own political goals. Serbia mainly seeks 
Russia’s support for its Kosovo policy, while Republika Srpska is trying to 
get Russia’s backing for its separatist tendencies. Although Serbia and BIH 
supported the UN resolutions condemning Russia’s actions, they have re-
fused to adopt sanctions against Russia, and were the only two European 
countries that were left out Russia’s list of “hostile” states.44 While other 
WB6 are 100 percent aligned with the EU’s Common Foreign and Security  
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Policy (CFSP) decisions, due to its refusal to enact sanctions against Russia, 
Serbia’s overall rate of alignment has dropped from 64 percent in 2021 to 45 
percent in 2022. Similarly, BIH also has a comparable limited alignment with 
the CFSP since its constituent Republika Srpska advocates for a neutral 
stance vis-à-vis Russian aggression.45  
 
Moreover, the support in Serbia and Republika Srpska for Russia’s policies 
is among the highest in the world even after the aggression against Ukraine. 
Protests with thousands of people waving Russian and Serbian flags and  
carrying pictures of Russian President Putin were held in Serbia in support 
of Russia’s war in Ukraine. In Republika Srpska also, people have been  
spray-painting the ‘Z’ symbol in public places, associated with support for 
the attack on Ukraine, to show their solidarity with Moscow.46 In Serbia, 
opinion polls have revealed that 63 percent of Serbs blame the West for the 
outbreak of the war, while 66 percent still consider Russia a friend of Serbia. 
Similarly, in Republika Srpska, 52 percent have stated their support for the 
Russian aggression against Ukraine.47 Vučić has continuously adhered to the 
“policy of balancing the East and West, building on the idea of the four pil-
lars of Serbian foreign policy, namely the maintenance of good relations with  
Russia, China, the US and EU.”48 However, after Russia’s invasion of 
Ukraine such policy seems unsustainable for Serbia, since The EU and the 
US have constantly pressurized Belgrade to adopt sanctions against Russia. 
Having in mind the huge popular support for Russia’s policies, it is difficult 
to predict Vučić’s future actions, especially since a recent poll has shown that 
“the majority of respondents would not support Serbia enacting sanctions 
against Russia, even if it would mean a more expedient accession to the 
EU.”49  
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Kosovo’s Resilience Strategies in the Field of Economy,  
Politics and Security  

Economic Resilience 

Kosovo’s economy is characterized by high levels of informality and unem-
ployment (particularly among youth), low levels of foreign investment and 
heavy dependence on remittances from its diaspora. It is also lagging behind 
with its green agenda due to extremely high coal dependency, high energy 
intensity, insufficiency of renewable resources, and lack of municipal and 
environmental infrastructure. Moreover, it suffers from inadequate levels of 
institutional arrangements for trade and investment at a regional level that 
could potentially boost the economy.  
 
In order to build its resilience strategy in the field of economy, Kosovo must 
first and foremost address these weaknesses. In developing, transition and 
post-conflict countries like Kosovo, the institutional environment can hinder 
resilience, entrepreneurship and competitiveness. Therefore, improving the 
business environment within the country should be a key aim for policy mak-
ers.50 Clearly there is a need for pressing reforms that will create an environ-
ment in which the private sector can thrive beyond the limited domestic mar-
ket and create employment opportunities for all.  
 
 It is of utmost importance that Kosovo develops a more competitive and 
inclusive private sector to foster economic recovery and growth. To achieve 
that, Kosovo should firstly strengthen resilience of the financial sector 
through a mix of financing and regulatory policy support such as corporate 
governance of banks, bank resolution, deposit insurance, and commerciali-
sation of Microfinance Institutions. It should also provide direct financing 
and advice to corporates and medium-sized enterprises to enable their 
growth, improve corporate governance and value creation. Innovation,  
digitalization, adaptation of EU standards and increased productivity 
through indirect financing and business advice of local small and medium-
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sized enterprises (SMEs) should also be supported.51 Another important el-
ement of the resilience strategy is investment in entrepreneurship and work-
based education that would drive up competitiveness. Since entrepreneur-
ship in Kosovo is integral to promoting the diversification and capacity 
building, equipping citizens, especially youth, with the skills, knowledge and 
confidence to start their own business will contribute to the overall resilience 
of the country. To do this, policy makers should develop an appropriate legal 
and regulatory framework that reduces the size of the informal economy, 
improves access to finance and eases the tax burden on businesses.52 
 
Finally, in order to improve its economic resilience, Kosovo needs to 
strengthen regional integration, connectivity and foreign investments. Cur-
rently, Kosovo has a poor quality and connectivity of transport infrastruc-
ture, especially railway. Since independence Kosovo has considerably im-
proved its road infrastructure, however, its railway infrastructure is in a very 
poor condition with severe structural constraints that limit traffic speeds to 
60 km/h. In December 2022, the EU decided to invest €91 million in the 
rehabilitation and upgrade of 34 kilometres of Kosovo railways to help im-
prove its connectivity with Europe. This rehabilitation is the first major in-
vestment in the railway sector in Kosovo and includes the replacement of 
outdated switches, tracks and sleepers, and the renovation of tunnels and 
bridges.53 Kosovo also has the lowest level of Foreign Direct Investments 
(FDI) in Europe and WB, and heavy focus on the non-productive sector 
(two thirds on real estate). To build its economic resilience, Kosovo should 
finance in-bound FDI, with a focus on value chains integration and technol-
ogy transfers to local suppliers, while at the same time creating additional 
opportunities for FDI through economic zones and business parks, and also 
encouraging increased diaspora engagement and investment, especially for 
women.54 
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Political Resilience 

Kosovo needs to implement various resilience strategies in the field of poli-
tics in order to strengthen its political system and ensure stability. To begin 
with, despite significant efforts to strengthen its democratic institutions, Ko-
sovo still needs to further improve its judiciary, legislature, and executive. 
Among others, this includes implementing reforms to improve the inde-
pendence and efficiency of the judiciary, enhancing the transparency and ac-
countability of public institutions, and promoting citizen participation in de-
cision-making processes. Strengthening judicial independence is critical in 
ensuring that the rule of law is upheld and that all citizens have access to 
justice. Kosovo has tried to strengthen the independence of its judiciary by 
implementing reforms to increase transparency and reduce political interfer-
ence. However, the country still needs to address organized crime and ensure 
equal access to justice for all citizens. Moreover, there are currently continu-
ous attacks on judiciary and prosecution by different government officials, 
which opposition parties and civil society organizations consider as direct 
political interference and as tendency to capture the justice system.55  
 
Another challenge to Kosovo’s resilience in the field of politics is the fight 
against corruption. During the electoral campaign, fight against corruption 
was one of the key promises made to citizens of Kosovo by Vetëvendosje. 
Although some progress has been made with the adoption of significant anti-
corruption legislation, still corruption is widespread and remains an issue of 
serious concern that requires the improvement of the implementation of the 
overall legal framework.56 Local NGOs and different international organiza-
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tions have alleged numerous failures by the judicial system to prosecute cor-
ruption, especially in cases against senior officials. They claim that sentencing 
of high-level officials convicted of corruption still remains lenient.57 There is 
obviously a need for “strong political will to continue to effectively address 
systemic corruption risks and a robust criminal justice response to high-level 
corruption.”58 
 
Finally, Kosovo must build a culture of political consensus, since the country 
currently faces a high level of political polarization. Since independence, con-
sensus building has been considered essential for political stability in Ko-
sovo’s political system, Accordingly, political leaders have made efforts to 
engage in dialogue and work towards consensus on important issues. After 
Vetevendosje’s landslide victory in last elections, such practice of consensus 
building has been lacking. Challenges stemming from the implementation of 
the recent agreement with Serbia require an urgent formation of broad-based 
coalitions, cross-party negotiations, and the involvement of civil society or-
ganizations in decision-making processes. Having in mind the current geo-
political reality Kosovo needs to reach a consensus on the implementation 
plan and its execution. Otherwise, implementation of the agreement might 
fail, thus leading to increased tensions with Serbia and the international part-
ners and eventual instability. Continued focus on resilience strategies will be 
critical in addressing these challenges and ensuring the long-term sustaina-
bility of Kosovo’s political system. 

Security Resilience 

As mentioned earlier, since June 1999, the NATO led peace-enforcement 
mission Kosovo Force (KFOR) is the main provider of security and stability 
in Kosovo. Since independence Kosovo has also built its own security sys-
tem which is composed of the following institutions and agencies: Kosovo 
Security Force, Kosovo Police, Kosovo Intelligence Agency, Ministry of De-
fence and Ministry of Internal Affairs. In addition to ensuring the safety and 
security of the country and its citizens, the Kosovo’s security system is also 
designed to promote regional stability and cooperation. The Kosovo Security 

                                                 
57  “Kosovo 2022 Human Rights Report,” US Department of State, 20 March 2023, p. 22. 
58  “Kosovo* 2022 Report,” 2022, p. 24. 
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Force (KSF) was founded in 2009 and is responsible for defending the sov-
ereignty and territorial integrity of Kosovo, military support for civil author-
ities, and participation in international peacekeeping missions and opera-
tions.59 NATO’s involvement in the building of the security sector, has 
helped Kosovo to steadily adopt a very progressive conceptual approach to 
defence doctrines, including the nature and role of armed forces along the 
lines with NATO standards.60 
 
Kosovo, as a state aspiring NATO membership has continuously tried to 
upgrade its military competencies. In December 2018, the Assembly of Ko-
sovo passed legislation that redefined the KSF as a “professional military 
force” and also established a defence ministry.61 Currently there is a process 
overseen by NATO experts that should by 2028 transform the KSF into the 
Kosovo Armed Forces. As a small and relatively poor country, Kosovo con-
siders NATO membership as crucial for its security, especially since the long-
est portion of its border is delineated with unfriendly Serbia. It is also thought 
that NATO membership is fundamental for ensuring the Kosovo’s sover-
eignty, territorial integrity and its stability.62 In line with this, Kosovo’s mem-
bership in NATO’s Partnership for Peace could on the one hand provide a 
venue for addressing security concerns, while at the same time creating pos-
sibilities for security and defence cooperation between Kosovo and Serbia 
by utilizing multilateral institutional platforms, such as the Euro-Atlantic 
Partnership Council.63 
 
Meanwhile, to protect its sovereignty and territorial integrity, Kosovo should 
develop and maintain a powerful defence system, further develop its state in-
telligence agencies, and develop and protect the critical national infrastructure.64 

                                                 
59  Assembly of the Republic of Kosovo, “LAW NO. 06 L-123 ON KOSOVO SECU-

RITY FORCE,” Article IV, Prishtina, 4 January 2019.  
60  Lulzim Peci, “NATO’s Role on the Stability and Security of the Western Balkans: Small 

States and a Hyper Powerful Alliance,” PhD Thesis, Faculty of Contemporary Social 
Sciences, South East European University, November 2020, p. 142. 

61  Zijadin Gashi and Arton Konushevci, “Kosova formon ushtrinë,” Evropa e Lirë, 14 De-
cember 2018, https://www.evropaelire.org/a/fsk-shnderrimi-ne-ushtri-te-kosoves/ 
29654856.html. 

62  Peci, 2020, p. 146. 
63  Peci, “Regional Experiences…,” p. 6. 
64  “Kosovo Security Strategy 2022–2027,” 2022, p. 24. 



66 

Kosovo could also strengthen its resilience in the field of security by estab-
lishing positive relationships and increasing cooperation with all neighbour-
ing countries. In line with this, Kosovo should actively seek out bilateral and 
multilateral partnerships with countries and initiatives that share similar val-
ues and objectives based on strategic interests. Promotion of regional coop-
eration on security issues contributes to the stability, security, and peace of 
Kosovo and the region as a whole. 

Recommendations 

• The EU should regain its credibility in the Western Balkans through 
reform and fulfilment of promises in order to minimize the influence 
of Russia, China and other actors in the region. 
 

• The European Union should advance Kosovo’s status to a candidate 
country. 
 

• NATO should as soon as possible offer Kosovo membership in the 
Partnership for Peace. 
 

• The EU and US should ensure full and timely implementation of the 
European agreement between Kosovo and Serbia by both sides. 

 
• The EU and US should additionally pressure the five EU non-recog-

nizers (or at least four NATO ones) to recognize Kosovo. 
 
• Kosovo should develop a more competitive and inclusive private 

sector to foster economic recovery and growth. 
 
• Kosovo should strengthen the independence of its judiciary and re-

duce the political interference. 
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Resilience of Individual South East European States 
to the Global Crises: The Case Study of Serbia 

Djordje Popović 
1 

The beginning of the third decade of the twenty first century brought us to 
the verge of a global conflict with consequences more horrifying than we 
could imagine only couple of years ago. Russian aggression against another 
neighbor after Georgia, the heroic defense of the Ukrainian people, thou-
sands of victims and destroyed cities and villages, significant military aid from 
western countries of the scale not seen in this century and what is maybe 
most worrying lack of any sustainable peace initiative are the pictures that 
we are getting every day. The pictures from the Ukrainian front remind me 
of another conflict – the conflict that ended the twentieth century, in which 
Serbia had an active role. They remind me of the Yugoslav wars where  
another, at the time, mighty army – the Yugoslav People’s Army, unable to 
defeat its “enemy” resorted to the doctrine of scorched earth leaving devas-
tation behind them with thousands of dead, injured and homeless. Even the 
Russian propaganda today remind me of Milošević’s propaganda at the be-
ginning of Yugoslav wars. The rhetoric that mentions historic injustices and 
fight against fascism somehow rings a bell of reminiscence to all of us that 
were watching the news at the beginning of the conflicts in Yugoslavia. Life 
under sanctions and thousands of people leaving the country because they 
do not want to take part in this horrific episode is also very well known to 
us. 
 
But there are also great differences. Russia is a nuclear power which attacked 
independent neighborly country, the conflict in Ukraine is not a consequence 
of the dissolvement of one big country but on the contrary of the pretensions 
to restore great Soviet empire and there is a big coalition of western countries 
heavily supporting Ukraine openly stating that Russia cannot win this war.  

                                                 
1  The author is a member of the Forum for International Relations of the European 

Movement in Serbia. 
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Impact of the Global Conflict Lines on Democratic and  
Economic Consolidation and the Security Situation 

In the situation described as above, Serbia found itself in a very difficult po-
sition. The aggression on Ukraine, by a very close Orthodox country which 
did not recognize the independence of Kosovo and which was among the 
first to condemn the NATO intervention in 1999 has put the traditional 
closest relations with Russia to test. Although Ukraine was the first Soviet 
republic to sign the Partnership for Peace with NATO in 1994, at the same 
time it was the first country to try to mediate in the Yugoslav crisis, long 
before the Russian-Finnish duo Viktor Chernomerdin and Marti Ahtisari. 
The Minister of Foreign Affairs of Ukraine Boris Tarasyuk and the Minister 
of Defense, Army General Oleksandr Kuzmuk flew to Belgrade already on 
March 27, 1999, just two days after the start of the bombing. In April 1999, 
Ukrainian President Leonid Kuchma called on the international community 
to send United Nations peacekeeping forces to Kosovo. His proposal was 
that they consist of troops from countries that did not participate in the 
NATO bombing. Also, Kuchma then said that the UN peacekeeping forces 
must gain the trust of the Serbs – which means that the participation of Rus-
sian troops is essential for the mission of such peacekeeping forces to suc-
ceed. Furthermore, in 2008 Ukrainian President Viktor Yushchenko stated 
just two days after the declaration of Kosovo’s independence, that Ukraine’s 
position on the situation is primarily to follow the country’s national interests 
and international law. On December 4, 2008, speaking at the OSCE meeting, 
the Minister of Foreign Affairs, Volodymyr Ohrizko, put an end to Ukraine’s 
position on the independence of Kosovo, when he said that “Ukraine will 
never compromise on the territorial integrity of any state.” 
 
However, official Serbian policy took a standpoint of trying not to interfere 
in a conflict of two close allies. Serbian government declared that it will never 
introduce any kind of sanctions to Russia. Public surveys which were  
conducted one year after the start of the war in Ukraine show that 82% of 
the Serbian population is against the introduction of sanctions to Russia and 
moreover almost 60% would not support sanctions even if Serbia itself 
would face some kind of sanctions. However, Serbia voted in the United 
Nations for the resolutions that condemn Russian aggression (in March 
2022), that condemn Russian annexation of four regions in the east of 
Ukraine (in October 2022) and that demand from Russia immediate  
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withdrawal of armed forces from Ukraine and establishment of just and last-
ing peace (in February 2023). Serbia also voted for the exclusion of Russia 
from the United Nations Human Rights Council (in April 2022).  
 
Ukrainian Ambassador to Serbia recently said that as a diplomat he com-
pletely understands Serbian position on the sanctions to Russia having in 
mind that Serbia needs Russian energy sources and tries also to defend its 
territorial integrity and therefore needs Russian support. However, he said 
that the Ukrainian people under bombs cannot understand this position and 
cannot accept this argument. 
 
It is a fair question to ask whether this attempt to remain neutral in the po-
larized world is possible and for how long. Especially since the pressure from 
the western countries on Serbia to reach a final agreement with Kosovo is 
becoming stronger every day, otherwise endangering the already dire per-
spective of Serbian EU integration, which would be in any case favorable for 
the Serbian population and economic development of the country.  
 
It is now obvious to everyone that the conflict in Ukraine will last for a longer 
period of time and that stalling is not the option anymore. The lack of EU 
perspective is not sufficient as an argument to put pressure to Serbia to align 
itself with the sanctions to Russia. Unfortunately, no one in Serbia expects 
anymore that the country will join EU in the foreseeable period. In practice 
the accession process is stopped, Serbia did not open or close any chapter in 
the EU negotiations and the negotiations will not continue until the agree-
ment with Kosovo is implemented in practice. 
 
Support for the EU is in all public surveys well below fifty percent, by 35% 
to be exact, and therefore playing at the card of European integration does 
not bring any effect anymore. Therefore, the stake had to be raised and Ser-
bia was faced with the European proposal for the normalization of relations 
with Kosovo which in its essence means the de facto recognition of Ko-
sovo’s independence. This proposal, which was offered to both sides in the 
“take it or leave it” format was followed with the clear perspective what will 
happen if both parties do not accept it – namely the end of the European 
integration process, end of access to EU funds and significant decrease of 
the direct foreign investments coming from the western countries. And 
therefore, the proposal was verbally accepted by both sides. 
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This significantly influenced the collapse of the EU enthusiasm in Serbia. 
Firstly, the people who were against the EU membership got the additional 
argument to their claim that the EU is only trying to make Serbia recognize 
the independence of Kosovo. And secondly, which is even more worrying, 
is the fact that many citizens of Serbia who were in favor of EU integration 
used the same argument to claim that the EU is ready to overlook all the 
flaws of Serbian democracy and internal problems of huge corruption and 
lack of rule of law just to have the Kosovo agreement signed, sealed and 
delivered by the Serbian President. And there is a strong concern that when 
the agreement is made the only guarantor of its implementation will be given 
cart blanche for anything that goes within the country as long as the agree-
ment is fully implemented.  
 
This complicated situation in the country where only Vladimir Putin is a 
more popular politician than Aleksandar Vučić led to significant rise of right-
wing movements and political parties which created a strong front of so-
called patriotic forces united in their action to prevent the implementation 
of the agreement with Priština. This highly conservative coalition which is 
connected with radical parts of the Serbian Orthodox Church and pro-Rus-
sian elements is currently the only political force which can gather significant 
number of supporters and which is becoming the strongest opposition to 
the current regime.  

Impact on Neighborhood Relations 

It was already mentioned that relations between Belgrade and Priština are 
entering something what is considered to be the beginning of the final phase 
of negotiations. The agreement and the road map for its implementation are 
verbally accepted and it now remains to be seen how both sides will put into 
practice what has been agreed upon. Any kind of agreement would take the 
argument that if Kosovo could unilaterally proclaim independence so could 
some parts of Ukraine, Georgia and who knows which other territory out of 
Putin’s hands. If the issue of Kosovo would be resolved and if we would 
enter into a process of dialogue that would lead to a solution that is in line 
with the interests of normalization in a way that suits Washington and Brus-
sels, then the Russian issue would also be resolved. For a simple reason, if 
the Kosovo issue is resolved and Serbia accepts the reality, then Resolution 
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1244 also becomes irrelevant, and the role of Russia becomes irrelevant. This 
would be a very significant fact for the current world order. If it happens in 
practice. This is also one of the reasons why the Russian Ambassador to 
Serbia often repeats that it is official Russia’s position that the Kosovo prob-
lem should be solved only after the end of the war in Ukraine. 
 
When it comes to the agreement with Priština, from the Serbian perspective, 
the protection of the Serbian population and their property, as well as the 
religious cites should be the only thing that cannot be disputable, everything 
else should be subject of negotiations and agreement – license plates, travel 
documents, diplomas, etc. It is of utmost importance to establish the free 
movement of people, goods, capital and services in accordance with the EU 
standards since this is what real normalization of relations means in practice. 
Another important thing is decriminalization of the northern part of Ko-
sovo. Currently, the Serbian population in Kosovo is taken as hostage by 
Srpska lista – para criminal and para political organization under the control 
of the Serbian government. The northern part of Kosovo became safe haven 
for many criminals from central Serbia who are running their operations 
from there. Anyone who is opposing the informal ruling structures in the 
North can end like the murdered Oliver Ivanović. Therefore, apart from 
normalizations of relations between Belgrade and Priština life must be nor-
malized also in the northern part of Kosovo. 
 
Another possible hotspot in the region is Bosnia and Herzegovina with all 
its problems and dysfunctionalities. Whether Serbia and Belarus are the only 
European countries that did not impose sanctions on Russia, or whether 
Bosnia and Herzegovina will join this club, is not yet clear, since all parties 
claim the opposite. What is perfectly clear is that the entity Republika Srpska 
fosters closer relations to Russia than Serbia. Its leader Milorad Dodik who 
is quite vocal in his demands that Republika Srpska proclaims independence 
is as vocal in his support and admiration to Vladimir Putin. He is probably 
the only leader in the world who awarded Vladimir Putin during the conflict 
in Ukraine with the highest medal of Republika Srpska during the celebration 
of its National Day – a holiday which is proclaimed unconstitutional by the 
Constitutional court of Bosnia and Herzegovina. But it seems that Dodik 
went this time too far since his support from Belgrade is slowly fading away. 
Aleksandar Vučić refrained himself from supporting him during the last elec-
tions which Dodik won with numerous irregularities. His rival Jelena Trivić 
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has in the moment silent support from Belgrade in her effort to form a new 
political party which would become strong opposition to Dodik.  
 
The latest change in the region took place in Montenegro where after more 
than three decades in power Milo Djukanović lost the presidential elections. 
Although many analysts rushed to say that the President-elect Jakov Mila-
tović is close to Belgrade because of his close ties with Serbian Orthodox 
Church in Montenegro, we have to be fair and say that the candidate who 
had the biggest support from Belgrade, Andrija Mandić, only came third and 
did not enter the second round of elections. Jakov Milatović should be given 
a benefit of a doubt to prove that he is as he claims pro-European and mod-
ern politician who will make the discontinuity with Djukanović’s corrupt re-
gime. His first statements after the elections are definitely a step in the right 
direction, but the actions are what counts and they still remain to be seen.  

Resilience Strategies of Serbia in the Field of  
Economy, Politics and Security 

As already mentioned, Serbian resilience strategy in this moment is to remain 
neutral as long as possible and to cooperate with all parties in the conflict. 
This strategy works for the moment, but it is a fair question to ask at what 
cost. Serbia is completely dependent on energy from Russia although Serbian 
officials are increasingly talking about energy diversification and the possi-
bility of supplying gas from Azerbaijan, via Bulgaria, or liquefied natural gas 
from a terminal in Greece. However, those projects are not yet close to real-
ization. Due to EU sanctions, Serbia does not import Russian oil from Cro-
atia via the JANAF pipeline, and it is not known what is happening with the 
announced construction of the “Družba” branch of the pipeline, which 
would deliver Russian oil from Hungary to Serbia. Therefore, among other 
reasons, a decision was made that the priority is to overcome this winter with 
as little consequences in the energy sector as possible since there is no alter-
native to Russian gas. During this winter citizens of Serbia did not feel so 
strongly the repercussions of the energy crisis as the citizens of the rest of 
Europe since the prices of gas, oil and electricity were not raised as much as 
in other countries. However, this was the situation for this winter. The prices 
of all sources of energy are rising progressively and will rise furthermore 
throughout the whole year. And it is very difficult to imagine how the next 
winter will look like, especially if it is colder than this one. In order to prevent 
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a difficult winter Serbia decided to work closely with its new best ally and 
neighbor Hungary. Serbia sees Hungary as its role model in many ways, not 
only concerning the energy issue, but also in the sphere of democracy and 
rule of law. Close friendship of Aleksandar Vučić and Victor Orban worries 
not only opponents to the principles by which the two officials are governing 
their countries but rises the eyebrows also within the European Union be-
cause the Union does not need another country like Hungary among its 
members. This sheds also light from another side to the Serbian EU per-
spective.  
 
It is clear that Aleksandar Vučić will try to continue doing what he does best 
– to stall and to play with all relevant parties. However, time is not on his 
side and the polarization is getting bigger every day. It would be crucial for 
Serbia, but also for the western world to use this opportunity and finally 
make Serbia a part of the European Union. This is a very difficult task, but 
not impossible. It needs difficult decisions on the Serbian part which would 
have to be followed with tangible help coming from the west. If the Kosovo 
issue is resolved in any way, the road to full orientation toward the West 
remains open and this should be the direction of the future joint activities of 
Euro-Atlantic partners in their foreign policy towards Serbia. 
 



75 

Building Resilience in the Region through  
the EU Integration Process 

Alba Çela  

Resilience is defined as the capacity to cope with, adapt to, and recover 
from various external and internal challenges.1 By contrast, the EU de-
fines resilience more concretely and more dynamically, as the “ability of 
states and societies to reform [emphasis added], thus withstanding and 
recovering from internal and external crises”.2 
 
The Russian war of aggression against Ukraine has brought to the limelight 
the issue of resilience on four fronts: 

• Security, 
• political,  
• economic, 
• social. 

 
This paper will examine some of the aspects connected to the impact of the 
war on these four dimensions mainly in Albania and argue that EU integra-
tion process can serve as a tool for building resilience for the countries in the 
region.  
 
On an additional note the diplomatic side Albania has faced the war of Russia 
against Ukraine as a non-permanent UN Security Council member. Al-
bania had other priorities when assuming this important role however had 
to change and adapt its actions. Albania works closely with its ally the United 
States to draft resolutions and take coordinate actions in the UNSC when it 
comes to Ukraine. Albania has been very vocal in the UNSC to address both 
security and humanitarian issues pertaining to the war juxtaposing Albanian 

                                                 
1  David Chandler, Resilience: The Governance of Complexity (Routledge, 2014). 
2  European External Action Service, “A Global Strategy for the European Union’s For-

eign and Security Policy,” December 15, 2019, p. 23, https://www.eeas.europa.eu 
/eeas/global-strategy-european-unions-foreign-and-security-policy_en. 
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ambassador Ferid Hoxha to Russian Minister Lavrov3 and other Russian dip-
lomats many times. These have included heated exchanges on the issue of 
Kosovo being misused by the Russians several times as an alibi for their ac-
tions in Ukraine.4 
 
Albania aligned itself fully with the imposed sanctions towards Russia by the 
European Union. The fact that Serbia did not impose the sanctions, posed 
additional strain on the already controversial public perceptions of the Open 
Balkan initiative. 
 
Recently the countries in the region which fully aligned with the EU Com-
mon Security and Defence Policy (CSDP) have formed a regional platform 
named the Quad (Albania, North Macedonia, Kosovo and Montenegro). 
 
The Berlin process was also last year reinvigorated with the joint decision to 
adopt four important agreements to facilitate regional cooperation and this 
year in October will have its first summit in the region, in Tirana.  

Security 

Three out of six countries in the region are now part of NATO and the 
Alliance provides a security anchor whose credibility is very important.  
 
Ironically in Albania the major security threats post February 24 have been 
coming not from Russia but from the Islamic republic of Iran. Albania has 
sustained multiple cyber-attacks from an alleged consortium of hackers 
orchestrated by Iran.  
 
A vast amount of confidential data was stolen and published, including 
emails from key law enforcement agency directors and even the Prime  
Minister’s office. The largest attack was that on the government platform  
e-Albania, which provides crucial and vital services to citizens.5 Similar 

                                                 
3  https://sot.com.al/english/aktualitet/shqiperia-perplaset-me-rusine-per-kosoven-

ne-keshillin-e-sigurimit-fe-i584977. 
4  Ledion Krisafi: Albania as a non-permanent member of the USC, AIIS 2022, p. 7–9.  
5  Elona Elezi and Niloofar Gholami, “Albania Blames Iran for Cyberattacks – DW – 

09/16/2022,” Deutsche Welle, https://www.dw.com/en/albania-once-again-the-target 
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though smaller attacks, were reported elsewhere in the region. NATO ex-
pressed solidarity and issued an almost immediate statement of readiness to 
support Albania after this attack.  
 
The context that can shed light on the motives behind this attack is necessary 
to mention here. Albania has severed diplomatic ties with the Islamic Re-
public of Iran and has received even an indirect threatening message in a 
speech delivered to the Iranian Assembly by none less than the ayatollah who 
described the country as a small devilish place. The key factor that exposes 
Albania to this extremely capable and resourceful malign actor is the hosting 
of around 3000 Mujahadeen-E-Khalq representatives which constitute a sig-
nificant political opposition force to the existing regime in Iran.  
 
The region does not have the adequate human resources or even compre-
hensive strategies and action plans in force to be able to face the increasing 
cyber threats by the rival powers. 
 
An investigation in Albania revealed that there are multiple issues also with 
domestic readiness and the digital hygiene of public administration employ-
ees in general, not only IT departments and more trainings are necessary to 
put in place even basic safety protocols.  

Political Impact 

Politically the main issue is about democratic resilience. Russia does not have 
the attractiveness to challenge democracy as a model but still autocratic tenden-
cies are on the rise. The stagnation of the integration process as well as the cap-
turing of milestones by political bilateral disputes is proving an arduous threat.  
 
Albania, though making considerable progress and ameliorating its image 
looks now like a poster child but some tangible regression in media freedom 
is real. International indexes point out deteriorating conditions for the work 
of reporters.6 In addition and perhaps more important the weak and clearly 

                                                 
-of-cyberattacks-after-cutting-diplomatic-ties-with-iran-and-expelling-diplomats/a-631 
46285. 

6  https://balkaninsight.com/2022/11/18/media-climate-in-albania-worsening-press-
freedom-advocates-say/. 
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splintered opposition is a real problem when it comes to pluralism and 
checks and balances upon governance.  
 
There are concerns that countries might benefit from their geopolitical grand-
standing when it comes to the assessment of their real democratic progress.  

Economy 

Building economic resilience is for most of countries in the region securing 
and diversifying energy supply.  
 
Economically Albania was sheltered on the energy front but very much ex-
posed in the inflationary pressures. Albania produces all of its energy from 
hydropower replants being vulnerable primarily to rainfall. Albania imports 
usually in the summer or when long dry periods put a strain on its water 
reserves. The country recently has launched ambitious projects in other re-
newables as well such as solar and wind power. 
 
Albania subsidizes the energy bills for the consumers and small business. 
This has protected the citizens from direct rising energy costs in their elec-
tricity bills. However prices did rise significantly including primarily those of 
food which still account for about half of the average family monthly budget. 
The price of fuel is one of the highest in the region. Albania even established 
a Monitoring Board for the setting of fuel prices to avoid speculation. Many 
experts argued that this was undue interference with the principles of com-
petiveness.  
 
Reported inflation has been in the single digits which is considered good for 
the country compared to others. However the economic difficulty is being 
felt in the middle class whose loan payment interest increased.  
 
High number migration is another challenge in the economic front with sig-
nificant social dimensions as well. Migration is exacerbating brain drain, care 
drain and causing short term issues with labor force required to handle the 
seasonal tourism boosts. All the countries need to consider seriously the re-
silience of their pensions systems and overall public finances tot his systemic 
change.  
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Society  

Socially, and in the political front too, disinformation is a key challenge and 
building resiliency towards it is a long term battle. Dis-information erodes 
public trust in institutions and decision making therefore is very corrosive. 
Disinformation and misinformation is rampant in the region when it comes to 
the war in Ukraine and the role of Russia versus the Western countries in it.  
 
Efforts to address the issue have been mostly ad hoc projects by civil society. 
Much more systematic efforts are necessary to increase both the capacity of 
national media and to increase in general the media literacy of the public.  

Necessary Steps 

The process of integration with its complex reforms is a resilience building 
tool for democracies and economies of our region. Therefore its stagnation, 
its delays and obstacles have a direct effect. In order to assist democratic 
resilience in the region this process needs priorities: avoiding political cap-
turing and resolving bilateral disputes by respecting norms as well as fighting 
disinformation through strategic communication. 
 
The EU in addition can and should act as a major partner financially and 
providing expertise and networking for issues such as cyber security, disin-
formation and propaganda from external third party actors as well as finan-
cial dependencies.  
 
The EU needs first and foremost a clear vision for its enlargement policy 
which currently seems not only stagnant but also entangled with competing 
narratives such as European Political Community or gradual sectorial inte-
gration. The geopolitical context of the content requires much more resolve. 
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Montenegro Stands in Solidarity with Ukraine,  
but Struggles with Its Own Instability 

Jovana Marović 

The Impact of the War in Ukraine on Montenegro 

Reactions to the War in Ukraine 

Since the beginning of negotiations for full membership in the EU in 2012, 
Montenegro has been continuously aligned with the Common Foreign and 
Security Policy (CFSP) of the EU. Also, membership in the NATO since 
2017, among other, contributes to improving the defence system but also 
influences foreign policy. Negotiations with the EU and membership in 
NATO strongly conditioned the reaction of state authorities in relation to 
the war in Ukraine. On 10 March 2022, the government adopted the Infor-
mation on the Status of Persons from Ukraine in Montenegro as well as the 
Decision on Approving International Protection to Persons from Ukraine.1 
Montenegro introduced sanctions against Russia on 2 April 2022, after few 
unsuccessful attempts in the 42nd Government led by Prime Minister 
Zdravko Krivokapić due to disagreements among ministers and divided 
opinions on this issue. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MVP) expelled four 
diplomats from the Russian Embassy in Montenegro just a day before. How-
ever, once it introduced the sanctions, Montenegro joined all additional EU 
packages. Montenegro also introduced a ban on Russian airlines in its air-
space and Russian state media. This was recognized in the last European 
Commission’s country report:  

On common foreign and security policy, 100% alignment with all relevant High 
Representative statements on behalf of the EU, and Council decisions continued, a 
strong signal of Montenegro’s strategic commitment to the EU path. This included 
all EU sanction packages against Russia and Belarus. […] Montenegro is the Western  
 

 

                                                 
1  Information from the 62nd session of the Government, 10 March, 2022, 

https://www.gov.me/clanak/62-sjednica-vlade-crne-gore-10032022. 
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Balkan partner hosting the highest number of Ukrainian nationals having fled the 
war, exceeding 1% of its population.2 

Bearing in mind that Russia is traditionally considered an ally in the Balkans, 
the situation is similar in Montenegro. However, this was only partially re-
flected in the attitudes of public opinion, that is, of Montenegrin citizens. 
During the first 100 days of Russian aggression against Ukraine, daily pro-
tests were organized in the old royal capital Cetinje,3 followed by frequent 
reactions from non-governmental organizations.4 Moreover, all political par-
ties in the parliament, except the pro-Russian Democratic Front (DF), voted 
for the Resolution condemning the Russian military invasion of Ukraine in 
July 2022. What was partly divided was the writing of the media and prob-
lems in making certain decisions. Montenegro is a highly polarized society 
and divisions along identity lines have existed since the referendum on inde-
pendence in 2006. In addition, political parties maintain these divisions for 
the sake of their political benefits. Since the government was toppled in the 
parliament in August 2022, the public was additionally “burdened” by the 
campaign for the parliamentary elections that were held in June 2023, in ad-
dition to the regular presidential elections held in April. 

Political Situation  

As already pointed out, Montenegro is a deeply polarized society, and the 
relations with Russia is one of those issues further dividing it, and which are 
often raised in public debates, especially in the parliament. Montenegro is a 
multi-ethnic state, but the two prominent groups are Montenegrins and 
Serbs. The latest data from the census held in 2011 show that 44.98% of the 
citizens declared themselves as Montenegrins, and 28.73% as Serbs.5 
 

                                                 
2  Montenegro 2022 Country Report, European Commission, October 2022, p. 122, 

https://neighbourhood-enlargement.ec.europa.eu/system/files/2022-10/Montenegro 
%20Report%202022.pdf. 

3  A smaller protest in support of Russia was organized in Nikšić, which is the second 
largest city in Montenegro. 

4  CEDEM, “We condemn Russia’s aggression against Ukraine”, 7 March 2022, 
https://www.cedem.me/vijesti/osudujemo-agresiju-rusije-na-ukrajinu/. 

5  Census 2011 Data, Montenegro, Statistical Office of Montenegro – Monstat, 
http://www.monstat.org/eng/page.php?id=393&. 
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After the 42nd Government faced the no-confidence vote in February 2022, 
a minority Government headed by Prime Minister Dritan Abazović was 
formed, which was supported for, among other parties, by the votes of the 
Democratic Party of Socialists (DPS). The government enjoyed wide inter-
national support, primarily because of its composition and the lack of results 
achieved by the previous government,6 while its vote was a good momentum 
for reforms and acceleration of integration in EU, which is a foreign policy 
priority. There has been a deadlock in the integration process for some time, 
and, if we consider the conditions that Montenegro needs to fulfil in order 
to speed up the EU accession process, it can be pointed out that the most 
complicated situation is in the judiciary. The Supreme State Prosecutor has 
been in acting capacity since 2019, the Judicial Council has been incomplete 
during the same period, while the Constitutional Court had been completely 
blocked for a long time due to the parliament’s inability to vote for judges. 
Based on the European Commission’s conditionality, the Constitution was 
amended in 2013 and stipulated a two-thirds majority for the voting of high-
level judicial positions,7 which has often been a challenge for the parliament 
with a narrow majority. These are some of the priorities around which the 
43rd Government was formed, but after unsuccessful votes in the parliament, 
none of this was achieved until the no confidence vote in August 2022. The 
main trigger for this outcome was the withdrawal of support for the govern-
ment by DPS due to the signing of the Fundamental Agreement with Serbian 
Orthodox Church (SPC) on 3 August 2022.8 Thus, the government formally 
worked in full capacity for less than four months, while its technical mandate 
is still ongoing. By putting such priorities beyond those in the integration 
process, the government lost international support, but also the support of 
the public, while the contract with SPC, which traditionally supports Russia, 
put the relationship with non-democratic elite in Serbia at the centre of crit-
icism.  
 
During this period, several controversial decisions were made in the parlia-
ment by the political parties that formed the coalition after the parliamentary 

                                                 
6  As well as its negligence on certain issues, including sanctions against Russia. 
7  Or a three-fifths majority in the second round. 
8  Government of Montenegro, “Montenegro and Serbian Orthodox Church sign Funda-

mental Agreement”, 3 August 2022, https://www.gov.me/en/article/montenegro-and-
serbian-orthodox-church-sign-fundamental-agreement. 
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elections in August 2020, including the adoption of amendments to the Law 
on the President that was later declared unconstitutional.9 After many turbu-
lences, the President of Montenegro dismissed the parliament and an-
nounced extraordinary parliamentary elections for June 2023. The “Europe 
Now” movement led by the former ministers of economy and finance in the 
42nd Government won the most votes, while the negotiations on the future 
coalition are still being conducted, and the pro-Russian (former) DF, and 
now the “For the Future of Montenegro” coalition, also participates in it. 
After frequent changes in the government after August 2020, the question 
of a possible turn in foreign policy orientation arises, and so now, but also 
after the presidential elections, when Jakov Milatović, the candidate of the 
“Europe Now” movement, defeated the leader of the DPS, Milo Djuka-
nović, but he was clear in his first statements that it would not come to that. 
However, more important for this is whether the government will truly be 
pro-European and civic-oriented, which certainly cannot be if there are di-
vided views regarding, among other, the CFSP and international obligations. 

Economy  

The War in Ukraine has negatively affected the economy of Montenegro, 
which depends on tourism and makes up 22% of the country’s GDP. During 
2021, 20% of tourists came from Russia and Ukraine, according to the Mon-
stat, official statistical agency. 
 
Despite the sanctions, the data indicate that the Russians were again among 
the top investors in 2022. The total inflow of foreign direct investments was 
1.15 billion euro, which according to the Central Bank is 24.07% more than 
in 2021. Observed by country, investments from Serbia were in first place 
with 137 million euro, followed by Russia with 127.17 million, while German 
citizens invested around 100 million. Most investments were in real estate, 
with the largest amount of invested funds coming from Germany (69.85 mil-
lion), Russia (61.2) and Serbia (52.89).  
 

                                                 
9  Vijesti, “The Constitutional Court annulled the amendments to the Law on the Presi-

dent”, 27 June 2023, https://www.vijesti.me/vijesti/politika/662900/ustavni-sud-
ukinuo-izmjene-zakona-o-predsjedniku. 
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The government continued with the economic citizenship program that al-
lows investors and their families to obtain Montenegrin passports in ex-
change for an investment in a government-approved real estate development 
project. From 31 August to 8 November 2022, 287 economic citizenships 
were granted. The largest number of persons who received citizenship in this 
period came from Russia (110), followed by China (67) and the USA (24).10 
The program was officially terminated at the end of 2022 and its implemen-
tation has been harshly criticized by the European Commission:  

[T]he current government publicly committed to phasing-out the scheme by Decem-
ber 2022; however, in June 2022, it decided to lower the requirements to apply for 
it. This scheme poses risks such as money laundering and corruption and should be 
terminated definitively.11 

Moreover, in the report of the Global Initiative against Transnational Orga-
nized Crime (GI-TOC), Montenegro was highlighted as a country facing a 
serious challenge – illegal financial flows amounting to a whopping 6.6 billion 
US dollars where the “citizenship for investment scheme” is assessed as par-
ticularly problematic.12 

Resilience Strategies 

In August 2022 Montenegro experienced a massive cyberattack crippled 
online government information platforms and put Montenegro’s essential 
infrastructure at high risk. The National Security Agency then announced 
that Russian services were behind the cyber-attack and the same was con-
firmed by the NATO Deputy Secretary General. 
 
In continuation of efforts to protect the region from the malign influence of 
non-Western actors, the Centre for Cybersecurity Capacity Building in the 
Western Balkans as a joint initiative between France’s Ministry for Europe 
and Foreign Affairs and the Slovenian Foreign Ministry was opened in  

                                                 
10  Centre for Civic Education, “New records in granting honorary citizenships despite the 

EC’s warning”, 29 December 2022, https://cgo-cce.org/en/2022/12/29/new-records-
in-granting-honorary-citizenships-despite-the-ecs-warning/. 

11  Montenegro 2022 Country Report, p. 45. 
12  Global Initiative against Transnational Organized Crime, “Cash is king: impact of the 

Ukraine war on illicit financial flows in South Eastern Europe”, 24 July 2023, 
https://globalinitiative.net/analysis/ukraine-war-iffs-south-eastern-europe/. 
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Podgorica in May 2023. In addition to training operators and experts from 
the entire region, this facility will strengthen the operational and institutional 
response capabilities of governments throughout the Western Balkans to 
deal with cyber threats and attacks. 
 
In recent years Montenegro has made improvements when it comes to in-
creased internet access, broadband penetration and the number of e-govern-
ment services. The new Digital Transformation Strategy was adopted in 
2022. 

Impact on Neighbourhood Relations 

Montenegro has no open bilateral disputes with its neighbours, participates 
in regional initiatives, including the Berlin Process, and has already ratified 
the signed agreements that take the initial steps in establishing a regional 
market. One of the stumbling blocks lately is the potential participation in 
the Open Balkans initiative,13 since this is one of the topics that further po-
larizes society. In November 2022, the Ministry of European Affairs pub-
lished an analysis on the compatibility of this initiative with the European in-
tegration process with the clear conclusion that it is currently lacking results, 
insufficiently transparent, non-inclusive and that it overlaps with activities that 
have already been carried out under the auspices of the Berlin Process.14 

EU’s Strategy towards the Western Balkans  

The war in Ukraine has forced the EU to reconsider its enlargement policy 
and take steps related to the Western Balkans which it should have taken  
a long time ago.15 The reactions, that should have followed immediately  
after the presentation of the revised enlargement methodology back in 2020,  

                                                 
13  An initiative launched by Albania, North Macedonia and Serbia in 2019 with the aim of 

eliminating business barriers and closer cooperation in specific areas. 
14  Ministry of European Affairs, “Advantages and disadvantages of Montenegro’s partici-

pation in the regional initiative Open Balkans”, 25 November 2022, https://www.gov. 
me/clanak/analiza-prednosti-i-mane-ucesca-crne-gore-u-regionalnoj-inicijativi-otvoreni-
balkan. 

15  Delević, Milica; Marović, Jovana, “Keeping the Thessaloniki promise: How to Make 
Enlargement Work for All 20 Years Later?”, BiEPAG, July 2023, https://biepag.eu/ 
publication/keeping-the-thessaloniki-promise/. 
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during 2022 were reflected on both the political and administrative levels: 
through messages from the highest level, summits that were also held in the 
Western Balkans,16 but also concrete steps in the form of the opening of 
accession negotiations with Albania and North Macedonia, the granting of 
candidate status to Bosnia and Herzegovina (and also to Ukraine and Mol-
dova), the approval of the agreement reached between the Council of the 
EU and the European Parliament on the visa liberalization for Kosovo start-
ing in 2024.  
 
In this way, one gets the impression that the EU’s approach has changed and 
that the perspective of EU membership for the region is more promising. 
However, this is still not the case. The rise of nationalism, the strengthening 
of right-wing parties, the weakening of democracy, even without clear indi-
cations that something more significant could happen soon in terms of de-
mocratization and Europeanization of any of the countries, deep political 
crises in most of the countries, are serious reasons for concern. There is no 
progress in solving bilateral disputes, and some of them are holding back the 
entire region.  
 
Many parallel regional initiatives, deficient application and slow development 
of instruments from the revised enlargement methodology, slow reactions 
on many crises in the WB countries, unclear vision for integration of the 
region, indicate that the EU is not aware in which direction it should change 
its approach and strengthen democracy in the Western Balkans. It is certain 
that it should provide more concrete benefits for the WB citizens and secure 
integration of the countries into EU policies as soon as possible.17 
 
Two months ago, the president of the European Commission, Ursula von 
der Leyen, announced a new strategy towards the Western Balkans in 4 steps: 
Gradual integration into the Single European Market; Deepening regional 
economic integration through the Common Regional Market (CRM) and the 

                                                 
16  Two EU-Western Balkan summits were held, one of which was held for the first time 

in the region, in Tirana in December 2022. In July, the EU-Montenegro Stabilization 
and Association Council was held in Podgorica. 

17  Marović, Jovana, “Enlargement Back on the EU’s Agenda: Western Balkans Moving 
Slowly Nowhere?”, in “A Year Later: War in Ukraine and Western Balkan (Geo)Politics” 
(eds. Džankić, Jelena; Kacarska, Simonida and Keil, Soeren), European University Insti-
tute, 2023, https://cadmus.eui.eu/handle/1814/75524. 
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Berlin Process; Accelerating fundamental reforms; Increasing pre-accession 
funds.18 
 
Integration into the Single European Market implies that the Western Balkan 
countries will enjoy certain benefits of membership in the European Union 
before formal membership and would take place by integrating with EU 
member states within the specific policies, of which the digital market along 
with e-trade was initially highlighted as one of the priorities. The CRM got 
its new momentum with the signing of three agreements in Berlin in No-
vember 2022 and is an important step in integrating and connecting the re-
gion.19 However, the new approach still has access to certain policies within 
the Single European Market at the centre, such as the digital market, cyber 
security, which is important, but it is still questionable how much it will affect 
democracy and the rule of law, and in what way success in the process is 
“linked” to deeper integration. Moreover, the focus rests on the CRM and it 
remains to be seen how the countries that fulfil the conditions faster will be 
integrated into specific policies of the Single European Market, whether they 
will have to wait for the other countries that make up CRM and whether this 
means that the ‘regatta principle’ is archived. It is necessary to point out that 
using some membership benefits is not the same as a clear membership per-
spective and that even though trade in the Western Balkans has been in-
creased significantly in the last 20 years, “change through trade” has not hap-
pened. CRM only makes sense if it is fully linked to EU accession and if 
membership is in sight. 

                                                 
18  European Commission, “Keynote speech by President von der Leyen at the GLOBSEC 

2023 Bratislava Forum”, 31 May 2023, https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner 
/detail/en/speech_23_2993. 

19  In November 2022, at the summit in Berlin, three agreements were signed on travel with 
identity cards, recognition of diplomas and professional qualifications: Regional Coop-
eration Council, “Agreements on Freedom of Movement with Identity Cards, Recogni-
tion of Higher Education Qualifications, Recognition of Professional Qualifications for 
Doctors of Medicine, Dentists and Architects”, https://www.rcc.int/docs/635/fact-
sheet-agreements-on-freedom-of-movement-with-identity-cards-recognition-of-higher-
education-qualifications-recognition-of-professional-qualifications-for-doctors-of-
medicine-dentists-and-architects. 
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Conclusion 

Montenegro has spent most of the time since the outbreak of the war in 
Ukraine in a state of deep political crisis, which has prevented reforms and 
decrease of polarization in society. Although it is fully aligned with the EU 
CFSP failed to valorise this in practice by making a more decisive turn and 
getting closer to Western partners in terms of consolidation and meeting the 
criteria for EU membership. After the extraordinary parliamentary elections 
held in June 2023, it is still unclear which political parties will participate in 
the 44th Government, and whether the potential participation of pro-Russian 
parties in it will further distance the country from the EU path and partially 
change its attitude towards Russia. The outlook for resilience in relation to 
malignant influences is clear: strengthening the rule of law, fulfilling interim 
benchmarks within Chapters 23 and 24,20 maintaining a clear foreign policy 
course determined by NATO membership and the goal of joining EU.

                                                 
20  23 – Judiciary and fundamental rights, 24 – Justice, freedom and security. 
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A “Zeitenwende” also in and for the Western Balkans? 
Geopolitical Effects of Russia’s War against Ukraine: 
Europe Whole and Free1  

Michael Schmunk 

War is the father of all things, and the king of all. 

Heraclitus2 
 

We have woken up in a different world today … 
The European peace order of the past decades is the foundation for life 
in prosperity and peace. If we do not act resolutely to defend it now, we 
will pay an even higher price. 

Annalena Baerbock, Foreign Minister3 
 

History loves unintended consequences. 

Timothy Garton Ash4 

 
In the Western Balkans, in Moldova or in Ukraine people want their 
countries to join the European Union because free elections take place 
here, because the media can report freely and courts can work inde-
pendently. And they want this accession because EU member states are 
free to determine their own future … We will stand side by side with 
people in Moldova and in the Western Balkan countries and make it clear 
to them that we’re serious about their countries’ prospect of EU mem-
bership. In all honesty, we have to admit that they have been disappointed 
by us too often. 

Annalena Baerbock, Foreign Minister5 

                                                 
1  The article was completed in May 2023.  

It was Timothy Garton Ash who reminded us of U.S. President George H. W. Bush’s 
famous keynote speech on 31 May 1989 in Mainz, elaborating on a new vision for a 
united Europe “whole and free”. 

2  Heraclitus of Ephesus. Quoted from Hermann Diels: Herakleitos von Ephesos. Die 
Fragmente der Vorsokratiker, Berlin, 1901. 

3  Annalena Baerbock: Statement following the meeting of the Federal Government’s crisis 
unit at the Federal Foreign Office on the Russian attack against Ukraine. Berlin, 24 Feb-
ruary 2022; www.auswaertiges-amt.de. 

4  Timothy Garton Ash: Postimperial empire. How the war in Ukraine is transforming 
Europe. In: Foreign Affairs 102 (2023) 3, May/June 2023; https://www.foreign 
affairs.com/ukraine/europe-war-russia-postimperial-empire. 

5  Annalena Baerbock: Speech at the conference of the Heads of German Missions in the 
EU member states and of the Permanent Representation to the EU (in the presence of 
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The “Zeitenwende” 

The West, in 1989/1990, thought that, with the end of the Cold War and the 
break-down of the Soviet empire, the “End of history”6 on the European 
continent had come, as Francis Fukoyama summed it up later. That the dis-
integration of Tito’s Yugoslavia shortly after would plunge the West, in par-
ticular Europe and the Transatlantic community, into a new war, the so-
called “Balkans Wars”, was regarded rather as an (deplorable) accident than 
as another fundamental and systematic historic break. Kosovo, that had been 
agreed, should have been “The last war in Europe”7 – once and for all. His-
tory, however, demonstrated forcefully that it cannot be reduced to a simple 
mathematical equation. 
 
The Western Balkans however, up till now, have still not found a formal 
peace yet, facing instead an increasing undermining of the functioning of 
their countries by an aggressive Russian Federation. Strictly speaking, the 
“Zeitenwende”, as German Chancellor Olaf Scholz has defined it,8 caused 
by Russia’s illegal, colonialist and revanchist war against Ukraine, did not 
start with the outbreak of the war on 24 February 2022, but already with the 
military attacks on the Donbas and the annexation of Crimea in 2014:9 the 
Russian war of 2014 has been, technically speaking, broadened since 2022. 
Direct comparisons between the developments in the Ukraine since 2014 
and the developments in the Western Balkans have not been made, apart 
from the warnings of some few experts. The West, in particular the Europe-
ans (the EU) has, retrospectively, been sleepwalking, closing its eyes to what 
has been happening meanwhile geopolitically and militarily in the Ukrainian 
East. As Annalena Baerbock stated: it needed the kick-off of the third phase 
of the war against Ukraine on 24 February 2022 to wake up and face the new 
reality.  

                                                 
Spanish Foreign Minister Josè Manuel Albares Bueno). Berlin, 21 April 2022;  
www.auswaertiges-amt.de. 

6  Francis Fukoyama: The end of history and the last man. New York, NY, 1992. 
7  See, among many, Günter Joetze: Der letzte Krieg in Europa. Das Kosovo und die 

deutsche Politik. Munich, 2001. 
8  Policy statement by Olaf Scholz, Chancellor of the Federal Republic of Germany and 

Member of the German Bundestag, 27 February 2022, Berlin; www.bundesregierung.de. 
9  Crimea’s annexation started from 27 February 2014, and was completed with the acces-

sion ratification on 21 March 2014. 
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Since then it has become clear that Putin’s brutal and bloody war against 
Ukraine10 has had significant effects on the EU as a whole, but also on spe-
cific OSCE areas such as Moldova, the South Caucasus and Central Asia. 
Moreover: Russia’s revanchist attack has turned the European security archi-
tecture of Helsinki (1975) and Paris (1990) upside down – for an indefinite 
period of time. Already since the end of the Cold War and the collapse of 
the Soviet Union, this European security order had become less and less 
effective because of Putin’s aggressions against the USA and NATO. Within 
the OSCE and vis-à-vis the EU, Russia’s obstructionism has increasingly in-
dicated Moscow’s intention to undermine the principles of the Charter of 
Paris wherever it served Putin’s geopolitical vision to restore the former So-
viet Union at least in parts. Latest after the Kosovo war and Kosovo’s self-
declared independence,11 plus Russia’s de-facto annexations of parts of 
Georgia in 2008, and in the Donbas and Crimea, Putin, suffering under em-
pire phantom pains, has been warning NATO and the EU categorically: 
“Our Western partners have created with their recognition of Kosovo the 
respective precedent.”12  

The War: Deus Ex Machina for the Enlargement Process  
or Business as Usual? 

While many, in particular in the Baltics and in Eastern Europe, including 
Moldova, have found themselves overnight in a dangerous new security sit-
uation, suddenly aware that a Russian land grabbing attack cannot be ignored 
in principle anymore, the countries of the Western Balkans have been spec-
ulating if this Russian threat, though the region has no direct borders with 
the Russian Federation, might reopen and refresh the EU’s enlargement de-

                                                 
10  Regarding Russia’s war against Ukraine, see, among others: Katharina Raabe/Manfred 

Sapper (eds.): Testfall Ukraine. Europa und seine Werte. Berlin, 2015; Martin Aust/An-
dreas Heinemann-Grüder/Angelika Nußberger/Ulrich Schmid: Osteuropa zwischen 
Mauerfall und Ukrainekrieg. Besichtigung einer Epoche. Berlin, 2022; Kateryna Mis-
henko/Katharia Raabe (eds.): Aus dem Nebel des Krieges. Die Gegenwart der Ukraine. 
Berlin, 2022; Gwendolyn Sasse: Der Krieg gegen die Ukraine. Hintergründe, Ereignisse, 
Folgen. Munich, 2022. 

11  Confirmed by the International Court of Justice (ICJ), Advisory Opinion, 22 July 2010; 
www.icj.com. 

12  President Putin’s address to the Russian State Duma, 18 March 2014. 
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bate in their favor – this time with less reference to the, in parts, rather bu-
reaucratic EU norms and standards than, in view of the “Zeitenwende”, to 
security and geopolitical concerns. 
 
Traditionally, the EU’s foreign and security policy has been ranking near the 
bottom when it comes to the fulfillment of the enlargement criteria. Serbia, 
in particular, has continuously demonstrated its neglect of the EU Acquis’ 
requirements for membership candidates as laid down in the foreign affairs 
Chapter 31,13 above all in the context of its relations with Russia. After sev-
eral membership candidates and membership aspirants of the Western Bal-
kans Six (WB 6) seemed to have already lost their faith into a full EU mem-
bership, since Russia’s indirect military and political pressure on the EU’s 
security and stability, many of them have regained fresh hope that the EU’s 
new security dilemma may facilitate the accession process and help to cir-
cumvent formerly hard to fulfil criteria.  
 
Also among EU member states discussions have been started about whether 
the “Zeitenwende” might be about to change the rules of the enlargement 
process fundamentally. It looks like the old “Western Balkans Black Hole” 
discussion has returned to Brussels and to Member States’ capitals. Will this 
security paradigm change14 be an ephemera or lead to a redefinition of the 
organization’s accession criteria and accession procedures? Turning point or 
‘business as usual’? Wishful thinking on the side of some aspirants, or dis-
traction from their homework still to be completed?  

Western Balkans to Brussels Ground Control:  
Which Priorities First, Now? 

This discussion is not completely new, in principle. Since the so-called Thes-
saloniki promise of 21 June 2003 two main enlargement strategies have been 

                                                 
13  See most recently the EU’s reiteration of its expectations on accession candidates to align 

with the EU Common Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP): Council of the European Union: 
Council conclusions on enlargement and stabilization and association process. ENLARG 
106, COWEB 190, COEST 914, Doc. 15935/22, Brussels, 13 December 2022, Para. 23. 

14  Predrag Jureković: Western Balkans 2023 – Conflict Management in the Geopolitical 
Crossfire. Institute for Peace Support and Conflict Management (IFK), National De-
fense Academy Vienna, IFK Monitor International, Vienna, February 2023, p. 2; 
https://www.bmlv.gv.at/wissen-forschung/publikationen/beitrag.php?id=3655. 
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discussed in the EU, in member states’ capitals and in the region concerned. 
The so-called “regatta principle” (the fittest and fastest will become members 
first – the so-called “merit-based” approach) versus an accession “as a bloc” 
(all six together at once) – when political-strategic (e.g. the parallel member-
ship of Serbia and Kosovo) reasons would make this unavoidable. So far, the 
former strategy has not only been supported in the EU by a large majority, 
but has also determined the enlargement process in practice. Without the 
complete fulfillment of all the to a large degree technical-bureaucratic re-
quirements of the 35 negotiation chapters, there will be no proposal of the 
EU Commission to the 27 member states to politically and formally admit a 
candidate country. Naturally, the Commission, “master of the monitoring of 
the accession criteria”, and the member states, insist on merits: merits seem 
to have been absolutely dominating the enlargement processes – rather than 
political-strategic and even more so geopolitical-security factors. Some have 
been arguing that in the cases at least of Spain, Portugal and Greece and later 
in the cases of Bulgaria, Romania and, worse, Cyprus, political deliberations 
had by far outweighed the “bureaucratic” criteria as anchored in the EU’s 
Acquis Communautaire. Now, fully cognizant of Russia’s revisionist, impe-
rialistic attack on its direct neighbor Ukraine, the EU extended on 23 June 
2022, surprisingly, without much preparation and lead time, unanimously the 
candidate status to Ukraine and Moldova, even before Bosnia and Hercego-
vina, that had applied already in 2016.15 At the same time, on 18 May 2022, 
NATO welcomed the applications of Sweden and Finland to join the Atlan-
tic Alliance (with the original resistance of Turkey and Hungary).16 Thus, 
Kosovo remains the last country of the WB 6 without EU candidate status 
– and no chance for NATO membership – due to the mutual conflict with 
Serbia. 

If There Is a Peace Dividend – Can There Also Be  
Something Such as a “War Dividend”? 

Although this development must have been bitter for more or less all of the 
WB 6 (Albanian Prime Minister Edi Rama made this very clear at the EU 

                                                 
15  Bosnia and Hercegovina was eventually granted candidate status on 15 December 2022 

– probably faster than some in Brussels and in the EU wanted to. 
16  Finland became NATO’s 31st member state on 4 April 2023, while Sweden, due to the 

prolonged resistance of both Turkey and Hungary, finds itself still in the waiting room. 
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Western Balkans summit in Brussels on 23 June 2022),17 others refused to 
see in the Ukraine war an extraordinary acceleration factor – a game changer 
that could not be neglected.  
 
The white elephant, however, remains in the WB 6 EU waiting room: why 
could Ukraine’s and Moldova’s threat situation, both countries up to then 
without any concrete “merits” as foreseen in the classic EU’s accession dog-
matics, bypass all these hurdles the WB 6 still are meant to overcome to get 
their membership in the club? Nothing against Ukraine18 and Moldova, they 
have been arguing – from Kyiv’s and Chisinau’s point of view, they are wel-
come to join. But why can the EU override the accession rules for Ukraine 
and Moldova, but not for the WB 6, which have been waiting so much 
longer? Timothy Garton Ash writes:  

Just a few days before the invasion of Ukraine last year, a senior advisor to German 
chancellor Olaf Scholz told me that Scholz’s position was crystal clear: the EU 
should enlarge to include the Western Balkans, but no further. French president 
Emmanuel Macron wasn’t so keen even on including the Western Balkans. Four 
months later, Scholz was standing in Kyiv … telling Zelensky and the world that 
they wanted the EU to welcome Ukraine as a candidate for membership. Soon there-
after, the EU did just that; extended the same recognition to Moldova, a small state 
sandwiched between Ukraine and Romania; and sent an unprecedentedly encourag-
ing signal to Georgia. What a difference a war makes.19 

Should the above mentioned former “Transgressions of the EU”, together 
with Putin’s war of aggression, serve as a blueprint for a finally accelerated 
full membership of the WB 6 in the EU? As a “bloc”? Some in the Union 
(and beyond in the West) have been reasoning if it was of any use to the EU 
having to uphold its values and the letters of its Acquis, while at the same 
time Russia’s interferences and concrete security threats (e.g. with a deadly 
cyber war against European societies and their economies) have already 
started to strangle if not to bring the Union to a standstill, even without any 
military invasion (which rightly seems rather unrealistic to all in the EU, last 

                                                 
17  “I cannot but express my deepest regret to the EU. Not even a war in Europe, that could 

end in a global catastrophe, was able to establish its unity.” Quote from the German 
economic magazine Wirtschaftswoche: Beitrittsambitionen. EU-Gipfel: Hoffnung für die 
Ukraine – Enttäuschung für den Westbalkan. 23 June 2022; www.wiwo.de. 

18  Ukraine and Moldova have not yet recognized Kosovo as an independent state. 
19  Timothy Garton Ash: Ukraine in our future. In: The New York Review of Books, New 

York, NY, Volume LXX, Number 8, 23 February 2023, p. 42; www.nybooks.com. 
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but not least due to NATO guarantees)? In Brussels, though, dogmatists 
have been arguing even after 24 February 2022, that it would be wrong to 
yield to any “external pressures”, not even to Putin’s invasion of Ukraine and 
the destruction of the European and global order. Geopolitical strategists, 
however, have been calling on Brussels and the EU member states to shift, 
at least for some time, its foreign and security policy to the center of the 
EU’s overall politics – enlargement policies included, putting technical und 
bureaucratic criteria and requirements last. With one exception: a strong fo-
cus on fundamental rights, strengthening democratic institutions and public 
administration, and substantial reforms in the area of the rule of law. 

Radical Upheaval or Only a Game Changer Lite? 

It was French President Emmanuel Macron, representing enlargement criti-
cal France, who, during the last years, forced the EU to revise both the en-
largement process and the hierarchy of the accession criteria. Under pressure 
from France (and others like the Netherlands and Denmark), the EU Com-
mission20 presented in 2020 an “enhanced” version of its enlargement pro-
cedures, adopted by the Council on 25 March 2020. Though in particular the 
“firm, merit-based” approach remained unchanged, it was decided “to put 
the political nature of the process front and centre”.21 Later, already under 
the pressure of Russia’s attack against Ukraine, further “Conclusions on en-
largement and stabilization and association process” were approved by the 
EU Council on 13 December 2022.22 However, even Macron had to 
acknowledge that all of this seemed not to be sufficient to close ranks in 
Europe to restructure the European security structure, and to finally com-
plete its membership, above all of the WB 6, but also of the, due to the war, 
new aspirants Ukraine and Moldova – and possibly Georgia. Above and be-
yond these EU challenges, an answer should also be found to the question 
of how to include other European countries into a “Europe independent and 

                                                 
20  European Commission: Communication from the Commission to the European Parlia-

ment, the Council, the European Economic and Social Committee and the Committee 
of the Regions: Enhancing the accession process – A credible EU perspective for the 
Western Balkans. COM (2020) 57 final. Brussels, 05 February 2020. 

21  Ibid., II b), “A strong political steer”. 
22  Council of the European Union: Council conclusions on enlargement and stabilization 

and association process. ENLARG 106, COWEB 190, COEST 914, Doc. 15935/22, 
Brussels, 13 December 2022. 
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free”, which, so far, have not shown concrete interest in eventually joining 
the EU. On 9 May 2022, President Macron delivered a speech to the Euro-
pean Parliament,23 proposing a new informal European structure named 
“European Political Community, EPC”. Obviously intended to remove the 
increasing steam pressure from the enlargement kettle, Macron has offered 
a format that would reunite all “European nations that subscribe to our 
shared core values, (…) to bring our Europe together, respecting its true 
geography”. This new overarching format would not replace the possibility 
to sometime become a full member of the EU. That option would remain 
untouched. The enlargement process, Macron said, was not a short term-
project,  

unless we decide to lower the standards of this accession and therefore completely 
rethink the unity of our Europe and even the principles in the name of which we 
hold some of our own members to a high standard, and to which we are all dedi-
cated.24 

In a nutshell: With France and Macron, there would be, even while facing 
the “new geopolitical realities” caused by Putin’s aggression, no fundamental 
changes of the EU enlargement requirements and of the accession process. 
The EPC, however, should not be considered a political consolation prize – 
rather, in the short term, as a transitional, comprehensive forum that would 
bring together informally and unite EU member states, candidates for EU 
membership, aspirants for EU membership, and those countries who at this 
moment are not yet interested, sharing nonetheless more or less the same 
values as the first ones mentioned.25 And looking at future NATO member-
ships (Ukraine; Moldova; Georgia), Macron, at the 2023 GLOBSEC confer-
ence in Bratislava, presented his vision also in this regard, based on the as-
sumption that he does not envisage a consensus within NATO on full mem-
bership yet: “We need to build something between security guarantees 
provided to Israel and fully-fledged NATO membership”.26 Ultimately, this 

                                                 
23  Élysée: Address by the President of the Republic at the Conference on the Future of 

Europe. Strasbourg, 9 May 2022.  
24  Ibid. 
25  Ibid. 
26  Élysée: Closing speech by the President of the French Republic: From Venus to Mars. 

Bratislava, 31 May 2023, GLOBSEC Summit in Bratislava; www.elysee.fr; See also: Mi-
chaela Wiegel: Frankreichs Drang nach Osten. Der Ukrainekrieg und Macrons neue 
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would mean: Similar to the WB 6, there will be no NATO collective defense 
(according to Art. 5 of the North Atlantic Treaty), and not even EU mutual 
assistance (according to Art. 42.7 of the Treaty on European Union)27 – un-
less any of the countries listed become a full member to NATO and/or the 
EU. Is that in times of the “Zeitenwende”, against the backdrop of Putin’s 
anti-Western bloody aggression the geopolitically correct and sustainable an-
swer?  
 
Recent developments have shown that already, in the course of the last 
months of 2022 and the beginning of 2023, both Brussels and major Euro-
pean capitals governments and parliaments, similarly to Paris, have been con-
sidering feverishly whether the previously applicable rules and procedures 
for enlargement, meaning for full membership, were still to be maintained. 
The central argument of the enlargement sceptics has always been: Before 
we accept new members, the Union needs increased “integration” (strength-
ening of the EU inside). Yet, EU member states have never found a com-
promise describing how this “finality” of the EU could look like.28 The re-
nowned political scientist Herfried Münkler argues that not the inner regula-
tory density, which up to now has been the central indicator for the maturity, 
efficiency and finality of the Union, will be the decisive strength and tool of 
the EU in the global concert, but the foreign and security power to act in the 
outside world.29 In the context of the “Zeitenwende” and enlargement pol-
icy, this approach favors the accelerated accession in particular of the WB 6 
– not much time anymore for fruitless and endless debates about “inner re-
forms”. 
 

                                                 
Sicht auf die EU-Erweiterung. Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, 30 May 2023, p. 10; Ste-
phan Löwenstein: Macron fordert Garantien für Kiew. Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung,  
1 June 2023, p. 6. 

27  See European Parliamentary Research Service: A comparative analysis of article 5 Wash-
ington Treaty (NATO) and article 42 (7) TEU (EU), Brussels, December 2022; 
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/ATAG/2022/739250/EPRS_ATA 
(2022)739250_EN.pdf. 

28  See Herfried Münkler: Sicherheitspolitische Modelle für ein Europa der Zukunft. In: 
Johann Frank/Johannes Berchtold (Eds.): Fundamente von Freiheit und Sicherheit in 
Europa. Landesverteidigungsakademie. Institut für Friedenssicherung und Konfliktma-
nagement (Wien), Berlin, 2023, p. 371. 

29  Ibid., p. 381. 
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As mentioned above, the first indicator of a change of mind in the light of 
the war against Ukraine was the granting of the EU candidate status to Bos-
nia and Hercegovina (BiH) on 15 December 2022, though this has been long 
overdue, given the politically complicated situation in the ethnically divided 
country. Later, France lifted its veto on Albania’s and North Macedonia’s 
EU membership applications, indicating that Russia’s revanchism and impe-
rialism demanded clear answers eventually.  
 
Even more surprising, President Macron, in his Bratislava keynote speech 
on 31 May 2023, seemed to have suddenly fully changed from Saul to Paul, 
when it comes to EU expansion. Aware that his initiative to create a Euro-
pean Political Community, though obviously successful as the summit of the 
47 in Chisinau has shown, had raised considerable suspicion that the project 
was mainly “a ploy to stall EU expansion”,30 Macron underlined his new 
commitment to enlargement. In his 2022 Strasbourg speech, he had still in-
sisted that “the European Union (…) cannot, in the short term, be the only 
way to structure the European continent.” The German Chancellor, also 
taken by surprise, had a hard time to speedily rush to Macrons assistance. 
Comment of the Economist: “The pair are now aligned on enlargement”.31 
 
As much as all of this seems to be excellent news especially for the WB 6, on 
the ground not much has changed yet – and everybody aware of the EU’s 
inner decision mechanisms and “speed” knows that Rome was not built in a 
day. Not to forget that in particular some EU, but even NATO member 
states have been harboring political reservations when it comes to the admis-
sion of new members to the respective organizations. 

Membership Lite? 
Creative and Bold Interim Solutions Needed 

Now that the war against Ukraine has proven to be the game changer regard-
ing EU and NATO-enlargement, with a clear ‘yes’ of the EU tandem France 

                                                 
30  The Economist: Russia’s war on Ukraine is changing Europe. It is prompting a big shift 

in France and Germany. Paris, 7 June 2023; https://www.economist.com/europe/ 
2023/06/07/russias-war-on-ukraine-is-changing-europe. 

31  Ibid. 
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and Germany, and with seemingly lesser constraints than ever before,32 the 
question remains unanswered: What to do meanwhile, until geopolitically ac-
celerated enlargement becomes concrete?  
 
Already before the war against Ukraine, numerous think tankers and practi-
tioners, including some EU politicians, had made proposals for what could 
be done to improve the overall situation of the WB 6 membership candi-
dates, to enable them as much as possible to benefit from their rapproche-
ment to EU markets, procedures and instruments just until the so-called “red 
line” of full membership (above all characterized by the acquirement of also 
full political rights) is reached. Indeed, if not now, then when? 
 

• The EU expert of the German Institute for International and Secu-
rity Affairs, SWP (Berlin), Barbara Lippert, has recently proposed the 
creation of a European Politics and Economic Area (WB 6; Eastern 
European non-member states), to develop effective forms of “inte-
gration and community building,” in light of the new geopolitical 
conditions, while still monitoring the progress of accession candi-
dates.33  
 

• At the above mentioned 2023 GLOBSEC conference in Bratislava 
on 31 May 2023, European Commission President Ursula von der 
Leyen also announced a new initiative34 for the WB 6 (“New growth 
plan”): 

1. Bringing the region closer to the EU single market, 
2. deepening regional economic integration, 
3. accelerating fundamental reforms,  
4. boosting pre-accession funds. 

                                                 
32  Die-hard sceptics, however, still see the politically not yet buried Copenhagen (rather 

bureaucratic) criteria of 22 June 1993 as the remaining ultimate for any accession (“con-
tinuity despite geopolitical caesura?”).  

33  Barbara Lippert: EU-Erweiterungspolitik in der Zeitenwende: Zäsur oder business as 
usual? Zeitschrift für Politikwissenschaft, 20 April 2023; https://www.research-
gate.net/publication/370165378_EU-Erweiterungspolitik_in_der_Zeitenwende_Zasur 
_oder_business_as_usualEU_enlargement_policy_in_times_of_Zeitenwende_caesura_ 
or_business_as_usual. 

34  See Ursula von der Leyen: A new initiative for the Western Balkans; https://forum 
2023.globsec.org/globsec-2023-new-eus-western-balkans-initiative-announced/. 
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• Von der Leyen: “We stand ready to support the Western Balkans 
with increased pre-accession funding. There is a dire need for invest-
ment in the Western Balkans. These investments will make people’s 
lives better. And they will also smooth the way into our Union”.35 
The EU Commission President, however, again reiterated that the 
condition to fully benefit from the EU’s new initiative would be the 
fulfillment of the key conditionality: independent judiciary; public 
procurement and the fight against corruption, what meaning: still no 
undermining of the main Copenhagen accession criteria. 
 

• Both political parties in Europe and Balkan experts have rightly pro-
posed to immediately fully integrate the WB 6 into the EU single 
market, providing them with key benefits that are not necessarily 
linked to sensitive political rights (yet).36  
 

• Brussels, in close cooperation with the member states (France and 
Germany!), should pull itself together, creating a new general acces-
sion approach somewhere between the “regatta principle” and ac-
cession “as a bloc” (all six at once, as soon as all of them have proven 
that they meet sufficiently the three conditions sine qua non: rule of 
law, human rights, democracy). 
 

• On the more political side, not many proposals have been made yet 
to let the accession candidates benefit already now from their getting 
closer to the Union. But there seems to be nothing standing in the 
way of immediately including the WB 6 into all EU summits, fora, 
committees, Council working groups, roundtables, etc., as observers.  
 

• The OSCE, for example, has made this a longstanding practice. Its 
eleven “Partners for Co-operation” from Asia and the Mediterranean 
have been taking part in Vienna’s regular weekly Permanent Council 
meetings and committees (as observers), and in fora especially  

                                                 
35  Ibid. 
36  See, for example, the proposals of the German political parties CDU and CSU: Deut-

scher Bundestag, Antrag der Fraktion der CDU/CSU: Mit einer engagierten Politik die 
EU-Perspektive für die Staaten des westlichen Balkans erneuern. Drucksache 20/2339, 
21 June 2022; https://dserver.bundestag.de/btd/20/023/2002339.pdf. 
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designed for them. They are permitted to even take the floor, but 
have no voting rights.  
 

• The EU membership aspirants would profit enormously from such 
an inclusion – and probably the EU and its member states as well. 
The candidates could learn the EU this way – better than in the 
course of the existing, sometimes seemingly “neo-colonial” pro-
cesses and procedures.  
 

• In this context, the chairman of the German Bundestag’s Foreign 
Affairs Committee, a former Minister of State in the German For-
eign Office, Michael Roth, has proposed that EU member states 
should take over individual sponsorships – to better prepare and 
coach membership aspirants.37  
 

Such a transitional package of improvements for the WB 6 could also benefit 
aspirants like Ukraine, Moldova and Georgia, and open the way for a new, 
also geopolitically positioned Europe, the new Europe from Lisbon to Kyiv. 
 

                                                 
37  See Michael Roth: Die Zukunft des westlichen Balkans steht auf dem Spiel. Die ZEIT, 

18 September 2022; https://www.zeit.de/politik/ausland/2022-09/westbalkan-eu-er-
weiterungspolitik-beitrittsprozess-russland-china. 



109 

Back on Track? The Impact of War in Ukraine on  
EU Integration of the Western Balkans1 

Matteo Bonomi 

The return of war to Europe and the ensuing offer of European Union (EU) 
candidate status to Ukraine and Moldova (and potentially Georgia) represent 
dramatic turning points of recent European history, which have upset con-
solidated expectations on the future of Europe. In particular, one can ob-
serve an almost complete revolution in the prospects for EU relations with 
third countries in its immediate surroundings, including far-reaching conse-
quences for the Western Balkans. 
 
Indeed, Brexit together with rising Euroscepticism and perduring of the so-
called “enlargement fatigue” had stimulated, in recent years, the search for 
manifold modes of differentiated integration and cooperation to accommo-
date the EU’s variegated relations with third countries. Today, as a direct 
consequence of the war, Europeans are confronted with a completely new 
reality. In this new world – which appears dominated by the basic political 
dichotomy between friends and foes – a much smaller space seems to be left 
for ambiguous stances in the EU relations with countries in its proximity 
(and vice versa). In particular, war has triggered strong demands across Eu-
rope for de-differentiation in the EU’s external dimension and has provided 
a new impetus to the EU’s enlargement policy. As a result, EU enlargement 
as a formal process of accession to the Union as a full member, seems to be 
back on track. 
 
Against this background, the central issue for the Western Balkans is, how-
ever, not simply to establish for how long this momentum could last, but 
whether EU enlargement as a formal process of accession to the Union could 
remain on track beyond the current exceptional conditions. The crucial ques-
tion here is about what kind of an enlargement policy might come out of war 

                                                 
1  The chapter was first published in Džankić, Jelena, Simonida Kacarska and Soeren Keil 

(2023): “A Year Later: War in Ukraine and Western Balkan (Geo) Politics”. Florence, 
European University Institute (EUI). https://hdl.handle.net/1814/75524. 
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and which characteristics it ought to have in order to overcome the signifi-
cant shortcomings that emerged in the EU accession of the Western Balkans; 
a region that has been on the path from post-conflict reconstruction to EU 
membership for more than 20 years already. 

Off-Track: EU Integration of the Western Balkans 

There is a widespread misperception that associates the continuous stale-
mates in the formal process of EU enlargement to an effective suspension 
of the Western Balkans’ integration into the EU. Indeed, after the successful 
closure of accession negotiations with Croatia in 2011 (formally a member 
since 2013), the EU enlargement process went into crisis due to scepticism 
towards the entry of new members in some European capitals. This situation 
was certified by the keynote speech at the European Parliament of the then 
new president of the European Commission, Jean-Claude Juncker, who – 
according to many observers – seemed to have suspended the enlargement 
process in 2014 (Juncker 2014). Yet, this has not stopped the process of in-
tegration between the EU and the Western Balkans; in its substance, this 
process has continued beyond the formal track of EU accession. 
 
Indeed, if we look at the Western Balkans today, they appear much more 
integrated with the EU than ten years ago. This applies to all sectors of their 
economies – goods, services, investments and people – but it goes far be-
yond the integration of markets. After more than a decade of multiple crises 
involving the entire European continent, the Western Balkans and the EU 
appear strongly linked not only economically but also in the coordination of 
those policies that have guided the European responses to the crises of these 
years. The response to the global financial and economic crisis (2007–2013) 
saw a joint adjustment of fiscal policies and public finances in the name of 
austerity and the reconquest of external competitiveness, then being fol-
lowed by joint investment plans (the so-called “Connectivity Agenda” for 
the Western Balkans). The response to the crisis of migration governance 
(2015–2016) led to strong coordination among interior ministries and  
accelerated the integration of the Balkan countries into the EU’s security 
agencies, such as Frontex and Europol. The response to the health crisis 
(2020–ongoing), after some initial hesitation and delays in the distribution of 
vaccines and medical equipment, has led to the inclusion of the Western Bal-
kans in the European response to the pandemic. 
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Today, the EU-Western Balkan cooperation is put to a test once again by the 
current energy crisis related to Russia’s war in Ukraine, which risks to further 
delay the implementation of the new-born Green Agenda for the Western 
Balkans (Regional Cooperation Council 2020). Although Serbia, Bosnia and 
Herzegovina and North Macedonia are largely dependent on Russia for nat-
ural gas (and Belgrade even recently renewed its gas supply contracts with 
Moscow), this represents only a small part of their energy mix. Rather, the 
crisis is affecting the region through rising prices for electricity imports and 
risks. On the one hand, these jeopardise the adequacy of domestic energy 
supply and, on the other hand, aggravate the already precarious situation re-
garding the environment of these countries, pushing them even further to-
wards the use of coal-fired power plants (almost all countries derive a large 
part of their energy needs from such plants to this date). Defusing this com-
plex situation and reconciling the current price increase, energy security and 
environmental protection is thinkable and feasible only through an even 
stronger and more coordinated action by the governments of the region and 
the EU. Promoting energy efficiency and accelerating the green transition 
will require, in the coming years, to move towards an even greater integration 
of energy networks and strengthening the coordination of integrated policies 
for all Southeaster Europe. 
 
In other words, what one can observe is how, during recent years, the loss 
of immediate prospects of membership has been matched by a substantial 
reorientation of EU enlargement policy towards a less teleological frame-
work which, instead of aiming at full Union membership, is more open and 
pragmatic, aimed at fostering cooperation in many key areas. Building on the 
pre-accession framework and through new governance practices that are of-
ten informal and predominantly intergovernmental, the EU has developed 
models of differentiated external cooperation aimed at transferring its prac-
tices and policies to candidate countries and potential candidates for acces-
sion to the EU. 

“New Intergovernmentalism” Reaches EU Enlargement Policy 

Today EU enlargement policy appears populated by variegated practices of 
external cooperation, which present an exceptional, probably unique, degree 
of intensity, and these take place in an unprecedented number of policy areas. 
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These are examples of EU external cooperation, often informal and differ-
entiated, built on the formal framework of the EU’s enlargement policy and 
aimed at involving the Western Balkan countries in the management of most 
EU policies, which go well beyond market integration and touch upon more 
crucial aspects of national sovereignty. 
 
However, this type of integration is taking place in a very different way from 
what we read in textbooks on the history of European integration. We can 
notice at least three differences. This type of integration is not taking place 
through laws and a common legal order (the so-called “integration through 
law”), but predominantly through forms of coordination of national policies 
and intergovernmental cooperation, whereas the adoption (and implementa-
tion) of the EU acquis has proceeded extremely slowly. Furthermore, it has 
not had a teleological focus towards accession to the EU (and on the urgency 
of fulfilling the Copenhagen accession criteria), but has been driven primarily 
by a pragmatic spirit and aimed at the need to find immediate answers to the 
challenges posed by interdependence. Finally, coordination took place above 
all in those areas affected by the crises of recent years; therefore in areas that 
are not traditionally associated with EU integration, such as security and the 
use of coercive force, public finance and public administration (the so-called 
“core state powers”). 
 
Furthermore, one should notice that this type of phenomenon is not unique 
to the Balkans, but has also been observed within the EU, where it has been 
described by some political scientists as “integration without supranationali-
sation” (Fabbrini & Puetter 2016). It is a new intergovernmental form of 
integration (according to the dictates of the so-called “new intergovernmen-
talism”) that has characterised the EU internal responses to the crises of re-
cent years, born from the failure to meet the (functional) demand for greater 
integration, triggered by the crises, and the scarcity of the political offer for 
it. The crisis management methods that have ensued have therefore seen the 
predominance of national political executives who have made it possible to 
save the most important results of integration (such as the freedom of move-
ment of people or the single currency), while nonetheless demonstrating at 
least three important limitations of the process. Above all, these crisis man-
agement methods have proven to be inefficient, giving rise to suboptimal 
responses, such as in the management of the sovereign debt crisis in the 
Eurozone. They have also shown that they lack accountability, being policies 
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decided behind closed doors by the heads of states and governments. Finally, 
they have triggered a crisis of democratic legitimacy in the Union, having 
been perceived by large segments of the European populations as forms of 
domination of one nation over another. 
 
All these limits of an integration through policy coordination not only persist 
in the EU external dimension, but appear to be particularly aggravated in this 
context. Indeed, this type of integration with the Western Balkans has proved 
to be inefficient, as it has not stimulated an adequate distribution of resources 
and therefore a process of economic convergence (Bonomi & Reljić 2017; 
Bartlett, Bonomi, & Uvalić 2022). It has failed to foster accountability, rein-
forcing the role and powers of national executive vis-à-vis all other domestic 
actors (Richter & Wunsch 2020) – something particularly problematic in the 
context of fragile democracies in search of consolidation such as the Balkan 
ones. And finally, it has proved to be illegitimate to the extent that it has 
placed the countries of the region on a level of inequality with respect to 
neighbouring countries already belonging to the Union. This has favoured, 
on the one hand, the interference of third parties in the affairs of the region, 
well-illustrated by the case of Chinese mask diplomacy (Schmidt & Džihić 
2021). On the other hand, it has allowed abuse of the European framework 
by the member states themselves, apparent in the more frequent imposition 
of arbitrary preferences on the candidate countries. The latest example of 
this was Bulgaria’s refusal to approve the adoption of an EU negotiating 
framework for North Macedonia on grounds of different interpretation of 
the origins of the Macedonian language and questions about shared history. 

Back on Track? 

Against this backdrop, the opening of an accession perspective for the “As-
sociated Trio” represents good news for the Western Balkans as well, since 
it testifies not simply a new momentum for EU enlargement but the fact that 
enlargement policy might be back on track as a formal process of accession 
to the EU. It is not a coincidence that the offer of candidate status to Ukraine 
and Moldova in June 2022 has been followed by the opening of accession 
negotiations with Albania and North Macedonia and the unanimous decision 
by the EU leaders to grant EU candidate status to Bosnia and Herzegovina 
on 15 December 2022. In one year of war, the European Council has affirm-
atively replied to third countries’ demands for integration, and has supplied 
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the EU’s enlargement policy with positive decisions in a way that is unprec-
edented in the recent history. And yet, these exceptional conditions cannot 
be expected to last indefinitely, and the question of how to make this new 
process of accession work in the long run still remains open. 
 
In this respect, the recent experience of EU integration of the Western Bal-
kans offers both a warning and a guide for action. Indeed, the recent years’ 
experiments in EU external differentiation with the Western Balkans, with 
its achievements and clear limits, can be precious for designing a more effec-
tive, sustainable and legitimate enlargement process. In particular, if properly 
devised, forms of external differentiation could be key tools of a reformed 
enlargement policy as far as they could guide this process of external de-
differentiation rather than offering alternatives to accession. 
 
To this end, it seems pivotal to correct some of the shortcomings of the 
current enlargement policy toward the Western Balkans and offer candidate 
countries several elements even before formal accession. These include:  
(1) provision of enough resources to strengthen economic convergence, for 
instance through the gradual access to EU structural funds; (2) bring them 
closer to EU decision-making structures and institutions early on, in order 
to strengthen their institutional participation and their citizens’ involvement; 
and (3) find ways to raise peer pressure among EU member states to keep 
everyone in line, eventually even considering the possibility to reform the 
decision making rules, in order to limit the possibilities for vetoes and abuses 
of the enlargement process through bilateral issues or other domestic prob-
lems. 
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NATO and Southeast Europe 

Matthew Rhodes1 

Three decades after the collapse of Yugoslavia, the futures of NATO and 
Southeast Europe remain closely intertwined. Russia’s war against Ukraine, 
spikes in regional tensions, and stalemates in further EU enlargement and 
Schengen accessions beyond Croatia have even triggered a quiet renaissance 
in the Alliance’s role within the region. The extent of NATO’s ability to meet 
resulting hopes and expectations will again importantly shape security trajec-
tories for itself and its regional members and partners.  
 
The current moment recalls Southeast Europe’s pivotal impact on the Alli-
ance’s post-Cold War development. In August 1993, U.S. Senator Richard 
Lugar delivered an influential speech entitled “NATO: Out of Area or Out 
of Business.” Lugar’s not-so-subtle starting point was that territorial defense 
and “keeping the Russians out” no longer offered the Alliance a raison d’être. 
At the same time, no other international organization (neither the United 
Nations, nor the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe, nor 
the post-Maastricht European Union) had effectively risen to the task of ad-
dressing rising instability beyond NATO’s borders. Geographic proximity 
and intensity of violence made the Balkans the logical place for NATO to 
pick up this mission.  
 
Much has changed since Lugar’s speech. Southeast Europe has been free of 
large-scale conflict for more than two decades. All but three regional states 
(Bosnia-Herzegovina, Kosovo, and Serbia) have themselves joined NATO. 
The EU has added structures and capacity for Common Security and De-
fense Policy, including by assuming NATO’s peacekeeping responsibilities 
in Bosnia-Herzegovina since 2004. Meanwhile, Russia’s war of aggression 
against Ukraine and the dissatisfying end of NATO’s involvement in Af-
ghanistan have restored the primacy of collective defense. 
 
Nonetheless, NATO’s 2022 Strategic Concept notably stressed that “[t]he 
Western Balkans … are of strategic importance for the Alliance.” NATO’s 
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top military commander, General Christopher Cavoli, reinforced that mes-
sage in his April 2023 posture statement to the U.S. Congress by emphasizing 
that the region “will require our continued commitment to address…vulner-
abilities to Russian and PRC [(Chinese)] malign influence.” These rhetorical 
signals have in turn translated into tangible measures across the 3 + 1 core 
tasks set out in the Strategic Concept, with resilience as the added element 
cutting across the other three.  
 
Recent actions concerning NATO’s first core task, deterrence and defense, 
have involved Southeast Europe in a number of ways. As one highly visible 
example, the Alliance’s 2022 summit in Madrid established additional En-
hanced Forward Presence (EFP) units in countries including Romania and 
Bulgaria. Member states within the region including Albania, Croatia, Mon-
tenegro, North Macedonia, Romania, and Slovenia contribute EFP forces 
there or further north. Although also part of the cooperative security task, 
some of the Alliance’s largest military exercises since the Cold War, including 
the “Immediate Response” portions of Defender ‘21 and ‘23, have included 
members and partners from the region and focused on preparation for de-
ployment of Allied troops from west to east through the region to the Black 
Sea. 
 
NATO’s second task, crisis management and prevention, has also gained re-
newed prominence. Most directly, the Alliance’s residual stabilization man-
dates have been leveraged to maintain a cap on intra-regional tensions. Fol-
lowing acts of violence and martial posturing between Kosovo and Serbia 
over automobile license plate requirements in summer 2022, NATO Secre-
tary General Jens Stoltenberg pointedly reminded Serbian President Aleksan-
dar Vučić and Kosovo Prime Minister Albin Kurti in separate meetings in 
Brussels that KFOR (NATO’s approximately 4000-troop-strong Kosovo 
Force, to which most Southeast European states contribute forces) “stands 
ready to intervene” should stability be further threatened. After injuries to 
30 Hungarian and Italian KFOR soldiers in protests in northern Kosovo 
following Serb-boycotted local elections in spring 2023, the Alliance added 
700 troops to its presence and placed another reserve battalion on alert. 
Meanwhile, the prospect of reversion to NATO’s original peacekeeping 
mandate in Bosnia-Herzegovina seemingly dissuaded Russia from blocking 
United Nations Security Council renewal of the mandate for the European 
Union’s successor Operation Althea (EUFOR-Althea) in November 2022. 



119 

Crisis management has also touched other areas. During the peak of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, NATO’s Euro-Atlantic Disaster Response Coordina-
tion Center served as a clearing mechanism for resources including medical 
personnel, face-masks, and field hospitals to and from multiple members and 
partners in Southeast Europe. NATO as well as individual Allies such as the 
United States and France issued statements and sent expert support teams 
to countries including Albania and Montenegro in the wake of major cyber 
attacks attributed to Iran and Russian criminal groups in summer and fall 
2022. In broader terms of crisis prevention, some observers have credited 
NATO membership with moderating political tension within newer Allies 
such as Montenegro and North Macedonia. 
 
Finally, NATO’s third core task, cooperative security, encompasses aspirant 
preparation for accession and other relations with partners. The agreement 
in Madrid to extend a Defense Capacity Building package to Bosnia-Herze-
govina for modernization and integrity in the defense and security sectors is 
a leading example. Partnership for Peace member Serbia’s hosting of the 
Platinum Wolf ‘23 peacekeeping training with eight NATO states in early 
summer 2023 is another. Some interpreted the latter, the first exception to 
the country’s suspension of international exercises after February 2022, as a 
sign of Euroatlantic diplomatic tilt.  
 
NATO’s growing suite of activities involving Southeast Europe merits note. 
On its own it may fall short of game-changing impact. Nonetheless, cumu-
latively it advances the region’s integration and development and helps hold 
worst-case scenarios at bay. In conjunction with other engagement, it has 
potential to do more. 
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The Role of the OSCE in Strengthening Resilience  
in Southeast Europe 

Stefan Wolff 1  

Introduction 

The region of Southeast Europe continues to be affected by protracted chal-
lenges to its security, dating back to the violent disintegration of Yugoslavia 
in the 1990s but intertwined with new problems that have emerged since, 
including the intensifying rivalry between the great powers in today’s inter-
national system. These challenges may not as such have grown since Russia’s 
invasion of Ukraine, but their significance for the stability of the region and 
beyond has. 
 
The question that this contribution seeks to address is whether there is a role 
for the Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE) in 
managing the multiple challenges that the region faces. With long-established 
field presences in Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Kosovo, Montenegro, 
North Macedonia, and Serbia, and with a comprehensive and cooperative 
security concept, the OSCE should be well-placed to assist the states and 
societies of the region in addressing current security challenges and building 
a higher degree of resilience for the future. 
 
Yet, the OSCE itself grapples with serious problems. In danger of being con-
sumed and paralysed by the war in Ukraine, its capacity to fulfil its mandate 
has been eroded further, including budgetary pressures that have also partic-
ularly affected the work of its field missions and institutions. Moreover, in 
the traditionally crowded space for international organisations that Southeast 
Europe represents, the role of, and expectations towards, the OSCE have 
declined relative to other organisations, such as the EU and NATO, and at 
a time when the footprint of China in the region has also increased. 
 

                                                 
1  Professor of International Security and Head of Department, Political Science and In-

ternational Studies. I am grateful for comments from Argyro Kartsonaki and Sören Keil 
on an earlier version of this contribution. 
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Against this background, I offer an argument for a continued role of the 
OSCE in the region, but one that focuses on an area where the OSCE can 
offer unique added value, namely the integration of diverse societies. This is 
not meant as a case against continuing or new OSCE activities in other areas 
but rather one of prioritisation both within the OSCE and of the OSCE in 
relation to a very specific yet fundamental area of security and stability for 
the region. 
 
Developing this argument, I proceed in three steps. First, I offer an overview 
of the current level of presence and activities of the OSCE in the region. 
Second, I provide a short analysis of the current challenges related to the 
integration of the diverse societies in the region and how they impact resili-
ence. Third, I outline how and why an increased focus on integration pre-
sents a viable path for continued OSCE engagement that complements, and 
is complemented by, other activities of the Organization, as well as poten-
tially other international actors in the region, notably the EU and NATO. 

The OSCE in Southeast Europe 

What was then the Socialist Federated Republic of Yugoslavia was a signa-
tory of the Helsinki Final Act in 1975 and thus a founding member of the 
Conference on Security and Co-operation in Europe (CSCE), the forerunner 
of today’s OSCE. One of Socialist Yugoslavia’s successor states, the Federal 
Republic of Yugoslavia (FRY, consisting of Serbia and Montenegro) was sus-
pended from the CSCE in 1992. This was the only time that a participating 
State has been suspended and the only time, to date, that the so-called con-
sensus-minus-one mechanism has been used. After the ouster of Slobodan 
Milosevic, the FRY joined the OSCE as its 55th participating State in 2000. 
 
During these eight years, both the region and the CSCE underwent a funda-
mental transformation that cannot be detailed here. Suffice to say, by 2000 
five new states had emerged in the region, approximately 100,000 people had 
been killed in armed conflict and many more displaced, and the region as a 
whole, as well as the countries within it, were deeply fractured. In the mean-
time, the CSCE had become the OSCE, the number of its participating States 
had increased to 54, and new institutions had been created, including the 
High Commissioner on National Minorities (HCNM). 
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Driven by concerns about security and stability, CSCE and OSCE involve-
ment in the region began with the 1992 Missions of Long Duration for Ko-
sovo, Sandjak and Vojvodina, and later included the Kosovo Verification 
Mission in 1998 and today’s OSCE Mission in Kosovo, which was estab-
lished in 2000. Today the OSCE has field presences in all of Southeast Eu-
rope with almost 900 staff and a total annual budget of almost €50m (see 
Table 1). 
 

 Est. Staff Budget Mandate 

Albania 1997 83.5  
(19 int.) 

€2.98m • Legislative and judicial re-
form, including property 
reform 

• Regional administrative 
reform 

• Electoral reform 
• Parliamentary capacity-

building 
• Anti-trafficking and anti-

corruption, including sup-
porting the implementa-
tion of relevant national 
strategies 

• Development of effective 
laws and regulations on 
the independent media 
and its Code of Conduct 

• Promotion of good gov-
ernance and targeted pro-
jects for strengthening of 
civil society 

• Police assistance, in par-
ticular training for border 
police, within a co-ordi-
nated framework with 
other international actors 
in the field 
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Bosnia &  
Herze-
govina 

1994 314.5 
(34) 

€11.68m • Democracy building and 
human rights promotion 
and monitoring 

• Assisting the Parties in 
implementation of  
regional stabilization 
measures 

Kosovo 1999 490.5 
(115) 

€17.46m • Human and community 
rights monitoring and 
promotion 

• Support to democratic in-
stitutions and good  
governance 

• Public safety and security 

Montenegro 2006 32 (9) €2.15m • Assist and promote the 
implementation of OSCE 
principles and commit-
ments as well as the co-
operation of the Republic 
of Montenegro with the 
OSCE, in all dimensions, 
including the politico-mili-
tary, economic and envi-
ronmental and human  
aspects of security and 
stability 

• Facilitate contacts, co- 
ordinate activities and  
promote information  
exchange with the Chair-
person-in-Office, OSCE 
institutions, and as appro-
priate, OSCE field opera-
tions particularly with 
those in South-Eastern 
Europe, as well as co-op-
eration with international 
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organizations and institu-
tions 

• Establish and maintain 
contacts with local  
authorities, universities, 
research institutions and 
non-governmental organi-
zations and assist in  
arranging events with 
OSCE participation 

North 
Macedonia 

1992 153.5 
(38) 

€6.5m • Dialogue with the Gov-
ernmental Authorities of 
the Host Party 

• Establishment of contacts 
with representatives of 
political parties and other 
organizations, and with 
ordinary citizens 

• Undertaking trips to  
assess the level of stability 
and the possibility of  
conflict and unrest 

• Engaging in other activi-
ties compatible with the 
CSCE goals of the  
Mission  

• Maintaining a high profile 
in the country 

• In case of incidents,  
assisting in establishing 
the facts 

Serbia 2001 118.5 
(21) 

€6.26m • Assist and advise on the 
full implementation of 
legislation in areas  
covered by the mandate 

• Monitor the proper func-
tioning and development 
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of democratic institutions, 
processes and  
mechanisms 

• Assist in the restructuring 
and training of law  
enforcement agencies and 
the judiciary 

• Provide assistance and  
advice in the field of the 
media 

• In close co-operation with 
the Office of the United 
Nations High Commis-
sioner for Refugees, pro-
vide advice and support in 
order to facilitate the  
return of refugees to and 
from neighbouring coun-
tries and from other coun-
tries of residence as well 
as of internally displaced 
persons to their homes 
within the territory of  
Serbia 

Table 1: OSCE Field Operations in Southeast Europe 
Source: OSCE Conflict Prevention Centre (2021), data accurate as of September 2021 

The Challenge of Integration in Diverse Societies and  
Its Impact on Resilience 

By and large, the mandates of the various OSCE missions in Southeast Eu-
rope have not changed since their inception. While projects and activities are 
of course not the same today as they were in the 1990s or early 2000s when 
the missions were established, the endurance of their mandates is a reflection 
of the similar persistence of the challenges that participating States in the 
region have been facing.  
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Across the southeast European region and the individual countries within it, 
many of these challenges arise from the incompatibility of political and 
ethno-national boundaries that are one of the legacies not only of the violent 
disintegration of the former Yugoslavia but also the much longer history of 
state-building and nation-formation in the Western Balkans. Although the 
intensity of these contestations may vary across space and time, it has re-
mained a constant source of tensions and conflict for the past three decades. 
Internally, for example, state and nation are intensely contested in Bosnia 
and Herzegovina and North Macedonia. The resulting fragility of both states 
and the continuing ethno-national polarisation of societies is deeply prob-
lematic. (cf., in more detail, Kartsonaki & Wolff, 2023) 
 
At the same time, irredentist claims persist, often overlapping with seces-
sionist aspirations, as part of greater nationalist agendas. To varying degrees, 
elements within the politically organised Albanian, Serb, and Croat commu-
nities continue to challenge the legitimacy of their neighbouring states. The 
most challenging ethno-nationalist projects in the Western Balkans include 
visions of Greater Serbia, which continue to destabilise Bosnia and Herze-
govina and Kosovo, and of Greater Albania/Kosovo which challenge the 
territorial integrity of North Macedonia, Serbia, and Montenegro. These 
transboundary contestations have created a web of interconnected potential 
triggers for violent conflict that would not only destabilise the immediate 
region but also have a detrimental impact on European/EU security. (cf., 
ibid.) 
 
This diagnosis is also evident from some of the analysis and recommenda-
tions of the Study Group Regional Stability in Southeast Europe over the 
past five years. In 2018, “intra-state consolidation” was identified as a prob-
lem in Bosnia and Herzegovina and Kosovo, and “insurmountable animos-
ities” were found to be present in the post-Dayton triangle and in the Bel-
grade-Prishtina-Tirana “triangle of regional (in)stability”. In 2021, the assess-
ment regarding Bosnia and Herzegovina and Kosovo was that “in both 
countries, the democratic consolidation of multi-ethnic state institutions – 
to which there is no meaningful alternative – is proving difficult.” And in 
2022, the Study Group’s situation analysis noted that for the Western Bal-
kans to become a “role model for multi-ethnic co-existence”, “shared posi-
tive narratives instead of the currently dominant political exploitation of na-
tionalisms” would be required. 
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Integration with Respect for Diversity: A Viable Path for  
Continued OSCE Engagement in Southeast Europe 

The potential for tensions in inter-ethnic relations remains high across the 
region. Not only does this pose a threat to stability within countries but there 
is also abundant evidence, including from the region, that unresolved issues 
concerning inter-ethnic relations in one state negatively affect the relations 
between states. Such negative spill-over effects are particularly likely when 
states and societies lack social cohesion, which, in turn, cannot be achieved 
without the institutional, legal, and policy mechanisms to promote integra-
tion of diverse population groups.  

The Logic of Integration 

Integration, thus, provides a solution to the potential security challenges aris-
ing from inter-ethnic relations in diverse societies precisely because it fosters 
social cohesion which, in turn, gives societies the resilience to deal with the 
challenges that inevitably arise in diverse societies. Consequently, “the stabil-
ity imperative makes the interest in integration such a fundamental element 
of the whole process of majority-minority relations” (Packer and Siemienski 
1997, 190).  
 
Integration, therefore, is essential to conflict prevention. Conflict preven-
tion, in turn, is at the heart of the mandate of the OSCE High Commissioner 
on National Minorities (HCNM), created by the organisation’s participating 
States in 1992. Unsurprisingly, therefore, “integration with respect for diver-
sity is the guiding principle of the HCNM’s work” (OSCE High Commis-
sioner on National Minorities, 2012, para. 10). 
 
The HCNM was at the time, and to some extent remains, a unique institu-
tion, which “continues to perform one of the OSCE’s most important early 
warning functions” (Raith, 2020, p. 43). The original mandate of the HCNM 
was clearly defined in terms of conflict prevention: 

The High Commissioner will provide “early warning” and, as appropriate, “early 
action” at the earliest possible stage in regard to tensions involving national minority 
issues which have not yet developed beyond an early warning stage, but, in the judge-
ment of the High Commissioner, have the potential to develop into a conflict within 
the CSCE area, affecting peace, stability or relations between participating States, 
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requiring the attention of and action by the Council or the CSO. (Conference for 
Security and Co-operation in Europe, 1992, para. II/3) 

There is nothing in the original mandate of the HCNM to suggest that 
achieving integration would become the focus of the work of subsequent 
holders of the office, who all subscribed to the idea that integration provides 
a solution to the potential security challenges arising from inter-ethnic rela-
tions in diverse societies. Significantly, they did so by framing integration as 
within the parameters set by both relevant OSCE principles and commit-
ments and existing international and human rights standards,2 thus empha-
sising the importance of the balance between promoting social cohesion 
while protecting individual human and minority rights, encapsulated in the 
notion of integration with respect for diversity. 
 
The underlying logic of this approach is that integration, based on the pro-
tection of minority rights and combined with opportunities for members of 
minorities to participate in public life, provides a framework in which inter-
ethnic tensions and conflict can be avoided because disputes between mi-
norities and majorities can either be prevented altogether or resolved within 
the (democratic) institutions established and consolidated through the pro-
cess of integration. This connection between integration and security is 
forcefully expressed in the 2012 Ljubljana Guidelines on Integration of Di-
verse Societies, which state that “lasting peace, stability, internal and external 
security, and prosperity are linked to enabling the process of integrating all 
the constituent parts of society” (OSCE High Commissioner on National 
Minorities, 2012, p. 8). 
 
Issues of social cohesion that are addressed in the Ljubljana Guidelines go 
to the core of minority rights, particularly concerning language and education 
and especially the balance between the use, teaching, and learning of state 
and minority languages. Yet, these are simultaneously issues that are often of 
key concern not only to the affected minority communities but also their kin-

                                                 
2  These principles, commitments, and standards are a frequent reference point in the work 

of the HCNM and in the thematic recommendations and guidelines and their origins 
can be traced back to the Helsinki Decalogue, especially principles VII (Respect for hu-
man rights and fundamental freedoms, including the freedom of thought, conscience, 
religion or belief) and X (Fulfilment in good faith of obligations under international law) 
(see also Babbitt, 2012; Conference on Security and Co-operation in Europe, 1975; 
Kemp, 2001). 
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states. In this sense, there is a clear link between the substantive policy areas 
covered in the 2008 Bolzano/Bozen Recommendations on National Minor-
ities in Inter-State Relations and the Ljubljana Guidelines. Promoting social 
cohesion has been more often and openly recognised as a legitimate goal for 
host-states to pursue, however, one that must be balanced against equally 
legitimate minority concerns (Thors, 2015, p. 8; see, for example, Vollebaek, 
2011b, p. 9; Zannier, 2018, pp. 2–3). Where there is a perception – grounded 
in reality or not – that this balance tilts towards social cohesion at the expense 
of minority rights, bilateral tensions are likely, if not inevitable. Their desta-
bilising consequences can be clearly seen, for example, in the relations be-
tween Belgrade and Prishtina, Sofia and Skopje, Tirana and Athens, and Bel-
grade and Podgorica. 

Why the OSCE? Why the HCNM? 

A singular focus on integration by a chronically under-resourced institution 
within an organisation that finds itself in a profound crisis is, of course, not 
going to “fix” the fundamental challenges that have beset the countries and 
region of southeast Europe for decades. However, a focus on integration is 
both useful and possible. It is useful in terms of its intended outcomes and 
because it complements, and is complemented by, the wide range of activities 
that the OSCE’s existing missions in the region have been mandated to un-
dertake. As early as 1990, in the so-called Copenhagen Document, the par-
ticipating States of the then CSCE noted that “questions relating to national 
minorities can only be satisfactorily resolved in a democratic political frame-
work based on the rule of law, with a functioning independent judiciary” 
(Conference on Security and Co-operation in Europe 1990, para. 30). Such 
respect for human and minority rights, and the establishment of the requisite 
institutional and legal frameworks, are hardly self-executing and self-imple-
menting assumptions, but they are clearly reflected in the existing mandates 
and activities of OSCE missions across the region. This includes work on 
preventing violent extremism, such as sensitivity trainings that have also 
helped to establish early warning signs and raise awareness of the challenge 
of extremism and, crucially, not only of the Islamic fundamentalist kind but, 
for example, also Serbian and Albanian extremist nationalism in Serbia and 
Kosovo. 
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This complementarity between the mandate and activities of the HCNM and 
the field missions is also part of what makes a focus on integration possible. 
The other part is related to the tools that the HCNM has available. The orig-
inal mandate of the HCNM identified several working practices for the 
HCNM, including in-country fact-finding missions, providing an assessment 
of the tensions and their conflict potential, and “where appropriate promote 
dialogue, confidence and co-operation” and engage in “further contact and 
closer consultations with the parties concerned with a view to possible solu-
tions” (Conference for Security and Co-operation in Europe, 1992, para. 
II/12, 16). 
 
Specifically on integration, the Ljubljana Guidelines provide further opera-
tional recommendations on how it can be achieved. These are useful to con-
sider from the perspective not only of the states and societies concerned but 
also in terms of the tools that they provide to the HCNM for assisting gov-
ernment and minority representatives in their efforts to manage integration 
as a two-way process with the ultimate aim that “all members of a given 
society accept common public institutions and have a shared sense of be-
longing to a common State and an inclusive society” (OSCE High Commis-
sioner on National Minorities 2012, 18).  
 
Key among these operational recommendations is that the state “needs to 
provide policies, legislation and mechanisms that enable and support the ex-
pression and negotiation of diversity within a shared institutional and legis-
lative framework” and that “individuals and groups have to accept such in-
struments and contribute to their functioning” (OSCE High Commissioner 
on National Minorities 2012, 18). Put differently, integration requires both 
the right institutional, legal, and policy framework to be in place and individ-
uals and groups to participate in it.  
 
The mandate of the HCNM offers a basis for assisting states in establishing 
mechanisms, drafting legislation, and formulating policies conducive to ena-
bling integration. It is less clear, however, what the HCNM can do to facili-
tate individuals’ and groups’ participation, let alone get them to accept that 
“all members of society share the duties of obeying the laws and the respon-
sibilities of contributing to society and to the integration of society” (OSCE 
High Commissioner on National Minorities 2012, 20).  
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Ultimately, therefore, the HCNM’s tools of change-making are limited to 
assisting states in putting in place better frameworks for integration. This, 
however, does not imply working only with state representatives. Rather, the 
mandate, and the existing practice, of the HCNM both demonstrate the 
HCNM’s focus on working with majorities and minorities alike in negotiat-
ing, implementing, and operating such frameworks. This, in turn, means that 
HCNM tools of change-making fall into three broad categories: mediation and 
facilitation, advising on legislation and policy making, and capacity building.  
 
Mediation and facilitation are fundamental to the approach taking by succes-
sive HCNMs to achieve meaningful and sustainable integration. Whether 
this happens by talking to government and minority representatives sepa-
rately or by bringing them together, mediation and facilitation reflect a con-
sensus-focused approach, which, in turn, is essential if the aim of integration 
is that “all members of a given society accept common public institutions 
and have a shared sense of belonging to a common State and an inclusive 
society” (OSCE High Commissioner on National Minorities, 2012, p. 18). 
As a form of operational conflict prevention to mitigate an impending crisis, 
mediation and facilitation supplement long-term structural prevention (Vol-
lebaek, 2011a, p. 3), but they also complement it, for example in the HCNM’s 
practice in assisting states in developing national integration strategies in an 
inclusive process involving representatives of majorities and minorities alike.  
 
Mediation and facilitation are primarily process or instrumental tools. That 
is, they serve the purpose of accomplishing more specific substantive goals, 
such as changes in the legal and policy frameworks of the states and societies 
with which the HCNM engages. However, as noted by several HCNMs and 
observers, the process itself often has substantive benefits in improving re-
lations between the sides, increasing their confidence in each other, and 
building a reservoir of goodwill that can be drawn upon in the future (Van 
der Stoel, 1999, pp. 433–434).  
 
Given that there is often at best limited contact between members of differ-
ent communities on the local level, especially in deeply divided places like 
Kosovo, the OSCE, including the HCNM, could add real value by facilitating 
dialogue at the most local level. This would also enable the organisation to 
continue to give voice to “forgotten” minorities (e.g., Vlachs in North Mac-
edonia, Roma in Bosnia and Herzegovina, etc.), which frequently fall off the 
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radar of most other actors who focus on constitutional adjustments evolving 
around the main ethno-national parties and actors. While this is important, 
integration as a conflict prevention strategy can only succeed if it is fully in-
clusive. A positive example of this is the work the HCNM has done on the 
Strategy for One Society for All in North Macedonia. This is one of several 
national integration strategies that the HCNM has been involved in over the 
years (others include Georgia, Kyrgyzstan, and Moldova), which tries to 
build a more inclusive society by protecting distinct communities and allow-
ing their members to take part in social, economic and political life, while 
also looking for commonalities and aiming for joint story-telling and inter-
cultural dialogue. The development of similar strategies elsewhere could be 
another promising way to address polarisation, radicalisation and contribute 
positively to social cohesion, which, in turn, is vital for strengthening democ-
racy and pushing through major reforms needed on the road to EU accession 
across the remaining candidate countries in the region. 
 
In most cases in which the HCNM has been involved over the years, the 
outcomes have been changes to countries’ institutional, legal, and policy 
frameworks. In this sense, the advice that the HCNM provides constitutes a 
substantive tool of change-making that can be applied in context-sensitive 
ways. In providing such advice, successive HCNMs have relied on their own 
expertise and that of their staff and also drawn in outside experts. 
 
While the HCNM can facilitate dialogue between the sides, mediate negoti-
ations between them, and assist in drafting laws and formulating policies, 
responsibility for their implementation ultimately rests with the parties con-
cerned. In many of the contexts in which the HCNM has been active, this 
raises a question about the necessary capacities to do so, which is often in-
sufficient or missing. Leaving aside the issue of financial resources, this is 
also an issue of technical capacity at a human level and importantly goes 
beyond legal and policy implementation, involving also capacity to monitor 
and evaluate. 
 
In this sense, capacity building is an important tool of sustaining change and 
enabling subsequent change-making by local actors. Crucially, “integration 
of society … is a long-term process that cannot be driven by international 
actors alone”, meaning that governments “as a whole ha[ve] to take the lead 
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and involve all stakeholders” (Vollebaek, 2012b, p. 11). This has been recog-
nised as important in the work of successive HCNMs, including the fact that 
“capacity-building… should be understood as a fundamental aspect of pre-
vention” (Vollebaek, 2012a, p. 5). 
 
Perhaps most importantly in all of this is the fact that HCNM operates 
through quiet diplomacy – the mediation efforts undertaken, the advice pro-
vided, and the capacity building supported all happens in confidence. In a 
context like that of southeast Europe where issues related to inter-ethnic re-
lations are as much exploited rationally for political gain as they are invested 
with emotions, quiet diplomacy cannot but be an advantage that increases 
the potential for success. 
 
A final point worth making is that integration with respect for diversity is 
also a policy that dovetails with elements of the EU and NATO accession 
processes. While this is not an argument to turn the OSCE into an executive 
agency of the European Commission or the North Atlantic Council, it is 
helpful to consider the alignment of EU and NATO accession objectives 
and the mandates of OSCE field missions and of the HCNM in the context 
of closer cooperation between these organisations, including in terms of the 
financing of relevant projects and activities through extra-budgetary contri-
butions from the EU and NATO or its individual member states. For a small 
and comparatively poorly resourced institution like the HCNM to gain any 
significant traction, it needs allies. Stronger cooperation with like-minded or-
ganisations, especially the EU and NATO and their member states would be 
particularly useful, especially in the countries of southeast Europe where ac-
tors such as Russia and China offer a clear and tangible alternative and chal-
lenge to the promotion of liberal democracy and the protection of minority 
rights. 

Conclusion 

The southeast European region and the individual states and societies there 
continue to face profound challenges. Most of these challenges are not new, 
and many of them arise from the deeply contested nature of incompatible 
ethno-national and political boundaries. Clearly, it will not be easy or quick 
to address these challenges sustainably. One necessary, but on its own not 
sufficient, approach to begin tackling this dimension of enhancing state and 
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societal resilience would be to devote more attention and resources to the 
fostering of social cohesion by promoting institutions, legal frameworks, and 
policies associated with the notion of integration with respect for diversity. 
 
This approach has been the focus of the work of the OSCE HCNM for 
almost three decades now, including in southeast Europe. Across the region, 
the OSCE also has a long-established presence of field missions whose man-
dates complement that of the HCNM in their focus on supporting demo-
cratic institution building. Combined with the HCNM’s tools of change mak-
ing and the quiet diplomacy approach through which they are employed, this 
offers significant opportunities to contribute to increasing state and societal 
resilience to the challenges regularly arising from inter-ethnic tensions within 
and between the countries of southeast Europe. 
 
By focusing more of its activities on integration, the OSCE, possibly with 
support from the EU, NATO, and other international organisations and 
their individual member states, therefore, is highly relevant, if often under-
appreciated, to the security and stability of the region as a whole and the 
individual states and societies within it. 
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Policy Recommendations  

Regional Stability in South East Europe Study Group 

Executive Summary of Recommendations 

With Regard to Strategic Goals 

• EU: Extending programs that diminish the region’s dependence on Rus-
sia’s supply of oil and gas.  

• EU: Mitigating WB dependency on Chinese loans.  
• EU/NATO/OSCE: Assisting the WB states in updating their cyber-

security strategies and increasing their capabilities to implement them.  
• EU/NATO: Holding civil-military crisis response exercises with WB 

partners.  
• EU/NATO: Preventing a security vacuum in BiH in the event of a 

blockade of EUFOR Althea in the UN Security Council (UNSC).  
• EU/U.S.: Increasing the pressure on Belgrade and Prishtina/Priština to 

implement the EU plan for the normalization of their relations.  
• EU: Ramping up EU’s strategic communication to fight disinformation 

campaigns in the WB.  
• EU: Rewarding full compliance of WB candidates with EU’s CFSP in 

the integration process.  
• EU/NATO: Providing maximum inclusion of WB candidates in fora, 

processes and access to funds even before full membership.  

Situation Analysis 

The geopolitical “Zeitenwende” (sea change) brought about by Russia’s ag-
gression against Ukraine is creating new political and security parameters in 
the Western Balkans (WB) which, similar to the Black Sea region, has be-
come a geopolitical front region. Against this backdrop, the only semi-con-
solidated state of the WB increases the pressure on the Western side to pro-
vide much more concrete support to this region on conflict issues previously 
neglected by Brussels and Washington. This relates primarily to the consoli-
dation of the multiethnic state of Bosnia and Herzegovina (BiH) and the 
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normalization of relations between Serbia and Kosovo. The continuing fra-
gility of this part of South East Europe also provides a good opportunity for 
Russia to fuel conflicts, especially by diplomatic and security means, and 
thereby also to harm its Western adversaries in their geopolitical confronta-
tion in the immediate neighbourhood of the EU. 
 
Due to a worse starting position, key economic parameters in the WB (such 
as inflation and GDP) are developing less critically than in comparison with 
the EU. Nevertheless, regional resilience in the context of the geopolitical 
crisis must generally be classified as weak. Political rifts in the WB have thus 
widened in the context of geopolitical conflicts. On the one hand, the ma-
jority of the WB states have joined Western sanctions against Russia and 
clearly condemn the military aggression against Ukraine. On the other hand, 
Serbia, an EU candidate country, pursues a two-chair foreign policy even in 
this dramatic situation, condemning the Russian invasion only half-heartedly 
and – up to now – not joining the Western sanctions. Besides Serbia, which 
is in self-imposed political and energy dependence on Russia, the BiH entity 
Republika Srpska, which is even more clearly pro-Putin, is the preferred area 
for Russian agitation in South East Europe.  
 
Other target areas of Russian propaganda activities include the NATO mem-
bers North Macedonia and Montenegro, which have a Christian-Orthodox 
majority population.  
 
Political propaganda and the fuelling of conflicts challenge the resilience of 
South East European states, which have major problems with democratizing 
their societies. Furthermore, in the security sector, there has been an increase 
in cyberattacks against targets in South East Europe. Despite the support 
provided by the EU and NATO, protection against attacks in the digital 
space is not at a high level. The origin of the attackers often remains unclear. 
In some cases, such as the Iranian cyberattacks against Albania, the origin 
does not necessarily correspond with the expected geopolitical conflict pat-
tern.  
 
It should be noted that in the shadow of Russian activities, other geopolitical 
players continue their efforts to strengthen their political and economic 
influence in the WB. This concerns in particular China and Türkiye, but also 
the Gulf states. China, in particular, has been very successful in consolidating 
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its geo-economic influence in this part of South East Europe. Beijing 
achieves this primarily by making the WB states increasingly dependent on 
loans in the context of largescale projects, some of which are not transparent. 
According to estimates from the Balkan Investigative Reporting Network 
(BIRN) in 2022, China was involved in 136 major projects in the region be-
tween 2009 and 2021, with a total value of 32 billion euros (see Politico, 6 
December 2022).  
 
NATO’s strong presence in the region, as well as the NATO membership 
of most South East European countries, is a key resilience-building factor in 
the geopolitical upheaval. Without NATO’s presence, the risk of violent 
conflict spilling over into the WB, especially Kosovo, would be greatly in-
creased. Security cooperation between NATO and the EU is also absolutely 
essential in view of a possible Russian veto in the UN Security Council for 
the extension of future EUFOR missions.  
 
However, in the medium term, strengthening South East Europe’s resilience 
to negative geopolitical influences seems possible only through the comple-
tion of European integration. According to the Study Group Regional Sta-
bility in South East Europe, the EU candidate status of Moldova and Ukraine 
should not be perceived as unwelcome competition by the candidate coun-
tries in the WB, but rather as a possible catalyst for the integration process, 
which has recently become increasingly bureaucratic and untrustworthy.  
 
Since full EU memberships will take time, it is necessary to consider what 
can be done relatively quickly and practically to provide EU candidates with 
certain advantages and privileges already at this stage. Depending on the pro-
gress of implementing negotiation results, this could go as far as obtaining 
privileges close to a full membership (while keeping open the decision on 
later full membership for all candidates).  
 
The – from a geopolitical point of view – necessary integration of the WB 
states into the EU by innovative and proactive ways requires the uncondi-
tional respect of democratic rules and the rejection of authoritarian models. 
Despite its institutional crisis, the OSCE can provide good service in this 
area through its field missions in the WB. Furthermore, the Council of Eu-
rope (CoE) can also play a central role in the pre-accession process, especially 
in the protection of human and civil rights.  
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Policy Recommendations to Increase  
Western Balkan Countries Resilience 

With Reference to the Entire WB 

• EU: The WBs should be further included into programs which aim to 
diminish the region’s dependence on Russia’s supply with oil and gas.  

• EU, NATO and OSCE: All countries in the region should be assisted 
in drafting and updating their cyber-security strategies and action plans 
as well as increasing their capabilities to implement them.  

• EU, NATO and OSCE: This support should build upon all appro-
priate assistance mechanisms available to the WB partner countries, 
e.g. the EU Instrument for Pre-Accession mechanism and European 
Peace Facility, EU’s Horizon Europe Program and expertise from EU’s 
Agency for Cybersecurity (ENISA), NATO’s partnership tools including 
the Defence and Related Security Capacity Building (DCB) Initiative, and 
related OSCE projects.  

• EU and NATO: Combined civil-military crisis response exercises 
should be conducted with WB partners in line with the EU Strategic Com-
pass and the NATO Strategic Concept.  

• EU: In coordination with regional partners, the EU’s strategic communi-
cation has to be ramped up in order to fight disinformation campaigns in 
the WB, especially from third party actors. 

• WB governments: Media literacy programs should be integrated in the 
education systems to counter disinformation.  

• EU: In order to mitigate WB dependency on Chinese loans for infra-
structure projects, more specific financial actions are needed from the 
EU side for single country projects or joint projects, e.g. from the Berlin 
Process and its Connectivity Agenda.  

• WB governments: The WB countries should not a priori renounce in-
vestments and capital from non-EU states, but should increase their ne-
gotiation capacity by strengthening the rule of law and thus prevent the 
abuse and potential negative influence of such investments.  

• EU Commission: Full alignment of candidate countries with the EU’s 
Common Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP) must be valued in the con-
text of early integration measures and faster advancement at the technical 
level in negotiating chapters.  
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• EU and NATO: Membership candidates should be included as observ-
ers into all regular formats and only barred from sensitive security and 
intelligence-related fora. This would create a sense of belonging and en-
able the candidate countries to learn in practice about the organization 
they aim to join.  

• EU: WB candidate countries should be given full access to EU’s struc-
tural funds. 

With Reference to Albania  

• Government and justice system: The climate of safety for reporters 
must be improved and thereby the freedom of media increased. 

With Reference to BiH 

• EU: With regard to financial and political support for BiH, a distinction 
should be made between the Federation of BiH, which supports the 
EU’s policy towards Russia, and Republika Srpska, which maintains 
close relations with Putin’s regime.  

• Office of the High Representative: The High Representative should 
use his competences in order to counter Russian false information and 
Banja Luka’s open political support for the Russian aggression. 

• EU and NATO: Through timely planning prior to the annual renewal 
of the EUFOR mandate it has to be ensured that a veto in the UNSC 
cannot result in a security vacuum in BiH.  

• Serbian government: Activities and projects with the BiH entity Re-
publika Srpska which undermine the constitutionally defined competen-
cies and functional integrity of BiH should be omitted. 

With Reference to Kosovo-Serbia 

• NATO: Kosovo should be offered membership in the Partnership for 
Peace.  

• EU and U.S.: Additional pressure should be exerted both on Belgrade 
and Prishtina/Priština to implement the EU proposal, which was alleg-
edly accepted verbally in Brussels, as well as the road map which was also 
accepted verbally in Ohrid.  
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• Kosovo government: A substantial confidence-building dialogue 
should be started with the Kosovo-Serbs, especially with those from 
Northern Kosovo.  

• EU Special Representative for the Belgrade-Prishtina/Priština di-
alogue: Full transparency on the agreement as well as its implementation 
has to be ensured.  

• CoE: Kosovo’s application for CoE membership should be accelerated. 

With Reference to Serbia 

• Serbian government: Belgrade’s swing policy between Russia and the 
EU must be stopped and Serbia should fully align with the EU’s foreign 
policy. Otherwise, public support for EU accession will decrease in fu-
ture.  

• EU: With regard to membership conditions, a special focus should be 
placed on a particularly critical area, namely the rule of law – especially 
high-level corruption, organised crime, the unfair electoral process and 
freedom of media.  

With Reference to Montenegro  

• Montenegrin parliament: Against the backdrop of strong national ap-
proval for EU accession, the new parliamentary majority to be formed 
after the June elections must clearly emphasise its European character 
and alignment with core EU values through the implementation of the 
principles of the rule of law. The political parties have to reach an agree-
ment on fulfilling the interim benchmarks within Chapters 23 and 24 
within a year and direct all available capacities towards this end. 

• EU: Montenegro, a small country with just over 600,000 inhabitants, 
which has been negotiating membership for 11 years, has opened all ne-
gotiation chapters, has no bilateral disputes with its neighbours and fully 
complies with the EU’s CFSP, should be granted fast track accession. 
This could have a positive effect on the reforms in the other countries 
of the WB and enable the EU to show by example that its transformative 
power is alive.  



147 

With Reference to North Macedonia  

• Macedonian parliament: A dialogue between the government and the 
opposition should lead to an agreement on the necessary constitutional 
amendment to remove Bulgarian objections to concrete EU accession 
negotiations with North Macedonia. 
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List of Abbreviations 

ACSM   Association/Community of Serb Municipalities 
ARRRC  Arrangements Regarding Regional Representation and  

Cooperation 
BHS   Bosnian-Croatian-Serbian languages 
BiH/BIH  Bosna i Hercegovina / Bosnia and Herzegovina 
BIRN   Balkan Investigative Reporting Network  
BRI   Belt and Road Initiative  
CDU   Christian Democratic Union of Germany 
CEEC   Central and Eastern European Countries 
CFSP   Common Foreign and Security Policy 
CoE   Council of Europe 
CRM   Common Regional Market 
CSCE   Conference on Security and Co-operation in Europe  
CSDP   Common Security and Defence Policy 
CSO   Civil Society Organization 
CSU   Christian Social Union in Bavaria 
DCB   Defence and Related Security Capacity Building  
DF   Democratic Front of Montenegro 
DPS   Democratic Party of Socialists of Montenegro 
EFP   Enhanced Forward Presence 
ENISA  European Union Agency for Cybersecurity 
EPC   European Political Community 
EU   European Union 
EUFOR Althea  European Union Force in BiH Operation Althea  
FBiH   Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina 
FDI   Foreign direct investment 
FRY   Federal Republic of Yugoslavia  
GDP   Gross domestic product 
GI-TOC  Global Initiative against Transnational Organized Crime 
HCNM  High Commissioner on National Minorities  
HDZ BiH  Croatian Democratic Union BiH 
HR   Croatia 
ICJ   International Court of Justice  
IPA   Instrument for Pre-Accession Assistance 
KFOR  Kosovo Force 
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KIPRED  Kosovar Institute for Policy Research and Development 
KSF   Kosovo Security Force 
MPs   Members of Parliament 
MVP   Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Montenegro 
NATO  North Atlantic Treaty Organization 
NGO   Non-governmental Organization 
NPT   Non-Proliferation Treaty  
OHR   Office of the High Representative in Bosnia and Herzegovina  
OSCE   Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe 
PDP   Party of Democratic Progress 
PIC   Peace Implementation Council  
PRC   People’s Republic of China 
RS   Republika Srpska 
RTRS   Radio Television of Republika Srpska  
SDA   Party of Democratic Action 
SDS   Serb Democratic Party 
SMEs   Small and medium-sized enterprises  
SNSD   Alliance of Independent Social Democrats 
SPC   Serbian Orthodox Church 
START  Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty 
UK   United Kingdom 
UN   United Nations 
UNGA  UN General Assembly 
UNPROFOR  United Nations Protection Force  
UNSC   UN Security Council  
US/U.S./USA  United States of America 
USSR   Union of Soviet Socialist Republics 
WB(/WB6)  Western Balkans (Six) 
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