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The Atlantic Council of Montenegro presents the second Western Balkan Security 

Report as a comprehensive overview of the geopolitical environment and se-

curity challenges that concern national, regional, and global security, and have 

strong implications for the Western Balkan region.

The report aims to further stimulate the discussion on the key elements of 

the security situation in the Western Balkans and to see how different global 

geopolitical challenges are reflected in the region. The report is also an intro-

duction to the annual 2BS Forum conference organized by the Atlantic Council 

of Montenegro, where numerous security issues identified in this publication 

will be discussed.

We are witnessing how the security challenges in the world and the region are 

building up into a growing wave of crises that reinforce each other. In the con-

ditions of war in Europe and the threat of a major military conflict, the Atlantic 

Council of Montenegro, with its 16-year experience, considers it necessary to 

create a report that focuses on the analysis of the Western Balkans, as a region 

that has found itself at the center of growing geopolitical competition and where 

once again the interests of various external actors manifest and collide, and by 

expanding their influence, they seek to achieve their geopolitical aspirations.

The Report analyzes geopolitical circumstances and global power changes, 

the effects of the war in Ukraine, the role and importance of NATO due to new 

and growing security challenges that inevitably affect the Western Balkan region, 

then the role of the EU and the perspective of membership, as well as the pres-

ence, influence, and role of non-democratic external actors (countries) in this 

region. Also, compared to last year’s edition, the Report provides an overview 

and analyzes the changed political, security, and economic conditions in each of 

the six countries in the Western Balkans. Finally, the Report offers an overview 

of specific recommendations for both regional and Western decision-makers 

in order to create a common vision of the region based on support for reforms 

and concrete results that should ultimately contribute to the stability, security, 

and economic development of the Western Balkans.

The Atlantic Council of Montenegro expresses gratitude to the NATO’s Public 

Diplomacy Division, without whose support this Report would not have been 

published for the second year in a row, thus establishing the tradition of a regular 

annual edition that will additionally initiate discussion and represent a relevant 

reference for all stakeholders dealing with the Western Balkan region.

Atlantic Council of Montenegro
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A number of factors contribute to the increase in the perception of security 

risks on a global scale. Among them, mass migrations, food shortages, climate 

change, extreme weather conditions, the crisis of liberal democracy, the unre-

strained behavior of Russia, which was also manifested by the unprovoked, il-

legal invasion of Ukraine, political polarization, growing inequality, racism, and 

other types of discrimination, trade wars, the threat of nuclear weapons us-

age, cyber-attacks or disinformation campaigns. The vulnerability of societ-

ies in various areas, in addition to the return of traditional security concerns, 

has been enhanced by the coronavirus pandemic, as a result of which numer-

ous weaknesses and dependencies have 

been discovered in supply chains, both 

in general and when it comes to critical 

technologies, as well as their dramat-

ic impact on resistance to global crises.

The ability of states to cope with 

adversities in the face of growing global 

challenges continues to decline. There 

is a lack of political will in the multilat-

eral community and a comprehensive 

approach to solving problems, institu-

tions are proving to be ineffective at all levels, in Western democracies, there is 

a growing public belief that politicians are unable to tackle these challenges and 

avoid a seemingly endless series of crises.

This was especially evident during the coronavirus pandemic, when there 

was a lack of adequate political governance, along with numerous government 

mistakes, ignoring the advice and recommendations of science, the absence of 

cooperation and effective communication, and multilateral coordination. All of 

this contributed to strengthening the voice of the minority that has a reserved 

attitude or opposes the application of scientific methods to prevent the spread 

of the pandemic and the failure to adequately protect the population. The space 

for the proliferation of conspiracy theories and the operation of various struc-

tures based on non-scientific principles, understandings, and beliefs and the rise 

of modern anti-scientism and conspiracy narratives resulted in a serious split in 

the social structure of liberal societies and caused new, hitherto unknown divi-

sions among the population.

In a situation of pandemic, autocratic governments often project confidence 

and determination, giving the impression of being better prepared to respond in 

emergencies when it is necessary to protect the population, and such a percep-

tion opens up space for the strengthening of conservative and nationalist forces.

The election of President Biden awakened the optimism of American 

partners, who hoped for the return of the United States as the leader of the 

The ability of 
states to cope with 
adversities in the 
face of growing 
global challenges 
continues to 
decline
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community of liberal democracies. However, there is an increasingly present 

concern that the feeling of relief could be short-lived, and that the erosion of 

liberal-democratic principles in the transatlantic region represents a progres-

sive process.

Rapid and intense climate change is perhaps the biggest challenge human-

ity is facing, but despite the warnings of the UN that in the absence of a rap-

id response, global warming will exceed the line of no return, there is a lack of 

a timely and adequate response by the international community and the mis-

takes and inertia from the early stages of the response to the coronavirus pan-

demic are repeated.

The Russian invasion of Ukraine represents a turning point for world securi-

ty, international economy, and global energy architecture, because the effects 

of such a war, in the heart of Europe, cannot be limited to one region or con-

tained within the geographical boundaries of one country. The far-reaching con-

sequences of this new type of hybrid war include numerous elements, among 

which are: a serious humanitarian crisis, cyber-attacks and economic difficul-

ties, as well as disinformation and propaganda campaigns, geopolitical tensions 

over energy supply, with the latent, increasingly serious threat of nuclear war.

Ukraine or Taiwan, as potential hotspots of possible conflicts, previously oc-

cupied the attention of the leading powers, generating their worsening mutual 

relations, with the strengthening of not only conventional capabilities but also in-

creasing investments in nuclear forces. The Russian invasion of Ukraine resulted 

in a tectonic disruption of the international order. The United States, Russia, and 

China today stand at the greatest distance from each other since the end of the 

Cold War. Regardless of the outcome of the war in Ukraine, it can imply a turning 

point when it comes to the world’s security infrastructure, given the fact that this 

conflict has opened up questions about national sovereignty, democracy versus 

autocracy, human rights, and the global world order, with evident implications 

for the world economy in the conditions of increasingly unstable global markets.

Skyrocketing commodity prices are the most immediate economic conse-

quence of the Ukrainian conflict, and the war threatens supplies of basic goods 

from Russia and Ukraine, including food, energy, and fertilizer. Interrupting and 

stopping grain deliveries through Black Sea ports could have catastrophic after-

maths for food security in poor countries.

Interrupting and stopping grain deliveries 
through Black Sea ports could have 
catastrophic aftermaths for food security in 
poor countries
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Reflections of Russian aggression against Ukraine are also noticeable in the 

Western Balkans region, where pro-Russian nationalist structures have accept-

ed the pattern of pro-Russian propaganda, which is the basis of their actions for 

a long period of time, and refers to the portrayal of their own nation as a victim 

of the West, along with the spread of the narrative of clerical-nationalist circles 

about the traditional values inherited by the states that belong to the imaginary 

pan-Slavic brotherhood with imperial Russia at the head (and Serbia as a region-

al piedmont), deeply and fundamentally opposed to the values of Western lib-

eral democracies. The result is reflected in increased political instability in prac-

tically all countries of the Western Balkans, with the strengthening of mutual 

antagonisms with the potential to endanger the already fragile peace and sta-

bility in the Region.
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Global changes of power
The prolonged coronavirus pandemic, the threat of climate change, and increas-

ing geopolitical tensions are contributing to a sense of loss of control, especially 

in liberal democracies. In addition, concerns about inflation and the real prospect 

of a global recession in the coming months, along with the ever-present realiza-

tion that current institutions do not show a sufficient level of resilience in such 

circumstances, cause often insufficiently designed moves that do not guaran-

tee stable outcomes from the current multidimensional crisis.

The chaotic withdrawal of the US and its allies from Afghanistan, as well as 

the relative failure of European involvement in Mali and the Sahel region, have 

opened numerous doubts about the expediency of international interventions 

and the West’s ability to promote stability in the world. Moscow’s demands for 

a review of the European security order and its insistence on a “sphere of influ-

ence” in its neighborhood, while effectively limiting the sovereignty of neigh-

boring countries, eventually found expression through the Russian invasion of 

Ukraine and the most serious con-

flict in Europe since the end of World 

War II. Russian rhetorical escalation 

has been replaced by large-scale mil-

itary operations, the destruction of 

Ukrainian cities, and the suffering 

and exodus of the civilian population. 

“Deep concern” for security through-

out Europe has been replaced by fears 

of an escalation of the conflict and the 

possibility, which until recently was considered at the level of theory of a war that 

would be far more devastating than the previous two world wars.

The Kremlin possibly based its assessment of the situation on analogies from 

the time of the collapse of the USSR, calculating that the problems faced by the 

US, which is in some kind of global retreat, may open the possibility of repealing 

the last 30 years of American dominance in European security.

The growing impact of the war in Ukraine shows that it is becoming increas-

ingly difficult to end the conflict in ways that can create lasting peace, and it 

seems likely that any peace or ceasefire will leave a difficult long-term legacy.

Political tensions between Russia and NATO/EU/US are likely to result in re-

strictions on trade, investment, and technological and cultural exchange, and 

it seems likely that Russia will not be able to restore levels of energy trade and 

wider economic ties with Europe and the West, which will be the reason to turn 

to China and other countries in Asia and Africa. This is a scenario that has been 

The growing impact 
of the war in Ukraine 
shows that it is 
becoming increasingly 
difficult to end the 
conflict in ways that can 
create lasting peace



WESTERN BALKANS SECURITY REPORT September 2022

13ATLANTIC COUNCIL OF MONTENEGRO

repeatedly hinted at by Russian officials after the introduction of sanctions due 

to the invasion of Ukraine.

It can also be expected that there will be a build-up of military forces and in-

creased investments in military spending based on new emergency plans that 

will calculate different levels of escalation. The war in Ukraine may block serious 

efforts to strengthen any form of nuclear or conventional arms control.

In such a turbulent environment, the Chinese-Russian partnership gained key 

importance not only for the outcome of the war in Ukraine, but also for the fu-

ture of the global order, and possibly one of the outcomes of the war in Ukraine 

could be an even greater rapprochement between Russia and China.

Regardless of the different opinions about the prospects and future nature 

of Russian-Chinese relations, it is certain that the distance between Russia and 

the West opens the perspective of 

the future Chinese-Russian strate-

gic partnership and the increased 

influence of China on Russia, on 

whose example it will be able to 

study how the US and countries of 

the European Union reacted to mil-

itary operations in another coun-

try, which is an important experi-

ence for the future Chinese policy 

towards Taiwan.

The withdrawal of large Western 

companies from Russia may result in increasing Russia’s dependence on Chinese 

capital and technology, but also strengthen China’s lobbying power in Russia’s 

internal politics and its position in the process of negotiating energy prices.

Russia’s increased dependence on China and uncertain relations between 

Russia and Western countries may open certain opportunities in the short term 

and have positive effects on Beijing. However, disruption in the supply chain, ris-

ing energy prices, and instability in the Northern Railway Corridor may negatively 

affect China’s economic relations with the EU in the medium term and slow down 

the progress of the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). In the long term, the primary 

challenge for China will be to politically strengthen transatlantic ties and increase 

efforts to contain Chinese military power through the QUAD and AUKUS pacts.

Future relations between Russia and China will certainly be determined by 

common interests, especially when it comes to their opposition to an interna-

tional order based on rules articulated within democracies that inherit liberal 

values, along with US global leadership.

China strives to assume a global leadership role within the international sys-

tem – using all its advantages, as evidenced by the constant growth of Chinese 

It is certain that the 
distance between Russia 
and the West opens 
the perspective of the 
future Chinese-Russian 
strategic partnership and 
the increased influence 
of China on Russia
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participation in the bodies of the United Nations. Beijing’s approach is essential-

ly reformist, and it seeks to expand its influence, change the international order 

and adapt it to its interests, rather than overthrow it.

On the other hand, Russia acts from the position of subverting the inter-

national order, and any kind of instability in the external environment suits it. 

The more fluid and uncertain it is, the greater space for maneuver Moscow has 

for the realization of its strategic goals, with the use of more direct methods 

that involve resorting to military force, which was particularly evident during the 

Russian invasion of Ukraine.

The different approaches of China and Russia point to difficulties in coordi-

nating their foreign policies, despite mutual support in situations where their in-

terests are aligned. China and Russia are nevertheless strategically autonomous 

actors, whose mutual influence is limited and indirect. It is not realistic to expect 

that one or the other side will give up sovereignty when it comes to deciding on 

foreign policy issues, which is why there is no interest in transforming their part-

nership into a more formal political-military alliance that would narrow the room 

for maneuver for Moscow and Beijing and oblige them to closer consultations.

Effects of the  
war in Ukraine
As a direct consequence of the Russian invasion of Ukraine, there was a large-

scale migrant crisis, but also a crisis in the food supply, which was especially se-

vere in countries that depend on imports of Ukrainian grains and cooking oil. The 

conflict in Ukraine, along with extreme weather caused by climate change and 

the economic shock of the pandemic, is estimated to be fueling a global food cri-

sis, with the United Nations warning that levels of world hunger have reached a 

“new maximum” and that tens of millions of people could face a long-term short-

age of basic foodstuffs due to the war.

Until the war in Ukraine, Russia was the main source of energy for the rest of 

Europe and the world’s largest exporter of natural gas, the second largest ex-

porter of crude oil, and the third largest exporter of coal.

Three-quarters of its gas and almost half of its crude oil went to Europe. 

Russian threats and blackmail by reducing or suspending the supply of energy 

to EU member states resulted in the European Commission’s announcement 

of a complete renunciation of Russian fossil fuels by 2030, as well as plans to 

drastically reduce the use of Russian gas and increase gas storage capacities.

The war in Ukraine was seen by many as a chance for the EU – not only to free 

itself from dependence on Russian energy sources but also to meet the goals 
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related to climate protection by building renewable energy sources and increas-

ing energy efficiency. The EU’s plans to make Europe independent of Russian 

energy “well before 2030” represent an energy revolution that entails poten-

tially contradictory ambitions, i.e. diversification of imports and significant ex-

pansion of the use of renewable energy. In any case, policymakers will be faced 

with very difficult political choices, significant costs, and the necessity of over-

coming serious dilemmas. 

The lack of food and energy has led to an increase in prices, especially of food, 

and the UN Food and Agriculture Organization’s FAO index, which measures 

monthly price changes within the basic consumer basket, reached its maximum 

in March 20221. Inflation, i.e. lower purchasing power due to price growth, which 

affects all aspects of the economy, has more than doubled since March 2021, 

according to data from the International Labor Organization – and worldwide. 

In the countries of the Eurozone, it reached 8.1 percent, which is also a record. 

Inflation is predicted to hit countries with a lower gross domestic product much 

harder. According to forecasts of the International Monetary Fund (IMF), the ex-

pected inflation in developed industrial countries is now 5.7 percent, and in de-

veloping countries even 8.7 percent.

The negative consequences could also be strongly reflected in the particular-

ly vulnerable region of the Western Balkans, which is gradually recovering from 

the consequences of the coronavirus pandemic with GDP growth reaching 7.4 

percent in 2021, after a decrease of 3.2 percent in 2020. The return to growth 

led to significant job creation, with the demand for employment helping to re-

duce poverty in all six Western Balkan economies. However, the post-pandemic 

recovery was interrupted by the war in Ukraine, so the Western Balkans is now 

forecast to grow by 3.1 percent in 2022.

The World Bank estimates that despite a strong recovery from the pandem-

ic, the Western Balkans now faces a new set of challenges, exacerbated by the 

war in Ukraine, including rising energy and food prices, high inflation and a slow-

down in trade and investment, and that support will be needed for the Western 

Balkans to go through these crises and protect important developments from 

2021, including poverty reduction.

An extended conflict or prolonged war in Ukraine could cause further disrup-

tions in global trade and energy and food prices. Ukraine’s grain exports have 

Policymakers will be faced with very difficult 
political choices, significant costs, and the 
necessity of overcoming serious dilemmas
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fallen since the start of the war due to the closure of its Black Sea ports, a key 

shipping channel, which has fueled global food prices and raised fears of short-

ages in Africa and the Middle East. Three Black Sea ports were unblocked in July 

2022, following the agreement between Moscow and Kyiv, with the mediation of 

the United Nations and Turkey, which allowed hundreds of thousands of tons of 

Ukrainian grain to be sent to customers, despite numerous difficulties, primarily 

related to high demands risk premium of insurance companies.



NATO
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The summit in Madrid was an opportunity for NATO, after a long period of trying to 

articulate itself after the end of the Cold War and especially since September 11, 

2001, to return to its initial purpose: the collective defense of the Euro-Atlantic 

area.

After the Russian invasion of Ukraine, there was a growing awareness of the 

importance of NATO membership, while concerns about its expediency and ob-

solescence (labeled “brain death”2 by French President Macron in 2021) were re-

placed by increased enthusiasm for strengthening the Alliance.

The strengthening of NATO, in several directions, represents one of the most 

significant international reactions to the Ukrainian crisis. The New Strategic 

Concept, the first since 2010, focuses on Russia as the main security threat, 

while including cyber activities that could potentially trigger the Alliance’s col-

lective defense clause. The new concept also changes the attitude towards 

China, which in the previous pe-

riod was called a partner, and now 

it is considered a challenge to the 

global order based on rules. It is 

the biggest change in the post-

Cold War history of the Alliance, 

with a sharpened and expanded 

view of NATO’s purpose, as well as 

clear signals to the main Asian al-

lies of the United States: Australia, 

Japan, New Zealand, and South 

Korea.

Advance in defense funding 

from most of the Alliance’s allies, NATO’s enlargement to Finland and Sweden, 

and a significant increase in the number of high-alert troops — from 40,000 to 

300,000, expected within a year with new deployments along Russia’s borders 

— will result in NATO becoming even stronger, more unique and focused on its 

mission with significantly more resources.

The open door policy of NATO, as one of the principles contained in the 

Washington Treaty, is of key importance for strengthening the promotion of 

democracy and modernization in Europe in the face of the growing authoritari-

anism of Russia and China.

The accession of Finland and Sweden to NATO, which, in the face of the 

Russian threat, decided to give up their traditional neutrality and join the Alliance, 

will increase the credibility of NATO, but also expand the land area of opera-

tions of the Supreme Allied Commander Europe (SACEUR) by over 866,000 

square kilometers and change the European security architecture. Seven out 

of eight members of the Arctic Council will be members of NATO, which is now 

The strengthening 
of NATO, in 
several directions, 
represents one of 
the most significant 
international 
reactions to the 
Ukrainian crisis
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more closely aligned with the EU in terms of membership – only Austria, Cyprus, 

Ireland and Malta are members of the EU, but not NATO members.

The New Strategic Concept is the first since the summit in Lisbon 12 years ago 

and in many ways reflects changes in the strategic environment.

The assessment from the Lisbon document that “there is peace in the Euro-

Atlantic area and that the danger of a conventional attack on NATO territory is 

small” was replaced by the statement that “due to unrest in the Euro-Atlantic 

area, the possibility of an attack against the sovereignty and territorial integri-

ty of the Allies cannot be ruled out.”

The former advocacy for “a true strategic partnership between NATO and 

Russia” has given way to the identification of Russia as “the most significant and 

direct threat to the security of allies and peace and stability in the Euro-Atlantic 

area”, with the assessment that Russia seeks to “establish spheres of influence 

and direct control through coercion, subversion, aggression, and annexation”. 

In contrast, the concept reiterates that NATO “does not seek confrontation and 

does not pose a threat to the Russian Federation” and seeks to “maintain open 

channels of communication with Moscow in order to manage and mitigate risks, 

prevent escalation and increase transparency.”

China, which was not even mentioned in 2010, is described in the New Strategic 

Concept as a “systemic challenge” to Euro-Atlantic security, and its relations 

with Russia as a “deepening strategic partnership” that is also likely to threat-

en the Alliance. China’s “ambitions and policies of coercion” are recognized as 

a factor that “challenges the interests, security and values” of the Alliance. The 

threat from China includes “malicious hybrid and cyber operations and its con-

frontational rhetoric and disinformation,” its control of key technology and in-

dustrial sectors, and its growing partnership with Russia. While the allies remain 

“open to constructive engagement”, they are also ready to improve “resilience 

and readiness” to address the “systemic challenges” posed by Beijing.

The concept specifies that NATO and the European Union will increase coop-

eration regarding China and emphasizes the importance of the Indo-Pacific for 

NATO, with the assessment that “events in that region can directly affect Euro-

Atlantic security.” NATO will therefore strengthen its “dialogue and cooperation” 

with its Indo-Pacific partners, namely Australia, New Zealand, Japan, and South 

Korea, whose leaders participated in the summit for the first time.

While the allies remain “open to constructive 
engagement”, they are also ready to improve 
“resilience and readiness” to address the 
“systemic challenges” posed by Beijing
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Also, for the first time, an official document mentions that “hybrid operations 

against allies could reach the level of an armed attack and could lead the North 

Atlantic Council to invoke Article 5 of the North Atlantic Treaty.”

The concept emphasizes that the Western Balkans and the Black Sea region 

are of strategic importance for the Alliance, which will continue to support the 

Euro-Atlantic aspirations of the interested countries in these regions and en-

hance efforts to strengthen their ability to respond to the various challenges and 

threats they face and increase their resilience to the malicious influence of third 

parties. The very significant announcements contained in the New Strategic 

Concept will certainly be very challenging for NATO member states and carry 

the risk of losing credibility if they are not adequately supported. The persistent 

question of burden-sharing can potentially have negative implications and be 

a cause of disagreements that could 

possibly destabilize the Alliance.

The absence of a clear vision and 

time frame to understand the param-

eters of the NATO-Russia confron-

tation, with economies affected by 

the coronavirus pandemic, the cost 

of living, and inflationary pressures, 

diminishes the ability to maintain 

the political will to fund NATO, whose 

“unique, essential and necessary” 

role in European security is important when it comes to influencing and manag-

ing Russian behavior. The lack of trust on both sides and the low probability of 

agreement to reach possible agreement point to the conclusion that a period 

will follow when the concept of collective security, at least for a certain period of 

time, will be in the background compared to the concept of the balance of power.

The announced improvements to NATO’s defense and deterrence attitude 

will require significant costs of the Alliance’s joint financing, which will fall on the 

budgets of national defense ministries. Therefore, it is critical that member state 

governments clearly and transparently communicate to their public all aspects 

of the Russian threat and review national security risk assessments to justify 

sustained increased spending.

The Alliance’s response to the Russian annexation of Crimea in 2014 at 

the Wales Summit, in the form of a certain transformation, the creation of a 

Response Force (NRF) and an increased advanced presence, as well as a re-com-

mitment to achieve spending on military equipment of 2% of GDP until 2024, it 

was evidently not enough to stop Russia’s aggressive behavior. 

The Madrid summit showed that shared concerns overcame political differ-

ences. In this sense, European “autonomy” no longer prioritizes the construction 

The very significant 
announcements 
contained in the New 
Strategic Concept 
will certainly be very 
challenging for NATO 
member states
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of defense structures independently of other transatlantic partners. And until 

recently, the very present concern about the long-term political commitment of 

the United States recedes in the light of the fact that the US is the largest sup-

porter of Ukraine and that it supports the European defense industry. In addi-

tion, the US provides a defense “umbrella” for its Asian allies, who are no longer 

indifferent to the European security arena and see the response to Russia as di-

rectly relevant to East and Southeast Asia, knowing that they must show deter-

mination and unity, or risk a recurrence of Ukraine’s fate in their region.

NATO’s Enlargement
The joining of Finland and Sweden will contribute to completing the northern 

security architecture of NATO and increasing the security of the Euro-Atlantic 

area and the Baltic region. Finland and Sweden can maneuver and maintain op-

erations in arctic conditions on land and at sea, as well as control the sky in the 

northern Baltic Sea region. As close partners of NATO for two decades, with fre-

quent experience of joint military exercises, the Finnish and Swedish armies are 

NATO compatible and interoperable.

With Finland and Sweden becoming members, NATO’s eastern border will 

move closer to two important Russian cities; Saint Petersburg, an important na-

val base, and Murmansk, an important military base, where the Russian Northern 

Fleet is located with its nuclear submarines. The new border will enable the es-

tablishment of a new ring of defense for the whole of Western Europe, as an-

ti-aircraft capabilities and early warning detection will be based closer to the 

Alliance’s border.

Membership of Finland and Sweden in NATO, as two technologically advanced 

and resilient societies, with respectable military capabilities, will provide a con-

crete contribution to collective defense in the Baltic Sea region and the Arctic. 

The enlargement will bring NATO to Russia’s doorstep and more than double its 

border with the Alliance, which undoubtedly contradicts Russia’s repeated neg-

ative position regarding the presence of the Alliance on its borders. There is no 

doubt that with the unprovoked invasion of Ukraine, Russia has put itself in a sig-

nificantly weaker position in terms of possible future plans to violate the sover-

eignty and integrity of its neighbors.
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Bosnia and Herzegovina and 
Kosovo - Future Prospects
Bosnia and Herzegovina has expressed interest in membership, but NATO 

currently believes that the conditions have not been met within Bosnia and 

Herzegovina, as well as within NATO, for this to be possible in the foreseeable 

future, despite the declarative acceptance of Bosnia and Herzegovina as an im-

portant partner of the Alliance, which will continue to support its European and 

Euro-Atlantic ambitions and direction.

When it comes to Kosovo, the problem revolves around one central issue: the 

fact that after Kosovo declared its independence, Serbia and four NATO mem-

bers did not recognize it. This enduring dispute is hampering Kosovo’s potential 

further integration into NATO, or into other international forums for that mat-

ter. NATO strongly supports the Belgrade-Pristina EU-brokered Normalisation 

Agreement (2013).



EU
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A strong collective economic and health response to the pandemic led to a signif-

icant strengthening of joint action mechanisms within the European Union. The 

war on European soil led to further consolidation, so relatively Eurosceptic gov-

ernments are on the front lines of taking care of refugees from Ukraine and ad-

vocating for tighter coordination in the field of defense. Thus, French President 

Emmanuel Macron’s initiative concerning “strategic autonomy” is dominantly 

related to the construction of European defense capacities in the function of 

strengthening NATO, in contrast to the initial intention of protection against the 

weaknesses and shortcomings of the Alliance.

In response to the Russian invasion, Kyiv submitted a formal application for 

EU membership, to which the European Commission responded by recommend-

ing that Ukraine should be granted candidate status, along with the Republic of 

Moldova, which twenty-seven EU leaders unanimously approved in June 2022. 

Along with all the other clear effects, this decision is also a clear sign that the 

response to Russia’s aggression is considered the joint responsibility of all EU 

members.

A certain discomfort due to the feeling that other countries with a clear 

European future were skipped in this way was overcome by a widespread feel-

ing of solidarity with the Ukrainian people, and after the French proposal to over-

come the Bulgarian-Macedonian dispute over identity issues was accepted, the 

EU held an intergovernmental conference with North Macedonia and Albania on 

July 19 in Brussels, which formally opened negotiations with these two countries.

North Macedonia received candidate status in 2005, after which it waited un-

til today, first because of a dispute with Greece over the name of the state, and 

then with Bulgaria over identity issues.

Albania received candidate status in 2014 but also had to wait because it was 

in the package for the start of negotiations with North Macedonia. 

At the same time, in the European integration process, Ukraine and Moldova 

will “skip” Bosnia and Herzegovina and Kosovo, which have been waiting in line for 

years for an invitation with the status of potential candidates, while the Secretary 

General of NATO, Jens Stoltenberg,3 has marked Bosnia and Herzegovina to-

gether with Moldova and Georgia as a country in which Russia could provoke 

new instabilities.

Unlike Ukraine and Moldova, Bosnia and Herzegovina has not yet received 

a recommendation to become a candidate country for full membership in the 

EU, which is conditioned by the fulfillment of 14 conditions from the European 

Commission’s Opinion (Avis), among which the main ones relate to changes to 

the Constitution, which represents a particular challenge because the three 

leading ethnic groups, Bosniaks, Croats, and Serbs, are unable to agree to end 

their exclusive rights in the election or appointment to the executive, legisla-

tive and judicial branches.
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Kosovo has yet to set a date when it will apply for EU membership.

At the same time, the enlargement policy is under the shadow of the EU’s 

failure to motivate countries aspiring to join the Union to align with its foreign 

policy and join the sanctions imposed on Russia. Although Serbia supported 

UN General Assembly resolutions condemning Putin’s invasion and introduced 

several symbolic measures against Russia’s ally Belarus and the family of for-

mer Ukrainian President Viktor Yanukovych, it refused to join EU sanctions. In 

Bosnia and Herzegovina, Milorad Dodik, currently a member of the country’s 

three-member Presidency, vetoed all punitive measures against Russia.

Although the situation differs from country to country, it can be stated that 

the process of European integration of the countries of the Western Balkan 

region is taking place in the shadow of democratic stagnation with elements 

of regression on the European path. 

There are several reasons for this and 

they are different and very layered, 

from the lack of commitment to the 

Western Balkans, which is declara-

tively always on the agenda of the EU, 

but never as the main issue, to the 

attempts of certain regional leaders 

with authoritarian ambitions to inter-

pret the indecision of European insti-

tutions as a signal to maintain the ex-

isting situation and the strengthening 

of their regimes, which are character-

ized by the collapse of the rule of law, the suppression of independent institu-

tions and freedom of the media, as well as endemic corruption. In such a situ-

ation, the influence of the EU weakens and opportunities are opened for other 

international actors to influence local populist and ethnocratic leaders, under-

mining trust in democracy.

The war in Ukraine could also affect the change in the perception that the 

Western Balkans do not generate more serious security threats that could 

threaten the interests of the EU and contribute to the undertaking of concrete 

measures to prevent the spillover of the crisis to Southeastern Europe.

Despite this, it is too early to assess whether the EU will open up the possi-

bility for the admission of new members, even when it comes to countries that 

have advanced the furthest along the path of European integration, as is the 

undisputed case of Montenegro, which is the leader among the countries of the 

Western Balkans.

The war in Ukraine 
could also affect 
the change in the 
perception that the 
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generate more serious 
security threats that 
could threaten the 
interests of the EU
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EU and the Western Balkans
On Europe Day, May 9, French President Emmanuel Macron gave a speech in 

which he said that member states faced with this new geopolitical context, must 

very clearly find a way of thinking about Europe, its unity and stability. “We there-

fore have a historical duty not to do what we have always done and say that the 

only solution is accession, I am telling you this sincerely, but to open a histori-

cal reflection appropriate to the events we are experiencing, about the organi-

zation of our continent”, said Macron. He pointed out that the European Union, 

considering its level of integration and ambition, cannot, in the short term, be 

the only way to structure the European continent. Moreover, he added, “it is our 

historic obligation to respond to that question today and create what I would de-

scribe here before you as “a European 

political community”.”4 Although the 

Western Balkan states could eventu-

ally join the EU, in the short or medi-

um term they could remain stuck in the 

European “waiting room of concen-

tric circles” with no real possibility of 

achieving EU membership. Macron’s vi-

sion is not universally shared in the EU, 

but its introduction and timing are very 

indicative, and it seems that the pos-

sible negative consequences, which 

would be reflected in the weakening of 

incentives for harmonization with European standards in the field of democ-

racy, economic management or foreign policy, outweigh possible positive as-

pects of this initiative.

The prospects for EU enlargement can also be seen within a scenario that im-

plies deepening of institutional and legal ties between Ukraine and the EU after 

the end of the war, but not full membership, which could be a model that would 

also be applied to Turkey and the Western Balkans.

The integration process of the countries of the Western Balkans into the EU, 

after the stage marked by the French proposal for the establishment of a new 

methodology for accession negotiations, entered a new stage after Russia in-

vaded Ukraine and the proposal of the President of France, Emmanuel Macron, 

to form a new type of European political community in which countries that are 

not members of the European Union would be included. The new proposal of the 

French president has caused numerous reactions and doubts, with conflicting 

views on whether it excludes the option of membership in the European Union 
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and puts an end to the European integration of those countries that have al-

ready opened some chapters in the accession negotiations, as is the case with 

Montenegro, which has advanced the farthest on the path to European integra-

tion and opened all negotiation chapters, three of which it temporarily closed.

Bearing in mind the French president’s earlier views regarding EU enlarge-

ment to the Western Balkans, this rather vague proposal was accepted with-

in the European bloc with certain 

reservations, with the belief that 

it reflects the attitude of opposi-

tion to the new member states’ 

accession and is aimed at stifling 

the enlargement process by of-

fering an alternative solution.

However, one should bear in 

mind that the French president 

proposed to resolve the dis-

pute between North Macedonia 

and Bulgaria, which had blocked 

the Macedonian and Albanian 

European path for a long time, 

which contributed to the agreement based on which the European Commission 

started the screening process for North Macedonia and Albania.

A possible halt of the European integration process, declining prospects for 

EU membership, or redirection of the Western Balkans to the “backup European 

track” would most likely accelerate negative political and security trends in the 

region and contribute to the growth of citizens’ dissatisfaction. Despite the 

strong support of citizens for the process of European integration in all countries 

of the Western Balkans (except for Serbia1), possible political and socio-eco-

nomic stagnation and the absence of tangible results on the European path 

would certainly open up additional space for the strengthening of right-wing 

1  According to the results of the research conducted by the Institute for European Affairs 
of the Republic of Serbia on the views of citizens on the EU in the period from 4-14 March 
2022, it is stated that, of the total number of respondents, 45 percent of them support mem-
bership, while 43 percent have the opposite view. Thus, 13 years since the application for EU 
membership was submitted, the lowest percentages of those who support Serbia getting its 
place in Brussels are recorded among the citizens of Serbia.
https://iea.rs/en/blog/2022/05/09/stavovi-gradjana-srbije-prema-evropskoj-uniji-3/
According to a survey by the IPSOS Agency, as many as 44 percent of citizens are against Eu-
ropean integration, while 35 percent are in favor, and the remaining 21 percent do not know 
or do not want to express themselves. https://www.danas.rs/vesti/politika/prvi-put-u-istori-
ji-vecina-gradjana-srbije-protiv-ulaska-u-eu/ 
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anti-European forces and the action of third parties, while maintaining and the 

strengthening of Russian influence and the growth of Chinese economic and po-

litical presence in the Western Balkans.

Security risks in the Western Balkans are also enlisted in the Strategic Compass 

of the European Union, which stated that “security and stability in the entire 

Western Balkans are still not complete, also due to increasing foreign interfer-

ence, including information manipulation campaigns, as well as due to the po-

tential spillover from the current deterioration of the European security situa-

tion”, with a call for achieving “tangible progress in the rule of law and reforms 

based on European values, rules and standards” and stating that “the European 

perspective is a strategic choice, essential for all partners who strive member-

ship in the EU”.

Bearing in mind the new geopolitical context after the Russian invasion of 

Ukraine, which represents a challenge for Euro-Atlantic Europe and potentially 

leaves the Western Balkans in the windstorm as a training ground for future dif-

ferent conflicts, a timely reaction of the European Union, that would be reflect-

ed in undertaking concrete activities to integrate the region, could prevent the 

spread of malign influences in the region.



RUSSIA
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The tightening of relations between Russia and the West in the context of the war in 

Ukraine could be reflected in the Western Balkan region, which is a traditional neural-

gic point of European security.

An important segment of the strategy for the return of the spheres of influence 

lost after the Cold War are the pro-Russian forces in the former Yugoslav republics, 

whose role is often neglected by the international community. Therefore, the best way 

to understand the role that Russia plays in its near abroad and the area of the Western 

Balkans, but also in general for the projection of its power, is the thesis that Russia sees 

its neighbors either as enemies or as vassals – it controls vassals, and intimidates en-

emies politically and militarily.

A possible gateway to the region could, therefore, be Serbia, which, like Russia, did 

not accept the territorial losses of the 1990s and which, according to the same pat-

tern, questions the independence of the successor states of Yugoslavia, assuming 

the role that Russia has had in Ukraine since 2014. In this sense, it is possible to draw a 

very clear analogy between the Soviet Union and Yugoslavia, that is, Russia and Serbia 

as their largest countries, where it is understood that Moscow, that is, Belgrade has a 

historical right to the spheres of influence in their neighborhood.

In light of the war events in Ukraine, Serbia found itself in a delicate position, try-

ing to maneuver between Russian interests and the West. Although it condemned 

the threat to the territorial integrity of Ukraine and supported the adoption of the UN 

resolution condemning Russian aggression, Serbia is the only European country that, 

along with Belarus, did not impose sanctions on Russia. By refusing to support demo-

cratic principles and values, official Serbian politics returned to the starting points of 

Milošević’s policies from the beginning of the nineties and sided with the murderous 

and aggressive Russian policy. The invasion of Ukraine introduced new circumstanc-

es, so the recognizable Serbian position of sitting on two chairs lost its importance, 

which, if that country does not turn to the West and accelerated European integra-

tion, could result in a halt in its negotiation process with the European Union, but also 

a kind of deeper political isolation.

The Kremlin directly and indirectly, through its proxies in the Balkans, is undermin-

ing the chances of the countries of the region for membership in NATO, while it has an 

ambiguous attitude towards the European Union, promoting an alliance with Russia as 

a political, military and economic alternative to the West. Russia, through its key expo-

nents in the Western Balkans region and proxies for the destabilization of other states, 

could cause instability with deeper security implications, to redirect the attention of 

the West (NATO) to this part of the European continent. In this sense, one should not 

ignore the assessment that after the attack on Ukraine, it can be expected that Russia 

will try to further destabilize the Western Balkans, since the escalation of the crisis in 

Ukraine can also be followed by radicalization in the area of the Western Balkan states, 

especially considering the behavior of Milorad Dodika, which almost led to the point of 

disintegration of Bosnia and Herzegovina, with the continuation of Serbia’s revisionist 

policy towards neighboring countries – in parallel with the promotion of the suppos-

edly economically motivated “Open Balkan” initiative.



CHINA
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Unlike many Western democracies, China has a remarkably consolidated politi-

cal system and the ability to implement long-term political priorities. However, 

its economy is facing increasingly serious problems that are the result of sever-

al reasons: the changing dynamics of globalization, the “zero covid” policy, the 

slowdown of domestic economic reforms, as well as a significant demographic 

challenge. All of this calls into question the long-standing narrative about the 21st  

century as the century of China, with a significant degree of uncertainty when it 

comes to the impact of growing technological capabilities on social and political 

changes in an authoritarian system.

The foundations of Chinese activity in Europe, and especially in the Balkans, 

are the Belt and Road Initiative and the multilateral Platform 14+12. Recognizing 

the potential of the aforementioned initiatives when it comes to strategic com-

petitiveness and the level of stra-

tegic dependence on China, the 

G7 announced that it will rebrand 

its “Build Back Better World” initia-

tive to the “Partnership for Global 

Infrastructure and Investments”, 

to mobilize $600 billion in a pub-

lic-private partnership for financ-

ing the development of global proj-

ects within five years. At the same 

time, China continues to establish its own competitive economic architec-

ture, relying on bilateral ties with developing countries, both in Africa and Latin 

America.

China is trying to strengthen its presence in Europe through political and 

cultural cooperation with the Balkan countries. This proved particularly effec-

tive in the Western Balkans. Underdevelopment, weaker infrastructure, and a 

lack of democratic capacity, but also the reticence of the West enabled China 

to position itself as an important factor and partner in the Balkans. The coop-

eration between China and the Balkan countries mainly developed through the 

mentioned Platform 14+1. China signed bilateral agreements with all countries 

of the Western Balkans in the fields of tourism, culture and education, econo-

my, and health. China’s modus operandi is clearly profiled through cooperation 

in infrastructure projects. By offering cheaper services compared to American or 

2 Platform 16+1 after the withdrawal of Lithuania and Estonia became Platform 14+1. 
Lithuania and Estonia made the decision to leave the Platform in the time of Western critici-
sm of China for escalating military pressure on Taiwan. Available at: https://chinadigitaltimes.
net/2022/08/latvia-and-estonia-exit-chinas-161-central-and-eastern-european-coopera-
tion-group/ 
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European competitors, China thus secured cooperation with the Balkan states. 

However, since the beginning of the pandemic caused by COVID-19, the EU, and 

the US have begun to pay more attention to China’s economic engagement and 

detection of negative consequences. One of them is the creation of unsustain-

able debt, which threatens economic stability, and thus the overall social and 

security environment.

What China largely lacks in other European countries is direct cooperation 

and support from political leaders, it found in Serbia, which is one of China’s key 

partners in Europe. The cooperation between the two countries is intensifying in 

all areas from year to year. Political and economic conditions in Serbia are strong-

ly reflected in Bosnia and Herzegovina, i.e. in its entity the Republic of Srpska, 

which is a reliable Chinese partner in the Western Balkans.





P
O

LI
T

IC
A

L-
 

S
EC

U
R

IT
Y

  
C

IR
C

U
M

ST
A

N
C

E
S



WESTERN BALKANS SECURITY REPORT September 2022

36 ATLANTIC COUNCIL OF MONTENEGRO

The weakening of the EU’s gravitational force and its ability to exert a stronger 

influence on the political processes in the Western Balkans region is a conse-

quence of the fact that the enlargement policy is based on insisting on fulfilling 

conditions based on the values of liberal democracy and neglecting geopoliti-

cal factors that play a very important role when it comes to the position of the 

Western Balkan region. The distance of the European horizon has contributed 

to the situation in which the region does not progress on the path of European 

integration because the candidate countries for membership do not objectively 

meet the requirements and do not implement the necessary reforms – because 

there is no clear perspective of membership in the European Union.

The weakening of the prospects for imminent accession to the EU caused an 

additional slowdown of the process in the region, characterized by the efforts 

of local leaders to strengthen their positions and remain in power by combining 

nationalist rhetoric and advocacy for European integration.

The presence of third parties has increased, along with the increasingly no-

ticeable and aggressive behavior of Russia, which through its proxies has man-

aged to expand the possibilities for destabilizing regional conditions and ob-

structing the integration process.

Russia exerts a strong political, information, propagandistic, and economic 

influence in the Western Balkans, with investments in strategic sectors such as 

energy. In recent years, it has also strengthened military ties with Serbia, sell-

ing it weapons, aircraft, and anti-aircraft defense systems, while promoting the 

unity of the Orthodox fraternal nations and continuous opposition to the inde-

pendence of Kosovo - which is the basis for the expansion of its soft power in 

the region. Such positioning paved the way for the strengthening of Russian in-

fluence in Serbia, Bosnia, Herzegovina, and Montenegro, where significant seg-

ments of politics are strongly pro-Russian and for whom demonstrating close 

ties with the Russian leadership is a matter of political survival.

Nationalist fractions throughout the region, arisen in the ideological synergy 

of pro-Russian political factors and circles of the Serbian Orthodox Church as an 

instrument and extended arm of Serbia’s foreign policy, perceive Putin’s Russia 

as the protector of the Orthodox people and do not perceive the Russian inva-

sion of an Orthodox country such as Ukraine as a contradiction, but as a “natural 

historical right” of Russia, which in their opinion belongs to Serbia when it comes 

to Kosovo, whose precedent Putin often invoked as a justification for Russia’s 

annexation of Crimea and incursions into Donetsk and Lugansk. In this context, 

the organization of pro-Russian gatherings in Serbia, Montenegro, and Bosnia, 

after the Russian invasion of Ukraine, in which extreme right-wing groups di-

rectly connected to Russia took part, should be observed. Apart from the evi-

dent absence of any awareness of the moral aspects of supporting aggression 

against an independent and sovereign European country, it is evident that these 
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gatherings aimed to create unrest and disavow the foreign policy commitment 

of the countries that joined the condemnation of the Russian invasion and the 

EU and US sanctions imposed on it. In addition to political actions, such actions 

also have clear security implications and are calculated to disturb the public, 

who are trying to suggest that “not everything is black and white” and to offer 

“the truth of the other side”, but also to make it known that there are structures 

that are ready for specific activities for the protection of “traditional alliances 

and values” that they inherit.

Fears that the war in Ukraine could cause instability in the Balkans are par-

ticularly widespread in Bosnia and Herzegovina, which, along with Serbia, is the 

only country in the region that has not joined the sanctions imposed on Russia 

because of the impossibility of adopting a unified position and condemnation of 

Russian aggression due to the intransigence of Dodik, a Serbian member of the 

three-member Presidency, who has openly advocated a pro-Russian position. 

The most serious post-war crisis in which the country has found itself in recent 

months is a consequence of Dodik’s threats to withdraw the representatives of 

the majority Serbian entity from the national institutions, and after the Russian 

invasion of Ukraine, the Russian ambassador to Bosnia and Herzegovina fueled 

fears with a warning issued in the National Assembly of the Republic of Srpska 

that any rapprochement of Bosnia and Herzegovina towards NATO will encoun-

ter an adequate Russian response, referring to the Ukrainian example.

However, it is difficult to expect that the strengthening of awareness of the 

importance of the Western Balkan integration into the EU and its protection 

against Russian attempts to further destabilize it could result in easing the con-

ditions for accession and concrete activities that would lead to enlargement 

into the region in a shorter period of time. It is more realistic to expect that the 

regression in the area of the rule of law in some Western Balkan countries and 

the inadequate level of reforms they have undertaken will cause the absence 

of consensus and the maintenance of skepticism of the EU member states re-

garding enlargement.

Open Balkan
In parallel with that, new regional initiatives have emerged that represent a local 

replica of the EU Schengen zone and interpret in a specific way one of the key 

requirements of the EU related to the establishment of closer regional cooper-

ation that would contribute to overcoming remaining problems and accelerat-

ing the economic dynamics of the region.

The initiative called “Mini Schengen”, which was launched by Albania, North 

Macedonia, and Serbia, in 2019 was named “Open Balkan” in 2021, when it 
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was agreed that from January 1, 2023, border controls between Serbia, North 

Macedonia and Albania, and memoranda of understanding were signed on coop-

eration to facilitate the import, export, and movement of goods in the Western 

Balkans; on the understanding on cooperation in connection with free access 

to the labor market in the Western Balkans and on cooperation in protection 

against disasters in the Western Balkans.

Although the initiators of this initiative called for the support of the EU and 

the USA, it encountered significant reservations, which were mainly based on 

the opinion that the whole concept was designed so that Serbia could expand 

its political and economic influence throughout the region, neglecting or ignor-

ing EU standards. Bosnia and Herzegovina, Kosovo, and Montenegro have so 

far not accepted repeated invitations to join the initiative, with the assessment 

that the Common Regional Market within the Berlin Process has practically uni-

fied the scope of all modalities of market connection in the Western Balkans.

President Macron’s assessment, as part of the idea of forming a “new European 

political community”, that the European Union, “given its level of integration 

and ambition, cannot be the only way to structure the European continent in 

the short term” can strengthen the arguments of the initiators and proponents 

of the “Open Balkan” initiative.

Despite the positive hints from the circles of the executive power in 

Montenegro and the announcement that all aspects of this initiative will be fur-

ther reviewed, it is difficult to expect that its inclusivity, which is insisted on by 

EU and US officials, will be ensured, especially if one takes into account the key 

unresolved problems that burden regional context, referring to the unresolved 

relations between Serbia and Kosovo and the chronic dysfunctionality of Bosnia 

and Herzegovina.

When it comes to Montenegro, which as the best part of the overall political 

activity of all governments since 2006 has inherited clearly and precisely set for-

eign policy directions, the problem with this initiative is also the fact that it ap-

pears at a very sensitive moment and in a package with several others externally 

conditioned priorities behind which stands Serbia, i.e. its indisputable leader and 

maker of all key decisions, President Aleksandar Vučić. Namely, in addition to the 
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already rather violently “straightened out” issue of the Fundamental Agreement 

between Montenegro and the Serbian Orthodox Church, the key constituents of 

the minority government declared the Open Balkan project and the population 

census as their “own” priorities, which were their main motivation for entering 

the government while relativizing the warning from the EU that the priorities 

set in this way will not contribute to speeding up Montenegro’s European path. 

Bearing in mind Serbia’s commitment to the plan of “protection of displaced 

Serbs”, which is unequivocally articulated in the public speeches of President 

Vučić and other Serbian officials, it is evident that on the agenda of the minority 

government of Montenegro, since its formation, are priority issues previously 

defined in the neighboring country.

In addition to the Fundamental Agreement and the Open Balkan, Serbia’s in-

terests in Montenegro have also been declared concerning the population cen-

sus, which the President of Serbia has repeatedly identified as an issue of key 

importance. Other Serbian officials, priests of the Serbian Orthodox Church, 

intellectuals, and prominent figures, as well as pro-Serbian political subjects in 

Montenegro, express the same views. Such a practice represents the continu-

ity of Serbian policy towards Montenegro, intending to influence the result of 

the census to show that the Serbian national corpus is the backbone of the de-

mographic structure in Montenegro. This is the result that Belgrade and its ex-

ponents in Montenegro want to achieve in the next census, and such a result 

would be an official confirmation that Montenegro is an essential part of the 

“Serbian world“.

Disinformation  
campaigns
The Western Balkans is a region characterized by weak governance, fragile civil 

society, and geopolitical disputes, as internal and regional factors that make it 

highly susceptible to local and external disinformation campaigns. The demo-

cratic vulnerability of the region favors the activities of Russia, which, ever since 

the annexation of Crimea in 2014 and the sanctions imposed by the EU and the 

US, has launched an extensive disinformation campaign in the Western Balkans 

intending to discredit the values and perceptions of the EU and the US and ob-

struct the ambitions of the countries of the region on the way to their European 

and transatlantic integrations.

This extensive campaign includes several narratives by which the Kremlin 

tries to achieve its political goals in the region, spreading them through orga-

nizations and exponents who are not members of political parties. As part of 
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that network, there is a large number of non-governmental organizations, as-

sociations, and brotherhoods that are close to the SOC. There is also the me-

dia, which directly distributes disinformation and propaganda from the Kremlin-

controlled Russian media.

Immediately after Russia attacked Ukraine, the activities of the Kremlin-

controlled media and their followers in Montenegro intensified. The daily mar-

keting of narratives, propaganda, and disinformation campaigns aims to distort 

the picture of reality and deceive the public. Numerous narratives and a series 

of suspicious information, videos, and photos that appeared in the Russian state 

media were also transmitted by certain Montenegrin and regional media.

Although almost all countries of the Western Balkans have been the target 

of pro-Russian disinformation campaigns in recent years, at the local level this 

has hardly been recognized as a security issue or issue of interest. The situa-

tion on the ground is not encouraging and it seems that the region is particular-

ly sensitive to fake news and disinformation. This is also confirmed by the Media 

Literacy Index of the Open Society Institute, which for years has ranked Albania, 

Bosnia and Herzegovina, Montenegro, North Macedonia, and Serbia at the bot-

tom of the list of 35 countries, as European countries least prepared to identify 

and combat fake news, which is mostly the consequence of the situation in the 

media and education.
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Three decades after the fall of the totalitarian regime and the establishment of 

electoral democracy in Albania, corruption and organized crime are still key issues 

for its functioning, economic development, and security interests. The experience 

of extreme totalitarianism that the country went through dominantly shaped its 

political culture, limiting the influence of Western actors, primarily the European 

Union and the United States of America. Numerous structural deficiencies, espe-

cially in the areas of democratization and rule of law, basic human rights, and free-

doms, and economic and social progress, represent the main obstacle to achieving 

a complementary position with European standards. Strengthening depoliticiza-

tion and professionalism, independence, responsibility, and efficiency of the judi-

cial system and public administration, protection of human rights and overall im-

provement of institutional mechanisms 

are the demands placed before Albania 

in this process and an essential reflec-

tion of its democratic consolidation.

Albania applied for EU accession 

back in 2009, while it was granted can-

didate status in 2014 when it was in the 

waiting room for the opening of the ne-

gotiation process. The EU’s 2019 deci-

sion not to set a date for Albania and 

North Macedonia to start negotiations showed the different dynamics character-

istic of integration processes in the Western Balkans. The reform processes of the 

two countries were rewarded (only) in July of this year when the EU Council gave 

the green light for the opening of membership negotiations. Albania and North 

Macedonia are the first countries to start the negotiation process following the 

new methodology of the European Commission.

Even though the perspective of the countries of the Western Balkans rests on 

membership in the EU, Albania, together with Serbia and North Macedonia, is the 

initiator of the regional project Open Balkan, which should improve the living con-

ditions of the citizens of the Western Balkans through economic integration. In that 

project, which has the support of the US administration, Albania sees the contin-

uation of the implementation of the Berlin process and the possibility of creating 

a single regional market by abolishing mutual borders by 2023.

According to the public opinion survey conducted by the National Council of 

Albania, the majority of citizens (59%) have a positive attitude towards the Open 

Balkan, evaluating it as an initiative of converging interests. However, the good bi-

lateral functioning and cordial relations between Prime Minister Edi Rama, who is 

trying to impose himself as the Albanian leader in the Balkans, and Serbian President 

Aleksandar Vučić fail to fully reflect on the mood within the two countries, causing 

a certain degree of suspicion of the Kosovo leadership.

Albania and North 
Macedonia are the first 
countries to start the 
negotiation process 
following the new 
methodology of the 
European Commission
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Disruptions in the international system, caused by war events in Ukraine, also af-

fected the economic development of that country, and dissatisfaction with the 

internal social environment characterized by depopulation and frequent price 

increases is also visible through mass protests by supporters of the opposition 

movement in that country.

Despite the significant recovery from the consequences of the coronavirus 

pandemic, the economy of Albania, like the economies of other Western Balkan 

countries, found itself facing new challenges due to the war in Ukraine. The number 

of employees is still lower than in 2019, while global financial uncertainty caused 

inflation to rise above the predictions of the Central Bank. The amount of the con-

sumer basket has almost doubled, while on the other hand, economic growth is ex-

pected to slow down by 3.2% in 20225if the acute phase of the crisis does not sub-

side in the second quarter of the current year.

Albania is one of the few countries in Southeast Europe that has seen a decline in 

Chinese investments in recent years. Although it was to be expected that after in-

vestments in the oil industry, aviation, and maritime transport, the Chinese eco-

nomic influence in Albania would intensify over time, the data show that Chinese 

investors began to feel unwelcome in that country.6

The peak of the influx of Chinese investments was in September 2016, when 

the Chinese company Geo-Jade Petroleum paid 384.6 million euros for a conces-

sion for oil extraction in the Patos-Marinza field, the largest oil field in the country.

Albania is negotiating with NATO regarding the construction of a naval base in 

Port Romano, not far from Durrës. Porto Romano is conceived as the largest port 

in the country, which, in addition to the commercial part, will also have a military 

naval base. Albania also offered NATO the Pasha Liman base, about 200 km from 

Tirana, which was the only Soviet base in the Mediterranean in the middle of the 

last century. In addition, NATO is already reconstructing the Kučovo air base into 

the Alliance’s first air base in the Western Balkans.

Since July 2022, Albania has been under sporadic but more serious cyber attacks 

on the government’s IT infrastructure, which originated from Iranian sources, as 

confirmed by preliminary findings. Therefore, on September 7, Albania severed 

diplomatic relations with Iran and ordered Iranian diplomats to leave its territo-

ry within 24 hours, which is a precedent in diplomatic practice. On the other hand, 

on September 9, the United States imposed sanctions on the Iranian Ministry of 

Intelligence and Security and the Minister, accusing them of cyber activities against 

the US and its allies.

Albania is one of the few countries in Southeast 
Europe that has seen a decline in Chinese 
investments in recent years
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Bosnia and Herzegovina currently has the status of a potential candidate for EU 

membership and, together with Kosovo, lags behind the most in integration pro-

cesses. The political elites in that country failed to offer quality social develop-

ment options aligned with the trends of Euro-Atlantic integration. The problems 

of statehood, political disputes about national identities, and the relationship 

between ethnic and civil have shown that Bosnia and Herzegovina cannot exist 

independently. The functioning of the political and institutional system of Bosnia 

and Herzegovina is burdened by numerous mutual problems of the subjects of 

the constituting government, which consists of representatives of three ethnic 

communities whose views on essential state issues are opposed.

The complex political arrangements of two entities and three peoples result-

ed in an unfavorable political, economic and social environment and the impossi-

bility of democratic transformation of Bosnian society. Reports from domestic, 

European, and international organizations point to a state of delayed transi-

tion and unconsolidated democracy, pronounced problems with corruption and 

organized crime, political blockades, complicated legal and regulatory frame-

works, poor business environment 

and non-transparency of business 

procedures, weak judicial system, 

violation of basic rights, stagnation 

in the economic and reforms of the 

electoral process, the outflow of 

young and professional staff.

Systemic deficiencies became 

more complex by the penetration 

of external political influence and 

the strengthening of internal con-

servative political forces that deny 

the survival of a united Bosnia and 

Herzegovina and threaten its disin-

tegration, whose leader is Milorad 

Dodik, a member of the Bosnia and Herzegovina Presidency and leader of the 

Alliance of Independent Social Democrats (SNSD).

Encouraged by the financial and political support of Russia and Serbia, Dodik 

constantly carries out political obstructions and expresses positions that can 

be interpreted as a threat to the territorial integrity of Bosnia and Herzegovina. 

Due to the West’s perception that the Republic of Srpska entity is a Russian in-

terest base, and that Dodik’s policy harms the stability and legal order in Bosnia 

and Herzegovina, the United States of America and Great Britain have imposed 

sanctions against him, and the president of the Republic of Srpska entity, Željka 

Cvijanović.

Encouraged by the 
financial and political 
support of Russia and 
Serbia, Dodik constantly 
carries out political 
obstructions and 
expresses positions that 
can be interpreted as a 
threat to the territorial 
integrity of Bosnia and 
Herzegovina



WESTERN BALKANS SECURITY REPORT September 2022

47ATLANTIC COUNCIL OF MONTENEGRO

The issue of the unity of Bosnia and Herzegovina has become especially rele-

vant after the Russian aggression against Ukraine, which has increased the fear 

that Russia is using the internal division in Bosnia and Herzegovina to encour-

age separatist tendencies. Namely, since the beginning of the war in Ukraine, 

Russia has been trying to increase its influence on the Bosnian Serbs, which can 

be seen from the rhetoric of the Russian ambassador to Bosnia and Herzegovina, 

who announces that Russia will react if BiH joins NATO and that Western coun-

tries should not take actions that could destabilize the situation in Bosnia and 

Herzegovina. Moscow regularly criticizes the functioning of the Office of the 

High Representative, demanding its 

abolition.

The Office of the High Repre- 

sentative (OHR) is part of the Dayton 

Peace Agreement for Bosnia and 

Herzegovina and has extraordi-

nary executive powers to unilateral-

ly change laws, implement personnel 

policy at the state level, and change 

state symbols. This Dayton construct 

of the involvement of the internation-

al community in the constitutional and 

political system of Bosnia and Herzegovina initially conceived for a limited peri-

od of time after which that country would claim full sovereignty, had its ups and 

downs and moments of crisis, but also showed that temporary solutions last the 

longest in Bosnia and Herzegovina. 

Since the beginning of his mandate, in August 2021, the High Representative 

Christian Schmidt has been facing problems since his appointment is not recog-

nized by the Republic of Srpska entity. With the last legal reform by which he im-

posed changes to the Election Law and the Constitution of the entities of the 

Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina, Schmidt caused negative reactions of 

the civil organizations, as well as from the Bosniak and Croat sides. It is certain, 

however, that the High Representative participated in the profiling of all serious 

reforms in Bosnia and Herzegovina and that his presence is a condition for func-

tioning without the blockage of state institutions, which is enabled by the Dayton 

constitution.

Milorad Dodik’s close relations with Russian President Vladimir Putin made it 

impossible for BiH to follow the policy of Western countries in sanctioning Russia 

for starting the war in Ukraine. Thus, Bosnia and Herzegovina is not included in 

the list of enemy states, and its citizens are allowed to enter Russia without vi-

sas on regular airline routes.

The war in Ukraine, unlike political ones, will have serious economic consequences 

The High 
Representative 
Christian Schmidt has 
been facing problems 
since his appointment 
is not recognized 
by the Republic of 
Srpska entity
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for BiH. The economic expansion from 2021 found itself in the shadow of ris-

ing inflation and accelerated and uncontrolled price increases, while the conse-

quences of economic sanctions on the Europe-Russia relationship are still being 

assessed. Although BiH has limited economic ties with Russia in terms of trade, 

financing, and foreign direct investments, the global inflationary shock will inevi-

tably affect its key economic parameters. Accordingly, real GDP growth in 2022 is 

predicted at a moderate level of 3.2% per year, followed by continuously elevated 

inflation that will ultimately result in expected average inflation of 6.1% per year.7

There is no consensus in Bosnia and Herzegovina regarding the Open Balkan 

initiative. The Republic of Srpska entity has no doubts about joining the regional 

project, affirming the position that it is necessary to join immediately to create 

the conditions for cross-border cooperation. On the other hand, the leaders of 

the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina are afraid of taking over the market by 

other countries and call for the fulfillment of obligations from the Berlin process.

Along with Serbia, Bosnia and Herzegovina is the country where China has 

made the most significant economic and political influence in the Western 

Balkans. 29 Chinese projects whose value exceeds five billion euros have been 

identified in Bosnia and Herzegovina. A large number of Chinese investments are 

in the Republic of Srpska entity, in the energy and transport sectors. The polit-

ical and economic connection between that entity and China is logical, consid-

ering that the political situation in Serbia directly spills over to the entity of the 

Republic of Srpska.
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Since the declaration of independence in 2008, the political discussion and rhet-

oric in Kosovo have primarily focused on the issue of EU membership. Kosovo’s 

European and Euro-Atlantic ambitions were included in the Declaration of 

Independence. However, unregulated relations with Serbia that block its inte-

gration into international structures, mutual accusations of destructive attitudes 

by the two sides, issues such as corruption and organized crime, the politiciza-

tion of public administration, and an ineffective judicial system have resulted in 

few tangible successes in terms of European integration.

The European Union, in addition to the United States, continues to be a 

key economic actor and political mediator in the state-building processes in 

Kosovo. The main political achievement in that relationship is the signing of the 

Stabilization and Association Agreement (SAA) in 2015, which, in addition to 

economic, had symbolic signifi-

cance too. However, political and 

institutional efforts in the direc-

tion of European reforms remain 

in the shadow of political insta-

bility in that country, which lim-

its the actions of the authorities. 

The situation is particularly chal-

lenging in the north of the coun-

try, where there are serious prob-

lems of corruption and organized 

crime, as well as respect for basic human rights. Kosovo is still in the early stag-

es of judicial system development, while the implementation of the rule of law is 

slow, ineffective, and often subject to political influence.

The lack of economic self-sustainability, conditioned by the great depen-

dence on the international community and the diaspora, was further aggravat-

ed by the coronavirus pandemic and the global economic shock caused by the 

war in Ukraine. Although 2021 saw record growth in exports, the inflow of for-

eign investments and credit expansion, growth in private consumption and an 

improved fiscal balance, and the growth of public debt slowed down, external se-

curity challenges significantly increased inflationary risks, and it is expected that 

due to spillovers negative effects of the war in Europe, economic growth will slow 

down to 3.9% in 2022.8

Kosovo is a net importer of food and energy. Although direct trade ties with 

Russia and Ukraine are concentrated in base metals and mineral products, the 

indirect impact of international commodity prices, including food products, sig-

nificantly affects the already low GDP per capita. Kosovo imports an average of 

40% of its wheat needs and shows an even greater dependence on other agri-

cultural products.

Kosovo is still in the early 
stages of judicial system 
development, while the 
implementation of the rule 
of law is slow, ineffective, 
and often subject to 
political influence
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Information on the labor market is still insufficiently transparent. Official data 

shows that employment in the private sector increased by close to 10% in 2021.

When it comes to regional cooperation, Kosovo can boast of good neighbor-

ly relations with Albania, Montenegro, and North Macedonia. Concerning Bosnia 

and Herzegovina, which does not recognize its international legal independence, 

Kosovo maintains a strict visa regime.

The normalization of relations with Serbia remains a condition without which 

it is not possible to talk about the transfer of practical EU policies to the logic of 

domestic discourse. The relationship between Belgrade and Pristina shows that 

the countries of the Western Balkans are still not ready to build mutual trust on 

sound foundations, which is in direct conflict with the EU’s regional approach.

The new situation in relations arose after the decision of the Government of 

Kosovo to introduce reciprocal measures to Serbia regarding personal documents 

and the re-registration of vehicles. That move was followed by the introduction of 

a ban on the use of annual vacations for 

a large number of citizens in the north 

of Kosovo, employed in Serbian institu-

tions. According to the interpretations 

of the Prime Minister of Kosovo, Albin 

Kurti, the resulting tensions in the four 

municipalities in the north of Kosovo, 

the majority inhabited by Serbs, threat-

ened to turn into an open armed con-

flict, supported by the President of 

Serbia, Aleksandar Vučić, who in the 

light of these events strengthened the 

Russian-Serbian bond.

After the aggression against 

Ukraine, Russia has skilfully tried to use Kosovo as a space for the manifestation 

of interests, political strength, and influence on political leaders, to create a per-

ception in public opinion about its importance in international relations.

Pristina, with the mediation of the EU, has committed itself that, on the con-

dition that the freedom of movement is established by removing the blockades 

in the north of Kosovo, it will first postpone the implementation of measures at 

the border crossings until September 1, 2022, for the two sides to agree on the 

abolition of entry-exit documents. The agreement reached on August 27 allows 

the citizens of Kosovo and Serbia the freedom to cross their borders with iden-

tity cards issued in their home countries.9

Kosovo, along with Bosnia and Herzegovina and Montenegro, found itself out-

side the Open Balkan project, advocating that the initiative is dangerous and with-

out vision, especially because Serbia does not treat Kosovo as an equal party.

The relationship 
between Belgrade 
and Pristina shows 
that the countries 
of the Western 
Balkans are still 
not ready to build 
mutual trust on 
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The expectation that with the change of long-term government due to its op-
position to the Law on Freedom of Religion, a period of political instability, eco-
nomic and social problems, and challenges will follow in Montenegro, proved to 
be realistic but also started political debates related to the idea of time – a di-
mension necessary for understanding democratic processes.

The 42nd government, the first after the introduction of the multi-party sys-
tem without the participation of the Democratic Party of Socialists, reached 
its political limit in the conditions of the political and institutional blockade and 
indolent attitude towards the Parliament. Fourteen months in the mandate of 
Zdravko Krivokapić were marked by permanent conflicts with the parliamentary 
majority that supported the work of his government, conflicts with members of 

the Government, the strong in-
fluence of the Serbian Orthodox 
Church, the worst report of the 
European Commission on prog-
ress, damage to the internation-
al reputation of Montenegro, 
as well as increased internal 
polarization.

However, the government 
managed to enact several pop-
ular social programs such as 
EVROPA SAD (EUROPE NOW), 
which increased the minimum 
wage from 250 to 450 euros, in-

troduced child allowances and free textbooks for all all primary school pupils, 
and through a hedging arrangement, protected the public debt from curren-
cy risk due to loan with the Chinese Exim Bank. On the other hand, the trend of 
nepotism and party employment continued, and the education system was po-
liticized, while there were no investments, as well as a more determined fight 
against corruption and organized crime. In the meantime, all the negative ef-
fects and administrative risks regarding the implementation of the EVROPA SAD 
project have been shown, which are first of all visible through a significant reduction 
in municipal revenues, the serious dysfunctionality of the Health Care Fund, which 
is also reflected in the impossibility of procuring the necessary supplies of medi-
cines, as well as the deficit of the state budget, the budget which, according to the 
assessment of the Ministry of Finance, lacks 715 million euros for financing all ac-
tivities until the end of the current year, 2022.

With the regrouping of political forces in April 2022, a new executive pow-
er was formed, which was faced with the challenge of accelerating the process 
of meeting the requirements for entry into the European Union, reforming the 
electoral legislation, unblocking the work of institutions and electing leading 
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people in the judiciary. However, the absence of a basic social consensus and 
the consequent political and ideological heterogeneity of the new government 
and its constituents’ programs, along with the absence of a unified political vi-
sion, brought Montenegro, after only two months, to a new political turning point 
and introduced it into a new phase of political instability that resulted in the fall 
of 43rd government only 113 days after its constitution.

The Socialist People’s Party, which openly supports pro-Serbian and pro-Rus-
sian positions, insisted not only on the issue of the Fundamental Agreement with 
the SOC but also on joining the Open Balkan initiative, which was opposed by 
the Social Democratic Party and the Democratic Party of Socialists. Although 
Montenegro has refused to join the regional project since its launch of that re-
gional project in 2019, Prime Minister Dritan Abazović openly advocated the ac-
cession of Montenegro, despite opposition in Parliament and the Government.

The non-transparent process of drafting and signing the contract, which rec-
ognizes the legal continuity of the Serbian Orthodox Church in Montenegro for 
six centuries longer than in Serbia and which prescribes a number of obligations 
of the state towards the Serbian Orthodox Church, was a stumbling block with-
in the parliamentary majority. The latest political crisis due to relations with the 
SOC can be interpreted as an implication of a deepening of ideological division 
and social antagonisms, which Russia will try to exploit through its exponents in 
Montenegro. The last three governments in Montenegro have lost support due 
to the issue of relations with the SOC, and long-term political instability will in-
evitably result in Montenegro slowing down on the European path.

The growing populist parties with serious pretensions and real chances to 
threaten the already fragile democratic structure are trying to take advantage 
of the lack of a more meaningful intellectual and political articulation.

Economic risks arise from the external and domestic environment, with po-
litical instability being the main domestic risk. Economic parameters and pro-
jections for Montenegro show that the economic recovery in 2021 was stron-
ger than expected, primarily thanks to the share of tourism, with a preliminary 
growth rate of 12.4%, but also that the real GDP remained below the level from 
2019.10 The economic environment in Montenegro is gradually changing after the 

The last three governments in Montenegro have 
lost support due to the issue of relations with 
the SOC, and long-term political instability will 
inevitably result in Montenegro slowing down on 
the European path
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deep recession caused by the coronavirus pandemic, but its improvement is lim-
ited by the state of the global financial market. The national debt of Montenegro 
at the end of 2021 was 4.09 billion euros (83% of the estimated GDP).11

In terms of macroeconomic developments, the tendency of inflation (6.7% 
in February 2022), as well as foreign direct investments, continued to grow. The 
net inflow of foreign direct investments for the period January-June 2022 was 
355.87 million euros (a total inflow of 508.03 million euros). In the first half of 
2022, an increase in activities in the field of tourism was registered (an increase 
in the number of overnight stays by 138% compared to 2021), and a decrease in 
the area of industrial production (2.3% compared to the same period of the pre-
vious year). The labor market responded to the economic recovery and returned 
to pre-pandemic trends, with the unemployment rate falling to close to 15%.12

Montenegro’s total foreign trade in goods for 2021 was 2.9 billion euros, while 
the foreign trade deficit for the same year was 1.92 billion euros. The main export 
markets are Serbia, Switzerland, and Bosnia and Herzegovina, and the largest 
foreign trade partners in imports are Serbia, China, and Germany. Foreign trade 
was the largest with CEFTA signatories and with the European Union13.

Montenegro joined all the economic and individual sanctions that the EU in-
troduced to Russia, but due to the lack of communication within the Government 
itself, as well as systemic deficiencies, that decision was not operationalized.

China’s presence in Montenegro is relatively new and was fueled by the alien-
ation of the EU and the US from the Western Balkans region, due to a series of 
internal problems and the global financial crisis in 2008. Montenegro, as a coun-
try with access to the sea and the status of a candidate for EU membership, but 
with weak and politicized institutions, represented an opportunity for China to 
position itself in another strategically important country with a port and access 
to the EU market. Multiple bilateral agreements signed between the two coun-
tries resulted in numerous projects in Montenegro financed by Chinese loans. 
China’s expansive approach in Montenegro focuses on the development of re-
lations at various levels, from infrastructure and energy to culture and political 
parties, and aims to promote Chinese narratives and interests. Beijing took ad-
vantage of the geopolitical vacuum in the Western Balkan region, which arose 
due to the redirection of the attention of Western partners, correctly assessing 
the opportunities for investment in strategically important sectors.

The most notable project is the first section of the Bar-Boljara highway, 
which represents a key step forward in bringing Montenegro closer to the Trans-
European transport network. The credit arrangement caused numerous contro-
versies due to the non-transparency of the contract, as well as the construction 
process, which NGOs linked to former state officials. Apart from the highway, 
there are also a number of other energy and infrastructure (non)transparent 
Montenegrin-Chinese projects.
After cyber attacks in 2016 and 2017, during the period of finalization of NATO 
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accession, which overlapped with the parliamentary elections in October 2016, 
organized by the Russian military intelligence service GRU, i.e. their ATP28 group 
that uses sophisticated tools around the world, targeting opponents of the 
Kremlin14, Montenegro faced powerful cyber attacks again in August 2022. The 
target of the attack was the complete information technology infrastructure of 
the Government of Montenegro, which is why it was not possible to access of-
ficial websites and e-mails, and employees in state institutions were instructed 
to disconnect computers from the network to protect data15. The Government 

announced that it was a carefully 
planned ransomware attack aimed 
at obtaining financial benefits based 
on blackmailing the data owner and 
that the Kuba ransomware group 
created a special virus that was 
used in this case.

The National Security Agency of 
Montenegro (ANB) announced that 
Russian services were behind this 
cyber attack, with the assessment 
that it was a hybrid war, and that it 
had been prepared for a long peri-
od of time and had not been carried 
out anywhere else so far. A meet-
ing of the National Security Council 

was also held, which decided to form an Operational Team that will deal with cy-
ber attacks 24 hours a day.

Allies were informed about the attack, and the USA and France sent their 
teams to Montenegro, where they worked with their Montenegrin colleagues 
to clean up the consequences of the most serious cyber attack on the govern-
ment’s information and telecommunications infrastructure.
As in all previous cases, Moscow rejected possible involvement in the organi-
zation of this cyber attack, with the assessment that such claims are part of a 
“continuous policy of worsening relations with Moscow to satisfy the interests 
of the USA”.

The latest cyber attack showed that the Montenegrin administration was not 
prepared to adequately protect state systems from such possibilities, especial-
ly because cyberspace is a permanent field of modern warfare, but also an area 
for increasingly sophisticated forms of criminal activity. Numerous weaknesses 
in the state administration system emphasized the importance of passing the 
new Law on Information Security to create the prerequisites for an adequate re-
sponse to similar situations, with much better organization and education of IT 

experts, as well as users of the information system.

Beijing took advantage
of the geopolitical 
vacuum in the Western 
Balkan region, which 
arose due to the redi-
rection of the attention 
of Western partners, 
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The change in the political, diplomatic, and broader social paradigm in North 

Macedonia began seven years ago when the then opposition leader Zoran 

Zaev initiated a wave of democratic changes and a peaceful transition of 

power. The main feature of his policy was that the political left wing should 

take responsibility for solving key national issues. Looking at the develop-

ment of the political system in North Macedonia, it can be stated that, as in 

the case of other countries of the former Yugoslavia, there is a certain dem-

ocratic potential that needs to be further verified and that democratic con-

solidation is at a lower level than needed.

European ambitions followed by strong international engagement led to 

the signing of the Agreement on Good Neighborly Relations with Bulgaria, 

and the law on improving the use of the languages of other ethnic communi-

ties was passed. After a long-standing dispute over the name of the state, 

the Prespa Agreement with Greece 

was signed and implemented in 

2018, which enabled the unblock-

ing of Euro-Atlantic integration 

processes.

Democratic transformation 

and strengthening of professional 

and depoliticized state institutions 

along with judicial reforms remain 

a prerequisite for the creation of 

strong institutions that will repre-

sent a barrier to organized crime, 

corruption, and the mafia-like form of organization to which that country is 

exposed even though in March 2020 it became a full member of NATO.

Although it signed the Agreement on Good Neighbourly Relations with 

North Macedonia in 2017, Bulgaria blocked the start of its negotiation process 

with the EU. After 17 years since receiving the status of a candidate for mem-

bership, North Macedonia formally started negotiations by accepting, with 

French mediation, the Bulgarian interpretation of historical events and requests 

to change the constitution and include the Bulgarian minority as a constitutive 

part of it.

In parallel with the European integration process, North Macedonia is part 

of the Open Balkan regional arrangement, within which it concluded a series of 

agreements with Albania and Serbia that should ensure the cooperation of the 

signatory countries, the smooth functioning of the four freedoms, the stimu-

lation of economic growth and the acceleration of their European integration.

North Macedonia is another one of the countries where China started in-

vesting strongly at the beginning of the second decade of the 21st century. The 
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total value of 15 projects in this country is 654,434,689 euros. On November 26, 

2013, North Macedonia and Exim Bank signed a loan agreement for the project 

of the new highway Miladinovci-Stip worth 206 million euros. Also, the Chinese 

Exim Bank is financing a loan to North Macedonia for the construction of the 

Kicevo  Ohrid highway. Sinohydro Corporation Limited is the main contractor 

with local construction companies Granite and Concrete. This project is still not 

finished, and its construction is significantly delayed.

As the North Macedonian economy gradually recovered from the recession 

caused by the coronavirus pandemic, the war in Ukraine brought new challeng-

es. The growth of consumer prices accelerated from the end of 2021 and was 

additionally stimulated by energy and food prices. North Macedonia’s short-

term prospects have worsened, so the growth projection for 2022 has been re-

duced to 2.7%, while negative risks have intensified16.





SERBIA



WESTERN BALKANS SECURITY REPORT September 2022

64 ATLANTIC COUNCIL OF MONTENEGRO

The foreign policy positioning of Serbia in the circumstances of tectonic 

changes in international relations shows the continuity of the radical politics 

of the nineties, while the story of its Europeanization is marginalized by the 

retrograde and impotent ambitions of the top political authorities. The pro-

cess of strengthening the political right wing in Serbia, although in certain ele-

ments complementary to the trends of strengthening the new European right 

(economic, political, national/identity crisis), is still conditioned by the specifics 

related to war events, the glorification of war crimes and criminals, as well as 

aggressive, destructive nationalism on the territory of SFRY during the nine-

ties of the last century. Factors that contributed to the strengthening of the 

right-wing in Serbia are the gradual normalization of nationalism, the rehabil-

itation of Quisling formations and war criminals from the Second World War 

who received the status of members of the anti-fascist movement, as well 

as the growing influence of the Serbian Orthodox Church in public discourse.

The exclusively traditional understanding of the state created by the na-

tion, the predominance of right-wing parties, and the alarming tendency to 

use democratic procedures for the establishment of authoritarian govern-

ment, along with the visible lack 

of political leaders capable of in-

tegrating Serbia into wider en-

tities based on democratic and 

European values, are the neg-

ative effects of social transfor-

mation in that country in the last 

decade.

The position of neutrality that 

Serbia is trying to promote, along 

with simultaneous attempts to 

strengthen its influence or dom-

inance over neighboring coun-

tries within the project of the so  

called Serbian world, leads to the 

conclusion that continuity has 

been established with Slobodan 

Milosević’s policy, which cost the 

entire region way too much. A number of signs testify to this at every step, 

from the glorification of war criminals from the wars of the 1990s to the deni-

al of the genocide in Srebrenica. Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, which changed 

the world and international relations, put the entire world democratic com-

munity on one side, including almost all the countries of the Western Balkans. 

Among them are not Serbia and the BiH entity the Republic of Srpska, which 

Since the beginning of 
the Russian aggression 
against Ukraine, Serbia 
has been trying to 
balance the relationship 
between the two 
sides, which varies 
from convincing and 
unequivocal support for 
Ukrainian sovereignty 
and territorial integrity 
to understanding and 
justifying the actions of 
the Russian side
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are more or less openly aligned with Russia, which may turn out to be wrong 

not only from a moral but also from a strategic point of view.

Since the beginning of the Russian aggression against Ukraine, Serbia has 

been trying to balance the relationship between the two sides, which varies 

from convincing and unequivocal support for Ukrainian sovereignty and terri-

torial integrity to understanding and justifying the actions of the Russian side, 

which it has condemned only within multilateral forums. Even though its es-

sential political, economic, and se-

curity interests are related to the 

EU, the legacy of the war years of 

the last century and the open issue 

of Kosovo determined the so-called 

multi-vector policy implemented 

by Serbia seeking political support 

in the eastern autocracies.

The differentiation of Serbia’s 

foreign policy can be interpret-

ed in a way that the dispute over 

the status of Kosovo defined the 

framework of its integration pro-

cesses, and instead of a Euro-

Atlantic perspective, Serbia opted for the development of partnership re-

lations with Russia and China, which are permanent members of the United 

Nations Security Council, and significant support in international bodies during 

Kosovo’s admission to international organizations. Russia, on the other hand, 

uses the Kosovo issue to validate its real-political goals in Georgia and Ukraine.

Serbia’s position as the main Russian player in the Western Balkans and 

the EU can be traced back to 2014 and Russia’s annexation of Crimea when 

Serbia refused to align its policy with EU sanctions. Although in the case of 

aggression from February 24, 2022, Serbia voted in the United Nations for 

the Resolution condemning the violation of the territorial integrity and sover-

eignty of Ukraine, not joining the sanctions imposed on Russia by the EU due 

to the invasion of Ukraine, it can be interpreted as its direct support for the 

Russian the aggressor. Moreover, Serbia continued to deepen economic ties 

with Russia, providing uninterrupted gas supply at a price 10 to 12 times low-

er than other European countries.

The strongest influence of China on the area of Southeast Europe is visible 

precisely in Serbia. China’s presence in that country is visible not only through 

its investments, loans, culture, and education but also through strategic co-

operation in the security sector. China was presented as the most important 

strategic partner of Serbia.

Although Serbia is a 
candidate country for 
membership in the 
European Union, the 
rhetoric of Serbian 
officials, especially 
President Aleksandar 
Vučić, was extremely 
favorable to China and 
Russia, when compared 
to the West
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Although Serbia is a candidate country for membership in the European Union, 

the rhetoric of Serbian officials, especially President Aleksandar Vučić, was ex-

tremely favorable to China and Russia, when compared to the West. In the peri-

od from 2010 to 2020, only 1% of foreign direct investments came from China, 

while 70% came from European Union countries. However, the success of the 

affirmative campaign toward China is indicated by data from 2020, according to 

which 71% of Serbian citizens believe that China and Russia are Serbia’s most 

important economic partners.

Belgrade’s political commitment to China allowed economic influence, as 

the main tool of Chinese action, to flourish in that country. In Serbia, in the last 

decade, at least 61 projects have been identified in various stages of comple-

tion by or in cooperation with Chinese actors, the value of which is at least 18.7 

billion euros. President Aleksandar Vučić also announced that Serbia will sign a 

Free Trade Agreement with China by the end of 2022.
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With the introduction of a new methodology for EU membership, the acces-

sion process of the countries of the Western Balkans has become significant-

ly more complex, with a more emphasized political dimension. Progress in the 

process has evidently slowed down as a result of numerous factors, from the 

war in Ukraine and the effects that Europe is facing in a complicated geopoliti-

cal environment to the non-fulfillment of the obligations of the countries of the 

Western Balkans in the accession process and the increasingly complex political 

and social situation at the national levels to the more complex methodology of 

the accession process. Under the given circumstances and with the increased 

reluctance of EU member states to provide support to the region, they make 

the perspective of membership increasingly distant, if not threatened, which 

is accompanied by a decrease in public support (like Serbia) and the degree of 

motivation to implement the necessary reforms. The increasingly unclear per-

spective of membership, along with the difficult economic situation caused by 

inflation and complicated political and security conditions, represents a desta-

bilizing risk for the entire region.

1 In the conditions of complex challenges of all kinds that have recent-

ly visibly waved relations on the global geopolitical scene, additionally 

expressed by the pandemic and the crisis caused by Russia’s illegal and 

unprovoked invasion of Ukraine, in the Western Balkan region the interests of 

various actors are manifested in expanding their influence and winning over in-

dividual states for often very antagonistic concepts of future development. 

The pro-European and pro-Western course of the Western Balkan region can 

only be achieved with the active presence and development of a joint strategy 

of the USA and the EU.

2 The necessity of harmonizing and suppressing the growing influence 

of non-democratic actors, primarily Russia and China, in the area of the 

Western Balkans requires the cohesion of EU member states, deepened 

dialogue and cooperation with the USA, but also the need for transformation 

within Europe due to energy dependence on Russia and potential confronta-

tions with China in the future. The uncertainty of the war in Ukraine and the 

sanctions forced Russia to turn to the Chinese market, thus making it more de-

pendent in exchange, while the gains for China are very clear.

3 The significant need for investment in infrastructure, from roads to 

broadband communication networks, requires realistic risk assess-

ments, in which the support of transatlantic partners is irreplaceable. In 

this way, the countries of the region will get aid to persist in the application of 

appropriate standards in the implementation of infrastructure projects and to 

abandon often technically questionable, non-transparent, and environmentally 
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harmful approaches to development. The effective partnership of the EU and 

the USA in the region is also significant from the aspect of supporting infrastruc-

ture projects, which is important for the intensification of the development cy-

cle. In this context, it sounds encouraging that the European Commission has al-

located a significant investment package of 3.2 billion euros to support the 21st 

connectivity project in the area of transport, digital technology, climate, and en-

ergy in the Western Balkans. Also, the US global initiative within the G7, called 

the Partnership for Global Infrastructure and Investment, will allocate 600 bil-

lion dollars for investments in infrastructure, the energy sector, the health sec-

tor, and the climate with a focus on developing countries. Bearing in mind that 

the plan is promoted as an alternative to China’s global Belt and Road initiative, 

the inclusion of the Western Balkan countries in its implementation is extreme-

ly important. Such an alternative to the existing approaches would mean a key 

change in terms of transparency, sustainability, and implementation of stan-

dards, which in the period of recovery from the pandemic would significantly 

strengthen efforts towards the acceptance of Euro-Atlantic values and overall 

integration of the region.

4 The coordination and cooperation of NATO, the EU, and the USA with 

the countries of the region are also necessary for purpose of suppress-

ing disinformation, which in the conditions of insufficiently developed 

institutions has consequences that must not be neglected any longer. In this 

context, it is of particular importance to support independent media as well as 

initiatives to improve media literacy, with special emphasis on different edu-

cational forms. Proactive and coordinated engagement in this direction would 

have positive effects when it comes to the suppression of radicalism and any 

kind of intolerance and discrimination.

5 The support and cooperation of Western partners, both through the 

mechanisms of NATO and the EU, is also necessary for strengthening 

the capacities of the cyberinfrastructure. Cyber operations against the 

government in Montenegro, followed by cyber-attacks on Kosovo institutions, 

as well as the interruption of diplomatic relations between Albania and Iran due 

to a serious cyber-attack on the Albanian government, are proof of the need 

for a quick reaction and strengthening of the cyber security sector, in which the 

support of Western partners is a key link that would enable assistance in build-

ing both technical and human capacities.

6 A joint and comprehensive strategy for the Western Balkans implies 

the inclusion of other relevant partners, NATO above all. In this con-

text, the clear commitment to the region as crucial to the stability of 

Europe, which is adequately expressed in the New Strategic Concept of NATO, 
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is encouraging. A more significant presence of NATO (in member countries and 

aspirant countries) both through the visits of the Secretary-General, North 

Atlantic Council (NAC) and the organization of joint conferences dedicated to 

strengthening security and stability in the area of the Western Balkans can pro-

vide an additional framework for strengthening the transatlantic partnership, 

both militarily and politically.

7 The countries of the Western Balkans, the EU, the USA, and NATO have 

a real chance to establish a clear, common vision of the region, which will 

be based on support for the necessary reforms. Ad hoc defensive geo-

political decisions and measures must be replaced by a consolidated realistic 

approach to the Western Balkans with the strengthening of pro-European and 

pro-Western forces within the region. Such an efficient and coordinated ap-

proach, based on concrete results, would create the conditions to achieve what 

gained the most degree of consensus among the citizens of the region: a stable, 

safe and prosperous Western Balkans firmly connected to the West and inte-

grated into the EU. The recovery from the pandemic represents a real opportu-

nity to replace absence and/or ambivalence with full partnership engagement, 

which will stimulate essential cooperation in the political, economic, and mili-

tary sense, and the acceptance of European and Euro-Atlantic principles and 

values will finally become a reality
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