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Forward and Project Description
This final report offers the results of Prague Security Studies 
Institute’s latest research on democratic backsliding in 
the Western Balkans and Croatia (an EU member state), 
conducted between fall 2022 and spring 2023. The goal of 
this research project was to identify and analyze various 
influence activities and approaches used by external actors 
(namely Russia, China, Türkiye, and the Arab states of the 
Persian Gulf) in Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia, 
Kosovo, Montenegro, North Macedonia, and Serbia, including 
the specific tactics and mechanisms of their projection of 
influence. The research also explored how the local political 
actors contributed to the in/stability of the countries and 
the region more broadly, including the frequently discussed 
phenomenon of democratic backsliding. 

In addition, the researchers sought to identify key 
potentially malign influences in the Western Balkans and 
Croatia, such as disinformation campaigns, corruption 
of political decision-makers, and economic and financial 

activities, which have, in turn, fueled the rise of nationalism, 
extremist and radical tendencies in the region. Finally, 
a set of policy recommendations directed at the local 
political elites and the international community regarding 
how to reverse the ongoing democratic backsliding was 
included in the analytical studies and also presented at the 
concluding conference.

The project is methodologically designed as an 
interdisciplinary, multi-sited study in the individual states 
of the Western Balkans and Croatia (an EU member state), 
and, thus, it provides a holistic and in-depth insight into 
the mechanisms of democratic backsliding in the whole 
region. This interdisciplinary comparative research design is 
anchored in political science and combined with top-down 
approaches to socio-anthropological research. Apart from 
the classic political, media, and document analyses, the 
research strategies also included conducting fieldwork and 
a series of expert interviews in the region. 

Project Goals
 – Research democratic backsliding in the Western Balkans and Croatia 
 – Explain how external actors influence democratic processes
 – Identify the key drivers of instability in the region
 – Raise awareness of the issues addressed by the project among policy decision-makers and international 

institutions (mainly the EU, NATO, and the UN), as well as among non-governmental experts, academia, 
and the general public

 – Provide policy recommendations to the expert community and diplomats, as well as to European and US 
policy decision-makers, concerning how to better support democracy and stability in the region 

 – Create a discussion and knowledge-sharing network on democratic backsliding in the Czech Republic, 
its European partners, the Western Balkans, Croatia, and the US. Discuss specific measures to counter 
harmful influence activities in the Western Balkans and Croatia and strengthen the process of the region’s 
democratic transitions.

Thematic Research Areas
 – The role of the external actors: Russia, China, Turkey, and the Gulf States in the Western Balkans and 

Croatia
 – The role of Western actors and international organizations( i.e., the EU, NATO, US, and UN)
 – The role of civil society (NGOs) in contributing to countries’ in/stability
 – Democratic backsliding  
 – The rise of nationalism and radicalism 
 – Political and religious populism
 – Genocide denial, celebrating of war criminals, hate speech
 – Human rights violations connected with external actors’ influence 
 – The impact of the war in Ukraine on the security situation in the region
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Final Report Structure and Chapter Summary

This final manuscript is designed as a manual for 
policymakers, NGOs, academics, and others to get 
quickly oriented in the studied problematics. It serves 
as an overview of the most pressing political and social 
issues in the Western Balkan region. We are fully aware 
that Croatia is a full EU member state. However, it is also 
closely intertwined with the Western Balkans region 
historically, economically, and politically. Croatia needed to 
be part of the analysis to get the complete picture of the 
studied topic. 

The research was conducted by the PSSI’s Western Balkans 
team, which consists of regional experts in the field of 
political science. Dr. Klodiana Beshku studied Albania; 
Bosnia and Herzegovina was examined by a senior analyst 
and journalist, Srećko Latal, M.A.; Croatia, by Assoc. Prof. 
Višeslav Raos; Kosovo by Bc. Shpat Balaj; Montenegro by 
Dr. Nemanja Stankov; North Macedonia by Vlora Rechica, 
MA; and finally Serbia by Dr. Vladimir Vučković. The research 
team was coordinated and supervised by the project 
manager, Mgr. Anja Grabovac; project coordinator, Dr. 
Markéta Slavková; project assistant, Bc. Tamara Grabovac, 
and the scientific advisor, Dr. Adnan Huskić.

The individual chapters are assorted alphabetically 
according to countries, and each of the chapters is further 
divided into sections according to the studied external 
actors. The final report begins with a chapter on Albania 
titled “Albania amidst the External Actors’ Influence. The 
Open Balkan Initiative: A Russian Trojan Horse or a Faster 
Approach to Regional Cooperation? “by Dr. Klodiana Beshku 
(Chapter 1). Dr. Beshku analyzes Albania’s position in the 
middle of the political “chessboard” created by the most 
influential external actors after the EU and the USA in the 
Western Balkans, namely, Russia, China, Türkiye, and the 
Arab states of the Persian Gulf. The analytical study also 
sheds light on how the alternative proposal of regional 
cooperation known as the Open Balkan (OB) initiative has 
shaped cross-country relations. The focus is on Albania’s 
attempt to become a crucial actor at the regional level 
concerning its European integration path through the Berlin 
Process and, lately, through the Open Balkan initiative.

Chapter 2 covers Bosnia and Herzegovina. The 
research was conducted, and the study titled “Bosnia and 
Herzegovina: Geopolitical Strife Fuels Local, Regional 
Crises” was written by Srećko Latal, MA. The study examines 
the complex web of foreign influences in Bosnia and 
Herzegovina (BiH) and their implications for the country’s 
stability and future prospects. It analyzes the roles and 

strategies of key external actors, including Russia, Türkiye, 
China, the Gulf States, the European Union (EU), and 
the United States (US). The study highlights how these 
foreign influences interact with BiH’s internal dynamics, 
particularly the ethnopolitical divisions among Bosniaks, 
Bosnian Croats, and Bosnian Serbs. Latal argues that local 
politicians, politically affiliated media, and intellectuals 
are primarily responsible for Bosnia and Herzegovina’s 
crisis. Nationalist and populist rhetoric and policies have 
weakened the country’s administrative apparatus, public 
services, and governance. Divergent ethnopolitical agendas 
and widespread corruption have impeded key reforms and 
BiH’s path to the European Union.

Croatia, the only EU member in the comparative study, 
was covered by Assoc. Prof. Višeslav Raos, in Chapter 3. 
As the study title suggests, “Croatia: A Stable Western Ally 
and a Playground of External Contestation,” the country 
remains a committed EU member state and an ally of 
the United States in the Balkan peninsula. Nevertheless, 
since joining the Union ten years ago, illiberal tendencies, 
such as the weakening of key independent institutions 
responsible for ensuring independent executive and 
judicial powers, nepotism, and high levels of corruption, 
have undermined the country’s development. Similarly 
to the rest of the analyzed countries, the political system 
and the strong position of the main political party, namely 
HDZ, is the source of the current weak state of democracy 
as it allows for external influence to penetrate the country’s 
internal affairs. Despite the weak rule of law and dubious 
practices of some political elites, and yet, unlike the other 
analyzed countries, Croatia has successfully joined the 
EU. Regardless, the illiberal conditions have proven to be 
fertile ground for foreign powers to exert their influence in 
the country.

Chapter 4 examines selected foreign influences in Kosovo. 
Bc. Shpat Balaj, in his study titled “Understanding the 
Key Players and Influence of External Actors in Kosovo,” 
examines the external influences of Russia, China, 
Türkiye, and the Arab states of the Persian Gulf, as well 
as the influences of the EU and the US. Balaj argues that 
Western countries continue to support state-building and 
democratization efforts through different mechanisms, 
such as the European Union Rule of Law Mission in 
Kosovo (EULEX). Kosovo showed interest in EU and NATO 
memberships and generally welcomed Western influence. 
However, the biggest political challenge to the country 
is posed by countries that do not recognize Kosovo’s 
independence, such as Serbia, China, and Russia. Other 

WESTERN BALKANS AT THE CROSSROADS:
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countries, such as Türkiye and the Gulf States, have a 
footprint of influence, mainly regarding ideology, identity, 
and religious-related issues. Türkiye’s influence extends 
beyond ideological dimensions due to their persistent 
support for Kosovo’s statehood and good cooperation with 
the country’s institutions. However, Türkiye’s contentious 
posture in international relations in recent years has also 
highlighted the negative repercussions in Kosovo. 

Montenegro is addressed in Chapter 5, written by Dr. 
Nemanja Stankov. The study “Democratic Vulnerabilities of 
Small Systems: External Actors’ Influence in Montenegro” 
examines the external influence of Russia, China, Türkiye, 
and the Arab states of the Persian Gulf on democratic 
processes in Montenegro. Stankov argues that while Russia 
and China have significantly contributed to democratic 
backsliding in Montenegro, the EU’s conditionality policy 
has been a primary driver of democratization in the 
country. Furthermore, exacerbating this situation is the 
unresolved statehood issue in Montenegro. Coupled with 
internal societal and political divisions, it has created an 
environment where external actors can influence the 
country’s politics and shape its democratic outcomes. 
The study sheds light on the mechanisms through which 
external actors can interfere in Montenegrin politics and 
influence political processes and foreign policy alignments. 
It emphasizes the need for proactive measures to mitigate 
malign external influence and strengthen democratic 
development. The author further proposes several policy 
recommendations, such as increasing the presence of EU 
staff in Montenegro, enhancing cooperation between 
the EU and the USA, and reaffirming commitment to EU 
accession.

Chapter 6, “Vulnerable Democracies: The Effect of 
Foreign Influence on the Political and Social Life in North 
Macedonia “by Vlora Rechica, MA, addresses the selected 
external actors’ influences and democratic backsliding 
in North Macedonia. Rechica states that challenges and 
complexities have marked North Macedonia’s path toward 
European integration and that the European integration 
process in the country has witnessed both periods of 
progress and setbacks. Despite gaining candidate status in 
2005, the country faced significant challenges in opening 
accession negotiations with the European Union (EU) until 
2022, making it the longest-standing EU candidate in the 
Western Balkans. The name dispute with Greece was a 

major hurdle that hindered North Macedonia’s path to EU 
and NATO membership for many years. The Greek veto at 
the 2008 NATO summit and the failure of EU member states 
to agree on the start of accession negotiations highlighted 
the potential risks of inconsistent strategic choices for 
fragile democracies like North Macedonia. The “French 
Proposal” in 2022 aimed to resolve the Macedonian-
Bulgarian dispute, but it was met with skepticism and 
perceived as an infringement on North Macedonia’s 
internal affairs. The lack of progress in EU accession and 
the politicization of the process by certain member states 
have contributed to a decline in public support for EU 
integration. 

The final analytical Chapter 7 is dedicated to Serbia. In 
his study “The West is Dear, but the East is Dearer: Policy 
Pressures and Actors’ Preferences in Serbia,” written by Dr. 
Vladimir Vučković explores the influence of Russia, China, 
Türkiye, and the Arab states of the Persian Gulf on the 
process of (in)stability, including democratic backsliding 
in Serbia from 2008 to 2022. The author concludes that 
unlike the other external actors (China, Türkiye, and the 
UAE), Russia remains the only state that contributes to 
the destabilization of Serbia, as its influence is deeply 
present in all spheres of society. Russia remains a veto 
power that favors the unstable Western Balkans – a region 
that is not integrated into the European and Euro-Atlantic 
communities for strategic reasons. All of the above-
mentioned external actors tend to contribute to the 
process of democratic backsliding in Serbia as they harm 
the process of democratic consolidation. However, the 
critical setback in the context of the quality of democracy in 
Serbia is not external but internal. It originates from the rise 
of power of the country’s president, Aleksandar Vučić, who 
combines autocratic governance tools with a declarative 
commitment to the EU accession process, consequently 
legitimizing the democratic backsliding and erosion of 
democratic safeguards in the country. 

At the end of this report, we also offer a comparative 
overview written by the project’s scientific advisor, 
Dr. Adnan Huskić, which summarizes some of the key 
strategies of the studied external actors in the region. This 
concluding overview is structured according to the studied 
external actors and provides a comparative summary of 
their influence in the selected region. 

WESTERN BALKANS AT THE CROSSROADS:
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Albania 
(EU candidate status granted in 2014)

Albania amidst the External Actors’ 
Influence. The Open Balkan 
Initiative: A Russian Trojan Horse 
or a Faster Approach to Regional 
Cooperation?
Dr. Klodiana Beshku 
Lecturer and researcher, the Department of Political Sciences, University of Tirana, Albania 

Executive Summary

This analytical study analyzes Albania's position in the 
middle of the political "chessboard" created by the most 
influential external actors after the EU and the USA in 
the Western Balkans, namely, Russia, China, Türkiye, and 
the Arab states of the Persian Gulf. Firstly, this analysis 
examines Albania's position among these various actors by 
categorizing them as either benign or malign toward the 
country. It explores Albania's multifaceted attitudes within 
the context of regional dynamics in the Western Balkans. 

Second, the study sheds light on how the Open Balkan 
(OB) initiative has shaped these regional relations. Third, it 
focuses on Albania's attempt to become a crucial actor at 
the regional level concerning its European integration path 
through the Berlin Process and, lately, through the Open 
Balkan initiative. Finally, the last part links the external 
actors - mainly Russia - to infiltrations through the Open 
Balkan initiative, interference, and the pursuit of specific 
interests within the country.

WESTERN BALKANS AT THE CROSSROADS:
DEMOCRATIC BACKSLIDING 
AND EXTERNAL ACTORS' INFLUENCE  EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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Introduction

Like other Western Balkan countries, Albania represents, 
geopolitically, an essential bridge between the East 
and West of the Western Balkans. This position makes it 
attractive to external actors prone to developing their 
spheres of influence in this region. On the one hand, due 
to ethnic tensions, unresolved border disputes, pervasive 
organized crime, and corruption, the Western Balkans have 
often reemerged as one of the EU’s most pressing security 
challenges. On the other hand, this tendency changed 
after the beginning of the aggression against Ukraine, not 
because these issues disappeared but because the area 
suddenly shifted from “a region to be secured” into “a region 
to securitize.” If we define securitization as “an extreme 
form of politicization” (Buzan, Waever & de Wilde 1998, 23), 
or framing and heightening particular issues as security 
threats, shaping how countries perceive and respond to 

threats and how they interact with other countries, explains 
how the Western Balkans region boldly returned to all the 
external actors’ political agenda. Due to the growth of non-
European influences in the region, the presence of various 
actors raises concerns about the potential for significant 
malign influences.

In this regard, Albania has been characterized “as both an 
external security provider and an internal security receiver” 
(Jano 2023, 63) due to its NATO membership and its coveted 
geopolitical position in the region by third powers. Thus, 
this study centers on analyzing the involvement of external 
factors by describing each actor’s role and then analyzing 
Albania’s positioning as a pole of regional cooperation in 
the region by closely examining the Open Balkan initiative 
from the perspective of Albanian experts. 

Methodology

In terms of methodology, this study is based on primary 
and secondary sources, including semi-structured 
interviews with different experts whose opinions helped to 
build background knowledge for this contribution.  Firstly, 
the study deals with the positioning of Albania towards 
the external actors, i.e., Russia, China, Türkiye, and the 
Arab states of the Persian Gulf. Then, it focuses on these 
relations’ practical implications and future perspectives. 
This perspective is of crucial importance as the process of 
European integration might be undermined by the malign 
strategies of various regional actors. 

In the first part, the study utilizes the existing primary 
literature, reports, and data elaboration produced by 
various NGOs or public institutions, while the second part 
is based on 15 interviews that were conducted online or 
in person to collect data on the Open Balkan initiative 
and possible Russian influence. The targeted group to 

conduct the interviews were Albanian experts, politicians, 
journalists, and activists following developments related 
to this matter. Interviewees identify their perceptions of 
the OB initiative. Responses may often be affected by 
different variables, such as if and how the interviewer 
has influenced the interviewee, their level of trust, the 
interviewee’s position in public administration, or their 
political affiliation. This case study used one-to-one and 
semi-structured interviews to minimize this limitation. 

Some limitations exist when it comes to primary sources 
of literature on the Open Balkan initiative and regarding a 
more expanded analysis of the role of key actors, such as 
the EU and the USA, but given the length of the study, such 
limitations may receive detailed consideration in a second 
phase of a possible study expansion in the future.

WESTERN BALKANS AT THE CROSSROADS:
DEMOCRATIC BACKSLIDING 
AND EXTERNAL ACTORS' INFLUENCE  ALBANIA
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The Moves on the Western Balkans Playboard: 
Albania and the External Actors

Albania has always had precise geopolitical positioning and 
foreign policy alignment in the regional and international 
arenas. It has been a committed agent in its path toward EU 
membership. This Western inclination is a well-known fact 
within the EU diplomatic channels. Albania’s continuous 
commitment to “full alignment with the EU’s common 
foreign and security policy” (European Commission 2022, 
3) is consistently emphasized with a touch of pride by 
Albanian state representatives on numerous occasions. 
Albania is a longtime US ally that joined NATO in April 2009. 
Visa liberalization with the EU was formally completed 
in December 2010, and EU candidate status was granted 
in June 2014. It unanimously adopted a comprehensive 
justice reform in 2016, obtained non-permanent 
membership of the UN Security Council in 2021, and 
started accession negotiations with the EU in June 2022. 
Despite this straightforward configuration in the European 
and global arenas, external influences from third parties 
have not escaped Albania but have proven to be present in 
different ways.

Russia has not shown great interest in Albania since Western 
dominance has undoubtedly prevailed. On the other 
hand, Türkiye has always considered Albania geopolitically 
significant. Meanwhile, China and the Arab states of the 
Persian Gulf (also referred to as the Gulf States) have only 
regarded it as geo-economically attractive, probably due to 
“those countries’ prospect for EU membership, promising the 
Gulf countries long-run economic and diplomatic returns in 
their relations with the EU” (Mandaci, Rusi Karacalarli 2018). 
While third parties kept advancing in the region, the EU, 
due to its poly-crisis period (2008-2016), kept laying the 
groundwork for the gradual establishment of these actors in 
the region. All in parallel with a certain tolerance by the EU 
to the rise of illiberal regimes in the Western Balkan countries 
as long as the situation served the region’s stability (Bieber, 
Kmezić 2017). The European fatigue, intensified by a form 
of US disengagement from the region during the Trump era 
(2017–2021), led to the rise of Türkiye, China, Russia, and the 
Gulf States’ presence in the region, Albania, and the creation 
of some new regional initiatives such as the Open Balkan.

Türkiye, Albania’s eldest brother 

Türkiye is Albania’s third-biggest ally, after the EU and the 
US, and was proclaimed a strategic ally in 2013, shortly 
after the current administration led by Edi Rama took 
power (Beshku, 2015). Türkiye is also one of Albania’s 
most important economic partners. The Bank of Albania’s 
investment data for third countries in Albania from 
2019 to the second trimester of 2022 (Bank of Albania 
2022) supports this claim. As can be easily seen, Türkiye 
dominates foreign investments in Albania, followed by the 
United Arab Emirates and Kuwait, while significant Chinese 
and Russian investments are nearly nonexistent. 

WESTERN BALKANS AT THE CROSSROADS:
DEMOCRATIC BACKSLIDING 
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Direct investment liabilities in Albania by country1

Graphic 1. 
National Bank of Albania (2022) Data on Foreign Investments for the period 2019–2022

1  Data is provided from the official website of the National Bank of Albania at https://www.bankofalbania.org/Statistikat/Statistikat_e_Sektorit_te_Jashtem/Investim 
et_e_huaja_direkte/Te_dhenat_kryesore_per_Investimet_e_huaja_direkte.html?evb=agregate&evn=agregate_detaje&cregtab_id=719&periudha_id=3n , last 
accessed in  March 2022.

2  TIKA (Turkish Cooperation and Coordination Agency) is a government organization under the Ministry of Culture and Tourism of Türkiye. It represents the Turkish official 
vision and public diplomacy in all the countries in which it is present. 

According to the Europeanization theories, unlike the Europe-
an Union, which governs externally by relying on condition-
ality and incentives (Schimmelfennig & Sedelmeier, 2020), 
non-European countries come to the WB without conditional-
ity but offer beneficial allegiances, at least seemingly. This ap-
proach seems to be the case for Türkiye concerning Albania. 
There have been massive Turkish investments, especially af-
ter the earthquakes that destroyed part of Albania in Septem-
ber and November 2019. The Turkish president, Recep Tayyip 
Erdoğan, has repeatedly asked, in return for support with the 
eradication of all the schools and institutions linked to the 
Gülen movement, an organization backing exiled Turkish cler-
ic Fethullah Gülen, who is accused of being part of a terrorist 
group for his alleged role in the failed 2016 coup d’état (Al Ja-
zeera, 2016). 

In January 2022, Erdoğan addressed the Albanian 
parliament, stating that: “a precondition to our support 
and brotherhood is your commitment to the fight against 
FETÖ” (Fethullahist Terrorist Organization), known as the 
Gülenist organization, while reminding of the massive 
investments in Albania (Taylor, Halla 2022). During this 
visit, he inaugurated the Ethem Bey Mosque, restored by 

the Turkish Cooperation and Coordination Agency (TIKA).2 
Moreover, the Turkish government’s apartment complexes 
built in Laç cost around 42 million euros (Daily Sabah, 
2022). However, Türkiye’s investments in Albania remained 
relatively low throughout 2022 (see Graphic 1). Presumably, 
to address this decrease in assets, the closure of a school 
and a kindergarten linked to the FETÖ organization 
followed. Moreover, a week before, a Turkish citizen, 
Emre Olsur, an opponent of the Turkish government, had 
been immediately deported to Türkiye from Tirana in 
September 2022 without following the international rules 
for deportation (Taylor, 2022). 

A major investment that speaks volumes about the latest 
Turkish-Albanian relations has been the Hospital of Fier. 
The construction of this hospital, baptized as the “Türkiye-
Albania Fier Friendship Hospital,” began in January 2021 
(Guler, 2021), after Albanian Prime Minister Rama’s visit to 
Türkiye the same month, which came after a promise made 
by President Erdoğan, the construction of the Hospital of 
Fier commenced. Remarkably, the hospital was completed in 
less than three months. As a result, the Turkish government 
has built a fully equipped 150 beds hospital for over 70 

WESTERN BALKANS AT THE CROSSROADS:
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million euros (Guler, 2021). The hospital was inaugurated on 
April 21, just four days before the Albanian parliamentary 
elections, clearly supporting Rama’s re-election (Tzifakis, 
2021) and, thus, reconfirming the personal relations that go 
beyond the official political ties between the two leaders of 
Türkiye and Albania (Madhi, 2021).

Besides these massive investments, there are many 
permanent Turkish companies in Albania, such as Banka 
Kombëtare Tregtare (Bank Company), Albtelecom 
(Communication Sector), Air Albania (Flight Company), 
Acibadem Hospital, American Hospital, FMT Group (Energy), 
and Kurum Holding Albania (Mineral Field), to name a 
few. They are all coordinated by the Turkish Chamber of 
Commerce and Industry (ATTSO), active in Albania. Moreover, 
Türkiye “has the advantages of geographical proximity, which 
allows for a reduction in transportation costs, as well as an 
existing similarity in consumption habits” (Hake and Radzyner 
2019: 6), together with the advantage of having signed a free 
bilateral trade agreement with Albania since 2008.

The Turkish influence is not only economic but also 
cultural. The TIKA Foundation influences many aspects of 
everyday life in Albania by supporting art, education, and 
cultural events. TIKA projects, Yunuš Emre Cultural Centers, 
Turkish education institutions, and soap operas extensively 
contribute to a somewhat romanticization of the Ottoman 
period and expose and popularize Turkish culture and 
contemporary ways of life (Abazi 2020: 174). Although 
passing “from rulers to supporters” (Xhaferi, 2017), Türkiye’s 
interest in Albania is greatly amplified by Türkiye’s rivalry 
with Greece” (Lami, 2017), and Albania’s interest in Türkiye 
is linked to the rivalry with Russia’s influence in Serbia. Thus, 
Türkiye represents a crucial ally to Albania since it preserves 
its security concerns through the balance of forces after 
forming two dominant axes of power in the region: the 
Russian- Greek-Serbian axes on one side and the American-
Turkish-Albanian one on the other (Beshku, 2015). Türkiye 
is “a NATO teammate and the Albanian guarantor” (Xhaferi, 
2017) of security. Thus, it is often considered a sort of eldest 
brother to Albania.

The Arab States of the Persian Gulf: A crescent influence in Albania

The Arab states of the Persian Gulf (further referred to as 
the Gulf States) have increased their influence on Albania 
in the last two decades. Their economic and religious 
influences are bolstered by the Muslim-majority population 
in Albania. The most important influences are represented 
by the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia (religious and economic 
influence), Kuwait (mainly economic influence), Qatar 
(economic, infrastructural, and cultural influence), and the 
United Arab Emirates - UAE (economic influence and new 
investment interests).

While the influence of the other Gulf States is moderate, 
that of the UAE seems very promising for long-term 
investments in Albania. The most notable projects funded 
by the UAE up until now have been: the construction of 
the Sheikh Zayed Airport in Kukës and the Tirana-Elbasan 
road, both funded by the Abu Dhabi Fund for Development 
(ADFD). However, since these investments have been 
mainly in loans, they might lead to high economic 

dependency on the UAE (Rrustemi, De Wijk, Dunlop, 
Perovska, and Palushi 2021), and this dependency is going 
to intensify very soon. In addition, the EMMAR group from 
Dubai will invest 2.5 billion dollars in the port of Durres, the 
second major city of Albania, to build the “Durres Yacht and 
Marina’’ port (Bhoyrul, 2022). This mega-project is expected 
to profoundly impact Albania’s tourism industry, potentially 
transforming the country into a premier Mediterranean 
destination for global tourists.

Albania is also linked to the UAE in terms of commerce and 
tourism. It is believed that many Albanians used to go to 
the UAE for vacations, especially during the Covid-19 period 
(2020-2022), when the UAE was one of the few vaccine-free 
countries and offered them for free to visitors. Moreover, 
with the four Gulf countries exempt from obtaining a visa 
to enter Albania (Saudi Arabia, Qatar, the UAE, and Kuwait), 
tourism seems vital for all parties involved.
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China’s soft power in Albania

3  Data provided by INSTAT (National Statistical Institute of Albania) for 2018-2022, at http://www.instat.gov.al/al/temat/tregtia-e-jashtme/tregtia-e-jashtme-e-mallrave/ 
#tab2, accessed in December 2022.

Albania is among the Western Balkans countries “with 
the longest and deepest track record of cooperation with 
communist China before the two countries fell out at the 
beginning of the 1970s” (Shopov, 2022). Albania’s alignment 
with China as a security ally is not comparable to its strong 
alliance with the USA or its NATO membership. Instead, 
Albania represents a partnership-oriented commerce 
collaborator for China, in line with China’s plans not to 

replace the US alliance system with its rival system of 
alliances (Ekman, 2022). Albania is part of a “network 
of partnerships built step-by-step at both bilateral and 
multilateral levels” (Ekman, 2022). This approach becomes 
more evident in the lack of Chinese government 
investments in recent years in Albania (graphic 1) and the 
rise of imports and exports, shown in graphics 2 and 3 
below, of commercial partners with Albania. 

Graphic 2  
Data on Albania’s exports to Türkiye, Russia, China, and Saudi Arabia (2019–2022) by INSTAT

Graphic 3 
Data on Albania’s imports from Türkiye, Russia, China, and Saudi Arabia (2019–2022) by INSTAT

As can be seen, China is an active partner in imports and 
exports in Albania (INSTAT data).3 Moreover, this suggests 
that the Chinese-Albanian relationship is not economically 
based on investments but on markets’ exploitation 
(petroleum and chromium) by China’s side and wholesale 
and retail trade commerce by Albania’s side. There is a high 
number of Chinese citizens who live and work in Albania 
(Merepeza, 2019). Despite being the seventh community 

to apply for residence permits in Albania in 2019, following 
the Iranian, Italian, Kosovar, Greek, American, and Turkish 
communities (INSTAT 2019), the Chinese community has 
established a significant presence in wholesale and retail 
businesses within an area known as The Chinese Market 
(Merepeza, 2019). The second generation of their children 
born in Albania already speak fluent Albanian and perceive 
Albania as their homeland.
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There is also a relationship based on the historical links 
between the two countries, which translates mostly into 
a Chinese cultural hegemony over a smaller country.4 The 
Chinese government has supported Albanian students with 
Chinese scholarships every year since 2013.5 There has been 
a rising cultural cooperation promoted by an active Chinese 
Embassy in Albania and the Confucius Institute, which was 
founded in Tirana in 2013 (Arežina, 2020) on the premises 
of the University of Tirana. The wider public can learn 
Chinese through this institute and follow many Chinese 
cultural events. The Institute manages its own journal and 
radio channel and is very active on social media. As for 

4  The diplomatic relations between Albania and China were established in 1949. In the collective memory of the Albanian public, China is recognized as the sole country 
that provided economic support to Albania during the challenging years of “grand isolation.” immediately after the dictator Hoxha announced the split with the Soviet 
Union in 1970. From 1970 to 1978, the survival of the Albanian economy and its people was exclusively dependent on China’s investments and trade until in 1978 these 
relations were dramatically frozen.

5  See the scholarship session on Albania’s Ministry of Education and Sports website for the academic year 2023-2024. In this section which dates back to 2015, we can see 
that there are scholarships offered each academic year from Chinese and Turkish Universities through their governments; meanwhile, there are scholarships provided 
randomly from Russia, Qatar, and UAE: https://arsimi.gov.al/bursa-dhe-programe-studimi/, accessed in January 2023.

the past historical linkages, there is a very telling symbolic 
building in Tirana that evokes the solid Chinese-Albanian 
relationship during the communist regime. The current 
Ministry for Europe and Foreign Affairs building- a massive, 
aged, and imposing structure - was intended to serve as the 
Chinese Embassy in Albania, but it never did. The building 
was finished in 1978, exactly when relations between 
the two countries formally split up. The current Albanian 
relationship with China can be metaphorically compared 
to this building: very symbolically important but non-
functional in terms of foreign investments at the same time.

Russia’s “Frozen” Relationship with Albania

The Albanian-Russian relationship seems to have remained 
“cold” since the Cold War. Albania is indisputably an ally 
of the US on the one hand, while Russia supports Serbia 
against Kosovo’s independence on the other. The Albanian 
attitude is also affected by the alignment of Albanian 
foreign policy with the Common and Foreign Security Policy 
of the EU. “Politically, Tirana is strongly geared to the West, 
which does not encourage the development of other linkages 
to Russia” (Abazi 2020, 170). Thus, since 2015, Albania has 
followed the EU and US sanctions policies against Russia 
after the annexation of Crimea and has continued to do so 
after the aggression against Ukraine in 2022.

The relationship with Russia reached one of its lowest 
points in 2018, when the Albanian government expelled 

two Russian diplomats in response to NATO’s collective 
action principle and after the Russian invasion of Ukraine 
in February 2022. In April 2022, a street near the Russian 
Embassy in Tirana was named “Free Ukraine” (Reuters, 
2022). Although the Albanian government has taken a 
clear stance on Russia, there is a belief that Russia provided 
financial support to the former leader of the Democratic 
Party (PD), Lulzim Basha, during the recent elections (Taylor, 
2022a). However, this incident is considered an isolated 
case that has caused conflicts within the leadership of 
the Democratic Party. The Russian influence in Albanian 
internal affairs continues to be a political driver in the 
political debate between the two main parties in Albania.
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From CEFTA to the Berlin Process: Navigating 
the Halted EU Advancement and Paving the Way 
to Open Balkan

6  Question No. 12 regarding the Open Balkan initiative was published on the Facebook profile of the Prime Minister, but envelopes with the survey were sent in parallel by 
mail to each home in the country. The question was formulated like this: “Some people believe that the set-up of the Open Balkan initiative is in Albania’s interest. Others 
think that this initiative does not bring any advantage to Albania. What is your opinion about that?” 

CEFTA (Central European Free Trade Agreement), created in 
1992, was the first regional economic initiative concerning 
southern Europe after the Visegrad Group. Once these 
countries entered the EU, CEFTA was reformulated to 
accommodate the WB countries in 2006. Differently 
from what the WB countries needed, CEFTA has always 
focused on commercial and regional cooperation and 
implementing the free market zone. The collaboration 
within the WB countries needed a social component. 
Thus, the EU established the mechanism of the Southeast 
European Cooperation Process (SEECP) in 1996 at the 
Ministers of Foreign Affairs meeting held in Bulgaria the 
same year. This regional cooperation forum was also 
aimed at strengthening good neighbor relations among 
all participants from Southeast Europe. After two decades, 
there are several other initiatives that share a common 
denominator: regional cooperation, a paradigm that has 
been required by the EU since 1996 and incorporated as 
a central part of the EU conditionality to the Stabilization 
Association Process (SAA) since 1999 (Bonomi & Nechev, 
2022). The Regional Cooperation Council (RCC) was founded 
by the SEECP in 2008, and as of 2020, it also incorporates 
the Regional Economic Area (REA) and the Common 
Regional Market (CRM), both of which were established 
by the Berlin Process in 2017 and 2020, respectively. Given 
that the WB has often considered the Berlin Process as a 
substitute for the EU Enlargement and it has been criticized 
for not having reached any substantial progress within 
the WB countries (Jovanović & Holzner, 2023), the leaders 
of Albania, Serbia, and North Macedonia gave life to the 
“Mini Schengen” initiative in 2019 and turned it into the 
Open Balkan (OB) in 2021, under a “Western Balkan for the 
Western Balkans approach”. 

The last two initiatives were born while the European 
integration of Albania and North Macedonia was stalled 
due to the French veto in the European Council of October 
2019, which blocked the opening of accession negotiations 
with Albania and North Macedonia until 2022. Even after 
the formal start of the access negotiations in March 2020, 

the European Council postponed the previously planned 
Intergovernmental Conference with Albania and North 
Macedonia. The delay from March 2020 to July 2022, due 
to the Bulgarian veto over North Macedonia, was overcome 
only by the interference of France holding the Presidency 
of the European Council in the second half of 2022. Albania 
and Serbia tried to develop a “Western Balkans for the 
Western Balkans” approach during this period. Albanian 
Prime Minister Edi Rama and Serbian President Aleksandar 
Vučić have continuously tried to create European 
integration through regional cooperation to fill the void 
of a reluctant EU, which, in 2019, showed the peak of its 
enlargement fatigue towards the region. 

The Open Balkan initiative has been intensively discussed 
in Albania due to concerns about parallel structures with 
the existing CEFTA, REA (Regional Economic Area), and 
CRM (Common Regional Market) developed under the 
framework of the Berlin Process. During the Berlin Process 
Summit held on November 10, 2020, in Sofia, the Common 
Regional Market was encapsulated within the RCC and 
CEFTA Secretariats that would facilitate its implementation, 
which is hoped to be finished by 2024 (WB6 2020). Despite 
the worries expressed regarding the overlapping of the 
Open Balkan with the REA and RCC, the Albanian Prime 
Minister continues to put a lot of energy into the Open 
Balkan. With a firm grip on his third mandate and facing 
weak opposition, Prime Minister Rama has neglected to 
engage the public and seek their consensus on this project, 
which serves as an alarming sign of democratic backsliding 
within the country. He attempted to retract his previous 
actions afterward by conducting a survey distributed 
throughout the country to gather public opinion on the 
matter, which experts thought was intentional and not 
scientifically based (Gjoka, 2022). A question on the OB 
derived from this survey was also shared on his social 
media in January 2022.6 The survey results were published 
in April 2022, and according to the organizers, 59% of the 
respondents favored the Open Balkan. Meanwhile, 26% 
were against it, and 15% did not know how to answer. 
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Moreover, experts were split in two: some thought 
consulting their citizens was a democratic and open way of 
leading, and others thought it was a clear populist move.

There have been two main perspectives on the Open Balkan 
initiative in Albania. On one side, some experts believe that 
the Open Balkan is a “natural” prolongation of the Berlin 
Process within the European Integration initiative. “After all, 
the negotiations for these agreements began as early as 2021 
within the framework of the Berlin Process,” says a diplomat 
from the Ministry for Europe and Foreign Affairs of Albania 
(Anonymous (a) 2023). On the other hand, some perceive 
it as in line with the Berlin Process or as “complementary 
to the Berlin Process” (Anonymous (d) 2023). Blerjana Bino, 
an expert on the region and Head of SciDEV (Science and 
Innovation for Development), a think tank based in Tirana, 
believes that “the Berlin Process and Open Balkans are two 
different initiatives with a shared goal of supporting peace 
and stability in the Western Balkans region.” She believes 
the Open Balkan “calls for increased dialogue between the 
region’s countries, focusing on issues such as strengthening 
trade, infrastructure, access to education, and investment 

in renewable resources” (Bino, 2023). On the other hand, 
Enika Abazi, an expert on geopolitics who lives and works 
in France, thinks that “both initiatives aim in principle at the 
same result, the pacification of the Western Balkans and its 
integration into the EU” (Abazi, 2023).

On the other hand, a group of experts believes this initiative 
has nothing to do with European integration but is a parallel 
process. “After a dissatisfied attitude with the EU, when the 
Berlin Process was not generating new energies and the 
region’s difficult confrontation with several challenges, where 
the most strenuous one was COVID-19, it seemed as if a new 
regional (Balkan-led) initiative was brewing to fill the vacuum 
created by the Berlin Process. In such circumstances, Open 
Balkans was not a duplication but merely an attempt to find a 
‘shortcut’ based on the same freedoms and services promised 
by the Berlin Process”, says Elira Luli, an Albanian expert on 
the European Union (Luli, 2023). “Differently from the Berlin 
Process, the Open Balkan is not backed up and guaranteed 
by the European Union,” says Enis Sulstarova, an expert on 
the Balkan region and political activist who expressed his 
worries about the initiative’s future (Sulstarova, 2023).
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The “Open Balkan”: Effective Regional Cooperation or 
Russia’s Trojan Horse? The Experts’ Opinion

With Kosovo opposing the OB initiative, the Albanian 
government has faced divided public opinion regarding 
this effort. Part of its public opinion fears its closeness 
with Serbia and, as a result, with Russia. “Whatever fruits it 
will bear, strictly speaking of Albania, they will not be worth 
it as long as Serbia maintains its actual position on Kosovo 
and Bosnia,” says Klejdi      Këlliçi, an expert on regional 
and comparative studies (Këlliçi,2023). Under these 
circumstances, due to the historical links between Albania 
and Kosovo, the participation and leadership of the Open 
Balkan are sometimes perceived as a betrayal of Kosovo’s 
interest by the Albanians of Albania. Albin Kurti, Kosovo’s 
Prime Minister and leader of Vetëvendosje has repeatedly 
claimed that Kosovo would not join any initiative with 
Serbia if the EU were not present.

On the other hand, the Prime Minister of Albania, Edi Rama, 
firmly believes that the two countries should collaborate 
despite any bilateral disputes they might have. He considers 
this platform an excellent opportunity to discuss Kosovo’s 
independence. The initiative constitutes an interesting 
interplay: Kosovo rejects the idea outright, while Albania is 
among the leading architects by comparing this initiative 
to the achievements of similar initiatives in the past.

Experts fear Serbian supremacy in economic terms and the 
absence of the EU in this project. “Serbian industrial products 
will easily compete with the Albanian ones, and that will not 
be compensated by the Albanian exports or by the arrival 
of Serbian tourists on the Albanian shores,” says Sulstarova 
(Sulstarova, 2023). “Serbia is the most powerful country 
in the region, with the largest economy - which, in such an 
initiative, can benefit more than others. More economic gains 
translate into more political power, which may cause serious 
complications in the WB”, says Elira Luli (2023).                

Regarding the influence Russia might exert in the WB 
through the OB platform, an expert says: “The problem is 
Serbia rather than Russia. Serbia is using Russia’s problems to 
exert some kind of hegemony in the Western Balkans” (Këlliçi, 
2023). It is a known fact that Serbia has close historical 
links with Russia, and the fear of a more significant Russian 
infiltration in the region, especially after the aggression 
against Ukraine, seems more probable. “Furthermore, the OB 
is led by Serbia, which has not aligned its foreign and security 
policies with the EU (considering the Russian aggression in 

Ukraine). Serbia plays a threatening and destabilizing role in 
Bosnia Herzegovina, Kosovo, and Montenegro; therefore, no 
credible EU integration process could be led by such a country,” 
says Arber Zaimi, an Albanian expert on the Western 
Balkans and a political activist who lives in Kosovo (Zaimi, 
2023). According to him, the Open Balkan initiative might 
strengthen Russia’s influence in the Western Balkans “Being 
opened to Serbia’s capital means that Russian and Chinese 
capital could also find a way to influence Albania’s economy, 
and in the future, this can upset western investors too.” 

When Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov claimed that 
Russia had funded and developed the Open Balkan project, 
worries over Russian interference significantly resurfaced. 
This affirmation disturbed the geopolitical situation in 
the region during the Ohrid Summit at the beginning of 
June 2022. Moreover, it managed to split the Albanian 
public opinion into two camps, easily deducted on social 
platforms: those who thought their Prime Minister, Edi 
Rama was a traitor for supporting a Russian project and 
those who thought he was a hero for following an original 
idea of regional cooperation.

Undoubtedly, recent developments have escalated tensions 
in the northern part of Kosovo and raised concerns about 
the future of the Open Balkan initiative. “If we consider the 
last conflict in the north of Kosovo, then I think Open Balkan is 
less realistic than before”, points out an Albanian economist 
and expert on regional markets (Anonymous (b) 2023). “The 
Russia-Ukraine war and the tensions on Kosovo’s northern 
border exposed Serbia’s approach and aspirations more 
openly. Serbia is the only country aspiring to EU membership 
that is not imposing sanctions on Russia due to the Ukraine 
war. On the other hand, allegations are high about Russia 
using Bosnia and Herzegovina (through Republika Srpska) 
and Serbia to destabilize the Western Balkans,” commented 
Luli (Luli, 2023). 

Based on Lavrov’s declaration and the latest declarations 
of Olaf Scholtz, the German chancellor, who had expressed 
many reservations about the OB initiative, the EU’s position 
on this initiative and its member states has become of high 
importance. “In the first stage, the OB had EU support”, says 
an expert for the EU and a functionary of the Albanian 
Parliament (Anonymous (c) 2023). However, the initiative 
will no longer be advantageous for Albania “if Serbia 
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becomes the principal/leading actor in the initiative and the 
rest of the WB countries still need to join the initiative,” stresses 
Abazi (Abazi, 2023).

The biggest fear in Albanian public opinion remains 
the advantages the Serbian economy could get over 
the Albanian one due to its size and strength within the 
regional market. “Albania’s economy has not, in any sector, 
built a comparative advantage to be ready to face competition 
from Serbia. In the OB, Albania’s economy will become 
increasingly subservient to Serbia’s, providing only raw 
resources, a workforce, and consumers.” (Zaimi). An expert 
in economics and finance perceives it another way. “In any 
case, the OB is a long-term, strategically significant process 
with a sharp focus on EU standards while attempting to 

develop universally applicable solutions for the entire region. 
Smaller regional initiatives could be able to temporarily fill any 
gaps. At the same time, the Berlin Process, hopefully, continues 
for a long time” (Rrumbullaku, 2023). Although the initiative 
is not without problems (in particular because it does not 
include all the economies of the Western Balkans but only 
three of them), the OB initiative “has a clear advantage 
over the Berlin Process: it is supported and driven by local 
actors, and the politicians and political decision-makers of 
the Balkans are much more committed to this project than 
to any other initiative.” (Jovanović and Holzner, 2023). The 
politicians’ dedication makes the initiative more efficient 
regarding short-term and practical goals to be reached 
within the countries participating in it.

Conclusion

Albania has stronger historical links with the US, the EU, 
Türkiye, and China and has been improving its relations 
with the Gulf States. Regarding Russia, Albania has moved 
from dealing with it, mainly from a NATO member state’s 
perspective, to a fervorous opponent, especially after 
Albania became a non-permanent member of the UN 
Security Council and in the aftermath of the Russian 
aggression against Ukraine. The presence of these actors 
has become more vivid after the US decided to focus on 
internal matters, and the region experienced an American 
“power vacuum” during the first two years of President 
Trump’s administration (2017-2018), combined with the 
European fatigue that characterized the first phase of the 
Berlin Process (2014-2018). 

Under these circumstances, like other countries in the 
Western Balkans, Albania primarily witnessed the influence 
of third actors, with Türkiye playing a prominent role, 
rather than China and Russia. Meanwhile, due to important 
investments like the one that EMMAAR Group will soon 
start in the Port of Durres, a rising influence can be spotted 
coming from the Gulf States. Therefore, we can list first 
Türkiye, then the Gulf Countries, China, and Russia in 
decreasing order regarding these countries’ influence in 
Albania. In any case, Türkiye has been cautious not to cede 
space in Albania to other external actors - such as Russia 
and China - to exercise their influence in the region (Tzifakis, 

2021). Moreover, Albania is considered the strategic center 
for Türkiye’s involvement with the Western Balkans. Thus, 
especially in the last decade, Türkiye has developed a great 
geopolitical influence over the country (Lami, 2017).

The establishment of the Open Balkan initiative emerged 
as a result of the stalemate in the European integration 
process of certain Western Balkan countries into the EU. 
CEFTA could serve as an umbrella for reaching long-term 
goals in the region and deepening regional integration. “In 
the 2021 Berlin Process Summit, it was suggested by the EU 
that CEFTA should act as an arbitrator in case of any bilateral 
disputes occurring once the Western Balkans CRM becomes 
operational by the start of 2025” (Hoxhaj 2022). While the 
Berlin Process is the smaller umbrella under which the WB 
countries can foster dialogue and economic cooperation 
among themselves, the Open Balkan initiative remains a 
mechanism that ensures the reaching of short-term goals 
and speeds up regional cooperation in the region. All 
these mechanisms - CEFTA, the Berlin Process, and Open 
Balkan - stand as matryoshkas to one another, having one 
common aim: preparing the Western Balkan region for the 
EU Single Market.

Although Kosovo, Montenegro, and Bosnia and Herzegovina 
are not participating in this regional initiative, there is little 
hope for them to join it in the future due to their hesitation 
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about close collaboration with Serbia, with whom they share 
bilateral disputes. Albania should also consider possible 
Serbian domination in the region, especially in terms of 
economic predominance that could bring a political one.

Regarding the widespread fear that Albanian exports could 
be harmed by the imports from Serbia of more convenience 
and better-quality goods, an economic approach should 
be developed based on strengthening the “competitive 
advantages” of Albania. This is one of the paradoxes in this 
very shallow debate that is happening in Albania about the 
OB. There is no real debate among experts in economics or 

finance over this initiative. Instead, the initiative has been 
heavily politicized by party supporters in Albania due to 
concerns over its potential impact on certain vulnerable 
economic sectors once exposed to an open market. On the 
other hand, this initiative could exactly represent a gradual 
approach to the European free trade zone for the Western 
Balkan countries. Opening the markets through the OB may 
represent a simpler process compared to the complicated 
opening of the market to the EU single market in the future. 
The countries of the region should prepare themselves for 
this broader opening in the future, and the OB could serve 
as a pool diving board in this regard. 

Policy Recommendations

   Albania has closer links with Türkiye in economic 
relations, which translate into important investments by 
this country in Albania, but at the same time, political 
conditionality is imposed by this country. This suggests 
that Albania should develop its proper autonomy 
regardless of the need it has for foreign investments 
by diversifying this need with other powers like the EU, 
China, and the UAE. 

   More transparency should be considered regarding the 
Open Balkan initiative. One possible approach could 
be to create an official website for the initiative, 
showcasing its achievements and making it accessible 
for experts to consult as well as for the public to gain 
important information. 

   Due to their delicate status involving some Western 
Balkan countries, the political leaders should have 
secured more extensive bottom-up support from their 
people on this regional initiative. People could have 
been involved or prepared before these initiatives 

started, to lower the high polarization, it caused within 
the Balkan societies. Thus, greater transparency and 
public dialogue would be welcomed.

   There is a noticeable sense of anxiety among experts 
regarding the potential economic and security 
disadvantages that the Open Balkan initiative may 
bring to Albania. Encouraging expert-level discussions 
on this topic is important, especially considering that 
the Western Balkan countries are expected to gradually 
open their markets to the region and subsequently to 
the EU member states. Such discussions would not only 
benefit society by addressing concerns but also enable 
the government to address citizen worries and better 
prepare the public for the future within the EU.

   The EU continues to be perceived as a guarantor of 
peace and stability in the region; thus, it should be 
more involved in the Open Balkan initiative to calm 
the worries about Russian interference in the region 
through this initiative.
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Executive Summary

Over the past decade, Bosnia and Herzegovina (BiH) 
has been falling deeper into a major crisis stemming 
from growing internal political divisions. The steady 
weakening of the EU presence in the Balkans in recent 
years and months has made BiH even more vulnerable to 
the influences of the two main regional power centers – 
Belgrade and Zagreb – as well as other geopolitical actors, 
especially the USA, Russia, Türkiye, and China, as well as 
Iran and the Arab States of the Persian Gulf. This analytical 
study provides an overview of the divergent interests and 
activities of the key internal and external actors. It also 
explains how these conflicting policies as well as dramatic 
demographic changes have changed the fragile ethno-
political balance in the country, which the Dayton peace 
accord tried to establish in 1995. This imbalance between 

the original Dayton provisions and the current demographic 
and political reality on the ground has eventually come 
to threaten the organization and implementation of the 
latest general elections. In the course of 2022 and 2023, 
this situation forced BiH’s High Representative Christian 
Schmidt to repeatedly use his executive powers to ensure 
the holding and implementation of the general elections 
that eventually took place last October. This analytical study 
explains the complicated political situation that has been 
established after the elections and outlines key scenarios 
that may be developing in the near future in BiH and the 
rest of the region (BiH Central Election Commission 2022). 
Additionally, it offers a few key recommendations on how 
to halt and hopefully reverse the crisis in BiH and prevent 
new ethnic violence in the Balkans.

WESTERN BALKANS AT THE CROSSROADS:
DEMOCRATIC BACKSLIDING 
AND EXTERNAL ACTORS' INFLUENCE  EXECUTIVE SUMMARY



22

Introduction

“Any new elections in Bosnia and Herzegovina have become 
pointless without a radical election reform. The current 
election system is so bad that it does not reflect public 
opinion anymore, and enables massive election fraud, 
which has become impossible to prove.” (Interview with a 
leading BiH election observer and political analyst, Sarajevo, 
November 2022) 

Twenty-six years after the signing of its Dayton peace 
agreement, Bosnia and Herzegovina (BiH) finds itself in 
an existential crisis, one that threatens the integrity of the 
country and could lead to new ethnic incidents and/or 
violence. 

The main responsibility for BiH’s crisis lies with local 
politicians, politically-affiliated media, and intellectuals. 
Self-centered, nationalist, and/or populist rhetoric and 
policies of the local parties made much of BiH’s complex 
administrative apparatus and public services weak and/
or dysfunctional. BiH’s ethnic leaders proved to be unable 
or unwilling to lead the country towards normalization 
without the engagement of US and (to a lesser degree) EU 
officials and diplomats. 

Throughout the past two decades, BiH’s Dayton peace 
agreement has been increasingly undermined by local 
ethnopolitical elites, whose positions and interests have 
grown apart over the years. Divergent ethnopolitical 
agendas and widespread corruption weakened the 
governance and rule of law in the country, blocking almost 
all key reforms and thus the country’s path to the EU. 

By 2022, renewed nationalism and populism in the public 
discourse had created an atmosphere resembling the 
one from the early 1990s, which led to the BiH’s bloody 
war. Meanwhile, Dayton’s Western guardians – the US and 
especially the EU – have not paid enough attention to the 
deepening crisis in BiH and the rest of the Balkans while 
being preoccupied with their internal problems as well as 
political tussles with Russia and China.

Deepening ethnopolitical, economic, and social problems 
in BiH, as well as similar, parallel crises in other Balkan 
countries, were facilitated by the stalling of the EU 
enlargement perspective for the region, which became 
evident in the past decade. 

Guided by their still fresh experiences from the Balkan 
conflicts in the 1990s and encouraged by the EU’s political 
and economic expansion in the early 2000s, that-time EU 
leaders came to the conclusion that further enlargement of 
the European Union in the Western Balkans was of critical 
importance for the security of the Balkans and all of Europe. 
A realistic EU perspective would guarantee normalization 
and long-term stability to Balkan countries while at the 
same time further strengthening the EU’s aspirations 
of becoming a major geopolitical actor. This realization 
resulted in the “Thessaloniki Agenda,” a declaration adopted 
at the session of the European Council in Thessaloniki on 
June 21, 2003, by the heads of the EU and Balkan states, 
which confirmed commonly shared values as well as the 
region’s EU perspective. 

However, this plan was derailed by the 2009 global 
recession, the start of the migrant crisis in 2014, the rise 
of right-wing populism across Europe, the UK’s Brexit 
referendum in 2016, and finally the COVID-19 pandemic in 
2020. These developments, most of which have had a heavy 
impact on both the EU and the Western Balkans, have 
decimated popular support for further enlargement among 
EU citizens and politicians, which has in turn undercut 
democratization processes in the Balkans. 

In BiH, quarrels among local political elites intensified as the 
country came closer to the latest general elections, held in 
October 2022, threatening to further escalate the crisis and 
block the holding and/or implementation of the election 
itself. This situation eventually forced the US administration 
and the Office of the High Representative (OHR) to shift 
gears and move into their fire-fighting mode. Despite 
strong objections and criticism from some local and most 
EU actors, BiH’s High Representative Christian Schmidt 
eventually imposed a number of decisions that enabled 
the preparation and then implementation of the October 
elections (OHR decisions 2022, 2023). 

Meanwhile, faced with growing criticism from the Balkans 
as well as from its own ranks, EU leaders tried to pacify BiH 
politicians as well as their internal critics by finally granting 
BiH the status of an EU candidate country at the European 
Council meeting on December 15, 2022. The fact that the 
EU has granted this status to BiH, although local politicians 
have done little to fulfill previously outlined criteria, was 
seen as another proof of the EU’s inconsistency. While 
senior EU officials tried to promote this development 
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as a “historic opportunity” for BiH, most local experts 
complained that the EU was still only strong in words but 
not in deeds (Karčić 2022).

On the other hand, renewed use of OHR’s executive powers 
combined with the reinforced US presence and pressure 
on local and regional political leaders have enabled the 
formation of a new BiH state government on January 25 
and then the establishment of a new government in the 
entity of the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina (FBiH) 
on April 28, 2023. 

Despite these two breakthroughs, the local ethnopolitical 
elites remain deeply divided over the future of the country 
and/or how to get there, and the country seems to be 
stuck in its ever-lasting crisis, as it was in recent years. In 
fact, these developments have led to further radicalization 
of Bosnian Serb leadership, which denies OHR’s continued 

existence and mandate but have also hardened positions 
of Bosniak (Bosnian Muslim) nationalists – who do not 
want to accept the formation of the state and FBiH 
governments without the main Bosniak national Party of 
Democratic Action (SDA), As a result, both Bosnian Serb and 
Bosniak nationalists now strongly criticize OHR and the US 
administration. In this situation, the recent strengthening 
of US engagement in BiH has had mixed results, while the 
continued absence of relevant EU engagement prevents 
any long-term stabilization of BiH and the rest of the region 
and threatens to enable new local conflicts (Bildt 2021). 

Furthermore, the continuation of the war in Ukraine 
increases the risk of a possible spill-over of geopolitical 
tensions in the parts of the Balkans where Russia has 
strong influence and networks of local supporters, such as 
Serbia, BiH’s Serb-dominated entity of Republika Srpska, or 
Montenegro (Noyan 2022). 

Methodology

This paper uses a mix of quantitative and qualitative 
methodology, including pertinent literature, analytical 
reports, and statistical economic data, as well as interviews 
with relevant local and international officials and experts. 
While focused on BiH, this paper also includes relevant 
regional and global contexts relevant for the analysis of 
external actors’ engagement in the country. 
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Results

The gradual disappearance of the EU enlargement 
perspective in the Balkans as the only option that offers 
long-term stability for the region, as well as the “undoing” 
of the Dayton peace accord, have made BiH open and 
vulnerable to all kinds of external influences. As a result, 
each of the three ethnopolitical groups in BiH has increased 
their reliance on their respective traditional, historic, or 
some new external allies in recent years.

In the case of Bosnian Croats and Bosnian Serbs, this 
primarily refers to their relations with Zagreb and Belgrade. 
Serbian and Bosnian Serb political scenes, just as Croatian 
and Bosnian Croat ones, are partially separate but deeply 
intertwined spheres of political influence and politicians’ 
business interests. Correlations between these political 
entities have been changing over time, growing stronger 
or weaker, better or worse, depending on global and 
regional trends, but even more so on personal relationships 
between top political leaders. 

While applying different approaches, tactics, and strategies, 
Croatian and Serbian past and present leaders have 
been using BiH primarily for their own political benefits 
and then focusing on the interests and positions of their 
ethnopolitical kin rather than BiH as a whole. With this 
approach, both Belgrade and Zagreb ignored and/or 
negated the notion that the interests of all ethnic groups 
and citizens in BiH are best served in a unified and stable 
BiH. By invalidating this scenario, Belgrade and Zagreb 
– albeit in different ways – contributed to the revival of 
ethnopolitical tensions and divisions, thus becoming (or 
remaining) key elements of BiH’s deepening crisis in the 
past decade (Balunović and Bešlin 2021). Some local and 
international pundits go even further and claim that Croatia 
and Serbia, or at least some of their politicians, have never 
truly changed their original positions towards BiH from the 
early 1990s, which included aspirations for the territorial 
division of BiH and possibly even the annexation of parts of 
its territories (Huseinović 2019).

One way or another, the Bosnian Croat and Bosnian Serb 
spheres of influence did not end in Zagreb or Belgrade. 

After Croatia joined the EU in 2013, Bosnian Croat politicians 
also relied on Bosnian Croat and Croatian representatives in 
the EU institutions to promote their positions and interests. 
On the other hand, Bosnian Serb leader and strongman 
Milorad Dodik extended his zone of interest and influence 
even further, including Russia and China, as well as other 
international leaders who shared similar interests and 
political positions, such as Hungarian Premier Viktor Orban. 

Unlike Bosnian Croats and Bosnian Serbs, Bosniaks could 
not rely on their “alternative homelands” so they initially 
relied almost exclusively on the Western guarantors of 
the Dayton peace accord, primarily the US but also the 
EU and some of its member countries. However, as the US 
disengaged from the Balkans after 2006 and after the EU 
failed to establish itself as a reliable and relevant political 
partner, many Bosniak politicians and parties (especially 
those of the rightist political and national orientation) 
shifted gears and turned more towards Islamic countries, 
especially Türkiye and, to a lesser degree, Iran and the Gulf 
States (Interviews with Bosniak and US officials, September-
December 2022).

For years, some Western officials have been puzzled by the 
fact that, in most cases, the influence of these foreign actors 
surpasses their economic or even political investments in 
BiH. This phenomenon can be explained by the fact that 
foreign influences in the Balkans are driven more by local 
politicians’ demand for external allies than by foreign actors’ 
willingness, interest, or capacity to supply their Balkan 
partners with some substantial support. Since the US and 
EU governments proved unwilling or unable to establish 
their proper presence in the region, Russia, China, Türkiye, 
and other external actors were more than happy to fill 
this niche. 

In a situation of heightened geopolitical tensions, these 
divergent links between BiH ethnic leaders and their 
external “partners” threaten to “import” regional and global 
divisions and conflicts to the local political scene of BiH, as 
well as any other Balkan country. 
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Russia: The Sword of Damocles

Throughout the last decade, Russia had limited interest 
in the Balkans, besides the fact that it saw it as “the soft 
underbelly of Europe” where a controlled crisis could hurt 
Western positions and distract them from other more 
pressing global issues, such as Ukraine (Krastev 2015). 
This strategic importance of the Balkan region and its 
capacity to trouble the West were considered one of the 
main reasons for Russian interest and presence there. Still, 
Moscow was not openly opposing the EU’s enlargement 
process in the past, in part because it was focused more on 
blocking NATO enlargement but also because it understood 
that the accession of Balkan countries was going nowhere. 
In this situation, the Kremlin’s main interest in the Balkans 
was to keep what it saw as its status quo – or rather, a series 
of slowly-developing crises – and discourage the resolution 
of disputed issues, which kept destabilizing the region. 

Russian political imprint in the BiH, unlike in Serbia, 
has been significantly surpassing its concrete political, 
economic, or cultural presence in the country and was 
mainly the result of Dodik’s strategic decision to build 
and maintain Moscow’s presence in the Republika Srpska 
for his own political purposes. For years, Dodik has been 
grooming his relationship with Russia as a key part of his 
image as a regional, if not international, actor. Furthermore, 
Moscow’s support proved useful to circumvent Vučić’s 
political control, as was the case with the 2016 referendum 
he held thanks to Moscow’s support despite Vučić’s public 
objections (Bechev 2016). 

But besides Dodik’s usually very brief meetings with Russian 
President Vladimir Putin, which he was managing to get 
ahead of local or general elections, as well as occasional 

statements from the Russian Embassy in BiH, there was 
very little evidence of any concrete “malign influence” of 
Moscow, which Western officials warned against for years. 
In fact, the Kremlin was so far mostly focused on Serbia and 
pretty much disinterested in BiH, content with maintaining 
maximum influence with minimum political or financial 
investments. 

The Russian invasion of Ukraine on February 24, 2022, 
however, brought additional complexity and increased 
danger from Russia’s true malign engagement. Many 
Russian and Balkan experts warned that the longer the 
war in Ukraine lasted, the greater the risk that the Kremlin 
would start using its broad networks of local supporters 
across the Balkans to cause ethnic incidents or in some 
other way destabilize the region (Interview with a senior 
Russian expert, Belgrade, October 2022). These experts 
warn that Russia is well positioned and equipped to cause 
trouble in the region only if it decides to do so.

Some of the developments at the end of 2022 may 
indicate that the Kremlin may indeed be reinforcing and 
hardening its positions in the Balkans. This includes the 
announcement that Russia Today (RT) will in the coming 
months be opening a TV service in Serbian language that 
will be shown across the region, as well as the news that 
Russian private paramilitary group Wagner opened their 
resident cultural and informational center “Orly” (Eagles) in 
Belgrade in December 2022. While these developments are 
still clearly focused on Serbia, the consequences of these 
and any other similar moves would certainly be felt also 
in BiH and the rest of the Balkans (Interviews with Bosnian 
Serb and Serbian security officials, December 2022). 

Türkiye: From soft to hard power 

Just as Russia has been using its historic ties with Serbs 
to spread its influence in the Balkans, Türkiye relied on its 
historic links with Muslims to re-establish its presence in 
the region ever since the breakup of former Yugoslavia. 
But unlike Moscow, Ankara’s approach was much broader, 
built on the “soft power” foreign policy that was invented 
and implemented by Turkish that-time Foreign Minister and 
Premier Ahmet Davutoğlu. As a part of this strategy, Türkiye 
invested heavily in business, cultural, and religious projects 
not only in BiH but also in the rest of the region as Ankara 

tried to improve its relations with other Balkan countries 
and establish itself as a regional actor. 

The Turkish position in the Balkans started changing 
following the failed coup in 2016. Subsequent repression 
against political opponents and critics of Turkish President 
Recep Tayyip Erdoğan in Türkiye, as well as abroad resulted 
in growing criticism of his politics in the region, especially 
among independent media and experts. In the following 
years, Erdoğan steadily intensified his repressive activities 
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and requested that Western Balkan countries close all 
institutions associated with Fethullah Gülen, US-based 
Turkish Islamic scholar and preacher whom Erdoğan 
blamed for orchestrating the coup. 

However, Erdoğan was repeatedly left disappointed by 
the failure of BiH authorities, and especially his closest ally 
Bakir Izetbegović, to arrest and deport several individuals 
who, according to Turkish security agencies, were Gülen 
followers. BiH experts explained that Erdoğan never 
understood nor wanted to accept the fact that, despite 
close links between him and Izetbegović, BiH was a 
complex, decentralized society in which a local leader was 
simply unable to arrest and deport individuals without 
due process.

By 2023, Turkish foreign policy in the Balkans had still 
preserved some elements of its past “soft power” approach 

but had effectively become completely hijacked by 
Erdoğan’s personal interests, agendas, initiatives, and 
other whims. In the process, Erdoğan became much more 
focused on Serbia and his budding relationship with 
Serbian President Vučić, which Turkish experts explained 
as a marriage of convenience between two big markets 
and two authoritarian leaders. Given Erdoğan’s influence 
in the region as well as Türkiye’s deepening political and 
economic crisis, some local and international experts stress 
that Erdogan could – deliberately or accidentally – export 
destabilization to the Balkans. While in the past Türkiye 
strongly supported Balkan’s EU aspirations, Erdoğan’s 
growing resentment with US and EU politics is putting into 
question his future attitudes towards the Union and its 
enlargement perspective (Interview with a Turkish expert, 
November 2022). 

China: BiH’s red tape keeps China away 

Among all other foreign influences in BiH, China is still a 
relatively recent phenomenon. With its narrow focus on 
economy and business, ample resources, and don’t ask-
don’t tell approach, China is also one country that probably 
has the greatest potential for further expansion in BiH and 
the rest of the region, especially in the case of continued 
EU failure there. Its economic focus and political and 
ideological pragmatism have enabled China to avoid many 
of the Balkan’s historic and BiH’s more recent ethnopolitical 
controversies and divisive issues, which have undermined 
the positions of some other foreign actors. 

Just like Russia and Türkiye, China has also been focusing 
its efforts on Serbia, which has the biggest market and 
most developed economy in the Balkan region. While 
Beijing’s focus on profit as the main motive for its overseas 
economic and political expansion has made it so welcome 
in the Balkans, it has also eventually limited its presence 
in BiH. Namely, BiH’s growing political and administrative 
problems, widespread corruption, and red tape, as well as 
the small size of its market, made the country not overly 
interesting for China and its companies. 

Chinese presence in BiH was further undermined over 
the past few years as the biggest Chinese project in 

BiH  – construction of a new block of the main thermo-
power plant in the northern industrial city of Tuzla – was 
under strong EU pressure and halted and effectively 
suspended by the FBiH government. The project, which 
was signed in 2014 and at the time was dubbed the biggest 
Chinese investment in BiH, eventually became “an example 
of all the problems that Chinese investors in this BiH entity 
can encounter” (China-CEE Institute, November 2022). 

While this conclusion may sound like bad news for any 
greater Chinese economic investments in BiH in the near 
future, this may not be so. Namely, the RS government 
has already signed, in August 2022, a contract with the 
China State Construction Engineering Corporation Limited 
(CSCEC), which will finance, design, and construct a 391 
million euro-worth, 33 kilometers-long stretch of a highway 
between Brčko and Vukosavlje in northern Republika 
Srpska (Business RS, 2022). Bosnian Serb officials said Dodik 
is quickly losing his patience with the EU, which still keeps 
several of its RS projects blocked as a part of its sanctions 
against Dodik, and may soon turn to China for a few more 
similar projects in that entity (interview with Bosnian Serb 
officials, November 2022). 
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Arab States of the Persian Gulf and Iran: limited presence with much 
greater potential 

The presence and influence of the Arab States of the Persian 
Gulf (further referred to as the “Gulf States”) and Iran in BiH 
have historically been limited. Their role was most visible 
during and immediately after BiH’s 1992-5 war, during which 
the Bosniak leadership sought and welcomed help from any 
willing Muslim country. At that time, the Gulf States, especially 
Saudi Arabia, provided financial assistance for the purchase of 
weapons, while Iran helped train Bosniak police and military 
forces during and immediately after the war. These influences, 
however, decreased significantly after the terrorist attacks on 
the USA on September 9, 2001, and the subsequent global 
clampdown on Islamic NGOs and other groups. A visible 
legacy of the presence of Islamic foreign fighters, preachers, 
and NGOs is the presence of the few remaining groups that 
follow the fundamental interpretation of Islam, Salafism. Even 
though the number of Salafis in the region is relatively low, 
they have attracted much local and international attention 
and concern over the past decade, especially in the context of 
the emergence of the Islamic State and other Jihadi groups.

These communities have been fertile ground for the 
recruitment of fighters for battlefields in Syria and elsewhere, 
which started in 2013 and raised serious concerns both inside 
and outside of BiH. According to a report produced by the 
Regional Cooperation Council in 2017, some 240 adults from 
BiH are believed to have departed for Syria and Iraq between 

2012 and the end of 2017. According to the same report, 112 
citizens, both men (62) and women (50), remain there, as 
well as 2 men and 3 women who were born in BiH but now 
hold citizenship in other countries. So far, 53 Bosnian and 
Herzegovinians, including 4 foreign citizens of BiH origin, as 
well as 3 women and 4 children, have returned from Syria and 
Iraq and 10 to countries other than BiH (RCC report 2017). In 
order to discourage and halt these departures, BiH was among 
the first countries to adopt legislation that criminalizes the 
establishment of, or association with, foreign fighting forces.

In recent years, however, following the weakening of US and 
EU presence in the Western Balkans, the presence of Gulf 
States and Iran again increased somewhat across the region, 
as BiH and Serbia managed to attract some investments and 
tourists from Gulf countries. Yet even those investors gradually 
focused much more on Serbia than on BiH. As a result, in 
recent years, the Gulf States and Iran have had a very small 
presence in and influence on BiH, which is mainly limited to 
person-to-person business relationships as well as religious 
links with Bosniak elites. Nevertheless, in the event that the 
continued escalation of the crisis in BiH and/or in other parts of 
the Balkans leads to some new ethnic violence, ethnic Bosniak 
(and Albanian) politicians will unquestionably turn again to 
Islamic countries for financial, logistical, and military support 
(interview with an international expert, December 2022). 

The EU: EU failure opens a geopolitical power vacuum 

Throughout the past two decades, the EU presence in 
BiH, as in the rest of the Balkans, has been focused on 
trade, the economy, and support for technical reforms 
required from Balkan countries as a part of their accession 
processes. In this period, the EU established itself as the 
leading trade partner as well as the main source of Foreign 
Direct Investments (FDIs) and other financial support for 
economic and other reforms in all six Balkan countries 
(Economic Statistics, Annex I).

The EU also encouraged the establishment of a common 
market among Balkan countries, assuming that this would 
speed up the merger of the Balkans into the EU market. This 
was initially done through Balkan countries’ involvement in 
the Central European Free Trade Agreement (CEFTA), which 
was originally considered an interim step towards the 
enlargement process. 

However, the EU rarely observes its presence and actions 
in the region from a political perspective. EU officials most 
often avoided confrontations with local leaders and refused 
to participate in the Balkan’s political games, which made 
them look either weak or apathetic in the eyes of their local 
counterparts. Even on those few occasions that senior EU 
officials engaged in political developments in the Balkans, 
they often made critical mistakes. One such example was 
the role of the previous EU High Representative Federica 
Mogherini, whose moderation of Kosovo-Serbia talks met 
strong resistance and criticism from many EU and Balkan 
officials, academics, and the media, who complained 
that it opened doors to the exchange of ethnic territories 
(Meier 2019).

Furthermore, the EU failed to deliver on a number of its 
promises to the Balkan countries, from Kosovo’s visa-free 
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regime to delays in the start of negotiations with Albania 
and North Macedonia. Even the recent granting of 
candidate status to BiH, despite the fact that BiH leaders 
failed to implement a single condition previously required 
by Brussels, only confirmed the Balkans’ overall perception 
of the EU as an inconsistent partner. The EU’s position in BiH 
and the rest of the region was further undermined by the 
EU’s failures to properly and timely address the migrant and 
COVID-19 crises in the Balkans. In one of his statements in 
2020, Milorad Dodik stated that “the EU has failed on the 
test of solidarity – it showed to everyone how weak and 
disorganized it is” (Mišljenović 2020).

Balkan’s growing frustrations with the EU were reflected in 
the “mini-Schengen” initiative for the creation of a regional 
zone for the free movement of people, goods, services, 
and capital, launched in December 2019 in Ohrid, North 
Macedonia, by the leaders of Albania, North Macedonia, 
and Serbia, Edi Rama, Zoran Zaev and Aleksandar Vučić. 
After initial hesitation, the EU made this initiative an integral 
part of the enlargement perspective, only to have the same 
leaders launch another regional initiative, “Open Balkan” 
in July 2021. According to regional experts, these regional 
initiatives have been a clear signal from the three regional 
leaders showing their frustration and dissatisfaction with 
the EU. While Montenegro is said to be ready to join the 

initiative, Kosovo and BiH strongly oppose it because 
some of their leaders fear Serbian political and economic 
dominance in a locally-driven regional initiative without 
the EU’s supervision (Interviews, BiH, Kosovo experts, 2022). 

The weakening of the EU enlargement perspective has 
contributed to the revitalization of radical nationalist ideas 
in BiH, like in the rest of the Balkans. It has also created a 
geopolitical vacuum in the region, which was used not 
only by the US and EU capitals but also by other foreign 
actors such as Russia, China, or Türkiye, who understood 
that politics and not economy are the main, and sometimes 
the only, game in the Balkans. As a result, they proved to 
be much more willing and capable of playing local and 
regional political games than the EU.

Since mid-2022, the EU has been working on a new 
approach to enlargement, the so-called gradual accession, 
that should take into account the need of BiH and all other 
Balkan countries for immediate, stronger, more concrete, 
and realistic political and economic engagement of the EU 
in the region. Without such a new approach, the absence 
of a relevant EU presence will continue to contribute to the 
region’s further destabilization (interview with a senior EU 
expert, January 2023). 

The USA: Back in its fire-fighting mode 

Throughout the past two decades, the US has played one of 
the main roles in security, political, economic, and cultural 
developments in the region of the former Yugoslavia. 
During Bill Clinton’s presidency, the US pushed for NATO 
military intervention against Bosnian Serb military positions 
in BiH in August 1995, which eventually led to BiH’s peace 
agreement. In 1999, the US also led NATO airstrikes against 
Serbian military targets in Serbia and Kosovo, which ended 
the war in Kosovo. In 2006, American diplomats initiated a 
major constitutional reform in BiH, which was supposed to 
be part of their exit strategy. Although the initiative failed 
by just two votes in the BiH Parliament, the US disengaged 
from a hands-on approach to BiH’s daily politics. 
Nevertheless, America remained more closely engaged in 
Kosovo, openly supporting its declaration of independence 
in February 2008.

Following Kosovo’s independence and preoccupied with 
other geopolitical priorities, the US disengaged from the 
region even further, leaving it in the hands of the EU and 

its enlargement process. The US strongly supported the 
enlargement process and often provided the EU with 
the political leverage that Brussels lacked. Nevertheless, 
the EU’s repeated failures in the Balkans and the growing 
presence of other foreign powers, namely Russia, China, 
Türkiye, and the Gulf States, have in recent years forced the 
US to return its attention to the Balkans. 

The election of Joe Biden as the new US president at the 
end of 2020 has divided the Balkan region. It brought major 
expectations, especially among Bosniaks and Kosovars, 
who hoped that Biden’s expertise in foreign policy and his 
past connections with the region would bring back the 
old, hands-on American engagement. On the other hand, 
most Serb politicians mourned the defeat of Republican 
Donald Trump, because his departure from traditional 
American democratic principles during his term enabled a 
unique rapprochement between the American and Serbian 
governments.
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Yet these expectations proved to be quite wrong, as it soon 
became clear that the new US administration continued 
with a pragmatic approach to the Balkans, accepting much 
more of the reality on the ground and even abandoning 
some of its previous ideological and political principles. 
Nevertheless, the US administration used its political clout 
to increase pressure on all key local actors, in an attempt to 
calm down already dangerously heightened ethno-political 
relations in the region.

As a part of these efforts, Americans increasingly worked 
with Belgrade and Zagreb, using their influence to calm 
down tensions and seek solutions in BiH, Montenegro, 
and Kosovo. Some local and Western experts and media 
criticized this approach, claiming it was promoting 
“stabilocracy” – focusing on short-term stability while 
abandoning longer-term democratic reforms (Bieber 2018). 

In BiH, the US administration has spent the last few 
years working to weaken the top ethnic leaders: SDA’s 
Izetbegović, SNSD’s Dodik, and HDZ’s Čović. As a part of 
this approach, the US Treasury placed 13 individuals and 
companies from BiH on its “black list” of trade and travel 
sanctions in the course of 2022, including Dodik himself, 
SDA’s Fadil Novalić and HDZ’s Marinko Čavara (Jahić 2022). 

However, after general elections in October 2022 showed 
that SNSD and HDZ were unavoidable in the formation 
of state and FBiH governments, Americans zeroed in 
on Izetbegović. US officials hoped that Izetbegović’s 
eventual political demise would relax political relations 
in the country, enable democratic reform of the SDA, 
and encourage similar processes among Bosnian Croat 
and Bosnian Serb parties. Western experts say the US 
administration may use the same tactics against Kosovo 
Premier Albin Kurti if he continues to defy US attempts to 
find a swift and peaceful solution to the dispute between 
Serbia and Kosovo (Interviews with US officials and experts, 
October-December 2022). 

Izetbegović reacted strongly to this new American 
approach. He accused the US and OHR of “Islamophobia” 
as well as siding with Bosnian Croats and Bosnian 

Serbs and abandoning Bosniaks, and even called for an 
additional armament of police forces in the BiH Federation 
(Izetbegović, Slobodna Bosna 2023). The outcome of this 
war of words is still uncertain, as the SDA still hopes to be 
able to form the FBiH government. Also, further divisions 
in the coalition of six Bosniak parties could lead to the 
collapse of the ruling coalition on the state level, after 
which SDA could try to establish a new ruling coalition 
together with SNSD and HDZ. 

While the recently increased involvement of the region 
may have produced some positive results in terms of 
the relatively swift establishment of the state and FBiH 
governments in BiH and putting out acute crises in Kosovo, 
and Montenegro, it has mostly ignored, or at least failed to 
address, the region’s chronic unresolved issues. US officials 
argued that the long-term stability of the Balkans is difficult, 
or rather impossible, to establish without the EU’s relevant 
enlargement perspective. While this claim is confirmed by 
most Balkan experts, the relatively new US engagement in 
the Balkans also shows some potentially serious flaws. 

For one, the US administration does not seem to have the 
interest or capacity to deal with the Balkans in a holistic way 
but is shifting its focus from one country to another in line 
with the seriousness of the crisis. This bifurcated, priority-
driven approach exhausts US efforts much more than what 
a holistic approach would require, plus it ignores the fact 
that Balkan countries are today more intertwined than ever 
before in the past two decades, and some of their issues 
require regional solutions. Furthermore, some local and 
international pundits complain that the new, pragmatic 
American engagement in the Balkans undermines some 
of the basic democratic principles – not so much regarding 
concrete solutions as much as the lack of transparent 
procedures and processes. In fact, the US administration 
has in the past few years reduced their financial and 
political support for media and NGOs, as well as their 
presence in public debates, whereas most of the solutions 
are today sought and found in meetings with political 
elites behind closed doors (Interviews with US officials and 
experts, October-December 2022). 
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Conclusions and Policy Recommendations

Despite some of the recent encouraging signs, BiH is still 
stuck deep in its existential crisis. While the intensified US 
involvement in its day-to-day politics has brought some 
positive results, these improvements are at risk as long as 
the country as a whole remains torn between divergent 
Bosniak, Bosnian Croat, and Bosnian Serb ethnopolitical 
narratives and agendas. 

Besides internal political divisions, BiH’s stability remains 
threatened by negative regional and geopolitical 
influences. The revival of nationalist programs in Croatia 
and Serbia, in combination with the “unfinished projects” 
left unresolved after the breakup of the former Yugoslavia 
– BiH, Kosovo, Montenegro, and North Macedonia – will 

remain a major threat to the security and stability of the 
region and Europe as a whole for as long as they don’t get 
resolved. 

Unfortunately, the only context that can provide long-term 
stability and gradual reconciliation and reconnection of the 
region is a concrete, relevant, and realistic EU enlargement 
perspective. Until the EU comes up with such an approach, 
BiH and the rest of the region will remain vulnerable to 
malign internal and external influences, which in turn may 
add fuel to the Balkan’s reignited powder-kegs.
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Policy Recommendations

   The EU should urgently put out a new approach to the 
EU enlargement for Balkan countries, one that would 
take into consideration both Balkan and EU countries’ 
reservations and needs. Whether it would be called 
“staged accession” or “provisional membership”, this 
new approach should enable all aspiring member 
countries (including even Türkiye, Ukraine, and 
Moldova) to get access to EU structural funds at an early 
stage, but without giving them voting rights until the 
successful closure of chapters (and only in the areas 
where a candidate country has successfully closed a 
chapter). This approach should be more acceptable 
to both EU and Balkan countries since the former are 
mainly concerned about voting rights and the latter 
mostly about acquiring more considerable funds and 
economic stability (Bonomi et al, 2020).

   At a later stage, the EU should consider changing its 
procedure to allow qualified majority voting in all 
intermediary stages of the EU accession process. This 
change would not only simplify legal procedures, but 
it would also prevent EU members from using their 
membership to blackmail aspiring countries into 
yielding in their unresolved bilateral disputes (Cvijić 
2019).

   Instead of extensive and unrealistic lists of reforms, the 
EU should prepare country-specific action plans for BiH 
and all other aspiring member countries, which would 
identify not more than one or two major reforms at the 
same time, as well as concrete and immediate benefits 
for the implementation of these reforms. This approach, 
especially in the early phases of the enlargement, is 
necessary to accommodate the lack of political will 

as well as the significantly reduced technical and 
legislative capacity in some of the aspiring countries, 
such as BiH. By developing such road-map programs, 
the EU would also abandon the so-called “Balkan 
regatta” (first come, – first served) approach, which was 
introduced early on to stimulate competition but has 
mostly only created additional stress in an already tense 
region.

   The US should take a lead in an effort coordinated with 
the EU and OHR aimed at pushing for a major political 
and administrative reform of the Dayton agreement, 
removing remaining legal loopholes and ambiguities. 
This package would include the continuation of the 
reform of BiH’s electoral system, especially related 
to the election of the BiH presidency. This electoral 
reform should ensure respect for the rulings of the 
European Court for Human Rights (ECHR) as well as 
of BiH’s Constitutional Court related to the legitimate 
representation of ethnic groups in state and entity 
bodies. In order for this reform to achieve the necessary 
changes, BiH politicians need at least a couple of years 
for proper public consultations and negotiations, which 
can be arranged by postponing the 2024 local elections 
for two years and holding them in the same year (but 
not on the same day) as the 2026 general elections. 
This postponement of local elections by itself would 
achieve one of the reforms that have been pondered for 
many years by experts who warned that according to 
the current election system, BiH holds local or general 
elections every two years, which leaves almost no time 
for any serious political reforms.
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Annex I

BiH’s Foreign Trade Statistics

BiH FDIs (EUR millions)

Country 2018 2019 2020 2021 I – VI 2022
Total 

(2018-I-VI 2022)

Total FDI in BiH 491
% of 
total 408

% of 
total 376

% of 
total 495

% of 
total 261

% of 
total 2.031

% of 
total

EU 283,7 57,8 192,7 47,2 250,1 66,5 188,8 38,1 127,7 48,9 1.042,9 51,4
Türkiye 3,8 0,8 1,6 0,4 30,7 8,2 75,0 15,1 13,4 5,1 124,5 6,1
Russia 73,1 14,9 108,6 26,6 -7,6 0,0 -48,2 0,0 -12,8 0,0 113,2 5,6

Gulf 21,6 4,4 25,5 6,3 13,4 3,6 14,0 2,8 8,1 3,1 82,7 4,1
USA -2,1 -0,4 0,0 0,0 3,2 0,9 2,5 0,5 1,0 0,4 4,6 0,2

Source for FDI data : Central Bank of BiH (cbbh.ba)

BiH Total Export Import 2018 – VIII-2022 (mil EUR)

  Export Import Balance Total volume
2018 6.069 9.830 -3.761 15.899

2019 5.861 9.944 -4.083 15.805

2020 5.366 8.612 -3.246 13.978

2021 7.279 11.014 -3.735 18.294

I-VIII 2022 6.064 9.447 -3.383 15.511

BiH-EU, Total Export – Import (mil EUR) 

  Export Import Balance Total volume
% of 

total Export
% of 

total Import

2018 4.380 5.864 -1.484 10.245 72,2 59,7

2019 4.236 6.080 -1.844 10.315 72,3 61,1

2020 3.886 5.235 -1.349 9.121 72,4 60,8

2021 5.301 6.493 -1.192 11.794 72,8 58,9

I-VIII 2022 4.480 5.303 -823 9.783 73,9 56,1

BiH-Türkiye, Total Export – Import (mil EUR) 

  Export Import Balance Total volume
% of 

total Export
% of 

total Import

2018 165 446 -281 611 2,7 4,5

2019 149 492 -343 641 2,5 4,9

2020 160 457 -297 618 3,0 5,3

2021 183 648 -465 830 2,5 5,9

I-VIII 2022 104 562 -459 666 1,7 6,0
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BiH-Russia, Total Export – Import (mil EUR)

  Export Import Balance Total volume
% of 

total Export
% of 

total Import

2018 67 455 -388 522 1,1 4,6

2019 67 230 -163 297 1,1 2,3

2020 56 183 -127 239 1,0 2,1

2021 55 321 -266 376 0,8 2,9

I-VIII 2022 18 228 -210 246 0,3 2,4
Source for foreign trade data: Agency for statistics BiH (bhas.gov.ba)

BiH-USA, Total Export – Import (mil EUR) 

  Export Import Balance Total volume
% of 

total Export
% of 

total Import

2018 33 322 -289 355 0,5 3,3

2019 27 344 -317 370 0,5 3,5

2020 34 206 -171 240 0,6 2,4

2021 79 273 -194 352 1,1 2,5

I-VIII 2022 59 332 -273 390 1,0 3,5

BiH-China, Total Export – Import (mil EUR) 

  Export Import Balance Total volume
% of 

total Export
% of 

total Import

2018 19 683 -664 702 0,3 6,9

2019 15 739 -724 754 0,3 7,4

2020 13 691 -678 705 0,2 8,0

2021 19 868 -850 887 0,3 7,9

I-VIII 2022 15 743 -728 758 0,2 7,9
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Interviews

Interview with a leading BiH election observer and political an-
alyst, Sarajevo, November 2022

Interview with a senior Bosniak official, October 2022

Interview with a veteran Bosniak journalist and analyst, 
November 2022

Interview with a US diplomat, November 2022

Interview with a US official, December 2022

Interview with a senior Russian expert, Belgrade, October 2022

Interview with Bosnian Serb and Serbian security officials, 
December 2022

Interview with a leading Turkish expert, November 2022

Interview with a Bosnian Serb official, Banja Luka, 
November 2022

Interview with a Bosnian Serb official serving in state institu-
tions, Sarajevo, November 2022

Interview with a leading international Balkan analyst, 
December 2022

Interview with a senior EU expert, January 2023
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Croatia 
(EU member since 2013)

Croatia: A Stable Western Ally 
and a Playground of External 
Contestation
Assoc. Prof. Višeslav Raos 
Associate Professor of Comparative Politics at the Faculty of Political Science, Zagreb University, Croatia

Executive Summary

This analytical study provides an overview of the main 
external, non-Western actors in Croatia, including Russia, 
China, Türkiye, and the Arab states of the Persian Gulf. It 
identifies the sources and methods used for data collection 
and evaluation and highlights the state of democracy in the 
country, which is mostly influenced by internal dynamics and 
the dominant position of the ruling party. The analytical study 
discusses each external actor and their influence on Croatia. 
Russian influence has been curbed since the beginning of the 
invasion of Ukraine, while China has not managed to turn its 
economic presence into cultural and political influence. Türkiye 
has the most comprehensive policy, relying on a combination 

of investment and soft power to reach Croatia’s Muslim 
community. The influence of Gulf states is limited, except 
for Qatar and its role in providing an alternative supply to 
Russian gas. It is recommended that Croatia should decrease 
its dependence on Russian energy and increase efforts to 
safeguard media independence and judicial efficiency to fight 
against fake news and corruption. A successful tackling of 
corruption will be the best remedy for the influence of illiberal 
and authoritarian external actors.
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Introduction

The aim of this report is to provide a short yet comprehensive 
overview of the main pathways of influence of external, non-
Western actors in Croatia (Russia, China, Türkiye, and the Arab 
states of the Persian Gulf ), the EU’s youngest member state 
with close economic and cultural ties to the Western Balkans 
region. This report starts with a brief explanation of the 

sources and methods used for data collection and evaluation 
and then points to the state of democracy in the country 
and the way the quality of democracy may or may not be 
linked to the influence of external actors. It then devotes a 
chapter to each of the four external actors and offers some 
concluding remarks and observations. 

Methodology

This report is based on a combination of international 
comparative democracy indices, secondary academic and 
media sources, and fieldwork. Fieldwork involves semi-
structured, one-hour interviews with fourteen experts 
on Croatia, the Western Balkans, and the politics and 
economics of the four external actors considered in this 
paper: Russia, China, Türkiye, and the Gulf countries, 
respectively. The experts provided their opinions and 

assessments in direct, face-to-face interviews and chose 
to remain anonymous due to the topic’s sensitive nature. 
All note-taking during interviews was done by hand and 
later recounted and referenced anonymously in the report. 
The experts mainly come from the academic community 
in Croatia, with some being investigative journalists and 
activists in watchdog non-governmental organizations. 

State of Democracy

In 2022, Croatia was, according to the Freedom in the 
World report, a free country, albeit with serious problems 
regarding corruption and visible problems regarding 
discrimination against ethnic and sexual minorities 
(Freedom House 2022a). According to the Nations in 
Transit report, it was a semi-consolidated democracy and 
one of the few countries in Central and Eastern Europe 
where a majority of the population expressed satisfaction 
with democracy (Freedom House 2022b). According to an 
influential paper published in 2020, the primary sources 
of democratic backsliding in Croatia after EU accession 
are in the historically developed dominant position of the 
governing party, the Croatian Democratic Union (HDZ). 
Once the conditionality of the accession process passed, 
the Croatian Democratic Union (HDZ) was able to capture 
public institutions, leading to the illiberal weakening of the 

control capacities of independent agencies, the judiciary, 
and the media, over the executive (Čepo 2020). Thus, 
illiberal tendencies are internal and not external in Croatia’s 
case. However, as this report will show, non-Western 
external actors might use these illiberal internal conditions 
to expand their influence. Recent illiberal tendencies stand 
in stark contrast to the rapid improvements and democratic 
development the country has experienced during 
negotiations with the European Commission during the 
2000s (Finn 2021). In March 2021, the European Parliament 
passed a resolution on malign external influence in the 
European Union, particularly regarding fake news and 
disinformation campaigns, highlighting Russian efforts in 
this regard (European Parliament 2022). 
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Russia: Gas Money

1  Prominent Russian nationalist ideologue and associate of Putin’s regime.

Despite Russian efforts, the country is viewed in Croatia 
primarily as a Serbian, Orthodox ally, while Croatia sees 
itself as aligned with the West, especially the United 
States (Jović 2018). However, Russian influence is largely 
felt through the energy sector and its spillover effects on 
internal and foreign policy. According to official statistics, 
imports from Russia rose significantly in 2020-2021 
(Croatian Bureau of Statistics 2022), mainly gas. However, 
due to the imposed sanctions, Russian oil and gas shares in 
the Croatian energy mix have dropped significantly, from 
roughly 40 percent to a mere 15 percent.

Due to strong links to the West, particularly the United 
States, Croatia opted out of the Russian South Stream 
pipeline project (Rašidagić 2013, 358). While President 
Stjepan Mesić (2000-2010) supported this so-called 
Druzhba-Adria initiative, Prime Minister Ivo Sanader (2003-
2009) opposed it. However, in 2007, a Balkan Energy 
Cooperation Summit was held in Zagreb, and President 
Vladimir Putin was cordially received. According to a 
foreign policy expert, “this was the start of the process of 
fragmentation of the European Union/European energy 
market and the slow takeover of the gas and oil business 
by Russian capital” (Interviewee 2, 2022). Russian energy 
became more important through the takeover of INA, the 
Croatian national oil company, by the Hungarian MOL 
in 2008. Particularly through the gas business, Russia 
developed its influence on Croatian political elites and spun 
networks of crony business connections (Vidov and Prkut 
2019). For years, local environmentalist groups opposed 
building the LNG terminal on the island of Krk. According 
to several interviewees, there are strong indications that 
some of these green groups were financially supported by 
Moscow to thwart the LNG project, ultimately creating an 
opportunity for alternative gas supply routes away from 
Russian pipelines.

One of the key Russian-aligned politicians in Croatia was 
the former Croatian Democratic Union (HDZ) President 
(2012-2016) and Vice Prime-Minister in the short-
lived Orešković cabinet (January-June 2016), Tomislav 
Karamarko. The connection went through his spouse, Ana 
Karamarko, and her business, linked to the Russian capital 
in the energy and real estate sectors (Banac 2016). Together 
with other HDZ members and business associates, she 

ultimately faced trial due to tax evasion (Dešković 2022). 
As an international relations scholar observed during the 
Orešković government, pro-Russian oriented circles felt 
encouraged to exert their influence (Interviewee 2). A right-
wing historian, Zlatko Hasanbegović, became a culture 
minister, prompting the increased prominence of a circle 
of right-wing intellectuals connected to Matica hrvatska, 
a traditional cultural institution in Croatia. These people, 
largely involving former dissidents during communist 
Yugoslavia and émigré Croats who returned during the 
1990s to Croatia, started a counter-revolution against 
liberal and left-leaning NGOs and media outlets, promoting 
Euro-Asianist and national-conservative ideas close both to 
the French Nouvelle Droite and the philosophy of Alexander 
Dugin.1 Around the same time, then-Russian ambassador 
Anvar Azimov developed close ties to ex-president Stjepan 
Mesić and long-time mayor of Zagreb Milan Bandić (2000-
2021 with short interruptions, social democrat turned 
populist). Two local TV stations, Z1 in Zagreb and Osječka 
TV in the eastern Croatian city of Osijek, developed 
into right-wing outlets supporting political and cultural 
tendencies aligned with Moscow. Bandić was the only 
Croatian politician ever received in the Kremlin itself, was 
decorated by Putin, and symbolically marked his Russian 
ties by placing a bust of the Russian poet Sergei Yesenin 
in the newly developed Bundek public park in Zagreb in 
2017 (Šobak 2022). Despite being a former NATO Deputy 
Secretary General, President Kolinda Grabar-Kitarović 
(2015-2020) also maintained cordial relations with Vladimir 
Putin (Körbler 2017). 

Croatian-Russian relations, which were previously positive 
regarding cooperation in the tourism and energy sectors, 
took a sour turn after Prime Minister Andrej Plenković 
visited Ukraine in 2016 and lent support to Kyiv’s efforts to 
return Crimea and Donbas to its sovereign control (Bojić 
2017). As observed by an international relations scholar, 
“after Plenković’s visit, Russian banks, which were providing 
funding for Agrokor, the largest food and retail company 
not just in Croatia but in the whole of Southeastern 
Europe, stopped extending credit, triggering an insolvency 
crisis” (Interviewee 2, 2022). Agrokor was simply “too big 
to fail, as its downfall for Croatia would be the equivalent 
of a crash of the City financial sector for Great Britain” 
(Interviewee 2, 2022). Out of the total Agrokor debt of 3 
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billion euros, one-third was held by the Russians, namely 
the state-owned VTB and Sberbank financial institutions. 
Through a complicated restructuring process, Agrokor 
was transformed into Fortenova Holding, with 51% of 
assets going to Russian banks and 6% to ENNA Group, a 
gas transport company owned by Pavao Vujnovac, the 
greatest broker of Russian energy (mainly through his 
long-term deal with Gazprom) in the region. The Plenković 
government rejected proposals to nationalize the company 
and instead sought to restructure it. In the end, the Russians 
do own the majority of Agrokor and can thus project 
influence on Croatia, yet they are unable to make use of it 
due to sanctions. In recent months, the government has 
tried to broker a deal whereby the four private retirement 
funds (owned by major banks and/or insurance companies) 
would buy the Russians out. However, the German-owned 
Allianz insurance and retirement fund ultimately rejected 
the offer and thus nixed the whole deal (Drljača 2022). 
Apart from trying to prevent the downfall of Agrokor, 
Plenković spent the better part of his first prime ministerial 
term (2016-2020) battling against the Karamarko faction 
in his own party ranks and, thus, by proxy, waging a war of 
pro-Brussels against pro-Moscow forces.

“Corruption is a method of Russian influence and control,” 
observed a scholar of international relations (Interviewee 
2, 2022). As noted by the same scholar, there were “three 
main ways of Russian influence – through the dependence 
of other countries on Russian oil and gas, through media 
outlets such as Russia Today and Sputnik, and finally, 
through the Russian Orthodox Church” (Interviewee 2, 
2022). In Croatia, only the first of the three ways can be 
observed. 

In recent months, since the Russian invasion of Ukraine, 
Russia has become (as observed by a foreign policy 
investigative journalist) a “discursive bogeyman of Croatian 
politics,” with politicians left and right accusing each other 
of being “Russian players” (Interviewee 7, 2022). Indeed, 
at some point, Russian businesspeople and Croatian 
entrepreneurs in the gas sector, such as Pavao Vujnovac, 

2  Owners of this language school are local language instructors; there are no known connections to the Russian Embassy.

have provided campaign funding and even loans to 
political parties (e.g., HDZ). However, the only relevant 
political actor currently not wholeheartedly supporting the 
Ukrainian war effort and issuing statements that play into 
Russian hands is President Zoran Milanović. Noted for his 
inflammatory rhetoric both in domestic media and abroad, 
Milanović has become increasingly more aggressive in his 
communication style since the so-called Slovenska Affair 
in 2020, when the media found out that many prominent 
politicians, both from the government HDZ party and 
Milanović’s former party, the Social Democratic Party (SDP) 
frequented a private club during a lockdown and enjoyed 
food and drinks with several businessmen accused of 
corruption, including Dragan Kovačević, chairman of the 
board of JANAF (Adriatic Pipeline). Although this cannot 
be confirmed, investigative journalists pointed out that the 
President could also have been complicit by association 
with Russian-tainted capital (Interviewee 7, 2022 and 
Interviewee 8, 2022).

The Plenković government positioned itself at the 
forefront of the pro-Ukrainian coalition by organizing the 
1st Parliamentary Summit in Crimea Platform in Zagreb 
(Croatian Parliament 2022). In addition, the government 
wanted to join those EU member states that would provide 
on-site training for Ukrainian soldiers, yet President 
Milanović vowed to veto such a proposal.

Through friendly journalists and scholars, Russia tries 
to promote a counter-narrative on supposed American 
colonialism in Croatia (Interviewee 4, 2022). In addition, it 
panders to far-right groups by capitalizing on the so-called 
“anti-woke” discourse. Newer, challenger political parties 
such as the Bridge of Independent Lists (Most) and the 
Homeland Movement can be seen as ideologically close 
to Orbán and Putin due to Russian criticism of LGBT rights 
and secularism. However, these parties largely support the 
government’s aid to the Ukrainian war efforts. Sputnik, 
the Russian Language Center in Zagreb,2 has lost most of 
its public visibility after the start of the invasion but still 
operates on a lower scale.
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China: Infrastructural Efforts

Croatia is not China’s primary point of interest in 
Southeastern Europe, as Beijing has developed close 
ties with Belgrade. However, China sees the country as a 
potential link between the EU and the Western Balkans for 
its economic interests. Thus, in 2013, the year of Croatia’s 
EU accession, the Chinese Southeast European Business 
Association (CSEBA) was established in Zagreb as a 
gateway organization for investors (CSEBA 2022). Through 
CSEBA, there were attempts at investments in hotels and 
spa resorts in the Zagorje region, north of the capital city, 
yet most of these projects remain on the drawing board 
(Interviewee 5, 2022). According to experts in China, there 
were also talks about building a new sports stadium at 
Blato, a suburb of Zagreb, as well as a highly symbolic 
reconstruction of the building of the Kumrovec (birthplace 
of Josip Broz Tito) political school for communist cadres, 
proposed by Yu Jiang, a businesswoman with close ties to 
the Communist Party of China (Srzić 2019).

The Chinese government has secured equity in the Zadar 
port, yet ultimately did not achieve the same goal in 
Rijeka, Croatia’s largest port and a trade entry point for 
Central Europe. Instead, ENNA Group has bought the 
same allotments at the seaport. However, the government 
in Beijing is still actively interested in investment and 
ownership of critical infrastructure in Croatia and 
elsewhere in the region, a fact with potential sensitive 
security implications, as explained in an interview with a 
political economy scholar (Interviewee 9, 2022). Before the 
pandemic, in 2019, there were talks that the vital corridor 
of the lowlands railroad connecting the port of Rijeka 
to Zagreb and the Hungarian border would be built by 
Chinese investment instead of EU funds (Galić 2019). Due 
to the pandemic, imports from China slightly decreased in 
2020–2021 (Croatian Bureau of Statistics 2022). 

Although Croatia did not officially join the efforts of the 
Trump administration to block Huawei from entering the 
5G market in the EU, Croatia ultimately opted for Swedish 
Ericsson, bypassing the Chinese offers, as pointed out by 
an economic policy and China expert (Interviewee 9, 2022). 
Thus, despite Chinese remarks about a “diamond stage of 
relations with Croatia,” the “romance was short-lived,” as 
observed by a Western Balkans expert (Interviewee 10, 2022).

Since the building of the vital Pelješac Bridge (opened 
in July 2022) by the China Road and Bridge Corporation 
(CRBC), the first such project funded by the EU (85%) and 

won by a Chinese company, Croatia has increased relations 
and hosted the 2019 China-CEEC meeting in Dubrovnik 
(Stopić 2020). However, an expert on China observed that 
Croatia might be enticed to leave the initiative if larger 
countries, such as Poland, follow the example of the 
Baltic states, which abandoned this platform in 2021, thus 
relegating it to a 14+1 format (Interviewee 9, 2022).

Apart from the publicly highly visible Pelješac Bridge 
(financed by the EU), the second largest Chinese-built (and, 
in this case, co-financed by local and regional authorities 
in Croatia) construction is the windmill park at Senj, in 
the Northern Adriatic. This project is, according to a China 
expert, “surrounded by low public visibility and dubious 
business transparency” (Interviewee 9, 2022). In addition, 
“local residents complain about the environmental 
impact due to high noise levels” (Interviewee 9, 2022). 
The expert noted that “high noise levels result from the 
fact that this on-shore windmill project used building 
components usually reserved for off-shore wind plants 
in order to circumvent customs authorities and reduce 
costs” (Interviewee 9, 2022). This detail points to a clear link 
between investment from key external actors and local 
corruptive practices. 

In April 2022, a huge economic and political delegation 
toured Central and Eastern Europe, including Croatia. The 
delegation, headed by Huo Yuzhen, a special representative 
for the China-Central and Eastern Europe Investment 
Cooperation Fund (CEEC), tried to reinvigorate the China-
CEEC initiative and create networking opportunities for 
members of the Shanghai Academy of Social Sciences 
(Interviewee 5, 2022). 

According to a China expert (Interviewee 5, 2022), Beijing 
authorities have put much effort into mobilizing former 
Croatian officials in consulting and lobbying activities for 
Chinese investments. These high-level lobbyists include 
ex-presidents Stjepan Mesić and Ivo Josipović (2005-2010) 
and current President Zoran Milanović while he was in non-
governmental business (2015-2019). These networking 
and lobbying activities mostly occurred through business 
seminars and conferences in Shanghai. 

As explained in an interview with an expert on China 
(Interviewee 5, 2022), the COVID-19 pandemic has rendered 
Chinese diplomacy and investment less visible in Croatia, 
with many potential projects put on hold. While Chinese 
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language and culture are taught both through the Chair of 
Chinese Studies at the Faculty of Social Sciences in Zagreb 
and the Confucius Institute, which is, curiously enough, 
directly integrated (both organizationally and financially) 
in the University of Zagreb, the Embassy is “not particularly 
satisfied with the impact of these institutions” and is “trying 
to expand its visibility through a new education section” 
(Interviewee 5, 2022). 

China has made some attempts to block Taiwanese scholarly 
activities in Croatia (Interviewee 4, 2022). The embassy has 
protested against the Autumn School on Political, Economic, 
and Security Aspects of East Asia, a series of short courses 
offered for almost a decade at the Faculty of Political Science 
in Zagreb, due to the fact that the Autumn School treats 
Taiwan as a separate entity from mainland China.

Apart from several large building projects, the impact of 
Chinese policy on Croatia is rather limited.

Türkiye: Soft Power Strategy

Ever since Ahmet Davutoğlu (minister of foreign affairs in 
2009-2014, prime minister in 2014-2016) devised Türkiye’s 
Neo-Ottoman foreign policy, Croatia and the Western 
Balkans have been a primary focus of Turkish efforts 
to expand political, economic, and cultural influence 
(Interviewee 3, 2022).

Türkiye has had some investment in the Croatian banking 
sector (Kent Bank), but its most important economic 
ventures lie in tourism (Rixos hotels, Doğuş nautics) and 
transport infrastructure, such as the Zagreb and Dubrovnik 
airports. TİKA, the Turkish Cooperation and Coordination 
Agency, maintains offices in Zagreb. Imports from Türkiye 
increased by 21 points in the 2020-2021 period (Croatian 
Bureau of Statistics, 2022). A Turkish company, Cengiz 
İnşaat, has won a public tender worth 321 million euros for 
the reconstruction of a key railroad connecting northern 
Croatia to Hungary (Bakotin 2022).

According to an expert on Türkiye and the Middle East, 
“Türkiye has developed a strong cultural influence through 
popular culture, including the provision of academic 
scholarships, language courses, and the ubiquitous 
presence of Istanbul-based soap operas” (Interviewee 1, 
2022). A Zagreb office of the Yunus Emre Institute was 
opened in 2013. The Rijeka-based Croatian-Turkish cultural 
society has made efforts to combat negative historical 
images of Türkiye in Croatia from the Ottoman past 
(Croatian-Turkish Society Rijeka 2009).

In September 2022, Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan 
visited Zagreb with great pomp and circumstance. He also 
visited the city of Sisak, where he opened a new Islamic 

Center named after him. The Turkish government financed 
the mosque and auxiliary facilities. An expert on Türkiye 
and the Middle East observed that “the Turkish government 
is trying to influence the Islamic Community in Croatia 
and bring it closer to the vision of Islam promoted by the 
AKP party” yet remains only partially successful in doing so 
(Interviewee 1, 2022). According to the same interviewee, 
“Erdoğan views Muslims (Bosniaks, Albanians, and Roma) 
in Croatia as too secular and wants to see them embrace 
a Turkish vision of Islam” (Interviewee 1, 2022). At the 
same time, Erdoğan is admired by conservative Catholic 
politicians and non-governmental organizations due to 
his similar positions on abortion and the LGBT community. 
A policy of academic cooperation and scholarship has 
also left its mark among Croatian historians and Turkish 
studies scholars. Strong pro-Turkish sentiments among 
these scholars have created silence about the issue of the 
Armenian genocide. While countries like Czechia, Bulgaria, 
Latvia, Lithuania, and Poland have officially recognized the 
genocide, Croatia has remained silent about it. 

Erdoğan can be seen in Croatia, just like in the Western 
Balkans, as a power broker and mediator who can use 
economic and soft power to influence local politicians 
(Bakotin 2022). However, since the 2016 attempted coup 
d’état in Türkiye, Croatia has become somewhat more 
cautious regarding Ankara. As observed by a Western 
Balkans expert, “Croatia has even started giving asylum 
status to Kurds” (Interviewee 10, 2022). Therefore, despite 
the strong and varied influence in Croatia, the relationship 
is not as one-dimensional as might seem at first. 
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Arab States of the Persian Gulf: A Small Footprint 

The Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC, i.e., Saudi Arabia, 
Bahrain, Kuwait, the United Arab Emirates, Oman, and 
Qatar) has a rather weak diplomatic presence in Croatia. 
Bahrain covers Croatia from its Embassy in Rome, Kuwait 
and Oman cover Croatia from their Prague Embassies, 
Saudi Arabia’s Embassy in Sarajevo covers Croatia, while the 
United Arab Emirates uses its Embassy in Berlin to maintain 
diplomatic ties with Zagreb. 

As explained in an interview with an expert on the Middle 
East and North Africa Region (MENA), “Saudi Arabia seeks 
to be a regional leader representing the Arab Peninsula 
in Croatia” (Interviewee 1, 2022). However, this influence 
actually operates through “security cooperation via proxy 
(the United States) “ (Interviewee 1, 2022). In addition, the 
same expert claimed that “the Saudis are working in Croatia 
through Egypt,” which does have a diplomatic presence in 
Zagreb. In addition, the improving Israeli-Saudi relations, 
due to their finding common ground because of Iran, are 
reflected in the security ties between Zagreb and the Gulf 
countries. Despite some initial media coverage, Croatia is 
largely silent on the Yemeni war, which might point to the 
tacit support of Saudi Arabia as a US ally in the region. 

Qatar is the only one of the Gulf States with a direct 
foothold in Croatia, as it has an extraordinary and 
plenipotentiary ambassador in Zagreb. Through its 
Embassy, the State of Qatar provided in-kind donations 
of medical devices and equipment to the main maternity 
hospital in Zagreb from Qatar Charity in 2021, amounting 
to 200.000 dollars, as part of post-earthquake relief (The 
Embassy of the State of Qatar in Zagreb, 2022). Qatar was 
also the main charitable provider of endowment (waqf) for 
the building and furnishing of the Islamic Center in the port 

city of Rijeka (allocating 8 million euros), which opened in 
2013 (the Embassy of the State of Qatar in Zagreb, 2022). 
Al Jazeera, a Qatari-owned international news network, 
has a TV studio in Zagreb, which enables it to exert some 
soft power influence and maintain a greater presence 
than other Gulf countries. However, despite its generous 
financial support for the Rijeka Mosque, Qatar’s cultural and 
religious influence on the Muslim community in Croatia 
is weak and overshadowed by Türkiye’s key position in 
that regard. 

The economic influence of Qatar is most visible through 
the off-shore LNG terminal on the island of Krk in the 
Northern Adriatic. The gas shipping capacities at the 
terminal are fully booked until 2023, with the lion’s share 
going to Powerglobe Qatar LLC and MET Croatia Energy 
Trade (Poslovni dnevnik 2020). MET Croatia is part of a wide, 
Swiss-based group of energy market companies operating 
Europewide, including Spain, Germany, Hungary, Ukraine, 
Bulgaria, and Türkiye (MET Croatia 2022). Imports from 
Qatar strongly rose in the 2020-2021 period (Croatian 
Bureau of Statistics 2022).

Since the founder of the Arab Center in Zagreb, Mustafa 
Alajbegović, passed away in 2020 (Arapski centar 2020), 
there have been no Arab language courses on offer in the 
capital city, save for the courses provided by the Zagreb 
Mosque through the Institute for Arab Language and 
Islam (Institut za arapski jezik i islam 2022). At the university, 
the Chair for Turkish Studies at the Faculty of Social 
Sciences and Humanities in Zagreb offers a single subject 
on the introduction to the Arab language (Katedra za 
turkologiju 2022).
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Conclusion 

3  The owners of both portals are journalists who are not widely known. 

Croatia’s illiberal tendencies mostly stem from its internal 
dynamics and the dominant position of the HDZ party, 
which create conditions for crony capitalism, nepotism, 
and corruption. Yet, the corrosive influence of external 
actors finds fertile ground precisely through corruption, 
as exemplified by Russian attempts at controlling Croatia 
through dubious money flowing from the gas and oil 
business towards electoral campaigns. While China is less 
active, it has employed former politicians for lobbying 
and consulting. Unlike Western Europe, in Croatia, Chinese 
authorities do not have to deal with vigorous criticism of 
human rights violations or an anti-regime diaspora. Türkiye 
uses historical and cultural ties to influence the general 
Croatian public and the country’s Muslim population. While 
Croatia and Türkiye might see things differently regarding 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, conservative and illiberal groups 
in Croatia do admire Erdoğan’s strongman style. Gulf 
countries are mostly visible through Qatar and its energy 
presence through the off-shore LNG terminal at Krk. The 
marginal status of Croatia and the Western Balkans in terms 
of the rest of Europe makes these countries especially prone 
to (malign) external influence (Kovačević 2019). Also, the 
corrosive influence of external actors is directly linked to 
low levels of the rule of law in these countries (Prelec 2020). 

As noted through talks with investigative journalists and 
foreign policy scholars, there is an undercurrent of anti-
Western sentiments in parts of the Croatian media and 
social media. This is partially visible through foreign 
policy and geopolitics news portals such as Advance.
hr (subscription-based) and Geopolitika.news (financed 
through ads) which often portray “alternative” views 
of current political, economic, and security events and 

processes in Europe.3 While the official Croatian foreign 
policy and the bulk of its political elite are strongly oriented 
towards Washington and Brussels, Russian corruptive 
influence through the energy sector does reach illiberal and 
far-right parts of the political and cultural elite, while the 
Chinese operate through former politicians, offering them 
consultancy status. It is worth noting that Croatian citizens 
have more favorable opinions about Western countries and 
leaders than Russia, China, and Türkiye (Petrović, Bilić, and 
Fila 2022) and that positive stance towards these actors is 
to be found in those segments of society that are prone 
to illiberalism, populism, conspiracy theories, and anti-
Western sentiments. 

   Croatia’s illiberal tendencies are rooted in corruption 
and the dominant position of the ruling party.

   Russian influence has been curbed since the beginning 
of the invasion of Ukraine, but an undercurrent of anti-
Western sentiment in fringe media outlets remains 
close to Moscow’s position.

   China has not managed to turn its economic presence 
into cultural and political influence.

   Türkiye has the most comprehensive policy, which relies 
on a combination of investment, soft power, and 
outreach to Croatia’s Muslim community.

   Apart from Qatar and its role in providing an alternative 
supply to Russian gas, the influence of the Gulf states is 
limited.
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Policy Recommendations

   Dependence on Russian energy has been reduced and 
should further decrease after the start of Russian 
aggression on Ukraine.

   Croatia should follow the European Commission’s and 
NATO’s efforts to develop infrastructure 
interconnections for gas, oil, and electricity solely 
through member states.

   Croatia should increase domestic efforts at 
safeguarding media independence and judicial 
efficiency to raise its capacities for the fight against fake 
news and corruption.

   A successful tackling of corruption will be the best 
remedy for the influence of illiberal and authoritarian 
external actors.
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Kosovo 
(applied for EU membership in 2022)

Understanding the Key Players 
and Influence of External Actors in 
Kosovo
Bc. Shpat Balaj 
Researcher, Kosovar Centre for Security Studies/KCSS

Executive Summary

This analytical study delves into the examination of external 
influences in Kosovo and how these influences manifest 
themselves. Focusing on key players such as Türkiye, Russia, 
China, the Arab states of the Persian Gulf, the European Union, 
and the United States, the study evaluates their political, 
economic, and social impacts in Kosovo. The report contends 
that the historical context in which Kosovo emerged as a 
state has determined how external influence is perceived in 

the country. The West's support for Kosovo's democratization 
and state-building efforts has resulted in the internalization 
of Western influence in Kosovo's institutions. However, the 
countries that do not recognize Kosovo's independence pose 
a political challenge to the country. The study sheds light on 
the influence that countries such as Türkiye and the Gulf States 
wield in Kosovo, primarily regarding ideology and identity. 
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Introduction

This analysis focuses on the key players who exert influence 
in Kosovo, the forms of this influence, and the areas where 
it is most noticeable. The report analyzes these influences 
and explains their political, economic, and social effects on 
the country. The paper mainly focuses on the influence of 
Türkiye, Russia, China, and the Arab states of the Persian 
Gulf (further referred to as the Gulf states/countries), 
as well as the influence of the European Union and the 
United States. The report begins with a short overview 

of the current situation regarding external influence and 
how it manifests in Kosovo. Additionally, the report offers 
four separate chapters for each player that is examined, 
including the US and EU, Türkiye, Russia, and the Gulf States. 
Furthermore, it also discusses the influence and attitudes 
of Serbia towards Kosovo and how the influence of other 
countries, such as Russia and China, on Serbia also enables 
the permeation of their influence in local communities.

Methodology

A combination of research methods, including desk 
research, media monitoring, interviews, and data analysis, 
were used to conduct this study. The desk research included 
the analysis of current primary and secondary sources, 
such as journal articles, media reports, and investigations, 
reports from local, regional, and international organizations, 
interviews with other researchers and journalists, opinion 
pieces, and official reports of international organizations 
active in Kosovo and the region. Throughout the course of 

the study, media monitoring was used as a research tool 
to examine whether external influences were apparent 
in the narratives of the Albanian and Serbian-speaking 
media. Additionally, five structured interviews with experts, 
institutional officials, and relevant stakeholders were 
conducted for the needs of this report. 
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Background 

1  The Ahtisaari Plan, formally known as the Comprehensive Proposal for the Kosovo Status Settlement (CSP), was a status settlement initiative introduced by former Finnish 
President, Martti Ahtisaari. The plan aimed to address a multitude of issues associated with the status of Kosovo.

2  The data were extracted from Western Balkans Security Barometer database. For more information, please see securitybarometer.qkss.org.

3  The EU member states that do not recognize Kosovo‘s independence include Spain, Slovakia, Cyprus, Romania, and Greece.

The external influence in the country is mainly determined 
by the historical setting in which Kosovo emerged as a 
state. Following a series of events that began with Belgrade 
abolishing Kosovo’s autonomy in 1989, the Kosovar 
leadership during the 90s adopted a strategy of nonviolent 
resistance as an alternative to preventing war and 
submission towards Serbian violence while also seeking 
to garner international support. However, the Yugoslav 
and Serbian forces’ initiation of a military operation against 
Kosovars ultimately resulted in the creation of the Kosovo 
Liberation Army, which engaged in armed resistance. After 
a failed attempt at negotiation in Rambouillet, France, 
in 1999, to stop the conflict, NATO launched a military 
operation against Serbia, forcing Serbian security forces 
to leave Kosovo. As a result, the UN set up an interim 
administration in Kosovo (UNMIK) and initiated a political 
process to decide its future status. This process resulted in 
the “Ahtisaari Plan,”1 which was a comprehensive proposal 
submitted in 2007 to determine Kosovo’s status. This led to 
the declaration of independence in 2008, which received 
international recognition and is now recognized by 101 
UN member states, 22 EU member states, and 26 NATO 
member states.

Western countries continue to support state-building and 
democratization efforts through different mechanisms, 
such as the European Union Rule of Law Mission in Kosovo 
(EULEX). The country has been historically aligned with 
EU and NATO countries, and in its pursuit of EU and NATO 
membership, it has further opened itself to Western 
influence. As a result, the Western influence is internalized 
in the language and narration institutions have adopted to 
determine their national goals and vision. Meanwhile, the 
countries that challenge the independence of Kosovo are 
on the other side of the influence. So far, two significant 
actors have played a role or used Kosovo as part of their own 
narratives: Russia and China, both of which pose a political 
challenge to Kosovo and the West due to their positions on 
the Security Council. Furthermore, other countries, such as 
Türkiye and the Gulf States, have a footprint of influence, 
mainly in terms of ideology, identity, and religious-related 
issues. However, Türkiye’s influence extends beyond 
ideological dimensions as a result of their persistent 
support for Kosovo’s statehood and good cooperation with 
the country’s institutions. However, Türkiye’s contentious 
posture in international relations in recent years has also 
highlighted the negative repercussions in Kosovo.

EU and US Influence in Kosovo 

Kosovo’s political orientation is strongly Western-centric. 
The Government of Kosovo envisions the country 
with a strong political foundation in the community 
of liberal democracies, which translates to good ties 
with the US, rejection of authoritarianism, and being a 
modern European state founded on the rule of law (The 
Government of Kosovo 2021). The pro-Western orientation 
is also evident among the Kosovars, with 92 percent 
supporting the country’s integration into the EU and 80 
percent believing that the republic has no alternative to EU 
membership.2

The current literature on foreign influence in Kosovo 
primarily focuses on non-Western actors. Rrustemi et al. 
(2019) argue that the unequal focus in the research on 
the influence of external actors is there to deflect blame 
for the potential failures of the international community 
in the country. There are two facets of Western influence 
in this respect that could have a rather negative effect on 
the country. First, a number of European nations do not 
recognize Kosovo’s independence for various reasons3, (in)
directly contributing to strengthening the anti-Kosovo 
narrative that Russia and China primarily promote on 
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numerous international forums. In this regard, according 
to a former political advisor to the President of Kosovo 
interviewed for this report, the failure of EU member states 
to recognize Kosovo’s independence has had a major 
impact on its international standing and has contributed to 
maintaining a tense political and security environment in 
the Balkans. The outbreak of the conflict in Ukraine further 
aggravated the situation. 

Secondly, the political leverage that the US and the EU have 
in the country is such that it affects day-to-day political 
decisions, as argued by an expert in international relations 
in an online interview conducted on November 10, 2022. 
While this approach helped improve the accountability 
of Kosovo’s institutions and their capabilities to some 
extent, it has also occasionally resulted in actions that 
have weakened the political consensus. An illustration 
of this is the toppling of the first Kurti government on 
March 25, 2020, following the motion of no-confidence 
initiated in the Kosovo parliament by the Democratic 
League of Kosovo (LDK), the coalition partner of Kurti’s 
government.4 This came in response to the sacking of the 
Minister of Interior, a member of the LDK party, as it was 
seen as a violation of the coalition agreement. In addition, 
LDK accused the government of harming relations with 
the United States due to the government’s conflicting 
stance with international actors over the economic tariffs 
imposed on Serbia at the time (Shehu 2020). The fall of the 
“Kurti 1” government has received criticism for taking place 

4  According to Article 100 of the Constitution of the Republic of Kosovo, a motion of no confidence can be initiated against the government by a proposal from one-third of 
all the deputies of the Assembly of Kosovo. For the motion of no confidence to be considered accepted, it must be adopted by a majority vote of all 120 members of the 
Assembly. If the motion of no confidence is successful, the government is considered to be dismissed and must resign from their positions. The „Kurti 1“ government was 
dismissed with 82 votes in favor, 34 votes against, and 1 abstention. 

amid a pandemic, which diverted attention from effective 
pandemic management (Bami 2020). The international 
community has shown a split stance on the no-confidence 
vote. While the US Ambassador to Kosovo expressed 
satisfaction with the Assembly session regarding the no-
confidence vote, the representatives of Germany and France 
called on the LDK to revoke the no-confidence motion 
against the Kurti government (Shehu 2020). A significant 
member of the LDK later alleged that the US Special Envoy 
to the Western Balkans exerted immense pressure on their 
party to initiate the motion of no-confidence against the 
government (Kanali 10 2021).  A foreign official’s role in 
directly affecting the Assembly to oust a government was 
discussed for the first time, potentially revealing another 
aspect of Western influence in Kosovo.

To conclude, while the political sway of the US and the EU 
has helped improve the accountability of the institutions, 
it has, on occasion, resulted in actions that fractured the 
political consensus within the country, bringing about 
changes to its political landscape. The allegations of foreign 
pressure in political decisions have revealed a potentially 
concerning aspect of Western influence in the country. 
On the other hand, the non-recognition of Kosovo’s 
independence by five EU member states diminishes the 
EU perspective, which is deemed vital to regional security, 
as it enables dialogue in the region based on EU values of 
cooperation and compromise (Morina, 2023). 
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The Influence of Türkiye in Kosovo

5  The term „Gülenists“ refers to individuals who are affiliated with or support the Gülenist movement, which is a global cultural and educational organization founded by 
Fethullah Gulen. The Turkish government has classified the movement as a terrorist organization and has attributed the failed coup attempt of 2016 to it.

6  As an illustration, the GAP Institute, a Civil Society Organization in Kosovo, publicly expressed concern towards the Ministry of Infrastructure of Kosovo regarding the 
lack of access to documentation related to infrastructure projects executed by Bechtel Enka, including the „Ibrahim Rugova“ highway. See, for example: https://www.
institutigap.org/Lajme/584 

Türkiye continues to be a strong supporter of Kosovo’s 
statehood. The substantial support provided to 
international organizations and assistance in gaining 
recognition in majority-Muslim countries are examples of 
Türkiye’s relations with Kosovo. However, the alignment of 
Türkiye’s position in international relations with the West 
may not always be consistent. In certain instances, its 
domestic issues have resulted in adverse impacts in Kosovo, 
affecting how its influence is perceived and manifested.

The Turkish President, Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, shows a 
tendency to extend his domestic political objectives and 
matters to Kosovo, thereby exerting influence on local 
authorities and leaders. An example of this is the arrest 
and deportation of the alleged “Gülenists”5 in 2018, which 
concurrently represents one of the most outrageous 
interferences by a foreign state in Kosovo. Paradoxically, 
the country’s authorities executed the dramatic arrest of six 
teachers from the “Mehmet Akif School” and arranged their 
swift deportation to Türkiye in March 2018 (Insajderi 2018). 
According to Ramush Haradinaj, the former prime minister 
of Kosovo, this action was taken by certain Kosovo security 
sector segments without the knowledge of the government. 
As a result, the former Minister of Internal Affairs and the 
former director of the Kosovo Intelligence Agency were 
dismissed (KOHA.net 2018). Given the influence of the 
former President of Kosovo, Hashim Thaçi, in the security 
apparatus, his established relationship with the Turkish 
President has been viewed as a means of exerting control 
over the security institutions in this case (Madhi 2020).

On the other hand, the divergent views of Türkiye with 
the West have affected the practical cooperation of local 
institutions with Türkiye in some cases. As highlighted by a 
senior official from Kosovo’s Ministry of Defense in a face-
to-face interview conducted on October 04, 2022, the offer 
of support from Türkiye in terms of capacity building and 
provision of necessary equipment for the Ministry and 
the Kosovo Security Forces is sometimes received with 
careful consideration by the authorities. The interviewee 
further contended that the presence of certain trepidations 

surrounding Türkiye’s support could result in a cautious 
approach from Kosovo’s authorities, which often involves 
seeking endorsement from the NATO Advisory and Liaison 
Team (NALT) representatives in the Ministry of Defense for 
accepting the assistance from Türkiye.

The presence of Turkish investments in Kosovo by 
companies has sparked discussions regarding potential 
corruption, reflecting another aspect of Turkish 
involvement in the country (Rey 2018). For instance, the 
construction of the “Ibrahim Rugova” highway, the most 
expensive public project after the independence fully 
financed by public funds, was entrusted to the Turkish 
company Bechtel Enka, known for its high costs, lack of 
transparency, ties to the Turkish President, and allegations 
of corruption (Brunwasser 2016). The investor and the 
institutions have not provided sufficient information on 
the process of execution of this project, which has led to 
criticism of the project’s lack of transparency in the contract 
agreements.6 Another significant project that surfaced 
the potential influence of Türkiye is the building of the 
largest mosque in Prishtina, funded by Diyanet. In a public 
competition with over 200 original concepts, the mosque’s 
design was chosen as a classical Ottoman-style mosque 
based on the 16th century “Selimiye” Mosque in Türkiye, 
which has called into question Türkiye’s influence in local 
cultural and religious affairs (Edwards and Colborne 2019). 

As this chapter explains, Türkiye’s influence in Kosovo is 
subject to controversy. The case of “Gülenists” demonstrates 
how Türkiye’s domestic interests often take precedence and 
shape the relationship between the countries, even if they 
are at odds with those of Kosovo or the West. In this respect, 
the fact that Türkiye’s position sometimes contradicts that 
of the EU and the US creates the impression that Turkish 
influence is not always favorable, even if the effects of such 
influence are not necessarily negative. On the other hand, 
the transparency issues surrounding various economic 
projects involving Turkish companies have also raised 
questions about corruption and the extent of Turkish 
influence in the country. 
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How Regional Dynamics Influence Kosovo: 
The Case of Serbia

7 For more on the theory and practice of derecognition, please see: https://www.taylorfrancis.com/chapters/edit/10.4324/9781351131759-25/
derecognition-states-g%C3%ABzim-visoka  

Serbia’s denial to recognize the independence of Kosovo 
has resulted in continuous obstruction by Serbia in 
the country’s path toward international recognition. 
Furthermore, Serbia influences the local Serbian 
community in Kosovo as well, mostly through the utilization 
of its influence in the dominant Serbian political party in the 
country, Srpska Lista. The obstructionist attitude towards 
Kosovo’s progress in the international arena, combined 
with the impact on the Serbian community in Kosovo, has 
contributed to the maintenance of the status quo in the 
relations between the two countries. Serbia’s resistance 
to Kosovo’s participation in international organizations 
remains a major obstacle to Kosovo achieving its foreign 
policy goals. With support from Russia, Serbia has been 
actively hindering Kosovo’s efforts to join INTERPOL, 
despite the fact that Article 14 of the Brussels Agreement 
between Kosovo and Serbia obliges both parties not to 
impede each other’s progress (Travers 2018). Similar to its 
opposition to the INTERPOL application, Serbia actively 
lobbied for rejecting Kosovo’s membership to UNESCO to 
prevent it from bolstering its international position (Foley 
2021). Moreover, in 2017 Serbia launched a “checkbook 
diplomacy” campaign to ensure the derecognition7 of 
Kosovo in exchange for various economic or diplomatic 
rewards (Foley 2021, 16). 

In addition to its influence over Kosovo through 
international players and processes, Serbia significantly 
impacts the Serbian community in Kosovo through the local 
Serbian political representatives in the Kosovo Parliament. 
A practical illustration of Serbia’s brazen meddling in the 
country is the most recent dispute between both countries 
surrounding the license plates of vehicles issued by Serbia 
for Serbian citizens in Kosovo. In June 2022, the Kosovo 
Government decided to require all vehicles with license 
plates issued by Serbian authorities and bearing the 
acronyms of Kosovo cities to switch to the official Kosovo 
license plates (Hyseni 2022). Following this decision, Serbian 
President Aleksandar Vučić facilitated meetings with 
political representatives of the Kosovo Serbian community, 
who warned of the placement of road barricades and 
other forms of resistance to the decision (Radio Evropa e 
Lire 2022a). The start of implementing the decision by the 
Government of Kosovo through issuing warnings to those 
using the Serbian-issued plates led to a mass resignation 
of Kosovo Serbs from institutional positions (Bami and 
Stojanovic 2022). Following these organized resignations, 
contracts were signed between the Serbian government 
and those who had left the country’s institutions. These 
contracts ensure financial compensation from the Serbian 
state to those who resigned from the institutions and 
regulate various legal obligations regarding employment, 
pensions, and health insurance (Radio Evropa e Lire 2022b). 
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The Russian Influence and its Regional Enablers

Russia has a certain amount of influence in Kosovo, but not 
a very significant one, at least not on the ground. This is 
mostly because of several factors, such as the proximity of 
Kosovar society to the US and the EU and their perception 
of Russia as an unfriendly country. Furthermore, Kosovo 
is independent of Russian gas and oil, and there is an 
absence of ethnoreligious ties to Russia (Vllasi 2020). 
During an interview conducted on November 9, 2022, 
in Prishtina, a former Ambassador of Kosovo to an EU 
country contended that although these factors may hinder 
Russia’s direct impact on the ground, the consequences of 
its influence over the country are noticeable globally. The 
interviewee bases his argument on the fact that Russia 
has attacked the sovereignty of Kosovo at every available 
opportunity over the past three decades, whether at the 
UN Security Council or by backing Serbia in its international 
campaigns against the country. Moreover, Russia has used 
Kosovo as a precedent to justify military interventions, 
border changes in post-Soviet states, and confer state 
recognition on contested territories in Ukraine and Georgia 
(Ingimundarson 2022).  

In an online interview, a former political adviser to the 
President of Kosovo emphasized that another factor 
enabling Russian influence in the country is the presence 
of media outlets such as Sputnik Serbia. A report by the 
NATO Strategic Communications Centre of Excellence 
(2020) shows that except in other Bosnian, Croatian, 

Montenegrin, and Serbian-speaking countries in the region, 
the content of Sputnik Serbia is consumed by the local 
Serbian community in Kosovo as well. Furthermore, in a 
face-to-face interview conducted on November 9, 2022, 
a former Deputy Minister of Foreign Affairs in Kosovo 
highlighted another method by which Russia extends its 
influence in Kosovo. In this respect, Russia uses Russian 
staff in international organizations in the country, like the 
UN and OSCE, who can observe, report on, and in some 
cases, intervene in the internal developments in Kosovo. 
An illustration of this is the 2019 arrest of a Russian UNMIK 
employee who, according to Kosovo Police officials, played 
a direct role in setting up barricades to thwart a Kosovo 
Police operation against organized crime in the Serbian-
majority municipalities in the north of Kosovo (Fana 2019). 

Finally, the mirroring of the Russian influence is also carried 
out through the Serbian Orthodox Church in Kosovo and its 
proximity to the Russian Orthodox Church. In this instance, 
the narrative of the Serbian Orthodox Church and the 
Russian Orthodox Church primarily takes advantage of the 
perceived failures of the West to protect the local Serbian 
community and their heritage. This enables them to 
portray Russia as an alternative and a defender of Orthodox 
culture and traditions, thus giving them more leverage in 
exercising influence (Heler n.d.). 
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Chinese Influence in Kosovo

Until recently, China maintained a rather neutral stance 
towards Kosovo, but this has changed with the expansion 
of its economic ties with Serbia. China and Serbia share a 
common stance in their opposition to the independence 
of Taiwan and Kosovo, respectively. This alignment is 
evident in their voting behavior at various United Nations 
bodies, where Serbia consistently supports China’s position 
and vice versa (Kraemer 2022). Similarly to Russia, Kosovo 
adopted a closed attitude towards China mainly due to 
its close ties to Serbia and refusal to recognize Kosovo’s 
independence. Nowadays, China does not directly influence 
the development of Kosovo (except for several attempts). 
However, the rapid expansion of Chinese influence in the 
neighboring countries raises prospects for Chinese interest 
in the country in the near future. 

At the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic, the so-called 
“Vaccine Diplomacy” was one strategy deployed by the 
Chinese government to boost the country’s visibility in the 
region, enabling it to project its influence. Most countries 
in the region received vaccines from China, but Kosovo 
declined them. Vaccines produced in China were made 
available by the government of Albania at the request 
of the government of Kosovo at the time. However, the 
vaccines were refused because Kosovo authorities would 
not administer vaccines originating from countries that do 
not recognize its independence (RTK Live 2021). Conversely, 

the Government of Serbia made the Chinese vaccines 
accessible to the Serbian community residing in the north 
of Kosovo without the consent of Kosovo authorities. This 
move was deemed dangerous and a political provocation 
by the Kosovar authorities, as Serbia served as an enabler of 
China’s “vaccine diplomacy,” thus affirming the potential of 
China to indirectly extend its influence in Kosovo (Ilazi and 
Avdimetaj 2021). 

Similarly, Serbia quietly funded a project to equip Serbian-
majority municipalities in the north of Kosovo with 
unregulated Chinese monitoring technology (Djurdjevic, 
Heil, and Cvetkovic, 2022). In order to monitor certain 
schools in the north of Kosovo, the government of Serbia 
partnered with a U.S.-blacklisted company from China to 
purchase surveillance cameras and similar technology 
(Ibid). Moreover, the fact that Chinese corporations have 
submitted bids for important projects in the country, like 
a coal-based power plant and road infrastructure projects, 
is another indicator of China’s propensity for involvement. 
Although they were unsuccessful in this regard, due to 
the distance of the society and institutions of Kosovo from 
China and Chinese companies, this indicates a tendency to 
gain knowledge of the economic landscape of Kosovo as 
an initial step for potential wider involvement in the future 
(Shopov 2022).
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The Arab States of the Persian Gulf and Kosovo: 
Little or No Influence at All?

8  See, for example, Kursani, Shpend, “Report Inquiring into the Causes and Consequences of Kosovo Citizens’ Involvement as Foreign Fighters in Syria and Iraq” (2015), and 
Peci, Lulzim, and Agon Demjaha, “What Happened to Kosovo Albanians: The Impact of Religion on the Ethnic Identity in the State-building Period” (2016).

Similar to the West and Türkiye, the relationship of certain 
Gulf states with Kosovo is determined by their stance on 
the statehood of Kosovo. In addition to having established 
diplomatic ties, countries like Saudi Arabia, Qatar, and 
the United Arab Emirates are also involved in the country 
through investments, primarily in the fields of health and 
education, as well as the restoration of religious sites. 
(Ray 2018). However, the influence of these countries is 
frequently viewed as contradictory to Kosovo’s secular 
nature, and there is a concern that the Gulf-founded 
institutions can spread radical Islamic doctrines in the 
country (Peci and Demjaha 2016). This negative aspect of 
their influence mostly derives from their lack of knowledge 
of the specific societal context of Kosovo. In this respect, 
according to a former Ambassador of Kosovo to an EU 
country, they overlook the significance of religious balance 
in Kosovo as well as the secular nature of the society and 
institutions by viewing the Muslim majority in the country 
through the prism of the Muslim population in the Gulf 
countries.      

When Albanian imams from the region, including those 
from Kosovo, started studying in the Gulf countries in 

the 2000s, the influence of these countries became more 
evident. As a result of their exposure to various ideological 
camps, upon their return, the imams also started to divide 
ideologically among themselves and form circles that share 
various viewpoints within a religious structure (Kursani 
2015). These ideologies are given room by the pluralism 
Kosovo fosters. However, they become more pronounced 
and harmful because the institutions do not develop any 
counter-narratives to address these issues, according to a 
Former Political Adviser to the President of Kosovo. Saudi 
Arabia has significantly influenced the introduction of 
more conservative religious beliefs and practices and the 
widespread dissemination of these beliefs and practices. 
This resulted in a small percentage of the Kosovars joining 
violent extremist groups in Syria and Iraq.8 However, this 
issue needs to be understood and addressed with regard 
to other factors that influenced religious radicalism in 
Kosovo, which are not necessarily related to the influence 
of the Gulf countries, such as the socio-economic factors, 
political environment, and specific issues faced by religious 
communities, etc. (Kursani 2015).
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Conclusions

The nonparticipation of Kosovo in international 
organizations makes it more vulnerable to foreign 
influence. However, the involvement of the EU and the US in 
the ongoing democratization of local institutions makes the 
country more resilient towards the foreign influence that 
aims to undermine such democratization efforts and hinder 
Kosovo from moving closer to the EU and NATO. Such 
influence is mostly the result of attempts by countries like 
Russia and China to challenge the West and utilize Kosovo 
as a precedent for political gains. This approach suits Serbia 
as well, which, as a result, serves as a gatekeeper for these 
countries to project their influence in Kosovo, particularly 
among Kosovo’s Serbian community. Serbia utilizes the 

political power of actors such as Russia and China to block 
Kosovo’s inclusion in international organizations and gain 
broader international recognition. In this context, the 
stance of five EU countries also contributes to this matter, 
as their refusal to recognize Kosovo’s independence 
indirectly supports the anti-Kosovo narrative. Moreover, 
issues present in religious communities in Kosovo and the 
questioning of local institutions’ capability to preserve the 
local communities’ cultural and religious heritage provide 
opportunities for external actors such as Türkiye, the Gulf 
countries, and the Serbian and Russian Orthodox Church to 
exert their soft power over the various local communities 
that share religious and cultural ties with them.

 Policy Recommendations

   Any possible solution between Kosovo and Serbia must 
result in recognition of Kosovo by Serbia and five 
EU countries that have not recognized the country’s 
independence yet and foresee an accelerated 
membership in organizations such as NATO to 
prevent Kosovo and the region’s stability from being 
undermined by foreign influences.

   A dialogue mechanism should be established between 
the institutions and the Kosovo Serb community in 
order to address issues of mutual concern and ensure 
their meaningful participation in decision-making 
processes. 

   The institutions in Kosovo should implement targeted 
education campaigns, media literacy programs, 
and partnerships with local NGOs and civil society 
organizations to reduce the impact of propaganda in 
local communities.  

   Kosovo’s government should develop a comprehensive 
communication and awareness-raising strategy that 
would aim at strengthening the resilience of the 
community, institutions, and non-governmental actors 
towards the effects of foreign influence.

   The institutions of Kosovo and local religious 
communities must ensure ownership in the 
preservation of the religious and cultural heritage of the 
country’s local communities, as well as the facilitation of 
religious freedom, to preserve a multi-religious society. 
State and religious affairs must remain clearly separated 
in this regard. Greater efforts must be made to cut off 
the connections between various religious and divisive 
political agendas.

    Kosovo institutions must ensure transparency and 
accountability in economic projects involving foreign 
investors to avoid the projection of foreign influence in 
political, economic, and cultural projects. 
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Executive Summary

This analytical study examines the contextual conditions 
that enabled foreign actors, primarily Russia and China, 
to influence the development of democratic processes in 
Montenegro. I argue that the extent of the influence was 
facilitated by (1) the stateness problem – the unresolved 
statehood issue of Montenegro based on societal 
polarization on “us” versus “them” in terms of identity-based 
features and (2) by the partial failure of competing external 
influences of the EU grounded in conditionality policy. To 
illustrate how these processes unfold, I provide details on 
the several avenues Russia used to gain political leverage: 

involvement in a failed coup in 2016, illegal party financing, 
and the establishment of espionage and intelligence 
networks, among others. In the case of China, the analytical 
study provides an overview of major infrastructure projects 
financed by Chinese state loans, mostly enveloped in 
secrecy and questionable public procurement procedures. 
In comparison, both Russian and Chinese channels of 
influence proved detrimental to the development of 
democratic processes in Montenegro. A key difference is 
that a malign intention characterizes Russian interference 
(unlike the Chinese).
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Introduction

How and why democracies break down emerged as a 
central issue of comparative politics in the last ten years. 
With some discerning voices arguing the scope and nature 
of the issue (see Schmitter 2015; Levitsky and Way 2015), 
scholars have reached a general conclusion that a type 
of democratic erosion is unfolding. While bearing some 
similarities with regime changes of the 20th century, the 
new process of democratic backsliding is distinct in two 
major aspects. First, it is primarily within a state process 
led by elected officials abusing the existing democratic 
institutions. Second, it is an incremental process rather than 
an abrupt regime change that witnesses the debilitation 
or elimination of the institutions that sustain an existing 
democracy (Bermeo 2016). As the processes that result 
in democratic backsliding are state-led and are unfolding 
within the democratic institutions themselves, the 
scholarship has rarely explored the role external actors play 
in facilitating these processes. This paper aims to explore 
these issues in the context of Montenegrin democratic 
development. In other words, the paper seeks to answer 
the question: what is the role of external actors in facilitating 
democratic backsliding in Montenegro?

Building on the general research question, the paper 
addresses the contextual factors that enable significant 

influence from foreign actors, followed by examining 
potential motivation and strategies employed to achieve 
the identified goals. In that regard, this paper posits 
two streams of opposing external influences (1) EU 
conditionality that is a primary driver of democratization 
in Montenegro, and (2) the influence of autocratic regimes, 
primarily Russian and Chinese, is a factor contributing 
to democratic backsliding. The success/failure of both 
stems from the Montenegrin division over the statehood 
issue (Montenegrin independence, respectively) (see 
Milačić 2022). Internal societal and political division over 
the statehood issue opens the arena of contestation 
through which external actors can sway the direction of 
Montenegrin politics through various mechanisms explored 
below, aiming to shape internal political processes and 
foreign policy alignments as well. In the following sections, 
I build on this general argumentation, using process tracing 
to identify the mechanism in-between the primary driver 
(statehood issue), and the primary outcome (democratic 
backsliding). In short, explaining outcome process tracing is 
a qualitative analytical approach that begins from a known 
outcome (state of democracy/democratic backsliding) and 
works its way backward using the available evidence to 
uncover the causal chain that produced the specific result.
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Quantitative measures of quality of democracy 
in Montenegro and identification of potential 
backsliding episodes

1  Polity IV index was omitted as it reports an unchanged value of 9 since 2006 (scale -10 to 10).

This paper begins with contextualizing available 
quantitative measures of democracy/democratic 
performance in Montenegro. For this purpose, I have 
identified four indices that report significant variation 
over time, reflecting the changes within the system in 
Montenegrin politics and the political system as a whole1. 
All four indices are congruent on a one-time point – in 
2016, Montenegro experienced a drop in the quality of 
democracy. Freedom House Global freedom score records 
the change from Free to Partly Free, corresponding to 

a transitional or hybrid regime (Figure 1). The V-Dem 
Electoral democracy index continues to record the electoral 
autocracy score (Figure 2). The Economist Investigative Unit 
Democracy Index records a change from flawed democracy 
to a hybrid regime (Figure 3). In contrast, BTI political 
transformation index records a drop of 10% in score, 
marking the onset of a backsliding episode. Additionally, 
V-dem (Figure 2) and EUI indices (Figure 3) report that the 
onset of backsliding can be identified as early as 2012.

Figure 1: Freedom House – Global Freedom scores across time for Montenegro
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Figure 2: Varieties of Democracy – Electoral Democracy Index for Montenegro
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Figure 3: Economist Investigative Unit – Democracy Index for Montenegro
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The indices considered here paint a different picture 
regarding the onset of backsliding in Montenegro, which 
is not surprising considering the fact that they are focusing 
on different dimensions of democratic functioning and the 
quality of democracy. Freedom House evaluates the state 
of political and civil freedoms, V-Dem the integrity of the 
electoral process. At the same time, EIU and BTI are more 
general indices of the state of democracy. To provide more 
insight considering the issue of measurement divergence, 
I turn to qualitative evaluations of the state of democracy 
from the analytical perspective of democratic backsliding 
found in the works of Komar (2020) and Milačič (2022).

In the analysis of democratic backsliding in former 
Yugoslavia, Milačič (2022) posits that stateness problem 
creates conditions that facilitate backsliding practices 

as it primarily fosters polarization on national identity-
based issues. Milačič (2022) further adds that while 
blatant manipulation of stateness issue is not present 
in Montenegro, the creation of ‘us’ versus ‘them’ was an 
important part of the Democratic Party of Socialists (DPS) 
domination (Džankić and Keil 2017), with no interest from 
the political elites across the spectrum in resolving the 
dividing nation-building issue. In such an environment, 
the polarization has served to preserve the status quo 
in terms of democratic development, ultimately leading 
to a beginning of backsliding in 2016 (Milačič 2022). 
The identity-based contestation opened the space for, 
among others, (1) the use of state resources for electoral 
advantage; (2) the capture of the judiciary and creation 
of patronage networks; and (3) the weakening of checks 
and balances.
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Similarly, looking at the instances of illiberal politics 
in Montenegro, Komar (2020) explores typical cases 
demonstrating backsliding practices, including (a) the 
monopolization of public resources and limitation on the 
freedom of expression through the capture of public state 
broadcasters RTCG2 from 2016 onwards; (b) tilting the 
electoral playing field in favor of the incumbent (analyzed 
case from 2012); and (c) political control over independent 
institutions, in particular the case of the university of 
Montenegro from 2016 onwards. What appears to be the 
binding mechanism that joins these practices together 
is the underlying justification – the necessity to defend 
Montenegrin statehood against external territorial 
appetites and internal “subversive” actors, however, 
maintaining the pretense of legality.

Two previously mentioned papers outlined the general 
context conducive to backsliding practices in Montenegro, 
arguing that the identity-based politics nested in the 
unresolved statehood issue creates conditions that 
facilitate democratic backsliding. However, what is missing 
in both analyses is the examination of negative external 

2  Radio Televizija Crne Gore – Radio and Television of Montenegro.

3  At the time this brief was finalized in January 2023, Montenegro did not have a functioning Constitutional court (3 out of 7 judges are appointed, while 4 are needed 
to reach decisions) and the country is governed by a government that has received a vote of no confidence in August 2022. Ambassador of Germany to Montenegro, 
Peter Felten, tweeted about the current political situation in the country on January 24th, 2023: Discussions on Montenegro’s constitutional and political crisis at EU 
Foreign Affairs Council yesterday is not a good sign for Montenegro’s EU ambitions. Montenegro has turned from the accession process frontrunner into a problem (@
GERambMNE).

influence in terms of democratic development. External 
actors can easily establish political alliances to promote 
diverging interests when internal political competition is 
identity-based and highly polarized.

Arguably this process has resulted in a current 
constitutional and political crisis in the country.3 On the 
one hand, the EU conditionality policy implemented 
through accession negotiations can be identified as the 
most successful external factor that enhances democracy 
(Milačić 2022) and fosteres political stability within 
Montenegro. However, autocratic regimes such as Russia 
and China, can limit the scope of democratic reform and 
facilitate backsliding associated with, but not limited 
to, dysfunctional institutions. Along those lines, the 
general argument presented here is that the unresolved 
statehood issue opens space for identity-based political 
contestation through which external actors can interfere 
with internal politics and shape the outcomes of political 
processes, ultimately resulting in suboptimal democratic 
outcomes. Theorized causal mechanism is presented in the 
following chart.

Figure 4: Causal chain of external actors on quality of democracy in Montenegro
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Overview of external actors’ presence and their role in 
Montenegro

Russia

Sharing a history of political ties dating back to 1715 and 
Bishop Danilo I, Russia maintains a strong economic and 
cultural presence in Montenegro. With a slight variation in 
the last two decades, Russia is the biggest foreign direct 
investor in Montenegro (Central Bank of Montenegro – 
13.5% in the first quarter of 2022) and, alongside Serbia, 
is the largest contributor to the tourism industry (National 
Statistic Office - 25.1% in 2018), the largest sector of the 
Montenegrin economy. The shift in political cooperation 
started in 2013 and intensified after 2015 after four 
significant events occurred. First, the Russian annexation of 
Crimea forced the hand of Montenegrin elites to introduce 
sanctions as a part of the integration process of both 
EU and NATO and to choose the country’s foreign policy 
orientation firmly. Second, the economic ties between 
the political elites were severed with the declaration of 
bankruptcy of the Aluminium plant Podgorica KAP, owned 
by Russian oligarch Oleg Deripaska a close associate of 
Vladimir Putin from 2005 (when the company employed 
over 2000 people and accounted for 15% of the country’s 
GDP). Third, in response to the previously described events, 
Russia started turning away from cooperation with the 
Montenegrin government and intensified political ties with 
the pro-Russian political parties (opposition at the time) in 
Montenegro (Bechev, 2018). The fourth event that solidified 
the political distancing between Montenegro and Russia 
was that in 2015 Montenegro received a formal invitation 
to join NATO and joined the Alliance in 2017. In conclusion, 
historical and cultural ties between Russia and Montenegro 
formed the basis of Russian influence in the country, which 
Montenegrin’s commitment to the EU and NATO agenda 
challenged. The following paragraph elaborates on these 
issues in greater detail.

Russia based its influence on the overarching theme of Pan-
Slavism, aiming to appeal to the broad notions of Slavic 
heritage, common Christian Orthodox faith, and historical 
ties with the region (Bajrović et al. 2018) to exert political 
influence and achieve foreign policy goals. As Russia 
perceives the Western Balkans as its sphere of influence, 
the goal is to limit the expansion of Euro-Atlantic alliances 
(both NATO and EU) and re-establish Russian presence 
and geopolitical influence in the region, particularly in 
Montenegro (see Analitika 2023). The increased interest in 
internal political processes in Montenegro can be attributed 
to its geographical position on the Mediterranean, where 
Russia has limited strategic capabilities vis   à vis NATO. 
Control over a little more than 220 km of Montenegrin 
coastline on the Adriatic Sea with a reliable port in the 
Eastern Mediterranean, would greatly remedy the strategic 
capability of Russia to counter NATO presence in the region 
(for more detail, see Bajrović et al. 2018).

As stated in the previous section, Russian interference is 
enabled by the unresolved statehood issue. However, it 
will be severely limited by 2023, following the political and 
economic consequences of Russian aggression against 
Ukraine. The block polarization over identity and statehood 
issues in Montenegro, between the proponents of (1) 
independence and (2) joint state with Serbia, politically 
and socially follows the division between pro-Western and 
pro-Eastern forces. Russia builds on this societal division, 
supporting pro-Russian organizations through various 
channels, whose political actions ultimately shape the face 
of Montenegrin democracy. The following figure outlines 
the identified causal paths connected to Russian influence.
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Figure 5: Causal paths of Russian interference in Montenegrin political processes
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4  Main Directorate of the General Staff of the Armed Forces of the Russian Federation.

5  Russian oligarch with close ties to Vladimir Putin, who was the majority owner of Aluminium Plant Podgorica - KAP from 2005-2013.

Election interference – Alleged coup: The day before 
the general parliamentary election in October 2016, 
Montenegrin police thwarted an alleged coup by arresting 
20 people, confiscating rifles, spiked road barriers, 
handcuffs, batons, and other equipment exclusive to the 
state’s special police (Bajrović et al. 2018). According to 
government officials, the primary goal of the coup was to 
prevent the forthcoming Montenegrin accession to NATO. 
On the morning of the election, the special prosecutor’s 
office issued a statement that several Montenegrin and 
Serbian nationals conspired to disguise themselves as police 
officers to infiltrate the mass protest planned in front of the 
Parliament in case of DPS won the election. Allegedly, their 
plan was to open fire at the protesters to cause chaos and 
panic, providing an opportunity to storm the Parliament 
building and take control over the country’s institutions. 
Ultimately, the group planned to assassinate Prime Minister 
Milo Đukanović. Furthermore, according to Serbia’s Security 
Intelligence Agency BIA, 50 members of GRU4 Special Forces 
troops entered the Montenegrin mountainous border 
region on the eve of October 15th but evacuated as they 
faced radio silence and received no further instructions from 
Milan Knežević (a Democratic Front MP) over encrypted 
phones (Bajrović et al. 2018). Shortly after the alleged coup, 
in November 2016, Montenegrin special prosecutor Milivoje 
Katnić stated that Eduard Shishmakov and Vladimir Popov 
(alias, later identified as Alexander Moiseev by Bellingcat and 
Russian outlet The Insider), officers of GRU, were the primary 
organizers and financiers.

In the aftermath of the events, the Special prosecutor’s 
office pressed charges against 14 individuals from Serbia, 
Montenegro, and Russia, including two MPs from the most 
prominent opposition party in Montenegro, Milan Knežević 
and Andrija Mandić. In a trial in front of the High Court in 
Podgorica on May 9th, 2019, all 14 individuals were found 
guilty of plotting to commit a terrorist act and undermining 
the constitutional order of Montenegro. However, the Court 
of Appeals annulled the verdict in February 2021 based on 
significant violations of the criminal procedure provisions. 
Currently, the case is in front of the High Court for a retrial.

Election interference – Party Finance: According to the 
Voice of America, in September 2022, following a briefing 
where a part of the report gathered by US intelligence 
agencies was made public, an unnamed high-ranking 
official of the Biden administration stated that Russia 
financed political parties in more than 20 countries in 
the amount of more than 300 million dollars. According 
to the US intelligence agencies, Russia attempted to 
provide an advantage to specific political forces and 
undermine democracy within these countries, identifying 
Democratic Front in Montenegro as one of the funds’ 
recipients. Associates of Oleg Deripaska5 provided funding 
to Democratic Front in 2016, and probably in the 2018 
presidential election, through invalid contracts and 
offshore companies’ (VOA, 2022).
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Resurrecting Pan-Slavism: Relying on historical and religious 
ties and shared Slavic heritage, Russia also implements a soft 
power strategy primarily through cultural institutions (for more 
detail see DFC, 2021). The most notable institution here is the 
Serbian Orthodox Church (SPC), which opposed Montenegrin 
independence, and denied the existence of Montenegrin 
ethnicity. SPC was a fierce opponent of NATO membership and 
is the most prominent (nominally) non-political organization 
that advocates for realignment with Russia. In a European 
parliament resolution (P9 TA (2022)0064), Russia was accused 
of exploiting ethnic tensions in the Western Balkans region 
to curb democratic development, which could potentially 
lead to destabilization. The resolution particularly stresses 
the role of the Serbian Orthodox Church in Montenegro as a 
promoter of Russia, as a protector of traditional family values 
and close relations between church and state. Furthermore, 
the resolution condemns the Russian influence through 
SPC, which facilitates biased writing of history and promotes 
anti-EU agenda.

The political influence of the Serbian Orthodox Church 
culminated in the October 2020 parliamentary election 
with the active participation of clergy in election 
campaigns. Following two years of weekly demonstrations 
against the Law on Religious Communities, when political 
parties publicly supported by the SPC (Democratic Front 
and Democrats) managed to win a parliamentary majority 
after 30 years of domination of Đukanović’s DPS. Among 
other things, the Democratic Front coalition leader for the 
2020 elections, Zdravko Krivokapić, a political novice and 
anonymous university professor, was suggested to the DF 
by the SPC and the 42nd Montenegrin government with 
Zdravko Krivokapić as its Prime Minister was negotiated 
and agreed on in the Monastery Ostrog with a facilitating 
role of SPC (Radio Slobodna Evropa 2022).

Intelligence and espionage: The involvement of Eduard 
Shishmakov and Alexander Moiseev in the alleged 2016 coup 
is the tip of the iceberg regarding the Russian intelligence 
agencies involvement in Montenegro. In September 2022, 
National Security Agency ANB searched the premises of more 
than two dozen people, searching for evidence of a Russian 
espionage network. As a result, 2 Montenegrin citizens were 

6  #NATO stands in solidarity with our valued Ally #Montenegro, as it takes measures to protect its sovereignty and democracy faced with #Russia‘s spying and other 
destabilizing malign activities. The Western Balkans are of strategic importance for our Alliance & we remain vigilant. (@jensstoltenberg, October 5th 2022)

7  A recent example was the decision of Journalist Association of Montenegro to reward Sputnik Serbia for best news portal in 2022, Darya Dugina (Platonova) for lifetime 
achievement (posthumously), and a Monument of 150 years of journalism in Montenegro to the Journalist Association of Russia, at a ceremony organized in honor of The 
Day of Journalists (January 23rd).

arrested for espionage, including a retired official of the 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs, with an additional (at least) 6 under 
investigation, 6 Russian diplomats were declared persona 
non grata and expelled (in addition to 6 diplomats expelled 
in March, April and May 2022). An additional 28 foreign 
nationals were issued an entry ban to Montenegro. Shortly 
after the expulsion of Russian diplomats, interim director 
of ANB Savo Kentera was fired (20 days before his interim 
contract was set to expire), raising suspicions about the true 
reason behind his contract termination. Interestingly, Kentera 
was fired the day after the NATO Secretary General tweeted 
in support of the Montenegrin intelligence agency’s effort to 
protect its sovereignty and democracy.6

In addition to the on-the-ground espionage, according 
to the Facebook (Meta) data retrieved for the U.S. Senate 
Select Committee on Intelligence, GRU created many fake 
think tanks, user accounts, and alternative media sources on 
various social media networks ahead of the 2016 elections 
in Montenegro (DFC 2021) to spread anti-western and anti-
NATO content. Subsequently, the Ministry of Defence of 
Montenegro hosted a USA expert team for cyber security in 
2018 to strengthen the institutional capacities ahead of the 
2018 presidential election. Nonetheless, cyber-attacks became 
relatively frequent, especially after the Russian aggression 
against Ukraine, with the most recent ransomware attack 
occurring in August 2022, targeting critical government 
infrastructure and parliament web presentations. The attack 
was attributed to the Cuba Ransomware group with alleged 
ties with Russian intelligence agencies. Whereas no definitive 
evidence that Russia was behind the attack exists, Minister of 
Defense Raško Konjević and Montenegrin National Security 
Agency ANB suggested there are valid suspicions that the 
attack was sponsored by Russia (Al Jazeera Balkans, 2022).

Summary of Russian interference: In conclusion, it can be 
argued that Russia explored ethnic tensions and the unresolved 
statehood issue to solidify its influence in Montenegro, 
facilitating anti-NATO and anti-EU sentiment, through extensive 
support and financing of its natural allies – Democratic Front 
and Serbian Orthodox Church. By doing so, it enabled a vibrant 
and active community committed to nurturing cultural and 
historical ties between the two countries7.
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China

8  The project was under investigation for alleged high corruption by a Maltese journalist Daphne Caruana Galizia, who suffered fatal injuries in October 2017 after a car 
bomb explosion. As a consequence of her investigation, the Prime Minister of Malta, Joseph Muscat, resigned in 2019 as a number of his close associates were tied to the 
alleged corruption.

With the 2008 economic crisis and a subsequent partial 
withdrawal of the EU and US from the Western Balkans 
region, building on the Belt and Road Initiative, China 
aimed to strategically position itself in a country providing 
a port and access to the EU market (DFC 2022). While 
Chinese presence has drastically increased in the last 15 
years, it does not seem to be linked with specific political 
aspirations that would result in interference with internal 
politics or a change of foreign policy orientation (DFC 
2022). However, a negative side effect of Chinese presence 
on the quality of democracy in Montenegro can be 
identified primarily in the area of transparency and free and 
fair electoral competition. In their commentary on political 
processes in Montenegro Džankić & Keil (2017) and Keil 
(2018) posit that Montenegro is characterized by a weak 
or non-existent system of checks and controls, enabling 
the distribution of resources (privatization schemes, state 
employment, public contracts, and subsidies) to party 
cronies, who continuously demand increased rent-seeking 

opportunities in return for political support. Furthermore, 
the existence of a patronage network is justified by the 
need to stay in power in defense from the “others”- the 
enemies of the state (Džankić & Keil 2017). In that regard, 
it can be argued that the regime’s necessity to maintain its 
patronage networks in defense of the state is facilitating the 
overall Chinese expansion strategy. This expansion strategy 
is based on the authoritarian model implemented in China, 
which is being exported to third countries through loans 
and investment facilities that challenge the governance 
principles of the West (Doehler 2019). Particularly in the 
Western Balkan region, Chinese incentives such as no-
strings-attached loans, government-to-government 
agreements, and political propaganda opportunities are 
provided to the Balkan stabilocrats and their patronage 
networks (Soyaltin-Colella 2022). A summary of Chinese 
influence can be found in Figure 6, while a detailed account 
is presented in the following paragraphs.

Figure 6: Causal Paths of Chinese Influence in Montenegro
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Chinese investment – The highway project: Since 
Montenegro’s independence in 2006, Chinese investments 
can be estimated to be roughly 1.15 billion dollars (Soyaltin-
Colella, 2022), distributed mainly through loans from 
Chinese banks and less frequently as direct investments. 
However, the exact amount of investment and the share in 
the Montenegrin economy is hard to estimate as the Central 
Bank of Montenegro classifies private Chinese investments 
with a designation C, meaning that type of industry, banks 
and companies involved, and individual transactions are 
secret (DFC 2022). What can be gathered from public 

information is that almost all investments are in the energy 
or transport sectors, both of which are connected with 
the EU market. The grand entry of Chinese investment in 
Montenegro was a 93.7 million dollar loan for the purchase 
of four transport ships (that were constructed in China) 
in 2013. This was followed by the construction of a wind 
farm on the hill Možura8 with an estimated worth around 
90 million dollars (Maltese consortium with a 33% Chinese 
ownership), and a bid for the ecological reconstruction 
of the thermal power plant in Pljevlja in 2019 (estimated 
value, 54.3 million dollars), among others.
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The crown jewel was an 809 million dollar highway 
construction project (costs of the construction rose by 
an additional 134 million dollars, mainly as the Ministry 
of Transport and Maritime Affairs forgot to include a 
crucial highway interchange) financed through an Exim 
Bank of China loan (85%) and Montenegrin state budget 
contribution (15%). The primary contractor for the 41 
km priority section of the highway was a Chinese state-
owned China Road and Bridge Corporation (CRBC). Still, 
an estimated 30% of the work value was subcontracted 
to private companies linked to Montenegrin government 
officials (Gallop & Risteska 2017 p. 63), with Bemax securing 
240 million dollar deals (MANS 2017). According to the civil 
sector in Montenegro, the subcontracting practices gave 
credence to the suspicions that the highway construction 
was set up to redistribute rents to party cronies (DFC 2022).

The construction was met with controversies over the 
legality and transparency procurement procedure that 
selected CRBC, the secrecy of contractual obligations 
(MANS 2018), and the risk of debt slavery. First, CRBC was 
selected in a manner that circumvented national legislation 
that pertains to public procurement procedures, made 
possible by government-to-government agreement (DFC 
2022). Furthermore, the deal with Exim Bank of China 
and CBRC was closed after two feasibility studies deemed 
it financially unsustainable (Louis Berger in 2009 and 
URS in 2012), and two other consortia, Konstruktor from 
Croatia and a Greek Israeli Aktor/HCH, failed to reach an 
agreement with the Montenegrin government. Second, 
many documents are still under the veil of secrecy, which 
gave rise to a lot of speculation and misinformation about 
the contract’s specific financial and legal details. Most 
prominent misinformation stated that per contractual 
stipulation, Montenegro’s Port of Bar could be annexed by 
China, similarly as the Chinese did in Sri Lanka or Djibouti, 

9  Article 5.5 The signing of this Agreement by the Borrower constitutes, and the Borrower’s performance of its obligations under this Agreement will constitute commercial 
acts. Neither the Borrower nor any of its assets, except for those assets dedicated to military or diplomatic purpose, is entitled to any right of immunity on the grounds 
of sovereign or otherwise from arbitration, suit, execution or any other legal process with respect to its obligations under this Agreement, as the case may be, in any 
jurisdiction. (p. 34)

in the case of a payment default. However, what media 
presented as a slavery trap (article 5.5 of the contract)9 
Deron et al. (2021) argued is a standard sovereignty 
waiver found in all contracts between states and private 
companies, which allows for a judicial resolution if a 
dispute arises between the contracting parties. Third, 
this misinformation seriously threatened the stability of 
public finances in Montenegro, as the initial 809 million 
dollar loan drastically increased the level of public debt in 
Montenegro. The debt increase influenced the ability of the 
Montenegrin state to secure favorable terms on financial 
markets (Kovačević 2021). The deputy prime minister Dritan 
Abazović, plead to the European parliament in 2021 to 
provide a financial instrument to refinance Montenegrin 
state debt, arguing that Montenegro is at risk of debt 
slavery in the case of payment default on Chinese loans 
(according to Freedom House the totality of Chinese loans 
attributed 39% of Montenegrin state debt in 2021).

Summary of Chinese influence: Increased economic 
presence since 2013 that linked state-owned Chinese 
banks and companies with some of the most important 
developmental projects in Montenegro. On the one 
hand, while no direct evidence linking Chinese money 
to corruption activities could be presented, it is a fair 
assumption that following the secret financial details and 
non-existent checks and controls of the Chinese no strings 
attached loan policy, a portion of the money was probably 
redirected to the maintenance of patronage networks. On 
the other hand, the provisions of governmental agreements 
provided a basis to circumvent public procurement 
procedures that ensure transparency and legality, and 
no strings attached loans negatively impacted the state 
of democracy in Montenegro as they have arguably 
contributed to the political and economic (in)stability of the 
entire system.
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Türkiye

10  In an interview for Duvar English, Montenegrin ambassador to Türkiye pointed out Montenegro is an interesting investment destination for Turkish citizens as they do not 
need visa to enter and stay in the country for 90 days, foreign companies enjoy the same treatment as national companies with competitive tax system (corporate profit 
tax is 9%) and have access to established Business and Free-Trade Zones. Furthermore, favorable geographical location with the Port of Bar, air and railroad connections 
with Eastern and Central Europe is why Montenegro is perceived as “The Gateway to the Balkans” (Duvar English 2022).

With more than turbulent shared history, the political 
relations between Montenegro and Türkiye significantly 
improved after Montenegrin independence in 2006. 
Political ties are grounded in shared foreign policy goals 
– EU accession and allied status within NATO. The level of 
friendly relations and political cooperation between the 
two countries can best be summarized by the Agreement 
signed in 2020 according to which Türkiye will represent 
Montenegro in 23 states where it does not have diplomatic 
missions (Africa and Asia) and will provide consular services 
to Montenegrin citizens and issue Montenegrin visas 
for visitors.

Political cooperation is complemented by increasing 
economic activity (both trade and investment), as 
Montenegro has become a popular destination for Turkish 
small and medium size business owners, particularly after 
an autocratic turn in Türkiye.10 According to the data from 
the National Statistical Office in 2020, there were 3250 
Turkish-owned businesses in Montenegro, or 28.8% of all 
businesses with a foreign ownership structure. The number 
is particularly impressive considering that in 2017 there 
were only 250 businesses owned by Turkish nationals (Al 
Jazeera Balkans, 2021). Another point that illustrates the 
increased economic cooperation is the increase in bilateral 
trade volume from $46 million in 2015 to $182 million 
in 2022. Primarily, investments are made in construction 
and tourism, but the most prominent Turkish companies 
in Montenegro manage an iron and steel factory in Nikšić 
(Tosçelik Special Steel) and container terminals at the 
Port of Bar (Global Ports). The groundwork for the Turkish 
economic expansion was laid by Turkish International 
Development Agency TIKA, with its branch that opened in 
Montenegro in 2007, by investing over €20 million in nearly 
400 projects focusing on education, healthcare, and cultural 
cooperation. An example of investment in education is 

the financing of Muslim religious schools (for example, 
Mehmed Fatih Islamic Theological High School), which 
offers university students free Turkish language courses 
and scholarships for studying at both undergraduate and 
postgraduate levels at Turkish universities. Alongside TIKA, 
the Presidency of Religious Affairs-Diyanet frequently 
distributes aid packages coordinated through the Turkish 
Embassy in Podgorica, particularly during Ramadan. 
Lastly, a significant factor was the popularity of Turkish 
soap operas, which have completely taken over the Latin 
American or Indian series, becoming the most popular TV 
content in the country.

From the previous paragraphs, it is evident that Türkiye 
has a significant presence in Montenegro that has rapidly 
increased economically and culturally since 2017. In that 
regard, Turkish soft power has consequently increased; 
however, considering a partnership and ally status within 
NATO, politically malign influence is not present. Marović 
(2019) argued that while economic interests in Montenegro 
do exist, none of the non-western countries interfere 
in Montenegrin politics (with the notable exception of 
Russia). Along those lines, in an interview with Deutsche 
Welle about the influence of Türkiye in the Western Balkans 
region, Dr. Erdoan Shipoli from Virginia International 
University outlined the motivation behind Turkish 
involvement in the region, commenting on the specificities 
of Turkish influence in each Western Balkans country, 
but omitting Montenegro. The omission implies a lack of 
political influence in the country. A similar conclusion can 
be reached by looking at the National Democratic Institute 
(NDI 2020) examination of illiberal external influence in 
Montenegro and Serbia, according to whose analysis, 
stakeholders view Turkish economic presence as significant 
and visible, but their influence as apolitical.
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Arab states of the Persian Gulf

In terms of political involvement, no significant influence 
of the Arab states of the Persian Gulf (Gulf states) was 
identified. One notable exception is in the economic 
investment strategy of the United Arab Emirates, 
roughly estimated to be around $320 million invested in 
Montenegro over the previous ten years (2013-2022).
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Conclusion and Policy Recommendations

In this paper, I have argued that the statehood issue 
fosters the primary political conflict in Montenegro, 
which in combination with the success or failure of the 
EU conditionality policy, can be related to the level of 
democratic development. To limit the malign influence 
of authoritarian external actors, it is crucial that the 
EU takes a more direct approach to the exercise of its 
political influence. Towards that end, I propose a series 
of institutional arrangements that would signal the EU’s 
dedication to Montenegro and broader to the Western 
Balkans region. The recommendations are the following:

   Increase the number and presence of the international 
staff at the Delegation of the EU in Montenegro. 
The accession negotiation frequently relied on key 
expert contributions from EU member states, whose 
permanent positions in Montenegro would signal 
reaffirmed commitment to Montenegrin integration in 
the EU.

   Increase the frequency of meetings within the 
European Parliament EU-Montenegro Stabilization 
and Association Parliamentary Committee (SAPC), 
possibly by establishing a permanent international 
administrative body in candidate countries.

   Complement the bi-annual EU Western Balkans summit 
with an annual visit of the European Commissioner 
for Neighborhood and Enlargement to candidate 
countries.

   Work towards fostering a unified approach to the 
democratic development of Western Balkans between 
the EU and the USA.

   Take additional steps to reaffirm the Berlin process vis-
à-vis the Open Balkans initiative.

   Montenegro should reaffirm its commitment to EU 
accession and devise a nationwide strategy to combat 
anti-Western sentiments.
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Executive Summary

This study analyses the effects of foreign influence on 
political and social life in North Macedonia, focusing on 
the effects of the prolonged EU integration process, as 
opposed to the influence excreted by non-western actors, 
particularly Russia, China, Türkiye, and the Arab states of the 
Persian Gulf. The study focuses mainly on political and social 
forms of external influence. It assesses the vulnerability 
of the political subjects and citizens to external influence, 
investigating how political party behaviour contributes to 
the polarisation and undermining of North Macedonia’s 

democratisation efforts. The analysis uses available public 
opinion data and literature review, including media 
sources. Overall, the study shows that the frustration from 
the “fading” EU promise leaves extra room for potential 
malign influence on the political and social life of the 
country, contributing to existing economic challenges 
and the already low trust in democratic institutions, and 
further challenging the democratisation process in North 
Macedonia. 
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I. Introduction 

The war in Ukraine has significantly changed the 
geopolitical landscape in Europe, particularly impacting 
the political situation in the Western Balkans. The influence 
of external actors such as Russia, China, Türkiye, and the 
Arab states of the Persian Gulf (also referred to as the Gulf 
States) have been present in the past; however, with the 
new emerging situation, their impact could significantly 
change and, in certain social and political contexts, 
strengthen. North Macedonia’s sluggish EU integration 
process, following decades of various blockades, recently 
culminated with the French proposal to lift the Bulgarian 
veto, generating more frustration and polarisation among 
the citizens (Pollozhani 2022; Rechica 2022), and expanding 
the space for potential malign influence on the country’s 
democracy. The effect of third parties can be seen through 
the clear signs of political polarisation: populism by several 
political subjects (Rechica, Bliznakovski, and Popovikj 
2022), economic crisis exacerbating inequality, and low 
trust in democratic institutions (Bliznakovski et al. 2021). 
The concord between these conditions has put new strains 
on the country’s political and social life and the overall 
democratisation efforts. 

The current political system in North Macedonia is largely 
a result of the power-sharing agreement of 2001 (‘Ohrid 
Framework Agreement’ 2001). This system understands a 
democracy with mostly consociational traits. The political 
parties with the majority vote from the ethnic Macedonian 
and the ethnic Albanian “political blocks” usually form the 
government (Markovikj and Popovikj 2015). While society 
is relatively reconciled on an ethnic level, with sporadic 
escalations and low involvement of religious authorities 
in daily politics, there is still a tendency for an ethnically 
driven political and social organisation with low trust and 
interaction between the ethnic communities. This fragile 
political and social setting often serves as a fertile ground 
for internal and external factors to generate instability or 
exert influence. 

The crowded and underpaid media sector, with high levels 
of polarisation and fake news proliferation (Oxenham 2019; 
Trpkovski 2019; Greene et al. 2020a), coupled with low 
levels of media literacy (Shopar, Kjupeva, and Temenugova 
2016), further facilitates potential efforts by external 
actors. Despite ethnic fragmentation being an embedded 
part of the country’s political system, the people of North 

Macedonia tend to care more about the economic outlook 
of the country and the widespread corruption and impunity 
(International Republican Institute 2022). The Ukraine war 
has further increased citizens’ concerns over economic 
stability and security. In August, inflation hit a record high 
of 16.8%; food price inflation reached 25.9% (World Bank 
2022), while public debt rose by 5.8%, accounting for 58.6% 
of the state GDP (Ministry of Finance 2022). The economic 
crisis has further exacerbated inequality, with 21.8% of the 
population at risk of poverty (State Statistical Office 2022). 
Moreover, the government struggles with establishing 
safeguards against corruption, and introducing good 
governance practices remains the “Achilles’ heel” in the 
democratisation process of North Macedonia (European 
Commission 2022). The worsening economic situation 
and high levels of corruption (Transparency International 
2023), combined with low trust in institutions and low 
expectations from established political parties, allow third 
actors to wield political polarisation among citizens and 
create space for internal destructive political narratives. 

Regarding the research methods, the assessment is done 
through available public opinion data and literature review, 
including media sources. This study draws from public 
opinion surveys looking at citizen preferences, existing 
literature from research studies on similar or related 
topics, academic literature and related local data sources 
and surveys, and policy briefs and studies produced by 
international and local civil society organisations (CSOs). 
The data were collected through desk research and 
available databases and analysed through qualitative 
and thematic analysis of documents. It is organised into 
three parts. First, it gives insights into the negative effects 
of the prolonged EU integration process on society. 
Secondly, it gives a more in-depth analysis of the Russian, 
Chinese, Turkish, and Gulf States’ influence on the country’s 
political structures and social life. Finally, it offers some 
policy recommendations for possible future steps to build 
the resilience of political actors to external influences 
that could undermine democratisation processes in the 
country. Overall, the study shows how external influence 
exacerbates political polarisation and populism by radical 
political subjects, worsens economic challenges, and 
contributes to already low trust in democratic institutions 
while challenging democratisation. 
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II. The EU Promise 

Ebbs and flows of progress characterise the European 
integration process of North Macedonia. The country 
gained candidate status to join the European Union 
(EU) in 2005; however, it conditionally opened accession 
negotiations only in 2022, making it the longest-
standing EU candidate in the Western Balkans. While the 
country visibly struggles with internal democratic reform 
(Freedom House 2022), certain EU member states have 
put difficult obstacles and, at times, impossible tasks in the 
country’s EU path.

The long-standing name dispute with Greece prevented 
the country from joining the EU and NATO for decades. 
The Greek veto in the 2008 NATO summit, coupled 
with the inability of the EU member states to agree on 
the beginning of accession negotiations despite the 
European Commission’s (EC) favourable recommendations, 
demonstrated how inconsistent strategic choices could 
jeopardise new and fragile democracies such as North 
Macedonia’s. In less than a decade, the then right-wing 
government, led by Nikola Gruevski, took advantage of 
the circumstances to change its technocratic and reformist 
course into a populist semi-authoritarian regime (Kacarska 
2017). While the official position in favour of a full Euro-
Atlantic path was maintained, the political environment 
from 2008 to 2016 gave third countries a chance to offer a 
geopolitical platform, which internal political actors used to 
present as an attractive alternative to the citizens (Popovski 
2018). By the end of his rule, Gruevski faced country-wide 
protests due to the wiretapping scandal (Dimishkovski 
2016; Jakov Marusic 2017a). These protests would bring 
about a shift in power in favour of the Social Democrats. 
The democratic spirit brought undecided voters to the 
voting booth (turnout at 66,8%) and, for the first time, a 
recorded large number of Albanian votes for an ethnic-
Macedonian party (Tahiri 2016; 360 degrees 2017). 

The new government designed its platform mainly on 
the country’s Euro-Atlantic prospects, resolving the name 
dispute with Greece in 2018 (Nimetz 2020), and leading 
to North Macedonia’s accession to NATO in April 2020. 
However, positive outlooks began to fade when the Social 
Democrats failed to deliver on their promise for progress 
in the EU accession (Jakov Marusic 2019). The France 
and Netherlands veto in 2019 served as a launch pad for 
internal political frustration, giving a platform to radical 
political actors. Levica (the Left), a pro-Russian, radical, and 
self-proclaimed left-wing party, gained two MPs in the 2020 

elections and further support in the 2021 local elections. 
The unexpected 2020 Bulgarian veto fuelled even deeper 
frustration, Euroscepticism, and anti-western sentiment 
among citizens (Velinovska, Nikolovski, and Krichner 
2022). Bulgaria’s veto is based on the contestation of North 
Macedonia’s history. Specifically, the Bulgarian occupation 
during WWII being taught in schools, the status of the 
Macedonian language, and the issue of Bulgarian minorities 
in North Macedonia, which was previously unresolved 
(Pollozhani 2022; Heil 2022; Jakov Marusic 2020; 2021). 

In 2022, the dispute was set to be resolved during the 
French presidency of the Council of the European Union 
through a proposal colloquially known as the “French 
Proposal.” While this proposal was set with the idea of 
helping the country move forward in its EU path, the 
sentiment of injustice has become stronger in North 
Macedonia (Rechica 2022). Many people viewed the 
proposal’s suggested constitutional amendments as 
an improper intrusion by Bulgaria into their country’s 
internal affairs (Sloboden Pecat 2022; MKD 2021). Since the 
country’s name change in 2018, the attitude toward the EU 
has worsened. While 72% of the citizens supported the EU 
integration process in 2018, this support is at 64% in 2022, 
following a steady drop since 2014 (80%) (Damjanovski 
2023). The politicisation of the EU integration process by 
certain EU member states has also led to the belief that the 
implementation of domestic reforms requested by the EU 
is less important than the EU’s political will to accept North 
Macedonia into the EU (International Republican Institute 
2021). In fact, 49% of the citizens of North Macedonia 
believe that the reason the country is not able to join 
the EU is that neighbouring countries obstruct its path 
toward it. In comparison, only 31% think it is due to the 
lack of internal reforms, which creates a false perception 
of domestic democratic potential and blame shifting 
(Damjanovski 2023). In general, frustration with the current 
government lacking agency in foreign affairs (Rechica 
2022), and with the EU, has had both political and social 
impact, and created entry points for influences of external 
actors such as Russia, China, Türkiye, and the Arab states of 
the Persian Gulf.
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III. Political and Social Influence of Third Actors

The Russian Support

North Macedonia and Russia established bilateral ties in the 
early 1990s and have since signed several economic and 
cultural cooperation agreements. The two countries share 
cultural and religious similarities (Trpkovski 2018; Najcevska 
2022; Bechev 2019; Karčić 2022; Himes and Stronski 
2019); however, depending on the historical era, bilateral 
relations have shifted from cooperative to hostile and 
vice versa (Pankovski 2020, 26–42). In recent history, this 
shift happened during the 2015 political turmoil in North 
Macedonia, when the generally friendly relations between 
the two countries deteriorated swiftly. 

The opposition Social Democratic Party of Macedonia 
(SDSM), led at the time by Zoran Zaev, released tapes to 
the public claiming evidence that Prime Minister Nikola 
Gruevski’s administration had illegally surveilled more 
than 20,000 people, including ministers, politicians, 
businesspeople, journalists, academics, and others 
(Dimishkovski 2016; Jakov Marusic 2017b; DW 2016; RFE/RL 
2017). Gruevski accused the opposition of cooperating with 
“foreign intelligence services”, for which legal proceedings 
were initiated against Zaev (Gjorchev 2016; Jakov Marusic 
2019a; Angelov 2017). The political turmoil prompted a 
more active role of the Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
(MFA) and the Russian Embassy in Skopje, mainly through 
public statements and social media. 

In response to the wiretapping scandal, the Russian MFA 
released a statement praising the government’s stance 
and demanding a “thorough examination of the incident” 
(Brsakoska Bazerkoska and Spasov 2019). The then-
government supporters often quoted these statements, 
fuelling widespread hysteria on possible “foreign 
intelligence service” surveillance and interference in the 
country’s politics (Kostojchinoski 2016). The then right-wing 
government of Gruevski mainly furthered this narrative, 
while the Russian Embassy in Skopje would issue statements 
condemning the country-wide protests (Gjorchev 2016). 

The Russian media campaign intensified after the 2017 
government change, mainly in 2018, when the Prespa 
Agreement was concluded, resolving the three-decade-
long name dispute with Greece and opening the country’s 

path toward NATO and the EU. The same year, a nationwide 
referendum was held in response to the agreement. 
According to some government sources, journalists, 
and independent experts, several online disinformation 
campaigns were launched to sway public opinion in favour 
of boycotting the referendum (Harding, Belford, and 
Cvetkovska 2017; Greene et al. 2020b). Twitter’s automated 
bots greatly aided the online campaign for boycotts and 
artificially boosted their presence on social media by 
extensively sharing the hashtag #boycott (Zafeiropoulos 
2019). Despite the successful boycott campaign, with a 
turnout of 37%, the referendum was deemed successful 
by the government (Jakov Marusic 2018). The campaign’s 
size and the involvement of both domestic and foreign 
actors highlighted the vulnerabilities of the Macedonian 
democracy to disinformation and foreign influence 
(Pankovski and Rechica 2022). 

These events contributed to further deteriorating of the 
official ties between Russia and North Macedonia. Russia 
asserted that the ultimate motivation behind the name 
change was to ensure and hasten Skopje’s membership 
in NATO against the population’s wishes (Gotev 2018). 
Oleg Shcherbak, the former Russian Ambassador to North 
Macedonia, issued a warning following the country’s 
decision to join NATO. He stated that: “if it came to a conflict 
between Russia and NATO, you [North Macedonia] will have 
the role of a legitimate target” (EWB 2018). 

Following the name dispute settlement and the NATO 
membership ratification, North Macedonia attempted to 
gradually enhance its official relations with Russia, primarily 
for economic reasons, leading to the then prime minister 
Zaev attending the Russia-North Macedonia economic 
forum in Skopje (Jakov Marusic 2019b). There were 
concerns about the possible Macedonian alignment with 
Russian politics; however, Zaev adamantly refused such 
allegations, stating, “This is not a message. We are working 
on improving our standards. We are doing everything to 
bring benefits to our people. There is no alternative to the 
EU and NATO” (Jakov Marusic 2019b). 
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On the other hand, parties like the Left, the “United 
Macedonia,” and the Democratic Party of the Serbs 
(DPS) have not refrained from publicly advocating for 
the country’s geopolitical reorientation toward Russia 
or the Eurasian alliance (Nechev and Nikolovski 2021, 
48–74; Pankovski 2020, 26–42). The United Macedonia 
party expressly proposes the exit of the country from 
NATO and reorientation toward the Eurasian Union. 
Additionally, Alexander Dugin, a political philosopher 
dubbed “Putin’s Brain”, attended the United Macedonia 
founding conference (Nechev and Nikolovski 2021, 48–
74). The DPS cultivates close ties with Moscow, while its 
leader, Ivan Stojiljković, also an MP, supports the Russian 
regional initiative to establish militarily neutral territory 
in the Balkans (Kuczyński 2019). Stojiljković has also been 
connected to Goran Zivaljević, a former deputy director 
of the Security Intelligence Agency of Serbia (BIA), who 
according to some reports, was spotted in the videos of 
the violent attack in the Assembly of North Macedonia in 
April 2017 (Nenadović 2017; Insajder 2017; BETA 2017). 
However, despite their openly pro-Russian stance, these 
parties mainly use pro-Russian narratives to boost their 
local support (Pankovski 2020, 26-42), as both parties fare 
poorly in elections (State Election Commission 2020). 

Since strained relations between North Macedonia and 
Russia have deepened since the start of the war in Ukraine, 
the approach of these parties has changed. In March 2022, 
North Macedonia was added to the “enemy list” of countries 
that joined EU sanctions on Russia (Kajosevic 2022). 
Moreover, since the start of the war, North Macedonia has 
expelled several Russian diplomats found in breach of the 
Vienna Convention on Diplomatic Relations (Al Jazeera 
2022). These political actors were harshly condemned 
by these actions, but more prominently by the Left 
party (Antropol 2022), which as opposed to the “United 
Macedonia” and DPS, has garnered more support in 
elections and public discourse. 

There are growing concerns about the rising ratings of the 
Left, which is quickly becoming the fourth party measured 
by public support (International Republican Institute 2022). 

In the 2020 early parliamentary elections, they gained two 
MPs. They have since publicly declared to form a strategic 
alliance with Russia and China and revoke the country’s 
NATO membership (Levica 2023). After the gains in the 2021 
local elections, the Left became the only relevant political 
party with an alternative foreign policy proposal (State 
Election Commission 2020). The two MPs met with the 
Russian Ambassador in Skopje on the Parliament premises 
shortly after the Russian invasion of Ukraine (Jakov Marusic 
2022). The Left used Moscow’s preferred language to 
describe the Russian invasion of Ukraine and accused Bujar 
Osmani, the current Minister of Foreign Affairs of North 
Macedonia, of being a “Russophobe” (Trajkovska 2022). They 
have openly aligned with Russia over the war in Ukraine, 
and its members have recently conducted official visits to 
Russia (Levica 2022). Their narrative is mainly anti-Western 
and endorses a possible Eurasian Union, which according to 
a poll in 2021, is supported by 75% of the voters of the Left 
(Velinovska, Nikolovski, and Krichner 2022).

In the parliament, the majority and the opposition rarely 
agree; however, at the beginning of the war in Ukraine, they 
jointly adopted a declaration supporting Ukraine’s territorial 
integrity and sovereignty. However, the declaration was not 
supported by two MPs from the Left and one from the DPS 
(The Assembly of North Macedonia 2022). 

More than half of the Left’s supporters (56%) justify the 
Russian military aggression against Ukraine, making up 
the highest level of approval compared to other parties 
(Velinovska 2023). The overwhelming majority (90%) 
of their sympathisers are against supplying weapons 
to Ukraine, and 95% are against economic sanctions 
against Russia (Velinovska 2023). Moreover, 73% of the 
Left’s supporters believe Russia’s attack on Ukraine to be 
a reaction to NATO provocations that Moscow could not 
ignore (Velinovska 2023). Their voice is highly popular 
among the dissatisfied youth (Velinovska 2023), while 
their narrative, in addition to being pro-Russian and anti-
Albanian, is highly polarising and populist (Bosilkov 2021). 
Future political gains could pose political destabilisation 
and impasse in the parliament. 
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China’s Endeavours 

North Macedonia reinstated bilateral relations with China 
in 2001 after a short disruption due to North Macedonia’s 
recognition of Taiwan in 1999 (Nikolic 2005). Since reinstating 
diplomatic ties, the countries have signed several trade, 
economic, and cultural cooperation agreements. There have 
been several high-level meetings with the right-wing Internal 
Macedonian Revolutionary Organization - Democratic Party 
for Macedonian National Unity (VMRO-DPMNE) government 
until 2016, and the SDSM-led government later. 

The meetings have mainly focused on economic 
cooperation and possible future investments by China. 
Li Keqiang, Premier of the People’s Republic of China, 
remarked that China is prepared to “dovetail the Belt and 
Road Initiative with North Macedonia’s development 
policy,” with motorways as milestones of that cooperation 
(China Plus 2019). Former prime minister Zaev also stated 
that North Macedonia benefited from the cooperation 
between China and the Central and Eastern European 
Countries (China Plus 2019). China also gained recognition 
and praise during the Covid-19 outbreak for its operations 
in the region by sending protective gear and money to the 
Ministry of Health through the Chinese Embassy in Skopje 
and was able to position itself in the public opinion as a 
major donor during the crisis (Pankovski 2020, 26-42). 

Despite some marginal efforts, Chinese political influence is 
rather limited. China mainly invests in deepening economic 
ties with the country through the Belt and Road and China 

CEECa initiatives (previously known as 17+1) (Nechev 
and Nikolovski 2020). On the other hand, the Chinese 
economy, especially infrastructure projects, usually disregard 
socioeconomic and financial sustainability and EU regulations, 
which leads to high levels of debt and infringement in the 
country’s established anti-corruption mechanisms (Pankovski 
2021; Nechev and Nikolovski 2020). Such was the case of the 
Miladinovci-Shtip and Kichevo-Ohrid highways, a Chinese 
investment marred by corruption scandals involving high 
officials, including former prime minister Gruevski (Nechev 
and Nikolovski 2020). Moreover, Chinese investments have 
yet to prove crucial for the country’s economic development. 
An analysis of foreign direct investments conducted by the 
Institute for Democracy shows that Chinese investments 
are sporadic and never reached a spot among the top 15 
investors in the last 24 years. On the other hand, the data 
show that in 2021, over 75% of FDI valued at 4.8 billion EUR 
originated from EU countries and other G7 members (IDSCS_
Skopje 2022). Additionally, only 11% of the citizens think that 
China should be the main economic partner of the country, 
opposed to 49% who think it should be the EU, and 21% in 
favour of the US (Velinovska 2023).

Unlike Russia, China lacks substantial platforms for 
advancing its ideology or promoting its positions. China-
related outlets have a negligible impact on public opinion 
and the media landscape. Although it supports some 
NGOs, their influence on society is limited, while cultural 
differences prove substantial. 

Türkiye’s “Friendship”

North Macedonia and Türkiye established diplomatic 
ties in the early 1990s and have since signed several 
important bilateral agreements for cooperation in various 
economic and cultural fields. Türkiye has also been one of 
the steadiest supporters of North Macedonia’s bid to join 
NATO (Nikolovski 2019) and has consistently donated to the 
armed forces (Ministry of Defence 2019). In 2019, Türkiye 
ratified the NATO Accession Protocol for North Macedonia, 
fulfilling its strategic commitment to North Macedonia’s 
membership in the alliance. Beyond defence, the Turkish 
government has generously supported large economic, 
cultural, and educational projects in various areas. In 2020, 
the year for which the most recent figures are available, 
North Macedonia was among the top 10 recipients of aid 
from Türkiye on European soil, with 5.75 million dollars 
(TIKA 2020).

Moreover, the Turkish Cooperation and Agency (TIKA) 
have reported around 500 projects primarily focusing 
on education and health in the last 6 years (TIKA 2021). 
TIKA funding trends show that Türkiye mostly invests 
in countries with a strong Muslim community, as such 
significant amounts are donated to North Macedonia, 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, Kosovo, and Albania (Kočan and 
Arbeiter 2019). Türkiye is also among some of the biggest 
investors in the country in the last three decades (IDSCS_
Skopje 2022).

Relations between the two countries are mostly friendly, 
often reiterated during high-level bilateral talks. Moreover, 
Türkiye’s influence is mainly built around creating 
legitimacy for Recep Tayyip Erdoğan’s government and 
its internal political agenda in Türkiye rather than igniting 
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a shift in an alliance against the West. Around 2011, when 
relations between the Justice and Development Party 
(AKP) and the Gülen movement in Türkiye deteriorated, 
the struggle for dominance and influence also moved 
to the Western Balkans, mainly through the constant 
push to extradite persons they allege to be part of the 
“FETO” (Fetullahist Terrorist Organization). In 2021, Ankara 
requested the deportation of 86 alleged “Gülenists’’ and the 
extradition of 20 of them (Jakov Marusic 2021); however, 
there have been no extraditions so far. The Ministry of 
Justice of North Macedonia responded that it would 
act according to domestic legislation, and international 
standards and agreements, while maintaining good 
relations with Türkiye (Jakov Marusic 2021). 

In 2018, the Turkish Maarif Foundation started its activities 
by establishing the Maarif International Schools in 
Tetovo, a majority Albanian city, in a bid to oust the Yahya 
Kemal Schools linked to Fethullah Gülen (Jakov Marusic 
2016). Today the Foundation counts five educational 
institutions across the country (Dünyada Türkiye Maarif 
Vakfı 2022), while it has also provided thousands of 
academic scholarships to Macedonian students in Türkiye 
(Zdravkovska 2017; Kanal 5 2019). Additionally, the 
Association of Turkish Non-Governmental Organisations 
(MATUSITEB), an association of around 60 organisations 
focusing mostly on religious, cultural, and educational 
issues, funded mainly by the Turkish government and TIKA, 
actively advocates for the Turkish community through 
meetings with high-level political officials (Pankovski 
2020, 26-42; President of North Macedonia 2021). Turkish 

influence is also evident in the media sphere through 
establishing local offices of Turkish media companies. 
Particularly, as in Bosnia and Herzegovina, the North 
Macedonia desk of the Anadolu Agency frequently reports 
and broadcasts content on Türkiye, while the recently 
established Turkish Radio Television (TRT) has reached 
thousands of followers across platforms targeting younger 
audiences (TRT Balkan MK 2022; TRT World 2022).

Turkish political influence in the Western Balkans can 
be best explored through the perspective of former 
Turkish prime minister Ahmet Davutoğlu, who in his work 
Strategic Depth, states that Bosniaks and Albanians should 
be the focal point of Türkiy’s Balkans policy (Aydıntaşbaş 
2019). Once he was appointed Minister of Foreign 
Affairs, Davutoğlu turned his attention not just to Bosnia 
and Albania but also to North Macedonia and Serbia 
(Aydıntaşbaş 2019). As such, in North Macedonia, the 
AKP has often been linked to Movement BESA, a minority 
Albanian party; however, a more thorough investigation of 
party connections to Türkiye is lacking (Musai 2016). On the 
other hand, Türkiye has traditionally cultivated close links 
with several ethnic Turkish parties, which generally lack 
political agency and have no significant gains in elections 
(State Election Commission 2020). Türkiye’s influence in 
North Macedonia is generally narrow, as witnessed by 
the lack of response from the Macedonian government 
regarding the “Gülenists.” While there is no doubt that 
the country is present through its many approaches, its 
influence is rather limited. 

A Business Friend: The Arab States of the Persian Gulf 

Saudi Arabia, Qatar, and the United Arab Emirates (UAE) are 
the three Arab states of the Persian Gulf (also referred to as 
the Gulf States) with which North Macedonia has maintained 
not-so-intensive diplomatic ties in the last two decades. 
While Qatar has its Embassy in Skopje, Saudi Arabia covers 
North Macedonia from its Embassy in Tirana, and UAE covers 
North Macedonia from its Embassy in Sofia. On the other 
hand, North Macedonia is present in Qatar and the UAE. 

There are only a few political and symbolic linkages 
between North Macedonia and the Gulf States, and these 
ties are largely centred around business opportunities in 
North Macedonia. The VMRO-DPMNE-led administration 
actively set up talks with high-ranking Gulf State delegates. 
As a result, the Emir of Qatar visited North Macedonia in 

2011, and bilateral agreements were signed in business, 
culture, education, and health (Qatar Embassy 2022). 
After the first visit, the former prime minister Gruevski 
made several trips to the Gulf States (Pankovski 2020,26-
42). Visits and diplomatic relations continued even after 
the 2017 political shift and change in government in 
North Macedonia. In May 2020, Qatar provided eight tons 
of protective gear for managing the Covid-19 situation 
through the Qatar Fund for Development, stating that 
“the country could always count on aid and support from 
the state of Qatar” (Gina 2020). Political influence-seeking 
and symbolic politics could be viewed as moderate forms 
of influence-seeking. The number of gestures made varies 
by country and have little to moderate impact on policy 
making and little to no media coverage. Essentially, there is 
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no alignment between the programmes of local parties and the foreign policy objectives of the Gulf States, and the ties 
remain largely based on economic interests. 

IV. Conclusions and Recommendations

The 2022 International Republican Institute poll showed 
that in terms of foreign policy, 57% of citizens strongly or 
somewhat agree that North Macedonia’s interests are best 
served by maintaining strong relations with Russia, as 
opposed to 60% who agreed in a poll conducted in 2021 
just before the war in Ukraine (International Republican 
Institute 2022). Türkiye is seen positively, as 87% of 
respondents strongly or somewhat agree that strong 
relations serve the country’s best interests, just as the 
EU and the US are seen as important allies with whom 
North Macedonia needs to maintain strong relations 
(International Republican Institute 2022). 

In 2021, a third of the respondents (31%) chose Serbia 
as the biggest donor in the country during the Covid-19 
crisis, leaving behind the EU with 14% and China with 
13%. However, this perception did not coincide with the 
factual situation (Velinovska, Nikolovski, and Krichner 
2022). This perception swiftly changed in 2022, with only 
3% recognising Serbia as a major donor (Velinovska, 2023). 
The shift in opinion demonstrates the significant influence 
Serbia’s vaccination diplomacy had on the Macedonian 

population through the early opening of its border for 
immunisation and the early pandemic transfer of their 
quota of vaccinations to North Macedonia, and it also 
demonstrates the fragility of public opinion to external 
influences. 

Regarding the war in Ukraine, opinions have not shifted 
significantly, and pro-western attitudes are still dominant 
(Velinovska, 2023). However, on the statement that “Russia’s 
attack on Ukraine is a reaction to NATO provocations that 
Moscow could not ignore,” the results show that 51% of the 
respondents agree with such statement (36% completely; 
15% to some extent), while 38% completely or to some 
extent do not agree (29% completely, 9% to some extent). 
Moreover, with the European narrative that the victory 
of Ukraine means the victory of Europe, Macedonian 
respondents have a somewhat divided view of this analogy. 
The results show that almost half of the respondents (48%) 
do not agree with this statement (34% completely, 14% to 
some extent) (Velinovska, 2023). While citizens rationally 
recognise the importance of the alignment with the EU and 
the US, anti-western narratives have taken hold.

Policy recommendations

   The EU must develop a better communication strategy 
regarding its investments, aid, and support in North 
Macedonia. Although Covid-19 aid from the EU was 
far more significant, other external actors could 
pompously demonstrate their marginal support as far 
more important. Such events must be anticipated and 
undercut in the future. 

   The EU must rebuild its credibility in North Macedonia 
through substantial engagement on both sides to 
resolve the Macedonian - Bulgarian dispute. Although 
public opinion polls show that the EU is a vital player 
and can continue to offer a genuine option as opposed 

to the advances made by authoritarian countries, 
support is dropping increasingly, from 80% in 2014 
to 64% in 2022 (Damjanovski, 2023). The EU and EU 
member states must aid constructive dialogue. 
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   Democratic forces must invest in intra-party democracy 
to mitigate potentially malign influence from the third 
actors through local politicians. Political party structures 
in North Macedonia are highly centralised and leader-
oriented; thus, little engagement is needed from party 
leaders to influence larger public opinion. The highly 
concentrated power in the hands of few political actors 
makes the citizens far more vulnerable to external 
influence (out of which some forms may be malign), as 
third actors need far fewer resources to reach a wider 
audience. Donors must work more directly with political 
actors.

   Funding and capacity-building support are needed to 
solidify state institution capacities in order to build 
immunity to corrosive capital. Institutional lack of 
capacity is best illustrated by the effects of Chinese 
capital in North Macedonia, which has impacted 
various policy areas, including anti-corruption. Donors 
and civil society must focus efforts on building good 
governance mechanisms in crucial institutions to reject 
potential malign capital.

   Lastly, internal efforts are required to fight corruption 
and build an independent judiciary in order to 
counteract potentially malign influence. Both areas 
are where reforms are least progressing. Moreover, 
both areas are crucial in trust building. Progress could 
decrease populist demand, a sentiment easily used 
by radical political actors such as the Left, who have 
gained significant support. The influence of illiberal 
foreign actors could decrease as corruption decreases 
and justice strengthens, and continuous pressure on 
political actors to follow through with reforms is a must.
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Executive Summary

Unlike the other external actors (China, Türkiye, and the 
UAE), Russia remains the only state that contributes to the 
destabilization of Serbia, as its influence is deeply present in 
all spheres of society. Russia remains a veto power that favors 
the unstable Western Balkans – a region that is not integrated 
into the European and Euro-Atlantic communities for strategic 
reasons. As a geostrategic actor, Moscow tries to make the 
process of Europeanization as incomplete and unfinished 
as it intends to send a clear message to the countries of the 
post-Soviet space that it is not worth it to become part of 
the EU and NATO. In terms of democracy, all external actors 
tend to contribute to the decline of democracy in Serbia as 
they harm the process of democratic consolidation. Because 
their (external) influence is corrosive, they fit in with a general 

tendency toward the (in)quality of democracy and the rule of 
law in Serbia, especially in the context of the transparency of 
financial procedures, economic-infrastructural projects, and 
military-security cooperation. These powers also influence 
Serbia’s democratic decline, as they also tend to glorify the 
cult of personality of autocratic leaders – Putin, Jinping, and 
Erdoğan, mostly through pro-regime media. However, the key 
setback in the context of the quality of democracy in Serbia is 
not external but internal. It originates from the rise of power of 
Aleksandar Vučić, who combines autocratic governance tools 
with declarative commitment to the EU accession process, 
consequently legitimizing the democratic backsliding and 
erosion of democratic safeguards in the country.
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Introduction

The policy paper seeks to examine the influence of Russia, 
China, Türkiye, and the Arab states of the Persian Gulf, 
and in particular, the United Arab Emirates (UAE), as 
destabilizing agents contributing to democratic backsliding 
in Serbia from 2008 to 2022. Alternative politics strive to be 
Serbia’s primary foreign policy orientation even after 2000 
and the overthrow of Slobodan Milošević’s regime. Its initial 
manifestation was the signing of the Declaration of Military 
Neutrality of Serbia in 2007, indicating a state’s desire to 
search for an alternative to the Euro-Atlantic concept that 
is dominant in the Western Balkans. Progressively, the 
government of Boris Tadić in 2009 promoted a seemingly 
new idea, “Four Pillar Foreign Policy” – cooperation with the 
EU, US, Russia, and China, giving this multi-vector policy 

the institutional framework itself. Alternative politics, even 
today, lead to complete social acceptance and, in a way, a 
broader institutional establishment. However, the politics 
of “both East and West” were additionally strengthened 
after Aleksandar Vučić came to power in 2012. Back then, 
Serbia embarked on the process of signing successive 
strategic partnerships with each of these countries almost 
every year, namely with Italy (2009), France (2011), the 
UAE (2013), Russia (2013), China (2016), and Azerbaijan 
(2018). The sort of dispersive foreign policy reflected in 
the multiplication of strategic partnerships indicates that 
despite Serbia’s strategic orientation towards the EU, it 
permanently relies on enhancing the politics of alternatives 
(Živojinović & Đukanović 2011; Keil & Stahl 2014). 

Methodology

The study will employ a mixture of qualitative data 
collection methods ranging from the single case study, 
qualitative content analysis and empirical analysis, 
including semi-structured interviews. Empirical analysis, 
coupled with the method of analysis and explanation, is 
used to select and examine a wide range of data, such as 
1) key foreign and domestic documents (primary sources); 
2) semi-structured interviews with academia members; and 
3) volumes, articles, analyses, reports, press clippings of 

relevant media, surveys, and statements of political officials, 
and so forth, as secondary sources. In the context of the 
spatial framework of the research, this study focused solely 
on Serbia, while in terms of the research timeframe, the 
paper examines the period from 2008 to 2022. 
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Russia

Serbia signals to the West but turns to Moscow

1  Following the full implementation of UNSC Resolution 1244 on Kosovo and Metohija and the preservation of the sovereignty and territorial integrity of Serbia. 

2  In 2021, Serbian exports to Russia were estimated to be worth 996.16 million dollars by categories: edible fruits, machinery, nuclear reactors, boilers, rubbers, articles of 
apparel, etc. Serbia‘s imports from Russia were estimated at 1.81 billion dollars by categories: mineral fuels, oils, distillation products, fertilizers, and tobacco. 

Russian-Serbian bilateral relations are based on a strategic 
partnership that is rooted in the mutual feeling of 
friendship, a centuries-old history of relations, and the 
tradition of the linguistic, spiritual, and cultural closeness 
of the brotherly peoples of the two countries (Ministarstvo 
spoljnih poslova Srbije 2023). Although Serbia is considered 
Moscow’s traditional sphere of influence, Russian 
penetration of Serbia has become more dynamic since 
2008 as a consequence of two crucial, both internal and 
external developments – 1) Kosovo’s unilateral declaration 
of independence (2008) and Russia’s opposition to it in 
the United Nations Security Council (UNSC);1 2) the strong 
impact of the global economic crisis, which predominately 
influenced the decision of Serbian authorities to sell 
the oil industry of Serbia (Naftna industrija Srbije - NIS) 
to the Russian oil giant Gazprom. As an interviewee on 
foreign policy states, “Russia penetrates the energy sphere 
and transposes its influence on the wider political scene” 
(D/Đ 2022).

In line with the proclaimed Serbian foreign policy of four 
pillars, Moscow occupies an important strategic place 
(Petrović & Đukanović 2012). The two countries signed 
the Strategic Partnership Agreement in 2009, further 
strengthening cooperation in energy, collective security, 
transportation infrastructure, and support for preserving 
sovereignty and territorial integrity. The Russian-Serbian 
cooperation has opened the door to a more substantial 
dialogue at the highest political level. Still, far more 
importantly, it has intensified security cooperation based 
on the Declaration on Strategic Partnership signed in May 
2013. The signed declaration gave additional momentum 
to the quality of bilateral relations (Ministarstvo spoljnih 
poslova Srbije 2023).

Bilateral relations are primarily determined by cooperation 
in the fields of the economy (trade, investments, 
infrastructure, energy, and agriculture), security (military-
technical cooperation), and science. Economically speaking, 

the total volume of trade between the two countries has 
continuously increased during the last decade due to the 
signing of a Free Trade Agreement in 2013, reaching its 
peak in 2021 with 2.48 billion dollars. In recent years, Serbia 
has run a slight but visible trade deficit of some 500 million 
dollars (Trading Economics 2021). 2

Serbia has emerged at the top of the Russian foreign policy 
agenda during the last decade as a means of geopolitical 
confrontation with the EU and the US (Bechev 2017). 
Although the beginning of the 1990s indicated a thawing 
of relations between the West and the East; the Kosovo 
intervention in 1999 clearly showed that the West and 
Moscow were on their parting ways. The Yugoslav wars 
(1991–1995), the NATO bombing of Serbia (1999), and the 
unilateral independence of Kosovo (2008), supported by 
major Western powers, only further solidified the Serbian-
Russian partnership (Bechev & Radeljić 2018). 

The Russian competition strategy reemerged quickly 
after adopting the Foreign Policy Concept in 2013, where 
Moscow defined Russia’s three crucial foreign policy 
goals for achieving supremacy at the international level: 
remaining a nuclear power, a great power, and a regional 
hegemon. This sort of zero-sum approach has been of 
utmost importance in Moscow’s foreign policy towards 
Serbia, as the state has been essential for maintaining 
Russian influence and serving as a buffer zone in 
which Russia is given a dominant position (Aron 2016; 
Petrillo 2013).

In the last decade, Russia’s relations with Serbia have been 
predominantly determined by its relations with the West. 
In viewing Serbia as its traditional sphere of influence, 
Russia, as a geostrategic power, strongly opposed NATO 
enlargement and, in recent years, the EU integration 
process as well. During the Dmitry Medvedev presidency, 
for instance, Moscow showed no objections to the 
NATO membership of Albania and Croatia in 2009, while 
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post-Crimea Russia has started observing Serbia from a 
zero-sum perspective where a Western gain is a Russian 
loss (Bechev 2017; Bieber & Tzifakis 2020). Nevertheless, 
the policy of confrontation harms stabilizing the situation 
in the Balkans nowadays. “Russia is an actor that favors the 
unstable Western Balkans, a region that is not integrated into 
the European and Euro-Atlantic communities, for its strategic 
reasons. Moscow wants the process of the Europeanization 
of the Balkans to be an unfinished and incomplete project 
because the Kremlin also wants to send a message to the 
countries in the post-Soviet space that it is not worth it to be on 
the path of the EU and Euro-Atlantic integrations,” concludes 
one of the interviewees on security policy (F/E 2022). 

In addition, the Russian foreign policy towards Serbia 
is determined by ruthless pragmatism, where different 
mechanisms of influence are used to achieve its national 
interests. The Kremlin uses the opportunities of uneven soft 
power within broad policy areas where it takes advantage 
of Serbia’s political and economic difficulties to expand its 
influence and diminish regional stability. By using various 
opportunities, such as raising authoritarianism, democratic 
decline, high internal unemployment, and sensitive 
collective politics of memory (dissolution of Yugoslavia, 
NATO bombing of Serbia, and secession of Kosovo), Russia 
continuously seeks to leverage its substantial influence 
by undermining the EU and NATO values and their 
achievements in Serbia (Galeotti 2018; Mujanović 2018).  

Russian influence in Serbia is profound and multi-layered 
and is present in all structures of society, becoming 
profound in 2008 when Gazprom purchased Serbian 
state company NIS. The main levers of its influence are 
based on four aspects of soft power: 1) use of veto power 
as a permanent member of the UNSC; 2) energy sector; 3) 
security cooperation, and 4) Orthodoxy (Pan-Slavism). 

While using its veto power on the UNSC has prevented 
Kosovo from gaining international subjectivity and 
joining the UN, Russia has strengthened its dominant 
political position in Serbia as an important regional actor. 
Consequently, Russia invoked the “Kosovo precedent” to 
justify its expansionist policies in Georgia and Ukraine and 
the unilateral secession and declaration of independence 
of the self-proclaimed republics of Donetsk and Luhansk 
in the Donbas region, eastern Ukraine (Radeljić 2017). 
From Moscow’s point of view, when Kosovo declared 
independence, the International Court of Justice ruled 
according to the UN Charter, i.e., when a self-proclaimed 
state declares independence, there is no legal basis for 

seeking permission from the central government. This 
means that the self-proclaimed republics in the Donbas 
region do not need to seek permission from Kyiv (Nova 
2022). Additionally, Russia used the Srebrenica genocide 
example to justify its military invasion of Ukraine, claiming 
that had it not been for our intervention, the two Donbas 
republics would suffer the same fate as Srebrenica 
(N1 2022).

Moreover, after the Russian invasion of Ukraine in 2022, 
Moscow is rapidly demonstrating its ability to be a veto 
player in Serbia’s foreign security and energy policies. As 
one of the interviewees on IR points out, “In the domain 
of foreign policy, Russia is positioned as a veto player for the 
non-introduction of sanctions against themselves; in the 
domain of security policy, it is positioned as a veto player 
for possible membership in NATO; and in the domain of 
energy policy, issues related to gas and oil” (M/K 2022). The 
example of Russian intervention in Ukraine showed that, 
as a veto player, Moscow prevents Serbia from leading 
an independent foreign, security, and energy policy. The 
Kremlin makes it clear what their red lines are and what 
must not be crossed; otherwise, retaliation will follow. 
“I think that if there is even a minimal space for such a 
policy to be conducted, it will be conducted even if there is 
a disagreement between the US and the EU... No price will 
force the authorities in Belgrade to accept the mechanism of 
sanctions against the Russian Federation,” concludes one of 
the interviewees on FP (D/Đ 2022).

Russia also substantially strengthens its influence in Serbia, 
primarily through the energy sector. Serbia is dependent 
on Russian natural gas, as Moscow is the primary energy 
supplier to Belgrade. The energy dependence stems from 
the contractual relationship signed between Serbia and 
Russia through the Agreement on Gas and Oil Partnership 
in 2008. To a lesser extent, Russia is also involved in the 
infrastructure projects by providing a loan for Russian 
Railways (RSZ International) to reconstruct the railway 
line Novi Sad-Stara Pazova (Ministarstvo građevinarstva, 
saobraćaja i infrastrukture Srbije 2021). While the Kremlin 
(mis)used the “Kosovo case” to once again unify South 
Slavic states under Russian influence, on the one hand, it 
has provided affordable gas prices and subsidies, making 
Serbia highly dependent on Russian energy on the other 
(Conley, Mina, Stefanov & Vladmirov 2016).

Russia bears the features of an “opportunistic spoiler” 
(Bechev 2017). By using the rhetoric of maintaining 
supposed brotherhood, coupled with a shared sense of 
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victimhood, the Kremlin has underpinned its foreign policy 
actions and initiatives to strengthen the politics of the 
alternative in Serbia. At the same time, it has been reluctant 
to provide the region with an alternative perspective for 
achieving stability and prosperity compared to Western 
models. Notably, Russia does not have a long-term strategy 
for developing relations with the Western Balkans. However, 
its advantages are seen in swift decisions and flexible action 
(House of Lords of the United Kingdom 2018).

In the security sector, Russian-Serbian relations are 
characterized by intensive military cooperation. It was 
institutionalized through the Agreements on Defense 
Cooperation in 2013 and Military-Technical Cooperation in 
2016, striving additionally to modernize the Serbian army, 
military equipment, and defense capacities (Ministarstvo 
spoljnih poslova Srbije 2023). The military cooperation has 
been further strengthened through the participation of 
Belarusian military forces in “Slavic Brotherhood” exercises, 
where the improvement of the quality of the air forces and 
ground readiness of the armies remains one of the main 
goals of trilateral military cooperation (Al Jazeera Balkans 
2021). Such cooperation demonstrates tangible results 
in practice, where Russia decided to donate six used MiG-
29s to Serbia in 2017, but also 30 T-72S tanks and 30 BRDM-
2 MS armored vehicles in 2021. Belarus also decided to 
donate an additional 4 MIG-29s to Serbia in 2021 (Radio 
Slobodna Evropa 2017, 2021). The security cooperation 
raises a concern about the transparency of procedures, as 
Belgrade marked the information about the modernization 
of military equipment, transport, and armament for these 
donated planes as a top state secret. The limited available 
information points out that the (alleged) Russian donation 
had to be paid for an overhaul of fighter planes in a total 
amount of 195 million dollars (Vreme 2022).

At present, Moscow has changed its Western Balkan 
strategy from a policy-based initiative to taking advantage 
of divisions within the states (Hill 2018). To maintain 
supremacy in Serbia, its traditional sphere of influence, 
Russia has used other soft power mechanisms in the 
form of supporting religious groups, financing political 
parties and individuals, and establishing anti-western 
media outlets. For such a purpose, the Kremlin has 

predominantly strengthened the idea of the survival of 
the pan-Slavic idea (preservation of Orthodox unity and 
Slavic heritage) advocated by the Serbian Orthodox Church 
(SOC) and its sister Russian Orthodox Church (ROC) while 
operationalized by opposition extremist right-wing political 
parties, such as Dveri, Zavetnici, Naši, in opposing Serbia’s 
accession to the EU. The synthesis of church-state relations 
strongly impacted the definition of Russian foreign policy 
priorities. Moscow has (mis)used orthodoxy to proclaim an 
explicit claim to Orthodox states in the Balkans, especially 
in Serbia (DFC 2021, 44). Finally, the weak state of the media 
through the establishment of the “Sputnik network,” where 
the quality of reporting is low and exposure to political 
manipulation, fake news, and disinformation is becoming 
standard, has helped strengthen the Russian propaganda 
narrative among Serbia’s citizens (Bechev 2017; BIRN 2022).

Apart from the instability issue, Russia’s influence 
on Serbia’s democratization process is also negative. 
Through its example and actions, Russia encourages the 
development of autocratic governance rules, namely, the 
cult of leader Putin, which is quite evident in Serbia. As one 
interviewee on SP indicates, “Russia does not encourage only 
authoritarian tendencies with its example but also with the 
practices and various supports of authoritarian leaders and 
political projects. I am not referring only to the support that the 
Vučić regime receives but also to the direct, financial, logistical, 
and operational assistance provided by various extreme-right 
organizations in the Western Balkans” (F/E 2022).

Nevertheless, Belgrade strives to maintain the importance 
of alternative politics by strengthening international 
cooperation with those external powers that provide 
a higher  benefit than others. Consequently, there is a 
constant Serbian desire to replace the Western view of the 
foreign policy concept by relying on the East instead of 
the West. As one of the interviewees on FP claims, “I see a 
constant necessity to replace the Western vision of foreign 
policy conception. The East is closer to this foreign policy 
concept than any attachment to the West... Serbia has always 
been, even in 1903 and with the murder of the last Obrenović, 
reliant on the East rather than the West. And what are these 
regional powers if not Russia? It will be China. Anything but 
the West” (D/Đ 2022).
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China

Sino-Serbian Economic “Steel Friendship” – Silk Road or Silk Cord?

3  In 2021, Serbia exported goods to China, such as mining products such as ores, slag, and ash (500.89 million dollars), copper (326.30 million dollars), and wood (51.85 
million dollars).

According to the President of China, Xi Jinping, Sino-
Serbian relations are characterized by strategic partnership 
and “steel friendship” (Radio Slobodna Evropa 2021b). 
Since China strongly opposed the unilateral secession of 
Kosovo, bilateral relations between the two countries have 
significantly developed in the fields of the economy (trade, 
infrastructure, and investments), energy, and scientific and 
technical cooperation. 

Since then, a Sino-Serbian strategic partnership has 
been established by signing the Agreement on Economic 
and Technical Cooperation in 2009, which resulted in the 
realization of major infrastructure projects in Serbia. The 
change in the Serbian multi-vector orientation led to the 
signing of the Joint Statement on the Establishment of a 
Comprehensive State Partnership in 2016, as Beijing is seen 
as a future world economic leader. Such changes enabled 
Belgrade to secure loans and credits from the Chinese state 
banks to start the construction of infrastructure and energy 
projects (Ministarstvo spoljnih poslova Srbije 2023).

Unlike Russia, China relies more on soft power to increase 
its influence in Serbia. During the last decade, China has 
managed to support religious groups by financing the 
Western Balkans using the sub-regional initiative “16+1,” 
consisting of 11 EU member states and 5 candidate 
countries (currently 14+1) (Vangeli 2018). Under the 
“One Belt, One Road” initiative (OBOR), China’s interests 
in the Balkans substantially differ from those of Russia. 
China is not opposed to the EU and NATO enlargement 
of Serbia and uses its economic leverage to enhance its 
regional influence. Economic cooperation also affects the 
development of political partnerships, as characterized by 
intense political dialogue through the frequent visits of 
state officials at the highest level as of 2016. As a product 
of fruitful regional economic CEEC cooperation, including 
the construction of the Belgrade-Budapest high-speed 
railway and highway section Surčin-Obrenovac (China-
CEEC Cooperation 2013).

Under the OBOR initiative, China has strengthened its 
soft power influence in Serbia in the last decade through 
the economic sphere by providing financial loans and 
credits for various infrastructure projects, namely energy, 
mining, and the automotive industry. After the EU, China is 
Serbia’s second-most important foreign trade partner, with 
a volume trade exchange of 5.10 billion dollars in 2021. 
Serbia exported goods to China with a total value of 944.55 
million dollars (Trading Economics 2021).3

Furthermore, Serbia’s suitable geographical position 
between Western Europe and Eurasia, good road 
infrastructural connections with neighboring EU member 
states, and strong personal relations between President 
Vučić and Xi Jinping have opened the possibility of the 
arrival of Chinese investments in Serbia. Beijing generously 
(mis)used this opportunity for its trade interests, enabling 
the safe and fast delivery of its goods to the EU (Kavalski 
2019). However, the large Sino-Serbian trade disparity is 
observable in Serbia’s exports of raw materials, and it raises 
a logical question about the sustainability and quality of 
economic relations for Serbia (Janjić 2021).

Based on the available data, Serbian exports to China 
have significantly increased in the last decade. However, 
it still did not even reach a full 2% of the total Serbian 
export. Since 2019, Serbian exports have been reduced 
to delivering raw copper and ash to China. This kind of 
export is not economically beneficial for Serbia, as the 
Chinese companies privatized the two largest industrial 
giants: the steel factory in Smederevo and the mining and 
smelting basin in Bor. Hence, the export of raw materials 
continues to reach the Chinese market without any 
financial compensation. Established trade relations do 
not leave much room for reaping economic benefits from 
the exploitation of mineral wealth by the Serbian state, as 
it is considered that, apart from the collection of mining 
rent from mined copper, little financial resources go to the 
domestic budget (Janjić 2021).
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In terms of infrastructure, China was financially and 
constructively active in the construction of 1) the Pupin’ 
Bridge on the Danube River (connecting Belgrade 
municipalities of Zemun and Borča), 2) the highway section 
of the “Miloš Veliki” (connecting Belgrade with Western 
Serbia and further highway with Montenegro), and 3) 
the modernization of the Belgrade-Budapest high-speed 
railway (Vuksanović 2022, 8-9). In the energy sector, China 
is modernizing the thermal power plant Kostolac and 
constructing a new block of the Kolubara B power plant. In 
the mining sector, the Chinese giant HeSteel became the 
owner of the Smederevo steel factory in 2016, while the 
Chinese Zijin Mining Group privatized Mining and Smelting 
Basin Bor in 2018 (CSD 2021, 19). The latest Chinese 
investments are visible in the automotive industry, where 
Shandong Linglong in Zrenjanin and Yanfeng Automotive 
Interior Systems in Kragujevac opened factories producing 
tires and components for car interiors in 2019 (N1 2019).

By providing loans to Vučić’s regime, Chinese investments 
are more than welcome in Serbia. At the same time, their 
companies are visibly present in the Serbian market and are 
in competition with domestic firms in reconstructing and 
building highways, roads, tunnels, bridges, and railways. To 
a large extent, such investments created a feeling among 
the local population that economic development and 
growth were accelerating in Serbia, while they also served 
to consolidate Vučić’s power further. Hence, as a pragmatic 
reformist, Vučić sends a clear signal to the West that the 
EU is not the only game in town (Đorđević, Tursanyi, & 
Vučković 2021).

Most of these industrial facilities and factories are under 
the scrutiny of the public and environmental activists due 
to alleged Chinese companies’ violations of environmental 
protection and human rights laws. There are many 
objections concerning the spilling of wastewater into 
the Begej River in Zrenjanin by the Linglong company or 
increased air pollution in Smederevo and Bor. Consequently, 
Chinese non-compliance with environmental policies 
endangers the lives of the local population, leading to 
an increased number of citizens diagnosed with cancer 
(Danas 2022a). 

Because of Vučić’s preferential treatment and protection 
of Chinese companies, Beijing mostly does not respect 
environmental and human rights laws by ignoring these 
complaints. Examples of the employment of Vietnamese 
workers in the Linglong factory in Zrenjanin, who live and 
work in inhumane conditions (and whose passports were 

confiscated by the Chinese company), as well as the illegal 
expropriation of the Zijing mine in Bor, have ultimately led 
to large-scale civil and environmental protests. Despite all 
these shortcomings, the Serbian political elites maintain 
asymmetrical economic relations with China, justifying 
these legal omissions as an opportunity for economic 
growth and the reduction of unemployment (Radio 
Slobodna Evropa 2021c).

In addition, China and Serbia have also developed strong 
security relations. This cooperation has been visible in 
three forms: 1) police, 2) video surveillance, and 3) military-
technical cooperation. 

Apart from the creation of mixed police patrols in the larger 
cities of Serbia (Belgrade, Novi Sad, and Niš), as indicated by 
the data on the increased number of Chinese tourists, the 
partnership has gained technological momentum in recent 
years. Due to its favorable geographical location, this largely 
reflects China’s realization that Serbia can be a veritable 
technological hub where it can test and implement its 
scientific and technological innovations. Also, Serbia is 
recognized as a springboard for marketing its technologies 
toward the EU market. As a result, Serbia signed a strategic 
partnership agreement with Chinese company Huawei in 
2017, which envisages the introduction of a camera system 
within the project “Safe City.” The provisions of the projects  
stipulate the installation of 1000 cameras at 800 locations in 
Belgrade and the introduction of a surveillance system that 
can biometrically identify people (Vladisavljev 2021).    

The whole project itself is controversial and raises serious 
concerns about the violation of privacy and misuse of 
citizens’ data with smart face recognition technology. It also 
greatly questions the national security of Serbia. There is a 
suspicion that Huawei may forward sensitive personal data 
to China, thereby abusing the Serbian surveillance system 
for Chinese national interests. Also, the project is non-
transparent in terms of the cost because Serbia has marked 
this information as confidential, depriving citizens of basic 
information related to invested money, the location of the 
installed cameras, and details of contracts and supervision 
(Vladisavljev 2021).

Last but not least, Sino-Serbian military cooperation is 
gaining momentum. After the US (9.8 million dollars), China 
has positioned itself as the second-largest donor of military 
equipment to Serbia (5.2 million dollars) (Vuksanović 2021). 
So far, China has delivered to Serbia six CH-92A drones 
and the FK-3 anti-aircraft missile system, making Serbia 
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the first operator of Chinese missiles in Europe (Radio 
Slobodna Evropa 2022a). However, information about 
the Serbian purchase and transport of Chinese weaponry 
is classified as confidential because there is a lack of 
information concerning the type of weaponry, the value 
of the equipment, and its use. Military cooperation is of 
great importance to China. By selling military equipment to 
Serbia, Beijing desperately seeks to enter the EU’s defense 
market, as EC(EU) imposed an embargo on the import of 
weapons from China following the suppression of protests 
in Tiananmen in 1989 (Mirosavljević 2022)

As is the case with Russia, China does not have a corrosive 
effect on the stability of Serbia. As one of the interviewees 
on IR claims, “Beijing has neither the ambitions nor the need to 
encourage Serbia to enter into a crisis, possibly some conflict, 
or to encourage an internal rebellion of some citizens” (M/K 
2022). However, in line with democratic peace theory, this 
may lead to instability in the long run as Chinese influence 
contributes to the decline of democracy in Serbia.

4  Türkiye is also referred to as Turkey, which was, until the recent name changes in 2022, the official name of the country in English. The appellation Turkey appears mainly 
in the interviews to preserve its authenticity.  

5  President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan made an official visit to Serbia 3 times in the last 5 years. 

The reflection of the Chinese rule of governance and 
its impact are visible in the internal structure of society, 
especially during the Vučić regime. “Both Russia and China 
have started to transpose their models of government in 
some way. We can see how carefully the Congress of Chinese 
Communists, which was held recently, is being followed,” 
pointed out one interviewee on FP (D/Đ 2022). These 
models have contributed to changes in society and social 
relations in both Serbia and the region. The domestic 
ruling elite appreciates Beijing’s commercial involvement 
in Serbia. Mostly because it has provided substantial 
infrastructure loans despite rejections of credits from the 
West that sees Serbia as financially unsustainable, and far 
more importantly, those policies do not interfere in internal 
political processes, nor do they threaten the political 
legitimacy of the domestic ruling elites, as was the case 
with the EU’s conditional policy. 

Türkiye

The golden age of Serbian-Turkish Relations 

The Western Balkans, including Serbia, have been 
getting the attention of Türkiye4 for quite some time. This 
region is of utmost importance for Türkiye because of its 
geographical closeness and historical context, considering 
that a significant Turkish minority lives in the Balkans and 
many Turkish citizens immigrate to the region. Therefore, 
the shared history of Türkiye and the region significantly 
impacted the improvement of cooperation in the economic 
and cultural spheres.

Current relations between Belgrade and Ankara are defined 
as the “golden age of Serbian-Turkish relations,” while the 
bilateral partnership is continuously developing in the 

areas of the economy (trade, infrastructure investments, 
energy), culture, and education programs. Moreover, the 
intense bilateral economic relations are also the result of 
strong personal relations between the presidents of Türkiye 
and Serbia, Recep Tayyip Erdoğan and Aleksandar Vučić 
(Predsednik Republike Srbije 2022).5

After the loss of traditional markets in the Middle East and 
Africa due to the wars or the Arab Spring (namely Syria, 
Libya, Egypt, Iraq, and Yemen), Ankara has been interested 
in finding new markets, primarily in the Western Balkans 
and especially in Serbia, as the most important regional 
actor. Hence, Turkish foreign policy towards Serbia is 
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based on pure pragmatism and economic interests, as it 
aims to strengthen its influence through soft elements of 
power such as economic, cultural, and educational policies 
(Radeljić & Özşahin 2022).

Turkish-Serbian relations are characterized by an 
increasingly strong trade exchange, reaching a trading 
volume of 2 billion dollars. This is primarily due to the 2010 
Agreement on Free Trade, where trade exchange increased 
from 1 million dollars in 2011 to 2 billion in 2022. Türkiye 
has positioned itself in 21st place in terms of investments, 
with an average of 13.9 million euros in 2022 invested 
in the textile sector, auto parts, machinery, banking, and 
tourism (Trading Economics 2021).6 Ankara is also involved 
in infrastructural projects, where the consortium Behtel-
Enka started construction of the “Morava Corridor” – a 112 
km long road that will link Corridor 10 with the “Miloš Veliki” 
highway (Serbian Monitor 2019).

Turkish soft power influence is based on the perception 
that Serbia is a crucial country for maintaining peace and 
stability in the region, as stability remains a key factor for 
the improvement of economic cooperation between the 
two countries. This perception assumes that to achieve 
regional peace, stability, and prosperity, it is necessary to 
improve the transport infrastructure and trade relations 
between the Western Balkans and Türkiye. From Ankara’s 
perspective, limited statehood issues such as weak bilateral 
political relations, open neighborly bilateral disputes, 
economic underdevelopment, and low living standards of 
Western Balkan citizens can profoundly impact Türkiye’s 
security. The improvement of the transport infrastructure 
might have positive effects on regional cooperation but 
also for Türkiye, as it creates a condition for a faster and 
more efficient transfer of goods via the Balkans to the EU. 
Hence, it is not surprising that a trilateral meeting between 
Türkiye, Serbia, and Bosnia and Herzegovina was initiated 
during Erdoğan’s visit to the region in 2019, when the 
foundation stone for the construction of the Belgrade-
Sarajevo highway was laid (Radeljić & Özşahin 2022).  

Moreover, Türkiye has used its soft power influence through 
cultural and educational programs in Serbia by targeting 
the Muslim community that lives in the Sandžak region, 
where it recently opened a consulate. Turkish soft power 
is reinforced primarily through the reconstruction and 

6  In 2021, Serbia exported to Türkiye 342 million dollars, mainly materials such as iron w,hile imported goods of 1.7 billion dollars, especially products such as machines and 
plastics.

restoration of Islamic religious objects from the period of 
the Ottoman Empire, which is financially supported by the 
Turkish development agency – TIKA. Based on available 
data, between 1992-2022, TIKA financially supported more 
than 343 projects in Serbia, investing in cultural and artistic 
monuments, kindergartens, hospitals, and educational 
institutions. The restoration of the “Ram Fortress” on the 
Danube near the Romanian border is one of the most 
illustrative examples of such fruitful cultural cooperation 
(TIKA 2022). Another source of regional influence is 
observable through the establishment of cultural centers, 
such as the Yunus Emre Institute, which aims to provide 
more insight and information on Turkish culture, language, 
and art. Also, International Maarif School was established 
in Serbia in 2016 as a non-profit public foundation that 
provides (in)formal education from preschool to higher 
education. However, Türkiye’s intention to enhance “silent 
Islamization” raises certain concerns over non-Muslim 
communities, claiming that respective Turkish actions may 
lead to religious and ethnic tensions (House of Lords of the 
United Kingdom 2018).

Unlike Russia, Türkiye acts in a constructive and stabilizing 
manner in Serbia. Turkish geopolitical ambitions in the 
region remain clear in terms of the EU and NATO accession 
processes in the region. So far, Türkiye has not opposed 
any regional initiatives over joining the EU and NATO. 
Although Ankara did not have a completely positive 
effect on the stability process, from Serbia’s point of view, 
Erdoğan’s statement during his visit to Kosovo that “Turkey 
is Kosovo, Kosovo is Turkey” had a destabilizing character 
(BIRN 2013). The “hunt for the Gulenists” also produced 
dangerous destabilizing effects in Serbia in 2016. As one of 
the interviewees on SP states, “After the failed military coup 
in Turkey in 2016, their, I would say, “hysterical demands” to 
extradite the Gulenists, to close the schools, and to extradite 
the Gulenists as terrorists did not contribute to the stabilization 
of the situation in Serbia, conveying the internal turmoil in the 
Balkans” (F/E 2022). Also, Türkiye’s influence contributes 
to the decline of democratic safeguards and the erosion 
of the rule of law in the state. This stems from the fact 
that Erdoğan’s authoritarian rule of governance is widely 
supported by Vučić, where the issue of the centralization 
of power by the Serbian leader represents a positive model 
to overcome future institutional crises and reduce the 
authority of the judiciary.
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Arab states of the Persian Gulf

Serbian (alternative) partnerships with the UAE and new loan possibilities 

Among all Arab states of the Persian Gulf, this paper seeks 
to analyze solely the UAE’s influence on the process of (in)
stability, including democratization in Serbia, as the other 
regional countries do not demonstrate a strong geopolitical 
interest in getting involved in the development of internal 
conditions in Serbia. 

Cooperation between the United Arab Emirates (UAE) and 
Serbia has been continuously progressing since 2012, when 
Aleksandar Vučić and his Serbian Progressive Party (SNS) 
came to power. Emirati-Serbian relations are characterized 
by intense political dialogue and continuous meetings at 
the highest level, which resulted in the establishment of a 
strategic partnership in 2018 and cooperation in the fields of 
agriculture, aviation industry, residential infrastructure, and 
military cooperation (Ministarstvo spoljnih poslova Srbije 2023). 

The interests of the Emirates in Serbia are mainly economic. 
Firstly, Abu Dhabi becomes present in Serbia due to the 
diversification of the Emirati economy. As one of the 
interviewees on SP explains, “After they use up all the oil, 
they will need other sources of financing through other sectors 
of the economy, including agriculture” (F/E). Secondly, the 
UAE’s appearance in recent years in Serbia should be 
observed in a wider geopolitical context, where the country 
is trying to maintain a rivalry with Türkiye. The geopolitical 
competitiveness between the Emirates and Türkiye in 
the Middle East has been transferred to the terrain of 
the Western Balkans, where these regional powers are 
competing to strengthen their influence through uneven 
soft power means. With its economic and financial levers 
of power, Abu Dhabi continuously seeks to leverage its 
influence by undermining Turkish achievements in Serbia 
(Bieber & Tzifakis 2019). 

However, although Abu Dhabi and Ankara have softened 
their rhetoric in recent years and calmed tensions in the 
Middle East, both countries are using Serbia’s favorable 
geographical position to expand their trade relations with 
the EU. Serbia is located at the crossroads between Europe 
and Eurasia, so Belgrade has positioned itself as a suitable 
destination for European markets. From that perspective, 
the UAE also strives to strengthen its influence in Serbia, 
primarily through infrastructure projects and granting 

loans. Thus, Serbia managed to secure the possibility of 
obtaining a loan of 1 billion euros for budget expenditures 
three times already (in 2014, 2016, and 2021) (Danas 2022b).

The total trade balance volume between Serbia and the UAE 
was 75 million dollars in 2021. Serbia’s export to the Emirate 
was 66.3 million dollars, while the import was 9.05 million 
dollars (Trading Economics 2021). Direct investments from 
the Emirates to Serbia were estimated at 11.8 million euros 
in 2021 (Radio Slobodna Evropa 2022b). Economic relations 
began to develop in August 2013 when the Emirati airline 
company Etihad Airways bought a 49% stake in the Serbian 
airline company Jat Airways. The Serbian authorities were 
optimistic about the arrival of a partner from the Emirates, 
but Serbia was already forced to recapitalize. It increased 
the state’s ownership share from 51 to 82%, while the share 
of Etihad was reduced from 49% to 18% (Reuters 2013). 

Also, Emirati-Serbian relations have strengthened through 
the construction of a luxury residential and commercial 
complex, “Belgrade Waterfront.” The contract for this project 
was signed in April 2015, and the value of the entire luxury 
complex is estimated to be 3.5 billion dollars. The entire 
project is largely non-transparent because there is no 
publicly available information about the construction and 
the origin of the investors’ money. Based on the available 
(limited) data, the Serbian state became the owner of 32% 
of this complex, while the remaining share is owned by the 
Eagle Hills company from the Emirates (Bartell, Ker-Lindsay, 
Alexander & Prelec 2017). These non-transparent financial 
transactions are an opportunity for the Vučić leadership 
to use the decision-making process for private purposes 
and misuse government prerogatives to ensure that 
the adopted political decisions largely favor clientelistic 
interests. As one of the interviewees on SP states, “The entire 
investment around ‘Belgrade Waterfront’ is completely non-
transparent, but this does not have a decisive influence on the 
state of democracy in Serbia. In other words, even if there were 
no Arab investments, the state of democracy in Serbia would 
have worsened” (F/E 2022).

The improvement of Serbian-Emirati relations also gained 
momentum in the area of the food industry. In 2018, 
Al Dahra Company, as the only bidder at the tender, 
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bought the Belgrade Agricultural Corporation (PKB) for 
a price below the market price (Al Dahra 2018). The main 
problems concerning the Emirate’s economic operations in 
Serbia are predominately related to the non-transparency 
of the above-mentioned contract. Given that there is no 
competition, tenders, or transparency in cooperation, 
arrangements between the Emirates and Serbia are 
subordinated to personal acquaintances between the 
business and political elites. As one of the interviewees 
on IR claims, although Emirate’s influence is based on 
its financial nature, the “entire “Belgrade Waterfront’ 

project is also a political project and not only an economic-
infrastructural one” (M/K 2022).

In recent years, relations have been characterized by 
intensive military cooperation, as the Emirates is one of the 
leading trading countries for exporting Serbian arms and 
military equipment. In 2018, Serbia exported armaments 
and military equipment worth 165.26 million dollars to 
the Emirates, making this country the leading export 
destination (Radio Slobodna Evropa 2022b).

Conclusion 

Unlike the other external actors (China, Türkiye, and the 
UAE), Russia remains the only state that contributes to the 
destabilization of Serbia, as its influence is deeply present in 
all spheres of society. A strong Russophile policy reflects the 
wider context of state and para-state structures, business, 
the church, and academic elites who strongly advocate the 
necessity of replacing the Western version of the foreign 
policy conception. For such a purpose, Russia uses the 
opportunities of uneven soft power within broad policy 
areas where it takes advantage of Serbia’s political and 
economic difficulties to expand its influence and diminish 
regional stability.  As a geostrategic and veto player, Moscow 
tends to leverage its influence in the foreign, security, and 
energy policy spheres of Serbia by undermining the values 
of the EU and US and their achievements in the country. The 
Kremlin does not have a long-term strategy for developing 
relations with Belgrade, but its advantages are primarily 
seen in swift decisions and flexible actions. 

In terms of democracy, all external actors tend to contribute 
to the decline of democracy in Serbia as they harm the 
process of democratic consolidation. Because their 
(external) influence is corrosive, they fit in with a general 
tendency of the (in)quality of democracy and the rule of law 
in Serbia, especially in the context of the transparency of 
financial procedures, economic-infrastructural projects, and 
military-security cooperation. Non-transparency in all these 
areas leaves room for machinations and corruption on an 
interstate level, where a lack of information on matters of 
public interest contributes to overall citizens’ distrust in 
formal democratic institutions. These powers influence 

Serbia’s democratic decline as they also tend to glorify the 
cult of personality of autocratic leaders – Putin, Jinping, and 
Erdoğan mostly through pro-regime media. It consequently 
creates a discourse among the local population that a cult 
of leaders combined with autocratic rules of governance is 
acceptable and expedient. 

However, the key setback in the context of the quality 
of democracy in Serbia is not external but internal. It 
originates from the rise to power of Aleksandar Vučić, 
who combines autocratic governance tools with a policy 
of alternatives, consequently legitimizing the democratic 
backsliding and erosion of democratic safeguards in the 
country. A hybrid regime with developed authoritarian 
mechanisms formally operates within a democratic system 
according to its principles and standards, while misusing its 
government prerogatives to undermine the independent 
functioning of democratic institutions, as it only nominally 
commits to the EU accession process. 

Finally, the policy of alternatives has provided results for 
the Serbian leadership so far. Vučić has built a stable semi-
autocratic regime thanks to his infallible political instincts, 
smoothly adapting to new geopolitical circumstances 
and, when necessary, changing its ideological profiles 
and foreign policy preferences. He observes Russia, China, 
Türkiye, and the UAE predominantly as ‘shelter states’ 
that give Serbia vis-à-vis strength in European affairs 
and structures, consequently resisting Western pressure 
to impose sanctions on Russia for more than a year. 
Viewed from the elite perspective, policies of alternatives, 
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unlike the “open-ended process” of the EU conditional 
enlargement policy, bring more benefits than a policy of 
opportunities because they do not call into question the 

political legitimacy of domestic autocrats nor interfere with 
internal politics, as was the case with the EU’s asymmetrical 
imposition of power.

Policy Recommendations

   As Russia is the only power that contributes to the 
destabilization of Serbia, the non-recognition of Kosovo 
and the energy (gas) diversification issue must be resolved 
in the upcoming period if Serbia intends to reduce Russian 
influence.

   The change of non-transparent procedures and reduction 
of the cult of autocratic personalities (Putin, Jinping, and 
Erdoğan) must be further strengthened as they tend to 
contribute to the country’s weak democracy, erosion of 
democratic safeguards, and widespread corruption in 
Serbia.

   Serbia can be best described as a  defective democracy; 
therefore, further actions are needed to reduce the 
influence of state capture by the ruling party, informal 
patronage networks, institutionally entrenched 
corruption, clientelism, and control of media and 
institutions by the Vučić’s semi-authoritarian regime.

   The current multi-vector foreign policy is beneficial 
tactically; however, it is unfeasible in the strategic sense 
as Serbia may lose its EU membership perspective due to 
excessive reliance on alternative politics in the upcoming 
period.
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Introduction

The involvement of non-Western foreign entities in 
the Western Balkans is not a novel concept. Numerous 
studies, papers, and books have investigated the impact 
of China, Russia, Türkiye, and some or all of the Gulf States 
in the region. The US’s strategic shift away from Europe 
and towards the Asia-Pacific region, combined with the 
weakening of the EU’s leverage and the virtual halt of the 
enlargement process, led to previously unquestioned 
Western actors losing their influence, leaving a power 
vacuum in its wake. PSSI’s research clearly shows that non-
Western actors, some newly emerging regional or global 
actors, have started filling these voids. This shift has been 
observed for more than a decade, leading to an increase in 
the instability of the region and various security concerns.

Simultaneously, there has been a noticeable trend 
toward democratic decline, where the number of weakly 
established democracies in the region has begun to regress 
regarding the quality of democracy. The deterioration of 
democratic institutions and principles, known as democratic 
backsliding, is a growing concern worldwide, not only 
in fragile and developing democracies. Well-established 
democracies in the West face new and previously unseen 
challenges. Degrading credibility at home, inconsistency, 
and hypocrisy in dealing with others, especially non-Western 
nations, have weakened the standards of democracy and 
the West’s democratic credentials. 

The Western Balkans also saw a decline in democracy, 
as evidenced by significant state capture, rising 
authoritarianism, rampant corruption and nepotism, feeble 
institutions, political culture, weak rule of law, political 
control of media outlets, and suppression of freedom 
of speech and expression. However, not all countries 
regressed equally. Some faced only marginal regression, 
whereas others began to experience signs of severe 
democratic backsliding. Further exploration of the different 

levels of democratic regression and the potential role of 
external actors could offer insights into this phenomenon.

Various degrees of influence that non-Western states have 
on the countries of a region, in different areas and with 
different objectives, were examined. Although viewed 
differently, their economic influence is relatively small 
compared with their political clout. All countries in the 
Western Balkans economically gravitate towards and are 
closely tied to the EU and the region. While non-Western 
actors’ economic footprint exhibits growth, it will not 
soon replace the EU. However, the perceived political 
influence and the importance attributed to non-Western 
actors by the public in Western Balkan countries point to a 
problematic perception of the role of the West in the region.

The impact of non-Western actors in the past was usually 
seen as negative or harmful. While Russia certainly had 
a detrimental impact, it was more challenging to assess 
the influence of the other actors. Despite its democratic 
regression, more recent departure from the West, and strife 
with the US, Türkiye remains one of the most important 
NATO members. It neither seeks to replace the EU’s influence 
nor to change the strategic orientation of the countries in 
the region. Numerous Chinese activities that have emerged 
as part of decades of re-engagement with the world have 
primarily been driven by economic interests. However, more 
recently, China has ventured into the political domain. The 
Arab States of the Persian Gulf (Gulf States) are a mixed bag 
of countries with varying interests and approaches in the 
Western Balkans. While economic footprints can be easily 
quantified, other influences, such as political and normative, 
are much more difficult to assess. Do the practices of 
conducting business affairs in a particular way jeopardize 
the quality of democracy in the region? Is authoritarianism 
a desirable model to emulate? What role, if any, will it play in 
the region’s strategic orientation?
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This final comparative report represents a novel endeavor that 
seeks to establish the degree to which democratic backsliding 
in the region’s countries can be linked to or attributed to the 
influence of non-Western actors. While external influences 
may contribute to democratic backsliding in the Western 
Balkans, it is vital to acknowledge the domestic factors that 
are at play, such as corruption, political polarization, and 
economic stagnation, and the local political actors, which 

have been long-standing issues and factors in the region 
and cannot be solely attributed to external influences. It 
is essential to refrain from depicting the Western Balkans 
region as a single entity facing the same issues and dangers. 
Even though there are shared issues and trends in the region, 
each country has its distinct history, political environment, 
and social context that must be considered when evaluating 
democratic progress and regression.

Russia 

Russia has the most robust footprint in Serbia and among 
the Serbs in the region, spreading its influence to BiH, 
Montenegro, and northern Kosovo. Russian influence is 
mainly political and partly driven by energy interests, which 
have been increasingly curtailed since the beginning of 
the invasion of Ukraine. Russia has a marginal economic 
footprint in the region. While Russia managed to maintain, 
to some extent, the ambiguous character of its political 
influence in the region until February 2022, it is now 
perceived as a malign actor that aims to spoil the European 
and NATO aspirations of target countries without offering 
feasible alternatives. 

The relationship between Russia and Serbia is based on a 
strategic partnership and a shared language, culture, and 
spirituality. Nevertheless, Russian influence has increased 
since 2008 due to its opposition to Kosovo’s secession and 
the worldwide economic crisis. In the last decade, Serbia 
has become a priority in Russian foreign policy to challenge 
the EU and US. The Yugoslav wars, NATO’s bombing of 
Serbia, and Kosovo’s independence with Western support 
deepened the Serbian-Russian alliance. Russia’s relations 
with Serbia are determined mainly by its relations with the 
West. Russia has opposed NATO enlargement and the EU 
integration process in Serbia, viewing it as its traditional 
sphere of influence. Under Dmitry Medvedev, Moscow 
accepted NATO’s expansion of Albania and Croatia in 2009, 
but post-Crimean Russia viewed Serbia from a zero-sum 
perspective. This confrontational policy destabilized the 
Western Balkans. Russia’s foreign policy towards Serbia is 
pragmatic and uses different mechanisms to pursue its 
interests. Russia exploits Serbia’s political and economic 
hardships to expand its power and destabilize the 
region. It uses authoritarianism, democratic decline, high 
unemployment, and sensitive collective memory (Yugoslav 
dissolution, NATO bombing, Kosovo secession) to increase 
its sway and weaken EU and NATO values in Serbia.

Moreover, Russia’s veto power over the UNSC has blocked 
Kosovo’s international recognition and UN membership 

and enabled Moscow to dominate Serbia politically. 
Moscow used the ‘Kosovo case’ to advance its geopolitical 
ambitions in Ukraine and Georgia. After Russia’s aggression 
against Ukraine in 2022, Moscow has shown veto power 
over Serbia’s foreign security and energy policies. An 
interviewee on international relations noted that Russia 
was a veto player in foreign policy (sanctions), security 
policy (NATO membership), and energy policy (gas/oil). 
While the Kremlin (mis)used the ‘Kosovo case’ for once 
again unifying South Slavic states under their influence, 
on the one hand, it has provided affordable gas prices and 
subsidies, making Serbia highly dependent on Russian 
energy on the other. By using the rhetoric of maintaining 
supposed brotherhood, coupled with a shared sense of 
victimhood, Russia underpinned its foreign policy actions 
and initiatives to strengthen the politics of the alternative 
in Serbia. At the same time, it has been reluctant to provide 
the region with an alternative perspective for achieving 
stability and prosperity compared with Western models. 
Belgrade continually relies on the politics of the alternative 
by strengthening international cooperation with external 
powers that provide a higher benefit than others. There is 
a constant Serbian necessity to replace the Western view of 
the foreign policy concept of relying on the East instead of 
the West. 

Russia’s political influence on Bosnia and Herzegovina 
(BiH) exceeded its economic and cultural investments, 
mainly because of Milorad Dodik’s strategy to maintain 
Moscow’s presence in Republika Srpska for political gain. 
Dodik cultivated his relationship with Russia to boost 
his regional and international image. Moscow’s backing 
enabled Dodik to hold a 2016 referendum despite Vučić’s 
objections. Bechev (2016) noted that Dodik’s meetings 
with Putin and Russian embassy statements were the only 
signs of Russian “malign influence” in BiH, which Western 
officials had warned against. The Kremlin mainly focused on 
Serbia and was content with minimal political or financial 
investments to maintain influence in BiH.
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Russia’s influence on Kosovo can be characterized as 
weak due to the lack of ethnoreligious ties and Kosovo’s 
independence from Russian energy. Russia opposes 
Kosovo’s international independence and uses Kosovo to 
justify secessionist movements in countries near Russia, 
such as Georgia and Ukraine. Russia backs Serbia’s parallel 
structures in northern Kosovo, promotes a pro-Russian 
narrative among local Serbians, and uses media outlets 
such as Sputnik Serbia to spread Russian viewpoints and 
disinformation. The Serbian Orthodox Church in Kosovo 
and its ties to the Russian Orthodox Church serve as means 
to exert more significant political influence. The Serbian 
Orthodox Church and Russian Orthodox Church use the 
West’s perceived failure to protect the Serbian community 
in Kosovo and their culture to portray Russia as a defender 
of Orthodox culture and traditions. 

Albanian-Russian relations have remained relatively low 
since the Cold War due to Albania’s strong alignment with 
the West and Russia’s support for Serbia against Kosovo’s 
independence. Albania followed the EU and US policies of 
sanctions against Russia. It expelled two Russian diplomats 
in 2018 in response to NATO’s collective action principle and 
the Russian invasion of Ukraine in 2022. Albania’s strong 

opposition to the war in Ukraine is evident in naming a 
street near the Russian Embassy in Tirana as “Free Ukraine.” 
However, some concerns exist about Russian influence on 
Albanian politics via political parties. 

In Montenegro, Russia has explored ethnic tensions and 
the unresolved statehood issue to solidify its influence, 
strengthening anti-NATO and anti-EU sentiment through 
the extensive support and financing of its natural allies – 
the Democratic Front and the Serbian Orthodox Church. 
Doing so enabled a vibrant and active community to 
nurture the cultural and historical ties between the two 
countries.

Despite their efforts, Russia is viewed in Croatia primarily as 
a Serbian Orthodox ally, while Croatia sees itself as aligned 
with the West, especially the United States. However, 
Russian influence is primarily felt through the energy sector 
and its spillover effects on internal and foreign policy. 
Russian influence was spread indirectly via several former 
and active politicians who maintained good relations 
with Russia and Putin. However, relations turned sour 
after Croatia openly sided with Ukraine in 2016, endorsing 
Ukraine’s effort to return Crimea and Donbas to Ukraine. 

Türkiye

Türkiye is somewhat of an oddball in this group. As a NATO 
member and “still” a prospective EU member, Türkiye 
mostly supports the EU and NATO aspirations of countries 
in the region. Türkiye is also constantly increasing its 
economic footprint in the region. Turkish Cooperation 
and Coordination Agency (TIKA) intensively rehabilitates 
Ottoman-era monuments and invests in promoting 
culture and language via YEE. Internal issues in Türkiye and 
Erdogan’s break with Fetullah Güllen have led to various 
pressures on regional partners, some of which have caused 
them to clash with the EU. Following losing traditional 
Middle Eastern and African markets due to wars and the 
Arab Spring, Ankara has been exploring new markets, 
primarily in the Western Balkans. Türkiye is also seeking to 
subordinate Muslim communities in the Western Balkans, 
which unfolds with varying success.

Current relations between Serbia and Türkiye are defined 
as the “golden age of Serbian-Turkish relations.” At the 
same time, the bilateral partnership continuously develops 
in trade, infrastructure investment, energy, cultural, and 
education programs. The intense bilateral economic 
relations result from solid personal relations between the 
presidents Erdoğan and Vučić. Mutual relations are further 

complemented by Turkish aid. Based on available data, 
between 1992-2022, TIKA financially supported more than 
343 projects in Serbia, building or reconstructing historical 
monuments, kindergartens, hospitals, and educational 
institutions.

As far as BiH is concerned, Erdoğan’s personal interests, 
agendas, and initiatives have taken over Turkish foreign 
policy in BiH, with Erdoğan focusing on Serbia and its 
president Vučić. This “marriage of convenience” between 
two large markets and two authoritarian leaders has 
caused concern among experts, who fear that Erdoğan’s 
influence and Türkiye’s deepening crisis could destabilize 
the region. Türkiye formerly backed Balkan’s EU ambitions, 
but Erdoğan’s rising discontent with the US and EU policies 
raises doubts about his future stance on the Union and its 
enlargement. The two countries have also been tied due to 
their historical and cultural pasts and similarities. Türkiye 
has successfully maintained close ties through various 
educational and cultural initiatives, such as language 
courses or university programs.

 Türkiye strongly supports Kosovo’s statehood, providing 
substantial support to international organizations and 
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assisting in gaining recognition in several Islamic nations. 
However, Türkiye’s alignment with the West may not always 
be consistent, and its domestic issues have adversely 
impacted Kosovo. President Erdoğan often applies his 
domestic politics to Kosovo, influencing local authorities 
and leaders. This has caused tension between Türkiye and 
the West, and Turkish investments in Kosovo have raised 
corruption concerns. Türkiye’s president has political and 
economic ties with Kosovo leaders and funds infrastructure 
and cultural projects. Such a situation gives Türkiye 
leverage to pursue its interests, even if they conflict with 
Kosovo and the West. These projects and connections have 
raised questions about corruption and Turkish influence 
in Kosovo. 

Türkiye is crucial to Albania, with massive investments in 
the country, especially after the earthquakes that destroyed 
parts of Albania in 2019. However, Türkiye’s investments in 
Albania were reduced in 2022, and the closure of a school 
and kindergarten linked to Güllenists followed. Turkish 
influence is not only economic but also cultural, with the 
TIKA foundation supporting art, education, and cultural 
events. In addition, Türkiye’s interest in Albania is greatly 
amplified by its rivalry with Greece, and Albania’s interest 

in Türkiye is linked to its rivalry with Russia’s influence 
on Serbia. Türkiye plays a crucial role in Albania because 
it prevents security concerns by balancing forces after 
forming two dominant axes of power in the region.

In Croatia, Türkiye has invested in the Croatian banking 
sector. However, its most significant economic activities 
are in the tourism and transport infrastructure sectors, 
such as the Zagreb and Dubrovnik airports. TIKA also has 
a presence in Zagreb. Imports from Türkiye rose by 21 
points in the 2020-2021 period. Cengiz İnşaat, a Turkish 
firm, was awarded a public tender worth 321 million 
euros for renovating a central railroad linking northern 
Croatia to Hungary. Even though Erdoğan is attempting 
to gain authority over the Muslim community in Croatia, 
he is also respected by conservative Catholics for his firm 
stance on LGBT rights and abortion. A policy of academic 
collaboration and research has had a lasting impact on 
Croatian historians and scholars of Turkish studies. These 
scholars’ strong pro-Turkish leanings have resulted in 
a reluctance to discuss the Armenian genocide. While 
countries such as Czechia, Bulgaria, Latvia, Lithuania, and 
Poland have officially acknowledged the genocide, Croatia 
has yet to make any statement on the matter.

China

China is a relative newcomer to the region. Its influence 
has been primarily economic, with it seeking to expand 
its footprint by providing loans and implementing large 
infrastructure projects. China is most notably present in 
Serbia, where it has increased its economic footprint and 
extended its influence in policing and video surveillance. 

President Xi Jinping described Sino-Serbian relations 
as a strategic partnership and “steel friendship.” Trade, 
energy, infrastructure, security, and scientific and technical 
cooperation have grown since 2008 when China opposed 
Kosovo’s unilateral secession. China does not oppose Serbia’s 
EU and NATO enlargement and mainly uses economic 
power to increase its regional influence. China’s OBOR 
initiative has increased its soft power in Serbia through 
financial loans and credits for infrastructure projects. Vučić’s 
protection of Chinese companies has allowed Beijing to 
ignore environmental and human rights laws. China and 
Serbia have also developed strong security ties. Police, video 
surveillance, and military-technical cooperation are the 
areas where this cooperation has been established.

China is a new foreign influence in BiH. Its economic 
focus, resources, and non-interference policy make it 

likely to expand in BiH and the region, especially if the 
EU fails. China’s economic focus and pragmatic politics 
have enabled it to avoid Balkan’s historical and BiH’s 
recent ethnopolitical issues, which have weakened other 
foreign actors. Russia, Türkiye, and China have all invested 
in Serbia, the most developed Balkan economy. Beijing’s 
focus on profit has made it welcome, but BiH’s political and 
administrative issues, corruption, and the country’s small 
market have made it less attractive.

China has kept a neutral stance towards Kosovo, yet its 
support of Serbia against the independence of Taiwan and 
Kosovo is apparent in their voting patterns in various UN 
organizations. China does not currently have a direct hand 
in the development of Kosovo; however, the swift growth 
of Chinese influence in neighboring countries suggests 
that Chinese involvement in Kosovo may be imminent. 
During the COVID-19 pandemic, China employed a 
“Vaccine Diplomacy” strategy to increase its regional 
presence. However, Kosovo refused Chinese vaccines 
because their source is a nation that does not recognize 
Kosovo’s sovereignty. Nevertheless, Serbia made Chinese 
vaccines available to the Serbian population in northern 
Kosovo, which the Kosovar authorities saw as hazardous, 
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and interpreted the act as a political provocation. Chinese 
companies have put in offers for major Kosovo projects, 
demonstrating a tendency to gain insight into the 
economic environment of Kosovo as a first step towards 
possible broader involvement in the future. 

Albania has a long-standing connection with China but is 
not a security partner due to its strong ties with the United 
States and its NATO membership. The Chinese-Albanian 
connection is mainly based on commercial exploitation, 
with China playing a significant role in imports and exports 
in Albania. The Chinese population in Albania is the fourth 
largest, and cultural exchange has been encouraged by the 
Chinese Embassy and Confucius Institute. Nevertheless, the 
Chinese government has not made any recent investments 
in Albania. The relationship between Albania and China can 
be likened to the current Ministry for Europe and Foreign 
Affairs building, which used to be the Chinese Embassy in 
Albania - symbolically significant but not very effective.

Since 2013, there has been a heightened economic presence 
of Chinese state-owned banks and companies connected 
to some of Montenegro’s most significant developmental 
projects. Although there is no direct proof that Chinese 
money was used for corrupt activities, it is reasonable to 
assume that, given the confidential financial information 
and lack of oversight in the Chinese loan policy with no 

conditions, some of the money may have been diverted 
to sustain patronage networks. Conversely, the terms of 
governmental agreements enabled the circumvention of 
public procurement processes that guarantee transparency 
and legality, and the lack of conditions attached to loans 
had a detrimental effect on democracy in Montenegro, as 
they are believed to have contributed to the political and 
economic instability of the entire system.

Croatia is not the focus of China’s attention in Southeastern 
Europe, as Beijing has fostered strong relations with 
Belgrade. Nevertheless, China views the nation as a 
possible bridge between the EU and the Western Balkans 
for its economic objectives. The Chinese government has 
acquired a stake in the Zadar port but could not do the 
same in Rijeka, Croatia’s largest port and a gateway for trade 
in Central Europe. Instead, ENNA Group has acquired the 
same parcels at the harbor. Nevertheless, the government 
in Beijing is still keenly invested in and has ownership of 
essential infrastructure in Croatia. China has made some 
attempts to impede Taiwanese scholarly activities in 
Croatia. The embassy has objected to the Faculty of Political 
Science in Zagreb’s Autumn School on Political, Economic, 
and Security Aspects of East Asia. This program has been 
running for almost a decade, as courses are offered through 
the Autumn School that regard Taiwan as a distinct entity 
from mainland China.

Gulf states

Although presented here as a group, there are significant 
differences between Gulf states regarding their approach to 
the region. Saudi Arabia is usually associated with exporting 
a particular version of Islam and less with its investments, 
which differs from the UAE and Qatar. Gulf countries are 
not present consistently throughout the region and tend to 
focus more on some countries than others. 

Historically, the Arab States of the Persian Gulf (known as 
the “Gulf States”) and Iran have had very little presence and 
impact in BiH. Their influence was most apparent during 
and shortly after the Bosnian War of 1992-1995, when 
Bosniak leadership sought and accepted assistance from 
any Muslim nation willing to provide it. Nevertheless, these 
influences significantly diminished after the terrorist attacks 
on the USA on September 9, 2001, and the worldwide 
crackdown on Islamic NGOs and other organizations. A 
tangible reminder of the presence of Islamic foreign fighters, 
preachers, and NGOs is the existence of some enduring 
factions that adhere to a strict interpretation of Islam and 
Salafism. Despite the relatively small number of Salafis in 

the region, they have drawn much local and international 
attention and concern in the past decade, particularly 
in light of the rise of the Islamic State and other Jihadi 
organizations. In more recent times, however, due to the US 
and EU’s diminished presence in the Western Balkans, the 
presence of Gulf Countries and Iran has grown again in the 
area, as Bosnia and Herzegovina and Serbia have been able 
to draw investments and tourists from the Gulf states. Over 
time, however, even these investors shifted their attention 
more towards Serbia than BiH. Consequently, in recent 
years, the Gulf states and Iran have had a minimal presence 
and impact in BiH, mainly restricted to individual business 
ties and religious connections with Bosniak elites. However, 
if the crisis in BiH and/or other parts of the Balkans worsens 
and leads to further ethnic violence, Bosniak (and Albanian), 
politicians will undoubtedly seek financial, logistical, and 
military aid from Islamic countries.

Since 2012 Aleksandar Vučić and his Serbian Progressive 
Party assumed power, the relationship between the UAE 
and Serbia has been steadily advancing. Emirati-Serbian 
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relations are marked by solid political dialogue and 
frequent meetings at the highest level, leading to a strategic 
partnership in 2018 and collaboration in the areas of 
agriculture, the aviation industry, residential infrastructure, 
and military cooperation. The primary issues associated 
with the Emirate’s economic activities in Serbia are linked 
to the lack of transparency in the contracts. Since there is 
no competition, tenders, or transparency in the dealings 
between the Emirates and Serbia, their arrangements are 
limited to a personal agreement between the business and 
political elites.

The relationship between certain Gulf countries and 
Kosovo is contingent on their respective positions on 
Kosovo’s statehood. They have formed diplomatic relations 
and invested in Kosovo, mainly in healthcare, religious sites, 
and educational institutions. Nevertheless, their impact 
is seen as conflicting with Kosovo’s secular character, and 
there is a worry that their organizations can propagate 
extreme Islamic teachings in Kosovo. This negative 
aspect of their influence mainly stems from their lack of 
understanding of Kosovo’s distinct social context. After 
exposure to different ideological groups in Gulf countries, 
the local Albanian imams (Muslim leaders) developed 
ideological divisions upon returning to Kosovo. Pluralism 
in Kosovo allows these ideologies to take root, but since 
Kosovo institutions do not create counter-narratives, they 
become more pervasive and damaging.

The Gulf States, such as Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, Qatar, and 
the UAE, have benefitted Albania in the last two decades 
with economic and religious initiatives made simpler due to 
Albania’s Muslim majority population. The UAE’s impact is 
especially promising, with investments in infrastructure like 

the Sheikh Zayed Airport and the Tirana-Elbasan Road and 
a planned investment of $2.5 billion in the port of Durres. 
This investment is anticipated to invigorate Albania’s 
tourism sector and transform it into a Mediterranean tourist 
destination. Albania has a strong commercial and tourism 
connection to the UAE, with many Albanians visiting 
the UAE for holidays, particularly during the COVID-19 
pandemic when the UAE provided free vaccines to tourists.

As far as Montenegro is concerned, no substantial political 
influence from the Gulf States was observed. An exception 
to this is the UAE, which is estimated to have invested 
around 320 million USD in economic strategies over the last 
ten years (2013-2022).

Qatar is the only Gulf nation with a direct presence in 
Croatia, as it has an ambassador with extraordinary and 
plenipotentiary powers in Zagreb. In 2021, the State of 
Qatar, through its embassy, donated medical devices and 
equipment to the main maternity hospital in Zagreb from 
Qatar Charity, with a total value of 200,000 dollars, as part 
of post-earthquake relief (The Embassy of the State of Qatar 
in Zagreb 2022). Qatar was also the primary benefactor for 
the construction and furnishing of the Islamic Center in 
the port city of Rijeka, donating 8 million euros, and the 
center opened in 2013 (The Embassy of the State of Qatar 
in Zagreb 2022). Al Jazeera, a Qatari-owned international 
news network, has a TV studio in Zagreb, allowing it 
to wield some soft power influence and have a more 
substantial presence than other Gulf nations. Despite its 
generous financial backing of the Rijeka Mosque, Qatar’s 
cultural and religious sway over the Muslim community in 
Croatia is feeble and overshadowed by Turkey’s prominent 
role in this area.
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Shpat Balaj is a researcher within the Western Balkans at 
the Crossroads project. Apart from this role, Shpat Balaj is 
a researcher and project manager at the Kosovar Centre 
for Security Studies. Shpat has conducted several research 
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is currently completing his MA in Peacebuilding and 
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Klodiana Beshku is a Lecturer at the Department of Political 
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She has conducted a post-doc as a Jean Monnet Fellow at the 
Robert Schuman Centre of Advanced Studies of the European 
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PhD in Geopolitics from the University of Pisa and a M.A. 
Degree in European Studies from the University of Siena, 
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the University of Florence, University of Catania, University of 
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Excellence of the Ministry for Europe and Foreign Affairs of 
Albania. She has also held advisory positions for the Ministry 
for Europe and Foreign Affairs of Albania on European 
Integration and the Western Balkans. Her research centers on 
European Integration and Enlargement, Geopolitics of the 
Western Balkans, and Social Movements. Her first book as a 
co-editor Albania and Europe in a Political Regard appeared 

with Cambridge University Press (2013). Other research 
has appeared or is forthcoming in the Journal of Southeast 
European and Black Sea Studies, Studia Politica, and the 
Journal of Liberty and International Affairs.

Grabovac, Anja
Anja Grabovac is a Project Manager at PSSI’s Regional 
Security Program, and she was a coordinator and an assistant 
for the previous “Balkans at the Crossroads” projects. She 
holds a Master’s degree in International Relations and 
European Studies from Metropolitan University Prague. 
During her studies, Anja spent one year on Erasmus at the 
Central European University in Budapest. Her research 
interests revolve around the Western Balkan countries 
and their European integration paths. Anja has previously 
been involved in projects focusing on national identities in 
Central-Eastern Europe or on the diffusion of EU norms in 
BiH. She is also involved in the topic of disinformation and 
the effects it has on the CEE and WB regions. 

Grabovac, Tamara
Tamara Grabovac is a Project Assistant for the Western Balkans 
at the Crossroads project. She holds a bachelor’s degree 
in International Territorial Studies, with a specialization in 
Anglophone Studies, but her field of interest and knowledge 
are also focused on projects relating to the Balkans. Tamara 
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languages in diverse fields of expertise.

Huskić, Adnan
Adnan Huskić works as a lecturer in international relations 
and politics at University Sarajevo’s School of Science and 
Technology and as President of the Center for Elections 
Studies. He has co-authored several books and articles and 
works as a frequent commentator and analyst for Bosnia 
and international media outlets. His most recent publication 
is The Western Balkans in the World: Linkages and Relations 
with Non-Western Countries, 1st Edition, eds. Florian Bieber 
and Nikolaos Tzifakis, published by Routledge. His academic 
focus is the European Union, regional and domestic politics, 
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Srećko Latal holds an Executive Master in EU Studies from 
the Centre International de Formation Européenne, CIFE. He 
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Over the past two decades Srećko also cooperated closely 
with the Balkans Investigative Reporting Network, BIRN, 
and is currently working as their regional editor. Throughout 
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of Economics and Political Science (LSE). Her research and 
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About 
Prague Security Studies Institute 
(PSSI)
The mission of the Prague Security Studies Institute is to 
help safeguard and strengthen the individual freedoms 
and democratic institutions of the countries in Central and 
Eastern Europe and beyond. The Institute also seeks to 
illuminate selected unconventional threats emanating from 
authoritarian governments that challenge the transatlantic 
alliance and other partners globally, especially in the 

economic & financial, and space domains. PSSI is dedicated 
to the education and training of new generations of 
security-minded students and young professionals, 
including through its programmatic activities and growing 
academic network in the Czech Republic and abroad.

For more information visit www.pssi.cz

PSSI’s Regional Security Western Balkans Program 

In February 2022, PSSI launched a third project focused on 
the role of external foreign actors in the Western Balkan 
region, titled The Western Balkans at the Crossroads: 
Democratic Backsliding and External Actors’ Influence. 

 – The project aims to analyze how selected 
non-European external actors cast their 
influences in the Western Balkans and 
Croatia (EU member state) and explain how 
they contribute to in/stability of the region, 
including the democratic backsliding.

 – The project also identifies (potentially) malign 
influences in the Western Balkans and Croatia, 
such as disinformation campaigns, corruption 
of the political decision-makers and economic 
and financial activities which have fueled the 
rise of extremist and radical tendencies in the 
Western Balkans and Croatia.

The project is coordinated by four core team members:
Project Manager - Anja Grabovac 
Project Coordinator - Markéta Slavková 
Project Assistant - Tamara Grabovac 
Scientific Advisor - Adnan Huskić 

The project research team consists of seven experts:
Albania – Klodiana Beshku
Bosnia and Herzegovina – Srećko Latal
Croatia – Višeslav Raos
Kosovo – Shpat Balaj
Montenegro – Nemanja Stankov
North Macedonia – Vlora Rechica
Serbia – Vladimir Vučković 

For more information visit project’s website: https://www.
balkancrossroads.com/
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