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Introduction

Barbora Chrzova and Petr Cermak

The shifts of the global power balance and growing
antagonism between the West and all key external players
in South-East Europe — Russia, China and Turkey — have
recently brought attention to the influences of these
actors in the region. The focus, shared also by this volume,
has been particularly placed on the six Western Balkan
countries — Serbia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Albania, North
Macedonia, Montenegro and Kosovo — which despite their
geographic location within the geopolitical space of the EU
remain isolated and exposed to competing external actors’
interests. With still distant or uncertain EU membership
prospects and teetering US engagement, the Western
Balkan countries’ commitment to the Euro-Atlantic path,
which seemed like a given a decade ago, is no longer
uncontested.

The region has traditionally been a zone of great power
rivalry. Indefinitely-pending integration into Euro-Atlantic
structures thus creates room for Russia, China or Turkey
to strengthen their own footholds using various tools,
including traditionally well-established religious, cultural,
and political bonds, as well as economic expansion.
For Russia and Turkey, the Balkans has been a region of
traditional interest. Russia has been recently exploiting its
dominance in the energy sector and popularity among
Orthodox Christian Slavic population, Serbs in particular,
and subversive potential stemming from it. Turkey has
been carrying out an ambitious foreign policy, relying on
developing close personal ties between Turkish President
Recep Tayyip Erdogan and Balkan leaders and support
provided to local Muslim communities. In contrast, China
is a relative newcomer to the Balkans but its economic and
political engagement has been steadily growing and has
been lately raising significant concerns among Western
policy makers.

Most of the Western Balkan countries are still challenged by
internal and mutual bilateral tensions, prolonged political
crises, democratic backsliding or economic difficulties, all of
which make the stability of the region fragile. Since regional
and global tensions feed into each other and non-Western
actors are able to skillfully exploit local vulnerabilities, many
of Russian, Chinese or Turkish activities raise concern over
their potential to jeopardize the stability and prospects of
Euro-Atlantic integration of the region. The debate among

Western and locally-based journalists, social scientists,
and policymakers about Russia’s, China’s or Turkey’s
engagement is consequently dominated by narratives
presenting their influence as inherently malign and
considering its competition with the West a zero-sum game.

The project “Western Balkans at the Crossroads” aims to
overcome this oversimplifying view and go beyond the
existing research on non-Western actors’ meddling in the
region. While the project’s first phase mapped and assessed
foreign influence in individual Western Balkan countries
in a series of briefing papers and the final publication, the
second phase, whose results are presented in this volume,
develops the already-established knowledge base in a
way that leads towards a deep-cutting analysis of non-
Western presences in the region. Instead of evaluating
overall foreign leverage in individual countries or domains,
it consists of case studies investigating specific mechanisms
of influence or various aspects related to external
presences.

The studies do not converge around a single point as
they are very different in their methodology, topics,
scope and style. While each of the case studies deals with
a specific and clearly defined topic, all of them are also
communicating with the general debate and the existing
state of the art in the research on external influences in
the Western Balkans, and they each introduce innovative
insights and novel arguments about various aspects
of Russian, Chinese or Turkish influence in the region.
Together, the findings presented in this volume thus
provide an original multidisciplinary contribution to the
ongoing policy and scholarly debate whose relevance goes
far beyond the region itself.

The volume contains fourteen (already separately
published) analytical studies written within the Western
Balkans at the Crossroads project framework by nine
junior and senior researchers from within the region
with multidisciplinary scholarly backgrounds and work
experience, encompassing journalists, academics and
think-tankers. The project was managed by Prague Security
Studies Institute’s Barbora Chrzova, Petr Cermdak and
Anja Grabovac, who worked closely with the researchers

throughout the whole process of the studies’ creation.
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The quality of the papers was then scrutinized by loannis
Armakolas, who acted as scientific advisor to the project.

The volume also encompasses a written reflection on
the studies by a senior scholar, Senada Selo Sabic, who
engages with key questions related to the topic - the
domestic/reception side of external actors’ presence and
the role of the EU, and presents recommendations for
European policy makers. The concluding chapter written
by loannis Armakolas, who provided the team with his
insightful comments and consultations throughout the
project’s duration, offers insights into how the studies
of the volume advance the understanding of impacts of
external actors’ presences in the region. It puts forward a
classification of the studies into three thematic categories
- 'Openings, ‘Closures’ and ‘Inside-out’ dimensions - which
assist in conceptualizing external influence from a novel
perspective and pinpoints main conclusions from the
studies in the volume.

The publication is structured in four sections along broader
topics identified as important but under-researched parts
of the overall picture, and most of them bring attention
to the already-mentioned domestic dimension of external
presences. Each of the studies presented in the section
contributes to the given topic and elaborates on it, albeit
with very diverse methodological approaches and focuses.
However, pairing the studies with these four broader topics
has not been an easy task, as there are significant overlaps,
and several studies speak to more than one of them.

The first section looks into domestic narratives on external
presences. More specifically, all three papers address the
way in which local elites or media portray and talk about
Chinese engagement. The studies by Tena Prelec and
Stefan Vladisavljev examine positive narratives about
China and the promotion of mutual cooperation promoted
by the Serbian ruling elite. Prelec’s paper shows how
Serbian President Aleksandar Vuci¢ and his SNS party use
the narrative of economic salvation by foreign friends,
currently represented by China, to consolidate their power.
Vladisavljev maps individual political figures responsible for
sharing these narratives in order to gain political points and
shows that there is a striking consensus among political
elites on the positive stance towards China. The paper
by Anastas Vangeli has a region-wide focus and explores
the ideational impact of China in the Western Balkans. It
argues that China has been less successful in promoting
its positive image and ensuring its objectives than tends to

be assumed because Western dominance in the discourse
setting remains prevalent.

The second section addresses the question of external
actors’ roles in relation to domestic cleavages. While the
paper by Srec¢ko Latal looks into positions and aspirations
of foreign actors in the debate about expected electoral
reform in Bosnia and Herzegovina, the other studies
show that the external actors often play a passive rather
than active role. Stefan Joji¢'s analysis of Turkish presence
based on almost a hundred interviews with elites and
ordinary citizens in Sandzak manifests how local elites use
references to Turkey and its President Erdogan in order
to strengthen their own positions in power struggles.
Papers by Martin Naunov and Ognjan Denkovski deal with
the North Macedonian case and manifest how internal
political competition is closely related to the debate on the
geopolitical orientation of the country, despite the fact that
all major parties officially support Euro-Atlantic integration.
Naunov’s paper shows that partisanship is an important
factor in popular support for external actors, and asserts
that the divide between the pro-Western and pro-Eastern
of SDSM and VMRO-DPMNE
(respectively) is attributable to party cueing. The two

orientation of supporters

studies by Denkovski deal with the same party competition
and analyze the occurrence of computational propaganda
methods on North Macedonian Twitter in the period
preceding the 2020 parliamentary elections. His analysis of
an original dataset consisting of thousands of tweets, users
and interactions shows that computational disinformation
methods were used to shape public discussions in the pre-
election period and identifies a network of users created
in the run-up to the election that was sharing content
opposing to North Macedonia’s NATO and EU integration.

The third section also puts the domestic dimension in its
focus and scrutinizes the responsibility of domestic political
elites for the malign impacts of foreign engagements.
Using case studies, each of the three authors focuses on
specific socio-political issues where the domestic elite is
exploiting the external actors’ involvement for achieving
its own political goals. Tena Prelec, in a study based on her
fieldwork among local environmental NGOs, investigates
the responsibility of Serbian authorities and Chinese
investors for the environmental damage visible in areas
where Chinese companies invested in heavy industry.
Maja Bjelo$ deals with the issue of Chinese surveillance
technologies that are being introduced in Serbia. Both
of them argue that the Serbian ruling political elite must
be held accountable for the malign effects of Chinese
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engagement, as it is using Chinese technology and capital
for achieving its own goals, regardless of its negative
consequences on the environment or democracy and
freedoms. Gentiola Madhi also discusses the active role of
local elites in forging the partnership with non-Western
actors in her paper focused on the publicly promoted
‘personal friendship’ between the political leaders of
Albania and Kosovo and the Turkish president Erdogan. Her
analysis of specific manifestations of these personal links
shows that the image of friendship lacks a structural basis
and has been rather led by pragmatic considerations.

The fourth section differs in its focus, as it comprises
three studies about the consequences of the COVID
crisis for external actors’ presences. The topicality of the
COVID related shifts on the global geopolitical scene and
their translation in the Western Balkan space have led
us to highlight these papers. In his two papers, Srecko
Latal investigates the dynamic changes in the broader
geopolitics of the region during the period that has been
domestically, regionally and globally dominated by the
COVID crisis. His first paper maps how the pandemic
situation interfered with other long-term geopolitical
developments and how this interplay affected the positions
of major external powers in the region. In his second study,
Latal deals specifically with the impact of the COVID crisis
on European policy towards the Western Balkans and
argues that the escalation of the geopolitical struggle
over influence over the region once again confirmed
the importance of the EU’s engagement in stabilizing its
neighborhood. Anastas Vangeli follows on Latal’s overview
in his analysis of the political impact of the COVID crisis
on the discourses on China in the region. He provides a

10

comprehensive categorization of the changing responses
of regional elites to the role of China, which were varying
in time as well as across single states. Overall, both
authors clearly show that the pandemic situation not only
accelerated but also significantly altered the ongoing
geopolitical struggles in the Western Balkans.

This brief overview of the studies and broader topics they
address makes it apparent that even though the main
focus of this project has been placed on non-Western
external actors’influence, the debate about it cannot ensue
without an appreciation of the domestic aspects of foreign
presences and of the role of Western actors. Research on
non-Western actors’ influence in this region, which aspires
to join the Euro-Atlantic structures, can never be complete
without a critical assessment of the role and responsibilities
of the US, NATO and the EU and its member states. The
Western Balkans is once again becoming an important
geopolitical hotspot where external influences from East
and West meet deep internal cleavages. The underlying
findings of this volume show that the role of external actors
cannot be investigated and understood in isolation from the
domestic demand for their influence. The local reception/
demand side is shown to be a crucial piece of the puzzle
in understanding the risks associated with Russian, Turkish
or Chinese activities. As most of the studies presented in
this volume illustrate, it is in fact often the domestic elites
that are making room for or even contributing to the
malign impacts of external engagements. Thus the greatest
contribution of this volume lies in shedding more light on
the mechanisms of these processes and the motivations of
the individual actors involved.
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‘OUR BROTHERS’, ‘OUR SAVIOURS’: THE IMPORTANCE OF CHINESE INVESTMENT
FOR THE SERBIAN GOVERNMENT’S NARRATIVE OF ECONOMIC REBOUND

TENA PRELEC

‘Our Brothers’, ‘Our Saviours’ The
Importance of Chinese Investment for
the Serbian Government’s Narrative of

Economic Rebound

Tena Prelec

Executive Summary

The study analyses how the ruling party in Serbia has
used the country’s increasing economic cooperation with
non-Western powers to promote a ‘winning’ narrative. The
author brings new insights into how the Serbian leadership
has used the topic of economic renaissance in relation
to a narrative depicting economic salvation by foreign
friends coming to the rescue to further its political power.
It is shown that this role, initially played by the United Arab
Emirates, has been assumed by China since the mid-2010s.

How has Serbia’s increasing economic cooperation with

non-Western actors been used to further a ‘winning’

narrative by the Serbian Progressive Party (SNS) during
their consolidation of power (2012-2020)? And how has
this played out in the case of the actor that has increased its
economic ties with Serbia most strongly in the late 2010s,
China? These are the two main questions addressed in this
study. While the importance of the economic narrative for
Aleksandar Vuci¢'s political parties is established in the
literature, an appreciation of how it has changed over time
is lacking. Furthermore, there has so far been no meaningful
attempt to put this topic of ‘economic renaissance’ in
conversation with Serbia’s relations with external actors;
this is a significant gap in the literature, considering that
the benefits of economic help from abroad have been
repeatedly emphasized by the Serbian leadership.

This study therefore traces the way the Serbian Progressive
Party (SNS) has used the topic of economic assistance from
abroad to build and consolidate its dominance on the
Serbian political scene from 2012 to 2020. It is argued that,

12

under the leadership of Aleksandar Vuci¢, the Serbian state
has pursued a strategy of ‘sitting on several stools. While the
‘two-stools’ strategy ascribed to Vuci¢ is usually conceived
of as a binary choice between the West and the East, it
is here maintained that Serbia’s ruling party (SNS) has
been pursuing a narrative that goes beyond this dualism,
choosing, instead, to have a wide spectrum of allies to rely
on. The ability to draw funds from several countries, the
possibility of presenting this as a success with domestic and
international audiences, as well as the implicit threat to the
EU ('if you do not court us enough, we have other partners
to rely on’), have been key features of Vuci¢'s rule.

Through the analysis of domestic and international media
coverage, it is argued that the construction of a narrative
of economic renaissance has gone hand-in-hand with
a narrative depicting economic salvation in the form of
foreign friends coming to the rescue. It is shown that this
role, initially played by the United Arab Emirates, was later
assumed by China. It is argued that the conduit of this
‘foreign’ assistance activity is, in fact, the Serbian political
leadership itself (in the person of current Serbian President
Aleksandar Vuci¢), which seeks to present itself as able
to offer stability and reassurance to the population, thus
preserving the ‘ontological security’ of the Serbian nation.
The findings of the study provide insights into why Serbian
foreign policy has been, seemingly, so erratic in recent
years: narrative-wise, the Serbian leadership has picked the
actor that was most useful in highlighting their own nation-
saving activity at any given moment.
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Introduction

How has Serbia’s increasing economic cooperation with
non-Western actors been used to further a ‘winning’
narrative by the Serbian Progressive Party (SNS) during
their consolidation of power (2012-2020)? And how has
this played out in the case of the actor that has increased its
economic ties with Serbia most strongly in the late 2010s,
China? These are the two main questions addressed in this
paper. While the importance of the economic narrative
for Aleksandar Vucic¢'s political parties is established in the
literature (Stefanovic 2008; Economides and Ker-Lindsay
2015), an appreciation of how it has changed over time is
lacking. Furthermore, there has so far been no meaningful
attempt to put this topic of ‘economic renaissance’ in
conversation with Serbia’s relations with external actors;
this is a significant gap in the literature, considering that
the benefits of economic help from abroad have been
repeatedly emphasized by the Serbian leadership.

It is argued that, under the leadership of Aleksandar Vucic,
the Serbian state has pursued a strategy of ‘sitting on
several stools. While the ‘two-stools’ strategy ascribed to
Vucic is usually conceived of as a binary choice between the
West and the East (Poltermann 2014; EIU 2017), it is argued
here that Serbia’s ruling party (SNS) has been pursuing a
narrative that goes beyond this dualism, choosing, instead,
to have a wide spectrum of allies to rely on. The ability
to draw funds from several countries, the possibility of
presenting this as a success with domestic and international
audiences, as well as the implicit threat to the EU ('if you
do not court us enough, we have other partners to rely
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on’) have been key features of Vuci¢’s rule. The increasing
importance of China for Serbia, throughout the 2010s and
from 2016 especially, should therefore be seen within this
wider context.

The discussion is structured in five sections. The paper
first outlines the theoretical framework within which the
analysis operates, building on the ontological security
theory as developed in the South East European context
by Suboti¢ (2015; 2016) and Ejdus (2020b; 2020a; Ejdus and
Suboti¢ 2014). It then establishes the great importance that
the narrative of economic rebound had for the ascent of
the Serbian Progressive Party (SNS), under the leadership
of Aleksandar Vuci¢, on the Serbian political scene. In the
sections three and four, through the analysis of official
statements in domestic and international media coverage
relating to narratives about non-Western actors and the
economy, it is shown that the role played by the UAE at
the beginning of SNS’ rule (i.e. as ‘saviours’ of the Serbian
economy) came to be increasingly occupied by China over
time. The theme of cooperation with Russia was present
throughout, although it is interesting that the first signs
of negative coverage on Russia, by Serbian government-
friendly tabloids, appear in 2020 - coinciding with a closer
alignment with China. Finally, in the fifth section, the
paper goes on to provide a more detailed outline of the
cooperation between China and Serbia over the course of
the past decade (2009-2020), reflecting on the form into
which this cooperation has morphed in 2020.

Theoretical Framing: State Ontological Security

The analysis presented in this paper deals with the way
political actors strategically deploy shared narrative frames
for their own political ends, by putting this dynamic in
conversation with the presence of non-Western actors
in the Balkans. In this sense, it speaks to a strand of
theoretical literature that addresses cognitive frames being
manipulated for political purposes (Payne 2001), within the
well-established approach of ‘strategic social construction’
(Finnemore and Sikkink 1998). In the South-East European
context, this approach has been developed to good ends
by Jelena Suboti¢ (2015) and Filip Ejdus (2020a; 2020b),
within a framework of ontological security.
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The concept of ontological security (which could be freely
translated as ‘the security of the self, from the Greek évrog
(ontos), i.e. ‘being’) was initially coined by psychiatrist
Ronald David Laing (Laing 1960), and later developed
in sociology (Giddens 1990; 1991) and international
relations (Wendt 1994; Huysmans 1998; Steele 2007). In
substance, ontological security is “a basic need of actors
for predictability of social order, stable relationships with
others, and ability to maintain the narrative of the self”
(Ejdus 2020a, 1). Scholars of international relations have
postulated that in times of crisis, political leaders bridge
what is presented as a security challenge through the
preservation of state ontological security, by providing
a sense of routine and familiarity, while attributing this
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success to themselves. It follows that the study of political
narratives is able to shine a light on the inner workings of
this attempt at preserving state ontological security and on
the intention to claim this success. As Suboti¢ writes, “The
fact that narratives are manipulated for political purposes
does not make them any less important. In fact, it makes
them critical to our understanding of what motivates
political action in the first place” (Suboti¢ 2015, 611).

This framing is adopted in this article, while being applied
to a novel angle. The lens of analysis is expanded from
the insecurities originating from a challenge to territorial
integrity (both Suboti¢ and Ejdus look at how Serbian
politicians responded in relation to the case of Kosovo) to
the insecurities that are a product of a - real or perceived
— economic crisis. As the empirical sections will analyse,
in the topic of the overcoming of economic adversity
through foreign investments, this projection of security is
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enacted through the ‘salvific’ help of foreign partners. This
is another novel dimension this paper explores, pushing
the theoretical boundaries of the concept of ontological
security. While autocratic leaders wusually present
themselves as saviours in opposition to a foreign threat -
examples abound, but Viktor Orban’s positioning of himself
as a safe haven vis-a-vis threats presented by migrants is a
case in point (Toomey 2018) - the narrative employed by
the SNS and by Aleksandar Vuci¢ in particular shows that,
in specific circumstances, this salvific narrative can also
be applied to foreign actors. As will be examined in the
analysis that follows, this salvific property is subsumed by
Vuci¢ himself. While the other actors are all disposable, he
- through whom this salvific action is enacted - is not. In
this sense, the ontological security framework is helpful in
giving insights relevant to another burning question in IR
analysis on contemporary Serbia: explaining the motives

behind Serbia’s seemingly erratic foreign policy behaviour.

The Ascent of Aleksandar Vucié’s Progressives: The Economy

As a Central Theme

To understand the importance of the partnership with
China for the current Serbian government, it is important
to first consider the way the dominance of the Serbian
Progressive Party (SNS, or Progressives) and of their leader,
Aleksandar Vuci¢, were established on the Serbian political
scene. SNS was set up in 2008 as a splinter party from the
far-right Serbian Radical Party. The two figureheads of the
SNS - Aleksandar Vuci¢ and Tomislav Nikoli¢ — set their new
political home on a much more ideologically moderate
course than the party they hailed from. They professed a
far more favourable view of the European Union (whereas
the Radicals abhorred it), a more ambivalent relationship
with Russia (instead of unabashed support), and signalled
an opening to dialogue with Kosovo (which the Radicals
considered, and still do, an inalienable part of Serbia)
(Buckley 2012; Samardzija and Robertson 2012; Lazea
2015; Ejdus 2020b, 127-59). This positioning was crucial in
securing the support of key Western figures for this new
political option (Eror 2018).

But a determining factor that drove SNS' popularity was, in
fact, the unpopularity of the previous government. Ever since
the fall of Slobodan Milo3evi¢'s regime in October 2000, and
throughout the 2000s, Serbia was led by a broad coalition
including the Democratic Party (DS) that experienced
various changes during the decade, but was nevertheless
anchored in its general pro-Western stance. Weakened by
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its inability to find a solid position on the Kosovo issue and
rocked by several corruption scandals, this political trend
was eventually brought down - as a final nail in the coffin
- by the global economic crisis that started in 2008/9 and
that hit Serbia particularly badly; Serbian citizens “generally
blame[d] the DS for the country’s economic and social
plight” (Deutsche Welle 2012). This is recognised in the area
studies literature on the subject, which has shown that
economic vulnerabilities were key in the rise in support for
the Serbian far-right (to which Vuci¢ and Nikoli¢ belonged,
at the time) in the 2000s (Stefanovic 2008). Astutely
exploiting the moment, while at the same time building a
more acceptable fagade for external purposes, the SNS won
both parliamentary and presidential elections in 2012, and
Aleksandar Vuci¢ progressively solidified his dominance
throughout the decade, from Vice Prime Minister (2012), to
Prime Minister (2014), and to President (from 2017 to date).

Not discounting the relevance of topics such as Vuci¢'s (later
amply questioned) initial anti-corruption drive (Stojanovi¢
2017) and the projection of security and stability (Bieber
2018), the economy was thus a key element by which
the SNS distinguished itself from the previous old-guard.
Scholarly works have shown that economic considerations
have been front and centre in the way in which the SNS,
and Aleksandar Vucic¢ in particular, presented their narrative
even in relation to more ideologically-charged issues such
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as Kosovo (Economides and Ker-Lindsay 2015; Dragojlov
2020). Indeed, Vuci¢ kept using the language of economic
development, stating in his speeches that Serbia wants
to “win in the economy” and that his aim is to have “an
economically stronger Serb in Kosovo” (Vucic¢ in HRT 2018).

What is, however, still missing is an appreciation of how this
topic has changed over time, and even more, how Serbia’s
increasing economic cooperation with non-Western
actors has been used as a way to further this narrative.
This question is relevant in light of the fact that, while
the European Union has been by far the most important
trading partner for Serbia and the Western Balkans for
decades, in the 2010s several non-Western countries have
emerged as important trading partners, investors and
providers of financial assistance - including China, the
United Arab Emirates and Russia (Bonomi and Uvali¢ 2020).

Serbia has been very agile in attracting foreign investments
over the past decade. In the first two decades of the post-
Yugoslav era, Serbia had difficulties with finding partners

interested in the privatisation of large state-owned
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enterprises, whose poor financial results were putting
Since 2006, the Serbian
government started giving out major subsidies and other

pressure on state coffers.

incentive packages to foreign investors, which were further
expanded in the 2010s. This model became particularly
significant after 2012, when a new ruling majority led by
the Serbian Progressive Party (SNS) and the Socialist Party
of Serbia (SPS) took power (Pavlovi¢ 2020; EBRD 2019). The
foreign investment and economy narrative is a clear focus
of the Serbian Progressive Party’s political communication.

A closer look at SNS politicians’ statements in media
coverage shows how important this theme has been
throughout the eight-year period (2012-2020) the SNS
have been in power. As the consolidation of the Serbian
Progressive Party’s power continued in 2020 with a
landslide victory in the June elections, it is relevant to
take stock of this narrative to assess future prospects. In
the section that follows, this evolution is documented
through the analysis of a set of articles from Serbian and
international press.

Campaigning on Economic Prosperity - the UAE As Serbia’s

New ‘Salvific’ Ally

At the 2012 parliamentary and presidential elections, the
SNS presidential candidate Tomislav Nikoli¢ won against
incumbent Boris Tadi¢ (DS) and the SNS became, for the
first time, the largest party in the Serbian parliament. The
key driver of the election was economic adversity and
the promise of sounder economic leadership under the
SNS. The two main figureheads of the SNS at the time -
Tomislav Nikoli¢ and Aleksander Vuci¢ - often sounded
stern warnings about the Serbian economy, and other
SNS members echoed this message. “We want to decrease
unemployment by creating the right environment for
foreign investment,” said Marko Buric, who later went on to
become the head of the ‘Office for Kosovo and Metohija’ of
the Republic of Serbia. In Western media, these messages
resonated loud and clear. “This election is about the
economy, about jobs and growth, about putting people to
work," said William Infante, head of the UN mission in Serbia,
quoted in the Financial Times (Buckley 2012). The same
paper also wrote, in no unclear terms, that “what decided
the election was the economy” (Buckley 2012). Similarly,
the New York Times wrote that “visceral indignation with
joblessness and an arrogant political establishment”
benefited the SNS (Bilefsky 2012). In a 2013 interview with
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The Independent, Vuci¢ underlined the challenge facing
Serbia using a military metaphor, stating that “[t]he battles
we are facing now aren’t with guns and tanks, but the
economy” (Sengupta 2013).

In the same period, the discourse about the lamentable
state of the Serbian economy was joined by the ‘salvific’
presence of a new ally, a small but very rich country that
had markedly changed its approach towards Serbia from
the 1990s, when it vocally opposed Serbia’s military actions
in Bosnia and Kosovo, to the 2010s, with the flourishing
of pragmatic business relations: the United Arab Emirates
(UAE) (Bartlett et al. 2017). “We discussed everything
including history and geography and afterwards he walked
me to my hotel room and our friendship began,” Vuc¢ic¢ said
in a TV broadcast, about his warm relationship with the
powerful Emirati Sheikh Mohammad bin Zayed (MbZz) Al-
Nahyan (Vasovi¢ and Doherty 2013). The Serbian media
reported MbZ as addressing Vuci¢ - who was then Deputy
PM and Minister of Defence - as ‘my brother Aleksandar’
(Markovi¢ 2013) and highlighted that the sheikh “left Putin
to meet with Vuci¢” (Rakovi¢ 2012). The relations between

the two countries clearly benefited from this ‘connection at
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the top’ between Vuci¢ and MbZ (Bartlett and Prelec 2020;
Prelec 2019). In this period, government officials spoke
about the UAE’s help in glowing terms, even stating that
economic cooperation with the UAE was to be preferred
to that of Western institutions. “For Serbia, the financial
arrangement with the UAE is 100 times more valuable
than the one with the IMF, and if it manages to push that
through, the agreement with the IMF will no longer be
needed” (Dobri¢ 2013), said then Minister of Finance
Mladan Dinki¢ in October 2013. Earlier that year, Dinki¢
and Aleksandar Vucic¢ visited the UAE and met with MbZ,
who visited back in early 2013, signing a series of deals. In
August 2013, Dinki¢ was named the Vice-President of the
Committee for Cooperation with the UAE, while Aleksandar
Vuci¢ was named its President (RTS 2013). Upon being
appointed, Dinki¢ thanked Vuci¢ ‘for the trust placed in
him’ and said: “I will endeavour to channel the friendship
with the family of Sheikh Mohammad and other influential
people in the Emirates for the benefit of the citizens of
Serbia” (RTS 2013)".

Abroad, commentators and media outlets took note.
Reuters wrote: “Serbia is banking on an unlikely alliance
with the United Arab Emirates to upgrade its vital farming
industry, revive military production and get badly needed
cheaper finance” (Vasovi¢ and Doherty 2013). Deutsche
Welle noted that “the Emirates have appeared out of
nowhere and have been presented to the Serbian public
as the saviours of the tottering Serbian economy” (Rujevi¢
2013). The Financial Times reported that “Serbia plans
to borrow billions from the United Arab Emirates as the
country’s deputy prime minister warned that it could
face bankruptcy without urgent steps to cut public sector
wages’, noting that Aleksandar Vuci¢ (defined as “the
deputy premier widely seen as the most powerful man
in Serbia’s coalition”) said that the $1bn UAE loan, with
announced further loans taking the total to $2bn-$3bn by
the end of 2014, “could almost be “considered a gift’, given
its favourable interest rate and conditions” (Buckley and
Kerr 2013).

All the while, it is relevant to note that cooperation with
other countries did not cease, indicating the emergence
and progressive solidifying of the ‘multiple-stools’ policy

1

TENA PRELEC

approach: “Serbia is diversifying the portfolio of investors
to as many countries as possible... In addition to the EU, we
have Russia with energy deals, China with infrastructure
investments and now we have the Gulf said Sasa Dogovic¢
of Belgrade-based Institute for Market Research (Vasovi¢
and Doherty 2013). Indeed, economic relations with Russia
were never broken — on the contrary. Post-2012 election
ties with Russia grew, helped also by the presence of the
Socialist Party of Serbia (SPS) among the ruling coalition (a
party enjoying warm relations with Russia since Milo3evi¢'s
times), and by Nikoli¢’s open support for Vladimir Putin
(Veljovi¢ 2012). Significantly, unlike Montenegro, Serbia
did not join in the sanctions against Russia in relation to
the Ukraine crisis (Bechev 2014). This decision, too, was
motivated by economic considerations: “Relations with
Brussels have since been strained after Serbia declined to
join EU sanctions against Russia, warning that its economy
would be too badly hit” (Buckley 2014).

Serbia’s economic hardship and this purported salvific help
of ‘friends coming to the rescue’ was an important part
of the discourse that spearheaded Vuci¢'s victory at the
parliamentary election in 2014. As noted by Bloomberg:
“Aleksandar Vucic, the favorite to become Serbian prime
minister after elections this month, is campaigning as the
candidate who can bring home investment from the United
Arab Emirates, including a $4 billion plan to redevelop
Belgrade’s waterfront. The former nationalist, known in
the 1990s for his anti-Muslim rhetoric, is stressing his ties
with the Persian Gulf nation’s business and political leaders
as a source of investment ahead of the March 16 ballot”
(Filipovi¢ and El Baltaji 2014). The very decision to hold an
early election in 2014 was, in fact, outright motivated by
the economic reforms in store, as explained by political
scientist Mikucka-Wojtowicz: the “head of state’s decision to
dissolve the Skupstina [Serbian parliament] was based on
the government motion which stated that painful reforms
were in store for Serbia and that new legitimisation from
voters was vital in order to implement them. The main
initiator of the early elections was the leader of the Serbian
Progressive Party (SNS), Aleksandar Vuci¢” (Mikucka-
Wajtowicz 2017).

Itis interesting to note that, in the change of power between the DS and the SNS, Dinki¢ (formerly a DS member) was a prime candidate to be tried

and sent to jail as part of an “anti-corruption effort” by the new guard (the jailing of some tycoons such as Miroslav Miskovi¢ won Vu¢ic initial praise).
However, in spite of the pre-election threat, he not only avoided jail, but became Minister of Finance and Economy in 2012-2013. Vucic explicitly stated
that Dinki¢ was appointed to the function of Vice-President of the Committee for the Cooperation with the UAE “because he knows people [there]” (RTS

2013).
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The campaigning strategy worked, and the SNS easily
imposed themselves as the dominant party at the 2014
election. In 2015, this same discourse continued steadily,
although with a partially new set of actors (Dinki¢’s
connections with the UAE were no longer needed). Sinisa
Mali, economic advisor to the prime minister and candidate
for the mayor of Belgrade, stated: “The UAE believes in the
political stability of Serbia, in our human capital and it [the
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investment] is the result of friendship and understanding
between [Serbian Prime Minister] Aleksandar Vucic and
Sheikh Mohammed [bin Zayed the Crown Prince of Abu
Dhabil” (Donaghy 2015). But after 2016, which was marked
by extreme controversy over the demolition of buildings
to make space for the UAE-connected luxury development
Belgrade Waterfront, the dominance of the UAE in
government officials’ discourse decreased somewhat.

Switching Between ‘Salvific’ Stools: From the UAE to China -

While Not Neglecting the Others

After 2016, the UAE faded away from being the dominant
‘friend coming to the rescue; and slowly, but steadily, this
role was taken by China. As reported by Politico: “You'll
see what my real passion is, [Vuci¢] said, kneeling next to
a multicolored map of Serbia criss-crossed with planned
highways and rail lines. “It's roads and economy.” [...] To turn
his “passion” into reality, the Serbian president is relying
not just on Europe, but on an old ally farther east — China.”
(Karnitschnig 2017). This partial shift is also reflected in
the twitter activity of Aleksandar Vuci¢ (handle: @avucic).
The #UAE hashtag (used to publicise official meetings and
communications about the UAE on twitter) is present on
six occasions in 2015, whereas it later almost disappeared,
being used only once in 2017. On the other hand, tweets
mentioning China (always in a positive light) have increased
sharply in 2020. For instance, during the COVID-19 crisis,
Vuci¢ was not personally present at the delivery of help
from the UAE, while he lavished Chinese help with high
praise (Ruge and Oertel 2020; Hall and Hopkins 2020).
Tweets mentioning warm relations with Russia, on the
other hand, have remained a constant, indicating that
the different tone used by pro-regime media in attacking
Russia in 2020 (N1 2020) has not been matched by the
official communication of the President.

Why this change in narrative? The most likely explanation
is that the UAE had run its course serving as part of
the salvific aid narrative. In 2015, protests against the
Belgrade Waterfront project were gaining ground, while
urban planners started to voice concerns about the elitist
character of the project (Cukic et al. 2015). Demonstrations
intensified after the events that occurred in the central
Belgrade district of Savamala in April 2016, when masked
men demolished shop windows and damaged buildings
in an area where the Belgrade Waterfront was to rise: a
cloak-and-dagger operation that took advantage of the
confusion offered by its having taken place on election
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night. This is an event that was never clarified by the central
government, but that was widely understood as being
connected with the highest city authorities (Pe¢o 2017).

The ruling party has surely taken note of this unpopularity,
choosing not to put forward then-mayor Sinisa Mali as their
candidate for the 2018 local election. At the same time,
China’s increased economic presence in South Eastern
Europe was low-hanging fruit to exploit for narrative
purposes: in the words of a former diplomat in Serbia’s
Foreign Ministry, while in 2012 Serbia “did not see China
as playing a particularly meaningful role”, as soon as
2014 the situation changed, with it gradually becoming
“a player in the Balkans to an unprecedented degree”
(Vuksanovi¢ 2017).

In the Serbian government’s public discourse, praise
for China went from strength to strength in the second
half of the 2010s: from defining the Chinese as saviours
of the Serbian economy and best friends (RTS 2015), to
announcing the production of flying cars (SEEbiz / Beta
2018), to stating that Vuci¢ was “bringing back 3bn euro
from China” after “one of the most significant meetings [he]
had ever had” (Pink 2018), to saying that China “does not
have a more loyal and more sincere friend than Serbia” in
the frame of a celebration of bilateral relations called “steel
partnership for joint prosperity” (Ministry of Defence of the
Republic of Serbia 2019), to stating that China “has given
Serbia a hand when no one else would do so” (MacKinnon
and Gramer 2020), and to announcing even bigger, “the
biggest’, Chinese investments in Serbia (Mondo.rs 2020).

While the SNS"’hot and cold’ mood towards Russia did not
change significantly for the better part of the decade, there
are indications that, in 2020, the favour of Belgrade officials
has shifted more strongly towards China, while becoming
much cooler towards Russia — a development that has
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been partially connected with the rising investments of
the former, and stagnating economic presence of the
latter (Vuksanovi¢ 2020). It is also relevant to note that
when, in September 2020, Aleksandar Vucic¢ signed a (non-
legally binding) agreement on Kosovo at the White House
that foresaw, among other points, potential difficulties
in economic relations with Russia and China, the way
Aleksandar Vuci¢ presented the Serbian gains at home was

that ‘Trump had given him the keys to the White House’

and that ‘Serbia was going to get billions in investments
from the US, including through the opening of a US
development fund in Belgrade (Vladi¢ 2020; Informer 2020).
Once again, the ‘salvific’ economic narrative of a friend from
abroad coming to the rescue was crucial in the way Vuci¢
presented this foreign policy success as a victory at home,
thus confirming the pattern identified in this analysis.

In summary, the discussion in this section showed that
the projection of successful economic performance was,

TENA PRELEC

and still is at the time of writing (Hall and Hopkins 2020),
a key element of the SNS’ electoral victories and continued
domination on the Serbian political scene. At the earlier
stages of SNS rule, in 2012-2014, discourse about the
economy was focused on highlighting the danger in which
Serbia finds itself, while later it centred on the success that
the new government brought to the country (Filipovic and
Savic 2019). A big part of these portrayed accomplishments
relates to the indeed remarkable increase in Foreign Direct
Investment (FDI) achieved during the 2010s, although
doubts have been raised on whether the benefits such
investments bring to the country actually touch the whole
population (Pavlovi¢ 2020; Dragojlo 2020; Prelec 2020a).
The analysis of Serbian government officials’ discourse in
domestic and international media has shown that, while in
the initial phase the salvific role of a non-Western country
coming to Serbia’s rescue was played by the UAE, this
narrative later shifted to Beijing.

The Intensification of Serbia-China Relations Over the Past

Decade

From the discussion presented above, it became clear that a
very prominent narrative used by the Serbian government
under Aleksandar Vuci¢, especially from 2016 onwards, has
been the beneficial role China is promised to have in terms
of its impact on the Serbian economy. But was 2016 really a
watershed in Sino-Serbian relations? What has changed in
recent years, and how are Sino-Serbian relations forecasted
to develop from here? In order to answer these questions,
this section examines the recent history of Serbia-China
relations over the past decade.

The first striking piece of information is that high-profile
institutional cooperation between the two countries was
established before the SNS came to power: in 2009, a
joint letter of strategic partnership between Serbia and
China was signed during a visit by then-President Tadi¢
to China. In the document, the two parties agreed on
deepening economic and technical cooperation in the field
of infrastructure (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s
Republic of China 2009), thus opening the way for a large
number of infrastructure projects through a financial
scheme that included lending by China through its Exim
Bank for the purpose of those projects, with the obligation
to hire Chinese companies as contractors (Dragojlo 2016).
This is a typical model of how China operates in the Western
Balkans and other underdeveloped regions (Mardell 2020).
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The 2009 Agreement still serves as a basis for lending
projects in the field of infrastructure and energy that China
is implementing in Serbia, such as the reconstruction of the
Kostolac thermal power plant, works on the upgrade of the
Nikola Tesla thermal power plant in Obrenovac (Belgrade),
and others. For comparison, in the six decades from 1957
to 2008, Serbia (or the former Yugoslav Federation) and
China signed a total of 39 agreements, while in the seven-
year period from 2009 to 2016 they signed 59 agreements
(Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Republic of Serbia 2020).

China, on their part, places Serbia within a wider plan of
expansion of its influence in the CEE region. Through the
One Belt One Road (OBOR) strategy, China is seeking to
diversify its economy and, increasingly, build influence
throughout the world. While its economic relations with
Western European countries, especially in terms of trade,
were further developed over the past several decades,
relations with Central and East European countries lagged
behind. To stimulate business and investment relations
with this wide region, the Chinese Ministry of Foreign
Affairs has spearheaded the 16+1 initiative with Central and
East European countries (also known as China-CEE) in 2012,
and then upgraded it to 17+1 with the entrance of Greece
in 2019. When China introduced the 16+1 initiative in 2012
and the Belt and Road initiative in 2013, the prospects
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for deepening cooperation increased. But in spite of this
regional outlook, the curation of rapport with the countries
of the region remained something that China preferred to
do, fundamentally, on a bilateral basis, through state-to-
state relations (Tonchev 2020; Vangeli 2020).

intensified

the countries

considerably in the second part of the 2010s. After the

Relations between two
visit of President Xi Jinping in 2016 to Serbia, the Chinese
company Hesteel acquired the Smederevo steel mill,
making it the first Chinese brownfield investment? in
Serbia. The Smederevo industrial plant was owned by a US
company from 2002 to 2012, when the owner returned it to
the Serbian government. The plant was a heavy burden on
the State budget, incurring considerable losses. The closure
of the mill was not an option for the State because of the
negative consequences it would have in the Smederevo
region, where the company is the biggest employer. The
Chinese purchase in Smederevo is considered the basis for
a new and improved image of China in Serbia (Novakovi¢
and Todorivi¢ Stiplija 2020). The first Chinese greenfield
investment is the Linglong tire factory in Zrenjanin, valued
at approximately $900 million. Some sources - though
contested, with other analyses downplaying China’s actual
economic presence in Serbia (Nova Ekonomija / Business
Info Group 2020) - indicate the presence of up to 16
greenfield investments in Serbia by 2019 (Shehadi and
Hopkins 2020).

There is thus no doubt that the Chinese and the Serbian
leaderships have been successful in finding a common
language, leveraging their clear commonalities of interest.
On the occasion of the signing of a state-level agreement
worth $3 billion in September 2018, Finance Minister Sinisa
Mali proudly stated that Serbia will host “China’s largest
industrial park in Europe,” among other projects (Zivanovi¢
2018).1n 2019, Chinese companies announced up to a $625
million investment in Serbia, making it the fourth-biggest
recipient of Chinese investment in Europe in that year
(Shehadi and Hopkins 2020).

China is seen as supporting Serbia’s position on Kosovo (an
important point, considering the permanent place Beijing
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holds in the UN Security Council), although it has never
made a special public statement on the issue. The political
endorsement is much more outright from Belgrade’s side:
Serbian officials supported China on the issue of purported
‘terrorism’ in the Chinese province of Xinjiang, as well as
in relation to the Chinese law on national security, which
refers to the special administrative region of Hong Kong.
Serbia was the only European country (together with
Russia) to sign on to a declaration of support to China’s
policy in Xinjiang issued by the government of Belarus.
Considering the atrocious human rights infringements that
are being carried out on the Uighur population in Xinjiang
by Chinese authorities (Wood 2020; Chao 2020), the
statement of support by Belgrade is a clear sign that it will
stand by China, no matter what®.

With the coronavirus crisis in spring 2020, these problems
were put under a magnifying glass. The narrative of
the Chinese as ‘brothers’ and as ‘saviours’ of the Serbian
economy, and later of the Serbian nation, has intensified
during the early phase of the COVID-19 crisis, leveraging
Vuci¢'s tight grip over the media (Vuksanovi¢ 2020; Ruge
and Oertel 2020). Throughout spring 2020, it was used by
the Serbian leadership to deflect from the government’s
problems in handling the coronavirus crisis and lay the
groundwork for a crushing result at the parliamentary
elections in June (Cvetkovi¢ 2020). Although this framing
has been a particularly clear during the coronavirus crisis, it
is to be seen as a culmination of a longer trend, as analysed
in the previous section.

The term ‘brownfield investmentrefers to a type of foreign direct investment (FDI) in which a company or government entity purchases existing production

facilities to launch a new production activity, whereas the term ‘greenfield investment’involves the building of a new facility from the ground up.

What is the reason for this strong endorsement? While this paper does not have the ambition of proving causality, the analysis presented in the

preceding sections offers evidence of at least one important reason for the Serbian leadership to be so supportive of the Chinese government. This is
the fact that China’s investments are integral to the rule of the Serbian Progressive Party, by underpinning the narrative of the preservation of state

ontological security analysed here.
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Conclusions

The paper has analysed the Serbian Progressive Party
(SNS)’s discourse in relation to the narrative of ‘economic
adversity’ Serbia found itself embedded in at the beginning
of their rule in 2012, and of an ‘economic rebound’
under their guidance (from 2012 to 2020 - with the likely
continuation of their rule for several years to come). It has
been argued that the increase in investment from non-
Western countries, although still a far lesser source of FDI
than EU countries, has allowed the Serbian government to
shape a narrative of friendly states coming to the rescue
of Serbia. This has been identified as a ‘multiple-stools’
policy (rather than just two — East vs West — positions); by
drawing funds from several countries, Aleksandar Vuci¢ and
his party sought to present to the domestic audience and
to the outside world the image that Serbia has a range of
friends to rely on. The analysis has highlighted that, while
the ‘friendly nation” most quoted by Serbian officials in
2012-2015 was the United Arab Emirates (UAE), this has
somewhat changed in the second part of the 2010s, when
China’s role started to be praised much more strongly. This
coincided with an increasing economic presence of China
in Serbia, through brownfield and greenfield investments,
mostly focused in the (heavily polluting) manufacturing
industry.

These findings help us gain a better insight into the SNS’
strategy in relation to their policy towards non-Western
actors. A central consideration relates to the fact that the
deals with the non-Western countries addressed in this
paper (China, the UAE and Russia) are less transparent,
bound to considerably less scrutiny, and raise more red
flags in terms of their impact on the environment than
investments coming from the EU and other Western
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Executive Summary

The Serbian political elite have come to perceive China as
a trustworthy and beneficial partner and are portraying it
as such to the wider Serbian public, generating a positive
picture of the country among Serbian people. Serbia has
also been an important partner of China in Central and
Eastern Europe, and Serbian politicians have embraced
this relationship and have endorsed it through a number
This budding
described by members of the Serbian political elite as a

of mechanisms. relationship is often
“steel friendship” between the two countries. Partnership
between Serbia and China has been intensifying since 2009,
with the signing of a strategic agreement on economic,
technological and infrastructure cooperation between two
countries, and has reached the level of strategic partnership

since then.

The Chinese presence in Serbia, often exaggerated,
has helped the current ruling coalition led by president
Aleksandar Vuci¢ and his Serbian Progressive Party (SNS)
to consolidate political power. Over the last decade,

Introduction

The Chinese presence in Serbia has been steadily rising over
the past decade. The increased number of infrastructural
projects and financial agreements and the development of
political and cultural relations have made China one of the
most popular foreign policy partners for the Serbian ruling
political elite.

The rising presence has created a basis for the partnership
between the two countries, named the “steel friendship”
by the ruling political elite in Serbia. This study focuses
on the Serbian political elite, which is using China to gain
political points and facilitate centralization of domestic

political power through a presentation of the partnership

23

the centralization of political power and the control of
governance mechanisms have paved the way for the
ruling political elite in Serbia to popularize political and
economic cooperation with China, elevate it to the level of
strategic partnership, and present it as such to the Serbian
public. On the other side of the political spectrum, the
current opposition leaders were Vucic¢'s predecessors in the
development of relations with China, and used to present it
as a“foreign policy pillar”and Serbia’s close partner. This has
created a lack of criticism from opposition leaders when it
comes to the rising level of cooperation between Belgrade
and Beijing.

This study identifies who the main Serbian political actors
promoting closer ties with Beijing are, and in what ways and
by what mechanisms they utilize China to gain domestic
political points. It argues that the commitment to the Sino-
Serbian partnership will remain constant in the approach of
the Serbian political elite, regardless of the political party
and the politicians in power.

as beneficial and positive to the Serbian public. While
the Chinese outreach in the Western Balkans and Serbia
has been well documented in the literature (Zweers, et
al. 2020), how that outreach was utilized by the Serbian
political elites for internal purposes has not until recently
been a focus of researchers (see Prelec 2020).

For the past decade, the Serbian political elite, led by
president Aleksandar Vuci¢ and the ruling Progressive Party,
has balanced its foreign policy approach on the proclaimed
“four pillars of the foreign policy” (Novakovi¢ 2013) - the
European Union, Russia, the United States of America, and
China. Serbia has thus seen itself as a country that tries
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to balance between East and West, where for a long time
“East” included first and foremost Russia, a country with
which Serbia has close and traditional ties (De Launey
2014). Recently, while trying to maintain working and
amicable relations with all of the four pillars, the meaning
of “cooperation with the East” changed as decision-makers
in Belgrade have increasingly relied on cooperation with
China, and less on Moscow (Velebit 2020).

For this reason, this study focuses on cooperation with
China,
promoting closer ties with Beijing are, and in what ways

and identifies who the main Serbian actors
and through which mechanisms they use China to gain
domestic political points. The rise of popularity of the Sino-
Serbian friendship is one of the tools that the ruling political
elite in Serbia is using to consolidate centralization of its
decision-making process and to assure that its position of
power cannot be contested. The first part of the study maps
the most important mechanisms that actors in Serbia are
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using to foster a closer relationship with China and present
it as favorable to the Serbian public. The main part of the
study then identifies the most important proponents of
cooperation between Serbia and China. The focus is put
on the government representatives, prime-ministers, and
ministers, and the most prominent members of the relevant
political parties and institutions.

Research is based mainly on existing literature, publications,
press releases, official and media statements by the
identified actors, and other publicly available data. These
are complemented by findings collected by the author
through interviews with the representatives of Serbian
political parties and media. The COVID-19 pandemic and
the parliamentary elections held in Serbia have limited the
number of collected responses, but it still includes relevant
representatives from different sides of the Serbian political
spectrum, as well as representatives of state-owned and
independent media outlets.

A Front-Row Seat for the “Steel Friendship”

Serbia has become an important partner of China in Central
and Eastern Europe. China has increased its presence, and
has become popular among Serbian citizens. Serbian
decision makers have used different mechanisms to
instrumentalize the rising “steel friendship” The way
that China has been presented to the Serbian public has
resulted in the positive perception of their partner from
the Far East among Serbian citizens. Research published
by the Belgrade Centre for Security Policy (BCSP) in 2017
found that China is viewed by 52% of Serbian citizens as an
actor with a positive effect on Serbia (BCSP 2017). Follow-
up research, conducted by the BSCP in November 2020
showed that 16% of Serbian citizens see China as Serbia’s
"best friend” and partner (BCSP 2020), putting it in second
place, behind Russia with 40%. Research from March 2020
published by the Institute for European Affairs shows that
the positive presentation of joint projects and overall
cooperation with China brings results. The research found
that 40% of Serbian citizens perceive China as the biggest
donor to Serbia. These perceptions have contradicted
available data, as according to the Serbian Ministry of
European Integration only 0.6% of total international
development grants to the Republic of Serbia between
2010 and 2016 have come from China, while 59.9% have
come from the countries of the European Union (Ministry
of European Integration 2019). Nevertheless, the overall
positive image that was created has allowed the Serbian
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political elite to popularize cooperation with China for their
political gain.

The rise of the Chinese presence in Serbia can be traced
from 2009 onwards, when a strategic agreement on
economic, technological, and infrastructure cooperation
was signed between the two countries. (Le Corre and
Vuksanovi¢ 2019).

cooperation predating that year. During the 1999 NATO

But there are some elements of

intervention in the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia, the
Chinese embassy was destroyed in one of the aerial attacks
on Belgrade (Ponniah and Marinkovi¢ 2019). This event has
been perceived as a tragic moment in joint Sino-Serbian
history. It is also used as a symbol of friendship, showing
that Serbia and China were not enemies in the conflict,
but that both sides have suffered joint casualties, as stated
by the former Serbian president Tomislav Nikoli¢ (Danas
Online 2019). Commemoration of the Chinese casualties is
held every year on the date of the bombing of the embassy,
and it is attended regularly by Serbian officials and the
Chinese ambassador. During the commemorative event in
2020, Predrag Markovic, vice president of the Socialist Party
of Serbia, said: “this day has scarred our collective history.
The suffering of civilians, the indiscriminate destruction,
the targeting of the innocent, and especially the attack on
the embassy of a friendly nation will always be considered a
crime by us” (Global Times 2020).
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The second important point of understanding that
predates 2009 is the fact that China and Serbia are mutually
supportive of each other when it comes to territorial
disputes. On one side, China has not recognized Kosovo
as an independent state and it stands on the side of Serbia
when it comes to the territorial integrity of Serbia in regards
to the Kosovo issue (Hammond 2020). On the other side,
Serbia has strongly supported the “One China” policy, with
official statements coming from the highest level of Serbian
officials stating that “Serbia supports the preservation of
Chinese territorial integrity and sovereignty, the policy of
“One China” and Chinese efforts to the peaceful unification
of the Country” (Vuci¢, Letter to the President of the
People’s Republic of China 2020). Serbian territorial integrity
in regards to Kosovo is a hot button political issue amongst
the Serbian public. A vast majority of Serbs view Kosovo as
a part of Serbia and are not willing to relinquish sovereignty
in exchange for EU integration (Institute for European
Affairs 2020a). The fact that China, as a major power and a
permanent member of the United Nations Security Council,
is standing on Serbia’s side on this issue endears China to
the wider Serbian population and facilitates the positive
presentation of the Sino-Serbian partnership. As Anastas
Vangeli argued during the 2020 Belgrade Security Forum
panel (Belgrade Security Forum 2019), one of the reasons
why China is in a favorable position is the fact that it has a
clean record in the region. In other words, Beijing’s support
on the Kosovo issue and a joint history of victimhood in the
NATO intervention in Yugoslavia in 1999 serve as grounds
on which popular support for Sino-Serbian cooperation
is built.

Joint ventures in infrastructural projects, foreign direct
investment, and general economic cooperation have
been the main tools for the cultivation of Sino-Serbian
partnership and the display of it to Serbian citizens during
the past decade. The economy has been the cornerstone
of mutual relations and has positioned China as one of
the most important foreign partners for Serbia. Economic
cooperation thus facilitated the development of political
ties between the two countries.

One of the main features of political cooperation
between the two countries are bilateral visits by senior
officials. Regular bilateral visits on the highest level have
been an indicator of burgeoning political ties. Those

1
platform changed its name to 17+1.
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visits are promoted in the media as well and are used
as opportunities to present new developments in the
cooperation to the Serbian public. Each visit is used to reach
new agreements on future joint projects that intensify
partnership and cooperation between the two sides
(TANJUG 2019a). Serbia is one of a few Eastern European
countries that had a chance to welcome both the prime
minister of China, Li Kegiang, and Chinese president Xi
Jinping. Keqgiang visited Belgrade during the summit of the
16+1 platform,’ held in the Serbian capital in 2014 (Press
release, Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs 2014), while
Xi Jinping visited Serbia on a bilateral basis in 2016 (CorD
2016). High ranking officials of the Chinese Communist
party have visited Serbia on several occasions as well, and
their visits have been followed by the highest-ranking
Serbian officials and highlighted by Serbian media (TANJUG
2019b). Visits of Serbian officials to Beijing have increased
in frequency, with the president or prime minister visiting
China at least once a year.

Dedication to the preservation and development of
cooperation between the two countries is also shown in
official statements made by the Serbian officials. Prime
ministerial keynote addresses praising cooperation and
dedication to improve cooperation between two sides,
official presidential letters, and media statements made
by the most prominent representatives of the ruling
party have been a standard in the relations of the ruling
political elite with China, as will be shown in further parts
of the study.

From 2012 — 2019 it was known as 16+1 platform for the cooperation between China and 16 Central and Eastern European Countries. When Greece joined in 2019, the
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Serbian Ruling Political Elite - Fall of the Old Power and Rise

of the New

Elections for the Serbian parliament and presidential
elections held in 2012 have marked the entrance of a new
actor - the Serbian Progressive Party (Srpska napredna
stranka, abbr. SNS)- as the leading political power,
and currently the latest shift of power on the Serbian
political scene.

SNS was founded in 2008 when a group of members of the
Serbian Radical Party, led by the vice-president of the party
Tomislav Nikoli¢, decided to separate and take a different
political direction (KU Leuven 2020). The separation came
with the shift of Nikoli¢’s political direction from far-
right, nationalist, and anti-European narrative to a more
moderate, pro-European direction, closer to the center of
the political spectrum. Nikoli¢'s departure from Radicals
was followed by that of Aleksandar Vuci¢, who joined
Nikoli¢'s faction and became a member of the newly-
founded SNS.

At that time, the leading political power in Serbia was the
Democratic Party, which held the majority in the Serbian
parliament, forming a coalition with the Socialist Party.
In addition to the parliamentary majority, the leader of
the party, Boris Tadi¢ won his second term as president of
Serbia in 2008, ensuring his position until 2013.

The first parliamentary elections after the foundation of
the SNS were scheduled for 2012. In an attempt to boost
the result of his party, Tadi¢ resigned from the presidency,
forcing early presidential elections to be held at the same
time as parliamentary ones (Boji¢ 2012). The results of

both parliamentary and presidential elections showed that
Tadi¢’s decision was harmful both for him and his party.

The 2012 elections were won by the SNS, which came to
power by forming a ruling coalition with the Socialist Party
(Koji¢ 2020). In addition to the parliamentary majority, the
presidential candidate of the SNS, Tomislav Nikoli¢, won
the presidential elections, over sitting president Tadi¢
(Bilefsky 2012a).

Results of the 2012 elections meant that Serbia got a new
president, as well as a new ruling majority in the national
parliament. That majority was led by the SNS, but as a result
of the post-election trade, Ivica Daci¢, representative of
the Socialist Party, was appointed as a new prime-minister
(Bilefsky, 2012b).

These results thus marked “the end of an era” and the
beginning of a new one, for the Serbian political scene.
SNS and the Socialist Party have remained the two
biggest political parties in Serbia until today. They have
consolidated and centralized power, which led to the
Freedom house index for Serbia dropping to the level
of “partly free” in 2020 (Freedom House 2020)%. The
majority of the decision-making process is controlled by
representatives of these two parties, who have held the
most important political positions, including the position
of the president and prime-minister, since 2012. The
identification of the Serbian political elite responsible for
the development of cooperation with China therefore
largely focuses on the identification of the main actors
coming from the above-mentioned parties.

The First Phase of Cooperation — Setting the Stage for

Sino-Serbian Friendship

In many ways, the period between 2009 and 2012 can be
seen as the first phase of the development of relations
between Serbia and China. The main promoter of
cooperation with China before 2012 was the former Serbian
minister of foreign affairs, Vuk Jeremié. In his statements

2

during the ministerial mandate, Jeremi¢ said that “Serbia-
China friendship has never been stronger” (Xinhua 2011)
and that the potential for cooperation in the future for
Serbia and China, based on political relations as they
were at the moment was “truly boundless” (BETA, TANJUG

2020 Freedom House overview for Serbia: Serbia is a parliamentary democracy with competitive multiparty elections, but in recent years the ruling Serbian Progressive

Party (SNS) has steadily eroded political rights and civil liberties, putting pressure on independent media, the political opposition, and civil society organizations. Despite
these trends, the country has continued to move toward membership in the European Union (EU).
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2011). Even after his mandate as minister of foreign affairs
ended, Jeremi¢ continued to be seen as a person close to
the Chinese Communist Party (Jirous 2019). In particular,
he has promoted the Chinese political agenda through his
work as president of the Center for International Relations
and Sustainable Development (CIRSD), launched in 2013.
On the official website, CIRSD is presented as a public
policy think-tank registered in Belgrade and New York?,
but among the members of its board of advisors is Li Wei,
former high-level official of the Chinese Communist Party
and emeritus president of the Development Research
Center of the State Council of China.* CIRSD participated
in the organization of the Silk Road Forum in 2018 (CIRSD
2018), and is a publisher of Horizons magazine (CIRSD n.d.)
that contains many affirmative and positive articles about
Chinese global outreach and Chinese policies.

STEFAN VLADISAVLJEV

Although Tadi¢’s administration set the
cooperation with China, which was not much developed
before 2012,

projects agreements, it lost power before the first concrete

stage for

and concluded the first infrastructural
results of the Sino-Serbian partnership were realized. An
illustrative case is the first major infrastructural agreement,
the construction of the Mihailo Pupin bridge over the
Danube River in Belgrade, which was reached based on
the framework agreement on infrastructure cooperation
in 2009. Its construction started in 2010 (Beta 2010), but
the bridge, also known as the Serbia-China friendship
bridge (Vuci¢ 2014), was officially opened only in 2014.
That gave the SNS and prime minister Vuci¢ the chance to
reap the benefits of the finalization of the first joint project
between Serbia and China, though it was arranged by their
predecessors.

The Era of Tomislav Nikoli¢ - Embracing Chinese Presence

Unlike the previous government led by the Democratic
Tadi¢, the
governmental figures coming from the SNS have had a

Party and president newly appointed
chance to present the results of the cooperation to the
Serbian public because, since 2012, cooperation between

Serbia and China has developed extensively (Bjelos 2019).

“There was a man in our country 200 years ago and he
was a prophet, and had never heard of China, but he said:
‘People will come from the east - yellow people and will
rule the world, and drink water from the River Morava. It is
a Serbian river. Today, they drink and will drink more water
and work together. We have gone farther than our prophet
could have imagined” (BETA 2014).

This is a direct quote by the former president of Serbia,
Tomislav Nikoli¢, during the meeting with the Chinese
prime minister Li Kegiang in 2014. The meeting followed
the 16+1 platform summit in Belgrade and marked the
first visit of the highest-level Chinese officials to Belgrade
in 28 years (TANJUG 2014). Nikoli¢ held the presidential
mandate (2012-17) during a period of intensification of
relations between Serbia and China, when the first major
infrastructural project was finalized, the first foreign
direct investment was agreed upon, and bilateral visits of
Serbian officials to China, and Chinese officials to Belgrade

3
4

CIRSD official website: https://www.cirsd.org/en/.
Li Wei's biography: https://www.cirsd.org/en/leadership/board/he-mr-li-wei.
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became a regular occurrence. In addition to participation
in said events, Nikoli¢ was one of the signatories of the
Joint Statement on the Establishment of a Comprehensive
Strategic Partnership (Press Release, Chinese Ministry of
Foreign Affairs 2016).

Nikoli¢'s role in fostering cooperation with China was
thus significant but not crucial, as his role in Serbian
politics became mainly symbolic after 2012. Following his
election as president in 2012, Nikoli¢ stepped down from
the position of president of the SNS because the law on
the president of Serbia implies that President should not
hold any other public position and the fact that Tadi¢ had
remained president of the Democratic party was largely
criticized by Nikoli¢ during the opposition days (BETA 2012).
That decision was a legitimate one but resulted in the
loss of real political power, which was instead increasingly
consolidated in the hands of Aleksandar Vuci¢, then newly
appointed leader of the SNS (Buckley 2013).

With the end of his term in 2017, Nikoli¢ did not run for his
second mandate and withdrew from Serbian politics almost
completely. The candidate of the SNS at the presidential
elections became Vuci¢, prime minister at that time, who
claimed a landslide victory and confirmed that he was the
undisputed political powerhouse in Serbia (Rudi¢ 2017).


https://www.cirsd.org/en/
https://www.cirsd.org/en/leadership/board/he-mr-li-wei
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However, even after his withdrawal from top-level national
politics, Nikoli¢ is still a relevant actor when it comes to
cooperation with China, as he was appointed as a chair of
the newly established National Council for the Coordination
of Cooperation with Russia and China in May of 2017. It is a
governmental institution founded to direct and coordinate
the implementation of strategic partnership agreements

Here Comes Vuéié

As previously noted, Aleksandar Vuci¢ has been the central
political figure in the Serbian political scene since 2012.
He held a position of the first vice-president of the Serbian
government from 2012 to 2014, then the position of the
prime-minister from 2014 to 2017, and since 2017 has served
as Serbian president. During this whole period, he has also
been the president of the SNS (Stojanovi¢ 2019). His position
as the most powerful politician in Serbia is undisputed and
often supported even by high-level European officials. For
example, the president of the European People’s Party,
Donald Tusk, endorsed the SNS led by Vuci¢ ahead of the
parliamentary elections in 2020 (EWB 2020).

The majority of the joint projects with China have been
based on government-to-government agreements, which
have enabled Vuci¢ to be the “face of the cooperation” with
China during the period of deepening ties between the
two countries. A current member of the Serbian parliament
from the SNS highlighted and acknowledged Vuci¢’s merits
in strengthening ties with China in an interview with the
author, saying that Serbia has succeeded to position itself
as a reliable, adequate, and a good partner to China due to
the hard work of the (current) president Aleksandar Vucic.®
Furthermore, President Vuci¢ has been recognized as a
reliable partner by the Chinese side as well. In the official
statements by the representatives of China, cooperation
with Serbia, and the lead role of President Vuci¢ has been
continuously presented in an affirmative and positive tone
(FoNet 2020). The uncontested position of Vuci¢ is seen
positively as it means that the agreed projects will not be
challenged and questioned, that there is a certainty of
domestic support.

5
knsrk.gov.rs/lat/o-nama.php.
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that Serbia has signed with Russia and China.® Nikoli¢, as a
chair of the Council, participated in the bilateral meetings
and has been recognized as an important actor by Chinese
officials as well (Press release 2020), but his role is now more
ceremonial and he does not hold real political power in his
hands anymore. It is Vu¢i¢ who took over effective control
both over Serbian foreign and domestic policy.

From his place of political power, Vuci¢'s activities that
have popularized the Sino-Serbian partnership have
been especially significant. Presentation of the big
infrastructural projects backed by Chinese loans was a
main mechanism of the promotion of cooperation with
China. As Tena Prelec argues, Vuci¢ and SNS have been
using the topic of economic assistance from abroad to
build and consolidate dominance on the Serbian political
scene from 2012 to 2020 (Prelec 2020). The 16+1 summit
was held in Belgrade in 2014 and marked the first official
visit of Chinese prime-minister Li Kegiang after 28 years
(Deutsche Welle 2014). At the occasion, Li Kegiang together
with Vuci¢ also attended the opening ceremony of the
Pupin bridge, the first major Sino-Serbian infrastructural
project. Vuci¢ used the opportunity to say that “that the
Pupin bridge is a sign of true friendship and unity among
the citizens of China and Serbia” (Press release 2014). The
event started the custom of holding a large ceremony to
celebrate the finalization of each joint project, during which
the friendship between Serbia and China is usually praised.
An example is the opening of the “Milos the Great” highway
in 2019, attended by the Chinese residing ambassador to
Serbia, Chen Bo. During the ceremony, president Vuci¢
stated that “the country in past several years came a long
way from the brink of bankruptcy to the status of the most
attractive investment destination globally, and noted that
“much of the success was achieved in cooperation with our
Chinese friends” (Xinhua 2019a).

In addition to the promotion of the infrastructural
projects, foreign direct investments coming from China
have received much of Vuci¢'s attention. The purchase
of the Smederevo steel mill by Chinese Hesteel in 2016
marked the first major Chinese foreign direct investment in

More about the office of the National Council for Coordination of Cooperation with the Russian Federation and the People’s Republic of China can be found at: http://www

Written Interview with the member of the Serbian parliament and the member of the SNS, November 2020.
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Serbia and was showcased during the visit of the Chinese
president, Xi Jinping, to Serbia that year (CorD 2016). Vucic¢
has presented it as evidence of Chinese interest in Serbian
economic development, a component of comprehensive
strategic partnership and confirmation of the “steel
friendship” between the two countries (TANJUG 2019c).

Also, Vuci¢'s role in promoting the Belgrade-Beijing
partnership at the beginning of the 2020 COVID-19 crisis
in Serbia showed that he is the most prominent Serbian
actor when it comes to the fostering of the Sino-Serbian
friendship, and the extremely positive presentation of
that partnership to the Serbian citizens. In March of 2020,
Vuci¢ stated that the only country that can help Serbia in
the fight against the COVID-19 pandemic is China, and that
he had asked Chinese President Xi Jinping for help and was
expecting a positive response because the Chinese leader
was not only a “friend of Serbian people” but also a “brother
of this country” (Vladisavljev 2020). At the same time, he
stated that “European solidarity does not exist and that it is
a fairytale on paper” (Evans 2020), and showed that at that
moment, the Serbian allegiance was closer to Beijing than
to Brussels.

The behavior of president Vuci¢ at the beginning of the
COVID-19 crisis were noticed by EU officials, and that is
the main reason why the European Commission’s 2020
progress report on Serbia states that “assistance provided
by China at the start of the COVID-19 outbreak in Serbia
was particularly emphasized by Serbia’s political leadership”
and that the “COVID-19 crisis was marked by pro-China and
EU skeptical rhetoric by high-ranking state officials” (EC
2020 report 2020). Vuci¢ has been aware of the concerns
coming from the EU and has responded to them in the
past, as he did in the aftermath of the European Union -
the Western Balkans Summit was hosted online by Croatia
in May of 2020. On that occasion, speaking to Serbian
journalists, Vucic said that Serbia was open to cooperation
with anyone and maintained its autonomous foreign
policy. He further stated that while it has membership in
the European Union as strategic goal, Serbia would bow
to no one and would not speak against China, Russia, or
the United States because they were partners to Serbia
and that Serbia would continue to have good relations
with all of them (Vuci¢, Manje govoriti o perspektivi, vise
o prosirenju 2020). Vuci¢ also showed his devotion to the

7
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rising partnership with China with the speech he gave
at the reception in the Chinese embassy organized in
celebration of the 71st anniversary of the founding of the
People’s Republic of China. He insisted that “Serbia vowed
to maintain the ‘brotherly friendship’ with China, no matter
what kind of pressure it takes” (CGTN 2020).

However, it must be noted that Vuci¢ rarely uses similar
rhetoric when speaking directly with the representatives
of the European Union or the United States. The praise of
China’s presence is reserved for the domestic public and the
occasions when he is speaking with Chinese officials. Also,
during the COVID-19 crisis, in follow-up statements after
stirring attention with his pro-Chinese acclamations, he
acknowledged the help coming from the European Union,
and said that it “is by far the biggest donor to Serbia"’.

Vuci¢ would be the most important proponent of any
other topic that should be communicated and presented
to the Serbian public. Currently, China has a positive
image among Serbian citizens and that makes it a good
candidate for political promotion to gain political points.
President Vucic¢ is using every opportunity to do so. While
keeping the facade of a pro-EU leader, Vuci¢ Is leaning
closer to Beijing and intensifying relations with the Chinese
autocratic regime. With that and the unclear path towards
European Union membership in mind, Vuci¢ still does not
want to lose the support of Brussels. Therefore, he tends to
plays different characters to assure that he will still be able
to gain benefits from both relationships, without deciding
which foreign policy direction both him as a leader, and
Serbia as a country will finally take. The political points that
Vucic is gaining from the popularity of China are facilitating
his undisputed position of power and further centralization
of the decision-making process in Serbia.

Data about the European Union assistance to Serbia are available at: http://europa.rs/eu-partnership-with-serbia-eu-best-partner-and-biggest-donor-for-20-years-and
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Prime-Minister and the Government — Dedicated Operatives

According to the Constitution, the Serbian government
should be the leading part of the executive branch with the
institution of the president having a more symbolic role.
In practice, however, executive power is centralized in the
hands of president Vuci¢ (Freedom House 2020), while the
Serbian government, currently led by prime-minister Ana
Brnabi¢, operates more like an extension of presidential
political will (European Parliamentary Research Service
2019) than as an independent political actor. Nonetheless,
the institution of government and the ministerial positions
are still crucial for the operative aspects of the sectoral
cooperation between Serbia and Chinese actors.

While presented as strategic and comprehensive (Xinhua
2016), cooperation between Serbia and China is developed
more in some sectors than in others. Political and economic
cooperation, based on infrastructural projects, foreign
direct investments, trade, and energy are the cornerstones
of the mutual ties. Therefore, Serbian political elites rely
chiefly on these sectors to preserve the cooperation
between the two countries and develop an image of
beneficial cooperation for Serbia. Aside from president
Vuci¢, members of the Serbian government in charge of
said sectors have been advocating for the Sino-Serbian
partnership and actively participating in the presentation
of it in a positive manner. This chapter will focus on
members of the Serbian government who are also a part of
the Serbian political elite and are taking an active role in the
process of the development and fostering of partnership
between Belgrade and Beijing during the past decade.

holds the
since 2017, succeeding Aleksandar Vuci¢, who won

Ana Brnabi¢ prime-ministerial position
the presidential elections the same year. Brnabic’s
contribution to the development of the cooperation
with China is defined by the overall foreign policy
direction and decision to establish a comprehensive
partnership with China. Those operative aspects have
had the most prominent results in the sectors of
infrastructure, energy, and mining, and trade, tourism,
and telecommunication. In 2020, Brnabi¢ started her
second term as prime-minister and made it clear in her
statements during reappointment that cooperation and
the further development of relations with China would
remain a priority for the newly formed government (Press

Release, Cabinet of the prime-minister 2020). Devotion
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to cooperation with China was also highlighted in
Brnabi¢’s 2020 prime ministerial keynote address, stating
that Serbia would remain dedicated to comprehensive
relations with China, both through bilateral relations
and through cooperation within multilateral platforms
like 17+1
Brnabi¢ 2020). Brnabi¢ has been visiting Beijing regularly,

(Keynote Address of prime minister Ana

meeting the highest-level Chinese officials, including
president Xi Jinping. During those visits, the importance
of friendship and cooperation between the two countries
has been highlighted (Press Release 2019b). Prime
minister Brnabi¢ has publicly promoted Chinese presence
and partnership between the two countries even outside
official statements and press releases. In March 2020, she
stated that she would try to put in motion a proposal to
erect a monument dedicated to the cooperation between
Serbia and China and “steel friendship” between the two
countries (Milenkovi¢ 2020).

As leader of the Serbian government, Brnabi¢ is leading
and overseeing different ministries, including the ministry
of construction, transport, and infrastructure. Infrastructure
projects are a major aspect of cooperation between
Serbia and China and the basis on which comprehensive
friendship is built. Zorana Mihajlovi¢ was appointed as
minister of infrastructure for two terms, from 2014 to 2020
(N1 2016). Having one of the main aspects of cooperation
between two countries in her portfolio, Mihajlovi¢ played
an important role in the presentation of those projects to
the broader Serbian public. In her statements, she often
highlighted the significance of the joint infrastructural
projects and their financial value, without mentioning
that those projects are based on preferential financial
agreements — Chinese loans — and that Serbia will have
to repay the whole amount with interest included (Press
release 2019b). By not disclosing transparent and complete
information about the relative amounts of Chinese
loans and of foreign direct investment, she additionally
facilitated the presentation of the Sino-Serbian partnership
to the domestic public and contributed to the creation of
the widespread but false image that China is the largest
investor and donor in Serbia. In addition to her position
within the government, Minister Mihajlovi¢ is a member
of the SNS presidency. Following the 2020 elections, she
was appointed a Minister for Energy and Mining and will
be thus still included in cooperation with partners from
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China because mining and energy are important sectors in
developing relations with Beijing.t

The predecessor of Zorana Mihaljovi¢ at her newly acquired
position of Minister of Mining and Energy was Aleksandar
Anti¢, a member and vice-president of the Socialist Party
who held the ministerial position from 2014 to 2020. Joint
projects in the mining and energy sector have been some
of the most ambitious, received major attention from
the Serbian public, and have become an essential part of
the crafting of the positive image of China in Serbia. Two
such projects have already been finalized, Kostolac power
plant and Bor Mines. The former has been reconstructed
and upgraded with the help of Chinese loans (CINS 2016)
and the latter has been purchased by the Chinese Zijin
company (Reuters 2018). The mining sector is especially
important, given that the Zijin purchase of the Bor Mines
was one of the largest Chinese foreign direct investments
in Serbia so far, with the total investment amount reported
to be 1.26 billion USD (AlJazeera Balkans 2018). On the
Serbian side, minister Anti¢ was the official leading the
operative aspects of these projects. Additionally, Anti¢
was an unofficial spokesperson for the relations between
the two countries and the joint projects, especially in the
framework of the 17+1 that he coordinated on the national
level (TANJUG 2018). As part of the ruling majority and
when he was speaking about cooperation between Serbia
and China, he stressed the importance of president Vuci¢'s
efforts to improve cooperation between the two countries
(FoNet 2019). While not being part of the SNS and as a
minister that operates under prime-ministerial guidance,
not presidential, Anti¢ did not differ from the established
narrative of friendship between the president of Serbia
Vuci¢ and Chinese leader Xi Jinping. Although he was not
appointed as a minister in the government formed after the
2020 elections, Anti¢ remains a prominent figure of Serbian
politics as a vice president of the Socialist Party, and his role
in the future when it comes to the relations between Serbia
and China is yet to be seen.

Another important aspect of cooperation between Serbia
and China is trade, presented as a great chance for Serbia
due to the large Chinese market, while disregarding the
existing figures showing that there is a large imbalance
between Serbian export to China and Serbian import from

8
Borin 2018 (N12018).

9 Source: Statistical Office of the Republic of Serbia.
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China (CRI2019). Even low export numbers are presented as
a potential for Serbian companies to improve their products
and place them on the Chinese market (Beta 2019). The
chance for the improvement of trade relations, as well as the
continuous rise of Serbian export to China, from 7.2 million
USD in 2010 to 329 million in 2019,° have made trade a
popular topic for Serbian officials. The person in charge
of the Ministry of Trade, Tourism, and Telecommunication
since 2012 was Rasim Ljaji¢. In many ways, he was different
than any other minister in the past eight years. First of all,
he is not part of the SNS or the Socialist Party but a leader
of the Social Democratic Party of Serbia and he is also
recognized as a leader of the Bosniak minority with its
stronghold in the Sandzak region. Ljaji¢ is considered as a
staple of Serbian political life for 20 years because he held
a ministerial position from 2000 to 2020. Being in charge
of trade, tourism and telecommunication has positioned
him as an important facilitator of the partnership between
Serbia and China. In his media statements and official
appearances, Ljaji¢ frequently emphasized the importance
of strategic partnership and trade relations with China
(Radio Slobodna Evropa 2019), and has positioned himself
as the main proponent of deepening ties with China in the
sphere of telecommunications. On several occasions, Ljalji¢
stated that Serbia is more than satisfied with cooperation
with China and Chinese companies in the digital sphere
and that Serbia sees in China a partner for the further work
on 5G network and overall digitalization of the country
(B92 2019).

Participation of the government representatives in
spreading the positive image of China in Serbia was
defined by the heavily centralized division of power and
the characteristics of the overall Sino-Serbian partnership.
Prime-minister Brnabic¢ plays an important role, but she still
serves as an extension of presidential power. The ministers
of infrastructure, energy or trade whose role is described
above are the most visible ones because of the sectors that
they have under their portfolios. It seems to be the position
that defines the actor of promotion, meaning that personal
changes do not impact the trend of the preservation
and development of relations with China, as well as the
presentation of the partnership as beneficial for Serbia. The
Minister of Infrastructure, Minister of Energy, and Minister
of Trade in the Serbian government will continue to follow

Chinese loan was used for the reconstruction of thermal power plant Kostolac B (RTS 2011), and Chinese Zijin Mining has purchased the Mining and Smelting Combine
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the official political agenda set by the center of power,
president Vuci¢ as leading part of the executive branch
of power and his SNS as dominant party in the Serbian

Political Parties — One Above All

Political parties play an important role in the Serbian
political scene. Even though the centralization of power in
Serbia looks like a one-man show, with Aleksandar Vuci¢ as
the main political figure, it also includes his political party
and its officials. The Serbian political scene is dominated
by the SNS and the 2020 Parliamentary elections have
confirmed that their dominance is undisputed. President
Vuci¢’s party won the elections with an overwhelming
majority, gathering more than 60% of total votes with
only two more parties winning more than the 3% of total
votes needed to pass the census and enter the parliament
(Official election results 2020). Despite holding the majority
by itself, the SNS included the Socialist Party as a partner in
the newly formed government, continuing a partnership
that goes back to 2012, and the first parliamentary majority
formed with those two parties in charge. The following
section sheds more light on the ways how the cooperation
with China has been developing on a party-level.

Deepening ties with their Chinese counterpart and
promoting said ties to the Serbian public is facilitated
by the friendly approach of the Chinese Communist
Party. In addition to the regular bilateral visits, Chinese
representatives in Serbia are also taking an active role in
popularizing Sino-Serbian cooperation and spreading a
positive image of their country. SNS celebrated 10 years
of existence in 2018. The only foreign representative that
took the stage during the celebration was, at that time,
Chinese ambassador Li Manchang. He spoke not only as
an ambassador but as an envoy of the Chinese Communist
Party, stating that “Progressives, as the biggest political
party in Serbia under the leadership of Vuci¢, play an
“immensely important role” by setting development
of the country and people’s interests as their priorities”
(Xinhua 2018).

Of the two major ruling parties, the SNS is still leading
the way when it comes to cooperation with China and
further development of it. In addition to president Vuci¢
and ministers that are part of the government, the SNS
has established intense party-to-party cooperation with
the Chinese communist party. During the 2019 visit of
a high-ranking official of the Chinese Communist party

32

STEFAN VLADISAVLJEV

parliament. If that agenda includes the preservation and
further development of Sino-Serbian relations, they will be
a part of it.

4

to Belgrade, both parties pledged “all-time friendship’
(Stojanovi¢ 2019). That proclamation was not surprising
and followed the official visit of the SNS members to
Beijing earlier that year. As reported, during the visit,
officials of the SNS had a chance to learn more about the
organizational structures and practices of the Chinese
Communist Party, from the local to the national level
(TANJUG 2020). A friendly relationship with the Chinese
ruling party has been appreciated and answered with
support coming from the SNS Officials. Speaking as the vice
president of the SNS, Marko Buri¢ has openly supported
Chinese efforts to suppress the Hong Kong protests in 2019
(Xinhua 2019b). Buri¢ also gave assenting comments on
the Chinese treatment of the Uyghur minority in Xinjiang
province. Speaking about this sensitive issue, Puri¢ stated
that “the level of protection of minority rights in Xinjiang
is something that many countries in my part of the world
could envy” (Xinhua 2019c¢), expressing agreement with the
official Beijing rhetoric on how this issue is being handled.

The Socialist Party of Serbia has been seen as the main
promoter of and a party with close ties to Russia (Heil 2020),
but some of its leading figures, such as former Minister
of Mining and Energy Anti¢, have managed to position
themselves as facilitators of the Chinese presence in Serbia.
President of the party, former prime minister, and Minister
of Foreign Affairs, Ivica Daci¢ has had his moments in the
facilitation of the “steel friendship”, most notably he was the
first foreign representative that visited China in February
2020 when he traveled to Beijing to show support to China
in battling the rising pandemic. (Beta 2020b). In addition
to the national level, the Socialist Party has played an
important role in the establishment of cooperation with
China in the Serbian autonomous province Vojvodina.
Member of the Socialists and provincial secretary for
commerce, lvan Pokovi¢ has been a vocal promoter of
cooperation between the two countries through bilateral
visits, facilitated commercial agreements, province to
province cooperation between Vojvodina and interested
Chinese provinces (RTV 2019).

The question is what will be the role of the Socialists in the
future given that after the 2020 election the party has lost
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the position of Minister for Foreign Affairs and Minister of
Energy and Mining, with Ivica Daci¢ now taking a role of the
Speaker of the Assembly and Aleksandar Anti¢ becoming a
head of “Koridori Srbije’, the governmental body in charge
of coordination of highway construction in Serbia. Socialists
are participating in the ruling majority, but their real power
is dubious (Deutsche Welle 2020) and it looks like now more
than ever they are playing second fiddle to the SNS.

Even though there are reasons for concerns that the
overall cooperation between the two countries could be
harmful to Serbia, with some researchers arguing that
Serbia is on the path of becoming a Chinese client state
(Conley, et al. 2020), the Serbian opposition has not been
vocal about the potentially harmful consequences and has
not criticized cooperation with China at all. This situation
is partly attributable to the current chaotic state of the
Serbian opposition, which lacks a clear leader or an idea
on how to move forward. There are, however, also other
reasons that come into play. Firstly, it is not in the interest
of the opposition to criticize China because it would bring
them no positive points among voters and cooperation
with China will be needed if and when they come to power.
Secondly, the current members of the opposition were
part of the government when the first agreements with
China were made. Boris Tadi¢ and Vuk Jeremi¢ are now
seen as prominent opposition politicians, but they were the

Conclusion

This paper has analyzed how the Serbian political elite has
been fostering the partnership with China and presenting
it as positive and beneficial to the Serbian public by
identifying the main actors involved and mechanisms they
have been using. The study draws on existing research,
interviews by the author, official and media statements
from the most prominent members of the Serbian political
elite, including current and past members of the Serbian
government and most important political parties. Based
on these sources, it has shown how economic and political
cooperation, bilateral visits, common stances on political
issues like territorial integrity, as well as the recent joint
history of victimhood have resulted in an overall positive
image of China among the Serbian public.

The positive perception of Sino-Serbian relations has
enabled leading politicians and members of governing
institutions to use China for their political gains, either
by highlighting the existing cooperation and potential
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decision-makers at the time when China had been starting
to become a relevant actor in Serbian politics. While there
is no evidence that Tadi¢ holds connections with Chinese
representatives in any way, Jeremic is still president of a
think-thank that favorably presents China (CIRSD), and
there is evidence that he holds connections to the high-
ranking officials of the Chinese communist party (Jirous
2019). Therefore, the lack of criticisms can be explained
by the lack of concrete benefits for the opposition and the
potential consequences if they come to power.

The official presentation of the Chinese presence in Serbia
in a positive light by the SNS and the Socialist Party,
including the appreciation shown by the president and
members of the government, is the leading cause of the
Chinese rise in popularity in Serbia. The hegemonic role,
political power, and overall presence in Serbian political
life have enabled the ruling SNS and its members to set
the political agenda however they find it suitable. When it
comes to the Sino-Serbian case this includes a presentation
of the cooperation with China and the “steel friendship”
between the two countries as solely positive, lacking any
kind of critical stance. Other parties that are part of the
ruling coalition are aligning their programs and policies
with the program set by the strongest party, and opposition
parties, burdened by their issues and challenges, are not
disputing the stance taken by the ruling coalition at all.

of future development or by asserting their role in the
creation of the “steel friendship”. The popularity of China
among Serbian citizens gives the opportunity to use the
mentioned cooperation for further centralization of power
of the current ruling political elite. The main actors that the
study has identified are the president of Serbia, Aleksandar
Vuci¢, certain ministers of the Serbian government led by
the prime-minister Ana Brnabi¢, and political parties, with
the Serbian Progressive Party (SNS) as the leading political
party in Serbia.

Aleksandar Vuci¢ is the most relevant figure in the

development and promotion of the Sino-Serbian
partnership in Serbia. As president of Serbia and president
of the SNS, Vuci¢ has managed to concentrate power
exceeding his formal constitutional role and become
undoubtedly the most powerful and popular politician
in Serbia. In his efforts, Vuci¢ continues to praise the

Sino-Serbian partnership, but changes his rhetoric while
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speaking with European leaders, maintaining the facade
of “pro-European Union” leader. Still, when he sits with
his Chinese counterparts, he presents Serbia as a country
open to almost any kind of cooperation. As the result of
the cooperation, Vuci¢ tends to present a partnership with
China (often exaggerating the state of relations) as the most
important partnership for Serbia, especially when it comes
to the impact that China has on the Serbian economy. Vuci¢
has thus become “the face” of the cooperation with China,
his role in tightening mutual ties is often highlighted by
other representatives of the Serbian political elite, and he
is recognized as a reliable and devoted partner from the
Chinese side as well.

Due to the high concentration of power in the hands of
the president, the Serbian government is a mere extension
of his political will and not an autonomous actor, as it is
supposed to be according to the constitutional structure of
Serbia. Ana Brnabi¢ as prime minister and the ministers in
charge of the sectors important for cooperation with China
seem to be contributing to the fostering of cooperation and
designing of a positive image of said partnership mainly
from the title of their executive position. Personal changes,
therefore, do not impact the trend of the development of
the cooperation with China in a specific sector. Ministers
first and
foremost, because of their political party and designated

included in this publication are relevant,
appointment coming from the center of power. They stay
on good terms with Chinese counterparts while they hold
the ministerial position, and new person takes their role

after they step down from it.

The ties with China have been developed and fostered
also on the party-to-party level, especially in the case of
Vucic¢'s SNS which cooperates and pledges friendship with
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Executive Summary

As a global actor with a distinct trajectory marked by its
economic rise and pro-active approach in the aftermath
of the global financial crisis, China already has a significant
ideational impact on how elites in various regions think
not only of the global political economy, but also their
role in it. This is also the case in the Western Balkans, which
has noted increased interaction with China not least by
being part of the Belt and Road Initiative and China’s
platform for cooperation with Central, East and Southeast
Europe dubbed “17+1 However, often, the complexities
that characterize the process of ideational impact are
overlooked by researchers and policymakers alike.

This study aims to disaggregate different forms of China’s
ideational impact. It proposes two criteria that help
distinguish between them: the role of China’s intentions (i.e.
some forms of impact are intended while others are not),
and the degree of mediation (i.e. some forms of impact take
place as a result of direct, unmediated interaction, while
others are mediated). Such a framework also accounts for
the agency of regional actors, as well as for the impacts of
other external actors (in the first place, the EU and the US).

Introduction

The explosion of interest in China worldwide, motivated by
the perception of China as a global game-changer, shows
one important aspect of its rise that often goes under-
researched: China already has a significant ideational
impact, or rather an impact on how others think about
the world and their role in it. Two elements shape this
process: (i) Global China emerges as an abstract subject
in discussions of global affairs at a conceptual level; and
(i) it emerges as a potent external actor, increasing its
interactions, presence and visibility all over the world,
shaping debates on a policy level. Taking the overall
trend of increased interest in China’s global imprint as
an invitation, this paper examines the ideational impact
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The paper shows that in the period 2009-2019 China has
managed to affect the way Western Balkan elites think of
China, but not to the extent Chinese actors originally aimed.
While actors from the region have welcomed the idea of
regional prosperity under a Belt and Road framework,
they do not desire broader global transformations.
Moreover, contrary to Beijing’s attempt not to get involved
in domestic political debates, China has become an
increasingly politicized topic due to both external and
internal factors. Most significantly, as a result of the tensions
between the US and China, Western Balkan actors now
increasingly subscribe to (and sometimes instrumentalize)
a primacist, zero-sum vision of global politics. A key
contradiction that is shaping the attitude of Western Balkan
actors, is the belief (or rather desire) that growing Sino-
Balkan economic cooperation can be achieved in isolation
from any significant disturbances in the geopolitical status
quo. Referring briefly to the dynamics that the COVID-19
pandemic has brought about, the paper concludes that
external inputs will remain the key variable that shapes the
thinking on China among Western Balkan elites.

of China (both as an abstract subject and an actor in the
material world) in the Western Balkans - a region which
has had a burgeoning relationship with the world’s second
largest economy in the past decade (2009-2019), and
in particular, with the development of the platform for
cooperation between China and the seventeen countries of
Central, East and Southeast Europe (CESEE) dubbed “17+1"
and the Belt and Road Initiative.

The ideational changes induced by China’s rise, even
though manifesting differently across different areas of
the world, are part of a global trend that is unfolding
simultaneously in all corners of the planet. In that sense, it
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is unavoidable to discuss the relevance of these processes
in the Western Balkans as well. However, there are
several particularities which add on to the significance of
discussing the ideational impact of China in the Western
Balkans. For one, China is a relative newcomer to a region
already crowded with the significant presence of other
external actors. At the same time, the Western Balkans is
also a region that to some extent (as other places around
the world) has been caught off guard by China’s rise and
the changes it brings to the global stage. During the past
three decades the Western Balkan elites devoted little
attention and resources to observing non-Western actors
and their parts of the world. In fact, while the West has
been deepening its ties with China since the 1970s, the
Western Balkan countries had been divesting their pre-
existing linkages after 1990, as has also been the case in
much of post-socialist Europe (Wasserstrom 2000). Finally,
the Western Balkans is a region that historically has been
shaped - and it has also internalized the view - of being a
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venue rather than an agent in the global political economy,
and in that sense, the countries located in the region have
developed a relatively lesser sense of agency in dealing
with global powers. All of these aspects make the topic of
inquiry additionally intriguing.

In the following section, the paper develops an analytical
framework for studying ideational impact, which is
subsequently applied to the case of China in the Western
Balkans. The paper studies both China’s intended and
unintended ideational impact, both in their direct and
mediated forms. Empirically, the paper draws upon
secondary literature and media sources, and on fieldwork
carried out by the author in the period 2014-2018 in
the form of participant observation carried out in “Track
2" diplomatic and scholarly events in China, CESEE and
beyond, as well as interviews with Chinese and Western

Balkan experts.

Analytical Framework and Theoretical Considerations

This paper studies the ideational impact of rising China
as an external actor, and the rise of China as a broader
phenomenon on the Western Balkan elites’ understanding
of: a) the rise of China itself; b) the dynamics of the global
political economy (in light of China’s rise); c) the position of
the Western Balkan region in a changing global constellation.

Ideational impact refers to the changes in thinking and
behavior of individual and collective actors that happen as a
consequence of a particular external stimulus. In the domain
of global politics and economy, actors are continuously
impacted by a wide array of such external stimuli. Changes
in context and circumstances, social and political events
and performances, disruptive, low-probability, high-impact
events, embodied and emotional experiences, and other
social and natural phenomena can all have a particular
ideational impact in an unpredictable way - think of, for
instance, the manifold impacts of the ongoing COVID-19
pandemic and its multiple impacts on how we think about
a whole range of issues, or the impact of the 9/11 attacks
on the Twin Towers on thinking on security, or the impact of
the Chernobyl or Fukushima nuclear accidents on thinking
about energy and the environment. So too does the rise of
China impact our thinking on global politics and economics.

The emergence of China as a global actor, and moreover a
pro-active actor with increased engagement with the rest of

the world in general, and the Western Balkans in particular, is
an external stimulus, or rather a set of stimuli that take place
over a prolonged period of time, continuously inspiring a
change in thinking and behavior among the Western Balkan
policy, business and knowledge elites (as among their
counterparts from all over the world). This impact occurs
both in the domain of foreign and security policy, as well as
in that of economic development and cooperation.

Previous research (Vangeli 2019a) has shown that in the
context of China’s new relations with CESEE - including
the Western Balkans - instances of ideational impact can
be found in the interactions of knowledge actors and the
emergence of nascent transnational knowledge networks
and epistemic communities convened by Chinese actors.
Taking this research agenda forward, this paper therefore
sets out with the task of extending the study of China’s
ideational impact in the Western Balkans by focusing on the
impact (1) beyond the domain of interaction and exchange
of knowledge elites; and (2) in relation with developments
in the global political economy in the period 2009-2019
(that is, from the emergence of China as an actor in the
region in the aftermath of the global financial crisis up until
the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, which has itself had a
particularly disruptive effect, deserving of a separate study).
To do so, the paper disaggregates the concept of ideational
impact by taking into account the role of intentions, and
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the degree of mediation of this impact (direct vs. indirect)
(Figure 1), and applies it to the case of Sino-Balkan relations.

Figure 1. A model to study ideational impact

Intentional Unintentional
Direct
Indirect
The ideational impact of China, as defined here,

approximates the concept of “ideational power” as devised
by Carstensen and Schmidt (2016), referring to “the capacity
of actors (whether individual or collective) to influence
other actors’ normative and cognitive beliefs through the
use of ideational elements,” as this approach allows for
distinguishing between different manifestations of ideational
power — both direct and indirect (e.g. power-through-ideas,
power-over-ideas, and power-in-ideas). The direct forms of
ideational impact (e.g. persuasion-as-influence, conversion,
soft power, sharp power, etc.) are just some of the many

Context-(re)shaping

The ideational impact of China is primarily a “context-
shaping” one (Hay 1997, 50; Vangeli 2019b), meaning that
it redefines “the parameters of what is socially, politically
and economically possible for others” (Vangeli 2018a). With
the arrival of China, the context of the relationship between
a number of different non-Chinese actors and their
own immediate fields of practice is profoundly affected.
Suddenly, a number of policymakers from various sectors
ranging from trade and economics to culture, tourism,
healthcare or education; knowledge producers and civil
society as well as media workers; business actors of all
sizes and from various industries find themselves faced
with the immense task of dealing with China - a country
of 1.4 billion inhabitants, with immense socio-political and
economic complexities, and most importantly, a country
that has been associated with the most unprecedented
economic rise in human history, while still being ruled by
a Communist Party. For an increasing number of actors in
the Western Balkans, the rise of China is not something that
happens far away anymore - it rather happens in front of
their own eyes on a daily basis, with all the novelties and
quagmires it brings.

from

this researchers

governmental organization from the Western Balkans

Consider example: a non-

who have been socialized into a Western, “end of history”
mindset, with their agenda being dominated by questions
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possible pathways of ideational impact taking place, but
they are far from the only ones. Other changes in the broader
constellation of actors and ideas, not necessarily linked to
China’s actions directed at the Western Balkan countries,
matter just as much in understanding its ideational impact.

The ideational impact of China, importantly, does not
necessarily occur as an outcome of external “promotion” of
norms and values, nor does it take the place of a coerced
emulation of the so called “China Model” In reality these
developments take the form of gradual, incremental,
somewhat “subterranean” transformation(s) of the global
ideoscapes that is the cumulative result of a number of
processes of reconfiguration of interactions, relationships
and fields of practice. At the core, the impact is relational
and dialogical - as it concerns the relations between
non-Chinese actors and China, the dispositions and the
positions of non-Chinese actors in the world, and the
relations between non-Chinese actors with one another.

pertinent to the advancement of liberal democratic
ideology, and the practice of operating in a liberal civil
society environment suddenly face a novel and, to them,
alien situation. They now have to discuss China, a country
they know little about, or are invited to a conference in
China and end up in a conference room in Beijing with
communist paraphernalia surrounding them. Over time
they witness and partake in a process in which China, a
country no one really cared about only a few years ago,
becomes one of the key topics for discussion in the region.
By the same token, businesses that had no ties to China
flock to fairs in China in a frenzy to join the Chinese market
(and vice-versa, Chinese businesses are increasingly coming
to the region); professionals in a variety of fields have to
be updated with the latest developments from China and
opportunities for linking up; and even the broader public
is exposed to an ever-increasing amount of news about
China. Overwhelmingly, there is a sense of being puzzled
with the nature and implications of China’s involvement;
however, despite this, there is no significantly-developed
public discussion on it in the region.

Over time, of course, actors from the region will get synced
up with this new reality and will know (a bit more than
they know now) how to position themselves and act with
regards to China. However, this in-between situation, the
period in which China has emerged and the debate on



WESTERN BALKANS AT THE CROSSROADS:
CHINA'S IDEATIONAL IMPACTIN THE WESTERN BALKANS,
2009-2019

China is still unsaturated, creates an opening for ideational
structures to undergo significant transformation in any

Intentions and Mediation

China today openly showcases its ambition to change the
world, not least by changing how others think about it. It
also possesses the resources to do so. However, there are
two significant caveats to this. First, China’s resourcefulness
is finite, meaning that it is not an omnipotent superpower,
and it faces certain constraints and limitations in its quest.
Furthermore, even though the top leadership may see ever
more ambitious, significant parts of China’s elite are still
self-conscious and aware of the numerous challenges China
faces at home and abroad, as well as the costs that come
with being a world superpower that changes the world
(Zhao 2018). In other words, the display of ambition on
the part of China is still moderate. Second, pro-activity and
resourcefulness do not automatically convert intentions
into profound ideational impact. They are necessary, but far
from sufficient conditions for China to successfully impact
others in the manner it intends to. An increasing body of
work points out to the limitations and obstacles that China
faces, ranging from souring deals to changing public (and
elite opinion); some are suggesting that China may be
overstretching and overreaching, to its own detriment
(Fickling 2018). In sum, what these debates show is that
China is neither in an ideal position to change the world,
nor is its (ideational) impact a straightforward consequence
of its efforts and intentions.

The ideational impact of China, as argued in this paper,
can take different paths. On one hand, in the era of pro-
activity, Chinese actors and their overseas counterparts
are establishing unprecedented levels of linkages, which
allow direct communication, and an unmediated impact
to take place. Diplomatic exchanges, China-led diplomatic
forums, people-to-people exchanges, programs, and similar
endeavors are blossoming, facilitating ideational impact
through direct, unmediated interaction between Chinese
actors and their overseas counterparts. The increased
Chinese economic

presence through development

projects, foreign direct investments, increased trade, and
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direction, as the new context is not fully established yet,
while the old one is withering away.

commercial activities and linkages also allows for direct,
unmediated (ideational) impact to take place. Of particular
significance here are the embodied experiences of non-
Chinese elites who now (or at least in the pre-COVID days)
increasingly traveled to China and have been getting first
hand, unmediated insights from the ground. While to
some extent Chinese actors have a capability to control
the discourse of official interactions, non-Chinese actors
have their own agency, and ultimately it is their own
interpretations and understanding that determines the
direction of the ideational impact. This is a particularly
significant development in cases such as the one of the
Western Balkans, where prior to the increase in interaction
with China, the image and understanding of China during
the pre-2010s almost in its entirety has been shaped
through the mediation of Western media and channels for
communication. While the density of mediated messages
on China increases, today the social representation of China
in the region is a cumulative result of the projections of a
multiplicity of images of China, including the ones that
have been produced by an increasing number of actors
who have had their own first-hand insights.

The mediated messages on China, however, must not
be discarded from this discussion. Today, China changes
the global debates, and creates a different worldview in
particular among policy, business, intellectual and media
elites in the West, which in turn, are in a position to affect
the ideational structures in the Western Balkans. As China
features ever more prominently in the external (and
domestic) affairs agenda of the US and the EU, and as
Western elites undergo their own processes of ideational
impact as a result of the emergence of China as a global
actor, this then has a second-order, mediated effect on how
elites in the Western Balkans experience a China-induced
ideational change.
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Figure 2. Disaggregating ideational impact

Intentional

Unintentional

Direct Shaping pragmatic positions vis-a-vis China

Inspiring a new open-ended understanding of China

Indirect Shaping a new understanding of global dynamics

Inspiring a primacist understanding of world affairs

If one combines the different aspects, that is the role of
intentions, and the direct/indirect pathway of impact, we
can break down the different forms of ideational impact in
a 2x2 matrix (Figure 2). The direct intentional impact refers to
the intended actions (and their consequences) that China
takes to shape the immediate Balkan countries’ attitudes
pertinent to Sino-Balkan cooperation; it is manifested in the
facilitation of a somewhat (economically) liberal, pragmatic
understanding of the Western Balkans’ relations with China.
The indirect intentional impact refers to the intended actions
(and their consequences) that China takes to reshape
the broader context in which Balkan actors operate; it is
seen in the shaping of a new worldview that is attuned to
the dynamics and changes in balance/power caused by

the rise of China. The direct unintentional impact refers to
the unintended consequences of China's actions and the
mediated external impulses that impact the Western Balkan
countries’ understanding of China and their own relationship
with it; it manifests itself through the politicization of the topic
of China. The indirect unintentional indirect outcome refers
to the unintended consequences of China’s actions and the
mediated external impulses that shape the broader context in
which the Western Balkan actors operate; and it is the seen in
the ignition of a ‘status-quo-under-threat’ kind of worldview,
in which global actors are seen in a struggle for primacy and
are engaged in strategic competition (Evans 2011). How these
forms of ideational impact work in practice in the Western
Balkans, is elaborated in the following sections.

China’s Intended Ideational Impact in the Western Balkans

In the taxonomy of Chinese policymakers, the Western
Balkans, framed as part of the broader CESEE region, are
part of the Global South (Kowalski 2018), and therefore was
to be included in the China-led South-South cooperation
initiatives, treated particularly amicably and with a certain
level of solidarity atypical for the relations of China with
the developed Western countries (Yang 2015). In their
perception, what classifies CESEE and the Western Balkans
as part of the Global South is not so much their cultural or
civilizational legacies, but rather the structural economic
factors that make them dependent capitalist economies,
according to the varieties of capitalism perspective (Nolke
and Vliegenthart 2009). According to the Chinese official
discourse, in the relationship with what they see as the
Global South (which includes the Western Balkans), China
aims to foster “sincerity, real results, affinity and good
faith,” treating the less developed more amicably than they
treat the more developed countries (i.e. they treat CESEE,
including the Western Balkans, differently than they do
Western Europe) (Yang 2015).

The intentions in terms of exercising a particular ideational
impact in the Western Balkans have therefore been quite
modest in terms of scope, while ambitious in terms of
depth. Scope-wise, being a newcomer to the region,
Chinese diplomats and experts had to only convey to the
Western Balkan countries the idea that China is a reliable
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partner, and that the vision and support for development
it provides are worthwhile and feasible opportunities for
cooperation. However, given that South-South cooperation
also carries a particular normative load, Chinese diplomats,
experts and entrepreneurs coming to the region also
needed to facilitate a deep process of re-imagining the
global political economy, and mainstream the vision
of a dynamic and evolving multi-polar world order -
very much in line with the official messaging by Beijing.
Consequently, Chinese actors had the task of promoting
a new geographical reading of the region and its role in
the global economy, taking the Western Balkans as an
intersection between the various economic corridors -
both the overland “economic belt(s)” stretching through
Central-East Europe and Turkey, as well as the maritime
routes throughout the Wider Mediterranean. They also tried
to re-frame the relative underdevelopment of the region
as an untapped potential, and its status as a region still not
being included as an equal part in the “West” (both formally
as a non-EU region; and informally, as a region seen that
has yet to fully “Westernize”) as a relative flexibility. In this
respect, they have achieved mixed success in exercising
such an ideational impact: while they have had some
success in shaping the image of China as a partner, they
have not managed to fully re-shape the understanding of
the global order in the region.
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Direct-Intentional Impact: China as a Friend in Need

China’s goal of projecting an image of itself as a reliable
partner in tough times is straightforward and simple,
although achieving it in practice is not the easiest of tasks
for Chinese actors in the Western Balkans. A major obstacle
on the way has been the distance and unfamiliarity
between the two sides heading into the post-crisis
world. Historically, the Western Balkans has not featured
prominently in China’s foreign policy. While the 1960s
were a period of blossoming Sino-Albanian ties, and the
late 1970s and the 1980s saw intense contact between
Yugoslavia and China, during the 1990s this contact was
significantly reduced. Moreover, Western Balkan policy and
knowledge elites have been rather Western-centric and
have devoted little resources to their relations with non-
Western actors. While this unfamiliarity has granted China
the benefit of the doubt, the Western-centrism has been an
offsetting ideational force.

For China, the promotion of new ideas in the Western
Balkans has had less to do with its particular interest in the
region, but rather with the general turn in China’s foreign
policy posture. In the Chinese geopolitical imaginary,
the Western Balkans has been associated with political
unreliability as a result of the turmoil from the region’s
continuous instability since the 1990s." Inherent problems
related to low economic efficiency, corruption, and the
minuscule size of the markets of the Western Balkan
countries have rendered the region far from being the
most optimal business partner of China. In that sense,
Chinese actors had to work first on changing their own
understanding of the Western Balkans as a region that
offers opportunities — in light of the broader shifts in China’s
foreign policy discussed above (i.e. the South-South shift
that peaked with the Belt and Road) - and only afterwards,
pursue closer relations with it. At the same time, they had
to reconcile the idea of the Western Balkans as part of the
Global South with the self-understanding of the region as
“Europe in the making;” and more importantly, with the
economic interests of Chinese commercial actors that have
been particularly attracted by the proximity, the economic
integration and the market access of the Western Balkan
countries to the EU (Liu 2019).

The understanding of China by the Western Balkan leaders
prior to the period of China’s arrival in the region (2009-
2011) has also been far from enthusiastic. China has

1
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been imagined as a physically and culturally distant and
backwards society, associated with cheap, low-quality
and often counterfeit exports (Gjorgjioska and Vangeli
2017). However, the enthusiasm significantly increased
around the time of the announcement of the special
platform for China-CESEE cooperation (back then still
16+1). As this was a period when the EU and the US were
still facing the immediate consequences of the global
financial crisis, they had little resources and attention to
devote to the Western Balkans. China’s charm offensive
with the Budapest and Warsaw summits of the 16+1 in
2011 and 2012 provided a sense for the Western Balkan
countries that they are still relevant and part of global
economic flows. Concrete proposals for cooperation and
mechanisms to bankroll physical cooperation projects
further facilitated the shift in attitudes in the region. At
least on the official level, after the advent of the 16+1
cooperation in the period until the victory of Donald Trump
in the US (2016), the interest demonstrated by China has
been reciprocated with enthusiastic discourse from the
Western Balkan elites. Driven by the idea that China is on
its way to becoming a new regional power, then Albanian
Prime Minister Sali Berisha in 2012 called on Albanian
schools to start teaching Chinese language (Musabelliu
2020). In 2013, former Croatian president Stipe Mesi¢ co-
authored a book on China and its potential role in the
Balkans and in Croatia mimicking the approach of Kissinger
and other authoritative Western voices on China [this book
was critically received as selective and one-sided (Puri¢
Mikusevic¢ 2013)]. In 2014, then Montenegrin Prime Minister
Milo Bukanovi¢ has lauded the “high quality” cooperation
with China, the entrepreneurial spirit that characterizes
the Sino-CESEE relationship, and saw China as a partner for
Montenegro’s economic renewal (Mina Business 2014).

This in itself constituted a significant change in thinking:
while for a long time China was not considered a
worthwhile option, in a short period of time it became an
influential part of the decision-making calculus all over the
region. In 2016, then Chairman of the Council of Ministers
of Bosnia and Herzegovina Denis Zvizdi¢ has argued that
the cooperation with China helps in accentuating “the
comparative and competitive advantages of the region”
(FENA 2016). But more than words, deeds - such as the
proliferation of joint projects in infrastructure and industrial
capacities (Vangeli 2019b) - illustrate this point even

This point was discussed in an interview with Chinese scholars on the history of Sino-Balkan relations during meetings in October 2014 and July 2017 in Beijing.



WESTERN BALKANS AT THE CROSSROADS:
CHINA'S IDEATIONAL IMPACTIN THE WESTERN BALKANS,
2009-2019

stronger. A string of projects — most notably highways,
power plants, and restored industrial capacities - have
been accompanied with enthusiastic messaging about
China bringing “salvation and hope” to the region (Bori¢
2019). On the surface, China had succeeded in exercising
its most immediate goal. This was particularly reflected in
the coverage by Western policymakers, experts and media,
who have developed a narrative of China taking over the
Western Balkans.

Yet, there have been several caveats to this shift in
thinking. In economic terms, Western Balkan countries
have embraced China primarily as a source of finance and
provider of know-how for the implementation of economic
projects eschewed by traditional stakeholders in the
region.? China in this sense, was not seen as the partner
they have desired or chosen, but rather the only one
that was available for particular undertakings. However,
outside these projects, not only the strong preference for
partnerships with Western actors has persisted, not least
because they have re-asserted their positions in the region
(Pavlicevi¢ 2019).

Second, the most significant shift in thinking has occurred
within the (narrow) insiders’ circles - officials and experts -
that have worked on closely aligning developmental
agendas and arranging joint developmental projects
between the Western Balkan countries in China, but not
beyond them (Vangeli 2019a). As the ones who have
worked closely with China, insiders have taken part in the
collective co-production of a new geoeconomic imaginary,
and the re-thinking the economic perspectives of the
Western Balkans in the context of China’s global vision. At
the official 17+1 and Belt and Road themed events there
has been no shortage of enthusiasm, and talk of things such
as building high-speed railways, state-of-the-art highways,
restarting of rusting industrial capacities, investments in
advanced technologies, and so on.?

It is hard to distinguish to what extent such discussions
have been mere mental exercises for a select few insiders,
and to what extent a harbinger of a sweeping trend.
Even in Serbia, a significant outlier that has had a much
more ample relationship with China compared to the
other Balkan countries, the Sino-enthusiasm has been
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mostly constrained to the circles of political elites and
insiders in cooperation with China; moreover it has had
a strong personal overtone, being associated primarily
with President Aleksandar Vuci¢. At the same time, aside
from Vuci¢, there have been no other Balkan leaders nor
authoritative knowledge elites who have pushed similarly
enthusiastic discourse towards China. While arguably the
increased presence and platforms for interaction could
create a potential “critical mass™ of a greater number
of influential actors who would develop a different
understanding of China (and perhaps a more sympathetic
one), so far this has not taken place.

Third, the change in the thinking towards China among the
Western Balkan elites, even among the most enthusiastic
ones about China, has taken place within the strict
boundaries of the discourse of the strategic orientation of
the region towards integration into the EU (and in most
cases, NATO as well). Official statements by Balkan political
leaders have frequently argued that while they do welcome
China, its global vision and its calls for deepening Sino-
Balkan cooperation, they have always taken in account
the relationship with the West and avoided jeopardizing
it. In 2013 the then Prime Minister of North Macedonia,
Nikola Gruevski, argued that Macedonia is not aiming at
positioning itself in-between China and the West, and
wants cooperation with both (Kanal 5 2013). lllustratively,
Serbia’s President Aleksandar Vuci¢, in a joint press-
conference with the German Chancellor Angela Merkel, has
argued that he seeks an approval from the EU for every deal
that Serbia makes with China (Kurir 2018).

Finally, even when enthusiasm towards China has been
displayed in the Western Balkan countries, this itself
has not helped fully overcome narrations that appear
unsophisticated at best, and racist at worst. In other words,
while Balkan actors have deferred to China’s stature as a
global economic power, many of them have not developed
any sensitivity towards Chinese people and culture. In
the most brazen example, at the occasion of welcoming
Chinese Premier Li Kegiang to Serbia, the then Serbian
president Tomislav Nikoli¢ has infamously quoted a poem
by the obscure 19th century prophet Tarabi¢ that said
“yellow people will come from the East, they will conquer
the world and will drink water from the river of Morava”

2 Conversations with regional stakeholders in Tirana, May 2019 and with experts in Skopje, September 2020.
3 Participant observation by the author in a series of 17+1 and Belt and Road forums 2014-2018.
4 Concept discussed by a CESEE diplomat during an event in Sofia, June 2018.
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(N1 Srbija 2014). Leaked audio tapes in Macedonia showed
that despite the enthusiasm of the former VMRO-DPMNE
elites about the now controversial highway projects
financed through a tied loan of China’s Ex-Im bank and
implemented in partnership with Sinohydro, a significant
element of racial profiling has remained when discussing
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China (i.e. the Minister of Transport was overheard making
racially insensitive jokes in one of the leaked conversations).
Prejudice towards China and the Chinese have been visible
in the region during the early stages of the COVID-19
pandemic as well.

Indirect-Intentional Impact: Changing Trajectory of the Western Balkans in the World

The policy elements of China’s global vision and its
emergence as a global actor are to be sought in the Belt
and Road initiative and its associated mechanisms, as well
as the “shadow order” (Heilmann 2008) of international
institutions and mechanisms established by China. The Belt
and Road is of particular significance, as it is a vision that is
underpinned by a particular geoeconomic vision, as well as
a set of normative principles that comprise a novel policy
logic compared to existing arrangements in the region,
embracing state-led development which is at the core of
China’s overseas initiatives, including the idea of policy
rights, development responsibilities, and the acceptability
of risks that diverge from some of the core policy principles
of the EU (Vangeli 2018b). These have included embracing
political will as overriding free market logic as a driver
of economic cooperation, and special legislation that
circumvents public procurement as a go-to regulatory
instrument. Most notably, in a string of joint projects with
a negative impact on the environment, Western Balkan
policymakers seem to have internalized a trade-off between
economic development and environmental sustainability,
while Chinese policymakers and companies have not stood
up to the standards for environmental protection (Tsimonis
etal. 2019).> As we will see in the later sections of this paper,
these practices have been increasingly challenged and
already to a certain extent revised, not least as a result of
the pressure of the EU and the US.

Additional ideational pillars are to be found in the rhetoric
of developing a sense of a shared future of planetary scope,
and working towards the construction of a community
of common destiny for humanity (CCD) (Zhang 2018).
Championed by Xi Jinping, the concept of constructing CCD
provides a general direction for a globally responsible China

to lead by example and steer the development of global
affairs under a particular set of principles.® CCD emphasizes
the interdependence between China and the rest of
the world, and is often juxtaposed against the growing
nationalist tendencies in the West, in particular, against the
slogan “America First” promoted by former US President
Donald Trump (Gardels 2018). In their relations with CESEE;
the notion of CCD has been instrumental in the endeavors
by Chinese actors to gradually change the international
context from one of geopolitical/geoeconomic struggle,
to one of rather desecuritized (Jakiméw 2019), benign
cooperation, and indirectly promoting a different narrative
of a world in which China has an ever-more central role.

China’s global vision is ultimately aimed at those that
did not fare well under Western-led globalization:
actors coming from developing countries, transitional
economies and developed countries ravaged by crises;
it is therefore understandable that ideas of corridors,
belts, roads, industrialization and modernization will not
be as appealing to the most advanced economies - who
have already reached significant levels of development.”
In theory, such a worldview is poised to be appealing to
Balkan audiences; nevertheless, in reality there are as many
obstacles to its diffusion as there are catalysts.

For one, the “New Silk Road” narratives have indeed
managed to trigger the geoeconomic imagination of
insiders in the cooperation with China (but also of people
outside the insider circles). The idea of taking advantage
of the Western Balkan’s geographical position and turning
its structural weaknesses into advantages has inspired
many in the region. The promise of the China-Europe Land-
Sea Express Line connecting Budapest, Belgrade, Skopje

5 In 2020, according to Financial Times, Chinese actors have been increasingly pursuing green development projects, which now represent the majority of all the Belt and
Road investment (Shepherd 2021). But the Western Balkans seems to be an exception to this trend.

6 These principles are to be found in the discursive practices of China’s top leaders; for instance, talking in front of the UN General Assembly and presenting the idea of
constructing CCD for humanity, China’s President Xi Jinping discussed the principles of developing international relations on equal footing, engaging in “mutual
consultation and show mutual understanding,” develop a global security architecture based on “fairness, justice, joint contribution and shared benefits,” promotion of open
and inclusive development, boost “inter-civilization exchanges”and “build an ecosystem that puts mother nature and green development first” (Sonnad 2015).

7 However, OECD countries also note increasing connectivity and infrastructural gaps themselves.
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and Athens (and even a Danube-Morava-Vardar-Aegean
waterway); the promise of expanding the highway network
in the region, re-industrialization, technological upgrade
and other investments have helped create narratives about
the geoeconomy of the region, different from anything else
before. While these narratives have been to some extent
reinforced by the advent of certain projects on the ground,
overall, they have been primarily based on ideational
considerations, and sometimes wishful thinking by Western
Balkan actors. The imagination of Western Balkan actors
even trumps the one of their Chinese counterparts. At one
event, a Chinese expert responded to the wish lists of some
Western Balkan and other CESEE interlocutors by stating
that “China is not Santa Claus."®

Yet, local actors have envisioned a prosperous Western
Balkans (under the Belt and Road) not as a product of a
significant geopolitical and geoeconomic transformation,
but rather as an outcome of a mere China-driven nudge
of their economies (Dimitrijevi¢ 2016). Regardless of their
shared interests with China, Western Balkan policymakers
and experts have remained firm believers in the end of
history narrative, and subscribe to the idea of belonging
to the West civilizationally, and to the Global North
developmentally. In other words, whereas they have
embraced economic cooperation with China, they never
embraced a role as part of the Global South, but rather had
continuously restated their identity as a part of the North
who has not quite made it there yet (but could make it
with China’s help, among others’).? In fact, far more often,
Western Balkan actors perceive the world through the
East-West dichotomy, rather than the North-South one.
For many, then, the “Eastern” overtone of the cooperation
with China is a major deal breaker; they do not want to
have anything to do with the “East,” even when the stakes
are high. A discussion with local scholars and stakeholders
has led to one of them proclaiming that North Macedonia
should not get involved with projects with China even if it is
economically beneficial, since the country has a strong pro-
Western orientation and interest in maintaining its Western

8  Eventin Budapest, July 2018.
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partnerships. It was proclaimed that the country should be
ready to even pay a higher economic cost for staying true
to its strategic orientation.'®

The strengthening of the Western identity of the Balkans
as a byproduct of the relations with China, even though it
may intuitively suggest that China has been failing in the
region, is paradoxically not necessarily far off from China’s
intentions. Chinese policymakers, while openly expressing
their vision for a new world, are aware about the constraints
posed by incumbent power relations, and thus sometimes
express contradicting points. Therefore, it is not surprising
when authoritative Chinese voices, while thinking of the
Balkans in “Global South” terms, also express support for
the accession to the EU of the Western Balkan countries,
arguing that “China believes this will make its own
investment safer;” while at the same time warning Western
Balkan leaders “not [to] fall into the trap of seeing China as
an alternative to the EU” (Liu 2019, 102)."" The legacy of the
Euro-optimistic thinking in China plays a particular role as
well: aside from the economic interdependence between
the EU and China, who comprise the largest trading
relationship in the world, Chinese policymakers and experts
have historically seen the process of European integration
as a net positive development for the world, and to be
something in accord with China’s interests (Shambaugh,
Sandschneider, and Zhou 2007)."> However, this has not
really had a significant impact on the worldview of the
majority of Balkan actors.

Altogether, ideas of a Sino-centric world order, driven
by the CCD rhetoric in ideational and the globalization
of China’s developmental state in material terms, have
provided novelties in the debates on the role and trajectory
of the Western Balkans in the global political economy.
Yet, enthusiasm about closer cooperation with China did
not automatically translate into enthusiasm about any
significant changes on the global stage, while Chinese
actors themselves have also supported this point of view.
Instead, the debates on global issues have been absent

9 During 17+1 events, official speeches made by Western Balkan and other CESEE officials always include references to the commitments to the EU and NATO (Serbia being
an exception to the latter). For example, see the speech by the Serbian Minister of Foreign Affairs lvica Dacic to the China — CEEC Think-Tank Symposium in Beijing 2016,
who pointed out to the fact that“[Serbian] citizens have elected the European path and embraced reforms as the only way to make their economy competitive and achieve

the European standard of living” (MFA Serbia 2016).
10 Event inTetovo, October 2018.

11 Afterall, Chinese authoritative voices have also called China’s relations with CESEE “South-South cooperation with North-South characteristics,” too.

12 To a significant extent, China’s support for European integration is owing to the belief that China needs united and strategically autonomous Europe as a check of the

hegemony of the United States.
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from Sino-Balkan dialogues, as the interactions between
the two sides were always framed as pragmatic, economy-
oriented and almost non-political in nature (Jakiméw 2019).
The lack of consideration of the global context, however,
has proven to be short-sighted and one of the key blind

China’s Unintended Ideational Impact

Ideational impact is not always intentional, or it does not
unveil itself in the intended way. As Arrighi (Arrighi 2008,
8) has long ago hypothesized, the combination of China’s
advance and the backtracking of the West could indeed
have major consequences for the global constellation of
power. These consequences could occur regardless of the
intentions and desires of the Chinese leadership.

The change of posture of the CCP and the Chinese
government does not happen in a vacuum, but rather
against the background of a changing global landscape
with an open-ended trajectory. With the growing number
of problems experienced at home in the aftermath of the
global financial crisis, key promoters of the hegemonic
liberal democratic normative blueprint - chiefly, the US
and the EU - have slowed down in terms of their efforts
to promote their values abroad (and increasingly struggle
to uphold their values at home) (Carothers 2015). As
a consequence, the global financial crisis affected the
balance not only of economic power, but also reduced the
appeal of the liberal-democratic script (Womack 2017).

What stands in the way for Chinese policymakers are the
unintended consequences of Chinese actions, and the
reactions they inspire among others — both actors in the
regions where they are present (in this case, the Western
Balkans), and external stakeholders. While China has immense
resources at its disposal, it still has to overcome the lack of
experience, transgressive practices and behavior and the
differences in culture and values which complicate the ever-
increasing volume of its interactions abroad. At the same
time, beyond China’s actions there are numerous strategies
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spots of the contemporary Sino-Balkan relationship. It is the
changes on the world stage, beyond the Western Balkans,
that have most shaped the region’s relationship with China
in the last few years.

of contestation and adaptation proliferated among a number
of actors; these efforts are increasingly transnationally
coordinated (e.g. the Inter-Parliamentary Alliance on China).
They also (re)shape the ideational structures of others. An
exclusive focus on Chinese actions - even if the most refined
one - thus cannot fully explain China’s ideational impact.

The transnational public debates on rising China, the (re)
interpretation of the global political economy in which
China occupies an ever-more central role, and the inevitable
challenge for actors from all over the world to adapt to the
new reality are all open-ended processes. These debates,
by definition, do not only concern China and “us in relation
to China,” but also the question of “our dispositions” and
“us in relation to the West,” which interweaves the debate
on China with important questions pertaining to(self-
identification and positioning at the national, regional and
global levels (Pan 2018).

These
disentangled; and therefore, an objective, value-neutral

interpretive  processes can never be fully
framework to understand Global China (and its implications
for “us”) is impossible to reach. Instead, what happens is a
constant deliberation, conversation, and a quest for creating
a provisional inter-subjective framework for understanding
a world in which China plays a significant role. The notion
of such processes of negotiating the meaning of China
renders the actual knowledge of China - and in particular
China’s intentions — ever less significant for the outcomes of
the grand processes of interaction, and for the assessment

of China’s ideational impact. Instead, what matters is “our
discussion of China and the various factors that shape it.

Direct-Unintentional: China as a Contentious Issue

The arrival of China as an external actor in multiparty
democracies makes relations with it a (potential) subject
of debates and potential political divisions. The sheer size
of China, coupled with its extraordinary socio-political and
economic trajectory, and its global aspirations, make it a
hot topic for societal actors in all countries of the world.
And the discussions on China in some parts of the world in
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turn affect the discussions on China in others. Thus, with its
increasing visibility and presence in the Western Balkans,
China has become an important issue in domestic debates
in the region, while the Western Balkans has joined the
global discussions on China.
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The topic of (relations with) China has become gradually
more significant, complicated, and contentious in the
region, as interaction with it has proceeded. While in the
period of establishing the new cooperation parameters
with China (the early 2010s) few actors seemed to have
an opinion on China, by the 2020s, the topic of China
has morphed into a full blown (foreign) policy dilemma.
Paradoxically, then, the less experience Balkan actors had
with China, the more certain they seemed about how to
proceed with it; and as they have been gaining experience
in dealing with it, they have also grown more uncertain
about it. lllustrative is the shift of the former Montenegrin
President Bukanovi¢ from a Sino-enthusiast who oversaw
the signing of the expensive Bar-Boljare railway deal, to an
alarmist about China’s economic influence in the Western
Balkans in 2019 (Stojanovi¢ 2019). In North Macedonia,
cooperation with China under the 17+1 and Belt and Road
frameworks featured prominently in the electoral program
of Social Democratic Union of Macedonia in 2016; however,
after coming in power in 2017, one of the first moves of the
party has been to halt and renegotiate ongoing projects
done in cooperation with Chinese actors.

The decreasing certainty in the thinking about China
is a result of the restoration of Manichean East-West
dichotomies in the region, as a consequence of recent
global political developments (see the section below).
While regional actors initially did not interpret the arrival of
China in the Western Balkans as necessarily contradicting
the values and interests of the West, over time, this narrative
has been gradually changing. The impact of China in this
sense has been the creation of an altogether new, parallel
discussion about the prospects for development of the
region beyond traditional notions and partners. The rising
uncertainty in the thinking on China has led to an increase
in the bifocal portrayal (Pavli¢evi¢ 2018) as an opportunity
vs. threat, or rather a simultaneous opportunity-cum-threat.
Another unintended
in domestic developments, is what can be termed

consequence, rooted primarily
‘politicization by association. In principle, when going
abroad, while cultivating relations with a broad range
of actors (including the opposition) (Hackenesch and
Bader 2020), Chinese actors have a strong preference in
discussing with incumbent officials, and have a strong
preference for official channels for communication. Due
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to this association, when the incumbents in the region are
controversial, China itself becomes part of the controversy."
This is a particularly significant issue in cases where
domestic politics are strained, and there are elements of
state capture or other form of transgressive governance.
Such has been the example of the relations between China
and North Macedonia under the Gruevski regime (2006-
2015), where a strong anti-Gruevski sentiment has also
produced distrust towards China (Gjorgjioska and Vangeli
2017). Additionally, China is politicized cooperation with
it is often used as a way to win domestic political support,
the most recent example being the one of Serbia, where
China has been central to the economy-oriented political
communication strategy of the ruling Serbian Progressive
Party and President Vuci¢ (Prelec 2020). By extension, China
is necessarily associated with Vuci¢ in the Serbian public
discourse (Vladisavljev 2021).

The terms of discussion on China, therefore, are becoming
increasingly different from what China projects. While
China wants to be associated with narratives of economic
progress, without many questions being asked about (geo)
politics, in practice this is rarely the case. However, the
emergence of China as a contentious topic in the Western
Balkans is distinct from the process of the normative
charge of the China debate in Western societies. In the
West, there is a spirit of economic competition with China,
and fear of too many linkages with China. In the Western
Balkans, China is increasingly challenged from different
perspectives: the fear is getting caught in a cross-fire of
great power competition, and a moderate backlash by
once-enthusiastic supporters who become disillusioned
due to unfulfilled expectations (Turcsanyi 2020). In fact, for
all the discussions on the “China Model,” the differences in
norms and values, and the different mode of cooperation,
it is worth remembering that the approach of the Western
Balkan leaders to China in many ways echoed their
approach to attracting other foreign direct investment.
Once they have come to terms with the distinctiveness and
the true weight of the partnership with China, they had
to either backtrack, double down, or maneuver out of the
diplomatically unfavorable situation.

At the same time, some points of convergence between
trends in the West and in the Western Balkans do exist.

Liberal media and liberal civil society organizations

13 The EU and US as traditional stakeholders are also often held up to a similar standard, however their position in the region is much stronger and stabler than the position of

China.
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play a crucial role in the process. They act as watchdogs
- following both China’s footprints in the region (and
addressing questions such as financial and environmental
sustainability of projects carried in cooperation with China,
security implications, labor relations, and so on - directly
challenging the proposed pragmatic economic logic of

Indirect-Unintentional: Primacist Worldview
China’s arrival inevitably impacts the broader context in
which Balkan actors operate in ways that are unforeseen,

I

unintended, and even take place as a ‘boomerang effect
Moreover, the most significant unintended consequences
of China’s actions are the ideational shifts among powerful
actors in the West, who then have a significant impact on
how actors in the Western Balkans think about China.

The most dramatic change as a result of the rise and pro-
activity of Global China took place in the United States
(US). As a result of China's new global posture, under
President Donald J. Trump, China was put front and center
in America’s national security strategy. All aspects of US-
China relations, including both commercial and people-to-
people ties are seen as belonging in the domain of national
security (Rosen 2018). As part of this foreign policy shift,
American diplomats in the last few years have urged their
partners from abroad, including the Western Balkans, to be
more vigilant about China (Kuhn 2020).

Europeans, while adopting a slightly meeker approach,
have also been adjusting to a world in which China plays an
ever more central role. After a long period of cooperation-
cum-competition and co-evolution (Austermann, Vangeli,
and Wang 2013), as a result of the shift in the dynamics
of the EU-China relationship, the EU now defines China
simultaneously as a partner in policy areas where there is
agreement (e.g. climate), an economic competitor and a
systemic rival — and often paradoxically juggles the three
epithets simultaneously and interchangeably (Bitikofer
2020). Economic relations are a subject of securitization
(Rogelja and Tsimonis 2020), and investment - as a result
of the surge of Chinese capital in Europe - is now subject
to protective regulation (Duchatel 2020), while China’s
strategy to become global innovation leader has prompted
pan-European debates for new industrial policies (The
Economist 2019). In light of China’s pro-activity, national
debates on China undergo deep transformation (Esteban
and Otero Iglesias 2020). Developments in the United

14 Interview in Belgrade, April 2018.
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the cooperation), but also following the Western debates
on China, drawing lessons, and working on aligning
themselves with the positions of the EU/US. They find new
ways to connect, and forge a common geopolitical identity
in relation to the common “Other” that China resembles —
which has never been the case before.

Kingdom (UK) (Warrell 2020), and Australia have followed a
similar pattern (Kassam 2020).

These developments have dramatically changed the
ideational context in which Balkans-China relations
develop as well. At the moment of its arrival in the Western
Balkans (late 2000s), China still had a rather cooperative
relationship with the West, and in particular with the EU,
despite Europeans’ concerns. China has for a long time
contemplated tripartite cooperation (China-EU-Balkans).
Initially, a number of people in the Western Balkans picked
up interest in China and in exploring possibilities for
cooperation with China in order to “Westernize” themselves:
up until the 2010s, having a prolific relationship with China
was a sign of being a successful participant in globalization.
Some policymakers and intellectuals picked up an interest
in China by reading Anglophone works such as Kissinger’s
“On China!""The new possibilities for interaction with China
were really seen as an opportunity to catch up with the
rest of Europe, which had built substantial relations with
China ever since the 1970s. However, with the ideational
shift in Europe and the US in recent years, such thinking
has diminished. Even more so, the EU has problematized
Balkan-China relations and reframed its agenda so as to
respond to China’s initiatives (Pavli¢evi¢ 2019). A similar,
but much more resolute transformation was seen in the
attitude of the US, which has taken the Western Balkans as
one of the venues in which its global efforts to contain the

advance of China take place.

This in turn has had a significant impact on how Balkan
actors have been rethinking the role of China in the region,
as well as their own relationships with China. While the
prospects of economic cooperation and the promise of
geoeconomic vision still retain significant attractiveness,
the actions of China are increasingly interpreted through
the lens of zero-sum competition among the major powers.
China is increasingly seen with cautiousness, economic
cooperation is increasingly seen as a politically sensitive
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and even a security issue, and what has begun as an
exercise in diversifying the Western Balkan countries’ global
partnerships is increasingly seen a risky endeavor that may
be at odds with the EU reform agenda (Markovic Khaze and
Wang 2020).

This new reality, in some ways, benefits the Western Balkans
actors. While for many of them getting sucked into great
power competition is an undesirable scenario, it still offers
opportunities. For one, the relationship with China can be
framed as helping in the attainment of the pro-Western
agenda, e.g. in terms of economically catching up with

Concluding Remarks

ANASTAS VANGELI

the rest of Europe (even if this may sound awkward to
Westerners), but even more significantly, it can be used as
a point to attract the attention of Western actors. As the
then Macedonian President Gjorge lvanov had put it, China
has been filling up the void left behind by the West (Foster
2017). Similar point has been argued by the then President
of Montenegro, Milo Bukanovi¢, who has called on the EU
not to leave the region dependent on China (and Russia)
(Stojanovi¢ 2019). To some extent, this strategy may have
already had an effect - in response to China, the EU has
reasserted itself in the region (Pavli¢evi¢ 2019), and so has
the US too.

In general terms, we can distill the findings from this paper into the following four points:

(i) inthe period 2009-2019 China has exercised
a direct intentional impact and has managed
to affect the way Western Balkan elites think
of China, but not to the extent Chinese
actors originally desired;

the new geoeconomic vision of China has
been acknowledged in the region, but
embraced selectively — Western Balkan
actors have welcomed the idea of regional
prosperity under a Belt and Road framework,
but without buying the idea of broader
global transformations;

(iii) contrary to China’s desire not to get involved
in domestic political debates and its
desecuritization efforts, it has become an
increasingly politicized topic; and

contrary to China’s intention to promote

a benign vision of the world based on
cooperation, as a result of the tensions
between the US and China, Western Balkan
actors increasingly subscribe to (and
instrumentalize) a primacist, zero-sum vision
of global politics.

These findings are displayed in Figure 3 below.

—

(iv

Figure 3. Outcomes of China’s ideational impact in the region

Intentional Unintentional
Direct Accepting Chinese initiatives as a Plan B Politicization of China as both an opportunity and
a threat; emergence of China as a domestically
contentious topic
Indirect Acknowledging but not fully internalizing China’s view | Reinforcing the understanding of a Western-centric

of the world; accepting Chinese visions for the region

world under threat

As previous research has shown, within knowledge
networks of dense and regular interaction, where a certain
level of intersubjectivity has been established, notable
elements of China’s ideational impact can be observed.
Taking a broader look at Balkan societies, this paper
however confirms that this impact slowly dissipates the
further one moves from those networks. At the same time,
whatever snapshots have been taken at different points
in time, Sino-Balkan relations today become ever more
convoluted, thereby making the question of ideational
impact highly complex. The reasons for this are manifold
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- and they are to be found both at the micro and macro
levels - or rather the interaction between the dispositions
and interests of regional actors, and the dynamics in global
politics and the global economy.

Moreover, while the debate on China in the region is still in
its nascent stages, we can identify a key contradiction that
is shaping the attitude of Western Balkan actors, which also
permeates throughout the analysis presented here. It stems
from the belief (or rather desire) that growing Sino-Balkan
economic cooperation can be achieved without causing
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any significant disturbances in the geopolitical status quo.
Conversely, the most significant ideational non-impact
among Western Balkan elites has been the misrecognition
of the point that the rise of China and its ability to become
an economic actor in the region is a result of a disturbance
of the status quo to begin with. While cooperation with
China may have once appeared as a shortcut to success, it
is therefore increasingly becoming a risky strategy for local
actors. Some are ready to embrace the risk, while others
look for ways to avoid it.

While this analysis focused on developments in the period
2009-2019, the COVID-19 pandemic of 2020 has even
further advanced the zero-sum global power constellation
and increased anxieties about the future of the Western
Balkans (Latal 2020), and about the trajectory of the planet
as a whole. China has become an ever more sensitive
topic. Yet, recent developments suggest that this trend
may take on a new direction. On one hand, the signing
of the Comprehensive Agreement on Investment (CAI)
between the European Union and China at the end of 2020
and the launch of the EU-China High-level Environment
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Executive Summary

The deepening political crisis in Bosnia and Herzegovina,
whose extent was revealed during the COVID-19 pandemic
and 2020 local elections has revived public interest in
country’s electoral reform. After avoiding and delaying
reforms of its defunct electoral system for years, Bosnia
Herzegovina’s leaders are now forced to deal with this issue
amidst the multidimensional health, political and economic
crises caused by the COVID-19 pandemic.

Reform of BiH’s election system is one of country’s biggest
challenges since the Dayton Agreement as it opens critical
questions about relations amongst its three constitutive
peoples and the very nature of the BiH political system. The
importance and complexity of the debate on the reform
draws also regional and international attention, especially
from neighbouring Croatia and Serbia or the EU, US and
Russia. Positions of key local actors on eventual electoral
reform range widely, and take various, often opposite
directions.

This paper analyses the different positions and strategies
of key actors on the eventual electoral reform of BiH's
defunct and corrupt electoral system and outlines its local,
regional and international context. It focuses primarily
on key internal and external actors, which are engaged in
negotiations. Given the state of almost complete political
deadlock as well as mistrust among local leaders, the
outcome of this reform is likely going to be determined by
external influences.

The analysis shows that the different positions reflect
divergent views, which Bosniak, Bosnian Croat and Serb
parties have on BiH's past, present and future. If successful,
the reform would not only fix the country’s election system,
but also patch-up the Washington Agreement and relations
between Bosniak and Bosnian Croat leaders, which is
critical for the survival of BiH.
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It further argues that given the depth of local political deadlock,
the outcome of this reform will once again end up depending
on the engagement of the US and EU, as well as other foreign
influences. The renewed attention, which Washington and
EU capitals have recently been paying to the Balkans looks
encouraging. Nevertheless, if the West wants to achieve a
breakthrough in BiH after 15 years of failed reform attempts, it
will finally have to put its money where its mouth is, and find a
different approach to addressing BiH's problems.

Any Western efforts will be facing opposition not only from
local but from regional and other international actors.
One of the key roles in BiH's unfolding electoral reform
will be played by Croatia, which has already thrown all of
its political and diplomatic muscle behind Bosnian Croat
leadership and is determined to make sure that in future
Bosnian Croat officials are elected by what they see as
“legitimate” Bosnian Croat voters. In its efforts, Croatia
may find unlikely allies in Serbia and Russia, since Zagreb,
Belgrade and Moscow want to keep BiH’s political system
highly decentralized and ethnically-based.

The upcoming reform is caught in a legal and political
quandary. On the one hand six rulings of the European
Court of Human Rights, ECHR, require from BiH legislators
to remove ethnic discrimination from BiH Constitution. On
the other hand, BiH Constitutional Court in its 2016 ruling
calls upon them to change the election law to ensure that
political representatives of one constituent people are not
elected by other ethnic groups.

Finding a proper balance between these two almost
opposing poles, as well as among different ethnic, political
and technical solutions for BiH electoral reform within
such a difficult environment and limited timeframe will be
exceptionally hard. Yet failure should not be an option, as it
would risk the fate of Bosnia and Herzegovina and by proxy
the stability of the Balkans and the whole of Europe.
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Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic has revealed the full extent of
the dysfunctionality of BiH's political, administrative, and
judicial systems, as well as its public services. Nevertheless,
BiH's political crisis deepened even further towards the
end of 2020, before, during and after the country’s local
elections. In addition to increased nationalist and populist
rhetoric — a traditional part of BiH election customs - the
elections brought with them numerous claims of election
fraud, most of which the BiH Court rejected.

The extent of election manipulation witnessed in the 2020
local elections, and the failure of the BiH prosecution and
judiciary to address it, has convinced local and international
officials and experts that thorough electoral reform can
no longer be avoided. Some of the officials stressed that
holding any further elections in BiH is “pointless” since the
current system does not reflect voters’ opinions anymore.
The holding of future elections was furt