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Prof. DSc. Alexandre Kostov

More than three decades have elapsed since the end of the Cold War in Europe. 
The start of the new decade gives an opportunity to researchers and at the 
same time requires of them to assess the development in the Balkans and to 
look ahead into the future, highlighting the challenges before the region. In 
addition to the internal issues of each country and of the region as a whole, 
the influence of a number of external factors evokes serious interest in this 
respect. The process of European integration with its inherent meandering 
and problems is one of these factors. Parallel with that it is necessary to take 
into account also the effect of the turbulent international situation on the 
countries in the region. 

In addition to the increasingly exacerbated confrontation between the 
West and Russia, which affects not only the countries in the Black Sea region 
in its narrower or broader scope, it is also necessary to take into account the 
negative effect of three major crises. The first of these crises was inherited 
from the preceding decade, namely the financial and economic crisis in 
2008–2009, whose adverse consequences were felt in the region for a long 
time after its onset. Just as they attenuated, the Balkans were seriously hit 
by the 2015–2016 refugee and migrant crisis that had an enormous social 
and political impact in the countries of the region. Finally, at the transition 
between the two decades, the COVID-19 crisis emerged, with its obscure 
end and consequences that brought new challenges before the entire world, 
including the Balkans. It should not be forgotten that all that served as 
the background for the processes of European integration and NATO 
enlargement, with their achievements and problems in Southeastern Europe.  

The processes taking place in the Balkans in an atmosphere of international 
relations with increasing complexity, transition from one crisis to another, 
indeed deserve serious academic analysis both of their development so far 
and in a short-term and longer term perspective. 

The present collective monograph focuses on the challenges facing the 
Balkans in the beginning of the new decade of this century. The authors of 

FOREWORD
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the chapters had the task to provide answers to several important questions 
connected predominantly with identification of the leading tendencies in the 
development of each of the countries: from a domestic viewpoint to highlight 
the key priorities in the sphere of the economy, politics and security, and in 
their foreign policies – to demonstrate above all their relations with their 
preferred partners, as well as to highlight the existing issues with a potential 
for conflicts and instability. The latter is valid both for the relations with their 
immediate neighbours and with the EU, as well as with global and regional 
players, notably the USA, Russia and China, and with a country from the 
same region – Turkey. The principal part of the text addresses these issues. 
The monograph also comprises three chapters indicating the place of the 
Balkan countries in the changing strategies and policies of the EU, NATO 
and Russia – both with a view to assisting the readers and for a broader 
presentation of the issues discussed.

Ultimately, the analysis is aimed at assessing the destabilising factors in a 
regional plan – by identifying and presenting them in hierarchic order, as well 
as by highlighting those that contribute to achieving calm and balance in the 
dynamic and complicated situation. Although the study traces the processes 
not only in the past ten years approximately, but going further back to earlier 
times, it is not historical research, but strives towards finding a complex and 
interdisciplinary answer to the issues raised, and – to a certain extent – also 
attempts to give a polyvariant forecast of the future development of the 
region. 

At first glance, Bulgaria is absent among the countries studied. However, 
it is present (in most cases invisibly) almost everywhere in the content of the 
monograph. Therefore, the title of the book can be expanded as“ a Bulgarian 
view” on the dynamic development and the challenges before the Balkans 
during the first twenty years of the new century. 

The present monograph is a logical continuation of the research con-
ducted so far by the scholars from the Institute of Balkan Studies with Cen-
tre of Thracology (especially from the Contemporary Balkans Section) and 
their partners from other academic formations. It takes into account also 
publications of the Institute during the past decade, which address serious re-
gional contemporary issues,1 among them also those published in implemen-

1 See, e.g., КОСТОВ, Ал., Ек. НИКОВА (съст.) Балканите през първото десетилетие 
на 21 век (София, Парадигма, 2012); КОСТОВ, Ал. (съст.) Балканите през второто 
десетилетие на XXI век: проблеми, предизвикателства, перспективи (София, Парадиг-
ма, 2015); МАРИНКОВ, Б., Б. БАНЧЕВ (съст.) Украинската криза и Балканите (Со-
фия, Парадигма, 2017), as well as the special edition of the Балкани (Balkani journal), No. 
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tation of the project Contemporary Balkans and Challenges before Bulgaria, 
financed by the National Science Fund of the Ministry of Education and 
Science, and coordinated by the IBSCT.2 The present publication is precisely 
within the scope of that project. 

Like any monograph, the present collective work has its leading line of 
research and presentation of its results. At the same time, the authors were 
given freedom to defend and substantiate their personal opinions on the top-
ics and research issues discussed. 

6/2017, on the topic: Migrations and the Balkans from the Antiquity to Our Times.
2 КОСТОВ, Ал., Ир. ОГНЯНОВА, Б. БАНЧЕВ (съст.) Бежанската криза и Балканите 

(2015–2016). Колективна монография. (София, Парадигма, 2018.) КОСТОВ, Ал. 
(Съст.) Новите предизвикателства пред Балканите (София, Парадигма, 2019).

Alexandre Kostov Forewоrd
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Bobby Bobev

Three decades passed since the beginning of the transition from totalitarian 
rule and planned economy to pluralist democracy in Albania. During that 
brief and at the same time long period of time the country occupied its due 
place in the overall picture of the contemporary Balkans. Undoubtedly, it 
is possible to discover similar features in its development – internally and 
on an international plan – with other states in the region and in the former 
Eastern Bloc, but there also exist characteristic specificities and they will be 
highlighted in the present part of the collective monograph.  

The present study is based on available official documentation, informa-
tion materials from Albanian and foreign media, statistical data and research 
of a different nature and orientation. The element of the author’s own im-
pressions is likewise not to be underestimated.1

Two interviews with interlocutors who are representatives of the political 
elite of Albania – Namik Dokle2 and Paskal Milo3 – were an additional 
source of information. Both have a long and active presence in the political 
and public life of Albania, and they give the view from within, thus making 
the analysis of the political realities in Albania more comprehensive. The 
interviews were conducted by correspondence in November – December 
2018. The questions to both of them are of the same type, addressing the 
country’s internal development and foreign policy, and its presence in 

1 Between March 1998 and July 2006, the author was Ambassador Extraordinary and 
Plenipotentiary of the Republic of Bulgaria to Tirana. 

2 Namik Dokle is journalist by profession, a high-ranking activist of the Socialist Party 
of Albania, including its Vice-Chairman in the past. Member of Parliament several 
terms in office, Speaker of Parliament (2001–2002), Deputy Prime Minister (2002–
2005). 

3 Paskal Milo is historian, University professor. Leading figure in the Social Demo-
cratic Party, later founder and leader of the Social Democracy Party of Albania. Re-
peatedly elected Member of Parliament. Between 1997 and 2005 he was successively 
Minister of Foreign Affairs and the first Minister of European Integration. 

ALBANIA: THREE DECADES ALONG THE STEEP PATH 
TO PROGRESS
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international life. They provide an opportunity to have the opinions of the 
two interlocutors and possibly to compare them. 

Before outlining the main characteristics of the Albanian transition, 
including to this day, it is necessary to note an important moment: the 
heritage. There is no doubt that the most drastic dictatorial regime in all 
Europe occurred during the so-called “socialist period” in Albania and 
the country was the only one that was under an openly pro-Stalinist rule 
until the end of the Cold War.4 If an attempt is made to outline stages in 
the development of Albania in the past 30 years, it is absolutely necessary 
to separate the first decade from the other two. Undoubtedly, it is possible 
to detect continuity and consistency in a number of processes within the 
country and on an international plan, but the 1990s abounded in too much 
political, public and social turbulence that turned Albania into one of the 
most problematic areas on the European continent.5 

The first years of the transition were characterised by the imposition of 
a multi-party system and by the rapid emergence of a bipolar model. The 
principal players took shape perfectly clearly: the Socialist Party (Partia 
Socialiste, PS) on the left of the spectrum and the Democratic Party (Partia 
Demokratike, PD) on the right. Smaller formations gravitate to them and 
often play the role of coalition partners. Another thing needs to be noted as 
well: the bipolar model characteristic of all countries in transition turned into 
a two-personal model under the Albanian conditions, with fierce personal 
opposition of the leaders of the PS Fatos Nano and of the PD Sali Berisha. 
That process proved to be very resilient and essentially it persists to this day, 
albeit with different persons. 

Undoubtedly, the 1990s abounded in dramatic events, most of which 
with pronounced negative dimensions. It is important to point out the 

4 See details on the development and on the state of socialist Albania in: БОБЕВ, Б., 
Т. КАЦОРИ. Албания (София, 1998). ЛОРИ, Б. Балканска Европа от 1945 
до наши дни (София, 2005). BIBERAJ, E. Albania – a Socialist Maverick (Oxford, 
1978). FEVZIU, B. Enver Hoxha (Тirane, 2011). PEARSON, O. Albania in XX-
th Century. A History. Vol. III: Albania as Dictatorship and Democracy (New York, 
2006). SMIRNOVA, N. Historia e Shqiperise perg jate shekullit XX (Tirane, 2004).

5 On the political struggles and on the overall situation in the state and in society 
during the 1990s, see: БОБЕВ, Б. „ Албания: Контрастните десетилетия в края 
на 20. и началото на 21. век “, – In: КОСТОВ, Ал., Ек. НИКОВА (Съст.).  
Балканите през първото десетилетие на 21. век (София, 2012), 126–155. Also: 
BIBERAJ E. Shqiperia ne tranzicion (Tirane, 2000). See also: SMIRNOVA, N. 
Historia e Shqiperise perg jate shekullit XX (Tirane, 2004).
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extremely difficult social situation, accompanied by deep food crisis – 
phenomena that would have deteriorated to a real humanitarian catastrophe 
without international intervention. Again during those initial years of the 
transition, the political demonstrations were accompanied by severe clashes 
with the law enforcement authorities, which even claimed human lives. 
Uncontrolled emigration acquired enormous proportions: 500,000 persons 
or 15% of the country’s population left the country between 1990 and 1997. 
The main destinations were Greece and Italy. 

The crisis in 1997 was indisputably the most significant event that led to 
something unknown in European realities at that time: within a short period 
of time the statehood literally disintegrated, the central institutes of the state 
stopped functioning, as well as the entire administration, the army, the police 
and the judiciary. Marauding became a mass phenomenon, military storage 
facilities were plundered and hundreds of thousands of weapons passed into 
the hands of the civilian population, human life was also lost. Albania was in 
total chaos and on the verge of civil war, which necessitated the intervention 
of the international factor and the organising of the first military campaign 
in OSCE history, regulated with the respective resolution of the UNSC: 
Operation Alba.6 The country was pacified, but events showed how far it was 
from real stability. 

The situation was entirely different in the autumn of 1998, when the 
country was shaken by an event that plunged it into chaos again. Azem 
Hajdari, Vice-Chairman of PD and closest associate of Sali Berisha, was killed 
on 12 September. The ceremony of his funeral degenerated into riots in the 
streets of Tirana: tanks appeared, cars were burned down, the building of the 
Council of Ministers was assaulted and the National Television was seized. 
The situation returned under control after the decisive and firm position of 
the international community. 

The last decade of the 20th century brought other trials to the state and 
society. The escalation of the Kosovo crisis and the military operation of 
NATO against the regime of Milošević provoked a wave of refugees of very 
substantial proportions, and more than half a million Kosovo Albanians 
arrived on the territory of Albania. 

Acute political confrontation and a series of negative events were a 
characteristic feature of Albanian realities in the last decade of the 20th 
century, which was at the same time the first decade of the transition. The 

6  On these events see more details in: БОБЕВ, Б. „ Албания: Контрастните десети-
летия “, 135–136. 

Bobby Bobev  Albania
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overall development of the state and of society was characterised by internal 
instability manifested in a number of directions, one of which was the 
election process and its consequences in political terms. This does not imply 
technical imprecisions or flaws in the legislation, especially at the start of 
the transition: that occurred practically in all former socialist countries. 
Regular or early parliamentary elections were held four times in Albania in 
the last decade of the 20th century (1991, 1992, 1996 and 1997), and there 
was no occasion when the loser in the elections accepted the outcome and 
did not boycott the work of Parliament, irrespective of the assessments by 
international observers. 

The picture of the last decade of the 20th century would not be complete 
without outlining the trends in the foreign policy of Albania and the 
country’s presence in international life.7 Here it is necessary to point out a 
specificity at the beginning of the transition, which is characteristic of that 
country only, namely compensation of the lagging behind and overcoming 
of the isolation from the time of the totalitarian regime. Albania remained 
an outsider to the Helsinki process and to the subsequent overall détente in 
international life, including the creating of OSCE and other international 
structures. The lagging behind was overcome and work on attaining the 
outlined key priorities started: European and Euro-Atlantic integration, 
strategic partnership with the USA and active regional cooperation. 

It is also important to note the rarely witnessed complete political and 
public consensus on the future integration: not a single political formation 
doubted it, public approval was in the range of 80–90%. That was appreciat-
ed in Brussels and diplomatic relations with Tirana were established already 
back in June 1991, followed by the signing of an Agreement on Trade and 
Economic Cooperation in May 1992. Talks on associated EU membership 
of Albania started later, but they were not completed by 1996, when – in 
view of the problems occurring after the parliamentary elections8 – relations 
became visibly cooler and their further development was postponed. 

7 For more details on the trends in the foreign policy of Albania see: БОБЕВ, Б. „Ал-
бания: Две десетилетия по пътя на европейската интеграция (1991–2011 г.) “. – 
In: Европейска перспектива и регионално сътрудничество в Югоизточна Европа 
(София, 2011), 41–67. Also: БОБЕВ, Б. „Балкански измерения във външната 
политика на Албания в началото на прехода към демокрация “. –  Дипломация  
бр. 4 (София, 2010), 26–33.

8 After numerous violations were found by the international observers, Brussels – as 
well as Washington – insisted on repetition of the election process, but President 
Sali Berisha categorically refused. 
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In spite of the country’s problems during the first decade of the transition, 
relations with NATO developed positively and successfully. In February 
1994, the government approved participation in the Partnership for Peace 
project and joined various forms of cooperation. During the Kosovo crisis 
(1999), official Tirana not only gave access to its air and maritime space, it 
also offered its entire military and civilian infrastructure at the disposal of 
NATO. 

Analysing the foreign policy behaviour of Albania at the end of the 
20th century and its presence in international life on a regional plan, it is 
mandatory to note an extremely important fact. There was a sharp change 
in the policy on the national issue and in the country’s aspirations to play 
a leading and coordinating role in the actions on the so-called “Albanian 
factor.”9 It is noteworthy that for the first time in the country’s existence 
in the 1990s it embarked upon a real national policy in its two principal 
trends: behaviour vis-à-vis the minorities on its own territory and vis-à-
vis compatriots abroad – there is Albanian population in practically all 
neighbouring countries: in Kosovo, North Macedonia, Montenegro, 
Greece, as well as in the Preševo Valley in the southern areas of Serbia. 
Again at that time, in 1998, the Albanian national platform was published 
under the name Platform for the Solution of the Albanian National 
Problem, drafted by scholars from Albania, Kosovo and the Republic of 
Macedonia under the auspices of the then President Rexhep Meidani. 
Since then that document has been subjected to numerous analyses and 
opinions, including such that qualify it as “sinister” and subordinated to 
the aspirations for the creation of Great Albania. Similar qualifications 
are disputable, because all such doctrines contain a nationalistic charge 
and are received negatively by the neighbouring states, but here there 
are no appeals for future merging of territories and for changes in the 
state borders. In fact, with that Platform… Albania actually assumed the 
functions of a parent state for the compatriots abroad, and there is nothing 
reprehensible in that. During the events in the Republic of Macedonia 
in 2001, official Tirana had a moderate behaviour and condemned the 
attempt at creating a military formation considered to be Albanian in 
national character on the territory of Southern Serbia. 

9  For more details on this topic, see: БОБЕВ, Б. „ Албания: Историческа съдба и 
национална политика през ХХ век “. – In: ПРЕШЛЕНОВА, Р. (Съст.) Маски 
долу! Национализмът на Балканите през ХХ век (София, 2018), 74–115. Also: 
БОБЕВ, Б. „ Албанският фактор на Балканите в края на ХХ и началото на ХХI 
век “. – In: Дипломация в Югоизточна Европа (София, 2010), 159–183. 

Bobby Bobev  Albania
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And as the matter of the Albanian factor is naturally associated also with 
nationalism and with the potential possibility of its negative impact on the 
stability and security in the region, it would be interesting to see the views 
of representatives of the political elite in Albania. Namik Dokle believes that 
there exists a certain risk in theory, but that it does not conceal a real dan-
ger. Paskal Milo does not see in Albania circumstances leading to extreme 
nationalism. Maybe something similar exists in the social networks, but its 
influence is strongly limited and is manifested only in cases of crisis or inci-
dents with the neighbours. 

Introducing the year 2000 as the borderline between the two stages of 
the Albanian transition is provisional to a high extent. Objectively viewed, it 
does not bring any specificity in the development of society and of the state, 
and it does not mark a dividing line. However, it is essential to note specif-
ically in advance that the first two decades of the 21st century contain, on 
the whole, many more positive phenomena and prove the correctness of the 
chosen path of development in a number of spheres. This does not mean in 
the least absence of problems or unconditional progress, but the advantages 
in a number of spheres are visible. 

Examining the internal political situation in Albania, it is necessary to 
point out that the two main party formations – PS in the left and PD in the 
right – continue to be the dominant factors. However, a new party playing 
a serious role also appeared, namely the Socialist Movement for Integration 
(Lëvizja socialiste për integrim, LSI), headed by Ilir Meta,10 which split 
from the PS in 2004. That formation categorically became the third political 
force in the Albanian realities, it has a firm electorate and participates in the 
country’s governance when coalitions are formed in either possible direction. 
LSI thus became an important balancing factor in the internal political life 
of Albania. That political formation participated as coalition partner of the 
PD in the government between 2009 and 2013, during the next term in 
office (2013–2017) it was in coalition with the PS, passing into opposition 
to the socialists after 2017. 

The bipersonal model – personality confrontation of the leaders of the 
two main political formations – also continues to exist. After the resignation 
of Fatos Nano when the socialists lost the elections in 2005, a “political duel” 
emerged between Sali Berisha and Edi Rama. After Sali Berisha withdrew in 
2013, that role was assumed by the new PD Chairman Lulzim Basha.

10 Ilir Meta is a unique case with his political career. After 1998 he was State Secretary 
for European Integration, Minister and Deputy Prime Minister, Prime Minister, 
Speaker of Parliament and President. He is the youngest Prime Minister in Europe, 
coming to that post at the age of 30 years. 
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The alternation of election victories and defeats, and accordingly the ex-
ercising of executive power once after every two terms in office of the oppo-
nent, is an interesting fact in Albanian political realities. That specificity was 
noted already back in the 1990s, but continued, as a rule, without exceptions 
during the decades of the 21st century as well. Thus the right wing around the 
PD won the elections in 2005 and 2009, and the left wing around the PS – in 
2013 and 2017. 

When the election process is analysed, it is important to point out 
that this has remained one of the weaknesses in the internal political life of 
Albania. Scandals, manipulations, disputing the election results and search 
for loopholes in the legislation continued in the 21st century as well. It is 
hardly accidental that precisely the way in which elections are held continues 
to be a central theme in the requirements of Brussels to Tirana, and among 
the main obstacles before the country’s faster EU integration. Brussels 
insists resolutely on changes in the election legislation by finding a common 
language and consensus – something that is difficult to attain in the Albanian 
political realities due to the fierce opposition on practically all themes. 

An extremely complicated situation was created in 2019 in connection 
with the local elections. Since February, the opposition – with coordinated 
actions of PD and LSI – undertook large-scale protest actions with demands 
for the government’s resignation and early parliamentary elections. That 
situation will be discussed later in the text as well. The representatives of the 
so-called United Opposition left Parliament, giving up their seats as MPs 
and perpetuating the “tradition” that there should not exist even a single 
legislative assembly without boycott. Irrespective of that confrontation, 
however, the elections for local governments were scheduled for 30 June, 
which exacerbated the resistance against their organising. In the ensuing 
complicated situation President Meta revoked his decree and issued a new 
one, changing the date of the elections to October.11 The government and the 
Central Election Commission refused to comply with the President’s decree, 
qualifying it as anticonstitutional. This led to a really curious situation: 
elections for local governments were held on 30 June 2019, but only with the 
participation of the PS and its partners. The United Opposition boycotted 
them and thus the victory of the socialists and their allies12 was complete, but 
it was won under the abnormal conditions of absence of competition.

11 https://www.koha.net/arberi/167569/me-30-qershor-nuk-ka-zgjedhje-ne-shqiperi-ilir-
meta-shfuqizon-dekretin/ (18.06.2021).

12 PS won 57 of 61 mayor’s positions: https://www.24chasa.bg/novini/article/7539243  
(18.06.2021).

Bobby Bobev  Albania
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The clearly stated opinion of Brussels that negotiations will not start if 
no real result is attained on the issue of the election legislation and on the 
ensuing amendments to the Constitution, as well as the similar categorical 
opinion of the OSCE,13 forced both the majority and the opposition to seek 
ways of attaining understanding. In January 2020, a Joint Political Council 
on the Election Reform was established with participation both of the ma-
jority and of the opposition.14 After efforts for several months and under 
well-intentioned pressure above all on the part of Brussels and Washington, 
a compromise agreement was attained on 5 June.15 Unfortunately, the parties 
subsequently interpreted differently some items in the agreement, which ne-
cessitated continuation of the work of the Political Council, which was not 
terminated by the end of September 2020. 

The interaction of the institutions is of great importance for the func-
tioning of the entire state organism. The acute political confrontation in the 
Albanian circumstances, the different party affiliations of the President and 
the Prime Minister, and of the majority accordingly, impedes the coopera-
tion between the head of state and the executive branch. In 2019, in con-
nection with the complicated situation around the local elections, described 
above, the relations between President Meta and Prime Minister Rama be-
came extremely exacerbated, to the extent that a special parliamentary com-
mittee was established to address the issue of the deposition of the head of 
state. However, all that was political demonstration and unnecessary noise, 
because only the Constitutional Court may rule on the President’s impeach-
ment upon request by ¾ of all MPs.16 The Constitutional Court did not 
function at that moment and to this day, which makes such an initiative im-
possible. Parliament sent an inquiry to the Venice Commission, which came 
out with an opinion that President Meta had violated the Constitution with 
his decision to revoke the decree on the elections on 30 June and to set a new 

13 http://shekulli.com.al/raporti-mbi-korrupsionin-osbe-shqetesuese-renditja-e-
shqiperise-kompletoni-reformen-zgjedhore/ (18.06.2021).

14 http://shekulli.com.al/raporti-mbi-korrupsionin-osbe-shqetesuese-renditja-e-
shqiperise-kompletoni-reformen-zgjedhore/ (18.06.2021).

15 https://ata.gov.al/2020/06/05/keshilli-politik-arrin-konsensusin-per-reformen-
zgjedhore/ (18.06.2021).

16 https://bgnesagency.com/world/%d0%b0%d0%bb%d0%b1%d0%b0%d0%bd%
d1%81%d0%ba%d0%b8%d1%8f%d1%82-%d0%bf%d1%80%d0%b5%d0%b-
c%d0%b8%d0%b5%d1%80-%d0%bf%d0%be%d0%b8%d1%81%d0%ba%d0%b-
0-%d0%bf%d1%80%d0%b5%d0%b7%d0%b8%d0%b4%d0%b5%d0%b -
d%d1%82/  (18.06.2021).
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date, but only the Constitutional Court may determine the severity of that 
offence and whether it is sufficient reason for impeachment.17  

The strong confrontation and division is definitely the most severe and 
hardest to resolve problem related to the internal stability and overall state 
of the country. Both the assessments by Brussels and the interviewed pol-
iticians are not far from such conclusions. Namik Dokle speaks about the 
existing mutual accusations, scheming and insults between the majority and 
the opposition, and about the absence of understanding and cooperation on 
the country’s problems. Paskal Milo stresses that the two main parties, PS 
and PD, fight each other with all possible means and do not cooperate in the 
name of the interests of the entire state. Moreover, the systematic boycotting 
of Parliament by the opposition – irrespective of the part of the political 
spectrum from which it originates – concentrates effortlessly the power in 
the hands of the respective majority and creates conditions for retreat from 
the democratic principles and even for autocratic rule. Opposition and divi-
sion constitute the most common and general problem, and it prevents the 
successful resolving of other outstanding issues as well. Their existence is an 
obstacle before Albania both internally and on an international scale. 

The periodic progress reports drafted in Brussels and the opinions 
of a number of analysts point to corruption as one of the most important 
unresolved issues in the state and in society. The interviewed Albanian 
politicians also perceive that phenomenon as a fundamental obstacle 
for Albania’s progress, against which there is not sufficiently serious and 
efficient struggle. According to Namik Dokle, combating that monstrous 
phenomenon is still only in the sphere of propaganda and it prevents the 
influx of more substantial foreign investments. For Paskal Milo this is one 
of the biggest wounds in Albanian society, which exists also in the sphere of 
public administration, to its highest levels, including in the police structures. 
According to him, the fight against corruption has real dimensions only on 
the eve of elections, but then it affects only the lowest levels. This is directly 
connected also with organised crime, which recently suffered certain blows, 
but they were extremely insufficient, especially in the drugs production and 
trading – a direct threat to the security of the citizens. 

The high levels of corruption and organised crime are directly linked to 
the state and functioning of the judiciary system and to the still observed 
failure to impose rule of law. The requirements concerning the changes in 

17 https://www.koha.net/arberi/186241/komisioni-i-venecias-ilir-meta-shkeli-
kushtetuten/  (18.06.2021).
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the legislation and their implementation in practice are disregarded and 
the blame for this should indisputably go to the political class and to the 
periodically changing parliamentary majorities and governments accordingly. 
One amazing fact is that the Supreme Court and the Constitutional Court 
in Albania have not functioned for months, because their panels still lack 
judges. This hampers the overall normal functioning of the judiciary system 
and threatens the foundations of democracy. 

The poorly developed economy and the grave social state inevitably lead 
to pessimism and to a sense of absent prospects for complete fulfilment. 
Here are the roots of the reasons for the really mass emigration during the 
decades of the transition, to which the absence of political stability and 
the deep division in society need to be added. During the 1990s, when the 
development of Albania was accompanied by markedly negative events, 
more than 500,000 people left the country. During the first two decades of 
the 21st century there were certain signs of stabilisation, but for the reasons 
cited above the flow of emigrants continued to exist in alarming proportions: 
more than 330,000 people left Albania just in the years between 2011 
and 2017. According to general estimates, 40% of the population left the 
country after 1990 and it is a real pool of emigrants, ranking first in Europe 
in terms of emigrants per one million population, most of these people being 
educated and qualified to a great extent.18 This is indisputably a way to deal 
a blow on the potential for development, and that was emphasised by our 
interlocutors as well. According to Namik Dokle, this is a serious risk with 
unpredictable consequences. For Paskal Milo the tendencies are a source for 
concern, including due to the inevitable demographic consequences and the 
ageing of the population. A problem exists and it can be surmounted only 
with economic and social development. 

It is important to note also that the fighting in the Middle East and 
the ensuing refugee/migration crisis heading predominantly towards 
Central and Western Europe also had an impact on the flow of emigrants 
from Albania – it is not accidental that the number of people who left 
the country was the highest precisely in 2016 for the second decade of 
the century. Those events also bore the risk of intensifying the influence 

18 For more details on the subject, see: БОБЕВ, Б. „ Албания и Косово: Емигрантската 
вълна след 1990 г. и влиянието на бежанската /мигрантска криза от 2015–2016 
г.“ – In: КОСТОВ, Ал., И. ОГНЯНОВА, Б. БАНЧЕВ (Съст.). Бежанската 
криза и Балканите 2015–2016 г. (София, 2018), 285–319. Also: БОБЕВ, Б. 
„Албания: Трудният път към напредъка“. – In: КОСТОВ, Ал. (Съст.). Новите 
предизвикателства пред Балканите (София, 2019), с. 75. 
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of religious radicalism, especially in countries with prevalent Muslim 
religious denomination, like Albania. However, the Albanians are not 
a religious nation, the confessional communities in the country have 
always coexisted without a problem and every religious fundamentalism 
is alien to society. As regards the military actions in the Middle East, 
between 100 and 200 Albanian citizens were recruited in the ranks of 
Al-Nusra and Islamic State, some of them with their families. It should 
be emphasised that their choice was not prompted by religious motives: 
they are classical mercenaries seeking financial benefits, being pressed by 
the bad economic and social situation in the country. It should be pointed 
out that the state is also taking the necessary measures, including through 
amendments to the Criminal Code.19 The views of the interviewed 
Albanian politicians also note the theoretical existence of a certain 
risk, but they are categorical that Albanian society does not succumb to 
religious propaganda and fundamentalism has no chance of developing 
and exercising influence. 

The picture of the internal situation in the state and in society in Albania 
would not be complete if yet another important fact is not pointed out: a 
new complicating element was added to the tense political atmosphere and 
to the poor economic and social conditions since March 2020 the pandemic 
situation resulting from the spread of COVID-19. The objective analysis of 
the situation shows that the reaction of the authorities was timely and even 
pre-emptive at times: shops were closed consistently, with the exception of 
food stores and pharmacies, regime for the movement of cars and a curfew were 
introduced, local and intercity transport was strongly diminished, economic 
measures were examined and financing was allocated for the purpose. The 
general picture looked encouraging initially, but in the first days of June 
the number of COVID-19 cases reached 1,143, with 33 deaths. During 
the summer and in early autumn a number of the measures implemented 
were eased, similar to practically all European countries, but in September 
the situation gradually deteriorated, and the data are not encouraging for a 
country with population below three million.20 

19 For more details on these issues, see: BOBEV, B. "Albania: both a bridge and a bar-
rier for Islamic radicalism". – In: KYUCHUKOV, L. (Edit), Balkan Islam, a Barrier 
or a Bridge for Radicalization? (Sofia, 2018), 20–34. 

20 At the very end of the month, the official data indicated total number of tests 89,053, 
infected – 13,806, healed – 8,077, deaths – 388.  https://new.shendetesia.gov.al/
covid-19-ministria-e-shendetesise-230-te-sheruar-157-raste-te-reja-dhe-1-humbje-
jete-ne-24-oret-e-fundit (18.06.2021).
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It is necessary to place the severe situation in another context as well: of 
the strong political confrontation in the country. It is a sad fact that neither 
the strong earthquake in November 2019 that took lives and caused major 
destruction, nor the pandemic crisis in 2020 succeeded in urging the main 
political factors to find a common language and unity of action. Conversely, 
they seemed to use the grave situation for exacerbating the confrontation 
along the majority– opposition axis and for the division in society. 

Earlier in the text the principal elements of the foreign policy of that 
Balkan state were outlined, as well as its presence in international life in the 
1990s. As was said, that was the time when Albania was overcoming its lag-
ging behind in that sphere and was looking at the implementation of the 
main priority tasks. 

It is important to pay attention to the way in which the interviewed 
interlocutors from the political elite of Albania treated the topic of the 
country’s foreign policy, and above all of its priorities. Paskal Milo is 
categorical: “The main foreign policy priorities are the complete EU 
integration by starting the accession negotiations in 2019, by developing 
friendly relations with the neighbouring countries and through regional 
cooperation based on mutual benefit, guaranteeing peace and security 
in the region, development and intensification of the cooperation with 
the strategic partners, and especially with the USA.” Such an opinion is 
of particular importance in view of the fact that precisely Paskal Milo 
was foreign minister during the difficult years of the Kosovo crisis, and he 
also conducted the negotiations for EU integration for four years as Chief 
Negotiator of Albania. Namik Dokle shares the same opinion on the key 
priorities. He qualifies the integration as the “key priority” and indicates 
immediately after it the good-neighbourly relations and the imposed 
principle of behaviour: “not a single problem with the neighbours for which 
no solution has been found.” 

Relations with NATO in the last decade of the 20th century, which 
were analysed earlier, were a sound prerequisite for further progress in the 
beginning of the new century as well. The world then was facing a serious 
challenge: the fight against terrorism that had started after the terrorist 
attacks in the USA on 11 September 2001. Albania became part of the 
global anti-terrorist coalition and participated later with its contingents 
in its actions in Afghanistan and Iran. Moreover, there were additional 
positive circumstances: reforming of the country’s armed forces in 
compliance with the requirements of the Alliance and contribution to the 
stability of the region. It is necessary to mention another argument with 
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serious value for progress: the formation – under US auspices – of the so-
called Adriatic Troika, together with Croatia and Macedonia. All that was 
noted in the NATO Headquarters in Brussels and by the Member States. 
This led to one of the most significant foreign policy successes: on 1 April 
2009 Albania joined NATO as full member, thus attaining a key priority 
for the country’s foreign policy. 

It is a well known fact that meeting the criteria for membership in the 
North Atlantic Alliance was achieved relatively more successfully than the 
criteria for EU accession: this is a rule without exception in all countries that 
embarked upon the road to EU integration. Albania was no exception either, 
and when it joined NATO, it had a long and difficult path ahead before it 
attained a similar success with respect to the EU as well. 

In the beginning of the new century Brussels stipulated a number of 
requirements in many spheres to as to start the negotiations process with 
Albania. Both the state institutions and society made efforts and materialised 
a number of them. In view of that, the European Commission gave the “green 
light” and talks along the Brussels–Tirana axis started in January 2003. It 
should be stressed that the PS government until 2005 and subsequently the 
PD government worked with purpose and persistently to meet the required 
criteria and to attain the significant goal. That happened in June 2006, 
when the Stabilisation and Association Agreement between the EU and 
Albania was signed. It meant the attaining of one goal, but that was only an 
intermediate step ahead: the country received additional financing coupled 
with higher requirements, because future liberalisation of the visa regime 
was implied, as well as attaining the status of candidate country for full EU 
membership. One should note also the great delay in the coming into force 
of the Stabilisation and Association Agreement, which occurred as late as on 
1 April 2009. On that same day Albania joined NATO and that date became 
indeed historical for its integration progress. Nevertheless, the cited almost 
3-year delay suggests that not everything in the reforms was in order and 
that there were still reservations in Brussels on the progress in the country. 
Nevertheless, the government was very enthusiastic and on 28 April, just four 
weeks later, it deposited its official application for full EU membership. Such 
an act seemed hasty, but irrespective of that the Council of the EU officially 
accepted the application. 

There were hopes of rapid success in Tirana, especially on the visa issue 
that is so important for public moods, but in the summer of 2009 Brussels 
gave a negative opinion. Moreover, in another opinion of November 2010 
the European Commission indicated 12 priority directions in which 
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Albania had to continue to make progress in order to receive candidate 
status.21 Apparently, Brussels was not satisfied with the overall internal state 
of the country and Albania continued to suffer by the lagging behind and 
the confrontation. Nevertheless, it can be said that the first decade of the 
21st century ended successfully: on 15 December 2010 the long-awaited visa 
liberalisation became a fact, highly appreciated in the Albanian conditions. 
From that moment on, efforts were focused on obtaining candidate status. 

In June 2011, the European Commission drafted a concrete action plan 
in that direction, with clearly outlined priorities that essentially coincided 
with those of November 2010. A little later, on 1 November 2011, some-
thing rare for the Albanian political realities happened: the parties of the 
majority and of the opposition reached an agreement on joint actions on 
the EU integration and subsequently elaborated also a National Action Plan. 
Consultations with EU experts and implementation of the tasks assigned 
started since March 2012. Progress was attained and high level talks between 
Brussels and Tirana started on 12 November 2013. They also produced con-
crete results, leading thus to the next key date in the country’s integration 
progress: on 27 June 2014 Albania was officially granted the status of candi-
date country for EU membership. 

Disappointment in Tirana came from the statement of the European 
Commission in 2014 that there would be no new enlargement during its 
term in office, i.e., until 2019. That was perceived as a signal for total halt 
of the integration process, but that was an inaccurate assessment. In fact, it 
can be said with respect to Albania that talks and work continued with the 
aim of meeting the criteria for starting the negotiations for full membership. 
According to the estimates of Tirana, the process went extremely slowly and 
it gradually seems that progress will be scored together with North Macedo-
nia. The expectations were that negotiations would start in 2019. However, 
this did not happen on account of strong objections by some Member States, 
France and The Netherlands first and foremost, in spite of the existence of 
positive opinions both from the European Parliament and from the Europe-
an Commission. The objections focused above all in the sphere of rule of law, 
the state of the judiciary system and the fight against corruption and organ-
ised crime. In the interest of objectivity, the negative opinions were directed 
more to Albania than to North Macedonia. 

21  This was reference to the work of the state institutions for attaining rule of law, 
efficiency of the entire judiciary system, the fight against crime and corruption, and 
respect for human rights. 
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The disappointment in Tirana and Skopje is strong, but they received 
assurances that the decision had been merely postponed. It came and in the 
spring of 2020 Albania and North Macedonia received the green light to 
start negotiations for full EU membership.22 No date was fixed, but that was 
expected to happen by the end of the year. Still, complications could not be 
ruled out, leading to a new temporary delay. 

The brief presentation of Albania’s progress along the path of European 
integration demonstrates indisputably that it was not easy in the least. 
Passing through the Stabilisation and Association Agreement and receiving 
candidate status, the country came close to the possibility of entering the 
most important and most difficult stage: the actual negotiations for full EU 
membership. 

There exist a number of foreign policy factors of high importance for 
the actual negotiations process and for the future full integration. This does 
not refer to the conduct of official Tirana in serious moments of universal 
importance, e.g., the annexation of Crimea by Russia or the fight against the 
Islamic State, where the Albanian position coincided fully with that of the 
EU. The reference is to the relations with the neighbouring states, which are 
of essential importance, including in view of the fact that their good and 
problem-free state is one of the requirements of Brussels for the integration 
process. 

Links with Athens are at a very good level, in spite of some unresolved 
issues, e.g., the extension of the Greek territorial waters in the Ionian Sea, or 
some elements of the property rights of the Greek minority in Albania. Talks 
are in progress on them and there is no doubt that an acceptable solution will 
be found. 

The state of the relations with the Republic of North Macedonia allowed 
its Prime Minister ъ to define Albania as the closest friend of his country. 
Some contradictions and disputes from the 1990s have apparently remained 
in the past. 

The relations of Albania with Montenegro can be qualified extremely 
briefly: without any problems. 

The strategic cooperation with Kosovo and the closeness between the 
two countries are entirely logical and expected. Joint meetings of the govern-
ments are periodically organised, dozens of bilateral agreements have been 
signed, and their behaviour in the foreign policy sphere is entirely identical. 

22 https://ata.gov.al/2020/05/08/samiti-i-zagrebit-u-fokusua-tek-masat-ndaj-pande-
mise-procesi-i-integrimit-ne-be-po-vazhdon-me-dinamiken-e-duhur/  (18.06.2021).
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Albania has no border with Serbia, but the relations of the two countries 
are of particular importance to the entire region. Their development in the 
past several years gives hope that the centuries-long confrontation between 
Serbs and Albanians can be overcome in the name of prosperity and stability. 
This is also seen in the joint initiative to create a regional mini-Schengen, 
irrespective of the serious differences on the Kosovo theme. 

Bulgaria likewise shares no border with Albania, but it is in the region, 
being also member of NATO and the EU. The relations between the two 
countries are based on the Friendship and Cooperation Treaty signed in 
1993, and there are no outstanding problems and unresolved issues in them. 
Apparently, Bulgaria can be very useful with its activity in the region and can 
provide substantial assistance for Albania’s progress in EU integration. It is 
even advisable for the two countries to intensify further their cooperation, 
with indisputable mutual benefit.

This very general analysis of the internal situation of Albania and its 
presence in international life highlights the principal challenge before the 
country: to overcome the division and confrontation in the political circles 
and in society so as to unite the efforts aimed at attaining the really signif-
icant goal of the entire nation: full EU membership. Albania can thus be-
come a real factor of stability and prosperity for the entire region, as well as 
a guarantor for the positive impact of the Albanian factor and for a better 
European future. 

Abstract: Albania embarked upon the transition from totalitarian socio-political 
system and centralised planned economy with the heaviest burden of its heritage 
compared to all former socialist states. This necessitated severe, but necessary socio-
economic reforms and overcoming of the serious lagging behind in the foreign policy 
sphere where the country had missed the détente stage and had remained away from 
the Helsinki process. 

The Albanian transition can be divided chronologically into two clearly outlined 
periods: the last decade of the 20th century and the subsequent two decades. The 
1990s were the most difficult from an internal perspective. Not only the most 
painful reforms took place then, but a clear tendency emerged of fierce internal 
political confrontation that continues to this day with the Albanian Socialist Party 
and the Democratic Party as principal participants. That was a time of deep turmoil 
that reached its culmination with the dramatic events in 1997 when the country 
was on the brink of civil war and international intervention became imperative for 
normalisation of the situation. 

At the same time, a positive observation needs to be noted: the correct and goal-
oriented identification of the foreign policy priorities followed to this day – striving 
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towards European and Euro-Atlantic integration, active involvement in the regional 
cooperation and complete normalisation of the relations with the neighbouring 
states. 

The first two decades of the 21st century seem much more positive, irrespective of 
still existing problems. Albania left behind the time of the negative events, although 
the acute confrontation of the principal political forces continues to be a lasting 
tendency and often leads to severe clashes. This is the most serious internal political 
problem that does not allow unification and unity of action even on key issues of 
national significance. 

Serious successes can be seen in the foreign policy sphere: the signing of the 
Stabilisation and Association Agreement, visa liberalisation, accession to NATO and 
obtaining the status of candidate country for full EU membership. 

The principal aspects on which the efforts of the political class and society are to 
be concentrated comprise finding a common language on the key issues  in society, 
the reform of the judiciary and election systems, socio-economic progress and 
completing the journey to full EU membership. 

Keywords: Historical heritage, political contradictions, corruption and justice, 
integration process, Albania and the Albanian factor 
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Alexandre Kostov

The war in Bosnia and Herzegovina ended in 1995 and since then the world 
has been watching its development with curiosity and concern. The state 
of the internal ethnic relations and their potential to provoke conflicts in 
the country and in the region evoke particular interest.1 Moreover, all this is 
against the background of the country’s rather chimerical EU accession for 
the time being.

Bosnia and Herzegovina is a “special case” for researchers for many 
reasons. The new independent state, born in so much pain, can be defined 
as unique in its structure and functioning, although the “fathers” of the 
Dayton Constitution (actually Annex IV of the treaty signed in Paris) used 
the experience of a number of divided countries, e.g., Lebanon, Cyprus, 
etc. Presenting the development of Bosnia and Herzegovina for a quarter 
of a century of its existence before a wider audience is always a challenge 
researchers face, because they are almost always obliged  to give explanations 
of its unique political and administrative system that guarantees the rights of 
the three peoples (only): Serbs, Croatians and Bosniaks, the complexity in 
the forming of the bicameral parliament and of the numerous governments 
– one of the state and two of the so-called entities: Republika Srpska and 
Federation Bosnia and Herzegovina (referred below as the Federation) 
and of the ten cantons in it, or about the special Brčko District, etc. Not to 
mention the presence of the so-called High Representative appointed by the 
international community and the UN, which has been used as a pretext to 
define the country as “protectorate.” 

The analysis of the history of Bosnia and Herzegovina so far and the ex-
planation of its development are rendered more difficult by the combination 
in its case of many more elements of the notorious transition compared to 

1  On the development of Bosnia and Herzegovina during the period from 1995 until 
2020, see the publications of F. Bieber, R.Belloni, A. Kostov and other authors cited 
in the bibliography.
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the other countries in Eastern Europe. That process started after 1995, but its 
roots can be traced back to the turbulent times of the civil war. The transition 
in the case of Bosnia and Herzegovina has the following characteristics:

- transition from one multinational republic within communist Yugosla-
via to an independent state; 

- transition from “socialism” – albeit in its Yugoslav variant – to 
“capitalism” or to a democratic political system and market economy; 

- transition from acute interethnic conflicts (that turned into inter-
religious as well), leading to a blood-drenched  civil war with 100,000 victims 
and many more people driven away from their native places, to peaceful 
coexistence of the three principal groups: Serbs, Croatians and the former 
“Yugoslav” Muslims, who officially renamed themselves to Bosniaks after 
1995.

The emergence of the new state resulted predominantly from the efforts 
of the so-called international community, and of the West (the European 
Union and the USA) above all. Albeit late, it succeeded in imposing termi-
nation of the war and easing of the tension between the belligerent states. 
The main steps in that direction were made with the signing of the Dayton 
Agreement, with the successive introduction of peacemaking and peacekeep-
ing forces,2 as well as with solid financial assistance provided during the first 
years. On the whole, they were successful and the desired “minimum” goal 
was attained. However, it proved much more difficult for the internation-
al community to attain its “strategic” goal: to create a “normal” state that 
functions in compliance with the rules of the European countries, or at least 
according to the “lower” standards of the countries in the Balkan region. In 
addition to the not always consistent and adequate policy of the EU and 
USA, the problems have their deep internal roots as well. The experience in 
the last 25 years showed that sufficient support cannot be found among the 
three principal communities and their elites for the implementation of the 
proposed measures in that direction, aimed at attaining that goal. That be-
came particularly apparent after the middle of the first decade of the 21st cen-
tury, when the proposed more radical changes met with serious resistance. 
External factors also complicated additionally the situation in and around 
Bosnia and Herzegovina over time, notably the exacerbation of the politi-
cal confrontation between the West and Russia, the migration and refugee 
waves, international terrorism, etc. Not to mention the economic crisis of 

2 Military units have been deployed in Bosnia and Herzegovina since 2004 to this day 
in the context of Operation Althea of the European Union.
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2008–2009 and its negative consequences. All these factors, together and 
separately, albeit to different degrees, shifted the focus of the EU and USA 
away from the Balkans, and away from Bosnia and Herzegovina in particu-
lar, thus delaying the process of European integration of the countries in the 
region. Indeed, initiatives were launched after 2014, aimed at compensating 
the delay on the part of Brussels in the process of enlargement of the Western 
Balkans, including its more serious attitude to the situation in the country. 

On the other hand, influential forces within Bosnia and Herzegovina 
undermined the efforts of people with European thinking to fight and defeat 
the status quo resulting – on the whole – from the strengthening of the eco-
nomic and political positions of the “post-Yugoslav” elites among the three 
“constitutive peoples,” irrespective of certain differences and nuances. 

The end to the civil war imposed in Dayton was not accepted by far with 
enthusiasm by the three communities. They were forced against their will 
and “grinding their teeth” to accept compromises imposed upon them by the 
international community. For the Bosnian Serbs that was the refused unifica-
tion with their fellow Serbs in the Republic of Serbia, for the Bosniaks – the 
adoption of a state system that did not satisfy them. Perhaps the Croatians 
were most displeased, because they were not only unable to join Croatia, but 
they also felt oppressed by their place in the Federation that assigned to them 
the role of a minority subordinated to the Muslim majority in that entity. 

All that subsequently predetermined the attitude to “Dayton Bosnia” on 
the part of the elites of the three ethnic communities, especially after the 
middle of the second decade of the 21st century, when certain reforms were 
already made (e.g., in the military sphere) and EU and US initiatives for new 
serious changes in the state came to the fore. The Bosnian Serbs acted above 
all to consolidate the autonomy of their entity and in a number of cases they 
even went beyond the provisions of the Dayton Constitution, which they 
ardently defended. The Bosniaks, who perceive themselves as a state-forming 
majority and as a stabilising factor in Bosnia and Herzegovina, proclaimed 
themselves in favour of a new unitary structure. They lack the centrifugal 
tendencies that are characteristic to different degrees of the Serbian and Cro-
atian political elites. Since the beginning of the new century, a key priority 
for the Bosnian Croatians has been the dividing of the Federation and the 
differentiation of their third entity. The latter is a complicated task, because 
they are a majority in only three of its ten cantons and in two other can-
tons the population is mixed. Therefore, strengthening of the administrative 
autonomy of the regions populated predominantly with Bosnian Croatians 
was also admitted as a minimum programme. 

Alexandre Kostov Bosnia and Herzegovina



Contemporary Balkans: The Challenges of the 21st Century

32

After Bosnia and Herzegovina was created, the principal political parties 
in the country were endorsed, with the war and the victims leaving a strong 
imprint on their subsequent development. The most influential political par-
ties were created and functioned on an ethnic principle. This is true both for 
the initial period of the existence of the independent Bosnia and Herzegovi-
na and for the past ten years approximately.

The most influential formation in the camp of the Bosniaks is the Party 
for Democratic Action founded by Alija Izetbegović, its Chairperson since 
2014 being his son Bakir Izetbegović. In the past 25 years it coped success-
fully with the competition of the Party for Bosnia and Herzegovina led by 
the famous political figure Haris Silajdžić who broke away from it, its main 
competitor in the past decade among the Bosniaks being the Alliance for a 
Better Future (SBB-B&H).3 

The Croatian Democratic Union of Bosnia and Herzegovina (CDU-
B&H) is most influential among the Bosnian Croatians. It has strong links 
with the formation bearing the same name in Croatia. Dragan Čović is its 
unchanged Chairperson.4 The Alliance of Independent Social Democrats 
(AISD) with leader Miorad Dodik had the strongest positions in Republika 
Srpska in the last fifteen years. Dodik was initially seen in Europe as a mod-
erate politician and he enjoyed the support of the international community, 
but after the change in his behaviour, he is already defined as pronounced 
nationalist and hardliner. Since 2006 M. Dodik has been permanently in 
power, with one 4-year term in office as Prime Minister of Republika Srpska, 
two terms President of the entity, and since October 2018 – member of the 
trilateral Presidency of Bosnia and Herzegovina. 

The remaining bigger parties of the Bosnian Serbs, notably the Serbian 
Democratic Party or the Party of Democratic Progress, likewise do not differ 
substantially from Dodik’s party with respect to the essential: defence of the 
Serbian cause and of the Dayton Constitution. 

During the first years after Dayton, the Social Democratic Party of Bos-
nia and Herzegovina was a certain exception from the dominating ethnic 

3 The Alliance for a Better Future of Bosnia and Herzegovina was created in October 
2009 and identifies itself as a centre-right party. Its founding organisation was the 
media tycoon Fahrudin Radončić, owner of Avaz – the biggest media group in the 
Federation. 

4 Due to internal conflict, the Croatian Democratic Union 1990 (CDU–1990) 
headed by Božo Ljubić split from it in 2006. On the whole, the two parties have no 
differences in principle, their main goal being to win maximum influence among the 
Croatians in the Federation.
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character of the principal political parties in the country. In spite of being 
dominated by the Bosniaks, it was considered for a long time as one of the 
few multiethnic parties in the country. For many years the Bosniak Zlatko 
Lagumdžija occupied a leading post in it. However, his deputy, the Croatian 
Zeljko Komšić left it in 2013 and founded his party: the Democratic Front. 
After that, the Social Democratic Party gradually changed its orientation to-
wards the Bosnian electorate and turned its back to its civilian character, thus 
losing a substantial part of its Croatian and Serbian electorate. 

Most importantly, the biggest parties earned and maintained their in-
fluence due to the internal division in society, permanently using ethnical-
ly oriented rhetoric, especially before elections. This, in turn, hampered the 
building of the state in the spirit of the European norms and standards, and 
contributed to the preservation of the tension between the main ethnic and 
religious groups. 

The development of the most influential parties in the country occurred 
before the eyes of the different “European” and international political 
“families” that were trying to influence their Bosnian partners to accept 
contemporary democratic values. However, the effect was small, in spite of 
certain stricter measures vis-à-vis leaders or organisations in that country.5 

The functioning political system, in compliance also with the “Dayton” 
structure of the country, generated permanent instability. There are numerous 
examples in that respect, some of the most salient ones being connected with 
the difficulties in forming governments. It is interesting to note that the 
problems concern the formation of the councils of ministers of the state and 
of the Federation, while against that background Republika Srpska remained 
surprisingly stable at first glance.

The turmoil around the forming of the governments after the last 
three parliamentary elections is eloquent proof of this. Difficulties marked 
that process ever since the elections in October 2010. While the new 
government in Republika Srpska was voted in for about three months, that 
took six months in the Federation, and at state level it occurred as late as 
in January 2012, not to mention that a conflict erupted within the ruling 
coalition just four months later. That time the crisis was resolved relatively 
quickly. Changes were made in the governments at state and federal levels, 
as well as in some cantons. All that provoked new turmoil and hampered the 
resolving of urgent issues of a socio-economic nature, as well as the fulfilling 
of commitments made to international partners. 

5 For example, the Alliance of Independent Social Democrats was expelled from the 
Socialist International in 2012 for nationalist and extremist activities.
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The elections in October 2014 were again followed by difficult discussions 
among the most influential political forces, and the governments of Bosnia 
and Herzegovina and of the Federation were voted at the very last possible 
moment – on 31 March 2015, moreover after the threat of serious financial 
problems and after external pressure on the part of the EU, whereas the new 
ruling coalition in Banja Luka took office on 12 March the same year. 

The delay in that process was even greater after the parliamentary 
elections in October 2018. After Republika Srpska again formed its 
government within relatively “normal” deadlines (on 18 December the same 
year), serious problems emerged during the formation of the government 
of the state and of the Federation. Guided by their interests, the political 
elites of the three communities achieved a hard won understanding after 
long negotiations and after overcoming conflict situations. At state level the 
process of voting the new rulers ended as late as on 23 December 2019, when 
after an agreement reached between the three “big” – Dodik, Čović and 
Izetbegović – a government was formed, headed by the Serb Zoran Tegeltija 
from the Alliance of Independent Social Democrats, former Minister of 
Finance.6

However, the Federation has so far failed to form a regular government, 
and Prime Minister Fadil Novalić, elected on 31 March 2015, continued to 
perform his functions already as head of a caretaker government. Here it is 
impossible to describe even briefly the serious problems connected with the 
forming of governments of the cantons of the Federation. 

Everything shown so far suggests a systemic problem which, in spite of 
being just the tip of the iceberg, generates permanent instability and has a 
strong negative impact on the life of society and on the economy. Someone 
might say that a country like Belgium, for instance, had long periods of rule 
without a formally elected government. This is true, but that was not of any 
particular importance to society and to the economy in that well regulated 
state in Western Europe, in spite of certain specific issues. However, in Bosnia 
and Herzegovina the delay in forming governments has strong negative con-
sequences. In this respect it is necessary to bear in mind here even merely the 
fact that the extremely overblown administrative apparatus of the numerous 
state, entity and cantonal government bodies employ a substantial part of the 
economically active population. Moreover, political party appointees tend 

6 The Prime Minister of the state Zoran Tegeltija was voted in the House of Represen-
tatives of Bosnia and Herzegovina  on 5 December, and the entire government – on 
23 December 2019.
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to be the rule, rather than exceptions. Mostar is the most blatant example in 
this respect. There have been no regular elections for mayor in this divided 
city since 2008, due to the rivalry between the representatives of the two 
ethic groups among its population – Bosniaks and Croatians – and due to 
the shortcomings of the Constitution and of the electoral law. After many 
years of strife and confrontation, and after overcoming problems with the 
legislation, an agreement to hold elections for city mayor were reached only 
in December 2020, i.e., two months after the regular local elections. 

The potential of conflicts and instability with which the Dayton 
structure of the state is charged can also be illustrated with the latest elections 
for a member of the tripartite Presidency, more specifically of the Croatian 
representative in it. In October 2018, the CDU-B&H leader Dragan Čović 
lost the fight for that position to Željko Komšić. That defeat provoked an 
outburst of discontent among the Bosnian Croatian community. Moreover, 
that issue was internationalised with the marked support by the authorities 
in Zagreb. Talks started in this context again on one of the serious flaws of 
the Dayton Constitution, namely the opportunity provided to the more 
numerous Bosniaks to vote in the Federation both for their own candidates 
and for those of the Croatians. That played additionally into the hands of the 
opponents to the principle of “one person – one vote” and – more broadly 
– to the idea of creating a unitary state. Both the Croatian and the Serbian 
parties stressed the danger for their communities of the introduction of that 
type of voting, which would allow the Bosniak majority to conquer power 
and to govern at their disadvantage.  

The above-mentioned cases are merely a fraction of the complex problems 
that need to be solved and that have a great potential for destabilising the 
country. That was evidenced by the series of constitutional and political 
crises in the past decade. They invariably affect also the socio-economic 
development and the situation of the citizens in the internally divided 
country. The status quo in the political sphere is aimed at preserving the 
economic power of the post-Yugoslav elites, attained owing to the corrupt 
privatisation of the former state-owned companies and the raging political 
and economic corruption. All this inevitably creates prerequisites for conflicts 
of a different nature. Let us recall the riots during the so-called “Bosnian 
Spring” in 2014. Indeed, the economic situation improved owing to the 
favourable conjuncture. Nevertheless, serious problems remain: e.g., the high 
unemployment, especially among young people. Emigration is one way out 
for them. For instance, more than 60 thousand people left the country in 
2019 and settled permanently abroad. The deterioration of the economic 
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situation under the conditions of the COVID-19 pandemic or for another 
reason in the near future conceals a risk not only of a repetition of similar 
social conflicts. The socio-economic problems can also activate the religious 
confrontation in the country. This concerns above all (but not exclusively) the 
orientation of a part of the Bosniaks towards radical Islam in search of a way 
out from the difficult situation. The latter became further aggravated by the 
unsatisfactory state of the judiciary system, of the law enforcement bodies, 
and other problems. Maybe the shortest and most accurate evaluation of 
the current situation was given by the High Representative Valentin Inzko: 
“Above all, Bosnia and Herzegovina must improve the rule of law and the 
fight against the big pandemic called corruption.”7 

In addition to the internal aspects, the mishaps in the formation of 
the governments and the poor functioning of state rule at all levels, and 
especially at the central level, have projections in the foreign policy as well. It 
stems from the place of the small Balkan state in the field of the geopolitical 
confrontation between the different global and regional forces. An example 
in this respect can be cited with the forming of the latest central government 
and with the lack of understanding between the three “big” – Dodik, 
Čović and Izetbegović – during the negotiations on that government. The 
difference with respect to NATO membership is one of the main obstacles. 
This can be explained with the diverging interests of the elites of the three 
“constitutional peoples.” While the Bosniak and the Croatian parties viewed 
the accession to the North Atlantic Alliance favourably, the Serbs, led by 
Dodik, had a strong negative attitude, in unison with the policy of Belgrade. 

The country’s relations with the EU and the USA are extremely important 
for its foreign policy, not only because they are the main guarantors for 
the existence of “Dayton Bosnia” but also on account of the commitments 
undertaken by them for its future development and for its growing closeness 
to the West. 

Based on the experience from previous years, it is possible to discuss 
the extent to which the rulers in Sarajevo are the active side demonstrating 
initiative with respect to the country’s European and Euro-Atlantic 
integration, and the extent to which the impulses for that come from 
Brussels or Washington. However, it is obvious that the rule of the state – 
and the elites as a whole – fail to make sufficient efforts for the accession of 
Bosnia and Herzegovina to the EU and NATO, the road to which passes 

7 https://www.un.org/press/en/2020/sc14180.doc.htm Semi-annual report of High 
Representative Valentin Inzko during a video conference meeting of the Security 
Council on 6 May 2020 (05.06.2021).
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through major reforms in the country. The past two decades have shown 
that the attempts at introducing such changes, especially with respect to the 
Constitution, ended predominantly in failure. 

After the country’s stabilisation from the destructive war, the West – 
taking into consideration the local attitudes as well – directed its efforts 
towards including Bosnia and Herzegovina in the process of European and 
Euro-Atlantic integration. The first steps in this respect were made in the 
beginning of the new century. For instance, an invitation was extended for the 
country to join the Partnership for Peace Programme of NATO. A decision 
was also reached to offer an individual membership plan, but that was linked 
to the progress achieved in the country’s democratisation and stabilisation. 

In the beginning of the new millennium, Bosnia and Herzegovina was 
included in the EU plans for its enlargement in the Balkans and it became 
“potential candidate.” However, in real terms, its candidacy could prove to 
be “eternal” on account of problems connected with non-compliance with 
the recommendations and requirements posed by Brussels. An example 
of the obstacles the country is facing can be seen in the Stabilisation and 
Association Agreement between Bosnia and Herzegovina and the EU. It 
was signed on 16 June 2008 and by February 2011 it was ratified by all EU 
Member States and by the Parliament in Sarajevo. However, several more 
years had to pass before it came into force, due to non-compliance with a 
number of requirements by the Bosnian rulers. In the meantime, the issue 
of the application of Bosnia and Herzegovina to join the European Union 
was also raised. From the very beginning Brussels categorically stated its 
opinion that the main condition for accession is for the country to be a 
unified state.

As part of the international community directly involved with the 
implementation of the Dayton Agreement, the EU is also trying to contribute 
to the more efficient functioning of Bosnia and Herzegovina. A number of 
measures aimed at “neutralising” the shortcomings of the model established 
in 1995 were undertaken on EU initiative also by reforming it. Some successes 
were initially scored in that respect, e.g., the military reform in 2006.8 

In view of the prospects for potential EU accession, Brussels posed a 
number of conditions to the ruling circles in Sarajevo over time. Among 
the first was the closing down of the Office of the High Representative after 
complying with certain requirements. However, that was not done and the 
resolving of that issue was postponed and new priorities were formulated. 

8 A new unified army composed of professional military personnel was created as a 
result of the reform.
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However, that marked the start of a line of Brussels behaviour that suggested 
either poor assessment of the situation in the country, or inadequate actions, 
or both. 

After the middle of the first decade of the new century, the EU – in 
a number of cases together with the USA – tried to impose (or support) 
other important changes in the structure and functioning of the state, which 
require amendments to the Constitution. However, that requires consensus 
between the political elites of the three constitutive peoples and the main 
parties in the country. As the experience from the past two decades has 
shown, that proved to be almost “mission impossible.” 

An example in this respect can be cited with the so-called April 
Package from 2016, which suggests amendments to the Constitution. 
They comprise the introduction of indirect election of President instead 
of the directly elected three-member Presidency and transfer of a part of 
his functions to the government, as well as the elimination of the upper 
chamber of Parliament (the House of Peoples). The serious differences 
between the principal ethnic parties became the reason for the failure of 
the initiative. Two years later, the three main political parties in the country 
were trying to negotiate reforms through the so-called Prud Agreement. 
That initiative, encouraged by external factors, was again unsuccessful 
due to the opposed positions of the participants in the projects for a new 
territorial-administrative structure of the country. After its failure, the EU 
and the USA initiated negotiations known by the name Butmir Process in 
the autumn of 2009. The projects discussed included also the proposal to 
increase the number of seats in the House of Representatives of the State 
Parliament, offering three seats to representatives of minority ethnic groups 
outside the three constitutive peoples. The discussions of the international 
mediators with the leaders of the biggest parties in Bosnia and Herzegovina 
again failed to produce particular result. 

In the meantime, the EU used the “Sejdić-Finci case” and brought it to 
the fore with its requirements to the Bosnian politicians for reforms and 
amendments to the Constitution. Brussels treated that case practically as a 
conditio sine qua non for the acceleration of the country’s movement along 
the “European road” through the coming into force of the Stabilisation and 
Association Agreement. The enforcement of the judgment of the European 
Court of Human Rights (ECtHR) on that case9 could occur with amend-

9 The ECtHR judgment from 2009 is in connection with a complaint of discrimi-
nation, filed by the official representative of the Bosnian Jewish community, Jakob 
Finci, and the activist of the Union of Bosnian Roma, Dervo Sejdić.
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ments to the Constitution of Bosnia and Herzegovina. That would give an 
opportunity to representatives of minority groups to apply for government 
posts, as well as to representatives of the three principal ethnic communities 
to be eligible for public posts in all spheres, including the State Presidency 
and Parliament. That would allow, e.g., Serbs to hold high public posts in the 
Federation, and Bosniaks and Croatians – in Republika Srpska. 

Under pressure from Brussels, during subsequent years the leaders of the 
principal parties in the country undertook several times the commitment to 
submit changes to the Constitution connected with the judgments in the 
Sejdić-Finci case, as well as deadlines for their enforcement. These attempts 
ended with failure due to the “silent resistance” of the elites in the country. 
Moreover, there are grounds for pessimistic predictions concerning any 
future reforms inspired by Brussels. 

EU’s failure in that case is obvious and it undermines even more its 
authority, because even in the summer of 2020 the ruling political elites 
in Bosnia and Herzegovina did not comply with the recommendations 
on the Sejdić-Finci case. In the meantime there were several more ECtHR 
judgments of that kind.10

With the awareness of that obviously futile tactics, Brussels tried to get 
out of it already back in 2014, all the more that at that time a number of 
events, notably the “Bosnian Spring”, the Ukrainian crisis, etc. compelled it 
to seek new and faster solutions related to Bosnia and Herzegovina. 

Thus, in the beginning of 2015, the leaders of the principal political 
parties were forced to accept under strong pressure the written commitment 
proposed by Brussels, which, however, is very general, lacks concreteness and 
demonstrates the powerlessness of the European Commission to impose its 
views.11 However, its adoption gave an opportunity to the EU to come out of 
the awkwardness and on the grounds of a mere promise Brussels decided that 
the Stabilisation and Association Agreement with the country could come 
into force on 1 June 2015. 

The next year, on 15 February 2016, Bosnia and Herzegovina submit-
ted its official application to join the European Union. That was followed 

10  The judgments are on the cases of the Bosniaks Azra Zornić (2014) and Ilijaz Pi-
lav (2016), as well of the Albanian Samir Šlaku (2016): https://balkaninsight.
com/2019/10/15/taking-bosnias-constitution-to-court-an-unfinished-fight/ 
(05.06.2021).

11  Instead of fixing exact deadlines for implementation, it is written that the commit-
ments must be met “as soon as possible”: http://europa.ba/documents/delegacijaE-
U_2015022513454549eng.pdf (05.06.2021).
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soon afterwards by the slow and clumsy procedure of the communication 
between Brussels and Sarajevo, starting with questionnaires and answers. 
The latest documents of the EU institutions from the summer and autumn 
of 2020 contain also many negative findings on the country’s current state 
and development, and report rather modest progress on the most import-
ant issues.12 

The links of Bosnia and Herzegovina with its neighbours Serbia and 
Croatia, moreover not only at official level, are extremely important from 
a foreign policy perspective. The relations of Sarajevo with Belgrade and 
Zagreb are rather complicated because the authorities there have privileged 
partners in the political elites and leaders among the Bosnian Serbs and 
the Croatians. Here, too, the specific system of governance in Bosnia and 
Herzegovina is demonstrated, including at central level, notably in the 
formation and functioning of its government, and especially of the three-
member Presidency. It is necessary to add to this that Republika Srpska 
is conducting an independent foreign policy in practice, which often is 
not in harmony with the views of the representatives of the remaining 
two communities of the Federation. The positions on important issues in 
the foreign policy of the state were formed under the leadership of Dodik 
and his followers. They are influenced to a very great extent by Belgrade’s 
position on key issues, e.g., on the integration of Bosnia and Herzegovina 
in the EU and NATO, and on the relations with regional players as Russia, 
Turkey and China. On the other hand, the country’s structure stipulated in 
Dayton contains prerequisites allowing Belgrade and Zagreb to interfere in 
the country’s internal affairs and to exercise a destabilising influence, albeit to 
a different degree and in different forms. 

The country’s relations with Croatia and Serbia can be defined as “spe-
cial.” From an ethnocentric viewpoint, the ruling elites in Zagreb and Bel-
grade are fully justified in being interested in the fate of their fellow nationals 
in the “near abroad” and in supporting them. The question is how far the 

12 The findings in the documents of the European Commission assessing the coun-
try’s progress in the autumn of 2020 are that the achievements are very modest or 
nonexistent on almost all criteria (e.g., public administration reform, fight against 
corruption and organised crime, fundamental rights, etc.). Most of them, expressed 
in “Brussels language”, are “at an early stage” or rarely “early stage/has some level of 
preparation.”  See: European Commission. Key Findings of the Opinion on Bosnia and 
Herzegovina’s EU Membership Application and Analytical Report. Brussels, 29 May 
2019. https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/country_20_1793 
(05.06.2021).
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“normal” limits of their policy vis-à-vis Bosnia and Herzegovina extend, all 
the more that Croatia and Serbia are guarantors for the implementation of 
the Dayton Agreement.

The behaviour of the two neighbouring countries to Bosnia and Her-
zegovina was different and was determined to a great extent by their own 
attitude to the European Union and NATO. As member of both “clubs” 
Zagreb quite naturally supported the country’s accession to them. In re-
cent years Croatia has played an important role, e.g., by launching its ini-
tiatives for speeding up the country’s EU integration.13 In addition to these 
positive steps, some actions of the rulers in Zagreb crossed certain red 
lines, giving grounds for accusations of interference in the internal affairs 
of Bosnia and Herzegovina to be directed against them. Thus, for example, 
the protest actions against the election of Željko Komšić in October 2018 
and the structure of the state, led by the party of Dragan Čović, who lost 
the elections, went beyond the country’s borders as well. In Zagreb, where 
the related formation CDU is in power, Parliament adopted a declaration 
in support of its claims, including the demands for a third entity. That in-
tervention was actually in support of the thesis on the unequal position 
of the Croatians. That position of Prime Minister Andrej Plenković and 
President Kоlinda Grabar-Kitarović was criticised by Bosnian politicians 
within Croatia, as well as by representatives of the international commu-
nity. For example, three former High Representatives in Sarajevo – Carl 
Bildt, Paddy Ashdown and Christian Schwarz-Schilling – sent a letter to 
the European Union, accusing Zagreb of interfering in the internal affairs 
of its neighbour.14

On its part, Belgrade is providing all kinds of aid to Republika Srpska: 
diplomatic, economic, etc. Over the past years, the Serbian top-ranking 
rulers – President, Prime Minister and cabinet ministers – supported the 
rulers in Banja Luka, in spite of distancing themselves on rare occasions 

13 Thus, for example, in September  2014, mainly owing to the efforts of Croatia in 
the person of the foreign minister Vesna Pusić, the topic of Bosnia and Herzegovina 
was returned to the EU agenda: http://www.euinside.eu/en/analyses/eu-is-return-
ing-in-bosnia-and-herzegovina (05.06.2021).

14 In turn, the Croatian National Assembly uniting the parties of that community on 
Bosnia and Herzegovina accused the three “pro-Bosnian lobbyists” of an inappro-
priate lobbyist action for undermining the real strength of Croatia and its role as 
a country that had signed the Dayton Agreement: http://hr.n1info.com/English/
NEWS/a354381/Bosnian-Croat-parties-The-ex-High-Representatives-are-lobby-
ing-for-Bosniaks (05.06.2021).
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from some more extreme statements and actions of M. Dodik. On the 
whole, Belgrade’s attitude to the foreign policy orientation of Bosnia 
and Herzegovina is directly dependent on its own interests and goals. Its 
positions are generally accepted not only by Dodik’s party, but also by 
most of the other formations in the Serbian entity. Briefly, they consist in 
the following: positive attitude to the EU and to the integration in it, with 
full consideration of the Serbian interests, and reserved attitude to NATO, 
formulated as declaring of “neutrality” in a military-political plan. 

Active policy vis-à-vis Bosnia and Herzegovina is pursued by states like 
Russia and Turkey – powers that have the ambition to broaden or to preserve 
their influence in the region, with a view to its global foreign policy goals, 
Moscow maintains close contacts with the rulers in Republika Srpska. For 
Russia the support for M. Dodik over the past ten years or more is also an 
integral element of its relations with its closest ally in the Balkans: Serbia. 
The links acquired even more importance in the context of the exacerbating 
relations with the West after 2014 and the ongoing process of NATO 
enlargement in the region. 

The Russian influence in Bosnia and Herzegovina, above all in its 
Serbian part, is exercised through diplomatic actions, investments, financial 
aid, propaganda and in other ways. The attitude of the Bosnian Croatians, 
and above all of the CDU-B&H and its leader Dragan Čović, to the Russian 
policy in the country is interesting in this case. That attitude tends to be 
positive, in contrast to the declared concern of official Zagreb with the 
actions of Moscow in the region.15 

With growing recognition as an important regional factor, Turkey has 
tried in the past twenty-five years to intensify its presence in Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, as well as in other Balkan states that were part of the Ottoman 
Empire in the past. It used for the purpose its religious closeness with 
the Bosniaks. Its activity became particularly visible after the start of the 
“Erdoğan era.” 

Ankara’s influence is exercised through state structures, non-
governmental organisations and informal networks. The Diyanet, or the 
Directorate of Religious Affairs, plays a key role among the “soft power” 
means used for the purpose. The same institution provides assistance 
along different channels for the restoration of mosques, for the training 

15 See BECHEV, D. Rival Power. Russia’s Influence in Southeast Europe (London and 
New Haven, Yale University Press, 2017), 51–85.
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of Islamic religious officials, etc.16 In addition to encouraging Turkish 
investments, Ankara intensified its presence in the country through 
centres of culture, media and educational institutions. That active policy 
of Turkey has many supporters among the Bosniaks, including among 
their political leaders.17

Ankara’s successes in exercising its influence in Bosnia and Herzegovina 
are indisputable, but an obstacle before Erdoğan’s policy appeared after the 
attempted coup in Turkey in 2016. Both he personally and his government 
were forced to distance themselves from a number of their Bosnian support-
ers, because they were suspected of links with his big enemy Fethullah Gülen. 

There also exist claims that the fears in Europe of Turkish expansion in 
the Western Balkans are exaggerated and that Ankara wishes all countries 
in that region to join the EU and NATO.18 However, there is no doubt that 
Erdoğan would use all means in the “big game” to attain his goals. And in 
his relations with the EU and NATO, as well as with other Balkan states, the 
situation in Bosnia and Herzegovina reveals many opportunities before him 
in that respect.19 

As can be seen, in addition to the internal political and economic 
problems, the influence of the external factors, notably the neighbours, the 
regional forces and other factors, create a number of difficulties before the 
European prospects of Bosnia and Herzegovina. They are a serious challenge 
to the efforts of the EU, which supports and encourages the country, albeit 
not always consistently and adequately. 

The influence of the different factors is also responsible for a number of 
specificities in the foreign policy of Bosnia and Herzegovina. This can ex-
plain certain positions of the country, e.g., the non-recognising of the in-

16 ÖZTÜRK, A.E., İ. GÖZAYDIN. "A frame for Turkey’s foreign policy via the Diya-
net in the Balkans." – Journal of Muslims in Europe, 2018, 7, 3, 331–350.

17 An eloquent example in this respect can be seen in the congratulations by the mem-
ber of the collective Presidency of Bosnia and Herzegovina, Bakir Izetbegović to 
Erdoğan after he was elected President: “Mr. President, you are not only President 
of Turkey, you are President of all of us.”  https://www.euronews.com/2018/04/26/
insiders-foreign-influence-taking-over-bosnia-and-herzegovina (05.06.2021).

18  See, e.g., AYDINTAŞBAŞ, "A. From Myth to Reality: How to Understand Turkey’s 
Role in the Western Balkans." ECFR, March 2019. file:///C:/Users/My%20PC/
Desktop/from_myth_to_reality_how_to_understand_turkeys_role_in_the_west-
ern_balkans.pdf  (05.06.2021).

19 https://www.politico.eu/article/turkey-western-balkans-comeback-european-union-re-
cep-tayyip-erdogan/  (05.06.2021).
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dependence of Kosovo and the reluctance of Sarajevo to join the sanctions 
against Russia in connection with Crimea and Donbas. 

There indisputably exist reasons for concern about the sustainable 
development of Bosnia and Herzegovina, generated by the ethnic and 
religious division in the country, which – albeit weaker compared to 
the time before 1995 – continue to emit alarming signals. The Bosnian 
Muslims believe that they were the biggest victims of the war and are often 
offended, e.g., by actions of Serbian Orthodox nationalists, perceiving them 
as deliberate provocations targeted against them and hurting their religious 
feelings. It should be admitted that similar actions in the opposite direction 
are likewise not lacking. 

The clearly manifested socio-economic inequality and the high 
unemployment rate undoubtedly created conditions for many Muslims to 
seek a way out in another direction, including by adopting radical ideas, 
in addition to the civil protests as in the spring of 2014. That motivation 
explains to a large extent also the participation of dozens of Bosniaks in the 
wars in Iraq and Syria on the side of the Islamic State (ISIL). It is important 
to note, however, that in most cases these individuals were born or lived in 
Western countries. 

According to many experts, it is reassuring that traditional Islam in 
Bosnia is moderate and that the persons professing it follow the principle 
of peaceful communication with other confessional groups. The Islamic 
Community in Bosnia and Herzegovina (ICB&H) also advocates adherence 
to such behaviour. However, that reassuring interpretation is countered with 
arguments that should not be neglected, one such argument being that in the 
first half of the 1990s the cited “peaceful” traditions were violated. Thousands 
of Muslims in the country were killed and dozens of mosques were destroyed. 
This has inevitably left a deep imprint in the minds of people, including 
on the younger generation who continued to live in a divided society even 
after Dayton and who were burdened by the unemployment and the lack of 
prospects. 

Parallel with this, the influence of external factors trying to benefit 
from the situation should not be forgotten. An example in this respect 
can be seen with the activities of a number of organisations from Saudi 
Arabia and the Gulf States during the 1992–1995 war, who offered 
assistance to their brothers in religion, while at the same time attempting 
to introduce their extreme ideas. Such is the case with the penetration of 
the fundamental Salafism, above all in its Wahhabi form. Its conservative 
ideas, rejecting the practice of traditional Islam in the country to a great 
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extent, were accepted by the local Muslims, but their number is indeed 
relatively limited.20 

Due to the intensified external pressure and internal motives, the cited 
ICB&H is trying to undertake measures to fight against the radicalisation. 
Actions were launched against the “illegal’ mosques in which there have 
been cases of dissemination of Islamist ideas by foreign and local preachers.21 
Certain positive results have also been attained in implementation of the 
measures taken. 

The danger of the jihadist fighters returning from Syria and Iraq came to 
the fore after the defeat of ISIS in the Middle East.22 At a first glance their 
number is not very high (between 150 and 300 according to different esti-
mates), but having once arrived in Bosnia, they could contact people who 
share their ideas and undertake actions with a high negative social effect. 

Faced with the new threats and under the influence of the international 
community, the authorities in Sarajevo were forced to amend the country’s 
legislation and to take steps to neutralise the jihadists returning from the 
Middle East. Thus the length of the sentences for persons convicted for 
terrorism was increased (up to ten years in prison), of the persons recruiting 
terrorists (up to five years) and of the “fighters” abroad (up to three years). 
A new change was made a little later, extending the sentence for terrorist 
activities already to twenty years.23 

The dangers of Islamic terrorism in Bosnia and Herzegovina are not 
merely potential. In the past years there have been several cases – true, not 
many – that involved casualties and evoked serious anxiety in society.24 

20 BEĆIREVIĆ, ED.  Salafism vs. Moderate Islam. A Rhetorical Fight for the Hearts and 
Minds of Bosnian Muslims (Sarajevo, 2016).

21 See КОБУРОВ, Т. „Ислямската религиозна общност в Босна и Херцеговина и 
борбата срещу международния тероризъм и радикалния ислям “. – In: Сборник в 
чест на 70-годишнината на проф. Емил Константинов (София, 2019), 78–105.

22 According to a survey in 2017, in the 2012–2106 period there were 240 jihadists 
from Bosnia and Herzegovina, 70 of whom were killed and 56 returned to their 
native land. See: AZINOVIĆ, V. "The foreign fighter phenomenon and radicaliza-
tion in the Western Balkans: understanding the context, 2012–2016." – In: AZ-
INOVIĆ, V. (Ed.) Between Salvation and Terror: Radicalization and the Foreign 
Fighter Phenomenon in the Western Balkans (Sarajevo, 2017).  See also the article by 
JUSIĆ, M. "The complex ecology of Islamic narratives and movements in Bosnia 
and Herzegovina" – in the same volume, 43–57. 

23  http://www.coe.int/t/dlapil/codexter/Country%20Profiles/Legislation/BiH %20
Criminal%20Code%20Article%20162b%20-%20draft.pdf  (05.06.2021).

24 Thus, for example, on 18 November 2015 the Islamist Enes Omeragić, born in 
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The new challenge became the reason for the increased activities of the 
authorities. In the past five or six years there have been a number of raids to 
arrest persons suspected of spreading radical Islam and of terrorist activities. 
After investigation, many of them were convicted.25 

The future will show whether the activities of the investigating and 
judiciary authorities would continue and to what extent they would be 
successful. However, there are also some alarming signals that the security 
forces are not working in the most effective way possible, one of the reasons 
for this being the state of the services in the state divided on ethnic and 
religious grounds. 

However, in connection with that aspect there is another problem as 
well, which is secondary, but no less important in a number respects. The 
danger of the spreading of radical Islam is used for internal political purposes 
by the principal parties of the three constitutive peoples. It served as a pre-
text for speculations and increased tension in society. What is more, foreign 
powers from near and distant countries also interfered often in these internal 
conflicts.

A public scandal can be cited as an example in this connection. In 
March 2019, the State Minister of Security Dragan Mektić (representative 
of the Serbian Democratic Party) announced that the Croatian special 
services had tried to manipulate a police operation by staging the finding 
of weapons in several mosques in settlements in which there are Wahhabis. 
According to him, they allegedly wished to provide “evidence” in this way on 
the authenticity of the claims of the authorities in Zagreb about the danger 
of terrorism in Bosnia and Herzegovina. The case, as well as the minister’s 
behaviour, with which – inter alia – the public prosecution in Sarajevo was 
also engaged, irrespective of the real grounds, is indicative of the sensitivity of 
the topic and its “explosiveness” – even merely as part of the public debate.26 

France, shot two soldiers in the Sarajevo suburb Rajlovac. Propaganda materials of 
ISIL were found among his belongings:  https://balkaninsight.com/2015/11/19/sa-
rajevo-shooter-was-not-involved-with-radical-islam-local-police-says-11-19-2015/ 
(05.06.2021).

25 https://www.reuters.com/article/us-bosnia-syria-indictments/bosnia-charges-
two-men-with-fighting-for-islamic-state-idUSKBN21026Y?edition-redirect=in/ 
(05.06.2021).

26 https://balkaninsight.com/2019/03/15/mektic-attacks-bosnian-prosecution-in-cro-
atian-plot-row/  /(5.06.2021). In 2016, the President of Croatia K. Grabar-Kitarović 
declared that there were ten thousand terrorists in Bosnia and Herzegovina and 
therefore that country was a threat to the security of the region.  
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For the time being, the efforts of the state authorities, as well as of the 
ICB&H, have scored certain successes, but it would be exaggerated to 
claim that the danger of radical Islam and terrorism has been eliminated. 
Conversely, with that state of the socio-economic and political relations in 
the country, and of the negative influences from abroad, this danger remains 
potentially great. 

The 25-year history of “Dayton Bosnia and Herzegovina” demonstrates 
its controversial development along the road to democracy and European 
integration. It can be defined briefly with three words: confrontation, 
tension, instability. That characterisation stems from the complicated socio-
economic and ethnic-religious situation in the country. Serious intervention 
on the part of external factors, and above all of the EU, is needed in order to 
surmount the negative phenomena and tendencies. Otherwise Bosnia and 
Herzegovina remains a big potential source of conflicts and instability not 
only in the Western Balkans. Internal reforms are necessary in order to reduce 
the risks and dangers, but a change in the behaviour of the neighbouring 
countries is no less important. In that connection, a potential EU integration 
of Serbia – and why not NATO membership as well – would have a positive 
effect. However, that complexity and interlinking of the problems, and the 
finding of appropriate solutions in the case with Bosnia and Herzegovina, 
does not predict positive development in the foreseeable future without rapid 
and resolute steps, above all on the part of Brussels. Otherwise some of the 
grim forecasts may come true, even to the extent of fears for disintegration of 
the state, with all scary consequences not only for its population, but for the 
Balkan region as well. 

Abrstract: A quarter of a century after Dayton agreement, Bosnia and Herzegovina 
still cannot find the right path to democracy and European integration. The signals it 
sends to the international community can be described in three words - opposition, 
tension, instability. Explanations for this characteristic can be found in the complex 
socio-economic and ethno-religious situation in the country. Negative phenomena 
and trends in recent years have undoubtedly identified Bosnia and Herzegovina as a 
potential source of conflict and instability not only in the Western Balkans. Internal 
reforms need to be carried out to reduce risks and threats, but it is equally import-
ant to change the behavior of its neighbors. However, this complexity and intercon-
nectedness of the problems and finding appropriate solutions in the case of Bosnia 
and Herzegovina does not portend positive developments in the foreseeable future 
without EU intervention. The passivity of internal and external factors in the case 
of Bosnia and Herzegovina could have a number of adverse, and even frightening, 
consequences for the country and the Balkan region as a whole.
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Irina Ognyanova-Krivoshieva

Croatia appeared on the political map of Southeastern Europe after the 
disintegration of Yugoslavia and experienced a severe war for independence 
in the 1990s. The transition to democracy and market economy was 
aggravated by the military consequences, and the reforms in the country 
took longer compared to other post-communist states. It was only after 
2000 that Croatian society embarked upon the path to democratisation and 
economic liberalisation, as well as EU and NATO integration. However, 
Croatia recovered rapidly and today it is one of the most prosperous states 
from former Yugoslavia, together with Slovenia. It is the only country from 
the Western Balkans that managed to join the European Union in 2013.   

***
After 1945, the supranational ideology of Yugoslavism failed to oust 

either Croatian, or Serbian nationalism, and the clash between them 
contributed to the collapse of Federal Yugoslavia in the early 1990s. It came 
out that nationalism destroyed the monopoly of the League of Communists 
of Yugoslavia, but that resulted in confrontation and armed conflicts. 

The introduction of party pluralism in Croatia in 1989–1990 led to 
the emergence of different nationalist parties and movements, the most 
important among them being the Croatian Democratic Union (Hrvatska 
demokratska zajednica – HDZ) with leader Franjo Tudjman, a famous 
Croatian dissident and nationalist. The programme of the HDZ was entirely 
national, being based on the ideas of the nation and state. It turned into the 
biggest and strongest right-wing political party in the country, which won 
the first democratic elections in post-war Croatian history in 1990 and 
Tudjman became the country’s first democratically elected President. His 
party remained in power for ten years – until 2000. That was the so-called 
“Tudjman Era” that left its imprint on the political life of Croatia to this day.1

1 GOLDSTEIN, I. Dvadeset godina samostalne Hrvatske (Zagreb: Novi Liber, 2010), 
p. 62.
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Slovenia was the first to leave Yugoslavia without problems, but the case 
of Croatia was more complicated on account of a large Serbian minority 
living on its territory (about 12% of the entire population). Those Serbs are 
the so-called “internal” or Prečani Serbs who had no other native land except 
Croatia. Moreover, they are strongly concentrated – in Krajna, Western 
Slavonia and Northern Dalmatia. And when Tudjman fanned the Croatian 
nationalism that was traditionally of anti-Serbian character, this inevitably 
meant military confrontation. Instead of imposing a new and modern 
nationalism, Croatian propaganda banked on the old ethnic card and 
attempted to “differentiate” the Croatians from the Serbs, stressing on the 
linguistic, cultural and religious differences between them. The country was 
defined as a one-nation state under the new Constitution of 1990. The aim 
was to defend exclusively the interests of the Croatian ethnic community, i.e., 
collective interests, not individual civil or minority rights. The nationalism 
advocated by the HDZ was ethnic in character, excluding the local Serbs 
from the Croatian political nation and subjecting them to discrimination.2

That gave a chance to the Serbian leader and nationalist Slobodan 
Milošević to declare himself “defender” of the Serbian minority in Croatia. 
Having his support, the local Serbs acted as a “fifth column” and insisted on 
secession and sovereignty. In 1991 they announced the establishing of the 
Republic of Serbian Krajina (Republika Srpska Krajina), which decided in 
April 1991 to break away from Croatia and to join Serbia. In response to all 
this, Croatia declared its independence on 25 June 1991.3

The war started on the territory of Croatia as civil war between the 
Croatians and the local Serbs. The latter created their armed groups supplied 
with weapons by Serbia, and they occupied nearly one-third of the country’s 
territory, being defended by the Yugoslav army controlled by Belgrade. At 
that moment, the decision of the international community to recognise 
Croatia in early 1992 was of crucial importance because it transformed the 
country into an entirely independent and sovereign state.4

With military support from the West, and above all from the USA, 
the Croatian army succeeded in organising the military operations Blesak 
(“Lightning”) and Oluja (“Storm”) in 1995, during which it regained its 

2 OGNYANOVA, I. "Croatian nationalism and the breakup of Yugoslavia." – 
Etudes Balkaniques 1, 2005, p. 8.

3 JOVIĆ, D. "Croatia and the European Union: a Long Delayed Journey." – Journal of 
Southern Europe and the Balkans, vol. 8, No. 1, 2006, p. 88.

4 RAMET, S. Balkan Babel. Politics, Culture, and Religion in Yugoslavia (Boulder, 
Westview Press, 1996), p. 124. 
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control over the lost territories. Seeing the advancing Croatian military 
units and misled by the promises of Milošević, nearly 300,000 Serbs left 
their native lands and retreated towards Bosnia and Serbia.5 Unfortunately, 
that was accompanied by many cases of violence. Precisely the events in the 
summer of 1995 became the reason for a number of court hearings before 
the International Tribunal in The Hague. 

HDZ is representative of extreme nationalism: the party wishes not 
merely independence, it wants the new Croatian state to unify all Croatian 
ethnic territories, including parts of Bosnia and Herzegovina. Hence 
Tudjman plunged his country into the blood-drenched conflict on its 
territory in 1992–1995, motivating his actions with the need to defend the 
Croatian population there.6 The war was officially ended with the Dayton 
Agreement in the autumn of 1995. 

However, nationalism and democracy do not go hand in hand. During 
wars, occupation and waves of refugees Croats needed a “strong hand.” HDZ 
monopolised the entire political power, claiming to be the only defender 
of the Croatian national and state interests. That created conditions for 
corruption practices among the country’s political and administrative elite. 
From the second half of the 1990s onward, it became obvious that Tudjman 
imposed an authoritarian style of governance, based on Croatian nationalism. 
Against the background of the entire Eastern Europe, the country was lagging 
behind with its economic, political and social reforms. 

Croatia’s real transition to democracy and economic liberalisation 
started only after Tudjman’s death in 1999. After 2000, the new government 
of the Social Democratic Party of Croatia (Socijaldemokratska partija 
Hrvatske – SDP), headed by Ivica Račan, led the country across the new – 
“compensatory” – decade during which it was necessary to compensate for 
the lagging behind in the 1990s.7 During the next quarter of a century HDZ 
and SDP had a monopoly in the governance of Croatia, which lent certain 
stability and predictability to the country, and the political system acquired 
a clearly expressed bipolar character. 

5 BIDELEUX, R. The Balkans: a Post-Communist History (London, New York: Rout-
ledge, 2007), p. 183. 

6  The Bosnian Croats account for 17% of the entire population. They are concentrat-
ed predominantly in Western Herzegovina, mainly in the area around Mostar.

7 ОГНЯНОВА, И. „'Компенсаторното десетилетие' – Хърватия след Туджман  
(2000–2012 г.)“. – In: КОСТОВ, Ал., Ек. НИКОВА (Съст.) Балканите през 
първото десетилетие на 21. век (София, 2012), 403–430. 
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First and foremost, Račan’s government faced the challenge of putting an 
end to ethnic nationalism. The cabinet adopted a programme for overcoming 
the controversies with the local Serbs, for resolving the problems of the 
refugees from the war, the cooperation with the Tribunal in The Hague, 
etc. During its term in office, the SDP undertook the belated reforms in all 
spheres of public life in Croatia. Social problems gradually began to replace 
national ones. 

In Croatia, as everywhere in Eastern Europe, the former communists 
were unable to implement the radical reforms needed by society. The 
parliamentary elections in 2003 brought the HDZ with its new leader Ivo 
Sanader back to power. A new decade of right-wing rule in Croatia followed 
(two terms in office for Ivo Sanader: 2003–2007 and 2007–2009, and one 
for Jadranka Kosor: 2009–2011). Initially that created a certain anxiety 
both in the country and abroad. However, the new rulers tried very hard 
to distance themselves from Tudjman’s heritage and to transform the HDZ 
from an extreme nationalist into a modern, right-wing conservative party. 
They already embarked upon the path leading to European integration, 
embracing the idea for cooperation with NATO, the EU and the Court 
in The Hague, they also took measures to reduce the ethnic tension in the 
country, etc. Sanader continued the normalisation of the relations with the 
local Serbs and appealed to the Serbian refugees to return to the country – a 
process that was both difficult and slow.8

In the beginning of the 21st century, Croatian nationalism experienced 
its normalisation and appeared in a much more moderate form. The biggest 
political parties in the country:  HDZ (part of the European People’s Party) 
and SDP (part of the Party of European Socialists) stood on liberal positions, 
i.e., they were in favour of EU membership for Croatia, respecting the rights 
and freedoms of the citizens and minorities, etc., which did not raise doubts 
about the country’s European future. 

Irrespective of the extent to which nationalism had been controlled in 
Croatia, it is in a latent state and flares up whenever the opportunity arises. 
Neither the time that has elapsed, nor globalisation, nor the economic progress 
could easily heal the wounds of the wars at the time of the disintegration 
of Yugoslavia. All attempts by the Serbian minority to impose bilingualism 
in Eastern Srem triggered a response among the Croatian population in the 

8 According to official data from 2005, only about 100,000 Serbs (i.е., 1/3 of those 
who left) returned to their homes, but for many of them that was merely temporary 
(see Serbo-Croatian Relations. Knowledge towards the Protection of Identity (Novi 
Sad, 2016), p. 129). 
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region. This merely shows that the “Vukovar wound” has not healed for 
nearly 20 years after the end of the war.9 Post-war Croatian society bears 
today the features and the wounds of everything that happened in the region 
at the end of the 20th century. Croatian nationalism is a lasting, local and 
traditional phenomenon in which World War II topics and the wars in the 
1990s never disappear from the agenda of society. 

The strong resistance of the nationalist circles in Croatia against the 
handover of individuals wanted for war crimes by the International Criminal 
Tribunal for the Former Yugoslavia in The Hague was heritage from the 
“Tudjman past.” The country was thus forced to “cede” sovereignty by 
sending its citizens to international justice, many of whom were perceived 
as national heroes. That was done under EU pressure and in the name of 
the country’s European integration. That was also one of the reasons for the 
existence in Croatia of open opponents to the integration, most of whom are 
with nationalist views. 

The war crimes issue was the biggest challenge before the country’s 
European prospects. The case with General Ante Gotovina who led the 
Oluja Operation in the summer of 1995 and has been on the wanted list 
since 2001 proved to be a major “stumbling block.” He is viewed as “military 
hero” in Croatia, while collaboration with the Tribunal was considered to 
be “national treason.” When the HDZ no longer had a choice, at the end 
of 2005, in the name of European integration, it assisted in the arrest of 
Gotovina and in its subsequent extradition to The Hague.10 

The HDZ rule was also marred by corruption scandals that forced Prime 
Minister Ivo Sanader to resign in 2009 and to be succeeded in the cabinet 
by Jadranka Kosor. With a view to complying with the requirements for 
Croatia’s EU membership, the government undertook the commitment to 
fight corruption. Anti-corruption measures were applied in high-ranking 
power circles, which led to some immediate results.11 

9 Every year on 18 November, when the anniversary of the city’s destruction by the 
Yugoslav army in 1991 is marked, many thousands organise rallies (see ČERMÁK, 
P. "Reintegration of local communities divided by ethnic conflict: ethnically mixed 
municipalities in the Western Balkans." – Croatian Political Science Review, Vol. 53, 
2016, 4, 219–222).

10 KULENOVIĆ, E., K. PETKOVIĆ. "The Croatian princes: power, politics and vi-
sion (1990–2011)." – Croatian Political Science Review, Vol. 53, 2016, 4, p. 114. 

11 Several high-ranking government officials were convicted, incuding the former 
Prime Minister Ivo Sanader, who was sent to prison in 2012 with an effective 10-
year sentence, the former Deputy Prime Minister Damir Polančec and the former 
Minister of Defence Berislav Rončević (see BUDIMIR, D. "Hrvatska politička elita 
na početku demokratske tranzicije." – Anali, VII, 2010, 89–91). 
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The HDZ government fell from power precisely due to the corruption 
scandals and the economic crisis of 2008–2009. The SDP won the 
parliamentary elections in 2011 and its leader Zoran Milanović became 
Prime Minister of the country. The new government came to power with 
an ambitious programme for reforms with which it hoped to revive the 
economy. However, that programme was not implemented in practice. In 
2015, the economic growth was insignificant, unemployment was high and 
the foreign debt reached 85% of the GDP. The corruption scandals remained 
unabated. The Mayor of Zagreb Milan Bandić was also a debatable figure.12 
New proceedings have also been filed against the former Prime Minister 
Sanader. The party itself also received a sentence.13 

The government of Milanović failed both with the promised reforms 
and with the fight against corruption, and gradually lost support. That 
strengthened the positions of the opposition HDZ. Its candidate Kolinda 
Grabar-Kitarović won the presidential elections in early 2015, and the right-
wing with its new leader Tomislav Karamarko – the subsequent parliamentary 
elections held in the autumn of the same year. 

However, most citizens of Croatia were tired of the antagonism between 
SDP and HDZ, and by the bipolar model of governance that dominated 
Croatian political life since 1991. The electorate of the big political parties 
gradually dwindled. Apparently, the two political mastodons were unable to 
rule on their own, which necessitated the search for coalition partners. The 
resulting political vacuum was filled with new political formations that could 
barely surmount the 5% barrier for entering parliament unaided, but rapidly 
won influence, e.g., the centre-right party MOST (“Bridge”), the Greens 
ORaH (“Walnut”), the populists Živi zid (“Human Shield”), and others that 
practically destroyed the bipolar model.14 

Lasting political instability was observed in Croatia since 2015 and the 
country fell into the spiral of early elections and coalition governments. The 
old political parties suffered a severe internal crisis. In the HDZ Karamarko 
hardened the party’s nationalist positions, which was a rather inadequate 

12  He governs Zagreb since 2005 to this day. 
13 The party is to pay a fine of 658,000 € and to restore to the state treasury the embez-

zled amount of 3.5 mln. €. Тhis is the first case in Croatian history when a political 
party has been convicted on corruption charges (see KULENOVIĆ, E., К. PET-
KOVIĆ. "The Croatian Princes," 127–129).

14 CIPEK, T., M. MACAN, T. TRUBIĆ.  "Parliamentary elections in Croatia 2015: 
victory without actual winners." – Contemporary Southeastern Europe 2(2) (2015), 
102–105.
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measure in view of its diminishing electorate and the need of its “opening” 
to new supporters. Therefore, he was replaced at the leader’s post by Andrej 
Plenković, who succeeded in restoring the party to the centre-right of the 
political spectrum. Similar processes are observed in the SDP as well, whose 
electorate is also melting. In turn, Milanović was replaced by the young 
Davor Bernardić. 

Unlike his predecessor, Plenković was much more moderate. He headed 
the second centre-right coalition government led by the HDZ in the autumn 
of 2016, as well as the third one following early parliamentary elections in 
July 2020. HDZ won both rounds of the local elections in 2017. These 
successes of the right wing were due not so much to its good governance 
programme or to its popularity in the country, but rather to the fact that 
the SDP confirmed the trend in Europe of decline of the left-wing forces. 
HDZ thus concentrated again in its hands the entire political power – at 
national and regional levels – which is a major challenge both for it and for 
the opposition in the country.15

One of the substantial reasons for the HDZ successes in Croatia is 
due to the fact that it “broke away” with extreme nationalism already 
back in Tudjman’s days. Only marginal political forces like Živi zid can be 
classified in the ranks of the populists-nationalists, as well as the folk singer 
Miroslav Škoro, who took part quite successfully in the latest presidential 
and parliamentary elections. However, the very fact of their existence and 
the circumstance that various right-wing and centre-right formations stood 
behind Škoro, indicate that Croatian nationalism has not been liquidated 
and it has left a deep trace in the mind of post-war Croatian society. However, 
it is not part of that new populist wave that floods Western Europe and faces 
the EU with its greatest challenge so far, and it is likewise not part of the 
new tendencies in Central Europe, although the Croatians demonstrate 
their solidarity with that region in many respects and tend to perceive their 
identity more as Central European than as Balkan. Nationalism in Croatia is 
“tamed” to a considerable extent and all are left with the hope that the local 
political elite would seek political contact predominantly with Brussels and 
would remain true to the idea of united Europe.

Ever since the 1980s, only Croatia and Slovenia among the six republics 
forming communist Yugoslavia were much more advanced in economic 
terms and more integrated into the European market than the rest. The 
country was thus among the best prepared in the Eastern Bloc to become 

15  МАРИНИ, А. „ Още несигурност в Хърватия и след втория кръг на местните 
избори “. http://www.euinside.eu, 6 June 2017. (25.07.2021).
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part of the new united Europe. Croatia has always been viewed in tandem 
with Slovenia, but if the latter succeeded in joining the EU rapidly in the 
group of countries from Central Europe in 2004, Croatia lagged behind 
dramatically during the 1990s, being outstripped on its way to the EU even 
by Bulgaria and Romania. 

The country completed a long and difficult journey to the European 
Union. With its accession on 1 July 2013, it became the second former 
Yugoslav republic (after Slovenia) to become EU member, but that occurred 
nearly two decades after it broke away from former Yugoslavia and nine years 
after Slovenia joined. The nationalism dominating the Croatian political 
scene in the 1990s was hostile to the very idea of united Europe. 

At the end of 1991, when an enormous part of Croatia was under 
Serbian control, Western leaders viewed the country as a young state that 
needed protection against the aggression of the Serbian dictator Milošević. 
However, that positive image rapidly changed when Croatia joined the 
war in Bosnia and Herzegovina in 1992–1995. The attitude to it cooled 
sharply after the Oluja Operation when many Serbs left their native places 
before its advancing army. And although Tudjman signed the Dayton Peace 
Agreement, in 1997 the European politicians did not extend an invitation to 
Croatia to start EU accession negotiations.16

Tudjman imposed the thesis, extensively supported by the Croatians 
to this day, that with its geopolitical location, with its centuries-old 
history, civilisation and culture, Croatia belongs to Central Europe and the 
Mediterranean region. The principal political narrative defines the country as 
“European” and not as “Balkan.” Croatians do not wish the Western Balkans 
to be examined as one region, i.e., for them to be treated on a par with the 
Serbs.17

The President of Croatia Tudjman felt victorious in the wars of former 
Yugoslavia, rejecting what he considered to be unjust demands on the part 
of the EU. He ignored the numerous charges of the International Criminal 
Tribunal for the Former Yugoslavia against members of the Croatian military 
elite, as well as the European appeals for the refugees to return to their homes, 
for resolving regional problems, etc. The country thus found itself in a severe 
international isolation, and in the eyes of Western diplomats Croatia was a 

16 RAZSA, M., N. LINDSTROM. "Balkan is beautiful: Balkanism in the political dis-
course of Tudman’s Croatia." – East European Politics and Societies, Vol. 18 (2004),  
p. 2, 7.

17 UZELAC, G. "Franjo Tudjman’s nationalist ideology." – East European Quarterly, 
31 (1998), 4, 449–472. 
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small, marginal and authoritarian state with remote prospects for accession 
to the EU and NATO.18

The change in the Croatian foreign policy occurred only after the power 
change in Croatia in 2000. The reorientation was implemented by Račan’s 
new government, and it was already pro-European and pro-Atlantic. EU 
membership began to be perceived as a foreign policy priority of the country. 

The EU and NATO supported the political change in Zagreb, believing 
that this would bring stability to the region. In 2003, Croatia applied for 
EU membership, its application was accepted the next year when the 
European Commission (EC) extended an official invitation for the country 
to start negotiations. Brussels set March 2005 as the time for the start of 
the negotiations, but that was postponed until the autumn of the same year, 
when the Croatian state assisted in the arrest and detention of General Ante 
Gotovina, sought by the International Tribunal in The Hague.19

After the experience with the enlargement in 2004 and 2007, and 
especially after the economic crisis that shook the Eurozone, the EU 
became already more restrictive with respect to new accessions. European 
governments wished to be certain that the new Member States would 
not create problems. It was no secret to them that there is corruption in 
Croatia and that the reforms needed were delayed. Besides, it had to resolve 
its disputed issues with Slovenia and to cooperate more actively with the 
Tribunal in The Hague.

In 2008–2009, the Croatian foreign policy persistently pursued the goal 
of NATO membership. From a country in which military operations were 
conducted the country turned into a factor of stability in the region. Croatia 
and Albania joined NATO en bloc on 1 April 2009. That was extremely 
important for Croatia’s security in view of the US military aid during the 
defence of Croatian independence and Russia’s attempts to counteract 
NATO in Bosnia, Serbia and Kosovo.20

The negotiations on the EU membership of Croatia lasted nearly six 
years. The text of the country’s EU Accession Treaty was approved by the 
European Parliament on 1 December 2011, and the official ceremony of its 
signing took place at a meeting of the Council of the European Union in 
Brussels on 9 December 2011. The Accession Treaty came into force on 1 

18 JOVIĆ, D. "Croatia and the European Union," р. 85, 103. 
19 LUKIĆ, R., S. RAMET, K. CLEWING. Hrvatska od osamostaljenja (Zagreb, 

2013), 445–456. 
20  https://www.state.gov/u-s-relations-with-croatia/  (25.07.2021).
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July 2013, making Croatia the 28th full EU member. Unlike the treaties of 
Bulgaria and Romania, the one of Croatia does not contain safeguard clauses, 
but the country was to be subjected to three monitoring reports by the EC. It 
was the first East European country to join the EU alone, individually. 

The Accession Treaty was subjected to a referendum in the country on 
22 January 2012. Although the Croatians were disappointed by the criteria 
set by Brussels in the negotiations process, which were difficult to fulfil, and 
in spite of the economic crisis shaking the Eurozone, the vote was 66% posi-
tive. This proved that the majority of the Croatians were convinced that their 
country would not be in a position to attain social and economic prosperity 
alone and outside the European community. 

Croatians perceived the EU membership after 1 July 2013 as a way to turn 
their backs to the problems of the wars through which they had passed after 
1991. With their EU accession, they expected that the strong nationalism 
in the region would be somewhat abated, further territorial fragmentations 
would be prevented and European political culture would be imposed.21

Croatia “left” the Western Balkans and became the first country from 
that region that successfully made the journey to full EU membership. From 
the moment of its accession, it saw a chance to become leader of the Western 
Balkans along the road to EU integration. That was particularly relevant to 
Bosnia and Herzegovina where Croatia had serious interests and could play 
the role of stabilising factor. The country’s EU membership had a positive 
effect on the Bosnian Croats (numbering about 600,000) – they could 
already apply for Croatian passport and travel freely to the EU Member 
States.22

Since 2000, Croatia’s goal to join the EU began to displace the “nation-
al issue” which was believed to be in a position to solve all other problems. 
Its significance was compared to the attaining of Croatian independence in 
1991, making it the second most important national strategic goal. Croatia 
thus transformed the EU integration into a priority in its foreign policy 
for more than one decade: from 2000 until 2013. Its accession to NATO 
(2009) and the EU (2013) symbolically ended the long process of social 
and political transition through which the country was transformed from 
a totalitarian communist state into one with multi-party democracy and 
market economy. 

21 MALDINI, P., D. PAUKOVIĆ (eds.). Croatia and the European Union. Changes 
and Development (Routledge: Ashgate, 2015), p. 3.

22 ЙОВИЧ, Д. “Западните Балкани без Хърватия – какво следва?” – Капитал, 
07.06.2013.  
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After 2013 Croatia was faced with the issue of joining the Eurozone and 
Schengen – tasks before Bulgaria and Romania as well. In July 2019, the 
country officially applied to join the European Exchange Rate Mechanism 
(ERM-2), known as the “Eurozone’s waiting room.” It was admitted there a 
year later, together with Bulgaria, where over the next three years it would 
prepare for the introduction of the single European currency. This means 
that Croatia could become part of the monetary union in 2023 at the 
earliest. In October 2019, the country received an invitation for Schengen 
as well, because according to the EC, Zagreb has complied fully with the 
conditions for membership, having proven its ability to protect effectively 
the external border of the EU. However, that decision was opposed by 
Slovenia, as well as by The Netherlands, Germany and France.23

When Croatia took over for six month the rotating presidency of the 
Council of the EU on 1 January 2020, its motto was A Strong Europe in 
a World of Challenges. Those challenges comprised the process of UK’s 
withdrawal from the European Union as a result of Brexit, the EU’s uneven 
economic development, climate change, intensified migration, growing 
populism and the issues related to the EU enlargement in the direction of 
the Western Balkans that are expecting invitation for negotiations. 

Almost immediately after Croatia took over the EU Presidency, already 
in the beginning of March 2020, the world was confronted with the 
COVID-19 pandemic. The introduction of emergency measures all over 
Europe prevented the possibility to work on the programme announced 
in Zagreb in advance. Only a very small part of it was fulfilled, moreover 
in the form of online meetings and conferences. All that also changed the 
agenda of the Croatian Presidency, talks being shifted predominantly to 
the sphere of the economic measures for coping with the pandemic. 

The strict measures of social distancing and the early detection of the 
infection were among the factors contributing to the control over the 
infection during the initial stage of its spreading. Adequate short-term 
measures were also taken in Croatia with the aim of saving a number 
of businesses from bankruptcy. Towards the end of April the cases of 
infected persons decreased, while social and economic activity gradually 
intensified, with full compliance with the stipulated anti-epidemic 
measures. The country again awaited its guests as a tourist destination. 
The tourist sector is very important as it brings 25% of the GDP. In mid-
June 2020, more than 130,000 tourists visited the Croatian resorts, but 

23 https://www.capital.bg, 9.07.2019; https://www.capital.bg, 22.10.2019  (25.07.2021).
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that number was only 20% of the tourists during the same month in the 
previous year.24

However, the flow of tourists led to intensification of the pandemic in 
Croatia during the summer months. At the end of June, a 14-day quarantine 
was introduced for persons entering the country from Bosnia and Herzegov-
ina, Serbia, North Macedonia and Kosovo. On the whole, Croatia stands 
well against the background of the Balkans, where three of the countries – 
Romania, Serbia and Bosnia and Herzegovina – lead with their total number 
of infected cases, followed by Bulgaria, Greece and North Macedonia, and 
Croatia coming only after them with more than 16,000 infected by the end 
of September 2020.25

After 2000, the country opened to regional cooperation as well, includ-
ing with neighbouring countries with which it had most complicated post-
war relations (e.g., Serbia and Bosnia and Herzegovina). A process for their 
normalisation and calming of the turbulent regime started. The Presidents 
of Croatia, Federal Republic of Yugoslavia and Bosnia and Herzegovina met 
in Sarajevo in 2002. It was then that for the first time since acquiring its in-
dependence Zagreb demonstrated its willingness to play a constructive role 
in the region. 

Croatia’s relations with Bosnia and Herzegovina are of prime impor-
tance for the country on account of the existence of a Croatian minority in it. 
Croatia already follows the European policy by supporting the international 
institutions, not the ethnic Croatians. Zagreb officially declared that it per-
ceived the new state as an autonomous republic into whose internal affairs it 
did not interfere, and considered it to be an equal partner in its foreign pol-
icy.26 Many Bosnian Croatians have double citizenship and after 1 July 2013 
they used their Croatian citizenship to travel abroad and to have access to the 
European labour market. The Croatian government viewed them favourably. 
In May 2020, it offered them assistance in the fight against the COVID-19 
pandemic in the form of supply of face masks, protective clothing, etc., as 
well as direct aid in cash to the hospital in Mostar.27 

The country approved also the democratic changes in Serbia after 2000. 
The Croatians not only admitted that they are part of Southeastern Europe, 

24  https://www.atptour.com/en/news/covid-19-adria-tour  (25.07.2021).
25  https://www.worldometers.info/coronavirus/country/croatia/ (25.07.2021).
26 PEJOVIĆ, A. "Varijabilna realnost Zapadnog Balkana u kontekstu evropske 

integracije." – Politička misao, god. 55, 1  (2018), 77–78. 
27 https://www.slobodnaevropa.org/, 17.04.2020 (25.07.2021).
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but they also supported the idea of the accession of the entire region to the 
EU. When the Deputy Prime Minister of Serbia Aleksandar Vučić made his 
first official visit to Zagreb in April 2013, the hosts declared their support 
for the European integration of Serbia and stated that both states are the 
“backbone of the region.” This shows that pragmatism succeeded in being 
imposed over the historical heritage in the contacts with Belgrade.28

However, the relations of Croatia with the neighbouring Balkan 
countries became tense during the migrant crisis in the autumn of 2015. 
Tension was created along the borders with Serbia and Slovenia, they 
were blocked and barbed wire fences were erected. Only after the meeting 
in Vienna in February 2016 most Balkan states and Austria reached an 
agreement to allow only the fugitives from the war in Syria and Iraq to pass 
through the region, and for the economic migrants to be returned. Thus 
the Balkan route was officially closed, and the flow of refugees to Europe 
was practically stopped.29

Even without the complications of the migrant crisis, the relations of 
Croatia with its Balkan neighbours were not idyllic, being qualified more 
likely as “good” under the pressure of the international community. As a 
young state on the political map of Europe, Croatia still has unresolved issues 
with almost all its neighbours. 

The relations with Serbia remain most difficult and involving many 
aspects. Belgrade never stops accusing the Croatians of impeding Serbs with 
refugee status to return to their native places and for their property to be 
restored to them. The unresolved bilateral issues comprise also investigating 
the fate of the missing and killed persons during the wars in the 1990s, 
the prosecuting and convicting of the persons accused of war crimes, etc. 
Generally speaking, the nationalism of the Croatian and Serbian elite, which 
has not been “outgrown”, is a serious obstacle before the normalisation of the 
Croatian-Serbian relations in the beginning of the 21st century.30

One of the major problems before the European integration of Croatia 
was for years its smouldering conflict with Slovenia. It was the latter that 
blocked Croatia’s EU accession negotiations in 2008–2009. For nearly 30 
years Ljubljana and Zagreb were unable to reach agreement on their com-
mon border both on land and by sea, even with the help of international 

28 STANIČIĆ, M. Dugo putovanje Hrvatske u Europsku uniju (Zagreb, 2005), p. 155, 
183. 

29 PEJOVIĆ, A. "Varijabilna realnost Zapadnog Balkana," p. 84.
30 CARATAN, B. "Hrvatska u regionalnom kontekstu." – Anali, Vol. 3. (2007), 1, p. 69. 
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arbitration.31 Slovenia is also trying to block Croatia’s joining of Schengen, 
because the decision needs to be reached by all 27 EU Member States. 

Croatia still has unresolved territorial disputes with Bosnia and 
Herzegovina as well. The Croatian motorway that had to link Split and 
Dubrovnik could not be built for years, because there is a small disruption on 
the territory of Croatia, which is Bosnian land, the so-called Neum corridor. 
The Croatians wish to go round it by building a bridge on the Pelješac 
Peninsula, but that is being delayed for a long time. 

Croatia’s accession to the EU reveals new prospects for cooperation 
with Bulgaria as well. Regular high-level meetings are held at which the 
wish is expressed for more intensive economic cooperation between the two 
countries and for working jointly for the European prospects of the Western 
Balkans. Balkan regional cooperation and the policy of EU enlargement 
towards the Western Balkans were in the focus of the Bulgarian Presidency 
of the Council of the European Union in the first half of 2018. On 16 
May 2018, during the EU – Western Balkans Summit in Sofia, the Prime 
Minister of Croatia Andrej Plenković promised to initiate the next meeting 
in that format during the Croatian Presidency in May 2020. Upon taking 
over the presidency on 1 January 2020, the government in Zagreb started 
preparations for such a meeting, especially after the EU accession negotiations 
of the Republic of North Macedonia and Albania were blocked by France, 
Denmark and The Netherlands at the summit in Brussels in October 2019. 

The EU – Western Balkans Summit initiated by Zagreb took place on 
6 May 2020 with videoconferencing. The leaders of the EU Member States 
and of the six Western Balkans states participated. None of the expectations 
were materialised. The Zagreb Declaration was adopted and it reiterated the 
European prospects of the countries from the Western Balkans, but without 
adopting concrete decisions. No dates were fixed for starting the EU accession 
negotiations of North Macedonia and Albania, and the issue becomes more 
and more distant over time. However, the focus was placed on the financial 
support by the EU for the Western Balkans, aimed at coping with the health 
and economic consequences of COVID-19, amounting to 3.3 billion €.32

The fact that the European leaders postponed the enlargement of the 
European Union towards the Western Balkans in the coming years, without 
committing to concrete deadlines, reduced to a minimum the incentives for 
continuation of the democratic reforms in the region. Nationalism flared 

31 BICKL, T. "Reconstructing the intractable: the Croatia-Slovenia border dispute 
and its implications for EU enlargement." – Croatian Political Science Review, Vol. 
54 (2017), 4, 7–39. 

32  http://www.bta.bg, 6 May 2020  (25.07.2021).
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again and that could have a direct impact on Croatia, where it tends to be 
suppressed from “above” and there is always a danger that it may erupt again 
with fresh force. The essential problem with the “absence” of the EU from 
the Western Balkans is that this vacuum was recently filled by Russia, as well 
as by Turkey, China, the USA and some Arab states. Croatia is particularly 
sensitive to the Russian influence in Bosnia and Herzegovina, above all in 
Republika Srpska, where the lawful nature of the referendum in the Crimea 
is openly advocated, because the Bosnian Serbs also insist on a referendum 
that would allow them to break away from that state. The Dayton Agreement 
did not create stability in the new state. In the event that Republika Srpska 
decides to cede and to join Serbia, Croatia cannot remain neutral to the 
regions of the Bosnian-Croatian Federation (around Mostar) with Croatian 
population. All that would shatter the brittle peace in the region. Therefore, 
it is in the interest of Zagreb to preserve it by incorporating the Western 
Balkans in the EU and by complying with all its preliminary requirements 
with a view to resolving all disputable issues with the neighbouring states, 
for regional and European cooperation, for unimpeded economic contacts, 
etc. The big hope of the Croatians is that with their advanced position and 
with the prestige that they are building in Brussels they would succeed in 
becoming a real leader in the region and would accumulate both political 
and economic dividends for their country. 

Abstract: Croatia left Yugoslavia after a hard war of independence in the 1990s. 
Franjo Tudjman was President of the country and he was at the head of the biggest 
right-wing nationalist party: the Croatian Democratic Community (CDC), which 
remained in power during the first ten years of the post-communist development 
of Croatia (1990–2000). That was the “Tudjman era” during which Croatia passed 
through a civil war with the “internal” Serbs, subsequently a military conflict with 
Serbia and finally participation in the war in Bosnia and Herzegovina (1992–1995).    
The military consequences aggravated the transition to democracy and market econ-
omy, and delayed the reforms in the country.

After 2000, Croatia embarked upon the road to democratisation and economic 
liberalisation, as well as integration in the EU and NATO. A new – “compensatory” 
– decade started and during it the task was to compensate the lagging behind from 
the 1990s. CDC was transformed into a modern right-wing conservative party that 
already embraced the idea of cooperation with the EU, NATO and the Tribunal in 
The Hague, of regional cooperation, reducing ethnic tension in the country, etc.

However, compared to Slovenia, Croatia was lagging behind along its road to 
the EU and NATO. After its severe international isolation in the 1990s, after 2000 its 
foreign policy became pro-European and pro-Atlantic. In 2004, the European Com-
mission extended official invitation to Croatia to start negotiations for EU member-
ship, but they dragged for nearly six years because Zagreb had to resolve its disputed 
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issues with Slovenia and to cooperate with the Tribunal in The Hague. It was only 
on 1 July 2013 that Croatia became the 28th full EU member and actually “left” the 
Western Balkans. Upon joining the European Union, it saw a chance of becoming 
leader in the region and of leading it along the road to EU integration.

Keywords: Croatia, wars in the 1990s, Croatian Democratic Union, EU and NATO 
integration, EU membership.
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Yura Konstantinova

Greece was the most successfully developing state in Southeastern Europe 
during the first decade of the 21st century, an example to be followed by the 
fledgling democracies in neighbouring countries and an anchor of stability 
attracting economic immigrants from the Balkans, Poland and the former 
Soviet republics. During that period the Greek state launched a programme 
for political stabilisation and economic recovery of the region, investing 
targeted efforts to build the transport and communications infrastructure 
needed for the purpose. It supported the investment interest of Greek 
entrepreneurs in the Balkan markets where Greek investments followed the 
logic of European integration, regional trade and cooperation. Some of the 
questions that the present text will attempt to answer concern whether a 
decade later Greece is still a factor of stability in the region and a guarantor 
of its European future. The emphasis is on Balkan relations and their impact 
on the dynamics of Bulgarian-Greek contacts. However, they cannot be fully 
understood if they are not placed in the broader context of the geostrategic 
rivalry in Southeastern Europe and the Eastern Mediterranean. Naturally, 
intergovernmental and regional relations also result to a certain extent 
from the internal political, economic and even cultural development of the 
different countries, which makes their complex presentation unavoidable.

The severe economic, social and political crisis that Greece experienced 
in the 2008–2018 period was the most serious challenge before the country 
during the second decade of the 21st century. The crisis led to thousands of 
bankruptcies of small and medium-sized businesses, breakneck plummeting 
of the GDP (by nearly 25%), shocking rise in unemployment (nearly 4 
times) and in the number of persons threatened with poverty (almost 5 
times), and the number of the homeless grew to the scary 68%. Attempting 
to save the country from bankruptcy, the Greek governments took credits in 
the 2010–2018 period from the European Union (EU), the International 
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Monetary Fund (IMF) and the European Central Bank (ECB) exceeding 
241 billion €. On their part, these three institutions – popular in Greece 
as the “Troika” – imposed strict supervision on the country’s finances 
and required extensive reforms.1 That provoked mass discontent among 
the Greeks who felt betrayed by their politicians and humiliated by the 
foreign interference in the governing of their state. The high social price 
that the Greek citizens had to pay took many thousands out in rallies, 
clashes, breaking, looting and burning, and at the political level – there was 
weakening and even disappearance of some traditional political players 
and upsurge of radical parties.

The parliamentary elections in June 2012 clearly outlined that tendency, 
whereby the two main parties until that moment – the Pan-Hellenic 
Socialist Movement, better known with its acronym PASOK, headed by 
Evangelos Venizelos, and the right-wing New Democracy party, headed by 
Antonis Samaras – barely succeeded in forming a coalition government, 
moreover with the help of the small Democratic Left. At those elections a 
new formation appeared on the Greek political horizon: the Coalition of the 
Radical Left, created in 2004 and widely known with its acronym SYRIZA. 
It won nearly 27% of the votes in the June 2012 elections and became the 
second political power in the country.

Just three years later, a radical left coalition won two successive 
parliamentary elections with more than 35% of the votes and its leader, 
then 40-year-old Alexis Tsipras, became the youngest Prime Minister in the 
history of contemporary Greece, who headed two successive governments 
(2015–2019). His coalition partner in both cases was the small right-wing 
Independent Greeks party, known as ANEL, headed by Panos Kammenos. 
The upsurge of the radical left was paralleled by the start of the upsurge of 
the extreme right-wing pro-fascist Golden Dawn party founded in 1993 by 
Nikolaos Michaloliakos. In four successive elections (2012–2015) it won 
the confidence of 6% to 7% of the votes cast, and at the elections for the 
European Parliament in 2015 it attained its highest election result: more 
than 9% support.2

SYRIZA came to power with the promise to renegotiate with the Troika 
the terms of the second credit package and to alleviate the pressure of the 

1 European Commission, Assessment of the 2014 national reform programme for 
Greece.

2 For more details on the roots, emergence and ideology of the Golden Dawn par-
ty see: BISID, G. "Golden Dawn or democratic sunset: the rise of the far right in 
Greece." – Mediterranean Quarterly, vol. 24. 3, (2013), 35–55. 
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economic crisis on the poorest strata of the population. Protracted and 
painful negotiations led to agreement on progressive income taxation 
(between 22% and 45%) and lowering of the interest rates on the loans. 
Parallel with that, the international creditors of Greece admitted that 
it was not realistic to expect from the country to repay its debts, which 
– in addition to the postponement of the repayment – was assessed by 
some commentators as being equivalent to a fourth (unofficial) rescue 
programme.3 However, the team of A. Tsipras failed to reduce the debt 
or to soften the blow on the finances of the ordinary Greek citizen: 
pensions diminished substantially (some by up to 50%), taxes on real 
estate and on income, as well as the social security contributions, rose. As 
a result of these concessions the extreme left fraction in SYRIZA left the 
party, public confidence in it dropped sharply and a new wave of strikes, 
accusations of populism and betrayal flooded the country. Nevertheless, 
A. Tsipras managed to preserve the intactness of the political formation he 
was heading and in 2018 he succeeded in taking Greece out of the strict 
supervision imposed on it for eight years under the financial agreements 
with its creditors. After the expiry of the rescue packages, the recovery 
of the Greek economy is guaranteed by a “10-year moratorium, a kind of 
hothouse protecting it from external atmospheric pressure” – with stability 
being of key importance for its successful functioning.4

The most important achievement of the Greek political elite consists 
precisely in the fact that in leading the country out of the crisis it managed 
to restore stability, to preserve the democratic character of governance and 
to reconfirm Greece’s future in the European Union and NATO. None 
of these achievements seemed certain in the middle of the second decade 
of the 21st century. At that time, public discontent with the “dictate of 
Brussels” and the “yoke of the Troika” transpired in the form of appeals for 
nationalisation of the property of the rich, refusal to pay debts, leaving the 
Eurozone and evicting all foreigners from Greece, irrespective of whether 
they are immigrants or foreign creditors. However, SYRIZA turned very 
rapidly from anti-systemic player into a classical socialist party, and for a 
certain period its leader even committed himself to defending the left-wing 
cause in the European political space by becoming Vice-President of the 
United European Left. The coalition distanced itself from its most radical 
members and occupied the space left of centre vacated by PASOK and is 

3  https://p.dw.com/p/311zg – 4.9.2020  (08.07.2021).
4  Η Καθημερινή, 7.11.2018. 
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currently coping successfully with the role of the biggest parliamentary 
opposition party in Greece.

In the past several years, the right-wing political space also succeeded 
in reorganising itself. In 2016, New Democracy changed its leadership, 
banking on a new face from a famous political family. Its new leader 
Kyriakos Mitsotakis is hereditary politician, son of the party’s president 
and Prime Minister of Greece (1990–1993), Konstantinos Mitsotakis, 
whose Cretan roots link him to the great Greek politician Eleftherios 
Venizelos. He managed to unite the supporters of the right, benefitting 
from the disappointment of the Greeks with the SYRIZA government, 
and won the parliamentary elections in 2019 with the promise for more 
professionalism in the country’s rule. At the moment his government 
seems to be coping successfully with the challenges that humankind is 
confronted with by the global COVID-19 crisis. Unlike the other states in 
Southern Europe, Greece rapidly introduced draconian restrictions owing 
to which the country evaded the severe blow of the first wave of the disease 
and managed to save its tourist season, at least partially.

New Democracy succeeded in distancing itself from the accusations that 
its members and supporters were behind the upsurge of Golden Dawn.5 In 
September 2013, the government of Antonis Samaras filed a suit against 
the leader, Members of Parliament and activists of the pro-fascist party on 
account of the murder of the 34-year-old hip-hop musician and left-wing 
activist Pavlos Fyssas. Several years later, again a right-wing politician, 
Panos Kammenos, then Minister of Defence in the SYRIZA government, 
demanded criminal charges against a Golden Dawn MP who appealed from 
the parliamentary rostrum to the army to seize the Presidency, the Council 
of Ministers and the Ministry of Defence. Apparently the New Democracy 
distanced itself successfully from the neo-fascist party, and its extremist acts 
repulse voters and shrink support for it in half.

Greece avoided in this way the danger of radicalisation of political life 
and returned to the model that was traditional for it, in which the right-wing 
and the left-wing alternatives compete for the votes of the Greeks. The card 
of the country’s foreign policy orientation was played in the same elegant 
way. A. Tsipras probably involved the small right-wing party ANEL in his 
government owing to its partnership with Vladimir Putin’s United Russia 
party. The comments of P. Kammenos came promptly with the insistence 
that if the European partners of Greece did not cede to the government’s 

5 ΒΑΛΝΤΕΝ, Σ. Ευρώπη, ελληνική κρίση και δημοκρατική Αριστερά. (Αθήνα, Πόλις, 
2014), 208–209. 
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claims for renegotiation of the terms under the rescue programmes, then 
Greece would turn to the USA, Russia and China for help.6

Athens loves to emphasise its special links with Moscow and 
traditionally refrains from interfering in conflicts involving Russia. The 
main reasons for this are the importance of the Russian political support 
for the Greek interests in the Eastern Mediterranean, as well as the fact 
that Russia supplies nearly half of the gas and oil used in Greece. One 
should not overlook the importance of the numerous Russian tourists 
bringing revenues to the Greek treasury, the opportunities offered by the 
vast Russian market to the Greek agricultural production, as well as the 
understanding that only Russia could balance the US influence in the 
region. As a result of the moderate policy pursued with respect to Russia 
and the successful diplomatic manoeuvres, in 2014 Greece negotiated 15% 
discount on the price of the Russian natural gas, which is in force until 
2026, and signed a contract for the supply of Russian spare parts for the 
anti-aircraft systems in the Greek army. After the annexation of Crimea, 
the rulers reluctantly supported the international sanctions imposed upon 
Russia, but the opposition party SYRIZA then strongly opposed them and 
characterised them as “absolutely unacceptable.”7

In the spirit of this view, after A. Tsipras took the country’s helm, he 
declared that Athens would play the role of “bridge” between the EU and 
Russia. He visited Moscow three times between 2014 and 2016, and in 2016 
– the year of Russia in Greece and of Greece in Russia – the presidents of the 
two states Prokopis Pavlopoulos and Vladimir Putin exchanged visits. An 
upsurge in the economic relations between the two countries was achieved 
as a result of the activated Greek policy. Just in the first ten months of 2018 
bilateral trade increased by 13%, the influx of Russian tourists reached nearly 
850,000 annually and Russian investment interest in Greece increased.8 
Nevertheless, the government of A. Tsipras did not fall within the Russian 
sphere of influence and maintained the pro-Western policy traditional of 
Greece. This became perfectly obvious in connection with the signing of the 
Prespa Agreement (17 June 2018), which opened the way for the accession 

6 http://www.protothema.gr/politics/article/450169/kammenos-ehoume-plan-b/- 
30.9.2020 (08.07.2021).

7 On the policy of Greece in the Ukrainian crisis, see: КОНСТАНТИНОВА, Ю. 
„Може Андонис Самарас да свърши като Янукович, но Гърция няма да свърши 
като Украйна“. – In: МАРИНКОВ, Б., БАНЧЕВ, Б. (Съст.) Украинската криза 
и Балканите (София, Парадигма, 2017), 149–164. 

8  Η Καθημερινή, 20.12.2018.
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of the Republic of North Macedonia in NATO. At that time Athens did not 
hesitate to evict two Russian diplomats and to ban the entry into the country 
of two other Russian citizens, accusing them of financing the rallies and 
demonstrations in Northern Greece and of attempts to bribe high-ranking 
administrative and religious figures with the aim of exercising influence 
against the Agreement.9

It would not be possible to overcome easily the division between Moscow 
and Athens along the line of Orthodoxy. There is understanding in Greece 
about the special role of the Greeks in the Christian Orthodox world, which 
clashes from a historical perspective with the theory about “Moscow – 
the third Rome” and at a practical level – with the fact that irrespective of 
the Greek claims, Orthodox Christians are most numerous in Russia, the 
revenues of the Russian Church exceed by far the financial potential of the 
other patriarchates, and its political support is equal to the power of the 
Russian state. However, according to the Greeks, the Russian Church failed to 
restore its theological school after the disintegration of the USSR, remaining 
merely a vehicle of the Kremlin policy with other means. On the other hand, 
Moscow qualifies the decision of the Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew to 
recognise the autocephaly of the Ukrainian Church as anticanonical, which 
is a clear signal that the power struggle in the Orthodox world continues.10

This development of Russian–Greek relations demonstrates indisputably 
that all Greek governments in the past decades prefer to guarantee the 
security and the interests of their state, relying on their relations as allies 
with the USA.11 Since the founding of contemporary Greece in 1830 to this 
day Greek–Turkish relations have been the principal foreign policy problem 
of the state and a neuralgic point in its Balkan policy.12 These relations 
determine the position of Athens on all remaining foreign policy issues, and 
often its domestic political priorities as well. The historically superimposed 

9 Η Εφημερίδα των Συντακτών, 11.07.2018.
10 Prof. P. Kitromilides in the programme Ό, τι κόσμος Μπαμπά! of the Action24 tele-

vision of 23 November 2018. 
11  Η Καθημερινή, 29.09.2020.

12 Greek-Turkish relations are the object of numerous summarising and concrete 
studies, some of which have been cited when the respective issues are presented in 
this text. The latest Greek edition presenting the contemporary issues of the bilat-
eral relations in a popular form, visualising and citing the main titles on the top-
ic, is: ΣΥΡΙΓΟΣ, Α., ΝΤΟΚΟΣ, Θ. 60 χάρτες που εξηγούν τις διαφορές Ελλάδας-
Τουρκίας.Τουρκικές διεκδικήσεις σε Αιγαίο και Ανατολική Μεσόγειο. Αλφαβηταρι των 
ελληνοτουρκικών σχέσεων (Αθήνα, Καθημερινές Εκδόσεις, 2020).



71

issues and the almost incessant border conflicts were complemented with 
several serious problems that complicated the bilateral relations for a long 
time, leading them periodically to a state of grave crises and making their 
long-term improvement ostensibly impossible. 

The issue of the island of Cyprus is central among them. In the summer 
of 1974 Turkey conducted a military invasion and in 1983 it proclaimed the 
island’s northern part as the Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus – not 
recognised by any state except by Turkey itself.13 In spite of the numerous 
attempts at international mediation and the UN initiatives, the Cyprus issue 
has not been resolved to this day. It is also directly related to the Greek–
Turkish problems in the Aegean Sea: disagreements on the continental shelf, 
the territorial waters, the air space and the “grey zones” in which no Greek–
Turkish border has been actually established.14 However, the special tension 
in Greek-Turkish relations in the past months is undoubtedly due to the fact 
that Turkey ignored by the exploration and drilling for oil and gas in the 
Eastern Mediterranean.

In January 2020, Greece, Israel and Cyprus signed a document in Athens, 
which launched a gas pipeline linking Europe with the gas deposits found in 
the last decade in the Eastern Mediterranean. Italy is also expected to join 
the agreement. The project that is scheduled to be completed by 2025 will 
increase the diversification of the routes for the gas deliveries and is hence 
supported by the USA and the EU. The European leaders are hoping that 
the gas pipeline will secure about 10% of the consumption on the Old 
Continent, while Greece is striving to consolidate its position on the map of 
European pipelines through it. This is evidenced even from the fact that two 
strategic gas pipelines were linked on its territory a year earlier as alternatives 
to the Russian supplies: the Trans-Adriatic (ТAP) and the Trans-Anatolian 
(TANAP) pipelines.

However, Turkey believes that the remaining countries with outlet on the 
Mediterranean are sharing its basin and are limiting the country’s economic 
area. Therefore, already back in 2018, Ankara sent ships to drill in the waters 
of the Republic of Cyprus, which are disputed by it. However, the planned 
Eastern Mediterranean gas pipeline linking Israel and Cyprus with mainland 

13 On the Cyprus problem, see: ГАРАБЕДЯН, А. Националноосвободителната 
борба в Кипър (1945–1960) (София, 1989); ΧΑΤΖΗΒΑΣΙΛΕΙΟΥ, Ε. Το κυπριακό 
ζήτημα 1878–1960 (Αθήνα, Ελληνικά Γράμματα, 1998). 

14 More detailed comments on these issues in: ΗΡΑΚΛΕΙΔΗΣ, Α. Εθνικά θέματα 
και εθνοκεντρισμός: μία κριτική στην ελληνική εξωτερική πολιτική (Αθήνα, Ι. Σιδέρης, 
2018).
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Greece and Italy circumvents Turkey, which is also working to consolidate its 
position as an important transit destination for natural gas. With a view to 
preventing the ignoring of its interests, Ankara signed in November 2019 an 
agreement with the government of Fayez al-Sarraj in Tripoli, which changed 
the sea borders between the two states. However, the delimiting affected the 
economic area resulting from the coastline of the Island of Crete, which was 
to be crossed by the Eastern Mediterranean gas pipeline, and – naturally – it 
provoked the violent negative reaction of Athens.

In addition to the concrete actions aimed at thwarting that gas pipeline 
project, Turkey radically changed its priorities and foreign policy goals in 
recent years, which inevitably exacerbated the existing big fears in Greek 
society from “the threat from the East” and additionally hardened the 
position of Athens. The Turkish President Recep Erdoğan refuses to seek 
pro-European prospects for his country and replaces the “soft force” policy 
with militarisation and stepping on the territories of neighbouring states. 
Correlated to Greece, that strategy includes also periodic “flooding” of the 
Greek islands and border territories in Thrace with refugees and migrants. 
Naturally, the waves of refugees and the influx of migrants to the Old 
Continent are multi-layer issues in international relations, but they have a 
specific Greek–Turkish projection as well.

For example, at the end of February 2020, when Turkey opened its 
borders with Greece, thousands of refugees gathered in and around the 
small border town of Kastanies. This caused tension that grew into border 
clashes between military units of the two states. The situation on the 
Greek islands in immediate proximity to Turkey is not less complicated. 
According to the UN High Commissioner for Refugees, more than 
74,000 illegal migrants living in poor conditions and creating problems 
to the local authorities reached these islands in 2019 alone. Greece fears 
that R. Erdoğan’s policy could plunge the country into chaos and face it 
with humanitarian catastrophe, as in 2015 when nearly 860,000 refugees 
entered Greece, mainly by sea, creating a dramatic situation on the Aegean 
islands. Athens had a brief respite owing to the agreement signed between 
Turkey and the EU on the return of migrants from Turkey that had crossed 
the Aegean Sea illegally, the legal accommodation of Syrian refugees 
from Turkey in EU Member States and financial incentives motivating 
Turkey to implement the agreement.15 However, it is impossible for Greek 

15 On the problems of Greece connected with the migration crisis in 2015, see: 
КОНСТАНТИНОВА, Ю. „Гърция – пътническо бюро, склад, затвор или 
убежище за бежанците?“ – In: КОСТОВ, Ал., ОГНЯНОВА, И., БАНЧЕВ, Б. 
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politicians not to be concerned with a possible scenario in which Ankara 
would stop honouring its commitments under that agreement. In this 
context, finding operational international solutions and the existence of 
Pan-European solidarity on the issues connected with the refugees are of 
key importance to the stability of Greece and to the relations with its EU 
and NATO partners.

Moreover, Greek–Turkish relations develop in the paradigm of a new 
cold war that became apparent after the Supreme Court legitimised the 
refusal by Athens in January 2017 to hand over to Turkey eight army officers 
who sought political asylum in Greece after the attempted coup in July 2016. 
The President of Turkey responded with the statement that the 1923 Treaty 
of Lausanne needed to be revised and that the protection of the rights of 
the ethnic Turks in Greece was among Ankara’s priorities. He thus opened 
simultaneously the historical, territorial and minority themes in the bilateral 
relations. Over the next several years, President R. Erdoğan accumulated 
with his statements and actions numerous real and fictitious problems that 
burdened additionally the intrinsically complicated Greek–Turkish relations.

Historical themes among them have the least practical significance 
and the strongest public response. Within just several months, between 
May and August 2020, Ankara placed simultaneously three historical 
topics on the agenda of Greek society. The action started with a colourful 
performance celebrating 567 years since the conquering of Constantinople 
by the Ottomans, continued with the demonstrative change of the status 
of St. Sophia from a museum to a functioning mosque and ended with the 
celebrating of the victory of Mustafa Kemal Atatürk in the Greek–Turkish 
wars in 1922. The domestic political goals pursued by President R. Erdoğan 
with these demonstrations do not neutralise the shocking impression – 
obviously also a sought after effect – on Greek society. Flaring emotions lead 
to extreme statements in Greece and diminish even more the opportunities 
for dialogue between the two countries.

Claiming to be a defender of Islamic values, R. Erdoğan not only 
transformed St. Sophia – a world cultural heritage monument with 
enormous historical, architectural and artistic value – into a functioning 
mosque, but he also linked that act with the issue of the Muslim minority in 
Greece that was recognised under the Lausanne Treaty, being concentrated 
predominantly in Western Thrace (the areas of Rhodope and Xanthi). It 
comprises between 100,000 and 130,000 people, mostly Turks, Pomaks and 

(Съст.) Бежанската криза и Балканите (2015–2016) (ИБЦТ, София, 2018), 
147–164.
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Roma, to whom a small number of Muslim migrants living in Athens were 
added in recent years. The policy of Greece vis-à-vis the Muslims within its 
borders traditionally follows the development of Greek–Turkish relations, 
at least with respect to the Pomak part of the minority.16 Naturally, the 
importance of Bulgarian–Greek relations should not be overlooked either, 
at least as regards the Pomak part of the minority. In recent years it seems 
that the Greek policy is directed predominantly towards counteracting the 
initiatives of the Turkish Consulate in Komotini, which Athens views as part 
of the bigger challenge: the intensification of the Turkish influence among 
the Muslim communities in the region.

The fear of “the long arm of Turkey” transpires not only in the attitude 
of Greece to the Muslim minority in the country, but also in its concern 
about the strengthening of Albanian nationalism and the evolution of the 
Macedonian issue.17 There are apprehensions in Athens that a potential 
change of borders, connected with the possibility of the establishing of 
Great Albania, would increase the instability in the region and would 
strengthen additionally the influence of Turkey, which is suspected of 
being behind the rising Albanian nationalism. It should not be forgotten 
that the Albanian population accounts for at least ¼ of the population of 
North Macedonia, which gives credibility to the danger of the appearance of 
centrifugal forces that would destabilise and even disintegrate the statehood 
in that state that is independent singe 1991.18

16 For more details on the Greek policy vis-à-vis the Pomaks in Thrace, see: 
ΚΩΣΤΟΠΟΥΟΣ, Τ. Το “Μακεδονικό” της Θράκης. Κρατικοί σχεδιασμοί για τους 
Πομάκους (1956–2008) (Αθήνα, Βιβλιόραμα, 2009); САРЪЕВ, Я. Българоезичните 
мюсюлмани в Западна Тракия през втората половина на ХХ век (София, Тангра 
Танакра, 2018).

17 There exist numerous studies on the different aspects of the Macedonian is-
sue on the Greek policy with respect to it, summarised in: ΓΟΥΝΑΡΗΣ, Β. Το 
Μακεδονικό ζήτημα τον 19ο έως τον 21ο αιώνα. Ιστοριογραφικές προσεγγίσεις (Αθήνα, 
Αλεξάνδρεια, 2010). On the Bulgarian viewpont, see: КОНСТАНТИНОВА, Ю. 
Българи и гърци в борба за османското наследство (В. Търново, Фабер, 2014) 
and КОНСТАНТИНОВА, Ю. „'Загубени родини': бежанци, преселници, 
малцинства в Гърция през ХХ век“. – I: ПРЕШЛЕНОВА, Р. (Съст.) Маски 
долу! Национализмът на Балканите през ХХ век (София, Парадигма, 2018), 
115–159. 

18 On the Albanians in Macedonia, see: СТАМОВА, М. Албанският фактор в 
Социалистическа република Македония (1945–1981) (Кюстендил-Габрово, 2012) 
and СТАМОВА, М. Албанците в СР Македония през последното десетилетие в 
Титова Югославия (1981–1991) (Кюстендил, Иван Сапунджиев, 2017).
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Precisely the danger of such a scenario was highlighted by Nikos 
Kotzias, Minister of Foreign Affairs in the government of A. Tsipras, 
who signed the Prespa Agreement for Greece. That agreement ended the 
conflict for more than a quarter of a century between Athens and Skopje, 
outwardly expressed in the dispute on the name of the independent 
Macedonian state. In essence, however, this was a dispute on the identity 
of the population in the territories annexed to Greece in 1913, on the 
threats to the country’s territorial integrity during World War II and on 
the “wars for history” fought in the region for more than 150 years.19 The 
decision to turn one’s back on these problems and to give prospects for 
the development of Greek–Macedonian relations led to mass protests and 
to disintegration of the government coalition in Greece. Nevertheless, the 
government of A. Tsipras received a vote of confidence and on 25 January 
2019, after more than 38 hours of parliamentary debates, ratification of 
the Prespa Agreement was achieved with the votes of 153 of a total of 300 
Members of Parliament.20

In the preface to the monograph The Modifications of the Macedonian 
Issues. The Long Road to Prespa by the Greek historian Spyridon Sfetas, 
Nikos Kotzias explains why, in his opinion, the treaty is politically correct 
and useful for Greece. He points out that without it Greece could find 
itself “caught” in the “pincers of the Turkish crab” and insists that the 
compromise with the name protects his country against the danger of 
being closed by Great Bulgaria or Great Albania.21 In this way, the Greek 
politician expressed remarkably accurately and linked the two traditional 
threats for Greece: “from the East” – Turkey, perceived in the concrete case 
with its influence among the Muslims in Southeastern Europe, and “from 
the North” – Bulgaria, recognising the country’s historical significance and 
role in the evolution of the Macedonian issue.

19 On the wars for history with emphasis on the Balkans, see: ЛЯКОС, А. „Войните 
за историята. Бележки от бойното поле“. – In: КОНСТАНТИНОВА, Ю. 
(Съст.) Балканите – модернизация, идентичности, идеи. Сборник в чест на 
проф. Надя Данова (София, ИБЦТ, 2011), 778–795. On their acts connected 
with the Macedonian issue in historical and contemporary contexts, see according-
ly: ΚΑΡΑΒΑΣ, Σ. Μυστικά και παραμύθια από την ιστορία της Μακεδονίας. Αθήνα, 
Βιβλιόραμα 2014 and the interview of Sotiris Valden in https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=xp8R77-t1-c – 7.09.2020 (08.07.2021).

20 Η Kαθημερινή, 25.01.2019.
21 ΣΦΕΤΑΣ, Σ. Οι μεταλλάξεις του Μακεδονικού. Ο μακρύς δρόμος προς τις Πρέσπες. 

Πρόλογος: Νίκος Κοτζίας (Θεσσαλονίκη, 2018).  
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Indeed, ever since the second half of the 19th century the problem of the 
nationality of the Christian Orthodox population in the Ottoman province 
of Macedonia stood insurmountably between Bulgarians and Greeks. 
During the subsequent 100 years, its political dimensions provoked bloody 
clashes between paramilitary formations and three military conflicts, leaving 
behind lasting negative public moods and painfully complicated issues 
in the bilateral relations. However, after the mid-1960s, Bulgarian–Greek 
relations entered a new stage in their development: both sides renounced 
their territorial and ethnic claims to one another and signed numerous long-
term agreements that served as the basis for good-neighbourly relations in 
subsequent years. Two decades later, Greece officially changed its defence 
doctrine, placing the emphasis entirely on the “danger from the East” and 
accepting Bulgaria as strategic partner in the region.22

Historical animosities were relegated to the background, but Bulgarian–
Greek relations continued to be strongly influenced by the policy of the 
regional superpower – Turkey – and the attitude of the political elites 
in the two countries to it. Sofia traditionally tries not to take sides in the 
Greek–Turkish problems that periodically provoke crises in Bulgaria’s two 
southern neighbours. This did not change even in the period of deterioration 
of Bulgarian–Turkish relations in the mid-1980s in the so-called “revival 
process.”23 The pro-Turkish turn in the Bulgarian policy during the 1990s 
was logically a source of concern for Greek politicians who tried to neutralise 
it with their support for Bulgaria’s accession to the two major foreign 
policy formations in which Greece is a member: the North Atlantic Treaty 
Organisation and the European Union.

The well prepared, highly erudite and often hereditary Greek political 
elite traditionally has a greater role for the dynamism of Bulgarian–Greek 
relations. Its activation at the start of the new millennium attained an 
increase in Bulgarian–Greek trade by 43% in the 2009–2012 period and 

22 On the main trends in the development of Bulgarian-Greek relations, see: 
КОНСТАНТИНОВА, Ю. Балканската политика на Гърция в края на XIX 
и началото на XX в. (В. Търново, Фабер, 2008); ДАСКАЛОВ, Г. Участта на 
българите в Егейска Македония (1936–1946) (София, 1999); ΒΑΛΝΤΕΝ, Σ. 
Παράταιροι Εταίροι. Ελληνική δικτατορία, κομμουνιστικά καθεστώτα και Βαλκάνια 
1967–1974 (Αθήνα, Πόλις, 2009); TODOROV, V. The Relations between Bulgar-
ia and Greece as Seen by Their Political Elites (ELIAMEP, Special Edition, Athens, 
1995), p. 58

23 See more on the topic in: АВРАМОВ, Р. Икономика на „възродителния процес 
(София, Рива, 2016 )and the literature cited there.
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Greece became the second largest investor in Bulgaria, with long-term 
investments of about 2.8 billion €.24 The intensification of the Bulgarian–
Greek contacts, especially in the economic sphere and tourism, appears to be 
a lasting tendency in the past decades, which was not affected substantially 
by the economic crisis in Greece. Several major infrastructural projects 
were also launched in recent years, the one with the most serious regional 
importance being the Bulgarian–Greek memorandum, signed in September 
2017, for the development of the railway connection Thessaloniki-Kavala-
Alexandroupolis-Burgas-Varna-Ruse, the building of a gas interconnector 
near the village of Kirkovo, which started in May 2019, intended to allow 
the transfer of 3 to 5 million cubic metres gas annually, and the acquisition 
of 20% of the capital of the construction company building the terminal 
for liquefied natural gas near Alexandroupolis by the Bulgarian state-
owned company Bulgartransgas EAD. All these projects are the result 
from European initiatives aimed at linking the EU Member States and at 
guaranteeing diversification of the sources of natural gas for the EU.

In spite of these positive signals, the beginning of 2020 marked a visible 
cooling in bilateral Bulgarian–Greek relations. Signals of that change came 
on both sides of the border. The start came from Deputy Prime Minister and 
Minister of Defence Krassimir Karakachanov who spoke in early February 
about tension in the bilateral relations as a result of the building of a refugee 
camp close to the Bulgarian border. Nearly a month later, Prime Minister 
Boyko Borissov stated that the zero patient with coronavirus allegedly came 
to Bulgaria precisely from Greece, without citing any fact in support of that 
claim. Irrespective of personal emotions and bias, Bulgarian politicians need 
to be more cautious when assessing the actions of their neighbour and to 
refrain from attempts to use propaganda means, otherwise what had been 
built with great efforts in the past 50 years can be squandered very quickly, 
restoring the somewhat forgotten mutual suspicion and lack of trust between 
the two nations, which would destabilise additionally the situation in the 
Balkans, which is sufficiently complicated even as it is.

No one has an interest in such a scenario because the policy of Turkey 
lies at its basis and in the increased tension in Bulgarian-Greek relations 
today. The demonstration of collaboration between Sofia and Ankara in 
recent years, as well as the personal cordial relations between Boyko Borissov 

24 BOZHILOVA, D. "When Foreign Direct Investment is good for development. 
The case of Bulgaria’s Europeanization and Greek FDI." – Social Issues in Focus. New 
Generation Research on Changing Greece (Kerkyra Publication, 2013), 35–59; Сп. 
Европа 2001, бр. 2/2014, с. 7.
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and Recep Erdoğan, provoke open bitterness in Athens. Greece cannot fail 
to notice that at a moment when the President of Turkey opens the border 
and starts “flooding” Greece with migrants, the Bulgarian Prime Minister 
thanks him for abiding by the agreement with the EU and for not allowing 
migrants to cross into Bulgaria.25 The disappointment of Greek society is 
understandable in view of their expectations for more solidarity from Sofia, 
at least within the frameworks of the desired Pan-European policy on the 
migrant issue.

The cooling of Bulgarian–Greek relations became visible also in 
connection with travels during the summer tourist season. The Bulgarian 
political elite branded almost as national traitors compatriots who chose 
Greece as their holiday destination and did nothing to defend their interests 
from the restrictions connected with the coronavirus, which the Greek 
authorities imposed with pleasure on them. In that political climate, the 
diplomatic services of the two states conveniently “forgot” that 2020 marked 
the 140th anniversary since diplomatic relations were established between 
Bulgaria and Greece – a fact that could have served as a pretext for building 
bridges that would downplay political problems.

In modern times, the stability of the states depends not only on their own 
economic, political and spiritual development, but also on the development 
of the region in which they are located, as well as on the overall geopolitical 
situation in the world. In this sense, the internal political development of 
Greece and the reconfirming of its strategic commitment to the EU and 
NATO, turned it into a factor of stability in Southeastern Europe. At the 
same time, its unsolved issues with Turkey, added to the obviously aggressive 
policy of Ankara, create a dangerous and even explosive dynamics in the 
region. It coincides with a complicated international climate in which the 
internal problems of the big states create a power vacuum in the Eastern 
Mediterranean. In spite of the readiness for a military confrontation 
declared both by the Turkish and by the Greek side, it is highly unlikely, but 
the diplomatic war between the two states will probably continue and efforts 
will be needed on the part of Athens and Ankara, and of their international 
partners, in order to reach a compromise. 

This confronts Bulgarian politics with the challenge of balancing 
successfully between its two southern neighbours, at the same time 
defending its national interests, democratic values and humane principles. 
The politicians from the region must know that only their efforts can be a 

25  Η Καθημερινή, 4.3.2020.
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stabilising factor in the Balkans, because the nations represented by them 
are compelled to live together in spite of their differences. The only useful 
way out of the labyrinth of Balkan relations is by building balanced relations 
based on mutual respect, economic interests and cultural closeness, as well 
as on the understanding that common challenges must be met with joint 
efforts.

Abstract: During the second decade of the 21st century, Greece experienced a severe 
crisis that had economic, as well as serious social and political dimensions. The Greek 
political elite managed to take the country out of the economic crisis, to restore sta-
bility, to preserve the democratic character of governance and to reconfirm the future 
of Greece in the European Union and NATO. 

In 2018, Athens closed the 8-year cycle of strict supervision introduced in the fi-
nancial agreements with its European partners and again took autonomously the ini-
tiatives for its economic development. The Coalition of the Radical Left (SYRIZA) 
underwent a transition from anti-systemic player into a modern left party committed 
to defence of the left cause at European level. The political space on the Right also 
reorganised itself and New Democracy won the parliamentary elections in 2019. The 
Greek political elite succeeded in marginalising the Golden Dawn pro-fascist party 
and in avoiding the threat of radicalisation of political life.

All Greek governments during the past decades have guaranteed the security and 
the interests of their state, relying on their relations as allies with the USA. Greece 
balances successfully between its commitments to its partners from the European 
Union and Russia’s interests in the region. The country needs such a multilateral in-
surance due to the lasting deterioration of its relations with Turkey. The traditional 
bilateral problems – the Cyprus issue and the disputes on the continental shelf, the 
territorial waters and the airspace – were complemented in recent years with the am-
bitions of Greece to become energy hub, which would raise substantially its influence 
in international relations, but is perceived by Ankara as a threat to Turkey’s interests 
in the Eastern Mediterranean. Precisely the development of Greek-Turkish relations 
and the ensuing potential disturbances in the balance of powers (USA, Russia, EU 
and China) in the region are the most serious challenges that Greece can present 
before Bulgaria today.

Keywords: SYRIZA, Golden Dawn, Prespa agreement, Cyprus dis-
pute, diversification of gas supply sources and routes.
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Bobby Bobev

On 17 February 2008, the Parliament of Kosovo voted a declaration with 
a huge majority to declare unilaterally the independence of the latest state 
political entity in the Balkans. That event had the significance of casting 
the foundations and of launching a long process of endorsing the country’s 
statehood and international recognition. The aim of the present text is to 
outline the principal and most important problems facing Kosovo internally 
and on the international scale for the time between the declaring of 
independence and the present moment. 

Information materials from different sources have been used for the 
present text, as well as data from official websites of institutions and political 
parties. Interviews were conducted with several selected interlocutors, which 
made it possible to present and compare the positions of representatives of 
the political elite in the country.1 Questions of the same type were asked, 
connected with the internal situation in the state and society, as well as with 
the country’s presence in international life. 

The country’s internal political state is characterised by almost permanent 
instability, connected with the state and functioning of the political entities, 
and with other important factors as well: the election results, the formation 
of ruling minorities and governments accordingly, the functioning of the 
institutions and their relations, the role of a fundamental factor like the 
Constitution and the impact of the socio-economic conditions. 

1 The interviews were made in the period 13–18 October 2018 during a visit to 
Kosovo and they involved the participation of Fatmir Sejdiu, President of Kosovo 
(2006–2010) and President of the oldest party – the Democratic League of Kosovo 
(DLK – Lidhja demokratike e Kosovës, LDK) after the death of Ibrahim Rugova, 
Professor of Law at the Hasan Prishtina University; Natalia Apostolova, Head of the 
EU Office in Pristina until the summer of 2020; Nexhmedin Spahiu, lecturer at the 
University in Mitrovica, TV presenter and political analyst; Liridon Shurdhani, lec-
turer at the University for Business and Technology in Pristina; Albin Kurti, leader 
of the Vetëvendosje (VV, Self-Determination) – a party formation with nationalist 
orientation, and briefly in 2020 – Prime Miniser of the country.
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With regard to the system of parties in Kosovo, when characterising 
the different formations that the author of the present text has researched 
for a long time, it is important to underline that they can be distinguished 
based on their origin, i.e., on whether they are connected with the Kosovo 
Liberation Army (KLA – Ushtria çlirimtare e Kosovës, UÇK), on the 
ethnic composition of their members (Albanian, Serbian and other 
minority parties), and their influence is concentrated in concrete regions 
of the country.2 A similar assessment is given in the interview of Natalia 
Apostolova as well, who declares that the main parties are not parties in 
the real sense of the term, being more like communities gravitating around 
certain individuals, with few exceptions, notably the Democratic League 
of Kosovo (DLK) –the oldest party formation in the country, created 
by Ibrahim Rugova in Yugoslav times. It should also be stressed that the 
leadership issue is not so salient with the Serbian parties, but this can easily 
be explained with the fact that the most important among them – the Serb 
List (Srpska Lista, SL) – maintains very close contacts with the government 
circles in Belgrade. 

When citing the party entities having significant impact on the political 
climate, it is necessary to devote sufficient attention to a phenomenon like 
the nationalist movement Vetëvendosje (VV, Self-Determination). That 
formation deserves attention not so much with its goals and methods 
of action, but on account of its results: after its first participation in 
parliamentary elections in 2010, it invariably improved its results to reach 
victory in October 2019.3 It is important to emphasise that two of the 
main parties having relatively broad electoral support and most frequently 
participating in the ruling majorities – DLK and the Democratic Party of 
Kosovo (DPK – Partia demokratike e Kosovës, PDK) – are defined as right-
wing. As regards VV, it is very difficult to position that formation clearly 
within the traditional political spectrum, but the social elements existing in 
its programme and in its intentions lead to its being perceived more in the 
centre-left space. 

A very characteristic specificity of the Kosovo political realities consists 
in the fact that when parliamentary elections are held, the first two parties – 

2 For more details see: БОБЕВ, Б. „Косово между проблемите и напредъка“. – В: 
Балканите през второто десетилетие на XXI век (София, 2015), 185–192. 
Also: БОБЕВ, Б. „Косово в омагьосания кръг на проблемите“. – In: Новите 
предизвикателства пред Балканите (София, 2019), 140–143.

3 http://www.kosovapress.com/sq/lajme/kqz-shpall-rezultatet-perfundim-
tare-24-ore-afat-per-ankesa-nga-subjektet-dhe-kandidatet-233587/ (12.06.2021).
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irrespective of which they are – always score similar results, with the winner 
getting about 30% of the votes. The conclusion is perfectly clear: the country 
is regularly ruled by coalition majorities and governments accordingly, 
whereby their actual forming is usually rather difficult. 

However, another detail of the Kosovo realities needs also be noted. 
Even if one of the principal subjects hypothetically wins a very convincing 
election victory, it is still impossible to form a purely one-party government. 
The reason is in the country’s Constitution, according to which the minority 
formations mandatorily have their representatives both in parliament and 
in the executive. The internal government instability is a blatant example 
proving instability both in the executive and in the overall political situation. 
It consists in the fact that the parties forming a majority coalition and a 
government accordingly draft some programme for governance and joint 
actions, but their cooperation is not always effective. The point is that the 
principle of partisation of political and public life acts very strongly in the 
general formats as well. This conclusion is also shared by the respondents 
in the interview mentioned earlier. Thus, Liridon Shurdhani speaks about 
“political and party influence in all spheres” and Natalia Apostolova declares 
that even cabinet ministers often act not in that capacity, but as representatives 
of their political parties. 

The instability thus outlined resonates in another very important 
direction as well: the state and functioning of the principal institutions in the 
state, notably the President’s Office and Parliament. After Kosovo declared 
its independence, the President’s powers were terminated before the end of 
his term in office. The first time was in September 2010 when the Head of 
State at that time Fatmir Sejdiu resigned after a group of MPs filed an inquiry 
in the Constitutional Court in connection with the circumstance that in 
his capacity of President he had not formally vacated the post he occupied 
as DLK President, which is required under the Constitution. When 
Parliament elected Behgjet Pacolli as Head of State on 22 September 2011, 
the opposition stood up against that candidate and boycotted the vote. The 
MPs present in the plenary hall were 67, a simple majority of 61 votes was 
required and the election process was completed.4 However, the opposition 
submitted an inquiry in the Constitutional Court on the constitutionality of 

4  According to the interpretative texts, the problem consists in the fact that in the first 
two rounds of the parliamentary voting requiring qualified majority of 80 votes, a 
smaller number of MPs were present in the hall and the move was theoretically im-
possible as well. http://www.gjk-ks.org/repository/docs/gjkk_ko_29_11_shq.pdf 
(12.06.2021).
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the act, and after the negative opinion of the Constitutional Court Behgjet 
Pacolli resigned, having spent only 36 days on that post. 

In the summer of 2020, conditions were again created for a serious 
problem in the President’s institution. The special court in The Hague 
for investigation of the crimes in Kosovo during the war in 1999 and 
immediately afterwards declared its intention to bring charges against several 
people, including the actual President Hashim Thaçi. He was summoned 
to appear for questioning and that fact provoked a real shock in society. 
Different variants for further actions were discussed, including resignation 
of the head of state. In a statement on 20 June the President announced his 
intention to retire from his post if the charges against him were confirmed 
and officialised.5 

The state and functioning of parliament are essential for the overall 
stability of socio-political life. In Kosovo, as in every contemporary 
parliamentary republic, the legislative assembly is a fundamental institution 
of decisive value. Undoubtedly, any blocking of its activity is a serious 
precedent that inevitably has a negative impact on the other institutions as 
well, and would hamper the work of the government. This has happened more 
than once in Kosovo, but the effect was particularly clear in the crisis after 
the 2014 elections, when parliament was unable to be constituted for more 
than six months with elected parliamentary committees and praesidium, and 
accordingly with the formation of a majority.6

The fundamental role of every Constitution for the consolidation of the 
statehood and for the correct and full-blooded functioning of the state and 
public mechanisms is indisputable. The Constitution of Kosovo was adopted 
by Parliament on 7 April 2008 and came into force on 15 June 2008.7 For 
more than a decade that Constitution has revealed a number of weaknesses 
and imperfections, and occasionally it even impeded the correct development 
of processes of different character. Several times it became necessary for the 
Constitutional Court to give explanations on elementary issues, e.g., on the 
procedure for submitting and discussing candidates for Speaker of Parliament 
and for Prime Minister. The early termination of the President’s powers was 

5 https://zeri.info/aktuale/355229/thaci-jap-doreheqje-nese-konfirmohet-aktakuza/ 
(12.06.2021).

6 For more details on this crisis, see: БОБЕВ, Б. „Косово между“, 197–199.  
7 See more details on the prehistory and the drafting of the Constitution, the influ-

ence of the international factor and analysis of the constitutional texts in: http://
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Constitution_of_Kosovo#Second_constitution.2C_1989.
E2.80.931990 (12.06.2021).
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already mentioned, and again the Constitutional Court was involved.8 Any 
legislative act may have certain flaws, but in the concrete case they were 
obvious. This necessitates early revision of the Constitution of Kosovo with 
the necessary amendments, all the more that such an option was provided 
for at the time of its adoption. 

Coordination of the activities of the institutions is often lacking in the 
political reality of Kosovo. The ex-President Fatmir Sejdiu identifies in his 
interview as the main weakness in the country’s political life “the lack of 
harmonisation among the principal institutions, which leads to functioning 
of the different authorities separately from one another and without 
interaction.” In fact, the principal institutions not only failed to interact on 
fundamental issues of various nature, but they even opposed each other. There 
are numerous examples in this respect, e.g., the differences and controversies 
between Hashim Thaçi’s government and President Fatmir Sejdiu in 2010, 
or the sharp confrontation between Albin Kurti’s cabinet and President 
Hashim Thaçi in 2020, which led to a demand for the President’s deposition.9

The state of the public administration also has a strong influence on the 
value, functioning and interaction of the fundamental institutions, and it 
is criticised in the interviews cited earlier. Thus, Liridon Shurdhani speaks 
about “nepotism in the administration and appointment of activists from the 
political parties,” and according to Nexhmedin Spahiu, “the administration is 
incredibly bloated compared to EU standards.” These opinions demonstrate 
that representatives of the political elite of Kosovo also highlight certain 
weaknesses in the public administration. Many more examples in support of 
this statement can be cited.10 

The analysis so far of some political elements in the Kosovo realities, 
which have a direct impact on the stability of the state and society, is highly 
generalised on account of the limited volume of the present text. However, 
other important factors with influence in the same direction can also be noted, 
e.g., the issue of the country’s northern regions, which is directly related to its 
overall stability, because the central power is not yet in a position to exercise 
100% control in them. The state and functioning of the judiciary is also a 
serious problem. It is not in a good condition, it does not guarantee the 

8 Details on the questions submitted and on the Court’s decisions can be seen on the 
official website of the Constitutional Court: http://www.gjk-ks.org/ (12.06.2021).

9 http://focus-news.net/news/2020/02/27/2751746/mkd-makedoniya-albin-kur-
ti-iska-osvobozhdavaneto-na-hashim-tachi-ot-prezidentskiya-post-poradi-tay-
no-sporazumenie-za-severno-kosovo.html  (12.06.2021).

10 For more details see: БОБЕВ, Б. „Косово в омагьосания кръг“, 147–148. 
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rule of law and it permanently attracts the attention and recommendations 
on the part of the EU. The development of the economy is likewise highly 
unsatisfactory, which is directly relevant to the stability and to the extremely 
bad social status of the enormous majority of the country’s citizens, as well 
as to the existing sound readiness for emigration. In the past several years a 
topical issue emerged: the problem of the influence of Islam and the risk of 
radicalisation of Kosovo society. In spite of the relatively adequate behaviour 
of the state structures, the danger is not gone and the risks remain.11

The COVID-19 pandemic was a fact with a destabilising impact on 
the situation in Kosovo in 2020. It is important to stress that Kosovo and 
Montenegro are the last European countries in which persons infected with 
the new coronavirus were identified. The first official announcement about 
two persons infected with COVID-19 appeared on 13 March. It should 
be noted that for weeks the process of rise in the numbers of the diseased 
persons was slow and the positive cases were few.12 Thus on 1 April 125 cases 
were reported,13 and on 3 May they were 851.14 Mortality was also very low 
during that period.15 The situation seemed encouraging and the government 
declared easing of the measures on 31 May. However, that proved to be 
premature: between 31 May and 30 June the number of infected individuals 
almost tripled – from 1,083 to 2,878, and the active cases were nearly six 
times more, reaching 1,250.16 In mid-August the data already indicated 
10,419 infected, with 4,020 active cases and 341 deaths.17 The tendency was 
obviously unfavourable: from the end of June until mid-August the number of 

11 For more details see: БОБЕВ, Б. Косово: „Сблъсък между традиционната 
толерантност и радикализма“. – In: Балканският ислям, бариера или мост за 
радикализма (София, 2018), 68–81.

12 It should be borne in mind that the population of Kosovo is around 1,850,000 and 
the data should be in conformity with that. 

13 https://kosovapress.com/shkon-ne-125-raste-numri-i-rasteve-me-koronavirus/ 
(12.06.2021).

14 https://kosovapress.com/18-te-sheruar-dhe-11-raste-te-reja-me-koronavirus-ne-
kosove/  (12.06.2021).

15 On 12 May Kosovo ranked 4th in Europe with its number of deaths per 100,000 
population, after Lithuania, Slovakia and Ukraine, and before Belarus and Bulgaria, 
https://kosovapress.com/24-raste-me-covid-19-dhe-14-te-sheruar/ (12.06.2021).

16 https://www.koha.net/arberi/227814/per-nje-muaj-ne-kosove-thuajse-jane-trefi-
shuar-rastet-me-covid-19/ (12.06.2021).

17 http://focus-news.net/news/2020/08/11/2797018/gazeta-express-kosovo-saob-
shti-za-172-novi-sluchaya-na-koronavirus-za-poslednoto-denonoshtie.html 
(12.06.2021).



87

infected persons more than tripled in six weeks. At the end of August Kosovo 
came second in the region on the scale of deaths compared to the number 
of infected individuals.18 What is more, according to some foreign sources 
of information, the country was among those with the highest number of 
deaths per one million population, there are data that it even ranked second 
according to that indicator.19 According to Bloomberg, Kosovo even came 
ahead of Columbia and reported the worst data for 19–26 August.20

The behaviour of the government and of the remaining state institutions 
in that unfavourable situation was of key importance.  It should be stressed 
that it was adequate, especially in the beginning, even anticipating events 
at times. Thus, on 9 March, i.e., before the appearance of the first cases, the 
Security Council with the government outlined measures in view of the 
situation in Europe.21 Additional measures were introduced immediately after 
the first cases of the disease.22 Later, mandatory face masks and restrictions 
on the movements of people and cars were introduced. Both politicians and 
analysts were perfectly aware that the pandemic and the measures against it 
would deal a severe blow on the country’s economy that is in an unsatisfactory 
state and hence on the social status of the majority of the citizens of Kosovo. 
A special fiscal package of more than 170 mln. € was introduced at the end 
of March in order to guarantee at least minimum labour remuneration 
over the next two months to enterprises and companies forced to restrict 
or discontinue their activities.23 Around the end of May, the Ministry of 

18 https://zeri.info/aktuale/364760/krasniqi-deri-tani-ne-kosove-mbi-96-per-qind-e-
te-infektuarve-jane-sheruar/ (12.06.2021).

19 https://kosovapress.com/kurti-qeveria-koti-nuk-eshte-akademia-e-kosoves-por-
pandemia-e-saj/ (12.06.2021).

20 https://zeri.info/aktuale/364972/bloomberg-zi-e-terr-per-kosoven-e-varfer-e-kor-
ruptuar-e-para-ne-bote-per-vdekje-nga-covid-19/ (12.06.2021).

21 Schools were closed, the presence of spectators in all indoors events was forbidden, 
medical control was organised at the border crossing points, some flights and land 
transport to and from risky destinations were blocked, and quarantine of the per-
sons arriving from them was imposed: https://zeri.info/aktuale/333318/mesimi-
ne-kosove-pezullohet-deri-me-27-mars-keto-jane-masat-tjera-qe-ka-marre-qeveria-
kunder-koronavirusit/ (12.06.2021).

22 Quarantine was imposed on the respective towns and villages, stopping of the inter-
city transport, banned functioning of restaurants, cafés and bars, as well as cancella-
tion of cultural and sports events, restrictions on the activities of state institutions, 
appeals to private companies to create opportunities for work out of home, wherev-
er possible https://www.koha.net/arberi/213240/10-masat-shtese-te-qeverise-pas-
konfirmimit-te-dy-rasteve-me-koronavirus/ (12.06.2021).

23 https://www.koha.net/arberi/215041/qeveria-do-ti-ndihmoje-kompanite-e-afek-
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Finance already reported that the economy was shrinking and that the GDP 
for 2020 would decrease by at least 5%.24 Three months later such a forecast 
seemed even optimistic. Between the start of the pandemic situation and the 
end of August 447 businesses were closed down. Expert predictions indicate 
that the expectations are for about 5,000 businesses to be affected through 
bankruptcy, closing down or restriction of their activities.25

The analysis of the overall situation of Kosovo should mandatorily 
address also the issue of the country’s foreign policy and its presence in 
international life, all the more when a newly emerging state political entity 
is implied, especially in a traditionally neuralgic area of the European 
continent. Several clearly outlined priorities can be indicated along 
these lines, implemented with the necessary consistency by the Kosovo 
institutions. It is necessary to include here the process of recognising the 
independence of Kosovo; the active relations with the EU and NATO, 
striving to deepen and intensify them; the efforts to normalise the relations 
with Serbia through dialogue between the two countries, including at the 
highest political levels; cooperation and good-neighbourly relations with the 
remaining neighbouring states; maximum possible participation in various 
formats of international cooperation on a regional and broader scale. It is 
imperative to note also that “the close and special relations with the USA” 
are of particular importance to Kosovo.26

The ways in which the interviewed representatives of the political elite 
indicate the priorities in the foreign policy of Kosovo are indisputably 
interesting. Nexhmedin Spahiu attaches highest importance to the integration 
in the EU and NATO on which there is both public and political consensus. 
Fatmir Sejdiu and Liridon Shurdhani emphasise the attaining of new 
recognitions, as well as progress in the talks with Serbia. Natalia Apostolova 
places the main emphasis on the dialogue with Belgrade, while Albin Kurti 
attaches prime importance to the growing number of recognitions of the 
country’s independence by UN Member States. 

As Kosovo is a new state and political entity on the map of the 
European continent, the issue of the recognising of its independence is a 
key priority for the country’s foreign policy from the actual moment when 

tuara-per-pagat-e-punetoreve-ne-dy-muajt-e-ardhshem/  (12.06.2021).
24 https://zeri.info/ekonomia/349984/kosova-pa-te-dhena-te-sakta-per-demet-ekonomike-

nga-covid-19/ (12.06.2021).
25 https://zeri.info/aktuale/364507/covid-19-mbylli-mbi-400-biznese-ne-kosove/ 

(12.06.2021).
26 http://www.mfa-ks.net/?page=1,98  (12.06.2021).
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that was announced. In 2008, that was done by 53 states, their number 
increased gradually to reach 108 countries in 2014 and 116 in 2018.27 A 
certain slowing down of the process of recognition is perfectly explicable, 
but anyway at the end of 2018 Kosovo was recognised by 23 Member 
States of EU-28 and by 24 of the 29 NATO members, as well as by more 
than half of the countries in the Organisation of Islamic Cooperation. 
The total number of UN members that recognised Kosovo’s independence 
also exceeds 50% of all member states. Naturally, there are factors with a 
negative impact: first and foremost that five Member States of the EU 
and NATO have not performed the act of recognition. Activation of the 
Serbian diplomacy in the direction of withdrawal of already declared 
recognitions has been noticed recently, mainly in countries from the 
African continent.28

Relations with the EU are of key importance, all the more that the future 
accession has been declared by Pristina as the main priority. The contacts in 
the 2012–2014 period were undoubtedly very active and significant.29 The 
dialogues on visa liberalisation and rule of law started then, and a decision 
was reached to start talks to sign the extremely important Stabilisation and 
Association Agreement, which was concluded on 25 June 2014. Kosovo 
thus became the last state from the region of the Western Balkans to become 
associate EU member.

However, it should not be believed that the relations along the Brussels–
Pristina axis are easy and without problems. There is still no visa liberalisation, 
which provokes visible discontent in Kosovo, whose representatives claim that 
all requirements have been met. The discontent is not unfounded, because 
both the European Commission and the European Parliament have 
recommended the lifting of visas in resolutions, but the obstinacy of several 
Member States hampers the adoption of the final decision by the Council of 
the EU. 

Over the years, the country maintained permanent contacts and good 
relations with NATO – future membership in the Alliance is also among 
the foreign policy intentions announced by Pristina. A major role for these 
positive contacts is to be credited to the ongoing presence of KFOR in 
Kosovo and its involvement with the country’s stability. There are sometimes 

27 For more details see: БОБЕВ, Б. „Косово в омагьосания кръг“, с. 156. 
28 The reported numbers from these countries differ in the information coming from 

Belgrade or Pristina, accordingly. 
29 For more details on these relations during the cited period, see: БОБЕВ, Б. „ Косово 

между“, 211–212. 
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divergences in the views on certain issues,30 but NATO enjoys a high 
prestige.

Relations with the USA also carry exceptional weight, especially in the 
eyes of the political class of Kosovo. In practice, Washington has supported 
the Kosovo cause everywhere and in everything over the years, including 
during discussions of the regular country reports at the UN Security Council. 

Relations with the neighbouring countries are also highly important. 
Understandably, there are absolutely no problems in the relations with 
Albania, while contacts and relations with North Macedonia and 
Montenegro experience occasional difficulties, although they are active and 
mutually beneficial on the whole. An interesting study conducted by the 
NGO Kosovar Institute for Policy Research and Development (KIPRED) 
and entitled “Kosovo in the Regional Context – Bilateral Political Relations” 
defines them as follows: excellent with Albania and Turkey, very good with 
Slovenia and North Macedonia, good with Bulgaria and Croatia, poor with 
Romania, Greece, Serbia and Bosnia and Herzegovina.31

Special attention is devoted in Pristina to the presence of Kosovo in the 
various formats of international cooperation, especially in a regional plan. 
During the past decade the efforts in that direction, supported by the EU 
and the USA, gave tangible results. And if Kosovo was member of only two 
international structures in 2010, their number exceeded 35 in 2020. 

The analysis of the foreign policy of Kosovo and its presence in 
international life inevitably leads to the most important moment: 
the relations with neighbouring Serbia and the dialogue for their 
normalisation.  

That process of exceptional importance to Kosovo, Serbia and the 
region of the Balkans started in 2011 as talks at expert level on the initial 
UN initiative. Gradually the coordination functions and the overall 
implementation passed into EU hands, the dialogue became political and 
took place at the level of prime ministers. This led to the final moment 
of what can be referred to as the initial stage: signing of a political 
agreement by Hashim Thaçi and Ivica Dačić on 19 April 2013. Step by 
step, new agreements were reached and documents were signed on a 
number of concrete issues. Not everything went smoothly, contradictions 
appeared, divergent interpretations of the agreements and delays in 
their implementation. Still, the dialogue with EU mediation, and more 

30  For more details see: БОБЕВ, Б. „Косово в омагьосания кръг“, с. 158. 
31  Kosova ne kontekst Rajonal: Marredheniet Politike Bilaterale (Prishtine, 2014), p. 9. 



91

specifically with the mediation of the High Representatives of the Union 
for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy, successively Catherine Ashton and 
Federica Mogherini, progressed and moved in the right direction. 

Such was the situation until the autumn of 2018, when a severe rupture 
in the dialogue occurred. A real war of words broke out already in the 
summer when the topic of the change in borders and possible exchange of 
territories came to the fore, but tension climaxed at the end of November 
when Kosovo failed to become member of Interpol for the third time in 
succession. The government headed by Ramush Haradinaj then accused 
the Serbian propaganda for that failure and applied a counter-measure of 
imposing additional 100% customs duties on the import from Serbia, which 
is the principal element in foreign trade. Pristina declared that it would 
revoke the penalty fees if Belgrade recognised Kosovo’s independence, while 
Vučić countered that Serbia would return to the negotiations process only if 
the customs duties were revoked. A vicious circle was created, without light 
at the end of the tunnel, and the dialogue was discontinued after efforts for 
seven years. 

That drastic move was undoubtedly intended as a punitive action against 
Serbia. It should be stressed that it had a trade and economic effect: Belgrade 
is the biggest importer in Kosovo and according to reliable sources, the losses 
from the resulting situation of actually interrupted trade are estimated at 
about 1.5 mln. € per day.32 The consequences are essentially more severe for 
Kosovo and consist not only in certain difficulties in supplies and in higher 
prices of basic necessities, having purely political dimensions as well. 

In that critical situation it becomes clear to what extent the EU, NATO 
and the USA are keen on the continuation of the dialogue between Pristina 
and Belgrade. In practice, no one except Albania approves the cabinet’s 
behaviour. The signals coming both from Brussels and from Washington D.C. 
are identical: demand for abolishing the excessive customs duties and return 
to the negotiations table. Haradinaj persists, but his position was exposed to 
crossfire that was joined by his domestic policy opponents, accusing him of 
acts that deteriorate Kosovo’s relations with the EU and USA, and jeopardise 
the implementation of the priority tasks. Pristina simply fails to understand 
how a situation emerged in which Washington warned of the possibility 
the country to suffer sanctions of different character.33 On its part the EU 

32 https://zeri.info/aktuale/236864/ljajiq-nese-nuk-hiqet-taksa-tregun-e-kosoves-do-
e-zene-te-tjeret  (12.06.2021).

33 https://zeri.info/aktuale/237370/shba-fillon-me-sanksione-ndaj-kosoves-a-mund-
te-ashpersohen-me-tutje-raportet/ (12.06.2021).
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insisted that the behaviour with the fees contravened both CEFTA and the 
Stabilisation and Association Agreement.34 

With the line firmly followed by Brussels and Washington, and with the 
existing public moods, it became quickly clear that Haradinaj’s government 
would not persist and would have to either revoke the excessive customs 
duties, or step down from power. His subpoena to appear as witness before 
the Special Court in The Hague led to his resignation and the country 
faced elections that were organised on 6 October 2019 and led to victory 
of the nationalist formation VV, with a small difference compared to the 
DLK. Following long and painful negotiations, at the last possible moment 
according to the Constitution, on 3 February 2020, the country acquired a 
coalition government formed by the two political formations and minority 
representatives, headed by the VV leader Albin Kurti. That government 
survived for only about 50 days and was deposed on 25 March with a “no 
confidence” vote with impressive support. The cabinet continued to govern 
after its resignation as well. 

It is essential to note that both the USA and the EU provided clear 
evidence of their growing commitment to the dialogue between Pristina and 
Belgrade, and of their willingness for concrete results and for proceeding to the 
final solution. In the autumn of 2019 and in the winter of 2020 Washington 
and Brussels appointed their special representatives on that issue: Richard 
Grenell, US Ambassador to Berlin for a while, close to President Donald 
Trump, and Miroslav Lajčák, former foreign minister of Slovakia. 

Naturally, the cabinet’s behaviour with respect to the dialogue with Serbia 
is of interest for the topic discussed. Declarations were made repeatedly that 
the talks must continue and even that the initiative is to be taken to meet 
the Serbian condition in the lifting of the fees. They were abolished on 1 
April, but were replaced with a requirement for complete reciprocity in 
the bilateral relations. That was not to the satisfaction of Belgrade and the 
talks were not resumed. The reactions both of the USA and of the EU were 
sharp and categorical, demanding unconditional abolishing of the excessive 
customs duties. 

After long disputes and contradictions on whether the country ought to 
opt for early elections or form a new government within that parliamentary 
term in office, a ruling by the Constitutional Court of 29 May 2020 was in 
favour of the second option. On 3 June, Parliament voted for the coalition 

34 https://zeri.info/aktuale/249665/apostolova-taksa-e-kosoves-ndaj-serbise-eshte-
kunder-frymes-se-msa-se/ (12.06.2021).
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government with Avdullah Hoti as Prime Minister.35 Precisely that cabinet 
undertook the commitment to abolish all obstacles before the dialogue and 
one of its first decisions was to revoke the principle of complete reciprocity. 
That was appreciated in Brussels, Washington and Belgrade, and efforts were 
focused on resuming the dialogue. The Chief Negotiator on the Serbian side 
was to be President Aleksandar Vučić, and according to the ruling of the 
Kosovo Constitutional Court, the country’s delegation was to be headed by 
Prime Minister Avdullah Hoti. 

However, the US side made a pre-emptive move and scheduled a meeting 
for the end of June in Washington D.C., which was cancelled by yet another 
political turbulence: the summoning of Kosovo President Hashim Thaçi to 
the Special Court in The Hague. In the meantime, a meeting between Vučić 
and Hoti took place in July, already in Brussels. The dialogue was resumed, 
although the evaluations of that contact are not particularly encouraging. 

Considerable progress could be noticed in the autumn of 2020. The 
postponed June meeting was held in the White House on 4 September. In 
the presence of US President Donald Trump Aleksandar Vučić and Avdullah 
Hoti signed an agreement on normalisation of the economic cooperation.36 
The two sides spoke officially in positive terms about the agreements attained 
and about the prospects for economic cooperation. On its part, the USA 
assessed the attaining of that agreement as a step forward towards finding 
political solutions.37

Just days later, on 7 September, a new high-level meeting took place, that 
time in Brussels. The discussions focused again on the economic cooperation, 
as well as on the missing and displaced persons. Another meeting at the end 
of September was agreed upon, as well as continuation of the work at the level 
of experts. The topics planned to be discussed included the minorities, and 
financial and property mutual claims. Miroslav Lajčák defined the meeting 

35 https://kosovapress.com/%e2%80%8bkuvendi-konfirmon-61-votat-per-qeverine-hoti/ 
(12.06.2021).

36 It included building of road and railway infrastructure, financing of small and medi-
um-sized business, the opening of a common border checkpoint in Merdare, mem-
bership of Kosovo in the regional mini-Schengen, joint use of the water and electric-
ity from the Gazivoda/Ujman dam, etc. See the text of the agreement in: https://
zeri.info/aktuale/366225/pas-marreveshjes-hoti-thote-se-synimi-i-kosoves-eshte-
arritja-e-njohjes-reciproke/ (12.06.2021).

37 https://www.koha.net/arberi/236080/pompeo-shba-ja-e-gatshme-per-normal-
izimin-e-plote-te-marredhenieve-kosove-serbi/  (12.06.2021).

Bobby Bobev  Kosovo



Contemporary Balkans: The Challenges of the 21st Century

94

as highly successful.38 Apparently, it can be concluded with certainty that 
around September 2020 the dialogue between Pristina and Belgrade was 
resumed and marked a certain progress. 

The brief survey of the framework of the negotiations between Pristina 
and Belgrade, of the stages in their development, of the progress attained 
and the remaining unresolved issues, give grounds to conclude definitely that 
the successful completion of the dialogue with a final and legally binding 
document is the most important task before the Kosovo politicians and 
society, domestically and on an international scale. Domestically that would 
mean attaining unanimity among the majority of political factors, calming 
of the situation, final clarity in the relations with the Serbian political parties, 
and imposing government control over the problematic northern regions. 
Attaining an agreement in the foreign policy sphere, as well and on the 
presence of Kosovo in international life, would be of immense importance. 
Regulation of the relations with Serbia would also open up opportunities 
for the implementation of the other priority tasks as well: recognising of the 
independence of Kosovo and its UN membership, progress in the country’s 
European and Euro-Atlantic integration, and lasting stability in the region. 
It is perfectly clear that there simply cannot be a more important priority for 
Kosovo than the normalisation of the relations with Serbia. 

This conclusion implies a very serious commitment on the part of the 
international community as well. The EU, and the Member-States, including 
Bulgaria, NATO, the USA, and all countries in the region must unite their 
efforts and do everything possible in that direction, if they wish to guarantee 
peace and stability in the Western Balkans and in the entire Europe. 

Abstract: After 2008, when the youngest state in the Balkan region declared 
unilaterally its independence, it faced very serious problems practically in all possible 
spheres: both of internal political and of foreign policy nature. The building and 
the consolidation of statehood constituted undoubtedly the most important issue.
The inner state of the country and society is characterised by almost uninterrupted 
instability connected to a great extent with the state and functioning of the political 
parties, as well as with other important factors: the results of the elections held, 
the formation of ruling majorities and governments accordingly, the functioning 
of the institutions and their interaction, as well as the role and significance of the 
Constitution. Another characteristic specificity is also the fact that the principal 
political entities showed close election results, which led to complicated negotiations 

38 http://focus-news.net/news/2020/09/07/2803764/es-belgrad-i-prishtina-postig-
naha-golyam-napredak-na-pregovorite-v-bryuksel.html  (12.06.2021)
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and formation of unprincipled and unstable majorities. It is noteworthy that since 
2008 to this day not one majority or government accordingly had a full term in office 
and all parliamentary elections were held prematurely. Another factor of importance 
for the instability was also the early termination of the terms in office of the President, 
following decisions to that effect of the Constitutional Court. This leads to the role 
of the fundamental law – the Constitution is imperfect, with lack of clarity and legal 
loopholes, and it need to be revised and complemented as soon as possible.

The internal instability affects the country’s foreign policy as well. Its important 
task is the recognising of Kosovo’s independence by an increasing number of states 
worldwide, but it is becoming clearer over time that the dialogue with Belgrade on 
the normalisation of the relations between the two countries acquires an ever growing 
significance. Without results from that dialogue it is not possible to expect positive 
development of all remaining foreign policy priorities, above all the efforts to attain 
European and Euro-Atlantic integration. 

It is perfectly clear that there is still a lot of work ahead of Kosovo for 
consolidating statehood and for attaining internal political stability, as well as for the 
implementation of the foreign policy priorities.

Keywords: Political instability, contradictions between institutions, recognizing of 
the state, integration process, dialogue with Belgrade
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Bisser Banchev 

Montenegro is a small state with a big historical heritage. During the second 
decade of the 21st century it proved to be the point of intersection of major 
geopolitical clashes. Hence contemporary processes in the country evoke 
lasting interest.1

In the late 20th and early 21st century, Montenegro made a radical attempt 
to part with its Yugoslav past.2 In 2006, the country attained its independence 
after a referendum conducted under EU supervision. It is sometimes pointed 
out that Montenegro is a sovereign state without its own currency and that 
it is a maritime state without its own navy. Several patrol boats and training 
ships disprove the second statement. Unlike it, the first statement is true and 
it is much more important, because Montenegro renounced the currency of 
Yugoslavia and formed indirect links with the financial system of the EU 
already back in 1999. 

The restoring of statehood that had been lost in 1918 is an important 
element of the official rhetoric. In practice, more than a decade after the 
referendum on independence the Montenegrin society has not yet succeeded 
in finding the balance between the Yugoslav heritage and the pre-Yugoslav 
tradition. The latter includes the particularly close relations with Russia 
before World War I. Special attention was devoted to the topic immediately 

1 MORRISON, K. Nationalism, Identity and Statehood in Post-Yugoslav Montene-
gro (Bloomsbury Academic, 2018); BIEBER, F. The Rise of Authoritarianism in the 
Western Balkans (Palgrave Macmillan, 2020); BECHEV, D. The 2016 Coup Attempt 
in Montenegro: Is Russia’s Balkans Footprint Expanding? (Foreign Policy Research 
Institute, Philadelphia, 2018); PAVLOVIĆ, S. "Montenegro’s ‘stabilitocracy’: the 
West’s support of Đukanović is damaging the prospects of democratic change", 
LSEE Blog, December 23, 2016. 

2 БАНЧЕВ, Б. „Черна гора – малката държава с големи амбиции“. – В: КОСТОВ 
Ал. (съст) Балканите през второто десетилетие на XXI век  (София, Парадигма, 
2015), 363–387. 
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after 2006, and Moscow recognised the new independence of Montenegro 
before Washington.3 Russian investors in industry, as well as Russian 
tourists, became a major factor for the country’s economy. Subsequently the 
realisation would come that the contacts were on unsound foundations. 

Montenegro’s big ambition during the second decade of the 21st century 
is connected with the country’s EU accession. The paradox is that in 2012 
Montenegro started accession negotiations with the same parties and even 
with the same persons who started the transition to a democratic society 
in the early 1990s. Throughout the entire period the Democratic Party of 
Socialists (DPS) was the leading force in public life. It is direct successor of 
the local republican subdivision of the League of Communists of Yugoslavia 
and it gave the country’s Prime Minister for the entire period from 1990 
until 2020, as it did in 1945–1990 as well. Montenegro is a unique case in 
this respect. After 1991, Milo Djukanović (b. 1962) constantly alternated 
the position of Prime Minister with that of President, with the exception of 
two short spells when both posts were held by close associates of his, while he 
himself remained the unchanged leader of the ruling party. 

Observers are justified to refer to “intimate blending” between the ruling 
party and the state. Monopoly over power creates opportunities for abuse 
of public resources during elections, for discrediting opponents and for 
consolidating the patronage positions of the leading political party figures. 
Nearly one-third of the labour force is in the public sector, which makes the 
unemployment topic very sensitive, because in times of crisis work is given 
only through party channels, expecting in return controlled vote during the 
elections.4 The confrontation is particularly acute during local elections, 
which are often perceived as more important than national elections in the 
miniature state. 

Montenegro is the first candidate that started EU accession negotiations 
following a new model. Chapters 23 and 24 – on the judiciary, human 
rights and combating corruption – were opened first. These chapters are to 
remain open until the accession negotiations are completed, so that progress 
in these areas can be permanently monitored by Brussels. There has been 
no other period in the history of Montenegro with such direct obligation 
for the country to abide by certain rules, combined with external control. 

3 RAKOVIĆ, A. "Montenegro from secession to NATO: Reflection on the disori-
entation of the Russian foreign policy (2006–2017)," – National Interest,  vol. 28.1, 
(2017), p. 73. 

4 ČAĐENOVIĆ, I. "Sudbina  državnih preduzeća  nakon izbora: Otključati kasice 
prasice DPS-a," – Monitor, 15.09.2020. 
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All existing controversies become apparent. Protests on social grounds 
alternate with protests on anti-corruption grounds, and with protests on 
ethnic and religious grounds. The latter manifest a peculiar Montenegrin 
specificity that does not concern Muslim or Catholic believers, and the 
ethnic Albanians or Croatians. The conflicts develop predominantly 
within the Christian Orthodox majority. There is an ongoing process of 
state-sponsored consolidation of a new Montenegrin nation, distinguished 
from the Serbian nation whose part it was considered to be until then. The 
idea of a new state identity triggers a conflict between those who identify 
themselves as Serbs and as Montenegrins. The Cyrillic script is banned, new 
letters are introduced in the alphabet, mandatory choice between Serbian 
and Montenegrin citizenship is imposed. Maximum difficulties are created 
for the work of the Serbian Orthodox Church on the country’s territory. 
Tensions are superimposed and exacerbated over the dividing lines between 
the poor North and the rich South of the small republic. 

Lack of cohesion and unity is characteristic of the opposition as well, 
which is composed of two major components provisionally defined as political 
and civilian. In turn, the political opposition consists of two groups. The first 
one represents the so-called “Serbian bloc” and expresses the interests of the 
population with Serbian or double identity. The second group consists of 
relatively young activists and economists with liberal and environmentalist 
views, usually with prior involvement in the NGO sector. An additional 
internal dividing line passes through the so-called “pro-Serbian” parties: 
some of them are considered to be successors of the communist Yugoslav 
tradition, others are associated with the Great Serbia idea and its Chetnik 
implementations during World War II. The pro-liberal parties originate 
from the civilian sector that never stops eliciting new leaders in an attempt 
to surmount or at least to circumvent the traditional links based on family, 
native land and political party. They are generated by the civilian component 
of the opposition: non-governmental organisations that develop a strong 
anti-corruption rhetoric and are an important element in public life. The 
division is reflected even in the trade union movement.5 

Chronic financial deficits are a systemic problem. The budget often 
balances on the verge of national bankruptcy that cannot be compensated 
by the Russian investors in real estate. It becomes particularly difficult when 
emergency expenditures become necessary, e.g., 155 million € to save the 

5 "Jedni čekaju da Vlada ispuni obećanje drugi pozivaju na proteste," – PVportal, 
01.05.2012. 
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national airline from bankruptcy.6 It becomes often necessary for the 
municipal authorities to seek bridge financing from the government. In 
a miniature country like Montenegro it is difficult to draw the dividing 
lines between local issues and problems affecting the entire state. The 
municipalities are the only entities for administrative functioning, apart 
from the state. Municipal (self-)government carries a relatively big weight 
and local elections are being perceived as more important than the national 
elections. Proposals to create new municipalities became an important 
element in the negotiations aimed at forming coalitions, especially with 
the minority parties. 

Influential media in the USA and in Europe include Montenegro 
among the so-called “mafia states.” The rulers seek examples that would 
convince the general public that they are well accepted by their Western 
partners. The NATO topic is particularly beneficial in this respect. A large-
scale campaign for membership in the Alliance was conducted. A symbolic 
military contingent was sent to Afghanistan. Montenegro was among the 
first states to recognise Kosovo. From the start of the Ukrainian crisis in 
2014, the authorities in Podgorica denounced Russia and joined the EU 
sanctions. Montenegro tried to fit in the strategic scenarios of NATO, 
but encountered certain problems with the individual assessment of the 
country’s readiness. Podgorica did not receive an invitation for the NATO 
Summit in Wales in September 2014 because the needed profound reforms 
in the security and intelligence sector had not been implemented. This led to 
the dismissal of dozens of security personnel on claims of being connected 
with Russia, and to the resignation of the Director of the National Security 
Agency. 

The burden of the Yugoslav heritage weighs on the country’s foreign policy 
as well. The issue of the dual citizenship of many Montenegrins remains open 
with Serbia, but Montenegro prohibits it as part of the process of endorsing a 
new national identity. There are disputes on the boundary delimitation with 
Croatia and with Bosnia and Herzegovina, and even with Kosovo. 

The leading tendency in the development of the domestic policy of 
Montenegro during the second decade of the 21st century can be defined as 
creeping destabilisation. Problematic linking of stability with one person and 
his circle is observed. Djukanović appears to be practically the only guarantor 
of stability. He became an emblematic example of the term “stabilocracy” 
that is gaining prominence in the Western Balkans – the rule of a leader who 

6 ŠĆEPANOVIĆ , L. "Vladini milioni za Montenegro Airlines," – RFE/RL, 
12.12.2019. 
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vacillates between democratic and autocratic tendencies, but secures foreign 
policy stability. His loyalty is a leading motive in the attitudes of the Western 
governments and the EU, instead of encouraging the country’s democratic 
development. The assessment of the society in Montenegro tends to be the 
opposite and can be presented metaphorically as “Milo in Wonderland” 
where impossible things happen: deceased individuals and persons who are 
in fact absent vote during elections.7 

The political vitality of Djukanović rests on his skill to distance himself 
from former close associates that he no longer needs. President Filip Vujanović 
is an example of that practice in the party, who was gradually pushed to 
the background after the end of his last term in office, and the second in 
command in the party, Svetozar Marović, was sentenced on corruption 
charges, although he was no longer a factor in Montenegrin policy. Similarly, 
during the 1990s Djukanović distanced himself from the former President 
of Montenegro, Momir Bulatović, and from the former President of Serbia, 
Slobodan Milošević. In 2016, the leader of the smaller coalition partner and 
Speaker of Parliament, Ranko Krivokapić, was the next person who proved 
to be redundant and lost his position. For a long time Djukanović exploited 
successfully the existing divisions in society. He provoked different conflicts, 
trying to be their only arbitrator. Hence he is often defined as “pyromaniac 
and fire-fighter rolled in one.”8

The municipalities in which the DPS is not in power are subjected 
to permanent pressure by the central government. The methods vary: 
from sending different inspectors to harass the local officials to provoking 
political crises and replacing mayors elected from the opposition.9 Some 
of the influential leaders of the parliamentary opposition were arrested 
and tried in court. This did not ease the existing tension. The different 
wings of the pro-Serbian and pro-European opposition saw the imperative 
need to seek various possible forms of cooperation among them. Periodic 
boycotts of Parliament became one of the evidences of political instability 
in 2013–2020. The length of that period was a source of concern among the 
European partners. Ultimately, amendments to the legislation were adopted, 
which improved the quality of the election process. However, that does not 

7 DEDOVIĆ, D. "Čudo već viđeno," – Deutsche Welle, 17.10.2016. 
8 MURIĆ, D. "Mnogi iz EU neće željeti za isti sto sa Đukanovićem i Vučićem,"  – 

Vijesti, 14.04.2019.
9  Freedom House, Nations in Transit 2020: Montenegro – https://freedomhouse.

org/country/montenegro/nations-transit/2020 (18.07.2021).
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change the fact that the boycotts make the normal functioning of Parliament 
extremely difficult.10

The paradox is that the conflicts in all that anxiety do not affect the 
minorities: Albanian, Bosnian and Croatian. Their representatives in 
Parliament are usually included in the ruling majority and it is precisely 
the MPs from the minority parties who secure the control exercised by 
Djukanović on the executive power during the 2016–2020 parliamentary 
cycle. The price was to form a new municipality Tuzi with predominant 
Albanian population. The promise was fulfilled in September 2018 and the 
number of municipalities increased from 23 to 24.11

Throughout that period, politics became the dominant theme in 
public debate, but it betrayed conscious economic interests behind it. The 
aspirations for control over the economy by one party, by one family and 
by one individual are obvious. DPS, the party of Djukanović, is part of the 
European Left. A coalition was formed around it involving other former 
members of the League of Communists of Yugoslavia, notably the Social 
Democratic Party (SDP). They were joined by the leaders of the minorities 
that received proportional access to ministerial posts and other power and 
financial resources. 

It was difficult for the opposition to attain unity. It participated in the 
2013 presidential elections with a common candidate and lost with a very 
small difference in the number of votes to the government candidate Filip 
Vujanović. The unification disintegrated quickly afterwards, resulting in 
reformatting of the internal political landscape in 2015–2016.12 Three of the 
influential opposition parties were abandoned by their leading activists. The 
same occurred with the smaller partner in the ruling coalition as well. In 
the general case, the separatists left after losing an internal leadership battle 
in their party. All four conflicts ended with the emergence of new political 
formations. The ideological differentiation with the old partners is strongly 
blurred and the difference tends to be connected with the concrete person. 
Such split is unseen in the country’s new history. Only parliamentary parties 
are affected. With a total of 81 MPs, a shift in the loyalty of even one of them 
may cause deep turbulence in the country’s governance. It is even stranger 

10 Parliamentary Boycotts in the Western Balkans (Westminster Foundation for De-
mocracy, 2019), p. 80. 

11  "Samostalna Opština Tuzi nakon dvije decenije obećanja," – RFE/RL, 03.09.2018. 
12  Freedom House, Nations in Transit 2016: Montenegro – https://freedomhouse.

org/country/montenegro/nations-transit/2016 (18.07.2021).
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that the political scene was so deeply perturbed in a year when there are 
no elections. Only hypotheses can be launched on the deep reasons for the 
big displacements in 2015: personal, ideological or under external pressure. 
The latter was connected with the imminent accession to NATO. The 
mechanisms of Montenegro’s policy are sometimes paradoxical. This was 
very well illustrated by the Minister of Interior Ivan Brajović, who left the 
smaller coalition partner SDP after failing to become its leader. He created 
the formation “Social Democrats of Montenegro” that preserved its position 
in power. Ivan Brajović was born in the same year as Milo Djukanović, and 
both had worked together in the leadership of the youth organisation of the 
League of Communists of Montenegro during the last years of Yugoslavia. 

The Speaker of Parliament Ranko Krivokapić proved to be in a losing 
position. He broke up with Djukanović, but waited for the invitation for 
NATO membership to be received before initiating a vote of no confidence 
for the Prime Minister. It is curious to note that the withdrawn SDP votes 
were “compensated for” by the representatives of Positive Montenegro, who 
belonged to the opposition until that moment and were strongly critical of 
Djukanović. They acted on the recommendations of MEPs from the Group 
of the Greens in the European Parliament, who feared destabilisation of the 
state that could hamper the NATO membership of Montenegro.13 Positive 
Montenegro disintegrated a year later and its former leader left to become 
Ambassador to China, but that merely added colour to the picture of political 
life in Montenegro. 

The observation carried out by the European Commission and NATO 
proved to be decisive for a “parliamentary dialogue” aimed at overcoming 
the political crisis in the spring of 2016. It ended with an agreement to 
create conditions for free and fair elections. A part of the opposition agreed 
to participate in an “interim government” that would organise the regular 
parliamentary elections in the autumn of 2016. The government was 
transitional, but not caretaker or expert government, because it continued 
to be headed by Djukanović. Another part of the opposition rejected the 
dialogue. Parliamentary sessions were interrupted due to insults and chaos 
in the plenary hall. The high level of the debate can be seen in shouts by 
the opposition that Djukanović is a “thief ” – to which he replied by calling 
them “cretins.”14 In order to avoid any doubt on the motives of those who 
accepted or rejected the agreement, the interim government was endorsed by 

13  Parliamentary Boycotts, p. 75. 
14  "Haos u skupštini CG: 'Milo lopove', 'Bravo kreteni '”. – Tanjug, 13.05.2016. 
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Parliament on 19 May.15 At the same time, the foreign ministers of the NATO 
states signed a Protocol on the accession of Montenegro to the Alliance, 
assuming that the requirement for political dialogue had been met. Another 
important external requirement – examples of the fight against corruption 
– was complied with in September when the former second in command of 
the ruling party and former President of the state union between Serbia and 
Montenegro was finally given a prison sentence on corruption charges. The 
case was heard by the institution of the Special Prosecutor that was created 
as a result of the EU accession negotiations. 

In the long run, it appears that the parties remaining outside the 
interim government were recognised by voters as authentic opposition at 
the elections. The issue is the extent to which their campaign was correctly 
focused. The leading accent in it falls on anti-Western rhetoric instead of 
on themes of power abuse and corruption, which are more popular among 
the divided society of Montenegro. There is no doubt that in addition to 
the demands for fair elections, the boycotts and protests were directed 
against Montenegro’s accession to NATO. Djukanović took advantage of 
that, appearing in the posture of the principal guarantor of the country’s 
Euro-Atlantic future. 

On 15 October 2016, a day before the bitterly opposed elections, the 
authorities announced that they had thwarted an attempted coup d’état aimed 
at changing the election results and at physically removing Milo Djukanović. 
Russia was cited as instigator to prevent Montenegro’s imminent accession to 
NATO. The elections proceeded in an atmosphere of arrests and blocking of 
the communications applications like WhatsApp and Viber, allegedly with 
the motive of counteracting the coup. Nevertheless, the party of Djukanović 
and its smaller coalition partners failed to win half of the seats in Parliament. 
The new government was formed with the decisive support of the minority 
parties. Djukanović introduced some reassurance by refusing to be candidate 
for the position of Prime Minister and ceding it to his close associate Duško 
Marković who worked for and subsequently headed the security services. His 
election suggests the existence of higher levels of threat for the country or at 
least for its rulers. Milo Djukanović remained Chairman of the Democratic 
Party of Socialists. New faces were included in the government. However, 
the overall impression of the “renovation” was spoiled by the appointing of a 
new finance minister who had been in charge of a private bank owned by the 
brother of Djukanović. 

15  "Montenegro got the new government, Krivokapic replaced," – CDM, 19.05.2016. 
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The specialised Prosecutor’s Office was expected to create a certain 
feeling of justice and fairness in society by starting to check vigorously the 
corruption signals. This did not happen due to the prolonged investigation 
of the attempted coup. Opposition leaders accused several times that the 
attempted coup d’état had been “stage managed” by the authorities with the 
aim of winning the elections,16 its other aim being to deflect the attention of 
the judiciary from the country’s real problems. 

In the spring of 2018 Milo Djukanović was candidate in the regular 
presidential elections. Most of the opposition parties rallied around Mladen 
Bojanić – a well known economist and civil activist, who was among the 
MPs who gave their “no confidence” vote to the government in 2016. The 
opposition candidate, considered to be incorruptible and honest, received 
one-third of the votes. The campaign will also be remembered with the 
participation of the first woman in the history of Montenegro as candidate 
for head of state: university professor Draginja Vuksanović from SDP.17

Opposition politicians did not enjoy good working conditions. Law suits 
had been filed against them for alleged participation in the attempted coup 
and for money laundering, but they refused to testify before the specialised 
prosecution. On 30 November 2018, one MP was arrested and another 
one barricaded himself in the parliament building. The arrest warrants were 
issued without stripping them of their parliamentary immunity first, which 
demonstrates clearly the compliance with the democratic procedures. The 
man who was arrested and taken into custody started a hunger strike and was 
even hospitalised. Still, the democratic rules were taken into consideration by 
the Constitutional Court, which stopped the arrest warrant of the MPs. In 
May 2019, two opposition leaders were sentenced to five years imprisonment 
for alleged complicity with the attempted coup in 2016, but that decision was 
perceived on a mass scale as yet another step in the political confrontation. 
Street protests became a daily occurrence. Between November 2017 and 
October 2017, the entire opposition boycotted Parliament. Many women 
jointed the anti-government demonstrations, being deprived by the law that 

16 "DF spinuje javnost: Radunović ponovio Katnićevu priču," – CdM, 05.09.2017; Sv-
jedočio Slaven Radunović: Režim režirao “državni udar”, Katnić ne zna kako da se 
izvuče, 29.03.2018.

17 JANKOVIĆ, S. "Finiš predsjedničke kampanje: Izdajnici, kumovi i srećna djeca," 
– RFE/RL, 13.04.2018; KAJOŠEVIĆ, S. "Dogovor postignut: Mladen Bojanić 
kandidat većeg dijela opozicije," – Vijesti, 09.03.2018; S.Đ. "Vuksanović zadovoljna 
svojim rezultatom," – CdM, 15.04.2018.
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reduces the state aid for “mothers of three and more children.”18 Passions 
flared again in January 2019. A businessman investigated for financial crimes 
escaped abroad and disseminated a video from there on how he donated 
97,000 € in an envelope to the party of Milo Djukanović before the 2016 
parliamentary elections. The affair became famous by the name “Envelope” 
and the country was seized by a new wave of protests organised by the 97,000 
– Resist! civil initiative. The protests are believed to have been most numerous 
since the moment of declaration of independence. The entire opposition left 
parliament again. In March the organisers of the protest drafted a document 
entitled Agreement on the Future that was signed by all opposition parties. The 
Agreement set the conditions for the formation of a provisional government 
consisting of equal number of representatives of the ruling majority, the 
opposition parties and non-party members, which would organise free and 
fair elections, preserving at the same time the foreign policy pursued. Private 
party interests again undermined the opposition unity. As early as in April, 
SDP supported the rulers in their attempt to remove the opposition Mayor 
of the Kotor municipality.19

The protests acquired very different proportions in December 2019, 
when the country’s division acquired the form of a conflict between the 
government and the Serbian Orthodox Church in Montenegro (SOC). 
The striving to reduce its influence and to replace it by a local Montenegrin 
Orthodox Church dates back to the moment of the declaration of 
independence, but the confrontation escalated sharply with the adoption of 
the new legislation on the freedom of religious denominations and on the 
legal status of the religious communities.20 Different observers detect in this 
law battles for identity and battles for influence in society, but an opinion 
in favour of an unceremonious attempt at expropriating attractive Church 
property is gaining ground. All Church property acquired prior to 1918, 
for which the respective religious denomination did not possess ownership 
documents, was nationalised under the law. The Serbian Orthodox Church, 
which claimed to have owned the disputed property for hundreds of years, 
was worst affected. The adoption of the law led to unrest in Parliament, 17 
opposition MPs were detained and taken out of the building. Mass protests 

18  ĐURIĆ, N. "Majke protestom brane nadoknade," – Politika, 17.02.2017. 
19 "Podgorica: Najmasovniji antivladin protest '97 hiljada – Odupri se'“, – RFE/RL, 

02.03.2019; "Potpisan 'Sporazum za budućnost'“, – Radio Tivat, 30.03.2019. 
20 "Zakon o slobodi vjeroispovijesti ili uvjerenja i pravnom položaju vjerskih zajednica", 

– Službeni list Crne Gore, br. 74/30.12.2019. 
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all over the country started and continued in 2020 as well. The rulers failed 
to control the discontent, ascribing it to Serbian and Russian influence. 
The protests generated considerable moral capital that was superimposed 
over earlier accusations of corruption and abuse of power. In a sense, the 
COVID-19 epidemic was accepted almost as “God’s punishment.” In July 
Montenegro legitimised same sex marriages and became the first European 
country outside the EU to recognise the marriage of gay couples. That 
decision did not increase the government’s popularity among the members 
of the relatively patriarchal society. 

The country thus entered the campaign for the parliamentary elections 
on 30 August 2020. The debates were dominated by Church issues and 
COVID-19. For a long time the government declared the country as being 
free from the infection, but precisely during the election campaign it banned 
big rallies to prevent the spreading of the disease. Public protests against the 
government’s religious policy were also prohibited and priests were arrested 
on fake charges of violating the anti-epidemic measures.21 The opposition 
formed three blocs that reflected the political tradition of the Serbian pre-
war idea, of the Yugoslav communist heritage and the modern civilian liberal 
idea. Zdravko Krivokapić, Professor of Mechanical Engineering from the 
coalition For the Future of Montenegro, was the leading candidate. Being 
member of no party with active participation in the religious protests, 
Professor Krivokapić was one in a series of examples of the ways in which 
the opposition permanently and deliberately confronted Djukanović with 
individuals who have the authority of honest persons of integrity, irrespective 
of their political convictions. Even the Metropolitan Bishop Amfilohije from 
the Serbian Orthodox Church appealed to the electorate to vote against the 
rulers, claiming that he was not engaging in political propaganda, but was 
caring “as a good shepherd for the souls of the believers.” President Milo 
Djukanović resorted to his traditional rhetoric that the opposition coalition 
was anti-Montenegrin, being composed in Belgrade.

The Metropolitan Bishop gave a personal example by voting for the first 
time in his life. The elections were held with a record high voter turnout. 
The party of Milo Djukanović came out first, but the outcome proved to 
be insufficient. The three opposition blocs won precisely the 41 seats they 
needed (out of a total of 81). The minority parties won their traditional 
seats. It is interesting to note the division in the Albanian community that 

21 KEŠMER, M. "Vjerski život u vrijeme korona virusa na Zapadnom Balkanu," – 
RFE/RL, 16.03.2020. 
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participated with three parties, in spite of the appeal by the National Council 
of the Albanians in Montenegro for all minority political entities to run 
united. Two of the ballot lists won one seat each. Another Albanian from 
Montenegro, Dritan Abazović, is leader of the liberal opposition coalition 
Black on White that held the decisive votes for the formation of the next 
government. It acquired its legitimacy also from the conclusion of the EU 
representatives that the elections were free and competitive, and that they 
complied with the democratic standards. 

Some observers claimed that the Serbian Orthodox Church was the big 
winner in those elections.22 Appeals were heard to reconsider the decision on 
the recognising of Kosovo and to organise a referendum on the accession to 
NATO. The leaders of the opposition secured Western support for themselves 
by declaring that Montenegro would not change its foreign policy course, 
including on the issue of NATO membership. The promise of responsible 
fulfilment of the country’s international commitments was included in an 
agreement on the formation of a new government, which was signed on 9 
September 2020.23 

It is interesting to note the existence of a section on “foreign policy 
priorities” on the website of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Montenegro, 
which is still blank.24 Insofar as the country is conducting very actively its 
EU accession negotiations, it may be assumed that this is the official priority. 
In practice, Podgorica relies heavily on its contacts with the USA, with a 
growing role of the UK in recent years. Relations with Italy are traditionally 
important among the EU states. 

The distancing from Russia was the biggest change during the second 
decade of the 21st century, resulting in sharp deterioration of the relations 
in 2016–2017. Such a development appears as an “anti-natural” anomaly 
against the background of the deep historical links between the two countries. 
There is evidence that Moscow was not only among the first to recognise the 
referendum in 2006, but it also is said to have financed the circles around 
Milo Djukanović. Around 2010, Russian businessmen owned a considerable 
part of the economy of Montenegro, acquired with approval by the local 

22 MITROVIĆ, M. "Pobednik izbora u Crnoj Gori – Srpska pravoslavna crkva,"  
Danas 01.09.2020. 

23 MATIJAŠEVIĆ, B. "Istorijski sporazum “trojke”: Nema izmjene zastave i himne, 
nema revanšizma, što brže u EU," – Vijesti, 09.09.2020. 

24  Ministarstvo vanjskih poslova. Spoljno-politički prioriteti Crne Gore. – https://www.
mvp.gov.me/ministarstvo/spoljno-politicki-prioriteti (18.07.2021).
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authorities. The situation changed drastically after 2012, when Podgorica 
declared its interest in joining NATO. In 2013, the oligarch Oleg Deripaska 
lost control over the aluminium plant in Podgorica, which is of structure-
forming importance for the country’s economy, and Montenegro joined 
the sanctions against Russia on account of Crimea in 2014. Montenegro 
finally received an invitation to join NATO and immediately turned into 
yet another geopolitical point of confrontation between Moscow and the 
West. Russian media covered extensively the anti-government protests, 
and parliamentarians organised a series of visits to Montenegro to support 
the local opposition parties. On 6 May 2016, high-ranking representatives 
of Putin’s United Russia Party signed a declaration on cooperation with 
opposition parties in the Adriatic republic. The ceremony for the signing 
of that declaration took place in the old capital Cetinje, where it received 
the blessing of Metropolitan Bishop Amfilohije. The document contains the 
intention to build a bloc of neutral countries in Southeastern Europe and to 
initiate a referendum in Montenegro on the issue of NATO membership.25 
The support was insufficient for the opposition and it failed to prevent the 
signing of the accession protocol to the North Atlantic Alliance two weeks 
later. 

The accession to NATO served as a catalyst of an attempted coup d’état 
on the day of the elections. Three versions of the reasons for it are discussed. 
The first one implies direct involvement of the Russian state. This version 
raises the issue that a civilian conflict in the small state does not bring a big 
advantage to the Russian foreign policy. NATO membership is of major 
importance to Montenegro, but its real impact on Moscow is insignificant. 
It is noteworthy that Moscow did not cancel the visa-free regime, as it did 
against Turkey during the crisis in the relations with Ankara in 2015–2016. 
There was no dramatic drop in the number of tourists, or relocation of 
Russian investors in the real estate sector in Montenegro. There is a second 
theory that the coup was not organised on Kremlin orders, but by freelancers 
around the Russian businessman and conservative nationalist Konstantin 
Malofeev. That was not the first time when Malofeev was accused of inciting 
conflicts in Eastern Europe. The third hypothesis launched is that the 
conspiracy was masterminded by Oleg Deripaska, who wished to “settle his 
score” with Djukanović. The second version is considered most plausible. 
Apart from the testimony of several protected witnesses, the hypothesis of 

25 "Uz blagoslov Mitropolita Amfilohija potpisana Lovćenska deklaracija [The Lovcen 
Declaration was signed with the blessing of Bishop Amfilohije]," – Demokratska 
narodna partija, May 6, 2016.  

Bisser Banchev  Montenegro



Contemporary Balkans: The Challenges of the 21st Century

110

Russian participation is also argumented with the surprise visit to Belgrade 
by Nikolai Patrushev, Secretary of the Security Council of the Russian 
Federation and former Director of the Federal Security Service. On the 
other hand, Russian researchers recall that similar revelations had been made 
during other important elections as well – in 1997 and 2006 – and ironically 
qualify Montenegro as the “country of pre-election coups d’état.”26 

On 6 June 2017, Montenegro became the 29th NATO Member State, 
which is sometimes defined as “the most dramatic change in the region.” The 
entire Adriatic Sea became internal sea for NATO. The closeness to the USA 
acquired an anecdotal nuance when the US President pushed the Prime 
Minster of Montenegro Duško Marković aside to get to the official rostrum 
at a NATO Summit. In the subsequent year, Donald Trump again attracted 
attention to the Balkan country with his statement that Montenegro is not 
worth protecting, because it is “a tiny country with very strong people… 
They’re very strong people, they’re very aggressive people. They may get 
aggressive and, congratulations, you’re in World War Three.”27 There are 
fears that a Russian attack in Montenegro could lead to disintegration of 
NATO. Solidarity needs additional consolidation. In 2018, the Minister of 
Defence of Montenegro declared that no military bases of NATO would 
be established on the country’s territory, but the next year the government 
allocated a plot of land on which such a base is to be built. At the same time, 
the Supreme Court in Podgorica sentenced in absentia two Russians to 15 
and 12 years in prison, accordingly, suspected of working for the military 
intelligence of their country and for their involvement in the attempted 
coup in 2016. At the start of the COVID-19 crisis in 2020, Montenegro 
first appealed for help through NATO channels, but did not receive help 
at first, which fuelled new sharp criticism from the pro-Russian part of the 
opposition.28 

The political elite of Montenegro hopes that NATO membership will 
facilitate the country’s accession to the European Union. The country is 

26 BECHEV, D. "The 2016 Coup Attempt", 10–12; BOYADJIEVA, N. Russian Secu-
rity Strategy in the Balkans." – In: KANET, R. E. (ed.) Routledge Handbook of Rus-
sian Security (Routledge, 2019), p. 373; САМОРУКОВ, М. „Россия и переворот 
в Черногории: что показал суд над заговорщиками“. – Carnegie Moscow Center, 
13.05.2019. 

27 DELAUNEY, G. “'Stupid statements' – Trump WW3 jibe stuns Montenegro," – 
BBC, 18.07.2018. 

28  "Odbili ste pomoć iz bratske Srbije, a gde vam je sada VAŠ NATO?! Pismo Marka 
Milačića državnom vrhu Crne Gore," – Novosti, 03.04.2020.  
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ahead of the other candidates in the negotiations process, having opened the 
last chapter in the accession negotiations on 23 June 2020. The Strategy on 
the Western Balkans from early 2018 gives hopes to Podgorica that it can 
join the EU by 2025. These expectations were qualified as conditional by the 
then President of the European Commission Mr. Jean-Claude Juncker, who 
specified that 2025 was an indicative date – a prospect that would motivate 
the countries to pursue the reforms. The annual reports of the European 
Commission on the progress of the candidate countries often indicate that 
Montenegro has achieved a lot “on paper, but not in practice.” One of the 
disputed topics is connected with the programme for granting citizenship in 
exchange for investments in the country’s economy. It became known that in 
the summer of 2020 the first owner of Montenegro passport for “economic 
citizenship” was Russian. Against this background, the President’s insistence 
on faster EU accession with the appeal “Don’t give us to Russia!” sounds a 
bit ambiguous.29 

The migration issue is an important topic in the relations with Brussels. 
Owing to its specific geography, Montenegro remained away from the main 
route of the migrants during the 2015–2016 crisis. During subsequent years, 
the closing of the “Western Balkans route” of the migrants intensified the 
pressure on alternative itineraries that included Montenegro as well, where 
the option of building a fence along the border with Albania was discussed. 
An agreement for border cooperation was signed with the EU in early 2019. 
It allowed the European Border and Coast Guard Agency (FRONTEX) to 
participate in joint operations and to deploy its teams along the borders of 
Montenegro. 

The laying of an underwater cable between Montenegro and Italy is the 
biggest joint economic project that includes the country in the European 
electricity system and plays the role of an “energy bridges” between the 
European Union and the Western Balkans under the Adriatic Sea. The 
cable was officially launched on 15 November 2019 in the presence of both 
presidents. Podgorica is also interested in being included in the Trans-Adriatic 
Pipeline (TAP), which is part of the Southern Gas Corridor untended for 
the transport of natural gas from Azerbaijan to Europe.  

Relations with China develop at the point of intersection between 
politics and economy. Chinese investments and loans are accepted with open 
arms, but they lead to a growing debt dependence on Beijing. The motorway 
from the sea to the Serbian border is the biggest infrastructural project in the 

29  "Đukanović poručuje EU: Ne predajte nas Rusiji," – Antenam, 05.04.2019. 
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country. That motorway is built by the China Road and Bridge Corporation, 
and the foreign debt of Montenegro reached up to 80 per cent of its GDP. 

Relations between Podgorica and the Albanian neighbours develop very 
well. Already in 2015, Montenegro signed an agreement for demarcation 
of the border with Kosovo. A shared railway station is functioning on the 
border with Albania since 2017.30 Busts of the Albanian national hero 
Skanderbeg were placed in Montenegrin towns with a population of ethnic 
Albanians. Hence it is not surprising that the Prime Minister of Kosovo 
Ramush Haradinaj appealed to the Albanians in Montenegro to vote for 
Milo Djukanović at the presidential elections, and in 2020 the Albanian 
President Edi Rama fervently campaigned in favour of Djukanović at the 
parliamentary elections with the words: “Milo, thank you for being there!”  

The biggest difficulties exist in the development of the relations with 
Serbia. Belgrade does not accept the development of the Montenegrin nation 
as negation of the Serbian nation. The Serbian government systematically 
finances different cultural and educational organisations and events on the 
territory of Montenegro,31 hence these organisations are strongly critical 
of the authorities in Podgorica. Relations deteriorated drastically after the 
adoption of the legislation on the religious denominations and the mass 
protests organised by the Serbian Orthodox Church. The conflict flared 
on the territory of the pandemic as well. At the end of March 2020, the 
authorities in Montenegro accused Serbia of having confiscated respirators 
travelling to Montenegro across Serbia. The Serbian foreign minister Ivica 
Dačić commented in his characteristic style that relations with Montenegro 
were for the first time on the verge of a “fratricidal war.” The President of 
Montenegro accused Serbia that “it had not meddled so much since the time 
of Milošević.”32

The stabilising and destabilising processes are undoubtedly personified 
by Milo Djukanović. In 2015, he was proclaimed “Person of the Year” in the 
world in the sphere of organised crime and corruption by the international 
network of journalists investigating organised crime and corruption.33 

30  "Ministarstavo saobraćaja i pomorstva," Otvorena zajednička željeznička stanica Crne 
Gore i Albanije – Tuzi, 20.11.2017. 

31  ZEČEVIĆ, P. "Za profesionalno srbovanje sedam miliona eura, a crkvi 4,6 miliona." 
– Dnevne novine, br.2803, 30.09.2020, 2–3.

32  "Milo Đukanović: Još od vremena Slobodana Miloševića Srbija se nije ovoliko meša-
la u Crnoj Gori!," – VestiNet, 12.07.2020. 

33 "Person of the Year 2015: Milo Djukanovic, 2015 Man of the year in organized 
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His brother Aleksandar (“Aco”) and his sister Ana Kolarević possess a 
considerable family wealth. The President’s name is associated with massive 
smuggling of cigarettes to Italy. Specialised publications have repeatedly 
proclaimed him to be one of the richest politicians in Europe. In one of 
the cases photographs have been published of Djukanović with watches 
estimated at 1.5 million €, but the Anti-Corruption Agency refused to 
investigate the reasons for the absence of the watches from his declaration 
of assets.34 At the same time, Milo Djukanović is the political guarantor 
for the ties between Montenegro and the West. All that made rule of law 
very problematic in the small country. In 2019, it was revealed that many 
high-ranking judges had received houses or loans and highly preferential 
rates from the state, which made them dependent on the government. The 
Supreme Judicial Council with expired term in office reappointed several 
presidents of first instance courts of justice, who occupied these positions 
for the third or fourth time, without having that right. In 2019 for the first 
time since the start of the EU accession negotiations not one single chapter 
has been opened or provisionally closed, which is interpreted as a sanction 
for the absence of reforms in the judiciary system. Signals are coming from 
Brussels that the implementation of the codes of ethics and the disciplinary 
liability of the judges and public prosecutors remains limited. The European 
Commission keeps reminding that the institutions in Montenegro are not 
sufficiently active against corruption.35 The problem is directly reflected on 
the security of the people in the region. The two competing mafia clans from 
Kotor who have been at war for more than four years are the most salient 
example in this respect. The conflict cost more than 40 lives, some of which 
on the territory of neighbouring states. Threats and attempted terrorist acts 
against investigative journalists are reported periodically. 

During the second decade of the 21st century the traditional division of 
society along political and ethnic lines continued to deepen, acquiring an 
economic dimension as well. The problems should be sought in depth in the 
endorsing of a new national identity and in the imposition of a new foreign 
policy orientation. The dominant political figure of Milo Djukanović finds 
it increasingly difficult to balance between the diverse internal and external 
interests. The country’s accession to NATO failed to become a stabilising 

crime and corruption" - https://www.occrp.org/en/poy/2015/ (18.07.2021).
34  Freedom House, Nations in Transit 2020: Montenegro – https://freedomhouse.

org/country/montenegro/nations-transit/2020 (18.07.2021).
35  "European Commission. Commission Staff Working Document: Montenegro 2019 

Report, SWD(2019) 217 final",  Brussels, 29.05.2019. 
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factor, at least in a short-term perspective. There is a growing feeling in society 
that the time in power of the last generation of politicians from the time of 
former Yugoslavia is running out. The political model of quasi-one-party rule 
with a dominant formation supported by the minority parties, which lasted 
for three decades, is exhausted. 

Abstract: For more than a decade after the referendum, the traditional division of the 
Montenegrin society along political and ethnic lines continued to intensify, acquiring 
an economic dimension as well. The problems are connected with the consolidation 
of a new national identity and with the imposition of a new foreign policy orienta-
tion. The dominant political figure of Milo Djukanović found it increasingly difficult 
to balance between the diverse internal and external interests. Linking the idea of the 
country’s stability with one individual and with the circle of his close associates was 
becoming more and more problematic in the course of time. The accession of Monte-
negro to NATO failed to turn into a stabilising factor, at least from a short-term per-
spective. The distancing from Russia seemed like an “unnatural” anomaly against the 
background of the deep historical ties between the two countries. A day before the 
bitterly disputed elections in 2016, the authorities announced that a coup attempt 
had been thwarted, citing Russia as instigator. Relations with China develop at the 
point of intersection between politics and economy. Chinese investments and loans 
are welcomed with open arms, but they lead to growing indebtedness to Beijing.  

The periodic boycott of parliament became one of the manifestations of the po-
litical instability between 2013 and 2020. The confrontation escalated sharply after 
the adoption of the new law on the freedom of religious denominations and the legal 
status of the religious communities. That law transforms the conflict of identities into 
a blunt attempt at expropriating attractive real estate belonging to the Church. There 
is a growing feeling in society that the time of the last generation of politicians from 
the former Yugoslavia is running out. The political model of quasi single-party rule 
with a dominant formation supported by the minority parties, which lasted for three 
decades, is exhausted. 
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Mariyana Stamova

The last decade of the 20th century is associated predominantly with the 
international consolidation of the Republic of Macedonia, whereas during 
the first decade of the 21st century the country faced grave international 
problems and confrontations between the Macedonian and the Albanian 
communities, as well as the dilemma of its further steps towards membership 
in the European and North Atlantic structures.

On the verge of the new century, the state clashed with numerous 
domestic political problems and escalation of the inter-ethnic conflicts. 
The danger of the escalation and spreading of the ethnic conflict and its 
transformation into civil war was successfully averted with the help of the 
international community.1 From a foreign policy perspective, during the 
first decade of the 21st century the country had candidate status for EU 
membership and the doors of NATO were open for it. However, the main 
problem before its successful integration consisted in finding a solution to 
the issue of the country’s name in its dispute with Greece. 

In spite of the serious efforts of the Republic of Macedonia, the EU did 
not set a date for the start of the accession negotiations in the beginning 
of the second decade of the 21st century. On its part, NATO was ready for 
rapid accession of the Balkan state, but only after the dispute on its name 
had been resolved. That position was clearly outlined at the NATO Summit 
in Bucharest in 2008, when Albania and Croatia received invitations to 
join the Alliance, but Macedonia did not. The country thus remained with 
totally blocked dialogue with NATO and the EU on account of the demands 
of Greece concerning its name and the implementation of the good-
neighbourhood policy. That in turn created a security threat and resulted in 

1 On these issues see in: СТАМОВА, М. „Република Македония: реални или 
надценени амбиции“. – In: Балканите през второто десетилетие на 21 век 
(София, Парадигма, 2015), 221–254.
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escalation of the inter-ethnic tension.2 The country’s growing destabilisation 
was strongly influenced by the deepening crisis in the domestic policy sphere 
in the autumn of 2012, provoked by the so-called “budget crisis.” It was 
connected with difficulties for adopting the new budget after it was blocked 
in the Assembly by the opposition. The political crisis continued in 2013, with 
the active help of the opposition, notably the left-wing Social Democratic 
Union of Macedonia (SDUM) that blocked on numerous occasions the 
Assembly’s work on various issues. These processes intensified in 2014 after 
a series of elections in the country: five presidential and eight parliamentary, 
three of which pre-term. President Gjorge Ivanov was elected for his second 
term in office, and the parliamentary elections were again won by the right-
wing Internal Macedonian Revolutionary Organisation – Democratic Party 
for Macedonian National Unity (IMRO-DPMNU, also known as VMRO-
DPMNE). According to SDUM, the elections were rigged and it refused to 
participate in the Assembly’s work, insisting on the election of a caretaker 
government. In this connection, the opposition in the country declared a 
“hot political autumn” for yet another year, characterised by the addressing 
of important issues and problems facing the country, e.g., the absence of 
political dialogue, the dispute on the name, the NATO Summit in Cardiff 
after yet another failure of the country to join NATO at the Chicago Summit 
in 2012, the eagerly awaited annual report of the European Commission, 
economic issues like debt, fragile international relations, etc.3

The situation in the country was particularly dynamic in 2015, because 
then and in the subsequent 2016 the tendencies for change of power in the 
Republic of Macedonia became more and more visible. The process aimed 
at the change of governance was activated as a result of the internal political 
events in the state, as well as with the help of external structures, notably 
various nongovernmental organisations financed by centres abroad.4 It was 
characterised by three principal and significant changes: of power in the 

2 The inevitable happened in the spring of 2012 with the flaring of the ethnic unrest 
after the murder of five Macedonian citizens on Easter Day at Smilkovci Lake.   

3 On these events see the analysis by Пелагиjа Стоjанчова: „Дебела сенка во 
наjавуваната жешка политичка есен“, Радио Слободна Европа, 6.09.2014 <http://
www.makdenes.org/content/article/26569605.html> (29.06.2021).

4  See more details on these internal political issues in: СТАМОВА, М. „Република 
(Северна) Македония: трънливият път към евроатлантическата интеграция “. – 
In: КОСТОВ, Ал. (Съст.) Новите предизвикателства пред Балканите (София, 
Парадигма, 2019), 197–222. 
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country, of its name that became Republic of North Macedonia (RNM),5 
as well as of its Constitution. All that happened under great pressure for 
“successful” referendum, as well as with pressure exercised upon the MPs in 
the Assembly to vote in favour of those changes.6 The ethnic Albanian citizens 
were more comfortable with that process and accepted much more easily the 
changes, unlike the Macedonian community that rejected above all the new 
name of their state, although it was an important condition for NATO and 
EU accession. Similarly, the IMRO-DPMNU that ruled the country until 
2016, led by Nikola Gruevski, was resolutely against the change of the name 
of the state under external pressure. Naturally, that was not received well by 
the EU and NATO. Those who were in favour of the changed name and of 
the Prespa Agreement with Greece7 were above all the representatives of the 
Albanian community. At the same time, a division was noticed on this issue 
among the Macedonians. The Albanians used that for extending their rights, 
which resulted in the possibility of adopting Albanian as official language 
over the entire territory of the state, not only in the areas where they are the 
majority.  

The change in power took place in May 2017 with a SDUM government 
– the Macedonian party that failed to win a majority and ruled in coalition 
with representatives from the Albanian political spectrum. However, that 
did not lead to changes in the country’s economic and social life. The new 
government was shaken by permanent and numerous scandals. Prime 
Minister Zoran Zaev was sentenced and subsequently pardoned by two 
presidents: Branko Crvenkovski and Gjorge Ivanov. Zaev, who ruled the 
country with a very slim majority in Parliament, actually did not make any 
substantial changes, especially in the judiciary system, which is defined as 
being corrupt. Indeed, his involvement in corruption schemes was never 
proven, but suspicions remained. On the other hand, the promised NATO 
accession actually came true, but that was a small success because there was a 
clear position on the issues presented above already in 2008.

5  The amendments to the Constitution came into force on 12 February 2019, thus 
complying with all conditions concening the use of the name Republic of North 
Macedonia, or North Macedonia for short. Its acronym RNM will be used in this 
text.  

6  On 27 April 2016, storming of the Assembly was organised at a moment when Talat 
Xhaferi from the Democratic Union for Integration was elected its President in a 
manner that was considered to be rather dubious.

7 On the agreement with Greece see: https://vmacedonia.com/politics/macedo-
nia-greece-agreement.html  (29.06.2021).
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SDUM was the party whose leader Zoran Zaev openly defended the 
change in the name in response to the demands of Greece. His position 
that “we need to bend our back in that respect” was acceptable to most EU 
Member States which supported his coming to power. In this context, at the 
height of the political crisis in the country, the West initiated the signing of 
the Pržino Agreement on 2 June 2015. IMRO-DPMNU had doubts that this 
led to various manipulations with the voter registers, while the postponement 
and the rescheduling of the dates of the elections created an atmosphere for 
victory of SDUM and of the leading Albanian party Democratic Union for 
Integration (DUI).  

The Republic of North Macedonia is a divided state, both in ethnic and in 
political terms, between the two principal communities. This is particularly 
visible among the Macedonian parties and was manifested more clearly after 
IMRO-DPMNU was deposed. It won a majority of seats at the parliamentary 
elections in 2016, but was denied the right to form a government because 
the Albanian bloc, most probably on recommendation and under pressure 
from abroad, rejected the option of entering a coalition with it. Moreover, in 
spite of the existence of a prior agreement for the formation of a government 
with the winners on both sides (Macedonian and Albanian). The DUI party 
of Ali Ahmeti, which disregarded that principle in 2016, came out with a 
statement and “excuse” that “conditions were different” at that time. On the 
Macedonian side, SDUM was leader in the coalition of parties that formed 
a government headed by its leader Zoran Zaev. The Special Prosecution that 
had to fight corruption and the criminal activities of the IMRO-DPMNU, 
headed by a public prosecutor dependent on SDUM, was very hastily 
formed.8 Charges were brought against the former Prime Minister Nikola 
Gruevski and he received a prison sentence in the “Tank” case for having 
purchased a vehicle for the needs of his government not with a transparent 
procedure, but in a package deal for supplying police vehicles. He left the 
country due to the public threats of physical liquidation and found refuge in 
Hungary. It remains unclear how and with what support he managed to flee 
abroad where he was offered political protection.

It came out that the Special Prosecution and its head Katica Janeva, as 
well as some other prosecutors, were involved in public scandals. She created 
a huge administration, and being surrounded by relatives and friends, she 
aroused suspicions of links with certain criminal structures associated with 
the racketeering of famous Macedonian businessmen. There were suspicions 

8 СТАМОВА, М. „Република (Северна) Македония: трънливият път“, 200–201. 
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that they had connections with persons in the government, as well as 
personally with Prime Minister Zoran Zaev, which had a partial impact on 
the outcome of the new elections. Zoran Zaev’s government was shaken by 
other scandals as well, connected with suspicions of corruption (companies 
close to the ruling circles receiving financial bonuses from various funds), 
and it was unable to withstand the pressure for early parliamentary elections. 

It should be pointed out that the two rounds of the regular presidential 
elections in the country were held during Zoran Zaev’s first government, on 
21 April and 5 May 2019.9 Almost all similar elections, irrespective of the 
programme proposed, were won by the party that had majority of seats in 
the Assembly. In that case, too, the candidate Stevo Pendarovski proposed 
by SDUM and the ruling coalition defeated the IMRO-DPMNU candidate 
Gordana Siljanovska-Davkova. That was also in confirmation of the 
unwritten rule that the candidate who had attracted the majority vote of the 
Albanian ethnos was in an advantageous position. 

The rising tension in the political atmosphere in the RNM at the end 
of 2019 led to new early elections. Following the provisions of the Pržino 
Agreement, a caretaker government headed by the former interior minister 
on the SDUM ballot paper Oliver Spasovski was elected on 3 January 2020. 
It had to discharge its functions until the early parliamentary elections, 
which were originally scheduled on 12 April. On 17 March, the leaders of 
the political parties in the country met with President Stevo Pendarovski and 
a decision was reached to postpone the elections on account of the spread of 
the COVID-19 infection in the RNM.

The early parliamentary elections were held on 15 July 2020 and they 
brought an interesting development on the political scene of the Republic 
of North Macedonia. Their outcome was surprising for almost all political 
parties. The two biggest parties that were in the preceding government, 
i.e., the Macedonian SDUM and the Albanian DUI, accused each other 
of corruption and inability to govern the state even during the pre-election 
campaign. In this connection, the two parties did not expect that they 
would be together in the government again. SDUM hoped to win more 
than 61 seats in the 120-member parliament, thus securing parliamentary 
majority. Therefore, the social democratic alliance also formed a pre-
election coalition with one of the smaller Albanian parties: the BESA 

9 „Џафери распиша претседателски избори за 21 април“, – Макфакс, 8.02.2019. 
– „Џафери распиша претседателски избори за 21 април“ (makfax.com.mk). 
(29.06.2021).
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Movement headed by Bilal Kasami. The victory of the earlier ruling party 
SDUM was thus secured with the support of the Albanian votes from the 
coalition partner BESA.  

That could also be assessed as a mistake of the ruling Macedonian party 
because that coalition failed to get sufficient votes from the Albanians as 
most of them went to the other Albanian political parties: to DUI and to 
the coalition of the Alliance of Albanians of Ziadin Sela with the BESA wing 
that broke away from it: the Alternative of Afrim Gashi. That fact shows 
that the Albanian parties are united on a national principle and are not very 
interested in coalitions with Macedonian parties. It so happened that the 
Albanian parties received the highest number of votes in all elections so 
far and they legitimately acquired a higher self-confidence. It is essential to 
add to this the fact that SDUM headed by Zoran Zaev continued to be the 
object of doubts about corruption, because it encouraged the intervention 
of the government structures in the activities of the Special Prosecution, 
as well as other illegal practices.10 It can be stated that SDUM had a rather 
self-confident behaviour towards the population both in earlier and in this 
election. That was punished by a part of the voters and the party received 
less votes than expected. The wrong communication with the electorate 
continued after the elections as well.  

The biggest opposition party IMRO-DPMNU failed to achieve 
stabilisation after its leader Nikola Gruevski left. There were high expectations 
that the new leadership would distance itself from the old one. However, this 
did not happen on account of the authority of the former Prime Minister 
Nikola Gruevski, on the one hand, and also due to the fact that the law-
enforcement bodies could not find irrefutable evidence of state corruption 
under his rule. Another reason is that the new leadership of IMRO-DPMNU 
failed to express its clear view on the agreements for the change in the 
country’s name and on the cooperation with Greece and Bulgaria. Its voters 
thus did not get the expected clear message and were not motivated to vote 
in the elections. There also existed certain disagreements in the leadership 
of the party, as well as open attempts by its eminent members suspected of 
corruption and facing charges to cooperate secretly with the rival SDUM.11 

10 „Фридом хаус: Корупцијата, селективната правда, сериозен проблем во 
Македонија“. – Експрес, 13.06.2020. https://expres.mk/fridom-haus-korupcija-
ta-selektivnata-pravda-seriozen-problem-vo-makedonija/ (29.06.2021).

11 The case with Sašo Mijalkov, former Director of the Administration for Security and 
Intelligence, as well as the Mayor of Kavadarci Mitko Jančev, and some others can be 
cited as examples in that respect.
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In this connection, it should be noted that after the elections on 15 July 
2020 talks started about the creation of the movement called Change in 
the IMRO-DPMNU.12 Here it is also necessary to note the role of Nikola 
Dimitrov, foreign minister in Zoran Zaev’s first government, who came 
from the IMRO-DPMNU ranks, who was chief negotiator on the country’s 
name in Washington in the recent past. He was one of the individuals with 
inconsistent behaviour in the country’s political life and in the life of the 
parties.     

In such a political atmosphere the leading Albanian DUI raised the issue 
that the time had come for an Albanian prime minister, and transformed 
that into a fundamental slogan for political actions13 that brought 15 seats 
for DUI and turned it into a factor that cannot be ignored. It is difficult 
to assume whether the party believed in the slogan for Albanian prime 
minister, but it attracted votes in its support and it won five seats more 
than in the previous elections. DUI consolidated its position also due to 
the fact that the two biggest Macedonian parties made many mistakes 
in their governance and thus mindsets were generated that the time had 
come for the Albanian bloc to come out more and more openly on the 
internal political scene. The number of seats won by DUI gave the party 
the necessary boldness to present impossible conditions for the formation 
of the future government. However, they proved to be acceptable to 
the SDUM leader Zoran Zaev whose aim was to form any government 
whatsoever with his mandate. 

There were doubts that the elections had been rigged because they 
were held under conditions imposed by the COVID-19 pandemic. The 
time for voting was extended by two days. There was no control and 
uncontrolled filling of the ballot boxes was possible for a certain period 
of time. That was complemented by the incredible voter turnout in some 
western municipalities during the last hours of the voting day. The big 
number of invalid ballot papers also evokes suspicion. For example, many 
of the voters, especially the IMRO-DPMNU supporters, did not accept 
the name “North Macedonia” and therefore they crossed it out and added 
“Republic of Macedonia.” The State Electoral Commission qualified those 

12 „Бараат оставки во ВМРО-ДПМНЕ кога јавноста чека влада“. – Експрес, 
21.08.2020, https://expres.mk/baraat-ostavki-vo-vmro-dpmne-koga-javnosta-che-
ka-vlada/ (29.06.2021).

13 „Ахмети: Нашата следна цел е да го избереме првиот премиер албанец на 
Македониjа“, 5.06.2020. https://a1on.mk/macedonia/ahmeti-nashata-sledna-cel-e-da-go-iz-
bereme-prviot-premier-albanec-na-makedonija/ (29.06.2021).
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ballot papers as invalid and in that way the IMRO-DPMNU lost several 
MPs.14

The elections in that state in recent years were characterised by the 
leading position of the two principal parties in the Macedonian political 
spectrum: SDUM and IMRO-DPMNU, and one party in the Albanian 
spectrum: DUI, to which it is necessary to add smaller political parties.15 
The emergence and consolidation of other political entities that entered 
the Assembly was visible, albeit modestly, notably: the Macedonian Left 
of Dimitar Apasiev and the Albanian BESA, Alliance of Albanians and 
Alternative. 

It should be noted that it would not be possible to talk about 
stabilisation of the Republic of North Macedonia after the elections, 
which is the result of the aggregate of internal and external influences. 
The internal influences are due above all to the weak political elites 
and the economic problems, and the external ones – above all to 
Greece, and also to Bulgaria. Sofia repeatedly warned of blocking of the 
country’s EU integration process due to that country’s failure to fulfil 
the bilateral agreement and to the difficulties in the functioning of the 
joint multidisciplinary expert commission on historical and educational 
matters.16 Hence the framework of the negotiations with the EU is 
influenced by the position of Bulgaria and Greece that monitored strictly 
the implementation of the two agreements. 

Special attention needs to be devoted during the forming of the coalition 
government in North Macedonia in 2020 to the behaviour of DUI headed 
by Ali Ahmeti. Not much time has elapsed since 2016 when that same party 
disregarded the principle that it had firmly supported, namely that a coalition 
for forming a government is to be made only with the victorious party from 

14 See more on the official results of the elections in the Republic of North Macedonia 
on the website of the State Electoral Commission: https://www.sec.mk/parlamen-
tarni-izbori-2020/?_thumbnail_id=6946# (29.06.2021).

15  On the political and economic processes in the Republic of Macedonia since 
1991, see in: СТАМОВА, М. „Република Македония: консолидация и 
евроинтеграция“. – In: Балканите през първото десетилетие на 21. век (София, 
Парадигма, 2012), 244–267; СТАМОВА, М. „Република Македония: реални 
или надценени амбиции“, 221–254.     

16  On these issues see more details in: „Вонредна вест: Бугарија почна со блокадата 
на македонските преговори со ЕУ “. – Експрес, 15.09.2020. See also „Меморандум 
в ЕС: 28 г. България подкрепя Македония, Скопие не спазва договора, мълчи за 
избиването на десетки хиляди“. – БГНЕС, 17.09.2020. 
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the Macedonian political bloc. DUI refused then to form a government 
with IMRO-DPMNU that had won two seats more than its opponent 
SDUM. However, in 2020 it “adhered” to its principle to form a coalition 
government with the victorious SDUM: again with two MPs more. The new 
government became a fact although during the election fight and canvassing 
SDUM hurled political accusations and insults both against Ali Ahmeti and 
against his DUI party as corrupt and mafia-like. 

The realities thus outlined raise the issue whether all these decisions had 
not been prompted by the external factor as well, which was particularly 
active in recent years: the US Embassy in Skopje and Washington’s policy in 
whose priorities the Albanians remain a strategic partner in the Balkans. In 
this connection, special attention should also be devoted to the circumstance 
that less than one day after President Stevo Pendarovski handed on 13 
August 2020 the mandate to the SDUM leader Zoran Zaev to form the new 
government, the US Ambassador to Skopje Kate Marie Byrnes congratulated 
him. This clearly shows that the USA hoped to have precisely Zoran Zaev 
as their ally to continue working for the Euro-Atlantic integration of the 
latest – 30th – NATO member: North Macedonia.17 Congratulations are 
usually sent after a prime minister is elected, not at the time of receiving the 
mandate. That act was also encouragement for Macedonian President Stevo 
Pendarovski who – under the Constitution – needs to possess evidence 
that there is parliamentary majority, as was the case in 2016. A precedent 
was created then, which showed clearly that the international factor was 
interested in the government being formed by the same coalition partners 
and not giving a chance to IMRO-DPMNU and its coalition partners to 
rule. 

In this context it is necessary to note that the Republic of North 
Macedonia does not play an important role in the Balkans. Much stronger 
and more stable states view it as a factor for destabilisation, especially on 
account of the actions of the Albanians and the permanent fears that inter-
ethnic tension could flare again. In this connection, it can be said that a 
factor contributing to that tension is that during the first term in office 
of Zoran Zaev’s government in coalition with DUI proclaimed Albanian 
as official language in the country. That was adopted by the Assembly 
on 14 March 2018 and was promulgated in the Official Gazette in the 

17 „Американската амбасадорка му го честита мандатот на Заев“. – Макфакс, 
13.08.2020. 
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beginning of 2019.18 However, that naturally evoked discontent among 
the Macedonian population, as well as among the other ethnic groups in 
the state. The illogical circumstance consisted in the fact that the Albanian 
minority, estimated possibly at less than 25 % of the population, enjoyed 
equal rights as the majority. However, it was precisely the Albanians who 
refused in recent years the organising of population census, or presented 
many conditions in that connection.

In summary, it can be stressed that the elections on 15 July 2020 
demonstrated the existence of tension in the inter-ethnic relations as well. 
The negotiations for the formation of a new parliamentary majority and of a 
new government clearly show that the ambitions of the Albanian elites grow. 
Highlighting the idea of Albanian prime minister, albeit difficult to achieve 
at this stage, is not an issue to be underestimated. The Albanian politicians 
wish to demonstrate in this way that the Albanian community is mature and 
ready to assume mandatorily its responsibility, as well as to be involved with 
the most important state functions. That idea probably conceals a certain lack 
of trust in the Macedonian politicians, i.e., in the prime ministers originating 
from the Macedonian bloc. 

The idea of an Albanian prime minister, defended by the leading DUI, 
can be perceived as an All-Balkan idea, and that party used it with a view 
to the contacts that it maintained with the leadership in Tirana.19 The 
permanent nature of their demands for the unification of all Albanians in 
one state, which is gaining momentum at least from a cultural and economic 
perspective, should not be forgotten either. The Albanians, both in the 
Republic of North Macedonia and in the other parts of the Balkans, are aware 
of the difficulties along the road to their EU accession, hence they activate 
other political options as well. Therefore, even after they received the sectors 
in Zoran Zaev’s new government that they wished to have (the Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs and Albanian First Deputy Prime Minister), they continued 
to insist on Albanian Prime Minister. The latter decision will probably lack 
great political significance, but will have a major psychological influence 
among the Albanians. It is assumed as crossing of the political Rubicon in 

18 „Службен весник го обjави Законите за употребата на jазиците и за ратификациjа 
на Договорот од Преспа“, 15.01.2019. https://a1on.mk/macedonia/sluzh-
ben-vesnik-gi-objavi-zakonite-za-upotreba-na-jazicite-i-za-ratifikacija-na-dogovo-
rot-od-prespa/  (29.06.2021).

19  See more on the role of Albania among the Albanians in the neighbouring states 
in: БОБЕВ, Б. „Албания: трудният път към напредъка“. – In: КОСТОВ, Ал. 
(Съст.) Новите предизвикателства пред Балканите, (София, 2019), 83–86. 
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the country’s governance with respect to the attitude to the Albanians and 
their attitude. 

The following factors indisputably need to be noted in assessing the 
major foreign and internal political events with the strongest regional 
significance in North Macedonia:

First, the ongoing deterioration of the economic situation that may 
cause destabilisation, and in the worst case scenario – loss of statehood and 
disintegration of the state.

The second event is connected with the international relations and the 
hidden lack of trust on the part of the Albanian community, and vice versa. 
Due to it, just a minor political or economic problem may cause tension and 
escalation on an ethnic basis. 

Due to the domestic political situation, North Macedonia supports in 
principle the independence of Kosovo20 and recognises it as international 
entity. That was not received well by neighbouring Serbia21 and it exerted 
pressure on Skopje in different ways. It is assessed as potential focus of 
destabilisation both for the country and for relations throughout the 
Balkans. 

It is perfectly clear that the priorities of North Macedonia varied over the 
years. The principal priorities among them are connected with the security 
of the state and the Euro-Atlantic integration, and the latest elections did 
not disturb them substantially. Before elections all promise growth of the 
economy and securing jobs with a view to reducing the emigration of the 
population in search for work and a dignified way of life abroad. The results 
demonstrated just the opposite. The economy did not improve, which forced 
the young generation to turn their eyes to the West. It should be noted that 
after gaining independence in 1991 and during the rule of the successor of 
the communist party SDUM, a corrupt privatisation was organised in the 
country. Such examples existed when IMRO-DPMNU was in power as 

20 On Kosovo and its foreign policy with its Balkan aspect, see in: БОБЕВ, Б. „Косово 
между проблемите и напредъка“. – In: Балканите през второто десетилетие 
на 21 век (София, Парадигма, 2015), 185–220; BOYADJIEVA, N. "The Kosovo 
crisis (1999) and its consequences for Russian security policy and Russian-NATO 
Relations." – In: Доклади от годишна университетска научна конференция 28-29 
Май 2020 г. Велико Търново, НВУ „Васил Левски“, 2020, Том 9, 186–196.   

21 On the links between the Serbian and the Macedonian policy, see: БАНЧЕВ, Б. 
„Сърбия: дискретното търсене на регионално влияние“. – In: КОСТОВ, Ал. 
(Съст.) Новите предизвикателства пред Балканите (София, 2019), 239–240.
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well.22 The enterprises went into the hands of people close to those in power 
and subsequently many of them were closed and the money was invested 
in profit-bearing shares, or was transferred to foreign banks. This is not a 
way to create a solid basis for growth of the economy. In their aspirations to 
find employment in EU Member States, young people attempt to acquire 
passports from different Member States of the integration community. In 
this sense there is also pressure on Bulgaria for granting citizenship, which is 
abused by both states. The realities outlined show that the socio-economic 
problems have a strong influence on the stability of the inter-ethnic relations 
and on the confidence in politics. They also give sufficient grounds for the 
conclusion that the main priority of North Macedonia must be not only in 
the sphere of security (external and internal), but also in a strong economy 
that will give an opportunity to overcome the permanent instability. 

Cooperation with the West and the future integration in the structures 
of NATO and the EU are set as a foreign policy priority ever since the onset 
of Macedonia’s independence.23 The majority of the citizens also insist on that 
and there is no alternative on that issue. However, the issue of the change of 
the name under external pressure creates pretexts for discontent. A large part 
of the population believes that this is not a democratic practice. The question 
asked at the referendum on 30 September 2018 was also insufficiently clearly 
formulated. It did not emphasise specifically the change in the name, the 
accent being on the country’s accession to NATO and the EU. In spite of 
the intensive canvassing for massive turnout at the referendum, the number 
of voters necessary for the referendum to be considered successful did 
not participate in it. According to the official report of the State Electoral 
Commission, the decision was not adopted because more than half of 
the electorate did not vote.24 However, irrespective of that decision, the 
government interpreted in its own way the referendum as successful. 

When the new Constitution with the changed name was adopted, it 
was difficult to secure qualified majority of two-thirds of the MPs. That 
was achieved by using pressure and promises for posts, or by lifting criminal 

22  On the privatisation in the Republic of Macedonia in the first years of its inde-
pendence, see in: СТАМОВА, М. „Република Македония: консолидация и 
евроинтеграция“, 246–247.      

23 See more in: СТАМОВА, М. „Република Македония: консолидация и 
евроинтеграция“, 244–267. 

24   On the official report of the State Electoral Commission, see: Службен весник на 
РМ, No. 186, 8.10.2018, p. 12. 
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charges and criminal liability against some MPs from the opposition. This 
resulted in the formation of a new parliamentary group: the “independent” 
IMRO-DPMNU with 8 MPs, some of whom had never been members of 
that party. The imposition of such an approach was met with discontent by 
Macedonian society. However, one of the reasons for the imposed change 
of name was that the country would mandatorily receive a date for its EU 
accession negotiation after that act. That prompted the rulers to proclaim 
widely that they had attained a lot along the path to NATO and the EU. That 
proved to be not quite true, although the latest EC reports tended to be more 
positive on the whole.25 However, even according to them, the problems in 
the judiciary remained unresolved, and many corruption charges against 
it emerged. These charges were also connected with the fact that Prime 
Minister Zoran Zaev intervened personally in some court rulings. IMRO-
DPMNU accused him of many other undemocratic practices as well. It 
should be noted that the opposition party also actually received negative 
heritage after N. Gruevski fled abroad. SDUM, on its part, popularised the 
story that the former leader Nikola Gruevski was still the leader of the party, 
not his successor Hristijan Mickoski. 

Finally, it may be concluded that after the accession of North Macedonia 
to NATO on 27 March 2020, its EU accession became the leading national 
priority of all political factors in the country. A strong impetus and hope in 
this respect came from the political consent of the ministers on European 
affairs to start accession negotiations with Albania and North Macedonia on 
24 March 2020. Two days later, the conclusions on the enlargement and on 
the process of stabilisation and association were officially adopted, and on 26 
March they were approved by the members of the European Council.26 

The issue of improving relations with neighbouring countries was raised 
as an important condition and requirement for starting the negotiations. 
In this connection, Zoran Zaev’s government accelerated the signing of 
the agreements on good-neighbourly relations with Bulgaria and Greece. 

25 See COMMISSION STAFF WORKING DOCUMENT North Macedonia 2019 
Report Accompanying the Document Communication from the Commission to the Eu-
ropean Parliament, the Council, the European Economic and Social Committee and the 
Committee of the Regions 2019 Communication on EU Enlargement Policy. https://
ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/sites/near/files/20190529-north-mace-
donia-report.pdf  (29.06.2021).

26 See more on the recent decisions of the Council of the EU on the Republic of North 
Macedonia in: https://www.consilium.europa.eu/bg/policies/enlargement/repub-
lic-north-macedonia/ (29.06.2021).

Mariyana Stamova The Republic of (North) Macedonia



Contemporary Balkans: The Challenges of the 21st Century

128

According to sociological surveys, the agreement with Greece, which 
necessitated changing the country’s constitutional name, was not well received 
by the majority of the population. The Greek-Macedonian joint committee 
formed had the task to coordinate concrete issues and to contribute to the 
elimination of the lack of understanding between the two states.27 

Relations between Skopje and Sofia are rather delicate. The treaty on 
friendship, good-neighbourly relations and cooperation, as well as the 
formation of a joint multidisciplinary committee on historical and educational 
matters,28 did not bring the expected results until the end of the second 
decade. Quite on the contrary, the situation became more complicated on 
many of the issues discussed. The two sides have different approaches to the 
interpretation of the commission’s mandate. According to the Macedonian 
side, its creation is viewed as formal condition for the accession to NATO 
and for start of the negotiations with the EU. The expectations in Sofia are 
for substantial contribution to change in the historiography and textbooks 
with definite anti-Bulgarian orientation. However, Skopje has no intention of 
changing anything in the interpretation of the history and the language. That 
was confirmed by the unilateral discontinuation of the commission’s work 
by the Macedonian side at the end of 2019, explaining that with the early 
elections.29 In practice, the commission stopped its work after its last meeting 
on 28 and 29 November 2019 in Sofia. The discontinuation of its work can 
also be explained as the result of certain essential requirements submitted 
by the Bulgarian side for which it is difficult to find a mutually acceptable 
solution. In this connection, the elections were not the reason, but merely 
a pretext. The actual commission was not formed as a political body, but it 
was actually transformed into such a body by addressing historical topics and 
issues to which it is unable to propose a coordinated response. This could 
lead to conclusions that the issue with the treaty and with the commission is 

27 See more on the official Greek policy vis-à-vis the neighbouring Republic of North 
Macedonia in: КОНСТАНТИНОВА, Ю. „'Съвременната одисея' на Гърция: 
предизвикателства и нови възможности“. – В: КОСТОВ, Ал. (Съст.) Новите 
предизвикателства пред Балканите (София, Парадигма, 2019), 128–131. 

28 The treaty on friendship, good-neighbourly relations and cooperation between the 
Republic of Bulgaria and the Republic of Macedonia was signed on 1 August 2017 
and came officially into force on 14 February 2018. https://www.mfa.bg/uploads/
files/1501093350Dogovor-RM-RB.pdf (29.06.2021).

29 „Българо-македонската комисия зацикли, чака изборите в Македония“, 
29.11.2019. https://news.bg/politics/balgaro-makedonskata-komisiya-zatsikli-cha-
ka-izborite-v-makedoniya.html   (29.06.2021).
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politicised, i.e., it is transformed from an academic to a political dispute. It 
can be said that the composition of the commissions was not well considered, 
because they comprise persons close to politics who – in spite of being experts 
in concrete spheres of history and language – cannot be expected to have 
substantial success in their work. 

This led to serious complications in the bilateral dialogue and the treaty 
on friendship, good-neighbourly relations and cooperation definitely did 
not contribute to progress in the economic sphere. Deterioration of the 
bilateral relations was even observed as a result of the challenges related to the 
historical and linguistic issues. The work of the joint Bulgarian-Macedonian 
commission focuses on persons and dates that are highly important for both 
states, but no agreement on them is reached. These are actually academic 
issues that had been examined earlier as well, because they occupy a definite 
place in the respective historiographies. More specifically, the Bulgarian part 
of the commission insists on the recognising of academic positions in the 
historical and linguistic spheres, which deny the Macedonian language and 
the autonomous Macedonian history prior to 1945. The Macedonian side 
of the commission object to that and the scholars on both sides defend their 
theses and arguments ever more categorically, as being the only truthful ones, 
as a result of which the work on many issues does not progress.

Macedonianism is often accused in Bulgarian public space as the reason 
for generating mistrust between the two neighbouring countries. It definitely 
played that role and even the emergence of independent Macedonia resulted 
from its active defence, because the Macedonianist theses oppose closer 
links with Bulgaria. Some of the other neighbouring states supported the 
independence of the new state, while at the same time building their own 
strategy on the ways in which they could influence the Macedonians through 
cultural interaction: music films, culture centres in Skopje, etc. Thus the 
processes of disintegration of the former SFR Yugoslavia also contributed 
to the strengthening of Macedonianism, if this process is assessed positively 
in North Macedonia and in the other former Yugoslav republics, in Bulgaria 
it is viewed ambiguously, with prevalent doubts and negative attitude. As 
a consequence, the confrontation between the two neighbouring countries 
prevailed at the end of the second decade. The bilateral relations of Skopje 
and Sofia likewise lack growing economic cooperation, or infrastructural 
construction along the principal transport corridors.30 These realities need 

30 „Георгиевски: Шах-мат од Белград за македонско-бугарските дискусии“, 
3.08.2020. https://expres.mk/georgievski-shah-mat-od-belgrad-za-makedonsko-bugar-
skite-diskusii/ (29.06.2021).
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to be taken into consideration by the politicians from both countries, if they 
wish to develop the process of good-neighbourly relations and to overcome 
the contradictions.

The political and the economic situation in North Macedonia at the end 
of 2020 was also influenced by the COVID-19 crisis. Attempting to save the 
economy, the government took loans and the foreign debt reached 60% of 
the GDP. The rulers made additional efforts to cope with the deficit and to 
solve social problems with the financing received in the form of credits from 
the IMF and the World Bank. Part of the money received was also spent on 
the series of early and regular elections. However, in spite of the big promises 
of the victorious SDUM and coalition, it did not lead quickly to significant 
changes in a positive direction. That gave grounds to the opposition around 
the nationalist IMRO-DPMNU with right-wing orientation to work 
consistently for destabilisation of the SDUM rule, benefiting from the 
mistakes in the country’s governance and from the accusations of failure to 
cope with the corruption and law enforcement. 

At the end of the second decade it was indeed difficult to speak about 
sustainable democratisation in North Macedonia, because all major media 
were subjected to growing control by the authorities.31 The public was given 
the information that the government is making big efforts and is scoring 
successes in coping with the pandemic, but that actually was meant to hide 
the real situation. As the COVID-19 pandemic continues, it is still early 
to predict its economic and – above all – its political consequences. More 
likely, the pandemic dynamics can be assessed as a long-term process with 
still unpredictable development and multidirectional influences: in the 
economy, in politics and in the social and ethnic relations. 

Finally, it may be concluded that it is difficult to achieve reconciliation 
on the Macedonian political scene, dissatisfaction and revenge-seeking 
are present and even growing, and no real reforms can be expected from 
the fragile parliamentary majority, although the government announced 
such reforms practically every day. There is also a conviction in a part of 
Macedonian society that discredited and above all corrupt individuals have 
leading positions in the governance of the state, who most probably will 
not remain at those positions for a long time. In this way, the new SDUM 
government inevitably ran into the old problems from the very beginning of 
its rule, and together with the Albanian DUI the ruling coalition faces serious 

31 „Нов прогон на новинар од обвинителството за објава од јавен интерес“. – 
Експрес, 27.08.2020; „Златев: Милијарда евра СДСМ ги задолжи граѓаните за да 
ги искористи за предизборен поткуп“. – Курир, 17.08.2020.
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challenges. In this connection, the conflicts and the political instability in 
the country will inevitably continue to be part of its everyday life.

Abstract: Processes of political changes escalated in the Republic of (North) Mace-
donia in recent years, and especially after 2015. With the help of the external factor 
and as a result of the internal political events during those years, the situation in the 
RNM is characterised with three key changes: of the power, name and Constitution 
of the state. The ten years during which the IMRO-DPMNU and Prime Minister 
Nikola Gruevski were in power (2006–2016) generated tension among some of the 
leading political parties, notably the SDUM. They accused him of corruption and of 
stopping the processes of NATO and EU accession. A real opportunity for change 
of the rule in the RNM was created with the Pržino Agreement (2015) and with 
the active assistance of the EU representatives. Prime Minister Gruevski’s firm stand 
against the change of the country’s name under pressure and on its evaluation with 
a view to NATO and EU accession was not well received in the Western world. On 
its part, precisely SDUM was the party whose leader Zoran Zaev openly and clearly 
supported the name change. That was a painful issue for a large part of the population 
of the RNM, but real conditions for a change of the name existed on account of the 
country’s ethnic composition. The Albanian community took a firm stand in support 
of the new name. They skilfully used the signing of the Prespa Agreement between 
the RNM and Greece in 2018 to expand their rights and to make the Albanian lan-
guage official over the entire territory of the country. Improved relations with the 
neighbours were an important prerequisite for NATO accession and for the start of 
the EU negotiations. In this connection, the agreement with Greece was preceded by 
an agreement between the Republic of Macedonia and Bulgaria. A serious challenge 
before the stabilisation and the process of EU integration of the RNM is perceived 
not only in the internal influence expressed with weak political elites, enormous eco-
nomic problems, constant tension in the inter-ethnic relations, failure to cope with 
the corruption and the existing political revenge seeking, but also in the external in-
fluence, complying with the implementation of the agreements with the neighbours. 
However, later events clearly showed that the RNM was not ready for EU accession 
under the new government as well, whereas its NATO membership, which was to 
happen in 2008 in Bucharest, became a fact years later after the country’s name was 
changed.  
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Aneta Mihaylova

Romania is the only country in Eastern Europe in which the end of 
communism was accompanied by bloodshed, with more than a thousand 
people killed in obscure circumstances during the clashes between the 
demonstrators and the authorities in December 1989, which preceded the 
fall of the totalitarian regime and the subsequent execution of Ceauşescu 
and his wife. However, Romania’s development after 1989 is connected with 
a very strange paradox: the country that broke away with the old regime in 
the most radical way possible was slowest in actually achieving the transition. 

The first postcommunist decade – the time of the big hopes and noble 
dreams of freedom and justice – was also a time of tensions and severe social 
disappointment. The fall of Ceauşescu’s regime was followed by political 
vacuum in Romania. The power went into the hands of the newly-created 
National Salvation Front (FSN), which was dominated by representatives 
of the former communist party headed by the communist apparatchik 
Ion Iliescu. Looking back at the period from the start of the Romanian 
transition, one sees a weak opposition torn by contradictions, inefficiency of 
the state, decimated private initiative and poor civil activity. The first centre-
right government that came to power in 1996 also failed to meet public 
expectations.   

During the first decade of the 21st century, the political instability, the 
corruption in the high echelons of power and the frequent political scandals 
became a hallmark of Romanian political life, which was also a serious 
obstacle to real democratic change. After the cabinet of Prime Minister 
Năstase, which came to power in 2000 and completed its full term in office, 
the country was ruled by a series of unstable coalition governments. Although 
the Social Democratic Party (PSD) headed by Adrian Năstase appeared in 
a favourable light at the 2004 parliamentary elections before the electorate 
as the party that had brought Romania into NATO and had negotiated a 
date for the country’s EU accession, it failed to obtain the electoral support 
needed for it to remain in power, and in December of the same year its leader 
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lost the presidential race against the right-wing candidate, the former Mayor 
of Bucharest Traian Băsescu. That marked the start of the “Băsescu era” with 
his two presidential terms in office, having succeeded twice (in 2007 and 
2012) to remain at the post after impeachment procedure. The confrontation 
between the President’s institution and the government became more blatant 
during his rule, which became yet another characteristic feature of Romanian 
political life. 

The global economic crisis in 2009 also contributed to the 
intensification of the political instability in the country. Its effect was 
felt very strongly in Romania, and although around 2011 it began 
gradually to emerge from the economic crisis, a wave of protests against the 
drastic measures in the economy led to resignation of the Prime Minister 
and government crisis in January 2012. The parliamentary elections in 
December 2012 brought a decisive victory to the Social Liberal Union 
(USL) coalition led by Victor Ponta, which came to power with promises 
to put an end to the anti-crisis measures and to raise the revenues of the 
population, hence public expectations were high. In economic terms, 2013 
was indeed very successful for Romania, but the situation was different in 
a political plan and it became gradually clear that the predicted stability 
was actually only ostensible. Ever since May 2013 cracks began to appear 
in the ruling coalition, the contradictions within it deepened and in the 
beginning of the subsequent year it practically disintegrated. The PSD 
leader Victor Ponta was at the head of two more coalition governments 
until November 2015, when after a 20-thousand protest provoked by the 
tragedy in the Colectiv nightclub, when more than 30 people died and 
140 suffered severe injuries, he resigned and the power was taken over by 
a technocratic government headed by the former European Commissioner 
Dacian Cioloş.

In the meantime, the former Mayor of Sibiu and leader of PNL Klaus 
Iohannis won the presidential elections in 2014 and thus for the first time 
in its political history Romania has a president who is an ethnic German 
from Transylvania. The victory of Klaus Iohannis and the withdrawal of 
PSD from power in November of the subsequent year gave rise to hopes 
in the biggest Romanian right-wing party – PNL – that it would succeed 
in winning back the confidence of the people. However, the promises of 
high wages and pensions again brought a convincing victory to the Left 
at the parliamentary elections in December 2016. PNL came far behind 
it, and the Save Romania Union (USR), which was created just several 
months earlier and became the third political power in the country, was 
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the big surprise in these elections. The Alliance of Liberals and Democrats 
(ALDE) became the junior coalition partner of the PSD in the government 
and secured the parliamentary majority needed for stable governance. 

However, that time, too, the big election victory of the social 
democrats did not bring the desired political stability. The PSD leader 
Liviu Dragnea, who replaced Victor Ponta at the post after he stepped 
down from its leadership in the summer of 2016, could not take the post of 
Prime Minister because he had a two-year suspended sentence. However, 
Dragnea was Chairperson of the upper house of Parliament and became 
the eminence grise who ruled the country in practice by masterminding the 
entire policy of the PSD and of the government. At the same time, the PSD 
was torn by internal problems and contradictions. Less than six months 
after coming to power, Sorin Grindeanu’s government fell after resigning 
on the insistence of his own party, which was a precedent in the country’s 
political history. Mihai Tudose, who succeeded him as Prime Minister, 
resigned just seven months later after internal struggles in the PSD. Thus, 
in January 2018 Viorica Dăncilă became the first woman Prime Minister 
of Romania. During her first visit to Brussels the President of the European 
Commission (EC) Jean-Claude Juncker told her that she was the fifth 
Romanian prime minister he was meeting since the beginning of his term 
in office – a sign that Brussels was watching with concern developments 
on the Romanian political scene. In November of the same year there 
were new cabinet reshuffles that led to a political crisis, because President 
Iohannis rejected several times the candidates for ministers proposed by 
the government. In February 2019, the Romanian President signed at long 
last a decree for the appointment of two ministers and put an end to the 
political crisis. 

PSD won nine seats at the elections for European Parliament in May 
2019, compared to 16 in 2014. A new blow for the party came at the end of 
the same month when its leader Liviu Dragnea was sentenced for corruption 
and went to prison. Several months later, Dăncilă’s government fell after a 
vote of no confidence, and at the presidential elections at the end of that 
year PSD had a record low score and Klaus Iohannis became the country’s 
new old President. In the meantime, after PNL won the highest number 
of votes at the elections for European Parliament, it continued to gain 
popularity among voters in subsequent months and around the beginning of 
2020 sociological surveys noted doubling of its political rating compared to 
the elections in 2016. Since the beginning of November 2019, PNL leader 
Ludovic Orban headed a minority government (with his party having only 
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96 of the 464 seats in both houses), but he did not conceal his ambitions for 
PNL to become a political force of prime importance in the country.  

The fall of Orban’s cabinet just three months after it took office, 
following a vote of no confidence tabled by PSD, again highlights the 
colourful Romanian politics. According to some analysts, the liberals 
deliberately passed an amendment to the electoral law that was unfavourable 
to the socialists, in order to provoke the fall of the government and early 
elections. During the culmination of the COVID-19 epidemic the 
politicians decided that political stability was needed more than ever and in 
the long run the second government of Ludovic Orban came to power again 
on 14 March 2020 with the support of the same people who had denied him 
support just a month earlier. In August 2020, the social democrats prepared 
to table a new vote of no confidence against Orban’s cabinet on the grounds 
of the government’s failure to cope with the COVID-19 pandemic. Lack of 
quorum saved the centrist government of Romania from the no confidence 
vote then, although the opposition had every chance to win it. 

At the local elections held on 27 September 2020 (postponed from June 
on account of the COVID-19 pandemic) PSD lost positions, while PNL 
again demonstrated growth, the same being observed also with the USR-
PLUS alliance, and in Bucharest PNL and USR-PLUS supported the same 
candidate: the independent Nicuşor Dan, who won against the incumbent 
mayor from PSD Gabriela Firea. The local vote was a test of the popularity 
of the government of Prime Minister Ludovic Orban before the elections 
scheduled for 6 December 2020 and an indicator of what could happen then. 

The judiciary system and the widespread corruption continued to 
attract criticism from Brussels even after Romania’s EU accession. Romania 
and Bulgaria are the only EU Member States whose judiciary system and 
progress in the fight against corruption are subjected to special monitoring 
by the EU through the specially established Cooperation and Verification 
Mechanism (CVM). Until mid-2011, the EC reports on CVM were on the 
whole negative. Several times – in 2007, 2008 and 2009 – the country was 
facing the danger of having a safeguard clause imposed upon it. The first five-
year summarising report on CVM, which came out in the summer of 2012, 
was also very critical. 

The insufficient fight against corruption and organised crime was used 
as argument for postponing the accession of Romania and Bulgaria to the 
Schengen space. After their EU accession in 2007, the two states expected 
to join the European visa-free area in March 2011. However, France, 
Germany, Finland and the Netherlands opposed that and thwarted their 



137

intentions. Subsequently the first three states conceded, but the position 
of the Netherlands remained unchanged and due to the opposition by the 
government in The Hague the accession of Bulgaria and Romania to the area 
without border control was postponed many times. Although both states 
have fulfilled all technical criteria, the Netherlands insists on two successive 
positive CVM reports before they may be admitted to the Schengen area.

In December 2013, just before the monitoring report due then came 
out, Romania again provoked criticism by the EU institutions. Attention 
was focused then on the surprising amendments to the Criminal Code voted 
by the Romanian Parliament, which provided for “super immunity” for some 
categories of individuals holding elected posts in corruption cases, including 
Members of Parliament, Mayors and District Councillors. On 11 December 
2013, the Romanian newspapers wrote about “the blackest day in the 
fight against corruption” in the country. Two days later, President Băsescu 
demanded the resignation of Prime Minister Ponta and of the chairpersons 
of the two Houses of Parliament, and on 15 December 2013 there were street 
protests against the voted amendments to the Criminal Code and to the 
Amnesty Act. Warnings from Brussels were not late in coming.1 Ultimately, 
the Constitutional Court revoked the law granting MP “immunity for 
corruption” and the monitoring report on Romania from January 2014 was 
much more favourable compared to the one on Bulgaria, containing the 
finding that the country had undertaken considerable anti-corruption steps 
and had demonstrated real commitment to reform. 

That positive assessment was not accidental. In 2013, the National 
Anticorruption Directorate (DNA) reported a large number of sentences 
against high-ranking civil servants, including former cabinet ministers and 
MPs from the entire political spectrum. In fact, the corruption sentence and 
the arrest of former Prime Minister Adrian Năstase in July 2012 signalled 
the end of the feeling of impunity with respect to high-ranking politicians. 
During subsequent years the activities of the Anticorruption Directorate 
and its Prosecutor General Laura Kövesi received a lot of praise from the EU 
institutions, and the EC reports on CVM noted that, on the whole, Romania 
had achieved considerable progress in the fight against corruption.  

However, the changes in the legislation on the judiciary, initiated by 
the PSD-ALDE coalition government immediately after it took office in 
2017, again provoked irritation on the part of the EC. Waves of protests, the 
most numerous among them in February 2017, flooded the country after 

1 MARIN, I. “Comisarul UE pentru Justiţie: 'În România, lucrurile merg în direcţia 
greşită pe frontul combaterii corupţiei.'” – Adevarul, 16 December 2013. 
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the government adopted an extraordinary decree that decriminalised certain 
cases of corruption. The suspicions were that this piece of secondary legislation 
favoured to the highest extent the PSD leader Liviu Dragnea personally 
so that he could evade the main item in the charges against him.2 The EC 
characterised the new legislation as regression from the progress achieved 
in the previous ten years and warned that the EU financing for Bucharest 
could be stopped. In a special debate in the European Parliament EC Vice 
President Frans Timmermans appealed to the Romanian government to 
reconsider the changes in the judiciary sphere.

The paradox was that this happened just a few days after the EC 
announced in its CVM Report in January 2017 that it was giving the last 
recommendations to Bucharest and if the reforms continued in the same 
spirit, the monitoring could be lifted. Ultimately, the government withdrew 
the decree, the Minister of Justice resigned, but the ruling PSD-ALDE 
coalition continued its efforts to pass the intended changes in the Romanian 
judiciary system. The three important laws on the judiciary system, adopted 
in December 2017, again sent the people to protest and provoked intensified 
warnings by the EU. During subsequent months the Romanian government 
was in a difficult dialogue with the EU institutions, and the statements of 
leading politicians in the country’s government demonstrated a rising pathos 
in defence of the national interests against the wrongful attitude of the EU 
to Romania.

The government coalition also launched a campaign against the 
Romanian anti-corruption prosecution and against Laura Kövesi, who 
was re-elected in 2016 to the post of Prosecutor General of DNA. The 
authorities accused the institution of malfeasance, bribery and perjury, as 
well as illegal cooperation with the Romanian Intelligence Service (SRI) and 
pressure exercised upon the judges, claiming that Ms. Kövesi was part of the 
so-called “shadow power structure” that aimed at taking over the control 
over political power in Romania. Many people are convinced that the PSD 
leader Dragnea, convicted in 2015 for electoral fraud after investigation by 
DNA and suspected of corruption in several other investigations, was the 
driving force in the campaign against DNA and Laura Kövesi. At the same 
time, recordings leaked in 2017, casting a shadow over the activities of the 
anti-corruption prosecution and its Prosecutor General. Ultimately, in spite 
of the advocacy of the EU institutions and the public support in the country 
for Kövesi, she was fired from her post in July 2018.   

2 OLTEANU, T. “In defence of democracy – the Romanian protests in 2017.” – 
Südosteuropa Mitteilungen, 03/2017, 6–15.
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In August 2018, the streets of Bucharest and of other major Romanian 
cities were again flooded with protesters against corruption, who demanded 
resignation of the government. The protests then were organised in the 
social networks by the Romanians living abroad. The government tried 
to thwart the protest and claimed that it had been inspired by external 
forces, and the hundreds injured in the clashes with the police again riveted 
international attention on Romania.3 On 13 November 2018, the EC 
published an extremely negative CVM report on Romania, claiming in it 
that the impulse for reforms in the country had been lost on the whole and 
that the development of the processes in the country had led to reversal of 
the progress.

The Romanian Presidency of the Council of the European Union 
started in the shadow of tense relations with Brussels and internal political 
controversies. Just two weeks before Romania took over the rotational 
presidency for the first time after its EU accession, during a meeting of the 
National Council of the ruling PSD, its leader Liviu Dragnea delivered 
a speech in which he accused Brussels of discriminatory attitude to his 
country and declared that Romania would never accept to be treated as a 
second-class state.4 At the same time, days before the Romanian Presidency, 
EC President Jean-Claude Juncker questioned whether Romania had 
actually understood the meaning of being at the head of the EU in the next 
six months.5

In the beginning of 2019, Romania was again shaken by political drama 
focusing on the former anti-corruption Prosecutor General Laura Kövesi. 
After she applied in December 2018 for the post of Prosecutor General 
in the newly emerging European Public Prosecutor’s Office, the ruling 
coalition in Romania renewed its attacks against her in an attempt to block 
her appointment. The new episode around Kövesi again divided Romanian 
society, and the government’s biased behaviour to her provoked protests 
in her support. Public support for Kövesi coincided also with the protests 
against the coming into force of a new extraordinary government ordinance 
reducing the powers of the magistrates.6 

3 “Romania: second night of protests after 450 injured in clashes.” – The Guardian, 11 
August 2018. 

4 “Discursul integral al lui Liviu Dragnea în faţa partidului: Abuzuri în justiţie, dubla 
măsură a UE, multinaţionalele şi statul paralel.” – Mediafax.ro, 17 December 2018. 

5 “Juncker zweifelt an Führungs fähigkeit Rumäniens.” – Die Welt, 29 December 
2018.

6 “Proteste în București față de OUG pentru modificarea legilor justiției. În Piața Vic-
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In February 2019, relations between Romania and the EU institutions 
reached an all-time low, when Romania fulfilled its threat of November 
2018 and filed charges against EC First Vice President Frans Timmermans 
and Justice Commissioner Vĕra Jourová for alleged “falsification” of the last 
CVM report.7 At the same time, different EU institutions continued to 
express serious concern about the judiciary system in Romania, and addressed 
warnings to the government not to amend further the justice legislation by 
issuing ad hoc ordinances. On their part, the Romanian rulers continued to 
claim that the attitude of the EU to their country was discriminatory and to 
stress in their public statements their national dignity and the defence of the 
national interests.

After Dragnea went to prison, a softening followed in the tone to the EU 
on the part of the authorities, and immediately after Ludovic Orban took up 
his post, he declared his resolve to remedy the outrage in the justice legislation 
and to restore the good relations with the EU. The latest EC report on the rule 
of law of October 2020 notes that resolve of the Romanian government, but 
it continues to be very critical. In this connection, Orban’s cabinet proposed 
concrete measures in the justice sphere with which to revoke the disputed 
reforms introduced by the previous PSD government.8 

The lack of administrative capacity and the widespread corruption 
prevented the country from maximally benefiting from its EU membership. 
Romania demonstrated lower than average level of absorption of EU funds, 
and at the same time the annual reports of the European Anti-Fraud Office 
(OLAF) ranked the country in a leading position for fraud involving 
EU funds within the European Union. The issue of the accession to the 
Eurozone gradually remained aside of the country’s agenda. After Romania 
rejected in the autumn of 2017 the initially adopted decision to join the 
Eurozone on 1 January 2019, at the beginning of 2020 even the new goal 
– accession in 2024 – was qualified as too ambitious. At the same time, the 
Convergence Report of the EC published on 10 June 2020 indicated that 
at the moment Romania did not meet any of the four economic criteria for 
adopting the euro.9 

toriei au manifestat aproximativ 8.000 de persoane.” – Hot News.ro, 24 February 
2019. 

7 GOTEV, G. “Romania investigates Timmermans and Jourova, Commission says 
they have immunity.” – Euractiv.com, 21 February 2019. 

8 BARBERÁ, M. “Romania advances drive to scrap former govt’s justice laws.” – Bal-
kan Insight, 1 October 2020.

9  EC Convergence Report, 2020. Available at: https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/
files/economy-finance/ip129_en.pdf  /20.06.2021/
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With its accession to the EU in January 2007 and to NATO three years 
earlier, Romania attained one of the leading goals in its foreign policy after 
the fall of the Ceauşescu regime: integration in the European and Euro-
Atlantic structures. During the years that followed its foreign policy was 
directly connected with its membership in these two organisations. The 
geographic location of Romania as external border of both alliances and 
on the eastern flank of NATO, a bridgehead to the Middle East, its scale 
(seventh in territory in the EU) and the change in the balance of powers in 
the Black Sea region predetermine its aspirations to play an ever growing 
strategic role. 

The strategic partnership with the USA and an active role within 
NATO with focus on the security of the Black Sea region constitute a 
priority orientation of the Romanian foreign policy. Romania is one of the 
strongest supporters of the USA among the former communist countries 
in Eastern Europe and an important strategic partner of NATO. Already 
back in 2007, the Mihail Kogălniceanu Airport located close to the Black 
Sea became a large US military base, and in February 2010 Washington 
extended an official invitation to Bucharest to join the anti-missile shield by 
deploying SM-3 ground-based interceptors. During his visit to the USA in 
September 2011 the Romanian President Traian Băsescu and US President 
Barack Obama signed a joint declaration for strategic partnership in the 
21st century. Parallel with that, an intergovernmental agreement was signed 
for deployment of ABM elements (Ballistic Missile Defense system) on 
the territory of the Deveselu Air Base in Southern Romania. The symbolic 
ground breaking ceremony took place at the end of October 2013, and in 
May 2016 the air base started functioning.

In the summer of 2017, Bucharest negotiated with Washington the 
purchase of seven Patriot anti-missile defence systems for a total amount of 
USD 3.9 billion, as well as ten Piranha armoured personnel carriers. The first 
supply of US Patriot surface-to-air missiles was received in September 2020 
and they became part of an integrated air defence system, comprising also 
the F-16 fighter jets purchased from Portugal.10 

In September 2019, the USA and Romania signed a Memorandum of 
Understanding for cooperation on civil nuclear energy. Soon afterwards, 
Romania terminated its agreement with China General Nuclear Power 
Corporation for development of the third and fourth units of the 
Cernavoda nuclear power plant, and in October 2020 an agreement for 

10 DIAC, M. “Program militar de 3,9 miliarde de dolari. De astăzi, România are rach-
ete americane Patriot.”  – Romania libera, 17 September 2020.
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intergovernmental cooperation was signed, with the USA undertaking the 
commitment to finance the modernisation of the first unit in Cernavoda and 
to build units 3 and 4. That was a project estimated at USD 8 billion and 
as the biggest financial package ever received by Romania, indicative of the 
confidence that the USA has in its partner and ally for many years.11 

Romania acts as loyal ally of NATO, following strictly the policy 
of the Alliance in the region, it has participated in and has hosted joint 
military exercises, making consistent efforts at the same time to improve 
its own military capacity. It also works actively and consistently for 
strengthening the presence of NATO in the Black Sea, especially after 
the Russian annexation of Crimea and the intensifying of Russia’s 
role in the region, being considered as the main threat to Romania’s 
national security.12 After the NATO Summit in Wales in September 
2014, Romania became one of the first countries in Europe to increase 
its military budget to 2% of its GDP. During the session of the NATO 
Parliamentary Assembly in October 2017, which was held in Bucharest, 
the creation of new multinational forces of NATO in Romania was 
announced. The new multinational brigade in Craiova, consisting of about 
4,000 Romanian servicemen, supported by colleagues of theirs from several 
NATO members, as well as by 900 US servicemen, was created as part of 
the adapted frontline presence of the Alliance in the southeast.

Deepening and intensification of the cooperation with the neighbouring 
states and with the states from NATO’s eastern flank are among the leading 
priorities of the Romanian National Defence Strategy for 2015–2019. In this 
connection it is necessary to highlight specially the visible deepening of the 
strategic partnership with Poland. A joint declaration for strengthening the 
strategic partnership between the two states was signed in March 2015 as part 
of the strategic partnership with the USA and the solidarity within NATO. 
The Bucharest 9 (B9) format is a joint initiative of Romania and Poland, 
aimed at strengthening the dialogue and the cooperation among the allies 
along NATO’s eastern flank. A joint initiative of Romania and Poland also 
led to the decision to organise a meeting of the defence ministers of the states 
along NATO’s eastern flank in March 2018 in Bucharest as continuation of 
the B9 format. Romania also participates actively in the Three Seas Initiative 
and hosted its third meeting in September 2018. 

11 CHIRILEASA, A. “US will finance USD 8 bln project for expanding Romania’s 
Cernavoda nuclear power plant.” – Romania Insider, 9 October 2020.

12 WEZEMAN, S., A. KUIMOVA, “Romania and Black Sea security.” – SIPRI Back-
ground Paper, December, 2018. 
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Other priority trends of the Romanian foreign policy comprise stability 
and security in the Eastern Partnership, resolving of the “frozen conflicts”, 
support for the European prospects of the countries in that region, with special 
emphasis on the Republic of Moldova with which Romania has “special 
relations.” Romania was the first country to recognise the independence 
of Moldova in 1991, after which the relations between the two countries 
fluctuated depending on whether the party in Moldova’s government 
was pro-Russian or pro-Romanian. On 8 November 2010, Romania 
and Moldova signed in Bucharest a historic treaty on the state borders 
regime, cooperation and mutual assistance on border issues.13 The visit to 
Bucharest by the newly-elected President of Moldova in May 2012 marked 
a change in the diplomatic relations between the two countries, marred by 
tension for more than a decade during the communist administration in 
Chişinău. During their meetings the two presidents Traian Băsescu and 
Nicolae Timofti agreed to speed up the joint energy projects, including 
the cross-border gas pipeline linking the Romanian city Iaşi and Ungheni 
in Moldova with the aim of reducing Moldova’s dependence on the import 
of Russian gas. For Moldova Romania is the strongest supporter of its 
European aspirations – a position that it defended even more fervently 
during the events in Ukraine. 

The issue of the possible unification of Romania and Moldova again 
came to the fore in the course of the crisis in Ukraine. The appeals for 
unification of the two states existed ever since the time when Moldova 
became independent state. However, they were met traditionally with 
scepticism in Romania and with an even greater scepticism in Moldova. 
The Romanian President Băsescu, in his typical undiplomatic manner, 
has declared repeatedly such a wish, much to the displeasure of Moldova 
and Russia, and not infrequently of politicians within Romania as well. 
According to recent opinion polls, about 20% of the Moldovans support 
unification. However, the Moldovan authorities reject such a possibility, 
although they nevertheless rely on Romania’s support for their EU 
membership. The unification of “the two Romanian states” has remained 
a goal for many Romanians on both sides of the Prut River, but the official 
and realistic position is that the two states can be united in the common 
European home. 

The crisis in Ukraine deteriorated the traditionally hostile relations 
between Romania and Russia. Romania firmly declared its strong support 

13  ALEXE, D., CL. PADUREAN, “Romania and Moldova sign historic border trea-
ty.” – EUobserver, 11 November 2010. 
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for the sanctions against Russia, insisting on intensified military presence of 
NATO in the Black Sea region.14 The animosity between the two states is 
historical, and at its basis is the problem of Bessarabia (present-day Moldova), 
but, of course, the most serious reason for the contemporary Russian anger 
is the Romanian membership in NATO and the ensuing cooperation with 
the USA. In 2017 it qualified Romania as a “clear threat” for its security and 
as an outpost of NATO due to the fact that the country hosted elements 
of the US missile defence system.15 A year later, Russian President Vladimir 
Putin made a statement that Russia needed to watch very closely what was 
happening close to its borders and to respond to the broadening of the military 
infrastructure of NATO, including the deployment of anti-missile systems in 
the neighbouring countries.16 In September 2018, a warning came from the 
Russian foreign ministry that if the dilemma of the US missile defence in 
Eastern Europe remained unresolved, that could put an end to the Treaty on 
the Intermediate- and Short-Range Missiles, pointing out specifically that 
such US launch vehicles are deployed in Romania and would soon appear 
in Poland.17 Just a few days after Russia indeed denounced that treaty in 
February 2019, the Russian Ministry of Defence declared that the USA had 
to destroy its МК-41 rocket launchers stationed in Romania. In response 
Romania explained again that the Deveselu site has a strictly defence role, 
and the allegations that this base could be used for launching nuclear missiles 
are “fiction” used by Russia as an excuse for manufacturing new missiles. At 
the same time, this situation again generated fears in Romanian society that 
under the circumstances Romania could become “military target” for Russia. 
When in mid-April 2019 NATO announced planned modernisation of 
the missiles defence system in Romania and temporary deployment of the 
THAAD System in the Deveselu base, Russia responded with mistrust and 
pointed out that it was “closely following” that US move.18 

14 On the Romanian position during the crisis in Ukraine, see: МИХАЙЛОВА, 
А. „Румъния и украинската криза: в търсене на нова стратегическа роля“. – 
In: МАРИНКОВ, Б., Б. БАНЧЕВ, (Съст.) Балканите и украинската криза 
(София: Парадигма, 2017), 65–93.

15 “Russia calls Romania ‘a clear threat’ and NATO outpost: Ifax.” – Reuters, 9 Febru-
ary, 2017.

16 DRAGHICI, M. “Vladimir Putin: Rusia trebuie să reacţioneze la sistemele antibal-
istice construite în ţări vecine.” – Mediafax.ro, 22 August 2018. 

17 LUPU, V. “US missile defense in Romania and Poland may ruin INF treaty, Russian 
Foreign Ministry warns.” – The Romania Journal, 25 September 2018. 

18 “Russia is “closely following” THAAD system deployment to Romania, Russian of-
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The war of words between Romania and Russia from the summer of the 
subsequent year can again be perceived as a symptom of growing tension 
in the Black Sea region. The National Defence Strategy of Romania for 
the 2020–2024 period, approved by Parliament at the end of June 2020, 
mentions the “aggressive” behaviour of Russia in the region as one of the 
main strategic threats that the country is facing. The Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs of Russia responded to the document by saying that Romania was 
planning to use it for increasing the presence of NATO and the USA in 
the Black Sea region. With a clear reference to the USA, Russia accused 
Bucharest of being subordinated to third countries and their programmes at 
the expense of its own interests. At the end of July 2020, just several hours 
after Washington announced that 11,900 US servicemen in Germany would 
be redeployed to strengthen the southeastern flank of NATO, the Romanian 
President Klaus Iohannis expressed readiness for them to be stationed in 
Romania.  The Russian foreign ministry criticised the US plans to deploy 
in Romania some of the military units withdrawn from Germany, and they 
perceived in that proof that the USA and its allies were trying to create an 
“arc of tension” along the line of contact with Russia, at the expense of the 
interests of European security.19 

Relations with Hungary are another painful problem for Romania, 
which again has its roots in history: that problem is Transylvania. Although 
Romania signed a fundamental treaty for cooperation with Hungary in 
1996, which resolved the existing differences in the bilateral relations, 
during subsequent years Transylvania and the demands for autonomy of 
parts of the province in which Hungarians are the majority population (the 
regions Harghita and Covasna inhabited by the Hungarian minority group 
Székelys, as well as part of the neighbouring Mureş district), which have 
already come out with claims of autonomy several times after 1989, are a 
permanent source of anxiety among Romanian politicians.20 Precisely this 
is the reason for Romania being among the few countries in Europe that do 
not support Kosovo’s independence declared in February 2008. The fear 

ficial says.” – Romania Insider, 15 April 2019. 
19 BARBERÁ, M. “Russia, Romania war of words a symptom of growing Black Sea 

tensions.” – Balkan Insight, 29 July 2020.
20 According to the results of the census conducted in October 2011, the population 

of Hungarian ethnic origin was 1,227,623, i.e., 6.5% of the population of Romania; 
73% of the population of the Covasna region, 84% of the population of the Harghita 
region and 37% of the population of the Mureş region identified themselves as eth-
nic Hungarians: http://www.recensamantromania.ro/rezultate-2/ /20.07.2021/
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that the Hungarians in Transylvania could use Kosovo as precedent prompts 
Romanian politicians to adopt a position that is different from that of their 
allies from NATO and the EU.

The situation is further complicated by the policy of the Hungarian 
Prime Minister Viktor Orbán on the unification of the Hungarians “outside 
the borders.” Orbán’s government adopted an amendment to the citizenship 
act, facilitating the adoption of Hungarian citizenship by ethnic Hungarians 
living outside the country’s territory, and conferred to them the right to 
participate in elections in Hungary. After Viktor Orbán was officially 
endorsed by Parliament in May 2014 as prime minister for his second 
successive term in office, he declared directly that Hungary would defend its 
rights in the EU and would demand autonomy for the ethnic Hungarians 
living outside its borders. The authorities in Bucharest are seriously concerned 
by the strong support by Hungary to the Hungarians in Romania to establish 
its autonomous region. 

Sparks continued to fly in Romanian-Hungarian relations during 
subsequent years as well, instigated by the nationalist campaign in the media, 
and they were even on the point of diplomatic war on several occasions.21 
There was exacerbation in the relations between the two states also at the 
height of the refugee crisis in 2015–2016 in connection with the threats 
by Hungary that it would build a wall along its border with Romania. In 
the summer of 2018, divergent economic interests clashed the positions of 
Romania and Hungary in connection with the BRUA Project for transfer of 
gas from the Black Sea to Europe, involving Bulgaria, Romania, Hungary and 
Austria.22 In the beginning of 2019, disputes between Romanians and ethnic 
Hungarians over a military cemetery in Transylvania again led to a scandal 
at diplomatic level, and tension between the two states reached new heights 
after the Hungarian Prime Minister Viktor Orbán published a historical 
map of “Great Hungary” in his Facebook profile in early May 2020, and the 
Romanian Parliament on its part voted a bill proclaiming 4 June – the date 
on which the Treaty of Trianon was signed – as national holiday. 

Romania conducts an active policy vis-à-vis the Romanian minority 
in neighbouring states. In 2012 it even threatened to block the process of 

21 See МИХАЙЛОВА, А. „Румъния в началото на 21. век: трудното “завръщане“ 
в Европа“. – In: КОСТОВ, А., Е. НИКОВА (Съст.) Балканите през първото 
десетилетие на 21. век (София: Парадигма, 2012), 287–288.   

22 VERSECK, K. “Disputa intre Romania si Ungaria pe tema gazului din Marea 
Neagra. Care e interesul real al lui Orban”. – Ziare.com, 18 July 2018.
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Serbia’s EU accession on account of the latter’s attitude to the Wallachians.23 
At the same time, Romania supports the accession of the Western Balkans to 
the European and Euro-Atlantic structures, and has a constructive policy in 
the Balkans by participating in various formats of regional cooperation.

After the collapse of communism in Romania in 1989, the “return to 
Europe” with integration in the European and Euro-Atlantic structures 
became a key priority of the Romanian foreign policy. That problem was 
successfully solved by the end of the second postcommunist decade. However, 
the country realised very soon that membership in these structures implies not 
only advantages, but it conceals many challenges as well. Romania succeeded 
in becoming a first-rate strategic partner of the USA in the Black Sea region, 
but its relations with the EU institutions were far from cloudless, and in spite 
of its scale it continued to play the role of European periphery. Effective fight 
against corruption and the attaining of internal political stability also proved 
to be a difficult objective, and society invariably swayed between hope and 
disappointment. Three decades after the end of communism, corruption in 
the high echelons of power, frequent political scandals and war between 
the institutions continued to be an obstacle to real democratic change. At 
the same time, the growing public activity that finds expression in civilian 
protests serves as a real corrective of power, and gives hope for the future. 

Abstract: During the first decade of the 21st century Romania succeeded in attaining 
its foreign policy goal after the collapse of communism: integration in the European 
and Euro-Atlantic structures. However, the real “return” to Europe proved to be very 
difficult and faced the country with numerous challenges. The political instability, 
the corruption at the high levels of power and the frequent political scandals became 
lasting characteristics of Romanian political life, which is also a serious obstacle to real 
democratic change. The permanent conflict between the presidential institution and 
the government was an additional factor in that respect. The fight against corruption 
became a dominant theme of the Romanian transition and the insufficient efforts 
aimed at coping with it served as the source of permanent criticism by Brussels. 
At the same time, the country’s geographic location as external border of the EU, 
on the eastern flank of NATO, its scale and natural resources predetermined its 
aspirations to play an ever increasing strategic role in international politics. And if for 
Romania it was difficult to find a way out of the role of the periphery that has been 
attributef to it within the EU, the country sees in its strategic partnership with the 
USA an opportunity to turn into a leading power in the Black Sea region. Security 
and stability in the Eastern Partnership, resolving the “frozen conflicts,” support for 
the European prospects of the countries in that region, with special emphasis on 

23 See БАНЧЕВ, Б. „Власите в Сърбия и позицията на Букурещ“. – Геополитика и 
геостратегия, 2015/1, 40–50. 
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Bisser Banchev

The political processes in Serbia, which can have a definite impact on 
regional stability in the Balkans, have their historical roots in the recent past. 
Their current activities reveal the deep geopolitical links of Belgrade with the 
countries in the Western Balkans.

At the end of the 20th and in the beginning of the 21st century Serbian 
society faced the challenge of re-thinking its historical heritage.1 Detachment 
from the past is a very complicated, long, controversial and painful process. 
It is sometimes explained with the “characteristic” Serbian traumatic 
nationalism and its claims of historical uniqueness.2 The analyses examining 
the paternalistic tradition and the collectivist political culture as a common 
heritage from socialist Yugoslavia are much better substantiated.3 The old 
and the new players on the political scene compete in the appeal to the 
traditional values and religion of the nation. 

All that places Serbian society “between the trauma and the catharsis.” 
The country was ruled until 2000 by the Socialist Party of Serbia (SPS) 
headed by Slobodan Milošević. The democratic opposition is self-identified 
as bearer of the European values. Its mass rallies marked the beginning of a 
peculiar “culture of protests” that was to be manifested during subsequent 
decades as well. The internal divisions of Serbia were additionally 
aggravated by the conflict with NATO. Bomb raids for 78 days resulted 
in the actual loss of Kosovo that became yet another source of trauma due 

1 БАНЧЕВ, Б. „Сърбия – трудното разделяне с историята“. – In: КОСТОВ, Ал., 
НИКОВА, Ек. (съст.) Балканите през първото десетилетие на ХХI век (Со-
фия, Парадигма, 2012), 318–349.

2 RAMET, S. P. “The Sirens and the Guslar. An afterword.” – In: RAMET, S. P., PAV-
LAKOVIĆ V., LYON, J. (eds.). Serbia since 1989: Politics and Society under Mi-
lošević and After (University of Washington Press, 2006), 395–413.

3 DULIĆ, D. “Serbia after Milosevic: The rebirth of a nation.” – In: LISTHAUG, O., 
RAMET, S. P., DULIĆ, D. (eds.). Civic and Uncivic values.  Serbia in the Post-Mi-
lošević Era (Budapest, CEU Press, 2011), p. 21.
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to the undermining of a fundamental “sacred myth” in Serbian collective 
memory.

After the fall of Milošević, the governing of the country was taken over 
by the Democratic Opposition of Serbia. The country kept for several years 
its alliance with Montenegro, which started preparations for EU accession. 
In 2006, the alliance split. The independence of Kosovo was announced in 
the beginning of 2008. Serbia reacted negatively and undertook a targeted 
campaign among all UN members to persuade them not to recognise the 
new state. Belgrade’s position had the chance of receiving practical support 
from five EU Member States that were motivated by their own territorial and 
ethnic problems.

The “return” to Europe was the principal legitimising message for 
inclusion in and exclusion from the political system between 2000 and 2012. 
The “pro-European” parties were so convinced of their incontestability 
and external support that they had no concerns while applying some not 
too democratic practices.4 After 2008, the country was governed by a 
technocratic Prime Minister, while the real power was in the President’s 
hands, including the control over the special services. The model was 
known back from the time of Slobodan Milošević, but was applied during 
the second decade of the 21st century as well. The pro-European policy 
proved to be a chance for the former party of Milošević – SPS – headed by 
Ivica Dačić. The Radical Party also underwent transformation under the 
banner of Europe. The majority of the activists and voters of the Radical 
Party, headed by Tomislav Nikolić and Aleksandar Vučić, split up with 
their old leader Vojislav Šešelj and created the new Serbian Progressive 
Party (SNS). It aspired towards cooperation with Russia, but supported 
the EU integration as an instrument of economic progress. The country’s 
dual orientation was not alien to the rulers either, who proclaimed the 
concept of the “four pillars” of the foreign policy. It recalled the principle 
of “equidistance from both blocs” from Tito’s times, the “pillars” being the 
European Union, Russia, USA and China.5 The concept is an organic part 
of the policy of non-accession to military alliances, proclaimed in 2007, on 
the eve of Kosovo’s independence.

4 STANOJEVIĆ, D., BABOVIĆ, M., GUNDOGAN, D. “Actors, resources and 
mechanisms of clientelism in Serbia.” – In: CVEJIĆ, S. (ed.) Informal Power Net-
works, Political Patronage and Clientelism in Serbia and Kosovo (Belgrade, SeConS, 
2016), 44–64.

5 БАРАКОВ, Ст. „Стълбовете“ на сръбската външна политика. – Международни 
отношения № 3, (2015), 89–114.
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In December 2009, Serbia applied for EU membership. On 1 March 
2012, the country obtained candidate status and that marked the official 
start of its EU association journey. Profound changes in the country’s 
governance took place in the months that followed.6 The Serbian Progressive 
Party won the presidential and the parliamentary elections. Tomislav 
Nikolić took the post of head of state. The leader of the socialists Ivica Dačić 
headed the government. Aleksandar Vučić, the second in command in the 
SNS, became Minister of Defence and Deputy Prime Minister responsible 
for the security structures. The coordination of the government policy vis-à-
vis Kosovo, which was of key importance to the negotiations with the EU, 
was entrusted to Aleksandar Vulin, former youth leader of the party of the 
wife of Slobodan Milošević. The concentration of the entire power in the 
hands of the successors of Milošević and Šešelj evoked a wave of concern. 
Many external observers and Serbian intellectuals expressed lack of trust in 
the transformation of the former radicals from ultranationalists to fervent 
supporters of the EU integration.7 

The second “Serbian” decade of the 21st century appeared as movement 
towards stabilisation in the eyes of the external world and especially of 
Brussels. The apprehensions that the pro-European reforms would stop in 
2012 were disproved with the preserving of two ministers from the outgoing 
government, who are leaders of the Muslims in Sandžak. The government’s 
practical actions on continuity in the policy of ethnic peace prevailed over 
the mandatory populist statements in contemporary politics, moreover not 
only in the Balkans. Different reconciliation gestures vis-à-vis neighbouring 
countries like Croatia and Bosnia and Herzegovina were demonstrated, most 
significant among them being the agreement for normalisation of relations 
with Kosovo in 2013. 

The approach to another important topic in the process of EU 
enlargement – rule of law – is very symbolic. The fight against crime and 
corruption is associated personally with Aleksandar Vučić as Deputy Prime 
Minister and coordinator of the special services. Noisy arrests and criminal 
proceedings started already back in the autumn of 2012 at high economic 
and political levels, which satisfied EU expectations in that respect.

6 БАНЧЕВ, Б. „Сърбия – завръщането в Европа като бягане с препятствия“. – В: 
КОСТОВ, Ал., (съст.) Балканите през второто десетилетие на XXI век (Со-
фия, Парадигма, 2015), 282–309.

7 SCHNEIDER, M. “Tomislav Nikolić positioniert sich in Europa. Bündnis mit Ös-
terreichs Rechtspopulisten?” – Perspektive, FES Belgrad, Juli 2011; “Serbia’s presi-
dential election. The gravedigger’s victory.” – The Economist, 26.05.2012.
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All that made it possible for the SNS and for Aleksandar Vučić personally 
to attain more and more power positions in the period until 2020. In March 
2014, the Serbian Progressive Party won a convincing victory in the next 
parliamentary elections. These election results secured a calm atmosphere 
for reforms, but they also concealed a danger of a swerving towards 
authoritarianism.8 Vučić could rule alone, but he included in his government 
also the parties of the socialists and of the ethnic Hungarians. The Prime 
Minister and coalition partner until then, Ivica Dačić, became Deputy Prime 
Minister and foreign minister. The same configuration was preserved after 
the early parliamentary elections in 2016. Aleksandar Vučić won with a 
big majority the presidential elections in 2017 as well, thus confirming his 
status of dominating political figure. His party won a victory in the March 
2018 local elections, as well as in the regular parliamentary elections in June 
2020. It cannot be denied that the ruling coalition succeeded in achieving 
certain successes in the management of the economy. The country gradually 
overcame the after-effects of the global financial crisis and problematic 
privatisation. Towards the end of the decade three years in succession ended 
with a budget surplus. 

The situation looked slightly different, viewed from inside. It was very 
easy to identify problems like growing control over the media and tendencies 
of authoritarianism.9 The example with the many mayors re-elected in 2020 
for a third, fourth or fifth term in office most certainly does not cover the 
ideal model of democracy. The opposition is torn by severe internal conflicts 
and fails to propose an alternative inspiring respect. Society witnessed 
parliamentary boycotts and prolonged street protests that flowed from one 
into the other over the years.10

The dominating priority in the domestic policy was to attain a higher 
level of stability in the governance, which would allow the country to become 
involved in international life with a higher authority and to impose its own 
solutions to the problems in the Western Balkans. 

The Serbian Progressive Party gained prominence as all-absorbing centre 
of public life. It persistently increased its control over the governance and 
security, which resulted in control over the economy and the media as well. 
The election results in 2014, 2016 and 2020 made it possible for the party to 

8 BIEBER, F. The Rise of Authoritarianism in the Western Balkans (Palgrave Macmil-
lan, 2020), 42–53.

9 Ibid, 109–121, 124–127.
10 Parliamentary Boycotts in the Western Balkans (Westminster Foundation for De-

mocracy, 2019), 114–124.



153

opt for one-person rule. Nevertheless, the leadership of the party did not give 
up the partnership with the SNS with leader Ivica Dačić, which was formed 
in 2012. The Progressive Party demonstrated its ability to share power and 
to have coalition culture, which is a manifestation of modern European 
values. The socialists were a suitable “crutch” even after their relative weight 
diminished over the years. At the beginning of the period Ivica Dačić started 
as Prime Minister, then passed through the post of Deputy Prime Minister 
and Minister of Foreign Affairs, and ended as Speaker of Parliament. The 
changes did not diminish his eagerness for participation in the governance. 
It is possible that one of the external factors imposed upon the Serbian policy 
was satisfied in this way. Claims appear in the Belgrade media that there had 
been visits to Moscow by leading Serbian politicians every time before a 
new government was formed. The visits were presented before the external 
world as private visits, sometimes for medical tests, and for some visits 
there is no certainty at all that they ever took place. The SNS involvement 
in the various governments was usually said to have been negotiated. Such 
interference should not be ruled out, but it should not be exaggerated either. 
Nevertheless, a very significant consideration should be taken into account. 
For many years the CEO of Srbijagas – a company of key importance for the 
country’s economy and foreign policy – was one of the Vice-Chairpersons of 
the Socialist Party. 

Gradual consolidation of the leading role of Aleksandar Vučić was 
observed within the Progressive Party. He rose from Deputy Prime Minister 
via Prime Minister to President, and he even succeeded in displacing the 
former head of state Tomislav Nikolić from the leadership of the party 
without visible conflict. The image of Vučić is presented in society with 
elements of personality cult and is associated with lasting authoritarian 
tendencies. His choice of Ana Brnabić for Prime Minister can be cited as one 
of his most successful moves. She is a figure who very ingenuously covers the 
requirements of Brussels for tolerance and democracy. On the other hand, 
in view of her sexual orientation, the Prime Minister would not be able to 
receive big personal support in Serbian society and to form her own fraction 
in the ruling party, which would threaten the position of Vučić. For this 
reason, Ana Brnabić preserved her post after the 2020 elections as well.

The choice of the third coalition partner – the Alliance of Vojvodina 
Hungarians – was no less useful. The party of the Hungarian minority 
traditionally acted as the link between Belgrade and Budapest. It is not 
accidental that Viktor Orbán openly demonstrates close relations with Vučić. 
The claim that the minorities are well integrated in the political system of 
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Serbia is an important element of the government propaganda. In 2010, 2014 
and 2018 they elected their National Councils directly, becoming in practice 
subsidiary structures of the ruling parties. The councils are examples of the 
model in which minority leaders are successfully integrated in the ruling 
elites, receiving in exchange priority access to state financing. Irrespective 
of the power changes after 2000, there have always been representatives of 
the Hungarian minority and of the Bosniaks from Sandžak in the Serbian 
government and in the ruling coalition. The policy of bringing the Muslim 
community closer to the state is of particular importance. The big national 
parties are always trying to form coalitions with the regional political 
leaders in the respective municipality while the local government bodies are 
being formed. On their part, they are successfully incorporated in the local 
and national power structures. Prominent representatives of the Muslim 
community receive posts in the government and in Parliament, others are 
appointed ambassadors in the Arab world.

The election results of the minorities visibly improved over the years. 
The Parliament elected on 21 June 2020 includes the biggest number of 
MPs from the minorities in the past two decades. They enjoy a favourable 
atmosphere for conducting their electoral campaigns, and the formula in 
the law for calculating the end results has been altered with an additional 
coefficient in their favour. Good conditions for participating in elections 
has been specially secured for the Albanian minority. The Albanian parties 
from the Preševo Valley in Southern Serbia formed a coalition: Albanian 
Democratic Alternative – United Valley, which won three seats – something 
unthinkable until then.

The question arises whether it is possible to achieve another successive 
12-year cycle in Serbian political life. It started in 2012 with the formation 
of a ruling coalition between the Serbian Progressive Party and the socialists. 
That cyclicity was put to the test, according to the forecasts of Aleksandar 
Vučić himself who announced in advance that Parliament would work for 
only two years because early elections are planned for 2022, at the same 
time as the regular presidential elections. With such a combination Vučić 
is hoping to secure additional support for his re-election to the presidential 
post. For that reason a ministerial post was given to the Serbian Patriotic 
Alliance and thus a Parliament without opposition was created.

The MPs from the ruling majority have always been sufficient for 
amending the Constitution in all parliaments after 2012. It would indeed 
need revision in the event of an agreement reached with Kosovo and EU 
accession, but precisely such circumstances would require not arithmetic 
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majority in Parliament, but broad public support. Against that background 
it cannot be overlooked that the landslide victory in 2020 demonstrated 
an oppressive political power that does not create a good image of a state 
applying for EU membership. The comparison is drawn that more impressive 
election results can be reported only in Belarus. The campaign passed in an 
atmosphere of appeals for boycott by prominent opposition leaders. The 
official international observers reported that the elections had been legal 
and regular, but that “the voters had a limited choice” due to absence of 
“media diversity.” The Serbian President and his party were in a “catch 22” 
situation: they did not need so much to win, rather to increase the voter 
turnout. The boycott was successful to a certain extent only in Belgrade. 
Parallel with it, the low turnout in the elections resulted from COVID-19 
and the rainy weather. The boycott was not complete due to the combining 
of parliamentary and local elections. Some of the opposition politicians were 
motivated to participate so as to defend their interests at local level. It would 
not be correct to explain the election results of the ruling party merely with 
different forms of coercion. Many voters were positively motivated with 
some of the economic measures for coping with the problems caused by the 
COVID-19 crisis, e.g., handing out 100 euro to every adult citizen, securing 
vouchers for internal tourism to students and pensioners, and raising the 
salaries in the health care system by 10%.

The key issue since the summer of 2020 is whether the majority attained 
is a stabilising or a destabilising factor. The election victory can play a bad 
trick to the winners, because success of over 60% does not lead automatically 
to higher stability. The measures for restricting the corona virus pandemic 
create psychological tension among big groups of people. It is explosively 
combined with accumulated social problems and political confrontations. 
The introduction of more stringent quarantine measures after the end of 
the elections took thousands of protesters out in the streets. The victorious 
party and President Vučić personally were accused of having interrupted the 
quarantine on account of the elections, thus creating a threat to the health 
of the population. When that topic was exhausted, the protests raised new 
charges: betrayal on the Kosovo issue. There is sufficient discontent against 
the rulers in Serbian society and only the extreme division in the ranks of the 
opposition secures a certain comfort to the authorities. 

The old Yugoslav paradigm of equidistance from the big global players 
has a basic forming effect on the country’s behaviour on the international 
scene, being deeply rooted in Serbia’s public memory. During the Ukrainian 
crisis Serbian political scientists actively discussed the need of finding a 
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solution following the “model elaborated by Tito.”11 That message recalled 
the model of courtship by the two hostile blocs that Yugoslavia won during 
the Cold War. Such an attitude makes it possible to avoid the inner tension 
between the two deeply rooted collective identities of Serbian society: 
belonging to Europe and brotherhood with Russia. Serbian statesmen 
managed to expropriate the Yugoslav foreign policy heritage with its idea of 
nonalignment with the principal international players.12 That predetermined 
both the ambivalent attitude to countries like Austria, Germany and Russia, 
and the attempt of Serbia to maintain “its delicate balance” between the 
West, Russia and China.

Serbia has the ambition to use the experience of Tito’s diplomacy to 
achieve influence among Third World countries. The restored links from the 
time of the Cold War made it possible for Belgrade to persuade almost twenty 
states from the Pacific and Caribbean region to withdraw their decisions to 
recognise the independence of Kosovo. In some cases it may be assumed that 
the diplomatic success was achieved with Chinese support behind the scenes. 

The “strategic partnership” agreements are another specific instrument 
for Belgrade’s foreign policy. Serbia has signed such agreements with Italy 
(2009), France (2011), the United Arab Emirates (2013), Russia (2013), 
China (2016) and Azerbaijan (2018).  

The way in which Serbia fits in the Russia-NATO controversies is 
especially characteristic. Serbia traditionally receives Russian support on 
the Kosovo issue in the UN Security Council. In the economic sphere 
Belgrade enjoyed “fresh money” on several occasions in the form of direct 
loans from Russia, in addition to guaranteed supplies of natural gas and 
support for the modernisation of the Serbian railway transport. A Russian-
Serbian humanitarian centre for coordinating the responses to natural 
disasters is functioning in the town of Niš. In October 2014 Vladimir Putin 
was guest of honour at a grandiose parade to celebrate the 70th anniversary 
of the liberation of Belgrade from German occupation. The claim of very 
close bonds between Belgrade and Moscow is openly encouraged by the 
Serbian state leadership. During a subsequent visit by Putin to Belgrade in 
January 2019 slogans were exhibited at close range with texts like: “Serbs 
and Russians – brothers forever.” Serbian Russophilia can be viewed as 
an extraordinary kind of Slavophilia. It is not an expression of some kind 

11 CEROVINA, J. BACOVIĆ, B. “Imamo li titovski odgovor na ukrajinsku krizu.” – 
Politika, 26.03.2014.

12 EJDUS, F. “Beyond national interests: identity confict and Serbia’s neutrality to-
ward the crisis in Ukraine.” – Südosteuropa 3, (2014), 348–362.
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of abstract veneration, but of the understanding that Serbia is an integral 
part of the Slavic community, with Russia as its natural leader. In 2020 
Aleksandar Vučić was official guest at the victory parade in Moscow. The 
acquisition of modern anti-aircraft missile complexes was accompanied by 
public gratitude on the part of President Vučić to the “Russian friends” for 
the drastic enhancing of the Serbian capabilities in the defence sphere.13 
The accession of Serbia to the Eurasian Economic Union acquired a special 
symbolism against the background of the EU decision to slow down the 
accession processes for the Western Balkans. 

An important place in the attitude to the USA is reserved for the 
traumatic memory of the air raids in 1999. A discussion that developed in 
2017 is specially indicative. Deputy Assistant Secretary of State Brian Hoyt 
Yee declared that Serbia had to make a choice between Russia and the West, 
not to “sit on two chairs” if it wishes to join the EU. Belgrade qualified that 
statement as “hostile” and it became necessary for Brian Hoyt Yee to explain 
that he gave advice, not ultimatum. A report by the nongovernmental Atlantic 
Council on the new US strategy to the Western Balkans was submitted at 
the end of the year. The report recommends to the USA to try to achieve a 
historic reconciliation with Serbia and to ask in exchange from Belgrade to 
start distancing itself from Russia.14 

The complete examination of the facts shows that during the entire last 
decade Serbia conducted more joint military exercises with the USA than 
with Russia. Even the US military personnel have full immunity in Serbia, 
the Russian specialists in the humanitarian centre in Niš – only partial.15 
Serbia has an Individual Plan for Partnership with NATO, which is renewed 
once every two years. Many question marks still remain around the “spy 
scandal” that erupted at the end of November 2019, during which a Serbian 
citizen was found to give information to and receive money from a Russian 
intelligence officer. In that case, too, the Serbian authorities followed the 
traditional model of seeking balance. The spying was admitted, but they 
declared that 1948 would not be repeated, when relations between Belgrade 
and Moscow were frozen for many years.16 

13 “Medvedev u Beogradu, vatromet u Moskvi.” – Politika, 19.10.2019.
14 MARUSIĆ, D., BEDENBAUGH, S. and D. WILSON. Balkans Forward: A New 

US Strategy for the Region (Washington, DC: Atlantic Council, 2017).

15 BECHEV, D. Rival Power: Russia in Southeast Europe (Yale University Press, 2017), 
189–190; БОНДАРЕВ, Н. „Две программы и два лица Александра Вучича“. – 
Балканист, 26.06.2018.

16 “Neće biti nove 1948.” – Politika, 22.11.2019.
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Serbia is active participant in China’s cooperation with the countries 
of Central and Eastern Europe, its first practical manifestation being the 
Chinese involvement in the reconstruction of the bridges over the Danube. 
Belgrade was chosen to host a 3-day meeting of the leaders of Format 
16+1 in December 2014, when it welcomed the Chinese Prime Minister 
as guest for the first time after 1986. The meeting ended with the signing 
of a series of agreements, among which one for construction of the railway 
line between Belgrade and Budapest as a high-speed section, as well as for 
the modernisation of the Serbian telecommunications operator.17 There 
was indicative symbolism in the privatisation of the metallurgical works in 
Smederevo in 2016 by the Chinese giant Hebei Iron and Steel Group. That 
was one of the biggest Chinese investments on the European market. Chinese 
loans and companies have contributed to the development of the Serbian 
road infrastructure and mining industry. After Aleksandar Vučić came to 
the president’s post, his predecessor T. Nikolić was appointed President of 
the specially created state body: Council for Cooperation with Russia and 
China. 

Vučić relied on three principal partners over time: Angela Merkel 
(Germany), Sebastian Kurz (Austria) and Viktor Orbán (Hungary). Still, 
the latter two cannot be perceived as leaders on a European scale, both on 
account of the size of their states and in view of certain specificities in their 
policy. Serbia had orientation towards Germany for a long time, but things 
changed for reasons beyond Serbian-German relations. At a time when Mrs. 
Merkel is to step down soon, Berlin cannot offer solid support to any of the 
countries in the Western Balkans. However, there is no change in the formula 
according to which French–German cooperation has been the traditional 
pillar of the European policy for more than half a century. Since Germany 
can no longer be a leading and significant European player in the Western 
Balkans, France remains. 

Belgrade proved to be a suitable place in which President Emmanuel 
Macron chose to demonstrate his country’s ambition for a leading role in the 
EU. The French position on overall reassessment of the policy vis-à-vis the 
Western Balkans following the model of reforms in the EU first and only then 
to talk about enlargement was proclaimed in the course of a two-day visit in 
July 2019. Paris is returning to the Balkans. The special element in this case 
is that the new role passes through Serbia. The country was chosen owing 
to the old traditional relations and on account of the influence preserved 

17  “Posle 28 godina: Kineski premijer stigao u Beograd!” – Kurir, 15.12.2014.
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from the time of former Yugoslavia. During the visit the protocol was visibly 
eased in order to demonstrate that the ties date back more than a century.18 
In addition to the protocol niceties, the declared friendship was supported 
with 22 agreements on a wide range of topics. Five of the agreements are in 
the military sphere.19

The significance of the EU in Serbian public awareness suffered certain 
defeats due to the difficulties experienced by the EU during the initial 
stage of the COVID-19 crisis in the spring of 2020. Brussels was unable 
to offer effective help to the candidate-countries, which was in contrast to 
the demonstrative gestures of China and Russia. The Serbian political elite 
were discouraged about EU’s ability to provide successful solutions to major 
challenges. The comment of Defence Minister Aleksandar Vulin that the 
migrant crisis strongly shook the idea of European solidarity and the corona 
crisis killed it evoked widespread response.20 The reactions from Brussels 
to the elections in the summer of 2020 likewise failed to contribute to the 
prestige of EU integration. Among the first to congratulate Vučić for the 
victory there were many eminent figures from the group of the European 
People’s Party. The reaction of the European socialists was exactly the 
opposite. They claimed that the elections were not legitimate, and Serbia – 
an undemocratic state. These visible signs of double standards offer a wide 
range for manoeuvres. 

Three main processes with destructive impact on a regional plan can be 
outlined: the resolving of the Kosovo issue, the impact of significant external 
crises and the discreet aspirations of Serbia towards regional domination.

Serbia does not recognise the independence of Kosovo, but it needs to 
find a model of “peaceful coexistence.” Paradoxically, the socialists and the 
former radicals from the Progressive Party are able to propose solutions more 
easily on account of their historical burden and because it is more difficult 
for them to be accused of national treason, which is an important factor 
in Serbian society. From the point of view of regional stability it should be 
noted that less attention is devoted to the Kosovo issue in all pre-election 
debates after 2008, shifting the focus predominantly on domestic political 
topics connected with the economic and social problems in the country. 

18 “Sporazumi Francuske i Srbije – stižu “mistrali”, partnerstvo za izgradnju metroa.” – 
RTS, 15.07.2019.

19 Agreements in the Field of Defence Signed with Representatives of France. Ministry of 
Defence, Republic of Serbia, 15.07.2019.

20 Minister Vulin: Serbian Armed Forces have made Serbia proud. Ministry of De-
fence, Republic of Serbia, 17.04.2020.
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The mediation by the EU made it possible for an agreement to be signed 
in Brussels in 2013 leading to normalisation of the relations between the 
two countries, without formal recognition.21 The document provides for 
gradual withdrawal of Belgrade. The Serbian minority received elements 
of extended autonomy as compensation. It includes the right of the local 
communities with predominant Serbian population to form associations 
that have a representative role before the central authorities. A number 
of issues were regulated in subsequent years in the form of “technical 
negotiations”: telecommunications, mutual recognising of diplomas, 
vehicle registration, the judiciary system, etc. Even the possibility of 
exchange of territories, presented as correction of the border, was discussed. 
The differences gradually increased and new tensions were generated. 
The dialogue was discontinued in 2018 when the Kosovo government 
imposed 100% customs duty on goods from Serbia. Belgrade persuaded 
some Third World countries to withdraw their recognition of Pristina. 
The tension affected the EU integration of Serbia. The country would 
not be in a position to join the EU before it has resolved its disputes with 
Kosovo. However, the slowing down of the negotiations process of Serbia 
had an inverse effect on the prospects before Pristina. A meeting between 
Aleksandar Vučić and Hashim Thaçi was organised in Paris in November 
2019 only after the vigorous intervention of the French President. 

The need to restore the dialogue placed Belgrade at the centre of 
attention both of the EU and of the USA. The issue was included in the 
agenda immediately after the elections in the summer of 2020. A kind of 
competition was observed between the EU and the USA. The USA tried to 
usurp the initiative by organising a meeting in Washington. It was postponed 
after the Specialist Prosecutor’s Office for War Crimes in Kosovo brought 
charges of war crimes and crimes against humanity against President 
Hashim Thaçi and several others. The dialogue was officially resumed 
with EU mediation in July 2020. Hashim Thaçi was replaced by Prime 
Minister Avdullah Hoti who was not an equal opponent to Vučić in terms 
of political status and experience.22 President Trump’s internal opponents 
from the Democratic Party and his external opponents from the EU were 
visibly pleased that they had prevented him from attributing to himself the 
role of global peacemaker.23 Nevertheless, the meeting in Washington did 

21 “Prvi sporazum o principima koji regulišu normalizaciju odnosa,” Brisel, 13.04.2013; 
POND, E. “Serbia reinvents itself.” – Survival, 2013, 4, 7–30. 

22 “Džuda: Hoti je za Vučića politički patuljak.” – RTS, 30.06.2020.
23 SPALOVIĆ, D., “Tramp na udaru Brisela, Berlina i duboke države.” – Politika, 

22.06.2020.
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take place in early September. Its outcome – loudly proclaimed by Donald 
Trump’s team – consisted in signing letters of intent. Only the plans for 
massive US investments in the Western Balkans were promising.

Belgrade has serious concerns about the Serbian cultural and historical 
heritage in Kosovo, which became the object of different provocations over 
the years. The official Serbian name of the region is Kosovo i Metohija. The 
name emphasises the importance of the monasteries (metohs) for the Serbian 
national mind. For that reason, the Patriarch of Serbia insisted on being 
admitted as participant with full rights in the debates for resolving the issue. 
Real guarantees for the protection and preservation of cultural and religious 
sites can prove a much more serious stumbling block in the negotiations than 
the rights of the Kosovo Serbs.

During the second decade of the 21st century Serbia was exposed to the 
consequences of several significant external crises: Ukraine, refugees and the 
Middle East.

In the course of the Ukrainian crisis Serbia proved to be the only EU 
candidate country that refused to introduce sanctions against Russia. The 
inclusion of the Kosovo precedent in the argumentation of Moscow was 
a serious problem for Serbian public opinion. The question also arose of 
the impact of the Crimean crisis on Serbia’s territorial integrity when the 
Albanians from Southern Serbia declared that they had the same rights as 
Crimea to join Kosovo, having conducted a referendum already back in 
1992. Belgrade’s position was further complicated by the circumstance that 
Ukraine had always supported Kosovo’s belonging to Serbia.24

On the other major crisis – the refugees – Serbia has complicated relations 
with its neighbours that are EU members. It is on the brink of a “trade war” 
with Croatia, criticisms are levelled against Hungary for inhuman treatment 
of the refugees, Bulgaria is accused – together with Greece – of allowing 
migrants to cross its western border. Serbia is trying to build an image of 
a relatively tolerant state by not erecting walls along its borders and by not 
allowing substantial public tension in the attitude to the migrants. The 
aim is to prevent the country becoming a buffer zone and “a parking lot for 
migrants.”25

24 БАНЧЕВ, Б. „Сърбия и украинската криза“. – In: МАРИНКОВ, Б., БАНЧЕВ, 
Б. (съст.) Украинската криза и Балканите (София, Парадигма, 2017), 165–183.

25 БАНЧЕВ, Б. „Сърбия: Ние се намираме между две части на ЕС – едната, която 
пропуска бежанците, и другата, която затваря границите и издига огради“. – 
In: КОСТОВ, Ал., ОГНЯНОВА, И., БАНЧЕВ, Б. (съст.) Бежанската криза и 
Балканите 2015–2016 (София, ИБЦТ–Парадигма, 2018), 181–207.
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Information appeared in the course of the crisis in the Middle East about 
Serbian citizens who went to fight on the side of the Islamic State. Some 
of the young Muslims in Sandžak demonstrate an inclination to accept the 
radical political views.26

Within the Western Balkans Serbia has discreet claims for regional 
influence. Its minorities in neighbouring countries are a suitable instrument, 
being susceptible to the message on the need of unity of the Serbs living 
in Bosnia and Herzegovina, in Croatia and in Montenegro. The Serbs are 
looking for their minorities and diaspora in North Macedonia, in Slovenia, 
in Albania, Romania and Hungary. The attitude to the “second” Serbian 
state – Republika Srpska in Bosnia and Herzegovina – is particularly 
characteristic. Its leaders are maximally attracted to Belgrade’s foreign 
policy initiatives. 

A defining element of the links between Serbia and (North) Macedonia 
is their historical foundation, which is examined in Belgrade as historical 
domination as well. During the refugee crisis Serbia successfully exported 
the “hot potato” in the direction of the Macedonian-Greek border 
both by sending trained officers and by exercising political pressure. The 
participation of Albanian politicians in the government in Skopje is a 
generator of permanent instability in the relations, as well as the Macedonian 
policy vis-à-vis Kosovo.27 At the height of the political crisis in Skopje in 
2017, the Serbian rulers openly supported Nikola Gruevski. A Serbian 
officer from the security services was chosen as one of the organisers of the 
storming of the Macedonian parliament. On its part, Belgrade accuses that 
an international espionage centre is based in Skopje and is working against 
Serbia. Aleksandar Vučić insists that the protests against him follow the 
model of the “Macedonian scenario” and have the same organisers. At the 
same time, Serbia does not refrain from intensification of the infrastructural 
interdependence. The construction of the motorway to the south runs 
parallel with the modernisation of the Budapest–Belgrade–Skopje railway 
lime.

Serbia’s relations with the Muslim part of Bosnia and Herzegovina were 
overshadowed by the war for dividing the Yugoslav heritage in the 1990s. In 

26 BANCHEV, B. “Muslim communities in Serbia: between integration and radical-
isation.” – In: KYUCHUKOV, L. (ed.) Balkan Islam – a Barrier or a Bridge for 
Radicalisation? Sofia (Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung, 2018), 86–98.

27 СТАМОВА, М. „Република (Северна) Македония: трънливият път към 
евроатлантическата интеграция“. – In: КОСТОВ, Ал. (съст.) Новите 
предизвикателства пред Балканите (София, Парадигма, 2019), с. 211.
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2013, President Nikolić requested official pardon for Serbia for the “crime 
committed in Srebrenica.”28 In 2015, Prime Minister Vučić went to the 
martyr city to pay homage to the war victims, but he was attacked with stones 
by provocateurs. The international community is constantly reminded that 
Serbia is the only obstacle for the secession of the Republika Srpska from 
Bosnia and Herzegovina. 

The historical heritage is a burden in the relations between Montenegro 
and Serbia as well. Belgrade is afraid that a new national identity is being 
consolidated on anti-Serbian grounds in Montenegro. Belgrade officially 
supports the boycotts and protests of the pro-Serbian parties in Montenegro. 
The attempted confiscation of the property of the Serbian Orthodox Church 
on the territory of the small state provoked particularly strong tension. 
Aleksandar Vučić is sometimes accused by his adversaries at home of being 
too tolerant to the President of Montenegro and even of having financial 
bonds with him. 

The division of the Yugoslav heritage is a problem in the relations with 
Albania as well. Tirana encouraged the ethnic Albanians living along the 
so-called Preševo Valley to demand greater autonomy. The EU prospect 
motivated the Serbian authorities to organise the first visit in 68 years by 
an Albanian prime minister to Serbia. Tirana is perceived in Belgrade as 
legitimate representative of the Albanians in the Western Balkans, unlike 
Kosovo.29 

Serbia is trying to be recognised as leader in the process of restoring 
the economic links from Yugoslav times. Aleksandar Vučić has repeatedly 
proposed the establishing of a common market in the Western Balkans. A 
practical step in that direction was made with the creating of the so-called 
“Transport Community” in the Western Balkans with Belgrade as its 
administrative seat. 

Ambivalence characterises the relations with Croatia. It is member of 
the EU, but it is at the same time also a country with which there had 
been a military conflict during the dramatic division of the old federation. 
The differences between the two countries were particularly drastic while 
assessing World War II (e.g., the Jasenovac concentration camp) and the 
mass executions of Croatian nationalists in Bleiburg by Tito’s partisans. 

28 McELROY, D. “Serbian president in historic Srebrenica massacre apolog.” – The 
Telegraph, 25.04.2013.

29 DEDOVIĆ, D.  “Opinion: After 100 years, it’s time to lead the way!” – Deutsche 
Welle, 11.11.2014.
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The issues of the final demarcation of the border and of the status of the 
national minorities are also still unresolved.30 

Minority issues are an important element in the relations with Romania 
as well. Bucharest periodically accuses the Serbian authorities of violating the 
rights of ethnic Romanians from the Timočka Krajina region – the so-called 
Wallachian minority. Implementation of the 2012 Protocol of the Joint 
Intergovernmental Commission on National Minorities is a prerequisite for 
Romanian support for Serbia’s EU integration.31  

The refugee crisis became the pretext for sparks to fly between Serbia and 
Bulgaria. In 2016, the Serbian government accused Bulgaria of keeping its 
borders entirely open for illegal crossing by migrants.32 Periodic comments 
are made of Sofia’s statements on the need of more adequate guarantees for 
the rights of the Bulgarian minority in the sphere of education and culture. 
Certain controversial assessments of historical events have not been overcome 
either. An official state ceremony was organised in 2017 to mark the centenary 
of the crushing of the so-called Toplica Uprising by the Bulgarian troops 
during World War I. At the same time, the Serbian authorities prohibited 
the official marking of the centenary of the so-called Bosilegrad Massacre 
of civilian Bulgarian population by Serbian paramilitary formations. Apart 
from these issues, economic topics predominate, notably the future of the 
gas corridors and the utilisation of the cross-border EU programmes.33 The 
Bulgarian support is important to Belgrade, which has set its high hopes on 
full cooperation within the High Council for Cooperation of the Republic of 
Serbia, the Republic of Bulgaria, the Republic of Romania and the Republic 
of Greece (the so-called Quadrilateral Meeting).

Relations between Serbia and Turkey are characterised by a specific 
delicacy. Belgrade does not allow Turkish mediation while disputes are 
resolved on who is to lead the Serbian Muslims, but it accepts investments 

30 ОГНЯНОВА-КРИВОШИЕВА, И. „Република Хърватия: от националната 
до европейската идея“. – In: КОСТОВ, Ал. (съст.) Новите предизвикателства 
пред Балканите (София, Парадигма, 2019), 265–266.

31 BANCHEV, B. “Rumania’s position on Serbia’s EU admission negotiations in Feb-
ruary-March 2012 and its reflection in the Bulgarian media.” – Revue des Études 
Sud-Est Européennes (LIV), 1–4, 2016, 315–326.

32 “Vulin: Smanjuje se broj ilegalnih migranata.” –Tanjug, 25.07.2016; BEZNEC, B., 
SPEER, M., STOJIĆ, MITROVIĆ, M. Governing the Balkan Route: Macedonia, 
Serbia and the European Border Regime (Beograd, Rosa Luxemburg Stiftung South-
east Europe, 2016). 55–60.

33  “Orban: Budućnost EU će biti odlučena na bugarskoj granici.” – Politika, 14.09.2016.
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by Ankara for restoring sites of the Ottoman cultural-historical heritage. 
The economic topics are paramount. The President of Turkey Recep Tayyip 
Erdoğan visited Serbia in 2017 and 2019 as the head of delegations 
comprising a substantial number of businessmen. The second visit was 
initially planned for the summer, but was postponed to take place on the first 
day after the early parliamentary elections in Kosovo, thus demonstrating the 
intricately intertwined geopolitical interests in and around Serbia.

Overcoming the consequences of the global financial and economic 
crisis after 2012 brought to the foreground the issue of the country’s 
place among the other European states. The prospects for Serbia’s EU 
integration continue to be strongly dependent on the dynamism of the EU’s 
internal development. All that has prompted Belgrade to seek a balance 
between establishing closer contacts with individual EU Member States 
and preservation of its good contacts with Russia, China and the USA in 
the spirit of the Yugoslav tradition of equidistance in the foreign policy. 
Against that background, the military neutrality is successfully combined 
with cooperation with NATO. Contemporary Serbian statesmen are trying 
to return to the policy of the former Yugoslav leader Josip Broz Tito and 
they believe in his diplomatic model. Belgrade’s aspirations to dominate 
the processes in the Western Balkans are neither incidental, nor a private 
solution by an individual politician. This is a targeted attempt by a country 
that is a smaller player to attain higher levels of comparability with the big 
players, balancing between them and extracting maximum profit.

The important foreign policy decisions are linked to political leadership 
based on preservation of the model of paternalist democracy with a 
significant role assigned to the leaders of the parliamentary parties. After 
winning the parliamentary elections/ in 2020, the Serbian establishment 
enjoyed the interest of the great states and faced weak and disunited 
internal adversaries. All that untied their hands for active regional policy. 
The declared readiness for resolving the Kosovo issue brings additional 
advantages. A potential cutting of such a Gordian knot is welcome both to 
the external players and to the entire Serbian society that was infinitely tired 
of that topic over the past decades. Belgrade expects to learn what it would 
be offered in exchange. The message is that there should be no losing side in 
a dialogue and that there should be at least some minimum satisfaction for 
every participant. Influential Serbian analysts express open disappointment 
with the inability or reluctance of the EU to become more seriously involved 
with the processes in the Western Balkans and to propose effective formulae 
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for solutions.34 Sceptic observers recall that Brussels has nothing to offer to 
Belgrade except EU membership in the distant future.35 Every short-term 
failure in the mediation efforts of the EU is used both by the USA and by 
Russia. Serbia remains an open field for geopolitical rivalry, which may have 
a negative impact on regional stability.

Abstract: The “return” to Europe is the principal legitimising message after 2000. 
Serbia’s political system can be defined as paternalistic democracy with a significant 
role of the leaders of the parliamentary parties. The election results in 2014, 2016 and 
2020 give an opportunity to the Serbian Progressive Party to exercise absolute power. 
The party surprisingly gave an example of European coalition culture. Naturally, the 
smaller coalition partners also have a smaller relative weight in the country’s gover-
nance. The figure of Aleksandar Vučić dominates, after he rose from Deputy Prime 
Minister via Prime Minister to President. In that latter function he resurrected the 
model under which the country is ruled by a technocratic Prime Minister and the real 
power is in the President’s hand. 

The EU is a priority in Serbian foreign policy, but it competes with Russia, Chi-
na and the USA. The image of the EU in the Serbian public mind sustained damage 
due to the EU’s difficulty in coping first with the refugee crisis and then with the 
COVID-19 pandemic. The traumatic memory of the bomb raids in 1999 features 
very prominently in the attitude to the USA. The military neutrality is successfully 
combined with cooperation with NATO. Serbian statesmen are aspiring towards the 
Yugoslav foreign policy heritage with its idea of balance between the key interna-
tional players. Three principal processes with destructive influence in a regional per-
spective can be outlined. The first among them is the unresolved Kosovo issue. The 
second process comprises the influence of major foreign crises: Ukrainian, refugees 
and the Middle East. The third process is Serbia’s discreetly announced claim of influ-
ence within the Western Balkans by using the Serbian minorities in the neighbouring 
states, the shared Yugoslav past and the process of restoring the economic contacts 
from Yugoslav times. 

Keywords: Serbian politics, Aleksandar Vučić, EU-Western Balkans relations, EU 
enlargement, geopolitics in the Balkans
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34  BACOVIĆ, B. “Evropski put bez jasne perspektive.” – Politika, 26.02.2019.
35  “EU has nothing to offer to Serbia.” – B92, 16.07.2020.
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Marian Karagyozov

The ruling party in Turkey since 2002 – the Justice and Development Party,1 
better known with its Turkish acronym AKP, entered the last decade with 
growing self-confidence and public support. This is due to the fact that 
during its first two terms in office (2002–2011) the party abolished the 
tutelage of the military and civilian bureaucracy over the country’s political 
life, increased Turkey’s prestige in international relations, and led the country 
relatively quickly and successfully through the global financial and economic 
crisis that started in 2008. 

However, after 2011, on the domestic scene Turkey faced serious 
challenges in the political, economic and security sphere, which led to 
splitting society in half: one half strongly approving and the other half 
strongly disapproving the rule of President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan. The 
country wishes to become regional leader and global factor in international 
politics, spreading its influence over vast regions: the Middle East, the Eastern 
Mediterranean, etc. This has led to key changes in the country’s foreign 
policy, notably intensification of Ankara’s activity and replacement of the 
“soft power” instruments with direct military interventions in an unstable 
situation caused by the civil war in neighbouring Syria and other regional 
and global factors. 

All these processes imply that Turkey’s internal political development in 
the past decade was marked by political instability. A sign of this is that each 
of the past eight years was marked by at least one major event from a domestic 
or foreign policy perspective. In 2013, there were mass protests in the entire 
country, which started from the Taksim Gezi Park in Istanbul; in 2014, local 
and presidential elections were held (in March and August, accordingly); in 
2015, the Turks went twice to the ballot boxes to vote at regular and early 
parliamentary elections ( June and November); in the subsequent year the 
country faced for the first time in decades an attempt at violent military 
coup d’état; in 2017, an extremely disputed referendum for introducing a 

1  Adalet ve Kalkınma Partisi, AKP. 
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presidential system was organised, the system came into force after the early 
presidential and parliamentary elections a year later; in 2019, the last vote so 
far in Turkey was  for local government.

There is no doubt that R. T. Erdoğan is the central figure in the country’s 
political lifesince 2002. Since then he has won as party leader, prime minister 
or president six parliamentary, four local, two presidential elections and three 
referendums (2007, 2010 and 2017) in succession, i.e., for a period of 18 years 
R. T. Erdoğan has won popular votes 15 times and lost only one: the local 
elections in March 2019. The concentration of power in the hands of one 
strong political figure was one of the leading tendencies in the development 
of Turkey in the last decade. 

R. T. Erdoğan and AKP succeeded in building a longer-lasting and 
sound power compared to preceding parties with longer presence in the 
Turkish political life. Neither the Democratic Party in the 1950s, nor the 
Justice Party in the 1960s, nor the Motherland Party2 in the 1980s and early 
1990s managed to remain at the helm of power for more than a decade. The 
Republican People’s Party3 (RPP) was the only party that managed to rule 
longer than the AKP during the period of single-party rule between the 
founding of the Republic in 1923 and 1950. However, conditions then and 
now cannot be compared, because the first multi-party elections during that 
period were held only in 1946. On 27 March 2018, R. T. Erdoğan exceeded 
the time at the head of the state of the founder and first President of the 
Republic Mustafa Kemal Atatürk. 

Different factors contributed to the election results of the AKP. Until 
2011, the main reasons for the increased support for the party came from 
the economic, social and public achievements during its rule, public finances 
were stabilised, the scope of public health care and of the social systems was 
considerably broadened, large-scale housing construction started at more 
affordable prices for the poor and for the middle-income social strata. The 
tutelage of the military and civilian bureaucracy over political life was also 
discontinued and the political and cultural expectations of social groups that 
had been suppressed earlier, among which religious-conservative segments 
of society, were met. A part of these reforms were the lifting of the ban on 
wearing headscarves in the educational system, introducing equal recognition 
for graduates of the religious schools training imams (imam-hatip okulu) and 
graduates of other secondary schools in the country, etc.

2  Anavatan Partisi. 
3  Cumhuriyet Halk Partisi, CHP. 
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However, gradually, after 2011–2013 approximately, AKP started 
relying on other ways of maintaining its popularity instead of support for 
the cited achievements. Generous public tenders and public procurement 
orders featured very prominently. They were won by companies close to the 
government, which provided jobs in the major public projects and the money 
from the public tenders and credits were used for buying most of the electronic 
and printed media, and placing them under control.4 AKP started building 
clientelistic networks by supplying aid (food, heating, financial assistance) 
and services (building and repairing of the infrastructure, securing jobs, etc.) 
in exchange for support during elections.5 The use of such networks is not 
new in Turkish politics, but they are not always sound. AKP surmounted 
their “fragility” by using public mobilisation around the national values, 
which would complement the economic factors. Around 2010–2011, at 
the time of the 4th Regular AKP Congress, the party abandoned the initially 
adopted liberal language and the concept of “conservative democracy.” 
It was replaced by a clear turn towards civilisational discourse. According 
to that rhetoric, Turkey is a separate world civilisation and it has to fight 
its internal and external enemies. That political strategy also comprises as 
its integral part the introduction of the concept of New Turkey – vision 
of the economic, political, diplomatic, industrial and social development 
of the country, in which a key place is attributed to the years 2023, 2054 
and 2071.6 These years mark the centenary of the founding of the Republic 
of Turkey, the 600th anniversary of the conquering of Constantinople and 
1,000 years since the Battle of Manzikert that opened the road for the Seljuk 
Empire towards Anatolia, respectively. That intellectual climate prepared the 
grounds for accepting a little later (around 2017) the emphasis on the “local 
and national” (yerli ve milli): not only products and industrial production, 
but values as well. 

Some of the main factors for the ideological turn of the AKP will be 
examined one by one below:

1. Rejection of the AKP by the secular parties;

4 GÜRAKAR, E. Politics of Favoritism in Public Procurement in Turkey (Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2016). 

5 CAMMET, Melani and David LUCA. “Unfair play: Central government spending 
under Turkey’s AK Party,” June 20, 2018, https://www.brookings.edu/blog/futu-
re-development/2018/06/20/unfair-play-central-government-spending-under-tur-
keys-ak-party/ (9.07.2021).

6 МАРИНКОВ, Б. „2071 година – какво означава това за Турция “. – Поглед.инфо, 
02.10.2012., https://pogled.info/avtorski/Boiko-Marinkov/2071-godina-kakvo-oz-
nachava-tova-za-turtsiya.39495 (9.07.2021).
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2. Existence of a strong leader;
3. Events in the foreign policy sphere.
From its very emergence the AKP elite believes that there is a real risk 

of the Kemalist establishment banning the party, as that had happened in 
the past with other pro-Islamist formations. There was a court case for the 
dissolution of AKP, and only one vote in the Constitutional Court was 
short for that to happen; the army opposed Abdullah Gül as candidate for 
president in 2007, etc. All this creates a sensation that politics is a battlefield 
for a life-and-death fight.  

Next, from “first among equals” when the party was founded, R. T. 
Erdoğan gradually turned into its sole and indisputable leader. That happened 
after the marginalisation of President A. Gül in 2014, and other eminent 
figures like Abdüllatif Şener and Ali Babacan lost the key positions that they 
occupied. 

The withdrawal or the removal of large groups of intellectuals from 
public life also reduced the opportunities for correction in the party’s policy. 
During the first years of its rule, AKP attracted the liberal intelligentsia 
with its pro-European reforms and with its efforts to place the military 
under civilian control. The liberals were disappointed with the “hardening” 
of AKP’s course after the stagnation in the EU integration after 2007, and 
especially after 2011. At the same time, with the accumulation of political 
experience and public support, R. T. Erdoğan emancipated himself to a large 
extent from a number of pro-Islamist intellectuals as well.

The factors for “softening” of the party’s course – the strong positions of 
the army, of the civilian bureaucracy and the judiciary system – that existed 
during the previous period, also gradually faded. The gradual centralisation 
of the state apparatus around the President’s institution also intensified.

The conflicts that broke out after the Arab Spring resulted in diminishing 
of the significance of the so-called “soft power,” thus reducing also the 
influence of the business circles on the decisions reached. 

The increasing remoteness of the country’s European prospects is among 
the principal foreign policy factors for the change in the AKP policy within 
the country. The role of the Arab Spring is no less significant. It changed the 
regional dynamics and led to the breaking out of a civil war immediately next 
to the borders of Turkey (in Syria), a military coup d’état in Egypt, the flaring 
of a substantial security threat in the “Islamic State” and overall destabilising 
of the Middle East region.7

7 ÇINAR, M. “From moderation to de-moderation: democratic backsliding of the 
AKP in Turkey.” – In: J. L. ESPOSITO et al. (eds.). The Politics of Islamism (Palgrave 
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The series of AKP election victories under the leadership of R. T. 
Erdoğan is an extremely impressive achievement, but it also produced 
substantial fatigue in Turkish society from the permanent election cycle, 
accompanied by hostile political rhetoric and the resulting polarisation 
among the citizens.

It should also be noted that two parliamentary votes and a referendum 
were not part of the regular political calendar just in the last five years. These 
parliamentary elections took place in November 2015, which resulted from 
the fact that during the regular elections in June of that year the AKP lost 
for the first time since 2002 its majority in the Meclis and failed to form a 
one-party government, as well as the elections in the summer of 2018. The 
referendum on the introduction of the super-presidential ala turca system 
in April 2017 also resulted from the wish of the President of Turkey R. T. 
Erdoğan to centralise power and to enhance the powers of the head of state 
after the attempted military coup on 15 July 2016. 

From the viewpoint of the political system, the tendencies gaining 
momentum were the very high voter turnout, which was connected to a 
great extent with the polarisation between the different segments (secular 
and Islamist; left and right; Turkish and Kurdish nationalists) in society, as 
well as the concentration of about 95% of the votes in four leading parties 
that surmounted the highest electoral threshold in the world – 10% – for a 
seat in the Meclis.

The intensification of nationalism is another leading internal political 
trend. That intensification is at the same time the reason for and the result 
of the partnership between the AKP and the Nationalist Movement Party.8 
The radical discourse of the two parties has currently entered all spheres of 
life, politics included (“survival of the nation,” “local and national”), popular 
culture (TV series like Ertuğrul, Payitaht: Abdülhamid), the media and 
everyday life. However, that led to new divisions in Turkish society because 
it excluded practically all who did not agree with the course of the rulers: 
the secular circles, the urban middle class, the liberal intelligentsia, people of 
Kurdish origin, etc.9

Attempts at controlled Islamisation of public and political life are 
another important characteristic of the last decade in Turkey. It is visible 

Macmillan, 2018), 127–157.
8  Milliyetçi Hareket Partisi, MHP. 
9 After COŞKUN, V. “Türkiye’de Demokrasi Muhalefetin İdeolojisidir.” – Perspektif, 

12.09.2020, https://www.perspektif.online/turkiyede-demokrasi-muhalefetin-ideo-
lojisidir/ (9.07.2021).
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in the increasing budget of the Directorate of Religious Affairs,10 which 
exceeds the total budgets of several ministries, the encouragement of 
conservatism in public and personal life, Islamisation of education as a whole 
and development of the network of imam-hatip schools, broadening of the 
opportunities offered to the graduates of Islamic schools and to women 
wearing headscarves, imposition of a definite reading of Turkish history 
though an Ottoman-religious prism,11 as well as more symbolic acts like 
the transformation of different museums into mosques, the most blatant 
example of which was the opening of the St. Sophia Basilica in Istanbul for 
Islamic religious worship.

There are frequent discussions on whether the AKP authoritarianism 
in the last years was connected with its roots in political Islam. Detailed 
examination of the issue is not possible here, but before proceeding to 
Orientalist or essentialist theories, it is necessary to note the weak and 
immature democratic institutions in Turkey, the authoritarian political 
culture, the long tradition of strong leaders (M. K. Atatürk, İsmet İnönü, 
Adnan Menderes, Süleyman Demirel, Bülent Ecevit and Turgut Özal).12

Since 2014, there have been no elections or a referendum without 
doubts about their fairness,13 with the opposition complaining of the almost 
total domination of the government over the media in the country, the use of 
state resources by President R. T. Erdoğan and the AKP for party campaigns, 
etc. Nevertheless, since the presidential elections in the summer of 2018 the 
support for the ruling party stagnates. The secret of its success in the past 
years was in maintaining the disunity of the opposition. The only time in 
which that strategy failed to work was at the local elections in March 2019 
when AKP lost four of the five biggest cities in the country, including the 
capital Ankara and the megapolis Istanbul. 

President R. T. Erdoğan is still in a position to rely on the support of 
broad strata of Turkish society. At the same time, however, he has totally 

10 Diyanet İşleri Başkanlığı.
11 CORNELL, S. “Headed east: Turkey’s education system.” – Turkish Policy Quarter-

ly, Vol. 16, No. 4, 47–56
http://turkishpolicy.com/article/895/headed-east-turkeys-education-system 

(9.07.2021).
12 KARAVELİ, H. Why Turkey is Authoritarian: From Atatürk to Erdogan (Pluto 

Press, 2018).  
13 EISSENSTAT, H. “After the June elections: no brakes on Turkey’s authoritarian 

slide.” – POMED, August 2018, https://pomed.org/snapshot-after-the-june-elec-
tions-no-brakes-on-turkeys-authoritarian-slide/ (9.07.2021).
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depleted his reserve of potential allies, after he first lost over time the support 
of the liberal intellectuals and of all others who perceive AKP as a tool for 
democratisation. Since about 2015, the intensifying nationalist aspirations 
of AKP gradually repulsed more and more of its Kurdish voters, while the 
traditionally religious people were disappointed with the corruption and 
luxury in which the upper crust of the party and state administration lives. 
R. T. Erdoğan was faced for the first time also with the challenge hurled 
by persons who had broken away from his own party: the former foreign 
minister and Prime Minister Ahmet Davutoğlu and the former Deputy 
Prime Minister and economic czar A. Babacan. Nevertheless, R. T. Erdoğan 
remains the central figure in Turkish political life, but in the future he will 
face even bigger challenges.

Irrespective of its successes in a number of spheres during the first decade 
of its rule, AKP failed to resolve other issues of key importance to Turkish 
society: the Kurdish problem; the attaining of functioning and sustainable 
democracy and pluralism; fair and neutral regulation of the relations between 
state and religion. 

In this sense, it may be summarised that, on the whole, in recent years 
AKP made a transition from democratisation to authoritarianism; from 
liberalisation of public life to imposition of bans; from tolerance to the 
different groups in society to pressure exercised upon them.14 

An indissoluble link was formed in the past decade between the country’s 
politics, economy and security, which shaped the dominant priorities in 
the domestic policy. That intertwining resulted from the dynamism of the 
events in the country and in the region, and from the elections that were held 
(almost) every year in Turkey in the past decade.

One of the principal threats for the Turkish government in the security 
sphere is internal. Although from a historical perspective the relations 
between the movement of the controversial preacher Fethullah Gülen, 
residing in the USA, and the Turkish pro-Islamist parties, are tense, after 
the AKP won the power, a kind of alliance was formed between it and the 
preacher’s organisation. However, problems began to accumulate between 
them around 2010, which were connected with their divergent interests in 
international and domestic policy, including with respect to the attempts 
to find a solution to the Kurdish issue. The controversies escalated and 
led in 2013 to the eruption of probably the biggest corruption scandal in 
Turkish history. Large sums of money were found in the homes of cabinet 

14 COŞKUN, V. Op. cit. 
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ministers during searches by police officers and prosecutors associated with 
F. Gülen’s movement, audio recordings claimed to be of Prime Minister R. 
T. Erdoğan were made public, in which he gives instructions to his son to 
take potential evidence out of their home. The scandalous revelations of 
17 and 24 December 2013 were made on the eve of the local elections in 
March 2014. 

Prime Minister Erdoğan defined the operation as attempted judicial 
coup. The executive branch responded with large-scale reshuffling and 
dismissals of F. Gülen’s supporters in the police and in the judiciary. In spite 
of the revelations, Prime Minister R. T. Erdoğan and the AKP won the local 
elections three months later and continued the fight against the movement 
that the authorities in Turkey started characterising first as “parallel state” 
and later designated as Fethullahist terrorist organisation.15 

That process culminated with the bloodiest attempt at coup d’état 
in the entire Turkish history: on 15 July 2016. On the evening of that 
day, a group of militarymen, most of whom connected with F. Gülen’s 
movement, started a coup attempt. However, the high command and most 
of the army, as well as the entire police, remained loyal to the legitimate 
rule. The principal political figures – President, Prime Minister and 
cabinet ministers – were likewise not arrested and following an appeal by 
President Erdoğan, his supporters flocked out in the streets to resist the 
insurgence. The attempted coercive change of power was condemned by 
all political parties and it lacked societal and political support. As a result 
of all those factors the attempted coup failed. An unknown number of 
coup plotters died in the clashes,16 as well as 251 civilians and security 
officers, and 2,200 more suffered injuries. To this day, however, a number 
of key questions about the events during that tragic night remain without 
official answer.17 

The consequences of the attempted coup are felt to this day. First, the 
authorities exacerbated their campaign to purge the army, the state and 
the security services of all who were suspected of being linked to Gülen’s 
movement. R. T. Erdoğan’s words that the attempted coup was a “gift of 
Allah” because it would serve as a reason to purge the armed forces of 
traitors acquired great popularity. At least 152,000 civil servants, among 

15  Fethullahçı Terör Örgütü, FETÖ.  
16  The authorities refused to include them in the statistics of the causalties.
17 See, e.g., GURCAN, M. “Turkey trial seeks to account for six critical hours during coup,” 

– Al-Monitor, 30.05.2017, https://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2017/05/
turkey-trial-to-uncover-what-happened-failed-coup-night.html (9.07.2021).
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them physicians, teachers, judges, prosecutors, police officers and military 
personnel, university lecturers and others were fired, and often also 
investigated subsequently and taken into custody, or convicted on charges 
of being members of or assisting Gülen’s organisation. 

Second, the role of the army was also radically changed. Previously, its 
political role was eliminated with a series of arrests, public trials, re-formatting 
of the political sphere and restricting of the allies of the army in civilian life 
in the 2007–2010 period. However, structural changes were introduced in 
its organisation after the attempted coup, many members of its high-ranking 
command were replaced and the President’s control over it was intensified, 
and from an ideological perspective nationalist tendencies came to the fore 
in the army instead of defence of the secular principles.18 

In the meantime Turkey was involved in another serious combat: against 
the attacks of the terrorist group Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL), 
which adopted the name “Islamic State” since June 2014. 

During the first several years of the civil war in Syria huge numbers of 
fighters crossed Turkey to join various anti-government groups in the Arab 
state. Different organisations, including Islamist, built their networks for 
recruitment, recreation, medical treatment and logistics in Turkey. In 2013 
and 2014 there were only two ISIL attacks against Turkish targets, but their 
number grew sharply and reached a peak in 2015 and 2016. 

The fights in Syria between Kurdish militias and the Islamists 
initially made Kurdish targets in Turkey object of the attacks of the 
latter. On 20 July 2015, a suicide bomber of the Islamic State killed 34 
and wounded 104 Kurdish activists in the town of Suruç. On 10 October 
2015, the bloodiest terrorist attack in the country’s modern history took 
place in front of the railway station in Ankara, killing 104 and wounding 
about 500. The terrorist act targeted a rally under the slogan Labour, Peace 
and Democracy in protest against the escalating conflict between the Turkish 
security forces and Kurdish fighters after the armed clashes between them 
were resumed in Southeastern Turkey. No organisation officially claimed 
responsibility for the bloodbath, but one of the two suicide bombers was 
identified as brother of the suicide bomber in the terrorist act in Suruç, both 
of them being connected with the Islamic State.  

The next year the terrorist group started attacks against Turkey as a 
whole. The tourist industry that generates substantial revenues became 

18 КАРАГЬОЗОВ, М. „Политици в униформа: ролята на военните в турския 
политически живот в миналото и понастоящем“. – Международни отношения, 
2021, No. 1, 47–70.
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an important target. Two bomb attacks were carried out in Istanbul: in 
Sultanahmet Square against German tourists (12 January 2016) and in 
the central pedestrian Istiklal Avenue (19 March 2016). Later targets in 
the southern city of Gaziantep were attacked twice with a large number 
of victims (on 1 May and 20 August 2016). The attack against the Atatürk 
International Airport (28 June 2016, with 45 dead and 163 injured) and 
the Reina nightclub in Istanbul (1 January 2017, 39 killed, 79 injured) 
evoked worldwide response.

The operations of the Turkish security services against Islamic State cells, 
as well as the decline of the organisationonthe ground in Syria and Iraq, 
gradually resulted in diminishing of its armed activity against Turkey.

The third key issue in the security sphere for Ankara during the period 
under review was also internal and was connected with the failure of one of the 
most serious attempts at finding a peaceful solution to the Kurdish problem 
in Turkey. The first phase of the peace process was in 2009–2011. The start 
of the second, better prepared phase was marked in 2012 with assigning the 
task of drafting a democratic Constitution to a committee of politicians, 
public figures and scholars. On the eve of the Nowruz holiday in 2013, 
the imprisoned leader of the Kurdistan Workers’ Party19 (PKK) Abdullah 
Öcalan appealed for an end to the armed struggle, while the Turkish secret 
services held negotiations with PKK representatives in the Norwegian capital 
Oslo. However, the attacks of Islamists against the regions with Kurdish 
population in neighbouring Syria and Turkey’s reluctance to interfere led to 
mobilisation among the Kurdish minority in Turkey. The clashes between 
the protesters and the security forces prompted by the Turkish position on 
the siege of the city of Kobane by the Islamic State on 6–8 October 2014 
resulted in the death of 42 demonstrators. 

In the meantime, the breakthrough of the pro-Kurdish Peoples’ 
Democratic Party (HDP)20 with 80 seats in the parliamentary elections on 
7 June 2015 prevented the AKP from forming a single-party government.  
The success of the formation was significant, because for the first time a 
pro-Kurdish party managed to have seats in the Turkish parliament on 
its own. The HDP result was due to the fact that it united the votes of 
numerous Kurdish voters in the eastern parts of the country with the votes 
of representatives of the left and of all minorities (religious, cultural and 
sexual) from the western regions, which had had no political representation 

19  Partiya Karkerên Kurdistanê.
20  Halkların Demokrasi Partisi. 
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until that moment. That success alarmed the Turkish authorities and after the 
murder of two policemen in the summer of 2015 under unclear circumstances, 
the peace process was terminated. That led to a new wave of severe fighting 
between the Kurdish fighters and the security forces in Southeastern Turkey. 
Barricades were built and trenches were dug by the millitants between 
August 2015 and March 2016. PKK also organised several terrorist attacks 
against Turkish military and police forces, among which a bus with military 
personnel in Ankara (17 February, 29 killed) and against a police bus near 
the Beşiktaş Football Stadium in Istanbul (10 December 2016, killing 39 
policemen and 8 civilians), as well as against civilians (17 February and 13 
March in Ankara, with a total of 66 killed and 187 wounded).  

These processes – the attempted coup, the fight against terrorism and 
the re-activated Kurdish conflict – led to exceptional “securitisation” of all 
aspect of life. As a result, opposition media were closed, hundreds of Turkish 
and foreign journalists, human rights defenders and activists were arrested, 
and everyone who demonstrated even the least inclination to criticise the 
government was proclaimed to be enemy, traitor or someone acting in 
support of F. Gülen’s organisation or PKK.

The political disturbances and the unstable situation in the security 
sphere affected the country’s economy as well. During the first decade of 
AKP’s rule, Turkey benefited from the abundant cheap money in the world 
as a result of the policy of “quantitative easings” of the US Federal Reserve. In 
addition to the favourable international situation, Turkey undertook a large-
scale privatisation that resulted in influx of foreign capital into the country. 
The high interest rates also attracted foreign capitals.

Nevertheless, Turkey suffered from some structural problems, notably 
the strong dependence on import of energy resources, its technological 
dependence on the West, the dependence on foreign capitals due to the low 
level of savings in the country. Other challenges are the lack of sufficiently 
qualified workforce and the geographic proximity to conflict zones like the 
Middle East.21 

The civil war in Syria created great difficulties for the Turkish land 
transport to the Arab countries. The political insecurity, the confiscations 
of companies, the problems with the independence of the judiciary 
system after the beginning of the conflict between Gülen movement and 
the Turkish authorities, which became particularly exacerbated after the 
attempted coup in 2016, created uncertainty among foreign investors. 

21 ARSLAN, E. “İktisadi Krizimiz ve Geleceğimiz,” – Perspektif, 18.09.2020, https://
www.perspektif.online/iktisadi-krizimiz-ve-gelecegimiz/ (9.07.2021).
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The negative effect of the attacks of the Islamic State group on tourism 
was further aggravated by the crisis in Russian-Turkish relations at the 
end of 2015, the boycott of Turkish commodities and the cancellations of 
holidays of Russian tourists in Turkey. In addition to these factors there 
were also higher spendings for security, for the Syrian refugees in Turkey, as 
well as the pre-election spending by the Turkish government. The strained 
political relations with the USA added to the insecurity (see below). The 
last drop was the decree of US President Donald Trump on the doubling of 
the customs tarrifs on Turkish metal products. All these conditions led to a 
crisis in the exchange rate of the Turkish lira in August 2018. 

The Turkish President R. T. Erdoğan believes that the interest rates 
should be low so as not to increase the inflation. His direct intervention 
in the management of the economy in the next two years did not improve 
the situation, and in 2020 there was a rise in the inflation, unemployment 
and budget deficit, partly as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic as well. 
Between the beginning of the year and the autumn of 2020 the Turkish lira 
lost about 30% of its value compared to the major currencies. As a result, 
the Governor of the Central bank and the finance minister and Erdogan's 
son-in-law were changed on 7 and 8 November. In subsequent months it 
will become clear whether the change of the economic team would bring a 
positive change in Turkey’s economic policy. 

However, for the sake of objectivity it should be stressed that the political 
factors and the decisions of the authorities have their importance, but the 
explanations on the problems of the Turkish economy should also take into 
account the structural prerequisites and the global situation.22 

***

Turkey’s foreign policy goal in the past decade was to broaden Ankara’s 
influence in the neighbouring regions and to attain greater independence in 
determining the Turkish foreign policy. The relations with the EU, USA and 
Russia remain of paramount importance in it, but new axes and trends also 
appear.

Several tendencies are clearly observed in the country’s foreign policy.
First, militarisation replaced the concepts of “zero problems with the 

neighbours” and “soft power” together with other methods used in the 

22  GÜNGEN, A. “Turkey’s Authoritarianism and Crisis Management: It’s Complicat-
ed!” – https://publicseminar.org/essays/turkeys-authoritarianism-and-crisis-man-
agement/ (9.07.2021).
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preceding decade, notably the diplomatic mediation and presenting Turkey 
as a model. Examples of the militarisation of the Turkish foreign policy can 
be seen in its policy vis-à-vis Syria, Iraq, Libya, the Eastern Mediterranean 
and the Caucasus. 

Turkey’s initial goal in Syria was to support the change of power in 
Damascus with forces closer to Ankara, and when it became clear that this 
was not possible, to prevent the Syrian Kurdish forces from creating a quasi-
state close to the border with Turkey. Ankara assesses such a development as 
a serious threat to its territorial integrity and national security. In order to 
prevent this, Turkey conducted three military operations: Euphrates Shield, 
Olive Branch and Peace Spring. The aim to push back the Kurdish units 
along the entire length of the border remained partially not attained only 
due to the Russian and US presence in certain regions in Northern Syria. At 
the same time, Ankara built about 60 military posts of its own in the last area 
controlled by the insurgents in Syria: Idlib. 

In Northern Iraq, Turkey relied – in addition to its military presence 
there – also on its active air strikes and raids of commandos, as well as military 
operations on land, against the PKK military bases in the Qandil Mountains. 

The establishment of Turkey’s military presence in Libya had three 
stages. First, Ankara provided drones, ammunition and other supplies to the 
forces of the Government of National Accord (GNA) in Tripoli, considered 
to be close to the Muslim Brotherhood. Second, when that proved to be 
insufficient, Ankara sent some of the fighters located in the areas in Syria 
under Turkish control to that Northern African country. Third, it also sent 
officially Turkish military personnel with command, coordinating, training 
and advisory functions with the GNA. 

The country used its navy actively in the Eastern Mediterranean, risking 
clashes in recent months both with the Greek and with the French naval 
forces, which will be examined in greater detail below.

The Turkish diplomatic, logistic and military support was one of the key 
factors that encouraged Azerbaijan in the operation in Nagorno-Karabakh 
in the autumn of 2020.

These facts demonstrate that even in the 1990s, when the military had 
a much stronger influence and control on the Turkish domestic and foreign 
policy, the latter had never been so militarised as today. 

Another significant change consists in the applying at so-called forward 
defence, doctrine. Throughout the entire history of the Republic and to this 
day, Turkey has followed on the whole the policy of protection of its borders. 
Now it has started applying the concept of forward defence, i.e., military 
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presence and building of military bases in neighbouring and even distant 
countries like Libya, Qatar, Syria, Northern Iraq, the Turkish Republic of 
Northern Cyprus, Somalia, etc. 

Third, the construction of a Turkish military-industrial complex started 
with military drones as emblematic symbol, produced by the company of 
one of President R. T. Erdoğan’s sons-in-law: Selçuk Bayraktar.23 

Fourth, in addition to the purely military means, some observers 
started talking about “blackmailing” as one of the most frequently applied 
instruments in Turkish foreign policy in recent years. This claim is supported 
with examples at individual level with the arrests of foreign nationals from 
countries like the USA, Germany, France and Greece – people with dual 
nationality, journalists, local consular officials, and others.24 At the same 
time, the issue of the Syrian refugees on the territory of Turkey was used after 
2015 for exercising pressure against the EU member states.25 R. T. Erdoğan 
countered criticism of the European countries about the human rights 
situation in Turkey with the statement that Europe is hypocritical, citing the 
attitude to the refugees on the Old Continent and threatening to open the 
gates of Turkey to the emigrants. 

Fifth, the new Turkish foreign policy doctrine treats multilateralism with 
mistrust and places the emphasis on unilateral actions, whenever necessary. 
It also relies on anti-Western rhetoric and opposes the present world order 
dominated by the Western countries.26 

Sixth, Turkish foreign policy became too persоnalised. To a great extent 
it reflects only the opinion of President R. T. Erdoğan. Prominent AKP 
members are often appointed to important foreign policy posts, the foreign 
ministry is politicised and not infrequently marginalised in its decision-
making. A comprehensive process of assessing the policies by the different 

23  КАРАГЬОЗОВ, М. „ Напрежението в Източното Средиземноморие нараства“, 
БНР, 04.07.2020, https://bnr.bg/horizont/post/101304742/naprejenieto-v-izto-
chnoto-sredizemnomorie-narastva-ot-meseci (9.07.2021).

24 ERDEMIR, A., EDELMAN, E. Erdogan’s Hostage Diplomacy. Western Nationals 
in Turkish Prisons (Foundation for Defense of Democracies), 31.05.2018, https://
www.fdd.org/analysis/2018/05/31/erdogans-hostage-diplomacy-western-nation-
als-in-turkish-prisons/ (9.07.2021).

25 UZGEL, I.  “ A new policy tool in Turkish foreign policy: Blackmailing,” –  Duvar 
English, 25.11.2019, https://www.duvarenglish.com/columns/2019/11/25/a-new-
policy-tool-in-foreign-policy-blackmailing/  (9.07.2021).

26  TOL, G. “ Viewpoint: Why Turkey is flexing its muscles abroad ”, BBC, 15.10.2020, 
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-54547304 (9.07.2021).
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institutions is absent to a great extent, which results in inconsistent and 
unpredictable foreign policy decisions.27 

These general characteristics of Turkey’s foreign policy are also visible 
in Ankara’s relations with three strategic players with which it interacts: the 
EU, Russia and the USA.

The relations between the EU and Turkey had an ascending trend in 
the first several years of AKP’s rule, because the party implemented reforms 
aimed at the country’s EU integration. However, that impulse was lost around 
2007. A major factor for that was also the EU accession of the Republic of 
Cyprus only, leaving the Cypriot Turks out of the EU. In spite of the problems 
affecting the relations, Ankara continued to declare that EU membership 
remained its strategic goal. Although EU’s share in the Turkish foreign trade 
and export shrank at the expense of other countries, the European Union 
remained the most important trade partner and principal source of foreign 
investments for the Turkish economy. 

However, structural problems emerged in Ankara’s links with the EU in 
the past decade. 

A large number of Syrian refugees fled to Turkey as a result of the war in 
Syria, and later headed en masse to Europe in the summer of 2015, causing 
a humanitarian crisis unknown for decades at the doorstep of the Old 
Continent. As a result of the crisis, the EU and Turkey signed an agreement 
in March 2016 stipulating that Turkey would receive six billion euro for 
assisting the Syrian refugees on its territory, for activating the EU accession 
negotiations, for abolishing the visas for its citizens and for updating the 
Customs Union functioning between the countries since 1996. In exchange, 
Turkey undertook to guard its borders better and to stop the flow of refugees 
and emigrants to Europe. Subsequently, however, due to human rights 
violations in Turkey, especially after the attempted coup on 15 July 2016, 
the Western European governments refused to open new chapters in the 
accession negotiations or to address the issue of the updating of the Customs 
Union.

Relations degraded additionally in subsequent years. In a speech prior 
to the referendum in 2017 Turkish President R. T. Erdoğan referred to the 
Dutch government as “Nazi remnants” and “fascists” after they forbade two 
Turkish ministers to organise rallies prior to the vote on Dutch territory. 
Later Erdoğan declared that the vicious character of the Netherlands was 

27 GURCAN, M. “Turkey’s foreign policy becoming alarmingly militarized,” – Al-Mo-
nitor, 22.09.2020, https://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2020/09/tur-
key-libya-syria-six-problems-aggressive-foreign-policy.html (9.07.2021).
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known from Srebrenica on account of the role of the Dutch peacekeepers 
who were supposed to protect the civilian Bosnians. The Turkish leader 
addressed sharp words against Germany as well due to the ban of mass events 
on its territory prior to the vote in Turkey. Austria accused Turkish imams of 
spying on representatives of the local Muslim community, and the meeting 
of President R. T. Erdoğan with the French President Emmanuel Macron 
in January 2018 in Paris ended with a verbal crossfire of the two before the 
cameras. In March 2018, the French President had a meeting at the Elysée 
Palace with a delegation of the Syrian Kurdish party Democratic Union 
Party (PYD).28 That party, together with the organisations connected with 
it, are considered by Ankara to be offshoots of the PKK, which wages armed 
struggle against Turkey, and hence terrorists.   

Even the agreement on the refugees could not move the EU-Turkey 
dialogue forward because, according to Brussels, Ankara had not complied 
with the last several conditions for the lifting of the visas for Turkish 
nationals, a reform of the anti-terrorist legislation being among them. On 
its part, Turkey accused the EU of applying double standards with respect to 
its application for membership, as well as for failing to fulfil their financial 
promises.

In short, the main change in the bilateral relations in the past decade 
is the failure of EU’s conditionality policy. Turkey’s EU integration lost its 
attraction for large parts of the Turkish and European societies. The prospect 
of EU membership can no longer be used either by Brussels or by certain 
EU Member States for exercising pressure upon Ankara in order to obtain 
concessions in bilateral or multilateral relations. Although EU membership 
of Turkey does not seem to be attainable at the moment, none of the parties 
declares that goal as such, because that would mean that it bears the political 
responsibility for the crash in the relations. The relations are to a great extent 
instrumental and transactional for both parties. 

Turkey and the USA entered the second decade of the century with 
excellent relations, but they gradually deteriorated over the next several 
years. 

After his inauguration in January 2009, the new US President Barack 
Obama chose Turkey and Egypt for his first visit abroad. During his 
press conference with A. Gül, the US President spoke about “model 
partnership” between a predominantly Christian and a predominantly 
Muslim state, and the term was subsequently used repeatedly by the 

28  Partiya Yekîtiya Demokrat.
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Turkish foreign minister A. Davutoğlu. At that moment Turkey was the 
“model partner” for the USA in the Middle East, because it combined 
market economy and pro-neoliberal and privatisation course, democracy 
and moderate Islam(ism). 

The Syrian crisis initially gave a new impetus to the relations because the 
positions of both countries coincided and they both insisted on the deposition 
of the Syrian President Bashar al-Assad. However, that changed sharply after 
the rapid rise of the Islamic State, which transformed it into number one 
target for Washington. Seeking allies on the ground, Washington opted 
for cooperation with the Syrian Kurdish forces. However, US aid for them 
proved to be a serious problem that poisoned relations with Turkey for years. 
In dozens of speeches R. T. Erdoğan fiercely criticised Washington, accusing 
it of having supplied thousands of lorries and airplanes full of weapons, 
ammunition and other materials to “terrorists”, i.e., PYD. A number of other 
issues introduced additional tension in the relations, notably the deal in 
which Turkey bought Russian air defence complexes S-400, due to which 
it was excluded from the Pentagon’s programme for production and supply 
of fifth generation F-35 jets. Other unresolved issues are connected with the 
US nationals and local Turkish consular staff in the US consulates arrested 
in Turkey, Turkey’s demand for F. Gülen’s extradition from the USA, and the 
court case in New York against the Turkish state-owned bank Halkbank for 
violating the sanctions against Iran.  

Relations between Turkey and the USA are strongly shaken at present 
and the critical voices in Washington against the Turkish leadership are 
growing in numbers. The good personal raport between the leaders R. T. 
Erdoğan and Donald Trump played a stabilising role in the bilateral relations 
until the end of 2020, but it is believed that this would change when the new 
US President Joseph Biden and his administration in Washington come to 
power. The relations will develop at two levels, the first being multilateral. 
Already as Candidate President, Joe Biden declared that he would work for 
strengthening NATO so as to prevent Turkey being pushed towards Russia. 
At the same time, the emphasis in his statements fell on the human rights 
issues in a global plan, which worried Ankara that this could be used as a 
means for exercising pressure against Turkey. The bilateral relations are the 
second level at which the difficult issues mentioned above are still unresolved. 
Nevertheless, it cannot be expected that the relations of Washington with 
Ankara would lead to rupture. The tension on a number of issues will be 
preserved, but Turkey has no intentions of leaving NATO or of engaging in 
an open conflict with Washington in all directions. 
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Relations between Turkey and Russia were no less dynamic in the period 
under review. The contacts between the two countries have a number of 
dimensions, the most important among them being political-strategic, 
economic and military. 

In spite of their competing interests in the Balkans, in the Caucasus 
and in Central Asia, Ankara and Moscow entered the last decade without 
unresolved issues between them. In 2010, Turkey and Russia established 
a High-Level Strategic Cooperation Council scheduled to organise joint 
meetings of the governments of the two countries twice a year. Trade between 
them marked stable growth and the turnover of 5 billion USD in 2002 
reached the record 37.8 billion USD in 2008.29 The Russian energy export 
to Turkey has an important role in it, as well as two strategic infrastructural 
projects: the Akkuyu Nuclear Power Plant built by the Russian state-owned 
company Rosatom and the TurkStream gas pipeline. Revenues from Russian 
tourists visiting the country are important for Turkey. In 2019 they ranked 
first in number: about 7 million. 

However, the direct Russian intervention in Syria in the autumn of 2015 
seriously strained the relations between Ankara and Moscow. The tension 
escalated dangerously when a Turkish fighter jet shot down a Russian Su-
24 bomber on 24 November 2015 near the Turkish-Syrian border. Russian 
President Vladimir Putin referred to the incident as a “stab in the back” by 
accomplices of terrorists. Russia imposed a wide range of economic sanctions 
upon Turkey and activated its contacts with Kurdish representatives. 

In the meantime, in February 2016, the Syrian Democratic Forces 
(SDF), in which Kurdish units have a leading role and which are supported 
by a number of countries, including the USA, advanced on a broad scale 
on the ground. Against the background of the intensifying cooperation of 
the USA and Russia with the Syrian Kurds, Ankara was forced to change its 
policy. It is noteworthy that upon assuming his post as prime minister at the 
end of May 2016, Binali Yıldırım declared that his government would try 
to win more friends and diminish the number of the enemies. On 27 June 
2016, President R. T. Erdoğan sent a letter to the Russian leader V. Putin 
with apologies for the death of the pilot of the plane that had been shot 
down. On 9 August, during a visit to St. Petersburg – the first appearance 
of the Turkish leader abroad after the attempted coup – R. T. Erdoğan had 
talks with V. Putin and received assurances that B. Assad would not impede a 
Turkish military offensive against the Kurdish formations in Northern Syria. 

29  For 2018 the value is 25.7 billion USD, and for 2019 – 26.5 billion USD. 
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As a result, Turkey launched the Euphrates Shield on 24 August 2016, which 
was crowned with success around March 2017.  

The new situation also generated a new international initiative. On 20 
December 2017, Iran, Russia and Turkey announced with the so-called 
Moscow Declaration the establishing of a trilateral format for consultations 
on Syria. Due to the fact that the negotiations started in the capital of 
Kazakhstan Astana, the format received its name. That was one of the 
principal – albeit imperfect – mechanisms of Russian-Turkish cooperation 
with respect to Syria. It is based on the shared understanding of the need to 
preserve the territorial integrity of the Arab country: for Iran and Russia it 
was prompted by a wish to protect their ally, while for Turkey – by the wish 
to prevent the emergence of Kurdish autonomous regions, similar to the one 
in Northern Iraq. 

Following a series of agreements with Moscow, Ankara also has 
commitments to deter the rebels in the Idlib region. However, the situation 
there preserves a high potential for confrontation with Syria and with Russia, 
as can be seen from a series of smaller or bigger escalations of the tension in 
the region in 2020. 

The deal between Ankara and Moscow for the purchasing of the 
anti-aircraft missile system S-400 is the key component of their military 
cooperation. With that deal Turkey is striving to secure greater autonomy 
for itself and to send a signal to its Western allies that it has other options 
as well for defending its national interests. The completion of the deal, in 
spite of the threat with the US sanctions, is a serious advertisement for Russia 
and its arms industry, and the cooperation with Turkey on the issue creates 
divisions in NATO. 

At the same time, however, Turkey is striving to counterbalance Russia 
in neighbouring regions for both countries. In the Caucasus-Black Sea 
region Ankara does not recognise the annexation of Crimea and develops 
active relations with Ukraine, including large-scale military cooperation in 
the sphere of aviation, missiles systems, etc. Turkey actively encouraged and 
supported Azerbaijan during the armed conflict with Armenia in the autumn 
of 2020. Ankara and Moscow compete for influence in Central Asia as well. 

The relations of Turkey with Russia are characterised with situational 
partnership combined with opposition rooted in the different political 
interests of the two countries, although they often have common tactical 
goals, notably also the prevention of other global players from resolving 
regional problems immediately near their borders. The institutionalisation 
of the relations is insufficient, which is evidenced by the fact that very often 
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only direct intervention of both presidents with exhausting and long 
personal negotiations could lead to attaining compromise.

Turkey’s foreign policy along these three strategic axes – with the 
European Union, Russia and the USA – can be illustrated vividly with the 
words of the famous researcher of the country, Norman Stone, that Turkey 
writes the names of its friends in pencil and those of its enemies in ink.

In spite of its commitments in the Middle East and in other regions, 
the Turkish policy vis-à-vis Southeastern Europe remains active. Important 
components of that policy comprise the relations at the highest political level 
between President R. T. Erdoğan and leaders from the region like Serbian 
President Aleksandar Vučić, Bulgarian Prime Minister Boyko Borissov, and 
others, active building of links with local political parties (in Bulgaria, Bosnia 
and Herzegovina, the Republic of North Macedonia and the Sandžak region 
in Serbia), and the economic penetration and implementation of strategic 
infrastructural projects. 

However, other elements of the Turkish foreign policy tend to have a 
destructive influence on Ankara’s relations with the Balkan countries having 
predominantly Christian population. They comprise the building of mosques 
and the religious diplomacy, using institutions like the Presidency for Turks 
Abroad and Related Communities (YTB)30 and the Diyanet, for Turkey to 
“export” state Turkish nationalism based on the ethnic Turkish and religious 
Muslim identity of different communities in Europe and in the Balkans.31 
The demands of the Turkish government for extradition of members of F. 
Gülen’s organisation led in some cases to contradictions at bilateral level or 
to public scandals (Bulgaria, Kosovo, Republic of North Macedonia).  

Another destabilising influence came also from the refugee pressure in 
the summer of 2015 and in March 2020. In the latter case Turkey’s pressure 
failed because Greece is well prepared for a new wave of refugees and its 
security forces practically did not allow the penetration of refugees and 
emigrants on its territory. The fact that the European Union stood firmly 
behind the Member States, making it clear that this time the borders would 
be protected, was also of major importance.

Third, the Eastern Mediterranean recently became a separate track in 
Turkey’s foreign policy, with a high conflict potential. It also betrays Ankara’s 
strategic solitude. After the Italian energy company ENI discovered the 

30  Yurtdışı Türkler ve Akraba Topluluklar Başkanlığı, YTB. 
31  КЮЧУКОВ, Л. „Българо-турските отношения: еднопосочно ли е движението“. 

– Международни отношения, 2018, No. 1, 27–32. 



187

considerable gas deposit Zohr in August 2015 and proposed a project to 
unify the Egyptian, Israeli and Cypriot gas deposits, and to produce liquefied 
natural gas (LNG), Athens, Cairo, Nicosia and Tel Aviv – each of which has 
its own disputes with Turkey – started coordinating their actions concerning 
the energy resources in the region. Turkey, with its aspirations to become a 
regional energy hub, was excluded from their projects, in spite of being the 
country with the longest Mediterranean coastline.

Ankara responded to that with three moves that complicated 
considerably the international situation in the region. With the fleet of ships 
that Turkey had created for seismic explorations and drilling, it started its 
own prospecting for oil and gas in the Eastern Mediterranean; in February 
2018 it blocked with military ships the drillings undertaken in the disputed 
sea areas near the Island of Aphrodite by the ENI Company; on 29 November 
2019 it signed agreements for delimitation of the maritime jurisdictions, as 
well as a military agreement with the Government of National Accord in 
Tripoli. The main problem facing it from the viewpoint of international law 
is that it totally ignored the Greek exclusive economic area generated by the 
Island of Crete. 

The tension in the Eastern Mediterranean remained high throughout 
2020. The countries in the region created the EastMed Gas Forum, and the 
Greek strategy for response to Turkey’s actions included several elements, 
among which: involvement of the EU Member States with the issue; 
intensification of the foreign policy contacts with Nicosia and Tel Aviv, and 
with other capitals; signing of an agreement with Egypt in the beginning of 
August on demarcation of the sea borders.32 Although the EU denounces 
Turkey’s unilateral acts and provocations, by the time of the completion 
of the present text there is no consensus among the Member States on the 
imposition of sanctions against Turkey. 

It may be concluded that by demonstrating the increased power of 
its armed forces (modernised navy and airlift capabilities) and by firmly 
defending its positions, Turkey is trying to secure for itself a more beneficial 
place at the negotiations table with respect to the energy resources in the 
region. However, the higher weight of the military component in Ankara’s 
strategy cannot compensate for its foreign policy isolation. Turkey can 
undermine the efforts of the regional players in the region with its military 
potential, but for the time being this is not sufficient for it to become an 
energy hub. 

32  See more on the issue in the chapter on Greece in the present volume. 
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In a medium-term perspective, Turkey can be expected to continue 
pursuing an independent foreign policy. The Turkish leadership clearly 
formulates its changed understanding of the country’s role in the world. 
If it was functional ally of the West during the Cold War, i.e., the strategic 
decisions were not consulted with it, at this moment Ankara insists before 
Western countries on being granted the status of strategic partner.33 

The Turkish feeling of the source of the strategic threat is another key 
change at regional and global levels. If the Soviet Union was that source 
during the Cold War, at present not a few people in Turkey believe that the 
main risk comes from the Kurdish irredentism and from the instability in 
the Middle East. Consequently, until the fall of the Iron Curtain Turkey was 
obliged to prove its value to the Western alliance – its principal guarantor 
against the Soviet ambitions – whereas the perception nowadays is that the 
main problems for the Turkish territorial integrity stem from the US policy 
in the Middle East. For this reason, circles were formed in Turkey, which 
believed that it has interests independent of the West.

From an international perspective, the motto of the Turkish President 
“the world is bigger than 5” (referring to the five permanent members of 
the UN Security Council) is a challenge to the entire existing system of 
international relations. However, today Turkey can hardly play the role not 
only of a global leader, but also of a leading regional player due to its strained 
relations with many states, comprising both Arab (Saudi Arabia, the United 
Arab Emirates, Egypt, Syria and Iraq) and Mediterranean countries (Greece, 
Cyprus, Israel and France). Besides, in recent years Turkey undertook steps 
in Syria and in the Eastern Mediterranean, which are assessed as violations 
of international law, relying predominantly on its military power, which is 
a source for concern for its neighbours. Ankara likewise lacks reliable allies 
among the global players, like the European Union, the USA and Russia. 
The economic difficulties and the absence of internal political stability are 
additional factors that impede the Turkish ambitions. 

***
The analysis of the main tendencies from an internal and foreign policy 

perspective leads to several main conclusions. The economic and foreign 
policy successes are among the main factors for the long AKP rule in the 
first decade, while in the second decade the leading role in it belonged to the 
proposed conservative-nationalist vision through which the party succeeded 

33 AYBET, G. “Turkey and the West: Functional ally to strategic partner,” – Daily Sa-
bah, 22.09.2017, https://www.dailysabah.com/columns/aybet-gulnur/2017/09/22/
turkey-and-the-west-functional-ally-to-strategic-partner  (9.07.2021).
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in uniting large segments of Turkish society. At the same time, however, that 
ideological line repulsed large groups of citizens, leading to securitisation 
of politics and intensifying authoritarian tendencies, which has a negative 
impact on democracy, on the economy and on human rights.

Ankara’s activity, driven by the wish for Turkey to spread its influence 
over the neighbouring regions, combined with an intensified leadership 
element, nationalism and use of foreign policy causes in the domestic policy, 
leads to profound changes in the country’s foreign policy, notably revisionism 
and militarisation that substantially strain Turkey’s relations with a number 
of regional and global factors in a dynamic foreign political environment, 
creating prerequisites for new conflicts to be generated and for already 
existing conflicts to be exacerbated and intensified.

During the next decade Turkey will face the need to solve key issues, 
among which: will rule of law and democracy be restored in the country; 
will the existing presidential system of governance be preserved or will the 
country return to the parliamentary system that functioned previously; 
what would the Turkish political system look like if R. T. Erdoğan did not 
participate in the country’s rule; will the polarisation be overcome and will 
it be possible to find a unifying figure for society; how will the Kurdish issue 
develop in the country; will Ankara find the right economic course again; 
what will be Ankara’s foreign policy course and will it be possible to restore 
the confidence in the relations with the EU, the USA and other key global 
and regional players? The complexity of these interrelated matters makes 
highly likely the continuation of an extreme dynamism in Turkish domestic 
and foreign policy. 

Abstract: This chapter focuses on domestic and foreign policy developments in 
Turkey over the last decade.

The steps leading to a strong concentration of power in the hands of President 
Recep Tayyip Erdoğan have been analysed. However, the introduction of a super-
presidential system in which “the winner takes it all” causes a strong polarization in 
society. It is divided into two halves which support the ruling or opposition bloc of 
parties.

The internal and external factors that lead to the growing authoritarianism in 
Turkey, as well as the challenges of its consolidation, have been studied.

There is also a tendency to strengthen nationalism in its various manifestations: 
the vision of “New Turkey” in economic, political and value terms and the emphasis 
on “local and national.” In the period under review, there has been an intensification 
of attempts for controlled Islamisation of public and political life.

The text addresses the main external and internal security challenges of the 
country related to the aftermath of the conflict in Syria, the fight against the PKK, 

Marian Karagyozov Turkey



the Islamic State group and the secret movement of the preacher Fethullah Gulen. 
They lead to a very high “securitization” of all aspects of life.

In foreign policy terms, the previous concept of  “zero problems with neighbours” 
has been replaced by Turkish unilateral action and militarization, combined with 
the construction of a Turkish military base abroad and forward defense doctrine. 
Foreign policy is also concentrated in the hands of the head of state and is combined 
with efforts to build own Turkish military-industrial complex. Emphasis is placed on 
Turkey’s complex relations with the EU, Russia and the United States, as well as with 
the Balkans and the Eastern Mediterranean.
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Sonya Hinkova

The second decade of the 21st century highlights a definite trend in the EU 
enlargement, best manifested in the slowing down of the process. Compared 
to the first decade of the century when twelve new states joined the EU (ten 
states in 2004 and two more in 2007), during the next decade only one state 
– Croatia – became EU member in 2013. Since the autumn of 2014, with a 
decision of the European Commission headed by Jean-Claude Juncker, the 
EU enlargement was formally “frozen” for five years, i.e., for the duration 
of the Commission’s term in office. Indeed, accession negotiations with the 
countries of the Western Balkans and the Eastern Partnership continued, but 
they outlined mostly the strategic prospects of the integration community, 
without committing to concrete deadlines. Moreover, the requirements 
to the candidate countries increased and a strong emphasis was placed on 
the results achieved in the democratisation of the respective countries. The 
difference in the EU enlargement between the first and the second decade of 
the 21st century thus became both quantitative and qualitative.

Furthering the comparison between the two decades could also reveal the 
common features in the process of EU enlargement.  These are above all the 
strategic approaches and the geopolitical considerations. Being the foremost 
factors both in the first and in the second decades, they aimed at conflict 
resolution, post-conflict stabilisation and enhancing democratisation in 
the candidate countries through economic and political support. However, 
the reasons for the prominence of these approaches and considerations 
demonstrate certain nuances in the two decades. Building on strategic 
approaches and geopolitical considerations, the biggest enlargement of the 
European Union took place in the first decade stretching the EU’s sphere 
of influence to the east and southeast. The enlargement involved states that 
belonged formerly to the Eastern Bloc (the Czech Republic, Poland, Hungary 
and Slovakia in 2004; Bulgaria and Romania in 2007) and to the Socialist 
Federal Republic of Yugoslavia (Slovenia in 2004). The accession of Malta 
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and Cyprus, also in 2004, strengthened Western interests and influence, and 
was of strategic importance in the context of the Middle East and Northern 
Africa dynamics. The accession of the Baltic states – Lithuania, Latvia and 
Estonia – in the same year was a strategic penetration into the post-Soviet 
space. The accession of Bulgaria and Romania in 2007 completed the 
process of closing the space from the Baltic to the Aegean Sea, thus limiting 
geopolitically Russian intervention in European politics. In the decade of 
EU rise, these consequences of the EU enlargement are natural and logical. 
During that period, and especially in its first half, the idea of united Europe 
was very strong: the Western Balkans Initiative emerged, the European 
Security Strategy was adopted, the Thessaloniki Agenda was promoted and 
the Constitutional Treaty was debated. In European politics priority was 
given to the common interests, and the interaction of the Members States 
intensified, resulting in the enlargements in 2004 and 2007 (the Accession 
Treaties with Bulgaria and Romania were signed in 2005).

The delay in the enlargement process began with the rejection of the 
Constitutional Treaty (at the 2005 referenda in France and The Netherlands) 
and developed further during the drafting of the Lisbon Treaty. The most 
important goal of the Treaty to be achieved was a compromise between 
the accelerated building of a federal-type community and the national 
interests of the Member States. During the second decade this new dynamics 
manifested itself even more visibly and further intensified; it was  influenced 
by a series of crises (financial, migrational, political, Brexit); the division 
between the Member States became deeper; the difficult mastering of the 
common European values and principles by the new EU Member States 
became noticeable. As a consequence, the EU enlargement was slowed 
down, priority being given to finding solutions to the series of crises and the 
future of the integration community. The geopolitical considerations related 
to the enlargement process were preserved and their importance was even 
augmented. The accession of Croatia in 2013 achieved strategic control over 
the Adriatic region and resulted in “encapsulation” of the Western Balkans. 
The EU thus delineated the Western Balkans as its sphere of influence. That 
strategic orientation of the enlargement developed and intensified through 
the Eastern Partnership, which accelerated in the second decade of the 21st 
century, especially in the context of the Ukrainian crisis. Relations with 
Ukraine, Georgia and Moldova became more active then and the three 
countries signed Association Agreements in 2014. The EU policy was thus 
focused predominantly on stabilisation, while the enlargement “shrank” its 
dynamics to negotiations without indicating concrete accession dates.
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This very general comparison of the processes of EU enlargement 
during the first and second decades of the 21st century logically raises the 
question of the reasons for its changed scope and substance. This is also 
the focus of the present analysis: to outline the essential external factors 
and reasons for the accession of only one state – Croatia – for ten years, 
and to accumulate arguments in support of the leading hypothesis that the 
enlargement process has been delayed and this becomes a stable tendency 
for the second decade. The emphasis is primarily on the external challenges: 
first, because they are more robust and they highlight essential processes 
and tendencies; and second in view of the limited volume of the present 
text.

Naturally, internal factors are also very important for the delayed 
enlargement during the second decade of this century. For the European 
Union they are focused on the essence of the approaches and policies, and 
they reveal increasing requirements to the candidate countries, and linking 
of the negotiations with the real results achieved by the Balkan states. The 
internal factors leading to further postpoment of the accession prospects 
of the Western Balkans are related to delayed democratisation, permanent 
political crises, economic dependence on the EU’s geopolitical rivals (Russia, 
China) and growing nationalism – as state policy and public moods. The 
present text notes the internal factors as motivation or consequence of the 
growing impact of the external factors.

Two sets of issues emerge in the analysis of the external factors and 
reasons for the delayed EU enlargement during the second decade of the 
21st century. The first set of issues is centred at global level and analyses the 
significant dynamics in the international system and the consequences of the 
formation of a new structure of the international relations that has been rather 
ambiguous for three decades already. The end of the Cold War brought a 
very difficult transition to a new international order: the post-bipolar world. 
It is characterised above all by dynamism and profound change at structural 
and functional level. The significance of leading principles in international 
relations, e.g., sovereignty, has changed. The foreign policy potential and the 
position of many states changed, and new power centres appeared. Allies and 
opponents also changed. That dynamism in international relations definitely 
influences the essence of the approaches and policies characteristic of the EU 
enlargement process and accounts for the delay during the second decade. The 
second set of issues outlines the regional challenges, and more specifically the 
intensified geopolitical rivalry in the Western Balkans between the EU and 
other power centres. The rivalry is a logical consequence of the formation 
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of the polycentric world and of the consolidation of new significant factors 
in global politics (China, Russia). In the second decade they actively 
manifested their geopolitical interests in Southeastern Europe. The Western 
Balkans in particular have become one of the regions where those interests 
are defended consistently and categorically. This, too, influences the EU 
accession negotiations.

The set of the external factors at global and regional level, outlined 
above, lends specificity to the EU enlargement during the second decade and 
is characterised with pulsations of wishes, requirements and realities, being 
also accompanied by different dilemmas:

– reform or enlargement aimed at endorsing the EU as a significant 
global factor;

– geopolitical rivalry or reconciling the EU’s strategic interests with the 
interests of the other important factors in global politics;

– higher requirements or encouraging promises for rapid accession in 
EU’s approaches and policies to the Balkan states;

– pro-European orientation and stable democratisation of these states, 
or cyclic instability (political and economic) and multi-layer geopolitical 
dependences on global rivals of the European Union.

These dilemmas, and more specifically the variants for resolving them, 
are analysed by deriving the leading external factors and reasons influencing 
the EU enlargement process towards the Western Balkans in the second 
decade of the 21st century.

The formation of the polycentric world is studied at the international 
system level, which provides a clear, useful and at the same time comprehensive 
model. The assumption of such an analysis is that the behaviour of individual 
states and integration communities is determined by the system, which 
means that the foreign policy of the leading factors is determined by generally 
accepted conditions and norms characteristic of a certain international order 
(a particular  international system). The systemic approach also makes it 
easier to derive the logic of the processes in global politics, thus explaining 
more easily the growing interdependence in international relations in 
the post-bipolar world. After the end of the Cold War, both the structure 
and the functioning of the system began to be modified slowly and not 
unidirectionally. This means that the bipolar world is no longer functioning 
as a foreign policy environment, and international relations develop in a 
transition to the fourth system.1 It has not been completed for three decades 

1  For more details on the systemic analysis of international relations, see: ХИНКОВА, 
С. Дипломация и политика в международните системи „Метерних“ и 
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already and it still bears the name of post-bipolar world. Its structure and 
essence that are still in a process of transformation and are rather ambiguous, 
focus active discussions among expert circles and in public. This gives grounds 
for modelling different variants of the post-bipolar world.

The first variant presupposes a return to a bipolar international 
environment on account of the existence of resilient relapses from the 
previous system. They are most directly manifested in the polarisation of the 
international intervention and management of local conflicts (the wars in 
the Balkans, in the post-Soviet space, in Iraq and Afghanistan; the Iranian 
nuclear programme; the dynamics in Northern Africa and the Middle East 
after the so-called Arab Spring), and are particularly visible since the start 
of the Ukrainian crisis. Elements of bipolarity after the end of the Cold 
War are preserved due to relapses of the polar structure through which the 
confrontation in international relations was restarted. At the same time, 
significant changes occurred, limiting the prospects of the bipolar world 
and being manifested above all as transformation of established principles, 
e.g., sovereignty. It is unconditional in the bipolar world, while in the post-
bipolar world it succumbs to human rights protection (as in Kosovo, Libya, 
Crimea and other conflicts). Moreover, the new poles are not “rigid” because 
the states form flexible alliances in the different conflicts. The alliances are 
not formed out of ideological considerations, following instead the logic of 
specific interests, mostly economic and geopolitical.

Immediately after the Cold War, opportunities were created for “ruling” 
the world from one centre: through the supersignificant position of the USA. 
According to that variant, the international system develops as a monopolar 
world with a hegemonic state. It was characteristic of the last decade of the 
20th century and the factors modelling it were both in the international 
environment and in the potential of the USA themselves. The external 
factors are focused on the new reality that emerged after the disintegration 
of the Eastern Bloc and the Soviet Union. In this new reality the USA does 
not meet a foreign policy entity of equal potential, which would or could 
challenge it in the international sphere. It is also the only state possessing 
all the internal characteristics that create prerequisites for global leadership 
and significant foreign policy potential. First, political legitimacy ensuing 
from their governance model that is desired by and attractive to other states. 
Second, the country’s significant economic potential and the powerful 
Transatlantic companies, which define the global market, can be identified 

„Реалполитик“. (София, Издателство на НБУ, 2012) and ХИНКОВА, С. 
Формирането на двуполюсния свят (София, Издателство на НБУ, 2016). 
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as a major domestic factor. Third, the USA’s foreign policy potential grew 
on account of its military capabilities of a nuclear state with a significant 
military industry and high-tech weapons. The USA commands enormous 
military forces – ground, naval and air forces, which are very mobile 
and interfere actively in a number of regional conflicts. The USA is also 
one of the leading countries to introduce modern communications and 
technologies (Internet and other virtual spaces), which make the states in 
the third – polycentric – variant for the development of the post-bipolar 
world. It is modelled by creating new power centres and this becomes 
increasingly evident in the second decade of the 21st century, when certain 
states and integration communities – China, Russia and the EU – gained 
prominence as major factors in international relations. They participate 
actively in global politics and establish their strategic presence in critical 
and vulnerable security points. They have a growing role in conflict 
management and outline their own spheres of influence (in the Balkans, 
in the Middle East and in Northern Africa). The new power centres thus 
activate the geopolitical approaches and form a strategic rivalry with the 
USA, as the latter finds it hard to abandon its position of supersignificance. 
As a consequence, the post-bipolar international relations reveal significant 
dynamism and pulsating confrontation. At the same time, the existence of 
more than two power centres creates stability on the international scene, 
limiting the likelihood of global conflict and imposing active multilateral 
diplomacy as a leading approach for resolving the controversies between the 
significant factors. However, the new power centres defend actively their 
global significance and spatial interests, hence the strategic approaches and 
the geopolitical considerations become an inherent trend in global politics.

It is logical that this new international environment influences the 
enlargement of the European Union as well. And this is the context for 
the emergence of the first dilemma: reform or enlargement – which is to 
consolidate more the global position of the integration community. The 
question itself reveals that the European Union can be perceived as one 
of the significant factors in the polycentric international order. Such a 
viewpoint will most certainly be disputed by Eurosceptics, but it involves a 
view from outside – at the level of an international system, and their doubts 
about the future and significance of the European Union are argumented 
with processes and controversies within the community. The degree of 
generalisation is higher with system analysis, and inner contradictions are 
definitely overlooked, while the endorsing of a power centre depends more 
on the international than on the domestic dynamics.
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What are the systemic indicators used to model the positive dimension 
of the European significance? Above all, economic considerations have 
a leading role in the polycentric international order and in contemporary 
global policy, and the EU forms the biggest market in the world, with nearly 
half a billion consumers and supranational practices and approaches that are 
being formed for more than half a century and that make that market active 
and effective. They are set in operation more slowly, due to the specificity of 
the integration community, but are definitely operational, and that became 
evident again in 2020 during the recent global crisis that emerged in the 
context of the COVID-19 pandemic, and in the search for medical and 
economic solutions for controlling it.

Other elements of global leadership exist in the European Union, albeit 
less pronounced than in the USA, notably: a military potential that grows 
through the relations of the NATO allies and with the ambitions to create 
European military forces; technological potential and political legitimacy. 
The last but not least has been built up over the long tradition of democratic 
rule in the countries of Western Europe. It was enriched through the unique 
model of their unification, which was built for nearly seven decades and 
formed a specific integration community that differed both from federal 
states and from traditional unions. Naturally, there are both advantages and 
disadvantages in that specific setting. For example, compared to federations 
or unitary states, the EU is much less centralised and its Member States still 
jealously guard their sovereignty. This creates difficulties, above all, in the 
elaboration of a common foreign policy. Compared to traditional unions, 
the specific features of the EU highlight the benefit of the interaction that 
had been built for decades in the integration community and had attained 
significant results in economic, political and cultural terms.

Under what conditions can the accumulated skills and the understanding 
of community become effective from a foreign policy perspective and 
endorse the global significance of the EU? First and foremost, through 
awareness of its necessity, as well as through successful reform aimed at 
raising the effectiveness of the European institutions engaged with foreign 
policy. Reform is today’s challenge facing the EU, because it imposes 
harmonisation of the interests of the increased number of Member States, 
outlining the vision of the future of the integration community, and even 
changing particular governance practices, more specifically decision-making 
in the Council of the EU, which is relevant to the foreign policy activity to 
the highest extent. These ideas were actively discussed in public, in decision-
making circles and expert communities in the Member States at the end of the 
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second decade of the 21st century. The need to introduce qualified majority 
for Council decisions is emphasised, which is regulated in the Lisbon Treaty. 
However, real results were delayed by the series of crises (financial, refugee 
and political) that the integration community went through. The efforts 
were displaced by domestic political considerations and the situation in the 
Member States, and by a series of elections – national and for the European 
Parliament.

Nevertheless, in the last three years of the decade there have been active 
discussions of the proposals for common European defence, European 
digital regime and taxes (submitted by France). There are also a number 
of real initiatives through which the EU defends its interests and global 
significance, e.g. the specific position rejecting the US demand for imposing 
embargo in Iran on account of its nuclear programme. Another case that 
highlighted a specific and strong position adopted by the EU emerged in the 
trade conflict with the USA following the imposition by the USA of higher 
import duties on EU commodities. In that case the EU reached a common 
foreign policy solution (supported by all Member States in 2018). Different 
ideas for strategic partnership with Russia (above all from Germany) also 
appeared.2 In the context of the 2020 pandemic it is also possible to note an 
initially delayed, but subsequently successfully developed strategy aiming to 
overcome the COVID-19 consequences. It is the result of active discussions 
that highlighted the different positions on the allocation and utilisation of 
substantial financial resources. It also reflects the European values (above all 
solidarity) and the European principles: transparency and responsibility in 
the appropriation of the EU funds.

These and a number of other foreign policy initiatives demonstrate a 
specific approach and targeted efforts to identify the European Union as 
a significant factor in the polycentric international order. This is definitely 

2 The specificity of the German position is manifested on a long-term basis through 
the energy policy, and more specifically through the building of the North Stream-2. 
It was declared very clearly also during the 55th Security Conference (15–17 
February 2019), which is held every year in Munich. Substantial differences between 
the USA and Germany on relations with Russia were manifested precisely at that 
global security forum. That resulted in divisions in the European Union, because 
some of the Member states gravitate to the USA (UK, Poland and Romania). For 
more details see: Munich Security Report 2019, The Great Puzzle. Who Will Pick 
Up the Pieces, https://e-edu.nbu.bg/pluginfile.php/1026416/mod_resource/
content/1/MunichSecurityReport2019.pdf and the speeches of Mike Pence and 
Angela Merkel, https://www.securityconference.de/en/activities/munich-security-
conference/munich-security-conference/  (15.07.2021).
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a slow, though sustainable process. It is slow because the foreign policy 
initiatives are in the sphere of the intergovernmental approach, decisions on 
them are reached with consensus and it is difficult to reconcile the foreign 
interests of the Member States. It is sustainable because the geopolitical 
approaches outlining the sphere of influence and the global significance 
have been present for a long time in the development of the European 
Communities and the European Union, above all through enlargement. 
Eight enlargements in a geopolitical context took place from the early 1970s 
to this day. It is important to note that when the enlargement is examined 
in a geopolitical context, the emphasis is on the changed borders and spatial 
dimensions of the communities and the Union. In this context, there were 
eight enlargements, since the accession of the territories of former East 
Germany following the 1990 unification changed the territorial scope of the 
integration community. Formally and from the perspective of the regulatory 
framework and the institutional procedures, the accession of East Germany 
was a specific case that did not follow the established practice and could 
logically be discussed as a separate case.

The largely generalised analysis of the global external factors demonstrated 
that the dilemma between reform and enlargement legitimately persisted 
throughout the entire second decade of the 21st century. During that period, 
the decisions to endorse the EU’s global significance in the post-bipolar world 
were sought predominantly in the ideas about reform as expressed in the 
White Paper on the Future of Europe in 2017. That relegated the enlargement 
of the integration community to a secondary priority and definitely delayed 
it. Although some of the Western Balkan countries have been involved in 
active accession negotiations, their joining the EU is still a remote prospect. 
It may become reality as late as towards the end of the third decade, moreover 
only for the negotiating countries (Serbia and Montenegro).

What are the grounds for this pessimistic prediction? Above all, the clearly 
demonstrated tendency to endorse the strategic approaches and geopolitical 
considerations on the EU enlargement towards the Western Balkans. They 
are dominated by the higher requirements of the European institutions, as 
well as the imperative need of real achievements (that was a fact since the very 
beginning of the accession negotiations with Montenegro, which started in 
2012, and was subsequently applied with respect to Serbia and other Balkan 
states). The insistence on sustainable results in each of the three pillars (rule 
of law and fundamental rights, economy, and democratic rule) is inalienable, 
and this becomes the most important condition determining the dynamics 
of the enlargement negotiations with each of the six Balkan states. It is 
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increasingly being understood that everything is in their hands and depends 
on the reforms and compliance with the requirements, and that the quality 
of reforms comes before speed. Parallel to that, the European institutions 
undertake concrete initiatives that assist and finance the reforms. 

These principles of the enlargement process are presented consistently 
and unconditionally in all strategic documents adopted by the EU institutions 
during the second decade. They are present most comprehensively in the 
strategy entitled A Credible Enlargement Perspective for and Enhanced 
EU Engagement with the Western Balkans, presented by the European 
Commission before the European Parliament on 6 February 2018.3 They 
were confirmed at the EU Summit with the Western Balkan states on 17 
May 2018 in Sofia, at which no accession year was specified even for the 
countries engaged in accession negotiations (Serbia and Montenegro). 
Spain’s hardened position on non-recognition of Kosovo by an EU Member 
State was also stated at the Summit (supported by four other Member States 
– Greece, Romania, Slovakia and Cyprus). The elevated requirements and 
the clear-cut insistence on real results in the democratisation process were 
reiterated in October 2019 as well, when the European Council did not set 
a date for the start of negotiations with North Macedonia4 and Albania. 
The following year, in February 2020, the rules for conducting accession 
negotiations were changed on the insistence of France, and at the EU-
Western Balkans meeting, held in May 2020 in Zagreb, North Macedonia 
and Albania again did not receive a date for starting the negotiations. 
Moreover, Article 9 of the document adopted at that meeting explicitly 
states that North Macedonia should respect the treaties with Bulgaria and 
Greece, which means that real results are expected both with respect to the 
reforms and to foreign policy issues of the candidate states. The sustainable 
financial assistance for the countries in the Western Balkans is also preserved 
both within the frameworks of the Berlin Process that started in 2014 and 
in other EU initiatives. This sustainable policy is manifested in the context 
of the COVID-19 pandemic as well, and it will continue to be a priority 
commitment of the EU institutions.

3 EU Commission. 2018. “A credible enlargement perspective for and enhanced EU 
engagement with the Western Balkans.” Communication from the Commission to 
the European Parliament, the Council, the European Economic and Social Com-
mittee and the Committee of the Regions. Available at https://ec.europa.eu/com-
mission/sites/beta-political/files/communication-credible-enlargement-perspec-
tive-western-balkans_en.pdf (15.07.2021).

4  After 2018, the name of the state is North Macedonia.
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The presented EU principles and approaches with respect to the 
enlargement process do not fall outside the more general geopolitical logic 
since latent ethnic conflicts and raw potential for political crises within and 
among the Western Balkans countries represent a kind of a geopolitical 
challenge. They form inclinations for transformations in the state constitution 
in some of the states (there are ideas about Bosnia and Herzegovina, as well as 
willingness for differentiation, delineation and even separation of the ethnic 
territories in North Macedonia and Kosovo). The Albanian factor contains a 
potential for destabilisation of the Western Balkans, because ethnic Albanians 
live in five of the six states aspiring to EU accession (Albania, Kosovo, North 
Macedonia, Serbia and Montenegro). The destructive idea about “Greater 
Albania” is periodically invigorated, albeit with different goals, redirecting 
the political interaction among the Albanian territories towards unification. 
Ethnic opposition exists in Bosnia and Herzegovina as well. It leads to 
strong decentralisation of the federal state and raises the issue of seeking an 
alternative to the Dayton process. The issues with the state borders of each of 
the six states are not yet completely resolved. Long-lasting historical rivalries 
among them are other burdensome issues, leading periodically to tensions in 
the bilateral relations.

The internal development of the six Balkan states and their bilateral 
relations also influence enlargement. Each of them is faced with the 
difficulties of the transition and delayed democracy. Considerable efforts are 
exerted, though results seem petty. Each of the six countries still experiences 
economic and political instability: the democratic institutions are ineffective 
and authoritarian tendencies appear. Some of the most acute problems are 
the deficit of law and order, and the corrupt media environment; the lack 
of understanding of the fundamental nature of human rights and rule of 
law, which are core values of the EU; corruption and organised crime. These 
problems are repeatedly discussed in various formats and are permanently 
present in the recommendations and reports of the European Commission. 
The resolution of those problems is a prerequisite for the development of 
the negotiation process and is present in all recommendations of the EU 
institutions. It is included in the strategies targeting the region, and the EU 
seem increasingly resoluteness.

The outlined challenges emanating from the Western Balkans enhance 
the geopolitical dimensions of the enlargement and rank security before 
enlargement. In this context, it is difficult to determine precisely how to 
combine reform and enlargement, and whether to give priority to more 
stringent requirements and strict conditions with respect to the Balkan 
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states, or to prefer encouragement and promises for EU membership in the 
near future. By giving priority to strategic and geopolitical considerations, 
the security and the global significance of the EU come to the fore, while 
enlargement loses momentum and its prospects become more distant. At the 
same time, if the reform absorbs the entire energy of the community, the role 
of the EU as a factor in international relations shrinks and delimitation of 
stable spheres of influence remains of lesser significance. If the two processes 
run in parallel, both are decelerated, but this is the more balanced prospect 
in which strategic arguments prevail, and quality weighs more than speed 
as an enlargement argument. This is a sustainable approach applied for two 
decades in the EU initiatives vis-à-vis the Western Balkans, and it would be 
expedient to preserve it.

The geopolitical challenges in Southeastern Europe build the regional 
level of influence of external factors and also confront the process of EU 
enlargement towards the region with dilemmas: rivalry or reconciliation of 
interests; sustainable pro-European orientation or multi-layer geopolitical 
dependence of the Balkan states on global rivals. These dilemmas stem 
from processes and policies used to defend the territorial interests and to 
form spheres of influence of significant global and regional factors, most 
pronounced among them for the Western Balkans being Russia, China, 
USA and Turkey. The geopolitical influence of these factors is consolidated 
with different means: strategic (conflict management and post-conflict 
reconstruction); economic (investments in infrastructural and energy 
projects); political (links with political parties and business elites); cultural 
and civilisational – e.g., religious affiliation of compact groups within the 
Balkan states. Out of this affiliation stem sustainable links with factors 
that are historical and traditional for the region, e.g., Russia and Turkey. 
The different policies and processes of forming links and dependence 
on geopolitical interests and influences impact the foreign policy and 
orientation of Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Kosovo, Macedonia, 
Serbia and Montenegro. In this context, they have projections also on the 
process of EU enlargement, because it is most active and advanced precisely 
with these countries.

Russia is a traditional factor with active policy and growing geopolitical 
ambitions in the Western Balkans. Since the middle of the second decade of 
the 21st century (in the context of the Ukrainian crisis and the intensifying 
geopolitical rivalry with the EU), the Western Balkans are a space in which 
Russia is trying to restore and impose its presence. Naturally, there are a 
number of issues on which Russia and the EU can work together: the fight 
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against terrorism and Islamic fundamentalism, migration and the refugee 
crisis. However, Russia persists in emitting anti-European messages to the six 
Balkan states and at the end of the decade that line was enhanced and centred 
predominantly in Serbia, Bosnia and Herzegovina (Republika Srpska), 
Montenegro and Macedonia. The Russian negative theses on the European 
Union are materialised in messages such as “the EU is in a crisis”; “the EU 
is weak and is unable to defend itself ”; “the EU is disintegrating”, citing 
as evidence Brexit and various separatist tendencies (Catalonia, Scotland, 
etc.). These messages fill the information space of the Balkan countries with 
the aim of reviving the old animosities and oppositions, delaying and even 
preventing the integration processes in the EU and NATO.

A broad range of diplomatic, political and economic means were used 
with the aim of strengthening the Russian influence in the Western Balkans. 
The emphasis is on the historical and cultural closeness and particularly the 
religious attachment in the context of Orthodoxy). The Russian Orthodox 
Church is very active in this respect. Economic levers and political pressure 
are used, ranging from control and acquiring of important energy assets 
to financing of political parties and media, as well as the intensifying anti-
European rhetoric, with messages about an alternative foreign policy option 
for the Balkan states.

Parallel with that, Russian business and the “friendship” with certain 
political circles in the Western Balkan countries were activated. Russia 
gave political support to Milorad Dodik, leader of the Bosnian Serbs, who 
bluffed for years before the international community that he would conduct 
a referendum on the independence of Republika Srpska. It also supported 
Nikola Gruevski, leader of the VMRO-DPMNE party, during the political 
crisis in Macedonia in 2017, as well as the anti-NATO opposition in 
Montenegro. The closeness between Serbia and Russia is very indicative of 
the Russian influence in the Western Balkans, which became more profound 
during the second decade of the 21st century.

Russian business interests are concentrated in few but strategic sectors, 
predominantly banks, energy, metallurgy and real estate. Russian investments 
increased in absolute terms by more than 3 billion € during the second decade, 
but Russia’s real economic impact shrank as a share of the entire economy of 
the Western Balkans after the sanctions for the annexation of Crimea were 
imposed.5 The concrete dimensions of the Russian economic presence in the 

5 Report of the Centre for the Study of Democracy entitled Russian Economic Footprint 
in the Western Balkans. Corruption and State Capture Risks, which was submitted in 
Washington days before the new EU strategy on the Western Balkans, was declared 
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different Balkan countries vary, but they definitely build dependences and 
possibilities for intervention. The expansion of Russian capital is a source 
of vulnerability, which is used for exercising pressure on the governments 
of the states in the Western Balkans during strategic decision-making in the 
security and foreign policy sphere.

Serbia’s attitude to the EU sanctions imposed upon Russia and the active 
Russian-Serbian interaction are indicative in this context. The denouncing 
of the European sanctions and the activation of the bilateral relations are 
also a projection of the Kosovo issue, which is extremely important to 
Belgrade. Serbia values highly Russia’s stable and unequivocal support 
for its territorial integrity, comprising Kosovo as well. Early 2018, Russia 
activated its diplomatic contacts with Serbia and declared its readiness to 
join a broader forum of the negotiations between Belgrade and Pristina, if 
the USA participates. The argument was that this would guarantee a more 
comprehensive approach to the mediation. In the beginning of 2019, the 
theme of the Russian position on the Kosovo case was updated again in the 
context of the exacerbating confrontation between Serbia and Kosovo, and 
bilateral relations between Belgrade and Moscow were invigorated.

China can also be perceived as an external factor and as a source of 
geopolitical challenges to the EU in the Western Balkans. The Chinese policy 
towards the region has a very pronounced economic dimension. However, 
it “betrays” growing ambitions for political influence and for formation of 
a sphere of influence. This broadens the presence of China in the region 
and attributes it a long-term character, projected from the economy to the 
politics of the Balkan states. The Western Balkans are an element of the 
comprehensive strategy for economic penetration into Central and Eastern 
Europe, which benefits from the lack of serious investment from the Old 
Continent. As early as in 2011, China initiated the establishment of an 
economic and trade forum of the CEE countries (16+1), and on the next year 
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of China allocated credit lines amounting to 
9.33 billion € to assist joint projects. The Chinese economic initiatives are 
multidirectional and target important strategic projects (the development of 
the road infrastructure and the cooperation in the construction of regional 

on 6 February 2018. It was elaborated by an international team of researchers from 
four Balkan countries and Bulgaria. The study comprises Macedonia, Serbia, Bos-
nia and Herzegovina, and Montenegro for the 2005–2016 period. It contains one 
principal and four national reports, https://csd.bg/fileadmin/user_upload/publica-
tions_library/files/2018_05/WESTERN_BALKANS_WEB_pdf.pdf; Bechev, D. 
2017, Russia Is Back on the Balkans. www.capital.bg/specialni_izdaniia/world_re-
view/2017/12/27/3095452_rusiia_se_zavrushta_na_balkanite (15.06.2021).
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transport networks; construction of a network of ports, logistics centres 
and railway lines). Other sectors in which China demonstrates interest are 
energy, trade, investments, telecommunications and agriculture.

The region is of great importance to China on account of its geographic 
and political closeness to the European Union, which creates opportunities for 
securing access to the EU market through investments in the infrastructure. 
Although Serbia, Albania, Macedonia, Montenegro and Bosnia and 
Herzegovina are not EU members, they have trade concessions that allow 
China to circumvent the trade restrictions and to export products directly to 
a market of 800 million population. Prerequisites are created for establishing 
political influence as a precondition for effective introduction of the global 
Chinese project bearing the name “New Silk Road.”

China’s penetration into the Western Balkans can also direct the 
countries from the subregion towards a development that is alternative to 
European integration. China imposes no conditions, though it rapidly 
allocates investments and expects political gratitude for the Chinese credits 
and the construction projects along the EU eastern periphery. The countries 
in the Western Balkans have a positive attitude to projects and investments 
from China, perceiving them as a chance to overcome their lagging behind 
from Western Europe in the sphere of infrastructure, and thus to become 
more competitive. Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Macedonia, Serbia 
and Montenegro consider 2014 as the year of Chinese investments and 
business, and 2015 was pronounced year of cooperation and promotion of 
tourism between China and the CEE countries. This attitude facilitates the 
broadening of the Chinese sphere of influence and the future penetration 
into the EU market. The threat of broader Chinese influence in the Western 
Balkans led to the intensification of the cohesion policy by the EU and to 
allocation of considerable funds precisely for infrastructural projects in the 
Western Balkans in 2017 and 2018. The European Commission has serious 
grounds for counteracting the Chinese activities in the EU antechamber, 
because between 2008 and 2018 Chinese public and private companies 
participated in transactions estimated at not least than 255 million USD on 
the Old Continent.

The USA is definitely yet another external factor with sustainable 
interests that forms its sphere of influence in the Western Balkans. The US 
initiatives are entirely motivated by strategic considerations and they are 
centred in the security sphere (encouraging NATO membership of the six 
Balkan states). The US geopolitical interests in the region are an element 
of a broader geography with the Middle East as its centre. In the context 
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of the conflicts in the Middle East, the Western Balkans play the role of 
rear and they are assigned markedly logistic functions. The use of strategic 
approaches vis-à-vis the Western Balkans develops also in the form of regular 
joint military exercises with the Balkan states, including with Serbia. They 
are complemented with support for the reforming of the institutions and for 
training security personnel.

The USA firmly supports the European orientation of the six Balkan 
states and perceives their EU accession as a condition for stability and 
democracy. However, there is a certain divergence with respect to the speed, 
and although a leading role is assigned to Brussels, serious apprehensions are 
expressed that the difficult conditions and the linking of the EU membership 
with the results achieved may destabilise the region. In a climate of activated 
political rivalry in the Western Balkans, the USA insists on more active 
EU involvement with the six Balkans states. According to Washington, the 
rather remote prospects of EU membership fuel the creeping destabilisation 
and encourage other external factors. The higher geopolitical ambitions 
and the increased presence of Russia, Turkey and China in the Western 
Balkans are perceived as a threat.  The most unfavourable consequences of 
the involvement of external factors are associated with greater inclinations 
towards alternative foreign policy orientations of the Balkan states. Hence 
the firm insistence of the USA on harmonisation of the foreign policy of 
Serbia with that of the EU.

The USA associates the destabilisation in the Balkan states with 
the rise of extremism and fundamentalism in Kosovo and Bosnia and 
Herzegovina (above all after the return of Muslims from Kosovo and 
Bosnia, who had fought on the side of the so-called Islamic State – about 
1,000 foreign military men, predominantly from Kosovo and Bosnia 
and Herzegovina, fought on the side of the Islamic State in Syria and 
Iraq). Washington perceives the issue with the reintegration of the 
foreign fighters of ISIS as a challenge to stability, because the radicalised 
individuals may influence those who are dissatisfied with the delayed 
democracy and EU membership. Another threat is seen in the support 
by Saudi Arabia to religious organisations for the construction of new 
mosques, and above all in the attempts to introduce non-traditional 
Islam (Wahhabism) in the Balkan states by training the local imams. The 
new Islamic trends are very different from the moderate tradition in the 
Balkans that have been practiced for centuries, and they create divisions 
and conflicts in the Muslim communities of the Balkan states.6

6 For more details see: ХИНКОВА, С. „Съвременни проекции на нетрадиционен 
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The USA sees the counteraction to the outlined threats in the stronger 
commitments (together with the EU) for support to the institutions and 
to the democratically oriented leaders in Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, 
Kosovo, North Macedonia, Serbia and Montenegro. The instruments 
recommended are substantial financing of strategic sites, sustainable political 
support, as well as enhanced and accelerated integration. However, the latter 
is not shared by the European Union and is not in line with the higher 
requirements and the strict conditions imposed by the EU institutions in the 
enlargement negotiations with the Balkan states.

The US strategic initiatives in the Western Balkans lead to its increased 
influence and to marked foreign policy partnership with some of the 
states in the region, especially with those in which the Muslim population 
predominates. For Albania and Kosovo relations with the USA are a leading 
foreign policy priority. Macedonia relies entirely on US support for resolving 
the periodically emerging political crises, the contradictions with the 
Albanians, and earlier in the long name dispute with Greece. US support for 
the Muslims in Bosnia and Herzegovina is stable and multidirectional, and 
the USA plays the role of mediator in resolving domestic and foreign policy 
problems in the unstable federation. The US initiatives for stabilisation 
and for recognition of the independence of Kosovo are also a sustainable 
commitment that affects relations with Serbia as well.

Turkey is also a source of strong geopolitical challenges in the Western 
Balkans, being a regional factor with significant influence (above all on the 
states with substantial Muslim population: North Macedonia, Kosovo, 
Albania and Bosnia and Herzegovina). That influence is traditional, stable, 
long-lasting and consolidated through an active and multidirectional 
policy that has political, economic and cultural (religious) dimensions. The 
challenges were more effective during the first decade of the 21st century 
when the prestige of Turkey as a significant geopolitical actor in the Western 
Balkans grew and extensive opportunities were created for strengthening 
the Turkish influence. However, in the evolving confrontation between 
Turkey and the EU throughout the second decade, Turkey began perceiving 
the countries in the Western Balkans as reliable partners in a medium-term 
perspective (on account of the postponed EU accession). Ankara declares a 
specific commitment to the Turkish ethnic minorities in the Balkan states 
and to the Muslims who share the same historical and cultural identity as 

ислям в България“, – В: Европейски разногласия и световен хаос (София, Изд. 
комплекс УНСС, 2018), 135–151.
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former subjects of the Ottoman Empire, from which a lasting commitment 
of the Turkish state to them ensues.

The political dimension of the Turkish initiatives in the Western 
Balkans is focused on the friendly relations and full support from a foreign 
policy perspective (recognition of Macedonia and support in the debate 
on its name with Greece; support for the Euro-Atlantic integration of 
Bosnia and Herzegovina; recognition of Kosovo and encouraging its close 
interaction with Albania, including in the context of the “Greater Albania” 
idea). Numerous diplomatic initiatives were launched, top level visits were 
actively exchanged, agreements for visa-free travel and transport projects 
were signed. This approach attributes to Turkey the role of reliable partner in 
bilateral and multilateral relations with the countries of the Western Balkans. 
Turkish mediation is also sought for resolving crisis situations emerging in 
areas with Muslim population inside the Balkan states (the Muslims in the 
Serbian area Sandžak, the Albanians in North Macedonia and in Bosnia and 
Herzegovina).

The economic dimension of the Turkish influence in the Western 
Balkans is formed by the significant presence of Turkish business and banks 
in them. Free trade agreements have been concluded with all countries in the 
region, which creates ample opportunities for Turkish investments. During 
the second decade of the 21st century, Turkish investments grew significantly, 
targeting strategic sites and privatisation deals, seeking through them 
facilitated access to the EU markets and using the Balkan states as export 
base for the Turkish economy. Kosovo is particularly active in this respect, 
and Turkey is the third largest investor in Bosnia and Herzegovina. Turkish 
companies are building strategic transport projects in Montenegro. Turkey 
is the most important military partner of North Macedonia, trade between 
Serbia and Turkey increased nine times for ten years (2008–2018), with a 
boom of Turkish investments in the past three years. Turkish investments are 
poured in big infrastructural projects that aim at linking regions with Muslim 
population. These realities show that Turkey is a desired investor and partner 
in the countries from the Western Balkans, one of the reasons for this being 
the difficult complying with the EU requirements, which delays the accession 
process. This creates an alternative of closer links with Turkey, which – in 
addition to being economically active – also demonstrates closeness to them. 
Through the links with Turkey the Balkan states also expect to get greater 
short-term and long-term benefits.

The cultural aspect of the Turkish initiatives in the Western Balkans 
countries is also well-pronounced, building predominantly on cooperation 
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with religious organisations in the region through the Turkish International 
Cooperation and Development Agency (TIKA). It is a strong supporter of 
Islamic institutions in the other Balkan states as well, financing and assisting 
the restoration of Islamic monuments, and the building of new mosques, 
schools and humanitarian organisations – above all in the countries with 
prevalent Muslim population. In this sphere TIKA works in cooperation 
with the Directorate of Religious Affairs and the Turkish Ministry of 
Culture. Their extensive activities symbolise both the restoration of the 
Balkan Ottoman heritage and Turkey’s renewed role as defender of the 
Muslims in the other Balkan countries. These realities outline a definite long-
term character and sustainability of the geopolitical interests and influence 
of Turkey in the Western Balkans. They may also enhance the “pulsation” 
of the anti-EU attitudes and approaches, forming a sustainable geopolitical 
rivalry between Turkey and the European Union.

The interference of the cited geopolitical factors in the Western Balkans 
is facilitated by the internal problems in some Balkan states: the weakness 
of the democratic institutions, authoritarian tendencies, absence of rule of 
law, corruption, as well as a strongly dependent media environment. Their 
influence is broadened by the local political and business elites that are ready 
to interact with Russia, China, Turkey and the USA in order to defend their 
narrow interests. Some of them are trying to avoid the implementation of 
the necessary reforms, especially those connected with the rule of law. As 
a consequence, civil society erodes, the media lose their independence, and 
the economic development and democratisation of the Balkan states slow 
down. Hence it will be increasingly difficult to fulfil the EU requirements 
in the negotiations for accession and for enlargement of the EU towards the 
Western Balkan.

The cited leading tendencies and approaches in the geopolitical interests 
of Russia, USA, China and Turkey in the Western Balkans create long-
term prospects for influence in the region. The geopolitical orientation of 
the foreign policy of the cited states definitely accumulated strategic rivalry 
with the European Union during the second decade of the 21st century 
and influenced the enlargement process. On the one hand, the growing 
geopolitical controversy provokes cyclic confrontation in global politics 
and delays enlargement so that the EU can gain prominence as a significant 
international factor through active global policy (in the context of the crisis 
in Ukraine and the conflicts in the Middle East and Northern Africa). On 
the other hand, there are claims in the emerging debate that precisely the 
accelerated accession of the countries from the Western Balkans would 
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restrict the influence of other significant factors in them and would increase 
the global importance of the EU. The roots for this understanding are sought 
in the logic that with the accession of new states the integration community 
would expand its territory perfectly legitimately to strategic regions, thus 
raising its global significance. However, with a strong confrontation in 
international politics, the enlargement will certainly be met with strong 
opposition and the question is whether the EU has the necessary foreign 
policy potential to resist it.

The analysis on the second – regional – level reveals stability of the 
dilemma: geopolitical rivalry or compatibility, as well as the accumulation 
of multidirectional political dependences of the Balkan states. Rivalry 
dominated during the second decade of the 21st century and it definitely 
delayed the process of EU enlargement to the Western Balkans. However, 
it is difficult to predict how the reconciliation of the geopolitical interests 
would affect the process. More likely, a stronger differentiation of the 
negotiations with the different Balkan states will be created and spheres of 
influence will take shape not only of the EU, but of other significant factors 
as well. Such a reality is observed in the Middle East, and in the Balkan states 
there are also foreign policy preferences, above all of the USA (in Kosovo, 
Albania and North Macedonia), and economic bonds with Russia (in Serbia 
and Bosnia and Herzegovina) and with China, which comprises all countries 
in the Western Balkans, and even EU members from Southeastern Europe 
(Greece, Bulgaria and Romania).

Nevertheless, the most clearly stated foreign policy orientation of the six 
Balkan states during the second decade of the 21st century was towards the 
European Union (Serbia and Montenegro are negotiating countries), North 
Macedonia and Albania are candidate countries, Bosnia and Herzegovina 
and Kosovo have signed their Stabilisation and Association Agreements 
(SAA). The aspiration for EU integration has been declared at government 
level in each of these countries. This aspiration is consistent and is poorly 
influenced by internal political dynamics. Active policy of interaction with 
the EU institutions is persistently applied, and there are definite results in 
the negotiations process. Naturally, in all six Balkan states there are political 
entities (parties) and individuals with Eurosceptic positions, but they are 
activated above all during elections or political crises. In the last decade public 
attitudes also reveal certain dynamics with respect to EU membership. On 
the one hand, the number of individuals with pro-European orientation 
definitely increases (to a different extent in the different countries). At the 
same time, the “frozen” enlargement until the autumn of 2019 within the 
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term in office of the previous European Commission accumulated public 
discontent because of the remote prospects for EU membership and the 
higher requirements of the EU institutions.

The external factors – at global and regional levels – influencing the 
process of enlargement of the European Union are at the same time dynamic 
and long-term in character. They are dynamic on account of the essential 
changes in the international environment in the second decade of the 21st 
century, namely: formation of the polycentric world and accumulation of 
geopolitical rivalry, and they are logically interlinked. They are of a long-
term nature because the structure of the international environment (the 
power centres) is formed slowly and is sustainable. The geopolitical rivalry 
of the different power centres (the significant international factors) is also 
sustainable and it outlines a definite tendency in international relations: 
controlled confrontation that is resolved predominantly using diplomatic 
means. This tendency is also one of the essential characteristics of the 
polycentric world, and this also attributes a long-term character to it. These 
realities show that their influence on the process of EU enlargement will also 
be long-lasting. Building on this conclusion it may be predicted that these 
realities will continue to affect the EU enlargement in the region during the 
next (third) decade as well. The analysis of their dynamics in the second decade 
clearly reveals that they trigger a delay in the EU accession process due to more 
stringent requirements to the candidate countries and the prerequisites of 
getting actual results before the accession. This finds a synthesised expression 
in the understanding that the quality of the negotiating process comes before 
speed, and this position will be long-lasting. Naturally, the dilemmas before 
the enlargement of the European Union will also be long-lasting.

Abstract:The very general comparison of the processes of EU enlargement during 
the first and second decades of the 21st century logically raises the question of the 
reasons for its changed scope and substance. This is also the focus of the present 
analysis: to outline the essential external factors and reasons for the accession of 
only one state – Croatia – for ten years, and to accumulate arguments in support 
of the leading hypothesis that the enlargement process has been delayed and this 
becomes a stable tendency for the second decade. The emphasis is primarily on the 
external challenges: first, because they are more robust and they highlight essential 
processes and tendencies.The set of the external factors at global and regional level, 
outlined above, lends specificity to the EU enlargement during the second decade 
and is characterised with pulsations of wishes, requirements and realities, being also 
accompanied by different dilemmas: reform or enlargement aimed at endorsing the 
EU as a significant global factor; geopolitical rivalry or reconciling the EU’s strategic 
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Jordan Baev

The development of the North Atlantic Alliance during the last decade of 
its 70-year history was connected with its enlargement in eastern direction 
in the region of the Balkans. Similar to the first enlargement of the Alliance 
with the accession of Turkey and Greece in 1952 and the second “wave” after 
the Cold War end when three other Balkan states (Bulgaria, Romania and 
Slovenia) joined, the 2009–2020 period ended with the accession of four 
new states from the Balkans (Albania and Croatia in 2009, Montenegro in 
2917 and North Macedonia on 27 March 2020).

In his previous publications the author has examined the process of 
NATO enlargement to the east and the security and defence sector reforms 
in the Balkan states during the first post-Cold War decades,1 as well as the 
evolution of the strategic doctrinal views in the Alliance during the first two 
decades of the 21st century.2 The present publication addresses specifically 
the leading current tendencies in the process of transformation of the North 
Atlantic Alliance and their impact on the security environment in the 
Balkans.

There are two key dates in the evolution of the strategic and doctrinal 
views in NATO in the past thirty years after the end of the Cold War, 
which define new stages in the history of the Alliance: September 
2001 (the terrorist attacks against the United States of America, which 
provoked for the first time the invoking of Article 5 of the Washington 
Treaty) and March 2014 (the annexation of Crimea as a result of the 

1 БАЕВ, Й. „НАТО на Балканите“, – In: КОСТОВ, Ал., Ек. НИКОВА (Съст.) 
Балканите през първото десетилетие на 21. век (София, Парадигма, 2012), 
53–86; BAEV, J. “Bulgaria and Romania.”– In: MEYERS, H., M. WYSS, The Hand-
book of European Defence Policies & Armed Forces (Oxford University Press, 2018), 
263–278.

2 БАЕВ, Й. „Евроатлантически анализи за международната сигурност и 
предизвикателствата пред България“. – In: КОСТОВ, Ал. (Съст.) Новите 
предизвикателства пред Балканите (София, Парадигма, 2019), 43–62.
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Ukrainian crisis). The world after 11 September 2001 changed many of 
the notions and positions on the preventive strategies in the sphere of 
national and international security, including on the issue of the adequate 
responses to the new “asymmetric threats.” Until the beginning of the 21st 
century, expertise in the sphere of security and defence was based with 
enormous prevalence on the previous attitudes to “traditional threats” 
that are with a minimum probability of occurring in Europe today, unlike 
the new “untraditional” risks and threats. At the same time, in spite of the 
functioning mechanisms of coordination and interaction between NATO 
and the EU, the specific differences in the European and Trans-Atlantic 
context are clearly manifested.

NATO’s Strategic Concept of November 2010 (Active Engagement, 
Modern Defence) formulates the fundamental goal of the Alliance as 
ensuring the common defense and security of all its Member States 
through effective fulfilling of three essential core tasks: collective defence, 
crisis management and cooperative security. The Strategic Concept 
defines several key components for guaranteeing collective defence and 
security: maintaining capabilities for deterrence of a possible aggressor; 
increasing the resources for impact on crisis situations that could pose 
a direct threat to the security of the Member States; increasing the 
Alliance’s contribution to strengthening international security through 
partnership with other states and international organisations (above all 
with the European Union); continuation with the “open doors” policy 
for NATO membership. The long-term consequences of the 2008/2009 
financial and economic crisis predetermined the adoption of the “smart 
defence” initiative at the North Atlantic Council Summit in Chicago 
in May 2012. Leading components in this initiative are prioritisation, 
specialisation and cooperation for successful attaining of the goals of the 
NATO Force 2020 Programme.

At the next high level meeting in Wales in early September 2014, the 
North Atlantic Council adopted a new Readiness Action Plan (RAP) in 
view of the deteriorated international security environment after the flaring 
of the Ukrainian crisis and the annexation of Crimea, the creation of the 
“Islamic State” and the unfavourable development of the situation in Syria 
and Afghanistan. NATO documents formulate for the first time in greater 
detail the concept of counteracting the so-called “hybrid warfare” that was 
developed further at the Warsaw Summit in July 2016. The Declaration of 
the annual high level meeting of the North Atlantic Council of 12 July 2018 
in Brussels emphasises:
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We face a dangerous, unpredictable, and fluid security environment, with 
enduring challenges and threats from all strategic directions; from state and non-
state actors; from military forces; and from terrorist, cyber, and hybrid attacks.3

After 2014, the main components of military transformation developed, 
adopting the concept “deterrence by reinforcement” included in the new 
military strategy endorsed by the NATO Military Committee in May 2019. 
The process of adapting to the contemporary threats and challenges before 
the Member States is an essential moment in the reforming of the military 
structures of the Alliance. The new views are expressed figuratively through 
the concept of “the three Ds and the three Rs”: “Deterrence, Defence, and 
Dialogue”4 and “Responsiveness, Readiness, and Reinforcement.” This 
synthesised formula is complemented in some comments with “the three 
Cs” –“Cash, Capabilities, and Contributions,” which corresponds to the 
requirements for the “Defence Investment Pledge” (“two percent” sharing 
burden), formulated at the Wales Summit in September 2014.

The most important changes after the adoption of the new course of 
“military adaptation” consist in the transition from “reactive” to “proactive” 
approach and introducing a broader long-term agenda with a dynamic 
“360 degree approach.”5  The principle of “Enhanced Forward Presence” 
was adopted – and “Tailored Forward Presence” for the countries of 
Southeastern Europe – which would guarantee higher “resilience” within 
the frameworks of collective defence. Unlike the earlier static deployment 
of US troops in military bases in Europe, the considerably more dynamic 
approach of rotation deployment and presence of mobile units was 
endorsed after 2014. The scale and the intensity of NATO’s large-scale 
military exercises increased substantially, whereby the last of them (Trident 
Juncture–2018 and Defender Europe–2020)6 were with the participation 
of the highest number of military personnel and military equipment since 
the end of the Cold War.

3 “NATO Summit Declaration, Brussels,” 12 July 2018 – www.nato.int (26.06.2021).
4  NATO Secretary General Jens Stoltenberg emphasised in his speech before the US 

Congress on 3 April 2019 on the occasion of NATO’s 70th anniversary: “There is no 
contradiction between deterrence, defence and dialogue.” 

5 CALMELS, Ch. “NATO’s 360 degree approach to secure alliance cohesion and 
adaptation after the Crimean crisis.” – European Security, 2020, Vol. 29, Issue 4. 

6 In January-March 2020, more than 6,000 of the planned 20,000 US servicemen were 
initially deployed in Europe for participation in Defender Europe–2020, but subse-
quently their numbers were reduced due to the development of the COVID-19 pan-
demic.
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The formation of NATO multinational battle groups on the principle 
of six-month rotation started in compliance with the decision of the 2017 
NATO Summit in Warsaw on “Enhanced Forward Presence.” The battle 
group in Estonia under British command consisted initially of 1,100 British 
and French servicemen, with subsequent involvement of smaller units from 
two other Northern European armies. The battle group in Latvia is under 
Canadian command, with participation of military personnel from nine 
states, including Albania, Slovenia and Montenegro. The multinational battle 
group in Lithuania is under German command, the biggest multinational 
military contingent being in Poland under US command and involving 
also the participation of 200 servicemen from Romania and Croatia. The 
formation of a 5,000-strong multinational NATO brigade started in Craiova, 
Romania, in April 2017, and attained full operational capabilities in March 
2018. Unlike Poland and the Baltic region, it is under national Romanian 
command, with headquarters in Bucharest (HQ-MND-SE), comprising 
also two battalions of 400 servicemen each from Bulgaria and Poland. 

Another form of joint “military presence” consists in numerous military 
exercises and trainings with increasing participation of US troops, e.g., the 
regular trainings at the Novo Selo polygon in Bulgaria. In addition to the 
cited large-scale NATO exercises on the territory of a number of Member 
States, three multinational exercises with troops were held in the region of 
the Balkans and the Black Sea region just in 2019: Swift Response (with the 
participation of 7,000 servicemen on the territories of Romania, Bulgaria and 
Croatia), Saber Guardian–2019 (with the participation of 8,000 servicemen 
from 11 nations on the territories of Bulgaria, Romania and Hungary) and 
Strike Back–2019 (under Bulgarian command at the Novo Selo polygon, 
with participation of military personnel from the USA, Albania, Greece and 
North Macedonia). Command-HQ computer exercise Balkan Bridges–2019 
was also organised in September 2019 at the Charalitsa Military Training 
Complex in Bulgaria under Bulgarian command, within the initiatives of 
the Chiefs of Defence of the Balkan states, with participation of military 
representatives from Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Greece, Romania, 
North Macedonia, Serbia, Turkey and Montenegro. The scenario of the 
exercise includes training and conducting peace-keeping operations as part 
of the NATO multinational operations.

In 2011, Romania was the first East European partner state to sign an 
agreement with the US on joining the initiative of establishing a NATO 
ballistic air defence system in Europe. US Aegis Ashore ballasting air defence 
intercepting system components were stationed at the 99th Romanian 
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Air Force base in Deveselu, which was officially opened on 18 December 
2015 and became fully operational in May 2016. As a result of a long-term 
Romanian-US agreement, signed in 2017, in September 2020 the Romanian 
army received the first air defence system with Patriot ballistic missiles, 
stationed at the National Air Defence Training Centre in Capu Midia 
close to the Black Sea centre Constanţa. Under the bilateral agreement the 
Romanian army is to receive seven batteries with Patriot missiles launchers at 
a total cost of 3.9 billion US dollars by 2026.

In the process of the development and modernisation of its defence 
capabilities Bulgaria also proposed the formation of multinational NATO 
units on its territory as part of the early warning system in the spirit of the 
preventive strategies of the Alliance. A NATO Crisis Management and 
Disaster Response Centre of Excellence (CMDR COE) was created in 
Sofia in 2014 as an element of the adopted comprehensive approach for 
crisis management and a component of the NATO Centres of Excellence 
network. It was officially accredited in March 2015. The principal goal of the 
multinational centre, headed by representatives of Bulgaria and Greece, is 
to implement interagency cooperation “to become NATO’s transformation 
hub of expertise in the crisis management and disaster response area.”7 
Since the beginning of 2020, the NATO Centre in Sofia organised a 
number of multinational online conferences even under the conditions of 
the global pandemic, among which Environmental Protection and Disaster 
Risks (September 2020) and Preparing NATO and the Allies to the Future 
Challenges (October 2020). 

A NATO Force Integration Unit (NFIU) was activated on Bulgarian 
territory on 3 September 2015 as part of the efforts to improve the collective 
defence system in response to new threats, together with similar units 
in the three Baltic states, Poland, Hungary, Slovakia and Romania, under 
the general command of SHAPE. The NFIU in Sofia is under Bulgarian 
command and it comprises also staff officers from Albania, Germany, 
Greece, Hungary, Poland, Romania, Turkey, UK and USA. In the context 
of the possibility to create a NATO Naval Coordination Centre in Varna, 
discussed in December 2019 between the Bulgarian Prime Minister and the 
Secretary General of NATO, a Naval Coordination Element was created in 
July 2020 at the Naval Headquarters with the aim of attaining “sea situational 
awareness in the Black Sea” and exchange of operational information with 
the Allied Maritime Command in allied naval centers. Air Policing is a new 

7 Concept of the CMDR COE, Version 7.0, Sofia, 20 January 2020, p. 7.

Jordan Baev NATO at 70



Contemporary Balkans: The Challenges of the 21st Century

218

form of cooperation for joint protection of the national air space. This is the 
idea behind the agreements achieved for joint protection of the air space of 
North Macedonia by military aircraft of Bulgaria and Greece, as well as the 
decision of the Bulgarian government for joint protection of the Bulgarian air 
space in September-October 2020 with aircraft of the air forces of Bulgaria 
and the USA. These initiatives are in implementation of the permanently 
operational plan for integrating the air defence and anti-missile defence 
systems of NATO.

In the course of the announced withdrawal of nearly 12,000 US 
servicemen from Germany, a part of them are planned to be redeployed in 
eastern direction, predominantly in Poland, but there are also discussions to 
send some on a rotation principle to Romania and Bulgaria as well. At the 
end of July 2020, the US Department of Defense announced its intention 
to send the subdivision of the Second Armored Brigade of the US Army, 
which had been stationed so far in Germany, to conduct training of the allied 
armies in Bulgaria, Poland, Romania and Hungary.

The process of transformation, military adaptation and ongoing 
enlargement of the North Atlantic Alliance is accompanied by some 
negative tendencies as well, which – unlike preliminary cautious predictions 
– concern not so much the state of the newly-admitted Member States, but 
rather problems in the Transatlantic relations. These negative tendencies 
are of a more global character and are connected with the tension emerging 
between individual members of the Alliance (Greece and Turkey, Turkey and 
France, USA and Germany, etc.). Here are, for example, a series of several 
sharp attacks by US President Donald Trump against NATO allies from 
Europe, which led to the famous reaction of French President Emmanuel 
Macron in an interview for The Economist in the beginning of November 
2019: “What we are currently experiencing is the brain death of NATO.” It 
is not accidental that a representative survey conducted by the Pew Research 
Center on 7 February 2020 shows a decrease in public confidence in NATO 
below 50 per cent in large allied states like France and Spain. Only 37% 
of the respondents in Greece and 21% in Turkey demonstrated a positive 
attitude to the Alliance. A similar negative tendency is observed even in 
Bulgaria: from 62% confidence immediately prior to the country’s accession 
to the North Atlantic Alliance that confidence was shared already by 54% 
of the respondents at the end of the decade, their number diminishing to 
42% ten years later, in February 2020.8

8 https://www.pewresearch.org/global/2020/02/09/nato-seen-favorably-across-
member-states/ (26.06.2021).
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Unlike the first years of the 21st century, when a high degree of approval 
and enthusiasm with respect to the prospects for NATO membership was 
observed in the Western Balkans, during the second decade sociological 
surveys showed a definite decline in confidence in the Euro-Atlantic security 
institutions. This is also due to the disappointment stemming from the 
decision of the Chicago Summit in 2012 to postpone indefinitely the next 
enlargement of the Alliance in the direction of the Western Balkans. On 
the eve of the extending of an invitation for NATO membership to new 
Balkan states at the NATO Summit in Bucharest in 2008, the US Senate 
Committee on Foreign Relations received information that just above 50% 
of public opinion in Croatia were in favour of accession, and more than 90% 
of public opinion in Albania and Macedonia. In 2016, approval in public 
opinion in thr Republic of Macedonia had already diminished by more than 
20 points to 71%.

The data in representative surveys in recent years (2017–2018) are 
indicative of the change in the attitudes of four of the countries in the 
Western Balkans (Bosnia and Herzegovina, North Macedonia, Montenegro 
and Serbia) concerning the role of leading external forces in the region: 
EU, NATO, USA, Russia, China and Turkey (and – more generally – on 
the “Islamic factor”).9 While confidence in the EU policy and influence 
are higher in the four states, as expected, NATO’s role predictably 
attracts predominantly negative attitude in Serbia and in one of the 
two components of Bosnia and Herzegovina (Republika Srpska), being 
surprisingly above 50% negative in Montenegro as well immediately 
after the country’s accession to the North Atlantic Alliance.10 Serbia is the 
only one of the states in the Western Balkans in which more than half of 
the population demonstrates a negative attitude to the USA and at the 
same time positive attitude to Russia. Neutral-positive attitude to China 
tends to prevail in the four countries studied, apparently generated by the 
economic expansion and the large scale investment projects announced with 
the international initiatives of the Chinese government after 2012 (Belt and 
Road Initiative and 17+ CEE-China format). As regards the role of Turkey 
in the Balkan states with a compact Muslim population, it is evaluated in 

9 Western Balkans between East and West. Public Opinion Research in Bosnia and Herze-
govina, Macedonia, Montenegro, Serbia, Washington DC: USAID-NED-NDI, No-
vember 2018.

10 This tendency is explained to a certain extent in expert publications with the impact 
of the targeted anti-NATO propaganda and “hybrid attacks”on the part of Russia in 
Montenegro and North Macedonia.
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some analyses already not from the viewpoint of its NATO membership, but 
rather as a “non-European tendency” and “anti-Western alternative” in view 
of the domination of “Neo-Ottoman” concepts in the country’s rule.11

The NATO accession of the last two Balkan countries (Montenegro and 
North Macedonia) is not received unequivocally in Euro-Atlantic circles 
either. Certain expert comments immediately after the accession of North 
Macedonia on 27 March 202012 are indicative, in spite of the warm words 
of welcome by NATO Secretary General Jens Stoltenberg a week after that 
event.13 The arguments both in support of the process of integration of the 
Balkans and in the sceptic comments of the ongoing integration address 
basically the issues of securing strategic stability in Europe in the spirit of 
“Europeanisation of the Balkans.”

In a regional perspective, NATO’s strategic forecast analyses invariably 
evaluate and predict the potential risks to regional security, coming from 
the “periphery” of the Old Continent. The clearest threats are connected 
with the probable new migration waves from the Middle East and Northern 
Africa (MENA), with the intensifying economic inequalities and with the 
growing influence of ethno-nationalism. In a more distant plan, the security 
environment in Europe will continue to be affected by the demographic 
pressure from “unstable peripheries,” the crisis of representative democracy 
and the poor governance in some countries from Eastern and Southern 
Europe, and the emergence of new populist parties in the right-wing and left-
wing political spectrum. A number of collective strategic analyses address 
specifically the fate of the Western Balkans and the prospects for their 
integration in the European and Euro-Atlantic structures.14 The described 
negative “megatrends” comprise poor governance of the state institutions, 

11 LANGE, S. et al. (eds.) Resilience in the Western Balkans (EU Institute for Security 
Studies Reports, Paris, No. 36, August 2017).

12  For example: STADNER, I., M. FROST. “NATO has a new weak link for Russia 
to exploit.” – Foreign Policy, 22 April 2020; MITIDIERI, Sh. “Rethinking NATO 
commitment to the Western Balkans.”  – Atlantic Forum, 2 June 2020.

13  NATO Secretary General specially emphasised in his message of greetings: “The road 
to membership has been long and challenging, but with courage and determination, 
you have done it.” – STOLTENBERG, J. “Welcome into the NATO family, North 
Macedonia.” 20 March 2020.

14 The European Future of the Western Balkans. Thessaloniki@10 (2003–2013), Paris, 
2013; LANGE, S. et al. (eds.) Resilience in the Western Balkans (EU Institute for Se-
curity Studies Reports, Paris, No. 36, August 2017); “Balkan futures. Three scenarios 
for 2025.” – Chaillot Papers, No. 147, Paris, August 2018.
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growing unemployment, social changes caused by ongoing rapid 
urbanisation at the expense of the producing rural regions, poor quality 
of the education systems. According to the expert situational analyses in 
the NATO and EU circles, the optimistic scenario forecasts a favourable 
influence on the relations between the states in the region of the protracted 
dispute between North Macedonia and Greece, regulation of the principal 
contradictions between Serbia and Kosovo, and clear prospects for EU 
membership of Montenegro and Serbia. The “realistic” scenario presents an 
ongoing development of the integration processes in the EU, but in a state of 
poor progress of the political and social reforms, and continuing tension in 
the relations between the neighbours. The third “negative” scenario foresees 
reviving of the glowing conflicts, with Republika Srpska leaving Bosnia 
and Herzegovina, division of Kosovo, growing corruption and influence of 
criminal clans in the authorities in Albania and Montenegro, intensification 
of the nationalist moods in Serbia and Macedonia, with return to the 
situation in the region from the mid-1990s.

Assessments of the International Crisis Group (ICG) from February 
2019 indicate direct influence of the conflicts in Syria and Ukraine on the 
Balkan region. Among the main current tendencies in the development 
of the Western Balkans it is necessary to cite in the first place the absence 
of prospects in the near future for complete European and Euro-Atlantic 
integration, as was discussed at the EU – Western Balkans Summit in May 
2018 during the Bulgarian EU Presidency. The growing influence and 
activity of Russia and China in the region tend to be considered as a negative 
tendency that creates additional complications. The conclusion reached on 
the internal socio-political and economic problems of the Balkan states is 
that there exist two negative tendencies: intensifying social protests against 
the ruling elites accused of corruption and poor governance, followed by 
mass emigration to more developed European states.

The cross-border and intercontinental character of the surprising 
pandemic of the new viral infection SARS-COV 2 (COVID-19) in 
2020 also requires global responses in the context of the risks and threats 
in guaranteeing human security. The role and the timely reactions of the 
specialised international organisations are of substantial importance, 
in addition to the responsibility of the national governments and the 
differentiated regions. Although the North Atlantic Alliance – unlike the 
European Union and the UN civil agencies – has predominantly military 
functions for collective defence, the functions aimed at guaranteeing 
regional and international security have undergone a strong development 
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after the end of the Cold War. Current discussions on the new pandemic 
crises include also critical evaluations in response to the questions on the 
adequate reactions and the available capabilities of NATO to cope with 
such humanitarian crises.15 These questions became a kind of “case study” 
and “stress test” in general for the role and functioning of the Euro-Atlantic 
structures in contemporary international relations.

Key indicators for risk assessment and for predicting potential threats 
and challenges before security and the protection of the Euro-Atlantic 
community were introduced periodically in the practice of NATO in 
the past decade. The intelligence analyses of the specialised national and 
international agencies are of prime importance for the functioning of the 
early warning system. An expert publication in the official edition of the 
Alliance indicates that the global pandemic since the beginning of 2020 
“is the security scenario we were least prepared for” and the fight against 
the coronavirus has turned into a “test” for the civil-military cooperation 
(CMR). At the same time, a warning is issued that part of the problem is to 
overcome the challenges with the mass spreading of inaccurate and false data, 
open misinformations and “fake news” and the powerful uncontrollable 
flood of diverse communications and comments in the social media, which 
turned into “infodemic.”16

The early warning and crisis response system in the North Atlantic 
Alliance developed and was modernised in the past two decades after 11 
September 2001. It is one of NATO’s fundamental functions in the sphere 
of security and it comprises both military and non-military components. Its 
building was prompted by the emergence of new asymmetric threats, e.g., 
the acts of international terrorism and the cyber attacks against sensitive sites 
of Euro-Atlantic security. The NATO Intelligence Warning System (NIWS) 
and the Situation Intelligence Centre (SITCEN) are among the most 
important instruments in the NATO Crisis Response System (NCRS), being 
connected with gathering, analysis and providing of sensitive specialised 
information about potential threats and risks. The Joint Intelligence and 
Security Division ( JISD) was established at the NATO Headquarters after 
the meeting of the NATO Council in July 2016 in Warsaw.

As early as in 1998, NATO’s Euro-Atlantic Disaster Response 
Coordination Centre (EADRCC) was created within the Euro-Atlantic 

15 For more setails see: БАЕВ, Й. „НАТО, глобалната пандемия и Балканите“. – 
Геополитика, 2020, № 5, 59–68.

16 “Coronavirus, invisible threats, and preparing for resilience.” – NATO Review, 20 
May 2020.
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Partnership Council with the aim of providing response to disasters, 
which is the principal mechanism for civilian response to emergencies. The 
Alliance’s units for logistic support played a complementary role, notably: 
the NATO Support and Procurement Agency (NSPA), the Strategic Airlift 
International Solution (SALIC), the Strategic Airlift Capacity (SAC), 
the Movement Coordination Centre Europe (MCCE) and the Rapid Air 
Mobility (RAM). In the past several years prior to the identifying of the 
new coronavirus COVID-19, the EADRCC organised a series of digital 
trainings and seminars in some Balkan countries to test and train in the use 
of NATO’s new instruments for civil-military cooperation and coordination 
of the joint efforts for coping with non-military crises. Such training for 
response to a heath disaster was held in July 2016 in Tărgu Mureş, Romania, 
and the Bosnia and Herzegovina–2017 exercise in the Tuzla Canton trained 
interaction between medical and specialised teams for chemical, biological, 
radiological and nuclear (CBRN) protection.17

The Next Generation Incident Command System (NICS) was 
introduced and exploited in the past several years as a relatively new 
mechanism of NATO to study civilian emergencies and “humanitarian 
crises” in most general terms. It was developed jointly with the US Homeland 
Security Department and NATO’s Science for Peace and Security (SPS) 
Programme. The first tests of that new system for sharing and analysis of 
sensitive information were organised in 2017–2019 in four states in the 
Western Balkans (Bosnia and Herzegovina, North Macedonia, Croatia and 
Montenegro). Literally on the next day after North Macedonia became full 
member of NATO on 27 March 2020, the NICS software platform was 
made available to the Crisis Management Centre in Skopje in connection 
with the national efforts of the government of North Macedonia to combat 
COVID-19.

The problems of the fight against the global pandemic crisis were on 
the agenda of the first virtual meeting in the history of the Alliance of 
the NATO Military Committee on 14 May 2020, in which the Heads of 
Defence of all 30 Member States, including North Macedonia, participated. 
A summarised informative report on the multinational efforts in the fight 
against the coronavirus in Europe was delivered by General Graziani, 
President of the EU Military Committee, followed by discussion of 
measures aimed at raising the interaction and coordination between the two 
international organisations. A subsequent meeting of the NATO Ministers 

17  A conference of experts was organised in January 2018 in Sofia, after the exercise in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, with the aim of drawing the necessary lessons.

Jordan Baev NATO at 70



Contemporary Balkans: The Challenges of the 21st Century

224

of Defence on 17–18 June 2020 endorsed an operational plan for continuing 
the fight against COVID-19 and preparations of allied support to civilian 
efforts during a probable new wave of the pandemic, including for creating a 
new reserve of medical equipment and protective kits.18

The government of Montenegro was the first government of a Balkan 
state to submit an official request to the EADRCC on 26 March 2020 
for emergency aid to cope with the new pandemic crisis. Requests for 
logistic support were sent to the Disaster Response Coordination Centre 
by Albania on 27 March, North Macedonia on 31 March and Bosnia and 
Herzegovina on 2 April. In the beginning of April, the NATO Disaster 
Response Coordination Centre started publishing periodic “Situation 
Reports” containing the concrete measures on multinational and 
bilateral principles, aimed at assisting the NATO members and partner 
countries with the necessary medical and other material supplies and 
financial donations for combating the pandemic crisis.19 Dependences 
and influences of long-lasting contacts and links between neighbouring 
states are observed. For example, it became clear with respect to Central 
and Eastern Europe that Poland offered substantial assistance to Ukraine, 
Romania – to Moldova, Croatia – to Bosnia and Herzegovina and 
Montenegro, and Bulgaria and Greece – to North Macedonia. The United 
States provided significant support through the US European Command 
(EUCOM) to Montenegro, Kosovo and Bosnia and Herzegovina, with 
identical medical supplies being made available to the two components 
of Bosnia and Herzegovina in Sarajevo and Banja Luka. Concrete aid 
was provided to 14 regional centres in Kosovo through KFOR. North 
Macedonia can be cited as an example of timely recipient of the requested 
aid from the EADRCC. During the first half of April it received 200,000 
medical masks from Slovenia, 100,000 masks and 5,000 protective suits 
from Hungary, a field hospital donated by Norway, medical and food 
supplies for USD 1.1 million from the USA, protective clothing and 
tests from Turkey, etc.20 Turkey also sent timely aid to some countries 
with Muslim population in the Western Balkans (Albania, Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, Kosovo and North Macedonia), as well as to countries in 
Central Asia. On its part, Albania was one of the first European states to 

18 “NATO Defense Ministers Look to Counter Russia and COVID-19,” – Department 
of Defense News, Washington DC, 18 June 2020. 

19 “NATO EADRCC.” – Situation Report, No. 1, 1 April 2020 – No. 19, 2 July 2020. 
20 NATO Fact Sheet, “NATO’s Response to the COVID-19 Pandemic,” 14 April 2020. 
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send its medical team of 30 medics to Italy that was strongly affected by 
the pandemic crisis.

The summarised information of the NATO Coordination Centre cites 
strictly the different forms of aid to the four cited Balkan states for the 
period between the end of March and the end of June.21 A special study 
conducted by experts from the NATO College in Rome has reached the 
generalising conclusion that the global COVID-19 pandemic is the most 
destabilising event for its scope since World War II.22 In the introductory 
part of the collective study it is indicated that the corona virus victims in 
Europe and North America in March and April 2020 were almost 70 times 
more than the victims of terrorist attacks in 2001–2018. At the same time, 
the publication reminds that for 35 years the AIDS virus had nearly 32 
million victims worldwide, but nevertheless humankind has overcome the 
initial anxiety psychosis from the mid-1980s and has learned to live with 
that disease.23 When NATO’s role in the common fight against the global 
pandemic is assessed, predominantly the logistic functions of the Alliance 
are highlighted. In this context, the question arises of the extent to which 
the North Atlantic Alliance has succeeded in attaining the necessary 
results, since already back in 2002 (soon after the terrorist attacks on 11 
September 2001) it was faced with the urgent necessity of developing 
capabilities to combat the proliferation of weapons of mass destruction, 
which comprised also the fight against bioterrorism with potential use 
of biological weapons. In implementation of these tasks, the concept of 
response to similar crises was formulated in three successive phases: (1) 
Reveal (risk assessment), (2). Respond (immediate response to a biological 
attack), (3) Recover (overcoming the consequences of such an attack).24

In his address to the meeting of the NATO Military Committee on 
14 May 2020, NATO Secretary General Jens Stoltenberg appealed for 
additional efforts and preparations for the long-term effects of COVID-19 
so as to prevent the transformation of the “health crisis” into “security crisis.” 

21 “NATO EADRCC. Overview of Outstanding Requests for International Assistance,” 
23 June 2020.

22 TARDY, Thierry (Ed.). Covid-19: NATO in the Age of Pandemics, NDC Research 
Paper, Rome, No. 9, May 2020, p. 15.

23 According to WHO statistics, the peak of deaths caused by AIDS was in 2003 with 
approximately 1.4 million dead. The data for 2018 are approximately 770,000 deaths, 
with a total of more than 74 million infected with AIDS – UNAIDS Global HIV & 
AIDS Statistics, 2019 Fact Sheet.

24 TARDY, Thierry (Ed.). Covid-19: NATO in the Age of Pandemics, 51–59.
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A number of comments by representatives of the North Atlantic Alliance 
also indicate the danger of the pandemic crisis provoking social unrest that 
could trigger open conflicts at national and cross-border levels.

At the height of the pandemic in Europe and North America, NATO 
Secretary General Jens Stoltenberg delivered a programme speech on 
8 June 2020 on the elaboration of a new long-term strategic vision 
NATO–2030. He appealed for strengthening the role of the Alliance in 
an increasingly insecure world by building modern defense capabilities, 
strengthening the political unity and broader global approach in a period 
of intensifying international rivalry. In implementation of the task 
formulated, the parameters were to be discussed over the subsequent two 
years within the framework of the so-called Reflection Process, to adopt 
the next strategic concept of NATO and to organise in the last months a 
number of international expert discussions, similar to the practice during 
the preparations for the Lisbon Strategic Concept of 2010. They basically 
reassess the global and regional security environment, and the core tasks 
of the Alliance in the new situation.25 Special attention is devoted to the 
preventive strategies with respect to the crisis regions along the periphery of 
the Alliance, and effective deterrence and counteraction against the possible 
threats to the security of the Member States.26 Special attention is also devoted 
to the current situation in the Black Sea region and the Balkans in an expert 
report presenting more than 100 “global and regional recommendations.” 
The authors emphasise specifically that the Balkans “remain the only region 
in Europe with unfinished business.” At the same time, it is reiterated again 
that the Balkans today have a growing geostrategic importance owing to 
important communicative and resource conflict areas.27

25 For example: DAVIS, I. “NATO’s Reflection Process (NATO 2030): will it address 
the twin elephants in the room (American exceptionalism and militarism)?” – NATO 
Watch, Briefing Paper No. 77, 16 June 2020; BINNENDIJK, H. and T. KOSTER. 
“NATO needs a new core task,” – Defence News, 12 July 2020. 

26 On 22 September 2020, with the cooperation of the German Marshall Fund and the 
Konrad Adenauer Stiftung, a regional webinar was organised by the Sofia Security 
Forum and the Centre for Conflict Prevention and Early Warning in Bucharest with 
the participation of experts from more than ten Member States on: NATO Reflection 
Process: Strengthening NATO’s Eastern Flank, with emphasis on the Western Balkans 
and the Black Sea region. 

27 COFFEY, L., D. KOCHIS. “NATO in the 21st Century: Preparing the Alliance for 
the Challenges of Today and Tomorrow,” The Heritage Foundation, Washington DC, 
Special Report No. 235, 10 August 2020, 55–59.
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Abstract: NATO’s Strategic Concept of November 2010 formulates the fundamental 
goal of the Alliance as ensuring the common defence and security of all its Member 
States through effective fulfilling of three essential core tasks: collective defence, crisis 
management and cooperative security.In September 2014 the North Atlantic Council 
adopted a new Readiness Action Plan (RAP) in view of the deteriorated international 
security environment. After 2014, the main components of military transformation 
developed, adopting the concept “deterrence by reinforcement” included in the new 
military strategy endorsed by the NATO Military Committee in May 2019. The 
most important changes after the adoption of the new course of “military adaptation” 
consist in the transition from “reactive” to “proactive” approach and introducing a 
broader long-term agenda with a dynamic “360-degree approach.”

In a regional perspective, NATO’s strategic forecast analyses invariably evaluate 
and predict the potential risks to regional security, coming from the “periphery” of 
the Old Continent. In a more distant plan, the security environment in Europe will 
continue to be affected by the demographic pressure from “unstable peripheries,” the 
crisis of representative democracy and the poor governance in some countries from 
Eastern and Southern Europe.

At the height of the pandemic in Europe and North America, NATO Secretary 
General Jens Stoltenberg delivered a programme speech on 8 June 2020 on the 
elaboration of a new long-term strategic vision NATO–2030. He appealed for 
strengthening the role of the Alliance in an increasingly insecure world by building 
modern defence capabilities, strengthening the political unity and broader global 
approach in a period of intensifying international rivalry. In implementation of the 
task formulated, the parameters were to be discussed over the subsequent two years 
within the framework of the so-called Reflection Process in order to adopt the next 
strategic concept of NATO.
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“The Balkan Peninsula as a zone of ongoing conflict of global centres of 
power proved to be a point of intersection not only in Europe, but in Eurasia 
as a whole. Being part of the arc of instability from Asia Minor, the Middle 
East, the Caucasus and Central Asia all the way to the present-day borders 
of Russia, the Balkans provide both opportunities and risks for attaining 
our1 national interests … If Russia had abandoned almost voluntarily the 
Balkan destination at the end of the 20th century, now is the time to change 
the situation.” 2

Elena Ponomareva, 2018 

The intricate security architecture in Europe – and more specifically in the 
Balkans – after the end of the Cold War has been significantly influenced 
by the Russian Federation, a great power with long-standing interests in the 
region. A number of factors determine Russia’s place in the contemporary 
international system, notably: first, its specific place in the international legal 
system as legal successor of one of the two superpowers during the Cold War 
– the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR), and second, its status as 
permanent member of the UN Security Council. By taking these factors into 
consideration, it is possible to study Moscow’s efforts over the past 20 years 
to shape the complex political milieu of the Balkans, including the countries 
that belonged to the Eastern Bloc during the Cold War and those that were 
part of the Western Bloc.3 

1  i.e., “Russian” – author’s note, N.B.
2 ПОНОМАРЕВА, Е. Балканский рубеж России. Время собирать камни. Москва: 

(Книжный мир, 2018), с. 4. 
3  On the relations between the USSR and the states from Eastern Europe in the con-

text of the disintegration of the Eastern Bloc, see more details in KRAMER, M., 
& SMETANA, V. Imposing, Maintaining, and Tearing Open the Iron Curtain: The 
Cold War and East-Central Europe, 1945–1989 [Harvard Cold War Studies Book 
Series] (Lanham, Maryland: Lexington Books, 2014), 279–436. 
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With the enlargement of the European Union (EU) and the North 
Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) in the Balkans the security 
environment was considerably changed at the end of the second decade of the 
21st century. Some states are full EU and NATO members (Greece, Bulgaria, 
Croatia and Romania) or at least of one of these organisations (Turkey, 
Albania, Montenegro and North Macedonia), while the other states are 
facing concrete requirements that need to be met with a view to accession. 
Under these new conditions, the Russian Federation needs to reformulate its 
policy vis-à-vis the Balkans. This is imperative so as to preserve its traditional 
place as leading actor in international politics in that part of the world. 

The relations between Russia and the Balkan states during the past 
three decades after the disintegration of the bipolar system of international 
relations are characterised by exceptional dynamism, multi-layer nature and 
diversity.4 The relations between Moscow and Ankara evoke special interest 
in the context of the Russian strategy vis-à-vis the region. After 1991, the 
Russian Federation and the Republic of Turkey are the two powerful regional 
forces that use their historically created and strong influence in the Balkans. 
The two governments have identified foreign policy goals that will have to 
defend their geostrategic, political, economic and cultural interests in the 
Balkans under the specific conditions of the contemporary international 
system. There is a lot of common ground in the two capital cities, allowing 
them to maintain lasting cooperation in various spheres, while at the same 
time the good relations are often disrupted due to profound differences 
of opinion and opposite interests on other issues. For example, Moscow 
encountered Ankara’s rivalry in its aspirations to preserve its influence in 
the Caucasus and in Central Asia. The preservation and intensification of 
Russia’s influence in the republics with Turkic-speaking populations is a key 
characteristic of Russian strategy in those regions. It should be noted that 
this confrontation was inherent to the relations between the two regional 
powers also in the first years after the disintegration of the USSR. In this 
sense, it is a permanent characteristic of the relations between the two states 
in the region under consideration. 

4 For more details on the processes in Bosnia and Herzegovina in the 21st century, 
see КОСТОВ,  Ал. „„Европейско“ ли е бъдещето на Босна и Херцеговина?“ – 
In: КОСТОВ, Ал. (Съст.) Новите предизвикателства пред Балканите (София 
Парадигма, 2019), 95–119; for more details on the specificities in the development 
of the Republic of North Macedonia, see СТАМОВА, М. „Република (Северна) 
Македония: трънливият път към евроатлантическата интеграция“. – In: 
КОСТОВ, Ал. (Съст.) Новите предизвикателства пред Балканите (София: 
Парадигма, 2019), 197–222.  
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Russia’s foreign policy activity in the Balkans is characterised by strong 
geopolitical rivalry with Turkey. Despite this rivalry, the two countries 
have also been willing to seek political dialogue and cooperation, as well as 
economic and cultural contacts. The foreign policy priorities of the Russian 
Federation in the Balkans and in other parts of the world traditionally found 
expression and justification in a number of political documents adopted 
at the time of the administration of President Boris Yeltsin, of President 
Dmitry Medvedev and of President Vladimir Putin. Thus, for example, 
a careful analysis of Russia’s foreign policy doctrines shows that special 
attention is always devoted to relations with Turkey, however without 
attributing to them the position of a factor of prime importance. Explanation 
of this factor can be sought in the internal political processes. The disputes 
between the pro-Asian and pro-Western groups in Russia subsided after the 
adoption of the military doctrine of the Russian Federation in 1993,5 and 
the predominant view became that the states from the Commonwealth of 
Independent States (CIS) take a priority position in the Russian foreign 
policy strategy. In all fundamental documents they are referred to as the 
“cornerstone” and priority orientation of its foreign policy. Nevertheless, 
Moscow never abandoned its links with Turkey. The Russian government 
wants a multipolar world, building on its positions both in the Balkans and 
in Asia. Russia’s relationship with Turkey is intended, above all, to fortify the 
security of Russia’s state borders. 

An important trend in this respect can be perceived in the intensification 
of the economic contacts that transformed Russia into the second biggest 
trade partner of Turkey, after Germany, in the second half of the 1990s. 
Parallel with the economic contacts (e.g., the construction of gas pipelines), 
efforts are made to improve the political dialogue and cooperation in the 
military and strategic sphere, as well as diplomatic initiatives aimed at 
attaining peace in the Transcaucasian region and Central Asia with peaceful 
means, etc.6 At the same time, there are debatable issues on which it is difficult 
to attain compromise. This is particularly characteristic of the differences in 
the approaches on a number of regional issues. Incidents like the shooting 
down by the Turkish air force of a Russian Su-24 fighter jet deployed in Syria 

5 For more details on the military doctrine of the Russian Federation and Moscow’s 
foreign policy priorities in the 1990s, see БОЯДЖИЕВА, Н. Русия, НАТО и 
средата на сигурност след Студената война 1989-1999. Част I. Първо (ИК 
„Даниела Убенова“, 2013), 103–215.  

6  TUNCER, I. “The security policies of the Russian Federation: the ‘Near Abroad’ 
and Turkey.”  – Turkish Studies, Vol. 1, No. 2 (Autumn 2000), p. 109. 
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on 24 November 2015 had negative consequences and resulted in de facto 
freezing of the bilateral contacts. Moscow retaliated with measures aimed 
at protecting its citizens and securing their safety; the visa-free regime for 
Turkish nationals was terminated; the import of certain types of Turkish 
agricultural produce was banned and charter flights were prohibited, 
etc. A number of special restrictive measures connected with the bilateral 
cooperation in the trade and economic sphere were imposed. Military and 
political contacts were discontinued.7 The normalisation of the bilateral 
contacts requires time, especially in connection with the energy policy of 
Russia and Turkey. Partial progress was achieved during the administration 
of President Vladimir Putin. It should be pointed out that with the exception 
of the tense months in the relations between the two states after the shooting 
down of the Russian plane along the Syrian border, President Putin and 
President Erdoğan were sharply criticised in the media of the Western states, 
with reproaches for the authoritarian style of governance. In this sense, some 
Western observers believe that they were aimed at creating and strengthening 
links between them so as to react against the pressure and the accusations 
of the Western governments for their policies in the sphere of guaranteeing 
human rights. For example, a sign of improving relations is the fact that 
Turkey bought weapons from Russia, including the extremely modern and 
sophisticated air defence system S-400.

Creating good contacts with Turkey in the political, cultural and above 
all in the economic sphere made it possible for Russia to attain definite 
successes and to consolidate its influence not only in the Balkans, but also in 
the Middle East and in the Near East. That strategy of Russia is active, and it 
cannot be otherwise, because Turkey is an important factor in the Balkans: 
it possesses the biggest army in the Balkans and is a NATO ally in a region 
in which Russia has fought for and gained prestige, having always had lasting 
interests from a historical perspective.8 

The relations with Bulgaria and Romania are an important aspect in 
Russian politics. The policy of non-involvement with respect to the states 
in Central and Eastern Europe, including with respect to the states in the 

7 „Обзор МИД России: Внешнеполитическая и дипломатическая деятельность 
Российской Федерации в 2015 году “. 26.04.2016 –  http://www.mid.ru/
web/guest/foreign_policy/news/-/asset_publisher/cKNonkJE02Bw/content/
id/2255624 (23.08.2020. (21.06.2021).

8 See more in BOYADJIEVA, N.  “Russian security strategy in the Balkans.” – In: 
KANET, R. (Ed.). Routledge Handbook of Russian Securit (London: Routledge. 1st 
Edition, Routledge, 2019),  366–376, 372–373. 
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Balkans that had belonged to the Eastern Bloc, which was imposed at the 
time of Mikhail Gorbachev and the perestroika in the USSR, continued 
under President Boris Yeltsin. After the dissolution of the Warsaw Treaty 
Organisation (the Warsaw Pact) in June 1991 and the collapse of the USSR 
at the end of 1991, the two Balkan states – Bulgaria and Romania – declared 
their new foreign policy priorities. Their governments proposed and took 
steps towards integration with the Euro-Atlantic security structures as an 
attempt at emerging from the “security vacuum.”9 The challenges before the 
Bulgarian government are connected with the search for a “powerful protector 
who would guarantee security on its territory and the country’s prosperity.”10 
At the same time, NATO – which remains the only powerful regional 
military-political organisation – must respond to the numerous initiatives 
for accession coming from new states by “rewarding” the specific expectations 
of individual cases and on 29 March 2004 Bulgaria and Romania joined 
the Alliance.11 Even before their formal accession to the Alliance, the 
governments of Bulgaria and Romania repeatedly demonstrated support 
for the USA and for NATO, notably with participation in the operation 
in Afghanistan, as well as with support for the war against Serbia in 1999. 
The two states pursued such a policy in January 1991 as well, when the 
Warsaw Pact still existed formally. Sofia and Bucharest sent troops to fight 
side by side with the US forces to chase the Iraqi aggressor away from the 
territory of Kuwait. The two states served under US command then. And 
if Moscow did not oppose the deployment of US troops around and in 
Afghanistan, the reaction to the crisis in Kosovo in 1999 left Russia and 
the two Balkan states at opposite positions. During the war against Iraq in 
2003 the governments of Bulgaria and Romania were placed in a difficult 
situation. The USA insisted and received support from both governments, 
and that support was political as well as logistic, including with the sending 
of troops. 

9 GEORGIEV, H., A. GOTCHEV, G. GENOV, V. RATCHEV, “Alternative se-
curity models of Republic of Bulgaria and the change in the concept for defence 
sufficiency 1996–1998.” – NATO Democratic Institutions Fellowships Programme 
1996–1998, Sofia, 1998. – https://www.nato.int/acad/fellow/96-98/georgiev.
pdf (10.09.2020), 11. 

10  Ibid., op.cit., 7. 
11 LINDEN, R. “Balkan Geometry: Turkish Accession and the International Relations 

of Southeast Europe, Orbi.” Published by Elsevier Limited on behalf of Foreign Pol-
icy Research Institute, Spring 2007, 331–348.  https://www.polisci.pitt.edu/sites/
default/files/Linden.2007.BalkanGeometry.pdf (23.08.2020) (21.06.2021).
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The firm support of Bulgaria and Romania for the US course, even 
with the open opposition of France and Germany and their refusal to take 
part in the operation against Iraq, provoked Russia’s obvious disapproval 
that was clearly expressed by Russian President Vladimir Putin during his 
visit to Bulgaria in 2003 in connection with the 125th anniversary of the 
Liberation of Bulgaria from Ottoman domination. In the course of that 
visit, in addition to Moscow’s clear position on the crisis in Iraq, disapproval 
of Bulgarian support for the USA in Iraq was expressed.12 With respect to 
Bulgaria Russia declared that it would “rely not on political but on economic 
cooperation, which in its perceptions meant energy influence.” Some authors 
viewed that visit as the end of the period of Bulgarian-Russian relations from 
the time of Russian Ambassador Avdeev and as a sign of the establishing 
of “new relations of trust within possible limits.”13 At the same time, public 
opinion in Bulgaria and Romania accepted differently the official line of the 
governments. For example, the circles with pro-Russian orientation openly 
disagreed with the official policy of Sofia and organised demonstrations. 

The complexity of relations between Bulgaria and Russia has different 
dimensions. Faced with the difficulty to guarantee the country’s security, 
the Bulgarian governments pursued the only possible and priority line of 
integration with and full membership in the Euro-Atlantic structures as the 
only option for Bulgaria in the new security architecture in Europe. At the 
same time, they sought appropriate opportunities so as to be able to guarantee 
the country’s energy security as well. These efforts were also indicated by some 
authors already back in 2002, assessing Sofia’s possible actions: “Bulgaria’s 
pain is clear: it cannot afford to have politically obscure relations with Russia 
on which it continues to be in economic dependence […] On the other hand, 
its political re-orientation is a fact that must be recognised by Russia. It is a 
fact that no Bulgarian government has succeeded so far in coping with the 
difficult task: to find the political formula of relations with Russia.”14 

In its policy vis-à-vis Bulgaria Russia came in conflict with the interests 
of the USA, NATO and the European partners.15 Western observers note 
that the historically created friendly relations between the two Slavic nations, 

12 ПИРГОВА, М. Националният интерес в българската политика (София: 
Парадигма, 2009),  с. 188. 

13 Ibid., с. 189. 
14 ПИРГОВА, М., Op. cit., с. 184. 
15 БАНЧЕВ, Б. „Завръщането на големите сили на Балканите”. – Геополитика, 

1/2020. https://geopolitica.eu/2020/181-broy-1-2020/3126-zavrashtaneto-na-go-
lemite-sili-na-balkanite (15.09.2020) (21.06.2021). 
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the common Slavic script and the strong Russian cultural influence could 
transform Bulgaria into Russia’s “Trojan horse” in the EU. Bulgarian Prime 
Minister Sergei Stanishev rejected that view and appealed for differentiation 
between the trade relations with Russia and the Euro-Atlantic orientation of 
Sofia.16 

Russia responded with disapproval to the repeatedly demonstrated 
loyalty of Sofia and Bucharest to NATO, connected with demonstrative 
steps as a sign of approval and agreement with the policy of Brussels even 
prior to their official accession to the Alliance. Moscow judges that the 
political acts of the two Balkan states are in conflict with its policy and to 
the detriment of the Russian influence in the region. The position of Sofia 
vis-à-vis Russia is no surprise according to the Russian ruling circles and the 
Russian media. In the public statements of representatives of all Russian 
administrations after 1991 – of the presidents B. Yeltsin and D. Medvedev, 
as well as during the four terms in office of President V. Putin17 – they do not 
hide their disappointment with the actions of Sofia.

It will be inaccurate to claim that the policy of Moscow towards Sofia 
would consist in total withdrawal. It would be closer to the truth to believe 
that the spheres of strategic interest would be shifted to the sphere of energy 
supplies that make Bulgaria dependent on the Russian gas and hence in the 
difficult position of having to manoeuvre between the interests of the USA 
and of the EU with respect to the diversification of the energy sources. 
It is a fact that both Balkan states depend on the gas supplies and in this 
respect they compete with each other for providing alternative routes for 
the supplies of Russian fuel or gas. The government in Sofia has the difficult 
task of choosing under US pressure the pathways for diversification of the 
energy sources. The high degree of Bulgaria’s dependence on Russia in 
terms of energy supplies cannot be overcome even by building new nuclear 
power units purchased from Russia, because that does not solve the key 
issue of securing the country’s energy needs. This circumstance, together 
with those that are beyond the potential of a weak economy like that in 
Bulgaria, make the country, which is both EU and NATO member, heavily 
dependent on Russia. This is a problem to which no lasting and secure 
solution has been found so far, and it is among the key tasks before the 
Bulgarian governments.

16  STANISHEV, S. “Building cooperation: Bulgaria’s essential role in regional integra-
tion.” – Harvard International Review, Vol. 30, No. 4 (Winter 2009),  p. 84. 

17 The forth term in office of President Vladimir Putin started in March 2018 and will 
continue until 2024.  
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The Russian state leadership perceives Romania as part of the so-called 
“anti-Russian bloc” within the EU, which comprises Poland and the Baltic 
states. In the decade after 1991 Russian-Romanian relations were actually 
“frozen” while bilateral agreements were signed with the remaining East 
European states. The straining of relations was provoked by Romania’s 
demonstrated  anti-Russian policy, its support for the enlargement of NATO 
to the East, the support for the US position on the ambitions of the leaders 
of Ukraine and Georgia for acquiring the status of participants in the NATO 
Membership Action Plan, the support for Mikheil Saakashvili during the 
brief war  between Russia and Georgia in August 2008, etc. 

The issue of Moldova is among the main problems in bilateral relations 
between Russia and Romania and there the two states are trying to 
resolve their conflicting interests. Preventing the emergence of “Greater 
Romania” is among the main interests. Russia used geostrategic levers as 
well to defend its geostrategic interests in Moldova. Russia is the principal 
supplier of electrical energy, gas and coal, and the Russian market is 
extremely important for the export of agricultural produce from Moldova. 
Another important task for Russia is the defence of the rights of the ethnic 
Russians who do not accept the Romanian culture. After the first President 
of Romania Ion Iliescu made an attempt in 1991 to sign an agreement with 
the USSR, unsuccessful attempts were made for more than ten years to 
unite the positions around an acceptable text of a new fundamental treaty 
between the two states. That period of almost nonexistent relations ended 
on 3 July 2003 with the signing of a Treaty for Friendship and Cooperation 
between the two states.18 After pro-European politicians came to power in 
Moldova, Moscow lost positions and potential to influence the political 
environment of the state.

Another important problem in the relations was the readiness of 
Bucharest to offer its territory for US military bases, in spite of the promise 
made by President Emil Constantinescu19 that his country would never 
make Romanian territory available for foreign military bases. It is important 
to note that the contacts between the two states cannot be examined 
without taking into account the relations between Romania and NATO. It 
is assumed that the main reason for the Romanian side to give its consent 
for the signing of a basic treaty was prompted by the circumstance that six 

18  For more details, see БИТКОВА, Т. Внешнеполитические ориентиры Румынии. 
Аналитический обзор (Москва: РАН. ИНИОН, 2016), с. 25. 

19  Emil Constantinescu was President of Romania in the 1996–2000 period. 
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months earlier it was invited to join the North Atlantic Alliance, which 
required of the country to comply with certain standards, one of which 
is the condition to have no claims on disputed territories and to maintain 
friendly relations with the other states in the region. The Russian political 
circles and public opinion accept most generally that the Russophobe 
moods have their historical roots, which hampers the building of good 
Romanian-Russian relations.20 

The speculations presented above warrant the conclusion that the 
policies vis-à-vis Sofia and Bucharest are important nuances in Moscow’s 
general strategy towards the Balkans. Moreover, the fact that the two 
Balkan states are not only full members of the two most powerful 
international organisations in the region – the EU and NATO –  means 
that the issue transcends the borders of the bilateral relations and should 
be placed in the broader context of the complicated Russia–EU–NATO 
triangle. 

The relations with Serbia and Montenegro are an important trend of the 
Russian policy in the Balkans. In connection with the issue of the recognition 
of the declared independence of Kosovo, in the context of its protecting of 
Serbia, Moscow repeatedly declared its readiness to accept any decision of 
the Serbian leadership.21 That position was expressed numerous times in the 
official statements of the presidential administration and of the Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation. This is so because, according to the 
Russian President, Russia and Serbia are interested in keeping the situation 
in the Balkans “stable” and “safe.” More specifically, with respect to Kosovo 
Moscow supports the attaining of sustainable and mutually acceptable 
solutions on the Kosovo issue on the basis of Resolution 1244 of the UN 
Security Council.22 

Although Moscow is striving to intensify its economic relations with 
Serbia, its strategy is not exhausted with protection of economic and trade 
interests. It includes also military-strategic cooperation and providing of 
military assistance. Precisely the issue of the supply of modern weapons, 

20  БИТКОВА, Т. Op. cit., 30. 
21 For more details on the place of Kosovo in the Balkan security architec-

ture, see БОЯДЖИЕВА, Н. „Международното право, международната 
политика и бъдещето на Косово“. – In: МЕМЦОВ, С. Косово: проблемът за 
международноправния статус (Пловдив: Макрос, 2019), 12–18.

22 Совместная пресс-конференция с Президентом Сербии Александром 
Вучичем. 17 января 2019 года. Белград. –  http://kremlin.ru/events/president/
news/59693  (10.08.2020) (21.06.2021).
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including aircraft, armoured vehicles and air defence systems, constituted 
one of the main topics of discussion during the visit of Aleksandar Vučić 
to Moscow in the beginning of 2018, according to whom the military and 
technological cooperation between Moscow and Belgrade had reached an 
unprecedented high level. Already back in October 2017, Russia provided 
to Serbia six MiG-29 fighter jets in the form of gratuitous assistance, and 
according to the agreement signed Serbia is also to receive 30 T-72 tanks and 
the same number of BRDM-2 armoured military vehicles. These weapons 
were worth a total of roughly $600 million. In addition, negotiations 
are in progress for Syria to purchase C-300 anti-aircraft missile systems, 
helicopters and air defence equipment.23 Military supplies to Serbia – a 
very important element in Russian-Serbian relations – continue during the 
new term in office of President Vladimir Putin.

Russia opposes the independence of Kosovo and is supported in that 
policy by another permanent member of the UN Security Council – China, 
as well as by major regional leaders, e.g., Argentina, Brazil, Mexico, India, 
South Africa and Iran. The internal situation in Kosovo in recent years 
seems more stable, in spite of the frequent conflicts between the authorities 
in Pristina and the Serbian communities in the area, and some episodic 
moments of tension with Belgrade. In the meantime, Kosovo’s neighbours 
Albania and Montenegro joined NATO, and after reaching agreement with 
Greece on its name, the Republic of North Macedonia became the 30th full 
NATO member. 

The policy vis-à-vis the Western Balkans gives grounds to assume that 
Russia’s role in the region has diminished substantially in the past decades. 
One additional argument in support of this view is the withdrawal of Russia 
from the peace-keeping operations in the Balkans. In spite of being an active 
and important participant in the peacekeeping missions in the former 
Yugoslavia, it withdrew its peacekeeping forces from there after 2003.24 
Its role was limited to participation with observer status in the Collective 
Security Treaty Organization (CSTO), member of the Steering Board of 
the Peace Implementation Council (PIC) in Bosnia and Herzegovina,25 
the Organisation of the Black Sea Economic Cooperation (BSEC) and the 
Organisation for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE), it may be 

23  Ibidem. 
24 BOYADJIEVA. N. “NATO on the Balkans: Patterns of Peacekeeping in the Post-

Cold War Era (the Cases of Bosnia-Herzegovina and Kosovo).” 2003, NATO/
EAPC – www.nato.int/acad/fellow/01-03/boyadjieva.pdf (30.08.2020).

25  BECHEV, D. Op.cit., 3. 
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assumed that Russia cannot make long-term commitments related to the 
security in the region. As was pointed out, the priority trends in its security 
policy are the states from the so-called “near abroad” and the respective 
organisations created on the initiative and with the help of Russia with the 
aim of strengthening good-neighbourly relations, peace and cooperation 
in the territory of the former Soviet republics. In this sense, it may be 
concluded that in spite of the sporadic initiatives for cooperation in the 
security sphere, Russia was not as active in the Balkans in the past decades, 
especially compared to the initiatives and practical steps of NATO, the EU 
and the USA. 

The strategy of rapprochement with Serbia placed Russia in the position 
of “competing” with another important actor in the Balkans: the EU. The 
interest of Brussels in the Western Balkans was particularly noteworthy 
during the Bulgarian Presidency of the Council of the European Union 
in 2018, and that strategy continued during the Romanian Presidency as 
well. In view of the fact that Serbia is perceived (with few exceptions) as 
Russia’s closest partner in the Balkans, it is not unexpected that the EU is 
“concerned” about its “return” to the Balkans. That apprehension has been 
repeatedly expressed by Western statesmen and politicians. Some experts 
even believe that Russia attracts the Pan-Slavic moods in Serbia, where 
the majority of the population supports close contacts, including military 
cooperation with it. Parallel with the optimistic predictions on the EU 
accession of the states in the Western Balkans, it is necessary to indicate 
also the scepticism in a number of governments about the impossibility of 
their integration in the organisation in the near future. Such forecasts are 
also supported by the fact that the memory of the crisis in the Eurozone 
has not faded yet and the last thing that the rich EU Member States would 
wish is for a group of economically weak and politically disunited states to 
join the EU and to benefit from its resources. Serbia’s good economic links 
and its aspiration to become a full-fledged partner of the EU are forcing the 
Serbian leaders to manoeuvre between Moscow and Brussels. The Serbian 
government made numerous statements against the sanctions imposed on 
Russia. The “rivalry” between Russia and the EU in the Balkans, and more 
specifically in Serbia, is also complemented by the fact that the Kremlin is 
trying to preserve its influence, and it opposed the enlargement of NATO, 
but failed. For a long time the government in Belgrade claimed that it would 
not apply to join NATO and would adhere to military neutrality. With 
respect to Serbia’s relations with the EU, Moscow declares its readiness 
to support the position of the Serbian state leadership. At the same time, 
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it intensified its contacts in the economic and investment spheres, thus 
attributing a “special” place to Serbia in its Balkan policy.26 

Irrespective of the differences in the opinions of specialists and public 
circles, it is indisputable that Russia’s interests in the Balkans are in conflict 
with the interests of NATO. In this sense, the Balkan states, especially those 
in the Western Balkans, which are outside the Euro-Atlantic structures, 
Serbia included, are in a very delicate situation for choosing a position 
that satisfies all non-Balkan factors whose interests clash openly, or lack of 
understanding on concrete issues (NATO, EU and Russia) because they all 
have their interests in the Balkans and are trying to impose them. 

Russia’s policy did not differ from the policy of the EU Member States, 
the EU and China with respect to Montenegro’s aspirations for independence 
in the beginning of the new millennium. It declared its readiness to recognise 
Montenegro, thus all states that are permanent members of the UN Security 
Council supported the declared independence on 3 June 2006, and on 28 
June Montenegro became the 192nd member of the UN General Assembly.27 
At the same time, the Kremlin assumed that the recognising of Montenegro 
could have negative consequences, because that could serve as an example 
encouraging new referenda in South Ossetia and the Transnistrian region, 
the Transnistrian Moldovan Republic and Abkhazia. 

The internal political struggles in Podgorica had a negative effect on the 
relations between Russia and Montenegro. Moreover, after the declaration of 
independence, membership in the Euro-Atlantic structures became a foreign 
policy priority of Podgorica. The Montenegrin government’s support of EU 
sanctions against Russia in 2014 had an adverse effect on bilateral relations. 
The Russian government undertook reciprocal steps in August 2015.28 
With the country’s accession as full member of NATO in June 2017, the 
relations between Russia and Montenegro entered a new stage. They need 
to be viewed in the context of the relations between Russia, on the one side, 
and the USA and NATO – on the other. Russia had a particularly sharp 

26 Interview of President Vladimir Putin on 16 January 2019 – Интервью сербским 
изданиям “Политика” и “Вечерние новости” –  http://kremlin.ru/events/presi-
dent/news/59680   (29.09. 2020). 

27  FAWN, R. “The Kosovo – and Montenegro – Effect.” – International Affairs (Royal 
Institute of International Affairs 1944–), Vol. 84, No. 2, 2008, 269–294, 276.

28 Комментарий Департамента информации и печати МИД России относительно 
завершения процедуры присоединения Черногории к НАТО. 5.06.17. 
http://www.mid.ru/foreign_policy/news/-/asset_publisher/cKNonkJE02Bw/
content/id/2775720. /10.08.2020/. 
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reaction to the invitation extended to Montenegro for NATO membership, 
expressed in a number of official comments and press releases of the 
Russian government, as well as to the ratification act of the protocol for 
the accession of Montenegro to NATO, endorsed earlier by the US Senate 
and signed by US President Donald Trump on 11 April 2017.29 In this way, 
paradoxically, the intensification of Russia’s activity in the Balkans, especially 
with respect to the countries’ EU and NATO membership, could prove to 
be counterproductive by making Russia seem “second-rate” by comparison, 
according to some experts.30 Following this line of reasoning, problems may 
emerge for Moscow in its bilateral relations with these countries, as in the 
case with, e.g., Montenegro and the accession of that country as full member 
of NATO. 

The security in the Black Sea region is among the important trends in the 
Russian foreign policy strategy. Its significance is examined in the context 
of the regional priorities of the foreign policy of the Russian Federation. 
Kremlin’s approaches to cooperation with the partners from the Black Sea 
region are traditionally formed taking into account the compliance with the 
goals and principles in the Statutes of the BSEC.31 In that region Moscow 
undoubtedly needs to take into consideration the role of Bulgaria and 
Romania as Black Sea states; it does not approve the US policy of ousting 
the Russian navy from the Black Sea. From a historical perspective, Russia’s 
strategy concerning the Black Sea has been traditionally associated with its 
confrontation with the Ottoman Empire there in the past, and at present – 
with the cooperation and/or confrontation with Turkey. In spite of being a 
member of NATO, today Turkey is trying to demonstrate its understanding 
of Black Sea security, launching initiatives aimed at “cementing” the 
importance of Turkey as leading factor in the region. In view of the above 
considerations, it may be summarised that Russia’s policy vis-à-vis Bulgaria 

29 „Комментарий Департамента информации и печати МИД России в связи 
с подписанием Д. Трампом акта о ратификации протокола о вступлении 
Черногории в НАТО“. 13.04.17. – http://www.mid.ru/foreign_policy/news/- /
asset_publisher/cKNonkJE02Bw/content/id/2725761 (10.08.2020). 

30 For more details see KYUCHUKOV, L. “The Western Balkans in the EU: Will the 
When Be Reduced to an If ?” – In: The Western Balkans at a Crossroads (NATO De-
fense College Foundation, Rome 2018), 36. – www.natofoundation.org › NDCF-
2018-bakan-web (30.09.2020). 

31 „Концепция внешней политики Российской Федерации“ (утверждена 
Президентом Российской Федерации В.В.Путиным 30 ноября 2016 г.). Ч.IV, 
ст. 60. – https://www.mid.ru/foreign_policy/official_documents/-/asset_publish-
er/CptICkB6BZ29/content/id/2542248 (30.09.2020). 
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and Romania should be viewed also in connection with Turkey’s policy vis-
à-vis the Black Sea region and the Balkans, on the one hand, and on the other 
– in the context of the bilateral relations between Russia and Turkey. In the 
late 20th and early 21st century, both regional powers strategically directed 
investments into projects of national importance in the Balkans, thus aiming 
at intensification of their economic – and hence also political – influence 
in the Balkan states. Problems were added that had emerged as a result of 
the war in Ukraine, the “frozen conflicts,” the Russian blocking of Ukrainian 
ports by sea, etc., and contributed to the exacerbation of the problems in the 
Black Sea region and in the wider Black Sea region.32

The analysis of Russian policy in the Balkans leads to the conclusion 
that the Balkans tended to be in the periphery of Russian politics in the first 
almost fifteen years after the disintegration of the USSR. This is so for several 
reasons. On the one hand, as was repeatedly stressed above, the Balkans are 
not among Russia’s “priority” interests; on the other hand, Russia is trying to 
defend its interests in many respects, but its resources are not sufficient, its 
economic and military power, as well as its political influence are not strong 
so as to allow it to respond quickly to the complex and diverse processes in 
the international system as a whole, and more specifically – in the Balkans. 
Russia has priority tasks in its foreign strategy, and the Balkan dimension is 
not necessarily among them: on the CIS territory, and more specifically the 
ethnic conflicts that flared in South Ossetia, Eastern Moldova, Tajikistan, 
etc. They are in the focus of Russia’s attention to a much higher extent than 
the Balkans and are hence indicated as such specifically in all programme 
documents on Russia’s foreign policy priorities. Precisely for the resolving of 
these issues Russia is trying to receive political and material support from the 
UN and the OSCE for conducting peacekeeping operations in those regions. 

More critical analysts cite examples in which Russia has “failed” to 
preserve its influence in the Balkans, most notably its failure to stop the 
enlargement of NATO in recent years to encompass close partners of 
Moscow, e.g., Montenegro. Despite providing moral support, including 
grant aid, Russia is losing its positions in Belgrade, and its relations with the 
Republic of North Macedonia and with the Republic of Albania are largely 
non-existent. As regards the policy vis-à-vis Bosnia and Herzegovina, the 
relations are apparently reduced only to contacts with the Republika Srpska, 
while relations between Russia and Croatia are likewise not very active. An 

32  AMBROSIO,  Th. “Instrumentalising the Frozen Conflicts of the Greater Black Sea 
Region.” – In: KANET, R. (Ed.) Routledge Handbook of Russian Security (London: 
Routledge. 1st Edition, Routledge, 2019), 355–365. 
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explanation of the ambivalent evaluation of Russia’s role in the Balkans in 
the past decades can be sought in different directions.  Bulgarian expert 
Lyubomir Kyuchukov correctly notes that “Russia has always been a factor in 
the Balkans – at least for the last two and a half centuries. But Russia has never 
been an alternative for the countries of the region – for the last two and a half 
decades” and then he has correctly identified some of the reasons leading to 
that conclusion. On the one hand, the Euro-Atlantic orientation of the states 
in the region is an important factor and it is proclaimed as their priority goal; 
on the other hand, Russia itself “does not have sufficient political weight,” it 
does not provide an ideological alternative and its economic potential – with 
the exception of the energy sources – cannot “guarantee to it sufficient long-
term political influence.33 

Tracing the principal trends of the Russian policy in the Balkans allows 
concluding that with its insufficiently active policy (irrespective of the reasons 
for this) on various issues, Russia is ceding today its positions in the Balkans, 
which it had won in the course of centuries. This gives an opportunity to 
other interested and influential factors – Turkey, EU, NATO, USA and 
China – to benefit and to strengthen their influence in the Balkans. 

In spite of the different approaches to the different states in the Balkans, 
a priority task for Moscow in the past three decades has remained the issue 
of the relations with the Alliance, on the one hand, and on the other – 
connected with that issue – the enlargement of NATO to the East. Striving 
towards active cooperation with NATO both within the frameworks of the 
North Atlantic Cooperation Council (NACC) and during joint military 
exercises and peacekeeping activities in regulating the conflicts in the 
Balkans, Moscow demonstrates restraint and readiness for compromise in 
practice with respect to the Balkans, leaving other international actors to 
pursue actively their interests. The Kosovo crisis not only disrupted contacts 
with NATO, it also had a negative effect on Russia’s international prestige 
and on its influence in the Balkans.34 

As regards the activity aimed at preserving Russia’s influence in the 
Balkans, during the four terms in office of President Vladimir Putin and 
of President Dmitry Medvedev, Moscow made efforts to consolidate its 
positions above all in Serbia. Belgrade is perceived traditionally and at present 
as “strategic partner” with priority contacts in the sphere of the economy and 

33  KYUCHUKOV, L. Op. cit., 36. 
34  On the Kosovo crisis in the context of the enlargement of NATO and its policy vis-

à-vis Serbia, see БОЯДЖИЕВА, Н. Русия, НАТО…, 222–246.
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the investment policy. Moscow defended its interests in Greece to a certain 
extent, and stood consistently and actively behind its economic interests and 
contacts with Turkey. Russian officials tend to demonstrate more readiness for 
compromise with respect to the EU, but they actively oppose the enlargement 
of the Alliance, its efforts in that direction being doomed to failure.35 This 
finding is particularly valid for the NATO accession of Montenegro in 2017 
and of the Republic of North Macedonia in 2020. According to Russian 
military specialists, NATO’s strategy is a threat not only to Russia’s security, 
being also viewed as an attempt to oust Moscow from the Balkan region, and 
in a broader perspective – as a factor in international politics. In addition to 
the problems in a military and political plan, Russia suffered failures in its 
policy in the sphere of culture as well, and with respect to the influence of 
the Russian Orthodox Church. In a number of cases Russia also encounters 
ambivalent reaction from certain Balkan governments to its energy export. 
In addition, public opinion in the Balkans states perceives Russia and its 
policy differently.36 

The New Foreign Policy Concept of the Russian Federation (2016)37 
does not give grounds to assume that the Balkans are among the priority 
spheres of interests and influence for Russia. Again, they are not mentioned 
specifically and this logically evokes the question whether that position 
should be assessed as “oversight, or whether it is a deliberate detachment 
from the Balkan issues.”38

The COVID-19 pandemic that affected societies on a global scale 
compelled the Russian Federation to direct its economic and political 
resources to the fight to protect the life and health of the Russian citizens and 
to limit the grave consequences of the crisis for the economic development 
and the security of the Russian citizens and the state. This is why, it is legitimate 
to relegate temporarily to the background the foreign policy ambitions 
of the Russian Federation, but not to abandon them. Russia’s policy vis-à-

35  ПОНОМАРЕВА Е. Г. „НАТО-Югославия: перспективы расширения альянса 
на Балканах / Е.Г. Пономарева“. – Вестник Дипломатической академии МИД 
России. Россия и мир. – 2020. –№ 1, 108–125.

36  BECHEV, D. “Russia’s influence in Southeast Europe. Russia and the Balkans.” – 
Russian Analytical Digest, No. 226. 6 November 2018. p. 3. 

37 „Концепция внешней политики Российской Федерации“ (утверждена 
Президентом Российской Федерации В.В. Путиным 30 ноября 2016 г.) – 
https://www.mid.ru/foreign_policy/official_documents/-/asset_publisher/Cp-
tICkB6BZ29/content/id/2542248  (30.09.2020).

38  ПОНОМАРЕВА, Е. Балканский рубеж …, 6. 
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vis the Balkans, albeit not highlighted as active, is nevertheless present. In 
March 2018, the administration of the President of Russia Vladimir Putin, 
who is officially holding for the fourth time the post of President, continued 
the pragmatic line with respect to the Balkan theme. The government in 
Moscow needs to give an answer to the question whether and to what extent 
the Balkans would be included among the priority goals of Russia’s foreign 
policy activity, and in that case to outline the Russian political, military, 
economic and cultural interests in the Balkans after the end of the second 
decade of the 21st century, as well as to build the necessary strategy for their 
success.

Abstract: Since the beginning of the 1990s Russia has had a major influence on the 
development of the societies and the states in the Balkans. This text examines the 
principal trends in the foreign policy strategy of the Russian Federation, notably: the 
development of the bilateral contacts between Russia and the Republic of Turkey; 
the main issues in the relations between the Russian Federation and the Republic 
of Romania and the Republic of Bulgaria, which are full members of the European 
Union and of the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation. Topical issues in Russia’s 
relations with its traditionally closest ally in the Balkans – Serbia, which is a Slavic 
state, but not EU and NATO member – are also examined. Russia’s security policy 
in the Black Sea region is also addressed. Factors impeding Russian interests in the 
region, e.g., the enlargement of NATO and the accession of Montenegro and the 
Republic of North Macedonia to the Alliance, are also addressed.

Russia’s multi-faceted strategy for the region is intended to preserve its political, 
economic and cultural influence. Russia’s geopolitical and economic interests are 
directed towards stability, broader cooperation with all Balkans states, as well as with 
the EU as a strong actor in the region. At the same time, the Russian policy in the 
region is not sufficiently active for various reasons, which makes it possible for other 
states and international intergovernmental organisations – to pursue their interests 
in the Balkans in the 21st century.

Keywords: Russian Federation, Balkans, Russian foreign policy, Bulgaria, Black Sea, 
NATO, EU
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