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The Issue

T

he long-term security of the Transatlantic
Alliance cannot be ensured without the
integration of the Western Balkans. While
the majority of governments from ex-Yugoslavia
have publicly called for alignment with Brussels,
lingering domestic frailties, third-party challenges,
and ineffective Western responses have sustained the
region’s status as an ideological battlefield between
East and West. If the war is to be won, the decisive
battle must begin in Serbia.
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THE CHALLENGE
In the 21st century, Serbia is a fault-line for the
competing soft and hard power campaigns of
the West and Russia. A concurrent assortment
of other actors with different strategies, goals,
and levels of influence—namely Turkey, China,
and the Gulf States—have all converged
into immiscibility. On the ground, successive
governments in Belgrade have shifted Eastto-West and back – wherever the gains are

“

Successive
governments
in Belgrade have
shifted East-toWest and back —
wherever gains
are greatest.
				

”

greatest. Within Serbia itself, the late Marshal
Tito’s foreign policy lives on at miniature scale:
promising its people EU accession while
demonizing the foundations of the order,
candidly marching in Russian military parades
while silently cooperating with NATO, calling
for regional reconciliation while leaving ultranationalism unchecked.
As in Tito’s Yugoslavia, the West’s biggest
competitor for influence in Serbia, as well as the

greatest hindrance for the further integration
of the Balkans, is Russia. The Kremlin cannot
be exorcised from Serbia, however, without
several fundamental shifts in the political and
economic landscape of the country, and a
radical recalibration of the West’s strategy for
engagement. While the European Union has
sought for over a decade to bring all of the
Balkans into the fold, wavering interest in the
region and accession fatigue toward further
expansion continue to hamper real progress.
It is in the vital interests of the United States
to safeguard the southern flank of Europe by
strengthening the fabric of Serbia’s political,
economic, and social structures in order to
ensure successful European integration.

THE RUSSIANSERBIAN FRIENDSHIP
The relationship between Russia and Serbia
is often presented as unbreakable and clad
in Orthodoxy and Slavic brotherhood by
both parties and Western media alike. Such
narratives are illustrated by a meeting among
former Serbian president Tomislav Nikolic,
Patriarch Kirill of the Russian Orthodox Church,
and Patriarch Irinej of Serbia in 2014. President
Nikolic remarked that the “ties of history and
faith bind Russia and Serbia,” while Patriarch
Kirill further blessed the Serbian people with “...
God’s help and success” in overcoming multiple
challenges, and for the strength to uphold “the
preservation of their national identity, and
spiritual and cultural foundations.”1,2
Under current Serbian President Aleksandar
Vučić, the relationship remains strong, though
the elements of opportunism that fundamentally
underpin the friendship are more apparent.
In a December 2017 visit to Moscow, Vučić
lauded the “strategic partnership” between
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the two states, thanked Russia for “strong and
consistent Russian support to the territorial
integrity…” of Serbia, and refused to impose
sanctions against Russia due to the Ukrainian
crisis.3 A few months later, Vučić again refused
to impose sanctions on Russia, vowing that
Serbia would “…continue to pursue its own
policies...Serbia is an independent and free
country,” and expected the EU’s understanding
in the matter.4 During another visit to Moscow
in May, while President Vladimir Putin lauded
the “…glorious pages of history in the historical
memory of our people…” President Vučić’s
memory was more recent when he thanked
Putin for “…literally sav(ing) the Serbian people,
that have been one of the most suffering
nations during the past century, from the
stigma of genocide by vetoing the UN British
resolution” regarding a 2015 declaration of
genocide in Srebrenica during the Yugoslav
Wars.5
			

History of the RussianSerbian Relationship

The statements of Vučić rather than Nikolic
reflect the reality of the modern SerbianRussian relationship: it is one created by and
sustained on pragmatism and geopolitical
considerations, masked with the pomp and
circumstance of history and religion.
The roots of the contemporary relationship
between Russia and Serbia date to the last
days of the Soviet Union and Yugoslavia. As the
Soviet Union’s collapse and dismemberment
seemed imminent, the violent deterioration of
the Western Balkans seemed to many Soviet
hardliners an ominous and potential future for
the USSR and even Russia itself.6 The so-called
“Red-Brown” coalition of hardline nationalists
and communists that came to dominate early
post-Soviet Russia aggressively supported

Slobodan Milošević and, as Russia began to
stake a more independent foreign policy in the
late 1990s, saw friendship with “ostracized”
countries “…as an asset for Russia as it strove
to interact with the United States as an equal.”7
The final push toward the present day apogee
stems from Russia’s refusal to recognize
the independence of Kosovo, and the failed
multilateral negotiations over Kosovar
statehood in 2006-2007 that ultimately led to
Pristina’s 2008 declaration of independence.8

The Reality
As Moscow uses Serbia to project its influence
in the Balkans and to curtail the expansion of
Western institutions, so too does Belgrade use
Russia. Despite the publically pro-EU stance
of Serbia’s government, the Kremlin serves
as a useful foil in the Balkans for Belgrade to
simultaneously showcase a rival suitor that
Europe must constantly compete against, and
as the scoundrel of the Balkans for Brussels
to always keep in mind with its demands for
reform. The contest between East and West is
the basis of an often contradictory ‘balancing
on many stools’ foreign policy of Serbia.
While Serbia’s purchases of Russian and
Belorussian weapons and large military
exercises with Russia are well-publicized in
Belgrade and the West, Serbia has likewise
held 1400 exercises and activities with NATO
since 2006, including 26 training exercises
in 2016 with NATO compared to two with
Russia.9 While Belgrade continues to publically
demonize NATO and has attended rival CSTO
discussions, Serbia has a NATO Individual
Partnership Action Plan, a Partnership for
Peace Status of Forces Agreement (PfP SOFA),
and in 2017 even hosted a training course for
Iraqi security forces within NATO’s Defense
Capacity Building Initiative in Niš, the same
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Vladimir Putin visiting St. Sava Cathedral in Belgrade, Serbia in 2011. Photo Credit: kremlin.ru.

city in which Russia hosts the Russian-Serbian
Humanitarian Center, an alleged surveillance
outpost.10
In the economic sphere, despite the narrative
of closeness and mutual dependence, Russia
has far less of a footprint in Serbia than does
the West. In terms of exports, the United States,
Canada, the Western Balkans Six (WB-6), and
greater Europe account for 90% of Serbia’s
$15.4 billion export market, while Russia’s
share totals only 5.4%.11 For imports, the same
group of Western nations comprises 74.6%
of Serbia’s $18.3 billion market, while Russia
stands at only 7.3%.12 Likewise, the European
Union and the United States were responsible
for FDI approximating €11.5 billion to Serbia
between 2010 and 2017, nearly three-quarters
of the total investments in the same time
period.13

Underpinning this often confusing and
contradictory set of foreign policy goals is a
Serbian public deeply divided in the present
and unsure of its future. While roughly 52%
of Serbians support accession to the EU as of
2017, 58% of people surveyed in the same poll
believe that EU accession would be either a
bad thing (26%) or essentially irrelevant (32%)
should the accession occur.14 In a separate
series of polls from the Belgrade Centre for
Security Policy in the same year, one question
showed 50% were indifferent “if the EU
ceased to exist,” another question revealed
41% believe Serbia will never become an EU
member, and another showed 32% would vote
to join a Russian-led Eurasian Union (46% were
unsure).15
The greatest limit of a multinational great
geopolitical game in Serbia is that the highly
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centralized and hyper-pragmatic Serbian
government has no real incentive to choose a
side, as it is able accept gifts and enticement
from multiple actors while remaining virtually
free of firm commitments and reforms. Its lack
of commitment allows for the ruling party to
maintain power with impossible coalitions of
divergent ideologies, as constant pivoting and
contradictory statements secure the support
of multiple domestic actors. In order to enact a
real shift in perceptions, the U.S. and the West
must take the argument directly to the people.
In order to do this, the U.S. must focus its efforts
on three aspects of Serbian society whose
weakness allows for the continuation of this
“balancing on all stools” foreign policy and the
continued influence of Russian propaganda:
the media atmosphere, economic and political
stagnation, and corruption.

THREE
VULNERABILITIES
Media Atmosphere
The combined pressures of the market and
the government have significantly narrowed
the information space in traditional Serbian
media. With the compression of outlets and
the increasing pressure of censorship, the
information flow in Serbia is channeled from
the government down and reinforces the
chaotic ‘stool balancing’ policies of the state.
According to a joint report from the Balkan
Investigative Reporting Network (BIRN)
and Reporters Without Borders, traditional
media in Serbia is highly concentrated in few
hands: four outlets comprise 62.5% of the
TV market, four outlets control 51.2% of the
radio market, and another four newspapers

make up 63.7% of the print market.16 Such a
configuration resulted from the controversial
2015 privatization of 34 state-owned media
outlets, 17 of which were purchased by owners
with ties to various political parties.17 Due to
the large number (1600+) of media outlets
and ongoing solvency issues, the state is

“

The messaging
of the media,
particularly on
such topics as
international
politics, is often
disjointed and
reflective of the
constant shifting
of signals from
Belgrade.
				

”

able to maintain control over coverage byproxy as one of the largest sources of income
for advertising.18 Outlets that offer favorable
coverage are further treated with special
favors, such as allowances and leniency with
taxes and fees, while other organizations
must resort to self-censorship and coverage
of safer, less-political subjects.19,20,21 Due to
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the simultaneous pressures of economics and
self-censorship, tabloid and other sensational
low-quality media are omnipresent.22
The messaging of the media, particularly on
such topics as international politics, is often
disjointed and reflective of the constant
shifting of signals from Belgrade. The Center
for Euroatlantic Studies’ 2016 report, Eyes
Wide Shut, found approximately 16 domestic
media outlets, many of which were operated
by or connected to the government that openly
espoused pro-Russia and anti-EU views.23
Sputnik and Russia Beyond, which offers free
content to Serbian outlets, often serves as the
basis for further editorials and stories.24,25,26
Given the high concentration of media
ownership and the continued role of the state
in determining content and messaging, much
of the Serbian public consumes news designed
to shape public opinion around political goals.
Even without content from Russian state
outlets, the Serbian government has indirectly
pursued policies that allow home-grown, proRussian propaganda to saturate all forms of
media, stoking nationalist fervor and effectively
undercutting any progress that a pro-EU
government could make to sway its public.
The highly concentrated traditional media of
Serbia, combined with an increasing presence
of pro-Russian and anti-EU messaging, means
that the West cannot effectively sell itself to
the Serbian people outside of the internet and
social media.

Economic and Political
Stagnation
With average wages of around €390 per
month, Serbian workers earn less than their
counterparts in every EU nation and in nearly
every other country in Europe.27,28 A youth

unemployment rate of 44.2% compounds
the already serious problem of brain drain
of young, well-educated professionals, tensof-thousands of whom leave Serbia every
year.29,30 A 2015 survey from the Friedrich
Ebert Stiftung on Serbians between the ages
15 and 29 (those who have not emigrated)
found that 67.7% desired to leave the country,
trusted most branches of government in rates
below 20%, and were largely uninterested and
uninvolved in political affairs due to cynicism
and a sense that their votes don’t matter.31
A 2017 joint-survey from USAID and the Center
for Free Elections and Democracy (CeSID)
further showcased the broad lack of civil
society participation and cynicism regarding
the political sphere. A plurality (39%) believe
they are worse off than their parents and that
the 2000 oust of Milošević had little effect in
transitioning the country to democracy (37%).32
In-line with much of the ex-communist world,
there is little public participation in political
parties (85% none), trade unions (89% none),
or NGOs (94% none).33
Across the entire country, approximately 24.5%
of Serbians are defined by the World Bank as
“at-risk for poverty,” particularly those in rural
areas south of Belgrade, in Albanian-majority
areas bordering Kosovo, and in the Muslimmajority areas of the Sandžak in the west.34,35
The persistent poverty and low wages of
Serbia significantly contributes to support for
ultra-nationalism, populism, alienation, and the
post-war narratives of Serbian victimhood, and
manifests itself in the platforms of a majority
of national political parties.36 The large exodus
of young and educated Serbians, combined
with the inactivity and apathy of those young
people who haven’t left, significantly alters the
potential voter base of the country. Low wages,
unequal development, and lack of trust in most
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The U.S. National Guard State Partnership Program in Serbia in 2010. Photo Credit: EUCOM.

institutions compounds the existing legacies of
nationalism and allows for a significant portion
of the political parties to adopt populist/
nationalist policies that are skewed toward
Russia and away from Brussels.37 Another
potentially destabilizing factor are the nonSerbian majority regions of the country that
have suffered from lack of investment from
Belgrade, a dearth of real civic nationalism,
and have, in the case of the Sandžak, turned
to Turkey as a patron. The task of any true proEU political party is made more difficult with
the presence of such a large pool of citizens
devoted to ideas and political philosophies
that are an anathema to EU values.

Corruption
Transparency International’s 2017 “Corruption
Perceptions Index” ranked Serbia as the

77th (out of 180) most corrupt state in the
world, tied with China, Suriname, and Trinidad
and Tobago.38 A second report, “Fighting
Corruption in the Western Balkans and Turkey:
Priorities for Reform,” found that Serbia’s
Anti-Corruption Agency suffers from a lack of
prosecution powers, lack of government and
parliamentary support, and “unclear mandates
for monitoring” the nation’s anti-corruption
strategy.39 The area in which corruption has
manifested itself most destructively is the rule
of law, including a judicial system rife with
nepotism, easily influenced by political parties,
and beset with case backlog.40
The people of Serbia have little trust in their
most fundamental institutions, a sentiment
that has only increased since the transition
to democracy in 2000. According to a 2017
USAID poll on political engagement of Serbian
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citizens, only 33% expressed confidence in
the Serbian government, while 21% found the
judiciary to be trustworthy.41 Despite the public
perception of backsliding and the EU’s own
findings that demonstrate a lack of progress
in fighting corruption or reforming judicial and
political institutions, the “stability” of Serbia and
other Western Balkan nations are continuously
praised by the EU.42,43
Persistent corruption within Serbia not only
hinders the nation’s ability to proceed with EU
accession, but demoralizes Serbians to the
extent that large numbers are effectively absent
from political life. The rhetoric of “stability”
lends international legitimacy to governments
who are publically pro-EU, but it is harmful in
the long-run as it delegitimizes the image of
the EU with the people of Serbia who correctly
diagnose the unchanging and worsening
conditions on the ground. Further, it calls into
question the ability of aspiring EU nations to
actually join the EU, as candidacy seemingly
devolves into geostrategic considerations
over genuine reform.

CONCLUSIONS AND
IMPLICATIONS
The accession of Serbia to the EU is complicated
by numerous factors that continuously weaken
the social fabric of the nation. While a majority of
Serbians again proclaim to favor Serbia joining
the European Union, this sentiment is rendered
somewhat meaningless by a population that
is, in many ways, disenfranchised from public
life and deeply skeptical not only of their
own institutions but of the motivations of
their would-be patrons in Brussels. Persistent
regional disputes are made worse by low
salaries, few opportunities, continuous brain

drain, and a highly polarized domestic political
sphere.
The security implications of a politically
vacillating Belgrade, a population torn between
nationalism and apathy, and the presence
of malign influence of outside powers are

“

The accession
of Serbia to the
EU is complicated
by numerous
factors that
continuously
weaken the social
fabric of the
nation.
				

”

dangerous for the Balkans at-large, and for the
southern flank of the EU. Serbia’s location, size,
and the large number of ethnic compatriots in
neighboring countries ensure that its domestic
affairs have a large bearing on the security
of the Balkans. While the machinations of
the Kremlin have the potential to upset preexisting problems, Russia cannot be exorcised
from the country without first changing the
calculus on the ground in Serbia.
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POLICY
RECOMMENDATIONS
EU membership must mean more than the
EU.
In terms of economic and political benefits, the
potential offerings of the European Union far
outweigh any conceivable alternatives from
Ankara or Moscow. Nonetheless, Turkey and
Russia are able to remain viable by offering more
fixed, defined “products” that are anchored
in
history,
(no-matter-how-cherry-picked)
spirituality, and hold appeal for many average
people. Despite the inherent pragmatism of
the Russo-Serbian relationship, the symbolism
of blood and Orthodoxy is powerful, as is the
Turkish appeal to disenchanted Muslims as a
protector and historical friend. The EU’s product
is predicated upon the adoption of institutional
norms, and the benefits sold are economic in
nature with further calls for regional stability.
The product’s viability is weakened by the
possibility of failure, of being rejected for
membership by other member states despite
progress, and the rise of illiberalism, populism,
and nationalism across the EU that mitigates
the appeal of Brussels.
EU membership must mean more to the
average person than arcane statistics about
job creation, GDP, and “stability,” and must
do more to counter propaganda than factchecking. The West needs to compete on a
civilizational level by retelling and retooling
its story to appeal to the history and culture of
Serbia and its place in the greater European
family. In the ideological void of post-Milošević
Serbia, the EU must attempt to fill the vacuum by
channeling the historical traditions and mores
of the greater population into a new model of
organization that can not only compete with

outside influence, but offer a better future. The
following could help the EU achieve this end:
Engage with the Serbian people and
communities directly to end the Western
credibility gap.
If the majority of Serbians can be convinced of
the quality of the new product and the sincerity
of the messenger, the public tolerance for a
“sitting on many stools” foreign policy will end.
Nonetheless, the West has a significant lack
of credibility with the Serbian people owing to
the conflicts of the 1990s, the Kosovo dispute,
and the perceived insincerity of the EU’s
foreign policy. Given the heavily biased media
atmosphere, the West should seek to bypass
Belgrade as much as possible.

Corruption
The constant narratives of “stability” emanating
from Brussels and Washington send messages
to the Serbian people that their political
class will not suffer the consequences of
corruption, and that their EU push represents
little more than the movement of pieces on the
chessboard. The West must realize that the
promotion of stability above real reform will
not endear them to a Serbian public weary of
corruption and mistrustful of state institutions.
In the long run, so-called “stabilotocracies”
have no incentive to foster real reform, will use
the West’s geopolitical calculations vis-à-vis
Russia as leverage to avoid change, and will
prove politically and economically problematic
should they find their place in the EU.
The United States should consider the use
of sanctions on corrupt officials as a gesture
of good faith to the Serbian people. The U.S.
Department of the Treasury has existing
mechanisms through the “Balkans-Related
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The National Assembly in Belgrade, Serbia. Photo Credit: Jorge Láscar.

Sanctions” and the “Global Magnitsky
Sanctions” to punish bad actors in organized
criminal enterprises and corrupt members of
governments. The West must demonstrate it is
ready to move on from its rhetoric of “stability”
to one of action, and to send a message to
the people of Serbia that the EU accession
process will pressure leaders towards reform.

Aid
In 2018, the United States has pledged to
provide about $22 million in aid to Serbia
through USAID and other agencies.44 In
order to both combat the myriad socioeconomic problems Serbia faces and the
malign influence of the Kremlin and domestic
sources of instability, the United States should
at least match the amount that is allocated
for neighboring Bosnia-Herzegovina (~$40

million). Of particular importance should be
projects though the Department of Commerce
and USAID that invest in Serbia’s young and
educated, and to help create new industries
and businesses that will help curtail brain drain.
The United States should investigate providing
aid to more rural areas, border regions, and
non-Serbian areas of the nation in order to
help combat poverty and blunt the ability of
populism/nationalism to attract further support.

Social Problems
The United States must fully enter the fight
against malignant nationalism and support
ethnic harmony and reconciliation. The United
States could greatly help existing institutions
in Serbia and the wider Balkans by supporting
programs that promote dialogue and trust
between the different ethnic groups of the
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Balkans. A practical first step would be to
become a partner with the Regional Youth
Cooperation Office (RYCO), an EU-supported
organization that works to bring together
youths from across the region.
Finally, the recent push by some circles in
Belgrade and Pristina to partition Kosovo
and exchange the Preševo Valley has been
met in the West with either acquiescence
or acceptance. The United States must
unequivocally reject partition. To allow such
border shifts and the inevitable population

transfers would set a dangerous precedent for
separatism in Macedonia, Bosnia, and as far
away as Spain. Secondly, as the partition only
encompasses one section of the country, it
allows the remainder of Kosovo to still be used
as a political wedge issue and rallying call for
Serbian nationalists. Outside of the diplomatic
process, it also provides a tacit admission
that the development of civic nationalism is
impossible, and signals to both Kosovars and
Serbs that no commitment with the West is
sacred if everything is negotiable.
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