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The Western Balkans 
Between Europe and Russia
Because Russia’s moves in Ukraine have raised questions regarding 
Moscow’s intentions on the Balkans, the EU has once more intensified 
its engagement in that region. Even though the states of the Western 
Balkans remain on course to join the EU, uncertainty remains over the 
future of this region, which also remains important for Swiss foreign 
policy.

By Matthias Bieri

Russia should keep the Western Balkans 
out of the Ukraine crisis and not work 
against the EU in the region – these de-
mands were voiced by the new EU High 
Representative for Foreign Affairs and Se-
curity Policy Federica Mogherini in De-
cember 2014. Since the start of the conflict 
in Ukraine, Russia’s increasing political and 
economic engagement has given rise to 
concerns in the West about stability in the 
region and the Western Balkans countries’ 
plans to join the EU.

However, the EU integration of candidates 
Montenegro, Serbia, the Former Yugoslav 
Republic of Macedonia, and Albania as 
well as potential applicants Kosovo and 
Bosnia-Herzegovina remains far from cer-
tain even without Russia’s influence. De-
spite a deep-seated popular desire for ac-
cession and formal progress toward 
membership, the countries are still far away 
from meeting the political and economic 
criteria for EU accession. The region con-
tinues to be afflicted by corruption, lack of 
rule of law, organized crime, listless state 
apparatuses, and underdeveloped infra-
structures. Moreover, local power structures 
display little desire for political reform. 

EU Commission President Jean-Claude 
Juncker has responded to the current ex-
pansion fatigue in the EU countries by de-
claring an accession freeze for new coun-
tries until 2020. Nevertheless, the EU 

affirms the Western Balkans’ prospects 
within the Union and wishes to bring the 
region closer to accession through reforms. 
It remains questionable, however, whether 
the EU will regain its appetite for expan-
sion in 2020. 

For Swiss foreign and security policy, too, 
the Western Balkans play an important 
role. More than 500’000 residents of Swit-
zerland have family ties to the Western 

Balkans. The peace support missions of the 
Swiss Army are concentrated in this re-
gion, and Kosovo receives the highest con-
tribution of bilateral Swiss development 
assistance (CHF 63.1 million in 2013).

Russian Interests
Russia feels linked to the Slavic and Or-
thodox parts of the Western Balkans by 
close traditional bonds. For Russia’s policy 
vis-à-vis the West and in the region, the 

Serbian paratroopers descend to the ground holding Serbian and Russian (L) national flags during a 
joint exercise in the village of Nikinci, west from Belgrade, 14 November 2014. Marko Djurica / Reuters
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Kosovo war of 1999 was a turning point. 
Russia felt that its interests had been disre-
garded by NATO’s decision to go to war 
with Serbia, and henceforth no longer co-
operated in good faith with the West. 
While Moscow’s stronger economic en-
gagement in the past ten years has always 
included a political component, it never se-
riously challenged the EU perspective for 
the Western Balkans states. This has 
changed in the wake of the Ukraine crisis 
since 2014. With respect to the Western 
Balkans, too, Russia now refers to external 
pressure for EU integration as a problem. 
Already in the Russian foreign policy con-
ception adopted in 2013, the region is as-
cribed a high degree of strategic impor-
tance.

Russia’s main partner in the Western Bal-
kan is Serbia. The close connection be-
tween the two countries can be traced back 
to the role of the czarist empire as the pro-
tector of all Slavic peoples. More recently, 
Russia’s political support for Serbia in the 
Kosovo conflict has been of crucial impor-
tance. The decision by Russia, a veto power 
in the UN Security Council, not to recog-
nize Kosovo’s declaration of independence 
on 2008 is a keystone of the Serbian posi-
tion in this dispute. This circumstance also 
explains the high popularity of Russia 
among the Serb minority in Kosovo. The 
desire for merging the majority Serb areas 
of northern Kosovo with Serbia was briefly 
given new impetus by Russia’s annexation 

of Crimea in 2014. With a view to rap-
prochement with the EU, the Serbian gov-
ernment has no interest in such a develop-
ment. Russia, on the other hand, criticizes 
the compromises achieved between the 
Serbian government in Pristina and accus-
es it of betraying the Kosovo Serbs.

Since 2013, Russia and Serbia have main-
tained a strategic partnership. This includes 
military and intelligence cooperation as 
well as coordinated positions in interna-
tional bodies. In the same year, Serbia be-
came an observer at the Russian-led Col-
lective Security Treaty Organization 
(CSTO) military alliance. One day, the 
question may arise whether this security 
policy cooperation is compatible with EU 
membership. In October 2014, Vladimir 
Putin was received with highest honors in 
Belgrade and awarded Serbia’s most pres-

tigious decoration. On this occasion, Putin 
himself described Serbia as Russia’s closest 
ally. Before 2014, such developments would 
have been less of a problem. In the current 
situation, however, such symbolic gestures 
do a disservice to Serbia’s rapprochement 
with the EU.

Russia also maintains close links with the 
Republika Srpska in Bosnia-Herzegovina. 
The political leadership of this constituent 

republic continues to flirt with 
secession from the state. Rus-
sia’s annexation of Crimea was 
welcomed here, and there was 
even talk of a possible declara-
tion of independence being rec-

ognized by Russia. Thus, Russia has influ-
ence over the Bosnian state as a whole via 
the Republika Srpska, as this constituent 
entity is often able to block decisions.

Recent years have also seen reconciliation 
between Russia and Macedonia. The Mac-
edonian government – like those of Serbia 
and Bosnia-Herzegovina – refused to join 
the EU sanctions against Russia, hoping to 
achieve an intensification of economic co-
operation. 

While Montenegro’s economy is strongly 
dependent on Russian investors, the ac-
tions of the Montenegrin government have 
been politically independent of Moscow 
since the country won independence from 
Serbia in 2006; however, Russia still tries to 
exercise political influence via the opposi-
tion and the Serbian minority.

Dominance in the Energy Sector
Russia’s dominant position in the energy 
sector is crucial for maintaining its influ-
ence in the Western Balkans. Serbia, Bos-
nia, and Macedonia depend significantly 
on Russian natural gas. Serbia covers more 
than 75 per cent of its needs with Russian 
gas. Moreover, Russian state firms control 
oil and gas production and operate refiner-
ies as well as the distribution network. In 
the Republika Srpska, the only Bosnian oil 
refineries are under Russian control, while 
a joint venture with Russian majority 
shareholders holds the exclusive rights in 
gas and oil extraction.

However, the strategic value of the region 
comes down to the importance of the Bal-
kans as a transit route. Russia’s announce-
ment at the end of 2014 that it was termi-
nating the South Stream pipeline was 
widely regarded as a setback for its relations 
with the Western Balkans. South Stream 
had been intended to convey Russian gas 
via Bulgaria and the Western Balkans to 
Central Europe. The pipeline would have 
generated annual transit revenues in the 
nine-figure range for the countries of the 
region. Now, Russia envisages the construc-
tion of a pipeline to Turkey with branches 
reaching into Europe. The goal is still to re-
place gas transit through Ukraine with the 
Balkan route by 2020. There is a danger that 
gas pricing and gas deliveries could be used 
for political leverage in the Balkans, as was 
the case in the past with Ukraine. The EU 
as well as the Western Balkans states are 
therefore seeking alternative supply sources.

Economic Situation and Status of EU Integration in the Western Balkans

An EU accession of the Western 
Balkans countries would not be a 
disaster for Moscow.
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Russia is quite aware of its limited options 
in the Western Balkans. It is all the more 
interested in generating political capital by 
acting as a serious threat to EU integration 
of the countries in the region. Putin’s poli-
tics as well as his emphasis on historic roots 
and distinctive societal norms do enjoy 
some support in the region. Also, Putin’s 
Russia is more amenable to the Western 
Balkans elites and their self-interest in re-
taining power than the EU. Therefore, 
there is backing for the vision of an econo-
my integrated into the EU, combined with 
a society oriented towards Eastern values 
and authoritarian democracy. Examples of 
such models can be found in the EU, too – 
for instance, in Hungary. Ultimately, even 

an EU accession of the Western Balkans 
countries would not be a disaster from 
Moscow’s point of view. Member states 
that are favorably disposed towards Russia 
could make consensus within the Union 
difficult to find or could even influence the 
EU in accordance with Russia’s interests.

Russia’s reaction to any further admissions 
to NATO membership would be more 
thin-skinned: It seems quite likely that 
Montenegro might join the alliance in 
2015 – a scenario that Moscow described 
as a “major provocation” in September 
2014. In Serbia, the NATO attacks of 1999 
are not forgotten. The country does not as-
pire to NATO membership; however, it is 
part of the NATO Partnership for Peace 
(PfP) and further deepened its cooperation 
with the alliance in January 2015. Bosnia-
Herzegovina strives for NATO member-
ship, but still has to implement many re-
forms before it can be considered for 
membership.

Investors from Beyond Europe
Russia’s growing influence in the Western 
Balkans has partly been facilitated by the 
Euro crisis. In the Western Balkans, the 
economic crisis struck with full force once 
more in 2012. Since then, the region has 
been desperately seeking new sources of 
funding. On the one hand, the crisis has 
thus revealed the full extent of the region’s 
dependency on the European economy. If 
the EU’s economic outlook improves, the 
situation in the Western Balkans will also 
recover thanks to increasing investment 
and growing remittances from the diaspo-
ra. On the other hand, however, a number 

of links to the EU have been lost, and are 
currently being replaced by new investors. 
Especially in the area of infrastructure, a 
number of new projects have been initiated 
in the past months. China has confirmed 
investments of €2.5 billion in the rail link 
between Belgrade and Budapest, designed 
to connect the port of Piraeus with the 
continental European markets. Beijing has 
also financed the construction of power 
plants and roads in Serbia, Bosnia-Herze-
govina, and Montenegro.

Major investments in the Western Balkans 
have been made by Azerbaijan; Turkey, 
which is strongly engaged in the Muslim 
parts of the Balkans; and a number of Arab 

states. Besides Russia, only Tur-
key has derived political influ-
ence from its economic activi-
ties. However, for Turkey, the 
focus is on the Muslim regions 
of the Western Balkans that are 

not amenable to Russia. Turkey’s engage-
ment has more of a cultural focus, though, 
and is centered on the common Ottoman 
heritage. 

The widespread economic difficulties have 
also aggravated frustration over the poor 
performance of the political class. For 
many, hopes of change for the better have 
waned. The mass exodus of about 20’000 
Kosovars to Germany and Austria in Janu-
ary 2015 was the visible expression of such 
resignation.

European Give and Take
Despite the crisis of the Euro, the desire for 
EU accession remains widespread in the 
population across the Western Balkans. For 
this region, the economic promise that the 
EU holds is still considerably greater than 
that of Russia. In Serbia, trade with the EU 
accounted for 62 per cent of the country’s 
foreign trade, while trade with Russia ac-
counted for only 9 per cent. Furthermore, 
up to €11.7 billion in EU pre-accession 
funds are to be transferred to the Western 
Balkans and Turkey by 2020. In a poll con-
ducted in Serbia in September 2014, 57 per 
cent of respondents were in favor of EU ac-
cession. Currently, all politicians in the 
Western Balkans must support EU acces-
sion if they hope to win state-level elections. 

The EU is interested in accepting the West-
ern Balkans states as members in order to 
provide sustainable security and peace in 
this part of its neighborhood. In Brussels, 
the hope is that after 2020, the mood with-
in the EU will have shifted in favor of per-
mitting accessions again. However, this 

would first require the Western Balkans 
states to make progress in economic devel-
opment and meet the accession criteria. 
Moreover, the EU requires that the West-
ern Balkans states find sustainable solutions 
for their regional disputes, which hearken 
back to the Balkan wars of the 1990s.

The EU intends to pursue a tough policy of 
conditionality on the Western Balkans. 
Only if the criteria are truly met will the 
states be allowed to embark on steps to-
wards EU membership. The key question, 
however, remains what will happen to 
those countries that cannot accomplish 
sufficient reforms in the medium term. 

Many of the problems experienced by the 
accession candidates are similar across the 
board: The political leadership does not 
combat corruption wholeheartedly, and the 
creation of an independent judiciary is a 
sluggish affair. Institutions remain weak. 
Economic reforms meet with popular re-
sistance and are difficult to enforce in the 
current crisis. Furthermore, freedom of the 
press is also often lacking. 

Then again, each country is faced with par-
ticular problems of its own. Bosnia an-
nounced in February 2015 that it would 
finally implement the Stabilisation and As-
sociation Agreement with the EU that it 
signed in 2008. Additionally, in all three 
population groups, the parliamentary elec-
tions of 2014 strengthened those forces 
that have the least interest in consolidating 
the common overarching state. The nation-
wide protests in spring 2014 had little po-
litical impact.

While Serbia has made large strides to-
wards the EU in recent years, normaliza-
tion of relations with Kosovo remains dif-
ficult. Before other negotiation chapters 

in million Euro

2009 2010 2011 2012 2013

Serbia 826,9 820,9 1710,3 96,4 575,9

Montenegro 787,8 292,7 204,9 219,7 79,8

Kosovo 183,8 217,9 205,3 123,2 118

Bosnia 154,4 147,7 195,4 174,1 n/a

Macedonia 135,6 139,4 218,2 83,9 175,3

No data for Albania available.

Source: European Commission

FDI of the EU Countries

Politicians in the Western Balkans 
must support EU accession if they 
hope to win elections. 
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can be opened, the country must find fur-
ther compromises with the government in 
Pristina. It also appears obvious that the 
major EU countries will only agree to ad-
mit Belgrade one day provided that it rec-
ognizes Kosovo as an independent state – a 
step that no Serbian government is likely 
to make for the foreseeable future. What its 
more, Serbia is still experiencing strong 
pressure from the EU to join the sanctions 
against Russia. Serbia cites its OSCE 
Chairmanship as a reason for its neutral 
stance. However, a number of EU repre-
sentatives have made clear that Serbia can-
not hope to act as a neutral mediator.

Accession negotiations with Montenegro, 
begun in 2012, are making slow progress. 
The case of Montenegro illustrates the EU’s 
dilemma – while it must take into account 
the accession fatigue among domestic pop-
ulations, it is also trying to keep the acces-
sion candidates on track towards reform. 
Since the announcement of an accession 
freeze until 2020, incentives for rapid re-
form have been lacking. Montenegro’s 
Prime Minister Milo Djukanovic coun-
tered criticism from Brussels by threatening 
to quit negotiations with the EU altogether.

Macedonia’s accession process is stuck in a 
dead end. The country has been an acces-
sion candidate since 2005; however, the 
dispute with Greece over the country name 
“Macedonia” is blocking any further pro-
gress. Greece does not accept the name be-
cause it claims the heritage of ancient 
Macedonia for itself and wishes to avoid 
any future territorial claims. Unrest in the 
summer of 2014 showed that the agree-
ment reached between the Slav majority 
and the Albanian minority remains fragile. 
The political sphere is divided along ethnic 
lines, and the internal coherence of the 
state remains in jeopardy.

In Kosovo, the events of recent months 
have once more revealed the difficulties ex-
perienced at every level by this country, 
which still hosts 5’000 KFOR peacekeep-
ing troops. The many years of cash infu-
sions from the international community 
have improved neither the economy nor 

the state structures. The population hardly 
benefits from the invested funds, although 
Kosovo receives the largest share of devel-
opment aid to the region (US$243 million 
in 2013). The liberalization of visa regula-

tions for travel to the EU, urgently antici-
pated by the population, appears even more 
distant after the exodus of January 2015: 
The economically stronger EU countries 
fear a surge of immigration. Added to these 
woes are ethnic disputes that imperil the 
reconciliation process with Serbia: Because 
one minister representing the Serbian mi-
nority has been forced out of office by street 
protests, his constituency is contemplating 
a complete withdrawal from government. 

Albania has been an accession candidate 
since June 2014, but it will be some years 
before negotiations over accession can be-
gin. In this NATO country, combating cor-
ruption appears to be particularly difficult.

Switzerland’s Focus
Switzerland has been engaged since the 
1990s in many ways in the Western Bal-
kans. During the wars following the 
breakup of Yugoslavia, many people fled to 
relatives who had been living in Switzer-
land as guest workers for decades. The 
Western Balkans is one of the focus areas 
of civilian peace support today, while Swit-
zerland is also engaged here with its two 
biggest military peace support operations. 
The Swisscoy mission in Kosovo was ex-
tended in 2014 for three more years and 
encompasses a maximum of 235 soldiers 
(cf. CSS Analysis No. 150). The mission in 
Bosnia currently involves 26 soldiers; it is 
focused on early warning and on training 
for safe management of munitions and 
weapons stockpiles. Switzerland’s OSCE 
Chairmanship in 2014, in which the West-
ern Balkans were a priority issue, was a par-
ticularly important aspect of Berne’s en-
gagement in the region. The focus of the 
Swiss Chairmanship was to extend support 

to Belgrade and Pristina in implementing 
the 2013 accord on normalization of rela-
tions between the two sides. For instance, 
Switzerland helped finance the first na-
tionwide parliamentary elections in Koso-

vo. The special representative 
for the Western Balkans, who 
took up this position in 2014, is 
a Swiss diplomat who will also 
remain in office in 2015 as part 
of the successive Swiss and Ser-

bian Chairmanships. The special represent-
ative also fosters Swiss interests: Fostering 
regional cooperation and coming to terms 
with the past, for instance in connection 
with missing people, are among his priori-
ties. In 2015, he will also accompany the 
Serbian foreign minister in the latter’s role 
as OSCE chairman on politically sensitive 
visits in the region.

Compared to the diminishing engagement 
of other countries, Switzerland’s commit-
ment in the region is actually growing. In 
2014, Switzerland contributed CHF150 
million to programs for development and 
cooperation, human security, and peace-
keeping in the Western Balkans. Switzer-
land’s engagement is often tied to niche 
areas, such as explosives disposal and demi-
ning. The intention is to complement the 
activities of other countries in a useful way. 
Coordination with the EU as the lead actor 
is seamless, and Switzerland is appreciated 
as a partner. Berne also supports the Euro-
pean integration process on the Western 
Balkans and tries to make meaningful con-
tributions in this area as well.

 With regard to the large Western Balkans 
diaspora, migration is also an important 
topic. Switzerland hopes one day to benefit 
from any economic recovery in the region. 
Migration partnerships with Serbia, Bos-
nia, and Kosovo show that collaboration 
with countries in the region is working well.

Matthias Bieri is Researcher in the think tank 
team «Swiss and Euro-Atlantic Security» at the 
Center for Security Studies (CSS) at ETH Zürich. He 
is the author of «Kosovo between Stagnation and 
Transformation» (2014)

Switzerland hopes one day  
to benefit from any economic  
recovery in the region. 
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