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Abstract

This thesis critically examines the European Union's response to Russian engagement in the Western
Balkans between 2014 and 2021, a period characterised by the intensification of Russian influence in the
region and heightened concern among EU policymakers. While existing scholarship has extensively
documented Russia’s activities, a significant gap exists in understanding the EU’s countermeasures and
the underlying rationale behind its actions. This research addresses this gap by answering two principal
questions: How did the EU respond to Russian involvement in the Western Balkans during this period,
and what factors influenced this response?

Employing Wigell’s democratic deterrence theory and the Risse-Babayan triangular framework, this
study conducts a thematic analysis of elite and expert interviews and EU policy documents. The findings
indicate that, despite recognising the growing threat of Russian influence, the EU’s response was
predominantly reactive and lacked a comprehensive strategic vision. Initiatives such as funding civil
society organisations and countering disinformation were often criticised as superficial and inadequate
in addressing Russia's multifaceted challenges.

The analysis identifies several critical factors that shaped the EU's response. Internally, the EU was
preoccupied with crises such as the refugee influx and institutional challenges, which impeded
formulating a cohesive and proactive foreign policy. Externally, the EU’s complex and often ambivalent
relationship with Russia, particularly in economic and energy dependencies, contributed to a cautious
and inconsistent approach to Russian activities in the Western Balkans. Moreover, the EU struggled to
effectively counter the indirect and hybrid nature of Russian influence, a challenge compounded by the
actions of local political elites in the Balkans who leveraged their relationships with Russia to undermine
EU initiatives.

This thesis concludes that the EU’s response to Russian engagement in the Western Balkans was shaped
by internal distractions, external pressures, and the complexities of managing its relationship with Russia,
resulting in a largely reactive and insufficient strategy. The findings contribute to a deeper understanding
of the EU’s role in international relations, particularly in the context of external interference in its
neighbouring regions.

Keywords: European Union, Western Balkans, Russian influence, EU response, hybrid warfare



Introduction

Since the 2014 crisis in EU-Russian relations over the annexation of Crimea and the war in Donbas,
academics, analysts, and politicians have never spared a word to describe the deteriorating Russian role
in the Western Balkans, specifically for the EU policies in the region. Ivan Krastev, a Bulgarian political
analyst, famously proclaimed that ‘the Balkans are the underbelly of Brussel’s diplomacy’, and ‘this is
the place to apply pressure if Moscow wants to make Europeans feel uncomfortable’ (Krastev, 2015).
The analysts warned about the ‘coming Russian storm’ in the region (Galeotti, 2018), the ‘re-enaction of
the Great Game in the Western Balkans’ (Bershidsky, 2017), and Russian ‘organised chaos’ (Duffy &
Green, 2020), which were commonly met with ‘eyes wide shut’ (Centar za evroatlantske studije CEAS,
2016).

Namely, between 2014 and 2021, many concerning events stemming from the Russian presence directly
undermined the EU and US efforts in stabilising and rebuilding the region. In the summer of 2014, when
the South Stream project was terminated due to a lengthy legal dispute between the EC and Gazprom,
Russia launched a broad campaign to mobilise politicians and civil society activists in almost all Western
Balkan countries to discredit the EU and NATO (Bieber & Tzifakis, 2019b). In Montenegro, Russia was
considered to be involved in the 2016 coup attempt against Milo Pukanovi¢ and his Democratic Party of
Socialists (Bajrovic et al., 2018). Russia worked to weaken the sanctions regime: in 2014, Serbia, North
Macedonia and Bosnia and Herzegovina refused to support the EU's policy in this area, undermining the
CFSP alignment as a condition for successful EU accession (Avdiu, 2019; Bieber & Tzifakis, 2019b).
Russia also amplified its regional information presence - in 2015, the Sputnik agency opened a radio
station (30 regional stations) and a website that operates in Serbia and broadcasts the official position of
the Russian authorities (Duffy & Green, 2020). Finally, Russia invested billions in an almost
monopolistic presence in the energy sectors of some Western Balkan countries and accelerated the
weaponry supplies to its allies, specifically Serbia (Bieber & Tzifakis, 2019b).

The signs of discomfort from the West with these developments were manifested in public political
communications — German Chancellor Angela Merkel, in an interview with ‘Welt am Sonntag’, said that
Russia was trying to make certain states in the Western Balkans politically and economically dependent
(Alexander, 2014). The US Secretary of State John Kerry suggested that ‘Russia might focus on countries
that are not NATO members, Montenegro for example, some of the smaller countries, and attempt to
create instability, to use some of the information operations and techniques we have seen them using in
Ukraine’, as ‘Serbia, Kosovo, Montenegro, Macedonia and others - they are in the line of fire’ (Radio
Slobodna Evropa, 2015). Finally, at the EU level, concerns have also been voiced: in response to the
question about the Russian engagement in the Western Balkans, Federica Mogherini, then High
Representative for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy, said that ‘the Balkans can easily become one of
the chessboards where the big power game can be played’, and ‘the concern is there and is profound’ (E.
W. B. Archives, 2017).

Considering these numerous facts of expanding Russian presence in the Western Balkans, verbally and
publicly expressed concerns about these developments not only by the journalists, experts but also the
officials, the following research puzzle emerges:

If the Russian presence in the Western Balkans was growing since 2014, and the EU political leaders
were concerned about these developments, then what was done to counter Russian actions in the region?

While academia is replete with studies enunciating the Russian presence in the region and the substantive
(or potential) threats it presents to EU policies in the Western Balkans (Bechev, 2018; Brailian, 2023;
Hajdari, 2018; Panagiotou, 2021; Samokhvalov, 2019), the question of the EU’s countermeasures has
not yet been addressed. Thus, this thesis attempts to answer two research questions:
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1. How did the EU respond to Russian engagement in the Western Balkans between 2014 and 20217?
2. What were the reasons behind the EU response to the Russian engagement in the Western Balkans
between 2014 and 20217

Chronologically, this thesis is set between 2014 and 2021, where the 2014 crisis in EU-Russian
relations, in line with existing literature, serves as a primary trigger and watershed moment for the
Russian activation in the Western Balkans, while 2021 serves to separate the discussion from the
developments taking place after the full-scale invasion of Ukraine in 2022, which, by almost universal
recognition, drastically changed the international environment and stands in contrast with the 2014
events, specifically in terms of the response of the international community.

In addition to the apparent research gap within the academic literature, which will be explored in detail
in the literature review, this thesis is specifically interested in a unique triangle of interaction between
the EU, Russia, and the Western Balkans, which generates a sophisticated complex of relations and
practical inferences — while the academic literature is almost unanimous in recognising the Russian
actions in the Western Balkans as a function of its relations with the EU (Bechev, 2017; Samokhvalov,
2017), the issue of local agency in this process and substance of the EU’s response has been overlooked.
In addition, this question formulation presents an interesting perspective of the EU’s actorness in
international relations, specifically through countermeasures (not) taken in response to the third actor’s
actions. Moreover, this thesis has relevance in the context of Russia’s continued presence in the
Western Balkans, especially after the full-scale invasion of Ukraine, whereby the question of the EU’s
response and key rationales behind it is an ongoing, vibrant discussion (Anghel & Dzankié¢, 2023;
Asllani, 2023; Brailian, 2023; Zweers et al., 2023), which benefits from a retrospective view of the EU
actions.

To tackle the research questions, with a particular emphasis on numerous aspects of this topic’s
relevance, this thesis employs a combination of two theoretical perspectives — a democratic deterrence
theory by Wigell (Wigell, 2021) to generate expectations about the substance of the EU’s response and
a triangular framework of the interaction of a democracy promoter, an illiberal regional power and a
target country by Risse and Babayan (Babayan & Risse, 2017), to generate expectations about the reasons
and conditioning factors behind the EU response. While Wigell’s democratic deterrence theory expects
the EU response to be formulated in normative terms in line with its core values, the Risse-Babayan
framework claims the response will happen only if the further democratising efforts do not threaten the
stability of the Western Balkans and Russia is not considered a major strategic partner for the EU. To
test these research expectations, a combination of fifteen elite and expert interviews and the EU official
documents is analysed through thematic analysis to establish the substance of the EU response towards
the Russian engagement in the Western Balkans and the reasons behind it.

This thesis argues that while the EU recognised the increasing presence of Russia and the potential threats
to the stability and integration of the Western Balkans, the measures adopted were frequently reactive
and lacked a coherent strategic vision. Although the EU attempted to address the threat by funding civil
society organisations and countering disinformation, these efforts were often criticised as inadequate and
not part of a comprehensive, long-term strategy. The EU's inconsistent focus on Russian activities,
particularly when compared to its approach to other external actors like China, diluted the specific
attention needed to counter Russia's unique methods of influence. Strategic initiatives by the EU were
seen as superficial, failing to address the region's core issues, and the EU's support for local autocrats in
the name of stability further undermined its efforts to build resilience against external interference,
including that of Russia.

Additionally, the thesis presents several reasons for the EU's response to Russian influence in the Western
Balkans, which was shaped by internal challenges, external pressures, and its complex relationship with
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Russia. The EU grappled with multiple internal crises, such as the refugee crisis and institutional
dynamics, that hindered a unified foreign policy, leading to the deprioritisation of the Western Balkans
and a focus on crisis management over proactive engagement. The EU's cautious reaction to Russia,
influenced by economic and energy ties, translated into unclear regional policies as it struggled to balance
its economic interests with geopolitical concerns. The nature of Russian influence, characterised by
indirect and hybrid methods, posed significant challenges that the EU was not well-equipped to counter.
Local political elites in the Western Balkans exacerbated the situation by leveraging their relationships
with Russia and other powers to manipulate their ties with the EU, further weakening the Union's
influence and complicating its efforts to promote stability and democracy. As a result, the EU’s response
to Russian interference remained largely reactive, situational, and insufficient to effectively counter the
challenges posed by Russian engagement.

This thesis shall proceed as follows: Chapter 1 will discuss the existing literature on the three broad
topics, which formulate the intersection where the research puzzle emerges — namely, literature about the
EU as an actor in international relations, EU’s policies in the Western Balkans and Russian presence in
the Western Balkans. Chapter 2 will detail the theoretical framework employed to address the research
puzzle: the Risse-Babayan triangular framework on the interaction between democracy promoters,
illiberal powers and target countries, and Wigell’s theory of democratic deterrence. Chapter 3 will
describe the methodology of this thesis, including its ontological and epistemological positionality, as
well as the key method employed — thematic analysis based on elite and expert interviews and EU official
documents. Chapter 4 will be dedicated to the key findings based on an analytical framework from
thematic analysis and a chosen theoretical framework organised around respective themes. Chapter 5
will answer the research questions of this thesis and provide theoretical inferences stemming from the
case study under consideration.
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Chapter 1. Literature Review

This chapter will review the existing literature on three broad fields of studies, at the intersection of
which lies the thesis research puzzle: the EU as an actor in international relations, the EU policies in the
Western Balkans, and the Russian influence in the Western Balkans. This chapter sets an essential
background for a general understanding of the topic and guides the choice of theoretical framework and
methods to answer the research questions.

1.1. EU as an IR actor

In European studies, one of the significant contention questions is the EU’s essence as an actor in IR.
While the definition of actorness suggests ‘the extent to which the Union has become an actor in global
politics’ (Bretherton & Vogler, 2005, p. 13), one should also consider the ontology behind its foreign
policy and its influence on the EU’s foreign policy goals and means. In turn, these are essential for
understanding the EU’s potential or actual response towards the Russian influence in the Western
Balkans. In this respect, discussion oscillates between the two leading positions: the EU as a sui generis
IR actor or a ‘normal’ Westphalian actor in the IR (Nissen & Dreyer, 2024).

In the early stages of its existence, the EU was seen through the lens of traditional IR paradigms,
considering states as the main actors in IR, like realism (Wright, 2011). In the case of the EU, the
discussion commonly revolved around the deployment of military capabilities as a condition for the EU’s
status as a truly international actor and the EU’s inherent inability to achieve this (Wright, 2011). The
initial realist position used the coercive aspect, or rather its absence, as a defining factor for the EU's
actorness—without an effective military, Bull argued, there would be no effective European Community
as an international actor (Bull, 1982). The inherent inability stems from the specifics of the integration,
which imposes consensus in decision-making as inalienable, aggravated by the deficit of common foreign
policy objectives among the Union’s Member States (Wright, 2011).

However, the EU’s attempts at formulating an all-Union foreign policy agenda, undertaken after the end
of the Cold War, undermined the ‘hard power’ argument (Nissen & Dreyer, 2024), and the realist critique
shifted from security and military domain to structural deficiencies and primacy of Member States
interests over supranational institutions. Namely, Hill argues that the EU’s foreign policy endeavours are
impeded by a ‘Capabilities-Expectations Gap’ — a discrepancy between the EU’s claims about actions it
can undertake and limitations stemming from its actual capability to reach decisions along with the
instruments and resources it wants or is able of employing to this end (Hill, 1993). Toje reformulates this
phenomenon as a ‘Consensus-Expectations Gap’, under which the EU Member States proceed with
action by deliberately choosing issues where consensus is achievable rather than where the action is
needed (Toje, 2008). Outcomes, therefore, fall victim to the process. Unanimity is more critical than the
issue per se, which leads to inherent conservatism, and the EU is rather reactive than proactive in
formulating the international agenda (Toje, 2008). Kagan suggests that the EU mechanism is not only
doomed to look for the lowest common denominator but also makes any military component build-up
and, hence, a global role impossible (Kagan, 2003).

With the EU's advancement in foreign policy coordination, expansion of the traditional realms of foreign
policy, and the emergence of new theories and approaches in IR comes a wide range of sui generis
conceptualisations of the EU actorness. Among the existing concepts are ‘civilian power’ (Orbie, 2006),
‘global conflict manager’ (Whitman & Wolff, 2012), ‘transformative power’ (Grabbe, 2015), ‘quiet
superpower’ (Moravcsik, 2009), ‘postmodern power’ (Caporaso, 2000), ‘soft power’ (Nye, 1990), ‘soft
imperialist’ (Hettne & Sdderbaum, 2005), ‘ethical power’ (Aggestam, 2008), ‘Kantian power — by
choice or by necessity’ (Kagan, 2003; Nicolaidis, 2004), ‘market power’ (Damro, 2012) and the most
popular — ‘normative power’ (Manners, 2002). Despite such heterogeneity, all these concepts share a
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similar pretext of the European project as a one-of-a-kind IR actor based on its history, supranational
structure or legislative setup, and specifics of instruments used (Nissen & Dreyer, 2024).

Supranational structure and institutional setup are usually a starting point for sui generis arguments.
What was an impediment in the eyes of the realist critique — the EU as ‘neither a state nor a non-state
actor... neither a conventional international organisation nor an international regime’ (Ginsberg, 1999,
p. 432), became a basis for the appreciative position of sui generis authors. Keil and Arkan point out that
the Union is a ‘complex multilayered political system, which simultaneously bore the characteristics of
an international organisation, a state and a supranational institution” (Arkan & Keil, 2016, p. 56). Smith
focused on the EU’s institutional structure, arguing that the multilayered governments (governments,
parliaments and courts of law of the Member States, the EU supranational institutions and public opinion)
create constraints that make it less likely that the EU will pursue realist, interest-driven policies (H.
Smith, 2015), while other scholars have emphasised how the EU institutions act as a filter to the interests
of its members, moulding the EU foreign policy in normative spirit (Lavenex, 2004). Other scholars
suggest that the EU’s internal governance is extrapolated outwards, shaping the nature of its foreign
policy through contractual relations with third parties (Tocci & Hamilton, 2008).

Another argument stems from the EU’s lack of traditional coercive instruments as a precondition for
its ‘unique’ nature. What realists use to dismiss the EU’s international actorness entirely is what the sui
generis proponents put forward as the foundation of EU power. The concept of ‘civilian power’, coined
by Duchene in 1973, acutely represents this position. For Duchene, the European project's military
weakness is a virtue, laying down the basis for its status within the international system and ability to
exert influence (Wright, 2011). Originating in the 20™-century wars, the European project is defined in
opposition to its violent past (Nissen & Dreyer, 2024). It now safeguards continental peace via
domesticating relations between Member states and reshaping power sources by relying on economics
and diplomacy (Wright, 2011). Further developing the notion of civilian power, Maull described it as
combining three components: cooperation in pursuit of international goals, using non-military
instruments to this end, and establishing supranational structures to deal with global issues management
(Maull, 1990). This non-military status is also central to discussions about the EU's role in international
relations (Manners, 2002).

Another sui generis argument is that the EU is unique as an entity, regardless of the material instruments
it resorts to or the peculiarity of its structure. Namely, the concept of ‘normative power’ emerged in the
debate between Manners and Bull on the ‘civilian power’ of the EU (Bull, 1982; Manners, 2002). While
both concepts accord considerable meaning to the EU's reliance on soft power assets and the formative
nature of tragic historical experiences for the EU actorness and identity, normative power is not defined
by means per se, unlike realist and civil interpretations (Wright, 2011).

Namely, while civilian power defines the EU’s nature via instruments at its disposal (or rather the absence
of coercive instruments), normative power suggests that the EU’s role in the international system derives
from its very existence in this system. The reason why the EU acts in a fundamentally different way,
according to Manners, is that the Union is ‘different to pre-existing political forms, and that this particular
difference pre-disposes it to act in a normative way’ (Manners, 2002, p. 242). The idea that ‘the most
important factor that defines the EU's international role is not what it does or says, but what it is’
(Manners, 2002, p. 252) reinforces this statement. Thus, the EU’s normative power lies in ‘the ability to
shape conceptions of normal (Manners, 2002, p. 249). In his later publications, Manners explicitly
pointed out that the EU's normative power lies in its ability to ‘lead by example’ and to directly influence
the rules of the game in the international system (Manners, 2010, p. 97).

The issue of norms and principles is central to the normative power concept. Manners argued that the EU
can influence international relations by promoting its values and norms, such as peace, freedom,
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democracy, the rule of law, human rights, social progress, non-discrimination, sustainable development
and good governance (Manners, 2002, p. 239). These values are the basis of interstate relations, including
the peaceful resolution of disputes and source of legitimacy for the EU’s external actions, constitutive
factors for the EU’s international identity, and formative for the nature of its relations with the world
(Wright, 2011).

However, the presence of norms is not the only component; the means of their dissemination are equally
important. Manners argued that a crucial part of the process is ‘the absence of physical force in imposing
norms and the cultural means of dissemination that transform the EU into a different type of international
actor’ (Manners, 2002, p. 245). Among such non-physical means, one finds the spontaneous diffusion of
norms in third countries; communication strategies (information activities, new policy initiatives, and
declarative communications); procedural activities (institutionalising relations with the EU through
agreements or membership); transfer of mutual benefits through technical cooperation based on EU legal
and administrative standards; activities in third countries, including peacekeeping, human rights and
diplomatic efforts; and cultural diffusion (learning European norms by third states through socialisation)
(Manners, 2002). The effectiveness of the strategy pursued by a normative actor is thus measured by an
indicator of the degree of transposition of the European model (or ideological/normative standards) in
the states targeted by this strategy (Skolimowska, 2015).

However, the criticism of the normative power concept is almost as replete as that of its praise. It revolves
around interconnected notions of the EU’s uniqueness as a normative power, universalist normative
claims, external perception of normative power, norms and values dichotomy, etc.

First, the authors question the uniqueness of the EU as a normative actor, or rather, the EU as the only
normative actor. Kagan and Hyde-Price debate whether this concept can be applied to other actors or if
the EU uniquely wields it —and argue that the USA possesses similar qualities (Hyde-Price, 2008; Kagan,
2003). In addition, different organisations, such as the UN, World Bank, IMF, WTO, and OECD, which
promote norms identical to those of the EU, undermine the EU’s unique normative actorness (Diez,
2005).

Second, researchers question the EU’s normative positions as a universal ‘force for good’. Namely,
scholars ask whether there is a legitimate foundation for the EU's claim to be a universal force for good
or merely reflects a European conception of ‘good’ (Aggestam, 2008, p. 8; Sjursen, 2006). This issue is
closely connected with the EU’s status as ‘normative imperialist’, which imposes its values under a
universalist pretext and uses them to achieve material policy goals (Del Sarto, 2016). In this respect, the
problem of external perception as a necessary condition for the EU normative legitimacy arises (De
Zutter, 2010). Harpaz and Shamis argue that most works on normative power are Eurocentric and abstract
and that academic discourse does not give due importance to how non-Europeans perceive normative
power (Harpaz & Shamis, 2010). Larsen demonstrates that perceptions of the EU as a normative force
vary significantly across different regions. Even if the EU attempts to promote its norms globally, it does
not function as a global normative power. The EU's image as a normative power is strongest in countries
seeking closer ties with the EU and potential membership (Larsen, 2014).

Third, many authors also question the nature of the EU's instruments as normative. Empirical studies
indicate that normative power largely relies on material incentives, such as the prospect of EU
membership or trade agreements — while the ideal type form is spontaneous diffusion —hence, in practice,
no different from other instruments. Structural realism critiqgues normative power by highlighting the
EU's inability to persuade third states to adopt the European normative model without additional
economic or military incentives (Pollack, 2010). Regarding the contextual use of instruments, the
criticism is directed at the EU's indifference to the specifics of the objects of force and the local context,
in other words, adherence to the ‘our size fits all’ principle, which ties us back to the ‘normative empire’
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notion (Del Sarto, 2016). The EU also tends to reproduce itself in its relations with non-members (Bicchi,
2006; Bretherton & Vogler, 2014, p. 249).

Fourth, a dichotomy of interests and norms is also a common critique of normative power. Jorgensen
and Laatikainen criticise the normative approach for disregarding the EU's material interests. They argue
that the EU's portrayal of itself as a force for good while claiming indifference to its interests leads to
inconsistencies in the application of norms and damages the Union's international reputation as a values-
based actor (Jgrgensen & Laatikainen, 2004). This clash of norms and interests undermines the EU's
ability to influence the behaviour of other actors in four ways: by depriving it of the ability to ‘levy a
penalty’ for non-compliance with its norms; by reducing the effectiveness of its normative power; by
leading to inconsistencies in the application of its norms; and by damaging the Union's international
standing as a values-based actor (Noureddine, 2016).

However, some scholars take this dichotomy further and argue that the EU is a ‘realist actor in normative
clothes’ that uses normative means to achieve geopolitical goals (Seeberg, 2009). Hyde-Pryce famously
argued that universalist claims often mask particularistic interests (Hyde-Price, 2006). He proposes a
neorealist alternative, according to which the EU is, in fact, simply an ‘institutional repository for the
“second-order” concerns of its member states’, according to which ethical and normatively sound
policies should not be attributed to the EU itself, but should be pursued only if they do not contradict the
material interests of the member states (Hyde-Price, 2006, pp. 222-223), much in line with ‘Consensus-
Expectations Gap’ concept (Toje, 2008). Many scholars contend that the EU readily sacrifices normative
principles for material interests (Del Sarto, 2016; Petrovic M, 2019; Seeberg, 2009; Skolimowska, 2015).
Finally, a part of academic literature is critical of the ‘normative power’ viability as a proper scientific
concept, seeing it as truly ‘normative’, representing the desirable rather than actual reality. Sjursen
highlights the risk of this academic concept being too closely tied to the EU's founding documents,
potentially limiting the critical analysis (Sjursen, 2006). Hyde-Pryce underscores the difficulty of
maintaining critical distance with concepts like normative power, where the research object emanates the
core values of a researcher himself (Hyde-Price, 2006). Nikolaidis and Howse argue that the perception
of the EU's international policy is a product of European image-making and does not accurately reflect
reality but is an ideal Brussels aims to achieve. These authors use the concept of Euro-utopia, i.e. the
utopian image of the EU that it has created on its own (Nicolaidis & Howse, 2002). Skolimowska adds
that the EU does not export its normative power but rather a representation of what it aspires to be
(Skolimowska, 2015), which undermines its credibility and international trust.

It is safe to assume that the debate on EU actorness remains vibrant and primarily aligned with the current
political context. For instance, the discussion became relevant again in the context of the full-scale
invasion of Ukraine when the EU started reconsidering the continent's security at the level of individual
Member States and the Union (Nissen & Dreyer, 2024). Even before 2022, one of the latest trends in
academia was conceptualising the EU's potential (or actuality) as a geopolitical power (Bastian, 2021;
Beshku, 2021; Lehne, 2020; Lonardo, 2023; Middelaar, 2021). As Helwig rightly points out, despite
becoming a buzzword since the arrival of the 2019 Commission as ‘geopolitical’, the term ‘geopolitics’
remains undefined but commonly associated with a more interest-driven, power-based and pragmatic
approach, with great emphasis on space and military prowess (Helwig, 2024).

While critical geopolitics studies of the EU have been replete (Nitoiu & Sus, 2019), the realpolitik notion
has been primarily confined to the claims regarding the EU's deviation from the normative mission
(Bicchi, 2006; Harpaz & Shamis, 2010; Hyde-Price, 2006, 2008; Seeberg, 2009; Skolimowska Anna,
2015) or a call from the epistemic and analytical community to adopt one (Beshku, 2023; Middelaar,
2021). Some authors suggest that the EU has already been actively acting as a geopolitical actor, as it
prioritised deepening internal integration over global power projection while also managing the tensions
between geopolitics and geoeconomics by moving away from market openness towards competitive
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interdependence and selectively supporting the liberal-democratic order amidst the global competition
between the United States and China (Youngs, 2020). However, one hardly can ascertain whether the
EU may be presented as a geopolitical actor — Helwig conceptualises this as ‘accidental geopolitics’ —a
series of ad hoc instances rather than deliberate strategy, which, in turn, is born out of inherent
dichotomies of norms vs. interests, supranational vs. intergovernmental institutional design, and
defensive vs. offensive policies (Helwig, 2024).

The debate on the EU actorness also takes place in the Western Balkans. Namely, Beshku explores the
EU’s ability to turn into a geopolitical power via enlargement to the Western Balkans, deconstructed via
pragmatic enlargement perceptions of France and Germany (Beshku, 2021). Following the invasion of
Ukraine, the Western Balkans are considered the immediate case of geopolitical transformation, whereby
accelerated enlargement is perceived as an ultimate geopolitical move (Anghel & Dzankié, 2023;
Beshku, 2023; Mats Braun et al., 2024). On the other hand, the Western Balkans have always been a
litmus test for the sui generis conceptualisations, like transformative (Borzel, 2011; DZanki¢ et al., 2019;
Elbasani, 2013; Giandomenico, 2015) and normative power (De lacovo, 2019; Heikkinen, n.d.; Nitoiu,
2009; Noutcheva, 2009; Zupanci¢ & Pejic, 2018), primarily demonstrating discouraging results.

1.2. EU and the Western Balkans

The EU’s engagement in the Western Balkans has an unprecedented character compared to other
external regions — to the extent that the term ‘Western Balkans’ was coined in Brussels (Nitoiu & Sus,
2019). Understanding this unprecedented Brussels’ role in the region is an essential background for the
thesis’s central question — the EU’s response to the third actor’s involvement in the area, which is
practically shaped by the EU’s presence and policies. Moreover, the overall course of action, strategy,
and instruments used in the Western Balkans by the EU determine the basic expectations of the EU’s
response to Russian engagement.

A usual starting point for almost all accounts of the EU policies in the Western Balkans is their
qualitative difference from other regions in which the EU is actively present — mainly due to the region’s
complicated past and its lingering effects (Borzel & Grimm, 2018; Grimm & Mathis, 2015; Kartsonaki
& Wollff, 2023; Zupanci¢ & Pejic, 2018), but also novel roles the EU had to undertake in the region.
Most importantly, the EU was there to rebuild the region (physically and metaphorically) after the wars
that followed the demise of Yugoslavia. Thus, compared to the Central European accession process, the
EU not only prepares the region’s countries for accession but essentially builds up the state structures of
the Western Balkans from the very beginning, supports their economies and essentially does what needs
to be done before any accession talks — builds a state (Arkan & Keil, 2016, pp. 16-17; Bieber, 2011;
Borzel, 2011; Borzel & Grimm, 2018). At the same time, the legacy of post-Yugoslav conflicts remains
a determinant in the EU policies.

On the one hand, Brussels aims to keep peace and stability and bring prosperity to the Western Balkans.
Moreover, the EU is much involved in overseeing the implementation of post-conflict settlement treaties,
like the Dayton Accords in Bosnia and Herzegovina via the ALTHEA mission or supporting state
enforcement of the law, like via the EULEX Kosovo mission (EEAS, 2024a, 2024b). Still, on the other
hand, structural post-conflict vulnerabilities, ranging from weak state structures to lingering societal
cleavages, undermine the EU’s efforts (Dzanki¢ et al., 2019). This dilemma is reinforced by the EU’s
lack of experience in matters of state building, which leads to a paradoxical situation where the EU's
efforts to stabilise the region are undermined by the problems it aims to solve (Borzel, 2011). Moreover,
as Tocci argues, the EU’s approach often addresses only the symptoms of conflict rather than its root
causes and ignores the complex dynamics of post-conflict societies (Tocci, 2007).

Turning to concrete examples of state-building, Bieber identifies three forms of EU state-building in the
Western Balkans — first, direct intervention in political systems, such as in Bosnia and Herzegovina,
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where the EU Special Representative has influenced decision-making since 2011, leading to significant
political impacts like the police reform crisis. Second, coercion and close monitoring, where pressure
from Brussels and EU member states pushes local actors to implement reforms, as seen in the Serbia-
Kosovo negotiations and the Concordia mission in Macedonia. Third, ‘state-building at a distance’,
where EU conditionality stimulates reforms to improve public administration and democratic
accountability, exemplified by the EU-sponsored state union of Serbia and Montenegro and
constitutional reform support in Bosnia after the Sejdi¢-Finci judgment (Bieber, 2011).

State building, as complicated as it is, happens in the Western Balkans in parallel with Europeanisation
and democracy promotion, to the extent that sometimes these processes are conflated or explored
simultaneously (Borzel & Grimm, 2018; Grimm, 2015; Grimm & Mathis, 2015). Almost all academic
accounts of these processes in the Western Balkans are critical to the EU efforts and explore the reasons
behind the EU’s failures to enforce required reforms (Barbulescu & Troncota, 2013; Ciceo, 2022;
Dzanki¢ et al., 2019; Grabbe, 2015). Many explanations exist, mainly divided into intra-regional factors
and the Union’s specifics. For instance, among the issues, one finds local structural post-conflict
conditions (weak and limited statehood, lack of institutions, the rule of law, civil society engagement,
etc.) (Borzel & Grimm, 2018; Grimm & Mathis, 2015; Kartsonaki & Wolff, 2023; Zupanci¢ & Pejic,
2018), complex interactions between the EU, Western Balkan governments, and domestic third-party
actors (Bieber, 2018; Emini, 2023; Hasanbegovic, 2020), a lack of consensus among democracy
promoters about policy objectives and hidden agendas, authoritarian leaders' adaptability to threats and
resistance to democratisation, and the influence of adverse external actors supporting autocracy and
undermining democratic transitions (Borzel & Grimm, 2018; Prelec, 2020; Richter & Wunsch, 2020).

In all of the above processes, however, conditionality is one of the main instruments at the EU’s disposal
in transforming the Western Balkans (Anastasakis, 2008; Bieber, 2012; Dzanki¢ et al., 2019; Gliipker,
2013; Grabbe, 2015; Limante, 2021; Richter & Wunsch, 2020). Among the critical issues with these
instruments, one finds prioritising the accession process over outcomes, blending normative and
realpolitik conditions, and inconsistent compliance assessments (Anastasakis, 2008). Noutcheva
discusses ‘fake, partial and imposed compliance’, where states superficially adopt EU-mandated reforms
to gain benefits without genuine implementation (Noutcheva, 2009). Limante highlights specific trends
in the EU’s use of political conditionality, where the EU often adds additional political conditions and
criteria for weaker or more resilient partners. It combines normative, functional, and fundamental
political requirements in selecting conditions, affecting the clarity of its intentions (Limante, 2021).
Additionally, the EU sometimes conducts thorough compliance assessments and, at other times, adopts
a more flexible and pragmatic approach to preserve peace and prevent security risks, affecting the
process's consistency (Limante, 2021). Petrovi¢ attributes the slow adoption of EU standards to
inconsistent and weak policy implementation rather than structural inability. He points out that the EU’s
toughened accession conditions and new criteria since the mid-2000s often reflect the short-term interests
of influential EU member states rather than universally recognised norms (Petrovic M, 2019).
Consequently, Dzanki¢ et al. argue that EU conditionality has failed to drive social change in the Western
Balkans due to local veto players, state capture, and historical legacies (DzZanki¢ et al., 2019).

A peculiar issue in this respect is state capture, which hampers democratic transition (Bartlett, 2021;
Prelec, 2020). Richter and Wunsch reveal that Western Balkan countries are trapped in a hybrid status
quo on their path to democracy, where traditional explanations fail to account for the gap between formal
EU membership compliance and declining democratic performance. The limited impact of EU political
conditionality is linked to rampant state capture, as conditionality has reinforced harmful governance
patterns. Simultaneous economic and political reform pressures have enabled business actors to form
clientelist networks infiltrating politics, weakened political competition, and diminished internal
accountability. High-level EU interactions have legitimised corrupt elites, with the Serbian case
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illustrating how EU conditionality can entrench state capture rather than promote genuine democratic
reforms (Richter & Wunsch, 2020).

Recent literature suggests that the EU's democracy aid and accession progress have paradoxically
legitimised political regimes despite democratic backsliding, including Serbia and North Macedonia,
where the EU acts as both a legitimising actor and a democracy promoter (Gafuri & Muftuler-Bac, 2021).
In their interactions with local political actors, EU policies in the Western Balkans have led to the
emergence of a new concept: the stabilitocracy (Bieber, 2018; Kmezi¢, 2019; Kovacevi¢, 2018;
Pavlovi¢, 2017; N. R. Smith et al., 2021; Zweers et al., 2022). This term means ‘governments that claim
to secure stability, pretend to espouse EU integration and rely on informal, clientelist structures, control
of the media, and the regular production of crises to undermine democracy and the rule of law’(Bieber,
2018, p. 176) and broadly reflects the EU’s main priority in the region — peace and security, even at the
cost of democratic transformations — ‘stability first, development second, democracy - third’ (Grimm &
Mathis, 2015). Zweers et al. identify eight flaws in the EU's strategies and policies contributing to
stabilitocracy in the Western Balkans. These include an overly technical approach to enlargement that
fails to drive profound societal change, unclear rule of law definitions, and inadequate reporting that
obscures political realities. The EU's silence on stagnation and autocratic tendencies, coupled with its
inability to reward progress due to internal disagreements, undermines its credibility. The focus on
political elites strengthens their grip on power, while party-political ties lead to undue support for
undemocratic behaviours. Lastly, the lack of interim timelines hampers effective monitoring and
accountability for necessary democratic reforms (Zweers et al., 2022). At the same time, from a long-
term perspective, favouring stability over democracy will likely bring further instability (Kovacevic,
2018) — ‘by offering stability externally and reforms domestically, the aforementioned parties are in the
business of promising stability, not delivering’ (Bieber, 2018, p. 183).

At the same time, the primary process and reform incentive led by the EU in the Western Balkans —
enlargement — has been repeatedly criticised (Besimi, 2016; Bonomi, 2020; Economides, 2020;
Mtchedlishvili, 2021; O’Brennan, 2014). The literature contrasts the EU enlargement strategy during the
2004/2007 Eastern enlargement with the current approach for Western Balkan countries, highlighting
factors that have slowed the accession process over the past decade (Nitoiu, 2009). In addition to the
lessons of the previous enlargement sessions and ‘enlargement fatigue’, the past decade of the EU was
aptly nicknamed a poly-crisis (Nicoli & Zeitlin, 2024) — a series of consecutive crises, including the
Eurozone crisis, refugee influx following the Syrian civil war, Brexit, followed by the COVID-19
pandemic, and finally — Ukrainian invasion. A string of crises, combined with dubious reforming
processes in the Western Balkans, prompted the arrival of a ‘fundamentals first’, with its particular
emphasis on the rule of law and resolution of bilateral disputes (Mis, 2017; Rant et al., 2020).

On the EU side, recent literature on EU enlargement highlights a shift from ‘enlargement fatigue’
(Bonomi, 2020; O’Brennan, 2014) — where the EU and its members felt unprepared to absorb new
members due to institutional and economic concerns—to ‘enlargement resistance’ (Economides, 2020).
This resistance arises from worries about ‘absorption capacity’, internal EU fragmentation, and the
inability of candidate states to meet accession requirements. Europe's crises have intensified populism,
nationalism, and debates over European integration, further hindering the enlargement process.
Additionally, candidate states struggle to implement necessary reforms for accession. The literature
suggests that EU enlargement faces dual challenges: internal EU fragmentation and the external
incapacity of candidate states to comply with criteria, indicating a likely stall in the process, even for
Western Balkan countries nearing the requirements (Economides, 2020; Elezi, 2023).

Dzanki¢ revisits Hill’s ‘capability-expectation gap’ concept from EU foreign policy studies and applies
it to the accession of the Western Balkan states. This reinterpretation broadens the ‘capability’ aspect to
encompass the EU’s interests and strategies for regional accession. It highlights the EU's challenges in
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presenting a credible enlargement agenda, particularly considering internal tensions post-Brexit and
maintaining its role as a democratising force amidst rising illiberal politics within member states. The
expectations of the EU among Western Balkan stakeholders reveal that normative expectations about the
EU’s role have led to a flawed perception of EU conditionality. This has allowed domestic elites to
exploit the situation, further entrenching their control over the weak and captured states in the region
(Dzankié, 2023).

On the Western Balkan side, Teokarevi¢ underscores a shift in the EU’s image in the Western Balkans
over the past two decades, transitioning from an initial optimistic perception to a significantly more
negative one due to crises in the EU enlargement process. Early in the EU integration efforts, the Union
was viewed as an essential problem-solver, reform anchor, and development facilitator. At the same time,
it is now perceived as a metaphorical and literal ATM that provides financial support. Recent analyses
and public opinion polls highlight a decline in this positive image, shaped by a ‘3D phenomenon’—
disappointment, disillusionment, and disenchantment with the EU. Despite its status as the most
influential external actor in the region, the EU's current image is unlikely to improve substantially shortly,
reflecting broader challenges in the effectiveness and appeal of its enlargement strategy (Teokarevic,
2023). Barbullushi explores elite and public perceptions of the EU in the Western Balkans, focusing on
two paradoxes: the gap between regional expectations and declining faith in the EU’s commitment and
the tension between the EU’s demands for regional cooperation and its limited support (Barbullushi,
2023).

A full-scale invasion of Ukraine brought a new stream inside the EU enlargement in the Western
Balkans — namely, the impact of the 2022 invasion on the EU policies vis-a-vis this process (Anghel &
Dzanki¢, 2023; Beshku, 2023; Dopchie & Lika, 2024). While some argue that the EU should be more
geopolitical — in this case — offer a fast-track accession to the Western Balkan states (Beshku, 2023),
others warn about concerning tendencies of crippling geopolitisation of enlargement, including the
transformations and reforms, compliance with the EU entry requirements, etc. (Anghel & Dzankic,
2023).

The presence of non-Western actors like Russia, China, and the UAE in the Western Balkans has
garnered attention as a factor for weakening the EU’s leverage over the region, including in conditionality
compliance, as well as numerous impediments to the regional countries’ strategic orientation and
transformation process (Andeli¢, 2020; Bieber & Tzifakis, 2019a, 2019b; Chrzova et al., 2019; Vulovi¢,
2023). While the leverage of these numerous actors should not be overestimated to an extent where they
are presented as outright alternatives risking inflicting a U-turn in the Western Balkans’ strategic
orientation (Bieber & Tzifakis, 2019a), their presence certainly undermines the democratisation and
enlargement process, particularly with respect to adopting the EU standards. Prelec discusses how these
actors exploit governance weaknesses through ‘corrosive capital’, fostering illiberalism and state capture
(Prelec, 2020). Markovic Khaze discusses how perceptions of Russia and China as ‘less demanding’
partners, alongside a slow EU enlargement agenda, have diminished the EU's ‘power of attraction’
(Markovic Khaze, 2022). At the same time, the academic literature largely neglects the issue of the EU’s
response towards these actors’ actions in the Western Balkans. The only notable exception is a study by
Boskovi¢, who explores the EU’s response towards the increased Chinese presence in the Western
Balkans (Boskovi¢, 2020).

1.3. Russian influence in the Western Balkans

While the literature has been concentrated on various countries projecting their power in the Western
Balkans, including China, Turkey and UAE (Bieber & Tzifakis, 2019b; Gardner, 2023; Hajdari, 2018;
Panagiotou, 2021), particular emphasis has always been placed on Russia (Bechev, 2018; Bechev &
Radelji¢, 2018; Branislav & Caprile, 2023; Hajdari, 2018), which will be discussed next. A nuanced
understanding of Moscow’s motives, interests, instruments and impact in the Western Balkans is required
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to comprehend the scale of the Russian presence in the region, its impact on the EU’s strategic perception
and the potential instruments it is likely to use to counter these actions.

The academic and analytical record on the reasons, instruments, and efficiency of Moscow’s policies in
the region is replete; the first wave of interest was triggered by the first phase of Western-Russian
estrangement after the annexation of Crimea in 2014 (Babi¢ et al., 2014; Bajrovic et al., 2018; Bechev &
Radelji¢, 2018; Bershidsky, 2017; Clark & Foxall, 2014; Galeotti, 2018; Jagietto, 2021), while the
second wave of attention came immediately after the full-scale invasion of Ukraine in February 2022
(Asllani, 2023; Brailian, 2023; Branislav & Caprile, 2023; Brey, 2022; Centre for Strategic
Communication and Information Security, 2023; Fruscione, 2023; Maliqi, 2023; Zweers et al., 2023).
The majority of papers on the matter have been positioned in the field of policy papers (Anastasakis,
2022; Bechev, 2019; Galeotti, 2018; Zweers et al., 2023) and highlight the detrimental nature of Russian
activities in the Western Balkans after the annexation of Crimea, either in individual instances, like the
attempted coup in Montenegro (Bajrovic et al., 2018) or support for Republika Srpska’s secessionist
aspirations from Bosnia and Herzegovina (Solik et al., 2022; Turcalo & Becirevic, 2020), or more
broadly, as a destabilising force of the regional calibre (Bechev, 2019; Galeotti, 2018). The works also
differ in measuring the salience of the Russian threat — while for some, Russia has been a ‘receding
power’ (Keltikli, 2021), others highlight that it is a ‘troubling actor’ (Stronski, 2022) and a ‘spoiler’
(Samorukov, 2019) that manages to ‘play the weak hand well” and should not be dismissed in the overall
assessment of external actors (Bechev, 2017; Bieber & Tzifakis, 2019b; Zweers et al., 2023), as its
influence has ‘little substance, but considerable impact’ (Zweers et al., 2023).

Many scholars consider Russian motivations vis-a-vis the Western Balkans as pragmatic and
secondary to the primary vein of relations with the EU (Babi¢ et al., 2014; Bechev, 2017; Samokhvalov,
2019; Zweers et al., 2023). Scholars argue that the Russian perception of the Western Balkans as a ‘soft
underbelly’ of Brussels is not a strategically important region per se but rather through its meaning for
and proximity to the EU (Bechev, 2017; Krastev, 2015). As Samokhvalov writes, Russian relations with
the Balkan states have historically served its foreign policy goals of imperial expansion and geopolitical
confrontation in Europe. Russia’s interest in the Balkans fluctuates with its relations with the West—
limited when Western powers are disengaged from the region but assertive when the West is active. The
main goal for Moscow is to be an equal participant or a veto player in regional affairs. If excluded from
decision-making regarding the fates of the region among great powers, Russia resorts to undermining
Western policies in the Balkans to force recognition of its influence, demonstrating that Western
strategies formulated and implemented without Russian involvement are destined to fail (Samokhvalov,
2017, 2019). Babi¢ also argues that analysing Russian influence in the Western Balkans is impossible
without modelling the EU-Western Balkans-Russia triangle, where weakening relations with the EU lead
to increased Russian interference (Babic¢ et al., 2014).

In light of the primacy of broader EU-Russian relations, Russian interests in the Western Balkans are
considered malignant and obstructive to the Western countries but deeply tactical (Bechev, 2018;
Keltikli, 2021; Secrieru, 2019). According to academic literature, Russia's policy in the Western Balkans
aims to divert the EU's focus to regional issues, reducing Brussels' attention to its ‘near abroad’. This
strategy includes acting as a spoiler to trigger Western actions while diminishing the effectiveness of
European responses. Russia deliberately obstructs conflict resolution and European integration in the
Balkans to challenge the unipolar order and promote a multipolar ‘concert of states’ with Russia as an
equal participant. These tactics are part of a ‘zero-sum game’ strategy, serving as retaliation for EU
involvement in Eastern Europe and as a tool in international arenas, such as UN votes and blocking
sanctions (Secrieru, 2019). Russia is also considered to have been impeding the transformation and
European integration of the Western Balkan countries (Avdiu, 2019) or conceptualised as a ‘black knight’
- an external actor countering democratisation (Kalezic, 2022).
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The Russian instruments in the region are usually characterised as subtle, informal and cost-effective.
Numerous scholars highlight the Russian ability to wield the minimum resources for the maximum
benefit — to quote Talbott on the nature of Primakov's foreign policy strategy, Russia can mobilise
limited resources to make the most out of them (Samokhvalov, 2017) and ‘play a weak hand well’ (Bieber
& Tzifakis, 2019b). At the same time, its influence has ‘little substance but considerable impact’ (Zweers
et al., 2023). Almost all Russian means of power stem from the internal vulnerabilities of the regional
countries — Russia does not export instability per se — it exploits the already existing systemic problems
and societal cleavages, including state and media capture, corruption, clientelism, weak rule of law,
traumatic historical memories of conflicts in the 1990s, interethnic and religious feuds and grievances
against the Western powers and their policies (Bechev, 2018; Dolan, 2022; Zakem et al., 2017).

Bechev proposes to classify Russian instruments in the Western Balkans according to the following
categories: coercion (use or threat of force, either militarily or in the form of economic sanctions), co-
optation (provision of preferences, rewards and other types of incentives to representatives of political
and business elites), subversion (deteriorating activities aimed at societies at large — disinformation
campaigns, support for anti-Western actors such as political parties or NGOs) (Bechev, 2019). The main
share of Russian instruments falls within the second and third categories, with particular emphasis on
disinformation campaigns in the local media. The numerous analyses of critical narratives promulgated
by the Russian press highlight the anti-Western narratives about the aggressive and exploitative nature
of the EU and NATO, active use of historical parallels with conflicts of the 1990s and exacerbation of
existing ethnic, religious and societal cleavages within and between Western Balkan countries (Asllani,
2023; Centre for Strategic Communication and Information Security, 2023; Duffy & Green, 2020;
Maligi, 2023; Metodieva, 2019).

However, scholars are mindful of many reservations as to the degree of Russian instruments. Analysts
agree on the specifics of Russian economic presence in the region — while it is insignificant compared to
the EU presence in terms of FDI, import and export relations and capital flows, the Russian economic
influence is strategically positioned (energy, critical infrastructure, real estate, banking) and highly
targeted to local vulnerabilities (Ili¢, 2023; Keltikli, 2021). Another vital tendency highlighted by the
scholars is the geographically uneven nature of Russian influence — namely, while Moscow looms large
in primarily Orthodox Serbia, Bosnian Republika Srpska and Montenegro, its impact and instruments
are limited in Kosovo, North Macedonia and Albania (Keltikli, 2021; Zweers et al., 2023). Moreover,
academic literature highlights the highly transactional character of relations between the local political
actors and Moscow. As Samokhvalov writes, Russia's Western Balkan allies are happy to use Moscow's
funds and separatist slogans to gain popularity. Still, they are not ready to destroy their political capital
and lose control over their own countries for the sake of Russia's great-power ambitions (Samokhvalov,
2019, p. 198).

While all scholarly works and policy papers on Russian politics in the Western Balkans highlight its
deteriorating nature to the EU policies in the region, almost none of them consider whether Brussels took
any steps to counter the Russian malignant presence. The only exception is Behbudzada’s work on
the EU's actions to counter Russian disinformation in the Western Balkans through the prism of the
democratic deterrence theory (Behbudzada, 2020). While bringing a fresh theoretical perspective to 