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EDITORIAL

Jasmin Mujanović, Alida Vračić and Ioannis Armakolas

An effective diplomatic apparatus and posture is critical to a state’s endeavors in the international 
arena. From trade pacts to bilateral disputes, alliances and conflicts; the shape and course of each 
of these is in many regards determined by the efficacy of one’s diplomacy. What then is the state of 
diplomacy in the Western Balkans, three decades after the dissolution of Yugoslavia and the fall of 
communism? 

In this edition of Political Trends and Dynamics we consult with former foreign ministers and diplomats 
to assess the successes and ongoing challenges in the practice of diplomacy in the region. In so doing, 
we discover that while the region’s ongoing political tumult remains a categorical concern, the collec-
tive marginal status of the Western Balkans presents relatively uniform problems for all regional capi-
tals. Moreover, the changing geopolitical postures of the great powers have, by and large, adversely 
affected the interests of local polities, who have since the 90s largely benefited (even depended) from 
international unipolarity. Still, forced to adapt, some regional capitals have tried their hand at balanc-
ing between in the new East-West imbroglio, while simultaneously attempting to advance their own 
agendas. 

The question looming over this issue is a familiar one: can the craft of diplomacy address or even over-
come the often toxic tenacity of politics? Especially in a region with as many bilateral and even in-
ternal political disputes as the Western Balkans. We offer no definitive answers, but the experiences 
of our respective contributors do suggest 
encouraging examples of how signifi-
cant breakthroughs can still be realized, 
in spite of widespread political intransi-
gence in the respective capitals. 

This in turn offers critical fodder for think-
ing about the region’s future. As the exist-
ing EU paradigm in the Western Balkans 
has evidently begun to fade and a clear 
alternative has yet to emerge, and as the 
specter of renewed security crises rears its 
ugly head in a number of regional poli-
ties, the art of diplomacy becomes more 
important than ever. Avenues for dispute 
resolution and de-escalation, even on 
seemingly minute matters, may soon be-
come matters of existential import for the 
whole of the continent. 

As ever, Political Trends and Dynamics in 
Southeast Europe aims to deliver analysis 
which is anticipatory in its reflections. This 
edition takes a lot at the nuts and bolts of 
the practice of diplomacy in the region, 
with an eye to its probable reemergence 
as a centerpiece of Western Balkan poli-
tics — for better or for worse.
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INTERVIEW WITH DITMIR BUSHATI

FES: In your opinion, how does being a diplomat 
in the Western Balkans differ to being a diplomat 
in other parts of Europe, and what today are the 
greatest challenges for young diplomats in the 
region? 

DB: Diplomacy remains a key instrument of for-
eign policy and international relations, a genuine 
force for good. In the past, diplomacy was a pres-
tigious but discrete profession, usually, though 
not always, conducted at a prudent remove from 
the eyes of the public. Nowadays diplomats are 
themselves becoming targets of the international 
media and public, not as exceptions, as was previ-
ously the case. Diplomacy and diplomats have be-
come part of the day-to-day life not only of peo-
ple involved in international relations but also of 
the international organizations, civil society and 
business, just to name a few. Diplomats are seen 
not only in conference rooms but also in the field.

The extent to which diplomacy is a social insti-
tution is now more visible than ever. In the early 
21st century societal transformations have had a 
much greater impact on diplomacy than in earli-
er periods, when the authority of elites was ques-
tioned less than is the case today. Confronted 
with fast moving change in society, governments 
have a hard time anticipating developments, even 
though new technological capabilities appear 
to enhance the capacity for forecasting future 
trends.

Despite the context, the profession of the dip-
lomat is the same, if I may call it so because in 
my perspective, it is more-so a way of life. Diplo-
mats, wherever they serve, have a lot in common. 
The differences are subtle. Wherever you come 
from, you must deal with national issues that are 
also of an international nature. So the issues are 
therefore interconnected. Consequently, more 
mechanisms for conflict resolution are being cre-
ated, and more regional organizations are pro-
viding opportunities for further co-operation. 
The implications of these developments for both 
the substance and the style of diplomacy are far 
reaching. There are at least three factors shaping 
global politics, which should be taken into con-
sideration from diplomats in our region:

(i)  A changing environment: The world is un-
dergoing rapid changes which affect all of 
us. Geopolitically speaking, diplomats from 
the region are facing challenges generated 
from security threats like waves of migration 
from regions in conflict, democratic instabil-
ity, the influence of third actors and unsolved 
bilateral issues.

(ii)  Collapse of trust and popular consent: The 
COVID-19 pandemic and its repercussions 
sent shockwaves across the world. It also ex-
posed underlying problems with societies. 
The pandemic is not the underlying cause for 
why some people question or even oppose 
policies regarding public health, but a symp-
tom. The debate over vaccination is more a 
stand-off between competing narratives 
than public health. Competing narratives 
that have emerged, indicate fundamentally, 
a crisis in terms of values. Unfortunately, this 
will antagonize people and bring more divi-
sion and sow discord. We see this all over Eu-
rope, as well as in the Western Balkans. More-
over, in our region we are witnessing the 
corrosion of trust in public institutions cou-
pled with a brain hemorrhage. We are losing 
people because there is no viable trust that 
could spark hope.

(iii)  Rise of authoritarianism: In times of crises 
(financial, health or climate or related) peo-
ple look for quick solutions and strong lead-
ership which sometimes translates into wor-
shiping the cult of individualism and the top 

Ditmir Bushati served as Minis-
ter for Europe and Foreign Affairs 
of Albania from 2013 to 2019. 
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to bottom style of leadership. Crises are all 
about fear, and fear is all you need to ensure 
an authoritarian style of governance - a gov-
ernance that places more emphasis in safety 
versus liberty. In the Western Balkans where 
democracy is a rather latecomer and not 
yet established, this means that we need to 
pay attention to a stifling of the democratic 
spirit. We need to make sure that the young 
generation is educated in this spirit.

FES: The foreign policies of the Western Balkan 
states seem to be fully focused on the EU acces-
sion agenda. How does Western Balkan diploma-
cy respond to other emerging global challenges 
(climate change, energy politics, and green tran-
sition, or the challenge of digitalization)?

DB: The EU and NATO encircle the Western Bal-
kans, which conduct almost three quarters of 
their trade with the EU. Most foreign invest-
ments come from the Union and their financial 
system is to a considerable extent in the hands 
of EU banks. Therefore, it is logical that reaching 
the EU remains the region’s immediate goal.

In a way, driving towards the EU is also driving 
towards tackling challenges related to climate 
change, energy and digitalization, as those is-
sues are of mutual interest. The Western Balkans 
is one of the regions in Europe most heavily af-
fected by the impacts of climate change and this 
trend is projected to continue. So far, the EU has 
been leading the way in the transition towards a 
climate-neutral economy and has much to offer 
in terms of experience with decoupling econom-
ic growth from resource use. The EU’s experience, 
know-how and resources can support the West-
ern Balkans in their efforts to enhance resilience 
and adapt to the unavoidable impacts of climate 
change.

Although significant progress has been made to-
wards improving connectivity between the West-
ern Balkan countries, a regional energy market is 
yet to be accomplished. Coal is still crucial to the 
energy sector in the Western Balkans, account-
ing for around 70 % of electricity produced in the 
region. Albania, with developed hydropower us-
age, is a notable exception. In this sense, a region-
al approach to infrastructure management and 
planning is fundamental to deliver resource effi-
ciency gains and reduce costs. Energy efficiency 
must be integrated in future energy-related poli-
cy and investment decisions.

One way of responding to the above-mentioned 
challenges is through the adoption of the Action 
Plan on the Green Agenda of the Western Bal-
kans, which embodies the “putting words into 
actions” paradigm by identifying concrete steps, 
as well as defining an indicative time frame for 
each implementable measure.

FES: You were a young politician in charge of 
Albanian diplomacy. What is your experience 
of working with the new generation of West-
ern Balkan diplomats? Are they well trained 
and skilled enough to help their countries play a 
greater role in international affairs? What is still 
missing?

DB: I had very good relations with all my col-
leagues in other Western Balkan countries and 
not only them. All of them are very much up to 
the task. Professionally speaking, I think there 
are talented diplomats that have what it takes to 
tackle whatever diplomatic issue.

What is missing? International support and rec-
ognition. Promoting them internationally would 
be a very good way to enhance not only the vis-
ibility of our region, but also to encourage the 
younger generations of diplomats in our coun-
tries. They need role models also from their pro-
fession.

More courage from the diplomats themselves. 
They need to have the courage to be even “big-
ger than their country”. This means especially, the 
ability to forge close and personal relations with 
other colleagues and diplomats from around the 
world. Diplomacy, just like most human activi-
ties, means human interaction and human un-
derstanding.

FES: The Western Balkans continue to have an ‘im-
age problem’ internationally. Are Western Balkan 
diplomacies doing enough about this problem 
and what more can be done?

DB: A bad image comes quickly and leaves slowly. 
Internationally, we were seen from the prism of 
communism, the wars in former Yugoslavia, and 
their legacy. It is not easy to be seen in this light 
in a positive way.

Most of the bad image is connected to our coun-
tries’ inability to make the best for ourselves and 
to unleash positive energy. We are the main rea-
son why the image is still bad. However, stigma 
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fed by extremists in several EU Member States 
using the ‘Balkans’ as an instrument to advance 
their domestic agenda should be confronted 
too.

The improvement of the image is linked with a 
change that must come from inside. It must be 
real and tangible. At the same time, foreign ser-
vices should improve the capability and skills to 
enable, facilitate and synchronize locally and 
communicate the changes.

The tools of the digital age create new issues 
and routines, and simultaneously redefine exist-
ing ones, in confronting the ‘image problem’. Hy-
bridity is the norm in the current media and dip-
lomatic environments. In diplomacy, the balance 
between old and new forms of communication is 
different and appears not to reflect similar revo-
lutionary changes.

The challenges posed by digital technologies will 
demand strategies dealing with the integration of 
‘online’ and ‘offline’ environments. In their book, 
“The New Digital Age”, Eric Schmidt, Chairman of 
Google, and Jared Cohen, argue that the revolu-
tion in communications technologies mean that 
governments will have to develop two general 
orientations, and two foreign policies, the online 
and the offline.

FES: What tools and resources can a country like 
Albania mobilize to reassure countries like the 
Netherlands or France to give Tirana a date for 
the start of its accession negotiations?

DB: Metaphorically speaking, Albania is collat-
eral of the recent dispute between Bulgaria and 
North Macedonia for the start of the EU acces-
sion journey. This is putting into question not 
only the “regatta principle”, which is one of the 
driving principles of the enlargement process, 
but also the credibility and predictability of the 
entire process.

The best way to face criticism on the enlarge-
ment process is to respond with determination 
to the EU revised enlargement methodology of 
2020, whose main purpose was to re-establish a 
credible EU perspective for the Western Balkans 
and to make it very clear that enlargement is a 
key political project, which is firmly merit-based.

For those of us in Albania, the real challenge is 
how to improve the lives of citizens through the 
EU accession process. We know that by being who 
we are, Europeans in spirit and action, we want to 
be part of the EU and we will be part of it.

Considering the increase of domestic and interna-
tional actors participating in diplomatic efforts and 
activities, the public has become more sensitive to 
foreign policy issues and seek to influence the dip-
lomatic process through social media platforms and 
other means. The method of exchange between 
states, governments, and domestic actors has shift-
ed and changed throughout the years, which has 
influenced the diplomatic process. The diplomats 
of today do not necessarily need the same attrib-
utes or skillsets that they needed in the past in or-
der to participate in the diplomatic process.
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Small States – “Lump of Weakness”?
 
From a legal point of view all sovereign states, 
great or small, are equal before the law. From a 
political stance however, they are far from be-
ing equal. The Berlin Congress (June-July 1878) 
is seen as one of the great milestones in Monte-
negrin state history. By revising the Treaty of San 
Stefano (March 1878), the big powers of Austria-
Hungary, France, Germany, Great Britain, Italy, 
Russia and the Ottoman Empire granted inde-
pendence to Montenegro, Serbia and Romania. 
The Principality of Montenegro sent two repre-
sentatives to Berlin, but they were not able to par-
ticipate in the event.1 The Congress reconfirmed 
that neither Montenegro, nor any other Balkan 
state at the time, could independently decide its 
future. Many changes that were introduced in 
Berlin were imposed on the regional actors.2 The 
attitude of the great powers towards Montene-
gro, as one of the winning states in World War I, 
was also manifested during the Peace Conference 
in Paris in 1919. France opposed the invitation to 
the Montenegrin delegation and argued for rec-
ognition of the Podgorica Assembly.3

 
Deliberations in close circles among big pow-
ers have been a regular occurrence in global af-
fairs. The composition of the UN Security Coun-
cil (UNSC) and the vested rights of the permanent 
members reinforces that stance. Isn’t the history 
of international politics therefore the history of 
great powers? Following the same logic, one may 
conclude that “the strong would do as they could, 
and the weak would suffer what they must” 
(Thucydides, The Peloponnesian War). 
  
Small states are often defined as a “lump of weak-
ness,” which does not recognize their ability to ex-
ercise power, even if limited to specific issues, ge-
ographies, or relationships.

In the months preceding the referendum for inde-

1 Zivko Andrijasevic: Montenegrin History, Pobjeda, 2006.

2 Ibid I.

3 Ibid I.

pendence in 2006, practitioners (particularly repre-
sentatives of EU member states) and scholars alike, 
held the position that Montenegrin independence 
would not be an economically and politically via-
ble project. This opinion comes from the deeply in-
stilled view that equates smallness with weakness. 
It is common to believe that small states are vul-
nerable because of 1) their limited territory, natu-
ral and human resources; 2) their modest admin-
istrative capacity (the management of the state’s 
policy operations and the stability of its decision-
making); 3) and their high economic vulnerabil-
ity. However, the lack of administrative cohesion 
and social stability that provide the conditions for 
long-term stable economic growth is not a func-
tion of size.4 How have things changed since the 
time of congress diplomacy was a dominant fea-
ture of European diplomacy in the 19th century?
   

Multilateralism Paved the Way for Small 
States – Our Region Made Some Success

With the creation of global or regional interna-
tional organizations (IOs), small states have been 
empowered more than ever. The small and mid-
dle powers’5 leaders realize that although they 

4 Vaughan A. Lewis: Studying Small States over the Twenti-
eth into the Twenty-first Centuries; The Diplomacy of Small 
States: Between Vulnerability and Resilience (Foreward); Pal-
grave Macmillan 2009, 2013.

5 Carsten Holbraad: Middle Power in International Politics, 
Palgrave Mcmillan, UK 1984.

Ambassador Vesko Garčević is 
a professor of the Practice of 
Diplomacy and International  
Relations at the Frederick S. 
Pardee School of Global Studies 
at Boston University. Garčević 
was Montenegrin Ambassador 
to NATO and Belgium, General 
Director for NATO and Security 
Policy in the Montenegrin Min-
istry of Foreign Relations and 
National Coordinator for NATO.

SMALL STATES IN THE REGION:  
FROM INTUITIVE TOWARDS “SMART” DIPLOMACY 

Vesko Garčević
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may be able to do little together, they can do 
virtually nothing separately.6 Robert Rothstein 
therefore contends that “the status and pres-
tige of small powers has risen, while their rela-
tive strength in the traditional elements of pow-
er has actually declined”.7   

Liechtenstein, San Marino and Monaco can be 
used as examples. In 1920, Liechtenstein’s appli-
cation for membership in the League of Nations 
was rejected because it had “chosen to depute 
to others some of the attributes of sovereignty” 
and had no army.8 Decades later, in 1990, Liech-
tenstein became the small-
est UN Member, when there 
was a turn towards accept-
ance of micro-state claims to 
equal sovereignty within in-
ternational society.9 San Ma-
rino joined the global organ-
ization in 1992, and Monaco 
followed in 1993.
 
A majority of states in today’s 
world are small states. More 
than 100 out of 193 UN mem-
bers are small nations. Par-
ticipation in the work of IOs 
may increase the administra-
tive competence of smaller 
states. They can rely on the 
institutional knowledge of 
IOs, their expertise, informa-
tion sharing and regulatory, 
normative mechanisms. The 
secretariats of IOs not only provide practical bene-
fits to small states in the form of information, they 
can also serve as an avenue of influence.10

 
From 1991 to 2010, 25 states with a population 
of less than 5 million were elected to the UN Se-

6 Robert O. Keohane: Lilliputians’ Dilemmas: Small States in In-
ternational Politics, International Organization, 1969, Vol. 23, 
No. 2 (Spring, 1969), pp. 291–310; University of Wisconsin 
Press, MIT Press and Cambridge University Press.

7 Rothstein, Robert L.: Alliances and Small Powers, New York/
London: Columbia University Press, 1968.

8 Michael M. Gunter: Liechtenstein and the League of Na-
tions: A Precedent for the UN’s Ministate Problem?, The 
American Journal of International Law,  Vol. 68, No. 3 (Jul., 
1974), pp. 496–501.

9 Los Angeles Times: Principality of Lichtenstein becomes 160th, 
and the smallest, member of UN, September 20, 1990.

10 Paul Novosad and Eric Werker: Who runs the international 
system? Nationality and leadership in the United Nations Sec-
retariat, The Review of International Organizations, Vol. 14, 
No. 4, 2019.

curity Council (UNSC),11 Bosnia and Herzegovina 
being one of them. It was also a non-permanent 
member of the UN in 2010 and 2011, a role that 
Albania is currently serving.12 But, it was St. Vin-
cent and Grenadines that broke the record as the 
smallest nation ever in UN history to be elected 
as a UNSC non-permanent member.13

 
More prominent roles for small states should not 
be limited only to the UN system, as regional or-
ganizations offer more opportunities to small 
states to occupy a leading role. The Presidency of 
the Council of the European Union (EU) is current-

ly held by Slovenia. Likewise, 
the chairmanship of the Arc-
tic Council is in the hands of 
Iceland, while Montenegro 
assumed the Presidency of 
the Central European Initia-
tive in January 2021.

When Albania took over 
chairmanship of the Organ-
ization for Security and Co-
operation in Europe (OSCE) 
during a challenging 2020, 
Albanian Prime Minister Edi 
Rama remarked that this role 
highlighted Albania’s signifi-
cant transformation from a 
communist regime, which 
opposed the Helsinki spirit 
to a country that leads the 
same organization.14   
 

These examples prove that small states, including 
countries from the region, can successfully co-
ordinate complex systems such as the EU or the 
OSCE.  

New multilateralism is a great opportunity for 
less powerful actors. In more restrictive environ-
ments, they have fewer foreign policy options 
and less successful outcomes. Such states aspire 
to join IOs in order to receive official approval 
and international recognition of their independ-

11 Baldur Thorhallsson: Small States in the UN Security Council: 
Means of Influence?, The Hague Journal of Diplomacy 7,  pp. 
135– 160, (2012).

12 The Dag Hammarskjöld Library, Security Council Member-
ship, https://research.un.org/en/unmembers/scmembers.

13 St. Vincent and the Grenadines breaks a record, as smallest 
ever Security Council seat holder, UN News, June 7, 2019, 
https://news.un.org/en/story/2019/06/1040071.

14 OSCE Chairmanship, OSCE Main Page, January 1, 2020, 
https://www.osce.org/chairmanship/443215.

KEY TAKEAWAY 

Small states, including those in the region 

of Southeast Europe, can successfully col-

laborate with complex systems such as 

the EU or the OSCE. Bosnia and Herzegovi-

na and Albania were/are non-permanent 

members of the UN Security Council. Mon-

tenegro’s diplomatic achievements since 

its independence have exceeded expecta-

tions, yet their success is often the result 

of intuitive rather than well-planned dip-

lomatic activities. Multilateralism opens 

avenues for small states in the global are-

na, which in order to play a relatively sig-

nificant role, must develop “clever” diplo-

macy distinct from either “big” diplomacy 

with a heavy infrastructure, or “small” di-

plomacy, which may not have much of an 

infrastructure at all.

https://research.un.org/en/unmembers/scmembers
https://news.un.org/en/story/2019/06/1040071
https://www.osce.org/chairmanship/443215


9

POLITICAL TRENDS & DYNAMICS IN SOUTHEAST EUROPE

ence and sovereignty.15 IOs and consensus based 
organizations like NATO or the OSCE in particu-
lar, appeal to small countries for at least three 
main reasons: 1) their formal equality; 2) the po-
tential security of membership; and 3) the pos-
sible capacity of the organizations to restrain 
Great Powers.16

 
Greece’s veto on North Macedonia’s NATO mem-
bership at the NATO Summit in Bucharest 2008, 
despite US support of Macedonia, shows how a 
consensus-based organization (NATO in this case) 
can empower a relatively small nation.

Towards “Clever” Diplomacy
 
Multilateralism opens avenues for Lilliputians in 
the global arena, but to be able to play a rela-
tively significant role, small states must develop 
“clever” diplomacy as distinct from either “big” 
diplomacy, with a heavy infrastructure, or “small” 
diplomacy, which may not have much infrastruc-
ture at all.17  Although small states are unable to 
field a large and diverse diplomatic force, which 
limits the skills and human resources that can be 
put into forming foreign policies and taking part 
in negotiations,18  they should nurture a func-
tional and “focused” diplomacy.  They should 
be ready to embrace a creative approach while 
avoiding the politicization of its diplomatic ser-
vice. As we can learn from the regional experi-
ence, the politicization of diplomacy makes it 
dysfunctional, undermining its capacity to carry 
out complex diplomatic activities.  

In practical terms, small countries from the re-
gion may consider the creation of “virtual/digi-
tal embassies” with “roving diplomats” that oc-
casionally travel to states in which they “are 
posted”.  This may include outsourcing some ac-
tivities to foreign or domestic experts and closer 
cooperation with international non-state actors 
that may be supportive of their agendas. Sever-
al influential think tanks and specialized non-
governmental agencies from the US and Europe 
have given their unwavering support for Monte-
negro’s inclusion in NATO. This support was not 
only helpful, but I would say necessary for Pod-

15 Ibid: IX.

16 Ibid: VI.

17 Alan K. Henrikson: Ten types of small state diplomacy.

18 Sverrir Steinsson and Baldur Thorhallsson: Small State For-
eign Policy, The Oxford Research Encyclopedia of Politics, 
2017 Oxford University Press.

gorica to keep its membership bid alive despite 
waning enthusiasm towards enlargement. 
  
In more strategic terms, clever diplomacy empha-
sizes individual distinctiveness and not only group 
inconspicuousness. Prioritizing efforts and focus-
ing on policy sectors of great importance and/or 
where direct benefits can most likely be gained 
is an essential element. Needless to say, countries 
should first conceptualize how they may adjust to 
an ever-changing global system, define their re-
gional and global interests, develop niche capa-
bilities19 and/or comparative advantage, and ulti-
mately outline a comprehensive strategy of how 
to translate it into creative diplomacy.

Montenegrin Diplomatic Success  
and “Intuitive” Diplomacy 

Montenegro’s diplomatic achievements since its 
independence have exceeded expectations, but its 
diplomacy is often intuitive,20 rather than meticu-
lously crafted. The strategic priority – the full inte-
gration of Euro-Atlantic structures – was defined 
at an early stage,21 which made the country’s for-
eign policy look coherent. Montenegro acknowl-
edged that a proactive regional agenda, involve-
ment in regional initiatives, and its membership 
in other IOs will reaffirm its international recog-
nition. Not only was its participation in the Inter-
national Security Assistance Force Mission and the 
Resolute Support Mission seen as the way to show 
the country’s solidarity with NATO members, but it 
also increased the country’s outreach and allowed 
Podgorica to participate in the decision-making 
process reserved only for contributing states.  
 
Yet, Montenegro has never drafted a compre-
hensive strategy about how to implement its 
strategic priorities or how to make the country’s 
niche capabilities known to its foreign partners. 
For example, while it was obvious why NATO 
membership was essential for Montenegro (and 
the region as a whole), the country had not de-
veloped a convincing argument about its impor-
tance to the alliance. Montenegro was seen by 

19 For more: Alan K. Henrikson: Ten types of small state diplo-
macy.

20 Intuitive diplomacy relies on a small number of experienced 
and knowledgeable individuals, their skills and initiative. 
While flexible in its nature, it is mostly responsive, short-
term oriented, and often opportunistic.

21 Gordana Djurovic: Montenegro’s Strategic Priorities on the 
Path of Euro-Atlantic Integration, The Partnership for Peace 
Consortium, Vol. 9, No. 1, 2009.
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many members as an actor needing help rather 
than a partner with particular capabilities that 
the alliance needs.
  
The question of whether Montenegro (or any 
other small state) today has a better opportunity 
to control its future compared to the time when 
it was deemed too inconsequential to be includ-
ed in the Berlin Congress deliberations is super-
fluous. While small states are certainly disad-
vantaged in the international system, they have 
never had more mechanisms at hand to improve 

their standing in global affairs. Intuitive diploma-
cy can bring short-term success, but it can’t guar-
antee lasting importance. Membership to IOs put 
small countries into the limelight, as it was the 
case with Bosnia and Herzegovina at the UNSC. 
The lack of strategy and incompetent diplomacy 
make a small state look passive and without ide-
as.  If the countries of our region want to keep 
up with new trends, they have to create modern, 
professional, cost-effective, non-orthodox diplo-
macies. Sadly, none of them has embarked on a 
fundamental reform of its services.

INTERVIEW WITH VESNA PUSIĆ

FES: How would you describe the state of diplo-
macy in the Western Balkans at the moment? 

VP: At the moment there is no diplomacy in the 
region. There is a number of reasons for that and 
I will mention here a few of them:

For years and even decades, the focus of diplo-
macy in all Western Balkan (WB) countries has 
been accession to the EU, and for some also to 
NATO. Up until this point, Montenegro, North 
Macedonia and Albania have joined NATO. Of 
the remaining three, only Kosovo aspires une-
quivocally to NATO membership but at the mo-
ment is still facing more existential, fundamental 
issues regarding its full international recogni-
tion, UN membership, and basic security. Serbia 
doesn’t want to join NATO, and Bosnia and Her-
zegovina (BiH) is torn between two opposing 
positions. As for the EU, the main objective for all 
of the WB countries – accession, seems to be dis-
appearing into a distant future. So in some way, 
regional diplomacy has lost its cause and focus.

Another reason is that in the WB, for all practical 
purposes, the prime ministers or presidents have 
taken the role of foreign ministers. Although that 
might seem like giving foreign policy more promi-
nence, it has actually eliminated all the back chan-
nels, personal bellow-the-radar relations, prelim-
inary negotiations, exploratory meetings and all 
the other usual tools of diplomacy.

Lastly, the EU and other foreign actors are dealing 
with the WB countries almost exclusively on the 

ambassadorial level, meaning that the communi-
cation mostly runs between foreign ambassadors 
and Prime Ministers and Presidents of the WB 
countries. That results in local politicians mostly 
posturing, rather than getting involved in finding 
diplomatic solutions.

FES: At the time you were Minister of Foreign Af-
fairs, what were the greatest challenges for re-
gional diplomacy and how did you cope with 
them?

VP: During my tenure as Foreign Minister there 
were six key issues on the regional diplomatic 
agenda:

• Countries joining the EU (Croatia), or getting 
candidate status and starting negotiations, 
or, in the case of BiH, being allowed to submit 
the request for candidacy;

Vesna Pusić is the President of As-
sembly and Founding Member of 
the Foreign Policy Forum, Croatia. 
She was an official Croatian candi-
date for the UN Secretary Gener-
al in 2016 and served as Minister 
of Foreign and European Affairs 
and First Deputy Prime Minister 
of Croatia (2011–2016), elected 
to six terms as a Member of Par-
liament in Croatia. Moreover, Dr. 
Pusić is a Professor of Sociology 
and Political Theory at the Uni-
versity of Zagreb and was award-
ed the Chevalier dans l’Ordre na-
tional de la Legion d’honneur.
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• Countries joining NATO (Montenegro, BiH, 
North Macedonia), where North Macedonia 
was being held back by the so-called “name 
issue”;

• Stabilization and future of BiH and the role of 
Croatia and Serbia in that process;

• Improving and re-framing relations between 
Croatia and Serbia;

• Finding a solution for the Serbia-Kosovo rela-
tions;

• The refugee crisis of 2015.

Croatian diplomacy was involved in all of these is-
sues. As the Minister of Foreign and European Af-
fairs, I personally worked on all of them together 
with diplomats from the Ministry, parliamentar-
ians and other members of the government. The 
key issues were: 

• Croatia joining the EU – The Accession Agree-
ment, signed in December 2011 needed to be 
ratified in 27 countries by the end of June 2013. 
With a small group of parliamentarians I visited 
parliaments of all EU member states and man-
aged to negotiate with the Slovenian Foreign 
Minister a solution that opened the way for the 
Slovenian Parliament to ratify the agreement 
in spite of a still pending territorial dispute. 

• BiH submitting its membership application to 
the EU – In close collaboration with a group 
of Croatian diplomats, we designed a possible 
new approach for the EU towards this issue. 
We managed to persuaded the UK and Ger-
man Foreign Ministers to adopt the approach 
and present it to the EU Foreign Affairs Coun-
cil. The EU adopted it and as a result, BiH was 
able to submit its candidacy in early 2016.

• NATO membership – Worked very actively on 
facilitating negotiations for membership, es-
pecially in the case of Montenegro;

• Bosnia and Herzegovina – Engaged with all 
the political actors in BiH, plus with Serbia and 
Turkey who played an active part in the coun-
try. Organized a global Croatia Forum on the 
issue of stability in the region.

• Croatia – Serbia relations – Engaged with Ser-
bia in solving a number of practical issues af-

fecting the everyday lives of people by giving 
Serbia a Croatian translation of the EU acquis 
communautaire and assisting it in its accession 
process through the Center of Excellence, es-
tablished at the Croatian Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs. I was one of the only two EU foreign 
ministers present at the opening of Serbia’s 
EU accession negotiations. 

• Serbia – Kosovo relations – Actively worked on 
EU reforms with the governments of Serbia 
and Kosovo and put Croatian documents, use-
ful experience and experts at their disposal. 
We managed also to facilitate a meeting be-
tween the presidents of Serbia and Kosovo on 
the margins of the Croatia Forum in 2014.

• Refugee crisis – In close cooperation with the 
Croatian Ministry of Internal Affairs (Police), 
we organized an orderly and humane man-
agement of the refugee crisis, where in the 
three last months of 2015 more than 450,000 
refugees came through Croatia (roughly 12 % 
of the entire Croatian population). The treat-
ment of refugees made Croatia, together with 
Germany and Sweden, one of the only three 
EU countries with an impeccable human rights 
record in dealing with this crisis.

FES: In your view, what are the diplomatic capaci-
ties within the region to position this part of Eu-
rope more significantly?

VP: There are diplomatic capacities within the re-
gion, but unfortunately, they are at the moment, 
in most cases, not tied to the Ministries of Foreign 
Affairs. For the reasons I have already touched 
upon, diplomacy in the region has been stunt-
ed. I myself am involved with an informal group 
of former ministers from the region. There are a 
few think-tanks dealing with foreign policy and 
diplomacy. There is a great need for fresh ideas 
and a new positioning of the region. Unfortu-
nately, there is very little coordination and syner-
gy among the existing initiatives.

FES: In comparison with today, what were the 
strengths and weaknesses of Yugoslav diplomacy?

VP: Books have been written and will be writ-
ten on this topic. The most obvious differences 
are that Yugoslavia had a professional diplomat-
ic corps and an articulated foreign policy, which 
corresponded with its interests and international 
position. Yugoslavia was also in its time an impor-
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tant regional and even global player, and used a 
historic opportunity to establish, together with 
its partners, the Non-Aligned Movement (NAM), 
which made it an important player both on the 
global scene and in key multilateral organiza-
tions. Indeed, Yugoslavia succeeded in achieving 
the main objective of a successful foreign policy 
– to make its influence and importance greater 
than its size and economic strength. 

Of course, all that can be said about Yugoslav 
foreign policy during the twenty years between 
roughly mid-1950s and early 1970s. After that, 
Yugoslav foreign policy started disappearing and 
was mainly surviving on “old glory”. 

None of this has yet been achieved by any of the 
countries of the region. Of course, times, circum-
stances, and sizes have changed, but even taking 
all of that into account, there is no country in the 
region today that plays a significant foreign poli-
cy and diplomatic role.

FES: Do you see a skilled, well prepared young gen-
eration of diplomats in the region now? What is 
missing and where does the region have some ad-
vantages?

VP: There are many talented, well prepared and 
professional young people in the region who 
could make excellent diplomats. Some of them 
even work in the foreign ministries. However, ‘par-
titocracy’, nepotism and corruption have made a 
diplomatic career out of reach for most of them. 
There has been a considerable backsliding in that 
respect in recent years. Also, there is no specialized, 
focused training for that profession, not enough 
think-tanks and academic institutions working on 
foreign policy and international relations. 

What is missing is definitely a livelier, more in-
tense communication among the countries of 
the region, both those inside and outside of the 
EU. Moreover, all the still existing expansionist 
aspirations towards respective neighbors have 
to be firmly put behind us. This would lead to a 
better understanding of some common foreign 
policy interests and joint political responsibility 
for the region’s future. The greatest advantage 
is the fact that almost all countries of the region 
speak roughly the same language and share a 
common political and institutional history. That 
provides excellent grounds for changing the cur-
rent breakdown in communication and hostile 
posturing.
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pora studies, peacebuilding, and 
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ed with post-conflict migration.

WHAT IT TAKES TO BECOME A GOOD DIPLOMAT:  
TWO CENTS FOR EMERGING PROFESSIONALS IN THE WESTERN BALKANS 

Jasmin Hasić

“Diplomatic work begins with doubt, but is al-
ways resolutely fixed on fulfilling the set goals 
and interests, which are either based on beliefs, 
needs, or desires to resolve an ongoing issue.”

As in other lines of business, in diplomacy, one 
looks for three qualities: intelligence, engage-
ment, and representativeness. However, all three 
rarely appear in confluence. Opportunities to 
enter into a diplomatic profession in the West-
ern Balkans are not solely dependent on one’s 
abilities, academic merits, or experience, but are 
often entangled with their exposure to relevant 
networks, pre-existing professional ties, and var-
ious cultural practices of informalities. The pro-
files of those who want to become career diplo-
mats are fairly diverse, but more often than not, 
insufficiently strong for establishing meaning-

ful connections with real people and/or events, 
understanding many available forms of cooper-
ation, recognizing opportunities for action, or 
being firmly grounded in the mission of the in-
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stitution that a young diplomat is supposed to 
represent. 

Diplomatic training in the Western Balkans has 
been slowly integrated into the overall diplo-
matic agenda of each WB6 political party, and 
the constant evolution of skills and competen-
cies among young diplomats has become more 
important to those who want to maintain their 
strategic positions in various regional and inter-
national fora. However, available post-gradu-
ate professional training for young and emerg-
ing diplomats in the region is still limited both in 
scope and quality. There is much to be done in-
dividually, and honing the skills needed for get-
ting the job is never an easy task. If one is suc-
cessfully admitted, s/he can only rely on their 
own skills and a very imperfect system of en-
gagement, which progresses gradually and has 
almost no points for ‘disruption’. 

Obviously, there is no formula for emerging 
young diplomats to absorb the craft overnight, 
or a menu or toolbox from which to choose the 
most suitable solutions for any given problem 
one might encounter in their line of work. Not 
everything depends on the pre-existing qualities 
young professionals bring to the table, and not 
everything can be learned from the materials 
they received during their diplomatic training. 
This type of professional development requires 
solid knowledge and pre-existing skills, as well 
as careful and steady nurturing by more experi-
enced colleagues, especially in regard to decid-
ing how to appropriately respond to new chal-
lenges.

There are a few virtues worth exploring and 
considering when discussing the essential dip-
lomatic skills young people need to bring into 
their new jobs and how they relate to the ‘art’ 
itself. At the outset, it is important to know that 
any and all diplomatic engagements always be-
gin with doubt, but are resolutely fixed on ful-
filling the set goals and interests, which are ei-
ther based on beliefs, needs, or desires to resolve 
ongoing issues. The work itself often relies on a 
limited set of information and their modest ex-
change, the ability to engage in examining all al-
ternative options, and less on conformity or ap-
plication of firm doctrines. The end goal of any 
such action has to be eventually proven worth to 
citizens’ needs and welfare, but rarely situated in 
the vacuum of close public scrutiny, which might 
jeopardize the existing arrangement. 

Modern diplomatic systems have been compact-
ly integrated into the overall governance sys-
tems of any given country in the Western Bal-
kans. Diplomats’ need to act within the scope of 
their formal duty, through applying profession-
al discipline and skills nested in diplomats’ own 
commitments to results and goals. They also 
need to be able to recognize new paradigms or 
practices that advance the professional opportu-
nities they could potentially pursue. The meld-
ing of these externalized impacts significantly 
alters young diplomats’ sense of responsibility 
toward their professional goals. 

On top of this, young diplomats need to be aware 
of a wide range of interests being put forward. 
They need to act and react to them simultane-
ously and effectively, while keeping their profes-
sional development and integrity in check. The 
conflict between interests and values may often 
appear as false, and over time it becomes easy 
to accept these might be interdependent. How-
ever, effective management of the two is crucial 
and has to be done in relation to building con-
fidence and influence necessary for the support 
of the basic goals a diplomat is entrusted with.

Diplomatic practice is, habitually, interrelated 
with predictability and assurance the other side 
will honor their commitment. It also depends on 
the ability to anticipate and being prepared to 
react to swiftly evolving events that might re-
sult in undesirable outcomes. This needs to be 
coupled with excellent reporting abilities to 
conduct a solid assessment of the likelihood of 
a process emerging and being successfully sus-
tained. Delivering policies is thus result-based, 
and not event-based, and it mostly rests with the 
team, and not solely on those engaged in find-
ing problem’s resolution. This is why all members 
of the diplomatic mission involved should build 
confidence in their abilities to make responsible 
decisions on ground, and be prepared to know 
on how to proceed in any given situation, with-
out being constrained or contradicted by paral-
lel messaging or a lack of external support.

As much as it can become difficult to react with-
out clear instructions, and given that timeframes 
are often unpredictable and short, young diplo-
mats should also work on developing their ca-
pabilities to adapt to local conditions, and their 
variations. In this context, their ability in mak-
ing the connections is equally important. Apply-
ing open fashion methods, “rubbing shoulders” 
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with officials, as well as with non-state agen-
cies, is practically unavoidable nowadays. Lis-
tening skills and practical understanding of the 
culture, psychology and the overall mentality of 
their counterparts is immensely important. Con-
stant interaction with colleagues, counterparts, 
locals, and civil society should, in practice, ex-
pand their own ‘narrow confines’. They should, 
of course, always keep in mind the international 
norms, which limit diplomatic practice and inter-
fere with internal affairs. Because of that, young 
diplomats need to advance their interpersonal 
skills and consciously represent their countries 
beyond traditional government-to-government 
communication schemes. They need to expand 
the qualities and applications of the reputation 
their countries enjoy, and invoke positive prac-
tices that encourage their interlocutors to build 
more pluralistic and transparent relations. 

Indeed, there is no formula or a toolbox for 
young diplomats which is applicable to all the 
potential professional situations they might 
find themselves in. Nonetheless, it is important 
to keep in mind that young diplomats in the 
Western Balkans often rely on a very limited set 
of information, which significantly affects their 
ability to adequately examine the problems or 
alternative options, or to propose solutions. As 
a result, they gravitate toward formalized ap-
proaches to their professional duties and event-
based results, which in time further limits their 
ability to recognize new paradigms and impedes 
their creative thinking in applying skills needed 
to fulfill their commitments. Shifting the work-
ing pattern toward result-based performances is 
the most difficult task, and this is why young dip-
lomats should primarily work on building confi-
dence in their abilities to take responsible deci-
sions on ground, and be ready to know on how 
to proceed in any given situation, without being 
constrained by a lack of external support. 
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DANGEROUSLY ADRIFT?
 
The consequences of international neglect are 
becoming increasingly visible across much of the 
Balkans. Over the summer, the region has shown 
signs of dangerous instability. 
 
The political and security situation remains most 
volatile in Kosovo, Bosnia and Herzegovina and 
Montenegro. All three are deeply divided and 
polarized along ethno-nationalist lines, with 
the risk of seemingly mundane events or deci-
sions sparking violence or a potentially violent 
stand-off. Few could have expected that the en-
thronement of an Orthodox bishop in Monte-
negro at the end of the summer would be used 
to stoke nationalist tensions, let alone bring 
about the spectre of burning barricades in part 
of the country. In Kosovo, an administrative de-
cision about Serbian license plates generated a 
tense stand-off lasting almost two weeks, which 
saw Kosovar special police units being deployed 
to the north of Kosovo – facing off local Serbs 
across barricades, while Serbia scrambled fighter 
jets above its border with Kosovo. 
 
Meanwhile, Bosnia seemed to sink ever deeper 
into political and security quicksand. After out-
going High Representative Valentin Inzko im-
posed a decision to criminalise denial of geno-
cide as his parting move, Bosnian Serb elected 
representatives – ruling and opposition – be-
gan a boycott of all State-level institutions. Even 
worse, Bosnian Serb leader and State Presidency 
member Milorad Dodik threatened to take back 
competences transferred to the Bosnian state 
from the entities in the past, risking political and 
administrative chaos within the country. Talk of 

‘war’ and state collapse has now crept into pub-
lic discourse. 
 
For many observers of the region, one of the 
key questions is whether the international com-
munity has a plan for stemming the growth of 
tensions in the region and preventing localised 
political ‘fires’ from turning into regional ‘wild-
fires’. As of August, Bosnia has a new High Rep-
resentative in the form of Christian Schmidt. 
However, his mandate remains contested and it 
is unclear how much of a free hand he will have 
to intervene in Bosnia’s destructive domestic po-
litical dynamics. Meanwhile, the Biden Adminis-
tration has also been making new appointments 
in the region. At the beginning of September, 
Gabriel Escobar was appointed US Deputy Assis-
tant Secretary of State for South Central Europe. 
The State Department’s new regional envoy has 
extensive experience in the region, having un-
til recently been the Deputy Chief of Mission at 
the US Embassy in Belgrade but also – and more 
importantly – having completed several tours of 
duty in the region since 1998. In mid-October, it 
was also announced that the Biden Administra-
tion was bringing Christopher Hill, another vet-
eran State Department official in the region, out 
of retirement to become the new ambassador 
in Belgrade, subject to approval by the US Con-
gress. This appointment gained particular inter-
est among observers of the region, particularly 
given Hill’s central role in the negotiations over 
the future of Kosovo prior to the NATO bomb-
ing of Yugoslavia in 1999. Finally, another veter-
an US diplomat of the region, Matthew Palmer, 
has been appointed Special Envoy for electoral 
reform in Bosnia. 
 
Many of the regional diplomatic ‘chess pieces’ 
are now in place. The next few months could 
prove a real test of the state of diplomacy and 
diplomatic abilities in the region.

ELECTIONS: BETWEEN CLOUD 
AND CLARITY

While Bulgaria heads for its third Parliamentary 
elections this year after the first two races deliv-
ered fragmented Parliaments incapable of elect-
ing governments, Moldovan voters gave a very 
clear signal of who they want to govern them. 
Meanwhile, local elections in several corners of 

High Representative for Bosnia and Herzegovina (BiH), Christian Schmidt,  
speaks at the House of Representatives of the Federation of BiH in Sarajevo

1716



17

the region are testing the stability of national 
governments, in some cases fatally. 
 
Bulgarians went to the polls to elect a new par-
liament for the second – but not the last – time 
this year on July 11th. After it successfully came 
second in the April parliamentary elections, the 
big-tent, populist party ‘There is Such a Nation’ 
(ITN) – founded only in 2020 by Bulgarian singer 
and TV host Slavi Trifonov – rode into first place 
in this election with 23.78 % of votes cast and 65 
seats in the new Parliament. This marked a sig-
nificant improvement in its performance com-
pared to April’s election, when it won 17.4 % of 
the votes and 51 seats. Meanwhile, ITN’s success 
pushed the formerly ruling GERB into second 
place with 23.2 % of votes and 63 seats (down 
from 25.8 % of votes and 75 seats in April), while 
the Bulgarian Socialist Party (BSP) remained more 
or less steady with 13.2 % of votes and 36 seats. 
The reformist, pro-European Democratic Bulgar-
ia increased its vote share from 9.3 % in April to 
12.5 % in July, winning 34 seats, while anoth-
er small, relatively new grouping Stand Up.BG! 
We are coming! remained almost unchanged 
on 4.9 % of votes and 12 seats. Despite the small 
changes in vote share and number of seats won 
by the respective camps, the repeated elections 
did not deliver any substantive change. As first 
placed, ITN had the opportunity to try to form a 
government first. The group opted to try to form 
a minority government, yet with little tact or 
consultation with parties who could realistically 
support such a government. Amidst criticism by 
other Parliamentary parties of its approach to 
proposed ministerial appointments, ITN declared 
that it had abandoned its attempt to form a gov-
ernment by August 10th. GERB was then given 
the chance to form a government – which again 
proved unsuccessful, as did an attempt by the 
BSP. With all possibilities to form a new govern-
ment exhausted by early September, President 
Rumen Radev scheduled a ‘2 in 1’ presidential 
and parliamentary election for November 14th. 
Radev has the support of the BSP, ITN and several 
smaller parties and a strong lead over all his rivals 
according to the latest polls, with polling data 
showing support for him running from 42.6 % in 
the least favourable poll to 60.4 % in the most fa-
vourable. By contrast, support for his closest chal-
lenger, GERB-backed Anastas Gerdzhikov, is any-
where between 21.8 % and 28.1 % according to 
different polls. Meanwhile, polling for the Parlia-

mentary elections suggests that support for ITN 
has fallen away sharply, with the possibility that 
the group could be pushed into third – or even 
fourth – place behind GERB and the BSP. 
 
Unlike Bulgarian voters, Moldovans expressed a 
more than clear preference as to who they would 
like to govern them over the next four years in 
Parliamentary elections also held on July 11th. 
The Party of Action and Solidarity (PAS) won a 
thumping 52.8 % of the votes cast in the elec-
tions, along with 63 seats in the 101 seat Parlia-
ment. In doing so, PAS more than doubled both 
its vote share and seat tally compared to the 2019 
Parliamentary elections, when it ran in coalition 
with another reformist party. The Electoral Bloc 
of Communists and Socialists came second with 
27.2 % of votes and 32 seats, while the Sor Party 
was the only other group to squeeze into Parlia-
ment with 5.7 % of votes and 6 seats. This was the 
first time that a single party had won a majority 
of seats in Moldova since 2009 and the first time 
a party had won an absolute majority of votes 
since 2001. With such a clear mandate to govern, 
a new cabinet was sworn into power under PAS’ 
Prime Minister Natalia Gavrilita on August 6th. 
 
Local elections were held across Kosovo on Oc-
tober 17th, serving as an important test of sup-
port for political parties, particularly the ruling 
Vetëvendosje (VV), which won a landslide vic-
tory in the February 14th Parliamentary elec-
tions. Given the strong mandate that voters 
gave it to govern at the beginning of the year, 
the outcome of the first round of local elections 
must have been quite a shock for VV. Of Koso-
vo’s 38 municipalities, 17 elected mayors in the 
first round of voting, but not a single one came 
from the ranks of VV. Its candidates will now go 
into the second round in 12 municipalities, with 
a strong chance of winning in the biggest cities 
in Kosovo, such as Pristina, Gjilan/Gnjilane and 
Prizren. Some analysts argue that the ruling par-
ty’s weak performance is down to a poor choice 
of candidates at the local level, as well as disap-
pointment with its relative lack of results at the 
national level since coming to power. Mean-
while, all the main opposition parties, in particu-
lar the Democratic League of Kosovo (LDK) and 
Democratic Party of Kosovo (PDK) could be rela-
tively pleased with their performance after Feb-
ruary’s rout, with signs of support beginning to 
recover. 

17



Voters in North Macedonia also went to the 
polls to elect their local governments on Octo-
ber 17th. The result was also a blow for the rul-
ing SDSM. Official results from the first round of 
voting show that the SDSM won around 240,000 
votes, being beaten into second place by the 
VMRO-DPMNE which won around 286,000 
votes. In reality, neither of the two parties has 
much to celebrate. While the VMRO-DPMNE is 
first in terms of overall votes, its tally is still some 
50,000 votes less than it won in the 2017 local 
elections and 29,000 votes less than it won in the 
2020 Parliamentary elections. Yet this still com-
pared favourably to the SDSM – the ruling party 
lost around 180,000 votes compared to the 2017 
local elections and 87,000 votes compared to the 
2020 Parliamentary elections. In part, the SDSM 
seems to have suffered because it chose to an-
chor its campaign not so much around local is-
sues as national ones. This seems to have been 
a double mistake. Ever since coming to power, 
the SDSM has been consistently shedding votes 
primarily because of the huge gap between the 
expectation of its supporters and what it has ac-
tually delivered since coming to power, particu-
larly on the domestic front. In a final blow to the 
ruling SDSM, the party suffered defeat in a num-
ber of races in the second round of local elec-
tions held on October 31st, losing the mayorship 
of the capital Skopje among other places. As the 
scale of the SDSM’s losses began to sink in – and 
amidst plotting to overthrow his government 
– Prime Minister Zoran Zaev resigned as Prime 
Minister and SDSM party leader in the evening 
of October 31st. Still, afterwards Zaev said that 
he will stay on in the job until the political sit-
uation in the country stabilizes. Zaev made the 
announcement late on November 9 following 

a meeting of his SDSM leadership, after opposi-
tion parties led by the right-wing VMRO-DPMNE 
filed a no-confidence motion in the government.
 
Looking ahead, Kosovo will hold the second 
round of mayoral elections in the first half of No-
vember, another major opportunity for ruling and 
opposition parties to test their strength vis-à-vis 
each other, particularly in the race for mayorships 
of some of the largest cities in Kosovo. Montene-
gro will hold local election in the municipalities of 
Cetinje, Mojkovac and Petnjica on December 5th. 
The elections could, yet again, cause a spike in 
tensions, and will be an important test of support 
for the formerly ruling Democratic Party of Social-
ists (DPS) in what have traditionally been the par-
ty’s strongholds. Yet the local elections will also 
be an important test of popular support for Unit-
ed Reform Action (URA), the smallest of the three 
blocks in the ruling coalition, ahead of talks on 
how to restructure the current ruling coalition. If 
URA does well, it will have a stronger hand to play 
in the coalition negotiations, including using the 
threat of early elections; if it does poorly, its coa-
lition partners (or, perhaps better said rivals) will 
have the upper hand. Further ahead, April 3 ap-
pears to be crystalizing as the date for the hold-
ing of presidential, parliamentary and Belgrade 
City elections in Serbia. 

GOVERNMENT RISE,  
SHAKE, AND FALL

While Albania gets another seemingly stable 
government, a sitting government is suddenly 
toppled in Romania. Meanwhile, governments 
in Montenegro and Bosnia are showing chron-
ic signs of instability, while North Macedonia’s 
ruling coalition also looks more vulnerable than 
ever. 
 
After winning a solid majority in April’s Parlia-
mentary elections – 74 out of 140 seats – Alba-
nia’s new-old Prime Minister Edi Rama finally 
presented the line-up of his new government 
at the beginning of September. The headline-
grabbing news was that women would hold a 
majority of ministerial posts in the third Rama 
cabinet. Yet in reality, the new Rama cabinet was 
very much one of continuity rather than change. 
Rama took the opportunity to announce his 
new government’s composition during a Social-

Ballot boxes at a polling station are seen as North Macedonians cast  
their votes for the second round of local elections to elect 45 mayors
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ist Party’s congress on September 2nd. In a dem-
onstration of his unchallenged power, it seemed 
that this was also the first time that many min-
isters from the previous Rama cabinet, as well 
as new appointments, found out whether they 
would be in the next government or not. While 
little change is to be expected from the election 
of the new government, a positive development 
is nevertheless the return of opposition par-
ties to Parliament. This should bring to a close a 
destabilizing period in which the opposition had 
resigned its seats in Parliament, moving the cen-
tre of gravity of political competition from Par-
liament to the streets, with opposition parties 
organizing (often violent) protests on and off. 
 
The Romanian government of Prime Minister 
Florin Cîțu of the National Liberal Party (PNL) 
suffered a vote of no confidence on October 
5th. The collapse of the government came after 
Prime Minister Cîțu decided to sack Justice Min-
ister Stelian Ion, a member of the Save Romania 
Union (USR), one of PNL’s junior partners in the 
governing coalition. In retaliation, the USR decid-
ed to support a motion of no confidence tabled 
by the opposition Social Democratic Party (PSD). 
What happens next is far from clear. Initially, on 
October 11th, President Klaus Iohannis nominat-
ed USR’s president Dacian Cioloș as a candidate 
Prime Minister to form the next government. As 
expected, Cioloș failed to find a majority for his 
government, prompting President Iohannis to 
make another nomination, this time in the per-
son of Nicolae Ciucă, the incumbent Defence 
Minister. On November 2nd Nicolae Ciucă decid-
ed to depose his mandate as designated Prime 
Minister, in recognition of the stalemate on the 
Romanian political scene. The National-Liberals 
are confronted with very limited options if they 
want to stay in power and avoid the dreaded sce-
nario of early elections: they have yet to decide 
whether to mend their relations with the for-
mer coalition partners from USR or form a grand 
coalition with the Social Democrats. Neither of 
which is easy, given the amount of damage in 
the PNL-USR relations over the last two months 
and, respectively, the open hostility PNL has long 
displayed against PSD. In their turn, the Social 
Democrats have signaled willingness to enter a 
government coalition with PNL, as the country is 
in bad shape, amidst a serious health and social 
crisis in the fourth pandemic wave, and urgently 
needs a government with full powers.

Over in Montenegro, crisis and paralysis seem 
to be the normal state of being for the govern-
ment of Prime Minister Zdravko Krivokapić. In 
reality, the Krivokapić Government came into 
existence unstable, following disagreements be-
tween the three blocks which back it – For the 
Future of Montenegro (ZBCG), the Democrats 
and URA – over whether the government should 
be technocratic or political in nature back in 
late 2020. The ZBCG coalition, in particular the 
Democratic Front (DF), only very reluctantly ac-
cepted a technocratic government, from which 
its own representatives were largely excluded. 
Not surprisingly, during the first half of the year 
the DF usually found itself at loggerheads with 
its own government, before finally walking out 
of Parliament and beginning a boycott in June 
this year. By the beginning of the summer, it 
was apparent that either some kind of govern-
ment reshuffle or fresh elections were on the 
cards before the end of the year. Yet the drama 
over the enthronement of Metropolitan Joani-
kije, the head of the Serbian Orthodox Church 
in Montenegro, which came to a head at the be-
ginning of September (see below) changed the 
dynamics within the ruling Montenegrin coali-
tion. Whereas previously the DF had been at log-
gerheads with Krivokapić, the Democrats and 
URA and the (mis)handling of security arrange-
ments surrounding the enthronement resulted 
in demands from Krivokapić, the DF and Dem-
ocrats for the resignation of the Minister of In-
terior and head of police, both URA appointees. 
For the time being, Krivokapić, the DF and Dem-
ocrats find themselves aligned on one side of 
the governing block in their demands for a gov-
ernment reshuffle, with URA holding out on the 
other side. Given that URA has emerged politi-
cally weakened after the violent standoff over 
the Metropolitan’s enthronement, its bargain-
ing position within the ruling coalition is also 
weaker. Negotiations on the government reshuf-
fle seem to have stalled and are only likely to re-
sume with intensity after the December 5th lo-
cal elections. 
 
Bosnia and Herzegovina is another country that 
is no stranger to government paralysis and dead-
lock, yet over the summer months it began a de-
scent into a whole new level of crisis which has 
still not been halted. It all began on July 23rd, 
when the departing head of the Office of the 
High Representative (OHR), Valentin Inzko, im-
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posed changes to the country’s criminal code 
in effect criminalising genocide denial. This is a 
particularly sensitive issue due to internal disa-
greements within Bosnia over whether the mas-
sacres committed by Bosnian Serb forces in Sre-
brenica in 1995 constituted an act of genocide 
or not. Both the International Criminal Tribu-
nal for the former Yugoslavia (ICTY) and the In-
ternational Court of Justice (ICJ) have handed 
down rulings which deemed that genocide was 
indeed committed in Srebrenica. While Bosniak 
leaders and the public applauded Inzko’s deci-
sion as long overdue, Bosnian Serb leaders and 
much of the public were left angry, given that 
most of them contest the verdicts handed down 
by the ICTY and ICJ relating to whether the Sre-
brenica massacres constituted genocide. In re-
sponse, Bosnian Serb political parties – ruling 
and opposition – began a boycott of state-lev-
el institutions, paralysing decision making at the 
State level.  Since then, the situation has dete-
riorated further, with Bosnian Serb leader Milo-
rad Dodik threatening to take back competen-
cies transferred from the entities to the State 
level as part of – what Dodik describes as – his at-
tempt to ‘reset’ Bosnia back to the original Day-
ton Peace Agreements. This has put the coun-
try on an internal collision course. Not only does 
the RS Parliament not have the legal powers to 
take back competencies already transferred to 
the central state level in most cases, but neither 
the international community nor Bosniak politi-
cal representatives are likely to allow this to hap-
pen. Yet attempts to withdraw the RS from im-
portant state institutions, such as the Indirect 
Taxation Authority, have the potential to create 

internal chaos within Bosnia’s system of govern-
ment and tax administration. Worse still, discus-
sion of civil war – with different political leaders 
even discussing how war could break out – have 
crept into public discourse. 
 

SECURITY
 
The security situation in the region has become 
unusually tense and fragile over the last few 
months, demonstrating how quickly events have 
the potential to spin out of control. 
 
Montenegrin politics is usually in the deep shade 
during August, when the country’s tourist season 
is at its height. Yet this summer was different. At 
the beginning of August, the Serbian Orthodox 
Church announced that Metropolitan Joanikije, 
its most senior bishop in Montenegro, would be 
enthroned in Cetinje Monastery, the historic seat 
of the Serbian Orthodox Church in Montenegro, 
at the beginning of September. The announce-
ment caused genuine resentment among many 
residents of Cetinje, a stronghold of Montene-
grin nationalists and pro-Montenegrin political 
parties such as the Democratic Party of Social-
ists (DPS). The DPS and its political allies saw in 
the religious ceremony a good opportunity to 
fire up and mobilise their own pro-Montenegrin 
support base. The enthronement was, variously, 
cast as an affront to Montenegrin identity and 
history, or ‘the crowning moment of Greater Ser-
bian assaults on Montenegro’. By mid-August, 
the DPS had announced the holding of a rally in 
Cetinje and vowed to block the Metropolitan’s 
enthronement. In an op-ed, Veselin Veljović, the 
former police chief and now adviser to President 
Milo Đukanović, issued what amounted to a call 
to mutiny by the police, suggesting they should 
refuse any orders to use force against demon-
strators. By August 28, President Đukanović him-
self declared that he would attend the DPS ral-
ly against the enthronement in order to defend 
the ‘honour and dignity’ of Montenegro. Mean-
while, the Krivokapić Government seemed to 
lack a decisive response. Keen to avoid a con-
frontation between police and pro-Montene-
grin demonstrators, URA officials seemed to be 
pushing for the enthronement to be moved else-
where. However, Krivokapić, the DF and Demo-
crats pushed hard for the ceremony to go ahead. 
After demonstrators organized by the DPS erect-

Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan (2nd L) meets Željko Komšić (2nd R),  
the Croat member and current chair of the three-member Presidency Council  
of Bosnia and Herzegovina, Bosniak member of the Bosnia and Herzegovina  
Presidential Council Šefik Džaferović (R) and Serb member of member of the  

Bosnia and Herzegovina Presidential Council Milorad Dodik (L) in Sarajevo
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A view from the road to the Jarinjë and Bërnjak border crossings on the  
Serbian border in the north of Kosovo as roads guarded by special units  

of the Kosovo police during continuing protests, in Jarinjë, Kosovo

ed burning barricades on the road to Cetinje, po-
lice were finally deployed to break them up dur-
ing the night between September 4th and 5th. 
In Cetinje, running battles were fought between 
demonstrators and hooligan groups on the one 
hand and police. At one point, Veljović himself 
charged at a police cordon before being arrest-
ed. While the enthronement eventually went 
ahead, the violence which sprang up around it 
brought the whole of Montenegro to the brink 
of a wider conflagration between the pro-Serb 
and pro-Montenegrin camps in the country. 
 
Meanwhile, on August 27th, Montenegrin police 
seized 1.4 tonnes of cocaine hidden in a shipment 
of bananas near the capital Podgorica. The drug 
bust was reported to be the biggest in the coun-
try’s history and a major blow to organized crime 
groups not just in Montenegro, but the region. 
 
Two tense stand-offs took place in north Kosovo 
in September and October. The first, and more 
protracted crisis, was sparked by a decision of 
the Government in Pristina on September 20th 
to ban the use of Serbian licence plates in Koso-
vo, which would have to be replaced with tempo-
rary licence plates when driving in Kosovo. Pris-
tina billed the decision as a reciprocity measure, 
as Serbia required Kosovo cars to use temporary 
plates in Serbia. Yet the decision not only affect-
ed drivers from Serbia, but also Kosovo Serb driv-
ers in north Kosovo, most of whom still use Serbi-
an-issued licence plates. Even worse, it left them 
with no solution to re-register their cars with Ko-
sovo licence plates. On September 20th, Pristina 
also deployed special police units with armoured 
vehicles to two northern border crossings be-

tween Serbia and Kosovo to help enforce the 
decision. Meanwhile, local Kosovo Serbs erect-
ed their own barricades and began protests at 
the Kosovo Government decision. A tense stand-
off ensued, in which Kosovo police special units 
found themselves sandwiched between the Ser-
bian border (and Serbian police and army units) 
and Kosovo Serb barricades. The atmosphere 
became even more heated on September 23rd 
when three Kosovo Serbs uninvolved in the pro-
tests were allegedly attacked and injured by Ko-
sovo police near the border crossings, while on 
September 25th two official Kosovo Government 
registration centres in the northern Serb towns 
of Zvečan and Zubin Potok were attacked by ar-
sonists. The same day, Serbian fighter jets flew 
along the border with Kosovo, while the Serbian 
army also moved hardware into the border area. 
In the end, the crisis was only defused after EU 
mediation, with a deal struck on September 30th, 
whereby Belgrade and Pristina would respect the 
use of each other’s license plates, but with stick-
ers being placed over state symbols of Serbia on 
cars crossing into Kosovo or Kosovo symbols on 
the plates of cars crossing into Serbia. However, 
the deal is intended to be temporary and last for 
six months, until a final solution is hammered out. 
 
No sooner had this crisis been defused than a 
new one broke out several weeks later, albe-
it lasting only a day. On October 13th, Kosovo 
police and law enforcement authorities carried 
out an anti-smuggling operation across Koso-
vo. Among the targets was a pharmacy suspect-
ed of selling smuggled medicines in Serb-dom-
inated North Mitrovica. As police attempted to 
carry out the operation, local Serbs gathered in 
protest. Soon, special police units were again de-
ployed to the north, leading to brief but violent 
skirmishes. Rounds of live ammunition were also 
reported to have been fired. Although short, the 
violent stand-off was intense, while also demon-
strating just how fragile the security situation in 
north Kosovo remained. 
 
At the other end of the region, on October 10th 
two Turkish police officers were killed inside Syria 
when Kurdish YPG militants attacked them with 
a guided missile. Turkish President Recep Tayyip 
Erdoğan referred to the attack as the ‘final straw’. 
Ankara subsequently threatened further military 
action against armed US-backed Kurdish militants 
in Syria unless such attacks were stopped.  
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EU PROGRESS?

The German Chancellor Angela Merkel’s trip to 
the Western Balkans region, after 16 years of 
chancellorship, began in September in Belgrade. 
Later Merkel headed up to Tirana. The focus of 
the meetings with the leaders of the Western 
Balkans six was the political and economic coop-
eration and the EU integration process.

Merkel emphasized that the Berlin Process hasn’t 
failed, but there’s still a lot to be done. Concrete-
ly, as she noted, the lack of rule of law and com-
petence to varying degrees are widespread, 
corruption and nepotism are rampant, and in-
dependent media and critical civil associations 
are coming under increasing pressure. She also 
pinpointed that the Berlin Process is not a substi-
tute for European membership for the countries 
in the region being at different stages of EU in-
tegration, but rather a preparation to make the 
countries ready for full membership.

Her visit came ahead of the EU-Balkans summit 
under the Slovenian presidency in October. Host-
ed by the Slovenian presidency of the Council in 
Brdo pri Kranju, the EU-Western Balkans summit 
on the 6th of October brought together leaders 
from the EU member states and the six Western 
Balkans countries: Albania, Bosnia and Herzego-
vina, Serbia, Montenegro, the Republic of North 
Macedonia and Kosovo. During the summit, EU 
leaders adopted a declaration, with which the 
Western Balkans leaders have aligned them-
selves. The declaration reaffirmed the EU’s un-
equivocal support for the European perspective 
of the Western Balkans, but there was no com-

mitment to a solid timeline for the six countries 
to join the 27-member bloc.

On October 19th, the EU published its progress 
reports on the six Western Balkan accession 
hopefuls and Turkey, the longest-running acces-
sion candidate. 
 
The reports made for mixed reading. The Euro-
pean Commission once again reaffirmed that 
Albania and North Macedonia were ready to 
begin accession negotiations. Skopje was com-
mended for making solid progress in key areas 
such as rule of law, the fight against organized 
crime, freedom of speech and strengthening 
democracy, while being criticized for the slow 
pace of judicial reforms. Tirana was commend-
ed for making progress in reforming the judici-
ary and fighting corruption, but problems relat-
ing to freedom of speech were highlighted, as 
well as noting that more needed to be done to 
improve dialogue between ruling and opposi-
tion parties. 
 
The reports were more mixed when it comes to 
Montenegro and Serbia, two countries which 
have already begun accession negotiations. The 
Commission noted that disagreements between 
the Krivokapić Government and ruling majority 
in Parliament have slowed reforms in the coun-
try, particularly when it comes to rule of law, ju-
dicial reforms and fundamental rights. Mean-
while, in the case of Serbia, the Commission 
recommended deepening accession talks with 
the opening of negotiations on two ‘clusters’ of 
chapters – Cluster 3 on social policy and employ-
ment and Cluster 4 on energy. Yet when it comes 

German Chancellor Angela Merkel and Serbian President Aleksandar Vučić  
hold a joint press conference after their meeting in Belgrade
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to actual progress made with existing reforms, 
the Progress report is distinctly lukewarm.
 
Accession negotiations with Turkey to all ex-
tents and purposes remain on hold. The Com-
mission’s Progress report on Turkey noted that 
Ankara remained a key EU partner in the fields 
of migration, counter-terrorism, economy and 
trade, as well as the ‘dialogue and cooperation’ 
between the EU and Turkey had increased dur-
ing the course of 2021. However, it also notes 
that neither the question of fundamental rights 
in Turkey nor the independence of the judiciary 
had been credibly addressed. 
 
Meanwhile, Bosnia and Herzegovina and Ko-
sovo remain far off from even opening acces-
sion negotiations. Indeed, Bosnia’s progress re-
port seemed to be the least flattering of all. The 
Commission noted that ‘in Bosnia and Herze-
govina, the strategic goal of EU integration has 
not been turned into concrete action’. When it 
comes to Kosovo, the Commission observed that 
most of the previous reporting period – June 
2020 to June 2021 – had been marked by major 
political instability, though the elections of Feb-
ruary 2021 had at least delivered a stable gov-
erning majority, which, in principle, could carry 
out key reforms. The Commission again noted 
that Kosovo was ready for the implementation 
of EU visa liberalization, which remained stuck 
in the European Council.

Prime Minister of North Macedonia Zoran Zaev attends the EU-Western Balkans 
summit at Brdo Congress Centre, in Brdo pri Kranju, in Kranj, Slovenia
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