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THE FOREIGN INFLUENCE IN THE WESTERN BALKANS: A COMPARISON CASE OF
ALBANIA AND SERBIA OVER THE LAST DECADE OF 2014-2024

ABSTRACT

This study examines the multifaceted impact of key international actors such as the European
Union, United States, Russia, and China on the internal political, economic, and security policies
of Albania and Serbia between 2014 and 2024. Employing a qualitative case study approach, it
analyzes how these small Balkan states respond to, navigate, and resist external pressures
through diplomatic, economic, military, and infrastructural strategies. The analysis contrasts
Albania’s proactive Western-oriented foreign policy, marked by NATO membership and EU
accession reforms, with Serbia’s balancing strategy, which maintains strong ties with Russia and

China while pursuing EU membership.

The study identifies the strategic rationales behind these divergent alignments, particularly in
relation to regional security dynamics and broader geopolitical interests. It finds that Albania has
closely aligned with Western institutions, adopting EU-driven governance reforms and
benefiting from integration-related support. Conversely, Serbia has adopted a multi-vector
foreign policy, resisting Western sanctions on Russia post-2014 and deepening ties with China,

especially in infrastructure and technological investments.

At the economic level, Serbia’s dependence on Russian energy and Chinese financing contrasts
with Albania’s stronger orientation toward EU markets. Normatively, Albania has aligned with
EU governance standards, while Serbia's reforms have stalled due to internal nationalist
pressures and external strategic balancing. The study also investigates the broader instruments of

influence employed by global powers that range from soft power and economic diplomacy to



defense cooperation and information campaigns as well as their effects on domestic political

trajectories, regional stability, and economic development.

By situating the Balkans within the context of intensifying great power competition, this research
contributes to international relations theory on power, sovereignty, and small state resilience. It
offers a window into how external actors shape regional integration, political reforms, and

strategic choices in Southeastern Europe.

Key words: Albania, Serbia, US, EU, Russia, China, Western Balkan, influence, small state



NDIKIMI | HUAJ NE BALLKANIN PERENDIMOR: NJE RAST KRAHASUES |
SHQIPERISE DHE SERBISE GJATE DEKADES SE FUNDIT TE VITEVE 2014-2024

ABSTRAKT

Ky studim shqgyrton ndikimin shumédimensional té aktoréve kryesoré ndérkombétaré, si
Bashkimi Evropian, Shtetet e Bashkuara té Amerikés, Rusia dhe Kina, né politikat e brendshme,
zhvillimet ekonomike dhe té sigurisé té Shqipérisé dhe Serbisé gjaté periudhés 2014-2024. Duke
pérdorur njé qgasje cilésore té studimit, kjo tezé vleréson se si kéto shtete té& vogla Ballkanike
reagojné ndaj presioneve té jashtme, si i menaxhojné ato dhe se si i rezistojné kéto presione
pérmes mjeteve diplomatike, ekonomike, ushtarake dhe infrastrukturore. Studimi krahason
gasjen e Shqipérisé, e orientuar gartésisht drejt Peréndimit pérmes anétarésimit né NATO dhe
reformave té integrimit né BE, me strategjiné e balancimit té Serbisé, e cila ruan marrédhénie té

ngushta me Rusiné dhe Kinén ndérkohé gé synon edhe anétarésimin né BE.

Analiza identifikon racionalitetet strategjike Q& udhéheqin kéto orientime té ndryshme,
vecanérisht né kontekstin e sigurisé rajonale si dhe né pérputhje me interesat e aktoréve té
jashtém. Shqipéria ka ndértuar partneritete t¢ géndrueshme me institucionet peréndimore, ka
zbatuar reforma té kérkuara nga BE dhe ka pérfituar nga procesi i integrimit. Serbia, ndérkohég,
ka ndjekur njé politiké té shuméanshme té jashtme, duke mos iu bashkuar sanksioneve ndaj
Rusisé pas vitit 2014 dhe duke forcuar bashképunimin me Kinén, sidomos né investimet

infrastrukturore dhe teknologjike.

Né aspektin ekonomik, Serbia éshté béré mé e varur nga energjia Ruse dhe financimet Kineze,
ndérsa Shqipéria éshté mé e orientuar drejt tregjeve dhe ndihmés sé BE-sé, duke i dhéné mé
shumé liri né politikat ge merr. Normativisht, Shqipéria éshté pérafruar me standardet e

geverisjes sé BE-sé, ndérsa reformat né Serbi kané ngecur pér shkak té presioneve nacionaliste



dhe ekuilibrimit té jashtém. Studimi gjithashtu shqyrton pérdorimin e instrumenteve té ndryshme
té ndikimit nga fuqité e médha, gé nga fugia e buté dhe diplomacia ekonomike te bashképunimi

né mbrojtje dhe fushatat e informacionit.

Duke e pozicionuar Ballkanin né kontekstin e konkurrencés sé intensifikuar midis fugive té
médha, ky kérkim kontribuon né teoriné e marrédhénieve ndérkombétare mbi pushtetin,
sovranitetin dhe géndrueshmériné e shteteve té vogla. Ai ofron gjithashtu njohuri té vliefshme
mbi ményrat se si aktorét e huaj ndikojné né integrimin rajonal, reformat politike dhe zgjedhjet

strategjike né Evropén Juglindore.

Fjalé kyce: Shqipéria, Serbia, SHBA, BE, Rusia, Kina, Ballkani Peréndimor, ndikimi, shtet i

vogeél.

vi



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

It has been a long journey from the start of this road, until now at the end. There are people
whom | owe a debt of gratitude for all that they have provided. First, | would like to thank Prof.
Niuton Mulleti, my major professor and dissertation supervisor. Having the opportunity and
pleasure to work and learn from him over the years has been rewarding and fulfilling. | also
would like to thank Prof. Stefano Braghiroli from the University of Tartu, Estonia, who has

contributed much to the development of this thesis starting from the early stages of my work.

In addition, I wish to acknowledge the favourable opportunity and support of the ERASMUS+
programme from which | received the support to conduct my work in Estonia. An appreciation

goes to the Skytte Institute for the warm welcome and hosting.

The last words of thanks go to my family. | thank my parents Nazmi and Resmie who have
always been there for me. To my brother Fatjon who has been open to share my worries even
through continents. And my sister Frida who has happily done her best to cheer me up through

difficult times.

Thank you all.

Vii



DECLARATION

I hereby declare that this Master’s Thesis, titled “The Foreign Influence in the Western Balkans:
A Comparison Case of Albania and Serbia Over the Last Decade of 2014-2024" is based on my
original work except quotations and citations which have been duly acknowledged. | also declare
that this thesis has not been previously or concurrently submitted for the award of any degree, at

Epoka University, any other university or institution.

Mateo Zogu
Date: July 03, 2025

viii



TABLE OF CONTENTS

APPROVAL PAGE ...ttt sttt sttt ne b nnene e ii
ABSTRACT ...ttt ettt b et et e Rt b et e Rt e R e bt e R e b et e Rt R et e Re bt et re et i
ABSTRAKT .ttt b et R et e e e st e besb et e bt e be e e Rt e b e nben e et e e be e eneeteeeneanas %
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS ...ttt ettt sttt anas vii
DECLARATION. .. oottt ettt et b et et b et et e et st e e ereneens viii
TABLE OF CONTENTS ..ottt sttt sttt erenn e iX
(@4 aF=T o (=T gl IR 1Y € oo (U1 1 T o 1SR 1
1.1 Background and CONTEXT.........cueiieiiiieiiesie ettt sae e e e e nneenes 1
1.2 Research Problems and ODJECTIVES .......c.ccviieiiiiiie e 3
1.3 Primary Research Questions and SUD-QUESTIONS .........cccoouiiieriiienieiesee e 4
1.4 Rationale and Significance of the STUAY ... 5
1.5 SCOPE AN LIMITATIONS. ....civiiiiiiiiitieie ettt bbb sre e e enes 6
Chapter H: ConteXt ChaPLer .......ooi it sre e enes 8
2.1 The 2000s: Expansion and Competing INFIUENCE...........cooveiiiiiiiiiii e 10
2.2 Rama and Vudié¢ through the decade ....................ccoocoiiiiiiiiiii 11
2. 2.1 EQI RABIMA ...ttt ettt ettt sbe e e be e beeneenneas 11
2.2.2 AleKSandar VUCIC.........cccooiiiiiiiii it a e nnna e 13
Chapter HT: MethodOIOgY ........couiiiiiiiieiieie ettt sbe e nreas 16
3.1 CoMPAratiVe CASE UESION ....eiueeieiiiiieeitieie et ste ettt ettt st be b s reesbeestesaeenbeeneesreas 16
3.1.1 Similarities: Establishing the baseline for comparison...........ccccccooeviiiiiiniienee, 17
3.1.2 Differences: justifying the most-different 0gicC.........cccccevviviiieiie i 18
3.1.3 Implications of the most-different design...........ccccveieriveii i 20

3.2 SOUNCE COIBCTION ... ettt bbbt e e 21
3.3 Research Limitations and Potential Bias..........ccccoviiiiiiiininiie s 21
Chapter IV: Theoretical FrameWOrK..........ccooiiioiiiieiie e 23
4.1 Approach of Realism on the Role of Big POWErS...........coovieiiiii i 23
41T RUSSIB ..ttt sttt bbbttt bbbt bbbttt bbb bt b et 24



A.L3US ettt et b n e bt et be et et reerenr s ere s 26
ALABEU. ..ttt e ret e e rrrea e 27
4.2 Approach of Liberalism on the Role of Big POWEIS........cccccoiiiiiiiiiineseece e 28
g = PSPPSR 29
B.2.2 US .ottt b bR h bR R et et re et et ne et et s ere s 29
O I O 11 o - OSSPSR 31
A28 RUSSIB ...ttt sttt bbbttt bt bbbt b s et b bbbt bt et 32
4.3 Approach of Constructivism on the Role of Big POWErS ..........ccccoovevvvieieieee e 33
O T = OSSPSR 33
A.3.2 US ettt R R R bt R b bRt Rt et Re et e neebe et eneere s 35
4.3.3 RUSSIA ...ttt bbbt bbbt bbbttt bbb bt 37
I @ 11 o - OSSPSR 38
4.3.5. CONCIUSION ...ttt bttt bbb bbb 41
Chapter V: Strategic Intentions, Needs and Wants of External Powers in Albania and
RTC] o] - RSSO PP PR PR ORI 46
T8 L OSSPSR PRSI 46
5.1.1. Differentiated Approaches of EU Countries towards Albania and Serbia.............. 48
T80 0 I R 1= 1 = o TP PUPRTPPRTRPPRPPRS 49
ST B o =1 [PPSR TSP 51
5.L.1.3 POIANG ... bbb ae s 53
.1 1.4 HUNQANY ..ttt e st e e e e e s nn e e anne e 94
5.1.1.5 Summary on the role Of EU ..o s 56
T2 © S TP o7
ST U L - VTR UP TR RTOPRPRPRS 59
ST O o ] - RSP OP TR RPROPPURPRS 60
5.5 Comparative Analysis: Overlap and DIVEIrgeNCEe..........cccoveeiiiirneeiie e 62
Chapter VI: Case Study Analysis of Albania and Serbia.............ccccooovviiiiiiiviciie e, 64
014 oo (1 od £ o] o SRR PR 64

6.1 Albania’s Foreign Alignments and External Influence (2014-2024): Strategic
Partnerships, Reforms, and the Euro-Atlantic TrajJectory .........cocoovvveiieiinieneeiesienen, 65



SUIMIMBIY .ttt etttk e b bttt e s he e e bt e s bb e e be e saeeebeesbn e e b e e nnnaeees 81

6.2 Serbia’s Geopolitical Balancing and Foreign Influence (2014-2024): Between

European Integration and Strategic AUTONOMY .........cccoiiiiinieiinieeiie et 82
SUIMIMBIY .ttt b et e b e e st e et e e s ab e e bt e e Rb e e beeenb e e beeanneenee e 100
(@01 0] [T 5] o] o EP USRS 102
] (] =] (o0 SRR 106

Xi



Chapter I: Introduction

1.1 Background and Context

Europe has always been the continent where geo-strategy and geo-policy have played an
important role in how they address challenges, be it foreign influence or even socio-economic.
One of the most important locations where many different interests converge is the Balkan
Peninsula, usually being referred as the Western Balkans. Being a location where many empires
of the past saw it as the crossroad of many opportunities. The same can also be said about the
contemporary world, where the Western Balkans continues to remain a location of interest. The
complex background of the region in recent times is marked by conflicts and the ongoing process
of democratization and economic reform has made ample space for external actors to exert
influence. In this environment Albania and Serbia have emerged as two critical cases for

understanding the mechanisms and implications of foreign engagement.

Albania has followed a clear path towards the Euro Atlantic integration and has consistently
aligned itself with policies and changes that reflect those of the Western democracies and their
norms. These connections are further reinforced in its membership in NATO and candidacy for
EU accession, which are followed with government reforms, economic liberalization and
institutional strengthening. Throughout its efforts Western powers, predominately the US and
EU institutions have provided financial aid and political support to acclimate Albania’s
democratic reforms. Beyond the face value support to stabilize internal institutions, it is also a

means of subtly influencing the broader regional order (Enika Abazi, 2015).

Conversely Serbia’s foreign policy approach is seen as a two-way street, where EU accession
talks are carefully balanced with Russian historical and economic ties. This has led Serbia to
characterize its geopolitical stance in the international arena as seemingly neutral. But the
Russian culture is deeply rooted in Serbia, originating from its religious affinity and continuing



to economic and military ties in the modern day (Jan Graf & Martin Solik, 2024). Another
predominately key foreign actor in Serbia is also China and its growing presence of Belt and
Road Initiative (BRI), which not only has positioned itself as an economic backer but also vying
to spread its political influence in the region. In a sense we could rationalize Serbia as the

Chinese gatekeeper in the Western Balkans (Figen Aydin, 2025).

The complex interlinkage between the West’s political reforms and the East’s power
consolidation has proven to be controversial at times. In the case of Albania, the Western model
is not only a pathway towards EU membership but also a guiding hand for economic
standardization and institutional revitalization. But in the case of Serbia, things seem to be more
complicated where its aforementioned balancing strategy has been crucial in preserving national
sovereignty, while taking advantage of the benefits that both sides, sometimes happily and other
reluctantly provide (Srdan Jovanovic, 2023). This duality has impactful implications in
maintaining the status quo as it can become a catalyst in either integration or exacerbating

relations with the EU (Benjamin Couteau, 2023a).

Recent scholarly analysis reflects that the past decade has seen an increase in foreign actors'
interference in the Western Balkans, be it by using traditional diplomatic means and instruments
and modern digital media and strategies where economic investments and information
campaigns have been and are the primary tools in shifting public opinions and national policies
(Luka Filipovi¢ et al., 2024). Furthermore, the competition between the US, EU, Russia and
China in the Western Balkans tells of the region's importance, whether it is in the international

arena or even in the Balkans stability.

To sum up, the Western Balkans has been shaped by an ever-growing foreign influence that has
redefined the domestic landscape. By examining Albania and Serbia, this study aims to interpret
the underlying mechanisms of foreign influence, assess its impact on domestic policy, and
explore its broader implications for regional stability and integration.



1.2 Research Problems and Objectives

The Western Balkan region has always been one with importance, at times geo-political or geo-
strategic, economical or even simply seen as Europe's backyard. That is not to say that other
powerful foreign actors other than the EU itself have no interest in it. On the contrary, their
impact sparks debate on issues such as national sovereignty and long-term economic stability.
Two prime examples in this regard are Albania and Serbia, which exemplify two very distinct
external approaches and responses. With its desire to join the EU and the ever-dominant reforms
that are a step towards that future, Albania creates a picture of reliance on the Western economic
and political models. On the other hand, Serbia’s multi vector foreign policies display a
deliberate show of balance between the two camps, the West and the aspiration for EU
membership or the East and its deeply rooted socio-economic ties with Russia and the emerging
partnerships with China (Dr. Arlinda Rrustemi et al., 2019)

Out of all this political manoeuvring, a complex research problem arises. Since the input of
external powers is not negligible, how does it affect the policy making process and economic
trajectories of these countries? Foreign interventions can have noticeable change in a country
over time by means of modernization and providing the much-needed capital for these initiatives,
and above all to give expertise on reforms and other regulations. But on the other side too much
involvement may lead to dependency that in a long enough timespan, say a decade, it may be a
catalyst to policies being more favourable to these foreign actors than domestic ones. These
competing outcomes play a much bigger role in countries that are categorized as “developing”

and are situated in a region with shaky stability, where the power balance is continuously in flux.

The following objectives are taken into consideration when addressing the issues the study rises:

e Analyzing the foreign policies: How Albania and Serbia change over the decade and
if there were any noticeable economic or political trends.

e Mechanisms of foreign influence: If any specific channels were used to conduct these
negotiations such as diplomatic engagements or economic investments.

e Economic impacts: How foreign investments and trade relationships have

restructured development strategies and if there has been an economic dependence.



By taking into consideration these objectives, the study’s goal is to provide an understanding of

the impact that foreign actors may have.

1.3 Primary Research Questions and Sub-questions

Primary Research Question:

How do foreign influence mechanisms differ between Albania and Serbia, and what are the
implications for their domestic political trajectories and international alignments during the last
decade (2014-2024)?

This question will be the cornerstone of this study whereby it will guide the comparative analysis
of foreign influence such as the US, EU, Russia and China in the two key Western Balkan states.
It will provide ample space to examine as how different external strategies shape the domestic

policies and external initiatives of Albania and Serbia.

Sub-question 1: What are the main foreign policy orientations of Albania and Serbia?

This sub-question will aim to compare the direction that is pursued by both countries with a
particular focus on how Albania’s geo-political shift towards EU integration contrasts that of

Serbia's multi vector approach.

Sub-question 2: Which external actors exert the most influence in the country, and through

which channels (soft power, economic investments, security alliances)?

This question will try to find out as who is playing a significant role as a foreign actor and which
mechanisms they employ to exert influence. It will assess both hard power tactics like security

alliances and soft power tools like information campaigns.



Sub-question 3: How have foreign influences/actors shaped the economic strategies of Albania

and Serbia over the last decade?

This sub-question aims to investigate how the economical vectors of Albania and Serbia have
behaved in the presence/influence of the foreign investments. It takes into consideration any
implications that may have turned into long term dependencies by also inquiring if national

development strategies are redirected during this process.

1.4 Rationale and Significance of the Study

The principal argument that the study puts forth takes into account the complex interplay that
foreign influences pose on Albania and Serbia, whose implications spread towards regional
stability, democratic governance and economic development. Many shifts have happened over
the last decade pertaining to global power, rise and fallout of economic development and security
arrangements that most definitely have altered the strategical landscape that these two countries
operate in. By investigating these changes, the study aims to highlight how small states steer
amid external pressures and try to leverage the foreign influence to either support or undermine

their own respective domestic political trajectories.

From a theoretical viewpoint, this research aims to contribute to the ongoing debates in the
sphere of international relations, and how these small states behave amid their bigger “backers”.
Existing literature primarily focuses on the influence that major powers have over larger states,
but on the other hand, small states provide a more nuanced experience with unique insights at
how external pressure both facilitated, constructed and maintained the domestic factors (Harun
Nuhanovi¢, 2024). It is also important to emphasize that Albanian and Serbian responses to these
actors are not only shaped by the environment that they are in but also by their historical roots

that they might have with any of these external actors (Dr. Guraku¢ Kuci, 2024c).

Power dynamics are constantly evolving, which further underscores the importance of

geopolitical capacity building of Albania and Serbia in the region. It can be demonstrated by



bilateral agreements which are not only reshaping regional alignments but also impacting
economic policies (Florian C. Feyerabend, 2018). This furthermore reinforces the idea that
regional and domestic transformations do not happen in a vacuum or without a major push by

external entities.

To summarize, the rationale of this paper stands in its capacity to shed light on the relations
between external powers and the influence they present over domestic policies and their
responses. Its importance lies in its means to highlight the position that these small states,
Albania and Serbia, find themselves in the globalized world, and tries to provide insights on how

foreign influence finds its way to promote stability or de-stability.

1.5 Scope and Limitations

The scope of this paper is to tackle a comparative analysis of the mechanisms that foreign actors
have and what influence do they have on domestic policy making and economic strategies that
Albania and Serbia have followed within the timespan of 2014-2024. The analysis specifically
focuses on the roles of key external actors, namely the US, EU, Russia and China, and how they
use diplomatic leverage, economical uphold, domestic (if any) or external securities and cultural
ties. In addition, the paper examines the mediating capabilities of the domestic institutions, how

the political elites behave and how the civil society responds to such actors in both countries.

There are several limitations that need to be acknowledged for this study:

e Data availability: Some data may be constrained, depending on the country, as they
may be of particular sensitive nature, be it political or economic. This may affect at
how much in depth the comparison or analysis is developed.

e Subjectivity in interpretation: The qualitative evaluation of foreign influence,
including the understanding of diplomatic and economic action/inaction is inherently
subjective. Thus, it may instigate biases on analysis.

e Generalization: The unique historical and political nature of these countries demands

caution in evaluation. By focusing solely on Albania and Serbia it helps us to avoid
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any generalization that such external actors may also have in the Balkan region in its
entirety.

e The established fact is that certain events have happened, but their records have been
deleted or removed by their respective administrators, such an example is the USAID

involvement.



Chapter I1: Context Chapter

For a long time, Albania and Serbia have been key points of interest in the Western Balkans, and
this fact has been increasingly more apparent by the continuous support of various global
powers. Over the last decade these two countries have felt increasing commitment from the EU,
US, Russia and China where they utilize complex mechanisms to exert influence in areas of high
importance. It is of great importance to understand the intentions and interventions that these
superpowers are willing to have and make in order to grasp key political and economic
“bubbles”.

Some scholars have studied the nature that foreign influences have over the Western Balkans. As
an example, Couteau states that a lot of work and investments has been made around energy
infrastructure, particularly the Trans Adriatic Pipeline, though it came with the caveat that it now
has become an instrument of geopolitical leverage (Benjamin Couteau, 2023b). In another
similar case, the European Parliament takes notice of the role that disinformation campaigns can
potentially have, with heightened risk factors when disinformation crosses religious institutions,

which can further exacerbate tensions (Nedzma Dzananovi¢ et al., 2023).

Albania’s path towards joining the EU has been met with overall support but opposition from
key EU actors has further delayed talks. A study from Prague Security Studies Institute further
establishes the fact that initiatives like Open Balkan are not perceived similarly by all, for some
as a bridge to regional cooperation and unity and for others as an instrument to exert influence
(Klodiana Beshku, 2023).

Unlike Albania, Serbia pushes its foreign policy in a precarious position; this stems from either
the need or necessity to appease, at times the West and others the East. The desire to pursue EU

membership is not trumped by the need to sustain its ties with Russia and China. This dichotomy



is further explored by the National Democratic Institute, which scrutinizes at how illiberal actors

can coexist with democratic ambitions (NDI, n.d.).

Europe being geographically the closest to Albania and Serbia has often seen itself as the
dominant external actor, with aims at promoting democratic reforms, economic development and
regional stability. Nevertheless, this situation seems to have slowed down which might have
come as a result of the protracted enlargement process. In doing so the EU has left a noticeable
void that others seek to fill (Alice Tidey, 2023).

On the other hand, Russia still goes with a tried and tested method of leveraging historical and
religious ties to maintain its eye on Serbia and the region at large. By utilizing political support,
media presence and energy investments, the Kremlin's aim is to counter the Western influence
(Nina Miholjcic-lvkovic, 2024).

China's focus on the Western Balkans has shifted towards economic investments and debt traps.
This has come in the form of infrastructure development, such as the Belt and Road Initiative,
and giving loans that have high interest rates to countries that have no clear way to repay them,
such as Montenegro. This approach has been especially prominent in Serbia, which is often seen

as China's gateway into the Balkans (Bojan Stojkovski et al., 2021).

Just like the EU, the US plays an active role in promoting democratic governance and regional
security. Civil society organisations in both countries have especially benefited from this
cooperation, primarily through USAID, which provided funding and a safeguard from malign
influences (Ivana Jeremic, 2025). US’s influence has also served as a unifying factor for the
regional disputes, like Kosovo-Serbia. But it is also important to note that, unlike the EU, US’s
interests are predominantly transactional in nature, especially with the new Trump presidency
(Bojana Zori¢, 2024).

The convergent spheres of influence have led domestic actors to navigate between external
interests and domestic integrity where the situation would often dictate to pick a side, as the

alternative more often than not, has a high chance of being the scapegoat when things go awry.



To further inquire on how these actors have behaved in the historical context we can look into

the early 2000s as how the expansion and competition of influence has behaved.

2.1 The 2000s: Expansion and Competing Influence

In the aftermath of the Yugoslav wars of the 1990s, the Western Balkans, including Albania and
Serbia, became a focal point of international stabilization efforts. The European Union (EU)
launched its Stabilisation and Association Process (SAP) in 2000, explicitly aiming to stabilize
the region with the prospect of future EU membership (EUR-Lex, n.d.). This EU-led framework
stressed regional cooperation (such as trade, infrastructure and networks) and set country-by-
country benchmarks for reform. Indeed, in the early and mid-2000s the EU accession prospect,
coupled with the global economic boom, facilitated rapid economic recovery and institutional
reforms across the Balkans (Marek Dabrowski & Yana Myachenkova, 2018). For example,
Dabrowski and Myachenkova (2018) note that growth and reform accelerated under the EU
integration agenda. Concurrently, NATO (led by the United States) played a critical security role
as NATO’s 1999 intervention in Kosovo ended widespread ethnic violence, and its peacekeeping

missions (such as KFOR in Kosovo) helped contain nationalism.

A 2004 review of Western policy observes that the Western Balkans had become a cornerstone
of transatlantic cooperation, with the EU and US united in their commitment to contain violent
nationalism and push the region toward liberal democracy and EU integration (Global Europe
Program, 2011). In practice, the EU financed state-building and legal reforms, while US-led
NATO forces ensured a security environment in which these reforms could take root (Global
Europe Program, 2011).

Serbia and Albania’s post-conflict trajectories are characterized by their distinct political nature
at the time. Serbia’s post-2000 foreign policy was shaped by both its EU aspirations and
traditional ties. Under President Boris Tadi¢ (2004-2012) Serbia generally pursued EU
membership, but it also maintained historic cultural and religious links to Russia. Russia’s

support (at the UN) for Serbia’s position on Kosovo underscored this bond. In contrast, Albania

10



emerged from communism in the 1990s with a strong pro-Western orientation. By the early
2000s, Albania was consolidating democracy and advocating Euro-Atlantic integration. Tirana’s
path differed sharply from Serbia’s: Albania harbored no territorial disputes and did not have an
Orthodox-Russian affinity, making its alignment with NATO and EU norms more

straightforward.

2.2 Rama and Vu¢i¢ through the decade
2.2.1 Edi Rama

Edi Rama has been Albania’s Prime Minister since 2013, leading the coalition government
through four consecutive election victories (2013, 2017, 2021, and 2025). In the May 2025
parliamentary election, the Socialist Party secured approximately 52-53% of the vote, gaining 83
of 140 seats, thus earning Rama an unprecedented fourth term in office. Concurrently, Rama has
served as Chairman of the Socialist Party of Albania (PS) since 2005 (Bytyci, 2025). In a
significant expansion of his portfolio, Rama also assumed the office of Minister for Europe and
Foreign Affairs on 22 January 2019, after a dispute over the foreign minister’s appointment. He
held that additional post through 2020 (handing it back after the acting minister’s resignation in
late 2020). Overall, Rama has been uninterruptedly head of Socialist-led cabinets since
November 2013.

As prime minister, Rama’s tenure has been defined by ambitious domestic reforms and Albania’s
EU accession drive. In his first term (2013-2017) he gained attention for a dramatic anti-crime
campaign. In June 2014 Albanian police stormed the village of Lazarat, destroying over 100 tons
of marijuana and 530,000 plants in what was billed as the largest-ever cannabis bust in the
Balkans (Hektor Pustina & Llazar Semini, 2015). This operation, which followed the fatal
shooting of a police officer, underscored Rama’s pledge to uproot organized crime and drew
praise from EU and US officials. That same period saw Albania secure EU candidate status
(2014) and open accession talks by 2020 after years of meeting EU conditions (European
Commission, 2020). Regionally, Rama pursued reconciliation, as in November 2014 he made the

first official visit to Serbia by an Albanian leader in over 60 years, seeking to normalize ties.
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During his second term (2017-2021), Rama pushed sweeping justice and anti-corruption reforms
under EU and US guidance. New institutions (such as a special anti-corruption prosecutor’s
office) were created and high-profile indictments followed. For example, under EU-monitored
vetting processes, dozens of judges and prosecutors were removed for corruption. Rama also
championed regional economic initiatives, as in August 2019 he joined Serbia and North
Macedonia to launch the “Open Balkan” (formerly “Mini-Schengen”) initiative aimed at easing
trade and movement. Domestically he managed crises during this period. A strong earthquake
struck Albania in November 2019 leading Rama to declare a state of emergency and organizing
an international donors’ conference to fund reconstruction, while in 2020 he reorganized the
budget to aid victims. He also steered Albania through the COVID-19 pandemic by imposing

early lockdowns and mobilizing health resources.

Rama’s third term (2021-2025) has been marked by continued EU engagement and controversy
over democratic backsliding. After a 2021 election victory (his third in a row), Rama intensified
efforts to open EU membership chapters. In late 2024 the EU opened several negotiation clusters
(24 of 33 chapters) covering justice, economic policy and more (Agon Maligi, 2025). At home
he continued infrastructure projects and increased wages in public administration. His tenure also
saw Albania take on regional leadership roles: for instance, Albania co-hosted EU-Western
Balkans conferences and joined sanctions against Russia following Ukraine’s invasion. Critics
note, however, that under Rama Albania’s democracy has grown more polarized, as opposition

groups and media faced pressure.

The European Union has been the most significant external backer of Rama’s government. EU
accession aspirations drove much of his agenda. EU officials repeatedly reassured Albania that
membership talks were a high priority. In January 2020, EU Enlargement Commissioner Olivér
Varhelyi visited Tirana and affirmed that “enlargement and the Western Balkans is a priority”
and that Albania was “ready to open accession negotiations...working to make this a reality”
(European Commission, 2020). The EU provided significant pre-accession assistance (funding
and technical aid under IPA) contingent on reforms, and it publicly celebrated Albania’s progress

when benchmarks were met. Notably, Atlantic Council analysts observe that “sweeping EU- and
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US-sponsored reforms in the justice sector” under Rama have led to unprecedented indictments
of officials. In practice, EU backing influenced Rama to prioritize judicial vetting, media
freedom laws, and anti-corruption measures — policies he often implemented to meet EU criteria.
Leaders like France’s Macron explicitly endorsed Albania’s EU timeline as “realistic”. In turn,
Rama has used the EU “carrot” to justify tough domestic actions (such as prosecuting opponents)
and to legitimize his government. At the same time, EU pressure sometimes constrained him
whereby insistence on fair elections and rule-of-law slowed his more authoritarian instincts.
Overall, the EU’s support (through promises of future membership, financial aid, and political
encouragement) has steered Rama’s governance toward reformist rhetoric and Western
alignment, even as it has also provided a foil for his critics who point to continuing democratic

shortcomings.

2.2.2 Aleksandar Vucié

Aleksandar Vuci¢ served as Serbia’s Prime Minister from 28 April 2014 until 31 May 2017. He
then became President of Serbia on 31 May 2017 and has remained in that office through 2025
(winning re-election in April 2022). Vuéi¢ was also the longtime leader of the Serbian
Progressive Party (SNS, 2012-2023), making him Serbia’s de facto political boss throughout this

period.

He acted as Serbia’s Prime Minister during April 2014-May 2017 under President Tomislav
Nikoli¢. Shortly after he was elected as President, holding the position from May 2017 to the
present as head of state. Vué¢i¢ was sworn in promising to continue reforms and keep Serbia on a
“European path,” while also maintaining military neutrality and partnerships with both NATO

and Russia.

Vuci¢’s rule has focused on economic reform, EU accession steps, and balancing great-power
relations. As prime minister, he implemented a harsh austerity program (cutting public-sector
wages and pensions) to stabilize Serbia’s finances. In February 2015 he secured a €1.2 billion
standby loan from the IMF, and both the IMF and EU praised Serbia’s reforms as among the

most successful of their programs. This helped Serbia’s growth recover (GDP growth over 3%)
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and debt fall below 70% of GDP. Politically, Vuci¢ advanced Serbia’s EU membership process:
in December 2015, Serbia (under Vuci¢) opened its first two EU accession chapters (on Kosovo
and financial control) (Ivana Sekularac, 2015). Vuci¢ declared that “Serbia belongs to Europe”
and pushed for integration, even as he insisted Serbia would never recognize Kosovo (lvana
Sekularac, 2015).

Domestically, Vuéi¢’s SNS dominance was consolidated in the 2016 snap election (SPD won
overwhelmingly) and again when he won the presidency in 2017. His tenure saw crackdowns on
media freedom and strong-arm politics leading some observers to label him as an authoritarian,
but he maintained popular support by emphasizing order and economic progress. Notable
policies include opening the first school in Serbia teaching in Russian (2014) and hosting the
Belgrade-Pristina dialogue. In August 2017, Vuci¢ negotiated an energy deal with Russia to

extend a key gas transit contract.

As president from 2017 onward, Vuci¢ has pursued both regional initiatives and global
partnerships. In October 2019 he joined Albanian and North Macedonian leaders in a ceremonial
signing of the “Open Balkan” economic cooperation agreement, promoting free movement of
people and goods in the Western Balkans. In Washington in 2020, he signed a US brokered
economic normalization agreement with Kosovo leaders, focusing on trade and investment
though this stopped short of political recognition. Domestically he faced major protests: in late
2018-2019 students and opposition groups rallied against alleged corruption and lack of media
freedom. Vuci¢ weathered these crises and, after his government’s COVID-19 lockdown in mid-
2020 prompted some protests, he won a second presidential term in 2022. Shortly after, mass
protests erupted following a series of tragic shootings (2023), leading Vuci¢ to call early

parliamentary elections as a concession.

Throughout his tenure, Vuci¢ has cultivated an especially close partnership with China, which
has become his most reliable external backer. Beijing has poured investment into Serbia,
including the Belt-and-Road-funded Belgrade-Budapest high-speed rail project and large loans
for power plants and highways. Chinese officials frequently pledge support for Serbia’s core

interests. For example, in October 2023 China’s President Xi Jinping met Vuci¢ and called
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Serbia an “ironclad friend,” explicitly offering “support for Serbia in safeguarding national
sovereignty and territorial integrity” (Reuters, 2023). Vuci¢ himself has publicly affirmed this
China-Serbia friendship, noting that China has “supported Serbia when facing difficulties”

(Reuters, 2023). In practice, Chinese backing has given Vuci¢ strategic latitude. Economic aid
from Beijing has bolstered domestic projects that Vuci¢ promotes for nationalist credibility, and

it has provided leverage against Western pressure.
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Chapter I11: Methodology

This work is based on a structured and qualitative case study design in order to analyze external
actors and power strategies in Albania and Serbia. It relies primarily on secondary sources such
as scholarly analysis, official documents and media to build a picture of foreign policy behaviors
and strategic intentions. This study follows Albania and Serbia in parallel by identifying tools
and intentions that are used upon them, as well as the events that follow suit. The comparative
aspect is emphasized by examining the contrasts that become evident, for example, how does the
EU enlargement pressure play in Albania and Serbia.

The chronological framing of the study is based on significant geopolitical shifts such as the
Russian annexation of Crimea, which is widely regarded as a turning point in reshaping the
European security and the Balkans geopolitics (Nikola Burazer, 2016). The period is divided into
time frames around key events, such as the 2014 annexation and if it brought any consequences
to Albania and Serbia, the 2016-2019 EU enlargement agenda and its impact, the 2020 US’s
opening for business Balkan push initiatives, and the 2022 Russian invasion of Ukraine. This
timeline allows us to track the changes across different US administrations and their rhetoric, the
behavior of EU leadership and China’s expansion of the BRI in Albania and Serbia. Altogether,
these events cover critical developments like the Serbia-China Free Trade Agreement (FTA) and
Albania’s hosting the EU-Balkan summits, thus framing how each actor engaged with Albania

and Serbia.

3.1 Comparative case design

This research employs the Most Different Systems Comparative Design (MDSCD) as a
methodological framework to examine how external actors influence the domestic political,
economic, and security orientations of Albania and Serbia. The MDSCD, originating from the

comparative logic established by Adam Przeworski and Henry Teune (1970), is based on
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selecting cases that are maximally different in most independent variables, but which share the
same outcome or dependent variable. This enables researchers to identify causal mechanisms and
isolate explanatory variables by controlling for systemic differences. In this study, Albania and
Serbia are chosen as two most-different cases within the same regional framework, yet both

subjected to considerable foreign engagement and influence over the 2014-2024 period.

The use of a most-different design is especially suitable for international relations research in
post-communist contexts, where neighboring states often face similar external environments but
react differently due to internal structural, historical, or identity-based differences (Alexander L.
George & Andrew Owen Bennett, 2007). It presents useful explanatory tools that make the
understanding of the case easier. The dependent variable is the level and durability of external
influence, particularly influence from Western actors such as the EU, on Albania’s and Serbia’s
policymaking over 2014-2024. Despite significant differences in domestic political systems,
historical identity alignments, and economic structures, both countries exhibit a similarly high
degree of EU influence. The independent variables are those domestic characteristics that vary
substantially between the cases, including political identity, institutional reform trajectories,
leadership styles, and patterns of civilmilitary relations. By focusing on two structurally distinct
cases with a shared outcome, the MDSD logic allows us to isolate which factors are consistently
present across both contexts and thereby most likely to explain the convergent outcome. The
shared regional position of Albania and Serbia and their status as EU candidate countries serve
as the common baseline necessary for comparative logic. Yet, the profound differences in their
geopolitical orientation, foreign policy behavior, institutional development, and normative
affiliations enable a deeper analysis of how foreign influence operates differently under

contrasting domestic configurations.

3.1.1 Similarities: Establishing the baseline for comparison

Despite being cases selected for their divergence, Albania and Serbia share several critical
commonalities that justify their inclusion in a comparative research design. Both are small, post-
communist states located in the Western Balkans and have undergone significant political and

economic transformations since the early 1990s. Each country has been integrated, albeit at
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different paces, into the European Union’s Stabilization and Association Process (SAP), with
both achieving formal EU candidate status (Serbia in 2012, Albania in 2014) and engaging with

the EU’s pre-accession framework.

In addition to shared regional and institutional aspirations, both countries are strategically
important to major global actors such as the United States, the European Union, Russia, and
China. They have also been recipients of substantial foreign investment, development assistance,
and infrastructure financing from these external powers. Furthermore, each has maintained
participation in EU-aligned regional initiatives such as the Berlin Process and CEFTA (Central
European Free Trade Agreement), and both have experienced direct or indirect consequences
from wider geopolitical events such as the 2014 annexation of Crimea and the 2022 Russian
invasion of Ukraine. These shared variables, EU candidacy, small-state status, external
vulnerability, and geopolitical relevance, establish a meaningful basis for comparison. They help
control for regional context while allowing the analytical focus to remain on the internal

configurations and strategic responses that explain divergent foreign policy paths.

3.1.2 Differences: justifying the most-different logic

The principal rationale for employing the MDSCD in this thesis lies in the deep structural and
normative differences between Albania and Serbia. These divergences provide analytical
leverage in determining how variation in domestic political identity, historical legacies, and

strategic alignments shape the nature and effectiveness of foreign influence.

1. Geopolitical orientation:

Albania has consistently pursued Euro-Atlantic integration, joining NATO in 2009 and aligning
almost unconditionally with Western institutions. It has adopted EU-mandated reforms,
participated actively in NATO exercises, and consistently supported the Western stance on
Russia, including implementing sanctions following the 2022 invasion of Ukraine. In contrast,
Serbia has adopted a "multi-vector" foreign policy approach. While nominally pursuing EU
accession, it has simultaneously deepened strategic partnerships with Russia and China, refused
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to align with EU sanctions on Moscow, and preserved its military neutrality, thus operating
outside of NATO frameworks.

2. Historical and normative identity:

The national identities of the two states are shaped by very different legacies. Albania emerged
from decades of isolationist communism with a strong break from its past, embracing Western
norms and liberal democratic values as part of its post-1990s transformation. Serbia, by contrast,
emerged from the violent disintegration of Yugoslavia, carrying forward unresolved national
issues, most notably the Kosovo dispute, which continues to shape its relations with the West.
Serbia's Orthodox Christian heritage and pan-Slavic solidarity have reinforced cultural and
religious ties to Russia, which often frames itself as the protector of Serbian national interests on

the international stage.

3. Alignment with external actors:

In practical terms, Albania’s foreign policy behavior has closely mirrored that of the EU and
NATO. It receives significant aid and conditional investment from Brussels and Washington, and
shows high compliance with EU foreign policy positions, including alignment scores that
consistently exceed 90%. Conversely, Serbia’s alignment score with EU foreign policy positions
has declined over the last decade, falling below 50% in some years (EBW, 2024). Serbia has
signed Free Trade Agreements with Russia and China, engages in regular bilateral summits with
both, and hosts substantial Chinese Belt and Road investments—moves that underline its policy
of strategic hedging.

4. Security and defense integration:

Albania is a NATO member and contributor to Euro-Atlantic security missions, such as in
Afghanistan and the Western Balkans. It has hosted NATO exercises and facilitated the
development of joint strategic infrastructure, such as the Kugové Air Base. Serbia, on the other
hand, remains militarily non-aligned and has participated in joint exercises with both NATO and

Russian forces, underscoring its neutral stance. Belgrade’s refusal to join NATO stems not only
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from historical grievances but also from public opinion, which remains strongly opposed to the

alliance.

5. Reception to foreign influence mechanisms:

Albania has shown greater normative receptivity to conditionality mechanisms, implementing
reforms under EU pressure, particularly in areas like judicial reform, anti-corruption, and
electoral transparency. Serbia’s progress in these areas has been uneven, often slowed by
domestic political resistance and nationalist narratives that frame such reforms as external
impositions. This discrepancy is key in understanding why similar foreign instruments (such as
EU IPA funds, USAID programs, Chinese investments) yield different outcomes in the two

countries.

3.1.3 Implications of the most-different design

The adoption of a Most Different Systems Design strengthens the explanatory power of this
research by demonstrating that similar foreign actors apply differentiated strategies depending on
the recipient country’s internal context. This methodological approach highlights that the
effectiveness of foreign influence is not solely a function of external power projection, but it is

also deeply shaped by domestic political institutions, cultural narratives, and elite orientations.

By comparing Albania and Serbia—countries similar in strategic location and international
exposure, but markedly different in internal governance structures and normative outlook—this
thesis isolates critical variables that determine variation in foreign influence outcomes. The
evidence suggests that foreign influence is more effective and sustainable when it resonates with

domestic political will, societal expectations, and institutional frameworks.

This comparative framework thus not only validates the methodological choice of MDSCD but
also contributes to broader theoretical debates in international relations regarding small-state
agency, great-power competition, and the interaction between external pressure and internal

structures in shaping foreign policy behaviour.
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3.2 Source Collection

Policy documents and official reports, peer reviewed articles and books dealing with Balkan
foreign policy and external influence have been used for this paper with relevant works from
international relations being particularly prioritized. For example, research institutes like IWM
provided context on how Serbia balances its relationships with Russia, China and the West.
Scholarly publications relating to the comparative studies of Albania and Serbia were also used
to understand the underlying historical patterns. Policy documents focused mainly on the annual
reports of the European Commission on Albania and Serbia detailing each country’s alignment
with EU foreign policy. With regard to US policy, documents from the State Department and
other secondary releases as well as White House statements on the Balkans were consulted.
Russian and Chinese perspectives were acquired from government press releases and state-run

media. Official EU and NATO sources were chosen for their transparency and data availability.

News media and analysts' commentaries are taken from reputable news outlet sources. Reuters,
AP News and Independent were key for reporting on issues or events as well as on diplomatic
visits, agreements and crises. Regional news outlets like Balkan Insight were crucial in providing
a local perspective, giving the event a nuanced outlook from potentially a different viewpoint.

3.3 Research Limitations and Potential Bias

Several limitations should be acknowledged. Relying on secondary sources means depending on
the others’ interpretations and conclusions since Western sources may under-report or downplay
the Russian and Chinese perspectives and hype their own. An effort has been put to actively
mitigate this effect by using official releases from governmental bodies. Second, publication bias
could affect news sources as sensational events get more coverage. To counteract this, less
glamorous but systematic reports such as those from the European Commission were used.

Third, interpretive bias cannot be entirely eliminated as the researcher’s own perspective may
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influence how the texts are written and read. To address this issue data extraction was done

carefully and all claims are cited from the respective sources.
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Chapter IV: Theoretical Framework

In the contemporary world it is not an understatement to say that every country functions with an
often preretirement mindset on what they see as the right path, since navigating in the
international arena does not guarantee that one will remain neutral to the events that happen, and
even more so in their domestic affairs. As we know, major powers often like to meddle or
interfere in the other countries, primarily those named as developing countries, such as the
Western Balkans region and the African continent. These big countries insert themselves with
the guise of helping development and friendship on the surface but with goals to make these
smaller countries reliant on their technology and economic ties. In this context, the major
theoretical approaches of international relations provide an important tool to elucidate on the role

of the said major powers on Serbia and Albania.

4.1 Approach of Realism on the Role of Big Powers

Realism is a foundational theory in international relations that sees the international system as
anarchic where states act as rational actors with intentions to maximize their power and survival.
From this we can see that certain criteria emerge as the most prevalent, like, national interest and
the inevitability of potential conflict, and in the center of shaping state behavior are military and
economic capabilities, as they are not only as a means of self perpetualization in the anarchic
system but also serve as a deterrent to other major powers. Since special attention is attached to
these great powers as they hold the most leverage in the international arena (John J.
Mearsheimer, 2001).

It is an established fact that the Western Balkans is characterized by historical conflicts and
ethnic divisions from a domestic view, but from outside as a strategic geolocation that
exemplifies the realist paradigm. It is that geostrategic importance that has attracted the major

powers who seek to insert their interest into domestic issues.
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4.1.1 Russia

Among all the major powers we are analysing (USA, EU, Russia and China), Russia stands at
the forefront of using realism as the medium to influence international affairs through the use of
historical ties and political alliances as a means to deter the Western powers. In Serbia for
example, Moscow has been eager to provide support in the international arena, such as the UN
Security Council (United Nations, 1999), to black unfavorable initiatives to Serbian interests. It
serves a twofold purpose, where Russia places itself as the main and undeniable backer that will
have Serbia's best interest in mind and secondly as a shield of other foreign influences. That
would be the case with Serbian security challenges in the border Bosnia and Herzegovina, where
tensions have been on the rise with provocative gestures and the threats of secession of
Republika Srpska (Stefano Fella, 2024).

This partnership serves Russia’s goal to countering Western expansion and preserve its sphere of
influence (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation, 2024) in Serbia primarily and
Western Balkans at large. It goes beyond simple partnership, as Serbia, at times, struggles to
maintain its duality and is forced to issue apologies for backing the EU on sensitive issues

(Novaya Gazeta Europe, 2025).

In contrast to Serbia, the Russian approach to Albania is seen as strategic neglect. Beyond having
very little in common, relationships only strained further as Albania joined NATO in 2009 and
consistently positioned itself with the US and EU, leaving little room for Russian influence to
take place. Albania’s strong support for Kosovo, support for Ukrainian sovereignty, repeatedly
voting against Russian interests and placing sanctions on Russian assets has led to a cold
relationship between these two countries (Aljazeera, 2024).

4.1.2 China
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China’s foreign policy in Albania and Serbia shows applications of realism, where its foreign
policy is dictated by the pursuit of heighted national interest and strategic positioning. Rather
than ideological driven motives, Beijing actions reflect a pragmatic calculation of geopolitical
returns, on areas where it can expand its influence without much pushback or with minimal
resistance, be them from domestic or other foreign actors. There is stark contrast between the
approaches the Chinese government has decided to follow, where in Serbia its engagement has
ramped up, but in Albania its influence has remained limited and symbolic, illustrating an
adaptability in its intentions. Just like Russia, China too, sees realism as a medium to external
engagement (John J. Mearsheimer, 2019), and uses this relationship with Albania and to a larger

extent in Serbia, as a scale to balance its interest against the Western influence.

Strategic bilateralism is one way it avoids multilateral constraints, preferring a direct state to
state transaction which is more evident in China's close ties with Serbia, allowing it to bypass EU
regulatory oversight. With one key example being the signed agreement of Comprehensive
Strategic Partnership in 2016, with goals on strengthening security, investments initiatives and
political alignment (Republic of Serbia Ministry of Foreign Affairs, n.d.). Another way it
advances its goals is through selective alignment and sovereignty diplomacy, as it is a calculated
realist foreign policy that has major impact on both countries territorial disputes. Realism
emphasizes that survival of state sovereignty is to treat violations as territorial threats to the
international order (Kenneth N. Waltz, 1979). China’s decision to support the non-recognition of
Kosovo and Serbia’s support for Chinese positions on Taiwan and Hong Kong, give a picture of
interest-based alignment, cooperation based on core national security interests rather than

international values and ideologies.

In contrast, Albania’s public alignment with Western democracies, like the US and EU serves as
a roadblock in facilitating deeper Chinese interests. Another, more substantial misalignment is
that Albania recognizes Kosovo's and is an advocate on Chinese human right violations (UN
Committee on Elimination of Racial Discrimination (CERD), 2022). These actions only serve to

further disincentivize strategic alignment.
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413 US

The US foreign policy towards Albania and Serbia stands on the grounds of strategic orientation,
pursuit of power, regional influence and most importantly the containment of rival actors such as
Russia and China. This has led the US foreign policy to be more proactive in nature than other
actors. A close second is Russia, though its influence is one sided, which leaves room for the US
to exploit it. Public diplomacy often is characterized by promotion of democracy and rule of law,
but the underlying motive of US engagement is more interest based and asymmetrical, reflecting

classical realist assumptions (John J. Mearsheimer, 2001; Kenneth N. Waltz, 1979).

Albania joined NATO in 2009 and has aligned itself with US strategic objectives, making it an
ideal low risk, high loyalty partner in the Western Balkans. Thus, the US continues to support
Albanian military capacity, and capacity building (US Department of Defense, 2019) as well as
backing Albania’s international status (US Embassy Tirana, 2021) in return for policy
compliance and regional cooperation. But it begs the question if such overreliance does put
Albania in the position of a security client. To show for, the modernization of the Kugové Air
Base, a joint effort from NATO and US, is a good indicator. It serves as a power projection
mechanism in Southeastern Europe and Eastern Mediterranean (Toc, 2018, 2019). These
behaviors represent bandwagoning, where weaker states align themselves with major powers in

order to benefit from security and economic growth (Randall L. Schweller, 1994).

However, Serbia represents a more challenging case for the US. Unlike Albania, Serbia uses its
(military) neutrality as a shield in its foreign policy not to join NATO, although it maintains
close relationships with Russia and China, naturally pushing its foreign policy into a multi
directional path. Still, the geopolitical significance it possesses cannot be ignored or alienated, as
such actions would only serve to further the interest of Russia and China. Thus, the US must
adapt to a different strategy, one that can match that of Serbia, by employing incentives and
containment. Concrete cases can be seen with the US support for the Trans Adriatic Pipeline
(TAP) and lonian Adriatic Pipeline, a strategic move meant to weaken Serbia’s (in this case) and
the region’s dependency on Russian gas (RFE/RL, 2013). Whilst US also seeks to undermine the

Serbian Russian intelligence apparatus, doing so predominately through public criticism of the

26



Russian Serbian Humanitarian Center in NiS, which has been suspected of covert intelligence
operations (Maja Zivanovic, 2017). Realism interprets this as strategic hedging, whereby
providing economic incentives it tries to pull Serbia closer to its area of influence, making
neutrality with the West more appealing than alignment with authoritarian powers like Russia
and China, all the while minimizing the risk of full political investment in an unreliable partner
(T. V. Paul et al., 2009).

414EU

The EU has historically projected itself as a normative power at large, a player which follows the
notion of leading by example in promoting liberal and democratic values and rule of law

(Manners, 2002). However, in practice (to our case) EU displays features of realist foreign policy
behavior, including containment of foreign actors and rivals, strategic selectivity, regional
balance of power and transactional conditionality. Jan Zielonka (2008) argues that in spite of its
supranational identity, it often behaves as a state-like geopolitical actor, especially in attention to
geopolitical sensitive issues like the Western Balkans, where it can and will use realist strategies

in external action.

The EU overall strategy for enlargement relies on conditionality, giving and taking primarily,
like the status of candidate or financial assistance in exchange for compliance to certain norms
set by the EU. It presents this “transaction” as a values driven process but in nature being highly
strategic and interest based. We can see its application with Serbia, which despite continuously
ignoring democratic problems, media control and judicial politicization (Freedom House Report,
2019) has continued to receive financial and political support, due to being geopolitically
important (Henrik Larsen, 2020) whereas Albania, even with its Western alignment, has faced
continued delays in its accession talks. This could be interpreted as a calculation of cost-benefit
rather than a clear cut of adherence to values (The Vienna Institute for International Economic
Studies, 2019). This suggests that the EU uses conditionality as a tool to wield power in

securing strategic goals, mirroring realist notions of soft coercion and calculated state craft.
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Ever since the 2014 annexation of Crimea, EU foreign policy based on the Western Balkans has
been a concerning topic. This became an even more pressing matter with the Chinese economic
expansion and Russia's rekindling of cultural ties in Serbia. It was enough for the EU foreign
policy to shift from value-based enlargement to geopolitical containment towards the region.
Starting with the 2018 Enlargement Strategy aiming to re-emphasize the importance of the
region to EU and warning against foreign interference, also trying to work out finer details
towards perspective bilateral agreements that could potentially be a helping hand for the EU
accession talks (Milenko Petrovic & Garth Wilson, 2021). The EU has also increased the
number of infrastructure projects related to energy and transport as a means to pre-empt the

Chinese Belt and Road Initiative, with added concern in Serbia (Kyriacos Kakouris, 2024).

4.2 Approach of Liberalism on the Role of Big Powers

The United States and European Union are the two largest entities that advocate and like to use
liberal means to convey their message in the wide world, that extending to Albania and Serbia
and the Western Balkans at large by using liberal strategies to promote democratic governance,
economic integration and civil society development. EU prioritizes facilitating the accession
progress to the Union for both countries, whilst also providing financial cooperation and
assistance through the Pre-Accession Assistance (IPA 111) (European Commission, 2024e) and
supporting judicial reforms. The US adds to these efforts through development aid, supporting
NATO integration (Giorgio Cafiero, 2024) and just like the EU promoting democratic
institutions and civil society. Both actors aim to further align Albania and Serbia with Western

norms and standards by encouraging cooperation in the region.

In contrast, Russia and China exert different mechanisms to influence the two countries.
Whereas Russia utilizes historical leverage and cultural ties, especially in Serbia, to maintain and
strengthen its presence, by also offering support and investments in energy sectors (Members;
Research Service, 2022), China predominantly engages with infrastructure and energy projects,

such as the acquisition of Albania's national airport and oil fields (Clingendael Report, 2022).
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421EU

Institutional integration and the enlargement process are the cornerstone of liberal strategy
policies that the EU follows towards the Western Balkans. As candidate countries, Albania and
Serbia, are committed to a merit-based accession process that requires the implementation of
reforms that are up to par with the EU standards. The European Commission (2024c) adopted the
2024 Enlargement package with emphasis on rule of law and democratic values. Even though
Albania has completed the screening process of the first cluster of negotiating chapters, the
European Parliament (EP) noted the need to intensify reforms pertaining to the anti-corruption

measures and fight against crime (European Western Balkans, 2025).

Serbia has faced a much harder time against the challenges of the accession. Opening 22 out of
35 in 2014, to Albania's 16, its progress has slowed down significantly ever since. With the
European Commission’s report in 2024 stating chapters 23 and 24 that focus on fundamental
rights, justice, freedom, security and the judiciary, which are some of the key components of the
EU strategies of enlargement, Serbia is the last in preparedness towards these key chapters
(Zselyke Csaky, 2024). All this entails the EU’s conditionality principle, where progress in

negotiation is contingent upon the implementation of reforms.

An extra tool that the EU uses is the Pre-Accession Assistance (IPA) which is a financial aid
instrument in nature. Its role and objectives are to provide financial aid in facilitating good
governance, rule of law and infrastructure development. It is aligned with EU priorities like
Economic and Investment Plan for the Western Balkas and Western Balkans Enlargement
perspectives serving as a backline and incentive to the adoption of EU norms and standards

(European Commission, 2024f).

4.2.2US

Another strong advocate of using liberal means is the United States. Its long history of

supporting nation building (McGeorge Bundy & J. Peter Scoblic, 1994) and its aptitude on
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maintaining favorable impressions on those countries is one of the leading factors when it comes
to the US's spread of its ideology. In our case, the US uses agencies such as the U.S. Agency for
International Aid (USAID), with an increase in participation and significant contribution to
democratic reforms in Albania and Serbia, as well as the Western Balkans at large. Albania has
seen significant support from USAID which has been critical in judicial reforms, like the *“Justice
for All” project, which had as an aim to enhance transparency and accountability within the
Albanian judiciary system (China-CEE Institute, 2021). Whilst in Serbia, USAID was invested
in strengthening democratic institutions and civil society, although in recent years developments
have seen a surge in concerns over sustainability, with rampant accusations of misuse and fraud
over the funds which had prompted the arrest of several civil society organizers in Belgrade for
misusing funds (Aleksandar Vasovic, 2025). The US has criticized these actions and a means to

suppress democratic institutions and civil liberties (Anthony Faiola, 2025).

A different way that the US promotes liberal values in Albania and Serbia is by establishing
strong civil society organizations. In Serbia organizations like the Centre for Free Elections and
Democracy (CeSID) have as goals to monitor state elections and to encourage a democratic
process of elections (CRPM North Macedonia, 2025). In addition, the Balkan Trust for
Democracy, has played a crucial role in leadership development programs as well as uphold

democratic standards in terms of governance (G.M.F., n.d.).

Another way the US can make use and expand its leverage is through academic diplomacy, or as
commonly known as student exchange programs, with an example being the Fulbright
Scholarship program in Albania through the fostering of familiarity and connecting the new
generation of pupils it serves as a bridge to spread Western norms and values like, but not only,
rule of law, human rights and civic engagements (US Embassy Tirana, n.d.-b), thus integrating a
generation to the liberal principles. Cultural diplomacy is another favorable way to share
interests and maintain a good image. These platforms include discussions and workshops with
goals in strengthening bilateral relationships (Funds for NGOs, 2017).
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4.2.3 China

China, on the other hand, likes to take a more hands on approach with its mechanisms and tools
in Albania and Serbia, seeing every investment more pragmatically than the other actors, and not
connecting such investment to the adoption of liberal democratic norms such as its investments
in economy and infrastructure development where the Chinese flagship product is the infamous
Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), with significant investments in infrastructure projects across the
Western Balkans, including Serbia. This mega project includes energy sectors and transportation
networks through all the countries that BRI encompasses. An example in Serbia are the Chinese
investments in railway modernization and energy infrastructure (Daniel Gabor Csapd, 2021),
while in Albania improvements have been seen in the transportation and energy sectors. These
economic engagements can make room for liberalization by promoting market reforms and

economic interdependence (Bledar Feta, 2022).

China too, is well versed in conducting cultural diplomacy and educational exchanges as it
utilizes these tools to strengthen its ties with Albania and Serbia. This primarily comes in the
form of Confucius Institutes, which aim to promote Chinese language and culture. Much like the
US based Fulbright Scholarship, the Chinese Confucius Institutes also offer scholarships to the
Albanian and Serbian students to study or be visiting students in China (Office of Confucius
Institute, 2014; Xinhua, 2024). These initiatives aim to build greater mutual understanding and

potentially influencing values through educational exchanges.

Much like the US considers Albania a strategic partner, the same can also be said between China
and Serbia. Over a decade ago, in a meeting between the two countries the phrase of “community
for shared future” by Xi Jinping became well known as an alternate term for an alliance, and in
May 2024, the two countries signed an agreement to build a “shared future”, thus making Serbia
the first country in the Western Balkans with such an accord. The idea behind this agreement is
to deepen the strategic partnership between the two countries and initiate a new era of
cooperation (Dusan Stojanovic & Jovana Gec, 2024). This cooperation extends even to sensitive
political issues such as the visit of President Xi on the 25" anniversary commemoration of the

bombing of the Chinese Embassy in Belgrade by NATO, where President Xi reiterated again the
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friendship between the two countries. Beyond the soft diplomacy gesture this visit was also
linked to the claims that these two countries have respectively over Kosovo and Taiwan, serving

as a counterweight to Western influence in Serbia (Euro News, 2024).

4.2 .4 Russia

While the other foreign actors have seen to use their means of influence to either gain or
maintain influence by supporting local economies through investments and other initiatives, an
example being China with its BRI initiative, or by directly using their existing institutional
mechanisms as leverage to gain some sort of conditionality, like the EU accession process and
chapter dialogues, Russia, being the one with the most support in Serbia (TASS, 2022), with
some news outlets saying up to 85% of the population supports Russia, has gone in the opposite
direction than the other major powers, one of disinformation campaigns, cyber operations and

political co-optation.

Media and information warfare is one of the most favorable tools of spreading their influence, as
Russia often times makes use of state-controlled media outlets like Russia Today (RT) (RSF,
2024), to distribute pro-Russian narratives and disinformation in the Western Balkans. This news
station aims to push forward or exploit ethnic tensions and historical wounds that much of the
Balkan population have, in particular notice being that between Albanians and Serbs, thus acting
as a vehicle to propagate divisions and undermine the trust in the Western Institutions like
NATO and EU (Dr. Guraku¢ Kuci, 2024a). Taking Serbia as a country of origin, these news
stations have considerable presence as they influence public opinion and political debates.

Serbia and Russia pride themselves in having the same religious roots and beliefs in the
Orthodox Christian heritage, and in many cases, it is that belief that is used as leverage to
establish religious ties, with an estimate of 81% in Serbia (European Commission, 2025) and
only 7% in Albania (Andreja Bogdanovski, 2025). Moreover, the Russian Orthodox Church has
taken the initiative to initiate ceremonies like the "Holy Fire” that promote pan-Slavic identity

and primes Russia as the protector of traditional values (Orthodox Christianity, 2015).
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Russia has been in the center of attention over implications of cyberattacks and electronic
interference in the Western Balkans, with malicious intentions aiming to destabilize electoral and
political systems in support of pro-Russian candidates (Dr. Gurakug Kugi, 2024). These actions
include, but not limited to, cyber-attacks on electronic devices and providing funds to media
outlets that narrate and promote anti-Western and pro-Russian propaganda (Dr. Guraku¢ Kugi,
2024b). However, beyond the face value of Russian support these actions act to actively

undermine the democratic processes.

4.3 Approach of Constructivism on the Role of Big Powers

We have seen as how in a realistic perspective each foreign actor has seen to maximize their
profits through alliances and picking sides, with added caveats that ensure that other actors will
not be able to threaten their influence over certain aspects, like Russia being the number one
backer of Serbia in the international arena or how the EU sees Albania as a strategic factor in the
Western Balkans. Through liberalism we have found that cooperation, interdependence among
states and key institutions are the driving factors that keep each other in the loop such as the
Chinese BRI initiative or the EU’s conditionality for acceptance into the union. The
constructivist mindset focuses on the social constructs like religion, identities and shared ideas.
In this context, Albania exemplifies a high degree of normative internalization, actively adopting
NATO's shared ideas, which has facilitated its integration into NATQO’s security framework.
Serbia, meanwhile, demonstrates a more limited internalization, influenced by historical and
political factors, which impacts its participation and alignment with NATO norms (Lidija
Levkovska & Shane Thomas Franklin, 2011).

43.1EU

The EU’s constructivist approach in the case of Albania and Serbia is emphasized by the
socialization of European norms and identities rather than the conditional incentives, unlike the

liberal conditionality. In official documents the Commision frames the enlargement process as an
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“investment to peace and prosperity”, noting this as the drive for the Western Balkans (European
Commission, 2018). This careful rhetorical framing is the basis that signals that the EU
membership is presented as a shared goal among peers, shaping how people see themselves,
through identity, and what they consider to be legitimate, through normative actions. As an
example, the 2018 Enlargement Commission denotes that aspiring EU candidates must resolve
internalizing core EU values, such as rule of law and fundamental human rights (European
Commission, 2018). These initiatives connect with Albania and Serbia in the form of a shared
“European Identity” (SOCEN, n.d.), an example is the European Day celebration on May 9™
where regional media campaigns emphasize the common European link of shared goals and
heritage. By repeatedly exposing the population to EU narratives, it is more likely to foster a

European understanding.

The Regional Youth Cooperation Office (RYCO) is an example in promoting the idea of
reconciliation and cooperation among young people (Rycowborg, 20204). The EU4Youth
programs further showcase the commitments to strengthen mutual understanding, reconciliation
and capacity building by giving opportunities for intercultural exchanges and dialogues

(European Commission, 2020). Through student exchanges, workshops and cultural grants,
young Albanians and Serbians encounter each other and EU values firsthand. These experiences
help them to develop shared goals, regional outlook and self-conception as European citizens,
rather than only nationals of former adversary states. This way EU funded networks and
scholarships (including Erasmus+ participation) function as diffusers of previously established

norms and identities.

Memory politics and reconciliation initiatives are another instrument in the EU’s constructivist
toolkit. The European mindset places great importance in overcoming the legacy of the past and
the need to reconcile (Ana Milosevic & Tamara Pavasovic Trost, 2021). In line with this, the EU
has co-funded numerous civil-society reconciliation projects to reshape collective memory. On
the interstate level, the EU has facilitated high level dialogues such as the EU mediated dialogue
between Kosovo and Serbia, in an effort to normalize the interstate relationships. By framing the
Kosovo-Serbia normalization as part of a Europeanizing process, the EU encourages actors to

reinterpret their bilateral history in a new light (European Commission, 2018).
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4.3.2US

Constructivist theory states that international relations and social norms are driven by shared
ideas and expectations, of which social interactions often outweigh the material construct (Zhan
Mengshu, 2020). Not surprisingly, the United States has used soft power mechanisms like
education and culture to draw in Albanians and Serbs into more active pro-Western norms. The
Pro-American sentiment in Albania is already an established fact (Frida Ghitis, 2016), and this
has helped the maintenance of the friendly bilateral relations between the two countries. These
factors have encouraged Washington to deepen people-to-people ties. By contrast, Serbia’s post
war population has required rebuilding the shattered credibility that the US once had, after the
1990s, public diplomacy has aimed to shift the Serbian public identity towards a more liberal

mindset ingrained in Euro Atlantic values.

US has keenly invested in educational diplomacy programs like American Corners and Youth
Exchange Programs (YES), aiming to create lasting bonds between the Albanian youth and the
American mindset. Furthermore, US embassy public diplomacy offices run several American
Corners, which operate as liberal style information centers in major cities (US Embassy Tirana,
n.d.-a; YES Programs, n.d.). With a new initiative in 2024 in Tirana, a Mobile American Corner
(a branded bus) tours to reach youths in eight rural cities, delivering US cultural materials,
language training and civic programs to over 4000 young people (Domenick DiPasquale, 2023).
Similarly, US Embassy Tirana regularly briefs universities on exchange opportunities. In 2019
embassy officers met with faculty and students at Epoka University to present numerous Bureau
of Educational and Cultural Affairs programs (Study of the U.S. Institutes, Fulbright Visiting
Scholar, etc.) and encouraged applications for the fully funded Global Undergraduate (UGRAD)
scholarship (Epoka University, 2019). These programs bring Albanian students and scholars to
the US and vice versa, embedding American academic norms and networking. Serbia
participates in parallel exchange programs: the State Department lists Fulbright (scholar and
student exchanges), youth leadership institutes, sports and arts exchanges, and the YES

scholarship (for high-school exchange) among its flagship offerings, thus, creating a generation
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of Albanian and Serbian alumni with personal connections to the US, and further reinforcing

pro-Western identity.

In parallel, US initiatives have targeted governance norms and civil society. Washington has
framed rule of law and anti-corruption as core values. For instance, the 2015 US Albania
Strategic Partnership explicitly commits the US to “supports Albania as it reforms its judiciary”
and fights corruption, working with Albanian authorities to strengthen courts, prosecutors, and
local government (Editorials, 2015). In Serbia, US assistance similarly promotes judicial reform,
such as the USAID-funded project collaborating with Serbia’s Ministry of Justice on a new
2020-2025 National Judicial Development Strategy, prioritizing judicial independence,
prosecutorial autonomy, and efficiency (Development Professionals INC, n.d.). These efforts
reflect a constructivist aim to instil Western rule-of-law norms. They respond to a documented
decline in democratic norms: Freedom House reports that by 2019 Serbia’s democratic
institutions continued to deteriorate and corruption became entrenched (Freedom House report
on Serbia in 2020, n.d.). To counter this, US programs have provided grants and training to
independent media and NGOs (via Democracy Commission small grants and media-
development projects), using civil society as a conduit for pro-democracy values. US public
statements have emphasized that a free media environment and reforms in the area of rule of law
are essential for Serbia’s healthy public dialogue. In sum, US rule-of-law advocacy and civil-
society support are overt attempts to reshape local norms toward transparency and

accountability.

US public diplomacy frames narratives to reinforce these values. US messaging in Albania
emphasizes shared strategic interests and Western identity like the 2015 partnership declaration
and speeches by US officials stress cooperation on energy security, human rights, science and
education, presenting Albania as a full partner in a close alliance (Editorials, 2015). These
framing narratives link Albanian identity to Western security. But in Serbian’s case, US officials
note that dialogue is a must to go forward, such as the Kosovo reconciliation talks, but more
scrutiny is put on the biased media and the propagandization of violence they promote. The
reason stands that there is an ongoing fear of Kremlin inciting public unrest, possibly as a means

to destabilize other foreign actors in Serbia or to serve as a distraction of local political capture.
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4.3.3 Russia

During the decade of 2014 and 2024 Russia has consistently and deliberately used the Slavic and
Orthodox Christian identity themes to maintain and strengthen ties with Serbia. Marta Szpala
(2019) policy analyses note that Russian funded media and NGOs frequently emphasize the
shared Russian-Serbian heritage, such as the narrative of standing shoulder-to-shoulder in the
world wars, positioning Russia as Serbia's closest ally in ensuring the survival of traditional
Slavic values against the more liberal West. These symbolisms are used to shape identity driven

messages, like Putin’s state visits (EWB, 2019) entice public discourse.

Memory driven diplomacy is a key aspect of Russia's constructivist strategy in the region. World
War 1l (WWII) commemorations have been consistently promoted by Moscow, a notion that
serves to bind Serbia’s war memory to Russia’s “Great Patriotic War”. Key examples are the
Russian embassies that helped to institutionalize the “Immortal Regiment” march in Belgrade,
marking a common Soviet-Serbian war narrative as a regular addition to future Serbian Victory
Day events (TASS, 2024). By distributing a selective historical narrative, Russia reinforces
Serbia’s own sense of victimhood and honour. Studies show this narrative is very effective as
many Serbs now view Russia as the better alternative to the West, making prime grounds to start
this alienation during the Balkan conflicts of the 1990s. This shared wartime perspective is a
constructed civilizational memory where it showcases Russia under the imagery of a savior and
the West as that of the oppressor (Jade McGlynn, 2021).

Beyond history and religion, Russia has built an extensive and well-developed network of
cultural diplomacy and media outlets in Serbia in order to secure pro-Russian identity. It has
become more prevalent since the mid 2010s, where Moscow has opened and funded Russkiy Mir
(Russian World) centers in Belgrade and other Serbian cities (Marta Szpala, 2019). We can
compare these centers to the US’s American Corner. There are Russian sponsored language
classes, festivities and the promotion of the Russian tradition. Additionally Russian state medias

like RT and Sputnik serve as a hub in producing and distributing propaganda, often in
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cooperation with local partners. A prime example is the mainstream Serbian news outlet
“Politika”, which distributes an additional section called Ruska Re¢ (Russian World) (Blog
Admin, 2016; Marta Szpala, 2019). Russian-linked foundations back nationalist and Eurosceptic
NGOs in Serbia and amplifying pro-Kremlin talking points. Marta Szpala (2019) analysis
describes Serbia as being in a perpetual case of narrative proxying of the East against the
Western ideology and norms. Thus, Russia projects its culture and worldview in Serbia making

identity part of everyday discussions (Asya Metodieva, 2019).

By contrast, Russian constructivist narratives have been far less effective in Albania, where the
religious and ethnic context differs sharply. Albania is a predominantly Muslim country, with
only a small Orthodox minority (alongside a Catholic minority). Moscow does maintain an
embassy and occasionally sponsors cultural events in Tirana, but it has not established a network
of Russkiy Mir centers or the equivalent soft-power institutions in Albania. Instead, Kremlin
messaging in Albanian media tends to focus on anti-EU/NATO themes and conspiracy narratives
(for example, hinting that Western policy seeks a “Greater Albania” to destabilize the region).
But most Albanians are more oriented toward Europe and the U.S., and Russian civilizational
appeals have struggled to gain traction (Asya Metodieva, 2019). Without a shared Slavic-
Orthodox identity, Russia’s image-building in Albania has remained marginal, especially

compared to the deep resonance it finds in Serbia.

4.3.4 China

Chinese influence has been on the rise in the Western Balkans for a considerable time, and it has
become more prevalent recently with the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), which has brought an
influx of economic development. Beijing’s influence in Albania and Serbia is a mix of economic
engagement, cultural diplomacy and strategic partnerships. These efforts seek to shape the
perception of identity in the Western Balkans towards a more favorable attitude for China.

China has actively leveraged soft-power tools in Albania and Serbia through identity-oriented

cultural diplomacy, education exchanges, media partnerships, and symbolic political gestures.
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These efforts fit a broader “16+1” strategy (now “17+1”) to build a community of friendly
countries in the Western Balkans (Valbona Zeneli, 2023b). One of many ways of how it spreads
its impact is through Confucius Classrooms, as it is a prime hotspot to foster attachments to
Chinese culture. Scholarships, joint university programs with China, and study tours further the
language and education linkage — for example, all three major Serbian universities have
partnership agreements with Shanghai Jiao Tong University and host Chinese-language classes
and student exchanges (Reid Standish et al., 2021).

Beijing's narrative building also utilizes the national identity and shared historical symbolism. As
in Serbia, it has linked itself to the Serbians' sense of sovereignty and collective memory. China
has positioned itself as a backer of Serbia in the Kosovo issue and it has framed itself as an
unconditional partner that respects Serbian territorial integrity, reinforcing Serbia’s self-image as
a victim of Western intervention. A powerful symbol was the 2024 opening of a Chinese
Cultural Center on the ruins of Serbia’s 1999-bombed Chinese embassy, on the 25th anniversary
of NATO’s bombing. Chinese President Xi Jinping described this Sino-Serbian friendship as
“forged with the blood of our compatriots” (Mikael Weissmann, 2023). More broadly, China
frames its model as an alternative to the West: in Albania, Chinese media promotes stories of
China’s modernization success and governance, while downplaying sensitive issues like
Xinjiang so as not to offend a predominantly Muslim Albanian audience (Bledar Feta, 2022).
Beijing even cultivates pro-China personalities: older Albanian intellectuals who remember the
Mao-Hoxha alliance and controversial politicians have been courted as local “mouthpieces” who
vilify Western influence and pivot to China. These narratives shape how the elite and public
opinion in both countries perceives China, helping to reconstruct local identity in a China-
friendly frame.

Cultural diplomacy in Albania and Serbia uses formal institutions to spread culture and values.
In Albania, the Confucius Institute at the University of Tirana has attracted growing enrollment,
reflecting rising Albanian interest in Chinese history and language (Valbona Zeneli, 2023c).
Notably, Serbia’s government has institutionalized China ties as in 2024 alone Serbia signed
dozens of media and culture cooperation agreements with China and officially established a

China Cultural Center in Belgrade (Stefan Vladisavljev, 2024). This partnership aligns Serbian
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media and cultural institutions with Chinese Communist Party-led narratives, illustrating the
Chinese strategy of building an “ideational infrastructure” through language programs and

cultural centers.

Chinese state-linked media and propaganda are woven into Albanian and Serbian news
environments. Both governments have signed deals to rebroadcast Chinese state content: for
instance, Albania’s state TV and radio agreed in 2019 to air Chinese documentaries (like China:
Time of Xi) free of charge (Vladimir Shopov, 2020), a move that can only be seen as means to
insert their worldview. China also funds Albania’s state news agency cooperation with Xinhua, a
China Radio International FM channel (CRI’s Balkan service) since 2013, and widespread
CGTN cable broadcasting. In Serbia, Chinese content is even more deeply integrated: Serbian
public media now run Chinese-produced sections and time slots, such examples include week's
documentaries and "The Story of China” from the Politika newspaper (Stefan Vladisavljev,
2024). A CEPA study found that Serbian media discourse increasingly portrays China positively
and downplays Western criticisms — effectively creating a “nation of China lovers” through both
direct content and Serbia’s government-aligned narrative (Stefan Vladisavljev, 2022). In
Albania, the media impact is emerging: local polls and content analyses show a jump in China-
related news and much higher positive framing after these partnerships (as one study found 47%
of China articles positive vs. 38% negative, and Albanian security surveys saw pro-China
sentiment double from 2019 to 2020) (Bledar Feta, 2022).

Together, these ideational tools aim to reframe Albania’s and Serbia’s identities within China’s
global narrative. China presents itself as an essential partner for Balkan development and a
bulwark against chaos, which appeals to audiences frustrated with Western bureaucracy or
historical grievances. In Serbia especially, close state-to-state ties (firmly embodied in Vuci¢’s
rhetoric of “special friendship”), commemorative symbols, and controlled media portray China
as a model partner — helping to legitimize the ruling regime’s China-aligned policies. In Albania,
although material ties are weaker, cultural programs and media cooperation seed pro-China
attitudes among young people and sympathetic elites. The net effect is not just economic

leverage, but the social construction of China as a benevolent ally in local consciousness,

40



bolstered by language exchanges, cultural affinity events, government symposia, and a steady

stream of China-positive news.

4.3.5. Conclusion

Concluding our analysis, liberal International Relations (IR) theory emerges as the most
convincing framework for understanding how the EU, US, Russia, and China engage with
Albania and Serbia. This does not deny that realist power politics and constructivist identity
factors also play roles. Rather, a liberal lens best captures the explicit normative alignment these
major powers promote through institutions, aid and socialization. Unlike pure realism, which
would predict only zero-sum competition over influence, or constructivism, which emphasizes
only identity and norms detached from interest, liberalism integrates these elements within a
broader theory of incentives and institutions (Andrew Moravcsik, 1997). As Andrew Moravcsik
(1997) argues, state behavior is shaped by “societal ideas, interests, and institutions” that form
state preferences. The Western Balkans’ experience — with EU accession conditionality, NATO
integration, democracy-promotion, and cross-border exchanges — fits this picture: all major
external actors tailor policies that tie economic and institutional engagement to liberal norms. In
practical terms, this means the EU and US use membership offers, funding, and educational
exchange to pull Albania and Serbia toward European-style norms (rule of law, good
governance, civil society, human rights), whereas Russian and Chinese involvement is best seen

through how they respond to or exploit those liberal processes.

The European Union’s approach in particular exemplifies the liberal-normative paradigm. The
EU explicitly portrays itself as a “normative power” that promotes peace, liberty, human rights,
rule of law, democracy and regional integration (Reina Zenelaj Shehi & Ingrit Melani, 2024). Its
enlargement policy conditions progress on democratic reforms and institutional alignment (the
Copenhagen criteria enshrined in Article 2 TEU). For Albania and Serbia, EU integration has
meant entering the Stabilization and Association Process, pursuing candidate status, and
implementing hundreds of pages of EU law. The European Court of Auditors reports that the EU
has dedicated vast resources to the rule of law, roughly €700 million under IPA 11 (2014-20),
because it is an EU “common value” and membership condition (European Court of Auditors,
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2022a). Though the ECA audit finds that deep reforms are only partly realized, its very auditing
focus on conditionality, civil society and independent media underscores the EU’s liberal
strategy (European Court of Auditors, 2022b). The EU also underwrites civilian institutions: it
has been the largest investor and donor in the region (15 billion EUR since the start of the EU
integration process) (Valbona Zeneli, 2023c), funding everything from courts to anti-corruption
agencies. It even funds people-to-people exchanges — over 48,000 student and staff mobilities
with the Western Balkans (2015-2020) under Erasmus+ (European Commission, 2021), to
inculcate shared values and create a social network of pro-European elites. In short, the EU’s
mix of institutional integration, rule-of-law conditionality, civil society support, and educational
exchange is a textbook example of liberal external influence; it links each economic or security

incentive to a bundle of normative reforms (just as liberal theory predicts).

The United States similarly deploys liberal instruments in the Balkans. US’s policy has long tied
assistance to democratic and judicial reforms in Albania and Serbia, in parallel with encouraging
Euro Atlantic integration. For instance, President Obama’s 2015 fact sheet on the Western
Balkans outlines that U.S. assistance was specifically directed toward advancing rule of law and
good governance reforms, as well as strengthening civil society, democratic political processes,
and the independence of the media, and help NATO aspirants fulfill NATO requirements. All
these goals correspond to liberal democratic norms (anti-corruption, judicial independence,
participatory politics) rather than narrow power competition (The White House Office of the
Vice President, 2015). By bolstering independent media, funding legal education, and sponsoring
judicial and police training, the US reinforces exactly the type of liberal institutions that EU

accession also rewards.

In Albania and Serbia, US diplomats routinely emphasize transatlantic values and encourage
governments to meet the same benchmarks that Brussels demands. In practice, the US and EU
work side by side as both view Southeastern Europe’s stability as weighting on liberal reforms.
This policy alignment, the US funding the same liberal goals set by the EU, shows that
America’s Balkan policy is best interpreted as liberalism in action, using carrots (assistance,

security cooperation) to nudge governments towards Western norms.
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In contrast, Russia’s approach is more characteristically realistic. Moscow has long maintained
special ties with Serbia as a fellow Slavic and Orthodox country, but it openly resists the West’s
liberal agenda. As the Council on Foreign Relations notes, Russia has long cultivated close ties
with Serbia and deeply resents the region’s push for integration with the European Union and
NATO, while exploiting ethnic and religious divisions to prevent that integration (James
McBride, 2023). In Serbia, Russia’s leverage comes via oil and gas contracts, arms sales and
diplomatic support on issues like Kosovo, rather than by offering liberal reforms. For instance,
by blocking UN recognition of Kosovo, Russia positions itself as a defender of Serbian territorial
integrity, which boosts its soft power in Serbia even while frustrating Brussels (James McBride,
2023). Rather than conditioning assistance on democratization, Moscow favors patronage to
friendly elites and appeals to identity (i.e. Slav unity). This is a classic power-politics stance
where Russia’s objective is to keep Serbia within its sphere (ensuring a veto over EU-NATO

expansion) rather than to transform Serbian governance.

China’s engagement in Albania and Serbia likewise reflects strategic-economic, not explicitly
normative, motives, although it too is sometimes framed in developmentalist terms. Beijing’s
Belt and Road Initiative has poured money into Balkan infrastructure (highways, railways, power
plants), especially in Serbia and Montenegro. An IWM post notes that China publicly supports
those countries’ EU ambitions, yet its heavy state led investments have negative spillover effects
and risk undermining the EU’s reform agenda in the region (Valbona Zeneli, 2023b). In other
words, China’s goal is stable markets and influence, not democracy promotion. SWP analysts
warn of “corrosive capital” as Chinese (and other non-Western) investments flood the Balkans
(Marina Vulovi¢, 2023). Roughly 75-85% of Chinese project funding in the region is loans,
creating debt dependence, but with few strings attached (Marina Vulovi¢, 2023). Only in rare
cases does China demand substantive governance changes in return. If Chinese loans required
transparency or judicial reform, such investments could be interpreted as liberalizing. In reality,
however, Chinese projects often coincide with weaker rule-of-law, such an example is the
Montenegro highway loan becoming a “debt trap” controversy (Philipp Lamprecht & Bernd
Christoph Stréhm, 2025). Thus, while liberal theory would welcome any investment tied to
institutional and normative improvements, in practice most Belt and Road deals lack such

conditions. Liberalism explains this gap as it would predict that only investments conditional on
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reforms (like the EU’s) will foster norm convergence; united investments (like China’s
infrastructure loans) may instead perpetuate the status quo or even erode local liberal practices
(Marina Vulovi¢, 2023).

At the societal level, liberal mechanisms further bind Albania and Serbia to Western norms. The
EU and US have invested in civil society and education as complementary tools of influence.
This reflects a liberal assumption that a vibrant NGO sector and open exchange of ideas stabilize
democracies. In practice, both Albanians and Serbs have seen a proliferation of Western-backed
NGOs, media outlets, and academic exchanges since the 1990s. The EU’s Erasmus+ program,
for instance, has enabled tens of thousands of students from Albania and Serbia to study in EU
universities, instilling a Europe oriented outlook in a new generation. The US Embassy and
USAID similarly sponsor democracy and rule-of-law clinics at local universities, and programs
like the Fulbright scholarships have long brought Balkan scholars to America. Even Russia and
China engage culturally (Serbia hosts several Confucius Institutes, Russia funds Serbian
Orthodox seminaries), but the dominant trend is towards Western integration. Adam Fagan and
Mladen Ostojic observe that EU pre accession aid “framed” as civil society support is meant to
build governance capacity (Adam Fagan & Mladen Ostojic, 2008). Funds go to NGOs and think
tanks not primarily to foment unrest, but to create professional cadres of administrators aligned
with democratic norms. This duality of civil society as governance architects underscores liberal
theory’s precision, that it sees NGOs as part of the domestic liberal order (shaping preferences),
not as chaotic outside agitators. In both Albania and Serbia, the “Westernization” of education
and civil society has corresponded with tangible policy shifts (new media laws, NGO registration
reforms, university accreditation to EU standards). These are not accidental as they follow
exactly the pattern a liberal paradigm would predict, wherein international socialization and
institution-building lead to normative convergence over time (Adam Fagan & Mladen Ostojic,
2008).

In summary, while realism and constructivism identify important facets of great power
competition in the Western Balkans, they fall short of capturing the normative aspect visible in
Albania and Serbia. The EU and US have explicitly pursued liberalization via conditionality,

civil society, and cultural ties, and even Russia and China adjust their strategies in light of these
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processes. Ultimately, the patterns of institutional reform and normative convergence in
Belgrade and Tirana are driven by transatlantic and European initiatives thus affirm the centrality
of liberal theory. The foreign policies of all major powers here revolve around setting (or
reacting to) institutional rules and values, rather than purely exerting force or appealing only to
identity. This makes the liberal framework both most relevant and most effective. It explains not
only how each power acts (through engagement with institutions and norms) but why
governments in the Balkans respond as they do. In the balance of outcomes membership offers,
growing EU oriented public opinion, and incremental rule-of-law improvements, the liberal
“normative” approach has yielded the strongest pull toward Western models. It is for these
reasons that liberal IR theory best illuminates foreign policy in Serbia and Albania, even amidst

great power rivalry.
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Chapter V: Strategic Intentions, Needs and Wants of External Powers in
Albania and Serbia

The previous chapter dealt with the theoretical framework that these external powers try to use in
order to gain influence over the region and particularly in Albania and Serbia with a particular
focus on the tools they use and how they use them to come to a desired end result. This chapter
will be focusing on the actors' underlying intentions and their end goals. What is it that China
wants to achieve in Serbia, and what it needs to come to that conclusion? Or how the EU wants
to use normative notions and reach a stable periphery paradigm. The focus will be actor centered
rather than theory centered and see how each power addresses its aims in Albania and Serbia.

“Why do they do it?” - is the question that will be the center of attention for this chapter.

5.1EU

The Western Balkans has consistently been treated and considered as a geostrategic priority case
by the EU, as it needs to maintain a lasting security and stabilized economy in the region so it
can have an easier time to place its agendas as the key focus of the aspiring member states, like
Albania and Serbia. The EU has offered them a noticeably clear path towards membership,
although it stresses the importance of the normative criteria of the accession, like democracy,
rule of law and fundamental rights (EWB, 2024). This creates the need of having their
“backyard” a secure place, so the EU can focus on other external issues, thus constantly parading
the idea of EU integration for Albania and Serbia. For example, the recent EU-Western Balkans
summit reaffirmed their full support and commitment to the membership perspective of the

region.

EU does not show itself only as a supranational organization but also as an entity that seeks to

peruse ambitious economical plans, such as the integration initiatives of the Western Balkan
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Growth Plan of the 2023 (Dgen, 2023), that aims to draw the Western Balkan markets into the
EU single market, investing almost 6 Billion Euros into reforms linked funding as a move with
its core principle to gain as much market share as possible. The Growth Plan explicitly focuses
on the aspects of cross border transport of goods, energy efficiency and digital links that aim to
deepen the inter-regional economic ties of enterprises. The plan is built on the need to extend the
EU's green lanes benefits by decarbonizing the Western Balkans Energy sectors. This is
particular interest to Serbia, as a study shows that in 2020 it produced around 70% of its
electricity through coal (loana Ciuta et al., 2022).

However, in practice, the rhetoric that the EU uses does outpace the enforcements of these ideals.
On official releases the EU insists on strict conditionality, such as the Albanian judicial reforms,
but in recent times it has seen to use a more pragmatic approach to issues. Where even though
there are visible drawbacks for the democratic standards in Serbia, the EU has continued the
accession talks process, with European Commision President VVon Der Leyen congratulating
Serbia on meeting the required benchmarks (Michael Emerson & Steven Blockmans, 2025), thus
creating ample ground for tension to manifest between idealism and practicality, as the EU
publicly and openly parades the European core values and identity, yet sometimes it sees fit to
reward strategic compliance on such unruly actors more than the needed substantive pending
reforms. This shows a duality in approach between countries, where Serbia’s size and
geostrategic and geopolitical importance means that it would receive intense political pressure
(especially on Kosovo and corruption cases) but also rapid engagement on emerging issues.
Whilst Albania as a smaller and already established NATO member and advocate of the Western
values, has seen slower EU progress (like the opening of negotiations in 2020 after years of
delay) but with strong rhetorical support, which in itself is not anything new.

To sum it up, this pushes the EU’s strategic intentions towards a stabilizing factor, as any
unforeseen circumstance could jeopardize the entire region. Thus, the EU has locked Albania
and Serbia into a motion of stable democratic, political and economic trajectory, whilst further

extending its single market counter measures to the external influences.
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While the European Union is often treated as a unified actor in external relations, its foreign
policy, particularly toward candidate states, frequently reflects the interests and preferences of its
individual member states. Nowhere is this more evident than in the Western Balkans, where the
dynamics of EU enlargement have exposed internal divisions and differentiated support for
candidate countries such as Albania and Serbia. The following chapter explores how various EU
member states have approached the enlargement question over the last decade (2014-2024),
focusing on the differences in political commitment, conditionality, bilateral engagement, and

strategic calculation toward the two candidate states.

5.1.1. Differentiated Approaches of EU Countries towards Albania and Serbia

Though the European Commission provides the overarching framework for accession
negotiations, actual progress depends on the consensus and political will of all 27 member states.
National governments play a decisive role in shaping the pace and content of EU enlargement by
influencing Council conclusions, bilateral agreements, and institutional narratives. Therefore,
analyzing the behaviours of key EU capitals provides crucial insight into the fragmented nature
of external EU influence in the Western Balkans. Member states differ significantly in their
foreign policy traditions, historical ties, security concerns, and domestic political constraints, all
of which inform their attitudes toward Serbia and Albania.

This chapter examines the stances of several prominent EU member states beginning with
Germany as it stands as the single most influential EU member in driving accession toward the
Western Balkans. It launched and leads the Berlin Process, a key driving force for Albania and
Serbia. France has played a pivotal role as a strategic checkpoint actor by occasionally blocking
enlargement steps (the 2019 veto of Albania and North Macedonia), and highlighting the need
for deeper institutional reform and procedural clarity in EU expansion. Poland as a former post-
communist nation, plays a model role and actively shares its accession experience. It has
positioned itself as a technical and moral ally to aspiring countries, reinforcing the logic that
Central European peers facilitate reform and connectivity more credibly than distant EU capitals.

Hungary has also emerged as one of the most vocal internal supporters of enlargement,
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particularly because of geographical proximity, migration routes and energy interdependence.
Additionally, as the country presiding over the EU Council in 2024, Hungary placed enlargement
at the center of its agenda, adding institutional weight to its support.

It analyses the historical foundations of each bilateral relationship, the normative and strategic
concerns guiding enlargement support, and the political discourse surrounding each country’s
accession trajectory. While some member states adopt a uniform policy toward both candidates,
others display marked preferences, which often reflect geopolitical calculations, bilateral

disputes, or ideological affinities.

The following sections thus aim to map and interpret this differentiated landscape of support
within the EU, highlighting how national-level interests condition the broader effectiveness of
the Union’s enlargement strategy. This inquiry is essential for understanding how EU influence
is not merely imposed through supranational mechanisms but also negotiated through a complex
web of national preferences. Ultimately, this chapter contributes to the thesis's broader objective
of identifying the external sources and constraints shaping the foreign policy trajectories of

Albania and Serbia within the evolving European order.

5.1.1.1 Germany

Germany has been one of the most influential EU actors in the Western Balkans, viewing
stability and EU integration there as vital to European security. Historically, Germany took a
leading role after the 1990s conflicts, contributing troops to peacekeeping missions (KFOR in
Kosovo) and championing NATO enlargement (like Albania’s 2009 NATO entry). Ethnic
Albanian migration to Germany (notably in the 1990s) and Germany’s large investments in
Serbia today underscore its practical ties. Economically, Germany is Serbia’s top trade partner —
in 2022 some 14% of Serbia’s exports went to Germany and about 11% of its imports came from
Germany (Theresia Toglhofer, 2024a), and German firms employ roughly 77,000 people in
Serbia. These extensive ties give Germany leverage in Belgrade. A key element of German
policy has been linking Serbia’s EU path to normalization with Kosovo since Berlin insisted

during the 2010s that dialogue progress, including cooperation on war crimes, be integral to
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Serbia’s accession process (Theresia Toglhofer, 2024b). At the same time, Germany has strongly
backed Albania’s EU prospects. The Bundestag in September 2019 unanimously “supported
Albania’s prospective membership” and hailed its reforms, stating that accession talks drive
stability in the region (German Bundestag, 2019). In short, Germany adopted a two-pronged
strategy of robust engagement, supporting both Albania and Serbia’s EU routes, while

demanding rigorous reforms.

Bilateral relations reflect this policy. With Albania, Germany maintains friendly ties rooted in
mutual NATO membership and development aid. Germany “supports Albania’s Euro-integration
path” and is considered one of Albania’s staunchest EU advocates. In 2019 Chancellor Merkel
hosted Prime Minister Rama and publicly urged other EU states to approve accession
negotiations, echoing the Bundestag’s call. With Serbia, Germany combines economic
partnership with political oversight. Apart from major trade, Germany has provided assistance
and investment (in automotive and energy sectors), but it also presses Serbia on democracy and
human rights. German officials have repeatedly reminded Belgrade of the need to cooperate with
The Hague and improve media freedom. For example, when Serbia’s government hesitated on
arresting indicted war criminals, Germany joined other EU members in withholding new trade
accords until Serbia acted (Toby Vogel, 2009). Thus, Germany’s bilateral approach is
conditional support: promoting integration while using diplomatic pressure on key issues (rule of
law, Kosovo relations) to safeguard its interests.

Strategically, Germany sees Western Balkan integration as crucial to curbing external influence
(notably from Russia and China) and managing migration pressures. Berlin initiated the 2014
Berlin Process to supplement EU efforts, drawing in regional and EU leaders to coordinate
infrastructure and reforms. Germany’s interest is to stabilize its southeastern flank and reduce
irregular migration northward which represented (a concern during the 2015 migrant crisis. By
pushing both Albania and Serbia toward EU/NATO standards, Germany aims to create a “zone
of stability” in Southeastern Europe. This means it favors enlargement in principle but has grown
more cautious if backsliding occurs. Recent German debates (2024) reflect frustration: a DGAP
report warned that if Serbia’s democratic decline continues, “Germany and its allies must

respond” to a government “crossing the Rubicon”. In practice, Germany uses its EU clout to
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uphold “stabilization and good neighbourly relations” in the region, insisting that each country

meets the Union’s criteria.

In EU policy forums, Germany’s stance has generally been pro-enlargement, albeit insisting on
conditionality. For instance, during the 2019 EU Council deliberations, Germany led efforts to
convince hesitant members to open talks with Albania, emphasizing that Balkans countries had
met benchmarks. The Bundestag resolution makes clear that Germany viewed opening accession
talks with Albania and North Macedonia as a strategic necessity, even when France and others
initially resisted. Within the EU, German leaders consistently warn against “creating a strategic
vacuum” in the Balkans that rivals could exploit. Voting records and statements show that
Germany has rarely vetoed Balkan progress proposals; instead, it has often acted as a bridge,
supporting moderate voices and warning backsliders. For example, German ministers have
affirmed that EU support for Serbia and Albania must continue to prevent destabilization, even
tying such support to compliance with core EU values. In sum, Germany’s discourse within the
EU combines urgency about geopolitical competition (with Russia/China) and a commitment to
rule-of-law, making it one of the staunchest EU advocates of Western Balkan integration over
2014-2024.

5.1.1.2 France

France’s stance on Albania and Serbia has been ambivalent, reflecting a balance between
strategic solidarity and domestic caution. Officially, Paris professes strong support for Western
Balkan integration. The French Foreign Ministry declares that Balkan entry “is part of the
reunification of the European continent” and pledges to stand with each candidate’s reforms
toward EU accession (France Diplomacy, 2025). Indeed, President Macron has hosted visits
from Albanian and Serbian leaders (Rama in 2025; Vuci¢ in 2019 and 2024) and signed defense
and economic agreements. In July 2025, Macron boldly declared at length that “Albania’s path
toward the EU is very clear” and that “France will be by your side, to support and defend you, so
your progress is recognized (Albanian Times, 2025). He hailed Albania’s reform momentum as
“exemplary” and agreed to French help on projects like the Durrés—Pristina railway. On the
strategic level, Paris has framed Balkan enlargement as a necessity after Russia’s 2022
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aggression, just as German officials did, arguing that anchoring these countries in Europe
counters foreign influence. France contributes military trainers in the region, leads the EU’s
Bosnia force (Operation Althea), and backs NATO Kosovo Force; its 2024 diplomatic strategy
explicitly states support for the EU-facilitated Serbia—Kosovo dialogue.

Nevertheless, France has also been sceptical of rapid enlargement. In 2019 Macron famously
vetoed the EU’s decision to open accession talks with Albania and North Macedonia calling the
debates “bizarre” and complaining the process had become *“an endless soap opera”. French
officials insisted on overhauling EU mechanisms and tying accession to stricter benchmarks.
This delay caused consternation in the Balkans. French caution stemmed partly from domestic
politics: public opinion in France has been largely against further enlargement, and with
elections looming Macron feared the reaction to admitting “a wave of Balkan migrants.” Thus,
between 2014 and 2024 France oscillated: it reiterated that Western Balkan integration is a long-
term goal (and even launched a “French Strategy for the Western Balkans” in 2019), but it also

exploited EU unanimity to slow down the process when it believed reforms were insufficient.

In practice, France’s differentiated approach to Albania versus Serbia is subtle. Both are seen as
important for EU strategic interests, but Serbia’s size and contentious Kosovo issue make it
slightly more fraught. France recognized Kosovo in 2008, so it supports Europeanizing Belgrade
but underlines conditions. Under Macron, France has hosted the Serbia—Kosovo normalization
dialogue and pushed Belgrade to confront war crimes and minority issues. Paris also urges
Belgrade to align with EU foreign policy, including sanctions on Russia, though it has recently
voiced doubts over imposing such sanctions on Serbia lest it drift closer to Russia. Toward
Albania, France has been more straightforwardly supportive in recent years, praising Tirana’s
reforms and signing bilateral pacts. French officials highlight Albania’s loyalty as an EU

candidate and actively encourage other EU members to honour commitments to Tirana.

Within EU councils, France has shown both obstruction and initiative. It blocked formal
enlargement steps (2019) as a negotiating tactic, but it also actively promoted new EU funding
(Growth Plan) and high-level diplomacy with Balkan leaders. When the EU’s High
Representative Josep Borrell visited Kosovo and Serbia to pressure normalization, France
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supported those efforts too. French Parliamentary debates also reflected this mixed tone: while
successive French governments promised support for Balkan EU membership, commentators
noted Macron’s warnings that enlargement should not precede reforms. In summary, France’s
stance is that the Western Balkans must join Europe eventually (as a geopolitical necessity), but
its political behavior has been more reserved — prioritizing a reformed accession process.
France’s “differentiated approach” is thus that it diplomatically coaxes both Albania and Serbia
toward Europe while leveraging its EU vote to press for high benchmarks, more so for Albania
in pre-2019 (vetoing its talks) and more for Serbia in terms of demanding adherence to EU

security policies.

5.1.1.3 Poland

Poland has been a supportive but relatively low-key actor regarding Albania and Serbia. Lacking
historical enmities in the region, Poland’s connection is primarily geopolitical. Both Poland and
the Western Balkan countries share recent experiences of political transition and
democratization, so Polish leaders often express solidarity. In bilateral terms, ties are modest.
Poland and Albania are both NATO members and coordinate on that basis; for example, Polish
officials have publicly “expressed support for the European integration process of Albania” and
offered to share Poland’s EU accession experience (Tirana Times, 2016). Polish-Albanian
relations also include economic cooperation (tourism, small trade), but no large diaspora or

strategic assets.

Poland and Serbia have few direct links beyond standard diplomatic engagement. Poland, as a
NATO member, contributed troops to KFOR (Kosovo) and sent about 274 soldiers at its peak,
reflecting interest in Balkan security. On the sensitive issue of Kosovo, Poland recognized
Kosovo’s 2008 independence early and maintains relations with Pristina, yet it has a sizeable
pro-Serb public undercurrent (groups like Poles for Serbian Kosovo) organized demonstrations
(Marija Ristic et al., 2019) Economically, Poland’s trade with Serbia is growing in 2023 bilateral
trade reached $2.2 billion, with Polish companies (Pepco, cable manufacturers) active in Serbia.
These ties indicate that Poland views Serbia as a viable market. Strategically, Poland’s main

interest is to bolster EU and NATO unity. Brussels analysts note that Poland has prioritized
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“rapid enlargement” to Ukraine and the Balkans as a bulwark against Russian revisionism (Petrit
Selimi, n.d.). Thus, Poland’s overarching goal is to pull Southeast Europe closer to Western

institutions.

In terms of enlargement policy, Poland has been broadly pro-integration. Polish public opinion
strongly favors EU enlargement in principle, and successive governments have endorsed EU
perspectives for all Western Balkan candidates. In Council deliberations, Poland usually votes in
favor of opening negotiations with Serbia and Albania, unlike the Netherlands or France, which
at times hesitated over reforms. For instance, when the EU assessed Albania for talks in 2019,
Polish officials supported the Commission’s recommendation that Albania met the necessary
criteria. Likewise, Poland backed reports commending Serbia’s steps (such as cooperation on
war-crimes to the UN court). Poland’s stance is animated by concern that excluding these
countries would increase Russian influence, as Poland’s foreign minister has warned, failing to
integrate Serbia risks losing it to alternative patrons. In the European Parliament too, Polish
MEPs have generally championed Balkan integration. On voting behavior, Poland has no legacy
of blocking — instead, it has acted as a voice urging the EU to fulfill promises to the region.

Overall, Poland adopts a collaborative approach: it neither has zero-sum disputes with Belgrade
or Tirana, nor does it press bilateral grievances. It tends to frame Albania and Serbia as future
allies against authoritarian pressures. Its EU discourse emphasizes values like democracy, but
always in the context of providing a “credible EU perspective” to anchor these countries in
Europe (again to deter malign external actors). In short, Poland’s differentiated approach is
subtle: it treats Albania and Serbia similarly as partners for enlargement, but traditionally Serbia
receives slightly less explicit attention (due to its EU candidate status) than Albania did (since
2014 Albania became a candidate). Both, however, enjoy Poland’s consistent support in EU

forums and Poland’s willingness to send advisers or aid under EU programs to help reforms.

5.1.1.4 Hungary

Hungary’s policy toward Albania and Serbia is strongly colored by the personal worldview of

Prime Minister Viktor Orban and by Hungary’s own ethnic politics. Orban has cultivated a close
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“illiberal” relationship with Serbia, viewing Belgrade as a kind of ideological partner. Hungary
borders Serbia and has an ethnic Hungarian minority in VVojvodina, giving it a special stake in
Serbia’s future. Officially, Budapest is a staunch supporter of Serbia’s EU membership. Orban
has publicly declared that “Serbia is the country most important for Hungarian security” and that
the EU needs Serbia just as much as Serbia needs the EU (MTI-Hungary Today, 2024). Hungary
blocked EU sanctions on Serbia over its democratic backsliding and has shielded Belgrade from
EU pressure, all the while urging Brussels to accelerate Serbia’s accession. For example, in early
2024 Orbéan argued Serbia should join the EU before Ukraine, warning that without it the West
would lose Serbia to Russia or China (Seb Starcevic, 2024). Hungarian ministers likewise
emphasize their commitment. In this context, Foreign Minister Szijjarto insisted Europe’s growth
depends on admitting members “like Serbia”. Thus, Hungary’s approach to Serbia is one of
almost unconditional support: it has even promised to block Kosovo’s membership in any pan-

European body out of loyalty to Belgrade.

With Albania the tone is similar but less ideological. Orban hosted Albanian Prime Minister Edi
Rama in Budapest in 2021 and said Hungary is “fully committed to supporting Albania in its
efforts to gain EU accession in the shortest possible time” (Cabinet Office of the Prime
Minister/MTI, 2021). He noted cultural affinity with “no major political difference” between
Hungary and Albania and emphasized Albania’s reforms. Hungary’s support for Albania is
pragmatic: Budapest sees Albania as a moderate NATO ally (since Albania joined NATO in
2009) and as a counterbalance to Balkan instability. Hungarian banks (such as OTP) and
companies are active in Albania, and Budapest has been eager to sign defense and infrastructure
deals. Orban’s statement that Albanian membership is in Hungary’s “best interests” and
necessary for European security reflects this view. In short, Hungary treats Serbia as a strategic

lynchpin and Albania as a friendly candidate; both are vocally encouraged to join the EU rapidly.

Strategic interests underlie this stance. Hungary depends on Serbia for energy (Russia’s pipelines
run through Serbia), so ensuring Serbia’s alignment with EU/NATO is seen as critical for
Hungarian energy security. Moreover, Orban’s government favors a “Europe of sovereign
nations” compared to what it sees as a EU threat over migration policy. This dual approach,

urging Serbia in and freezing Kosovo out, is evident in Budapest’s EU voting: Hungary has
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repeatedly voted against Kosovo’s Council of Europe applications to placate Belgrade (BIEPAG
fellow & Alejandro Esteso Pérez, 2024). Hungary also used its 2024 EU presidency to spotlight

Balkan issues though Ukraine membership and EU reforms dominated.

In EU discussions, Hungary often positions itself as Serbia’s advocate. When the Commission
and Council have urged Serbia to curb corruption or align with EU values, Hungary’s
representatives have lobbied for leniency. For example, Hungary and Italy jointly pushed to open
new negotiation “clusters” with Serbia in 2024 despite opposition from some Western countries.
Conversely, Hungary shows no hesitation in condemning anything seen as disadvantaging Serbia
or Albania. Hungary was among the few EU states supporting Albanian accession without delay
and later backed Ukraine’s enlargement with the condition that the Balkan “unfinished business”
also be resolved first. Thus, within the EU, Hungary’s discourse emphasizes urgency in
incorporating the Western Balkans (especially Serbia), often invoking realpolitik. Its voting
behavior has at times split the Council (it vetoed EU development funds for Kosovo in 2023 to
pressure Belgrade). Ultimately, Hungary’s approach is differentiated whereby it treats Serbia as a
near-ally deserving EU membership without undue delay, while treating Albania as a valued
partner but one that must advance reforms. Both, however, benefit from Orban’s broader goal of
rapidly enlarging Europe’s union to include all of the region, even at odds with other EU

members.

5.1.1.5 Summary on the role of EU

Despite the difficulties encountered by the EU in emerging as a fully-fledged foreign policy actor
in the global arena which mainly stem from its peculiar institutional and legal structure, it can be
contended that with regard to the Western Balkans — including Albania and Serbia — the EU has
managed to design and implement an efficient structural foreign policy aiming to fundamentally
affect and change the political, economic, legal and social structures of these countries through
the application of a strict EU accession conditionality. The Russian invasion of Ukraine in 2022
has further increased the geopolitical nature of the EU enlargement process thus reinvigorating

the EU accession process of the Western Balkan countries. In this context, the pro-enlargement
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stance of Germany and France — as crucial member states within the EU - has particularly served

to bring new impetus to the EU accession process of the Western Balkan countries.

5.2US

The United States, as a major strategic partner of not only the EU but also to the most of the
Western Balkans in particular to Albania, seeks and wants to have a stable region with
democratic institutions and a (if possible) cultivated pro Western sentiment. This would not only
help to ensure that the US maintains a strong foothold in comparison to the other illiberal actors,
but at the same time pushes forward the processes of the Western Balkan countries to join
NATO (those who have not, like Serbia) and the EU, a calculated move to ensure that the region
and antagonistic countries like Serbia pose as little threat as possible. In essence this would work
as a containment policy, not against the spread of communism, but against the encroaching

Russian aggression, as the fear stands that Serbia might be a catalyst for conflict.

One way as how to prevent this is by stepping up the accession talks with the other candidates.
Just like President Biden in 2022 welcomed the EU’s opening of accession talks with Albania
and North Macedonia, linking this event to the Ukrainian war, stating that: The US would remain
a strong ally to those countries that defend human rights and democratic norms (The White
House, 2022). This statement underpins a big strategic goal, to consolidate the region against
Russian warmongering, and to a lesser extent Chinese influence by tying it to the Western

institutions.

On the normative side, US policy consistently favors democracy, rule of law and human rights in
both countries. In the case of Albania, US diplomats repeatedly say that America plays a crucial
role in strengthening the democratic norms, ensuring economic growth and building a stronger
military defense (Ruben Avxhiu, 2020). A similar rhetoric has also circulated in Serbia, as
Washington has continuously urged for free and fair elections as well as media freedom from
foreign and domestic entities. According to Lawfare analysts, Washington’s traditional focus in

the Balkans is “security and stability,” and it “invested in conflict resolution... the region’s
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integration into Western multilateral institutions, and... democratic reforms” — although since the
1990s US policy often treated the Balkans as a backwater, with relatively sparse engagement

(Nari Papa, 2021). But a shift has begun, as in early 2022, a revitalized interest from the US has
emerged, a change predominantly caused by the rise of Russian and Chinese interests as a sort of

strategic competition (llari Papa, 2021).

Putting the theory in concrete terms, US strategic goals include preventing conflict flare ups (as
in northern Kosovo) and securing energy alternatives to Russian gas, as well as continued
exporting/importing markets. A counter method that US has used has been the support for the
Trans Adriatic Pipeline (TAP) which goes through Albania, as well as deploying intelligence
operatives to defuse emerging crises, like when US’s intelligence spotted Serbian troops
movements near Kosovo in 2022, thus leading to a Serbian stand down (Serafine Dinkel, 2024).
The US has also imposed targeted sanctions towards several pro-Russian Serbian politicians,
most notably the Serbian intelligence chief Aleksandar Vulin, contributing to a leading reshuffle
in Belgrade's security apparatus (Serafine Dinkel, 2024). On another note, where even though
US involvement is smaller in scale than that of the EU, it has not stopped American companies
from investing in Serbian factories and Albanian agribusiness, leading the two countries to seek

US market access.

Despite its public democratizing rhetoric, the US often tends to practice realpolitik. The US
values pluralism as a core value, but conversely, it has tolerated the authoritarian tendencies in
Belgrade as tolerable if they otherwise would remain as a stabilizing factor in the region

(Serafine Dinkel, 2024). This has led to officials privately acknowledging that Serbian President
Vuci¢, even with all the democratic shortcomings, has remained the main guarantor of regional
stability (llari Papa, 2021). Regarding foreign policy, US actions have conflicted with the EU
goal, such as the 2020 US led Kosovo-Serbia agreement, a controversial move that forces their
embassies to relocate in Jerusalem (a point of contention at the time), was highly criticized by
EU officials as not legally binding and misaligned with the EU led diplomacy efforts in Serbia
(Nari Papa, 2021). Overall, the US objectives are closely aligned with the EU’s (like reinforcing

Western integration), but Washington’s approach tends to prioritize security and countering
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adversaries such as sanctions on Russia-linked actors, joining summits like the Biden-Meloni

statement on Balkan security (The White House, 2023) alongside its democratic agenda.

5.3 Russia

Unlike EU and US whose attention encompasses both Albania and Serbia, Russia’s intent in the
Western Balkans stands predominately on Serbia. For a long time, Moscow has established
interlinking ties with Serbia and views Belgrade as a counterweight to the EU and NATO
expansion (James McBride, 2023). For Russia, Serbia is much more than a conventional ally or a
centerpiece in the Western Balkans, as an analysis from the Octopus Institute (2024) puts it forth,
Serbia is on its way to becoming a proxy and client state of the Russian Federation, if it already
has not become so. As Russia for a long time has used as leverage its cultural and religious
bonds of the Orthodox Church, the economic aspect as Serbia relies on Russian energy (nearly
all its gas is from Gazprom) and imports, as well as the military ties, with armament procurement

from Russia and the joint military exercises (James McBride, 2023; Octopus Institute, 2024).

Russia's strategic objectives put it in a precarious position, as its engagement is mainly focused
on Serbia and preserving the pre 1990s balance of power. As Moscow explicitly aims to freeze
the current status quo in the region, out of caution of escalating the fragile stability of the
Balkans, to stall or even prevent the NATO/EU expansion (Prof. Dimitar Bechev, 2020). As part
of its co-optation strategy, it has established strong ties with the local elites and Serbian
leadership (Prof. Dimitar Bechev, 2020). It is an established fact that Serbia has often aligned
with Russia on sensitive issues like Kosovo, and is using the Kremlin's support as leverage or
counterweight in its disputes with the West. But in practice the one benefiting the most has been
Russia as it has greatly benefited by leveraging the Serbian resistance to sanctions. Furthermore,
by inviting Vucic for the Victory Day parade in 2025, it gives strong signals that Russia is not
willing to let go of Serbia even though the EU has highly criticized this move and warned Serbia
that such actions would serve to only further complicate its EU bid (Katarina Baletic, 2025).

Russian strategic intentions in Albania, by contrast, are only marginal as Albania has few ties to
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Moscow, and it is firmly pro-Western, thus Russia focuses on propaganda narratives, like

disinformation, rather than high-level statecraft in Tirana.

The Russian normative strategy in the Balkans is to offer an alternative to the West. A vision of
respecting a strong state sovereignty and capitalizing on the traditional values of the East, in
contrast to the decaying and overbearing Western demands for the liberal reforms. It aims to
create an umbrella of cohesion for Serbia, giving the image of a benevolent guardian against the
corrupt West and trying to sow discourse and leave Albania sceptical of the Western orientation.

To sum it up, Russia’s broad strategic intention is to preserve Serbia as a loyal ally and to exploit
regional tensions and weaken the EU/NATO agenda. While rhetorically it emphasizes traditional
ties and support for sovereignty in the Balkans, in practice it directly intervenes by funding
Serbian nationalist groups, blocking reforms in neighboring countries, and reinforcing Serbia’s
infrastructure with Russian loans, which serve to further its dependence on Russia. But the main
point of contradiction is in Russia’s approach between its professed noninterference and its
active interference, since Russia claims to respect Balkan states’ independence, yet it heavily
conditions its support on their alignment with Moscow, leveraging ethnic and religious fault lines

to impede or weaken Western influence.

5.4 China

The Western Balkans has become an increasingly strategic focal point for China, especially with
the importance and cause effect that BRI has over the region, leading to an ever-growing
presence. Beijing's strategic goal over the Balkans is to transform it into a logistics corridor that
would serve to link Asia and Europe, primarily the European market, and a good example is the
Chinese owned COSCO, a company that ships goods through Greece to Serbia via railways

(Valbona Zeneli, 2023c).

Chinese strategic methods can be described as predatory in nature, as they focus on countries that

do not have a consolidated economy and are in need of infrastructure developments. It has made
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Serbia a regional hub and connection point, starting with the Pupin Bridge over the Danube
River in 2014, a construction made by China Road and Bridge Corporation (CRBC) (Valbona
Zeneli, 2023c) as well as participation in mining and energy sectors. Even though Albania has
received fewer Chinese projects, though considerable in scale, like when in 2016 China
Everbright (a state-owned firm) bought a 30-year concession to operate TIA (Tirana
International Airport). All this creates the picture that China wants to expand its reach more and
more, sometimes even at the cost of the receiving country, with investments being on the form of
state-owned loans, where in Serbia for example it has reached a total of 10.3 billion dollars from
2009-2021 (House Foreign Affairs Committee, 2022). It further extended its reach when several
Balkan states, including Albania and Serbia, joined the China CEEC 16+1 forum and formally
signed on to BRI.

Unlike other powers, China’s normative approach is pragmatically economical, as it tends to
avoid political conditionality (like EU), aligning themselves to a policy of non-interference.
Beijing continuously iterates a “win-win” scenario, where the host country benefits from the
developing infrastructure and China gets to extend their influence. Officially it honors the
sovereignty of Balkan countries, as it does not recognize Kolovos independence to seemingly
appease Serbia. Growing concerns in Europe clash with the Chinese rhetoric, as it is being
criticized as “opaque” in nature and serves as a ready-made trap to create debt dependencies
(House Foreign Affairs Committee, 2022). Analysis from the House Foreign Affairs Committee
(2022) warn that Serbian debt to China could exceed 7-8 billion dollars in the coming decade,
more than doubling the current debt of 3.7 billion, which in itself has risen to more than 12 times
in the last decade alone (Support4Partnership, 2023), showing an alarming side of the so called
“win-win” situation. Such a trend fuels fears that Beijing’s real goal is to gain leverage.

It is quite possible that China has used that same leverage to penetrate deeper, as it has already
extended its reach over the digital realm with Chinese telecom firms, like Huawei and ZTE, have
already build a considerably in Serbia and Bosnia the 5G networks (Arta Haxhixhemajli &
ReThink.CEE Fellowship, 2025a), whilst Albania and North Macedonia, being wary of security
risks have joined a US led “Clean Network” initiative to exclude suspicious and untrusted
providers (Arta Haxhixhemajli & ReThink.CEE Fellowship, 2025b). A contrast in values is
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reflected as China tries to sell its technology as cost effective and advances but with critics
arguing against those very benefits, inevitably, created a shift of those who can or cannot afford

to not “accept” China’s technology.

To summarize, China’s strategy is that of economic connectivity, a mercantilist coupling by
making Serbia, and to a small limited extent, also Albania, as part of its trade corridor in securing
natural resources and/or concessions, all the while building goodwill through investments
projects. It likes to avoid political clashes, unlike Russia’s ideological appeals. A deceitful way
of keeping and maintaining its leverage over Serbia has been the debt trap diplomacy of the BRI
projects. The key contradiction is between China’s non-interference foreign policy and the
reality that its massive loans carry heavy influence, even as Beijing outwardly cooperates with
the EU, in essence it competes economically for the region.

5.5 Comparative Analysis: Overlap and Divergence

A shared commonality between all four foreign actors is that they share a common interest, be it
in maintaining or providing a sound and stable environment and grounds for economic
development in Albania and Serbia. However, each camp (the West vs the East) employs
different methods and has different motivations for such actions whereby the EU and US
commonly profess in their foreign policies that they seek to integrate the Western Balkans into
the Western sphere, through missions of promoting democratic reforms and Euro Atlantic
integration (EWB, 2024).

Their strategic interests overlap with each other in opposing the Russian and Chinese influence
in Albania and Serbia, with EU’s conditionality and the enlargement process as leverage, on one
side, and on the other the US serves as a overseer on matters of security and political support.
For Albania this means an increase in priority regarding the EU accession talks as well as
reinforcing its standing on the NATO alliance. Meanwhile Serbia translates this increase of
interest from the EU as tying the accession to rule of law reforms and Kosovo normalization
talks and regional stability and prevention of democratic backsliding from the US. By contrast

both Russia and China oppose the rapid increase of Western expansion, interestingly each for
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different reasons. Russia aims to maintain the friendly and status quo in Serbia as it serves as a
strategic vantage point, to pressure at worst or deter at best, the Western norms, ideals and
democratic systems. However, it should be pointed out that Russia sees Albania and Serbia, and
the region at large, as a part of its global economic network, meaning that an encroachment from
the Western powers would bring a decrease on its economic activities and quite possibly the
introduction of more proper and concrete labor laws, a news that the state owned companies

would not welcome (Sasa Dragojlo, 2021).

EU, being the one to gain the most has also been the one to consistently invest in greater
quantities, as EU funding is much higher in comparison to other actors' investments in Albania,
through grants and cohesion funds (Enlargement and Eastern Neighborhood, 2023; WBIF, n.d.),
but China's increase of aggressive competitiveness, primarily in Serbia, have made it come to par
with EU’s investments, made possible through loans and large infrastructure projects (Stefan
Vladisavljev, 2023). On the other hand, Russia's economic role predominantly focuses on energy

supplies in Serbia, with little to no impact in Albania.

EU rhetoric on rule of law in Serbia has sometimes run up against Serbia’s Russian backed
orientation. In similar terms, Chinese noninterference allows both Albania and Serbia to court
Beijing without ideological strings, a sharp contrast to EU conditionality, which undoubtedly is a
sweet apple to take, something that has been proven by Serbia time and time again.

In the end, due to their geostrategic importance Albania and Serbia lie at the forefront of
competitiveness between all four actors. While the EU and US push integration and Western
values, Russia firmly pulls Serbia towards its sphere of influence and China uses its cultivated
leverage to score high profit margins. Albania being the champion of Western values, among the
two, places it to gain little by doing more, conversely Serbia has turned itself into a scale of
neutrality and importance, where each camp needs to think ahead of its competitors to gain the
upper hand. How each power balances the rhetoric and practice of their values and norms will

shape the Western Balkans’ trajectory.
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Chapter VI: Case Study Analysis of Albania and Serbia

Introduction

This chapter will follow a comparative analysis of foreign actors' engagement in the two
substantially pivotal Western Balkan states, namely Albania and Serbia, over the decade of
2014-2024. These two countries present at times unique and complementary vantage points for
assessing the ever-changing geopolitical landscape and the mechanisms that the four external
powers, namely the EU, US, the Russian Federation and the People’s Republic of China possess
or employ. Where Serbia has pursued a more strategic orientation to its balancing act of EU
accession aspirations and robust political and economic ties to both China and Russia, leading it
to be a more contested factor between the interested parties, sometimes forcing them to take
more bold or risky moves to carry favor in pursuing their goals. But the same can not be said for
Albania as its firm positioning as an ally of Western values and systems, has reluctantly pushed
it to be in a more passive role, although a secure one. This divergence in orientation provides
ample ground to be used as a metric for understanding how global powers deploy their preferred
foreign policy instruments, such as diplomacy, infrastructure investment, military cooperation

and more, all in pursuit of their growing interest in the region.

The analysis follows a linear and chronological thought process. The first section is about
Albania, it systematically examines the year-by-year developments in the country’s bilateral and
multilateral agreements with the four major powers in question. It considers official foreign
policy decisions, high level diplomatic visits, economic agreements, aid distribution and
sociopolitical reactions, concluding each year with an evaluative comparison as of which actor
exerted the most influence and why. Similarly for Serbia, its section has a structured annual
assessment, by focusing on the strategic alignment shifts, foreign backed infrastructure

initiatives, security partnerships and guarantees as well as regional diplomacy.
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By following this structured format, the chapter does not only trace the evolution of external
actors and their strategies but also providing insight into how the domestic political dynamics
and societal responses shape the reception and effectiveness of the foreign engagements. This
chapter potentially lays the groundwork for a broader theoretical discussion about the nature of
influences in post-Cold War international relations, particularly in regions such as the Western

Balkans.

6.1 Albania’s Foreign Alignments and External Influence (2014-2024): Strategic
Partnerships, Reforms, and the Euro-Atlantic Trajectory

In 2014 the US reinforced Albania’s NATO aligned trajectory. This follows the NATO
Secretary-General Knud Bartels visit to Tirana in February, where besides praising Albania’s
commitments to NATO missions and bilateral training, he also talked extensively about the
supportive role that Albania had in NATO missions in Afghanistan and Kosovo (NATO, 2014).
The US government also publicly applauded Albania's steps towards European integration, after
the European Council granted EU candidate status to Albania in June 2014 (Editorials, 2014).
American assistance continued through defense cooperation and aid programs, though no major
or new bilateral initiative was announced in 2014. However, it represented the beginning of the

groundwork that would be the cornerstone of American involvement in Albania.

The EU’s decisive act in 2014 was to grant Albania EU candidate status in June (Council of the
European Union, n.d.). This opened the door to deeper political dialogue and pre-accession
funding under instruments like IPA which Albania needed at the time, amountingto 68.7 million
Euros, which were used primarily on democracy and governance structuring and rule of law and
fundamental rights efficiency overhaul (Enlargement and Eastern Neighbourhood, n.d.).
Throughout the year Brussels and officials, such as the Enlargement Commissioner Hahn,
emphasized the need for further reforms. The EU also maintained aid programs (public sector
reform, infrastructure grants) contingent on anti-corruption progress, helping spur Albania’s
internal reform debate, and hoping to cultivate a notion of democratization and lead Albania

towards a European future.
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Ever since the Communist disillusionment in 1968, Albania and Russia have had minimal
chances to cooperate or work on something with each other. And this distancing became even
more evident when Albania joined NATO and received the EU candidate status. The situation
became colder when Albania joined the EU to sanction the Russian goods and gas following the
annexation of Crimea in 2014 leading to a position where Russia has minimal influence in

Albania, a trend that would continue.

China stepped up engagement in 2014, when Li Kegiang met Prime Minister Edi Rama in
September, underlining high complementarities in the economic sector and even discussing areas
to expand their cooperation, which would later be announced as sectors belonging to mining,
agriculture and infrastructure (Ministry of Foreign Affairs The People’s Republic of China,
2014) with notable interest in investing towards the planned project that would link Albania and
North Macedonia, the Arbri highway (Ministry of Foreign Affairs The People’s Republic of
China, 2014). Chinese officials marked the 65th anniversary of China-Albania ties, emphasizing
traditional friendship and agreeing on greater economic cooperation that would predominantly
come in the form of BRI although Chinese investments during 2014 were limited in scope.

The EU was the most impactful actor in 2014. Granting Albania EU candidate status was a big
milestone, anchoring Albanian reforms to a clear accession path and future goals and
cooperations. While the U.S. supported this course, the EU’s decision fundamentally shaped
Albania’s agenda, from previously a lackluster commitment to revitalizing the European sense of

belonging.

As the momentum from Albania’s 2014 candidacy status carried forward, the following year
would mark a deepening of strategic ties, particularly with the United States and the European

Union, as both actors reinforced their political and economic commitments to Albania.

The US continued to deepen its strategic partnership with Albania. In April 2015 Albania’s
Foreign Minister Ditmir Bushati visited Washington and signed a Joint Declaration on Albania—
US Strategic Partnership with Deputy Secretary of State John Kerry (Embassy of the Republic of
Albania in United States of America, n.d.). This document further committed the US and Albania
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to cooperate on security, rule of law, energy, and cultural exchanges. US officials explicitly
praised Albania’s counter-terrorism efforts and support for coalition operations, naming the
continued support that Albania provided in Afghanistan, Iraq and Kosovo (Editorials, 2015).
Another topic of high interest was the American aid, which included continued USAID

programs, like rule-of-law training and business development training.

On the other hand, the EU continued to press for judicial and governance reforms. In March
2015 Commissioner Hahn visited Tirana urging comprehensive and consistent justice reform and
stronger anti-corruption measures (Reuters, 2015) which served as an encouragement and a
reminder. Albania remained on track as a candidate, receiving pre-accession funds (IPA) for
institutional reform and infrastructure. However, actual opening of accession talks remained
conditional as EU leaders set targets but had not yet launched negotiations. Notably the EU
finance and investment (grants, loans) underpinned public administration and agriculture projects
tied to EU standards.

In 2015 Moscow’s footprint in Albania continued to stay very low. There were no new Russian
infrastructure or energy projects, and no high-level visits. A Russian cultural center and embassy
remained in Tirana, but bilateral ties saw no breakthrough, reflecting Albania’s strong Western

orientation.

Chinese influence grew in 2015 through the China—Central and Eastern Europe 16+1 framework.
Prime Minister Rama traveled to China in late 2015 for the 16+1 Summit, where he signed a
series of memoranda with Chinese companies. For example, in November 2015 Albania and two
other Balkan states signed an MoU with China Power Construction Group (PowerChina) on
highway projects (ECFR, n.d.). That year China also opened talks on extending a currency-swap
agreement (signed in 2015) and held bilateral trade conferences. In agriculture, Chinese firms
showed interest, which was further stimulated by China Radio International (CRI) radio program

which was used to promote trade between the two countries.

The EU and US both remained highly influential, but in 2015 the EU’s leverage outpaced others.
As Albania’s reform agenda was still primarily driven by EU accession requirements.
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Commissioner Hahn’s high-profile visit and conditional financing reinforced the EU’s leading
role in this period. Even though China had a more interactive year in Albania compared to 2014,

it failed to shape the Albanian foreign relations trajectory.

Building on the political groundwork laid on the previous year, 2016 would bring significant
institutional shifts, most notably in the justice sector as Albania’s alignment with EU

conditionality grew more structured and visible.

The US-Albanian security ties were further solidified in 2016. As in April, President Obama
hosted PM Edi Rama at the White House, where President Obama and Vice President Biden
emphasized Albania’s critical role in advancing regional security and reaffirmed U.S. support for
Albania’s Euro-Atlantic integration (The White House, 2016). This came at a sensitive time
when the region's political stability was in chaos, as many regional governments were under a
state of crisis, from a Montenegrin attempted coup to North Macedonia’s fragile electoral state.
This increased attention from the US would serve as a model for other Balkan states to cooperate
with the US, besides being a stabilizing factor.

With heavy EU encouragement, 2016 was dominated by EU-driven judicial reform where
Albania’s parliament passed a comprehensive judicial reform package unanimously in July
(Benet Koleka, 2016). This package, a condition for EU accession talks, strengthened the vetting
of judges and prosecutors to fight impunity. EU envoys praised the reform as key for EU
integration. The Stabilization and Association process continued as EU officials (including the
Presidency) called for implementation of the reforms. Economically, the EU maintained pre-
accession aid and structural funds for infrastructure (roads and water) (European Commission,
2016a) and justice-sector modernization (European Commission, 2016b), often jointly managed

through bilateral “Twinning” projects.

Russia remained mostly sidelined in Albania even though in June the newspaper ‘Albanian Daily
News’ wrote about how Russia was preparing to have increased cooperation and investment
plans in Albania, in sectors of economy and energy (Genc Mlloja & Denisa Hunci, 2016). This

development was seen with scepticism from some and heightened interest by others. One such
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development was the unexpected visit of the CIA director John Brennan, which had in its agenda
the discussion of the Russian intentions in Albania (Fatjona Mejdini, 2016) making this year a

potential turning point for the relations between the two countries.

Chinese involvement in 2016 became more tangible. As in April 2016 Shanghai based Geo-Jade
Petroleum acquired Bankers Petroleum’s Patos-Marinza oil field in Albania for $575 million
(ECFR, n.d.). In October of the same year, China Everbright bought the concession of Tirana
International Airport (ECFR, n.d.). These deals signaled growing Chinese investment in
Albania’s energy and transport sectors. Also in 2016, China and Albania signed a treaty on
“people-to-people” cooperation including the “100 Villages” rural development project (ECFR,
n.d.). A high-level visit by Chinese Premier Li in 2016 underscored Albania’s place in the Belt &
Road Initiative (BRI) (The State Council, 2016), but no major new infrastructure projects were

launched yet.

In 2016 the EU’s role again had the greatest impact due to the EU-driven judicial reform, which
was crucial for Albania’s accession trajectory. The unanimous parliamentary approval of that
reform under EU pressure marked a turning point. The US remained an important security
partner (as seen in the White House meeting), but EU requirements continued to dictate
Albania’s domestic agenda. China’s larger investments (oil and airport concession) were
significant economically, but Albania’s strategic orientation remained firmly tied to EU/NATO

processes.

While reform remained central in 2016, the subsequent year saw a shift in emphasis toward
defense and security cooperation, with the United States emerging as an especially active partner

in military assistance and capacity-building.

In 2017, the US Albanian ties were steady, and even though the US wanted to cement its
presence in the country, it was not pushing forward in the characteristic American way. One
possibility could be the election of President Trump at that time, and his ‘America First’ policy.
Nonetheless the national guard partnership which started in 2016 (Master Sgt. Andrew J.
Moseley 177th Fighter Wing, 2016) continued to operate in Albania, with the aim to renovate
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Albanian military training facilities and civil spaces. This quite well could be interpreted at the
time as a move to warm up the Albanian population to a possibility of American troops in the
country, something that would become a reality in the later years (DW, 2022). The then US
Ambassador Donald Lu spoke positively about the increase in military spending by Albania
which was on the right track to meet the goal of 2% of the GDP as determined by NATO(Top
Channel, 2017). This would lead to a military deal where Albania would receive a total of 248

Humvees, as a part of a $12 million aid package (Aerotech News, 2017).

The EU continued its Western Balkans integration process. In July 2017 Albania joined the other
Balkan leaders at the Paris Western Balkans Summit under Italy’s “Berlin Process,” where they
all reaffirmed their commitment to European integration (Marko, 2017) despite Brexit
uncertainties. Throughout 2017 Brussels maintained pressure on judicial vetting implementation
and continued EU funding (IPA) for rule-of-law and public administration (Enlargement and
Eastern Neighbourhood, n.d.-a). No new benchmark was achieved, but EU normative influence

stayed strong.

In 2017 Russia’s interests continued to spike in Albania. This came in the form of a meeting
between Albanian Vice Economy Minister Adela Karapici and the Russian delegation chaired by
the Deputy Minister of Justice Sergey Gerasimov (Xinhua, 2017). The intentions were regarding
an increase in the trade volumes that the two countries had which was followed by an increase of
Albanian goods at 36.75% from last year's trade (OEC, n.d.). But overall, not much was achieved

beyond economic ties, though a good start” was iterated by the Russian envoys.

China continued to remain an active economic actor. In April 2017 Chinese Vice-Premier Zhang
Gaoli visited Albania, explicitly emphasising that Albania is an integral part of the BRI and
encouraging deeper cooperation through the 16+1 format (ECFR, n.d.). Regarding education
and culture, China awarded new scholarships amounting to 30 Albanian students receiving
Confucius Institute scholarships in 2017 (ECFR, n.d.). China’s embassy agreed to finance some
development projects in agriculture. Overall, China solidified gains made in 2016 and became
Albania’s third-largest Asian investor by the end of 2017 (1A, 2018), with growing (though still

limited) influence in energy and infrastructure.
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Breaking the trend of the EU as the most impactful actor in Albania, the US takes the spot in
2017 through leadership in the areas of security assistance and army modernization and pushing
Albania to keep upgrading the framework of further integration in NATO as well as making
progress in acclimating the local populations into accepting foreign military activity, a gesture

that plays towards the power balance of Russia in Serbia.

Albania’s growing regional and international profile in 2017 was matched in 2018 by a
reinforcement of both Euro-Atlantic alignment and security cooperation, as global and regional

crises began to shape foreign engagement in more pronounced ways.

The US role in 2018 was highlighted by Albania’s firm alignment with American foreign policy
priorities since in December 2018 Albania expelled Iran’s ambassador and another diplomat over
an alleged terror plot linked to Iranian activities. President Trump personally wrote to Prime
Minister Rama praising Albania’s leadership “to counter Iran’s destabilizing activities” (Gjergj
Erebara, 2018). This demonstrated deep US-Albania cooperation on security issues. Militarily,
the US continued to train Albanian special forces and border police and invested in
counterterrorism (USDOS, 2018). Diplomatically, the U.S. repeated calls for democratic reforms

in Albania, though no new bilateral strategic documents were signed in 2018.

In March 2018 the European Commission delivered an interim report urging more reforms

(Council of the European Union, 2018). In November 2018 the EU Albania Stabilisation and
Association Council noted the Commission’s recommendation to open accession talks and set
out a path toward negotiations by mid-2019, provided Albania maintained reform momentum.
The EU insisted on judicial vetting and anti-corruption progress. Economically, the EU remained

Albania’s largest investor and donor.

The Albania-Russia diplomatic feud of 2018 underscored the weak bilateral relationship, souring
the previously built relationship of the 2017. In March 2018, Albania aligned with its Western
allies and declared two Russian diplomats persona non grata for alleged illicit activities (Loren

Kocollari, 2021), a reprisal for the Skripal poisonings. Russia expelled two Albanian diplomats
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in turn. Apart from this tit-for-tat, there were no positive Russian overtures toward Albania. In
fact, Albanian officials publicly criticized Russian disinformation in the Balkans, illustrating
how Albania sided with EU/NATO in viewing Russia as a potential malign influencer rather than
a partner.

China intensified soft and economic engagements. Ambassador Jiang Yu reported in December
2018 that 28 cooperation documents had been signed in 17 sectors since 2015, reflecting
“intensified” ties (ECFR.EU, n.d.). Symbolic gestures included planting a Beijing plane tree and
inaugurating a traditional Chinese pavilion in Tirana’s Artificial Lake Park in September 2018.
China also inked cooperation plans in health (an Albania-China health action plan for 2018-
2020) and media (an AMA-China broadcast agreement) (ECFR, n.d.). Nevertheless, these moves
had more public relations impact, by intensifying the media outreach and scholarly programs,

than concrete infrastructure projects.

In 2018 the EU and US were neck-and-neck in impact. The EU played a decisive role by (again)
steering Albania’s reform agenda toward EU integration. The US also had influence, most
notably on security policy such as the Iran case, but that issue itself reinforced Albania’s Western
alliance. Overall, the EU’s push to start accession talks (backed by the Commission and member
states) arguably had the broader effect on Albania’s national priorities, making Brussels the most
consequential actor this year.

Following a year of robust Western engagement, 2019 would introduce a more complex
geopolitical atmosphere, where the European Union’s internal divisions created new openings
for other actors, including China, to expand their presence.

In 2019 US Albanian relations continued to remain steady. But in contrast to the other years
nothing notable happened from the American side. Beside the military joined exercises, which
continued to develop further, going so far as to exercise a drill with other regional armies, with a

possible motive in placing Albania as a centerpiece (Capt. Benjamin Hughes 175th Wing, 2019).
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2019 was dominated by the stalled EU enlargement decision. In October 2019 EU leaders, led by
France, decided not to open negotiations for Albania or North Macedonia (Robin Emmott et al.,
2019). This U-turn (after Commission recommendations) was widely criticized by other EU
officials as a historic error. The delay underscored that Albania still needed to demonstrate
progress (in media freedom, judiciary, etc.) before talks could begin. Meanwhile, EU member
states and institutions redoubled monitoring. Brussels continued to fund Albania’s reforms and
regional projects, but the accession limbo dampened Albania’s EU narrative (Robin Emmott et
al., 2019).

Russia’s impact in 2019 remained negligible. Albania did not engage in any significant trade
deals or military cooperation with Russia. In fact, Albania joined other Western states in

condemning Moscow’s aggressive policies and continued to implement sanctions on Russia.

China’s footprint was evident in several domains in 2019. A China-sponsored “17+1” mayors’
forum was held in Tirana in October 2019, aiming to deepen subnational ties and infrastructure
plans (ECFR, n.d.). Earlier in 2019 China donated training equipment to Albania’s Republican
Guard (ECFR, n.d.). Cultural exchange included a Chinese disabled persons’ art troupe
performing in Albania in July 2019. Crucially, after the 26 November 2019 Durrés earthquake
China swiftly offered aid: Ambassador Zhou Ding delivered emergency Red Cross supplies and
President Xi spoke directly with Albania’s president to convey support (ECFR, n.d.). Trade
continued to grow and Chinese companies remained active like the tech firm Huawei in telecom.
The overall message was that China’s bilateral relationship had matured into a steady, if not

large-scale, partnership by 2019.

The most impactful actor in 2019 was arguably China. With EU enlargement talks stalled, other
actors lost some influence over Albania’s horizon. China, on the other hand, was highly visible
through economic and humanitarian engagement. Its rapid response to the earthquake and active
local initiatives gave Beijing a new level of confidence. The EU and US remained important
backers, but China’s breadth of projects and soft-power efforts in 2019 made it a dominant

foreign presence that year.
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The onset of the COVID-19 pandemic in early 2020 significantly reshaped Albania’s foreign
relations, shifting the focus from strategic diplomacy to crisis management and public health

support from external partners, providing ample ground for the foreign actors to expand.

The COVID-19 pandemic saw renewed US engagement in Albania. By late 2020 the US had
provided over $2 million in pandemic aid, including test kits, PPE (personal protective
equipment), and ventilators (Exit News, 2021). The US also led Albania’s participation in
COVAX, where roughly half of the $4 billion US pledge to COVAX (for global vaccines) was
allocated during 2020, benefiting Albania among others (Exit News, 2021). On the security
front, the US continued arms and training cooperation quietly under NATO auspices. Although
global focus was on the pandemic, the US kept Albania anchored in its geopolitical sphere of
influence by repeated military exercises, in not only the conventional land-based exercises but
also naval based. This is to show that the US is placing an increasing importance to military
cooperation between the two countries (Capt. Melissa Heisterberg, 2020; U.S. 6th Fleet Public
Affairs, 2020).

The EU’s role in 2020 was shaped by the pandemic and the ongoing accession process. As
Albania joined an EU vaccine procurement mechanism, in December 2020 the Commission
agreed to a €70m package for Western Balkan vaccine procurement, and Albania started
receiving EU-funded COVID vaccines in 2021. Economically, Brussels planned significant
support as in March 2020 the EU Council had formally endorsed opening accession negotiations
for the pending reforms (Enlargement and Eastern Neighbourhood, n.d.-b). Preparations for the
intergovernmental conference began late in 2020, reinforcing Albania’s EU path. The EU also
approved macro-financial aid for Albania in 2020, as it negotiated a €180 million COVID-19
assistance programme, where €90 million were scheduled for 2020 and the rest to be disbursed in
2021 (Enlargement and Eastern Neighbourhood, n.d.-b).

In 2020 Russia’s influence in Albania remained marginal. One noteworthy event was that
Albania approved use of Russia’s Sputnik V vaccine in 2020, but the delivery did not happen
until May 2021, which placed Russia in a negligible position against the other actors making it

have little role in Albania’s pandemic response as China and Western donors took the lead.
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China was active in Albania during 2020 on pandemic and cultural fronts. Early in the outbreak,
a Chinese charity (Mammoth Foundation) donated coronavirus test Kits to Tirana (ECFR, n.d.).
While in the summer of 2020, the Chinese embassy delivered 100,000 masks to Albania, in
cooperation with the mayor of the city of Lezha, to help fight COVID (ECFR, n.d.) The embassy
also organized cultural solidarity events and donated friendship trees to Tirana Park in
September as symbolic gestures. Nothing beyond an ordinary cooperation happened this year, an
oddity in the Chinese behavior in Albania. It could be seen as a set back from the international
condemnation from the virus origin or Albania just not being high in their current priority list,

nonetheless, this would mark a year where Chinese influence would start to wane bit by bit.

In 2020 the United States was the most impactful actor. US pandemic aid (PPE, tests, COVAX
funding) provided direct relief to Albania, and its strategic encouragement, through military
exercises, influenced Albania’s medium-term security. The EU’s larger economic support was
pledged but not fully delivered until 2021. China’s assistance was meaningful (masks, test Kits)
but smaller in scale. Thus, the US had the largest direct effect on Albania’s health and security in
2020.

With the immediate pandemic shock partially absorbed by 2021, Albania refocused its energy on
EU integration, advancing technical benchmarks and receiving renewed attention from Brussels

as enlargement returned to the regional agenda.

In 2021 US would continue to assist with COVID related cases, continuing from the 2020
agreement. But its impact on this issue was starting to diminish even though military cooperation
was at an all-time high whereby Albania would become one of the host countries for the
‘Defender 2021°, the largest US led military exercises in the Western Balkans since WWII
aiming to build readiness, enhance interoperability, and strengthen relationships (Ministria pér
Evropén dhe Punét e Jashtme, 2024; US Army Europe and Africa, 2021).

The EU made major financial moves. In November 2021 it disbursed the second €90 million

tranche of macro-financial assistance to Albania (Enlargement and Eastern Neighbourhood, n.d.-
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b), completing the €180m COVID support package as part of a wider €3bn Western Balkans
funds. Regarding enlargement, the EU began its preparatory work in 2021, a major set that
would lead to the EU formally opening the accession negotiations in the following year of 2022.
The Commission undertook “screening” of Albania’s laws, and by late 2021 Albania had
completed all pre-conditions such as the finishing of judicial vetting and the new electoral law
passed, all in accordance to satisfy EU requirements. Politically, Albanian leaders participated in
EU foreign policy discussions like the statements on Ukraine sanctions alongside accession

dialogues.

Russia's influence in Albania would continue to decline. The predominant factor was the
Albanian alignment to the West, but a new emerging situation was beginning to unfold with the
Russian military buildup in the borders of Ukraine (Mykola Bielieskov, 2021). This would
prompt the international community, and Albania by extent, to distance themselves from Russian

deals and to critically judge its consecutive actions.

The Chinese influence would continue to decline from last year's status. No infrastructure deals
were announced and cultural exchanges continued at a subdued level due to the pandemic with
the only exception being the 30 scholarships that the Albanian students would receive (ECFR,
n.d.). Thus in 2021 China consolidated existing projects but did not significantly expand its

strategic influence in Albania.

In 2021 the EU was the most impactful actor. Its financial support (€180m) provided vital
economic relief, and its accession machinery finally moved forward with the start of negotiation
screening, thus shaping Albania’s reform agenda. The U.S. remained an essential partner,
especially through military cooperation, but EU actions directly advanced Albania’s top foreign
policy objective, the EU membership. China remained present but far less influential than the

transatlantic actors in Albania’s immediate affairs.

As the European security landscape was transformed by the outbreak of war in Ukraine in 2022,
Albania's foreign alignments became even more pronounced, with its Euro-Atlantic

commitments visibly reinforced.
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In 2022, US Albanian ties centered on regional security and support for Ukraine. The Albanian
government backed the NATO response to Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, and U.S. allies praised
Tirana’s solidarity, further cementing their hold on the Albanian perception as allies and backers
towards the path of EU membership. Although no major bilateral breakthrough occurred, the US

remained Albania’s indispensable security patron.

2022 was a landmark year for EU influence. In July 2022 the first Intergovernmental Conference
was held and accession negotiations formally opened with Albania (Enlargement and Eastern
Neighbourhood, n.d.-b). The EU also began screening Albania’s laws, signaling a new phase of
EU integration. The Commission and member states engaged closely with Tirana on meeting the
required benchmarks, on justice, anti-corruption and media freedom (European Commission,
2022). Economically, the EU’s soft power continued through infrastructure grants and the
promise of membership. At the same time, the war in Ukraine made EU solidarity emerge as a

high-priority topic, thus making Albania align fully with EU sanctions against Russia.

From a lack of impact to continued distancing, the Russian influence took a turn for the worse
when the Albanian government condemned the invasion of Ukraine and supported sanctions,
further straining relations with Moscow. The Russian embassy publicly complained of
discrimination of Russian nationals in Albania, after the start of the Ukraine invasion, or the
narrative of “military exercise” (Fjori Sinoruka, 2022), but in practice Albania’s government and
society rallied behind Ukraine and NATO. In an analysis by Balkan Investigative Reporting
Network (BIRN), in the first eight months of the 2022, Russian disinformation campaigns had
started to rump up at an incredible speed, reaching 384 cases of disinformation (Kristina Voko &
Besar Likmeta, 2023b). But eventually these claims would be disproven by EUvsDisinfo

(Kristina Voko & Besar Likmeta, 2023b) which would serve to further antagonize the Russian

presence in Albania.

China’s influence in Albania during 2022 was steady, in regard to its previous investments, but

not expanding. Diplomatic gestures and limited cultural ties continued, but Albania’s strategic
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and economic orientation toward the EU largely constrained Beijing’s ability to grow its

footprint.

2022 was the most geopolitically significant year for Albania. The EU finally transformed
Albania’s candidacy into formal accession talks, marking a historic leap in Albania’s European
trajectory. This move, along with Albania’s active role in the Ukraine crisis, made Western
engagement (EU and US) the defining foreign influence of 2022. While the US continues to
remain Albania’s key security ally, the EU’s breakthroughs in 2022 constituted a decisive
outcome shaping Albania’s future, cementing 2022 as the pivotal year in Albania’s foreign

relations.

The formal opening of accession negotiations in 2022 laid the foundation for a year of steady
institutional dialogue in 2023, as Albania worked to meet chapter-specific reforms and sustained

high-level diplomatic contact with EU officials.

US engagement in 2023 continued along established lines whereby Albanian and American
defense leaders met to reaffirm cooperation, particularly in cybersecurity (Cyber National
Mission Force Public Affairs, 2023) and NATO readiness against the Russian aggression. This
would manifest as Albania would have the opportunity to again host the *‘Defender Europe 2023’
(EWB, 2023). On the political side, the US encouraged Albania to meet EU accession
benchmarks such as promoting fair elections and media freedom, but largely deferred to EU
processes. As the US remained a significant security partner, but with Albania firmly on the EU

path, American influence was now more supportive rather than directive.

In 2023 the EU maintained its leading role through the accession process. The screening of
Albania’s laws continued — for example, in September 2023 the Commission submitted the
screening report on ‘Cluster 1, the Fundamentals’ of the acquis (Enlargement and Eastern
Neighbourhood, n.d.-b), and continued the negotiations on other clusters such as the ‘Cluster 6,
the Eternal Relations’ and ‘Cluster 4, the Green Agenda and Sustainable Connectivity’

(Enlargement and Eastern Neighbourhood, n.d.-b). High-level engagement continued, with the

EU Commissioner for Enlargement visiting Tirana in 2023 and EU foreign policy chief meeting
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Albanian leaders on the sidelines of summits. Overall, Brussels’ influence was cemented as
Albania’s “soft landing” into the EU (Directorate-General for Neighbourhood and Enlargement
Negotiations, 2023c, 2023b).

Russia’s influence in 2023 was negligible and largely adversarial. In response to Albanian votes
supporting Ukraine at the UN, Russia imposed travel advisories or sanctions on Albania, but
these actions had limited effect. There were no significant economic or diplomatic overtures
from Moscow. Despite Albania’s strong pro-NATO and pro-EU stance, Russian disinformation
narratives managed to infiltrate Albanian-language media. A study by BIRN Albania found that
hostile narratives, often republished from Russian state-sponsored outlets, were present due to
weak editorial controls and a fragmented media landscape (Kristina Voko & Besar Likmeta,
2023a, 2023Db).

In 2023 China’s role remained secondary. Trade volume continued to increase, and China noted
Albania as a partner, but no flagship projects materialized. In 2023 the bilateral trade came to a
total value of $1.27 billion, with a year-on-year increase of 45%. The BRI infrastructure projects
were also coming towards an end, making it harder for the Chinese influence to be maintained
without new projects, which would put it in an unsecure adversarial position against the Western
block. Albania’s strategic dialogue was overwhelmingly with EU/NATO, thus, China was a
stable but limited actor in 2023 without much to show for.

In 2023, the EU was again the most impactful actor. By driving the accession negotiation
process, through screening reports and cluster talks, the EU remained at the center of Albania’s
foreign orientation. The US continued to support Albania’s security and NATO integration, but

with Albania’s path largely decided by the EU, Brussels held the decisive influence this year.

As Albania entered 2024, its integration trajectory remained steady, with Western partners
maintaining strong political and technical engagement while rival influences continued to wane.
Much like other years, the US has maintained its strong presence in Albania through military
training and high-level official visits. This is in part to US foreign strategy of maintaining close

ties with its allies, but also as a deterrence to any unforeseen Russian or any of its proxies’
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aggressions in the Western Balkans. This has manifested in the continued performance of
military exercises and cooperation between the two allies (US Special Operations Command
Europe, 2024). On the diplomatic field, where the US Secretary of State, Antony Blinken,
reiterated the US’s support for Albania towards its justice system shifts (Marsela Musabelliu,
2024). It did not go without notice that Blinken praised PM Rama as an ‘extraordinary leader and
partner’, which would for sure help the latter’s electoral chances in the coming elections of the
next year. Otherwise, no major new US initiatives were announced, as Albania’s commitments
were now firmly towards the NATO/EU framework. Symbolically, visiting US officials
reaffirmed Albania’s status as a valuable ally, but Washington deferred largely to EU

mechanisms for political change.

Continuing the good work, this year Albania has opened two more clusters, Cluster 6 on External
Relations and Cluster 1 on Fundamentals (European Council, n.d.). The EU continues to strongly
maintain its hold on Albanian accession dreams, through the yearly assessments that it delivers.
Although work has been done on Chapters 23, Judiciary and Fundamental Rights (European
Commission, 2024a), calls to address remaining issues such as Chapter 10 on Media freedom

remain (European Commission, 2024b). Financially, the EU has continued to channel grants
through IPA into Albanian infrastructure, green agenda, and governance projects. EU summits in
2024 affirmed their commitment to see Albania join (with North Macedonia) once the necessary
reforms are carried out. Overall, the EU remained the driver of Albania’s foreign orientation in
2024,

In 2024 the Russia-Ukraine war continued to define Russia’s stance toward Albania, as Albania
backed Ukraine at international forums and condemned Russia’s aggression (Megi Fino &
Alvaro Renedo Zalba, 2024). In response, Russia formally protested at Albanian diplomatic
moves, but its impact was nonexistent to cause any concern. Thus, Russia’s influence continues
to be perceived as very negative, as it is seen as an external destabilizing factor, rather than a
partner in Albania.

Even though China’s influence and outreach in Albania has not been growing much during the

recent years, compared to EU and US, nevertheless, its influence has not diminished either as it
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still maintains the position as the second largest trading partner since 2023 (People’s Daily,
2024). Continuing with one of their strong suits, cultural diplomacy, Albania hosted the 2024
Chinese Culture Week. The event featured a diverse array of cultural activities, including a joint
art exhibition, Chinese Film Week, and a Chinese Food Festival, attracting significant local and
international participation (People’s Daily, 2024). With no major projects since last year, the
Chinese 17+1 economic initiative was in decline, and in an interview of the last year in Tokyo,
PM Rama, said that the cooperation of the initiative was no longer beneficiary, words that seem
to support the current status in 2024 (Shoichiro Taguchi & Maya Shimizu, 2023). The initiative
itself is considered by China as a vestige of necessary cooperation between the two countries
making China remain as an interested observer of Albania’s development, but without the

strategic influence it once sought.

In 2024 the European Union remained the dominant actor in Albania. By guiding the ongoing
accession talks and offering a clear membership perspective, the EU continued to shape Albanian
policy. The U.S. stayed as Albania’s main security ally but played a supportive rather than
leading role. Russia’s impact was entirely negative, seen in diplomatic retaliation and Albanian
caution. China maintained its prior level of involvement, but it was eclipsed by Albania’s full

integration into Euro-Atlantic structures.

Summary

In summary, over the period 2014-2024, the relative influence of these actors shifted but one
constant is clear, that the EU and United States were by far the most consequential actors for
Albania’s trajectory, with China and Russia playing more peripheral roles. The EU’s influence
peaked in years when Albania made concrete progress toward membership (2014, 2016, 2018,
2022, etc.). Through conditional aid, negotiation milestones, and political incentives, Brussels
heavily shaped Albania’s reforms (Benet Koleka, 2016; European Council, n.d.). The United
States was most impactful in matters of security and democracy support such as the 2017
military aid (Aerotech News, 2017), 2018 security cooperation (The White House, 2016) and the

2020 health aid (Exit News, 2021). In general, when EU enlargement was stalled such as in
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2019, US security initiatives and support gained relative importance, whereas when EU

membership prospects were high like in 2022-2023, the EU led Albania’s agenda.

China’s influence grew over the decade but remained moderate compared to the EU/US. Beijing
made inroads especially in infrastructure (hydropower, oil, airport) and trade, and used cultural
diplomacy to build goodwill (ECFR, n.d.). Its most noteworthy contributions were economic,
such as the acquisition of Bankers Petroleum and humanitarian, like the earthquake aid, rather
than political in nature. However, China never became a security or political “big brother” in
Albania like the US did, steering its projects mostly towards bilateral economics, and Albania
continued to prioritize EU/NATO integration making China’s role broad but shallow, thus
influencing specific sectors (construction, finance, education scholarships (ECFR, n.d.) without
changing Albania’s core foreign policy direction.

Russia remained the least influential of the four actors. Initially after 2014 it made some
diplomatic overtures, but Albania consistently rebuffed them in favor of the West. Russia’s main
interactions were negative like the expulsion of diplomats in 2021 and criticism over Albania’s
anti-Russian stances (Loren Kocollari, 2021). Albanian public and leadership viewed Russia
largely through the lens of security threats exemplified by Albania’s alignment with NATO after
2014 and opposition to the 2022 invasion. In no year did Russia emerge as a constructive or

dominant partner in Tirana, making its influence insignificant and negligible.

6.2 Serbia’s Geopolitical Balancing and Foreign Influence (2014-2024): Between European
Integration and Strategic Autonomy

In 2014 the United States continued to encourage Serbia’s reform and EU integration. US
officials praised Serbia’s decision to open accession negotiations with the EU in January 2014
(National Museum of American Diplomacy, n.d.). Through USAID and embassy programs the
US bolstered civil society, rule-of-law reforms, and police and judicial training (Development
Professionals INC, n.d.) and it also maintained military-to-military contacts (as a NATO
Partnership-for-Peace member) but avoided pushing full alliance membership into NATO,

reflecting Serbia’s 2006 neutrality and PfP status (Aleksandar Vasovic, 2019; Ministry of
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Defence Republic of Serbia, n.d.). Security cooperation (joint exercises, training, equipment
maintenance) continued quietly, while US sanctions on Russia over Ukraine did not
automatically bind neutral Serbia, making operations tighter but overall free from constant
oversight.

The EU was the most visible external actor in 2014. In January Serbia officially began EU
accession talks (National Museum of American Diplomacy, n.d.). High-level EU engagement
included the Western Balkans summit in Berlin (August 2014) and preparatory meetings, where
the EU officials would reaffirm Serbia’s European perspective (Berlin Process, n.d.). The EU
also rushed to provide aid after Serbia’s devastating May 2014 floods, providing emergency
relief and rehabilitation funds, where later the EU’s response was described as “very important”
(Delegation of the European Union to Serbia, 2021). Brussels continued negotiating support
programs, as part of the 2014-2020 IPA 1l framework, and Serbia received about €1.5 billion
total (roughly €200 million/year) to improve its infrastructure, governance and economy
(Delegation of the European Union to Serbia, 2021. These actions tied Serbia more closely to EU
norms, though Hungary and other members also vied with Serbia over regional ties, putting it in

a prime position to leverage that animosity in future negotiations.

In 2014 Serbia reinforced its “special relationship” with Russia. Energy deals remained key:
Serbia signed a long-term Gazprom contract in 2013, and by winter 2014 Russia had fully filled
Serbia’s Banatski Dvor gas storage to guarantee supply (Gazprom, 2014). Politically, Serbia
refused to sanction Russia after its annexation of Crimea, insisting it would not undertake
punitive steps unilaterally (Marija Ristic, 2014). This represented a controversial statement at the
time since Serbia was making decent progress towards EU accession (European Commission,
2014). Serbian President Nikoli¢ and PM Vuci¢ highlighted Orthodox and historical ties with
Russia, and Moscow continued to provide diplomatic support on sensitive issues especially
regarding Kosovo. Arms trade carried on as Serbia used Russian MiG fighters and other
hardware, and by late 2014 discussions were underway for new Russian air-defense systems
(David Cenciotti, 2014). However, what was more concerning at the time was the overall secrecy
that the first ever Serbian Russian military exercise was under, so much so that even Serbian

news outlets had a hard time getting minor pieces of information (Zoran Glavonjic, 2014). This
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could be seen as revamping the Serbian capacities, but also most importantly as a show of
balance to Albanian-US military cooperation. Overall, Russia remained a constant security and
energy partner, though its influence was largely indirect (through gas and defense) rather than

high-profile diplomacy in 2014.

Unlike in Albania, China’s presence in Serbia surged in 2014. In December 2014 Premier Li
Kegiang made a state visit to Belgrade, inaugurating the Chinese-built Pupin Bridge, a
$260 million loan-funded highway bridge (Qin Jize & Zhao Yinan, 2014), together with a new
350 MW coal fired plant. These were part of China’s Belt-and-Road outreach; Li portrayed them
as linking Serbia into broader CEE networks (Qin Jize & Zhao Yinan, 2014). Chinese cultural
and academic ties were minimal in 2014, but Chinese investment plans were being discussed. By
the end of the year Serbia had made all the necessary preparations to join China’s 16+1
cooperation framework, officially joining in 2015, signaling a tilt toward Beijing’s infrastructure
diplomacy (Douglas Brenton Anderson, 2024). Economically the Chinese projects (bridge and

new energy loans) injected capital, but Serbia’s economy remained more tied to the EU.

In 2014 the European Union was the most impactful foreign actor, because accession talks and
flood aid directly shaped Serbia’s policy agenda. The EU’s high-level engagement and large
grants pressed Serbia to pursue reforms and European integration. China’s projects (bridge,
credit line) were significant but one-off; US’s influence remained supportive yet secondary. And
although Russia’s influence was steady and unchanged, the Ukrainian conflict had yet to
intensify and the ripple effects in the EU or the Balkans were minimal at the time. Thus, EU

influence dominated Serbia’s year.

Following the landmark 2014 elections and Serbia's reaffirmation of its EU accession agenda,
2015 would bring a consolidation of foreign policy efforts, with heightened diplomatic activity

and clearer signaling from both Brussels and other global powers.

In 2015 U.S. interest in Serbia remained focused on stability and reform. Washington continued
supporting judicial reforms, anti-corruption and independent media. On security, a key

development was Serbia joining NATO’s Partnership for Peace in 2015 (Aleksandar Vasovic,
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2019), deepening interoperability (with US oversight) though Serbia affirmed its military
neutrality. The U.S. also facilitated military training, intelligence cooperation and
counterterrorism (The Official United States Marine Corps, 2015), holding occasional high-level

meetings, but there were no major bilateral summits.

EU-Serbia ties made gradual progress. Serbia opened its first two EU negotiation chapters in
2015 (Delegation of the European Union to Serbia, 2021). EU officials held regular Stabilisation
and Association talks and encouraged action plans on rule of law. At a 2015 Western Balkans
summit in Vienna (Federal Ministry European and International Affairs Republic of Austria,
2015), EU leaders underlined the region’s European future and promised connectivity funds.
However, EU leverage was limited by Serbia’s disputes with its neighbors, thus progress was
minimal. EU funding continued through IPA and infrastructure projects like roads, water and

public administration (Ministry of European Integration, n.d.).

In 2015 Serbia balanced between Russia and NATO. In October 2015 PM Vuci¢ visited
Moscow: Serbia agreed to buy Russian tanks and anti-aircraft systems to modernize its military
(Igor Jovanovic, 2015). At almost the same time Serbia participated in a US-led NATO exercise
in Germany, underlining its non-aligned posture (Igor Jovanovic, 2015). This can clearly be seen
as a move to balance foreign influence in Serbia, but in an interview, Zoran DragiSi¢, a Serbian
politician and professor at the Faculty of Security Studies in Belgrade said: “We will soon find
ourselves in a situation where we have to clearly choose sides”, indicating that there was a

possibility to change sides in the future (lgor Jovanovic, 2015)

Chinese engagement deepened in Serbia as it officially joined the BRI projects and initiatives. In
November 2015 Premier Li Kegiang, at the China-CEEC (16+1) summit, signed major deals on
the Belgrade-Budapest high-speed rail (An Baijie, 2015). China agreed to finance and build the
Serbian section (Belgrade—-Novi Sad-Subotica), part of the Belt and Road “New Silk Road”
project (An Baijie, 2015). With no state visits occurring in 2015, it meant that this year centered

around the BRI initiatives, with a lackluster increase in domestic influence.
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China made decent progress in Serbia compared to the other actors. The government secured
multi-billion infrastructure deals for the railway contracts under Belt and Road initiative,
securing a stable foothold for many years to come. The EU opened chapters but Serbia’s
alignment with EU policy remained conditional. Russia’s arms sales were significant for defense
but had less immediate economic effect. China’s tangible projects and financing made it the most

immediately impactful actor in Serbia in 2015.

The momentum generated by Serbia’s multi-vector diplomacy in 2015 continued into 2016, a
year marked by intensified ties with both East and West as Serbia pursued strategic autonomy

within a competitive geopolitical environment.

US-Serbia relations in 2016 were characterized by continuity and occasional friction. The
Obama administration continued advocating democracy and prosperity programs, while US
officials encouraged Serbia’s EU course. Serbia, however, resisted taking sides on the Russia-
West split. In June 2016 PM Vuci¢ abruptly cancelled scheduled visits to Washington and
Brussels after meeting with Western envoys (Milivoje Pantovic, 2016). This incident highlighted
a cautious US-Serbian dialogue, though aid and contacts between Pentagon and Serbian General
Staff persisted. Notably, in 2016 Serbia continued to participate in NATO PfP exercises with US
presence (Sasa Dragojlo, 2016) while publicly promoting balanced partnerships.

The EU remained Serbia’s primary strategic partner. Throughout 2016 Serbia chipped away at
EU accession requirements, though political chapters (23, 24 on judiciary and fundamentals)
lagged due to Croatia and domestic reform debates (European Commission, 2016). The
European Commission in 2016 reaffirmed Serbia’s candidate status and scheduled further
chapter openings. By late 2016 Brussels was preparing a “strategy for credible enlargement” to
include Serbia, though sceptics in Europe questioned readiness. Because the aim of this package
was to strengthen its credibility towards European values, but also to help Serbia carry out
political and economic reforms (Brussels, 2016).

Russia deepened its strategic partnership with Serbia as Russian Foreign Minister Lavrov and

other officials visited Belgrade to express support for Kosovo and to discuss energy deals (Dusan
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Reljic, 2016; The Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation, 2016). In this context,
the Slavic Brotherhood military exercise, and extension of the SREM 2014 exercise took place
arguably to counteract the ever-increasing Western presence in the region (Ministry of Defence
Republic of Serbia, 2016). Overall, Russia’s influence was maintained behind the scenes,

anchoring Serbia’s energy and defense, but with fewer visible new projects in that year.

China’s relationship peaked again in 2016. In June 2016 President Xi paid a three-day state visit
to Serbia (Bai Yang, 2016), the first by a Chinese leader. Serbia and China agreed to upgrade
their ties to a “comprehensive strategic partnership” and formally linked Serbia to China’s Belt
and Road Initiative (Bai Yang, 2016). Xi and Serbian leaders declared mutual support on core
issues: Serbia reiterated the One-China principle (no ties with Taiwan) and Ukraine’s territorial
integrity, and China publicly backed Serbia on Kosovo via UN resolutions (Bai Yang, 2016).
Cultural exchanges started to rump up too, as Confucius Institutes and Chinese language
programs expanded. With Chinese Ambassador Li Manchang saying that he could see a tangible
change in the quality and quantity of Serbian students who had learned the Chinese language
proficiently to translate without difficulties (Xinhua, 2016).

China’s role in 2016 would continue to be the dominant factor. President Xi’s visit and the
comprehensive partnership agreement were unprecedented, cementing Chinese influence in
Serbia’s economy and foreign policy. EU and US ties remained important but routine: Serbia
reaffirmed its EU path but showed reluctance under pressure while Russia quietly reinforced

cooperation. Thus, China’s outreach had the greatest impact on Serbia in 2016.

As 2016 highlighted Serbia’s balancing act among foreign partners, the following year would
deepen that trend through a series of high-level diplomatic encounters and growing foreign

investment, particularly from non-Western actors.

In 2017, the US shift to the Trump administration had mixed effects in Serbia. Overall, US
policy continued to prioritize regional security and Serbia’s reform path, but with less public
fanfare. US embassy and USAID programs kept seeking to fund NGOs for judicial and
economic development projects (FundsforNGOs, 2017). Although there were no substantial
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high-level US visits, as Washington was largely focused on the new administration’s South Asia
priorities, the US State Department did warn Serbia about potential sanctions under CAATSA
(Countering America’s Adversaries) for buying Russian weapons (Jason Steinbaum, 2022). A
prime example is when US Deputy Assistant Secretary of State Hoyt Yee warned Serbia about
potential repercussions. It seemed that this warning has backfired since Serbia has been leaning

more and more towards Russia for reliance (Jason Steinbaum, 2022).

Serbia made tangible negotiation advances in 2017. Under EU auspices the fourth EU-Serbia
Stabilisation and Association Council (Nov 2017) reported that Serbia had opened 10 accession
chapters two of which have been provisionally closed (European Council, 2017). Chapter
openings in 2017 included industry, intellectual property, education, customs, and others, which
were opened in record pace, reflecting intensive dialogue between the two sides. The EU also
continued linking Serbia’s Kosovo dialogue progress to chapter openings (EWB, 2017). The
EU's 2017 engagement combined policy carrots (negotiations and funds) with demands for

media freedom and fair elections.

Russia’s influence remained significant but static in 2017. Serbia continued normalizing arms
imports from Russia (Jason Steinbaum, 2022). Talks and speculations in Serbia joining the
Russian-led Eurasian Economic Union did not mature or advance at a satisfactory rate for them
to become a reality, although this missed opportunity for Serbia became a wakeup call for the
EU to try and intensify its approach (Yaroslav Lissovolik, 2017). This partnership extends as far
as the UN bodies, as since the declaration of independence from Kosovo in 2008, Russia has
vetoed or backed Serbian interests, thus creating a roadblock for any possible Western
interventions (Maja Zivanovic, 2019). Though Russia made no major new announcements in

2017, its steady defense cooperation and political support kept it as an ever-present actor.

In 2017 Chinese influence grew in infrastructure and investment. Construction in the Belgrade—
Budapest railway began in 2017 (Xinhua, 2017). The only event that broke the uneventfulness of
the year was the announcement of the visa free travel agreement between the two counties,
leading to 166.6% increase on Chinese arrivals in Serbia, which in the future could potentially

manifest as an increase of FDI (Sienna Parulis-Cook, 2018). However, no high-level state visit

88



occurred in 2017. China’s role continued as a source of loans and projects but was less publicly

visible than the EU’s trade or Russia’s legacy ties.

In 2017 the EU was the most impactful actor as Serbia opened far more accession chapters than
in prior years and benefited from increased EU funding through IPA, driving concrete reforms in
infrastructure and governance. Russia remained a key partner for energy and arms but introduced
no new major initiatives. China’s Belt and Road projects were progressing but still in early
stages, making them less threatening and competitive. The US maintained steady support but did

not significantly alter Serbia’s direction.

While Serbia maintained its balancing approach in 2017, the political dynamics of 2018 further
complicated foreign influence, especially as EU engagement was tested against increasingly

visible Chinese and Russian initiatives.

US-Serbia ties in 2018 were characterized by the US diplomatic push on the Kosovo issue and
continued sanction warnings against Russian arms trade. Potentially in retaliation, the US
decided to support Kosovo in building their own army, an idea that was previously rejected by
US and EU in 2017 (Todd Carney, 2020). The Trump administration assigned Special Envoy
Richard Grenell to mediate Serbia—Kosovo dialogue laying the groundwork for potential
negotiations in the future. This action can also be interpreted as the US trying to interfere in
Serbia’s domestic andforeign policies, as it would be a new player entering a game which was
previously dominated by the EU (Perparim Kryeziu, 2019). In 2018 there were no major official
US visits to Belgrade leading the US engagement largely through policy coordination on

regional security.

The EU intensified engagement in 2018. In May the EU-Western Balkans Sofia Summit
(Bulgarian presidency) reaffirmed Serbia’s EU membership path (European Council, 2018). The
Sofia Declaration and Connectivity Agenda pledged enhanced transport, energy and digital links
to Serbia, moreover, doubling the Erasmus exchange opportunities, which would serve to foster
the European idea to the youth and academics (European Council, 2018). Another major

achievement was the opening of four more chapters, chapter 12 on fisheries, 17 on economic and
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monetary policies, 18 on statistics and 33 on financial budgetary (European Commission, n.d.).
On the other hand, the EU would marginally increase the funds Serbia would receive from IPA
(EU u Srbiji, n.d.). However, EU enlargement fatigue came about, which could be detrimental to

the already achieved negotiations as many major rule-of-law chapters remained pending.

2018 was one of the most underwhelming years that Russia had in Serbia. In a gesture to show
power and dominance in the region, Serbia received 6 Mig-29 jet fighters and a promise of 30
battle tanks. This represented an action that is stipulated to trigger the NATO and Western allies
of a potential Russian military buildup in Serbia, something that could destabilize the region
(Aljazeera, 2018). No major high visits happened, thus concluding the year, with Russian

provocations.

Unlike Russia, China saw a big increase in its impact in Serbia during the 2018. Beyond the
ongoing BRI projects, China managed to sign up for another major contract in regard to a tire
factory, totaling around $1 billion, positioning China as the largest greenfield investor (Stefan
Vladisavljev, 2021). Continuing this trend Serbia also bought modern Chinese missile systems,
despite warnings and concerns from the West (Dusan Stojanovic & The Associated Press, 2020).
Moreover, an influx of Chinese culture started entering the country, following last year's visa
free agreement, this came in the form of 35 universities being opened in Novi Sad (Xinhua,
2018).

China’s influence was very strong in 2018 due to major infrastructure projects. The EU
continued its political engagement (summits, funding, chapters), but many reforms lagged.
Russia retained influence via arms deliveries and diplomatic backing. However, none of these
moved Serbia’s needle as visibly as the Chinese projects did. Hence China was arguably the

most impactful actor in Serbia for 2018.
Building on previous years’ geopolitical competition, 2019 would see the strategic significance

of Serbia deepen as global actors accelerated their presence through economic projects,

diplomatic visits, and symbolic gestures.
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In 2019 US attention focused on the legacy of the Serbia—Kosovo dialogue and Serbia’s ties with
Russia. Special Envoy Grenell intensified Kosovo talks, urging them to remove the 100% goods
tariff and advocating for restarting talks. On the other hand, Serbia was being pressured to
recognize Kosovo. Although this heavy-handed style sparked controversy, as expected, Grenell’s
efforts did not yield an agreement. (RFE/RL’s Balkan Service, 2019). Importantly, US pressure
on Serbia’s arms purchases persisted as in 2019 the US Congress passed a defense bill requiring
Serbia to stop the purchase of the S-400 missile system or face sanctions under CAATSA
(Military Watch Magazine, 2023b). Otherwise, bilateral cooperation in the areas of training and

counter-narcotics remained stable.

Serbia opened additional negotiation chapters, reaching 18 chapters opened by the end of the
year, including with the two new chapters being, chapter 9 on financial services and chapter 4 on
free movement of capital, further integrating the European norms into their society (European
Commission, n.d.). The European Commission reiterated Serbia’s “EU perspective” but also
flagged deficits such as media freedom (European Commission, 2019a) and judiciary (European
Commission, 2019b) in its 2019 Progress Report. However, Ukraine’s influence in EU policy
was rising, making EU capitals pressure Serbia regarding Russia, making accession hurdles

clearer, an action that has the possibility of being a double-edged sword.

Russia sought to rekindle strategic ties in 2019. In July 2019 President Putin visited Belgrade for
the first time in six years with an entourage of a large delegation. He and President Vuci¢
declared a “no limits” friendship and signed accords on economics, energy, and military
cooperation (BBC, 2019). Russia and Serbia notably signed the intergovernmental agreement on
the Centre for Nuclear Science and Technology (World Nuclear Association, 2024). Gazprom
invested in Serbia’s petroleum sector, and Serbs approved leasing two Adriatic gas fields to
Russia’s Gazprom as well as leasing the country's only storage facility, an action that would
place Serbia in a position of paramount reliance (Brendan A’Hearn, 2022). The 2019 Putin visit
amid EU rapprochement efforts further underscored Russia’s enduring sway in Serbia’s foreign

relations.
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China’s economic role grew steadily in 2019. The most visible project was the continuing work
on the Belgrade-Budapest rail: Chinese teams completed the major earthworks on the Belgrade-
Novi Sad section and were preparing for the Novi Sad-Subotica leg, a contract reaching 943
million EUR (RailWay Pro, 2018). In February 2019 Serbia became the first country in Europe
to sign an agreement of receiving vaccines to vaccinate its people with China's Sinopharm
COVID-19 vaccine (RFE/RL, 2021). This can be understood as a way of showing the deep
cooperation between the two countries, or a way of currying favor with China for further
economic cooperation. By end-2019, China was a steady source of trade and investment
reaching a total of 20% FDI in Serbia (Igor Rogelja, 2021).

Russia took a strong stance in 2019 by reinvigorating the partnership of Putin’s visit and nuclear
accord. However, this did not immediately improve Serbia’s economy. The EU’s engagement
was consistent, but its influence on Serbia’s strategic choices (especially on Kosovo) was still
constrained. The U.S. influence came via pressure over Russia ties but produced limited changes.
China’s quieter projects (railways and vaccines) were important but largely invisible to the
average Serbian. Arguably, 2019’s single most geopolitically significant event was Putin’s visit,
giving Russia slight primacy. Yet in terms of broader impact on Serbia’s policies, the EU’s and

China’s sustained programs meant influence remained diffuse.

The onset of the COVID-19 pandemic in early 2020 marked a turning point in Serbia’s foreign
relations, with public health diplomacy becoming a primary vector of influence and shaping

perceptions of external actors.

In an attempt to rebalance the American influence with that of Russia, it would seem that the US
went beyond what it had done in previous years. In this context, the United States European
Command (EUCOM) engaged in military cooperation with the Serbian Ministry of Defense, and
further extended to humanitarian assistance, as COVID was on the rise (US Embassy in
Belgrade, 2020). In a visit in Washington D.C. Secretary of State Mike Pompeo met with
President Aleksandar Vucic, where he iterated the US support for Serbia’s EU goals, and talked

about the normalization negotiations with Kosovo which represented a sensitive topic from the

92



failure of the previous years (Office of the Spokesperson, 2020). Economically, Serbia received

approximately $31 million as COVID funding (Bureau of European and Eurasian Affairs, 2021).

The EU’s engagement in 2020 was shaped by the pandemic and preparation for the Zagreb
Summit, which was held through a video call where once again, the EU would reaffirm support
for the Western Balkan region (and by extension Serbia), making promises of economic funds, of
which Serbia would receive 93 million EUR (Delegation of the European Union to Serbia,
2021). It would be the first time that Serbia did not open any chapters during a year, which
would undoubtedly put the European influence in the back seat of any conversation.
Economically, EU trade with Serbia dipped due to the pandemic, and Brussels warned that
accession could not come at the price of betraying EU sanctions (Ljiljana Pejin Stokic, 2020) that
served to only damage the already fragile relationship.

In 2020 Russia’s influence was tested by the new global context. Russia sent limited pandemic
aid to Serbia comprising medical equipment and expert advice (Elena Teslova, 2020). However,
the pandemic did not stop the Russian arms trade as Serbia received the Russian made Pantsir S1
air defence systems, again without heeding the US critics (RFE/RL’s Balkan Service, 2020).
This is to show that Russia exerts more control in Serbia than would be otherwise visible to the
international community. With no official visits and no rising tension between the two partners,

Russia retained its top position as a military ally.

China was highly visible in 2020, mainly due to the pandemic. Maturing in the form of bilateral
ties, ranging from economic to research related (for COVID), and in the words of Yang Jiechi,
Member of the Political Bureau and Director of the Office of the Foreign Affairs Commission of
the CPC Central Committee in Belgrade, this cooperation had reached unprecedented high levels
of cooperation and friendship (Embassy of the People’s Republic of China in Switzerland, 2020)
. In order to diversify its military arsenal, Serbia also ordered Chengdu Pterodactyl-1 drones,
incrementally increasing its reliance on Chinese goods (Dusan Stojanovic, 2022.

In 2020 EU’s role stood out most due to pandemic cooperation and contributions. EU delivery of

medical aid was crucial in Serbia’s early COVID response, whereas China struggled to send aid
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quickly and Russia played a minor role. The Russian and Chinese contributions were important
but less visible to the public than the EU's active participation. Hence the EU was arguably the

most impactful foreign actor for Serbia in 2020.

As Serbia emerged from the immediate crisis of the pandemic, 2021 witnessed a reassertion of
political alignment strategies, as well as sustained infrastructure cooperation and digital

diplomacy from key partners.

2021 is the year where Serbia breaks the trend of military cooperation with the US. A statement
was issued by late 2020 that Serbia would not join any military cooperation during 2021, but
many believed that Serbia would not follow through with it, correctly so, as that would impact
Russia too (Sofija Popovi¢, 2020). On the other hand, US-Serbia economic partnership grew

significantly, encompassing infrastructure, technology and agriculture (Antony J. Blinken, 2022).

EU-Serbia engagement continued steadily. The Western Balkan Summit 2021 was held once
again online due to the pandemic, though progress was also made, regarding the regional
connectivity to the European idea and presenting additional efforts towards economic progress to
rekindle the economy (European Investment Bank, 2021b). The summit provided 1.7 billion
EUR to the Western Balkans through EIB (European Investment Bank), of which Serbia would
get 200 million EUR (European Investment Bank, 2021a). Surprisingly, this year, Serbia opened
four new chapters, chapter 14 on Transport policy, chapter 15 on Energy, chapter 21 on Trans-
European networks, and chapter 27 on Environment and climate change (European Commission,

n.d.), pushing the number to 22 opened chapters out of 35, with two provisionally closed.

Through coincidence or intent, Serbia joined a military exercise by the late 2021, of which it had
previously iterated that it would not do so. It joined the Russian-led Slavic Shield 2021 exercise
(Ministry of defence Republic of Serbia, 2021), an action that disappointed the West, but put
Serbia in Russia's good graces once again. This would become evident as the trade exchange
would amount to $2.803 billion in exports and $977 million in imports (Republic of Serbia

Ministry of Foreign Affairs, n.d.-b). No high-level bilateral visits happened this year.
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With the agreement signed all the way back in 2019, by the early 2021, Serbia began operating
Chinese Sinovac and Pfizer vaccines (from EU), which was the last push towards combating the
pandemic (RFE/RL, 2021). Projects under the BRI initiative have reached their climax as the
total amount invested goes up to $10.3 billion in total, serving as the leading framework of
spreading the Chinese influence in Serbia (Branislav Stanicek & Simona Tarpova, 2022). If
nothing more than a sign of respect and cooperation, China's Foreign Minister Wang Yi visited

Serbia on a return visit (Karolina Hermann, 2024).

China and the EU were both very active in 2021. The EU kept pushing accession chapters and
funneled recovery aid, while China solidified infrastructure projects and vaccine availability. If
one actor stands out, it is China, because Serbia’s early access to Chinese vaccines and rapid

progress on major rail works had an immediate impact on public life.

The geopolitical fallout from Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in 2022 significantly reshaped
Serbia’s foreign policy landscape, intensifying its balancing efforts while testing its strategic
commitments to both East and West.

The Russia—Ukraine war, starting from February 2022, has dominated US’s policy in the
Balkans. Washington intensified pressure on Serbia to align with its Western partners, in
sanctions and forming a unified front against Russia (Sasa Dragojlo, 2022). In an attempt to stop
further cooperation with Russia, the US threatened to stop giving loans, totalling to $1 billion
dollars (US Department of State, 2022). Throughout 2022 the US alternated between quiet
diplomacy and public pressure, for example, the US Ambassador raised the S-300/ S-400 issue in
Belgrade and hinted at sanctions if Serbia accepted more Russian arms (Military Watch
Magazine, 2023a), leading to Serbia avoiding direct confrontation and seeking other

opportunities in the future.

In 2022 the EU faced a strenuous diplomatic challenge with Serbia as EU officials repeatedly
stated that Serbia’s EU accession will be slowed if it does not fall in line with EU foreign policy,
such as joining sanctions against Russia (EWB, 2022b). On an analysis of the 2022 country
report on Serbia, the EWB (2022a) states that Serbian alignment with EU sanctions against
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Russia is a gesture of goodwill towards the membership prospects, but it would seem that since
the starting of the war the Serbian alignment with EU has dropped to 45% in 2022 from 64% in
2021, which worried the High Representative. The Western Balkans summit in Tirana,
reaffirmed Serbia’s European future in principle (European Council, 2022), but Serbia’s actual

integration tracks stalled, as it did not manage to open any new chapters this year.

2022 pushed Russia’s role into a precarious position since Serbia repeatedly condemned Russia’s
invasion of Ukraine in United Nations votes but simultaneously refused to join any sanctions
(Milica Stojanovic, 2022), excusing this action as unbecoming of their long-lasting friendship
and doing so it would only hurt Serbia more in the long run. This diplomatic balancing act
underscored Russia’s pull as strong pro-Russian sentiment (due to Slavic and Orthodox ties)
meant Serbian leaders could not fully ostracize Russia without domestic backlash (Reuters,
2024a). Economically, Serbia continued to buy Russian gas and oil, with Gazprom supplying

Serbia through a new deal that would last for the next three years (Valentina Bajic, 2025).

Seeing the need to arm themselves but also wanting to circumvent the Western sanctions, Serbia
has turned once again to China whereby Serbia publicly displayed its Chinese FK-3 air-defense
missile alongside Western and Russian weaponry. This development came with the added bonus
of being the first country in Europe to operate the Chinese systems, further stabilizing the
Chinese hold on Serbia (Enoch Wong, 2025). Trade with China remained robust and steady as it
reached heights of $6.15 billion, one of the highest recorded, although China would still remain
the second most important partner behind the EU (Republic of Serbia Ministry of Foreign
Affairs, n.d.-a). President Xi welcomed President Vuéi¢ to China for the opening ceremony of
the Winter Olympics, where they talked about BRI projects, energy and mutual assistance and
support for any unforeseen circumstances (Ministry of Foreign Affairs the People’s Republic of
China, 2022) .

The 2022 Russian invasion was by far the year’s defining event. It forced Serbia to clarify

alliances. In the end, Russia arguably had the greatest impact on Serbia that year as the invasion

compelled Serbia to navigate between its Russian ties and Western obligations, dominating all
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diplomatic choices. The EU and U.S. applied pressure, but Serbia’s decisions in 2022 showed

that Russia’s long standing influence remained the most consequential factor.

In the aftermath of the Ukraine war's escalation, Serbia's foreign engagements in 2023 reflected
mounting pressure from the EU and the US to align with Western norms—while China and

Russia continued to court Belgrade with diplomatic symbolism and economic overtures.

In 2023 US policy toward Serbia continued to be shaped by the Ukraine war fallout. Washington
maintained their stance from last year that Serbia’s future in the EU depended on aligning with
Western sanctions on Russia (Marko Protic & Jovana Djurovic, 2023). After a two-year long
period of not conducting any military cooperation with US, the partnership returned (Ministry of
Defence Republic of Serbia, 2023). It could potentially be as a means to rebalance the rivalry
between US and Russia, as Russia was becoming more and more dominant, or because of the
recent stringed demands that US had made on Serbia. One such demand was when the US
alarmingly demanded that Serbia pull back the military deployment alongside the Kosovo border
(RFE/RL’s Balkan Service, 2023), after the May controversy. Most importantly, in the rumored
Pentagon Leaks, Serbia had agreed to provide an arms deal to Ukraine where the US might have

reached a consensus with Belgrade for such an event to happen (Giorgio Cafiero, 2023).

The EU’s posture in 2023 was stern. Serbia’s continued non-alignment on Ukraine kept it off key
initiatives, where the EU tried repeatedly to convince Serbia at several meetings that it must
align with common foreign policy to advance its path towards European accession (Valentina
Dimitrievska, 2023). In another attempt to try and lure Serbia, Brussels gave grants and
incentives regarding the energy market in Serbia. This development would affect families and
small business, trying to penetrate the European ideology to the general population. All this
would come to a sum of 165 million EUR (Polish presidency and Council of the European
Union, 2023).

In 2023 Russia’s influence faced a recalibration. With the war raging, Belgrade affirmed
repeatedly that it respected the territorial integrity of Ukraine (Reuters, 2024a), a subtle critique
and disillusionment with Moscow. Russia would hold another military exercise, the Union Shield
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2023, but Serbia would hold its ground by not participating (Dr Ernest Reid, 2024), which would
lead to Russia seeing the Serbian arms trade with Ukraine with even more concern. The Serbian
military not joining the Russian exercise was a sentiment that many Serbian nationals did not
share, as Russia would manage to persuade them to fill their army ranks (Pjotr Sauer, 2023), an
action that this time was seen with concern by the international community. However, this
potential superficial animosity would not hurt their economic relationship, as the trade volume
would exceed $2 billion in 2023, an increase of almost $1 billion from the previous year (Dmitry
Patrushev, 2024; OEC, 2023).

In 2023 China’s footprint remained substantial, and perhaps relatively uncontroversial. As in
2023 15 new Chinese state-owned companies were established in Serbia, signing 13 agreements
for approximately $510 million (Slobodan Trivi¢, 2024). It is interesting that China decided to
invest in an already functional automotive industry, rather than opening one of their own (Stefan
Vladisavljev, 2023). This could be a possibility of retaliation of Serbian locals that complained
of environmental pollution back in 2021 (Andrew Higgins, 2021). Nonetheless, trade continued
by reaching $1.42 billion in exports to China and $2.7 billion on imports to Serbia (UN
Comtrade Database, n.d.). The culmination of the year came when the Free Trade Agreement
was signed between Serbia and China, with the understanding of further cooperation and BRI

projects to be implemented in the future (Republic of Serbia Ministry of Foreign Affairs, n.d.-a).

In 2023 China and the EU were the major players. China solidified multi-billion projects with
minimal controversy. The EU maintained its conditional leverage, but Serbia’s non-alignment
limited any breakthrough. The year’s biggest foreign events for Serbia were its refusal to
sanction Russia, but China’s steady engagement was by far the most tangible external influence.
Therefore, China emerged as the most impactful actor in Serbia for 2023, as its investments and
technology projects directly affected Serbia’s economy while diplomatic pressure from other

actors mostly collided with Serbia’s strategic planning.

As the decade approached its close, 2024 became a pivotal year in Serbia’s foreign affairs,
marked by both continuity in strategic partnerships and increased scrutiny from EU actors

regarding political reforms and normative alignment.
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In early 2024 U.S. policy continued pressing Serbia on Ukraine. The US Secretary of State
Anthony Blinken raised the issue with President Vucié, urging Serbia to join sanctions (VOA,
2024). Additionally, with US encouragement, Ukrainian officials visited Serbia. The entourage
consisted of Foreign Minister Dmytro Kuleba and the First Lady Olena Zelenska (Reuters,
2024b). This not only served to position the US as a facilitator but also to foster the possibility of
bringing together unlikely allies. Military cooperation between the two countries continued, as
Serbia showed commitment to strengthen the partnership (The Government of the Republic of
Serbia, 2024). Continuing with this momentum, by late December the US gave a stern warning
of sanctioning the main oil and gas company operating in Serbia due to Russian ownership
(Euronews, 2024) since Gazprom and its subsidiary Gazprom Neft own 6.5% and 50%
respectively at NIS (Nafta Industrija Srbije). In a fast response Vuci¢ said that they would look at

possibilities to reduce the shares that Gazprom has at NIS (Euronews, 2024).

In 2024 the EU continued to be the benchmark for Serbia’s foreign policy. European officials
kept up conditionality, reiterating that Serbia must meet all commitments to further advance in
the EU accession process. This came at a critical moment as Serbia had made little progress from
previous years, even going backwards, tightening its hold on the media and independent
institutions, leaning more and more towards authoritarianism. A big blow came when the 2024
elections were considered as corrupt (Richard Youngs et al., 2024). Nevertheless, this did not
impede the economic cooperation as they signed a MoU (Memorandum of Understanding) on
sustainable raw materials, battery value and electric vehicles (European Commission, 2024).
Furthermore, Serbia would receive a total of 494 million EUR in investment for projects
regarding green economy transitions from the EBRD (European Bank for Reconstruction and
Development) (Jelena Pajic, 2025). Despite these gestures, Serbia’s candidacy is still frozen in

practice by Serbia’s ties to Russia.

In 2024 Russia’s role was once again at the forefront of Serbia’s foreign relations debate.
Bilateral relations would keep straining between the two partners given that Serbia decided to
attend an EU meeting over the 16" BRICS Summit held in Kazan (Ivona Ladevac, 2024a). The
three-year contract with Gazprom would be ending this year, and with the threat of US sanctions
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over NIS due to Russian majority ownership, Serbia sought other alternatives, such as Hungary
(Ivona Ladevac, 2024a). This would further shake the relationship between Serbia and Russia
since Russia's hold on Serbian politics was starting to slip. This was becoming more apparent as
no military cooperation was held, with the opening of the Serbian Embassy in Ukraine after its

temporary closure in 2022 being a potential cause in this regard (InterFax Ukraine, 2024).

China’s influence surged again in 2024 as President Xi Jinping made his second official state
visit to Serbia, filed under the Belt and Road framework. Xi and Vuci¢ celebrated the 75th
anniversary of diplomatic ties, declared a “China-Serbia community with a shared future” and
upgraded the relationship to a comprehensive strategic partnership confirming all previous
agreements (Ivona Ladevac, 2024b). Even though the FTA (Free Trade Agreement) was signed
in 2023, it came into effect in 2024, making Serbia the first European country, as President Xi
named it, to build a “community of common destiny” (Ivona Ladevac, 2024b). Furthermore, this
event saw an increase by 71% of Chinese tourists from the previous year, amounting to
approximately 150,000 tourists, thus reflecting the increasing ties between the two countries
(Ivona Ladevac, 2024b).

In 2024 China once again stood out as the most impactful actor. Xi’s state visit and the flurry of
infrastructure and investment deals dwarfed other actors’ initiatives. The US engagement
indicated growing Western outreach, but it was secondary to China’s commitments. The EU
remained Serbia’s formal partner but wielded less influence due to Serbia’s Russia stance.
Russia, despite being Serbia’s traditional ally, played a more background role in 2024. Thus,
China’s comprehensive push through projects and diplomatic support had the most tangible
effect on Serbia’s trajectory in 2024.

Summary

Across 2014-2024, all four actors have been significant but in different ways each year. The
European Union was consistently a major influence through its enlargement policy and financial
aid whilst Serbia’s main foreign policy goal (i.e. EU membership) anchored its relations with all

others. Russia maintained a stable influence via energy, arms sales, and cultural ties, peaking in
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years with major strategic events such as Putin’s 2019 visit and the 2022 war. China
progressively increased its impact through megaprojects and economic ties, especially in recent
years (2016 Xi visit, 2018-20 Belt and Road projects, 2024 Xi visit). The United States played a
facilitative and normative role, strongest when global crises brought US engagement back to the

region, but otherwise less dominant than the EU or China.

Throughout the 2014-2024 period, the European Union emerged as the most influential and
consistently impactful foreign actor in Serbia, primarily due to its structural leverage, normative
authority, and long-term institutional engagement. Unlike other external powers whose
involvement was often episodic or transactional, the EU provided a sustained framework for
Serbia’s political, legal, and economic transformation through the accession process. The
opening of 22 negotiation chapters and the steady flow of Instrument for Pre-Accession
Assistance (IPA) funds totaling over 1.5 billion EUR reinforced Brussels' capacity to shape
domestic governance reforms, infrastructure development, public administration, and judicial
modernization. Even during periods of geopolitical tension such as Serbia’s neutrality over the
Ukraine conflict, the EU maintained dialogue and economic engagement, underscoring its
irreplaceable role as both Serbia’s largest trading partner and its ultimate strategic orientation. Its
influence was not merely material or symbolic, but institutionalized within Serbia’s legal
commitments and governance structures, making the EU the most successful external actor over

the course of the decade.
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Conclusion

This thesis examines how external powers especially the EU, US, Russia and China have exerted
influence in the Western Balkans from 2014 to 2024, using a comparative case study of Albania
and Serbia. It applies the three major IR paradigms (realism, liberalism, constructivism) to
explain each country’s foreign-policy choices. Through a parallel chronological analysis, the
study shows that both states remain formally committed to Euro-Atlantic integration, but their
trajectories have diverged under geopolitical pressures. Realist factors through the balance of
power and security interests help explain Serbia’s continued partnership with Russia and China,
while liberal factors (EU/NATO conditionality, economic incentives, domestic reforms) better
account for Albania’s consistent westward orientation. Constructivist insights such as the role of
identity, norms and historical narratives, further clarify the respective differences between these
two countries (for example, Serbia’s attachment to its Yugoslav nonaligned legacy versus

Albania’s post-communist democratic aspirations).

Empirically, the two cases exhibit contrasting patterns of alignment and influence. Albania has
become one of the region’s most enthusiastic EU proponents as it earned EU candidate status in
2014 and in recent years zealously pursued accession chapters, judicial reform, and closer ties
with the United States and NATO. Public opinion in Albania is among the strongest in favor of
EU membership and much higher than in Serbia (Angelica Vascotto, 2024a). The Albanian
leadership has firmly distanced itself from Moscow (consistently condemning Russia’s actions in

Ukraine and enforcing sanctions) and welcomes Western investment and governance models.

By contrast, Serbia has pursued a multi-vector foreign policy in which realistic power
calculations and identity-based affinities outweigh liberal integration incentives. Serbia has been
an EU candidate since 2012, but its accession progress has stalled amid domestic rule-of-law
challenges and the unresolved Kosovo issue (Klaus Wolfer, 2024). At the same time, Belgrade
has preserved its traditional strategic partnerships with Russia through the shared Orthodox faith,
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Slavic ties and historical “pan Slavism” (Angelica Vascotto, 2024b), as well as with rising
powers like China. High-level contacts with China have accelerated (annual summits and major
Belt-and-Road investments), reflecting a calculated diversification of Serbia’s external ties.
Serbia’s official stance on the 2022 Ukraine war —whereby supporting Ukraine’s territorial
integrity rhetorically but refusing to sanction Russia — illustrates this balancing act (Klaus
Wolfer, 2023). In effect, Serbia remains at a critical political crossroads facing a decision
whether to fully engage and adopt EU standards or to stand on the fence and deepen ties with
non-Western powers (Mikael Weissmann, 2023). Notably, even as Serbia’s public opinion
strongly sympathizes with Russia, its government under President Vuci¢ has simultaneously
strengthened relations with the United States and with the EU in areas of economic
interdependence. In short, Albania’s trajectory has been dominantly liberal-institutional
(EU/NATO-oriented), whereas Serbia’s has combined realist balancing with selective liberal

engagement.

The mechanisms of influence also differ between these two countries. The EU leverages
accession conditionality, provides grants, and carries out rule-of-law programs to pull
governments toward European norms, an approach that has resonated more strongly in Tirana
than in Belgrade. By contrast, Russia projects power in Serbia through cultural affinity, and soft
power such as information influence and nationalist narratives. China’s influence in both
countries has been primarily economic, through financing infrastructure and industry, but
scholarship shows that Chinese investment, even if substantial in Serbia, has not fundamentally

altered the region’s economic role in Europe (Liridon Lika, 2021).

Despite these external pressures, a broad commitment to Euro-Atlantic institutions persists on
both sides. For example, Turkey and Saudi Arabia have expanded their soft-power activities in
the region, but “European leadership is accepted and continues to be wanted” by Balkan elites
(Liridon Lika, 2021). Thus, even as new partnerships have arisen, Western integration remains a
declared strategic priority. The study’s findings highlight that Albanian elites have been
especially pro-Western, whereas Serbia’s elites have increasingly drifted away from unified EU

foreign policy: for instance, Serbia’s alignment with EU foreign policy declarations fell to only
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47% in 2024 (from 66% in 2015) while its cooperation with Russia and China rose (Nemanja
Dzuverovi¢, 2025).

The divergent trajectories of Albania and Serbia have clear implications for European and
regional policy. First, the durability of Albanian-Western alignment suggests that EU/NATO
enlargement can proceed on a broadly positive footing with Albania, but only if the EU
credentials remain credible. Prolonged uncertainty or frustration (as often afflicts Serbia’s
accession talks) risks alienating populations. As FEPS analysts note, lengthy and opaque
accession processes “can be perceived with frustration by local populations”, creating space for
rival powers to exploit dissatisfaction (Angelica Vascotto, 2024c). By contrast, Serbia’s strategy
of engaging multiple great powers undercuts the EU’s leverage: the thesis shows that Belgrade’s
non-alignment allows it to extract concessions from all sides, but it also leaves the country
vulnerable to geopolitical pressure and societal division. In particular, the analysis warns that
“time-consuming (EU) frameworks and pro-Russian alignments represent risks for the EU’s

influence,” since Russia (and others) are ready to offer rapid economic aid with fewer demands.

In practical terms, the research recommends that Western policymakers reaffirm a credible
enlargement agenda. Aligning with recent policy analyses, the thesis argues that the EU must
“speak with one voice” in the region and deliver tangible progress on membership steps (Dr.
Arlinda Rrustemi et al., 2019). Concrete measures such as opening further accession chapters for
Albania (and for Serbia if reforms are forthcoming) would signal that integration is still
attainable. Simultaneously, Brussels and Washington should monitor Balkan governments’
foreign policy orientations where those displaying misleading behaviors such as undermining
sanctions or rule-of-law should be called out or conditioned accordingly.

In sum, this thesis contributes to IR scholarship by comparatively applying realism, liberalism,
and to some degree constructivism in order to display how great-power contests have played out
differently in two neighboring states. Empirically, it documents a growing East-West divide in
the Western Balkans over the last decade, with Albania firmly in the Western camp and Serbia
hedging with multiple partners. The results underscore that Albania’s strong Western orientation,

supported by normative EU appeals, is not mirrored in Serbia’s more transactional approach. The
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policy takeaway is that EU enlargement and regional stability are mutually reinforcing.
Sustaining Albania’s Western course and incentivizing Serbia’s convergence require credible
commitments by the EU (and its allies) and vigilance against competing influence. This
comprehensive analysis thus offers both deeper academic insight into Balkan geopolitics and

concrete guidance for policymakers on managing external influences in a delicate region.
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