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US FOREIGN POLICY IN THE BALKANS
NEW CHAPTER

When Joseph Biden defeated Donald Trump in the 2020 US presidential elections, the 
Balkan countries were not neutral on that race. Serbian President Aleksandar Vučić made 
a failed bet on Trump, hoping that under Trump, he will get a less painful settlement of 
the Kosovo dispute and an opportunity to finally make Belgrade a partner of Washington, 
after several decades. Vučić still congratulated Biden for his win alongside several other 
Balkan leaders who were probably happier about Biden’s win than him. US foreign policy 
towards the Balkans under Trump has been marked by transactional logic and disdain 
towards the European Union, best symbolised in the economic normalisation agreement 
between Belgrade and Priština brokered in September 2020 by Trump. 

Many policy hands, including Nicholas Burns, former US diplomat and one of Biden’s  
advisors, now expect that Biden will display US leadership in the region while cooperating 
closely with the European Union. The US foreign policy will have to deal with three sets 
of challenges: the unresolved Kosovo dispute, democratic backsliding in the region,  
and the presence of non-Western powers like Russia and China. While US power is a 
necessary element in resolving these challenges, the Biden administration will not be 
able to offer quick fixes.

The Unresolved Kosovo Dispute

The issue of Kosovo continues to be the chapter that the US has not closed yet. The 
US left the responsibility for the Kosovo dispute to the European Union that mediates  
a dialogue on the normalisation of relations between Belgrade and Priština since 2011. 
The US mostly backed this process on the sidelines, which Biden pronounced during 
his days as Obama’s Vice-President when he was the point man for the Balkans and 
Kosovo issue. Indeed, in 2009 Biden was the first senior US official to visit Serbia in 
a quarter-century. Biden affirmed US support for the dialogue in 2016 when he visited 
Serbia and Kosovo. 

The European efforts to resolve the biggest Balkan dispute have faltered around 2018. 
US President Donald Trump searched for a foreign policy win for his failed reelection bid 
and decided to act on the Kosovo dispute via his envoy Richard Grenell. Trump’s policies 
were without continuity and whimsical, producing no outcome. The US first backed  
and then gave up on the idea of a land swap between Serbia and Kosovo. In March 2020, 
the US encouraged a no-confidence vote against the Kosovo government over its refusal 
to lift 100 per cent tariffs unilaterally imposed on Serbia.  The mentioned economic  
normalisation agreement also failed to resolve the dispute but brought confusion about 
the total lack of strategic clarity.

https://www.cnbc.com/2020/12/14/election-results-biden-electoral-votes.html
https://www.euronews.com/2020/11/23/belgrade-s-biden-conundrum-how-us-serbian-relations-will-shape-up-post-trump-view
https://www.euronews.com/2020/11/23/belgrade-s-biden-conundrum-how-us-serbian-relations-will-shape-up-post-trump-view
https://www.aa.com.tr/en/europe/balkan-country-leaders-hail-bidens-us-election-victory/2036683
https://balkaninsight.com/2020/09/04/kosovo-and-serbia-sign-historic-deal-under-trumps-auspices/
https://balkaninsight.com/2020/09/04/kosovo-and-serbia-sign-historic-deal-under-trumps-auspices/
https://www.belfercenter.org/publication/biden-administration-will-return-long-game-balkans
https://eeas.europa.eu/diplomatic-network/eu-facilitated-dialogue-belgrade-pristina-relations_en
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-usa-serbia-biden-idUSTRE54J1S620090520
https://balkaninsight.com/2016/08/15/biden-s-visit-pushes-forward-serbia-kosovo-relations-08-12-2016/
https://www.intellinews.com/serbia-kosovo-summit-cancelled-163269/
https://www.aljazeera.com/opinions/2020/3/4/trump-is-looking-for-a-foreign-policy-coup-in-the-balkans
https://rs.n1info.com/english/news/a531556-trump-appoints-us-ambassador-to-germany-as-special-envoy-for-serbia-kosovo-talks/
https://balkaninsight.com/2020/07/15/trump-ex-adviser-bolton-laments-lost-opportunity-on-kosovo/
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/mar/26/kosovo-government-falls-in-vote-of-no-confidence
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Some believe that Biden will be able to succeed where Trump failed. Biden already has 
met Serbian leaders several times, while in Kosovo, Biden has strong popularity because 
of his pro-interventionist stance against Slobodan Milošević’s regime in the 1990s. In 
Kosovo, there is even a street specially named after Biden’s late son, Beau. In a letter 
sent to Serbian and Kosovo leaders in February 2021, Biden urged for a solution based 
on “mutual recognition.” Biden is evidently passionate about resolving this dispute. 

Democratic Backsliding

Another challenge for Biden will be the decline in already fragile democracy in the  
Balkans. In a geopolitical environment in which the US was not invested in the  
Balkans, and the European Union, unable to enlarge, preferred to maintain stability,  
local elites in the region used this opportunity to degrade the weak democracy and  
consolidate their grip over their respective countries. The West was willing to tolerate 
these illiberal tendencies as long as the local regimes contributed to regional stability, 
prompting some specialists to call this phenomenon “stabilitocracy”. 

Some Balkan strongmen lost power. The Prime Minister of North Macedonia,  
Nikola Gruveski, fled to Hungary in 2018 after ten years of rule (2006-2016) marked  
by corruption and misuse of intelligence services. In Montenegro, in the 2020  
parliamentary elections, the Democratic Party of Socialists of Montenegro, led by  
Milo Đukanović, lost after being in power for thirty years (75 years considering that the 
ruling party is a successor to the Yugoslav Communist Party). However, Đukanović  
remains the President of Montenegro. These countries are still far from being mature 
democracies.

Since 2012, the region’s most strategically consequential country, Serbia, has been ruled 
by the Serbian Progressive Party, led by Aleksandar Vučić and his coalition partners. 
This ruling coalition has been composed out of former associates of Serbian strongman 
Slobodan Milošević. The degree of dominance that Vučić and his allies have over  
Serbian institutions, media and intelligence services prompted Freedom House to  
classify Serbia (alongside Montenegro) as a hybrid regime. The draconian measures 
used to combat the COVID-19 pandemic in Serbia and the Balkans helped  
cement the extant democratic backsliding. After the opposition boycotted the last  
parliamentary elections in 2020, on the ground of unfair conditions, the ruling party  
has a two-thirds majority without opposition representatives. According to the surveys, 
half of the Serbian citizens believe there is no democracy in their country.

The Biden administration awakens optimism with some that these illiberal trends  
will no longer be tolerated. New US Secretary of State Anthony Blinken, at the end of 
March 2021, released State Department’s Human Rights Report for 2020. The report 
was not lenient on Serbia and the rest of Southeast Europe, with criticism levelled  
on media freedom and police brutality issues. The European Union is also waking up,  
as in the last European Parliament report on Serbia, the country was criticised for  
the rule of law, freedom of expression, unconvincing fight against corruption and  
organised crime.

https://balkaninsight.com/2020/10/20/joe-biden-woos-americas-bosnian-albanian-voters-before-polls/
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-kosovo-biden-street-idUSKCN10Q17X
https://www.voanews.com/usa/weighing-long-running-serbia-kosovo-dispute-biden-signals-interest-europe
https://foreignpolicy.com/2016/04/15/the-budding-autocrats-of-the-balkans-serbia-macedonia-montenegro/
https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/europpblog/2017/05/05/west-is-best-how-stabilitocracy-undermines-democracy-building-in-the-balkans/
https://www.politico.eu/article/montenegro-milo-dukanovic-defeat/
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-25808463
https://foreignpolicy.com/2018/03/09/how-aleksandar-vucic-became-europes-favorite-autocrat/
https://balkaninsight.com/2020/05/06/freedom-house-serbia-montenegro-hungary-no-longer-democracies/
https://ratiuforum.com/fear-drives-the-states-response-to-covid-19-in-southeast-europe-not-the-import-of-chinese-model/
https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/europpblog/2020/05/20/how-covid-19-is-deepening-democratic-backsliding-and-geopolitical-competition-in-the-western-balkans/
https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/europpblog/2020/05/20/how-covid-19-is-deepening-democratic-backsliding-and-geopolitical-competition-in-the-western-balkans/
https://europeanwesternbalkans.com/2020/06/22/serbian-parliament-left-without-clear-opposition-as-the-ruling-party-wins-partially-boycotted-elections/
https://europeanwesternbalkans.com/2020/06/22/serbian-parliament-left-without-clear-opposition-as-the-ruling-party-wins-partially-boycotted-elections/
https://bezbednost.org/en/publication/kosovo-what-do-citizens-know-think-and-feel/
https://www.state.gov/secretary-antony-j-blinken-on-release-of-the-2020-country-reports-on-human-rights-practices/
https://balkaninsight.com/2021/03/31/us-concerned-about-continuing-rights-violations-in-south-east-europe/
https://www.euractiv.com/section/politics/short_news/european-parliament-adopts-serbias-eu-progress-report/
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Russia and China

In recent years, the non-Western players have been filling the opening left in the Balkans 
by the West. This list includes Turkey, Israel, the UAE, and most notably Russia and  
China. Despite the limits of Russian influence in the Balkans, Moscow has been adept 
at capitalising on three instruments in the region: soft power, energy, and the unresolved 
Kosovo dispute. The last one is particularly effective at tying Serbia to Russia, which 
is why Belgrade has not fully severed ties with Moscow despite the cooling down  
in mutual ties in the past couple of years. The region’s energy dependence on Russia has 
also increased as Serbia and Bosnia and Herzegovina will be getting their gas via the 
TurkStream pipeline. And let us not forget COVID-19 vaccines. Russian made Sputnik V 
vaccine has found its way to Montenegro, North Macedonia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, 
and potentially Albania. Serbia even signed an agreement to start producing Sputnik V 
vaccines on Serbian soil. 

China is an even greater challenge as, unlike Russia, that solely acts as a spoiler power 
obstructing the West, China is a rising power offering a strategic vision of Eurasia 
led by China, with the Balkans being Beijing’s bridgehead towards Europe under the  
auspice of Belt and Road Initiative. In the past decade, Chinese firm invested $2.4 billion 
in Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Kosovo, Montenegro, North Macedonia and Serbia, 
alongside $6.8 billion in infrastructure loans. In Serbia, China is the third-largest foreign 
direct investor (6.61 per cent)  after the European Union (72.27 per cent) and Russia 
(11.21 per cent). In Montenegro, China owns 25 per cent of the country’s public debt. 
Beijing is supplying Belgrade with drones. The recent visit by Chinese Defence Minister 
Wei Fenghe to Greece, North Macedonia, Serbia and Hungary proves that China wants 
to expand its military ties with the region. On the vaccination front, China has been even 
more successful than Russia. However, China is also bringing highly questionable labour 
and environmental standards to the region. 

The US has already shown capable of pushing back against Russia and China, even  
under Trump. The Russian influence has rolled back as Montenegro joined NATO in 
2017 and North Macedonia in 2020. In 2017 and 2018, US diplomatic interventions 
helped resolve the political crisis in Albania and North Macedonia, showing that the 
US might can succeed where the slow bureaucratic policy of the European Union fails.  
On the China front, the White House agreement on economic normalisation brokered by 
Trump stipulates that Serbia and Kosovo will not allow 5G infrastructure from “untrusted  
vendors”, an apparent jab at the Chinese tech giant, Huawei. As a result, Serbia  
postponed the tender for the 5G spectrum. Trump’s administration also co-opted local 
nations to join its “Clean Network” initiative to eliminate China and Huawei from  
the global 5G infrastructure. The general mood is that Biden can finally close the doors 
for both Russia and China. 

https://nationalinterest.org/feature/how-the-balkans-were-won-turkish-foreign-policy-success-22771
https://www.middleeasteye.net/opinion/israel-discovers-europes-soft-underbelly-balkans
https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/europpblog/2018/07/11/the-uaes-presence-in-the-balkans/
https://www.the-american-interest.com/2018/07/26/serbs-are-not-little-russians/
https://warontherocks.com/2017/11/unexpected-regional-player-balkans-china/
https://carnegie.ru/commentary/80188
https://rusi.org/commentary/russia-and-serbia-partnership-past-its-prime
https://rusi.org/commentary/russia-and-serbia-partnership-past-its-prime
https://www.reuters.com/article/russia-turkey-gas-idUKL8N2JC08N
https://www.reuters.com/article/russia-turkey-gas-idUKL8N2JC08N
https://www.reuters.com/article/health-coronavirus-bosnia-vaccine-idUSL8N2LF368
https://www.reuters.com/article/health-coronavirus-bosnia-vaccine-idUSL8N2LF368
https://seenews.com/news/serbia-signs-agreement-with-russia-to-start-producing-sputnik-v-vaccine-735794
https://www.echo-wall.eu/plus-one/facing-china-challenge-balkans
https://www.iiss.org/publications/strategic-comments/2020/chinas-investments-in-the-western-balkans
https://cep.org.rs/en/publications/foreign-investments-in-serbia/
https://cep.org.rs/en/publications/foreign-investments-in-serbia/
https://thediplomat.com/2020/09/will-montenegros-new-government-bring-a-new-china-strategy/
https://rusi.org/commentary/chinese-drones-serbian-skies
https://www.globaltimes.cn/page/202103/1219579.shtml
https://www.globaltimes.cn/page/202103/1219579.shtml
https://cepa.org/chinese-vaccine-diplomacy-comes-to-serbia/
https://balkaninsight.com/2021/01/26/like-prisoners-chinese-workers-in-serbia-complain-of-exploitation/
https://balkaninsight.com/2021/01/28/its-time-to-act-on-air-pollution-in-the-balkans/
https://www.euronews.com/2017/06/05/montenegro-becomes-29th-nato-member
https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/news_174589.htm
https://balkaninsight.com/2017/05/15/us-high-diplomats-tries-to-end-albanian-crises-05-15-2017/
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-macedonia-nato-usa-idUSKBN1O31ZU
https://thediplomat.com/2020/09/in-serbia-chinas-digital-silk-road-might-be-in-trouble-very-soon/
https://www.slobodnaevropa.org/a/srbija-5g-mreza-sta-odlaze-uvodjenje/31024900.html
https://www.rferl.org/a/bulgaria-kosovo-north-macedonia-join-us-initiative-to-block-chinese-equipment-in-5g-network/30909512.html
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Not so Fast

It is too early for optimism, though. Biden administration cannot expect quick resolution 
of the Kosovo dispute, particularly if it involves Belgrade’s recognition. Any Serbian  
leader that recognises Kosovo will commit political suicide, particularly without face- 
-saving concessions for Serbian leadership. As Serbian political scientist, Miloš Dam-
janović wrote: “Vučić the master chess player’s willingness to deliver on some kind of 
deal on Kosovo will be conditioned on what sweeteners Serbia is offered”. The pressures 
to recognise Kosovo would be an even tougher sell, as Biden is highly unpopular in  
Serbia over his pro-interventionist stance from the 1990s. A reality not changed even 
after Biden, during his visit to Belgrade in 2016, offered condolences to the families of 
Serbs killed in the NATO intervention of 1999.

Any attempt to corner Serbia to recognise Kosovo will be an opening for Russia  
that awaits the opportunity to up the ante against the West in the region, given the latest 
tensions with the Biden administration. Biden’s letter calling for recognition is precisely 
the move that kills Serbian desire to compromise. What complicates matters further 
is that it is unknown how the Serbia opposition would behave on Kosovo if it were to 
win power. Liberal parts of the Serbia opposition are weak. Even if they were to come  
to power, they would have trouble compromising on Kosovo because of the potential 
domestic backlash from the nationalist structures. One should not forget that there is 
also a nationalist opposition that could potentially be even tougher than Vučić. 

The situation is also complicated with the Kosovo side, as the new government of  
Albin Kurti, just like Serbian counterparts, is not showing a willingness to compromise 
and does not deem the dialogue important in light of domestic hardships in Kosovo. 
According to polls, Kosovo citizens consider the dialogue with Serbia as the sixth or  
seventh issue of importance. Moreover, despite Biden and the American historical popularity 
among Kosovo Albanians, Albin Kurti’s populist inclinations might hinder the  
relationship with Biden. The episode where Kurti refused to lift tariffs against Serbia, 
prompting Trump to encourage a no-confidence vote, shows that even the US leverage 
with Priština has limits.

On reversing the illiberal trend in the region, the Biden administration might also  
start with Serbia. Would it not be easy to sever ties with Vučić and extend support to  
the opposition and civil society? Not exactly. Given Biden’s unpopular stance in the  
Serbian public, any group or leader that gets US backing would be an easy target  
for the government propaganda machine. The media attacks and pressures against  
civil society organisations, opposition and journalists are a recurring theme already.  
A case in point is Serbian Minister of Interior Aleksandar Vulin, who reacted to the 
State Department’s Human Rights Reports with accusations of hypocrisy against the 
US. Moreover, the opposition is disunified and unable to animate voters. Most of the  
opposition leaders have already been in power, as former mayor of Belgrade Dragan 
Đilas and former Serbian Foreign Minister Vuk Jeremić. 

It will not be an easy ride to push Russia and China entirely out of the region. The US has 
shown that with its power, it can do quite a lot. Sure it can threaten the local capitals with 
secondary financial sanctions if they cooperate with Chinese state-owned enterprises or 

https://balkaninsight.com/2021/02/10/us-sledgehammer-diplomacy-on-kosovo-wont-budge-serbia/
https://balkaninsight.com/2021/02/10/us-sledgehammer-diplomacy-on-kosovo-wont-budge-serbia/
https://www.euronews.com/2020/11/23/belgrade-s-biden-conundrum-how-us-serbian-relations-will-shape-up-post-trump-view
https://www.rferl.org/a/biden-nato-airstrikes/27926992.html
https://balkaninsight.com/2021/02/22/new-cold-war-will-fuel-tensions-in-southeast-central-europe/
https://www.voanews.com/usa/weighing-long-running-serbia-kosovo-dispute-biden-signals-interest-europe
https://www.opensourceinvestigations.com/kosovo/kosovos-dilemma/
https://monitor.civicus.org/country/serbia/
https://rs.n1info.com/english/news/vulin-blasts-state-department-human-rights-report/
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buy gas from Russia. However, this will not instil pro-Western sentiments with the local 
elites and local population. Let us not forget that Russia and China are present in the 
Balkans because the West was not. The Balkans import gas from Russia because there 
is no alternative. Chinese infrastructure lending is attractive because the funds of the  
European Union are not available. Russian and Chinese vaccines are being bought  
because the European Union failed to provide them in time. There will have to be not  
just sticks but also carrots by offering real alternatives. The US has shown that it is not 
willing to play that role. The US International Development Finance Corporation (DFC), 
whose regional office for the Western Balkans was opened in Belgrade by the Trump 
administration to encourage investments and trade, dismissed office’s director John  
Jovanovic, Trump’s appointee, upon arrival of Biden, sending a wrong signal to Belgrade. 
Without a counter-offer, Serbia and the Balkans will not close the door to Russia  
and China.

Where To Go From Here?

What should the Biden administration do? On Kosovo, it should leave the central  
mediating role to the European Union. Still, it must use its political and diplomatic  
influence with the Serbian and Albanian side to ensure that negotiations are conducted 
in good faith and not as a platform for mutual political provocations. More importantly, 
the US should avoid setting deadlines and expectations for the final agreement. Instead, 
with the European Union, it should place the focus on issues that affect the lives of  
ordinary citizens, both Serbs and Albanians, like the issue of trade, development,  
corruption, human and minority rights, the status of Serbian cultural and religious  
sites, property of individuals and private entities, missing persons, visa-free regime  
for Kosovo citizens. This approach will not bring a quick final resolution, but it will  
pave the path for it in some future perspective.

On the issue of democracy, the US should avoid taking sides in the Balkans’ messy  
domestic politics. In places like Serbia, the US can help level the playing field by  
intervening diplomatically to ensure media freedoms and equal media coverage for 
the opposition. However, it should do so quietly to avoid being a scapegoat for the  
local elites. It must convey to the opposition that the US can help secure fairer electoral  
conditions but that they have to run the race and convince their people that they are 
more deserving to be in office than the incumbent government. 

In opposing China and Russia, the US needs to work with the European Union. The  
US can exercise pressures on those leaders who want to play the West and East  
against each other, but it is the European Union that has to provide the alternative to 
the local nations for collaborating with non-Western powers. The US and the European 
Union must mobilise, jointly or separately, their financial resources and offer the  
governments and citizens projects that matter to them, like infrastructure, health and 
the environment. These policy prescriptions may be slow and unsatisfactory for those 
hoping that the Biden administration will bring swift solutions and ultimate closure 
of the Balkans chapter. However, gradual but consistent progress sure beats the  
disappointments that come along with grandiose expectations. 

https://warontherocks.com/2019/09/light-touch-tight-grip-chinas-influence-and-the-corrosion-of-serbian-democracy/
https://seenews.com/news/dfc-dismisses-head-of-belgrade-office-report-733142
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