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Abstract

With the end of the Cold War, Western Balkans countries have embraced the 
perspective of integration into the Euro-Atlantic structures, with the exception of Serbia 
and Bosnia-Herzegovina regarding accession in NATO. The return of international 
system from hegemonic to competitive followed by the ambiguities that accompany 
the integration into the Euro-Atlantic structures marked the return of competitors like 
China, Russia and Turkey in the regional affairs. To map out sources of influence and the 
context in which foreign interferences affect decision-making and interests, transfer 
ideas and norms in the region, the paper uses the concept of linkages that facilitate 
the understanding of opportunities and constrains, benefits and costs resulting from 
established relationship between Western Balkan countries and different international 
and regional powers. The paper makes a multi-level investigation of linkages developed 
between Western Balkans and the leverage of the most influential actors during the 
last decade, without undermining historical and societal context that favor of disfavor 
them.
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Introduction

Moving towards the “age of nonpolarity” (Haas 2008), a global condition of going back 
to the historic norms of separate multiverses, world politics is heading “back to the 
future” (Mearsheimer 1990). From a realist point of view, this is a period in which uncertain 
workings of the multipolar balancing process may bring again major wars for the 
same reasons as in 1914 and 1939. The situation is complex considering that at the 
international level we are in a process of reconfiguration of power poles and zones of 
influences, which complicate choices of countries in Southeast Europe. A choice that 
gets compounded by entangled interests of different powers at regional, European 
and global level. After the annexation of Crimea by Russia in 2014, the order of things 
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changed in Europe and elsewhere. Ironically, keeping in mind the 1856 Crimean war, 
it looks as big overturns in Europe always start there.

Western Balkan countries are aligning with the EU, while trying to develop economic 
and political linkages with other powers, looking to balance identity issues with 
security and economic concerns on the one hand, and regional challenges with 
strategic partnership choices on the other hand. As long as they are compatible, they 
could accommodate both political goals and state consolidation. For a detailed and 
perceptible account of the influence of external powers in the Western Balkans in 
general and Albania in particular, one needs to understand the density of ties with 
external actors or the “linkages”, and the vulnerability to external pressures or the 
“leverages” that others have on domestic policies, together with the role of political 
elites or the “gatekeepers” that hold the key to turning up and down the weight 
of external pressures. In this article, the specificities of WB countries choices will 
be discussed by considering the effects of the regional context and the competing 
interactions between EU and Russia, Turkey, and China. The choice of actors is based 
on their potential to influence and impose changes on countries policy choices.

Leverages, linkages and gatekeepers

Linkage and leverage are two concepts developed by Levitsky and Way (2005) to 
investigate when and to what degree external actors impact matters for a country.2 
Linkage is best defined as the “density” of economic, political, diplomatic, social, 
communicational and transnational civil society ties as well as “cross-border flows” 
of trade, investment, people and communication. Although it represents not a direct 
action taken by external actors, such as states or international organizations or 
both, the cost of failing to comply with their requirements could be with unpleasant 
consequences for the targeted state because of the high cost of non-action or counter-
actions. Effects of linkages are difficult to be measured. Yet, one can weigh the density 
of ties with specific external actors keeping in focus geographical proximity and/or 
historical affinities, and keep in mind their relative power vis-à-vis the targeted state, 
without undermining pressure emanating from the international power configuration 
in general. This pressure is supposed to be even stronger within closer and more 
secluded neighborhoods. The degree of density of linkages can be used to explain the 
success or failure of external influence.

The understanding of linkages is closely related to state vulnerabilities which can be 
explained in terms of leverage. Leverage is defined as the vulnerability of governments 
to external pressures from different external actors or the potential role that the latter 

2 Earlier Arthur Stein coined linkage politics as “a state’s policy of making its course of action concerning a given issue contingent 
upon another state’s behavior in a different issue area,” which signify an “obvious response” to a country’s own perceived 
“unbalanced or asymmetric decline” (1980, 62).
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can play on the fate of the ruling elites in a targeted country (Levitsky and Way 2005, 22-23). 
It is assumed that, if linkage is extensive, the effects of external action are most likely 
to be rewarded even in the absence of substantial leverage. Leverage is most effective 
when, in combination with linkage, is supported by strategies of pressure “including 
political conditionality and punitive sanctions, diplomatic pressure, and military 
intervention” that enable the external actor to compellingly follow up on his words, 
which rise significantly the cost of non-compliance for the target state (Levitsky and Way 

2005, 23-25). Although linkages are structural determinants that cannot be manipulated 
in the short terms, domestic elites are not mere objects of external influence, as they 
can actively facilitate or constrain ties with external actors (Tolstrup 2009). The communist 
Albania case is a good example. The elite of the time had the capacity, at least for 
two decades, to orchestrate a complete isolation of the country and close down the 
influence of external actors, though with dear consequences for the development of 
the country and its future modernizing prospects.

The logic of linkages and leverages makes more sense to understand small states 
politics that is conspicuously absent from mainstream International Relations 
scholarship, mainly focused on large states politics. This is because a small state “tends 
to constitute no more than a dispensable and non-decisive increment to a primary 
state’s total array of political and military resources and which tends to believe in 
its inability to rely on its own means and this is then recognized by the other states 
involved in international politics” (Braun 1983, 9). Besides population, wealth and political 
orientation that are used to weight the size of a state (Sawyer 1967), geography is also an 
important element that take importance in small state politics, especially if it is located 
in an area of strategic importance to one or more leading power (Mathisen 1971, 30-31) or 
it is considered as a buffer or part of a buffer zone (Jesse and Jesse 2016, 87). This is the case 
of the South East Europe, that represents a “shatter belt” between Europe and Asia, a 
colorful region where East meets West, and an area where three of the world’s major 
religions, Christianity, Judaism and Islam have coexisted, albeit uneasily at times over 
the course of centuries (Treadway 1997, 20). This situation, current even today, keeps the 
countries of the region in the great powers agenda and their rivalry challenges the 
stability of the region. Of course, we may assume that small states have a policy space 
to operate that results on resisting by soft balancing, balking, blackmailing, and leash-
slipping, as they claim neutrality or accommodate regional and global hegemony by 
binding, bonding, and bandwagoning or following, although not always going down 
this path of least resistance (Williams, Lobell, and Jesse 2012, 33).

The linkage approach recently reconsidered Levitsky and Way (2005) predominantly 
focuses on the evaluation of the success of the democratization or the Europeanization 
processes in different countries, but it also can be used to look at leverages and 
the intensity of linkages to evaluate the role and nature of external influences and 
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to understand how they have been established and transformed in function of the 
changing geopolitical context in the case of the Western Balkans and Albania. Hence, 
in this paper, the past is not detailed, but it is rather explained in the light of the 
imperatives of small state geopolitics. The past is used to show how the others have 
conveyed their interests to countries of South East Europe, but also to question the 
present and imagine alternative futures. In so doing, I will be able to seize the interplay 
of change and continuity of external influences, while comparing the linkages and 
leverages of external actors in the new geopolitical context and keeping a close 
sensibility at issues of the changing distribution of power in the region. At the end, 
I will evaluate to what extent Albania has capably established useful linkages, both 
historical and new, to gain geopolitical stability, consolidate democracy, integrate in 
the North-Atlantic structures and resolve its national development and identity issues. 
Finally, some of the reflections and insights will be discussed with the aim to generate 
further discussions about possible choices of small powers in complex geopolitical 
contexts.

Vulnerabilities and linkages of a complex region

Even though short, the 1912-1913 Balkan wars represent the most dramatic period 
in regional history, a time of tremendous movement, unprecedented change, and 
important remaining questions that still haunt South East Europe politics. After nearly 
five centuries of Ottoman administration, the political map of the South East Europe 
was temporarily defined. Balkan states joined the body politic of Europe, eager to start 
a new being and assert their rights. As a matter of fact, although formally independent, 
the Balkan states remained economically and politically weak, vulnerable to external 
aids and influences, and in competition with each other for state preservation, 
expansion and international support. Because of that, political landscape remained 
very fragmented.

Most of the Balkan states, are small in terms of population, territory, economic 
importance, military capabilities and power. After the wars, they ought to face 
their defeats and reconcile themselves with the loss of territories and population in 
most cases arbitrary, which triggered huge economic, political and social inherited 
problems. The anger, bitterness, fear, and resentment of lost territories remained 
for long an important obstacle to the establishment of a regional system based on 
mutual relations of a certain degree of intensity and regularity. Albania, for example 
proclaimed independent statehood (1912) in the midst of the Balkan wars. The newly 
created state was a consequence of a triple game: Great Powers rivalries for zones of 
influence in the South East Europe, Albanian national movement, and neighboring 
Balkan states prowling appetite for territories, all feeding each other’s vulnerabilities 
and choices of alliances and cooperation partners.
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This situation prevented the development of regional functional linkages that 
neo-functionalists propose as a way to initiate and thereafter facilitate the settlement 
of sustainable peace towards much needed modernization and development (Haas 2004). 
Being small and poor and in the absence of a developed integrated regional system, 
none of the South East Europe states have been able to control or dominate the 
neighbors and maintain sovereignty and independence without the economic, politic 
or military support of outsiders. State system instability imposed linkages leading 
to economic and political dependency, while favoring alliances with outside powers 
that ensured the commitment of larger partners to mediate consultations and 
involvements in future emergencies, containment of enmities, defense of identity and 
the like (Cleveland 1970; Braun 1983). 

All this gives some of the reasons for the division of the South East Europe 
countries into opposing power blocs in both World Wars, which emphasized rather 
than lessened the kinds of inherited vulnerabilities. Historically, the interests 
of major powers and their alliances have been sources of division rather than 
integration of the South East Europe. Even though more implicitly than explicitly, 
they often powered nationalism in the region and/or a sense of alienation or 
isolation (Jelavich 1983; Danopoulos and Messas 1997; Bugajsky 1994). Balkan states were encouraged 
and manipulated by the Great Powers in the hope of gaining influence. In this ways, 
“their size, shape, stage of growth and even existence were in the final analysis 
regulated by great powers considerations” (Pavlowitch 1999, 334).

Permanent instability allowed Great Powers to both impose the political legitimacy of 
preferred ruling elites and shape the size of the targeted state out of the competition 
between them. This way of doing things have gained consistency affecting 
how gaining legitimacy is perceived in most of the countries of the region even 
nowadays (Lampe 1990, 190). The political actor that acquires foreign support automatically 
become legitimate for the public. This attitude gives precedence to the external factor 
and undermines the domestic legitimizing procedures, showing in this way the weakness 
of civil society and the danger of basing legitimacy on an alien judgement that may be 
biased and effected by other than national interests. In return, the quest for internal 
legitimacy generate tensions and confrontations, threatening the social order, internal 
stability and prospects for democracy with severe consequences for the states of 
the region (Diamandouros 1994), including Albania (Doja 2001). The permanence of internal 
conflicts prevents a balanced social development and national integration, while 
straining relations with neighbors, a prominent source of continuous economic, social, 
and political problems (Schönfeld 1990).

The Cold War did not have any positive effect in altering inherited vulnerabilities 
and dependency linkages. Falling under the Soviet ideological umbrella, most of the 
Balkan states imported totalitarianism, which was true even in the case of Greece. 



90     AcAdemicus - internAtionAl scientific JournAl www.AcAdemicus.edu.Al     90

The choice of totalitarianism is not accidental, it was closely related to the inherited 
“sultan heritage” and other previous legacies that have left their imprint on the 
sociological setup of Balkan societies and elites, in which the state “successfully 
penetrates the day-to-day activities of most of its subject population” (Giddens 1996, 302). 
The maintenance of totalitarian regimes imposed the existence of a single party and a 
dictator that have a total monopoly over mass communications, operational weapons 
and social organizations, including a well-established secret police (Arendt 1974). The 
main characteristics of the inherited totalitarianism also favored from the elites were 
“the highly personal and arbitrary nature of rule and the absence of the rule of law, the 
unmediated and despotic exercise of power, low institutionalization, the absence of 
intermediary structures, and hence, the weakness of civil society” (Weber 1978, 231-232). 
In this way, the rigidity of the Cold War played a significant role in the consolidation 
of authoritarianism in the region, as it served as a means to the Soviet superpower 
to preserve the rigid “shatter belt” that divided the zones of influences between the 
West and the East (Treadway 1997).

Nevertheless, Balkan elites have tried many times to increase the range of their 
political independence vis-à-vis the Great Powers (Castellan 1999). Efforts to establish a 
Balkan Federation (1947), a new Balkan Pact (1954) or a Balkan Nuclear-Free-Zone (1957) 
stand up to the interferences of the Great Powers in the region, even though all failed 
at the end. Also, the Albanian communist leadership tried alignment with the Warsaw 
Pact and China, even though Albania immersed itself in total isolation afterwards. 
Yugoslavia choose to lead the non-alignment movement, while other South East 
Europe countries split between the Warsaw Pact and NATO, but the balancing efforts 
of the superpowers unfortunately helped the preservation of the existing regimes and 
state system in the Balkans (Brown 1987; Treadway 1997, 19). Internally, the authoritarian rule 
of military juntas or communist parties constrained nationalism as a way to preserve 
established borders, even though without managing to resolve or settle it. It may even 
have implicitly encouraged a sort of “constitutional nationalism” that later became a 
source of conflict in Yugoslavia (Hayden 1992).

The peoples of the region met the new post-Cold War challenges by willingness 
to abide by democratic rules. Democracy provided not only for peaceful relations. 
Democratic procedures of public participation provided also a window of 
opportunity for re-nationalization of national policies. Most South East European 
countries formalized election processes after the demise of communism, but as 
non-consolidated democracies, they eventually subverted democracy to adopt 
radical politics (Doja 2001). In the beginning of 1990s, much needed advancement of 
industrialization and modernization was undermined by hyper-nationalism, which 
was not a response to people’s demands, but an elite-driven, politically motivated 
strategy to legitimize power by obtaining popular support through appeals to ethnic 
nationalism (Nevers 1993, 71; Gagnon 2004). An intensification of the disputes had a 
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domino effect throughout Yugoslavia, exacerbating security considerations for other 
countries of the region, especially in Albania with half of its ethnic population living 
in Montenegro, Macedonia and Kosovo (Brzezinski 1989; Larrabee 1990). Both ethnic and 
state nationalism have worked to invent a homogenized past in attempts to address 
a heterogeneous present and construct ongoing political crisis in the region that still 
constrain elite choices and undermine democratizing leverages. Ultimately, the advent 
of what is called democracy in Albania and elsewhere in the South East European 
countries was hampered by the lack of pluralistic political culture and civil society, the 
unfamiliarity with the workings of market economy, the vacuum in constitutionalism 
and obedience to the rule of law, and the non-respect of human and minority 
rights (Doja 2001).

Albania as all the countries of the region, except Greece to a certain degree, did not 
only suffer from the lack of a democratic culture, effective government and control 
of corruption. Albania and the region face grave economic structural problems, 
connectivity in and out the region, small size of the market, lack of technological 
infrastructure, and the like. This are some of the challenges that countries of the 
region, try to address, because it affects its dependency on others, threatens the 
stability and modernization of the country, the power calculations of the elites and 
the everyday life of the citizens.

The first radical economic reforms aimed at introducing a fully-fledged market 
economy in the Balkans started already in Yugoslavia by the end of 1980s and in 
Albania in 1991. Despite the wide variety of individual rankings regarding different 
indicators of the modernization and development performance of a country, there is a 
high degree of convergence of the institutional, political and economic characteristics 
of the Western Balkans countries as a whole, which leaves no point to isolate Albania 
as a different case. The outcome of twenty-five years of transition in the Western 
Balkans show they still have not managed to establish a sustainable growth. By 2008 
only three countries (Albania, Croatia, and Macedonia) had surpassed their 1989 real 
GDP level, while Montenegro was still at 92 percent, Bosnia and Herzegovina at 84 
percent, and Serbia at only 72 percent of the GDP produced in 1989. Remarkably, by 
2013 Albania surpassed its 1989 real GDP by some 80 percent, the reasons being its 
much lower level of development in 1989 and its non-involvement in the recent Balkan 
wars (Estrin and Uvalic 2016).

Following recent recessions caused by the global and eurozone crises, most countries 
have experienced a further setback. Western Balkan countries are today the poorest 
economies in Europe. In 2016, a GDP per capita (at purchasing power standards) 
is at 13 percent of the EU-28 average for Albania for example (Estrin and Uvalic 2016). 
Moreover, the Western Balkans have also experienced a strong reduction of FDI and 
other capital inflows after late 2008 (Bartlett and Prica 2012). Empirical analysis indicates 
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that relevant FDI inflows that could have contributed to economic growth and welfare 
in the host country via capital accumulation have had almost no significant impact 
on manufacturing value-added, employment and exports of the Western Balkan 
countries in the decade of 2002-2012. The reasons of this stagnation that mainly shape 
Western Balkan handicaps can be attributed to the choice of the “growth model” in 
transition economies (Becker and al 2010), policy-makers perceptions (Demekas et al. 2005), size 
and level of development and geographical position (Estrin and Uvalic 2014), lack of scale 
economies (Kalotay 2010), together with unsettled political issues and stability. Thus, 
microeconomic, macroeconomic and institutional reforms may be a necessary 
condition to attract FDI, but are likely not to be sufficient (Moran 2014, 5). 

European accession may promise to address these challenges, because it is supposed 
to trigger foreign direct investments on plus of aid funds. However, Western Balkan 
vulnerabilities show linkages, leverages and elite choices, as well as the importance 
of geography and historical references within the current geopolitical dynamics. 
After years of economic crisis and stagnation, the vulnerability of Western Balkan 
governments is high. With EU project on jeopardy, new linkages to Russia, Turkey, 
China and Gulf Arab countries are gaining strength, opting to change the existing 
configuration of leverages and linkages. A closer look at the leverages and linkages 
could help better understand the available answers.

EU Enlargement a linkage in flux

On March 25, the Council of the European Union gave the green light to the 
opening of the access negotiations for Albania and North Macedonia after a long 
period of refusals for both countries. After that, other measures like 750-billion-
euro recovery plan, known as Next Generation EU, was forwarded in July 2020. The 
decision was deliberately strategic, a “strong and clear message not only for the 
two countries but for the Western Balkans as a whole”, confirming “the geostrategic 
importance of the Western Balkans” and “the European Union’s geostrategic 
interest” (European Commission 2020, 25 March).3 The decision is perceived as an important 
step in re-engaging in the region more actively, still dependent on rigorous positive and 
negative conditionality and reversibility of the process. As new as it may sound, the 
geopolitics importance of the Western Balkans Six was recognized explicitly two years 
ago by the EU recent strategy of the European Commission: “A credible enlargement 
perspective for and enhanced EU engagement with the Western Balkans” (2018). At 
that time, as in 2020, there are fears that the Balkans could easily “become one of the 
chessboards where the big power game can be played” (Mogherini 6 March 2017). Despite 
3 The decision was backed up by a package of aid for all the countries of the Wester Balkans Six, after criticism for lack of solidarity. 
Brussels announced 40-million-euro aid to help WB6, 15 to Serbia, four million to Albania and North Macedonia, five million to 
Kosovo, seven million to Bosnia-Herzegovina and three million to Montenegro. 374 million will be allocated to help cushion the 
economic impact of the epidemic. WB countries will also be allowed to take part in an EU joint procurement program to buy 
protective medical equipment (EURACTIV 2020, 30 March).
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concerns, the EU failed to provide a functional common strategy for the region, instead 
it offers frequently the definition/redefinition of the region and introduce procedural 
changes of the accession process.

In the EU official documents, the region is coined as Balkans in the broad sense, the 
South-East Europe in a “de-balkanizing” logic, and then as Western Balkans which 
designates all the countries currently awaiting accession to the EU in the region, to 
the last label Western Balkans Six clustering the countries of the region left outside 
the Union. While, they coexist without having any real ascendancy in different EU 
documents and discourses (Cattaruzza 2008), they hide different political projects that in 
the past different Member States gatekeepers have labelled to mark their intentions 
and interests (Todorova 1997, 28; Abazi and Doja 2016; 2017, 1014; Abazi 2019). The definition is not 
simply a question of naming; it is a clear indicator of both EU’s interest in the region 
and its ambiguity on how to pursue.

In this circumstance is worth reminding Germany’s premature recognition of Slovenian 
and Croatian secession from Yugoslavia (1991) that accelerated the forceful dissolution 
of the Yugoslav Federation. The resentment of the increasing US influence pined 
by Dayton Agreement (1995), that provoked the French initiated Royaumont Process 
focusing on the promotion of Stability and Good Neighborliness in South-Eastern 
Europe (1995), later supplemented by German presidency initiative on the South-East 
European Stability Pact (1999) aimed at strengthening peace, democracy, human rights 
and economy in the countries of the region. The Pact was aimed to confirm the EU 
“irretrievably committed to becoming a Balkan power with specific responsibilities 
and interests” (European Parliament 30 April, 1998). In this sense, the last enlargement decision 
offers no surprises. The enlargement towards WB6 is for the EU not only an external 
policy situation aiming at creating a stable neighborhood. It is mainly an internal, intra-
European problem, because much in EU politics depends on the multipolar model 
of power balance of Member States (MS) within EU institutional structures, which 
undermines the enlargement policy as well as its relevance and effectiveness. It can 
be argued that EU has the external capacity to prepare WB6 for membership and the 
internal institutional capacity to integrate them (Börzel, Dimitrova, and Schimmelfennig 2017). 
This is even more evident if we consider that the Western Balkans collectively could 
bring only a 3.2 percent increase in the Union population and 1.3 percent increase of 
GDP for the EU27 (Marazopoulos 2013, 216). Yet, under the banner of “fatigue”, the conflict 
of interests between EU member states or imperatives of domestic politics are often 
conveyed as a question of either deepening enlargement or containment, which 
becomes an object of contention within the Union, leading to incompatible positions 
and disruptive practices that minimize its leverage in the region (Doja and Abazi 2021).

The debates on EU widening or deepening integration is marked by a new reflection 
on the future of Europe, initiated with the publication of the EU’s White Paper on the 
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Future of Europe in March 2017, followed by President Macron’s speeches in Athens, 
la Sorbonne, Strasbourg and Aix-la-Chapelle, supported by the non-paper shared with 
EU member states by French presidency in autumn 2019. The non-paper demands a 
“renewed approach” in the enlargement process of the Western Balkans countries. 
The French non-paper proposes a shift from a chapter-by-chapter accession process 
with a seven-stage process. The process would entail convergence with EU norms 
and standards and would not be unidirectional. If a candidate country’s government 
backslides, the EU can reverse the process. Beside changing the methodology of the 
accession process of candidate countries in the middle of the process, in practice it 
means blocking opening of accession negotiations with North Macedonia and Albania, 
although Germany, Austria and Visegrad countries opted for the yes option. This is 
a change in a long row of modifications in enlargement methodology for the WB 
countries integration, changes that include Copenhagen-plus criteria, and Stabilization 
and Association Process. This decision seems to blow the credibility of the EU in its 
closest neighborhood by weakening the influence of the Union vis-à-vis the countries 
concerned, which will worsen levels of corruption and will cause a further setback 
in democratic reforms and low public support (Fouéré 29 October 2019). Already, EU 
enlargement fatigue has left the place to the weariness of public patience. In Albania, 
which is considered the most Europe loving country in the continent, the support to 
European integration has slowly but steadily decreasing. Based on longitudinal data 
of annual surveys by the Institute of International Studies since 2006, the support of 
Albanian public to EU integration has been almost unanimous, reaching in 2008 up 
to 95% (Abazi, Rakipi, and Hyseni 2008). After 2010, the support fluctuated between 85% 
and nearly 77% before the candidate status was granted in June 2014 (AIIS 2014, 35-36). 
Regardless the EU justifications for blocking the opening of negotiations, the process 
depends on the varying degree of preference heterogeneity among key EU member 
states across time.

However, with the last immigration crisis, the threat of uncontrolled flows coming 
from the East made EU highly dependent on the cooperation with Western Balkan on 
issues of security and control of boarders, and consequently security overshadows 
other concerns such as corruption, rule of law or freedom of media in the countries of 
the region. The situation as it is observed and reported in the last strategic document 
of the European Commission (2018) reveals a democratic backslide and stagnation in 
the Western Balkans Six countries. The geostrategic importance of the region, refugee 
crisis in combination with the need to support pro-European leaders has however 
weakened the strength of political conditionality as an influential linkage, some would 
even say that it has been counterproductive, as authoritarian rulers have gained 
ground against moderate leaders (Bieber 2018).

In these circumstances, the conditionality is failing to produce the expected outcomes 
and the reasons are deep-rooted. According to the observations of Richter and 
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Wunsch (2020) the pressure for the liberalization of markets in the Western Balkans 
in the absence of a comprehensive legal framework allowed a small economic elite 
to realize private gains and build powerful networks that influence political decision-
making. Moreover, the strong top-down conditionality has stifled domestic deliberation 
and weakens internal mechanisms of accountability, allowing ruling elites to easily 
silence domestic opponents. And last but not least, progress towards EU membership 
and frequent interactions with high-ranking EU and member state officials serve to 
legitimize ruling elites, causing stagnation of political power. As a result, the countries 
of the Western Balkans are stuck in a ‘state capture trap’ that leads to stagnating 
democratization and the inability to implement deep reforms.

It is not the first time that the politics of enlargement, old and new, find EU squeezed 
in a twisted dilemma of either opening negotiation before standards or standards 
before negotiations. Keeping standards first would mean christening countries fatigue, 
haunted by the Copenhagen criteria, add-ons, Europeanization and ambiguity in the 
definition and redefinition of a region which have variated since the 1990s according 
to pragmatic political criteria and recently by the COVID 19 crisis. Favoring negotiations 
seems to be a precondition to keep WB6 from turning their backs on Europe and 
moving towards authoritarian powers that do not currently uphold EU values. 
Already, EU is trying to compete in the region with a “civilizational challenger” like 
China (Bastian 2017), whose ultimate aim is to make Eurasia an economic and trading area 
to rival the transatlantic one (The Economist 15 May 2017), a “spoiler power” like Russia trying 
to derail Balkan countries from joining Western institutions (Cappello 05 April 2017), and a 
“regional power” like Turkey that is significantly stronger than its Balkan neighbors and 
is looking to translate this strength into influence (Economist 21 January 2016; Janjevic 2017). 

EU dilemma on widening or deepening integration followed by ambiguity in the 
mechanisms to anticipate and alleviate negative consequences of geopolitical 
developments and the democratic backslide in the region make one think that both 
sides seem falling for the prisoner’s dilemma, the notorious paradox in game theory in 
which two parties act out of individual self-interests and both lose out in the process. 

A closer look at the growing external challenges facing existing EU-WB linkages may 
shed some light on the exposure of the region.

The ‘rise of the others’4 is real

Enlargement decisions combined with COVID 19 crisis and its handling, more than 
anything else, is highlighting and reinforcing the basic features of new geopolitics 
in all levels, and the case of the Western Balkans is no exception. On the one 
hand, new rising powers are inserting themselves in the region jeopardizing EU 

4 As proposed by Fareed Zakaria (2008, 12 March)
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linkages of the EU by assisting distressed national governments with much needed 
humanitarian aids. The response of the countries of the region was chilly. Serbian 
President Aleksandar Vucic was the first to prize China’s aid while disparaging the 
European approach on the same remark. For him: “European solidarity does not 
exist… that was a fairy tale on the paper. The only country that can help us in this 
hard situation is the People’s Republic of China. To the rest of them, thanks for 
nothing” (Xinhua 2020, March 17; SGTN 2020, 17 March). At the same time, Albanian Prime Minister 
Edi Rama, declared that Albania’s “plan C” “if the world is upside down” is Turkey, which is 
committed to meeting the critical health needs of the country (Dita 2020, 22 March). Next in the 
line of thanksgivings was President of Montenegro Milo Đukanović, showing gratitude 
to the President of Turkey, Erdogan for the health aid (Đukanović 2020, 8 April). Russia, too, 
looks set to help the Balkan states. Like China and Turkey it is stepping in to replace the 
faltering EU, flying in among other aids doctors and equipment to Serbia by 11 military 
planes (Reuters 2020, 3 April).

Mainly because of the close linkages developed with the Western Balkans Six countries, 
until recently the EU has so far not perceived the “rise of the rest” (Zakaria 2008, 12 

March) as a danger to its own interests. Regardless of EU investments and assistance 
WB6 remain among the poorest in Europe, while representing a total regional 
population of less than 18 million and according to the data of IMF an average per 
capita gross domestic product of little more than $6,000, only 14 percent of the EU 
incomes ($44,467). With unemployment rates at an average of 20 percent. The entire 
region taken together according to UNCTAD data attracts less than 0.57 percent of the 
world foreign direct investment ($10 billion in 2018), despite its proximity with the EU, 
one of the most attractive markets in the global economy with 25 percent of global 
FDI, and at the same time one of the main investors in the world economy, with 30 
percent of the investment.

While WB6 European membership remained unclear because of the difficulties in the EU 
decision-making structure and heterogeneous national interests of the Member States, 
China, Russia and Turkey work to advance their interests in the region, the gatekeepers 
of the WB 6 make efforts to turn geopolitical challenges into political benefits. It helps 
to recall what was stated only four years ago by one of the leaders of the WB6 countries. 
In December 2017, during a conference organized by Friends of Europe, Albanian Prime 
Minister Edi Rama states in his quality of Albania’s gatekeeper: “Russia and China have 
many things to offer. Russia can give you power energy for the rest of your life if you 
give up the rule of law. It is not quite uninteresting… China has the luxury to plan for 
the next 100 years. I would not say they have nothing to offer. And then there is also 
radical Islam. In our region, we are multiethnic, multi-religious. If the EU will not run 
to catch us, believe me, many multi-problems can restart and then it will be much 
more costly to marry with us later” (Rama 5 December 2017). One can sense that political 
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doubletalk is deliberate. The speech is not so much intended to deceive as to use the 
created geopolitical leverage to haste decisions that would favor his political pledge 
to preserve his political power in the next elections. EU is in a certain hazel coming 
from a believed return of the Cold War in the Balkans, while Rama hopes to succeed 
by tapping into it (Wood 2017, 18 April). This speech can be highly challenging, especially 
when the Russians, Chinese and Turks in search of zones of influence are investing in 
the Western Balkans and using Coronavirus diplomacy for either geopolitical gain or 
domestic advantages vis à vis the other political actors. Soon after this speech, the 
efforts to introduce a hasty strategy for the WB6 to mild out Russia, China, and Turkey’s 
influences into the WB6, did gain ground (European Commission 2018). “Flexibility” has been 
the preferred euphemism for a concerted effort to water down the previous cautious 
attitude. The geopolitical breeze was already blowing in favor of those who wanted the 
opening of the negotiations with Albania and North Macedonia.

EU enlargement to which European leaders tether their hopes for preserving 
the existing balance of interests in the WB, is undermined by the fact that politics 
nowadays are exposed to a severe anarchy of the global order, which may bring 
important geopolitical shifts in existing linkages. Furthermore, US American pursuit of 
a smaller role in the world under Trump administration created a vacuum that Russia 
is increasingly exploiting to extend its spheres of influence in the Western Balkans 
using its favorable linkages with Slavic and Eastern Orthodox communities. For the 
same reasons, Turkey is also using the so-called gönül coğrafyası (geographies of 
heart) to culturally extend its role on former Ottoman territories in the region, back up 
the minorities left from the empire with investments of economic actors in strategic 
sectors such as communication, infrastructure, and banking. China is also lending, 
investing and enhancing trade cooperation with the region, which is still characterized 
by major economic hurdles and political challenges. The “Chinese wisdom” and 
“Chinese approach”, is offered as an alternative to Western democracy and “a new 
option for other countries” to solve their problems (Jinping 2017, 9). While Russia and 
Turkey are promoting military, economic, cultural and religious linkages depending 
on targeted states, China’s influence in the Balkans is acting with the soft power of a 
“charm offensive” (Poggetti 2017, 24 April), mostly based on economic and trade penetration 
and development of dependency linkages.

Historically, the Western Balkans, represent an area where Russia and Turkey are 
longtime actors with their own interests and agendas reasserted in the region for some 
time. Unlike Russia and Turkey, China’s plans for the region are more ambitious. China 
is claiming a global leadership role by increasing investment in the types of assets that 
established EU as a normative power and set US leadership and authority for the second 
part of the last century, like foreign aid, humanitarian interventions, contributing to UN 
peacekeeping forces, and joining international initiatives to address global problems 
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such as environmental global threat, terrorism, piracy, nuclear proliferation (Osnos 2018) 
and recently COVID 19 crisis. In the framework of integrating the 17+1 initiative into the 
platform of the Belt and Road Initiative, China is working full steam on institutionalizing 
cooperation with each of the Southeast European countries, in order to use the region 
as a gateway and transit commercial platform to EU market. China leverage seems to 
be a charming “soft power” offensive, mostly based on economic, infrastructure and 
trade penetration leading to dependency linkages. The so called “Chinese wisdom” or 
“Chinese approach” comes as an alternative to Western democracy, “a new option for 
other countries” to solve their development problems (Jinping 2017, 9). Chinese approach 
does not engage in the domestic affairs of the country and gives little consideration 
to the nature of the regime and government. It favors economic and trade interests 
while showing political pragmatism. China pursues investments and is often able to 
come in as an investment alternative in a country in desperate need of foreign capital 
for its modernization.

Western Balkans EU membership perspective seems to have encouraged China to 
start working full steam on institutionalizing cooperation in the framework of 17+1 
initiative, which is now integrated into its platform of Belt and Road Initiative. Chinese 
capital and infrastructure projects represent a tempting market proposition for WB 
and a potential platform for China to leverage its growing economic and political 
influence in Europe (Poggetti 2017, 24 April). In the case of Albania, China has become in 
2017 the second Albanian trading partner with 7.1 percent of the total trade, leaving 
behind old-time partners like Greece and Turkey, though well behind the EU trade 
(67.5 %) (Trade 2017). China ambition to control WB strategic sectors and extractive 
industries, such as petroleum and chromium, road, air, and sea infrastructures, as well 
as agriculture, seems growing in pace, also for the reason that the countries of the 
region after so many years of EU prompted reforms, still continue to be many years 
behind EU member states. In 2015, WB countries’ GDP per capita (in Purchasing Power 
Standards) ranged from around 26 percent in Kosovo to 41 percent in Montenegro of 
the EU28 average. The gap in the level of development between Serbia and the EU 
has recently even widened, since Serbia’s GDP per capita fell from 38 percent in 2013 
to 36 percent in 2015 of the EU28 average (Milica 2019, 12). Moreover, after late 2008, 
due to the global financial crisis WB have also experienced a strong reduction of FDI 
and other capital inflows (Bartlett and Prica 2012). In these conditions, China investments 
promise development. China is engaged on the construction of a thermal coal plant in 
the city of Tuzla, Bosnia-Herzegovian, in Montenegro, Chinese firms are constructing 
a $1.5 billion cross-country highway that has caused the country’s debt to skyrocket 
to 80 percent of GDP (Mujanović and Montgomery 31 October 2019). While the EU adjustment 
funds for development and structural and economic change would come only if 
WB countries becomes full EU member. Ironically, WB countries cannot be member 
without having transformed their economy. In this respect, China investments are 
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both an opportunity and a challenge. Being state-backed or state-owned, most of 
Chinese companies adopt streamlined procurement procedures that facilitate their 
penetration in the WB market and the money they bring is tempting and potentially 
promising. Yet, the infrastructure projects and lending agreements burden the 
government with large debt obligations. Despite promises and perspectives, it remains 
to be seen if these investments will bring serious technological development and not 
just adjustment to increase profits, or an increase in environmental pollution and no 
increase in employment as most Chinese companies import their own labor from 
China and serve as proxies for the Chinese government (Bastian 2017). Obviously, the 
European Commission finds “in the last decade, China’s economic power and political 
influence have grown with unprecedented scale and speed, reflecting its ambitions to 
become a leading global power”5.

It has become clear that Russia venture to seize every opportunity to pursue his grand 
design of rewriting the Balkan order in Russian characters. For (Bechev 2017) there are 
three areas in which Russia wields influence in southeast Europe: military capabilities, 
energy politics and soft power. More than embracing Pan Slavism and the alleged 
bond of kinship with the South Slavic to settle its presence in the Balkans, Russia preys 
on weaknesses like pervasive corruption in the region to serve its interests, as the 
authoritarian Balkan politicians have exploited this causing anxiety among EU and 
NATO officials who then legitimated the former by countering Russia.

The role of Russia have moved from party in conflict management in the 1990 and 
early 2000, by aligning with the West in many contentious issues (Abazi 2002, 2008) in the 
region, such as voting in favor of trade embargo in Yugoslavia in UN (1992), participating 
in the London Peace Conference on Yugoslavia (1992), deploying 1000 peace keepers in 
Croatia as part of UNPROFOR (1992-95), being part of Contact Group alongside France, 
Germany, UK and US (1994), sending 1200 peacekeepers in Bosnia and Herzegovina as 
part of SFOR, and 3150 peacekeepers in Kosovo as part of KFOR, while sponsoring 
with other UNSC permanent members (China abstained) the resolution 1244 on 
Kosovo (1999) that marked the end of fighting and establishment of an international 
interim government in Kosovo (UNMIK). From 2003, Russia follows with the strategy 
of economic expansion in the strategic sectors of different countries of WB, marked 
by acquisition of oil factory in Serbia (2003), aluminum factory in Montenegro (2005), 
oil refinery and lubricant plat in Bosnia and Herzegovina (2008), heat production 
and supply in North Macedonia (2012), and since 2012 entering WB banking sector. 
The most disturbing is the challenge Russia is bringing to established order in the 
WB, by trying to offer e substitute for already established institutions, such as the 
creation of Russian-Serbian Humanitarian Center in Nish, Serbia (2012), absenting 
from extending EUFOR in Bosnia and Herzegovina, or sponsoring the political coup in 
5 European Commission, “EU-China – A strategic outlook”, 2019 (pg: 1), https://ec.europa.eu/commission/sites/beta-political/
files/communication-eu-china-a-strategic-outlook.pdf
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Montenegro (2016) followed by cyber-attacks different in Montenegro and Kosovo 
mainly (2016-17), or support of violent protests in North Macedonia (Secrieru 2019).

Moscow’s efforts in the military field in the Western Balkans focus primarily on Serbia, 
which together with the Republika Srpska has joined the Collective Security Treaty 
Organization (CSTO) military alliance in 2013 as observer and participates in military 
exercises with Russia and other CSTO partners—most recently the Russian-Serbian-
Belarusian “Slavic Brotherhood” military exercise in July 2018. Moscow and Belgrade 
signed a military technical assistance agreement in 2016 to support Serbia’s military 
modernization program, by upgrading and replacing its Yugoslav-era military stocks 
with used MiG-29 fighter jets, T-72 tanks, and combat patrol vehicles donated by 
Russia or Belarus (Stronski and Himes 2019).

The most serious is Russia robust campaign to increase its influence in the WB6, 
through interferences in the cyberspace, funding, and disinformation to influence 
political parties and voting constituencies in different countries of the region. Moscow 
is trying to sow confusion and distrust and help advance its interests without having to 
resort to conflict (Cappello 05 April 2017). Sputnik based in Serbia since 2014, has opened a 
section in Tirana, providing pretty much all defense and security news to mainstream 
media (Cappello 2017, 13 October). Most of Russia’s growing sway is unseen by the public 
and difficult to be witnessed that makes the interference spookier. The target of 
these operations are geared toward slowing down and even preventing EU or NATO 
enlargement in the Western Balkans, as the region is one of the last in Europe not yet 
fully integrated into Euro-Atlantic structures.

In the 2010s, the rapid economic growth enabled Turkey to strengthen its linkages 
with Western Balkan countries in more ambitious and assertive way. Ankara has been 
always a balancing actor in the Balkans preventing the creation of a Serb-Orthodox axis 
that may block Turkey’s way to Europe placing Russia back in an advantageous position 
and jeopardizing its economic and security interests. These calculations pushed Turkey 
to recognize the independence of Kosovo, even though risky parallels could be drawn 
with the Kurdish question (Abazi 2008, 2002). Turkish security leverage on the Albanian or 
Kosovo security field is tangled recently as Turkey is aligning with Russia on different 
foreign policy, security and economic issues, while Albania, is looking to advance with 
EU membership and is following EU and NATO policies regarding Russia.

Turkey is the an important commercial partner for most of the Western Balkan 
countries (Trade 2017) and an important source of foreign direct investments from 
several public and private enterprises in strategic sectors such as communication, 
infrastructure, and banking. For example at the end of 2017, Turkish total direct 
investments in Albania reached 2.7 billion euros (Yoruk 2008, 16 April). Nevertheless, 
Turkish FDI outflows are still insignificant compared to the investments from EU28 
and individual member states (Trading Economics 2018).
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Turkey proposes an alternative development model to the Western Balkan countries, 
once part of the Ottoman Empire. However, the model of millet coexistence is 
proposed as a “complementary” rather than “competitive” to the European Union 
integration policy (Davutoglu 2008). Following this course, Turkey has launched various 
Balkan initiatives for participation in newly established structures.6 It established a 
visa-free regime and signed a free-trade agreement, as part of a Turkish style Schengen 
and economic community area in the Western Balkans. In fact, the idea is similar to EU 
Neighbourhood Policy. Up till now, many observers consider that Turkish policies show 
how the Europeanisation discourse is used as an instrument to establish it as primus 
inter pares. Without the European anchor Turkish leaders would not be in a position 
to promote Turkey as an example and call on countries of the region to rally around it 
(Demirtas 2015, 9).

Turkey is extensively investing in the societal field. TIKA7 and Diyanet8,projects, Yunus 
Emre Cultural Centers, Turkish education institutions and Turkish soap operas have 
extensively contributed to a kind of re-consideration of the Ottoman period and exposed 
and popularized Turkish culture and contemporary way of life. They have promoted 
the image of Turks as a modern people countering the traditional awkward image 
previously widespread in the region through history textbooks, which represented the 
Ottoman yoke as ruthless and responsible of countries backwardness. The other issue 
raising concerns is the question of whether Russian, Turkish and Chinese activities in 
the region will lead them to buy influence at the political level, which may challenge 
seriously the EU investment and maybe its cohesion. In fact, the other powers have 
been quietly gaining ground for years in the WB6. 

Conclusions

For more than a decade, EU integration and the model of development that comes with 
it seems to be in competition with a “civilizational challenger” (Bastian 2017),or “systemic 
challenger” like China (The Economist 2017, 15 May); a “spoiler power” like Russia (Cappello 05 

April 2017); a growing “regional power” like Turkey (Janjevic 2017; Gadis 2018, 28 January). The 
challenges to the EU project in the Western Balkans are even bigger, at least in the 
short term, considering Beijing, Moscow, and Ankara’s tacit agreement to sidestep any 
suggestion of undermining each other’s initiatives with competing projects. Believing 
that these geopolitical challenges can be solved by offering an ambiguous European 
enlargement proposal is magical thinking. This experiment has run its course longue ago. 

6 Such as South East European Cooperation Process, the Regional Cooperation Council, Southeast European Cooperative Initiative, 
Peace Implementation Council, and South-Eastern Europe Brigade and recently supporting the Western Balkans Fund Secretariat 
in Tirana.
7 Turkish Cooperation and Coordination Agency
8 Turkish Directorate of Religious Affairs.
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EU recent move is not a temporary rupture in an otherwise stable equilibrium. A 
more fragmented region is coming into being that in some ways maybe more flexible 
and open to opportunities. Especially now that autocracies promote vigorously 
alternative economic and “civilizational” models, using all means at their disposal, 
from investments soft power to coercion, this could destabilize the neighborhoods 
and/or challenge Western hegemonic linkages.
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