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Serbia on the EU path: A troublesome
journey through uncharted territory
Marko Stojić
§

The Commission has recently published the Enlargement Strategy1 for the Western Balkan candidates
which, for the first time, outlines an indicative plan for the accession of the two frontrunners – Serbia
and Montenegro.

§

§

The Strategy specifies that ‘with strong political will, the delivery of real and sustained reforms, and

definitive solutions to disputes with neighbours’, the two countries could potentially be ready for
membership in a 2025 perspective. At the same time, both countries still face considerable challenges
on their protracted EU paths.
How realistic is 2025 as a potential year for Serbian EU accession, and what are the remaining major
obstacles to achieving this ambitious goal?
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Enhanced EU engagement amid the
sluggish reforms
After a series of crises, the EU seems to be finally
ready to assume a more assertive role in the Western
Balkans. The 2015 migration crisis was an ultimate wakeup call that prompted the EU and its member states to
recognise the importance of this region for their own
political stability and security. The Union also appears more
resolved to counter the growing influence of other actors in
the region – most notably Russia – acknowledging that its
expansion to the Western Balkans is ‘a geostrategic
investment in a stable, strong and united Europe based on
common values’. It is therefore no surprise that the
Strategy affirms that ‘the Western Balkan countries now
have a historic window of opportunity to firmly and
unequivocally bind their future to the EU’.
Considering the slow pace of domestic reforms and
the complex circumstances surrounding EU enlargement to
the Western Balkans, the Strategy is indeed an encouraging
signal for the (potential) candidates. 1 The decision to
accept new members has always been a political one. For
that reason, it is important that this Strategy is not yet
another technocratic document. For the first time, the
Union lays out a clear political vision – supported by a
convincing rationale – of what it seeks to achieve in the
long run and how it plans to deliver on its promise to
expand to the Western Balkans.
The Strategy paints a grim yet realistic picture of the
region, stressing that these countries ‘must now urgently
redouble their efforts, address vital reforms and complete
their political, economic and social transformation’. The
Commission seems to be now ready to genuinely focus on
the long-neglected issues of the rule of law, justice and
fundamental rights since ‘the region must embrace these
fundamental EU values much more strongly and credibly’.
Overall, the Strategy intends to invigorate transformation
and support Serbia and Montenegro to maintain the
momentum of reforms as they move towards the more
demanding stage of their accession negotiations.

1

Kosovo seems to be an exception as ‘it will advance on its
European path once objective circumstances [related to its disputed
status] allow’, rendering its EU perspective increasingly uncertain.
2
EU
Common
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35,
http://eukonvent.org/eng/wpcontent/uploads/2016/05/European-Union-Common-Position35.pdf

At the same time, Serbian progress towards EU
membership has been so far very slow. It has opened only
12 and provisionally closed 2 of 35 negotiating chapters
since 2014. While the Union was clearly reluctant to accept
new members, the Serbian ruling elites were not truly
committed to delivering reforms. Furthermore, Serbian
membership negotiations are highly complex as they
depend on a ‘visible and sustainable’ progress in the parallel
EU-sponsored negotiations with its breakaway province of
Kosovo that unilaterally declared independence in 2008.2
As a result, too much optimism about the new
Strategy seems to be premature. Specifically, it is up to
member states – not the Commission – to approve the
opening and closing of the negotiating chapters. Although
member states have recently become more enthusiastic
about Western Balkan membership bids, those most
influential – Germany and France – remain cautious, if not
openly sceptical. German Interior minister, Thomas de
Maizière, opposed setting the accession date and the
arguments that ‘everything must be done by 2025’.3 More
importantly, delivering on reforms ultimately rests with the
Serbian governing elite, and they have not yet
demonstrated firm resolve to advance on the EU path. No
strategy can accelerate Serbian EU integration if domestic
actors continue to pay mere lip service to membership
criteria.
There are three major challenges that hinder Serbian
EU accession efforts: a lack of dedication of the ruling elite
to meet political criteria, the issue of Kosovo’s status and
Serbia’s close ties with Russia.

Democracy and the rule of law:
Ideological myth or a necessity
A lack of a genuine political will to deliver reforms in
two areas – the respect for democratic standards and the
rule of law – still proves to be the biggest hurdle. In the
November 2017 Non-paper, the Commission identified ‘little
concrete progress’ and numerous delays in a range of
activities related to Chapters 23 and 24 dealing with these
fundamental issues. The Commission thus concluded that
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Instead, he argued, these countries must put effort into
fulfilling the necessary conditions and then it can be decided
whether they are ready for the EU. Balkan: 14 domaćih zadataka,
http://www.dw.com/sr/balkan-14-doma%C4%87ih-zadataka/a42900193
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overall ‘implementation [of the relevant Serbian Action
Plans] continues to be at an early stage’.4
The country has experienced a clear democratic
backsliding. Its democracy score has dropped to the lowest
level since 2005, with freedom of expression and judicial
independence being the most problematic areas. 5 Most
media outlets act as a mere mouthpiece for the ruling
Serbian Progressive Party, while independent journalists
face serious pressure from politicians. Pro-government
tabloids and TV stations regularly target independent media
through smear campaigns, trying to discredit them as liars
or foreign spies. 6 Although the 2016 parliamentary and
2017 presidential elections 7 were assessed as free, they
were not fair. The OSCE reported that ‘biased media
coverage, undue advantage of incumbency and a blurring
of distinction between state and party activities unlevelled
the playing field for contestants’.8
Likewise, there has been widespread political
interference in the judiciary. To quote the president of the
Judges Association, ‘the judicial system has been brought
to the absurdity’ as ‘on paper judges are independent, but
we all know this is not the case’.9 Instrumentalization of the
judiciary and public administration is particularly
worrisome. The most notorious testimony to the state of
Serbian legal system is the ‘Savamala case’. To make way
for the controversial, government-backed project Belgrade
Waterfront, an organized group of masked men demolished
private properties in April 2016, while the police refused to
react. This still unresolved case represents an effective
suspension of the rule of law by senior state officials and a
clear politicization of the police and prosecution office, the
very institutions that are supposed to fight corruption and
crime.10
The government does not seem to be ready to
relinquish a grip on the judiciary. In the words of the senior
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24
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http://www.mei.gov.rs/upload/documents/eu_dokumenta/non_pa
per_23_24/non_paper_23_24.1.pdf
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https://mappingmediafreedom.org/plus/index.php/countryprofiles/serbia/
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The presidential election was followed by mass but shortlived protests ‘Stop the dictatorship’
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OSCE/ODIHR Limited Election Observation Mission Final
Report, http://www.osce.org/odihr/elections/serbia/256926
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Boljević: Pravosudni sistem je doveden do apsurda,
http://rs.n1info.com/a316946/Vesti/Vesti/Dragana-Boljevic-ostanju-u-pravosudnom-sistemu.html

Justice Ministry official, ‘the judges and prosecutors want to
take over power in Serbia’ since the independence of the
judiciary is ‘an ideological myth’.11 It comes as no surprise
therefore that the Ministry has proposed the changes to the
Constitution that, to quote the Supreme Court, ‘seriously
challenge the rule of law and the principle of the separation
of power’ and ‘significantly reduce the existing level of
guarantees of the independence of courts and judges’.12
The EU has long tolerated these developments,
expressing ‘very little interest for the weak institutional
performance, increase of political pressure on the judiciary
and the strengthening of control over the media’. 13 This
seems to be changing now. Facing strong criticism from the
Serbian opposition parties, civil sector and some MEPs, the
EP Rapporteur for Serbia, David McAllister, and
Enlargement Commissioner, Johannes Hahn, have become
more vocal in stressing that reforming justice system and
tackling corruption are Serbia’s main obstacles on its EU
path. Yet, Serbian President Aleksandar Vučić has directly
confronted McAllister, arguing that what really matters to
the EU is Serbia’s relations with Kosovo and its partnership
with Russia, concluding that the rule of law represents only
the third priority.14
Different perceptions of the priorities have already had
repercussions for Serbian EU integration. In December
2017, it opened two instead of three negotiating chapters
because five states – including Germany, France and the
UK – were apparently not satisfied with the progress in the
area of the judiciary and fundamental rights. Finally, in
rather strong terms, the Enlargement Strategy also asserts
that the Western Balkan countries ‘show clear elements of
state capture, including links with organised crime and
corruption at all levels of government and administration’.
It also notes ‘extensive political interference in and control
of the media’ and underlines that ‘the independence of the
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judiciary and of individual judges is essential to ensure
fairness’.
Although Vučić eventually acknowledged that ‘we will
have to improve the rule of law’,15 this increasingly vocal
rhetoric of EU officials is yet to strike a chord with Serbian
counterparts. Their deep-seated political and economic
interests have resulted in conscious and deliberate neglect
of the fundamental principles of Western European
democracies. The building of accountable, de-politicalised
institutions and nurturing democratic, participative political
culture is perceived as a nuisance hampering the ultimate
goal – maintaining a strong grip on power at any cost. A
toxic political climate in which every critical thought is
perceived as hostile while investigative journalism is seen
as an attack on the state is inherently incompatible with
meeting EU membership criteria. In other words, the
governing parties refuse to face the fact that EU-required
reforms inevitably have consequences for their vested
interests and the way domestic politics is conducted.

In uncharted territory: Between the
EU and Kosovo
The issue of Kosovo has loomed large over the Serbian
EU membership bid from the very beginning. In its 2015
Common position on Chapter 35 (‘Kosovo chapter’), the EU
declared that the advancement of Serbian negotiations will
be measured against its ‘continued engagement towards a
visible and sustainable improvement in relations with
Kosovo’. 16 Although it stopped short of demanding the
recognition of Kosovan independence – not least because
five member states have not done so – the Strategy
underlines that ‘a comprehensive, legally binding
normalisation agreement is urgent and crucial so that
Serbia and Kosovo can advance on their respective
European paths’.
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McAllister: Brussels dialogue will end with a mutually
acceptable
document,
https://europa.rs/mcallister-brusselsdialogue-will-end-with-a-mutually-acceptable-document/?lang=en
18
A full integration of Serbian judges and prosecutors into
Kosovo’s legal system took place in October 2017.

However, the EU has never specified what
‘comprehensive normalisation’ should actually entail. As
McAllister himself admitted, this is ‘uncharted territory for
all sides involved, including the EU’.17 Since the Union does
not have a unified view on this issue, it has effectively
pursued a policy of pushing Serbia toward a ‘crawling
recognition’ of Kosovo, while formally affirming its neutral
position over Kosovo’s status. Such approach has proved
effective, albeit unsustainable in the long term. The Serbian
Progressive Party-led government – although maintaining a
nationalist rhetoric domestically – has been cooperative as
making concessions on this issue was not politically costly.
Following the signing of the EU-brokered ‘Brussels
Agreement’ with Kosovo in 2013, the government bounced
the local Serbs into accepting Kosovan legal and political
system. It dismantled the remaining state institutions in
northern Kosovo, 18 recognising the authority of the
Kosovo’s government over its whole territory. At the same
time, the Association of Serb majority municipalities –
provided by the Agreement and portrayed as the crucial
achievement of the Serbian government – met strong
opposition from the Kosovan counterparts and is yet to be
established, leaving the local Serbs in limbo and its overall
policy towards Kosovo fundamentally in tatters.
Assessing that the return of the whole province is not
achievable, Serbia appears now ready to reach a new
‘historic’ settlement with Kosovo. President Vučić repeatedly
expressed his resolve to find ‘a difficult compromise’ since
‘Serb-Albanian relations must be resolved once and for
all’.19 It is unlikely that he would go as far as to formally
recognise Kosovo’s independence, not least because it
would not go well with the public. 20 Instead, the only
bargaining chip Serbia can use is the fact that, supported
by Russia and China, it can prevent Kosovo from becoming
a member of the United Nations. ‘[Kosovo] joining the UN
will never materialise, unless we reach some agreement,
and that cannot be achieved if [...] Serbia loses everything
and Albanians get everything’21 Vučić frequently asserted.
He seems therefore to be prepared to sign the

19
Serb-Albanian relations must be resolved once and for all,
https://www.b92.net/eng/news/politics.php?yyyy=2017&mm=09
&dd=27&nav_id=102413
20
In 2017, 69% of respondents opposed Serbian EU
membership if conditioned by the recognition of Kosovo, while only
13% supported it (Public Perception of Serbia’s Foreign Policy,
http://www.bezbednost.org/All-publications/6484/PublicPerception-of-Serbias-Foreign-Policy.shtml)
21
Ništa od članstva Kosova u UN, samo se šetkaju hodnicima,
https://www.b92.net/info/vesti/index.php?yyyy=2017&mm=09&d
d=25&nav_category=640&nav_id=1307236
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normalization agreement and even accept Kosovo’s UN
membership – thereby indirectly recognising its
independence 22 – if Serbia is granted compensation in
return.

Serbia to advance its cause for Kosovo; it is improbable
however that this will include any new territorial settlement.

There has been a great deal of speculation about what
exactly Vučić aims to gain. While some argue that the
establishment of the Association of Serb majority
municipalities would suffice, there are indications that
Serbia would actually seek the partition of Kosovo. Vučić
himself has neither supported nor rejected this publicly.
Yet, his closest allies have long been floating this idea.
While Defence minister Aleksandar Vulin argued that
‘permanent and firm delimitation between Serbs and
Albanians must be established in Kosovo’,23 Foreign affairs
minister Ivica Dačić bluntly proposed that Serbia should end
its claim to all of Kosovo and seek to regain control of the
northern part of the breakaway province inhabited by the
Serbs.24 Vučić, however, hinted at the possibility of holding
a referendum on a (currently undisclosed) Kosovo deal
since ‘the people will have to decide... whether they see
their future in Europe, for which we will have to pay a costly
price, or we can go on like this, at Europe’s tail’,25 indicating
his preferred option.

Russia

Although unable to round off its independence without
Serbian consent, Kosovo has been vehemently opposed to
the partition, backed by the US. It is also highly unlikely
that the EU and its leading members would support such a
move, not least because they fear that partition would have
serious repercussions for the whole region and could
potentially cause a new round of warfare. At the same time,
the Union may welcome a pragmatic and creative solution
to the long-standing dispute. Talking about the contents of
a future agreement, Commissioner Hahn confirmed that the
EU ‘has no solution prepared in advance’, but that instead
‘everything depends on the outcome of the dialogue’,
adding that ‘the paper [the agreement] is completely
empty’.26 This may offer a way out of the current deadlock
and, for the first time since 1999, open a limited space for
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The government has recently launched a series of ‘internal
dialogues on Kosovo’ that is effectively aimed to legitimise any
decision Vučić intends to make, including de facto recognition of
Kosovo’s independence.
23
Belgrade should seek partition deal with Kosovo: Serbian
defense minister, https://www.reuters.com/article/us-eu-balkansserbia-kosovo/belgrade-should-seek-partition-deal-with-kosovoserbian-defense-minister-idUSKBN1FQ1S8
24
Kosovo Partition May Solve Historic Dispute, Serb Deputy
PM Says, https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2018-0220/north-korea-hacker-unit-reaper-now-global-threat-fireeyesays-jdvmnt1f

In big trouble: Between the EU or

The final major issue hampering the Serbian EU
membership bid is its strong political ties with Russia. As a
traditionally close ally, Russia shares the dominant Serbian
perception of the post-Yugoslav wars that draw Serbia into
a direct conflict with the West. Russia is therefore very
popular with the public and is a key supporter of Serbian
claims over Kosovo. Although not formally opposed to
Serbian EU membership, Russia maintains close ties with
Eurosceptic parties, while its increasingly influential media
outlets in the region regularly produce anti-EU content. For
many in the Serbian political and intellectual elite, the
Russian ‘illiberal democracy’ is an attractive model of
governance, reflecting the fact that they have never
embraced the principles of western liberal democracies as
their own. Crucially, the fundamental Serbian interest as
largely perceived by its ruling elite – the preservation of
Kosovo within Serbia and maintaining the autonomy of
Republika Srpska – are more in accord with that of Russia
than of EU member states.27
Russia’s more assertive role in the region is seen as
obstructive and malign by the EU. It was the Russian
alleged involvement in an attempt to organise a coup d’état
in Montenegro in 2016 that prompted the Union to energise
its enlargement policy. As a candidate country, Serbia has
been under increasing pressure to harmonise its foreign
policy with the EU and join Montenegro in imposing
sanctions on Russia (due to its violation of Ukrainian
borders). The Baltic states have particularly insisted that ‘a
candidate country must align itself with the EU's common
foreign and security policy and achieve 100 percent
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Serbia must reach agreement with Kosovo to join EU by
2025,
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-serbia-euenlargement/serbia-must-reach-agreement-with-kosovo-to-joineu-by-2025-idUSKBN1FR2JP
26
EU doesn't know what binding Kosovo agreement will look
like,
www.b92.net/eng/news/politics.php?yyyy=2018&mm=02&dd=08
&nav_id=103448
27
For instance, after a personal plea of the then Serbian
president Tomislav Nikolić, Russia vetoed UN Security Council
resolution qualifying the 1995 Srebrenica massacre as genocide.
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alignment by the moment of accession’.28 The Enlargement
Strategy is a sobering reminder for Serbian decision-makers
that ‘joining the EU is a choice’ and ‘one that requires
sharing the principles, values and goals the Union seeks to
promote in its neighbourhood and beyond, including full
alignment with the common foreign and security policy’.

countries) to be captured by unaccountable oligarchic
political elites, and ensure the regional stability in the end.
However, the EU’s transformative power is not unlimited
and the EU-induced reforms are not irreversible, most
visible in some Central and Eastern European EU members
that have lately experienced severe democratic backsliding.

However, the Serbian government has categorically
refused to do so, questioning the very nature of these
principles. ‘I would ask everyone in the EU – how come that
only Serbian borders are changeable, while all other
borders are carved in stone’, 29 Minister Dačić asserted.
Thus, ‘the Russians are our friends, our brother’ and ‘Serbia
will never be an anti-Russian state’ aligning with EU
sanctions against Russia. 30 Considering a long-term
perspective of Serbian EU accession as well as the strategic
importance and tangible results of cooperation with
Russia,31 the balancing act between the EU and Russia will
certainly continue. This may change only in the unlike event
that the Serbian and Western interests intersect to a
greater degree in the future. Yet, Serbian authorities have
no long-term strategy for this issue. ‘I hope that the conflict
between the West and Russia will be completed [before the
end of accession negotiations]. If not, then we are all in big
trouble, including the EU’,32 Dačić has recently noted.

The changes are likely to be transformative only if
genuinely embraced by the domestic actors. The second
factor affecting Serbian EU perspective is therefore the
governing elite’s ability to commit themselves to meeting
the membership criteria, accept that this will have
consequence for their vested political and economic
interests, and reconcile their claims over Kosovo with EU
membership aspirations. The EU should not to set the bar
too high, though. It must be realistic about the finite
capability of these societies to reinvent themselves and the
current generation of Serbian (and Western Balkan political
leaders in general) to inspire and drive the transformation.
Above all, there should be no ambiguity about where Serbia
belongs and the direction in which it is heading. Whether
the elite have the political will to make such ‘a generational
choice’ and use ‘a historic window of opportunities’ to bind
Serbian future to the EU still remains uncertain.

Conclusion
Whether 2025 is a realistic date for Serbian EU
accession or not fundamentally depends on two related
factors. The first is EU’s resolve to make a strategic political
decision to take new members over the next decade and
design creative ways to support the candidates’ efforts,
focusing on their internal democratic and institutional
development. The Enlargement Strategy represents a step
in the right direction. It acknowledges that the EU must be
an engaged and devoted actor, offering a credible
perspective of integration while keeping a strong leverage
on the local elites. That is the only way the Union can
reverse a growing tendency for Serbia (and other Balkan

28
Serbia must join sanctions against Russia to join EU,
https://www.baltictimes.com/serbia_must_join_sanctions_against
_russia_to_join_eu/
29
Dačić: Brisel od nas da ne očekuje istorijski harakiri,
http://rs.n1info.com/a367446/Vesti/Dacic-Licemerno-sto-pojediniu-EU-ocekuju-od-nas-harakiri.html
30
Serbian Foreign Minister Dačić honoured as Russian
‘Friend’,
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