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The uncertain impact of 
the Russian–Ukraine war 
on the Western Balkans
Milica Uvalić*1

Due to the emergency created by the Russian aggression on Ukraine on 24 
February 2022, the European Union (EU) has had to address a series of urgent 
tasks during the past year: from imposing different types of sanctions against 
Russia to securing future energy supplies due to the dependence on oil imports 
from Russia, and helping Ukraine through financial, military and other forms 
of assistance. The war has also led to a radical reconsideration of the EU’s en-
largement policy, to explicitly include countries in Union’s eastern neighbour-
hood. As a gesture of strong support to Ukraine, in June 2022, the European 
Council decided to offer membership prospects to Ukraine, Moldova and 
Georgia – the “EU Associated Trio” – and, moreover, to grant Ukraine and 
Moldova the status of EU candidate countries. 

What will be the impact of Russia’s aggression on Ukraine for the Western 
Balkan states, particularly regarding their prospects of EU membership? There 
are a number of reasons for concern about the negative implications of the 
ongoing war for the Western Balkan countries that could also prolong the 
process of their entry into the EU. There are also some reasons for optimism, 
since the current situation could lead to new developments that could speed up 
the Western Balkans’ accession to the EU. In any case, the future EU enlarge-
ment policy is bound to become even more complicated, requiring a thorough 
rethinking of its main policy instruments.

* University of Perugia, Department of Political Science.
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Reasons for concern
Russia’s aggression against Ukraine has significantly increased the security 
risks in the entire Western Balkan region. The implications of the war were 
immediately felt, as Russia tried to strengthen its influence in a region where 
several countries – Serbia and Bosnia and Herzegovina – are not members of 
the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation (in addition to Kosovo, already under 
strong United States’ influence). The current strategic reflections on European 
security would therefore require a stronger participation of the Western Balkan 
countries in all EU policies. However, this is hampered by the fact that not all 
countries are fully aligned with EU’s foreign and security policy, particularly as 
regards sanctions against Russia. Although Serbia has voted in favour of United 
Nations’ Resolutions denouncing Russia over the Ukraine invasion (March 
2022) and suspending Russia from the Human Rights Council (April 2022), 
and has also condemned Russia’s annexation of the four Ukrainian regions 
(October 2022), it has not yet introduced sanctions against Russia. This has 
been unofficially justified by statements that Serbia’s own experience in the 
1990s has shown that international sanctions can be ineffective or even coun-
terproductive.12 In the meantime, Russia has been putting additional pressure 
on Serbia to obtain its continued political support (e.g., not to participate 
in international events where Russia has not been invited). Despite the risks 
that continue to particularly alarm Serbia’s neighbouring countries, a Russian 
military intervention in the Western Balkans is unlikely (Bechev 2023). 

The second concern regards the impact of the current energy crisis. The 
Western Balkans are less dependent on Russian gas compared to many other 
European countries, due to their still dominant reliance on coal and lignite in 
their energy usage (Uvalić 2023).23 Kosovo, Montenegro and Albania currently 

1  Despite very severe UN and EU sanctions from 1992 to 1995 against Federal Republic of Yugoslavia 
(FRY, consisting of Serbia and Montenegro), Slobodan Milošević not only remained in power but 
was one of the signatories of the Dayton Peace Accords that ended the war in Bosnia and Herzegov-
ina in 1995. Similarly, the new UN sanctions introduced against FR Yugoslavia in 1998-99, due to 
its policies in Kosovo that led to violent clashes of the Yugoslav army and the Kosovo Liberation 
Army, did not lead to a normalisation of the situation. Not even did the 11-week bombing of FR 
Yugoslavia lead Milošević to surrender - he was forced to leave only after the October 2000 elections 
that brought victory of Vojislav Koštunica, the candidate of the democratic opposition, as president 
of FRY.

3  The share of coal in electricity generation ranges from 44 per cent in Montenegro, 60 per cent in 
North Macedonia, 63 per cent in Bosnia and Herzegovina and 68 per cent in Serbia, to 95 per cent in 
Kosovo, while Albania’s electricity production relies almost entirely on hydropower (Balkan Green 
Foundation 2022).
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consume little to no Russian gas (European Parliament, 2022), while for Serbia, 
Bosnia and Herzegovina and North Macedonia, imports of natural gas from 
Russia represent a relatively small share of their total energy consumption. 
Serbia has also concluded a new three-year contract with the Russian company 
Gazprom in May 2022, that has secured gas supplies at a price three times lower 
than on the spot market (Bechev, 2023). The main reasons for concern derive 
primarily from the consequences of increasing energy prices. Similar to trends 
in the EU, the enormous increase in energy prices has strongly contributed 
to the rapid rise in inflation, which in most Western Balkans has also reached 
double-digit figures in 2022. The rise in energy and food prices is currently 
having a significant impact on households real disposable income, further ag-
gravating the socio-economic situation in all Western Balkan countries. The 
combination of these factors – triggered by the war in Ukraine – is likely to 
have a further negative effect on the implementation of the Green Agenda. The 
Western Balkans’ Green Agenda sets various climate and environment-relat-
ed targets (decarbonisation, reduction of environmental degradation, mitiga-
tion of climate change impact etc.; see Bartlett, Bonomi, & Uvalić 2022; Uvalić 
2023). Despite commitments undertaken by the Western Balkan governments 
at the Sofia Summit in November 2020, the current energy situation is likely 
to postpone the Green transition due to its high costs, aggravating further the 
already precarious environmental situation in the region. 

The third concern regards the EU’s enlargement policy. With three more 
countries knocking on the door of the EU, there is a risk that enlargement to 
the Western Balkans – a process that has already been extremely slow and has 
become increasingly uncertain during the past decade – will be postponed even 
further. Now that nine countries aspire to join the EU instead of six, the pros-
pects of EU membership for the Western Balkan countries may become even 
less certain. Despite the EU’s current strong support of Ukraine, negative atti-
tudes of some Member States could substantially delay any future EU enlarge-
ment – both to the East and to the South. The consistency of the EU enlarge-
ment policy has also been put into question. Something that took the Western 
Balkan countries many years to achieve – the status of EU candidate countries 
– has been granted to Ukraine and Moldova in only four months. Does this 
mean that the EU will abandon its approach based on merit and strict con-
ditionality, to give precedence to security-driven criteria in its future enlarge-
ment policy? The Western Balkan countries have come a long way in adopting 
many EU laws and standards in conformity with the Acquis, given that the 
Stabilisation and Association Agreements with the EU were signed already 
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between 2001 and 2008 (only Kosovo’s agreement was delayed until 2016). 
The Associated Trio started legal harmonisation primarily after signing the As-
sociation Agreements with the EU in 2014. Recent comparisons between the 
two groups of countries suggest that three countries - Montenegro, Serbia and 
North Macedonia – may have had a higher degree of compliance with most EU 
accession criteria than the countries in EU’s eastern neighbourhood (Emerson 
2021), but the assessment refers to the pre-war situation. Irrespective of where 
the three new aspiring members stand now regarding these criteria, they are 
very eager (quite understandably) to align with EU security and foreign policy, 
which is not yet the case with some Western Balkan countries. 

Finally, if a negative attitude prevails among the EU Member States, leading 
to an indefinite postponement of EU enlargement (also to the Western Balkans), 
this could have negative repercussions for domestic politics. Further delays 
would inevitably diminish public support for the EU in the region, leading to 
backsliding in the reform process (for years pushed forward primarily by EU 
conditionality), a further consolidation of authoritarian regimes (Keil 2018) 
and establishment of even stronger ties with non-EU countries. Twenty years 
after the 2003 Thessaloniki EU – Western Balkan Summit, the EU strategy has 
failed to carry forward the promised EU integration of the Western Balkans 
(except for Croatia). In the meantime, the enthusiasm for EU membership in 
the region has fallen continuously and the EU’s image has strongly deterio-
rated. We are witnessing the “three Ds” - phenomena of disappointment, dis-
illusionment and disenchantment with the EU (Teokarević 2023). In Serbia, 
recent public opinion polls suggest that only 38 per cent of its citizens think 
that EU membership would be a good thing for Serbia, the lowest per centage 
registered since 2009, and as much as 41 per cent think it will never happen 
(Regional Cooperation Council 2022).

Reasons for optimism
There are also some reasons for optimism. Certain developments caused by the 
Ukraine war could act in favour of the Western Balkan countries and accelerate 
the process of their accession to the EU. 

First, there is a growing awareness in the EU and its institutions about the 
strategic importance of the Western Balkans. Years of multiple crises have seri-
ously affected EU Member States and have had a direct impact on the “enlarge-
ment fatigue”, impeding further progress in EU’s enlargement policy. With the 
war in Ukraine, the integration of the Western Balkans in the EU is increas-
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ingly viewed as a geostrategic investment in a stable Union, for the sake of its 
own political, security and economic interests. Rising geopolitical concerns in 
recent years have amplified the strategic importance of the Western Balkans in 
various policy areas – security, migration, trade, energy, environment, trans-
port and energy infrastructure. This has led to joint and coordinated sectoral 
policies and cooperation in an increasing number of policy areas. These forms 
of cooperation are likely to continue in the future to the benefit of both the EU 
and the Western Balkans. In the current emergency circumstances, the strategic 
partnership between the EU and the Western Balkan region is more important 
than ever.

Second, the EU has adopted concrete measures to support the Western 
Balkans’ EU perspective over the past year. There has been a renewed emphasis 
and confirmation of the Western Balkans’ EU integration prospects in state-
ments of high-level EU officials. There has been praise for Serbia’s progress 
toward EU accession, expressed by Ursula von der Leyen when visiting Belgrade 
last autumn. European Commissioner Várhelyi in January 2023 announced 
that with the geopolitical an economic crisis caused by the Russian aggression 
of Ukraine, EU enlargement has returned to be one of the three priorities not 
only of the EU but also of its leaders, so today it is even more important to offer 
stronger support to the Union’s neighbours in the Western Balkans in order to 
keep them on the European path and accelerate their integration with the EU. 

More important than positive statements, however, are the concrete steps 
taken in this direction. In June 2022, after nearly two years of a deadlock, the 
long-awaited accession negotiations with Albania and North Macedonia have 
finally been approved. In December 2022, Bosnia and Herzegovina has been 
granted the status of EU candidate, leaving Kosovo as the only potential can-
didate in the region. The Berlin Process II was successfully launched in early 
November 2022, confirming the intentions of continued support and intensi-
fied cooperation between the EU and the Western Balkans. 

Third, there has been increasing economic integration of the Western 
Balkans with the EU economy over the last twenty years, leading to strong in-
terdependencies (Uvalić 2019). The established economic links are unlikely to 
be seriously affected by the ongoing war. For the Western Balkan countries, the 
choice between the EU and Russia is a false dilemma, because in comparison 
to the EU, Russia is an insignificant economic partner. In 2021, 70 per cent 
of the Western Balkans’ trade was with the EU (only 3 per cent with Russia), 
EU companies accounted for 61 per cent of FDI stock in the region, and 75-95 
per cent of banking assets are owned by banks from EU Member States. The 

Milica Uvalić
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EU has had a stable surplus in its trade with the region over the past decade. 
All Western Balkan countries are highly euroised economies, with savings 
deposits of households and enterprises held mainly in euros. Monetary policies 
are similar to those in the eurozone. Kosovo and Montenegro already use the 
euro, while most other countries link their national currencies to the euro. The 
introduction of the European semester in the Western Balkans has increased 
EU surveillance over economic policies and structural reforms. The EU and 
the Western Balkans are therefore closely interlinked, the EU remains the main 
economic partner of the Western Balkans, and this is unlikely to change in the 
near future. 

Finally, the conditions may finally be created to move forward on Kosovo, 
an issue that has fundamentally blocked progress in EU enlargement policy for 
over 20 years (Bonomi & Uvalić 2019). On the side of the EU, five Member 
States have not yet recognised Kosovo’s independence, which clearly poses 
problems for Kosovo’s entry into the EU. On the side of Kosovo and Serbia, 
despite the “Brussels Agreement” (see Government of Serbia, 2013) signed on 
19 April 2013, that should have led to the resolution of some key issues (such 
as the creation of Serb majority municipalities in Kosovo) and paved the way 
towards normalisation, the dialogue has not only been stalled for long, but 
there has been a serious deterioration in relations over the past years. Still, the 
current security concerns in Europe posed by the ongoing war seem to have 
contributed to the “internationalisation” of an issue that until recently was pri-
marily seen as a bilateral problem between Serbia and Kosovo. Russia’s interest 
to maintain strong influence in the region has increased the urgency of finding 
a solution for the Kosovo issue acceptable to both Serbia and Kosovo. The new 
EU normalisation agreement drafted by France and Germany, recently present-
ed to Serbia and Kosovo, could possibly deblock the situation, in this way con-
tributing to the stabilisation of the Western Balkan region and enabling faster 
progress towards EU not only of Serbia and Kosovo, but of all countries in the 
region. Is this a highly unlikely scenario? 

The EU’s pressure on Serbia to align with the EU’s foreign policy is in-
creasing daily, through continuous diplomatic measures by EU officials, key 
EU Member States, the European Parliament, the US, meant to influence 
the Serbian president Aleksandar Vučić to change his position on sanctions 
to Russia. Although Vučić will try to postpone taking any definite decision 
because of good relations that Serbia still maintains with Russia, he may not 
be able to do so indefinitely, especially since Russia’s relevance as a guarantor 

The uncertain impact of the Russian–Ukraine war on the Western Balkans
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of Serbia’s territorial integrity is likely to diminish further. Russia’s increasing 
distance from the West will render Serbia’s ambiguous position unsustainable, 
so Vučić may finally have to take sides, for the sake of his own survival as a po-
litical leader and the future of Serbia. The Ukraine war may push Vučić to un-
equivocally opt for the EU over Russia.

As Russia’s war in Ukraine continues, there are also intensified diplomatic 
efforts to pressure both Vučić and Kurti to accept the new EU normalisation 
agreement (the text is still kept secret at the time of writing). Vučić has been 
fully aware for some time that Kosovo is “lost” and seems inclined to accept 
the new EU plan for normalising relations with Kosovo, since otherwise, as he 
himself claims, Serbia could face international isolation and become a “pariah” 
(AP News, 2023). His recent statements appear to be a shift from his previous 
hardline rhetoric: ‘I would not agree to lead the country that is alone and 
isolated’ (AP News, 2023). Although he is facing strong opposition by some 
of the extreme, but also moderate, right-wing nationalistic parties in the Par-
liament that continue to claim that “Kosovo is Serbia”, he could possibly be 
supported by some pro-EU parties. However, this would probably also require 
a much firmer promise on Serbia’s entry into the EU. Such a direction, that 
could accelerate the country’s entry into the EU, could bring him additional 
domestic popularity. Although political support for Vučić of his party follow-
ers remains high, there is a part of the population in Serbia that is deeply un-
satisfied and disappointed. Protests by citizens and civil society organisations 
due to problems that directly affect their daily lives – air and water pollution, 
non-respect of environmental norms and labour laws, exploitation of mines 
to the detriment of rural development – are on the increase. Many of these 
activists are aware that Serbia’s entry into the EU would facilitate the resolu-
tion of some of these problems, and therefore would welcome such a change 
in Serbia’s course.

Milica Uvalić
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