
Abstract. The	article	considers	the	factors	of	the	spread	of	Russian	influence	in	the	coun-
tries	of		former	Yugoslavia	over	the	thirty	year	period	between	the	collapse	of	the	socialist	
bloc	and	the	beginning	of	the	Russia-Ukraine	full-scale	violent	conflict	that	started	on	
February	24,	2022.	The	article	demonstrates	that	Russia’s	influence	in	this	region	is	also	
characterized	by	the	role	of	counter-balancer	to	the	influences	and	pressures	of	the	US	and	
the	EU.	It	is	shown	that	since	the	beginning	of	the	Russia’s	full-scale	military	operation	in	
Ukraine,	Russia’s	influence	in	the	Western	Balkans	is	rapidly	declining.	It	is	simultaneously	
replaced	by	accelerated	integration	of	the	region	to	the	EU.			
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Covid-19 pandemic slowed dynamics of international relations. Russia’s 
full-scaled ‘special operation’ in Ukraine transformed them rapidly. Millions 
of people from Ukraine and Russia left their homes — the former running 
from the bombs, the latter running from increased danger from political 
and ideological prosecutions, economic uncertainty, and more recently 
from mobilization. The beginning of full-scaled operation in Ukraine put 
the European Union (EU) into most pessimistic scenario concerning migra-
tion and energy crises. For the Balkans, where the tensions among former 
Yugoslav republics have persisted with changeable intensity over the last 
three decades, Russia’s full-scale invasion in Ukraine meant much more than 
migration and energy crises. 

The statements of political leaderships of small former Yugoslav re-
publics displayed fears and desperation. For instance, the Prime Minister 
of the EU member state Croatia, Andrej Plenkovic called the invasion “the 
catastrophe for the whole Europe” (Reakcije na ruski… 2022). The President 
of the EU candidate Serbia, Aleksandar Vucic on February 24 spent the whole 
day, trying to formulate a clear position about the attack unsuccessfully. He 
made an official statement in the evening, saying that it is the biggest trag-
edy for Serbia to see two fraternal Slavic countries in war with each other. 
Understanding of the sharp twist in the role that Russia has played over the 
last thirty years in the territories constituting former Yugoslavia was behind 
these statements. 

Russia’s foreign policy towards the Balkans in the 1990s:  
Earning Political Capital
A short characterization of Russia’s role in the Balkans over the last thirty 

years is that of counter-balancer. Since the dissolution of the Soviet Union, 
Russia’s foreign policy towards former Yugoslavia has been contextualized 
within Russia’s relations with ‘the West’, precisely United States of America 
(USA) and Western European countries. In turn, these relations had a direct 
reflection on Russia’s relations with the former Yugoslav republics. During the 
series of violent conflicts constituting the process of the collapse of the Social-
ist Federal Republic Yugoslavia, Russia’s stance towards the sides in these wars 
was significantly different from those of the Western powers. Official Moscow 
was the only then important international actor that did not blame the Serbs’ 
leadership for the escalation of the conflict; neither had it directly blamed any 
other side of the conflict. Nevertheless, these wars of Yugoslavia’s dissolution 
in the 1990s caused strains in Russia’s relations with other four members of 
the international “contact group”, including Russia, the US, France, Great 
Britain and Germany. The goal of the group was “to devise a political solution 
to the Bosnian civil war” (Donaldson R., Nogee J., 2005: 248). 
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The efforts of the ‘contact group’ for Bosnia resulted in the Dayton Peace 
Accords (1995) defining internal division of Bosnia into the two entities — The 
Federation of Bosniaks and Bosnian Croats, and Republika Srpska, literally 
The Serb’s Republic. For its’ diplomatic efforts leading to the existence of this 
Serb’s autonomous entity in Bosnia, Russia, under Boris Yeltsin’s leadership 
earned its’ post-Cold-War political capital among the Serbs. Russia’s politi-
cal capital in Serbia was additionally increased by Russia’s open anti-North 
Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) stand in the conflict between Kosovo’s 
Albanians and Serbs over attempts of the former to secede from Serbia, and 
efforts of the latter to prevent this secession. In this struggle, Kosovo’s Serbs 
enjoyed the full support of the Serbian police and army, and the US and the 
Western European powers attempted to defend the Kosovo’s Albanians as the 
weaker side of the conflict. In the spring of 1999, these attempts to defend 
Kosovo’s Albanians turned into the three months long NATO’s air attacks 
on Serbia and Montenegro. For these attacks, Russian leaders charged NATO 
states with violating norms of sovereignty and undermining the United Na-
tions Organization (UN) Charter (Yesson E., 1999/2000).

Russia’s foreign policy in the Balkans in the 2010s:  
Capitalizing on political influence
In the early 2000s, this political capital started to transform into certain 

mutual economic benefits. 
During Vladimir Putin’s first presidential term, in 2001, Russia and 

Federal Republic Yugoslavia (Serbia and Montenegro) signed the Free Trade 
Agreement that allowed Yugoslav companies to trade with Russia on equal 
conditions as the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS) countries. 
According to Trade Chamber of Republika Srpska, this Agreement also fa-
cilitated exports of some products from Bosnia (especially from Republika 
Srpska) to Russia, where Serbian companies served as mediator. As a result, 
Serbia has served as the hub for exports to Russia for the whole region 
(Tepavcevic S., 2013). Similarly, both Russian and Serbian political leaders 
rhetorically related to historical and cultural ties between Russia and Serbia 
to security and economic interests. It resulted in Gazpromneft’s purchase 
of Oil Industry of Serbia — NIS, Serbia’s largest state owned company. The 
purchase was portrayed as an element of moral and economic support to 
Serbia in its Kosovo territorial issue, in which Russia backed Serbia in the 
(UN) over the 2000s. In 2010, Serbia declared military neutrality, remaining 
the only country in the region that did not seek NATO membership. Yet, it 
did not turn into legislation, as Serbia is the member of NATO’s “Partnership 
for Peace” initiative (Ejdus F., 2014).
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More foreign direct investments (FDI) from Russia followed in the coun-
tries of former Yougslavia. Practically all of them represented brownfield FDI, 
i.e. acquisitions and restructuration of existing energy capacities. Depending 
on their socioeconomic impact, they either increased or diminished Russia’s 
political influence in the localities. The purchase of the biggest metal plant — 
Kombinat Aluminijuma Podgorica (KAP) in Montenegro by Russian oligarch 
Oleg Deripaska’s company RusAl proved unprofitable for the Montenegro’s 
economy. Therefore, this privately owned Russian company FDI in Montene-
gro did not increase Russia’s political influence. Quite the contrary, in 2017 
Montenegro joined NATO.

Other FDI from Russia in the Western Balkans were more successful 
both economically, and in turn, politically. Among these examples is LUKoil’s 
purchase of Serbian oil company Beopetrol in 2005, which was profitable for 
both LUKoil and Serbia. At the end of 2022, LUKoil continues its operations 
in Serbia. 

Similarly, the acquisition of all companies in oil sector in the Serb entity 
of Bosnia and Herzegovina by Russian state-owned Zarubezhneft in 2007 
proved economically beneficial not only for Republika Srpska, but for all Bos-
nia and Herzegovina as it increased the credit rating of the country for the first 
time in the post-1990s-war period (Tepavcevic S., 2015). Long term, however, 
the operations of the oil refinery in Bosanski Brod proved ecologically harmful 
materializing in visible air and water pollution both in Bosnia and Herzegovina 
and in neighboring Croatia.

Gazprom’s acquisition of 51% shares in Serbian NIS remained the most 
significant FDI of Russian companies in the Balkans. It took place without 
official tender for the company’s sale. It was the way that Serbian authorities 
thank Russia for its support in the UN on the Kosovo issue. This acquisition 
also provides Gazprom with an opportunity to control approximately one 
quarter of Serbia’s state budget, making it along with the building of the South 
Stream gas pipeline Russia’s major political leverage in the Balkans. It also sof-
tened unavoidable negative impacts of the global financial crisis of 2008–2009 
on Serbia’s economy. Two factors reinforced all these business activities. One 
is the former Yugoslav diaspora in Russia, which played a major role in at-
tracting investments from Russia to the Western Balkans on both macro — by 
companies- and micro — individual — level investments. The second factor is 
the virtual absence of competition in acquisitions: Russian companies have 
taken the advantage of absence of other investors and relatively low acqui-
sition costs in Bosnia and Herzegovina, Serbia, and Montenegro. As a result, 
they gained the access not only to the Balkan’s emerging markets, but also 
to geographically proximate EU markets. Simultaneously, Russian citizens 
conducted many smaller private investments in tourism and real estate sector 
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in Montenegro and Croatia. However, these investments had no significant 
political influence.

All these activities were happening parallel to increasing turmoil 
across the former Soviet space. In response to Georgia’s government at-
tempt to return control over its breakaway regions Abkhazia and South 
Ossetia, Russia’s army conducted five-day long military action preventing 
Tbilisi to return control. This operation left many Georgians internally 
displaced, attitudes of majority of Georgians bitter towards the Russians, 
and led to long-term presence of the Russian troops on the twenty percent 
of internationally recognized territory of Georgia. Similarly, despite the 
political coup in Ukraine that ousted the government of the Ukrainian 
President Viktor Yanukovych in the early 2014 and Russia’s consequent 
annexation of Crimea, which was “in severe violation of international law”, 
Russia’s actions did not represent “a stratagem of geopolitical expansion”, 
nor did they pose implications for the global balance of power (Saluchev S., 
2014). Indeed, mostly because it did not cause any violent conflict, Russia’s 
actions in Crimea did not change the intensity of Russia’s influence in the 
post-Yugoslav Balkans.

Russia’s foreign policy during and in the early aftermath of 
COVID-19 pandemic
The COVID-19 pandemic was unprecedented global crisis due to simul-

taneous lockdowns in nearly all parts of the globe. The specificity of the virus 
and the absence of the relevant vaccine made these lockdowns lasting. Once 
the first vaccines were developed, their effectiveness neither was proved nor 
were their numbers sufficient to reach the human population equally. In addi-
tion, it took long before vaccines developed in China were certified in Europe. 
To the date, Russia-developed anti-COVID vaccines have not passed the World 
Health Organization’s (WHO) certification. Nevertheless, Russian Sputnik-V 
was among the first developed anti-COVID-19 vaccines, and being the first 
to supply the Balkans and Hungary and Slovakia with Sputnik-V, the Russian 
political leadership applied its strategy of political influence through energy 
supplies on the vaccine supplies. 

This Russia’s ‘vaccine diplomacy’ in the Balkans had double effect. First, 
Russia provided Serbia with Sputnik-V early in the 2021 when most of the 
EU member states lacked supplies of anti-COVID-19 vaccines. Second, this 
prompted vaccine tourism from all countries of the region to Serbia for re-
ceiving otherwise unavailable anti-COVID vaccine. In short-run this increased 
Serbia’s positive image in the region, where in the mainstream political dis-
courses it has usually been portrayed negatively because of its relative power 
stance vis-à-vis most countries in the region.
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Furthermore, in a disarray of overlapping EU’s post-Brexit fatigue and 
COVID-19 pandemic, early in the 2022, the long-standing political leader 
of Republika Srpska, Milorad Dodik announced his intension to declare this 
Bosnia’s entity independent from the rest of Bosnia and Herzegovina. His 
assertiveness was underpinned by long-standing political and economic 
support by Russia, and with some political forces within the EU, in Hungary 
and Croatia. This put the Western Balkans again on the map of regions with 
the high potential for the violent conflicts. Similarly, the interplay between 
Russian economic, cultural, and political capital in the Western Balkans and 
its’ relevance for the geopolitical tensions in Europe. The beginning of this 
turbulent year was also marked in the region by the informal meeting of the 
Russian political opposition — the non-systemic one — that was held in Bel-
grade, as in one of the rare remaining European capitals where Russian citizens 
can travel without visas. The fact that Interior Minister of Serbia, Aleksandar 
Vulin reported to the Kremlin about the details of this meeting just reflects 
on the level of Putin’s regime influence in Serbia prior to February 24, 2022. 
Overall, in the beginning of February 2022, the integration of the rest of the 
post-Yugoslav Balkans into the EU seemed as far as ever before. 

Impact of the conflict in Ukraine on Russia’s Influence  
in the Balkans: accelerating EU integration of the Western 
Balkans and beyond
Russia’s full-scaled attack on Ukraine put the end to the post-Cold-War 

world order. Although violating the international law was a sporadic routine 
in Russia’s foreign policy — Georgia in 2008 and in Crimea in 2014 — the 
former in the context of international affairs was not worthy any meaningful 
reactions, and the latter resulted in limited sanctions. Above all, in both cases 
Russian government declared to defend the rights of Russians in these places 
virtually without victims and any major destruction. As a result, in the Western 
Balkans, these Russia’s military operations were debated, with right wing pol-
iticians usually justifying them, and left wing politicians generally opposing. 

On the contrary, the scale and brutality of Russia’s 2022 invasion in 
Ukraine erased the illusions of Russia as the ‘defender of the weak oppressed 
by the West’ in the Balkans. Thousands of Russian citizens flooding Belgrade 
in escaping from Russia enforced this disillusionment. Still, if given choice 
between the new emerging Western and Eastern blocs, many people in 
the Balkans — not least in Serbia and Republika Srpska — by inertia would 
respond that they would rather be with Russia. Still, it is not because of 
Russia and its’ foreign policy towards the Western Balkans. Being generally 
fond of the set of principles under coin ‘European values’, the perceptions 
of the EU as a close alliance of the US halted the integration of the Western 
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Balkans countries — primarily Serbia — into the EU. However, Russia’s po-
sition as the direct side in the conflict in Ukraine diminished its’ role as the 
counter-balancing power in the Western Balkans, leaving them with much 
narrowed choice, even regarding the Serbia’s unwillingness to join the EU 
sanctions on Russia.

Throughout the 2022, Serbia and Kosovo have several times been at the 
fringe of violent conflict — every time because Kosovo’s government attempts 
to persuade Kosovo Serbs to change their car plates from Serbian to Kosovan 
ones. Similarly, the brief outbreaks of violence increased between the center 
and far right political forces, which persisted in Montenegro since its inde-
pendence in 2006. In the light of the war raging in Ukraine and these brief 
outbreaks of potentially violent conflict across the Western Balkans, the EU 
accelerated its long stalling integration process, first by giving Ukraine and 
Moldova the status of EU candidates in the summer. Then, on December 6, 
the EU held the Summit with the remaining non-EU Western Balkans country. 
Remarkably, the Summit for the first time was held outside the EU — in Tirana, 
Albanian capital, and a week after Bosnia and Herzegovina was granted the EU 
candidate status for which it waited since 2016. Kosovo, the only remaining 
non-EU-candidate and still unrecognized state in the Western Balkans, applied 
for the EU candidate status just days after.    

Therefore, while the violent conflict between Russian army and Ukrain-
ian army shapes the world order — and 2022 has represents the peak of these 
changes, the region ceased to be the ‘sanitary zone’: with the plunge of Rus-
sia’s political influence in the Balkans, the EU takes the region into its orbit. 
Firmly, and irreversibly. 
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Аннотация. В	статье	рассмотрены	факторы	распространения	влияния	России	в	постюгослав-
ских	странах	за	тридцатилетний	период	с	момента	распада	социалистического	блока	и	до	
начала	российско-украинского	вооруженного	конфликта	24	февраля	2022	г.	В	работе	показа-
но,	что	влияние	России	в	регионе	также	характеризовалась	тем,	что	Западные	Балканы	играли	
роль	противовеса	влиянию	и	давлению	со	стороны	США	и	ЕС.	Показано,	что	с	началом	СВО	
на	Украине	влияние	России	на	Западных	Балканах	стремительно	снижается.	В	свою	очередь	
происходит	ускоренная	интеграция	региона	в	ЕС.

Ключевые слова: Балканы,	Россия,	Сербия,	российско-украинский	конфликт,	специальная	
военная	операция.


