
 

Main Political Risks for SEE – 2023   Page | 1  

 

 
 

 KEY POLITICAL RISKS FACING THE 

WESTERN BALKANS IN 2023 

Regional political outlook for 2023 in light of further tension 

between Serbia & Kosovo  

   8 February 2023 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

if ongoing tensions between the West and Russia were to escalate to a second front, the Western 

Balkans might provide fertile ground for its unfolding in 2023. Not because there is a serious risk of the 

current war spreading to the region (three NATO countries separate Russia from the Western Balkans), 

but because the region is fertile ground for further unrest being cultivated by and because of the 

conflict.  Unlike other parts of the CEE region, the Western Balkans does not present a united front in its 

relations to NATO and Russia. At the core of this divide lies Serbia, or more specifically the Serbian 

cause, whose supporters have historically viewed Moscow as its ‘protector’ against Western interests. 

Serbia, as well as Bosnia & Herzegovina (precisely because of veto rights of Republika Srpska) and 

Belarus are the only countries in Europe not to have imposed sanctions on Russia. Along with Kosovo 

(again, due to its unresolved status with Serbia), they are the only countries in the region not members 

of NATO. All other nationalist movements – notably Albanian, Montenegrin and Bosnian – are firmly in 

the Western camp and view NATO as the guarantor of their security interests. 

The Serbian question plays a central role in domestic political discourse of three neighboring states: 

Bosnia and Herzegovina, Kosovo and Montenegro. It is along this axis where we consider the most 

salient risks for the region in 2023 and beyond, in particular surrounding Kosovo’s sovereignty, the 

territorial integrity of Bosnia and Herzegovina and Montenegro’s heightened nationalism. 

Elsewhere in the region, other potential flashpoints include Bulgaria’s relations with North Macedonia, 

with the risk of negatively impacting Skopje’s EU accession bid and North Macedonia fearing that pro-

Kremlin elements are instigating trouble to weaken the European bloc.   

The regional country least affected by Russia’s war in Ukraine is Albania, where Prime Minister Edi Rama 

is progressing his third mandate. Albania’s government, considered politically stable relative to its 

neighbours, has adopted a soft position on Serbia-Kosovo disputes, as well as a largely non-

interventionist approach to North Macedonia and Montenegro.  

Below, Aretera presents its outlook on SEE for 2023, with a focus on political risks facing the region. 
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REGIONAL OVERVIEW 

On 19th January, Aretera held its year-opening webinar on Central, Eastern and Southeastern Europe. 

In the shadows of Russia’s war in Ukraine, our panel of experts discussed the main political 

developments, outlooks, risks and opportunities facing the region in 20231. One area in which we 

highlighted specific security threats and instabilities that should be closely monitored in the year ahead 

is the Western Balkans. Despite some progress in the EU integration process last year (namely with the 

start of accession talks for Albania and North Macedonia), fundamental fault lines continue to 

threaten the 25-year peace observed in the region.  

During the webinar we presented the view that, if the ongoing tensions between the West and Russia 

were to escalate to a second front, the Western Balkans might provide fertile ground for its unfolding. 

Not because there is a serious risk of the current war physically spilling over to the region (it is buffeted 

from Russia by three NATO countries), but rather due to proxy threats related to the war. Unlike other 

parts of Central and Eastern Europe, the Western Balkans does not present a united front in its relations 

to NATO and Russia. At the core of this divide lies Serbia, or more specifically, the Serbian cause, whose 

supporters have historically viewed Moscow as its ‘protector’ against Western interests. 

Serbia, as well as Bosnia and Herzegovina (precisely because of veto rights of its Serb-entity, Republika 

Srpska) and Belarus are the only countries in Europe not to have imposed sanctions on Russia. Along 

with Kosovo (again, due to its unresolved status with Serbia), they are the only countries in the region 

not to be members of NATO. All other nationalist movements – notably Albanian (in both Albania and 

Kosovo), Montenegrin and Bosniak – are firmly in the West’s camp and view NATO as the guarantor of 

their security interests. 

KEY RISKS 

The Serbian question plays a central, if not critical, role in domestic political discourse of three 

neighboring states, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Kosovo, and Montenegro. It is along this axis where we 

consider the most salient risks for the region in 2023 and ahead. Specifically, these risks include: 

➢ Kosovo’s sovereignty and the ability of the Pristina government to affirm its independence in 

the international arena while exerting control over the Serb-dominated northern region. Over 

the past year, there have been repeated skirmishes between Serbian communities in the north 

and the Kosovo Police Force. Most recently, tensions have flared over car registration numbers 

(Pristina’s decision to ban Serbian-issued plates), which led to Serbian communities setting-up 

roadblocks and physically preventing Kosovo’s authorities’ access. On numerous occasions, 

Belgrade has moved its military within kilometers of the administrative line and threatened to 

cross if the situation escalates (despite the 1999 peace agreement obliging it not to). These 

instabilities have led the EU, spearheaded by France and Germany, to seek a permanent 

diplomatic resolution to Kosovo’s status (see below for further detail). 

➢ Bosnia & Herzegovina’s territorial integrity. The Kremlin’s chief ally in the Western Balkans is 

Milorad Dodik, President of Republika Srpska. Over the past decade, Dodik has been the key 

driver in the Serb entity’s push for independence from Bosnia & Herzegovina, for which he has 

been placed under sanctions by the US and UK governments. Dodik’s term was renewed 

following his success in the 2022 general election and he is likely to double-down on his 

 
1 See here for Aretera’s overview of the top political risks facing the CEE region in 2023 

https://areterapa.com/news_20230126
https://areterapa.com/insight_20230123
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successionist ambitions during the course of this mandate. However, given his main ally is 

severely stretched and struggling in Ukraine, Dodik’s room for manoeuvre is increasingly 

tightening. Without coordinated support from both Moscow and Belgrade, the prospects for a 

successful Republika Srpska independence push in this climate are highly unfavorable. 

➢ Montenegro’s heightened nationalism. Formally a member of NATO since 2017, Montenegro is 

considered a frontrunner among the Western Balkans states for EU accession. However, over 

the past three decades it has effectively been led by President Milo Đukanović, who has faced 

allegations of serious corruption scandals and links to organized crime structures and as a result 

his ruling party lost the 2020 parliamentary elections. Likewise, Đukanović was seen to be hostile 

towards the country’s large Serbian minority - around 35% of the country – clamping down on 

minority language and religious rights, while also recognizing Kosovo’s independence and 

pushing for NATO membership. What emerged from the 2020 election was a coalition 

government between civic Montenegrin and pro-Serb parties, including some pro-Russian 

factions. The government has since had a reshuffle and is currently led by a minority 

government, while a political blockade of the constitutional court is in place. This is leading to 

rising nationalist outbursts on both Montenegrin and Serbian sides. Crucially, 2023 is election 

year, when Đukanović’s presidency will be contested, as well as likely snap parliamentary 

elections.  

At the heart of each of these issues is the Serbian nationalist cause which, however, is not necessarily 

advocated by Belgrade itself. Since the start of the Ukraine war, the Serbian President has been 

engaged in a delicate balancing act between commitments to the EU (Serbia’s biggest trading and 

investment partner) and a domestic electorate which recent polls find is 84% against imposing 

sanctions on Russia. Given these pressures, the government has sought to buy time, navigating a risk-

averse, neutral line and a largely passive approach to the Serbian question in neighboring countries.  

SERBIA-KOSOVO ‘ULTIMATUM’ 

On Friday 20th January, President Vučić received a delegation of five high-ranking diplomats from the 

US, EU, Germany, France and Italy, who presented him with a plan to resolve the Kosovo crisis. 

Commonly dubbed the ‘Franco-German proposal’, the 10-point plan seeks to normalize relations 

between Belgrade and Pristina and advocates for mutual recognition between the two parties. 

Crucially, according to Article 4 of the proposal, “Serbia will not oppose Kosovo’s membership in any 

international organization”, which was long-considered a red line for Belgrade, given Kosovo’s non-

membership at the UN (in large part due to Russia’s and China’s veto rights at the UN Security Council). 

The proposal has not officially been made public, but has been leaked to Serbian and Brussels-based 

press. 

The following Monday (23rd January), Vučić made an explosive address to the nation in which he 

claimed that the proposed plan contained an important caveat: it was, in fact, an ultimatum. 

According to the President, the Western delegation told him “you must accept this plan or face first, 

the interruption of the European integration process; second, the stoppage and withdrawal of 

investments; and third, comprehensive measures in the political and economic sense that will cause 

great damage to the Republic of Serbia”. 

Though some commentators have in the past accused Vučić of alarmism, this announcement was 

delivered in an unmistakably defeatist tone and seemed a far cry from his earlier defiant pledges to 

“protect Kosovo Serbs and Serbia’s territorial integrity at all costs.” 

https://www.serbianmonitor.com/en/what-does-the-french-german-plan-for-kosovo-contain/
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The Serbian President continued by saying that if he rejected the Franco-German plan, “It would be a 

matter of weeks before the visa-free regime with the European Union would be abolished, while (…) 

the second thing that would happen would be that there would be no more investments, then the 

withdrawal of investments from Serbia.” Going forward, he said that the Serbian government would 

encourage a national dialogue with all parties and interest groups, and ultimately take the decision 

to the parliament, if not the wider public (presumably in the form of a referendum). For their part, EU 

officials have denied that any such ultimatum was delivered, however publicly there has been no 

mention of any concrete concessions or incentives (in the shape of fast-tracking the accession 

process, investments or otherwise related to Kosovo), suggesting that the West may have lost its 

patience with Vučić’s balancing act and adopted a firmer ‘all-sticks-no-carrot’ approach in dealing 

with Serbia’s leader.    

REACTIONS FROM BELGRADE 

The Franco-German proposal represents a major crossroad in Serbia’s relationship with the EU. It calls 

on Belgrade to drop its key red lines regarding Kosovo’s recognition of independence, in exchange for 

relatively intangible gains regarding accession, while the lack of appetite of some Member States for 

future Western Balkans enlargement is also no secret. Further, according to all relevant polls, the support 

for EU membership in Serbia is consistently below 50%, so this proposal – particularly if delivered as an 

ultimatum – risks further polarising Serbian society and damaging Brussels’ reputation in the country.  

In the days following the address, right-leaning opposition parties congregated outside the parliament 

to announce a common platform to “resist Vučić’s capitulation.” During a special parliamentary 

session on Kosovo held on 2nd February, they approached Vučić holding placards that read ‘traitor’, 

leading to a tense physical standoff involving dozens of government and opposition MPs. This latest 

drama in the Kosovo crisis is creating a frenzy in the mainstream and has real potential to escalate into 

widespread protests in the days and weeks ahead.  

Though the question of Kosovo’s independence has been debated since the end of the war in 1999, 

in Vučić’s own words, “this crisis began on 24th February 2022”, that is, with Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. 

Since the war began, Serbia’s official policy of neutrality has become increasingly untenable. 

Throughout the past year, observers have kept a close eye on key indicators, from the rhetoric of 

leading officials and pro-government media, to Serbia’s position on sanctioning Russia and the 

composition of its new government in October 2022. So far, Vučić has skillfully balanced these 

opposing interests and kept up the guessing game; regarding the new government, he removed 

Ministers Zorana Mihajlović and Aleksandar Vulin, the biggest allies of both the West and Russia 

respectively, to ensure parity.  

As such, it would be premature to assume that this latest saga is the moment at which Serbia’s 

government makes a decisive step towards the West and begins confronting pro-Russian elements. 

However, recent events suggest that moment is getting closer. On 1st February, the US Ambassador to 

Serbia, Christopher Hill, remarked that “Serbia’s relations with Russia is weakening with each passing 

day”. The following day, pro-government tabloids ran headlines claiming Russia was planning to use 

its proxies in the Serbian opposition to “burn down parliament”, while others have quickly adopted a 

narrative that there is no alternative to EU accession or that “Kosovo is a lost cause.” 

During the special parliamentary session, the main West-leaning opposition party proposed the Serbian 

government imposes sanctions on Russia, which, notably, Vučić did not rule out. 
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UNCERTAINTY AHEAD 

If the government enacts this U-turn and specifically if Vučić and the ruling party continue advocating 

an affirmative position on the Franco-German plan, they will encounter major resistance from across 

the political and social spectrum. Politically, they will go up against a well-versed nationalist bloc, with 

a number of high-profile leaders who have found their footing in the national assembly and whose 

growing accusations of ‘treachery’ are spreading on social media. Even among some pro-European 

and centrist parties, there is pushback to the plan, albeit likely due to deep-rooted animosities with 

Vučić and the ruling party. Across society too, the opposition to the plan could be defining for Serbia’s 

future trajectory and stability. 

Hundreds of public figures, including leading intellectuals and artists, have signed a proclamation ‘no 

ultimatum – no capitulation’ to reject the plan. They have been joined by the Serbian Orthodox Church 

(which has strong political influence across the region), and other influential structures, not least right-

wing media portals and organized football hooligan groups which maintain a firm grip on Belgrade’s 

underground. Given its own influence in the country, it is unrealistic to expect that Moscow will look on 

passively and not seize the opportunity to stoke further divisions in the EU’s backyard.  

If the Franco-German plan is rejected by Belgrade, the future prospects are equally uncertain. In his 

23rd January address to the nation, Vučić said “until the very last moment, (President Slobodan) 

Milosevic did not believe NATO would bomb us. His advisors were assuring him they would not”. Such 

parallels could well be attributed to fearmongering, however given all these pressure points, there is a 

reasonable risk that this political crisis escalates further and we would advise close monitoring of Serbia 

in the months ahead.  

ELSEWHERE IN THE REGION 

One potential flashpoint to also keep an eye on is North Macedonia’s fraught relations with Bulgaria. In 

July 2022, the two countries agreed on a bilateral protocol over for language, cultural and history issues 

that opened the door to Skopje’s EU accession bid. Sofia had demanded that Bulgarians be recognized 

as a minority in North Macedonia, despite constituting just 0.2% of the population, and had vetoed 

previous attempts for accession talks to begin. The government in Skopje came under intense pressure 

to reject Bulgaria’s demands by the main opposition party, VMRO-DPMNE, and The Left, both of which 

are considered Eurosceptic and oppose the country’s alignment with NATO on support to Ukraine. 

On 23rd January, North Macedonia’s President, Stevo Pendarovski, claimed that pro-Russian elements 

were responsible for instigating trouble.  “Organised structures from Bulgaria that carry out anti-state 

campaigns against North Macedonia are connected to the Russian intelligence service,” he said, 

calling for calm ahead of a controversial public holiday on 4th February that honoured a 20th century 

revolutionary, Goce Delcev, who is considered a national hero in both countries. 

On the day, there were no major escalations, however North Macedonia’s Ministry of Interior 

announced that three Bulgarians, including the former MP of far-right party Vazrazhdane, Angel 

Georgiev, had been detained for attacking police officers while crossing the border. This event follows 

a number of recent skirmishes, including the beating of Hristijan Pendikov, a VMRO-DPMNE supporter, 

and secretary of a Bulgarian cultural hub in Ohrid, in response to which Bulgarian authorities mobilized 

the state and diplomatic apparatus, including sending a government plane with a medical team to 

Ohrid.  
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Given Bulgaria and North Macedonia are NATO members, yet contend with sizeable pro-Russian 

factions across state and society, there is a strong possibility that similar provocations continue in the 

near future. With each incident, there are growing calls from Sofia to block North Macedonia’s EU bid, 

so Brussels will be challenged to balance these competing interests to ensure regional stability and the 

country’s European course. Moreover, it will be pressed against time to accelerate Skopje’s integration 

process as the government, led by pro-Western SDSM, has the slimmest of majorities and faces waning 

pro-EU sentiments, so will be under intense pressure by nationalist and pro-Russian parties to refrain from 

making any further concessions to Bulgaria, or otherwise.  

The country least been affected by the war in Ukraine, and arguably the most politically stable in the 

region, is Albania. It is not home to any openly pro-Russian political groups and shares no historical or 

cultural links to either Russia or Ukraine. Prime Minister Edi Rama is progressing through his third mandate 

and his Socialist Party maintains a firm grip over all key institutions and media.  

Regionally, Rama has adopted a soft position on the situation of Albanians in neighbouring countries. 

Namely, he has taken the back seat in the ongoing disputes between Serbia and Kosovo (and in fact 

maintains strong personal relations with President Vučić), as well as a largely non-interventionist 

approach in North Macedonia, where Albanian parties are in the coalition government, and 

Montenegro, whose Prime Minister Dritan Abazović is ethnic Albanian. As such, aside from the poor 

economic situation that has been exacerbated by an energy crisis, we do not see much potential for 

Albania to destabilize, or be meaningfully impacted by any current geopolitical risks.     

 

### 
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Philip Merrell, Advisor for Serbia & Western Balkans at p.merrell@areterapa.com 
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