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The article evaluates the foreign policy alignment of the Western Balkan (WB) countries with the Common Foreign and
Security Policy (CFSP) of the European Union (EU) under Chapter 31 of the acquis communautaire within the accession
process. The EU’s policy towards Russia since the latter’s annexation of Crimea is chosen as a case study due to some
WB countries’ close ties with Russia, which resulted in the situation whereby they have been confronted with an onerous
dilemma of compromising their far-reaching relations with Russia for the compliance with EU accession conditionality in
the area of foreign policy.

The aim of the present article is to assess to what extent the Western Balkan countries have aligned their foreign policy
with the EU’s Russia policy since the annexation of Crimea. The alignment is analysed through the endorsement of rele-
vant EU declarations, the imposition of sanctions against Russia and the votes in the United Nations General Assembly
on pertinent resolutions.

The study demonstrates that while Montenegro and Albania have fully aligned their foreign policy with the EU’s pol-
icy towards Russia, including the imposition of sanctions, other Western Balkan countries did not introduce sanctions
and aligned with some EU declarations (North Macedonia and Bosnia and Herzegovina) or none (Serbia). As far as the
five resolutions that have been adopted by the UN General Assembly are concerned, Montenegro, Albania and North
Macedonia endorsed all of them, Bosnia and Herzegovina mostly abstained and Serbia voted against four. The research
also reveals that Serbia’s non-alignment is explained by its strategic partnership with Russia, which is based on common
religion, intensive military contacts, and mutually beneficial political cooperation, especially on the sensitive issue of the
recognition of Kosovo’s independence by the international community.
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Y cTatTi 4OCNIoXKYETbCS Y3romKeHHs 30BHILLHBOT NONITUKK KpaiH 3axigHux bankaH i3 cninbHOK 30BHILLHBOI Ta Ge3ne-
kosoto nonitukoto (C3BIT) Esponericbkoro Cotosy (€C) BignosigHo Ao rmasm 31 acquis communautaire y pamkax npouecy
BcTyny B €C. Monitnky €C wopo Pocii nicna aHekcii KpyMy ocTaHHBO0 06paHo Ans Kenc-ctadi 3 ornsay Ha TiCHi 3B’A3KM
Aeskmx 3axigHo-6ankaHCbKux kpaiH 3 Pocieto, y pesynbsrati 4oro BOHM ONUHUMUCL Nepes CKNaaHoK AUMEMOLO LWoao Toro,
4 KepTBYBATW OanNeKOCHKHMMU BigHOCUMHaMK 3 Pocieto 3apaau BUKOHaHHS yMOB Lwogo BeTyny B €C y cdhepi 30BHILLHLOT
NOniTUKK.

MerToto cTaTTi € OuUiHKa CTYNeHs Y3rogXeHHs 30BHIWHbOT NONITMKM KpaiH 3axigHux bankaH 3 nonitukoto €C BiAHOCHO
Pocii nicns aHekcii Kpumy. Y3rogkeHHs 30BHILLHBbOT NOAITMKM NpoaHanisoBaHo Yepes AOCNISKEHHS NiATPUMKM BiGNOBIAHNX
3aaB €C, 3anpoBapKeHHs CaHKLin npotu Pocii, a Takox ronocyBaHHs y MeHepanbHii Acambnei OOH woao BianoBigHmx
pes3orntoLin.

HocnigxeHHs nokasye, Lo B ToM Yac sk YopHoropis Ta AnbaHis NOBHICTIO Y3ro4unmn CBOK 30BHILLHIO NONITUKY 3 NOni-
Tukoto €C wopo Pocii, BkNoYaoum 3anpoBaKeHHS CaHKLin, iHWi 3axigHi 6ankaHCbKi kKpaiHW He BBEMW CaHKLin Ta mia-
Tpumanu nuwe feski 3assu (MiBHivHa MakepoHist Ta bocHisi i FepuerosuHa) abo xogHy (Cepbis). LWo ctocyetbes n'stn
pesoniovin, yxsaneHux leHepansHoto Acambneeto OOH, To YopHoropis, Anbanis Ta NiBHiYHa MakefoHis nporonocysanu
3a Bci, bocHis i lepuerosrHa 3aebinbLuoro yrpumanack, a Cepbis nporonocysana npot YoTUpPbOX. JoCnigKeHHs Takox
[0BOAWTL, WO Hey3rogxeHHs Cepbii MoXkHa NOACHUTK Ti cTpaTeriyHM napTHepcTBOM 3 Pocieto, ske 6a3yeTbest Ha cnifb-
Hivi penirii, IHTEHCUBHMX BINCbKOBMX KOHTaKTax, a TakoX B3aeMOBWTIAHIV NOMNITUYHIN crniBnpaLi, 0co6nmMBO LLOAO Yy TNNBOIO
MUTaHHS BU3HAHHA He3anexHocTi KocoBa MiKHapOAHOK CMiMbHOTOH.

KnouoBi cnoBa: 3axigHi bankanu, €C, C3BI1, y3rogkeHHs 30BHIWHBLOT NoniTukK, Pocisa, caHkuii, Kpyum, Ykpaina.

Research problem. The Western Balkan coun-
tries, being (potential) candidates, have to meet the
Copenhagen criteria, including conditions linked to
membership obligations divided into 35 chapters of
the acquis communautaire, in order to join the EU in
accordance with Article 49 of the Treaty on European
Union (TEU). Chapter 31 of the acquis, entitled ‘For-
eign, security and defence policy’, provides for the
applicant countries’ progressive alignment of foreign
policy with CFSP, including the introduction of restric-

tive measures, e.g. sanctions. While in the past this
chapter did not pose problems to applicant countries,
the Western Balkans may have a different experience
as many international actors, including Russia, China,
Turkey, and the Gulf States, find the region geopo-
litically important and compete for leverage therein.

The annexation of Crimea by Russia in 2014 and its
subsequent aggression in Eastern Ukraine, as defined
in Article 3 of the UN General Assembly Resolution
3314 (XXIX), has made Russia a frequent point on
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the CFSP agenda of the European Union. The EU has
repeatedly condemned Russia’s actions, urged Russia
to abide by international law and restore Ukraine’s
territorial integrity within its internationally recog-
nised borders, and introduced sanctions. As part of the
accession process, the European Union has systemat-
ically invited the Western Balkan countries to align
themselves with its policy towards Russia, which
retains close ties with some of these countries. This
development has placed a number of the Western Bal-
kan countries in a dilemma of pursuing EU member-
ship and by extension condemning Russia’s actions
against Ukraine, including the introduction of sanc-
tions, or maintaining strategic relations with Russia.

Literaturereview and theresearchgap thearticle
addresses. The present research lies at the junction
of European studies and foreign policy analysis as it
looks into the foreign policy alignment of the Western
Balkans with the EU CFSP within the accession pro-
cess, which is profoundly linked to the Western Bal-
kans’ foreign policy priorities and their relations with
other external actors. As most scholarly publications
in this area focus on a number of the Western Balkan
countries rather than the entire region [1; 2] or look
into other external actors’ policy towards the region,
e.g. Russia [3; 4], this article adopts a comparative,
region-wide approach with the purpose of identify-
ing and explaining the countries’ distinct trajectories
of the foreign policy alignment with the EU CFSP if
such exist. Another contribution is a joint analysis of
three foreign policy alignment mechanisms — decla-
rations, voting in multilateral organisations and sanc-
tions against third countries.

Objectives of the article. The aims of the article
are as follows:

— describe the state of play of the EU’s enlarge-
ment towards the Western Balkans;

— evaluate the political significance of foreign pol-
icy alignment within the EU accession process;

— analyse the foreign policy alignment of the
Western Balkan countries with EU declarations over
2012-2019 and assess the impact of Russia’s annex-
ation of Crimea and aggression in Eastern Ukraine
thereon;

— evaluate the Western Balkans’ alignment of vot-
ing with the EU member states on the UN General
Assembly resolutions concerning the situation in
Ukraine since 2014;

— study the reasoning behind the Western Balkan
countries’ (non-) introduction of sanctions against
Russia.

Main text of the article. In the aftermath of the
violent dissolution of Yugoslavia in the 1990s, the
Western Balkan countries embarked on an ambitious
path towards European integration via the Stabilisa-
tion and Association Process. They were given a clear
membership perspective first at the European Council
in Santa Maria da Feira in June 2000, which held that

“all the countries concerned are potential candidates
for EU membership” [5; emphasis added], and further
on at the Thessaloniki EU-Western Balkans Summit
in June 2003, when the EU solemnly stated that “the
future of the Balkans is within the European Union”
[6, p. 1; emphasis added].

As of October 2019, the (former) Western Bal-
kan countries have accomplished distinct progress in
terms of their movement towards EU membership.
Slovenia joined the EU already in 2004 and Croa-
tia became the EU’s youngest member state in 2013.
As the EU’s definition of the Western Balkans as a
region is politically-driven, both countries ceased to
be considered part of the region once their respective
accession agreements entered into force.

Montenegro and Serbia have been engaged in
the accession negotiations since 2012 and 2014, with
32 and 16 chapters of the acquis opened respectively.
North Macedonia has been a candidate country
since 2005, but due to the ‘name dispute’ with Greece
the decision to open membership negotiations was
blocked several times. In addition, North Macedonia
recently concluded a bilateral agreement with Greece
concerning the name of the country (Prespa Agree-
ment) in order to lift the Greek veto on its accession
to the EU and NATO. Yet the leaders of France, Den-
mark and the Netherlands were opposed to opening
membership negotiations with North Macedonia and
Albania at the most recent EU summit on 17-18 Octo-
ber 2019, which prevented the adoption of the deci-
sion requiring unanimity among EU member states.
Albania has had the candidate status since 2014 and
is now in the same situation as North Macedonia.

The two remaining Western Balkan coun-
tries, namely Bosnia and Herzegovina and Kosovo
(«OcgiTa 1 migroroBka 2010 — Yemix JlicaboHCBKOT
cTparerii 3ajie)KuTh BiJl TEPMIHOBHX pedopm»), are
potential candidates as they have not been granted the
candidate status. Bosnia and Herzegovina applied
for EU membership in 2016 and the European Com-
mission issued its opinion on the country’s applica-
tion in 2019, concluding that the country does not
meet the accession criteria and emphasising a set of
key priorities where Bosnia and Herzegovina needs
to demonstrate progress to receive the candidate sta-
tus. Kosovo has not yet submitted its application for
EU membership. The Stabilisation and Association
Agreement between the EU and Kosovo came into
effect in 2016. Due to Kosovo’s non-recognition by
Spain, Greece, Romania, Slovakia, and Cyprus, EU
member states are not parties to the agreement and,
as a result, it only covers the areas where the EU has
exclusive competence under Article 3 of the Treaty on
the Functioning of the European Union.

1. Foreign policy alignment as an integral part
of the accession process

The EU accession process is based on the crite-
ria adopted by the Copenhagen European Council in
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1993 and further strengthened by the Madrid Euro-
pean Council in 1995 as well as additional condi-
tionality specific for a country or region in question.
These criteria are grouped in three categories [7]:

1) political — stability of institutions guaranteeing
democracy, the rule of law, human rights and respect
for and protection of minorities;

2) economic — a functioning market economy and
the ability to cope with competitive pressure and mar-
ket forces within the EU;

3) membership-related — administrative and insti-
tutional capacity to effectively implement the acquis
and ability to take on the obligations of membership.

Conditions under the third category are divided
into 35 chapters of the acquis. Foreign policy align-
ment constitutes an integral part of Chapter 31,
namely “Foreign, security and defence policy”.
This chapter stipulates that “applicant countries are
required to progressively align with EU statements,
and to apply sanctions and restrictive measures when
and where required” [8]. The aims of this provision
are twofold. First, applicant countries are supposed to
articulate that they share the principles and objectives
of the EU’s external action set out in Article 21 TEU.
Second, they need to exemplify this declaration in the
pre-accession period by concrete steps of alignment
with CFSP.

The EU’s thorough approach to applicant coun-
tries’ foreign policy within the accession process
has roots in the intergovernmental nature of CFSP
whereby it is subject to specific rules and procedures,
the adoption of legislative acts is excluded, the Court
of Justice of the EU has almost no jurisdiction, and
the European Council and the Council of the EU act
mostly unanimously (Article 24 TEU). The required
unanimity among member states implies that the final
decision is usually the lowest common denominator
all member states can accept and that one member
state’s divergent position suffices to halt a decision.
Therefore, a hypothetical accession of a country that
for one reason or another is not ready to uphold the
EU’s values, principles and objectives on the interna-
tional scene could render CFSP utterly incapacitated
and undermine the EU’s ambition of “speaking with
one voice”.

The European Commission scrupulously monitors
the alignment of the foreign policy of applicant West-
ern Balkan countries, i.e. all WB countries but Kosovo,
with CFSP and incorporates the collected information
into its regular country reports. The importance the
EU attaches to foreign policy alignment within the
enlargement process can be seen, for instance, in the
recent EU documents relating to the Western Balkans.
The Sofia declaration of the EU-Western Balkans
summit (May 2018) reads:

“The EU welcomes the contribution of the West-
ern_Balkans partners to its Common Foreign and
Security Policy (CFSP) in all its aspects and expects

a progressive deepening of cooperation in this area,
especially an_enhanced level of alignment, notably
on issues where major common interests are at stake”
[9, p. 3; emphasis added].

The most illustrative example can be found in the
Commission’s most recent Communication on EU
Enlargement Policy (May 2019), which states:

“Speeding up alignment with the EU Common
Foreign and Security Policy, including on restrictive
measures, is an important part of the enlargement
process and an important element to confirm that the
countries fully share the principles, values and goals
that the Union seeks to promote in its neighbourhood
and beyond” [10, p. 2; emphasis added].

2. Foreign policy alignment of the Western
Balkans with the EU CFSP

The foreign policy alignment of the Western Bal-
kan countries with the EU CFSP can be studied by
various means depending upon the subject under con-
sideration. Attempting to produce a comprehensive
outlook, this research looks into three ways an appli-
cant country can align its foreign policy with CFSP,
namely alignment with EU declarations, including
the ones on Russia over Ukraine, alignment with the
EU’s voting in the UN General Assembly on reso-
lutions concerning the situation in Ukraine, and the
introduction of sanctions against Russia.

2.1. Western Balkans’ alignment with EU decla-
rations in 2012-2019

2012 has been chosen as a starting point because
of two considerations. First, the first Western Balkan
country, out of the six, commenced accession negoti-
ations with the EU (Montenegro). Second, since the
annexation of Crimea by Russia took place in 2014,
an analysis of foreign policy alignment during two
pre-annexation years is of paramount importance to
the assessment of the impact of Russia’s arrival onto
the CFSP agenda on the Western Balkans’ alignment
with CFSP.

Over the period 0of 2012 to 2019, Montenegro, Ser-
bia, North Macedonia, and Albania have been invited
to align with a total of 383 EU declarations. Bosnia
and Herzegovina has been requested to align with
354. As Kosovo is not an applicant country and 5 EU
member states do not recognize its independence, the
EU has not invited Kosovo to align itself with foreign
policy statements [11].

The average rate of the foreign policy alignment of
the Western Balkans with CFSP over the last 7 years,
as reported by the European Commission, ranges
from 63% for Bosnia and Herzegovina and 67% for
Serbia, to 84% in the case of North Macedonia and
100% for Montenegro and Albania [11].

It is important to verify if the yearly alignment rate
has been stable across the years, if there have been
some rising or falling tendencies or if there have been
significant peaks or troughs, possibly triggered by
developments in world politics that were reflected on
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into account that 2014 is the year when

100
90 Russia annexed Crimea and began its
80 w2012 | aggression in Eastern Ukraine and that
70 =2013 the EU has since then produced numerous
60 documents calling upon Russia to abide
>0 = 2014 by international law and restore Ukraine’s
40 m2015 e g . .. .
30 2016 'Ferrltorlal integrity, it is worth analysing
20 018 if the_ EU hgs invited the Western Bal_kans
10 to align with the aforesaid declarations,
0 2019 1 and if so, whether this novelty negatively
Montenegro  Serbia North Albania  Bosnia and influenced the WB countries’ alignment
Macedonia Herzegovina with CFSP.

Figure 1 The Western Balkans’ foreign policy alignment with EU

CFSP declarations in 2012-2019" (percentage)

Source: Own analysis on the basis of the European Commission reports [11]

the CFSP agenda. The EU’s ambition is to ensure that
the applicant countries progressively align themselves
with CFSP and eventually reach 100% alignment rate
in the pre-accession period [12].

The annual alignment rate analysis (figure 1) iden-
tifies four patterns of alignment across the region.

First, Montenegro and Albania have consistently
aligned with CFSP in all instances and are the ‘front-
runners’, for what they have been praised by the Euro-
pean Commission on various occasions. Second, there
is a regressive alignment in the case of Serbia, which
reached 99% alignment rate in 2012, but then dipped
to 62% in 2014 (27% decrease compared to 2013)
and even a trough of 52% last year. The situation has
slightly improved in 2019 (53%), but given the overall
steep downward trajectory over 2012-2019 it remains
to be seen if the rate continues to increase. Third, the
case of North Macedonia shows a 4-year period of
regressive alignment from 100% in 2012 to 68% in
2015, with a 21% decrease from 2013 to 2014 alone.
From 2016 on, one can observe a 3-year progressive
increase of alignment from 68% in 2015 to 86% in
2019. Forth, Bosnia and Herzegovina’s graph has a
zigzag shape, with a maximum of three consecutive
years of movement in either of the ways, an increase
from 52% in 2014 to 77% in 2016, but then there was
a 16% decrease in 2018, followed by a 9% improve-
ment in 2019. In general, the alignment rate seems to
be on the rise in the period of 2012-2019.

2.2. Impact of Russia’s annexation of Crimea
and aggression in Eastern Ukraine on the Western
Balkans’ alignment with EU declarations

As the numbers suggest, Serbia and North Mace-
donia experienced a drastic decrease of the alignment
rate in 2014 compared to the previous year. Taking

' The bars in the figure refer to the reporting period of the European
Commission’s report published in a given year. For years 2012-2016, the
reporting period starts in October of the preceding year and finishes with
September of the year when the report was issued. In the case of 2018 and
2019, the reporting periods are October 2016 — February 2018, and March
2018 — March 2019 respectively.

Table 1 presents aggregate numbers of
all declarations (column 2) and Russia-re-
lated ones (column 4) the EU has invited
the Western Balkans to align with over
the last five years and a half. It further dis-
plays the non-alignment rate with respect
to all EU declarations (column 1) and Russia-related
ones (column 3) that the Western Balkans has been
invited to endorse. Column 5 shows the degree to
which non-alignment with Russia-related EU declara-
tions matters for the overall non-alignment rate in the
case of all EU declarations.

Over the period of 2014 — June 2019, the European
Commission has invited the Western Balkans to align
with 245 declarations in total, 47 of which relating
to Russia over its actions against Ukraine. Monte-
negro and Albania have demonstrated 100% align-
ment with declarations of both types. Serbia has not
aligned with 103 of 245 declarations (42% non-align-
ment rate). In particular, it has not aligned itself with
a single Russia-related EU declaration, ignoring all of
the EU’s 47 invitations. This implies that Russia-re-
lated declarations account for 46% of all EU declara-
tions Serbia has failed to uphold. North Macedonia’s
alignment record is somewhat better. It has not aligned
itself with only 50 EU declarations (20% non-align-
ment rate). As for Russia-related statements, it has
not found it possible to endorse 38 out of 47 of them
(81% non-alignment rate). Therefore, the weight of
Russia-related declarations in relation to the number
of all EU statements North Macedonia has not sup-
ported over the last five and a half years is the high-
est in the region and constitutes 76%. Bosnia and
Herzegovina, by contrast, has not endorsed 89 EU
declarations (36 non-alignment rate). It has aligned
itself with only 4 out of 47 Russia-related declarations
(91% non-alignment rate). As a consequence, 48%
of EU declarations Bosnia and Herzegovina has not
endorsed over 2014 — June 2019 were linked to Russia.

The above statistics reveals that the arrival of Rus-
sia as a regular point on the CFSP agenda has made
it more difficult for the Western Balkans to align with
the EU CFSP and, therefore, has had a significant
negative impact on the region’s alignment, except
Montenegro and Albania. Returning to the noticeable
decrease of alignment in 2014, Russia-related state-
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ments accounted for 59%, 82% and 53% of the overall
non-alignment of Serbia, North Macedonia and Bos-
nia and Herzegovina respectively. The case of North
Macedonia is revealing as the same indicator reached
88% in 2018 and even 100% one year before [2].

2.3. Voting of the Western Balkans in the UN
General Assembly on the resolutions concerning the
situation in Ukraine since 2014

Another important aspect of applicant countries’
convergence with CFSP is the alignment with the
EU’s common position in multilateral organisations
such as the United Nations. The EU encourages appli-
cant and other partner countries to support its initia-
tives and align with its statements in the UN General
Assembly, where it enjoys an ‘enhanced observer sta-
tus’ since 2011 and is entitled to make interventions.

Over the last five years the UN General Assembly
has adopted five resolutions which deal with the situ-
ation in Ukraine. The first resolution, entitled “Terri-
torial integrity of Ukraine” was adopted on 27 March
2014 (A/RES/68/262), whereby the General Assem-
bly “affirmed its commitment to the sovereignty,
political independence, unit and territorial integrity
of Ukraine within its internationally recognized bor-
ders” and stated that the so-called referendum held in
Crimea had no validity [13]. All EU member states,
Albania, Montenegro and North Macedonia voted
in favour of the resolution, whereas the diplomats of
Serbia and Bosnia and Herzegovina walked out of the
General Assembly Hall and did not vote [14].

The General Assembly returned to the subject
during three consecutive sessions in 2016-2018 and
adopted three resolutions under almost identical title,
namely “Situation of human rights in the Auton-
omous Republic of Crimea and the city of Sevas-
topol, Ukraine” (A/RES/71/205, A/RES/72/190,
A/RES/73/263). In these resolutions, the General
Assembly condemned “the temporary occupation
of part of the territory of Ukraine — the Autonomous
Republic of Crimea and the city of Sevastopol [...] —
by the Russian Federation”, reaffirmed “the non-rec-
ognition of its annexation” and urged the Russian

Federation to “uphold all of its obligations under
applicable international law as an occupying Power”
[13]. All EU member states, Albania, Montenegro and
North Macedonia backed the resolution, Bosnia and
Herzegovina abstained, and Serbia voted against the
resolution [14].

As a reaction to Russia’s capture of three vessels
of Ukraine’s naval forces with 24 servicemen in the
Black near the Kerch Strait at the end of November
2018, the UN General Assembly adopted the reso-
lution “Problem of the militarization of the Autono-
mous Republic of Crimea and the city of Sevastopol,
Ukraine, as well as parts of the Black Sea and the
Sea of Azov” (A/RES/73/194) in December 2018.
The General Assembly expressed its utmost concern
about the “unjustified use of force by the Russian Fed-
eration against Ukraine”, called upon the “Russian
Federation to release the vessels and their crews
and equipment unconditionally and without delay”
and urged the “Russian Federation, as the occupying
Power, to withdraw its military forces from Crimea
and to end its temporary occupation of Ukraine's ter-
ritory without delay” [13]. Again, EU member states
unanimously endorsed the resolution together with
Albania, Montenegro and North Macedonia. Bosnia
and Herzegovina did not vote and Serbia was opposed
to the resolution, hence it voted against [14].

This short analysis encapsulates that Montene-
gro, Albania and North Macedonia have consist-
ently endorsed the UN General Assembly regarding
the situation in Ukraine, which the EU championed,
whereas Serbia voted against all but on resolutions
and Bosnia and Herzegovina either abstained or did
not vote at all.

3. The Western Balkans’ alignment with the EU
sanctions against Russia through the lens of the
external incentives model

As far as the introduction of sanctions against
Russia is concerned, the Western Balkan countries,
having all been requested to impose them, split into
two camps: Montenegro and Albania complied with
the EU sanctions policy whereas Serbia, North Mac-

Table 1
The impact of the EU’s Russia policy on the Western Balkans’ alignment with EU CFSP
declarations in 2014 — June 2019
. Number of .
Number qf Non-alignment Russia-related Non-alignment Ratio
EU declarations rate . rate .
Country R . EU declarations . of Russia-related
not aligned with (all EU not aliened with (Russia-related non-alienment
(of 245) declarations) (ng 47 w EU declarations) g
Montenegro 0 0% 0 0% Not applicable
Serbia 103 42% 47 100% 46%
North Macedonia 50 20% 38 81% 76%
Albania 0 0% 0 0% Not applicable
posmia and 89 36% 43 91% 48%
erzegovina

Source: Own analysis on the basis of the ISAC reports [2]
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edonia and Bosnia and Herzegovina did not. Besides,
Kosovo introduced sanctions against Russia since
its convergence with CFSP-related restrictive meas-
ures is one of the priorities of the political dialogue
between Kosovo and the EU under Article 11 of the
Stabilisation and Association Agreement [15].

In order to find out the reason of this split among
the countries in region, we need to uncover the mean-
ing of the statements that were made by the Western
Balkan political leaders on the sanctions against Rus-
sia. The external incentives model (EIM), developed
by Frank Schimmelfennig and Ulrich Sedelmeier, can
serve as a theoretical basis for such interpretation as
it helps to understand the reasoning behind candidate
countries’ rational choice to comply with EU con-
ditionality or not. This puzzle lies at the core of the
present research, as the target of the EU sanctions, i.e.
Russia, is also a strong player in the Western Balkans
with its own agenda and implicit negative condition-
ality, which necessarily impacts the Western Balkans’
cost-benefit analysis [16, p. 3].

The EIM is built on the presumption that a coun-
try, eager to maximise its benefits and minimise its
losses, is incentivised to comply with EU conditional-
ity through a reward that it is granted once necessary
conditions are fulfilled. In line with this model, condi-
tionality is effective if (a) the reward is tangible and/
or material, big and close in time; (b) conditions are
clearly stated; (c) the promise to pay a reward is cred-
ible; (d) domestic adoption costs are low. What fol-
lows is the description of these four factors in the case
of foreign policy alignment [16, pp. 3—4]. Kosovo is
not taken into consideration as it is not subject to the
EU conditionality in this area.

The reward for the alignment with CFSP is the
eventual membership in the European Union, which
is tangible, material and a big according to the EIM
classification. As for the question of how distant time-
wise rewarding is, as has been described at the begin-
ning of the article, each Western Balkan country is
in a different situation, which correlates with its pro-
gress on the EU path. Based on the EIM assumption
that compliance is stronger when rewarding is closer,
Montenegro and Serbia must be more incentivised to
comply with the EU conditionality than North Mace-
donia and Albania, and much more than Bosnia and
Herzegovina.

The conditions under Chapter 31 of the acquis in
the part of progressive foreign policy alignment are
clearly set. As shown in the previous sections, the Euro-
pean Commission regularly scrutinises each coun-
try’s progress, provides guidelines for improvement
and underlines the relevance and salience of this area.

The credibility of the promise of EU membership
to the Western Balkans is unclear. Since the Thessa-
loniki summit in 2003 only Croatia became an EU
member in 2013 (Slovenia had signed the Acces-
sion Agreement with the EU in March 2003, i.e.

before the membership perspective was extended to
the Balkans). Even though the European Commis-
sion and the European Parliament have continuously
supported a merit-based EU’s enlargement towards
the Western Balkans, there is a long-standing senti-
ment of enlargement fatigue among the population in
some EU member states whose leaders sporadically
raise concerns about the Union’s absorption capacity,
necessity to focus on intra-Union affairs, etc. These
voices of dissent send mixed messages to the Western
Balkan capitals, especially taking into account that
enlargement-related voting in the EU requires una-
nimity among EU member states.

Domestic adoption costs of alignment with CFSP
are higher compared to the acquis chapters dealing
with exclusively domestic issues. This is caused by
the fact that foreign policy alignment involves not
only the EU and the applicant country, but also third
countries that are the target of the EU’s statements
and restrictive measures. The circle of veto players
is equally broader and can be divided into two cate-
gories: internal (citizens, local businesses, etc.) and
external (third countries). The critical factor that deter-
mines veto players’ motivation to oppose an applicant
country’s alignment with the EU’s policy regarding
a third country is the state of relations between the
two countries. The closer they are politically, eco-
nomically, culturally, and the more the applicant
country is dependent on the targeted country in one
way or another, the costlier its alignment would be.
The Western Balkan countries’ relations with Russia
range from tense relationship to strategic partnership,
which predetermines the costs of their alignment with
the EU’s policy towards Russia.

As North Macedonia and Albania have not opened
accession negotiations and Bosnia and Herzegovina
has not been granted a candidate status, these coun-
tries may regard EU membership as less credible and,
therefore, not find it necessary to comply with costly
foreign policy conditionality (except Albania, which
has demonstrated full alignment with CFSP) in con-
trast to Montenegro and Serbia, which are both nego-
tiating EU accession. How can the external incentives
model explain Montenegro’s alignment and Serbia’s
non-alignment with the EU’s Russia policy?

In terms of the credibility of EU membership per-
spective, Montenegro had been conducting accession
negotiations already since 2012. Furthermore, when
Russia annexed Crimea in February 2014 Montenegro
was hoping to open Chapter 31, which was opened
in June the same year. As a consequence, Montene-
gro had an interest in demonstrating how seriously it
treated its foreign-policy-related commitments within
the accession process. Besides, its domestic adoption
costs were relatively low. First, Russia was not and
still is not among Montenegro’s main trading partners
as its share in the volumes of Montenegro’s export
(1.1%) and import (0.55%) are incomparable to the
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EU (47.8% of Montenegro’s trade). Second, Mon-
tenegro was preparing to NATO membership after
obtaining the Membership Action Plan in 2009, to
which Russia was strongly opposed, and the relations
between the two countries were tense [17].

When asked about the decision to impose sanc-
tions on Russia, Montenegrin Prime Minister Milo
Pukanovi¢ said that it was not an “anti-Russia policy”
and that it was in harmony with Montenegro’s key for-
eign policy goals, namely EU and NATO integration,
which is regarded as “synonym for peace, stability, the
rule of law, economic and overall development based
on common European values” [18].

In the case of Serbia, credibility of the reward was
somewhat weaker as Serbia de facto opened mem-
bership negotiations in January 2014, i.e. one month
before the annexation of Crimea. Moreover, foreign
policy conditionality was not on the agenda as screen-
ing of Chapter 31 was foreseen for July — October
2014. The screening report on this chapter is still pend-
ing approval by the EU, which leaves Chapter 31 at
the most initial stage of all chapters without opening
benchmarks Serbia has not opened yet. As for domestic
adoption costs, they would have been enormous. This
is how Serbian foreign minister Ivica Daci¢ reasoned
Serbia’s non-alignment with the EU’s sanctions regime
on Russia: “Had it not been for Russian support, we
would not have been able to defend our national inter-
ests_and territorial integrity. For its part, Serbia has
reciprocated by not aligning itself with the sanctions
against Russia and its people, nor will it do so in the
future” [19; emphasis added]. Primary concern of Ser-
bia would have been losing Russia as a strategic partner
with a permanent seat on the UN Security, which had
been and still is methodically blocking Kosovo’s UN
membership bid. As normalisation of relations with
Kosovo is part of EU accession conditionality (Chap-
ter 35) Serbia has to comply with, depriving itself of
a powerful ally (Russia) would have been a “political
suicide” [19], as Ivica Daci¢ put it. Close military col-
laboration (Serbia is an observer in Russia-led Collec-
tive Security Treaty Organisation), cooperation in the
energy sector (Gazprom is the majority shareholder
of the Serbian main oil and gas company) and broth-
erly bonds between the two predominantly Orthodox
nations are but a few areas that would have been jeop-

ardised as well [20]. As for trade, Russia accounted for
only up to 7% of Serbia’s export and import in 2014,
which would not have severely hit Serbian economy
if Russia had introduced counter-measures following
Serbia’s sanctions [17].

Conclusions. 16 years after the Thessaloniki
EU-Western Balkans Summit, where the Western Bal-
kans was promised future EU membership, the coun-
tries show different progress on the EU integration.
The same applies to the WB countries’ alignment of
foreign policy with the EU CFSP, including its pol-
icy towards Russia over the annexation of Crimea and
actions against Ukraine. Montenegro and Albania
fully complied with Chapter 31 conditionality, i.e.
endorsed all EU declarations, voted for all Ukraine-re-
lated resolutions in the UN General Assembly and
imposed sanctions on Russia. North Macedonia
accomplished a lower level of general foreign pol-
icy alignment, ignored a prevailing number of Rus-
sia-related EU declarations, backed all relevant UN
General Assembly resolutions and refrained from the
introduction of sanctions against Russia. Serbia and
Bosnia and Herzegovina aligned themselves with
even fewer EU declarations, rejected almost all Rus-
sia-related EU declarations, did not vote in favour of
the UN General Assembly resolutions in question and
did not join the EU in imposing sanctions on Russia.
Kosovo, which is not recognised by five EU member
states, does not face EU conditionality in this field,
but it nevertheless introduced sanctions against Rus-
sia as its commitment to converge with CFSP restric-
tive measures is reflected in its SAA with the EU.

The external incentives model helps to identify
two factors which are crucial for a country’s align-
ment with CFSP, namely credibility of the reward and
domestic adoption costs. For instance, Montenegro
complied because the credibility of EU membership
was relatively high and its adoption costs were low
due to already deteriorating relations with Russia.
The case of Serbia showed that the country’s strategic
partnership with Russia, including the policy of Koso-
vo’s non-recognition, constituted high adoption costs
and the EU’s condition of normalisation of relations
between Serbia and Kosovo rendered EU membership
perspective less credible. Both factors contributed to
Serbia’s non-alignment with the EU CFSP.
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