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Abstract
The primary focus of this paper is on the
analysis of the strategic cultures
and
directions of the Western Balkans countries
through the temporal background since
beginning of the 21st century. There is a need
to compare changes in the geostrategic
policies of the Western Balkans countries,
given that they are trying to establish ties
with international political powers, but also
with alliances such as the European Union
and the North Atlantic Treaty Organization.
This paper discusses the factors and actors
that influence the formation of strategic
policies of each country in the region, and
elaborate on changes in the geopolitical
sphere.
Democratization
enabled
the
countries of the Western Balkans to open the
door towards constructive international
cooperation, which has given them the
opportunity to choose the political side they
prefer. The great challenge lies in overcoming
political obstacles and internal turmoil in
order to determine the dominant preference
for the foreign policy of these states.
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Introduction
After the devastating wars of the late 1990s and
decomposition of Socialist Federal Republic of
Yugoslavia, the countries of the Western Balkans
entered an evolutionary process of transition in
the new millennium, focusing on democratization
of society and political reforms, but also taking
certain political positions towards the European
Union (EU) and the North Atlantic Treaty
Organization (NATO). Given that the Western
Balkans is a region with complex political
relations,
various
international
actors
are
interested in influencing the further development
of these countries. This paper will analyze and
compare the strategic culture of the Western
Balkans countries (1) towards European Union
and North Atlantic integration processes, along
the temporal line from 2000, until today, to grasp
the development of democratic novelties in all
countries in the region followed by the
decomposition of Yugoslavia.
Before developing further discussion, it is relevant
to first explore the notion of strategic culture and
place it in the needed context. Alastair Ian
Johnston, Professor and Scholar at Harvard
University, defines strategic culture as: „... an
integrated
‘system
of
symbols
(e.g.
argumentation, structures, languages, analogies,
metaphors) which acts to establish pervasive and
long lasting strategic preferences by formulating
concepts of the role and efficacy of military force
in interstate political affairs, and by clothing these
conceptions with such an aura of factuality that
the strategic preferences seem uniquely realistic
and efficacious“ (1995:17). Strategic culture is
influenced by narratives formed by political
leaders, which create the collective identity and
goals of the group, and affect relations with other
international actors. In addition, special attention
is paid to the policies of small groups involved in
the decision-making process, which may differ
from the views of heads of state. Finally, the
analysis would not be complete without an insight
into citizens' opinions about their political future.
In this case, the opinion of young people was
taken into consideration as the current affairs are
molding their future and they are becoming a
more relevant factor in how the story unfolds.
When given the opportunity, young people can
contribute to the society with their political
participation.
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Thus, the central hypothesis of this paper is that
there are specific changes in the strategic culture
of the above-mentioned countries, which affect
the geopolitical oscillations in the region. The
consequences of changes in the strategic cultures
of countries and the influences that are significant
sources of dynamic change, such as small group
policies, leader orientations and general opinion
of citizens on the direction of EU and North
Atlantic integration of their countries, were
investigated in this paper. These three groups
were analyzed as elements which are influencing
changes in the foreign policies of these countries
in relation to the EU and NATO.
The methodological baseline of this paper is a
comparative analysis, which monitors changes in
the geostrategic policies of the Western Balkans
countries. This paper will analyze official state
documents and policies (such as national security
policies, formal decisions of presidents and
parliaments, etc.), as well as documents adopted
at the level of the European Union and the North
Atlantic Treaty Organization. In addition, social
research, data from the International Republican
Institute, and media interviews with decisionmakers will be used. Also, the author created a
questionnaire in order to find out more aboutthe
perceptions of young people from the countries of
Western
Balkans:
Albania,
Bosnia
and
Herzegovina,
Kosovo*,
Montenegro,
North
Macedonia and Serbia. It is relevant to gain
insight into the attitudes of young people about
the EU and NATO accession processes in their
respective countries, since young people deserve
the chance to express their opinion about political
changes that impact them directly. Due to recent
conflicts that took place in the region and the
distinct external influences in each respective
country, it is interesting to perceive how the
attitudes towards the EU and NATO have been
shaped among younger generations. This paper
acknowledges the presence of various actors that
may have played the role in the shaping of these
attitudes, thus attempting to explore the
outcomes and comparing the differences if such
exist. In order to do that, the author conducted an
online survey using Google Forms and distributes
it to youth organisations and universities in the
Western Balkans. The respondents are young
people aged 18 to 30 years. A total of 220
respondents participated in the study. The
desired sample of the questionnaire is 30
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respondents from each country. Limitation of the
study entails unequal sampling. There are less
responses for Kosovo*, due to shortcomings in
the outreach that limited distribution of the
questionnaire. However, considering the smaller
population size of Kosovo* in comparison to other
countries in the region, the existing sample of 20
respondents from Kosovo* was considered as
acceptable for data validity. The graphs shown in
the paper have been extracted from the Google
Forms results and illustrate the study results.

The faces of politics
Leaders of the countries are commonly becoming
the metaphor for politics. They are portraying the
policies of their countries and representing the
citizens. They are no longer just an individual with
their own political opinion, and therefore, their
words bear the weight of citizens' opinions and
their decisions and public statements now project
the public image of the country's prosperity.
According
to
Marshall
(2008),
views
on
presidential power tend to be more of an
important variable when reflecting constitutional
issues (especially if related to controversial issues
such as abortions, free speech or freedom of
religion etc.), because then people feel that they
can intuitively relate to those in power once their
personal views are reflected in the leading figure.
In his research, Marshall lists eleven reasons why
presidential power matters, and it is necessary
that his thesis, as part of the understanding of
politics, is adopted by all:„We all need to resist the
temptation to reflexively support as constitutional
the actions of Presidents whom we support“
(Marshall, 2008:522).
National Security Strategy of Albania from 2004
recognizes the importance of the EU and NATO
accession process and sets the integrations as its
clear milestone. Under the leadership of President
Bamir Topi, Albania successfully joined NATO,
which was one of the most successful events of
his administration. In 2009, he said in an
interview: „Albania's accession to NATO together
with Croatia is extremely important for my
country. It is the realization of the aspirations of
the Albanian people for integration into the EuroAtlantic family. Albania is no longer isolated. By
joining NATO, we become a safe country and part
of a secure region to which we belong. This
stability will contribute to economic development,
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social security and the stability of institutions“
(Hedl, 2009). He also announced that in the
future, Albania will strive for full membership in
the EU. As a reminder, Albania has a 'candidate
country' status since 2014, and in April 2018, the
European Commission issued an unconditional
recommendation to open accession negotiations
(European Commission, 2020b). But, political
turmoil in 2020 slowed down the process of
accession negotiations. President Ilir Meta
claimed that there is a risk of Albania becoming
the 'North Korea of Europe' again, due to certain
references to the past and the oppressive rule of
Enver Hoxha, as well as obstacles to the rule of
law, which alltogether appears as a “stumbling
rock” for Albania (Jamieson, 2020). This issue was
recognized in the Albania Report 2020, which
describes the political environment in Albania as
intensely
polarised
(European
Commission,
2020a).
Without
resolving
political
issues,
Albania's road to the EU will be unattainable at
the moment.
Since its independence in 2006, Montenegro has
progressively paved its way toward the EU and
NATO.
Strategy
of
National
Security
of
Montenegro noted that „the strategic goal of
Montenegro is to become a full NATO and EU
member as soon as it is possible“ (2006:3).
Although the will of the citizens has changed
frequently, given that there is anti-NATO influence
most reflected in the protests led by the coalition
“Democratic Front”, which persistantly raised
controversy
about
joining
the
Alliance,
Montenegro still became a part of NATO in 2017.
Political changes in Montenegro commonly
fluctuate between being pro-European and proRussian. Milo Djukanovic's transgressions were
ignored for decades by the US and its European
allies due to his ability to lead Montenegro toward
NATO and EU membership, even as he
consolidated a system of party patronage and
corruption that enshrined his party's dominance
and undermined Montenegrin institutions (Conley
& Saric, 2020). Djukanovic even criticized the EU
for neglecting the Western Balkans region: "It is
clear to all the people in Brussels who are dealing
with the situation in the Balkans that the
countries of the Western Balkans are very much
needed by the EU. We have the current confusion
in these relations, but the optimism that our
future is in the EU and that a place in the EU
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awaits the countries of the Western Balkans does
not wane“ (Al Jazeera, 2019). The 2020 elections
resulted in a loss for the Democratic Party of
Socialists (DPS), Djukanovic's party, as the
opposition, consisting of For the Future of
Montenegro, Peace is Our Nation and Black on
White, achieved its victory, ending the near 30year-rule of Milo Djukanovic (Utjesinovic, 2020).
After solving the name dispute with Greece
through the Prespa Agreement, North Macedonia
became a NATO member state in 2020. „In
bringing North Macedonia into the company of
western institutions, Prime Minister Zoran Zaev
hopes to spur foreign investment and cement
democracy in a country that was described by the
European Commission as a victim of “state
capture” under his predecessor, Nikola Gruevski“
(Hopkins, 2019). In its national strategies, North
Macedonia proves that it is ready to be integrated
in the EU and NATO communities. „The Republic
of Macedonia sees its future as integrated in
NATO and the EU. The defence system of the
Republic of Macedonia is fully prepared to assume
the responsibilities and obligations that derive
from the NATO membership, including the longterm contribution to regional and Euro-Atlantic
security and stability“ (Ministry of Defence,
Republic of Macedonia, 2012:7). But, it seems that
North Macedonia has more political opponents,
besides Greece. Historical and language ties with
Bulgaria do not benefit the way to the EU
accession, due to Bulgaria's threat to veto the
formal launch of EU accession talks with North
Macedonia. “It is simply not right for the
Macedonian language to be an obstacle to our
European future if the EU is a community of
values that celebrates diversity,” said Nikola
Dimitrov, North Macedonia’s Deputy Prime
Minister for European integration (Barigazzi,
2020).
North
Macedonia
faces
frustrating
obstacles, but with the political will of its leaders,
it is gradually resolving problems that are deeply
rooted in the country’s history, which is
commendable. If it solves these problems, it will
realize its full potential for EU membership.
Political climate in Bosnia and Herzegovina is also
prone to change in line with changes in
government. The official positions of the state are
set out in the Security Policy of Bosnia and
Herzegovina, which has not been updated since
2006. It is stated there that „Joining the European
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Union and NATO remains a top priority at all
levels. This includes the full implementation of the
Dayton Agreement and the implementation of
ongoing reforms in the process of joining the
Partnership for Peace with NATO, as well as
negotiations on a Stabilization and Association
Agreement with the European Union“ (Presidency
of BiH, 2006:18). But, political views are polarised
on the matter of joining NATO. Bosniaks and
Bosnian Croats support the idea of the
integration, while there is strong opposition from
Bosnian Serbs, led by Milorad Dodik, the Serb
member of the Presidency. His party, Alliance of
Independent
Social
Democrats
(SNSD)
is
questioning the progress in further cooperation
with the NATO Alliance leading to membership,
and other parties representing Bosnian Serbs do
not want membership in the alliance either. But, if
there is an opportunity for political scoring,
Bosnian Serbs will use it, even if it necessarily
contradicts their views on non-membership. After
sending the Reform Program, the document that
follows the logic of the document Annual National
Plan, which is a step before the activation of
Membership Action Plan (MAP), Milorad Dodik's
SNSD entered the state executive power. The
current status is that „Bosnia and Herzegovina is
currently participating in the Membership Action
Plan (MAP) and is the only country in that status,
after North Macedonia joined in March 2020 and
Montenegro in June 2017“ (Zvijerac, 2020). On the
other hand, there is a common opinion of the
Presidency that BiH should become a member of
the EU, but the obstacles are different so the
country still keeps its 'potential candidate country'
status. Areas that are problematic for BiH's
progress towards EU membership are the rule of
law, socio-economic development, transport and
energy, the digital agenda, security and migration,
and good relations with countries in the region“
(Kosić, 2018:21).
Given Serbia's turbulent past with NATO, due to
NATO intervention in 1999, it is clear that there is
strong opposition to its membership from both
political leaders and citizens. Serbia officially does
not aspire to become a member as it is militarily
neutral, but it is actively working on partnership
and cooperates with the Alliance. In its National
Security Strategy, it is stated that „Its starting
positions are: Preservation of sovereignty and
territorial integrity, military neutrality, care for the
Serbian people outside the borders of the
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Republic of Serbia, European integration and an
effective rule of law“ (National Assembly of the
Republic of Serbia, 2019:1). Since 2000, different
Serbian presidents had different ideas about
NATO: on the one hand, there was a policy of
disinterest (early 2000), and on the other hand,
pragmatic cooperation (mostly after 2006, when
Serbia joined the Partnership for Peace). Another
reason that is disrupting the support is the
recognition of Kosovo's* independence by many
NATO member states. President Aleksandar Vučić
is nurturing good relations with NATO, which is
confirmed by General Tommaso Vitale, Head of
NATO Military Liaison Office in Belgrade:
„Although it may not seem that way at first glance,
if you look a little closer, you will see that the
partnership between NATO and Serbia really
unwinds in many fields. From a large civilian
emergency response exercise held in Serbia in
October 2018, through cooperation in the fields of
science and technology, to the preparation of
soldiers
for
international
peacekeeping
operations. These are just some of the types of
our cooperation“ (Al Jazeera, 2020). Thus,
substantial
cooperation
exists,
although
occasionally, NATO bombing of Serbia is used as a
narrative to collect political points. On the other
hand, EU accession is an official goal of the
national government, and Serbia has held the
status of 'candidate country' since 2012. Serbia
has started negotiations to join the European
Union, which is the last step towards EU
membership. Currently, it has a total of 17 of 35
chapters open, of which two are temporarily
closed: Chapter 25 (Science and Research) and
Chapter 26 (Education and Culture), and new
chapters are expected to open in the coming
period (Ministry of Public Administration and
Local
Self-Government).
The
European
Commission is currently working on a plan to
apply the revised integration methodology, which
will, among others, be applied to Serbia. President
Vučić showed his support for the new way of
negotiations: "Chapters will be opened in clusters
and I believe that in this way we can open more
chapters in one year than in the previous three or
four combined" (Maksimović, 2021). But, Serbia
may still be faced with an obstacle until they
reach a formal agreement with Kosovo*, in order
to continue the integration process. Kosovo*
gained its independence in 2008, but it's still not
recognized by many countries, which are mainly
supporting Serbian, Russian and Chinese views on
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Kosovo*. The NATO-led Kosovo Force (KFOR)
presence helped the peacekeeping operations and
helped the society reconciliation after conflict. In
2012, Prime Minister Hashim Thaçi requested that
Kosovo* joins the Partnership for Peace program,
which would create a formal partnership between
Kosovo* and NATO, but one of the major
roadblocks in this respect is NATO's neutrality on
Kosovo's* statehood. Four NATO member states
(Spain, Greece, Slovakia, and Romania) have
refused to recognize Kosovo's* independence. „In
contrast to the EU integration process for Kosovo*
– in which, in spite of all challenges, there are
cases of internal consensus towards Kosovo*, the
progress made in relation to NATO integration has
been even more limited„ (Živković, 2019). EU
accession process is also hampered by obstacles.
„Speaking at an international conference in Berlin,
Thaci said Kosovo* deserves the visa-free regime
as it has fulfilled all EU-set terms. “While Kosovo*
is blocked in the visa liberalization and (North)
Macedonia and Albania are blocked in launching
negotiations (with the EU), Serbia is promised (the
opening of) new chapters,” he said“ (AP News,
2019). Political obstacles, primarily the nonexistence of the Belgrade-Pristina dialogue, are
hampering further integration and Kosovo's*
foreign policy. Both NATO and the EU are still
security actors in Kosovo*. It is to be seen what
the future holds, especially since Presidential
elections in Kosovo* were held in April 2021,
which were won by Vjosa Osmani (Deutsche Welle,
2021).
It is clear that political leaders do have a key role
in decision-making processes in the countries of
Western Balkans, which are still fresh and
inexperienced in democratic governance. As a
result, state policies often changed after elections,
leading to unstable and changeable attitudes,
which adversely affect foreign policy that has no
direction. But, the presidential role does not make
the government apolitical, and opposition parties
can also strongly influence the course of the
foreign policy of a country. The key differences in
the policies of different presidents in one state
are the essential differences in their personalities,
which further influence tailoring policies.

Decision-making: Who else
has influence?
Political offices are an appealing career choice,
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and therefore, politicians who are candidates in
elections are inexhaustibly fighting for their place.
Political parties in decision-making institutions
and the opposition outside the government
represent the most powerful groups that, in
addition to the head of the state, influence the
political decision-making process and create
policies. Elected officials in legislative institutions
have the opportunity to exercise the will of the
people who voted for them.
Albania has polarized politics, and the opposition
parties have significant power in the decisionmaking process, even though they are not a part
of the majority of the government. As the highest
body of the legislative power, the Parliament
continues the process of drafting and approving
laws. One of the additional decision-making
powers of the Parliament of the Republic of
Albania is that members elect the President.
Legislative activity has become one of the most
active
instruments
in
consolidating
state
institutions
and
Euro-Atlantic
integration
(Parliament of Albania, official website). The
power vested in the Parliament has the ability to
construct the democracy and policies that will
work in favor of the people. There are two
dominant political parties – the Socialist Party of
Albania (PSSh, in power 1997–2005) and the
Democratic Party of Albania (PDSh, in power
1992–1997 and 2005-2013) (Stojarová & Emerson,
2009). „The party system is quite stable: two main
political rivals, the Democrats and the Socialists,
form alternate governments with other small
allies“ (Stojarová & Emerson, 2009:188). Due to
the lack of democracy, Albanian people,
expressed their rage and dissatisfaction with the
corrupted elections in 2011 in violent protests.
„The opposition Socialists called for new elections
after refusing to accept the results of the June
2009
parliamentary
polls,
which
Berisha’s
Democratic Party won by a wafer-thin margin“
(Koleka, 2011). Yet again, the government did not
work on democratization and free and fair
elections, and in the first half of 2017, another
round of protests began. "Let us stay together to
have free and fair elections which we can only
achieve by kicking out this government of crime
and (replacing it with) the technocrat government
of free elections," said the leader of the
Democratic Party, Lulzim Basha, who led the
protests (Deutsche Welle, 2017). The opposition
which consisted of the Democratic Party and the
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Socialist Movement for Integration, demanded
that Prime Minister Rama steps down while
threatening to boycott the Parliament if this did
not occur (Mejdini, 2017). The Opposition kept
their promise and withdrew from the Parliament,
leaving PM Rama in power, but plotting another
plan. Currently, the Democratic Party of Albania
and the Socialist Movement for Integration are the
most important opposing parties, and they signed
„a coalition agreement ahead of the April 25
general elections, hoping to present a more
robust challenge to Edi Rama's governing
Socialists“ (Sinoruka, 2021). It seems that the
Albanian opposition is fighting windmills of
corruption, and even after more than twenty
years of the quest for democracy, it is to be seen
if things will change. The problems faced by
decision-making bodies are the same problems
that hinder Albania's EU integration. As the
European Commission points out, changes are
necessary.
Since its independence, Montenegro's decisions
are made in the unicameral Parliament. Its main
authority is in the decision-making process and in
observing the work of the Government (Skupstina
Crne Gore, official website). There are two main
political options in the Parliament, so the parties
are divided into two lines: pro-European and
conservative/populist
ones.
Since
2006,
Democratic Party of Socialists of Montenegro
(DPS) led by President Milo Djukanovic won the
majority in the Parliament and did not face any
challenges to stay in power until 2020. „In the
parliament elected in 2006, seven parties
supported close ties to Serbia and represented
Serb or pro-Serb voters. The role of ideology and
programme remains subordinated to personality
and differences on the question of identity“
(Stojarová & Emerson, 2009:129). In the 2020
Elections, they were siginificantly challenged by
the For the Future of Montenegro coalition, who
won 32.55 percent of votes, while Djukanovic's
Democratic Party of Socialists won 35.06 percent
(National Electoral Commission of Montenegro,
2020). Various problems stand in the way of
further EU integration. The work of the Parliament
was recognized by the European Commission
Report on Montenegro as one of the many issues,
such as „...polarisation, the politicisation of
institutions and the involvement of all actors in
the democratic process, particularly in the
parliament, and its role in democratisation“
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(Marović, 2020). Besides this, corruption is one of
the burning issues in Montenegro. Due to the fact
that DPS has been in power since the beginning of
New Millenium, an opportunity arose for many
politicians to abuse power, although the
Parliament is the body that should be the leader
of the fight against corruption. The Law on
Freedom of Religion or Belief and the Legal Status
of Religious Communities brought new divisions
and problems in Montenegro, and protests of
citizens. “The new government in Podgorica has
proposed major changes to the last government's
law on religion – which had infuriated the
powerful Serbian Orthodox Church” (Kajosevic,
2020). The changes seem to promise the
protection for all religious communities, but in
essence they strengthen ties with the Serbian
Orthodox Church, which have been weakened by
previous
government.
However,
additional
questions are assumed to arise regarding this law,
which presuppose a number of other problems,
especially of a national and religious nature,
allegedly intensifying polarity in the government,
given that the views of the current Krivokapic
government
and
Djukanovic's
side
differ
significantly on this issue. These protests spurred
a new wave of nationalism, which is scandalous in
a country where the majority of citizens is
religiously oriented. The Government led by Prime
Minister
Zdravko
Krivokapic
suggested
amendments to this law, which will be voted on in
the Parliament. Yet again, the rivalry between the
two main political options, Krivokapic and
Djukanovic, has triggered a new series of protests
over the Decision on the criteria for acquiring
Montenegrin citizenship in 2021 (Jankovic, 2021).
Given that the DPS is weakening according to the
tight election show in 2020 Elections, the future of
politics in Montenegro will be determined by the
opposition parties, which, if they are able to bring
about
the
necessary
changes
and
democratization, will be able to lead the European
path.
After resolving the dispute with Greece, NATO has
opened its doors to North Macedonia, which
currently aspires to EU membership. The
Assembly of the Republic of North Macedonia and
the National European Integration Council ae
leading
the
dialogue
with
the
European
Parliament and tackling issues which are
important for the accession (Assembly of the
Republic North Macedonia official website).
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The common goal of all North Macedonian parties
is to join the EU, and they are actively working
together on that, which is confirmed by the 2020
Report on North Macedonia. „North Macedonia
continued to implement EU-related reforms
throughout
the
reporting
period.
Efforts
continued to strengthen democracy and the rule
of law, including by activating existing checks and
balances and through discussions and debates in
key
policy
and
legislative
issues“
(EuropeanCommission, 2020c). Political parties
which are granted seats in the Assembly have the
decision-making power to influence further
integration process.„The basic dividing line in
Macedonia is the ethnic cleavage between
Macedonian and Albanian parties. Parties of the
other ethnic minorities are also active, but since
2002, the most important of them have been
seeking partnerships among the main Macedonian
parties“ (Stojarová & Emerson, 2009:171). „The
SDSM was the strongest government party in
1992–1998 and 2002–2006. It also participated in
the nationwide coalition government led by
VRMO-DPMNE in 2001“ (Stojarová & Emerson,
2009:172). After successful cooperation between
parties,
VMRO-DPMNE
became
the
most
successful political party in the country. Since
2009, NorthMacedonia is a part of European
Travel Information and Authorization System, and
its citizens can travel freely to the Schengen area
(ETIAS). The European Commission initiated a High
Level Accession Dialogue with the Macedonian
Government in 2012. After resolving the dispute
with Greece, North
Macedonia is facing a
challenge
which
significantly
affects
EU
membership, and that is the dispute with
Bulgaria. But, some members of the European
Parliament show support for North Macedonia.
„The MEPs want Bulgarian authorities to stop
issuing "provocative statements" against North
Macedonia. They also praise North Macedonia's
"mature and balanced response" to Bulgaria's
onslaught“ (Nielsen, 2021). The authorities in
North Macedonia are currently actively working to
remove obstacles in relations with Bulgaria so
that it can continue EU accession.
Political system of Bosnia and Herzegovina, given
the multi-layered division of power, is quite
complicated and requires good coordination
between bodies. „Given that Bosnia and
Herzegovina has made accession to the European
Union a priority, this means that Parliament must
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play an important role in monitoring the entire
integration process. Although future negotiations
with the Union also fall under the jurisdiction of
the executive power, the platform which is
represented in the negotiations should be based
on the support of Parliament. It is therefore
essential before and after each round of
important negotiations to consult the Parliament
and respect its position“ (Joint publication of the
parliaments in Bosnia and Herzegovina on
European integration, 2017). As a body of the
Council of Ministers of Bosnia and Herzegovina,
Directorate
for
European
Integration
was
established in order to coordinate the integration
process of BiH to the EU. This body played a
leading role in delivering the answers to the
European Commission questionnaire. But, the
political climate over the years in the country
makes the integration processes slow and
unstable, with the exception of signing the
Membership Action Plan. The conflict between the
opposition and the position as well as the slow
formation of government have made BiH's
integration into the EU and NATO difficult for
years. Political priorities in BiH changed when in
the 2020 Local elections, the opposition gained a
significant advantage over previous years. „The
successful parties appeared mostly at the
beginning of the 1990s, or came into existence by
splitting away from the original ones. All the big
parties are connected with particular ethnic
groups, and can be mostly classified as nationalist
in light of their programmes and presentations. ...
In reality all the parties are controlled by narrow
groups of individuals strongly fixated on the
person of the party leader, and the prominent
politicians are frequently accused, correctly, of
clientelism and bribery“ (Stojarová & Emerson,
2009:97). Parties based in Republika Srpska are
replicating Serbia's views on BiH's entry into
NATO, while Federation of BiH based parties are
in favor of both NATO and EU accession.
Although Serbia's political system is largely
centralized, party politics is still important,
especially in the National Assembly. Currently, the
coalition For Our Children, led by President
Aleksandar Vucic and his Serbian Progressive
Party, has 188 out of 250 seats in the Assembly
(The Government of the Republic of Serbia, 2020).
Since the 2012 Elections, Serbian Progressive
Party has been winning the majority, in each
subsequent election winning more and more
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seats (National Assembly of the Republic of
Serbia). Between 2000 and 2012, the majority was
held by Serbian Radical Party and Democratic
Party, which have lost their influence over time.
„From the perspective of the growing body of
literature
on
party
nationalisation
and
decentralisation, it would therefore be relevant to
keep a close eye on the further development of
regional autonomies and ethno-regional parties in
Serbia“ (Stojarová & Emerson, 2009:149). Serbia
needs to work further on reforms to continue the
EU integration process. Committee on European
Integration is a part of the National Assembly, and
Minister for European Integration Jadranka
Joksimović expects that Serbia will open intense
Belgrade-Brussels ministerial talks in 2021
(Ivković, 2021). The European Parliament insists
on better relations between Belgrade and Pristina,
but an additional problem for Serbia could be its
intensive cooperation with China and Russia.
„Normalization of relations between Serbia and
Kosovo* is a priority and a precondition for
joining the European Union“ (Radio Slobodna
Evropa, 2020). From this perspective, it is
necessary to follow the party policy of the leading
party, given that it dominates the policy of Serbia,
and that the opposition is not strong enough to
present a challenge to it. In addition, the appetite
for enlargement within the European Union seems
quite weak at the moment. The most of Serbian
opposition encourages the reforms, which are the
essence of integration and preparation for
membership, but for them they are much more
than a membership, they are a hope to a more
democratic Serbia. As long as changes in Serbia's
political life are visible, it means there is a will to
progress.
The Assembly of the Republic of Kosovo* made a
unilateral declaration of independence in 2008
and also expressed its „...wish to become fully
integrated into the Euro-Atlantic family of
democracies“ (United Nations High Commissioner
for Refugees). From this moment, the fight for
international recognition began, which still lasts,
and the biggest obstacle is, obviously, Serbia. The
post-war status quo between Kosovo* and Serbia
is interrupted since 2011 by the European Union's
support for dialogue between states. The first
elections for the Assembly of the Republic of
Kosovo* were held in 2001, and since then, the
most influential political parties are the
Democratic Party of Kosovo, Democratic League
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of Kosovo, the Alliance for the future of Kosovo
and since 2010, Self-determination Movement,
while ethnic Serb parties do not have good
election results (Stojarová & Emerson, 2009).
„Analysing Kosovo’s party system, one must not
omit the tight connections between local
politicians and organised crime – the result of the
previous conflict, an environment with no
experience of democracy, and the clan structure
of Kosovo* society“ (Stojarová & Emerson,
2009:156). Since there are almost no distinctions
in party agendas, thus lacking a sense of polarity
and party competition, voters vote upon their
choice of personal preference of the candidates.
As the political climate is turbulent, international
actors remain strongly involved in maintaining
peace in Kosovo*. The country needs political
stabilization, economic, social and political
progress, and these are the imperatives of both
the EU and NATO in terms of integration.
Although it usually follows the political advice of
its allies, the Kosovo Assembly decided in 2018 to
form its own army, knowing that the move is not
in favor of reconciliation (Loxha, 2018). Given that
the Assembly elections were held in 2021, it is
difficult to predict how the accession talks will
proceed in the future. Kosovo* should focus on
improving relations with Serbia, with the aim of
continuing the democratization process and
facilitating relations with the EU and NATO.
In modern democratic political systems, no
decisions can be made without the members of
parliamentary assembly. Especially in the Western
Balkans, there is a popular opinion that politicians
are corrupt and the politics are demonized. „If the
public better understood political practice they
would be less inclined to demonise those
involved“ (Corbett, 2014) Corbett claims that
critique predominantly concerns the members of
the parliaments, even though they are usually the
most influential policymakers, they create the
narratives, and in this specific perspective, they
lead the course of the Euro-Atlantic integrations
of their respective states.

Who reflects the light at the
end of the tunnel?
International Republican Institute conducted a
research on the support of the European Union in
the Western Balkans, and the research shows
„enthusiasm for stronger ties with the European
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Union“ (IRI, 2020). According to this study, the
majority in all countries stated that they would
vote in favor of EU integration if a referendum
was held. In Kosovo, an overwhelming majority
(93 percent) support accession, and strong
majorities in BiH (76 percent) and North
Macedonia (74 percent) would also vote to join
the EU (IRI, 2020). This general opinion of the
people should become the driving force for
political actors to work in favor of the people's
wishes and make an effort to improve the EU
accession process of their country. Considering all
facts involved, the paper takes on the approach
that general figures do not represent much.
Guided by the phrase that "the world rests on the
youth", the author examined the attitudes of
young people towards the EU and NATO path of
their homelands. This is done so because „In new
and emerging democracies, the inclusion of young
people in formal political processes is important
from
the
start.
Young
people’s
active
contributions can bring democratic values to life,
leading to the overturning of authoritarian
practices“ (Electoral Knowledge Network). This
links to the leaders of Western Balkans countries,
who show with their political moves that values of
democracy are their mask, under which they hide
their authoritarian characteristics. Such political
leaders are ready to show themselves on two
fronts, flirting with Western democracies, but also
with leaders from the East. Therefore, the
attitudes of young people can have a significant
impact on their choice in elections. They have the
opportunity
to
elect
their
representatives
according to democratic values, given that they
are able to recognize their importance.
The results of the author's study, as shown in
Figure 1, confirmed the results of IRI's survey that
there is strong support of EU integrations. There
is no significant opposition to EU membership in
the Western Balkans, except in the case of Serbia,
where 25.7 percent of young people are against
EU membership. Western Balkans countries are
pro-European, but they have different paths, as
previously elaborated. Kosovo* and Bosnia and
Herzegovina have a 'potential candidate' status,
while Albania, Montenegro, North Macedonia and
Serbia received 'candidate' status, but are in
different stages of negotiations (European
Parliament, 2020).

#VPIBH

#FELLOWSHIP

STRATEGIC

POSITIONING

OF

THE

WESTERN

BALKANS

COUNTRIES

TOWARDS

THE

EU

AND

NATO

IN

THE

NEW

PAGE 10

MILLENNIUM

unemployment and the economy to be the biggest
problems of their governments. Also, 77.3 percent
of them do not believe that the existing
government is going in the right direction to
benefit the people of the country. On the other
hand, they have a high level of trust in the EU
(Figure 4) and NATO (Figure 5).
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There is also the overall support of the
respondents towards NATO integration (Figure 2),
although the picture changes significantly if the
data are sorted by countries. Albanian and
Kosovo* youth are 100 percent for NATO
membership. In Bosnia and Herzegovina, 10.9
percent were against NATO membership. Even
though they are NATO members, in Montenegro
26.3 percent
are against NATO membership,
which proves that nationalist propaganda has an
impact on young people as well. In North
Macedonia, 13.3 percent
are against NATO
membership and they stated that their country
had adapted too much to gain membership.
Clearly, the opposition to the NATO membership
is the strongest in Serbia, where 82.8 percent
believe that Serbia should not join the alliance.

FIGURE

FIGURE

3:

4:

YOUNG

YOUNG

FIGURE
NORTH

FIGURE

2:

YOUNG

COUNTRY'S

PEOPLE'S

OPINION

ACCESSION

TO

ON

THEIR

NATO.

Furthermore, it is relevant to consider individual
profiles of young people who responded to the
survey. They are mostly highly educated, 70.5
percent
of them are students. A significant
number of them are students of political science,
so their opinion on the changes in the strategic
positioning of countries was taken as valid
because 54.1 percent claim to be aware of their
country’s geopolitical interests. Young people do
not have high confidence in their government
(Figure 3), and they consider corruption,

PEOPLE'S

PEOPLE'S

5:

YOUNG

ATLANTIC

TRUST

TRUST

TO

TO

PEOPLE'S
TREATY

THEIR

THE

GOVERNMENTS.

EUROPEAN

TRUST

TO

UNION.

THE

ORGANIZATION.

The data proves that young people perceive
politics from the global, international level and
have a high level of trust towards levels higher
than the state government. They are aware of the
values of democracy and its role in society. They
confirm that the most influential groups in society
are political leaders, decision-making groups and
foreign actors, but to a high extent, do not
recognize the power of young people on decisionmaking in their countries. They also recognize
patterns of changes in their countries' attitudes
towards EU and NATO (Figures 6 and 7).
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Conclusion
It is evident that there are changes in strategic
culture and that they affect the geopolitical
oscillations. Now we know who are the bearers of
these changes, and in which direction they are
moving. We also know what young people think
about it. But what can we do with this?
FIGURE
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In general, young people are interested in the
foreign policy of their countries and are aware of
the actors influencing change, whether they are
good or bad. They are also aware of the situation
and problems in their countries, so they should
understand the need for reforms. The hope
remains that young people will not only be
observers, but also active participants in politics
and produce change in their countries. The
temporal cross-section made in the previous part
of the paper shows that for the last 20 years most
of the same parties have been in power. It is up to
the young people to replace those they are not
satisfied with and to give the opportunity to new,
fresh faces and make them their accurate
representatives. They have the opportunity to be
the “light at the end of the tunnel” and lead the
way to the region’s prosperity, but they need to be
empowered and supported by the leaders they
elect in order to succeed.
Furthermore, it is relevant to consider individual
profiles of young people who responded to the
survey. They are mostly highly educated, 70.5
percent
of them are students. A significant
number of them are students of political science,
so their opinion on the changes in the strategic
positioning of countries was taken as valid
because 54.1 percent claim to be aware of their
country’s geopolitical interests. Young people do
not have high confidence in their government
(Figure 3), and they consider corruption,

The Western Balkans needs to continue the
transformation and reconciliation, as well as
integration into interstate communities. The
greatest challenge to EU and NATOintegrations is
weak democracy and the closely connected
political performance of the countries that went
downhill with implementing strong rule of law.
Although the region is overall pro-European,
political actors must be aware that as a postconflict society, they can no longer be treated as
''children in need of a nanny'' played by EU and
NATO. Opinions on NATO membership are
divided, but that should not be an obstacle to
cooperation. Even if they have no interest in
membership, countries can cooperate and
increase the level of security in the region. The
path to NATO membership would give a great
advantage to the countries that aspire to it, and
additionally help them on the path to the EU. The
time has come for them to pioneer in the reforms
that will lead to an improvement in living
standards and political climate. Elections are the
most important tool to be used as a first step to
stop the political turmoil and to continue towards
a better and more prosperous future. There is no
urgency for NATO and the EU to push for
enlargement. What needs to exist is the urgency
of the countries of the Western Balkans to
improve their strategic position towards these
alliances. This can only be achieved through
constant progress, and therefore, the goal should
be to see positive changes in the next twenty
years, which is not the case in the past.
As this research proves, democracy is carried by a
wide range of actors, not only political leaders.
Young people also need to engage in civil society
organizations and support the authorities in
reforms that advocate for democratic values. For
example, there are a large number of EU-funded
youth projects and international projects that
strengthen
youth
participation
in
political
processes. It does not necessarily have to be party
policy, it can also be activities in non-
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governmental organizations and youth networks,
which would further encourage the cohesion of
the region. The political participation of young
people implies continuous participation in various
events that have or will have the impact of youth
policies on society at different levels and in
different ways.

Endnotes
[1] The countries of the Western Balkans are:
Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Kosovo*,
Montenegro, North Macedonia and Serbia.
*All references to Kosovo, whether the territory,
institutions or population, shall be understood in
full compliance with United Nations Security
Council Resolution 1244 and without prejudice to
the status of Kosovo.
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