demokracija br 1engfinal:osnova 4/9/2010 8:44 AM Page 33

The Lead Story

“The Kosovo Ticket”

The Influence of Russia
on Events in Serbia

By: Žarko Petrović

Even though Serbia turned its
foreign policy course towards
the direction of the
Euro-Atlantic community in
late 2009 with an application
for European Union
membership, Russia’s
influence in Serbia
remained intact.

The author is the director of the
International Security Affairs
Center – ISAC fund.
The publication of this paper was in
part made possible by the support from
the OSI Think Tank Fund, Budapest.

Serbia’s political moves for the ’preservation’ of Kosovo,
which, to a large extent, have relied on Russian support, have resulted in the increase in Russia’s influence over Serbia.
Two years after it was labeled „one of the pillars of Serbian
foreign policy“1 Russia today influences the identification of
Serbia’s priorities, as well as the general situation in the country. The politics aimed at establishing firmer bonds with
Russia in order to assure its support in the prevention of Kosovo’s formal recognition, have in fact prevented the conservative and nationalistic forces in the country to use Russia
as an alternative to the EU and thereby halt Serbia’s integration into the EU. In building strong relations with Russia,
the pro-Western forces in Serbia managed to draw closer and
temporarily bind Russia’s official politics to the pro-Western
option in Serbia. In spite of this, in refusing to realistically
analyze Russia and its interests and priorities in international
relations and insisting on the short-term benefits this alliance
offers, Serbia has put itself in a position where Russia can
influence public opinion, and even the identification of Serbia’s priorities in foreign politics. This is best reflected in the
issue of Serbia’s membership in NATO: using the „Kosovo ticket“, Russia is trying to prevent the NATO entry of a country with which is it building special ’strategic’ relations.

*

*

*

Since 2001, Serbia’s foreign policy has been focused
on European integration and regional cooperation,
while it has been trying to maintain „balanced politics“ with Russia.2 Since 2005, i.e. since the moment it
became clear that the issue of the status of Kosovo was
soon to be solved in a way which would damage the
territorial integrity of Serbia, Serbian officials have put
all their effort into strengthening the shaky relations
with Russia. From that moment on, Russia has been
perceived in Serbia as a country which could greatly
contribute to Serbia’s efforts to prevent Kosovo’s independence. This has resulted in an increase in Serb efforts to strengthen relations with Russia.
After Kosovo declared independence on February 17,
2008, Serbia started looking for the best way to react
to its recognition by most countries in Trans-Atlantic
community. The government, established in July 2008
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after a minor political crisis and special parliamentary
elections, aspired to diminish, as much as possible, the
negative effects of this independence declaration on its
internal politics, which were polarized to the extreme.3
The pressure created by conservative and nationalistic
forces was such that not responding to the situation
would be interpreted as the betrayal of Kosovo.4 On the
other hand, any disproportional response threatened
to endanger relations with the countries of the European Union, which Serbia is seeking to join, and cost
pro-European forces the support Belgrade needed to
implement belated internal systemic reforms crucial to
both its political course and the mid-term future of the
country. The reaction to Kosovo’s declaration was reflected in diplomatic action — downgrading diplomatic
ties with countries that recognized Kosovo — , in the
transfer of the issue to the legal terrain and in firm disapproval of any recognition of Kosovo in bilateral, and
especially multilateral forums. The diplomatic action
was Serbia’s unilateral move, but transferring the problem onto the legal terrain and blocking further recognitions required allies. The primary logical choice for
Serbia was the Russian Federation, a country which did
not like the precedent set by Kosovo and which needed
to pursue its interests in the Western Balkans.
Between 2007 and 2009, Serbia’s foreign policy towards Russia shifted, with an open formulation of its plan
to draw closer to Russia and simultaneously work on
EU integration. Negotiations on the transit of the „South Stream“ gas route through Serbia and the sale of
NIS started in 2007,5 around the time when negotiations on the status of Kosovo under the auspices of the
troika of representatives of the EU, the USA and Russia were coming to an end. Seeking to assure its support, Serbia offered Russia a lucrative privatization
deal involving the sale of 51 percent privatization of
the Serbian Oil Industry (NIS) to Russian interests, in
exchange for Russia’s promise that a branch of „South
Stream“ would go through Serbia and that the underground gas storage facility „Banatski dvor“ would be
constructed. In both cases the ownership ratio would
be 51% - 49% in favour of Russia.6
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After special parliamentary elections and the appointment of new government in July 2008, the politics
of relying on Russia, both regarding the status of Kosovo and other international issues, continued. Since
January 2009, or more precisely, since the Ambassadors Conference in Belgrade, Moscow assumed a place next to Brussels and Washington, an enhanced role
compared to the period before 2005.7 Aided by Russia, Serbia managed to secure the UN General Asse-

mbly’s support for a resolution which asked the International Court of Justice to give an opinion on the legality of Kosovo’s independence declaration.
The convergence of Serbia’s interests in preserving its
territorial integrity and Russia’s interests in preventing
the legalization of the precedent set by Kosovo’s independence was further strengthened by concrete, practical convergence of the two countries. Besides the
energy sector deals, a Moscow Bank branch office was
opened, and there are plans for other major Russian
banks, such as Gazprom Bank, to enter the Serbian
market, further improving conditions for the spread of
Russian business in Serbia. There have been a few Russian commercial investments, and the list of products
on which no or reduced duty is paid has been extended.8 Among other forms of military cooperation9,
Russian engineers have since April 2009 been removing unexploded bombs left over from the 1999 NATO
bombing10. When Russian president Medvedev visited
Belgrade on October 20, 2009, an agreement was signed on Russian-Serbia cooperation in humanitarian
and natural disasters and other emergency situations.
When the issue of Kosovo was transferred to the legal
terrain, with the clear message that the institutions in
which Russia has a veto right would not recognize Kosovo, and after the discussion before the International
Court of Justice in The Hague, the process of Serbian-Russian convergence was completed. Even though
Serbia turned its foreign policy course towards the direction of the Euro-Atlantic community in late 2009
with an application for European Union membership,
Russia’s influence in Serbia remained intact.

*

*

*

When in early 2010 Serbia’s Minister of Defense, Dragan [utanovac, raised the issue of Serbia’s entry into
NATO11, his words elicited a tempestuous reaction.
Leading opposition leaders asked for a referendum
where the people would decide12, a response based
on both the emotional antagonism towards NATO for
the 1999 bombing of Yugoslavia, and the People’s Assembly Resolution 125/07 of December 2007, which
proclaimed Serbia’s military neutral until a referendum
on the issue was organized.
Russian officials stepped in loudly expressing their opinion, i.e. their opposition to Serbia’s membership in
NATO: the Minister of Foreign Affairs, Lavrov, said he
thought the majority of Serbia’s people were against
their country joining NATO13 and the chairman of the
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Duma Committee on International Affairs, Constantin
Kosachev, said Serbia joining NATO would mean Serbian people accepted NATO’s intervention and the
independence of Kosovo.14 Russia’s ambassador to NATO went even further when he said Russia would reexamine its attitude towards Kosovo in case Serbia
joined NATO.15 The Russian maneuvering was effective, and both Serbia’s Minister of Foreign Affairs Vuk
Jeremi}16 and President Boris Tadi}17 backtracked, issuing denials. It is unclear whether this turnaround resulted from the pressure exerted by Russia, or by a
realistic assessment of the probability of Serbia’s entry
in NATO seen in the context of the Kosovo issue.
The reason behind Russia’s rigid opposition to Serbia’s
NATO membership lies in the principle relationship between Russia and NATO. Unlike the military doctrine
of the Russian Federation from 2000, where NATO was
not mentioned, but only a vague formulation of external threat seen in „the spread of military blocks at the
expense of the Russian Federation“18, in Russia’s new
military doctrine, NATO was explicitly mentioned as a
„military danger“ (but not military threat).19 It is, therefore, logical to expect Russia’s increased efforts in opposing the accession into NAYO of friendly countries
such as Serbia. Russia is aware of Serbia’s position and
its environment, but it is also aware of the fact that Serbia’s membership in NATO would present a setback
for several important interests in the Western Balkans.
In its present situation of „military neutrality“ Serbia is
developing a „strategic partnership“ with Russia in the
field of energy, and showing interest in Russia’s initiative for a new Pact on Security in Europe20 — it is less likely to do so as a NATO member, because in that case
Serbia’s bonds with the USA would be far stronger than
they are now. Providing arguments in favour of a new
Pact on Security in Europe, Russian officials have often
said that the existing security architecture was not good enough because there are countries in Europe which
are not, and do not intend to become NATO members — alluding, among others, to Serbia.21

*

*

*

Immediately upon the start of the Kosovo status talks, Russia informed the world it was not supporting the independence of the province: it has not changed this
attitude, although a big part of the Euro-Atlantic community hoped it would. Its reasons stem from its perception
of Kosovo’s independence as a dangerous precedent that
threatens to have negative effects on Russia’s territorial
integrity, as well as the integrity of neighboring countries.
This is, most certainly, one of the reasons why the co-

untries such as Ukraine, Azerbaijan, Georgia and Moldova have not recognized Kosovo. Furthermore, protection of international law is the cornerstone of Russian
foreign politics22 and one of the few, but still available weapons Russia is using in order to maintain the status quo
in international relations, where it plays a key role in spite of its actual significance in the world. Russia’s legal conservatism aims at retaining some form of control over
realpolitik processes in the world, a control endangered
by the bombing of Yugoslavia (1999), the intervention in
Iraq (2003), as well as „the coloured revolutions“ in post-Soviet territories (2003 – 2005). The conservative protection of international law enables Russia to come up
with solid arguments, based on international law, against
the spread of NATO, against the placing of military infrastructure in Eastern Europe, against interventions, and especially against USA unilateralism. Excluding the limited
bombings of Serb positions in Bosnia in 1994, 23 NATO’s
bombing of Serbia in 1999 was the first intervention since the founding of this alliance, and it showed that Russian opinions will be ignored if contrary to essential
interests of the Euro-Atlantic community. This shows there is a serious realpolitik value in the question of the status of Kosovo, as expressed by Russian Prime Minister
Vladimir Putin when he drew a parallel between the situation in Kosovo and that in the renegade Georgian provinces of Abkhazia and South Ossetia :
From the moral and ethical point of view, the comparison
of Kosovo, the precedent set by Kosovo, and Abkhazia and
South Ossetia is completely grounded. They do not differ
at all. There were ethnic conflicts both here and there, as
well as violations of law.24
The question of the status of Kosovo is both a practical
and a usable question in contemporary international
relations. Russia uses this question to point to the NATO-centric system of security in Europe, because NATO bombed Kosovo without a UN Security Council decision,
which led to Kosovo’s proclamation of independence .
Russia sees the recognition of Kosovo by most NATO
members as a move contrary to the principle of territorial integrity of countries and a direct consequence
of the bombing of Serbia.25 On the other hand, intervening in Kosovo, NATO emphasized its (supra-)legal
arguments that values had priority over realpolitik, and
that protecting a great number of possible victims was
more important that some global-level consensus with
countries such as Russia, which did not share the same
value systems and priorities with NATO states.
However, the situation changed in 2008, bo th for
NATO and Russia. NATO could not secure the nece-
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ssary support to Kosovo’s independence even among its own member states, since four out of 28 member states refused to recognize Kosovo. NATO was
faced with the limitations of its own possibilities to violate international law. The violation of the existing
norm with the aim of protecting possible victims from
mass violations of humanitarian law and human rights, both quantitatively and qualitatively differs from
violation of the existing norm in the international law
for the purposes of stability – because the conflicting parties are unable to agree on the status. On the
other hand, the recognition of the unilateral proclamation of the independence of Kosovo has changed
the political climate in Russia as well. Immediately
after the proclamation of independence of Kosovo,
Russian leaders said this would set a precedent, which
would have consequences in Georgia. Relations with
de facto regimes in Abkhazia and South Ossetia have
been formalized in Georgia.26 The attack of Georgian forces on Chinvali in South- Ossetia gave Russia a
reason to respond to the recognition of Kosovo’s independence, and Russia recognized these two provinces on August 26, 2008. Justifying its own violation
of the international law, Russia used, mutatis mutandis,
the arguments presented by the Euro-Atlantic community in the case of Kosovo (mass violations of human rights resulting from the attack, lack of
possibilities to otherwise maintain security). Faced
with accusations it was inconsistent in its interpretation and application of international law, since it had
completely different attitude in the case of Kosovo,
Russia said it was true that the cases of Kosovo and
Abkhazia and South Ossetia could not be compared,
because Serbia had not attacked Kosovo as Georgia
had attacked South Ossetia, which was why the case
of South Ossetia was the sui generis case, and the case of Kosovo was not.27
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The realpolitik effect is, however, completely different
in these two cases. Kosovo was recognized by 65 countries, including most countries from the Euro-Atlantic community, while only four (Russia, Nicaragua,
Venezuela and Nauru) recognized Abkhazia and South Ossetia. Regardless of the results of a legal analysis
on the status of these provinces, this fact best depicts
the reach of their argumentation, as well as the actual
influence that Russia and the Euro-Atlantic community have in international relations.

The question of Kosovo remains open for Russia,
although it is aware that its influence on the final decision on its status is limited to preventing the legalization of Kosovo’s status in those bodies in which it
has the right to veto. Having withdrawn its troops by
August 2003, Russia’s involvement in the issue has been reduced to discussions on the principles and international law, and it has freed itself from any
responsibility to influence the final decision. The daily paper „Kurir“ reported that president Medvedev,
while visiting Serbia, asked president Tadi} not to change Serbia’s policy towards Kosovo.28 Regardless of
the accuracy of this information, the fact remains that
Kosovo is Serbia’s priority in relations between Russia
and Serbia, as well as a part of the platform on which
Russia is building its opposition to the politics of the
Euro-Atlantic community.

*

*

*

The focus on the status of Kosovo and the shaping of
politics around this issue has, to an extent, stabilized
the internal political situation in Serbia, providing the
country with the possibility to continue with reforms
on its European path. The countries of the Euro-Atlantic community have not been exerting much pressure on the government in Belgrade, sensing the delicate
situation it is in. However, through its insistence on
strengthening ties and building a „strategic partnership“29 with Russia, without a realistic insight into Russia’s and its own interests and priorities in
international relations, and by insisting on the shortterm benefits this alliance offers, Serbia has put itself
in a position where Russia can objectively influence public opinion, and even the setting of Serbia’s priorities
in foreign politics. This has additionally limited the space for foreign-political maneuvering, regardless of the
issue of Kosovo.
Serbia has to realistically analyse the extent to which
its short-term decisions, regardless of how important the issues they pertain to are, will lead to a double
negative effect: the increased Russian influence on Serbia’s internal affairs, which the Euro-Atlantic community will not tolerate for long and which will halt
Serbia’s further integration, and the failure of the
efforts aimed at defending the country’s territorial
n
integrity.
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