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The Republic of Serbia has long — and often — been presented as, if not the most likely, then certainly one
of the most likely candidates for membership in the European Union (EU). Following the granting of
candidate status in 2012, and especially after the opening of accession negotiations in 2014, a belief
emerged among the Member States that Serbia (alongside Montenegro) would be among the first
countries of the Western Balkans (WB) to successfully conclude membership negotiations.
Unfortunately, the situation today is markedly different. As this article is being written, we are learning
that as many as eight Member States oppose the opening of the so-called Cluster 3 of the negotiations,
concerned by the persistent undermining of the rule of law and democratic standards (by the
authorities), as well as the by now chronically insufficient alignment of Serbia's foreign policy with the
EU’'s Common Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP).

This development (we shall see whether this is also the final outcome, as the European Council is
expected to discuss enlargement again in October) represents the culmination of a process that has been
unfolding for more than a decade. Although public debate justifiably tends to highlight individual events
or crises, we believe that the real reason behind the latest slowdown in Serbia’s European integration lies
in the gradual divergence of both its model of governance and its foreign-policy priorities from the model
advocated by the EU. Since Russia’s aggression against Ukraine on 24 February 2022, alignment with the
EU’s Common Foreign, Security and Defence Policy (CFSDP) has ceased to be a technical issue within the
accession process and has instead become a test of strategic orientation, commitment, and ultimately of
the trust placed in a candidate country (let us not forget that, by joining the EU, we enter into a
contractual relationship with all 27 Member States, author’s emphasis). And in that respect, Belgrade has
never stood worse.'

If we divide the period since the democratic changes of 2000 into two roughly equal parts, we can observe
the following paradox: the period between 2000 and 2014 was characterized by a more or less
pronounced “European optimism.” Democratic reforms, rapprochement with European institutions, the
conclusion of the Stabilisation and Association Agreement, and the granting of candidate status created
the perception that Serbia was moving - slowly but steadily — towards membership. Relying on a robust
conditionality policy, the EU assessed Serbia’s progress through reforms of its institutions, economy, and
judiciary (with particular emphasis on dealing with the past, a concept that today appears to have been

! Review the article by the author written for the “Contemporary Politics” portal, titled “How We Neglected the Baltic Wall — to
Our Own Detriment,” published on 18 February 2026.
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almost completely abandoned), while (other) foreign-policy issues carried less specific “weight.”?
Towards governments that were, especially from today's perspective, demonstrably democratic in
orientation, Brussels adopted a strict approach, closely followed by the Member States. Ultimately, as is
well known, the disagreement between Belgrade and Berlin over Kosovo “sounded the death knell” of
Democratic Party rule and marked the beginning of the acceptance of another and different political
elite.3

Things changed fundamentally, though not immediately, with the change of government in Serbia. More
precisely, the broader context changed: following Croatia’s accession to the EU, enlargement entered a
period of “pause”; in its absence, the Berlin Process was launched as a framework for regional
cooperation (and interaction with the major powers). Nevertheless, the opening of accession
negotiations in January 2014 made Serbia's EU membership appear attainable. Everyone was aware of
the obstacles and challenges (that negotiations themselves do not guarantee membership; that the path
towards normalization of relations between Belgrade and Pristina is difficult and uncertain), but a more
concrete framework was established within which, it was believed, the EU could exert pressure when
necessary, reducing the authorities’ room for improvisation.

As is well known, 22 negotiating chapters were opened in the years that followed, while two were
provisionally closed. However, 2014 also marked the beginning of what proved to be a long-term problem
that would eventually become one of the main obstacles to European integration. The crisis in Ukraine
and the beginning of the deterioration of relations between the West and Russia raised the question of
the alignment of Serbia’s foreign policy with that of the EU. The scale of this change is evident from
available data. Those who remember will recall that Serbia’s alignment with the EU’'s CFSP stood at as
much as 99 per cent in 2012. As early as 2013, the figure fell to approximately 89 per cent, before
dropping to around 62 per cent in 2014 (Jovi¢ Lazi¢, 2020). The decline therefore did not occur after the
2022 aggression, but much earlier.

The opening of negotiations was followed by a period of relative stagnation. The highest level of
alignment was recorded in 2015, when it reached 66 per cent. In the following years, figures fluctuated
between approximately 50 and 60 per cent, with a then-record low of just 47 per cent registered in 2017.
Alignment stood at 57 per cent in 2019, 56 per cent in 2020, and 61 per cent in 2021 (ISAC Fund, 2021;
ISAC Fund, 2022). These data indicate that throughout the previous decade Serbia failed to return to the
level of alignment that existed before the Ukraine crisis. It is not merely a question of percentages,
however, but also of what Serbia actually aligned with: among the resolutions it supported, there were
none concerning Russia and China.

Why is this important? We reiterate that Chapter 31 of the accession process, which concerns the EU’s
CFSP, represents one of the key indicators of a candidate country’s readiness for membership. Candidate
countries are assessed not only on the basis of formal declarations regarding their so-called European
perspective, but also on their willingness to support EU decisions (Foreign-policy declarations) and, more
importantly, to introduce restrictive measures (sanctions) when expected to do so, whether against
individuals or entities.* The fact that the Armed Forces of the Republic of Serbia have participated for
years in EU-led peace support operations unfortunately does not alter this reality.®

2 For Serbia, the issue of Kosovo*’s status and the so-called normalization of relations with the authorities in Pristina remains a matter
of both domestic and foreign policy. In this regard, regardless of the situation “on the ground,” nothing has fundamentally changed;
the (significant) resources that are allocated and spent, as well as the policies pursued, have for years followed the same pattern.

3 The key meeting between former Serbian President Boris Tadi¢ and former German Chancellor Angela Merkel took place on 23
August 2011 in Belgrade. According to reports by the weekly magazine Vreme, it was one of the rare occasions on which Merkel
“publicly displayed anger and visibly changed expression due to disagreements over Kosovo and the parallel structures.” In media
analyses, this event is often cited as a turning point that marked the beginning of the end of Tadi¢’s political career, as the German
Chancellor openly articulated positions that were at odds with the official policy of Belgrade.

4 An excellent overview of all individuals, entities, and regimes subject to EU sanctions is available at the EU Sanctions Tracker:
https://data.europa.eu/apps/eusanctionstracker/ (accessed on 9 July 2026). It shows, for example, that as many as 46% of all EU
sanctions currently relate to Ukraine. Consequently, the degree of exposure and risk assumed by Belgrade through its non-
alignment with these measures is even greater.

5 The Serbian Armed Forces currently participate in five active missions under the EU’s Common Security and Defence Policy
(CSDP), primarily through medical teams, staff officers, and advisers: EUTM Somalia, EUTM RCA in the Central African Republic,
Operation Atalanta (EUNAVFOR), EUTM Mozambique, and EUAM Egypt. It is worth noting that, within Operation EUNAVFOR
Atalanta, Serbia deploys Vessel Protection Teams composed of members of its special forces, whose mission is to deter pirate
attacks against vessels of the World Food Programme.
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Over the past years, Serbian political representatives have most often explained the lower degree of
alignment by the need to preserve the support of Russia (and China) regarding Kosovo. An additional
factor, which must not be overlooked, is energy policy (the transfer of the oil industry to Moscow in 2008,
which the actors themselves explained as necessary to secure foreign-policy support), as well as
economic cooperation with China, which today is by far Serbia’s largest foreign-trade partner if imports
alone are taken into account. Such an approach—described as “balancing,” a “multi-vector Foreign policy,”
and more recently as “hedging” (a strategy of risk reduction, protection, or diversification)—worked as
long as international circumstances remained relatively stable. The situation changed fundamentally
after February 2022, but not enough for Belgrade to begin aligning Fully with the EU.

However, perhaps even more importantly, Russia’s aggression against Ukraine changed the way the EU
views the enlargement process. Enlargement has long ceased to be merely a mechanism for the
“transformation” of candidate countries; it has become a geopolitical tool for strengthening the security
of the European continent. Indeed, we believe that this geopolitical dimension now outweighs all others.
As aresult, alignment with the CFSP has acquired a significance it previously did not possess. Under these
altered circumstances, refusing to impose sanctions on Russia or support certain declarations is no longer
perceived as an isolated political issue, but rather as an indicator of the strategic orientation of a
candidate country.

Partly for this reason, the European Commission’s reports have become significantly more critical in
recent years. Analyses published during 2025 indicate that the alignment rate fell from 59 per cent in
2024 to approximately 52 per cent in 2025. Particular emphasis has been placed on non-alignment
regarding Russia and Ukraine, but also on certain issues relating to Iran, Moldova, cyber security, and
human rights (ISAC Fund, 2025).

As we can see, this trend has had direct political consequences. When the European Commission
recommended in 2026 the opening of the remaining chapters within Cluster 3¢, consensus among the
Member States was lacking. According to reports from Brussels, the group of countries opposing the
move consisted of Belgium, the Netherlands, Croatia, Bulgaria, Sweden, Finland, Estonia, and Lithuania.
The key reasons cited were the state of the rule of law, the failure to uphold democratic standards,
insufficient alignment with the EU’s CFSP, and Serbia’s unclear strategic orientation (EWB, 2026).

Particularly significant is the fact that some Member States no longer refer exclusively to the technical
criteria of the negotiations. Increasingly, the discussion revolves around political trust. In other words,
the question is no longer merely whether Serbia meets certain administrative or legislative conditions,
but whether Member States believe that, as a future member, it will share the same foreign-policy and
security priorities. This represents a much deeper problem for Belgrade.

Paradoxically, at the very moment when Serbia is experiencing the deepest crisis in its European
integration process since the beginning of negotiations, the EU is demonstrating greater interest in
enlargement than at any point during the previous decade. The war in Ukraine, security challenges on the
European continent, and the growth of global competition have revived the enlargement policy, but also
the belief that enlargement is necessary if Europe is to remain relevant in the century whose opening
decades we are currently living through.

It should be noted, however, that the new logic of enlargement differs from that which existed ten or
fifteen years ago. One of the most important new concepts with which we must quickly become familiar
is gradual or phased integration. This approach envisages candidate countries receiving certain benefits
of membership even before formally joining the EU. This refers primarily to greater access to the single
market, programmes, funds, and certain sectoral EU policies. Such a model was developed through a
series of proposals by expert organisations and was later accepted as part of the broader new European

6 Cluster 3, dedicated to Competitiveness and Inclusive Growth, covers areas related to the functioning of the economy, the tax
system, the labour market, education, science, digitalisation, and customs policy. Under the revised EU enlargement methodology
introduced in 2020, this cluster comprises eight negotiating chapters. It may be said that Cluster 3 encompasses the “economic
transformation of society” (including, important especially in the Serbian context, Chapter 10, which deals with digital
transformation and media).



approach to enlargement. Evidence of this can be found in no fewer than four non-papers on
enlargement that have circulated in diplomatic circles and the public over recent weeks.’

A similar logic is present in the Growth Plan for the Western Balkans. This instrument, presented by the
European Commission at the end of 2023, envisages financial support aimed at accelerating the economic
integration of the countries of the region. As with the new enlargement methodology, the idea is that
citizens and businesses in candidate countries should experience some of the benefits of European
integration even before formal membership. Here we arrive at perhaps the greatest paradox in the
recent history of Serbia’s European integration: official Belgrade has failed to fulfil what it itself promised
Brussels within the “roadmap” for obtaining the funds envisaged under the Growth Plan. Consequently,
the payment of €428 million from the second and third tranches (following the Ffirst tranche, which was
disbursed) has been postponed; meanwhile, the Commission has announced that, once the deadlines
expire, it will carry out an assessment and, should Belgrade still fail to meet all conditions, redirect the
funds to more successful candidates.?

Nevertheless, none of the new models currently under consideration alters the fundamental political
reality. The EU has made it clear that economic integration cannot serve as a substitute for political
alignment. A candidate seeking full membership must demonstrate a willingness to bind its strategic
interests permanently to the European Union. In that sense, Chapter 31 carries far greater significance
today than it did a decade ago.

Serbia’s policy of balancing is becoming riskier not because it is inherently wrong, but because the
international system is entering a phase of increasingly pronounced geopolitical polarization. As Serbia
is economically and institutionally more closely connected to the EU than to any other actor, the long-
term costs of drifting away from Brussels are potentially greater than those associated with distancing
itself from other partners. Consequently, Belgrade is moving from a traditional balancing strategy
towards a policy of hedging, seeking to reduce risks by maintaining relations with competing centres of
power. The problem is that hedging works best when rivalry between opposing power centres is not
extreme. When the international system becomes sharply divided, as is the case today, major powers
demand that countries choose sides.

For that reason, the fact that eight Member States oppose the further opening of negotiating clusters
should not be interpreted as a temporary diplomatic dispute. It is a symptom of a deeper problem, a
crisis of trust between Serbia and part of the European Union. The future of Serbia’'s European
integration will depend less on the technical closure of negotiating chapters and far more on the answer
to the question that now dominates European political debates: does Serbia wish to become a
geopolitical part of the European Union, or will it continue its policy of balancing between different
centres of power?

7 An analysis of what is arguably the most coherent recent proposal, the so-called Franco-German non-paper, was prepared for the
National Convention on the European Union by Dr. Vladimir Medak and Bojana Selakovi¢. It is available at:
https://eukonvent.org/analize-i-istrazivanja/analiza_francusko-nemacki-non-paper-o-prosirenju/ (accessed on 7 July 2026).

8 Funds from the Growth Plan are strictly linked to performance and the implementation of agreed Reform Agendas. If a country
fails to meet its commitments, any unused funds are not redirected to other actors within that same country (such as civil society
organisations, for example). Instead, they may be reallocated and awarded to those countries in the region that are progressing
more quickly and successfully. See BBC News in Serbian, 20 April 2026, “The EU Is Still Considering Whether to Disburse Growth
Plan Funds to Serbia, Says Marta Kos,” available at: https://www.bbc.com/serbian/articles/c895n5wdv8ko/lat (accessed on 10 July
2026).
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