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After several announcements, the strategic dialogue with the United States (U.S.) was officially
launched on July 17, when representatives of the two countries met in Washington, with the
participation of Marco Rubio and Marko Puri¢. It is important, first of all, to clarify what was
actually signed, namely two memoranda: one on "energy infrastructure and regional energy
security," and another on cost-sharing for the Fulbright educational and academic exchange
program.

A number of other matters were discussed and announced, such as support for the development of
5G infrastructure through financial instruments provided by the U.S. EXIM Bank. The U.S. also
welcomed Serbia's accession to the Artemis Accords concerning civilian space exploration. The
two countries committed themselves to increasing the tempo of military-to-military engagements,
while Serbia requested to purchase U.S. defense articles.

It is inevitable that the launch of a strategic dialogue with what remains the most powerful country
in the world would attract significant attention and generate certain expectations. It is important to
note that the United States has used the format of a "strategic dialogue" for decades. Essentially, it
serves as a framework for regular consultations on issues of mutual interest, ranging from security,
economics and energy to regional affairs and foreign policy. Strategic dialogues have been
conducted with countries such as Poland, Uzbekistan, Mongolia, Vietnam, and South Korea.
Through such dialogues, the United States seeks, gradually, to shape the behavior of its partners.
Political and security consultations are held, military assistance is offered through programs such
as Foreign Military Sales, military and government personnel are trained, information is
exchanged, and access to American technology is provided, all depending on the level of trust
established.

At this moment, the American interest appears fairly clear. Despite the Administration's volatile
behavior, the United States has not abandoned stability in the Western Balkans as a declared policy
objective. It seeks partnerships with all countries in the region, not just Serbia. Another area of
policy continuity concerns Russia and China, and Washington's efforts to limit their influence.
Thus, the proposed Western Balkans Democracy and Prosperity Act of September 10, 2025,
explicitly provides for "countering" and "reporting on" Russian and Chinese influence, as well as
a series of measures aimed at strengthening resilience.

Third, and quite logically, Serbia is regarded by the United States as an actor that cannot be
ignored. This perception, and the shift it reflects, began during Trump's first term and continued
under Biden. Now, after a pause caused by setbacks such as Vuci¢'s aborted visit and meeting in
Florida and the "General Staff Headquarters case," it is once again finding expression. This change
did not occur overnight. It is the result of an understanding that the alternatives would be even less
favorable to American interests and that current realities will not disappear overnight.

Trump's and Vucic's approaches to international relations, within the context of a relationship
between a large and a small partner, are in fact compatible. The United States no longer seeks to
export democracy; the focus is on business opportunities, energy, and other critical infrastructure.
Washington has already attempted once to tie regional policy to major infrastructure and energy



projects: the agreement of the same name from 2020 envisaged connecting Serbia and Kosovo
through infrastructure and energy corridors. Elements of that agenda remain alive today.

Belgrade's interest is also quite clear. One should not underestimate the communication channel
that is being opened through this process. Criticism from Brussels, the European Parliament, parts
of the American establishment, and international organizations has been frequent. The absence of
the rule of law, fair electoral conditions, protests, pressure on the media, and the slowdown in
European integration have undoubtedly affected the country's international image.

Photographs of Puri¢ with Rubio, meetings at the State Department, and the narrative of "joining
the circle of countries enjoying the highest level of institutional cooperation with the United States"
serve as evidence that Serbia is not isolated and remains a relevant interlocutor. More importantly,
the authorities can claim success in maintaining good relations with both Washington and Beijing.
On the one hand, this is rare; on the other, it fits neatly into the narrative of foreign policy
autonomy, a multi-vector foreign policy, and similar concepts.

Things, however, are rarely that simple. Strategic dialogue does not erase the key differences
between the two countries. Serbia is not a member of NATO and has no ambition to become one;
it pursues a policy of military neutrality. Consequently, the limits of cooperation in security and
defense are clear. Joint projects, training, and equipment procurement are possible, but not an
alliance.

Another issue concerns Kosovo. Washington will not withdraw its recognition of Kosovo's
independence, but it may be able to pressure Pristina to do something or refrain from doing
something, and therein lies a certain, perhaps slim, hope.

Finally, the third difference may be the most significant of all, and it concerns China. According
to all available information, Belgrade is Beijing's closest partner among European countries
outside the European Union. China is a source of investment, innovation, and, for some,
inspiration. Therefore, when the United States insists on "trusted suppliers" in energy and digital
infrastructure, this represents its most uncompromising geopolitical demand. Whether Washington
fully understands how far Serbia has gone in developing relations with China, and that this trend
is unlikely to be reversed, remains unclear.

We find the purpose of the strategic dialogue at the intersection of geopolitics and economics. Few
things illustrate this better than the Djerdap 3 project. On the issues where Serbia and the United
States differ, rapid progress is unlikely. Energy is different. Here, both sides can benefit: Serbia
gains a new and sustainable source of electricity, while the United States gains an opportunity for
its companies and financial institutions to enter the market.

Serbia's dependence on certain external suppliers would be reduced, albeit only to a limited extent,
while creating long-term interdependence between the two countries. Djerdap 3 is also, in a sense,
America's response to the "Chinese model." If China's strategy has been "roads, bridges, and
factories," the American approach could become "energy, digital infrastructure, and technological
systems" (along with a few roads and bridges as well. Bechtel-Enka has already signed a
memorandum of understanding with the Serbian authorities regarding construction of the
Kraljevo-Raska expressway, with a branch leading to the Jarinje crossing).

Djerdap 3 is also a test of the relationship and of sincerity: is Belgrade prepared to tie part of its
key development projects to the West? (It should be noted that the planned hydropower plant is



designed as a reversible pumped-storage facility, capable of using excess electricity, for example
from nearby wind and solar farms, to pump water into an upper reservoir and then release it back
through turbines during periods of peak demand, generating electricity when it is most needed.)

In light of current political struggles, it would be a mistake to interpret the U.S. decision to launch
the dialogue as an attempt to rescue the reputation of Serbia's ruling regime. A report to Congress
clearly states that the Administration seeks to develop relations with all countries of the region for
the sake of stability as well as its own interests. Even if Belgrade benefits politically, that does not
mean the strategic dialogue was created to meet its needs.

Trump and Biden are completely different politicians, yet American foreign policy has
demonstrated a high degree of continuity on certain issues. From Washington's perspective, the
dialogue probably also serves as a form of insurance against political change in Serbia. If a change
of government occurs in Serbia one day, the United States will already have established channels
of communication. The policy and priorities themselves will remain unchanged.

*Author is a Senior Advisor at the ISAC Fund and Assistant Professor at Union-Nikola Tesla
University.



