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Foreword

This Peace and Security Monitor takes deep dives into the region, distilling
actionable policy recommendations, providing clear analysis to decision makers
and supporting the Platform's push for peace and humanity.  

As global eyes remain firmly on Russia’s attritional war on Ukraine, the discussion
moves to understanding what a longer-term war could look like on European soil.
Most of the South East Europe and Black Sea Region states have continued to
take a pro-west and pro-Ukraine line, but Serbia, Hungary and Türkiye continue
to awkwardly position themselves between Moscow and Kyiv. 

18 Afghan asylum seekers were found dead in an abandoned truck near the
Bulgarian capital of Sofia on 17 February in the deadliest incident of its kind to-
date in the country. Migration routes from through the Balkans are continuing in
2023, with many governments accused of push back practices.

Forthcoming elections in Montenegro, Bulgaria and Türkiye are all close to call,
with no obvious candidates likely to win. Many in Türkiye, especially following the
terrible earthquake which by some estimates could have taken 50,000 – 200,000
lives, are disillusioned by Erdogan’s administration. Many activists fear that if
Erdogan wins, this will be the last fully “free and fair” election. 

The Balkans have been uncharacteristically quiet in early 2023, with Bosnia and
Herzegovina’s government finally formed. Optimists will celebrate signs of
dialogue between Kosovo and Serbia that appeared in late February. 

A tough humanitarian situation is continuing to unfold in Nagorno Karabakh, with
many thousands of Armenians at risk as the Lachin corridor remains blocked by
Azeri “protestors”. Alongside Ukraine, the International Crisis Group considers
Nagorno Karabakh to be in the top 10 most risky conflicts for 2023.
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24 February 2023 - One Year After the Full Scale Invasion of
Ukraine 

A warning against the nuclear-sabre rattle

Russian President Putin released an interview on Sunday 26 February claiming the
west is planning to divide up Russia, to “disband the former Soviet Union and its
fundamental part, the Russian federation. I do not even know if an ethnic group,
as the Russian people will be able to survive in the form it which it exists today”.

Whilst this is not the first time that President Putin has claimed an existential
threat to the Russian territory, people and culture, this is a particularly chilling
quote. Russian military doctrine clearly states that nuclear weapons will be used
where necessary to defend the existence of Russia. One can track the peaks and
troughs of Putin’s nuclear sabre rattling over the last year, but this rhetoric sounds
increasingly like preparing the Russian people for the possibility of nuclear
weapons. 

Under no circumstances should the deployment of nuclear weapons become a
possibility. One year on from the start of the full scale invasion and it is clear that
Putin will not back down and the Ukrainians will rightfully not agree to any
Dayton-esque peace agreement. For the sake of the Ukraine, Russia and the rest
of the world, the conditions for Putin and his regime’s removal, sidelining any
further extreme nationalist groups within Russia, must be prioritised. 

 -   Luke James, Programme Director
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With the collapse of the post-soviet security
order, permanent neutrality has become an
increasingly unsustainable security model.
The escalating threat level from Russia
requires Moldovan leaders to change course
– and they are.
Amending the constitutional neutrality clause
is both unrealistic and may not be required 
A new comprehensive security strategy will
have to be built on collaboration instead of
isolation as well as strengthening state
resilience.

Part One: Taking stock: Moldova’s
Ongoing Debate on its Permanent
Neutrality and What Comes Next

This is the first instalment in an ongoing series of
articles that critically question Moldova’s
strategic security arrangement, rested on
constitutionally enshrined permanent neutrality.
This text will dive into the origins of the Moldovan
model of neutrality, the current debates
surrounding it, what legal limits a replacement
model would face and look at the steps ahead.

The Diminishing Value of Political
Neutrality in the Post-Soviet World

In what seemed like a sensible post-cold war
arrangement to maximise its external security,
Moldova, among other emerging post-soviet
countries enshrined a neutrality provision in its
constitution. The Moldovan model is similar to
that of other countries emerging from the Soviet
Union, 

like Turkmenistan or Belarus that drafted a
neutrality clause into their constitution. Likewise,
Ukraine adopted a ‘non-bloc’ status which was
abolished only in 2014 when Ukraine changed its
constitution to make a future NATO and EU
membership a declared objective of its foreign
policy.[1] This came as a direct reaction to
Russia’s illegal annexation of Crimea and fuelling
of hostilities in the Donbass region that began
earlier that year. F or entirely opposite reasons,
namely, to permanently station Russian troops
and possibly even nuclear weapons on its
territory, Belarus dropped its neutrality clause in
2022. This followed a closely managed
referendum [2] that was marred by allegations
of wide-spread voter fraud. [3] Critically, both,
Ukraine and Belarus, saw themselves forced to
drop their neutrality clauses in order to account
for their changing relationship with Russia.
Ukraine sought to secede from Russian influence
while Belarus is integrated into an ever-closer
Union State with Russia.[4]

Besides Uzbekistan, that adopted neutrality in
2012, as of today, only two other post-soviet
countries have survived as nominally neutral
states. These are Turkmenistan, one of the
world’s most authoritarian regimes which
pursues an almost cultlike devotion to ‘positive
neutrality’ at heavy costs that sometimes leave
even experts puzzled[5]– and Moldova.

State political neutrality in and of itself is
somewhat of a peculiar model in the modern
world, as it displays an inherent scepticism
towards the protections promised under
international law.  

 
 Rethinking Moldova's Strategic Security: Towards a

Qualified Military-Political Neutrality

 Lukas Herzog 
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Theoretically, in a world governed by
international law no additional layer of protection
against foreign invasion should be necessary.[6]
Yet, in the view of neutral countries, neutrality can
add another level of protection to their security.
This should be kept in mind when assessing
Moldova, that became a neutral state almost
immediately after consolidating itself as an
independent state. 

of aggression, (2) alliance membership and (3)
military strength respectively, that all aim to
deter potential aggressors, in the case of
Moldova, neutrality is and was often viewed as
an alternative source of security. For a long time,
subsequent governments have shown little
appetite to either openly think about Moldova’s
strategic security or address it through
meaningful policy proposals. 

Owing to both structural poverty and kleptocratic
governance, over the past three decades, other
policy fields simply seemed more important to
deal with or promised better ways to extort
money from.[9] For a long time, a widespread
public conviction that neutrality was important
for Moldova’s security – as not to provoke Russia
- made it convenient for governments to
maintain the status quo and push the
conversation about long-term consequences
from this policy for Moldova’s national security
down the line. This makes having these
conservations today all the more politically
delicate.

A survey from December 2022 shows that ten
months into the Russian war on Ukraine a slight
majority of respondents, 44.8%, still believe that
neutrality could protect Moldova from military
aggression, while 41.1% did not.[10] However, the
number of supporters for neutrality grows when
as an alternative to neutrality, membership in
NATO is suggested. This idea is only supported
by 22.4%, while 54.5% oppose to it. The division
running through public opinion is also reflected in
the political arena. The opposition bloc of
Communists, Socialists and the Șor Party have
long warned to adopt any policy or position that
could be viewed as opposing Russia’s actions in
Ukraine or supporting Ukraine in any way against
their invaders.[11] Following that spirit, they
introduced a bill named the ‘For the
Consolidation of Moldova’s Neutrality’ that had
no chance of passing[12], but would have legally
bound the government in interpreting neutrality
as anything other than what the sponsors of that
legislation defined it to be. In the draft[13], they
laid out the oppositions’ view of neutrality as ‘not
just an ideological 
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Ukrainian refugees arriving in Moldova. The war in Ukraine has burst
the idea that permanent neutrality would always guarantee peace
and stability to Moldova. Source: IOM, UN Migration, iom.int.

Moldovan Permanent Neutrality

The reason that Moldova adopted a neutrality
clause in its 1994 constitution is tied to the defeat
of its military during the Transnistria conflict of
1992. During the conflict, the 14th Russian army
fought on behalf of the nascent Transnistrian
regime that otherwise would not have been able
to defend its declared independence against
Moldova. The Russian forces at one point even
threatened to capture Chisinau.[7]

This defeat has brought two major
consequences. On one hand, it caused Moldova
to add a provision to its neutrality clause that no
foreign troops may be stationed on Moldovan
territory. Untill today, this is an unenforced
provision that is aspirational at best as Russia
refuses to withdraw the troops in Transnistria it
refers to as ‘peacekeepers’.[8] On the other
hand, it has decidedly shaped the thinking
among both the Moldovan public and elites on
strategic and military issues. Against the
conventional model of (1) confidence in
international law, that prohibits wars 



expression, but a practical principle of ensuring
the country’s independence and protection
against harmful intervention from outside’.[14]
This view closely coincides with the traditional
view of the strategic purpose neutrality was
meant to fulfil for Moldova.

And indeed, it could be argued that this
arrangement has served Moldova moderately
well over the past three decades. After all, the
Transnistrian conflict was successfully contained.
This successful containment ensured that the
conflict did not reach a level of full-scale
violence again.

This view would also be in line with the primary,
unspoken objective of Moldova’s neutrality: to
appease Russia which regarded and, in many
ways more than ever, still regards the post-
soviet space as a limited sphere of influence and
a necessary buffer against a west, seeking to
crop up to its borders through armament,
alliance expansion and colour revolutions.[15] In
addition, one project that emerged from a neo-
imperial manifestation of Russian foreign policy
is the idea of reviving New Russia or
Novorossiya[16], an 18th-century historic Russian
province that included large parts of southern
Ukraine and Transnistria.[17] The fact that these
mythologically charged ideas of Russian great
power politics have the potential to develop into
serious threats to the state integrity of Moldova
was demonstrated by the attempt in 2015 to
resurrect Novorossiya by means of the
proclamation of people's republics in southern
Ukraine.[18] The same applies to the current
revival of the project as part of the Russian war
against Ukraine. The Russian military threat to
Transnistria is likewise a threat to Moldova.[19]

As a result, as of February 2022, the Moldovan
security calculus has shifted. Russia's belligerent
and openly expansionist foreign policy posture
had already resulted in Ukraine ditching their
constitutional neutrality. Albeit for very different
reasons, Belarus recently followed Ukraine’s
example. The open military threat to Moldova
posed by Russia was acknowledged by various 

high-ranking figures. Russia’s ambition to include
Transnistria into its newly expanded territory was
suggested through a map that Belarussian
president Lukashenko presented in a televised
address. It indicated the military objectives in
Ukraine and showed an arrow pointing from the
Odessa region into Transnistria.[20] Similar
comments were made by Rustam Minnekayev
who explained that a land bridge in southern
Ukraine would offer a ‘way out for Transnistria’.
[21]

Russia regularly directs threats Moldova’s way
and is particularly sensitive to the idea of
Moldova moving closer into the Western orbit. 
 Only a few weeks ago, Russian Foreign Minister
Sergey Lavrov warned Moldova no to ‘follow
Ukraine’s path’[22]. Recent episodes of missiles
flying over Moldovan territory [23] have
highlighted how little Russia cares about
Moldovan territorial integrity in the pursuit of its
war aims. Moldovan Foreign Minister Nicu
Popescu expressed ‘outrage’[24] and
summoned Russia’s ambassador in Chisinau,
which was the strongest public response from
Moldovan side so far. In a similar episode in
December 2021, when debris from a Russian
missile fell down over northern Moldova, a
Russian embassy staffer was expelled.[25]

Boiling Point: A Russian Coup Plot 
 
A new level of escalation was reached when
Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky on a visit
to Brussels, spoke of an intercepted Russian plot
to stage a coup in Chisinau.[26] The existence of
such Russian operations was taken very seriously
and confirmed in a statement by the Moldovan
intelligence service, SIS.[27] A communication
released by the president’s office alleged in
detail how the Russian government had planned
a series of subversive actions in Moldova, with
the aim of overthrowing the constitutional order
and installing a new government in Chisinau, in
order to stop the European integration process
and put Moldova at Russia's disposal in its war
against Ukraine. 
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The alleged plan involved the use of diversionists
with military training, camouflaged in civilian
clothing, to undertake violent actions, attack
state buildings and take hostages, and the
involvement of people from outside the country
in violent activities. The documents also
indicated instructions on the rules of entry into
the Republic of Moldova for citizens of the
Russian Federation, the Republic of Belarus,
Serbia and Montenegro. The authors of the
alleged plot relied on several internal groups,
including the Şor political movement, which had
staged mass protests over the energy crisis,
veterans and former employees of the law
enforcement. Sandu also accused people
associated with Vladimir Plahotniuc, the oligarch
and one-time strong man ousted in 2019 with
involvement in the Russian plot. [28]

on the Moldovan side indicates just how much
credence they are given, not least because of
how unsettling the consequences of their
revelation are for the longstanding consensus on
Moldovan state neutrality.  These plans show
that instead of being completely bogged down
in Ukraine, Russia is demonstrating both the
capacity and willingness to use methods
amounting to hybrid warfare against Moldova.

This escalating deterioration of relations between
Chisinau and Moscow undermines the most
crucial promise of Moldova’s constitutional
pledge to neutrality. Appeasing Russia through a
policy of remaining still and keeping one’s head
down does no longer yield positive benefits for
Moldova’s security and is becoming
unsustainable. Despite not joining sanctions
against Russia and previously having paid lip-
service to Moldova’s constitutionally enshrined
commitment to neutrality, Russia is making clear
that the days when a Moldovan pro-European,
reform-oriented government could hide behind
the neutrality provision are over.
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The airport in Chisinau was named as a key target of a violent
Russian coup plot and could serve as a springboard to rotate
Russian troops in and out of Transnistria. Source: Simiprof through
Wikimedia Commons. 

The ongoing energy crisis has caused anti-government protests.
The Moldovan government alleges that Russia and a band of
murky domestic actors are fuelling them to destabilise the country,
potentially creating the conditions to overthrow the government.
Source: Profimedia for Digi24, digi24.ro. 

These alleged plans go hand in hand with the
ongoing energy crisis, a result of the Russian war
against Ukraine and Russia’s willingness to
weaponise Moldova’s dependence on energy
imports. This culminated in mass protests that
have unsettled the Moldovan government over
the past months. Russia, it was suggested, had a
hand at fuelling these protests and was trying to
use them as a springboard for further escalation.

While details of the alleged Russian plot are yet
to be confirmed, the swift acknowledgement  

A Doctrinal Sea-Change is Underway

This realisation has also set in among the
country's governing elite and careful efforts to
break the decade-long inertia surrounding 



debates on this issue seem to be underway. On
the side-lines of the recent WEF summit in Davos,
Moldovan president Sandu, gave a noteworthy
interview with POLITICO. In it, she acknowledged
the ongoing debate on Moldovan neutrality, long
seen as a sacred cornerstone of long-term
security. She also questioned whether it was in
fact becoming an obstacle to that end.
Furthermore, she noted that neutrality should not
be seen as an impediment to self-defensive
capabilities.[29] As if it was not already clear
which country was seen as the potential
aggressor Moldova needed guarding against,
she repeated that view in a tweet that
condemned the violation of Moldovan airspace
by Russian missiles. She added that Moldova
would ‘take all necessary steps’ in achieving
peace and security.[30] 

Dorin Recean, who is tapped to take over as the
country’s next Prime Minister and who previously
served as defence and security advisor to
Sandu, stated in a first statement that
guaranteeing peace and stability was among his
top three priorities in an announced immediate
action programme.[31] This, mixed with the news
over the Russian coup plot, highlights just how
much the change of government was also
influenced by heightened concerns about
Moldova’s security. Recean has previously served
as interior minister and is experienced in dealing
with the Transnistrian regime. As a result, he is
likely seen as more capable to operate within the
current threat level than his predecessor, Natalia
Gavrilița.
The radically changed security environment,
following February 2022, has put the spotlight on
Moldovan leaders and as a new government
comes in, the country’s leadership is gearing up
to address the Russian security threat in a more
comprehensive manner. However, as debates
are underway, new questions emerge: what
could an updated framework that seeks to
address Moldova’s security needs look like and
how can it account for constitutional and
resource limitations?

 

A Constitutional Amendment is
Exceedingly Unlikely – and not Needed

Despite permanent neutrality being part of the
Moldovan constitution, any change to the
doctrinal understanding of neutrality is unlikely 
 to happen through constitutional amendment.
During the drafting of the Moldovan constitution,
permanent neutrality of the state was
considered to be among the most fundamental
cornerstones of the newly founded republic.[32]
This is reflected in the strong protections given to
that clause in the constitution. 

Article 142 (1) of the constitution states that
‘provisions regarding the sovereignty,
independence and unity of the state, as well as
those regarding the permanent neutrality of the
State may be revised only by referendum with
the vote of the majority of the registered citizens
with voting rights.’[33] In practice this would
require not only an overwhelming majority but
also a turnout much higher than in any previous
election or referendum. On top of that, such a
referendum would be highly vulnerable to all
forms of outside interference, given the current
environment and a well-documented history of
Russian political interference in Moldovan politics
and elections.[34] In the likely event of a failure, 
 any government initiative to reinterpret what
neutrality means under the existing constitutional
provision would be tainted. To make matters
worse, according to Article 142 (3) no
amendment is possible during war, martial law
or a state of emergency[35], such as one that
the country is currently under since February
2022.[36]

Instead, constitutional principles have always
been subject to political interpretation, and this
would be no exception. It becomes clear that
when looking at (1) precedent set by the
Constitutional Court[37] (2) the courts
decidedly non-textualist approach to statutory
interpretation in cases involving fundamental
questions to the character of Moldovan
statehood [38] and (3) the lack of
interpretational discipline in other cases, there  
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is a scope for a political reinterpretation of
Moldovan neutrality that readjusts to the military
and strategic threats posed by Russia following
the collapse of the post-cold war order. 

The Constitutional Court has made clear that
government actions in reaction to a concrete
threat to the integrity of the state are not bound
by the limitations imposed under the neutrality
clause.[39] Therefore, the government needs to
worry little about potential constitutional litigation
by the opposition, but rather to conceive a new
national defence strategy under the umbrella of
that ruling.

The Next Step: A New Strategic Defence
Dtrategy

The pieces that will need to be assembled for
such a strategy are clear. Given the desolate
state of Moldova’s military,[40] the government
should focus heavily on coalition building,
strengthening security and deepened
intelligence sharing alliances with partners. On
an informational level, this will require making a
convincing case to potential allies why a
democratic and stable Moldova is also in their
interest. Ukraine has given a number of lessons
how that can be achieved, even though Moldova
will have to adjust the messaging to its own
needs. Finally, a new strategy will need to
address the challenge of building a more
resilient state against foreign interference and
propaganda as well as the task of reducing
Russian energy dependence.

The government should now focus on active
engagement and coalition building, including
security strengthening and intelligence
sharing alliances with partners.
Use and adjust the lessons learned from
Ukraine to craft convincing messages around
the benefits of a democratic and stable
Moldova to potential allies.
Lower Moldova's exposure to malign Russian
influence campaigns by strengthening the
state's resilience against foreign interference
and propaganda as well as continually
reducing the dependence on Russian energy
sources.
Create a comprehensive communication
strategy to better persuade domestic
audiences of the need and benefits of the
new security approach.

These are enormous tasks that require political
imagination and enduring will. Moreover, the
government will have a lot of convincing to do,
especially when addressing domestic audiences.
However, as the illusion of a peaceful neutrality is
collapsing and the threat level to the Moldovan
state continues to rise, the country likely cannot
afford much more procrastination on this issue.
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Alliance building in action: Maia Sandu meets with Joe Biden in
Warsaw. Source: Maia Sandu through Facebook. 



[1] ‘Ukraine Votes To Abandon Neutrality, Set Sights On NATO’
(RadioFreeEurope/RadioLiberty, 23 December 2014)
<https://www.rferl.org/a/31157800.html> accessed 13 February
2023

[2] ‘Belarus Sheds Neutral Status in Vote Critics Call Rigged’ (AP
NEWS, 28 February 2022) <https://apnews.com/article/russia-
ukraine-europe-moscow-belarus-alexander-lukashenko-
9f634ff4c13687cd9314648b6912c2b0> accessed 13 February 2023

[3] , ‘Ukrainian Neutrality Would Not Appease Putin or Prevent
Further Russian Aggression’ (Atlantic Council, 29 January 2022)
<https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/ukrainealert/ukrainian-
neutrality-would-not-appease-putin-or-prevent-further-russian-
aggression/> accessed 13 February 2023

[4] Reuters, ‘Russia, Belarus Ready to Boost Union State
Cooperation amid Sanctions’ Reuters (14 March 2022)
<https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/russian-pm-says-
moscow-minsk-keen-boost-union-state-cooperation-amid-
sanctions-2022-03-14/> accessed 19 February 2023.

[5] Bruce Pannier, ‘25 Years Later, Turkmenistan Reaps Zero Benefits
From “Positive Neutrality”’ Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty (11
December 2020) <https://www.rferl.org/a/turkmenistan-
neutrality-25-years-no-benefits-qishloq-ovozi/30995903.html>
accessed 13 February 2023

[6] Leos Müller, Neutrality in World History (Routledge, Taylor &
Francis Group 2019)

[7] William H Hill, Russia, the near Abroad, and the West: Lessons
from the Moldova-Transdniestria Conflict (Woodrow Wilson Center
Press ; The Johns Hopkins University Press 2012)

[8] ‘Peacekeeping Operation in Transnistria : Ministry of Defence of
the Russian Federation’
<https://eng.mil.ru/en/mission/peacekeeping_operations/more.h
tm?id=10336232@cmsArticle> accessed 19 February 2023.
[9] Dumitru Minzarari, ‘Neutrality With No Guarantees: The Evolution
of Moldova’s Defense and Security Policies’ (Jamestown, 1 April
2022) <https://jamestown.org/program/neutrality-with-no-
guarantees-the-evolution-of-moldovas-defense-and-security/>
accessed 19 February 2023.

[10] ‘MOLDOVANS HAVE DIFFERING OPINIONS ABOUT NEUTRALITY
STATUS AS SHIELD AGAINST MILITARY AGGRESSION – BAROMETER’
(Infotag.md, 1 December 2022) <http://www.infotag.md/politics-
en/303380/> accessed 13 February 2023

[11] Vladimir Socor, ‘Moldova’s Bizarre Neutrality: No Obstacle to
Western Security Assistance (Part Two)’ (Jamestown)
<https://jamestown.org/program/moldovas-bizarre-neutrality-
no-impediment-to-western-security-assistance-part-two/>
accessed 13 February 2023

[12] Vladimir Socor, ‘Moldova’s Bizarre Neutrality: No Obstacle to
Western Security Assistance (Part Two)’ (Jamestown)
<https://jamestown.org/program/moldovas-bizarre-neutrality-
no-impediment-to-western-security-assistance-part-two/>
accessed 13 February 2023.

[13] ‘Legea cu privire la neutralitatea permanentă a Moldovei
garantează pacea, suveranitatea, integritatea teritorială și
dezvoltarea economică a țării’ (PSRM - Partidul Socialiștilor din
Republica Moldova, 29 March 2022) <https://socialistii.md/zakon-
o-postojannom-nejtralitete-moldovy-garantiruet-mir-suverenitet-
territorialnuju-celostnost-i-jekonomicheskoe-razvitie-respubliki/>
accessed 20 February 2023.

[14] ‘Communists & Socialists Propose Legislation to Make Moldova
Permanently Neutral’ (IPN, 7 March 2022)
<https://www.ipn.md/en/communistssocialists-propose-
legislation-to-make-moldova-permanently-neutral-
7965_1088326.html> accessed 13 February 2023

[15] Adrian Rogstad, ‘The Next Crimea?: Getting Russia’s
Transnistria Policy Right’ (2018) 65 Problems of Post-Communism
49
<https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/10758216.2016.12378
55> accessed 17 July 2022.

[16] Mikhail Minakov, ‘Novorossiya and the Transnationalism of
Unrecognized Post-Soviet Nations’ (2017)

[17] International Conference and of Slavists at Banff, Alberta,
‘Russian Colonialism and Bessarabia: A Confrontation of Cultures’
(1974) 2 Nationalities Papers: The Journal of Nationalism and
Ethnicity 19
<https://www.cambridge.org/core/product/identifier/S00905992
0003261X/type/journal_article> accessed 17 July 2022

[18] ‘Why the Kremlin Is Shutting Down the Novorossiya Project’
(Carnegie Endowment for International Peace)
<https://carnegiemoscow.org/commentary/60249> accessed 17
July 2022

[19]Lukas Herzog, ‘Russia’s War in Ukraine: What’s Next for
Transnistria?’ The Peace & Security Monitor South East Europe &
Black Sea region 5 <https://peacehumanity.org/wp-
content/uploads/2022/06/SEE-BSR-I4.pdf> accessed 17 July 2022

[20] ‘Lukashenko’s Map Might Have Revealed Russia’s Strategy in
Ukraine, Moldova’ (Newsweek, 1 March 2022)
<https://www.newsweek.com/lukashenkos-map-might-have-
revealed-russias-strategy-ukraine-moldova-1683935> accessed
13 February 2023

[21] ‘Commander Hints at Russian Ambitions beyond Ukraine’
Washington Post (24 April 2022)
<https://www.washingtonpost.com/national-
security/2022/04/22/russian-ambition-beyond-ukraine/>
accessed 13 February 2023

[22] ‘Russian Foreign Minister Speaks of Moldova as the “next
Ukraine”’ (3 February 2023) <https://www.intellinews.com/russian-
foreign-minister-speaks-of-moldova-as-the-next-ukraine-
268877/> accessed 13 February 2023

[23] Abdujalil Abdurasulov and James FitzGerald, ‘Ukraine War:
Russia Again Fires Missiles over Moldova in Latest Strikes’ BBC
News(10 February 2023) <https://www.bbc.com/news/world-
europe-64593488> accessed 20 February 2023.

[24] ‘Tweet by Nicu Popescu’
<https://twitter.com/nicupopescu/status/1624125651539066880>
accessed 13 February 2023

[25] ‘Moldovan MFA Summons Russian Ambassador over Missile’s
Flight over Moldova’ (TASS, 10 February 2023)
<https://tass.com/defense/1574725> accessed 13 February 2023

[26] Malvina Cojocari, ‘Zelenski, în plenul Consiliului European: I-am
spus Maiei Sandu că am interceptat planul Rusiei de a schimba
puterea politică în Moldova’ (NewsMaker, 9 February 2023)
<https://newsmaker.md/ro/video-zelenski-in-plenul-consiliului-
european-i-am-spus-maiei-sandu-ca-am-interceptat-planul-
rusiei-de-a-schimba-puterea-politica-in-moldova/> accessed 13
February 2023

PEACE & SECURITY MONITOR

12

https://www.rferl.org/a/31157800.html
https://apnews.com/article/russia-ukraine-europe-moscow-belarus-alexander-lukashenko-9f634ff4c13687cd9314648b6912c2b0
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/ukrainealert/ukrainian-neutrality-would-not-appease-putin-or-prevent-further-russian-aggression/
https://www.rferl.org/a/turkmenistan-neutrality-25-years-no-benefits-qishloq-ovozi/30995903.html
https://eng.mil.ru/en/mission/peacekeeping_operations/more.htm?id=10336232@cmsArticle
https://jamestown.org/program/neutrality-with-no-guarantees-the-evolution-of-moldovas-defense-and-security/
http://www.infotag.md/politics-en/303380/
https://jamestown.org/program/moldovas-bizarre-neutrality-no-impediment-to-western-security-assistance-part-two/
https://jamestown.org/program/moldovas-bizarre-neutrality-no-impediment-to-western-security-assistance-part-two/
https://socialistii.md/zakon-o-postojannom-nejtralitete-moldovy-garantiruet-mir-suverenitet-territorialnuju-celostnost-i-jekonomicheskoe-razvitie-respubliki/
https://www.ipn.md/en/communistssocialists-propose-legislation-to-make-moldova-permanently-neutral-7965_1088326.html
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/10758216.2016.1237855
https://www.cambridge.org/core/product/identifier/S009059920003261X/type/journal_article
https://carnegiemoscow.org/commentary/60249
https://peacehumanity.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/06/SEE-BSR-I4.pdf
https://www.newsweek.com/lukashenkos-map-might-have-revealed-russias-strategy-ukraine-moldova-1683935
https://www.washingtonpost.com/national-security/2022/04/22/russian-ambition-beyond-ukraine/
https://www.intellinews.com/russian-foreign-minister-speaks-of-moldova-as-the-next-ukraine-268877/
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-64593488
https://twitter.com/nicupopescu/status/1624125651539066880
https://tass.com/defense/1574725
https://newsmaker.md/ro/video-zelenski-in-plenul-consiliului-european-i-am-spus-maiei-sandu-ca-am-interceptat-planul-rusiei-de-a-schimba-puterea-politica-in-moldova/


[27] Mihaela Conovali, ‘SIS confirmă declarația lui Zelenski: au fost
identificate activități subversive pentru subminarea statului
Republica Moldova’ (NewsMaker, 9 February 2023)
<https://newsmaker.md/ro/sis-confirma-declaratia-lui-zelenski-
au-fost-identificate-activitati-subversive-pentru-subminarea-
statului-republica-moldova/> accessed 13 February 2023

[28] Maia Sandu, ‘Declarațiile Președintei Maia Sandu Despre
Situația Securității Din Republica Moldova’ (13 February 2023)
<https://presedinte.md/rom/discursuri/declaratiile-presedintei-
maia-sandu-despre-situatia-securitatii-din-republica-moldova>
accessed 13 February 2023

[29] Suzanne Lynch, ‘Time to Join NATO? Moldova Eyes Joining “a
Larger Alliance”’ (POLITICO, 20 January 2023)
<https://www.politico.eu/article/maia-sandu-moldova-nato-
alliance-joining-ukraine-war-russia-invasion/> accessed 13
February 2023

[30] Maia Sandu, ‘Tweet by Maia Sandu’
<https://twitter.com/sandumaiamd/status/1624068858360303619
> accessed 13 February 2023

[31] Mihaela Conovali, ‘Primele declarații ale lui Dorin Recean,
candidat la funcția de prim-ministru: „Vom purcede imediat la
acțiuni pe 3 dimensiuni”’ (NewsMaker, 10 February 2023)
<https://newsmaker.md/ro/primele-declaratii-ale-lui-dorin-
recean-candidat-la-functia-de-prim-ministru-vom-purcede-
imediat-la-actiuni-pe-3-dimensiuni/> accessed 13 February 2023

[32] Vladimir Socor, ‘Moldova’s Bizarre Neutrality: No Obstacle to
Western Security Assistance (Part One)’ (Jamestown)
<https://jamestown.org/program/moldovas-bizarre-neutrality-
no-impediment-to-western-security-assistance-part-one/>
accessed 13 February 2023

[33] Moldovan Constitution 142 (1)

[34] Dumitru Minzarari, ‘Moldova’s Enduring Political Crisis: A
Showcase for Russia’s New Model of Foreign Aggression’
(Jamestown) <https://jamestown.org/program/moldovas-
enduring-political-crisis-a-showcase-for-russias-new-model-of-
foreign-aggression/> accessed 20 February 2023.

[35] Moldovan Constitution 142 (3)

[36] Bogdan Tadasca, ‘Moldova Extends State of Emergency by 60
Days amid Ukraine War’ <https://seenews.com/news/moldova-
extends-state-of-emergency-by-60-days-amid-ukraine-war-
813401> accessed 13 February 2023

[37] HCC14/2017

[38] One example is the remarkable ruling on the national
language by the Moldovan Constitutional Court on 5 December
2013, which justified its ruling that Romanian and not Moldovan was
the official national language with a historicising treatise on the
Soviet de-romanisation policy. HCC36/2013

[39] HCC14/2017

[40] RFE/RL’s Moldovan Service, ‘Defense Minister Says 90 Percent
Of Moldova’s Military Equipment Is Outdated’
(RadioFreeEurope/RadioLiberty, 21 October 2021)
<https://www.rferl.org/a/moldova-military-defense-outdated-
underfunded/32095231.html> accessed 13 February 2023

 

PEACE & SECURITY MONITOR

13

https://newsmaker.md/ro/sis-confirma-declaratia-lui-zelenski-au-fost-identificate-activitati-subversive-pentru-subminarea-statului-republica-moldova/
https://presedinte.md/rom/discursuri/declaratiile-presedintei-maia-sandu-despre-situatia-securitatii-din-republica-moldova
https://www.politico.eu/article/maia-sandu-moldova-nato-alliance-joining-ukraine-war-russia-invasion/
https://twitter.com/sandumaiamd/status/1624068858360303619
https://newsmaker.md/ro/primele-declaratii-ale-lui-dorin-recean-candidat-la-functia-de-prim-ministru-vom-purcede-imediat-la-actiuni-pe-3-dimensiuni/
https://jamestown.org/program/moldovas-bizarre-neutrality-no-impediment-to-western-security-assistance-part-one/
https://jamestown.org/program/moldovas-enduring-political-crisis-a-showcase-for-russias-new-model-of-foreign-aggression/
https://seenews.com/news/moldova-extends-state-of-emergency-by-60-days-amid-ukraine-war-813401
https://www.rferl.org/a/moldova-military-defense-outdated-underfunded/32095231.html


Russia’s influence in the peacekeeping
process in Nagorno-Karabakh is declining,
while the European Union (EU) is increasing
its influence – however the EU’s mandate and
objectives are still emerging. Due to the EU’s
energy interests with Azerbaijan, there is a
potential conflict of interests.
Armenia and Azerbaijan started to abandon
the idea that Russia is the only possible
peace-making actor in the region. Both have
started to question the legitimacy of Russia’s
peacekeeping efforts in the region. 
Since 12 December 2022 the Lachin Corridor
remains blockaded by Azerbaijani civilians,
who claim themselves as ‘environmental
activists’. 
In the legal sphere, Armenia has lodged
successful initial proceedings at the European
Court of Human Rights (ECtHR) in December
and the International Court of Justice (ICJ) in
February. Azerbaijan, in response, lodged an
unsuccessful request at the ICJ. This reflects
the evidentiary superiority of Armenia’s
claims.
The EU, chiefly through its new monitoring
mission, has a chance to work closely with
the conflicting parties and Russia in the
peace process in order to create harmony,
rather than a mediation ‘race’, prevent a
duality in terms of peacekeeping activities.
Türkiye may see an emerging strategic
opportunity to become a regional partner to
cooperate in the peacekeeping process. 

Key Takeaways What has Happened Recently?

The consequences of the break of the ceasefire
in September 2022 are still impacting the efforts
to stabilise the region. The EU facilitated a
peace-monitoring process on 17 October 2022;
[1] however, the monitoring activities were not as
effective as planned due to alleged mining
activities in the region, conducted by the local
Armenian community.[2]
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The key person related to the beginning of Lachin
Corridor Blockade is Ruben Vardanyan.
Vardanyan is a billionaire who renounced his
Russian citizenship[3] and now acts as the state
minister of the self-proclaimed Artsakh Republic.
[4] The claim that the natural resources in the
region are being exploited by Ruben Vardanyan
and transferred through the Lachin Corridor,[5]
triggered the protests of Azerbaijani
environmental activists on 12 December 2023.
The protestors aim to prevent the transportation
of natural resources from Azerbaijan’s
internationally recognised territories by
blockading the Lachin Corridor.[6] 

Environmental action on Lachin - Khankendi road, 14 December
2022. Source: Mahammad Turkman via Wikimedia Commons



Meanwhile, Armenia alleges that the Azerbaijani
protestors act as agents of the Azerbaijani
government and are blocking the entry of
essential goods into the region for the people to
survive.[7] Efforts to end the blockade have so
far been unsuccessful.

Judicial Attempts by Parties

The alleged mining activities in the region led to
protests and a blockade on the Lachin Road. As
the security of civilians and the stability of the
economic situation in the conflict region are
necessary for the peace process, the process is
currently interrupted. Therefore, parties have
sought to pursue remedies before international
courts and tribunals.

Armenia’s Request from the ECtHR

The first judicial attempt of Armenia to terminate
the blockade on the Lachin Corridor was the
interim measures request at the ECtHR on 14
December 2022. Azerbaijan responded that the
Lachin Road is under the control of Russian
peacekeepers, and there is no blockade
imposed by Azerbaijan. The ECtHR partly
accepted Armenia's interim measures request
and ordered Azerbaijan ‘… to take all measures
that are within their jurisdiction to ensure safe
passage through the Lachin Corridor of seriously
ill persons in need of medical treatment in
Armenia and others who were stranded on the
road without shelter or means of subsistence.’[8]

Proceedings Before the ICJ

As Armenia requested the blockade to be
ceased entirely, and the ECtHR did not rule for a
complete termination of the blockade, on 27
December 2022, Armenia filed a provisional
measures request at the ICJ after alleging that
the Azerbaijani environmental activists were
acting as state agents of Azerbaijan, who had no
environmental but nationalistic concerns.[9]
Later, in a letter submitted to the Court on 26
January 2023, Armenia also alleged Azerbaijan 

of disrupting the supply of natural gas and other
utilities into Nagorno-Karabakh, and requested a
measure specifically regarding that.[10]

In response, Azerbaijan applied for provisional
measures at the ICJ on 4 January 2023: alleging
that Armenia places landmines and booby-
traps in areas where internally displaced
Azerbaijanis are returning.[11] Public hearings
regarding the provisional measures from both
sides were held on 30[12]  and 31[13]  January
2023. The decisions of the Court for both
requests were delivered in a joint public sitting on
22 February 2023.[14]
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The ICJ in The Hague, the Netherlands. Source: Wikimedia Commons 

The ICJ’s Decisions

The ICJ accepted only one of Armenia’s three
requests. First, the Court ordered Azerbaijan to
‘take all measures at its disposal to ensure
unimpeded movement of persons, vehicles and
cargo along the Lachin Corridor in both
directions.’[15]Second, regarding the Azerbaijani
protestors on the Lachin Corridor, the Court
rejected Armenia’s allegation that they were
linked to the Azerbaijani government and did not
order an additional measure directing Azerbaijan
to cease the protestor’s activities.[16] Third, the
Court rejected Armenia’s request with respect to
the allegation of natural gas supply, and stated
that ‘Armenia has not placed before it sufficient
evidence that Azerbaijan is disrupting the supply
of natural 



gas and other utilities to the residents of
Nagorno-Karabakh.’[17] 

However, it should also be noted that Article 6 of
the ceasefire agreement signed on 10 November
2020 following the Second Karabakh War
(Trilateral Statement) states that ‘the Lachin
Corridor, …, shall remain under the control of the
Russian Federation peacemaking forces.’[18]
Moreover, the same provision limits Azerbaijan’s
responsibility only to ‘guarantee the security of
persons, vehicles and cargo moving along the
Lachin Corridor in both directions.’[19]Therefore,
Russia is under a wider responsibility to protect
the rights of the Nagorno-Karabakh residents. As
Russia is not a party to the Armenia v. Azerbaijan
case before the ICJ, the ICJ could not take the
actions and possible liability of Russia into
consideration. 

On the same day (22 February 2023), the ICJ
also delivered its order about Azerbaijan’s
provisional measure request. The Court stated
that Azerbaijan could not provide any additional
evidence since the Court’s order of 7 December
2021. Hence, the Court rejected Azerbaijan’s 04
January 2023 dated provisional measures
request.[20]

The Azerbaijani Ministry of Foreign Affairs made a
statement following the orders of the Court that
Azerbaijan will continue to perform its duties
stated in the Trilateral Statement. In the same
statement, Azerbaijan also noted that the Court’s
order regarding Azerbaijan’s request was not a
decision on the merits, and it will continue to take
legal action against Armenia.[21]

Azerbaijan’s Environmental Claim

Meanwhile, on 18 January 2023, Azerbaijan filed
an inter-state arbitration claim against Armenia
under the Bern Convention on the Conversation
of European Wildlife and Natural Habitats (Bern
Convention)[22], alleging that Armenia's
activities had caused ‘severe harm to the area’s
natural habitats and species, depleted natural
resources and destroyed biodiversity.’[23]  

For this claim, Azerbaijan relies on a recent report
of the ‘UN Environment Programme
Environmental Scoping Mission to the Conflict-
Affected Territories of Azerbaijan’, which says that
the military activities from the First Karabakh War
(1988-1994) until end of the Second Karabakh
War (2020) including the time during the ‘frozen
conflict’ led to ‘vegetation damage’, ‘loss of
valuable agricultural land’, ‘disturbance in terrain
topography’ and ‘soil structure deterioration’ on
the areas recaptured by Azerbaijan in 2020. [24]
Article 18 of the Bern Convention[25] is invoked
for the first time and neither the article nor other
provisions in the convention give any information
on compensation measures against violating
parties. However, it is expected that if the claim is
successful, not the global community but a
specific state will be allocated for damages for
environmental devastation and assessed for the
economic loss for biodiversity and ecosystem.
[26]  
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Russian peacekeeping forces during the 2022 blockade of the
Lachin corridor, near Shusha. (17 December 2022) Source: Aykhan
Zayedzadeh via Wikimedia Commons

EU’s Monitoring Mission

Previously, the Collective Security Treaty
Organization (CSTO) option could not be
invoked with Yerevan’s reservations.[27] The
CSTO planned to deploy peacekeeping forces,
which would remain within the Armenian territory
following Yerevan’s request for CSTO’s
involvement when the ceasefire was broken on
12 September 2022.[28] Yerevan opposed to
CSTO’s plans with a fear of being accused by the
West of taking the side of Russia in the conflict.
[29]



Also, the Organization for Security and
Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) option could not
be realised with Baku’s objection.[30] Therefore,
the EU monitoring mission comes to the forefront
as a feasible option. Although the EU mission first
arrived in the region on 17 October 2022, it was
no more than a redeployment of forces from
Georgia and they did not enjoy the privilege of
monitoring the situation freely and without
restrictions.  They had to give notice to
Azerbaijani and/or Armenian authorities, despite
the fact that Azerbaijan refused the entry of the
mission into the Azerbaijani territory.[31]
Additionally, Armenian soldiers were ordered to
escort the EU mission when working in the
Armenian territory. [32]

The short-term experience of the EU mission in
Georgia in relation to the Nagorno-Karabakh
Conflict led the EU to establish a long-term
mission in the region in addition to the EU mission
in Georgia. Despite Azerbaijan’s concerns about
the neutrality of the EU mission and the possibility
of favouring Armenia over Azerbaijan, Azerbaijan
did not object to it. On 23 January 2023, the EU
announced the European Union Mission in
Armenia (EUMA), a new two-year-long mission
to ‘contribute to stability in the border areas’,
‘build confidence’, and ‘ensure an environment
conducive’ to peace talks.[33]

Peacekeeping in Nagorno-Karabakh: A
Fractious Duality

As the Russian peacekeeping mission is still
ongoing, the EU is not the sole mediator of the
conflict. The creation of a long-term EU mission
in the region points to a duality in terms of
peacekeeping. Russia itself objected to the EUMA,
stating that it is ‘counterproductive’ and ‘could
create additional tensions.’[34] Consequently,
the endeavours of both missions might lead to a
‘race’ between them, instead of supporting each
other.

Although Azerbaijan and Armenia seem to
favour the EU mission and question the efficiency
of the Russian peacekeeping mission, neither
party requested 

a termination of the Russian peacekeeping
mission in the region. However, the EU mission is
considered to be a significant actor in the
conflict after its three-year-long absence in the
ceasefire and the peace negotiation process
following the Second Karabakh War in 2020. The
reason behind the EU’s involvement is that
Russia’s influence in the South Caucasus has
been in decline since the beginning of the War in
Ukraine.[35]

EU’s Rising Role in the Peace Process

The blockade on the Lachin Road has recently
impacted the EU's peacekeeping role, and the
EUMA received various reactions from the
conflicting parties. On the one hand, Azerbaijan
argued that the previous EU mission deployed
from Georgia was not acting in line with the
agreement from the European Community
Summit in October 2022 in Prague. In the view of
Azerbaijan, the mission ‘favoured Armenia in a
biased way.’[36] Accordingly, Azerbaijan expects
the EUMA ‘to take Azerbaijan's legitimate interests
into account.’[37]

On the other hand, despite supporting the EUMA,
Armenia is still viewing Russia as a significant
actor, since the Russian peacekeeping mission is
located within Azerbaijan’s territory, including the
self-proclaimed Artsakh Republic, while the EUMA
is only present within Armenia’s territory. The fact
that the Armenian Prime Minister Nikol Pashinyan
asked the Russian President Vladimir Putin to act
to end the blockade on the Lachin Corridor,[38]
is a sign that Armenia is still valuing Russia’s
presence in the region.  
 
In the meantime, Azerbaijan is rising as one of
the alternatives to the Russian gas transferred to
the EU countries.[39]Therefore, peace in the
region is increasingly in the EU’s interests.
However, the EU has no member state within the
South Caucasus region whose guidance and
support could be invoked. At that point, the need
for a cooperation with a regional power
emerges, for which Türkiye could be a suitable
partner.
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Turkish-Armenian Relations

The modern-day Turkish-Armenian relations
were established when Türkiye recognised the
Republic of Armenia on 16 December 1991. Later,
the relations were suspended by Türkiye in 1993
following Armenia’s invasion of Azerbaijan’s
Kalbajar region.[40]

The fact that Azerbaijan recovered most of its
previously occupied territories, opened the door
to further negotiations for Türkiye and Armenia to
normalise their bilateral relations. Both parties
appointed special delegates for normalisation
negotiations and the last round of meetings of
special representatives was held in Vienna on 1
July 2022.[41] Until recently, there had been no
development in the process.

he earthquakes that hit Southern Türkiye and
Northern Syria on 6 February 2023 drew the
world’s attention to Türkiye and Syria.[42] Türkiye
received humanitarian responses from over 100
countries and among others, Armenia sent a
rescue team of 28 people and 100 tonnes of
humanitarian aid. Thus, for the first time in 30
years, the border between Türkiye and Armenia
was opened on 11 February 2023 to deliver the
aid through the Alican (Margara) border gate.
Following this step, the Armenian Foreign Minister
Ararat Mirzoyan visited Ankara on 15 February
2023 and, together with the Turkish Foreign
Minister Mevlüt Çavuşoğlu agreed on continuing
the bilateral normalisation process, reopening
the border, and establishing diplomatic ties. As a
symbolic step, the parties also discussed the
reconstruction of the ancient Silk (Ani)
Bridge[43] lying on the Arpachay (Akhurian)
River separating today’s Türkiye and Armenia.
However, as Türkiye suspended the bilateral
relations in 1993 after Armenia had invaded
Azerbaijan’s Kalbajar region, which is also
confirmed by the United Nations Security
Council’s Resolution 823,[44]  the further
normalisation of the Turkish-Armenian relations
highly depends on the outcome of the Nagorno-
Karabakh Conflict with respect to Azerbaijan’s
territorial integrity. [45]
 

Although Türkiye pays special attention to the
Nagorno-Karabakh Conflict in favour of
Azerbaijan, Türkiye and Armenia do not have any
preconditions to continue their normalisation
process.[46] For that reason, the willingness in
the normalisation process in Turkish-Armenian
relations will also encourage Armenia and
Azerbaijan in their peace treaty efforts;  after all,
Türkiye claims to support ‘the signing of a peace
agreement and establishment of good
neighbourly relations between Azerbaijan and
Armenia.’[47]
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Ruins of the Silk (Ani) Bridge over the Arpachay (Akhurian) River.
Source: Ggia via Wikimedia Commons

Benefits of an EU-Türkiye Cooperation in
Mediating for Peace between Armenia
and Azerbaijan

Despite the fact that Türkiye supported
Azerbaijan with arms in the Second Karabakh
War in 2020,[48] it may still act as a mediator in
the Armenia-Azerbaijan peace process for
mainly two reasons: One is that the EU is also
viewed as a biased actor by the conflicting
parties. The other reason is geographical; Türkiye
is a regional power and can act and assist
promptly in urgent situations.

With regards to the EU’s gas supply, Türkiye also
plays an important role. On 14 July 2022, the EU
signed a deal with Azerbaijan, which involves the
increase of  the imported gas from Azerbaijan to
Europe from last year’s level of 8 billion cubic
metres (bcm) to around 20 bcm by 2027, 



and the improvement of Azerbaijan’s renewable
energy capacity.[49] As the gas flows from
Azerbaijan through pipelines in Georgia and
Türkiye, it is vital to have Türkiye at the peace
negotiation table to maintain stability in the
region.

Russia and Armenia should allow the
international community to investigate the
claims over the alleged illegal exploitation of
natural resources in Nagorno-Karabakh.
The authority, which is currently controlling
the natural resources of natural resources in
Nagorno-Karabakh, should allow Azerbaijani
authorities to explore the situation regarding
the exploitation of natural resources in
Nagorno-Karabakh.
Azerbaijan should encourage the Azerbaijani
‘environmental activists’ to terminate the
blockade, not least for humanitarian
reasons.
The EU should cooperate closely with Türkiye
to monitor the situation in Nagorno-
Karabakh and to broker a peace treaty
between Armenia and Azerbaijan.
The EU and Russia should cooperate in the
region rather than operating entirely
independently from each other.
For a more stable South Caucasus, the
Türkiye-Armenia normalisation and the
Azerbaijan-Armenia peace process should
be carried out either separately or
simultaneously, despite the difficulties in
bringing the parties together. Hence, the
need for cooperation between the EU and
Türkiye emerges.
Call for Armenia and Türkiye to accelerate
the normalisation of bilateral relations and
take -at least- symbolic steps such as the
restoration of the Silk (Ani) Bridge.

consideration while developing policies for the
region’s stabilisation. For a more comprehensive
and feasible peace solution, special attention
should also be paid to the normalisation of
Turkish-Armenian relations.

Policy Recommendations
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President of the European Commission Ursula von der Leyen and
President of Azerbaijan Ilham Aliyev made press statements in Baku
on 12 July 2022. Source: President of Azerbaijan via Wikimedia
Commons

Conclusion

The changes in the geopolitical conditions
marked the rise of the EU in the peace-making
role between Armenia and Azerbaijan. However,
the blockade conducted by Azerbaijani
environmental activists after the alleged mining
activities of the authorities of the self-proclaimed
Artsakh Republic in the Nagorno-Karabakh
region raised tensions between conflict parties.
As the EU's peace broking efforts are yet to
become fruitful, support from both parties and
Russia is lacking. Notwithstanding the fact that
Russia’s influence in the region is descending as
having its peacekeeping forces within the
Nagorno-Karabakh region, the EU needs to work
on a mode of cooperation with Russia to bring
conflict parties to a peace agreement. At that
point, the need for Türkiye’s participation
emerges, since it has a direct influence in the
region, and can enable the EU to take further
steps towards the peace-making process
between Armenia and Azerbaijan.

Apart from the peace-making efforts, the
judgments from the ICJ and the tribunal
regarding the implementation of the Bern
Convention should also be taken into 
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The PACE Winter session was held on 23-27
January 2023.
PACE resolutions came close to qualifying
Russia’s military actions as genocide, saying
that these actions carry ‘characteristics of
public incitement to genocide or reveals a
genocidal intent’.
The members of PACE called for a dialogue
between Armenia and Azerbaijan for a
peaceful resolution of conflict. 
PACE called authorities of Azerbaijan to fulfil
the ECtHR interim measures regarding the
unblocking of the Lachin Corridor.
The Assembly welcomed Moldova’s progress
towards the implementation of its
commitments. The resolution concluded that
the continuation of the reforms would pave
the way for Moldova to move to the next
phase of the post-monitoring dialogue.
High-level guests such as Minister of Foreign
Affairs of Germany Annalena Baerbock and
2022 Nobel Peace Prize laureate, Oleksandra
Matviichuk gave speeches and answered
questions from the PACE members. 

Introduction

In January 2023, the Parliamentary Assembly of
the Council of Europe (PACE) held its first
ordinary session of the year and adopted several
resolutions concerning countries in the South
East Europe & Black Sea Region. While the
majority of debates concentrated on Russia’s
aggression on Ukraine, there were several other
debates concerning Moldova’s progress and
democratic reforms, the conflict in Nagorno-
Karabakh and the humanitarian consequences
of the blockade of the Latchin corridor.

About PACE

PACE consists of 648 parliamentarians (324 full
members, 324 substitute members) from the
national parliaments of the CoE’s 46 member
states, who meet four times a year for a week-
long plenary session in Strasbourg.[1] PACE is an
inter-parliamentary organization and plays a key
role in promoting cooperation and
understanding between countries. Furthermore, it
monitors the implementation of commitments
made by CoE member states in the areas of
human rights, the rule of law, and democracy.[2]
To achieve that, PACE has established a system
of monitoring procedures that allows it to
examine the progress made by the member-
state in the implementation of commitments
and obligations of the member states which they
took upon accession to the Council of Europe
(CoE).[3] 

PACE can be seen as the legislative body of the
CoE. It adopts resolutions on a wide range of
issues concerning the rule of law, democracy
and human rights. It also gives
recommendations to the CoE’s Committee of
Ministers[4], acts as a consultative body and
gives its Opinion to the Committee of Ministers
when requested. Even though these resolutions
are not legally binding, they can create political
pressure on governments to carry out reforms.
[5]

PACE on Russia’s War on Ukraine in 2022

Unsurprisingly, last year's agenda was mostly
dominated by Russia’s war on Ukraine. A day
after Russia attempted to take Kyiv by force, the
CoE’s Committee of Ministers
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decided to consult PACE[6], leading to an
extraordinary session on 14-15 March 2022. The
single agenda item – ‘Opinion 300 -
Consequences of the Russian Federation's
aggression against Ukraine’[7] - was
unanimously adopted by the Assembly. Based
on this Opinion document, the Russian
Federation was expelled from the Council of
Europe on 16 March 2022. Consequently, the CoE
became the first international body to expel
Russia from its organization.

‘Legal and human rights aspects of the
Russian Federation’s aggression against
Ukraine'[11]
and ‘Conflict-related sexual violence’ [12],
which condemned sexual violence
committed by the Russian Federation’s
armed forces. 
 

Ukraine and the Assembly adopted resolutions
that were stricter on Russia and called for the
support of Ukraine. 

The Assembly also held debates on the
Armenian and Azerbaijani conflict and adopted
a resolution welcoming Moldova’s progress
towards implementation of its commitments
which Moldova made during its CoE accession.

Russia’s War on Ukraine

The Assebmly adopted two resolutions in its
Winter Session 

Furthermore, since the Fourth Summit of Heads
of State and Government is organised to
address the current challenges in Europe that
mainly stem from Russia’s aggression, the
Assembly adopted one recommendation to the
Committee of Ministers (‘The Reykjavik Summit of
the Council of Europe: United around values in
the face of extraordinary challenges’[13]).

The wording of these resolutions was once again
more direct than previous ones. Through the
resolution ‘Legal and human rights aspects of the
Russian Federation’s aggression against Ukraine’
the Assembly noted ‘that there is mounting
evidence that the Russian official rhetoric used to
justify the full-scale invasion and aggression
against Ukraine, the so-called “de-
Ukrainianisation” process, carries characteristics
of public incitement to genocide or reveals a
genocidal intent to destroy the Ukrainian national
group as such or at least part of it.’[14] The
resolution on ‘Conflict-related sexual violence’
reads that ‘The aggression of the Russian
Federation against Ukraine led to mass conflict-
related sexual violence committed by the
Russian Federation’s armed forces 
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PACE in Session. Source: Council of Europe, Media Gallery 

The Opinion also established important themes
that would dominate the remainder of the year. It
was in this Opinion that the Assembly supported
the establishment of a ‘special international
criminal tribunal for war crimes committed
during the war’ and also supported the CoE’s
suspension of relations with Belarus.[8] The
adopted Opinion also called for a Fourth Summit
of Heads of State and Governments of the CoE’s
member states to better equip the Council for
the promotion of democratic security and to
tackle the challenges ahead.[9]

In the following months, PACE continued to
produce resolutions and reccommendations on
these issues, with bolder and more direct
wordings. It is also noteworthy that PACE was one
of the first international bodies to declare Russia
as a terrorist state.[10]

Winter Session 2023

The agenda for PACE Winter Session was also
dominated by issues related to Russia’s war on  



and by affiliated armed groups against the
civilian population of Ukraine and Ukrainian
prisoners of war’ and later explains that ‘Conflict-
related sexual violence is a war crime in
international law, can be a constitutive element
of genocide and is certainly used as a means of
ethnic cleansing.’[15]

Additionally, through these two resolutions, the
Assembly reiterated its support for the
establishment of a Special Tribunal and added
that its jurisdiction should extend to the
aggression that started in 2014.[16][17] The
European parliamentarians also condemned
Belarus’ role in the facilitation of the war and
urged once again that Belarussian political and
military leaders, together with their Russian
counterparts, should be identified and
prosecuted.[18] The Assembly also adopted a
recommendation to the Committee of Ministers
regarding the Reykjavik Summit of the Council of
Europe, where they called the heads of state to
affirm theirunwavering support for Ukraine’s
sovereignty and to support Ukraine, now and
after the end of the war of aggression.[19]

As said, the Assembly hosted several notable
figures, such as Oleksandra Matviichuk, Head of
the Center for Civil Liberties and 2022 Nobel
Peace Prize laureatee. In her speech, she
underlined that her organization has
documented over 31,000 war crimes committed
by Russian forces  and that the accountability
gap remained a challenge. She also stressed
that there is a need to establish a special
tribunal on the crime of aggression. At the end of
her speech, she urged the Assembly to break the
circle of Russian impunity, which exists since
committing war crimes in Chechnya, Moldova,
Georgia, Mali, Libya, Syria and other countries.
[20]

Another address to the Assembly was delivered
by German Foreign Minister Annalena Baerbock.
She spoke of past mistakes of Western Europe
and Germany, and how europe neglected early
warning signs and alarms raised by Central and
Eastern Europeans regarding 
 

Russia's aggressiveness. She asserted that due
to inaction, the European peace order is under
attack and Russia's war of aggression is not only
a war against Ukraine but against the common
European peace order. She condemned
President Putin’s desire to drag Europe back to a
past dominated by power politics and stressed
the importance of a Fourth Summit in setting up
the Council for a new era in European history.[21]
At the time of her speech, Germany was still
hesitant to deliver Leopard 2 tanks to Ukraine,
leading to a wide range of questions regarding
this hesitation by the Assembly members. In her
response, Ms Baerbok condemned finger-
pointing and remarked that ‘We are fighting a
war against Russia, not against each other’[22].
This phrase was later interpreted by Russian
Foreign Ministry spokeswoman Maria Zakharova
as evidence of ‘premeditated war against Russia’
by the West[23] and even stirred the Croatian
president to criticise the German Foreign Minister.
[24]
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German Foreign Minister, Annalena Baerbock giving her speech at
PACE. Source: Council of Europe, Media Gallery. 

It is clear that PACE is an important platform for
politicians to stand together amid Russia’s
aggression and in support of Ukraine and
European peace architecture. Throughout the
year since Russia’s aggression on Ukraine,
members of PACE stayed united in
condemnation of Russia’s aggression. It seems
like parliamentarians are using PACE as a
platform where they make their first step and do
not shy away from making bold decisions, such
as expelling Russia from its membership or
calling on member states to declare Russia as a
terrorist state.[25]



During the Winter Session, PACE members almost
equated Russian actions in Ukraine to genocide
in its resolution ‘Legal and human rights aspects
of the Russian Federation’s aggression against
Ukraine'[26]. Even though these resolutions are
not binding, it is a reflection of European
politicians’ views and can generate significant
media outreach. These resolutions can pave the
way for others to adopt similar language by
relying on an organization that has members
from 46 countries and is comprised of more
than 300 parliamentarians. 

The Conflict Between Armenia and
Azerbaijan

Despite the ongoing war in Ukraine and its
priority in the agenda of the Assembly, PACE
continues to address other issues. The Assembly
voted to add a debate ‘Addressing the
humanitarian consequences of the blockade of
the Latchin Corridor’ to the agenda under the
Current Affairs procedure.  Adding a debate
under this procedure means that PACE members
will debate the issue in the Plenary Session but
will not produce a written resolution at the end.
Additionally, there was a resolution on ‘The
progress of the Assembly's monitoring
procedure’ which also addressed the blockade.

The Current Affairs debate was presented by Mr
Pierre-Alain Fridez, who overviewed the ongoing
situation in the Lanchin Corridor, urged
Azerbaijani authorities to unblock the corridor
and advised them to avoid a situation that could
lead to humanitarian ‘drama’[27]. Several more
speakers urged Azerbaijani authorities to act and
avoid a humanitarian catastrophe. Furthermore,
they pressed authorities from Azerbaijan and
Armenia to work together on a solution of the
issue.

During the Plenary Session, the Assembly also
adopted a resolution on ‘The progress of the
Assembly's monitoring procedure’, which
included remarks regarding relations between
Armenia and Azerbaijan. The resolution calls for
Azerbaijan to immediately 

release all Armenian prisoners of war and civilian
captives, as well as the immediate and full
implementation of the ECHR interim measures
regarding the unblocking of the Lachin Corridor.
[28] This debate was similar to last year’s
debate on ‘Military hostilities between Azerbaijan
and Armenia, including strikes against
settlements and civilian infrastructures.’ During
his speech presenting the debate last year, Paul
Gavan criticised the Azerbaijani side for its role in
the 2022 clashes, but at the same time, criticised
the CoE for turning a blind eye to the Armenian
occupation of Azeri territories for the best part of
three decades.[29]

This conflict in the South Caucasus has been a
topic of discussion at the Assembly for several
sessions and the Winter Session once again
highlighted the importance of it. Overall, there
seems to be an agreement that the conflict
cannot be resolved by one side and thus
members of the Assembly urged authorities of
both countries to hold a meaningful dialogue.
[30] Nevertheless, there are many who criticise
Azerbaijan for its role in the conflict, for
disregarding human rights and for the non-
implementation of the ECHR judgements.[31]
Similarly, there are those who recognise that
more could have been done in the last three
decades when Armenian had de facto control
over the region.[32]

The Honouring of Obligations and
Commitments by the Republic of
Moldova

Also during its Winter Session, a resolution on
‘The honouring of obligations and commitments
by the Republic of Moldova’ was adopted. The
Assembly acknowledged the ‘clear pro-
European agenda’ of the president of Moldova
Maia Sandu and described the ‘far-reaching
programme of reform, notably in the judiciary
and the fight against corruption’.[33]
Furthermore, the efforts undertaken to
consolidate democratic institutions and to
improve the rule of law were welcomed. 
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Also, the country’s extensive cooperation with the
Venice Commission and adoption of
constitutional amendments was acknowledged.
PACE further welcomed judiciary reforms and
progress made in terms of human rights. It
concluded that a continuation of the reforms
would pave the way for Moldova to move to the
next phase of the post-monitoring dialogue,
which is a less intensive monitoring procedure of
a limited number of remaining issues.[34]

The resolution was generally positive towards
Moldova and was not critical to the ongoing
changes in the country. Considering, that last
year Hungary was demoted from Post
monitoring dialogue to Full Monitoring
procedure[35], the positive assessment of
Moldova’s democratic reforms proabably
incentivises the Moldovan authorities to further
continue their reforms. The granting of EU
Candidacy status to Moldova matched with a
positive assessment by PACE could even move
Moldova to the next stage of the monitoring
procedure in the next couple of years. However,
this seems only possible if the authorities can
maintain the paece and quality of democratic
reforms in the country.

how PACE prepares for the upcoming Fourth
Summit;
how the Fourth Summit changes the CoE and
influences the member states; 
The meeting of the PACE Standiong
Committee, where the heads of national
delegations and chairpersons of the
committees will meet in The Hague on 2-3
March 2023;
PACEs next Ordinary Session in April, where it
is expected that the parliamentarians will
again adopt texts to better prepare Europe
for the challenges ahead.

It will be interesting to observe: 
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Erekle Koplatadze giving a statement at PACE. Source: Coucil of
Europe, Media Gallery.  

Conclusion

The Winter Session once again reiterated its
support for Ukraine, held a discussion on the
conflict between Armenia and Azerbaijan, and
welcomed the progress made by Moldova. At
the same time, PACE is preparing for the Fourth
Summit of Heads of States and Governments of
the CoE. 
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While the numbers of arrivals along the so-
called ‘Balkan route’ are increasing, civil
society organizations are reporting on a
deteriorating human rights situation for
people on the move.
On a special meeting of the European
Council on 9 February 2023, plans for further
security measures, as increasing border
management and the strengthening of
Frontex’ presence in the region, were adopted
in the conclusions.
Besides the increase of security measures,
the Council did not discuss effective
measures against the alleged human rights
violations at the borders and to prevent
further violations.

Organizations along the ‘Balkan Route’ have
recently reported that the number of people
embarking via this route increased. According to
reports from local organizations such as the
Serbian NGO KlikAktiv, especially people fleeing
from Afghanistan and Syria are among those
arriving and staying in border countries to the EU.
[1] In the context of increasing arrivals, EU
politicians are demanding more border control
along the route: in December 2022, the
Commission presented an action plan along five
pillars, focusing on the reduction of movements
along the route.[2] In the Council conclusions of
the 9 February 2023, it was emphasised that the
action plan to tackle the situation along the
Western Balkan route should be implemented.[3]

At the same time, civil society organizations
reported an escalation of violence at the
borders. According to testimonies, Hungary and
Croatia are using particular violent border
practices 

to prevent people on the move from crossing EU
borders, such as pushbacks, beatings and
robbings.[4] Despite the wide-spread
documentations, consequences for those
committing the fragrant rights-violations remain
absent.

Frontex – A Key Actor in Border
Management

The increasing movements of people embarking
via the ‘Balkan route’ once again put the route
into the political focus of the EU in 2022.
Particular attention is drawn on the ‘Balkan route’,
as the European Border and Coast Guard
Agency, Frontex, cited it to be ‘the most active’
with the ‘highest number of arrivals since
2016.’[5] Current measures discussed on the EU
level aim first and foremost at reducing the
number of arrivals and externalizing EU borders.
[6] According to NGOs along the route, the
measures do not ensure more effective access
to asylum procedures of people on the move.[7]

Both, EU Commission and Council aim at
strengthening Frontex’ role in the region. This has
been illustrated by the action plan of the
Commission and the conclusions of the special
meeting of the European Council on the 9
February 2023.[8]Although the need to protect
fundamental rights is mentioned briefly, the
conclusion lists various security measures to
secure border protection: more external action,
more deportations, and strengthening Frontex.
[9]

In the past years Frontex gained an increasingly
important role in the context of border and 
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migration control, also beyond EU borders.
Mandate expansions in 2016 and 2019 gave the
agency new competencies and allowed it to
conduct operations also outside of EU borders.
[10] Since then, the agency has signed several
status agreements with third countries along the
‘Balkan route’. Those agreements allow the
agency to conduct joint operations with national
authorities outside of the EU’s external borders,
and have been signed with Albania, Serbia,
Montenegro, and North Macedonia.[11] They
entail all the aspects of the cooperation with
Frontex: joint operations, rapid border
interventions or return operations.

border checks and the registration of people on
the move in non-EU states.[15] According to
Statewatch, such an agreement has already
been signed with North Macedonia.[16]

The conclusions of the special meeting of the
European Council on 9 February 2023 reveal key
tendencies of the European migration policy,
such as the externalization of migration control
and the strengthening of a state security centric
approach. Particularly the expansion of the
status agreements with third countries aims at
controlling and policing movements of people
along the ‘Balkan route’ towards EU member
states more strictly.[17] In light of the wide-
spread violence reports[18], it seems like no
sufficient endeavors are made to address the
deteriorating state of asylum systems along the
route. Instead, EU institutions are deciding to
strengthen an agency involved in human rights
violation and systematic pushback practices.

Human Rights Violations in the Name of
Border Control 

Already since 2016, organizations have reported
on the wide-spread practices of pushbacks
along the ‘Balkan route’. According to
testimonies, those have become a daily practice.
[19] In December 2022, the Border Violence
Monitoring Network (BVMN) together with ‘the
Left’ of the European Parliament published the
Black Book of Pushbacks. The book entails a
collection of testimonies and documents - a
total of 892 group testimonies of violence, which
are entailing the experience of 12.654 people.
[20] These violent border practices were mainly
carried out by EU member states authorities,
such as police forces and other border agents.
[21]  Further, the statistics of BVMN reveal over
1660 pushbacks since 2017, affecting more than
24990 people.[22] Only in October 2022, 35
testimonies were collected, which impacted 550
people on the move.[23] The violence used by
border police forces ranges from beatings and
dog bites to the use of firearms.[24] According
to the Danish Refugee Council, 
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EU in Serbia. Source: Europa.rs.

One current call of the EU Council and EU
Commission is the adoption of revised status
agreements with third countries along the route.
Already in October 2022, the European
Commission recommended the Council to
expand the scope of the Frontex status
agreement with Serbia and other Western Balkan
countries.[12] Following this recommendation, the
Council authorised the negotiation for an
extension with Serbia in November 2022. On the
special meeting of the European Council in
February 2023, the decision for an expansion of
the status agreements with third countries was
reinforced.[13] These expansions of the scope of
the status agreement would entail more
competences for Frontex in the region during its
operations, as it would be allowed to also
operate along third country borders, beyond EU
borders.[14]An expanded status agreement
would also entail more executive powers for
Frontex, for example 



there are also cases of sexual assault and the
practices have overall been described as
‘horrifying’.[25] In December 2022, Lighthouse
Report published the first evidence of firearms
used by Bulgarian border guards. This involved
the shooting of a young Syrian man who was
seeking asylum in the EU.[26] Furthermore,
research on so-called ‘black sites’ by Lighthouse
Reports revealed the use of ‘cage-like’ detention
centers, where people on the move are kept
before being forced to return to their home
country.[27] Furthermore, it was reported that
particularly Bulgaria, Hungary and Croatia are
using similar secret facilities before expelling
people illegally.[28]

Those pushback practices have been ruled
unlawful several times by national and European
courts. The European Court of Human Rights for
instance, ruled human rights abuses as violations
of the European Charter of Human Rights in the
case of Madina Hussini against Croatia (M.h.
and Others v. Croatia, 2021[29]) or in a joint
proceeding against Hungary (H.m. and Others v.
Hungary, 2022[30]). These practices are thus
violating international and European law. Still, the
latest BVMN reports demonstrate that the
practices are continuing.[31]

as well as in the Aegean reveal for instance that
Frontex has been involved in illegal pushbacks.
[34][35][36] Furthermore, an investigative report
of the European Anti-Fraud Office (OLAF)
uncovered serious misconduct within the
agency, such as the involvement and cover ups
of illegal pushback practices in Greece.[37] The
action plan by the Commission, and the planned
expansion of Frontex’ operational scope in the
region has therefore been widely criticised by
NGOs, such as KlikAktiv. According to them, the
Commissions’ plans could have ‘detrimental
effects’ on the rights of people on the move.
Furthermore, the new agreement will likely give
more executive powers to Frontex.[38]Already
the current status agreement with Frontex is
criticised, since the agency and its employees
bear criminal immunity for their actions in
countries such as Serbia, despite their far-
reaching competencies.[39][40]

EU’s Reaction

In reaction to the OLAF report, Frontex claimed
that the accusations were ‘practices of the past’.
In its press release, the agency emphasised that
that access of the fundamental rights officers to
all information should be ensured and that
Frontex ‘is committed to deliver a well-
functioning and legally compliant Agency that
adheres to the best practices of good
governance.’[41] Next to that, the former head of
the agency, Fabrice Leggeri, resigned after OLAF
revealed severe misconduct.[42]

European institutions showed mixed responses:
Following media reports on rights violations, the
Parliament’s civil liberties committee, LIBE, set up
already in 2021 a Frontex Scrutiny Working Group
(FSWG) to investigate and monitor the Frontex’
actions, including compliance with fundamental
rights, and transparency and accountability
towards Parliament.[43] Their report of 2021
concluded that, even though there was no
conclusive evidence on the direct performance
of pushbacks, the agency had failed to address
human rights violations of Member States.[44] 
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Facilities among European Borders. Source: Lighthouse Reports 

In the context of these illegal border practices
and human rights violations, the role of Frontex
has been repeatedly criticised by various human
rights organizations.[32][33] Reports on their
operations along the Romanian/Serbian and the
Albanian borders, 



Further, due to OLAFs’ investigation on serious
misconduct of Frontex, the European Parliament
voted that the 2020 budget of Frontex is refused
to be discharged.[45]

The Commissioner of the Migration and Home
Affairs, Ylva Johansson, said she was shocked
about the OLAF report. EuroAktiv reported that the
Commission said to be in contact with the Greek
authorities and Frontex to gather more
information on the case.[46] Further, the EU
Commission emphasised the importance of
Frontex ensuring the protection of the EU’s
external borders while upholding fundamental
rights.[47] In response to human rights violations
by Member States along the Balkan route,
particularly with regards to Croatia and Hungary,
the Commission has taken some other steps: the
Commission itself has taken Hungary to the
European Court of Justice over severe
shortcomings in its asylum system.[48]
Furthermore, already in 2018, the Commission
requested Croatia to set up a border monitoring
mechanism. [49][50] Also, in current discussions
about the fortification of EU external borders, the
Commission rejected a proposal by Austria to
support the construction of a fence between the
Bulgarian and Turkish border.[51]

Institutionalised Ignorance

Still, so far, the responses from European
institutions to the human rights violations at the
borders and the participation of Frontex in these
practices were criticised as being insufficient:
several human rights organizations have pointed
out that, for instance, the monitoring mechanism
in Croatia is neither independent nor effective
and therefore does not serve its purpose.[52]
[53]  Regarding the violations along the Croatian
border for instance, the Croatian NGO CMS said
that there were ‘no adequate reactions’ to
violations of European law by Croatian
authorities by the European Commission.[54]
The EU Ombudsman also criticised the failure of
the European Commission to react to these
violations.[55] 
 

Furthermore, Hungary is not implementing the
decisions of the European Court of Justice and
Court of Human Rights along its borders[56] and
violent border practices are continuing.[57] It
seems like the contrary is the case: The use of
violence and the denial of the right to asylum by
EU member states seem to have become an
accepted means of border control along the
‘Balkan route’.[58][59] Various reports from
different NGOs and places still show patterns of
violent border practices along the borders of EU
member states. NGOs repeatedly highlight the
EU's responsibility in the conditions.[60] 

Countries also continue to receive financial and
rhetorical support: Croatia for instance was
given Schengen accession in December 2022.
[61] This was strongly criticised by human rights
organizations due to the systematic human
rights violations at the Croatian borders.[62] In
the 6th Peace and Security monitor, Filip
Gavranovič said that the EU ‘prioritises Schengen
expansion over human rights promotion’[63],
since the issue of violence against people on the
move at Croatian borders had little effect in
stopping the accession process. 

While the EU Commission refused the Austrian
proposal to finance walls and fences along the
Turkey/Bulgarian border, they continue to
provide funds for surveillance equipment and
other infrastructure of border control.[64] In
several investigations it has been shown how this
surveillance equipment can facilitate severe
human rights violations, push and pullbacks, and
border violence. Amnesty International for
instance has pointed out that funding by the
European Commission has been used by
Croatian authorities for police equipment, which
renders the EU ‘complicit’ in the violations.[65]
Additionally, each European country is
contributing financial and personal support to
Frontex operations, as well as equipment, such
as dogs, aircrafts, and vessels.[66] A joint
investigation by Lighthouse Reports, Der Spiegel,
and other media outlets showed that Frontex’
aerial surveillance directly contributes to the
interception 
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and return of people fleeing from Libya. The
research demonstrated that Frontex is filing
coordination of refugee boats, collected through
air surveillance, towards militia-led Libyan coast
guards. Frontex’ cooperation with the Libyan
coast guard therefore leads to people being
intercepted and returned to Libya.[67] Human
Rights Watch described those actions of Frontex
as ‘delivering cruelties from the sky’.[68] Despite
these wide-spread reports and the evidence of
violations, the current measures discussed does
not seem to aim at improving the conditions. As
said, the Conclusion of 9 February 2023 are
instead aiming at strengthening Frontex.

Regarding Frontex, several Members of the
European Parliament, and NGOs were criticizing
the Commissions stance and ‘passivity’, as they
refer to Frontex’ involvement in human rights
violations as a structural issue of the agency.
[69] While the statements of Frontex seemingly
promote an increasing attention for fundamental
rights, there were no changes in its way of
operating.[70]

As can be seen in the current decisions of the
Commission and the Council, Frontex continues
to be granted new powers despite its
involvement and cover-up of serious rights
violations.[71]  The organization front-LEX, which
is leading lawsuits against Frontex before the
Court of Justice of the European Union (CJEU)
stated last year: ‘The only thing that has
changed since OLAF is the name of the Executive
Perpetrator. Nothing has changed in Greece:
New victims are abducted and abandoned to
drown as before. Nothing has changed in
Brussels, Ylva Johansson backs Aija Kalnaja
(Frontex Executive Director ad interim), just as
she backed Leggeri (former Frontex Executive
Director).’[72]

FrontLex underscores the central problem in the
current institutional responses: Despite numerous
reports by NGOs and criticism even within the EU
institutions (especially by the European
Parliament) about the conditions along the
‘Balkan route’, 

The universal right to asylum must be
ensured and defended in the EU, that
includes the access to asylum procedures,
access to a legal system and representation,
and the access to social services in all
member states. 
An independent and effective human rights
monitoring mechanism along the EU external
borders must be implemented.
The EU must end their financial support for
illegal border practices of countries like
Croatia and Hungary. As their practices
constitute a breach of European law,
infringement proceedings should be initiated.
The EU needs to end the involvement of
Frontex in violent and illegal practices. The
funding and deployment of Frontex officers in
EU Member States and third countries should
therefore be terminated in places where
human rights are at risk of violation. Instead
of strengthening actors, which are involved in
human rights violations, the EU Institutions
should invest and protect the human rights of
people on the move. 

change remains symbolic. The 9 February 2023
meeting once again highlights this, by the
willingness to strengthen Frontex without
deciding on measures for protection for human
rights on the route. To truly protect human rights
universally at external borders, more than
rhetorical commitments to values and human
rights are required. In fact, structural change is
needed. 
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Ecological topics and controversial mining
projects remain highly contested issues in
Serbian society
With protests turning violent at the end of
2022, Rio Tinto’s ‘Jadar’ project was stopped. 
A recent shift in the political discourses and
the reporting of media outlets shows that the
project still seems to be relevant for the
Serbian government and the Rio Tinto
Conglomerate itself.
Opposition parties have renewed their
demands for taking a more reserved
approach towards mining projects, stressing
the impact such projects have on the overall
peace, political stability and life quality of the
broader public. 
When tackling controversial infrastructure
projects, it would be advisable to strengthen
the involvement of international organizations
and political entities.

Historical Overview 

In 2021 and 2022, the question of critical
investment projects and their impact on the
livelihood of the Serbian population became
increasingly prominent in the Serbian political
space.[1]
In the previous years, we have seen numerous
country-wide political initiatives against some of
the key mining and industry projects.[2][3] One
of the controversial topics is the “Jadar” Project,
led by the Australian conglomerate Rio Tinto.[4]
As a result of Lithium ore exploration, in 2004, Rio
Tinto discovered Jadarit ore (named after the
Jadar Region in Western Serbia) with a high
content of Lithium and began paving its way
towards extracting and commercializing this
mineral[5].

Currently, about a quarter of the entire CO2
emissions in Europe stems from the
transportation sector[6]. The European
Commission thus recognises an increasing need
to decarbonise the sector[7]. One of the ways to
achieve this, is shifting from fossil-fuel-powered
vehicles to electric ones running on Lithium
batteries. In this context, Lithium ore is seen as a
crucial part of a broader European initiative to
reduce carbon emissions and dependency on
fossil fuels[8][9][10]. There are however
indications that the majority of this ore would
come from non-sustainable and non-eco-
friendly mining projects, many of which would be
based in the Balkans because of the rich Lithium
sources, like the one in Western Serbia[11][12].
Moreover, since 2021, ecology experts in Serbia
and the region, and opposition political elements
have recognised Lithium mining projects as
highly dangerous for the entire community and
the ecosystem of Western Serbia or even the
broader SEE Region[13][14][15].

The increasing fear over the ecological
consequences has sparked perpetual protests
and initiatives throughout 2021 and part of 2022
in Serbia. Mining projects and the Jadar project
itself were criticised and, the protestors have
shown discontent with the newly drafted
expropriation law that they link with potential
land grabs and misuse in favour of the Rio Tinto
projects[16][17].

With the protests gaining momentum and, at
times becoming violent and impeding everyday
life in Serbia, the government in Belgrade
decided to accept some of the protestors'
initiatives and stop the lithium excavation
projects in 2022[18]. 

 
 Serbian Ecology Discourse and Lithium Mining

Controversy
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However, there are suspicions that this was
partially done in light of the 2022 elections and
increasing dissent with the broader public[19]
[20]. Regardless of that, the Jadar project was
effectively stopped as Rio Tinto's excavation
license was revoked, and subsequently the
media shifted its focus away from the ecological
protests[21].

Renewed Lithium Debate

In the last couple of months, the Serbian political
landscape has been marked by various political
and economic challenges, such as demands
towards the Government to align its policy to the
War in Ukraine and make additional
compromises in the Kosovo issue[22]. At the
same time, there was a sudden change in the
narrative regarding the mining projects in Serbia.
While the Serbian Government has addressed
the complex geopolitical position of the country,
it also emphasised the importance of the
potential revenue that could be generated
through mining projects across the country[23].
Further, renewed statements regarding Lithium
mining in Serbian media underline the mining
industry as highly positive for Serbian society[24]
[25]. Some of the key political figures have
expressed their opinion on this topic over the
past couple of months which sheds more light
on the economic and ecological future of this
country. This includes the President of Serbia,
Aleksandar Vučić, the current prime minister, and
other members of the ruling Serbian Progressive
Party (SNS)[26].

Controversial Mining Projects and
Livelihood of Local Societies

Firstly, the question of sustainable mining has a
high impact on the lives of entire societies and
Serbia has been plagued by critical levels of
environmental pollution since a long time
ago[27][28]. Researchers have shown
undisputed evidence of toxic and cancerogenic
particles in the air, water, 
 

and soil as a result of mining-based industries
across the country, like in the case of the Bor
gold mine in East Serbia[29].

Secondly, the forced expropriation and
destruction of fertile land in West Serbia can
potentially have a cataclysmic extent on the
local population of the Jadar region. This could
also be observed in other parts of the World,
where Rio Tinto has been active. For example, in
the case of pollution of the rivers in Papua New
Guinea resulting from mining iron ore, Rio Tinto
has been accused of environmental and human
rights breaches[30]. Another example is the
destruction of the Aboriginal sacred site in
Australia during Rio Tinto excavations[31].
Sacrificing the environment and an economic
potential from agriculture, for a promise of
mining rent revenue is a controversial topic. In
any circumstances, this will impact the socio-
political landscape in Serbia.

Lastly, the increased awareness of the negative
health impact of these projects can spark further
unrest in an already conflicted society. As we
have witnessed in the past two years, some of
these protests can turn violent and virtually
paralyse the entire country[32][33]. Peace could
thus be lost outside the traditional war situations.

Development of the Discourse

Protests in 2021/2022

In 2021 and 2022, the ecological protests in
Serbia were led by the ‘Ecological Uprising'
movement. The protests had an important
impact on the Serbian political and information
space: For example, promises of reviewing the
mining project of Rio Tinto in Western Serbia
were made, despite first labeling it as being of
‘national importance’[34]. Until recently,
important political figures in the Serbian
Government have emphasised that the Jadar
project has been permanently stopped[35][36].
Serbian prime minister Ana Brnabic even 
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stated that she doesn't find it feasible for the
project to ever resume again[37][38]. This has
been shared by other politicians and even
underlined in international media[39][40].

Statements of Politicians: Change in
Discourse at the Beginning of 2023

While assuring the public that the Jadar project
is not relevant anymore, the past prime minister,
Ana Brnabić, also called for a broader discussion
and reassessment of the approach towards
mining projects and Lithium exploitation[44][45].
The past Minister of Energetics and Infrastructure,
Zorana Mihaijlovic recently shared her positive
opinion on the mining projects and the potential
benefit they would bring, without addressing the
voiced critics against those projects[46] These
changes in statements cause doubts about how
unrealistic it is for the Rio Tinto's project to be
resumed.

In the end of 2022 and in 2023, the most
important figure explicitly underlining the
strategic importance of Lithium mining in Serbia
was president Aleksandar Vučić who has
proactively emphasised his regret regarding the
cancellation of the Jadar project in numerous
instances[47]. Furthermore, he mentioned the
hypothetical benefit the country would have from
the ore rent[48]. The first time Vučić expressed
his regret about giving up on the Rio Tinto Lithium
mine was at the end of November 2022. In his
statement, he described himself as the ‘dumbest
president in the world’ for deciding to give up on
exploiting this ore[49]. He has further addressed
the topic by emphasizing it as a key solution for
improving the economic situation of Western
Serbia and the entire country[50][51]. Also, he
voiced his regrets that there had not been a
referendum on Lithium mining, at the same time
implying that there is the possibility for such a
referendum in 2023[52]. Moreover, at the 2023
WEF summit in Davos, Vučić proactively touched
upon this topic again and falsely emphasised
that Serbia is the only country to renounce this
kind of project[53].

Arguably, the most important moment where
Vučić addressed his regret over the Rio Tinto  
 project was during the Special Parliament
Discussion over the proposed 
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Protests in December 2021. Marko Risović via Impakter.  

However, despite the clear demands of
protesters for a broader legislative framework
regarding new infrastructure and mining projects
with a potential impact on the environment, no
such legislation was discussed on the national
level. Also, other controversial projects remain
present in Serbia, such as coal-mining and -
processing projects and a steel manufacturing
plant led by Chinese investors[41][42]. These
projects have also been a topic of protests and
critique as their damage to the environment and
the livelihood of numerous Serbian communities
was proven by the Serbian Renewables and
Environmental Regulatory Institute[43].
At the same time, the Lithium mining topic in
Serbia re-emerged in the media and political
discourse in December last year. 



European Kosovo solution on 23rd January
2023[54]. Faced with criticism of the Serbian
government's political approach regarding
Kosovo and the difficult position in the context of
the War in Ukraine, Vučić blamed the lost
opportunity for Lithium exploitation on the
opposition parties and critics, while stressing the
potential benefit the project would bring to
Serbia[55]. He has also shared his excitement
about newly found gold mining sites and how
this would make the biggest impact on the
country's GDP growth[56]. As he stated multiple
times this year, the groups protesting against the
mining projects are directly working against the
national interests and slowing down the progress
of Serbia[57].

Vučićs’ statements were further backed by the
leader of the Serbian Radical Party, Vojislav Šešelj
who has also framed Lithium as a strategically
important project that needs to be
reassessed[58]. Even though Šešelj is currently in
the opposition, he used to cooperate closely with
Vučić. Vučić’s political career is known to have
started in the Serbian Radical Party, and even
though Šešelj is not part of the ruling coalition at
the moment, the two parties are not known as
rivals, and the two politicians share similar
visions, especially when it comes to some key
topics such are critical infrastructure projects or
the Kosovo dispute[59]. 
 
Other members of the governing party SNS have
also shared their positive opinions on the
exploitation of Lithium ore[60][61]. Taking those
statements from different political actors and
parties into account, it seems that a majority of
the current political players of Serbia advocate
for a quick financial gain in the form of robust
and quick mining projects. It seems that they are
willing to do so while disregarding the view of
experts and ‘green’ opposition movements. 

Media Coverage 

The tabloids and media outlets linked to the
ruling SNS party have applied rhetoric that further
backs up the narrative of the importance of the
mining and
 

 infrastructure projects while simultaneously
framing the opposing views as irrational and
counterproductive or even hostile. 
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Stop Rio Tinto, Betaphoto/SIPA/Rex/Shutterstock via The Guadian

‘Srbija Danas’, for instance, recently relativised the
violence against the protesters in 2022, by
reporting only on the statement of Aleksandar
Vučić who was undermining the violence
accusations[62].

‘Alo’ published an article in the end of 2022 on
the ecological protests where it framed the
opposition as ‘fake ecologists’ and adding further
derogatory terms[63]. This year, Alo continued to
emphasise the foreign Lithium investments and
their potential benefits[64].
At the same time, some foreign sources recently
assessed that Rio Tinto has not permanently
given up on the project but rather awaits a more
welcoming public response in Serbia[65][66]
[67].

Rio Tinto’s Statement

The assumption that the project isn't fully 
stopped is also backed up by the Rio Tinto
conglomerate itself [68].
On their webpage, it states as follows:
‘On 20 January 2022, the Government of Serbia
canceled the spatial plan and revoked our
licenses related to the proposed lithium-borates
project.

There were significant concerns about the
potential impact of the mine on the local
communities of the Jadar valley and we
understand that we need to show that these
concerns can be addressed and managed. 



We are focused on talking with all stakeholders
so we can work together to explore all options
related to the project’s future. We believe in
Jadar, a world-class project with the potential to
play an essential role in the transition to a low-
carbon future, and are working through what this
means for the project and our people in Serbia.

We’re a long-term landowner and have made
commitments to the community and suppliers.
We will continue to honor our obligations despite
our permits and licenses being canceled.’[69]

Accordingly, the company doesn't seem to have
entirely abandoned its project in Serbia.
 
Conclusion

As a response to the lack of a strict legal
framework defining the mineral exploration and
mining projects and the renewed support for
Lithium exploitation, some opposition parties
have renewed their demands for taking a more
reserved approach towards such projects[70].
Furthermore, they have called for new protests
and political actions, the final goal being the
change of the current ruling structure and
establishing new, more ecosystem-friendly,
political decisions[71]. 

The fact that a new, more radical approach is
demanded by some political actors, paired with
previous experience with protests creating a
tense atmosphere in the society, brings the
question, what the socio-political consequences
of this political conflict will be. Additionally, it
remains to be seen how the tensions will impact
Serbia in the following months and years.

With the changing discourse in favour of the
Lithium mining project and the continuous
positive narrative regarding other mining
projects by some of Serbian key decision-
makers, it can be expected that ecological issues
will remain one of the key fault lines in the
Serbian political space. 

Mining exploitation that has the potential to
endanger communities and the local or
regional environment must be subject to
thorough objective and professional
assessment rather than a decision without
the consent of the broader public. 
Both international and national players must
take constructive approaches when
addressing the concerns regarding these
projects. Rio Tinto is an international
conglomerate that must be held 
 accountable for it as well.
An international commission constructed of
neutral professionals should analyse any
critical project of concerns and give its
advice on them. 
Discourse needs to shift from accusation to
constructive advice, if needed with the help
of mediators. 
The local population and the broader society
must be given a chance to express their
opinion on this matter in a form of public
dialogue and an anonymous and fair
referendum .
Addressing ecological issues differently must
not be of a secondary concern. Laws
regarding foreign mining and exploitation
must thus be defined in the constitution. 

The country's relative economic isolation and
increasing political pressure from multiple
international subjects will likely make the idea of
a quick economical win with the help of mining
projects increasingly interesting for the
government in Belgrade.

However, with the previous ecological protests in
2021 and 2022, the increasing awareness of
ecological issues, and the necessity of
implementing EU - ecological Standards, the
Serbian Government will likely aim to make some
improvements when it comes to the general
environmental situation. 
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Croatia continues to treat the Bosnian Croats
in BiH as its own diaspora and not as one of
the constituent Bosnian people, interfering
with the sovereignty and internal affairs of
BiH.
Croatia’s influence in the politics of BiH,
primarily through the HDZ-BiH, is de facto
supporting and promoting ethnopolitics –
which presents a continued danger for the
peace and stability of the country.
The new Bosnian Government finally formed.
The new Prime Minister is the Croat vice-
president of HDZ-BiH. One of her priorities will
be the change to the electoral law in the
HDZ’s favour. This will strengthen the Bosnian
Croat position in Bosnian politics. 

After a turbulent pre- and post- electoral period,
At the end of January 2023, the state-level
government of Bosnia-Herzegovina was officially
formed and Borjana Krišto, the vice president of
the Bosnian HDZ, was elected as head of the
Council of Ministers, as a result of a coalition
agreement between the HDZ, the Social
Democratic Party, a coalition of Bosniak and civic
parties in the Federation of Bosnia and
Herzegovina and the Alliance of Independent
Social Democrats, SNSD, the main Bosnian Serb
party[1]. In line with her party, she declared that
she will support the change to the electoral law
and that she will work for reaching an agreement
on that between the Bosniak and the Croat
counterpart. On 21-22 February Elmedin
Konaković, the new Bosnian Minister of Foreign
Affairs[2], went on an official visit to Croatia
where he met the Croatian Ministry of Foreign
Affairs and Prime Minister. Once again, the issue
of the changes to the BiH electoral law was
brought into light, Konaković stressed out 

its importance but also the necessity of
conducting the internal and external policy of BiH
to be conducted in its own institutions[3]. This
was likely a veiled warning to the HDZ-BiH.

Introduction

Bosnia-Herzegovina is one of the most fragile
and conflict-prone state in Europe.
A key driver of this fragility is the 1995 Dayton
Peace agreement, which created a complex
constitutional setup and political and
administrative division of the country along
ethnic lines through the creation of two entities:
1) the Republika Srpska (Bosnian Serbs) and 2)
the Federation (where Bosniaks and Bosnian
Croats coexist).n parallel, the Bosnian
Constitution established three constituent
people: Bosniaks, Bosnian Serbs and Bosnian
Croats. What determines the political
representation of the citizens is their ethnic
affiliation, while the representation of the “Others”
(meaning those who do not self-identify in one
of the three constituent people) is not defined in
the electoral law, leaving them disqualified in
their political representation[4].  The prevalence
of the ethnic feature in the Bosnian constitution
and electoral law, causes however that the two
neighbouring countries, Croatia and Serbia,
consequently behave as kin-states. By kin-state
we refer to the majority nations, or homelands, of
two of the ethnic groups that are the constituent
people of Bosnia and Herzegovina.
This article aims to analyse the Croatia’s
influence on Bosnian Croats in the Federation
and how, through kin-state policies the country is
still exercising its influence in the internal affairs
of Bosnia and Herzegovina. 

 
 Croatia’s Kin State Policies in Western Bosnia-

Herzegovina
Carolina Muzzillo
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Croatia’s Kin-State Practices in Bosnia
and Herzegovina

When referring to Croatia as a kin state it is
important to explain that a kin-state “represents
the majority nation of a transborder ethnic group
whose members reside in neighbouring
territories” and actively takes the role of protector
of their kin-communities in other countries and
implement the relationship with them based on
cultural and national ties[5].
When it comes to Croatia’s kin state policies in
Bosnia and Herzegovina, this article will analyse;
1) the citizenship practices; 2) the
instrumentalization of the “diaspora” narrative; 3)
the financial support to the HDZ-kin party
education and access to infrastructure, and
finally 4) the interference into the constitutional
and electoral set-up of the country.

Kin-Citizenship to Ethnic Croats in BiH

Croatia’s kin-citizenship towards its ethnic kin in
Bosnia-Herzegovina is not new. It was a key
strategy in the post-war period under the ruling
of Franjo Tudjman’s HDZ. Tudjman sought to keep
territorial control on part of the Bosnian territory
inhabited by Croats and to secure votes to the
homeland HDZ through the disposal of dual
citizenship and voting rights. According to the
OSCE High Commissioner on National Minorities’
Bolzano recommendations, “States should refrain
from taking unilateral steps, including extending
benefits to foreigners on the basis of ethnic,
cultural, linguistic, religious or historical ties that
have the intention or effect of undermining the
principles of territorial integrity.”[6] Among those
"unilateral steps” the Bolzano recommendations
lists the issue of en masse citizenship to the
citizens of another state that “has the potential to
create tensions. That is particularly likely to
happen when citizenship is conferred en masse,
i.e., to a specified group of individuals or in
substantial numbers relative to the size of the
population of the state of residence or one of its
territorial subdivisions”[7]. A study conducted by
Matej Subašić, suggests that majority of Croats
in Bosnia-Herzegovina 

hold Croatian citizenship and acquired it a long
time ago and that the available data show that
the acquisition happened en masse after
1994[8]. 
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Croatian website that promotes obtaining Croatian citizenship, 9
February 2023, Expatincroatia.com 

Dual citizenship in this case could be seen as a
problematic issue, as it might enable Croatia to
intervene on internal affairs of Bosnia and
Herzegovina and could fuel further ethnic hatred,
division and possibilities to reach micro-conflicts
in the Federation. 

Instrumentalization of the Croatian
Diaspora in BiH

Croatia’s kin-citizenship and “diaspora” politics in
BiH are strictly interconnected between each
other. The idea of having to “protect” their
transborder ethnic-community from under-
representation is at the base of the Croatian
diaspora politics, which depicts Bosnian-Croats
being in a minoritarian situation in BiH. In this
context, dual citizenship is used as a form of
social protection as it can provide to kin
minorities access to rights, from citizenship to
voting rights that were “lacking” within their
home-state. However Bosnian Croats should be
described as kin minorities as they are full
citizens and constituent people of Bosnia and
Herzegovina and they are not confined to a
politically autonomous territory. 

Croatian diaspora, since Franjo Tudjman’s era,
represented a key political feature and acquired
the meaning of “‘Croatian nation’  



outside the physical boundaries of the State”[9].
This legacy, however, seems to be still alive in
Croatia, although in smoother terms. Indeed,
although the relationship between Croatia and
its diaspora tended to diminish during the years,
it was nonetheless kept alive and enshrined in
2011 with the creation of the Central State Office
for Croats Abroad (CSOCA) and the adoption of
the “Strategy on the Relations between the
Republic of Croatia and the Croatians outside
the Republic of Croatia”. As a matter of fact, the
Strategy states that “all the Croatians, no matter
where they live and what status they enjoy,
belong to indivisible Croatian nation” [10].

Croatia’s financial support to Croats in BiH
The establishment of the Central State Office for
Croats abroad in 2011 represented a way for
financing educational, cultural, and scientific and
health programs and projects of “special interest
for Croats in Bosnia and Herzegovina”. [11]

However, it is interesting to observe how the
majority of these funds are being actually used
to support projects that have been objects of
controversy and concerns by majority of
observers. For instance, according to the
Democratization Policy Council, the Office
granted funds to a Croat think tank in Mostar
that “promotes the ‘federalization’ of BiH while at
the same time demonstrating sympathy for the
idea of a Croat-majority third entity, which they
label as a legitimate political aim”[12]. Moreover,
according to a OSCE’s report of 2018, by funding
educational programmes for Croats in BiH,
Croatia is actually financing the “two school
under one roof” system, considered to be most
discriminative and divisive education system in
BiH[13].

Another important aspect of Croatia’s financial
support to Croats in BiH is the HDZ budgetary
expenditure towards its sister party in Bosnia and
Herzegovina. This can also be considered as a
diaspora politics’ legacy from Tudjman’s era,
given the fact since 1991 Croats in BiH were fully
included in Zagreb’s 

annual national budget[14]. This has been (and
still is) also a matter of concern for the Bosnian
political and electoral stability. Indeed, also in
2018 the HDZ invested political and financial
capital to support the candidature of the head of
HDZ-BiH, Dragan Čović[15].
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Andrej Plenkovic, Dragan Covic and Borjana Kristo during an official
visit of the Croatian PM in Mostar in February 2023, 4 February 2023,
N1 Hrvatska

Croatia’s Interference into the
Constitutional and Electoral Set-Up of
BiH

The kin-state policies of Croatia aimed at
protecting the political representation of their
kin-communities in BiH, reflects on Zagreb’s
continuous intervention in the electoral issues of
it neighbour state. On the evening of the
elections in Bosnia and Herzegovina, on 2
October 2022, the High Representative Christian
Schmidt imposed changes to the Constitution of
the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina and
the Election law. In particular, the High
Representative modified the way to appoint
delegates to the upper chamber of the
Federation, an operation that should aim at
improving the representation of minorities but
was described by Jasmin Mujanović, on Al
Jazeera, as actually provided the HDZ with a
“permanent monopoly” in the Croat group of the
chamber and strengthened their power to invoke
a veto[16]. On this occasion, the Croatian PM,
Andrej Plenković, admitted the involvement of the
Government of Croatia in the negotiations with
the High Representative on the changes to the
Bosnian electoral law[17], through his twitter
account Plenković declared to have spoken
“thoroughly and discreetly with High
Representative Schmidt for months” while 



accusing president Milanovic of having
undermined the situation of Bosnian Croats after
his “offensive” statements against the OHR.[18]

At the same time, the day after the elections in
BiH, the Croatian Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Grlić
Radman, declared that Schmidt’s intervention in
BiH is “a success of the Croatian government,
while the re-election of Željko Komšić as the
Croat member of the state presidency remains a
stain in relations between the two countries [..]
The role of this government is recognised
because nothing has been done about this over
the last 20 years,"[19].

Already during the pre-election summer of
2022[20] in Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia
again backed the HDZ-BiH president Dragan
Čović requests for the electoral reforms. The
reforms would ensure the ethnic criteria for the
election of representatives of each constituent
people. This relied on the fact that, according to
the HDZ, with Croats numerically smaller (15%)
compared to the Bosniak population in the
Federation, they are outcasted in terms of
political representation. Like 2022, in 2018 Željko
Komšić was elected as the Croat member of the
Presidency of Bosnia and Herzegovina by Bosniak
votes in mixed Cantons of the Federation[21].
During the 2018 campaign, Zagreb was again
accused of undermining Bosnia’s sovereignty
because of the financial support that the HDZ
Croatia provided to Dragan Čović for his
electoral campaign[22]. Since then, Croatia also
denied the legitimacy of Željko Komšić as
member of the Presidency, arguing that he was
heavily supported with votes by Bosniaks[23]. 

Now and Then: Croatian Diaspora
Politics’ Impact on BiH

The historical roots of Croatia’s role as a kin-
state are to be found in the secret Karadjordjevo
agreement in 1991, when Croatia and Serbia
planned the division of Bosnia and Herzegovina
in two with the consequent annexation of two
parts 

 

to the two countries, following the ethnic
cleansing of the Muslim population. A plan that
failed with the peace agreements in 1995. At that
time, the HDZ was the ruling party in Croatia, and
kept financing the Croats’ armed forces of
Bosnia and Herzegovina, the administrations of
the Croatian-majority cantons, as well as
healthcare systems and other public
facilities[24]. Back then, in post-Socialist Croatia,
the Franjo Tudjman’s HDZ started to engineer a
new citizenship law that was aimed to re-
integrate and re-include a part of Croats abroad
from South and North Americas to the European
continent, the so-called diaspora. However, as
the scholar Francesco Ragazzi stated, the
Croatian government’s “definition of definition of
the “diaspora” is quite far from the common
understanding of what a “diaspora” is. The
Croatian diaspora was mainly located in western
Bosnia, therefore Bosnian citizens with a double
nationality, providing a huge electoral support to
the HDZ[25].  Indeed, the Croatian diaspora
politics and narrative has always been the
means to reach what Ragazzi calls the “de-
territorialized annexation” of Herzegovina by
Croatia[26].  
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Map showing the planned partition of BiH in 1991 Karajordjevo
Agreement, 27 March 2011 Wikimedia

The events that occurred in the 2022 pre- and
post- electoral period between Croatia and BiH
are important evidence of how the “diaspora”
plays a strategic role in Croatia’s foreign policy in
Western Bosnia.



For instance, in April 2022, President Milanovic
first threatened to put the veto on the NATO
candidacy of Sweden and Finland if the BiH
electoral law was not changed in order to allow
ethnic Croats to vote for their own representative,
and then kept pressuring for a new electoral
agreement[27]. 

The situation of Bosnian Croats and Croatia’s
kin-state practices in western Bosnia-
Herzegovina is further complicated, as Croats in
BiH do not live in their own entity but they coexist
with Bosniaks in the Federation. This does not
only complicate their political participation and
representation[28] since the Croats (which are
in numerical minority, being the 15% of the
population) and the Bosniaks have to vote in the
same entity, but this also complicates the
influence of Croatia in the country as a kin-state
actor. Indeed, through its homeland politics, the
Republic of Croatia not only erroneously calls
and treats their ethnic-kin in Bosnia and
Herzegovina as their “diaspora”, but treats the
Bosnian Croats as a national minority, even
though they are by constitution considered one
of the constituent people of Bosnia-Herzegovina.
Nowadays, Croatia’s kin-state practices in Bosnia
and Herzegovina are still concerning, especially if
we consider those focused on the externalization
of passports, citizenship, and identity as they
keep fuelling ethno-nationalist rhetoric, claim for
dangerous territorial division and, as latest
events show, interfere in the internal affairs of
Bosnia and Herzegovina by using the excuse of
protecting the rights of their “ethnic kin”.

Conclusions: Narratives,
Instrumentalisations and Risks. 

The analysis aimed at underlying how the
Croatian kin-state policies, which mainly relies on
the narrative on "diaspora", are utilized by the
Croatian elites in order to pursue their political
interests in Bosnia and Herzegovina through the
treatment of their ethnic kin as national
minorities. What has happened recently, with the
interference 

The republic of Croatia should respect the
OSCE Bolzano recommendation on inter-
state relations by preserving peaceful
neighbourly relationship with Bosnia-
Herzegovina.

of the Croatian state in the electoral process and
the change of the electoral law is just one of the
examples[29]. The article aimed to also explain
how the diaspora narrative is intrinsically wrong
and dangerous to the peace and security of the
region, as the ethnic Croats in Bosnia and
Herzegovina are one of the constituent people of
the country, therefore they cannot be considered
as national minorities – at least in the legal
sense – and they cannot be instrumentalized as
such by an external country. The narrative is also
dangerous as it may lead to secessionist
sentiments and it can be dangerous in the
context of conflict prevention through interethnic
and kinstate relations in BiH.

This is indeed clear if we look at the kin-state
policies of Croatia during the several debates
made up lately by the Croatian leading
party(es), mainly the HDZ[30] and President
Milanovic. Today, Croatia’s “homeland” narrative
mainly relies on the issue of under-
representation of Croats in the Federation of
Bosnia-Herzegovina, therefore illustrating the
Bosniak part as oppressive and
overrepresented[31], however this narrative is
often instrumentalized to interfere in Bosnia’s
sovereignty and to secure higher political powers
to the ethno-nationalist Croatian party. 
The democratic stabilisation of Bosnia-
Herzegovina cannot be achieved without taking
into consideration the continuous foreign
intervention in the country and the kin-state
practices of Croatia and Serbia towards two out
of the three constituent people. Kin-citizenship,
kin policies, or as in the case or in the case of this
article, also “diaspora” practices can often be
instrumentalized by kin-States to “justify
transnational policies that would otherwise be
considered as illegitimate”[32]

Recommendations
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The republic of Croatia must abstain from
interfering in the internal affairs of Bosnia and
Herzegovina, even if the issue in question is
the political representation of their
transborder ethnic community.
International observers, international NGOs
and International Organizations should further
investigate the interference of Croatia into BiH
sovereignty through kin-state policies that
might lead to further ethnic tensions and
divisions.
Every change to the electoral law and to the
constitution should only be made by looking
at a civic solution, aimed at finally surpassing
the ethnic political feature and to guarantee
the one-person-one-vote system. 
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The EU’s enlargement policy of my home is
your home turned into home alone for the
Western Balkan states as they are waiting
their turn, with Ukraine and Moldova jumping
the queue for being granted EU membership.
The Balkan region remains internally
fragmented but evermore claims political
weight as a mediator between East and
West.
Neither agreeing on nor closing the Union’s
borders to new members will safeguard the
success of the European political project as
long as contesting for political might run
deeper than human connection.

Dear Human,
‘What about us? What about all the times you
said you had the answers? What about all the
broken happy ever afters? What about all the
plans that ended in disaster? What about love?
What about trust? What about us?’[1][shorted for
emphasis]

Us leaves little to no space for a protagonist and
an antagonist to exist. Yet, the majority of
academic contributions to the subject of identity
politics do precisely that. ‘Othering’ remains a
(de)constructive practice. By nature, it must
bring forward ever more abstractions of what
makes ‘us’ different from each other or what
makes us ‘the same’. A visual taken, we’d see two
grains of sand who together at times wish to
epitomize a perfectly shaped desert landscape
while at other times refusing to get associated
with one another and, thus, the element of sand
itself. 

This article is an experiment to venture into the
complexity of cultural identity 

by applying the relational-spatial concept of
distance and proximity to the contemporary  EU-
Balkans relationship and its repercussions for the
Western Balkans EU accession process. There are
no definite answers. In fact, the goal of this
article is reflection alone that by the power of
assembling the subject matter in a different way
may confirm, refute or otherwise surprise our
current convictions. 

Identity: A word, A world

Cultural identity has built a reputation to toy
around with a political medium. For example, at
the country level, citizens share a state. US-
American citizens share Uncle Sam. Sam poses
as the ‘father figure’ and common
personification of the federal government of the
United States. An essentialist reduction is at play
here: we might choose to recognize ourselves in
Uncle Sam and self-proclaim Uncle Sam to be a
thing. Now, if such acts of recognition are played
out by a people mutually and frequently, the
idea of belonging hits home, with implications
reaching from the most destructive to the most
constructive. 

Not only states, but also wider geographic
spaces, such as regions, continents, and
humankind as residents on earth have created
their respective cultural identities. Now, some of
you might say, geographic spaces can have
fluid borders inasmuch as it’s possible to
associate a locality with a certain region that, in
turn, is situated on one or more continents. Many
layers of identity and identification can exist
simultaneously, all the while, paradoxically
making a living from the absolute ‘I am
something that you are not’. 

 
 Family Game Night: The Western Balkans and the

European Union  
Ida Schumann 
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In the following, we will explore how the EU and
the Balkans presence themselves into relative
positions of distance and closeness towards
themselves and each other in the pursuit of
developing an epitome of cultural identities that
are highly exclusive and yet highly cooperative
for a more unified and more integrated Europe.

Creationworks

Home Alone
 
More than 20 years ago, in 1999, the EU launched
the Stabilization and Association Process, a
policy towards the Western Balkans with the
objective of ultimate EU membership.
Expectations were high.[2] In 2003, the European
Council concluded the Thessaloniki summit with
a firm determination to espouse the countries of
the region aligning themselves more and more
with the European perspective.[3] Initially, the
enlargement process was a symbol of peace,
stability, and security. A geostrategic investment
that would remarkably elevate the EU’s standing
as the most influential player in the region. In the
words of Dionysiou, ‘the Western Balkans’
European dream’ was in the making.[4]

Around 2008, the EU suddenly switched gears.
Global maps before regional maps. The EU
stepped into a series of war zones far away from
home, following the US and its strategic brand
narrative of 
‘being a force for good’. At home, the euphoria of
the ‘big bang’, the greatest enlargement wave of
the EU with ten previously communist nations
joining, along with Cyprus and Malta, dwindled
and the ongoing enlargement process slacked
off. Enlargement fatigue on the EU side surfaced.
[5] The outstanding countries on the EU’s
enlargement agenda, including for example
Turkey and the Western Balkans, ‘were evidently
more ‘difficult’ than the previous ones and less
popular in the EU.’[6] In his contribution to the
subject, 'On the Slow Train to Nowhere?',
O’Brennan[7]describes the EU’s engagement with
the Balkans as a trajectory of ‘frozen negotiation
chapters’, 

putting the enlargement process on ‘life support’
and ‘flat lining’. My home is your home turned
into home alone.

Going forward from 2008 to 2016, in the EU’s
perspective, the time had come to depart from
the ‘period of optimism’ and to resort to
‘pragmatic idealism’, an interest-driven agenda
with a definite focus on security.[8] Security
achieved through energy, the Union’s economic
lifeblood. Energy was sought and found in Russia,
Central Asia, the Middle East, and North Africa.[9]

Only last year, in 2022, following the great
rekindling of the Russia-Ukraine crisis, the focus
on some neighbor relations suddenly
reappeared on the EU’s relationship radar.[10]
The EU-Western Balkans Leaders’ meeting in
Brussels on 23 June 2022 was widely perceived
as a gran masquerade ball. Albania and
Northern Macedonia attended this ball with the
expectation to substantiate the timing of
accession negotiations. Kosovo joined the dance
floor hoping to move towards greater visa
liberalization while Montenegro made its debut
with a new government, expecting a positive
signal from Brussels. But the dancing queen
hosting the ball had different plans and granted
candidacy status to Ukraine and Moldova who
were still fairly new to the ball. As many people in
these localities celebrated the special moment
of changing their course of history, the news
certainly came as a pushback to the six Western
Balkan states that were given the same promise
roughly 20 years ago. They already practiced the
danceaccording to the predicates of the EU
accession rulebook. The ball leaves its guests
with a the salty-sweet flavor of a digestif that
suggests that technical merit doesn’t seem to
have the weight it once did. Do aesthetics
accomplish accession?[11]
 
On a relational-spatial level, if a person finds
himself or herself traumatized by enmeshment
or by being controlled, s/he embraces
independence to such an extent that s/he is
terrified of relationships and boundaries grow
very strong. 
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Did the EU perhaps enmesh itself in its own
governance? Has it created a philosophy of
operating that necessitates excessive self-
restraint? If so, could we maybe argue that the
EU simply wanted to control itself and in the act
of seeking control (by pursuing security interests
in the world so assiduously), it fell prone to the
human illusion that ‘order and stability’ cannot be
framed forever in the picture book of history as it
always takes both order and chaos to create any
balance? Seeking independence from what is
close to us, more often than not, leaves its toll on
our relations. The parties around us wanting to
deepen their relationship with us eventually are
left with no choice other than believing that we
must be relationship-hopping, directing our
attention to whatever place the grass seems to
be greenest. 

Since its inception, the EU’s cultural collective
identity is uniquely recognizable by its set of
norms, in line with international law.[12] Respect
for human dignity and human rights, freedom,
democracy, equality, and the rule of law were set
to govern the cohabitation of EU citizens. Norm
promotion soon met external EU security
interests. However, wherever exported, norms
have not entered a vacuum but rather fused or
rejected to fuse to all varying degrees with what
is considered to constitute normalcy in that
place.[13] Norm promotion beyond one’s own
territory can be seen as another, though less
obvious, sign of indulging in excessive self-
restraint. The intent to promote (norms), due to
being result-driven, precludes observing the
whole (all possibilities of cooperation) which
subsequentially destroys freedom, but only in
freedom lies the potential for more unified and
more integrated forms of cooperation. 
 
‘To Enlarge or Not to Enlarge the Union: That is
Not the Question’, is the title of a rare gem on the
future of Europe by Torreblanca, who served as a
senior analyst for Europe at the Real Instituto
Elcano in the year 2006: 
‘[…] closing the doors to new members will not
solve the Union’s problems, and neither will
definitively setting the Union’s borders help to 

define the European political project.’[14] The gist
is: Who are you, citizens of the European Union?
The most recent Eurobarometer publication ‘EP
Autumn 2022 Survey: Parlemeter’ suggests that
European citizen are in polycrisis mood. However,
regardless of their wobbling worries, ‘[…] support
for the EU remains high. Citizens are rooting for
the European Parliament to address in priority
democracy, the protection of human rights in the
EU and worldwide, freedom of speech and
thought, and the rule of law. After these big four
follows nothing else but a declared belief in the
solidarity between the EU member states and
between the regions of Europe.’[15] That being
said, something, if not a great deal of things, the
EU must have done right.

The debate on how the EU ought to dress now
wins new momentum in February 2022 as
outgoing Czech President Milos Zeman
comments on whether size matters. Between
large and small, the most popular and scarce
size stays ‘medium’. Zeman sees in Serbia a
power to become a mediator between Russia
and Ukraine precisely because the country, unlike
a fair share of governments in Europe, fashions
twin clothing with neither Ukraine nor Russia, a
behavior that could call for an even greater war.
[16]
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Serbian President Aleksandar Vucic (right) gives a welcome to
Czech President Milos Zeman (seated), Belgrade, January 30, 2023.
[17]

Italy and Hungary too turn their gaze toward
Serbia. A week ago, when the Hungarian foreign
minister Peter Szijjarto met with the Serbian
European Integration Minister Tanja Miscevic in
the capital of Budapest he emphasized
thatSerbia’s accession to the EU should 



be accelerated now.[18]

‘The integration of the Western Balkan region is
not only in the national security and national
economic interest of Hungary, but also in the
interest of the whole of Europe,’ remarked
Szijjarto.

Earlier, in January, the conference ‘Italy and the
Western Balkans: Growth and Integration’ took
place in the city of Trieste. Foreign Minister
Antonio Tajani made his point to tie 
‘all the Italian forces of the various sectors,
entrepreneurial and political, also with the
blessing of the EU, to launch an ever stronger
presence of our country in a region that must
also become part of the European market.‘[19]
The Balkan country, Serbia, seems to send a
clear message: hardliners make for political
earthquakes rocking the house, softliners make
for community.

Creationworks
 
Full House

In ancient times, the maps didn’t show the Balkan
because it was yet to come into existence as a
term. The living spaces in and around the
Mediterranean and Greece were an expression
of hitherto unexperienced prosperity, power, and
progress that became a symbol of civilization.
[20] Meanwhile, the north of Europe appeared as
‘savage’, ‘backward’, or ‘uncultivated’ land, ‘yet to
be conquered and tamed.’[21] In recent times, by
public perception, the claim for recognition as a
high culture society has been decided in favor of
the lands pertaining to the European Union. The
repercussions of this seemingly infinite game of
‘who is worth more’ can be as deep as, Valentić
notes, ‘…people don’t want to belong to it [the
Balkan] and they are trying to be away from it’
because of the ‘discomfort” living there, because
of the ‘residence of their own culture’. [22] He
calls it a collective neurosis.  Almost all people
residing in the Balkans would be united in
experiencing this condition at some point where
they feel the urge to relocate, or 

by extension, to disconnect from what is home in
one or another way. To exemplify how else this
can show up, Valentić names the normalized use
of synonyms for the Balkans, including, Southeast
Europe, Central South Europe, South Central
Europe, or Eastern Adriatic region, as if you are
(from) there, but not quite (from) there. 

On a relational-spatial level, a person finds
himself or herself traumatized by relocation or
disconnection from what is home, naturally
gravitates towards merging with what seems
stable and a better place to be to the point
where s/he is terrified by autonomy and her/his
boundaries become too weak. 

Once a year, the leaders of the six Western
Balkan countries have a rendezvous with the EU
member states, with the heads of the European
Council, Commission, and European External
Action Service setting the table. Last year’s
summit in Tirana was said to be exceptional
inasmuch, for the first time, it took place in a
Western Balkan country.  This signals a break
from tradition. EU countries with close relations to
the region were habitually assigned to host.
Following Bechev’s observations[23] on the
course of those meetings, the EU typically arrives
with a list of pressing demands, some of which
seem to be castles in the air, and the Western
Balkan countries play along: Wise words are
spoken about the Western Balkans’ European
future. EU dignitaries talk political and economic
reforms. The six leaders—representing Albania,
Bosnia and Herzegovina, Kosovo, Montenegro,
North Macedonia, and Serbia—nod in
agreement. Then everyone goes home and it is
business as usual.’
This time, only the EU representatives formally
signed the summit declaration denouncing
Russia and designating the country as the
bearer of the sole responsibility for the current
energy and economic crises. Since this
declaration was signed ‘in consultation with the
Western Balkan leaders’, the EU mastered a
diplomatic coup as Bechev coined it that likely
will stir up relations between the Western Balkan
countries and their friends who look eastwards.
[24]
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Vucic in a meeting last month that there would
be consequences if Serbia rejected the plan.
Now, Vucic warns his own people of the risk of
becoming a ‘pariah’, outcasted from EU
accession negotiations, and struck off the list of
European funds. In his own words, ‘We would be
[…] completely isolated. No one would talk to us,‘
and, therefore, it should be in Serbia’s ‘vital
interest’ to keep EU membership its north star.
[28]
Young people across the Balkans, too, negotiate
political courses of action that will guide and
lead them toward a purposeful destination. 
In the WB2EU Summer School, part of an
Erasmus+ project on the future of the Western
Balkans and EU enlargement, young people
expressed in an op-ed piece that it’s about time
to take action for actualizing a life in a pluralistic
and liberal democracy. 

‘[…] we are not giving up, we feel responsible for
our region and the whole of Europe and we want
to push for change. We will not stand still, but
rather do everything in our power to safeguard
freedom of speech by actively countering
disinformation both in social media and within
our peer groups. By investing in our education
and claiming for us the right to be listened to, we
will contribute to the resilience of our society.’
[29]

Some voices representing Western Balkans’
youth have risen and they come with a force for
change that might transform the region in the
blink of an eye.[30]

Despite or precisely because of the optimism so
vivid in young people, Stevo Pendarovski,
President of North Macedonia, signaled that if the
European Union chooses to be absent in the
region after the war between Ukraine and Russia
comes to an end, it will find ten million people left
in the Western Balkans and those people ‘[…] will
not be the aspirational, committed generations
we still have living in the region.’[31]

The other eight million, so Pendarovski believes,
will seek opportunities to migrate to the 
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One big happy family? This is how Deutsche Welle titled the
snapshot from the EU-Western Balkans summit.[25]

Irrespective of accession, the larger power game
for the EU’s dominance in Europe must go on and
play coins must flow. The Commission leveled up
its financial package to the region worth one
billion euros to tackle the effects of the energy
crisis. Previously, the EU had issued a nine billion
package to the region in the wake of COVID-19 to
rebuild its economies and to better mimic the
EU-boosted green transition.[26]
It is a practical reality that the Western Balkans
heavily rely on trade and foreign direct
investment from the EU.[27]Right now, the Union
has to win the game on home turf against
inflation, which already leaves its mark on the
region. But no matter how much money swirls
around, the Western Balkan countries must keep
guard to position themselves as anything but not
a plaything of those in power.
How thin the line is between giving power away
and acting from a position of power is currently
being experienced by Serbian President
Aleksandar Vucic and the question of how to
move forward with the Normalization Plan Over
Kosovo. In a special reunion of the Serbian
parliament on 2 February 2023, some of its
members demonstratively put up a banner
proclaiming:
‘Vucic, you betrayed Kosovo’.

Vucic previously laid out that the plan foresees,
on the one hand, that Serbia would not oppose
Kosovo joining international organizations. On the
other hand, Serbia does not have to formally
recognize Kosovo’s statehood. 
The European-American diplomatic team had
discouraged any anti-Kosovo sentiment to linger
in Serbian circles when it declared to 



neighboring EU countries. 
‘[…] one by one (they will leave) rather than wait
in their home countries – where someone else
might be happy to step in and offer a much
worse ‘alternative’ to a united Europe.’ [32]

In the words of Pendarovski[33], Northern
Macedonia might not be a ‘perfect’ European
country, but it is stronglyspirited as its evolution
showed – starting out as an internationally
isolated nation, Northern Macedonia today is a
nation integrated with the West.
 
Concluding Remarks

The point is that the principle of closeness and
distance is very familiar to us at the societal level
in a relationship context with a significant other,
friends, or family. We have abstracted this
principle and brought it into the sphere of
international security by illustrating the relation
between the EU and the Balkans and the EU
accession process. Interestingly, the very same
courses of thinking and doing seem natural at
the societal level but less natural when talking
international security. Security more so than
anything protects life. Humankind, however, never
has cracked the mystery of life. You could say
there was no other way than to become truly
creative in cultural identity-building projects that
promise at least ‘more of or in life’. As a result,
complex and highly exclusive identities loomed.
The EU accession process around which the
European Union and Balkan identities orbit is a
prime example of how distancing towards one’s
own home and closing in on the foreign
(creating the Full House effect) and distancing
towards the foreign and closing off oneself
(forging the Home Alone effect) led to levels of
complexity and exclusivity that had to produce
deadlocked cooperation efforts. 

Deadlock, have you seen Lifeunlock? One way to
further invigorate the quality of being powerfully
attractive or fascinating to each other is to bring
the art of creating complexity 

When someone shares their point of view
with you, resist the temptation to place your
facts or tales of fiction right next to his or
hers. Do not try to change anything, even if
you couldn’t disagree more. It's not about
contesting, it’s about connecting. 
When someone talks with you, chances are
high that what is being said is a replay of a
story from the past or a preview of an
imagined future. When processing mental
images and voices, our brains cannot
distinguish between the past, present, and
future, everything indeed becomes a matter
of ‘now’. This makes a point for why the
storyteller is so attached to the story and
cares a great deal about how you interact
with his or her story.
Imagine, you create a thought being (so, a
being that is not ‘you’ but capable of using
your imaginative faculty) and it lived
everything the storyteller  shares. Do so in
great detail. Storyline by storyline. Emotion by
emotion. Your vision doesn’t have to be exact.
An approximation of that reality suffices. 

and the art of creating simplicity together. A play
of see and unsee, lost and found: I am
something that you are not gives cultural
identities their distinctive edge. Beyond ‘you and I’
lies ‘us’. Us disregards either/or and plugs in
and/and categorical choices. The EU did this,
and, the Balkans did that. As intended here,
and/and as a tool to assume responsibility for
what needs to be fixed at homeand abroad and,
in the pursuit of fixing, scrutinizing what goes on
there and here. 

Is there any practical application that helps us
liquify our political hardline positions and swim in
political potentials instead? What follows is a
hands-on recommendation on how to converse
along the lines of difference that we can
practice, no matter which policy field we are in,
no matter how we are positioned in and towards
the EU, the Balkans, and the EU-Balkan
relationship.
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Now, explore the thoughts, beliefs, and
courses of actions chosen by the storyteller.
Then detach from the thought being, be just
you again, and, give the storyteller and his or
her story a value tag. Most probably, there is
a distance between the point of view you
arrived at when you were projecting and the
point of view you had held originally. Be
aware, distance as such is neither good nor
bad. Don’t work against it, work with it, if
anything. 
The more you train yourself to at the very
same time project, extending outwards
beyond yourself, and, representing your own
stance, the more political potentials you will
perceive that play out in favor of the parties
being present. 

 
From a policy-specific point of view, I
recommend asking two questions: Has it made a
difference for the EU or the Balkans respectively
to say that the issue at hand is ‘their problem, not
ours’? Have closed negotiation chapters or a
delay of talks added qualitatively to the access
process? If it turns out that the answers are ‘no’
and ‘no again’, then we are set up for dealing
with ‘our problems’ in ‘progressing conversations’.
For better or worse, good neighborly relations or
friendly relations among both nations and
individuals do not come into being by seasonal
declaration but by daily practice. In days of
political orientation, the message prevails, every
day is a new chance to love thy neighbor
(more) and make friends. 
The article likes to invite all practitioners in and
around the EU accession process to join this
debate to soon be able to leave Full House and
Home Alone behind and become a truly Modern
Family. 
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The inexorable drift away from a western
orientation appears to continue under a re-
elected Dodik in the RS, despite speculation
that after securing his election win he would
scale back his populism.
Russian trained, financed and influenced
security actors present in the RS as Dodik
continues to lead with a pro-Russian
populism and continues his threat to the rule
of law in the RS by building an entity level
paramilitary loyal force, loyal to him.
NATO interest in Bosnia reawakened in light of
the invasion of Ukraine. Time to recognise
that Bosnia is an integral part of the wider
security picture and not just a problem to be
managed. Croatian membership of NATO
and the EU vital in this regard.
EUFOR remains the compromise security
stability model by all sides in a con-
socialised state. Military insecurity remains a
distant possibility; however a policing gap is
growing which threatens the rule of law.
Adopting a more Human Security (HS)
focused approach to security by EUFOR 
 would assist in aligning EU ambitions with its
force deployment.

NATO has increased its engagement with the
region, contesting Kremlin destabilisation. Deputy
Assistant Secretary General for Political Affairs
and Security Policy, Javier Colomina, visited
Serbia and BiH at beginning of November 2022 to
discuss areas of support and cooperation and
strengthen its political dialogue with these two
countries. Serbia’s Vucic continues to walk the
line between maintaining a European
perspective and the challenge populism
articulated by his neighbouring Serbian nemesis
in the RS, Milorad Dodik.

In November 2022 the EUFOR mandate in BiH was
renewed against a backdrop of tensions at the
UNSC. In December, EUFORs 5-week high
readiness EUFOR rapid reinforcement exercise
was concluded and Brussels finally granted
Bosnia candidate status in mid-December 22. In
response, Russia has likely determined its desire
to disrupt further enlargement for both
organisations. 

Russia

The Kremlin has shown repeatedly that it is a
master at leveraging ethnic tension and
cleavages to destabilise and distract.  Whether it
be Trans-Dniester or the Balkans, Moscow
exploits and promotes instability through
promoting ethnic instability and corrupt regional
elites[1]. In the case of the Balkans, they have
been notably active since the invasion of Ukraine.
The Balkans is a particularly fertile region of
south east Europe in this regard and gives the
Kremlin a way of hitting back at the west in an
asymmetric, hybrid warfare manner[2]. In 2022
the Kremlin warned against Bosnian membership
of NATO saying it would undertake ‘measures’
(unspecified), if that went ahead.[3]

Despite the rhetoric and destabilising
interventions, Paul Stronski of the Carnegie
Endowment for International Peace points out
‘Russia’s toolkit is rich in symbolism and
instruments of subversion. Yet it has surprisingly
few tangible benefits to offer to countries in need
of greater stability and prosperity’[4]. A member
of the RS National assembly commented in 2018
that ‘everything you see built in the RS has been
done with EU money, not 1 Rouble is from
Moscow’[5]. 

 
 The Security Triptych of Bosnia-Hercegovina

Peter Chilvers
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The Kremlin’s lack of finesse and ability to
successfully employ soft power in the Balkans
was again evident when Montenegro joined
NATO in 2017. Having failed in its influence
campaign to keep the last non-NATO port in the
Mediterranean out of Alliance hands, it resorted
to a coup attempt which was exposed and
failed[6]. The Kremlin’s relationship with Serbia
has been complicated by the annexation of the
Donbas and other regions in southern Ukraine by
Russia. That action has backfired, annoying Serb
nationalists who see the breach of the territorial
integrity of another nation state, as legitimising
their own loss of Kosovo.

Republika Srpska

While Vucic manages his countries complicated
relationship with Russia – 60% of Serbian exports
go to the EU and only 4.7% goes to Russia.
Milorad Dodik, the RS President, exploits this for all
its worth and tries to insert himself in front of
Vucic as Putins main interlocutor in the Serbian
World. Thereby creating and additional
headache for Vucic.

On this year’s celebration, the focus was East
Sarajevo, only a few kilometres from the State
capital of BiH and the Inter Entity Boundary Line
marking the administrative line between the RS
and the Bosniak-Croat Federation entity of BiH.
Events were also held in Banja Luka with an in-
absentia presentation of the Order of Republika
Srpska awarded to Vladimir Putin, an act
condemned by EU, UK and US leaders[8].

While previously, the Serb ‘national’ battalion of
the Armed Forces of BiH (AFBiH) took part in the
parade, they did not do so this year. After the
2015 Constitutional Courts ruling, their
participation was technically illegal since the
AFBiH is an arm of the State, not an entity asset,
and is duty bound to support the national
constitution. Taking part in a banned, illegal
event would have been unlawful under article 5
of the Defence Law of Bosnia and Herzegovina
which clearly states that the AFBiH cannot be
used for the political purposes or activities of
political parties[9]. This includes the co-called
National Battalions.

These battalions are a hangover from the post
war era and a compromise agreed in order to
facilitate the creation of a unified, state level
armed forces. They wear the national symbols of
the constituent national/ethnic groups in BiH on
their arms and one could assume that this would
be a demonstration of divisive nationalism within
the armed forces. However this is not the case.
Units were created to retain some kind of legacy
as a compromise, however time and the policy
of personnel allocation on a random basis has
eroded that intention. 

This year’s parade saw up to 2,000 participants
from pro-Russian biker groups and members of
the paramilitary police force Dodik has created.
Significantly, under the Dayton Peace Agreement
which ended the war in Bosnia, policing was
made an entity competence. Even though ‘state’
policing agencies such as the border police and
the State Investigation and Protection Agency
(SIPA) have been created in order to bind the
entities and do have cross 
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Dodik meets with Putin September 2022, discuss construction of a
new Russian-Serbian Orthodox Center in Banja-Luka, Source: 20
September 2022, Sarajevo Times.

Despite winning a contested victory in the
November 2022 Bosnian elections[7], Dodik has
continued on his nationalistic path, conducting
another 9th January RS national day celebration.
On that day in 1992, the Bosnian Serb Assembly
declared the independence; it is also an
Orthodox saint’s day. The holiday was declared
illegal in 2015 by a Constitutional Court ruling as
being discriminatory. This has been ignored by
Dodik and the majority of the RS population. 



entity jurisdiction, their reach is limited and the RS
has withdrawn cooperation in the past.
Controversially in December 2022 when SIPA
were seeking documents from Baja Luka, Dodik
said he would cooperate if they asked politely
and ‘bathed and combed and there is no smell
that they carry from Sarajevo’[10] 

The creation of these instruments of power are
underpinned in parallel by an amended draft
law, in which police officers would be given the
authority to arrest people without an order from
a prosecutor or court. This would seem to be a
classic page out of the Kremlin play book on
oppression and state capture and is a threat to
the democratic functioning of State and Entity
institutions in Bosnia as it is not coherent with the
separation of powers. Further, it presents a
challenge, not only to those directly impacted,
but also to the wider western European
community. 

Bosnian Croat Nationalism 

The Bosnian Croat dynamic in BiH is also a
complicated issue. Like Dodik, Dragan Čović, the
Bosnian Croat HDZ representative, is often
considered one of Putin’s key allies. Čović wishes
the creation of a third Croat entity in Bosnia,
breaking up the Bosnian-Croatian Federation
entity established in 1994[14]. 

Voting in Bosnian presidential elections has
returned Zeljko Komsic for a fourth term as the
Bosnian Croat representative on the tripartite
presidency, much to the annoyance of the
Bosnian HDZ. The HDZ BiH claims that Čović is
elected by a large number of Bosniaks, voting
tactically in mixed Cantons across the
Federation. The Bosnian HDZ wants an almost
guaranteed HDZ seat at the Presidency[15]. 
 Čović collaborates with Dodik and receives
support for his aims in return. Promoting a
dysfunctional State is in Dodik’s interested and
that of the Kremlin, who wishes to prevent Bosnia
from attaining membership of western
institutions. Čović enjoys backing from Croatia.
Tacit support for these schismatic actors from a
country in both the European Union and NATO
undermines transatlantic goals in the region and
needs to be addressed[16].

Identity politics is a very strong force as we have
seen across Europe in recent years, with a ‘take
back control’ strap-line promoted by populists.
Nativist rhetoric, combined with narratives of
historic allegiance project easily 
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RS National Day celebrations 9 January 2023, Source: BIRN/Azem
Kurtic for Balkan Insights 

In 2018 Serbian paramilitaries of the ‘Serbian
Honour’ militia group, trained by Russian
mercenaries under the guise of a Belgrade
based Russian funded cultural NGO
‘Humanitarian Centre’[11] were photographed on
the streets on Banja Luka ahead of the banned
9th January Republika Srpska (RS)
national establishment holiday in that year. The
Žurnal news site, confirmed by the Bosnian
Security minister claimed that Russian
mercenaries are helping to train a militia which
will personally serve Dodik[12]. 

Serbian paramilitary militia from Belgrade pictures in Banja Luka in
2018, Zurnal for: The Guardian

A leaked Bosnian security services document
apparently states that Dodiks aids had
discussed “possible intervention if the opposition
seeks to obstruct the functioning of the
authorities”[13]. 



on to an economically disadvantaged people
such as exists in many regions of BiH. ‘Taking
control’ is an attractive slogan and an easy sell
when people feel they do not have that in their
lives, or what they do have is under threat. The
‘take back control’ message is echoed by Dodik
himself. In 2022 he compared his attempt to
renegotiate the constitutional arrangements the
RS finds itself wedded to, with the David
Cameron’s attempt to renegotiate the UKs
relationship with Europe ahead of the 2016 Brexit
referendum in an attempt to reverse what some
saw as a centralising trajectory in the EU[17].

In this way the Kremlin seeks to overload the
west with multiple crises in order to divert
attention and effort and exacerbate fatigue, and
in so doing divide and dissolve commitment to
Ukraine. However, as in Ukraine, Moscow may
have underestimated its opponents. The west is
proving adept at managing the multiple
challenges promoted by Russia and is
increasingly comprehending the threat, the need
to deal with it and growing the resolve to do so.
The coming together of Europe over sanctions
and arms supplies to Ukraine is witness to the
fact that Putin has in effect created resolve, not
dissolved it. As suggested by Dr Olga Chyzh, an
Assistant Professor in the Department of Political
Science at the University of Toronto, the west is in
fact engaging in a realist deterrence model
known as ‘the shadow of the future’[18], i.e
constant engagements where the opponent
comes out worse off and as a result agrees to
compete less and to compromise on issues, with
the understanding that if either reneges the party
to be deterred will return to costly
competition[19].

NATO 

Hamza Karčić, an associate professor at the
Faculty of Political Science at the University of
Sarajevo recently wrote that ‘failing to absorb
Bosnia into NATO could – in the years ahead –
stir a debate over ‘who lost the Balkans’[20].
NATO has been accused of falling asleep at the

wheel over Bosnia and the western Balkans, but
the invasion of Ukraine has thrown all into sharp
focus. Visits to the region by senior NATO officials
such as Javier Colomina have sought to
reinforce the relationship and demonstrate
support by NATO for stability and Bosnia’s
alliance aspirations. The visit by Denis Bećirović,
the newest member of the BiH tri-Presidency
following the elections on October to NATO HQ in
January this year cemented this engagement.
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Bosnia's Becirovic meets Stoltenberg, proposes new approach to
NATO integration, Source: Unknown for N1. 

The renewal of the EUFOR mandate in November
last year, approved by the UNSC and tactically
voted through by Russia, removed some
uncertainty, at least for another year. However, it
would not have been in the interest of Russia or
the Bosnian Serbs to vote against the mandate.
Had it been blocked, it would either have been
renewed unilaterally or NATO would have
stepped in to take up its mantle of overall
guarantor of peace and stability under the 1995
Dayton Peace Agreement. NATO would likely be
much more robust and assertive in its approach.
This was recently seen in NATO’s response to
border tensions between Kosovo and Serbia,
where NATO stated that it was ready to intervene
and would take any necessary measures[22].
Miloš Šolaja from the University of Banja Luka
agrees that vetoing the mandate of EUFOR and
opening the door for expanded NATO
involvement would not be in Russia’s interest, and
adds that it would not be good for political
stability in the country[23]. 

Progress on Bosnian NATO membership is
effectively stalled or troubled in a number of
areas. 



Milorad Dodik as holder of the RS Presidency is
essentially using the complicated constitutional
arrangements in Bosnia to block progress on the
issue of cadastral registration of former Yugoslav
People’s Army land and facilities as Bosnian state
property. Dodik claims that this land belongs to
RS, and is ‘entity’ land and not property of the
Bosnian state. This issue has been the last
remaining condition for Bosnia’s NATO
Membership Action Plan since 2009. Of 63 such
locations in the whole of BiH, 23 are located in
the RS. Until this matter can be unlocked, Bosnia
cannot join NATO, which is something Dodik and
his confederate Putin want to frustrate.
Interestingly, resolution of this matter is also one
of the conditions based criteria for the closure of
the Office of the High Representative, something
Dodik and Putin do want. 

In addition, Bosnian NATO membership is
challenged by the fact that the AFBiH has been
chronically underfunded for years with defence
spending dropping from 4% of GDP in 2002 to
barely 1% now. The government allocated
defence budget comes nowhere near the NATO
funding target for alliance members of 2% of
GDP. The army numbers around 10,000
professional soldiers, however the commander-
in-chief is the rotating three-member
Presidency, where all decisions must be made
unanimously. Annual budget negotiations are
often fraught with negotiation and last year the
state budget was only agreed in July after an 18-
month delay[24].

EUFOR

The EUFOR mandate was successfully renewed in
November last year and maintains its force
presence in BiH. This mission is the successor to
the NATO peace implementation force that was
deployed after the war and represents a softer,
European led approach to stability but with NATO
in the background as the ultimately authorized
arbiter of peace, all be it an imperfect peace
more characterised as an absence of war. The
EU mission consists of 3,500 troops, of which only
600 are deployed 

in-country[25]. This element was augmented
and increased to 1,100 following the Russian
invasion of Ukraine and concerns over
destabilization in Bosnia following Milorad Dodik’s
statements over possible secession of the RS.  
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EUFOR troops reinforcement deployment 2022, Source: Archive,
EUFOR in BiH, official page. 

EUFOR is generally seen as less assertive and
forceful than its NATO predecessor, or of the
NATO force in nearby Kosovo. In a sense though,
it is better suited to a tiered or escalatory
philosophical approach to security provision in
the post-conflict Bosnia. This again, plays into
the calculations of the current RS and Kremlin
leadership who prefer a softer EU approach to
security provision than that applied by NATO and
experienced in Kosovo. It is widely assessed that
Dodik’s visit to Moscow in September was in
order to ask him not to veto the EUFOR mandate
extension at the UNSC in November in order
avoid the return on a NATO deployment[26]. US
involvement and renewed focus would likely
bring a much greater commitment to a
functioning Bosnia. The dichotomy for the Banja
Luka/Kremlin axis though is how to get rid of the
security mission and the High Representative,
without agreeing to the constitutional
restructuring of BiH which would potentially
release the blocking levers they have on state
development. As we have seen across the wider
post-Soviet space, the Kremlin generally prefers
unresolved conflicts, rather than resolved ones in
order to escalate and deescalate as needed.  

Since the EUFOR mission is an essentially ad-hoc
EU creation, it has no corporate military doctrine
to under pin it, such as NATO has with its Allied
Joint Publications (AJPs).



EUFOR has a detailed mandate but its HQ is light
on staff and military planning capability due to
its limited size (until recently a total force of just
600 troops)[27]. In the early 2000s, the EU
developed an interest in Human Security as a
concept but missions such as Op ALTHEA in
Bosnia have not demonstrated an application of
its concepts. The capability-knowledge gap is
compounded by mission personnel with little
experience[28] of this new and emerging
approach to comprehensive security
frameworks. Efstathios T. Fakiolas and Nikolaos
Tzifakis, identified this when they wrote about
Human Security in EU strategy by looking at EU
missions in Bosnia and Kosovo. Accordingly, ‘the
Union has refrained from operationalising a
human security perspective to direct them’[29].
This deficiency was evident in the upscaling of
deployment in early 2022 when additional troops
arrived in the country and, on occasions, were
the cause of some friction with local people as
they blocked roads with parked vehicles
disrupting traffic unnecessarily[30].

The non-executive part element of the EUFOR
mandate states that it is to support AFBiH
collective and combined training in order to
support BiH in its progress to being a ‘security
provider’ rather than a ‘security consumer’[31]. In
carrying out this task, EUFOR has had some
success and this may offer a platform for
‘exporting’ that capability to other NATO aspirant
countries like Ukraine and Georgia. 

Conclusion 

The Moscow-Belgrade-Banja Luka transversal is
a complicated relationship but one the EU and
the west must manage and work within.
Understanding the drivers and dynamics of it are
crucial as is the awareness that the West has
levers, can influence – all be it over time – and
that the arc of time and history trends toward
democratic open societies as once again the EU
and NATO regains its confidence. 

Dodik continues to play the role of fire starter and
fire man, but we must look toward the future and
his inevitable successor. His victory in recent 
 

NATO to deploy a ‘Counter Hybrid Support
Team’ to Bosnia, as it did in Montenegro in
2019, to combat Russian disinformation
campaigns and other information operations. 
Build on Croatian membership of NATO and
the EU in order to neutralise Bosnian Croatian
HDZ support for Dodik’s posturing and
obstruction, non-cooperation and threats of
cessation.
In order to more effectively consider
programmatic interventions and
opportunities for peace building, improve
understanding of the tensions between Dodik
and Vucic (Serbia).
Suggest Bosnia joins the emerging group of
western nations delivering training to
Ukrainian personnel at the NATO certified and
accredited Peace Support Operations
Training Centre in Sarajevo. Training courses
of specific interest that the run would be
gender in conflict and counter corruption and
building integrity. These are non-controversial
subjects, of great relevance to peace
building and would move Bosnia more into a
western orbit.

elections was close and time is against him.
What he may do or provoke as that inevitability
faces him is of worry and the west needs to be
agile and flexible. The reinforcement of the EUFOR
mission last year was a good example of that
but it needs to embrace a more holistic
approach to security provision. 

The wakeup call of the Russian invasion of
Ukraine last year was a final recognition that the
west has been in an era of ‘constant competition’
with Russia for many years. Knowing that means
that the West of now more engaged with Bosnia
than it has been for years and that if viewed
differently, Bosnia can provide an opportunity
rather than a threat to wider stability.
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